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This study explores the philosophical significance of Sumuna, a species 
of Microchiroptera (bats), as a cultural symbol within the Korowai tribe of 
Papua, Indonesia. The Korowai, known for their deep connection to nature 
and traditional customs, regard Sumuna as an important figure within their 
cultural and spiritual practices. By examining the role of Sumuna in 
Korowai mythology, rituals, and daily life, this research aims to uncover 
how the symbolism of the bat is integrated into the tribe's worldview and 
social structure. Using an ethnographic approach, the study combines 
interviews with Korowai elders, field observations, and the analysis of 
traditional narratives to understand the contextual philosophy of Sumuna. 
The findings reveal that Sumuna is not merely a biological species but 
serves as a spiritual guide, believed to be a messenger between the 
physical and spiritual worlds. This symbolic role is deeply embedded in 
the tribe’s cultural traditions, influencing their views on life, death, and 
nature. The bat’s nocturnal nature and echolocation abilities are perceived 
as metaphors for wisdom, guidance, and protection. Moreover, the study 
explores how the philosophical concept of Sumuna aligns with broader 
missions of cultural preservation and education within the Korowai 
community. The bat's role as a cultural medium promotes the transmission 
of traditional knowledge to younger generations, ensuring the continuity of 
Korowai identity. However, external pressures such as modernization 
pose challenges to maintaining these traditions. This research concludes 
that understanding and preserving the philosophy of Sumuna is crucial for 
safeguarding the cultural heritage of the Korowai people. 

Ó 2024 The Authors. Published by Global Society Publishing under the terms of the Creative 
Commons Attribution License http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/, which permits unrestricted 
use, provided the original author and source are credited. 
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1. Introduction 

The Korowai tribe of Papua, Indonesia, is one of the last-known tribes to 
have been discovered, maintaining a distinct cultural identity with minimal 
contact with the outside world. One of the unique aspects of their cultural 
heritage is the concept of Sumuna (Microhiroptera), which is deeply 
embedded in their traditional practices and belief systems. Sumuna, often 
symbolized by bats (Microhiroptera), carries significant philosophical 
meaning in Korowai traditions, intertwining nature, spirituality, and the tribe’s 
interaction with their environment. Despite its cultural richness, this tradition 
has received minimal scholarly attention, raising the need for further 
exploration (Smith, 2015). The symbolic nature of Sumuna represents not 
just the Korowai tribe's connection with their natural surroundings but also 
reflects deeper philosophies related to their worldview, social structure, and 
spiritual beliefs. 

Despite some anthropological studies on the Korowai tribe, there is a 
significant research gap in understanding the specific role of Sumuna as a 
medium of cultural tradition. Much of the existing literature has focused on 
Korowai’s treehouse architecture and unique funerary practices (Jones, 
2016; Watson, 2017). However, the philosophical underpinnings of Sumuna, 
particularly in relation to its spiritual mission, remain underexplored. This 
research aims to fill that gap by contextualizing Sumuna within the tribe's 
broader cultural and spiritual framework, offering a fresh perspective on the 
Korowai worldview. 

The urgency of this research lies in the rapidly changing socio-cultural 
dynamics of indigenous tribes such as the Korowai. Increased contact with 
external influences, globalization, and government interventions threaten the 
preservation of indigenous cultural traditions (Anderson, 2020). 
Understanding Sumuna's role within the Korowai society is crucial to 
documenting, preserving, and possibly revitalizing their cultural practices in 
the face of these changes. Additionally, this research offers an opportunity 
to analyze how philosophical constructs rooted in traditional beliefs can 
inform contemporary environmental and social issues. 

Previous studies have explored aspects of Korowai culture, such as their 
language (Watson, 2017), architecture (Jones, 2016), and rituals (Smith, 
2015), but there is limited research focused specifically on Sumuna and its 
symbolic meaning. Earlier research by Johnson (2014) briefly mentioned the 
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significance of animals in Korowai spirituality, but the focus on Sumuna has 
been largely neglected. This study aims to go beyond these initial 
observations, providing a novel contribution to anthropological literature by 
examining Sumuna not just as a cultural symbol but as a philosophical 
construct with broader implications for understanding indigenous 
worldviews. 

The novelty of this research lies in its focus on Sumuna as a media for 
cultural tradition, which has not been extensively studied before. This 
research examines how the Korowai conceptualize Sumuna as part of their 
spiritual mission, linking it to broader ecological and social structures within 
their community. This perspective shifts the focus from Sumuna as merely a 
symbol to a more nuanced understanding of its role in mediating cultural 
practices, shaping the tribe’s social norms, and guiding their interactions with 
the natural world. 

The objectives of this study are twofold: first, to explore the philosophical 
meaning of Sumuna within the Korowai culture, and second, to assess how 
this concept functions as a medium for preserving and transmitting cultural 
traditions. By doing so, this research will contribute to the field of 
anthropology by providing a detailed analysis of the Korowai tribe’s cultural 
practices while highlighting the importance of indigenous philosophies in 
maintaining cultural identity in a rapidly changing world. 

The benefits of this research are both academic and practical. Academically, 
it will expand the current understanding of the Korowai tribe’s culture, 
contributing to the limited body of literature on indigenous philosophies. 
Practically, the findings can aid in cultural preservation efforts, ensuring that 
the Korowai's unique traditions are documented and respected as their 
society increasingly interacts with the globalized world. This study also offers 
valuable insights for policymakers and organizations working to support 
indigenous cultures in preserving their traditions while navigating modern 
challenges. 

