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 Abstract 

Vijaydan Detha, a prominent writer and folklorist, preserves and promotes the environmental 

wisdom and cultural consciousness of the desert community in his literary work. His 

collection of stories, Garden of Tales (Baatan ri Phulwari), reflects lived practices and 

experiences as an ethical framework. This study explores the convergence of indigenous 

ecological knowledge and oral traditions in the selected stories. It also observes how Detha 

incorporates ecological ethics and sustainable practices, and how these concepts relate to 

human nature. Drawing on the theory of ecocriticism, postcolonial ecology, and orality, this 

paper argues that his work offers a culturally rooted model of sustainability and 

environmental justice, affirming the role of the humanities in addressing ecological 

challenges. 

Keywords: Indigenous ecological knowledge, oral traditions, ecocriticism, folklore 

Introduction 

Vijaydan Detha (1926-2013), a prominent writer, devoted his life to collecting and retelling 

Rajasthani folktales. Folktales, with their memorable narratives, serve as an ideal medium for 

preserving and transmitting wisdom across generations, ensuring the cultural continuity of 

ecological knowledge. His stories offer insights into sustainable lifestyles, biodiversity, and 

the human-nature relationship. It extends beyond literary merit to encompass what 

environmental historian Ramchandra Guha calls the ―environmentalism of the poor that bears 

ecological consciousness not from romantic reservation but from lived necessity and cultural 

practice. (Guha 12). The stories depict the ‗Thar desert,‘ where extreme temperatures, fragile 

ecosystems and scarcity demand adaptive strategies. Traditional ecological knowledge is 

essential for survival. Detha's folktales articulate a nuanced environmental ethics based on the 

principle of reciprocal relationship between humans and the non-human world, a reverence 

for natural processes, and a call for moderation in resource use. Scholarly blends indicate that 

Indigenous knowledge systems are intergenerational and integral to sustainable development 

outcomes, bridging cultural practices and environmental resilience (Dei et al. 3–23, 2025). 

Methodology: 

This study analyses selected stories from the collection ‗The Garden of Tales( Batan ri 

Fulwari) ,‘ focusing on narrative motifs, ecological metaphor, and cultural practices. It 

employs a qualitative method grounded in ecocriticism, postcolonial ecology, and oral 

tradition theory. Ecocriticism scrutinises literary depictions of nature and environmental 

awareness, postcolonial ecology investigates how colonised societies preserve and express 
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ecological understanding, and oral tradition theory examines the methods by which 

communities convey cultural and environmental insights through storytelling. Collectively, 

these perspectives shed light on how Detha's folktales exemplify what anthropologist Keith 

Basso refers to as "wisdom sits in places," where the interplay of landscape, narrative, and 

moral guidance coalesce (Basso 121). 

Folklorist writer Devi posits that research on folklore as a repository of traditional ecological 

knowledge demonstrates that cultural narratives, rites, and stories encode practices essential 

for sustainable resource use and fostering respect for nature (1707–1715).  Detha's folktales 

embed Indigenous Ecological Knowledge within symbolic representations, character 

dynamics, and narrative frameworks, representing a complex form of environmental 

literature. His narratives express ecological ethics. They are based on reciprocal relationships, 

limits, and respect for nonhuman entities, thereby opposing anthropocentric perspectives that 

prioritise human needs over ecological health. Additionally, his narratives demonstrate that 

oral traditions act as vibrant repositories of adaptive environmental knowledge, passing down 

ecological insights through generations while adapting to evolving contexts. By analysing 

selected stories from The Garden of Tales (Batan Ri Phulwari), this research highlights the 

lasting significance of indigenous knowledge systems for modern environmental discourse 

and practice. Singh puts forth, ―Folktales are rooted in local experience and result from the 

convergence of the objective reality of the physical environment and the subjective response 

of the community to the lived experience. The narratives of Vijaydan Detha cannot be traced 

back to the original renderings, though the traces of the same can be easily apprehended.‖ 

(72) 

