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Gurindam 12 as an Ecospiritual Manifesto: Preserving the Environment
Through Local Wisdom of Malay Culture in the Riau Islands

Otieli Harefa'"
'Real Theological Seminary Batam

Abstract: This study analyzes Gurindam 12 as an ecospiritual manifesto that
connects moral, ethical, and spiritual values in classical Malay literature with
environmental conservation practices in the Riau Islands. The research approach
used was qualitative-descriptive-analytical, with primary data obtained through
semi-structured interviews with cultural figures, community leaders, and local
communities, as well as participatory observation. Secondary data include the text of
Gurindam 12 and the scientific literature on ecospirituality, ecotheology, and local
wisdom. The results of the study show that Gurindam 12 contains ecospiritual values
that can be a guideline for sustainable living and harmonious interaction with nature.
Malay cultural practices, including traditional rituals and resource management, are
a form of internalization of these values. This research emphasizes the potential for
integrating local literary and cultural policies into environmental and educational
policies to increase people's ecological awareness. The research findings contribute
to the development of culturally relevant and widely applicable culture-based
environmental maintenance models.
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INTRODUCTION

Today's global environmental crisis has reached
a tipping point, so it is necessary to find the right way to
deal with it, before it reaches a point of permanent
damage. Degradation of marine ecosystems,
deforestation, climate change, and pollution have
threatened the sustainability of life on earth. International
reports, such as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change in the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) forum, show that human activities are the
main cause of the acceleration of climate change and
biodiversity loss. In (Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC), 2022) this context, there is an
urgency to find alternative approaches that are not only
technical but also touch on moral and spiritual aspects.
Berry revealed that one of the most appropriate
approaches to address the environmental damage crisis
is through ecospirituality, which is the integration of
spiritual values and environmental ethics as the
foundation for the maintenance of the earth(Thomas
Berry, 2019b)

In Southeast Asia, especially Indonesia, there
are many local cultural traditions that store wisdom that

can be a source of ecospirituality value for the
sustainable maintenance of the earth. Local wisdom is
certainly not just a legacy of the past, but a living
principle that can inspire sustainable behavior in the
present. The Riau Islands, as the center of Malay culture,
have an important heritage in the form of Gurindam 12,
the work of Raja Ali Haji in the 19th century. Gurindam
12 is known as a moral and ethical literary text that
combines religious teachings with local Malay
wisdom.(Norli Abdullah, 2020) For the Malay people of
the Riau Islands, Gurindam 12 is not just a stanza of
chalkish literature, but has become a source of views on
life, especially related to moral ethics both in the
relationship between humans and God and the
relationship between humans and nature. Through this
classic literary stanza, everyone listens to the balance of
life, human responsibility to God, others, and the
environment.

The Riau Islands, which are a cluster of island
islands, face significant ecological challenges. As a
strategic maritime area, this area is vulnerable to coastal
degradation, overfishing, mangrove conversion, and
marine pollution due to industrial activities.(Nor
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Amalina Yusoff, 2019) Based on data from the Riau
Islands Research and Development Agency, 2023 shows
that the potential for mangrove rehabilitation in the Riau
Islands reaches around 109,000 hectares, with a damage
rate of up to 23.5% due to industrial pressure and human
activities.(Sutran et al., 2023) In addition, studies on
anthropogenic indices in Tanjungpinang show high
pressure on mangrove ecosystems due to domestic
activities, coastal development, and land
conversion.(Sutran et al., 2023) This is in line with the
information and recognition of the local community that
continuous sea sand mining has had a direct impact on
marine ecology, disrupted the livelihood of fishermen,
and damaged the balance of coastal ecosystems, which is
very detrimental to most coastal communities whose
work is as traditional fishermen. This ecological crisis
shows that the relationship between humans and the
environment in the Riau Islands is moving away from the
principle of balance which is the philosophy of the Malay
society in teraju terms. Likewise, from the perspective of
the Christian faith, the divine mandate to man to maintain
the earth is even further away from hope. From the
perspective  of modern  ecotheology thinking,
emphasizing the need to reinterpret the divine mandate
in the context of ecological crisis, Dewi's previous
research results show that ecospirituality in the
perspective of ecotheology, especially in the face of the
impact of industrialization in the Riau Islands, is still
very low and even tends to be ignored by
policymakers.(Dewi et al., 2024).

