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Abstract. Sacred natural elements in traditional societies often function as
effective informal conservation mechanisms. This study explores the
Dewandaru tree (Eugenia uniflora L.) at Gunung Kawi, East Java, as a
biocultural entity that integrates ecological functions, spiritual meanings,
and community-based conservation practices. The research applies a
qualitative case study approach with ethnographic elements, using a socio-
ecological and biocultural framework. Data were collected through
participant observation, semi-structured interviews, document analysis, and
ecological field observations involving caretakers, community leaders,
residents, and visitors from different cultural backgrounds. The findings
indicate that the Dewandaru tree contributes significantly to environmental
balance by supporting biodiversity, regulating the microclimate, and
preventing soil erosion. Beyond its ecological role, the tree holds deep
spiritual and cultural significance for both Javanese and Chinese
communities, which shapes collective ethics and customary rules that
prohibit cutting, harvesting, or commercial exploitation. These symbolic
protections have functioned as an effective form of community-based
conservation for generations. However, increasing tourism activities,
cultural commodification, and generational change have begun to challenge
the sustainability of this informal system. The growing demand for symbolic
souvenirs and the weakening transmission of spiritual values reduce the
effectiveness of sacred-based protection. This study concludes that
conservation grounded in local spirituality remains valuable but vulnerable,
and therefore needs to be strengthened through integrative strategies that
combine sacred values with formal governance, intergenerational education,
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and sustainable tourism management to ensure long-term ecological and
cultural sustainability.

1 Introduction

In recent years, researchers and policymakers have drawn increasing attention to
environmental degradation and the need for sustainable conservation efforts [1]. Areas with
high ecological value face pressures from tourism development, commercialization, and
weak environmental governance. This situation also occurs in Gunung Kawi, East Java, an
area with a strong blend of ecological, cultural, and spiritual values.

An important ecological and cultural element in the Gunung Kawi area is the
Dewandaru tree (Eugenia uniflora L.), locally recognized for its symbolic value and
environmental function. As a long-lived tree species, the Dewandaru contributes to soil
stabilization, microclimate regulation, and provides habitat for various organisms, thus
playing a role in maintaining the balance of the local ecosystem. However, these ecological
functions face challenges due to anthropogenic pressures, particularly uncontrolled tourism
activities, the commodification of sacred objects, and the limitations of formal conservation
systems[2].

In addition to its ecological value, the Dewandaru tree also exists within an eco-spiritual
framework that emphasizes the interconnectedness of humans, nature, and belief systems.
An ecospiritual perspective views environmental sustainability as an inseparable part of
ethical values, cultural practices, and collective responsibility towards the biosphere [3]. In
many traditional societies, sacred natural elements such as trees, forests, and water sources
function as moral checks that regulate human behavior towards the environment, while also
serving as effective informal conservation mechanisms [2, 4].

In Gunung Kawi, the Dewandaru tree represents the intersection of spiritual ecology
and community-based conservation practices. Sacred trees not only have symbolic meaning
but also establish protective norms that influence community behavior in protecting the
environment [2]. Several studies emphasize that conservation is not merely a technical
endeavor, but also an ethical and cultural process rooted in local belief systems and
worldviews [2, 5]. However, the effectiveness of this spiritually based conservation approach
remains debated, particularly in the context of rapid social change and the pressures of
modern tourism.

Philosophical frameworks such as Bali's Tri Hita Karana demonstrate that spiritual
values can go hand in hand with concrete ecological action, by aligning cultural devotion and
environmental management [6]. A similar approach is found in various religious and cultural
traditions in Indonesia, where sacred symbols, including trees, play a role in fostering
collective participation in nature conservation. In this context, the Dewandaru tree on Mount
Kawi reflects a conservation model built on spiritual awareness, social discipline, and local
ecological understanding.

