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Introduction

For a long time, we have understood nature as a resource to be protected, as reflected in the
countless conservation campaigns and policies aimed at saving the natural world. While these
scientific and political approaches remain essential, it is equally important to understand the
different ways people have related to nature across cultures. One way to do so is to learn from
communities that have long lived in natural environments and have come to understand the
natural world through their lived experiences.

Many Indigenous communities understand the natural world to possess agency. From animals
to plants, non-human beings actively shape the environments in which Indigenous
communities reside and are not merely resources or agents to be managed and controlled.
Indigenous communities have long maintained relationships of mutual respect with the
natural world; they regard the natural world as beings with agency, relatives deserving of
respect, or members of a shared community. This worldview, often referred to as animism,
fundamentally reshapes how humans interact with nature.

What I[s Animism?

Animism refers to ontologies, or worldviews, that recognise both human and non-human
beings as possessing agency and personhood (Arhem & Sprenger, 2016). Rather than
positioning humans above nature, animism understands humans as part of a broader
community of life, in which relationships are grounded in reciprocity, responsibility, and
mutual respect.

Animism forms an important foundation of many Indigenous belief systems around the
world. While it is practised and interpreted differently across cultures, a common thread is the
understanding that the natural world is not passive or inert, but is made up of beings with
agency that actively shape relationships with humans.

Beyond being viewed as a non-scientific belief system, animism can be viewed as a
knowledge system that is grounded in generations of lived experiences and close
engagements with the surrounding natural environment, offering an alternative to the
dominant Western paradigm in understanding the relationship between humans and the
environment (C. Latayan & B. Latayan, 2024). These understandings are often expressed
through cultural practices, rituals, and traditions that reinforce reciprocal relationships
between humans and the more-than-human world.



Animism in Shaping Indigenous Conservation

Animism offers a different perspective on conservation by recognising the interdependence
between humans and the natural world. Through spiritual and cultural beliefs, many
Indigenous communities have cultivated relationships with nature that are grounded in
respect, reciprocity, and responsibility, shaped over generations of living alongside the
environments they inhabit. Although these practices were not developed with present-day
conservation in mind, they can be seen as a means of preventing the overexploitation of
natural resources and promoting localised environmental stewardship.

For example, in Bali, they celebrate the Bali Day of Silence (Nyepi). Preceding this day,
Balinese people parade monstrous effigies round the streets with loud music to ward off the
evil spirits, this is also known as the Ogoh Ogoh Parade. When Nyepi arrives the next day,
the entire island of Bali shuts down for the next 24 hours. Work is definitely not allowed and
even the airport is shut. Lights must be switched off so that it would not attract the evil spirits
back into the house. As mindful as this practice is, the Balinese people have become aware of
the benefits this day provides to the island, where the air is fresh and clean, and the
environment is quiet, allowing peace and restoration to the land.
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Balinese Ogoh Ogoh Parade, Les Village. Photo by Daphne Ong



Animism and Reciprocity

The Ainu community. Photo by Evan Wilcox/Vacation Niseko.

The Ainu are the Indigenous people of Hokkaido, Japan. In Ainu cosmology, all elements of
nature are believed to possess spirits known as kamuy, with the bear regarded as one of the
most revered, symbolising strength and serving as a bridge between the human and spiritual
worlds. Rather than viewing nature as a collection of resources, the Ainu understand animals,
plants, and landscapes as beings with agency that form part of a shared way of life (Vivid
Japan, n.d.).

This worldview is grounded in reciprocity. The kamuy, embodied in animals and plants, are
understood to provide the gifts essential for human life. In return, humans are expected to
harvest only what is needed and to express their gratitude through rituals and customary
practices.

This reciprocal relationship has shaped the Ainu's ecological knowledge of the Shiretoko
Peninsula and has been recognised in the management of the Shiretoko World Natural
Heritage Site. The Ainu demonstrate how long-standing animist beliefs grounded in
reciprocity can inform contemporary environmental conservation efforts.

Animism and Kinship

For many Indigenous communities, animism is not just a belief system but a way of life tied
to everyday cultural practices. These practices reinforce the interconnectedness between
humans and the natural world, fostering long-term care and local stewardship of these natural
spaces by the community.



Bamboo containers in the Umbilical Cord Forest of the Karen community. Photo by Carolyn
Cowan/Mongabay.

One example is the Karen, the largest Indigenous minority group in northern Thailand. A
long-standing Karen tradition involves placing a newborn's umbilical cord in a bamboo
container and hanging it on a young tree in the community’s sacred forest, establishing a
spiritual link between the child and the tree (Cowan, 2025). As a result, harming the tree is
regarded as equivalent to harming the child, reinforcing the interconnectedness of the
community and the forest.

These sacred forests are collectively safeguarded by Karen communities, protecting up to
37,500 hectares of forests in Thailand (Phatthanaphraiwan & Greene, 2023). Hence, animism,
embodied in the lived cultural experiences of the Karen community, has strengthened
relationships between people and forests. Although these traditions were not developed as
formal conservation strategies, they have contributed to the long-term protection of forests by
recognising them as integral to the community’s cultural and spiritual identity.

Moving Forward

As the world moves forward in developing solutions to the climate crisis, it is also crucial to
reconsider our relationship with the natural world. Nature should not be viewed as something
separate from human society, but as an integral part of the landscapes we inhabit, shaping
both the landscapes we inhabit and the future we create.

The examples of the Ainu and Karen communities demonstrate that conservation can emerge
from long-standing relationships between people and the natural world, shaped by belief
systems that recognise the agency of non-human beings.



As we look towards a more sustainable future, animism and the lived experiences of
Indigenous communities remind us that humans are part of the natural world, not separate
from it. Through everyday lived experiences, cultural practices, and a deeper understanding
of our relationship with nature, we may cultivate more meaningful relationships with the
environments we seek to protect.
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