This ecological damage not only has an impact
on the sustainability of natural resources, but also
threatens the cultural identity of the Malay people who
are closely linked to the sea and nature. It is in this
context that the poem of Gurindam 12 can be reread as
an ecospiritual manifesto, that is, a relevant ethical-
spiritual text to guide ecological responsibility. Berry
again explained that the concept of ecospirituality
emphasizes the intrinsic relationship between the
spiritual dimensions of man and nature, so he said that
"an ecological crisis is a crisis of spirituality" that
requires human reconnection with nature through moral
values and faith.(Thomas Berry, 2019b) Similar ideas are
developed in contextual ecotheology, which seeks to
bridge religious teachings, local cultures, and
environmental science.(Runtuwene, 2025) In this
perspective, Gurindam 12 is not only a literary heritage,
but also a theological and cultural instrument that can
strengthen the ecological consciousness of the
community. Some verses of Gurindam 12, which deal
with this as in Article 5, contain a message to take care
of oneself and stay away from the damage of the message
which can be interpreted as an invitation to maintain
ecological harmony. The Malay proverb '"nature
develops into a teacher" which is in line with the values
of gurindam shows the view that nature is a source of
learning and wisdom.(Norli Abdullah, 2020)

This research uses a qualitative approach with
content analysis of Gurindam 12 as well as a literature
review on Malay culture and maritime environmental
issues. The results of the analysis are expected to provide
a model of environmental ethics based on local wisdom
that can be widely adapted. The integration between
spiritual values, local literature, and sustainability
principles confirms that solutions to the ecological crisis
require a holistic approach that connects contemporary
traditions and challenges. By elevating Gurindam 12 as
an ecospiritual manifesto, this research not only
contributes to the preservation of Malay culture but also
to the global movement to find new ways in protecting
the earth. This is relevant not only for the Malay
community but also for the global community who are
looking for ethical and spiritual inspiration in the face of
modern environmental challenges.

RESEARCH METHODS

This study uses a qualitative, descriptive-
analytical approach to understand the ecospiritual value
and local Malay wisdom in Gurindam literature 12. The
qualitative method was chosen because it focuses on
interpreting the text and cultural context, rather than
quantitative measurement.(John W. Creswell dan J.
David Creswell, 2018)

The primary data source of this research is in
the analysis of literature related to the text of Gurindam
12 and scientific literature related to ecospirituality,
ecotheology, and Malay local wisdom in the Riau Islands
— Indonesia. Meanwhile, the data collection and analysis
techniques were carried out by document study: Analysis
of the Gurindam 12 text and related literature, semi-
structured interviews to explore community experiences
and traditional practices and conduct participatory
observations: Observing the implementation of
community moral values that make Gurindam 12 a
source of community wisdom and environmental
conservation actions in the Malay culture of the Riau
Islands.

Through this method, the research is expected
to present a new paradigm for contextual ecospirituality
through verse Gurindam 12 that not only enriches the
academic discourse of ecotheology, but also makes a
practical contribution to efforts to preserve the earth in a
balanced and sustainable manner, and can form
ecological awareness for immigrant communities and
stakeholders. Thus, Gurindam 12 as a spiritual eco
manifesto can be well understood by people living in the
Riau Islands, and is a relevant alternative for the
preservation of the earth in a balanced manner in the
midst of the challenges of modern industrialization.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

a. Ecospirituality and Contextual Ecotheology
Ecospirituality is an approach that connects the