While studies on local spirituality and environmental conservation have flourished,
research examining sacred entities that simultaneously function as ecological components,
spiritual symbols, and socio-economic attractions within tourism landscapes remains limited.
Therefore, this study aims to examine the interaction between ecological perceptions,
spiritual meanings, and community based conservation practices in the management of the
Dewandaru tree on Mount Kawi. Using a socio ecological and biocultural approach, this
study is expected to enrich the discourse on sacred site conservation and contribute to the
development of culturally sensitive and ecologically sustainable conservation strategies.
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2 Methods

2.1 Research Method

This research uses a case study approach with basic ethnographic elements. This
approach was chosen because it is able to capture the complexity of the relationship between
ecological aspects, conservation practices, and the surrounding socio cultural systems. Case
studies allow for an in depth understanding of a phenomenon within a specific context,
particularly when the boundaries between the object of study and its social environment
cannot be clearly separated. This research adopts a biocultural and socio ecological approach,
which not only views the ecosystem from a biological perspective but also considers the
cultural, symbolic, and social dimensions that shape human relations with nature [7]. Within
this framework, the Dewandaru tree is not understood solely as a biological entity, but rather
as a biocultural symbol whose meaning is constructed through its ecological functions,
spiritual values, and community based conservation practices. This approach allows for a
more comprehensive analysis of the interrelationships between nature and culture as part of
a dynamic system.

2.2 Research Participants and Location

This research was conducted at three ecologically and culturally interconnected
locations: the Pesarean and Kraton areas (religious burial complexes), and a Dewandaru tree
(Eugenia uniflora L.) in the Gunung Kawi conservation area, Malang Regency, East Java,
Indonesia. These three locations were chosen because of their close connection to the sacred
Dewandaru narrative, which has long been embedded in the collective memory of the local
community.

These locations represent the interaction between ecological systems, religious
practices, and socio economic activities that develop in the Gunung Kawi tourism area. This
research aims to document, analyze, and evaluate community based conservation practices
centered on the Dewandaru tree, as implemented by the surrounding community. This
research is qualitative with a socio ecological approach, positioning the Dewandaru tree not
only as an ecological object but also as a cultural and spiritual symbol that shapes the
community's environmental ethics. The analytical framework of this research is based on
local narratives and Dewandaru myths that influence conservation practices and the
community's relationship with their environment. Primary data was obtained from several
key informants, including caretakers and managers of religious sites, community leaders,
local residents, and visitors from diverse cultural backgrounds [8]. These participants'
perspectives provide insight into the care practices, symbolic values, and conservation
strategies of the Dewandaru tree as they develop within the local socio ecological system.

Table 1. Participant’s demography

Participants’ Code Status Gender Ethnicity
P1 Caretaker Male Javanese
P2 Local Resident Female Javanese
P3 Local Community leader Male Javanese
P4 Local Visitor Male Chinese
P5 Local Visitor Male Balinese

2.3 Data Collection

Data collection was conducted using several qualitative methods designed to explore
the ecological and conservation dimensions of the Dewandaru tree and its surrounding
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environment. These methods included participant observation, semi structured interviews,
document analysis, and descriptive ecological observations in the field. Participant
observation was conducted through repeated visits to the research site to directly observe
patterns of interaction between the community, ritual activities, and environmental
conditions. Semi structured interviews, lasting between 30 and 60 minutes, were conducted
with key informants to explore their perceptions of the Dewandaru tree's ecological function,
symbolic meaning, and conservation practices influenced by traditional narratives. Document
analysis included a review of field notes, local archives, and other relevant written sources to
support and verify field findings. In addition, descriptive ecological observations were
conducted to record environmental characteristics surrounding the Dewandaru trees,
including vegetation patterns, site conditions, and community conservation practices. This
combination of methods enabled data triangulation to gain a comprehensive understanding
of the relationship between ecological knowledge and conservation values in local practices

[4].

2.4 Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis, focusing on the interrelationships
between ecology, environmental ethics, and social practices. All interviews were transcribed
and then analyzed through open coding, axial coding, and selective coding to identify key
themes relevant to conservation. The analysis yielded several main thematic categories:
sacred symbolism in biodiversity conservation, community based conservation practices,
local ecological myths and perspectives, and ecological pressures resulting from tourism.
Participatory observation notes were used to strengthen interpretations of how symbolic
protection actions and ritual practices contribute to the protection of the Dewandaru tree and
its environment. Findings were validated through triangulation between interview data, field
observations, and documentary sources. This approach demonstrated that oral narratives and
ecological practices passed down through generations reinforce the community's
conservation ethics and reflect the community's level of ecological awareness in maintaining
the sustainability of the Dewandaru tree.

3 Findings and Discussion

In this study, the researchers used three connected dimensions and placed them within the
paradigm of ecological and conservation-oriented qualitative research. The first of these
dimensions addresses the ecological aspect of the Dewandaru tree and its contribution to
environmental balance and ecosystem services within the Kawi Mountain region, and the
second concerns the community-level approaches such as protective traditional conservation
and informal law preservation of the Dewandaru tree within the pesarean (sacred cemetery)
of Kawi Mountain.