Currently, the environmental crisis manifests through climate change, resource depletion, and 

biodiversity loss. This situation necessitates alternative epistemologies that challenge the 

instrumental rationality contributing to ecological degradation. Indigenous knowledge 

systems, historically dismissed by colonial and modernist frameworks as lacking scientific 

validity, are increasingly recognized for their nuanced understanding of ecological processes 

and sustainable resource management. As environmental philosopher Val Plumwood asserts, 

the ecological crisis is fundamentally "a crisis of reason" rooted in Western dualistic thought, 

which separates culture from nature, mind from body, and humans from non-human entities 

(Plumwood 2). Detha's folktales offer alternative frameworks for understanding 

environmental relationships, grounded in non-dualistic perspectives. While ecocriticism 

emphasizes literary portrayals of nature and environmental ethics, postcolonial ecocriticism 

within the Indian context expands this framework by examining the influence of colonial 

histories, indigenous knowledge systems, and socio-economic disparities on ecological 

relationships and environmental awareness. 

This study positions Detha's contributions within the expanding domain of postcolonial 

ecocriticism. It examines how colonialism has interrupted Indigenous environmental 

practices. It also probes how colonised cultures sustain ecological wisdom through oral 

traditions and cultural practices. As noted by Graham Huggan and Helen Tiffin, postcolonial 

ecocriticism examines "the intersection between postcolonial studies and ecocriticism, 

exploring how the economic exploitation stemming from colonialism was accompanied by 

ecological devastation" (Huggan and Tiffin 3). Detha's folktales were gathered during India's 

post-independence era. It serves as an expression of cultural and ecological rejuvenation, 

safeguarding knowledge systems imperilled by both colonial history and the pressures of 

modernisation.  
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Ecological Ethics in Detha's Folktales 

Detha's folktales convey a complex ecological ethics grounded in the principle of reciprocity 

between humans and the non-human world, a profound respect for natural processes, and a 

call for moderation in resource utilisation. These ethical tenets are conveyed not through 

direct instruction but through narrative frameworks that highlight the moral importance of 

nature and the idea that human well-being relies on the health of ecological systems. The 

narratives confront anthropocentric perspectives that diminish nature to mere utility, 

portraying ecosystems as networks of interrelated entities bound by ethical responsibilities. 

Oral traditions and folk literature are living repositories of ecological wisdom and sustainable 

practices. (Nair 2) 

The ecological ethics and reverence for natural processes cultural practices and spiritual 

believes for ecological integrity reflex in the stories the story ‗Sulking Ranade‘ person if the 

sun and the moon explain the importance the two of us are immortal if we die the world eyes 

"The two of us are immortal. If we die, the world dies!" (Detha 242). This assertion 

highlights the interconnectedness of cosmic, ecological, and human domains, situating human 

life within broader systems that necessitate acknowledgement and reverence. The sun and 

moon serve not only as celestial bodies but also as what anthropologist Nurit Bird-David 

refers to as "relational persons," entities with whom humans engage in ethical interactions 

(Bird-David 73). The narrative unfolds the principles of nature, illustrating how the sun and 

moon sustain all life on Earth through their cyclical patterns, exemplifying the mutual care 

that ought to define all ecological connections. 

The story ‗Learning from Toil‘ displays the importance of the earth and the tree in sustaining 

billions of species, including humans, and offering vital natural systems and resources. The 

old woman in the story explains, ―Earth and tree are most tolerant, saying, 'The earth bears 

the weight of sinners and those without Karma. We tear her chest apart and sow our seeds, 

but she won‘t destroy the seeds. We dig deep pits into her heart, yet she gives us sweet water 

and hands us priceless wealth, such as diamonds, pearls, and gold. The story depicts the 

crucial role of trees in regulating the climate, enhancing through shade and beauty, providing 

food and shelter, and supporting biodiversity. The old woman says, ―We cast stones at a 

fruiting tree, but it still gives us sweet fruits. When we cut the trees, they give us light and 

cook our meals. Even when burnt, they provide(p-38).‖  

"The Winds of Time" reflects the alteration of human character driven by greed and the 

exploitation of humanity. It presents a cautionary ecological tale of the repercussions of 

forsaking traditional moral values. The metaphor of "winds" conjures both natural 

phenomena and historical developments, indicating how human endeavours culminate in 

environmental changes that are bequeathed to future generations. This awareness of time—

grasping present actions and considering their future impacts—represents a vital aspect of 

ecological ethics nurtured in Detha‘s folktales. 