spiritual dimension of humans with ecological
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responsibility to the earth. The term has grown rapidly in
the last decade due to the global environmental crisis that
requires a cross-disciplinary approach. White and
Kramer mention that ecospirituality can help integrate
religious  values, morality, and environmental
sustainability into daily life practices.(L. White, 2022)
Meanwhile, Berry emphasized that the contextual
ecotheological approach emphasizes that spiritual and
theological values must be reread according to the local
cultural context, so that it becomes a more relevant
environmental solution and rooted in the traditions of the
community with all its local wisdom.(Thomas Berry,
2019b) Bock and White develop this concept further,
emphasizing that ecospiritual approaches can strengthen
sustainability practices by linking literature, culture, and
ethics.(Cherice Bock, 2024) This means that humans do
not only preserve the environment through technology or
policy, but also through the internalization of spiritual
and cultural values that shape daily behavior. In the
Malay context, Gurindam 12 provides a foundation of
moral values that can be integrated into ecospiritual
principles. If the understanding of theology is only from
the literal aspect, it is often not implemented in attitudes
and actions, but when literal theology is connected with
local cultural wisdom, it is much easier to implement it
in attitudes and actions, because people are used to living
in their own culture, which is essentially full of eco-
spirituality both in relation to God, others and nature
itself. Contextual ecotheology in Southeast Asia often
draws on cultural traditions to instill the value of
environmental conservation. The results of Ahmad's
research show that local wisdom and religious values can
be an effective instrument in mitigating ecological
damage in maritime areas such as the Riau Islands.(Z.
Ahmad, H. Rahman, 2022).

b. Gurindam 12 as a Work of Malay Literature and
Moral Ethics

Gurindam 12, written by Raja Ali Haji in the
19th century, where this literature is ultimately not only
considered a classic literary work but also a moral ethical
text that reflects the Malays' view of life. Sirait revealed
that in the study of Malay literature, Gurindam 12 is seen
as a moral guide that unites religious, social, and cultural
values. The chapters in Gurindam 12 emphasize balance,
honesty, self-control, and harmony with fellow creatures,
including nature.(Sirait, 2018) For example, chapter 5 of
Gurindam 12 teaches that humans should not do harm
and maintain the balance of life, which can be interpreted
as the initial message of ecospirituality. The social and
religious function of Gurindam 12 is also emphasized in
contemporary Malay studies. which states that the values
in this gurindam remain relevant to face modern ethical
challenges. Sirait further emphasized that the
revitalization of Gurindam 12 as a source of local
wisdom is important for contemporary education. In the
context of the Riau Islands, the values contained in
gurindam can be used to shape people's ecological
awareness, guide social behavior, and build moral
responsibility towards nature.(Sirait, 2018) In addition,

Gurindam 12 emphasizes the spiritual relationship of
humans with the environment as part of a harmonious
life, thus emphasizing ecospirituality from a literary
perspective.

c¢. Malay Local Wisdom and Environmental
Conservation

Malay culture, especially in the Riau Islands
region, has various terms and concepts that show a close
relationship with nature. The phrase "Nature develops
into a teacher" reflects the view that nature is a source of
knowledge and ethics. Then there is the concept of
"Teraju" which describes balance, harmony, and human
moral responsibility to organize their lives, including
relationships with the environment. These values
emphasize harmony between humans, the environment,
and spirituality. For example, people use sea sasi to limit
fishing to keep ecosystems sustainable, while teraju
becomes a symbol of leadership and moral responsibility
that includes environmental protection and Gurindam 12
as an ecospiritual eco-theological manifesto.(Destiana et
al., 2021) Marisyah and Fatimah emphasized that the
Malay community has used the values of Gurindam 12
to guide social behavior, including in the management of
natural resources. This value integrates moral, ethical,
and ecospiritual aspects in daily life practices, thus
making local Malay wisdom the foundation for
sustainable environmental management.(Marisyah &
Fatimah, 2020) Even in the maritime context, the Malay
community which is identical to the sea coast also has
traditional practices in maintaining the environmental
ecosystem such as the prohibition of fishing in certain
seasons or maintaining mangrove forests as a natural
fortress against coastal abrasion.(Yusuf, N., Hanafiah,
R., & Wahid, 2019) The same thing was expressed by Y.
Adriani, and Effend that preserving mangroves for the
Malay community and culture is part of the responsibility
and moral ethics to maintain the natural ecosystem and
prevent abrasion, even to maintain all living things that
depend on it.(Effendi et al., 2022).