3.1 Ecological Aspect

The first tree is very important culturally to both Javanese and Chinese people. It is more
than just a tree; it is a religious site where offerings and prayers are conducted [9]. Local
custodians claim that such a tree symbolizes a line of spiritual and ancestral reverence. P1,
for example, claims that Javanese people do not treat acts of offering done under the
Dewandaru tree as acts of superstition. Rather, they see it as an act of honouring the ancestors
and thanking God. Such a worldview appreciates the notion that spiritual, natural, and
ancestral elements are all interlinked [10]. Thus, offering rituals conducted at the Dewandaru
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tree are a profound aspect of cultural identity and the connection between the past and the
present.

On the other hand, Chinese ethnic believe that the Dewandaru tree symbolizes good
fortune. According to P4 in his quote:

... Chinese community views the Dewandaru tree as more than a
symbol of fortune; its red fruits sustain birds and small animals,
while its foliage supports air quality and prevents soil erosion. Thus,
the tree holds both cultural and ecological importance. (P4)

According to the excerpt, the Mount Kawi pesarean community is profoundly
influenced by Dewandaru trees and considers them crucial in Chinese culture. In the Depok
area, the Dewandaru trees are said to bring about happiness, wealth and prosperity to the
community. This belief about the Dewandaru trees explains the community's values and
beliefs. The people of the Mount Kawi pesarean community are strongly rooted in this reason
why the tree has spiritual significance. Beyond the tree's physical value, having such wealth
and happiness fulfils the community's aspirations. The Dewandaru trees are more than
ancient trees; they hold the centre of the community’s shared identity, cultural rituals and
transcendental beliefs.

In addition, the Dewandaru tree functions not only as a cultural symbol but also as
an ecological marker that sustains biodiversity and environmental balance. Beyond its
physical presence, the tree represents a “living” ecological heritage that connects the
community with the natural landscape of Mount Kawi [11]. Its existence ensures the
preservation of soil fertility, provides shade and habitat for various species, and contributes
to the microclimate stability of the sacred site [12]. By safeguarding the Dewandaru, the
community is not merely protecting a plant but also maintaining the ecological continuity of
the mountain, reinforcing a symbiotic relationship between humans, nature, and the
environment.

Moreover, according to P2 in her excerpt:

For Mount Kawi residents, the Dewandaru tree is valued for its

ecological role in preventing soil erosion, maintaining water

balance, and supporting biodiversity. Its presence sustains local

agriculture and strengthens the resilience of the surrounding

ecosystem. (P2)
As stated by P2 and further elaborated in P3, the Dewandaru tree is more than just a physical
tree; in the context of the Mount Kawi traditions, it is also a symbolic tree of berkah. The tree
extends beyond mere physicality and influences social behaviour and communal values. The
cultural adat (local law) governing the ‘sacred’ Pesarean on the Dewandaru tree forbidding
cutting, plucking and any other direct ‘harvesting’ is a form of cultural adat governing
‘sacred’ human behaviour towards ‘sacred’ space. This prohibition is a form of cultural adat
which a P3 argue:

As for the Kraton, the smaller Dewandaru trees allow for meagre

use of their fruits or leaves amounts without threatening the capacity

for regeneration. For the Pesarean, the older trees are ecologically

more precarious, hence cutting or harvesting is prohibited to ensure

their survivorship and balance... (P1)

As emphasized by P2 and P3, this cultural dimension strongly reinforces the “ethics
of the community.” The Dewandaru tree functions as a cultural marker that embodies the
community’s collective identity and symbolizes their ancestral heritage and spiritual bond.
Its presence is not merely botanical but deeply intertwined with the cultural memory and
traditions that sustain communal values. The reverence shown to the Dewandaru tree reflects
a dual respect: toward the sacred tree itself and toward the lineage of ancestors associated
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with it. This demonstrates that the community’s cultural belief system has cultivated a shared
ethic of respect, solidarity, and continuity, ensuring that cultural practices are preserved and
transmitted across generations.

As a tree which provides a habitat, protects soil, and balances the climate, very much
the dewandaru tree provides the need to be surrounded with life biodiversity. It was also
proven that the tree improves the air quality and stabilises the microclimate [22], which birds
and small animals depend on for shelter and food. Even its soil and water preserving, the tree
also supports the life of the residents on top of Mount Kawi which depends on the agriculture
that is free of erosion. In the same Pesarean, the cultural adat rule which prohibits the cutting
and harvesting of older trees (P3) strengthens these ecological roles, as these traditional
norms are a system of community based conservation. It is also said that the community’s
cultural veneration for the tree has provided a defensive structure which has ecological
meaning and also the dewandaru tree, is symbolic, is still maintained.