The narrative ‗Sonal Bai‘ focuses on the connection between a village and a tree, highlighting 

how sacred ecology influences land use and conservation. This exemplifies what 

anthropologist Fikret Berkes refers to as "social-ecological systems," wherein cultural 

institutions, spiritual beliefs, and resource management practices coalesce to support both 

human societies and ecosystems (Berkes 16). By placing a tree at the heart of village 

existence, the story contests utilitarian perspectives that view trees merely as sources of 
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timber or fuel, instead acknowledging their diverse values–ecological, aesthetic, spiritual, and 

social. The bond between humans and trees exemplifies the profound, reciprocal relationship 

between humans and specific locations that environmental psychologist Harold Searles posits 

as vital for both psychological well-being and ecological sustainability (Searles 89). 

These narratives collectively validate the ethical agency of nature, contesting what Plumwood 

calls the "master model" of human-nature interactions, which depicts nature as passive, 

utilitarian, and subordinate (Plumwood 41). In contrast, Detha's folktales portray nature as 

dynamic, responsive, and deserving of moral consideration, necessitating ethical awareness 

and stewardship in human-nature relationships. This ecological ethics, rooted in cultural 

narratives rather than philosophical discourses, illustrates how Indigenous knowledge 

systems weave together empirical observation, moral guidance, and spiritual practice into 

cohesive worldviews that inform sustainable environmental relationships. 

Moreover, these narratives encapsulate what scholars in environmental communication refer 

to as "environmental wisdom," which is characterised as "an understanding of the essential 

interdependence of all phenomena and the necessity of sustaining balance and harmony 

within the environment" (Meister and Japp 12). This wisdom is not derived from abstract 

theorisation but cultivated through generations of lived experiences within specific 

landscapes, honed and enhanced through experimentation, mistakes, and meticulous 

observation. The folktale format, with its conventional structures and engaging stories, acts as 

an optimal medium for safeguarding and conveying this wisdom through the ages, thereby 

ensuring the cultural continuity of ecological knowledge. 

Water Wisdom and Desert Hydrology: 

The Thar Desert receives minimal and highly variable rainfall, averaging between 100 and 

400 millimetres annually, making water the most precious and contested resource (Dhir 45). 

Traditional communities have developed sophisticated techniques for capturing, storing, and 

managing scarce water resources, including step wells (bawris), underground tanks (kunds), 

and rainwater harvesting structures (johads and tankas). The story ‗New birth‘ reveals water 

conservation: ―sweet rainwater stored in the reservoir was kept separately from the water 

from the well, which was kept separately (7). It focuses on the importance of water when 

Seth pointed out ―the true value of water, when one is on the road (travelling). The potter 

(kumbhar) would ask the travellers and serve them. In the summers, he would keep water in 

the large earthen pots(matkis), cold and refreshing. (7). It may be termed as ‗water 

consciousness is of water‘s value, vulnerability, and social dimensions. By embedding water 

management within narrative frameworks that emphasise community interdependence. These 

stories socialise individuals into conservation ethics, where water use is governed by 

collective efforts. Arun Agarwal's concept of ―environmentality‖ provides a useful 

understanding. 

Vandana Shiva, a political ecologist, describes ‗water democracy‘, in which water 

management emerges from participatory, decentralised community processes rather than 

centralised bureaucratic control (Shiva 89). Community participation and water democracy 

can be seen in the stories ‗Eternal Hope‘, ‗New Life‘, and ‗The Farming of Pearls‘. The 

scarcity of water is depicted in the story ‗Eternal Hope,‘ where the narrator says, In Marwar, 

instead of water, the clouds pour drought every second of the third year. (130) The hungry 
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and thirsty eyes of the farmers stared at the skies, but the clouds were nowhere to be found. 