d. Integration of Gurindam 12 and Ecospirituality

The classic verse of Gurindam 12 which is
loaded with moral values and messages with its
ecospiritual principles creates a model of cultural and
moral-based environmental maintenance. Guerindam's
literal values, which emphasize responsibility, balance,
and morality, serve as a code of conduct that supports
sustainability. Noviana emphasized that the integration
of local cultural wisdom with eco-spirituality is very
close, so that it is part of religious and social education
that can strengthen the ecological awareness and pro-
environmental behavior of the Malay community.(Eddy
Noviana, 2023) The integration of the ethical and moral
values of Gurindam 12 which has been integrated with
the wisdom of local Malay culture provides a rich
framework to develop a contextual model of
environmental ethics. In fact, Noor emphasized that the
success of environmental conservation strategies in the
Southeast Asian region, especially Indonesia and the
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Riau Islands, is highly dependent on the use of local
culture and existing spiritual values(M. Noor, 2020).
Thus, Gurindam 12 is not only interpreted as a classic
literary work, but has become an ecospiritual manifesto
that is relevant to the contemporary context, especially in
environmental conservation. This major work teaches
the importance of ecological awareness combined with
moral, social ethics, and spiritual values, as well as being
the basis for scientific research related to ecology and
environmental conservation in the Riau Islands.

e. The Value of Environmental Conservation from
Gurindam 12 as an Ecospiritual Manifesto

Gurindam 12 by Raja Ali Haji is a classic Malay
literary work that is rich in moral, ethical, and spiritual
values that are enough to influence the views of the
Malay people of the Riau Islands both in their
relationship with fellow humans, with God and in their
relationship with nature as God's pure creation. Each
chapter of Gurindam implies a guideline for life that is
relevant to man's relationship with God, others, and the
environment. In this paper, we specifically look at and
analyze several texts that are directly related to the
ecospirituality of earth maintenance in terms of social
and ecotheological aspects.

The first chapter emphasizes man's obedience to
God. This spiritual value encourages the awareness that
nature is God's creation that must be protected. In the
context of ecospirituality, obedience is not only ritual or
formal worship, but also includes tangible actions to
preserve the earth as part of the divine mandate to man.
By understanding nature as a manifestation of God's will,
humans are encouraged to practice ecological
responsibility.(Raja Ali Haji, 1847) The second article
emphasizes the importance of doing good to all
relationships. This value can be extended not only to
social interactions between humans, but also to nature
and other living things. The principle of doing good
reflects the balance between human interests and the
preservation of ecosystems, so behavior that damages the
environment is considered contrary to moral
teachings.(Sirait, 2018) From the perspective of
ecotheology, doing good is a manifestation of faith in
Christ.

The fourth and sixth chapters highlight the
relationship between actions and consequences, as well
as the importance of holding trust and acting fairly. From
an ecospiritual perspective, the principle of causation
encourages humans to consider the ecological impact of
each of their actions, while trust and justice emphasize
man's responsibility as stewards of the earth. The moral
and ethical values contained in this gurindam show that
humans are expected to maintain the balance of nature as
part of the moral mandate as well as the theological
mandate.(Marisyah & Fatimah, 2020).

The eighth chapter teaches humans to guard
themselves from corruption and bad deeds. In the context

of the environment, this teaching is particularly relevant
to efforts to prevent ecological damage through
overexploitation, pollution, and actions that damage
ecosystems. This article emphasizes that environmental
conservation is inseparable from individual self-control
and moral awareness(Destiana et al., 2021).