3.2 The Community Level Approaches in Ecological Aspect

The data collection also showed how from an ecological standpoint, the Dewandaru
tree is the management at the community level. Residents understand the tree has both
symbolic and ecological value, and the fruits, leaves, and branches are used within
community practices. P2 mentioned that, with the understanding of sustainability, a large
proportion of the population uses particular components of the Dewandaru tree for ritualistic
purposes. Most importantly, as P2 explained, people never take branches from the sacrosanct
Dewandaru tree within the pesarean; they use trees that are in the region outside the sacred
area instead. This illustrates a form of community level ecological management, where the
cultural practices concerning the tree are coupled with conservation to ensure that the sacred
tree is not accessed [2].

In the case of the Dewandaru tree: the community’s protection of this tree is an example
of ‘savacous’ behaviour or sacred conservation practice which combines culture with
‘caring’ for the environment [3]. Residents are quick to point out that the tree is not to be
felled or commercially exploited because of its integral role in the equilibrium of the
ecosystem and for spiritual equilibrium. This tree and its surroundings are remarkable
discipline and, thanks to the community’s discipline, the tree is free to grow tall, wide, and
thick. Rather than physical artifacts to capture the spiritual significance of the tree, many
pilgrims attempt to capture tree ‘souvenirs’ on their journeys. There are community laws and
social customs that govern this behaviour and ultimately ensure the tree is left standing for
the use of future generations [2]. This example clearly demonstrates the community’s
preservationist method of the ecosystem at Mount Kawi integrated with their spiritual values.

The symbolic interpretation of the Dewandaru tree undeniably broadens and
enriches its relative significance. As participants noted, this tree transcends its mere existence
as a flora; it encompasses and epitomizes Safeguarding and Guardianship of the Omnipresent
spirit. Elders stressed that the Dewandaru tree acts as a conduit to the hidden worlds of
prayer, ritual, and sacred practice, thus reinforcing its position as a boundary separator
between the material and the spiritual worlds. Several participants noted, for example, that
the falling of a leaf is perceived as a blessing and a mark of divine grace, which in turn gives
significance and insight to the nature of lived experiences.

In the framework of the community, the Dewandaru tree symbolizes both a sacred
entity and a key instrument of ecological management at Mount Kawi. The tree is considered
by the community, as explained by the P1 and P2, as a part of the spiritual character of the
mountain and the sustainability of its ecosystem, both constitutive elements. This interaction
results in the collective ecological initiative of protecting the tree from excessive harvesting,
managed access to the tree’s branches and fruits, and the incorporation of conservation
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education into local folklore and storytelling. Community ecological practices, while
culturally and ritualistic, serve to ensure the Dewandaru tree’s conservation as a living
testimony of endurance, biodiversity, and intergenerational legacy. The community begins
to form an ecological ethic centered around the tree which in turn fosters ecological balance
on Mount Kawi, and more widely.

The case of the Dewandaru tree at Mount Kawi illustrates how communal level
ecological management is closely bound with cultural and spiritual elements [25,26]. On the
one hand, the community has a remarkable ecological and cultural integration with the tree
where it is not only seen as a resource but as a delicate and revered entity. This reverence is
embedded in practical, though imperfect, forms of conservation, the prohibition of cutting or
exploiting the tree commercially, the restriction of certain ritual uses where tithes of branches
are taken only from the periphery of the sacred pesarean, etc [3]. Such actions illustrate
“savacous behaviour”, in which people honour and venerate the tree; strong feelings are
accompanied by ecologically motivated actions. Monetised and ritualised uses, which are
conditional along the periphery of pesarean, indicate sage level cultural reflections on
advancing protective actions. The community discipline in the case of the tree is remarkable
in terms of letting it grow as tall and healthy as possible. More complex symbolic
understandings, such as a falling leaf being divine grace, integrate spiritual and ecological
ethics and ecology. Such values, woven into local stories and practices, remain an ecological
intergenerational guarantee of the Kawi Mountains’ biodiversity and equilibrium.