The water in the well also comes from the clouds. (135) 

The story ‗Lajvanti‘ reveals the daily rhythms of women going to the well carrying pots on 

their heads, and the long walk out to the water source reflects the real-life scarcity of water 

across the Thar desert. The story ‗Crows Way‘ draws on Rajasthani proverbs saying the 

water of one well is salty, the water of another is sweet, the water in one tank is heavy, 

another light. (41 )The importance of water is depicted in the story ‗Eternal Hope‘ when The 

seervi said: ― …Water is all the maya there is in the world. Death is fine, but may God never 

dry up anyone‘s well.‖ (141) 

Detha's folktales serve to preserve the knowledge of these systems, providing frameworks for 

ecological restoration and sustainable water management. Furthermore, the water wisdom 

embedded in Detha's stories contests the prevailing paradigms of development and 

modernisation that regard traditional practices as regressive. Environmental scholars are 

increasingly acknowledging what Arturo Escobar refers to as "post-development" 

alternatives, which emphasise local knowledge, community autonomy, and ecological 

sustainability over mere economic growth and technological fixes (Escobar 195). The water 

management techniques illustrated in Detha's folktales exemplify these alternatives, 

showcasing how communities have thrived for centuries through meticulous resource 

management and social collaboration rather than through resource exploitation and individual 

accumulation. 

Animal symbolism and Coexistence 

In Dehta‘s folktales, animals are not only symbols of ecological balance and moral values, 

but also present interdependence between humans and nature. In the story ‗The Winds of 

Time‘, the narrator says ― …The winds of change blew without pause. Countless leaves 

withered, and countless new buds sprouted forth. The water of countless rivers joined the 

seas. Many sun rose up in the sky and set in the horizon. Another generation went its way. 

And the new blood pushing in the veins of a new generation rose into its heart. (12)‖  The 

stories affirm coexistence and foster empathy across species, fix human responsibility, and 

respect all life. The story ‗Creed of Crows‘  and ‗The Crow Way‘ represents a species that 

thrives in harsh deserts by being adaptable and observant. Their survival depends on 

cooperation (The Crows' way). The peacock‘s dance is linked with monsoons, the arrival of 

rain representing beauty and strength as responsibility, not for dominion, but in harmony with 

the environment. Cows and buffaloes are treated as family members, not property, as their 

care is a form of environmental stewardship. The arrival and departure of birds, parrots, and 

sparrows are linked with seasonal changes, droughts, and floods, reflecting ecological 

knowledge about animal behaviour as a sign of environmental conditions. Donkeys and 

Camels are portrayed as hard-working animals and partners in survival. The stories ‗The 

Crows Way‘, ‗Sonal Bai‘, and ‗The Leaf and the Pebble‘ feature animals like jackals, 

peacocks, and snakes, representing coexistence. The teej of Sawan is depicted (the third day 

in the lunar month of saavan, is celebrated in Rajasthan. It is described in the story Aasman 

Jogi – The cuckoos, frogs and peacocks calling out…. There are birds… There, flocks of 

parrots. ( 27) 

Agricultural Knowledge and Seasonal Cycles: 
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The fabric of village life, including farming knowledge, agricultural practices, and seasonal 

cycles, is the tapestry of Dehta‘s narratives. The monsoon is not just a weather phenomenon, 

but a social and cultural force that determines the fate, survival, and well-being of the village. 

The main crops are Bajra, Jawahar, moong, and pulses, which are sown with the first rains or 

harvested in the dry season. Women act as custodians of seeds, food shortages, and home-

based agriculture. Specific famine foods such as Kheep (desert shrub), Gawar fali (Cluster 

Beans), and Ker-Sangri (Capparis Berries) can be stored. The story ‗Farming of Pearls‘ 

depicts the seasonal cycle: ―The clouds were well regarded! The cycle of seasons would 

dance its ghoomer to the beats of merriment as per time. The rays of Sun and moon would 

ask the well-being of each person!‖ (75) 

 

Oral Tradition as Environmental Archive 

The oral tradition through which Detha collected and transmitted his folktales constitutes a 

refined knowledge system, particularly suited for preserving and adapting environmental 

wisdom across generations. Oral narratives possess exclusive characteristics that make them 

active repositories of Indigenous Ecological Knowledge. It reflects communal rather than 

individual epistemologies. Their performative flexibility permits adaptation to changing 

circumstances while maintaining core messages. Their memorability ensures cultural 

transmission; their embedding within social practice connects knowledge to lived experience. 