The twelfth article affirms the importance of
human accountability for all actions. This value
reinforces the concept of ecospirituality because every
action towards nature and others will be morally and
spiritually accountable. This awareness of accountability
is the foundation for sustainable environmental
conservation, where humans actively protect the earth as
a mandate from God.(Lynn White dan Christopher Bock,
2022).

Overall, Gurindam 12 can be seen as an
ecospiritual manifesto, in which moral, ethical, and
spiritual values guide humans to preserve the earth. Key
articles emphasizing ecospirituality include Articles 1, 2,
4, 6, 8, and 12. As revealed by Noviana the integration
of these values shows that classical Malay literature not
only serves as a moral and social guideline, but also as a
philosophical and practical basis for environmental
education, local resource  management, and
strengthening ecological awareness in the Malay
community in the Riau Islands.(Eddy Noviana, 2023).

f- Riau Islands Malay Local Wisdom in an Ecospiritual
Context

The Malay people of the Riau Islands have
traditions and practices that reflect local wisdom in
maintaining the balance of nature. Practices such as
semah laut and tolak bala are ritual forms that show
gratitude and request for protection to God and respect
for nature. These rituals reflect the dialogical relationship
between humans and nature, where humans are not only
the rulers, but also as part of the ecosystem that must be
preserved(Pujiarti, 2022). If it is connected to Gurindam
12 as an ecospiritual manifesto, then the local wisdom of
the Malay people of the Riau Islands, cannot be separated
from its source that inspires and influences, namely the
text of the Gurindam 12 temple.

g. Challenges in the Preservation of Ecospiritual
Values

The Riau Islands, which are 96% oceans, have
their own challenges in terms of environmental
conservation, especially some cities are industrial bases
that are always related to waste that damages the
environment, both land and sea. Although the
ecospiritual values in Gurindam 12 and the practice of
Malay local wisdom have proven to be effective in
preserving nature, major challenges arise due to
modernization and changes in people's lifestyles. Berry
said that technological developments and urbanization
have led to a shift in traditional values and practices.
Therefore, it is important to revitalize and adapt these
values so that they remain relevant to the conditions of
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the times.(Thomas Berry, 2019a) Related to the
challenges faced, the role of religious and traditional
leaders as guardians of moral and spiritual values needs
to continue to convey educational messages through
local culture that has become a role model for the
community.

h. Implications for Environmental Policy

Stakeholders both in the local government and
in Malay religious and customary institutions need to
have a high moral spirit and need to continue to innovate
in order to apply the ecospiritual values contributed by
Gurindam 12 so that they can be implemented properly
in the life of society, religion and culture. The dissidents
should be interested in formulating environmental
conservation policies based on the spirit of local wisdom
values such as Gurindam 12 which has been rooted in the
Malay community of the Riau Islands so that
environmental maintenance based on local cultural
wisdom is carried out. Niman revealed that policies that
value local wisdom and the integration of spiritual values
can increase effectiveness in  environmental
conservation. Therefore, it is important for the
government and policy makers to involve the community
in the process of planning and implementing
environmental policies.(Niman, 2019).

CONCLUSION

The conclusion of this study shows that
Gurindam 12 acts as an ecospiritual manifesto that unites
Malay moral, spiritual, and local wisdom values in an
effort to preserve nature. The values contained in
Gurindam 12 can be used as a guideline for the
community in developing sustainable living practices
and harmony with nature. Malay local wisdom,
especially found in the Riau Islands, strengthens the
ecospiritual dimension through the appreciation of
religious and cultural values practiced in daily attitudes
and actions so that the relationship between humans and
God and humans and nature continues to be maintained.

Through this scientific work, it can be
concluded that the combination of Gurindam 12,
ecospirituality, and local wisdom of Malay culture has
been integrated in the life of the people of the Riau
Islands so as to make a real contribution to the formation
of environmental awareness, as well as strengthening the
cultural and spiritual identity of the people of the Riau
Islands. This approach is not only relevant locally, but
also has the potential as a model of sustainable nature
conservation that can be adopted by other communities
throughout Indonesia, Asia and even the world.
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