The community based approaches still face some challenges. Attraction of outside
influences such as tourism, commercialization, and changing demographics, though they may
be moot points in a local context, one of the most severely porous cultural lack to retain
taboos and beliefs, can undermine the pagan and traditional culture of a society. The fact that
there are spiritually symbolic "souvenirs" for the tree, albeit in a limited habitual manner,
points to the need of some degree of tension in the preservation and conservation of culture
and heritage and ecological of spirits [27]. Moreover, oral ethics and children elders may fail
to keep up in the face of modern influences that wrest control and power to the control and
power bearers, the modernized young ones who do not hold the same symbolic relevance.
The lack of formalness that exists within the societal governance leads to other challenges
and the informal description community, that is devoid of the judicial and legal framework,
socially then then other violates these taboos even to a legal extent. Indeed, spiritual
protection invokes and calls for some level of delineation but there is a challenge of failure
to assimilate and integrate holistically other scientific approaches and evolutionary
approaches to improve hegemony of all the targeted organisms in the legal and formal
borders.

3.3 Dewandaru Conservation Challenges: Between Tourism, Modernization,
and Governance Tensions

Although the Dewandaru tree is protected through sacred values and local customs, field
observations indicate that this symbol-based conservation practice faces increasingly
complex challenges, particularly due to increased tourism activity, cultural commodification,
and social changes among the younger generation [13]. These pressures are not always
directly destructive, but they do have the potential to gradually erode the effectiveness of
sacred-value-based protection. Based on field observations, the Gunung Kawi shrine area has
experienced an increase in tourist visits, particularly during certain times considered to have
spiritual significance. The increase in the number of pilgrims has resulted in a density of
ritual activities around the Dewandaru tree, as well as an increased demand for symbolic
objects associated with "blessings," such as leaves, fruit, or visual representations of the tree.
Although taking physical parts of the tree in sacred areas is prohibited, the practice of seeking
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"symbolic souvenirs" is still observed, both in the form of fallen leaves and commercial
representations sold around the area.

This was confirmed by one informant, P2, who stated:

Now many people come not only to pray, but also to seek signs of
good fortune. Sometimes they want to take something home as a
reminder, even if they don't dare take it directly from the tree ... (P2)

This finding indicates a shift in meaning from symbolic respect to symbolic
consumption, where the sacred value of the Dewandaru is potentially reduced to a spiritual
commodity [14]. In this context, protection, originally based on taboos and cultural ethics, is
beginning to face limitations when confronted with economic logic and mass tourism.
Furthermore, modernization and generational change are also impacting the sustainability of
the customary-based conservation system. Several informants emphasized that the symbolic
values that have long been the foundation of Dewandaru protection are more strongly
understood by the older generation than the younger generation. P3 highlighted that the oral
transmission of values is weakening as young people's involvement in ritual practices and
management of sacred areas decreases.

This situation demonstrates the tension between symbolic and formal protection. On the
one hand, symbolic protection through myths, taboos, and rituals has proven effective in
preserving the Dewandaru tree for generations [15]. However, the lack of a formal legal
framework and regulation-based management makes this system vulnerable to violations,
especially by outsiders who are not emotionally or culturally connected to local values. Thus,
the conservation of the Dewandaru tree on Gunung Kawi lies at a crossroads between the
success of local cultural ethics and its limitations in the face of external pressures. These
findings suggest that culture-based conservation needs to be complemented by a more
integrative approach, one that does not eliminate sacred values but rather strengthens them
through support for formal governance, intergenerational conservation education, and
sustainable tourism management.

4 Conclusion

This study shows that the Dewandaru tree (Eugenia uniflora L.) at Gunung Kawi functions
as a biocultural entity that integrates ecological roles, spiritual meanings, and community-
based conservation practices. Ecologically, the tree contributes to soil stability, microclimate
regulation, and biodiversity support, while culturally it is protected through myths, rituals,
and local adat that regulate human behavior toward the environment. These sacred values
have proven effective in fostering environmental ethics and sustaining informal conservation
practices across generations, demonstrating how spiritual beliefs can translate into tangible
ecological protection. However, the sustainability of this symbolic conservation system is
increasingly challenged by tourism pressure, cultural commodification, and generational
change. Field findings indicate a growing tension between symbolic protection based on local
values and the absence of formal governance mechanisms, particularly in managing mass
tourism and outsider behavior. Therefore, the conservation of the Dewandaru tree requires
an integrative approach that reinforces local spiritual ethics through formal protection,
conservation education, and culturally sensitive tourism management, ensuring that sacred-
based conservation remains effective in a modern socio-economic context.
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