Ruth Finnegan's seminal work on oral literature argues that oral traditions constitute 

sophisticated literary and epistemological systems with their own aesthetic principles and 

social functions (Finnegan 28). It challenges Western biases that privilege written over oral 

forms. Applied to Detha's folktales, this framework illuminates how oral narratives serve as 

what Jan Vansina calls "verbal arts" that simultaneously entertain, instruct, and preserve 

cultural memory (Vansina 12). The specific environmental knowledge encoded in these 

tales—about plant uses, animal behaviour, weather patterns, and resource management— is 

transmitted through engaging narratives that children and adults alike find memorable and 

meaningful. 

The performative nature of ‗oral storytelling‘ merits particular attention to understand how 

environmental knowledge transmits and adapts. Unlike written texts that remain fixed, oral 

narratives change with each performance, allowing storytellers to emphasise different 

aspects, incorporate new information, or adapt messages to contemporary circumstances 

while maintaining their narrative core. This flexibility reflects the adaptive quality of 

Indigenous Ecological Knowledge, which must respond to environmental changes while 

preserving accumulated wisdom. Folklorist Linda Dégh describes this as "creative variation," 

where traditional tales remain recognisably continuous with past versions while incorporating 

innovations that maintain relevance (Dégh 67). 

Walter Ong's concept of "oral thought" further tells how narrative structures facilitate 

environmental knowledge transmission. Ong argues that oral cultures employ mnemonic 

devices, including formulaic expressions, rhythmic patterns, and narrative structures, that aid 

memory and cultural transmission (Ong 34). Detha's folktales exhibit many of these features: 

repetitive phrases, rhythmic language, memorable character types, and clear narrative arcs, 

proverbs that begin with chogas (couplet), etc., that make the stories easy to remember and 
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retell. These formal features are not merely aesthetic choices but cognitive technologies. It 

enables the preservation of knowledge in societies that lack written records. 

The folktales reflect communal epistemologies in which knowledge emerges from and 

belongs to communities rather than individuals. This contrasts sharply with Western 

intellectual property regimes, which privilege individual authorship and ownership. As 

postcolonial scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith claims, Indigenous knowledge systems often resist 

Western frameworks of individual intellectual property, instead treating knowledge as a 

collective heritage subject to community governance (Smith 105). Detha‘s role as reteller and 

collector rather than original author respects this communal epistemology, positioning 

himself as a conduit for traditional wisdom rather than creative genius. 

The concept of "narrative ecology" developed by environmental communication scholars 

proves useful for analysing how Detha's folktales cultivate environmental consciousness. 

Narrative ecology examines how stories shape environmental perceptions, values, and 

behaviours by providing frameworks for understanding human-nature relationships. 

Environmental psychologist Susan Clayton argues that "environmental identity"—how 

individuals understand themselves in relation to the natural world—forms significantly 

through narrative frameworks inherited from culture (Clayton 45). The folktales collected by 

Detha provide such frameworks, offering models of appropriate human-nature relationships 

that shape how individuals and communities understand their environmental obligations. 

Moreover, oral traditions serve what environmental historian William Cronon calls a 

"narrative explanation," where stories provide not just information but meaningful 

frameworks for understanding environmental change (Cronon 1349). The temporal 

dimensions of folktales—their origins in "long ago" and their transmission across 

generations—create a historical consciousness that positions current environmental 

conditions within longer trajectories of change and continuity. This temporal awareness is 

crucial for environmental stewardship, enabling communities to recognise gradual 

environmental changes that may be imperceptible within a single lifetime. 

The social context of oral storytelling also deserves attention. Folktales are typically 

transmitted not through isolated reading but in communal gatherings where stories 

accompany work, religious observances, or leisure. This embedding within social practice 

connects environmental knowledge to lived experiences rather than abstract information. 

Anthropologist Keith Basso's work with Apache place names and narratives demonstrates 

how oral traditions create a "sense of place" that binds communities to landscapes through 

layers of story, memory, and meaning (Basso 34). Similarly, Detha's Rajasthani folktales 

attach stories to specific landscapes, water sources, and ecological features, creating dense 

narrative networks that make the desert meaningful and morally significant. 

The role of elders in oral transmission is particularly important for the transmission of 

environmental knowledge. In many Indigenous societies, elders serve as repositories of 

ecological wisdom accumulated through long experience and careful observation. The respect 

accorded to elders in such societies reflects the recognition that environmental knowledge 

requires long-term observation and experimentation that only aged individuals possess. 

However, this intergenerational knowledge transmission faces threats from modernisation 

processes that devalue traditional knowledge and disrupt social institutions supporting oral 
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tradition. Detha's work of collecting and recording folktales responds to these threats, 

preserving endangered knowledge systems in new media forms. 

Contemporary scholars increasingly recognise the value of oral traditions for environmental 

monitoring and climate adaptation. Traditional ecological narratives often record 

environmental changes over centuries, providing baseline data on historical ecological 

conditions. Climate scientists have begun consulting Indigenous knowledge holders whose 

oral traditions preserve information on past climate patterns, species distributions, and 

environmental changes (Huntington 1270). This scientific validation of traditional 

knowledge, while welcome, should not be necessary, as Indigenous knowledge systems 

possess inherent value and legitimacy regardless of Western scientific confirmation. 

Conclusion 

Vijaydan Detha's ‘Batan Ri Phulwari’ is a sophisticated environmental archive preserving 

Indigenous Ecological Knowledge essential for sustainable coexistence with desert 

environments. Through narrative artistry, he conveys the cultural practices, ecological 

wisdom, and conservation ethics that have sustained Rajasthani communities for generations. 

His folktales articulate ecological worldviews grounded in reciprocity, restraint, and 

reverence for nonhuman nature, challenging the anthropocentric frameworks that underpin 

contemporary environmental degradation. The significance of Detha's work extends beyond 

regional or cultural boundaries, addressing global environmental challenges. As climate 

change, biodiversity loss, and resource depletion intensify, humanity desperately needs 

alternative models of human-nature relationships that prioritise ecological sustainability over 

economic exploitation. Indigenous knowledge systems, preserved in works such as Detha's 

folktales, offer such alternatives—not as romantic returns to premodern lifestyles but as 

sources of ecological insight refined through generations of careful observation and adaptive 

practice. The ecological ethics articulated in Detha's folktales— emphasising gratitude for 

nature's generosity, restraint in resource consumption, and recognition of nonhuman moral 

agency—offer valuable resources for contemporary environmental ethics. These principles, 

emerging from lived experiences in challenging environments rather than abstract 

philosophical reasoning, possess practical wisdom often lacking in theoretical environmental 

discourse. Embedding ecological values within cultural practices and moral instruction in the 

stories demonstrates that environmental consciousness requires not just intellectual 

understanding but also cultural transformation that shapes identity, values, and behaviour. 

The water wisdom preserved in Detha's narratives possesses urgent contemporary relevance, 

as water scarcity intensifies globally. Traditional water management systems encoded in 

these folktales—community-based governance, conservation ethics, and appropriate 

technologies adapted to local conditions—offer proven alternatives to large-scale 

infrastructural projects that often fail ecologically, economically, and socially. The communal 

frameworks governing water in these narratives challenge neoliberal privatisation schemes 

that treat water as a commodity, affirming water as a fundamental human right and 

communal responsibility. The oral tradition through which these stories were transmitted and 

which Detha worked to preserve represents an endangered cultural heritage threatened by 

modernisation processes. As indigenous languages decline, traditional social structures erode, 

and Western education systems displace intergenerational knowledge transmission, the 

ecological wisdom encoded in oral traditions faces extinction. Detha's work of collection and 

preservation responds to this crisis, translating oral traditions into written and recorded forms 
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accessible to wider audiences while respecting their cultural origins and communal 

ownership. However, preservation alone is insufficient; the revival and adaptation of 

traditional ecological knowledge require active engagement by contemporary communities. 

Environmental restoration movements increasingly recognise that ecological recovery 

requires not only biological but also cultural restoration—reviving traditional practices, social 

institutions, and knowledge systems alongside ecosystems. Detha's folktales can support such 

efforts by reconnecting communities with their ecological heritage and inspiring renewal of 

sustainable practices adapted to contemporary contexts.  Vijaydan Detha's folktales 

demonstrate the vital role of indigenous knowledge systems and oral traditions in 

environmental thought and practice. His works challenge dominant Western environmental 

paradigms and offer alternative frameworks premised on reciprocity, community, and long-

term sustainability. Detha's Batan ri Phulwari reminds us that sustainable futures require not 

just technological innovation but cultural transformation grounded in ecological humility, 

communal ethics, and reverence for the non-human world that sustains all life. 
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