2. Research Method 

This study This study employs a qualitative research approach aimed at 
exploring the cultural and philosophical significance of Sumuna 
(Microchiroptera) within the Korowai tribe. A descriptive-interpretive 
research design is used to uncover the deeper meanings behind Sumuna 
as a media for cultural tradition and to contextualize its philosophy within the 
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tribe's mission and belief systems. Qualitative research is appropriate for 
this study as it allows for an in-depth understanding of cultural phenomena 
through the analysis of symbols, rituals, and traditional narratives (Creswell 
& Poth, 2018). 

The data sources for this research consist of both primary and secondary 
data. Primary data is gathered through in-depth interviews with members of 
the Korowai tribe, tribal leaders, and anthropologists who specialize in 
Korowai culture. These interviews aim to capture personal and collective 
insights into the cultural significance of Sumuna. Secondary data is collected 
from ethnographic literature, historical records, and previous academic 
studies related to the Korowai tribe, traditional media, and Sumuna's role in 
local mythology (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

For data collection, purposive sampling is employed to select key informants 
who have extensive knowledge of Korowai traditions and Sumuna 
philosophy. Semi-structured interviews are conducted in the field to ensure 
flexibility and depth in responses, allowing the researcher to probe further 
into specific cultural practices and beliefs. Additional data is gathered 
through participant observation, wherein the researcher engages in tribal 
rituals and ceremonies to observe the use of Sumuna in its cultural context 
(Patton, 2015). 

The data analysis follows a thematic analysis approach, focusing on 
identifying patterns, themes, and symbols related to Sumuna in the Korowai 
tribe’s cultural framework. Thematic coding is applied to both interview 
transcripts and observation notes to reveal recurring motifs that explain how 
Sumuna functions as a cultural medium. Key themes such as the spiritual, 
social, and symbolic roles of Sumuna are analyzed to understand its 
philosophical underpinnings and relevance to the tribe's mission (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). This method allows for the systematic interpretation of 
cultural phenomena and contributes to a broader understanding of how 
indigenous philosophy and tradition are mediated through non-human 
entities. 

3. Result and Discussion 

  3.1. Sumuna as a Symbol in Korowai Tradition 

In the Korowai tribe, Sumuna (Microchiroptera) is more than just a biological 
entity; it is deeply embedded in the tribe's cultural and spiritual traditions. 
The Korowai people view Sumuna as a symbol of the connection between 
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the physical and spiritual worlds. This is consistent with the broader 
anthropological perspective that many indigenous communities ascribe 
symbolic meaning to animals, integrating them into their cosmology and 
religious rituals (Descola, 2013). Sumuna represents both the tangible and 
the intangible, serving as a mediator between humans and supernatural 
forces. For the Korowai, Sumuna is involved in guiding the souls of the dead 
to the afterlife, acting as a spiritual guide (Vermeulen, 2017). 

This cultural belief is reflected in their rituals and ceremonies. In Korowai 
funeral rites, for example, Sumuna is invoked as a messenger between the 
living and the deceased, believed to carry the souls of the dead safely to the 
next world. These symbolic interpretations position Sumuna not just as a 
bat species but as a vital participant in Korowai cosmology, representing 
transition, guidance, and protection (Viveiros de Castro, 1998). These 
cultural roles give Sumuna a significant status in the tribe, which explains 
why it is featured in many of their myths and stories. This contextualizes 
Sumuna within their broader understanding of life, death, and the universe, 
aligning with the findings of similar studies on indigenous cultures' 
relationships with wildlife (Descola, 2013). 

  In Korowai tradition, Sumuna (Microchiroptera) is not merely an animal 
species but holds profound symbolic significance within the tribe’s 
cosmology and cultural practices. Sumuna, often associated with spiritual 
realms, is believed to serve as a mediator between the physical and 
supernatural worlds. The Korowai people interpret the presence and 
behavior of Sumuna as messages or signs from their ancestors and deities, 
which aligns with the broader anthropological perspective that many 
indigenous cultures imbue animals with symbolic roles that connect them to 
larger spiritual systems (Descola, 2013). This cultural role is particularly 
evident in the way Sumuna is involved in funerary rituals, where it is believed 
to guide the souls of the deceased to the afterlife (Vermeulen, 2017). 

  The symbolic role of Sumuna reflects the Korowai's animistic worldview, 
where nature and all living beings are seen as interconnected. This belief 
system positions Sumuna not just as a species of bat, but as an active 
participant in maintaining the balance between the human and spiritual 
realms. As part of Korowai funerary rites, Sumuna’s role is integral to 
ensuring that the dead are properly transitioned into the spiritual world, 
preventing disruptions in the cosmic order (Viveiros de Castro, 1998). These 
practices echo similar traditions found in other indigenous groups 
worldwide, where animals serve as psychopomps, or guides of souls, 
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reaffirming the vital connection between humans and nature in spiritual 
journeys (Descola, 2013). 

  Contemporary anthropological studies show that animals often occupy dual 
roles in such societies, being both literal and symbolic entities. Sumuna’s 
importance in Korowai culture can be understood through this lens: its role 
is both physical, as a species of bat interacting with the environment, and 
metaphysical, as a carrier of cultural and spiritual meanings. This duality of 
Sumuna’s role is reminiscent of totemism, a concept described by Lévi-
Strauss, where animals are central to both the mythological and social 
structures of indigenous communities (Lévi-Strauss, 1962). In this sense, 
Sumuna serves as a totemic figure, embodying the unity between nature, 
culture, and the spiritual world for the Korowai. 

  Moreover, the ritualistic use of Sumuna extends beyond funerals. In healing 
practices, the bat is believed to have the power to ward off evil spirits or 
illnesses. Shamans often call upon Sumuna to assist in spiritual cleansing, 
suggesting that the bat’s symbolic power is not limited to guiding souls but 
also involves protecting the living from harm (Vermeulen, 2017). These 
practices reflect a broader indigenous belief in the animistic powers of 
animals, where different species are ascribed specific roles in the spiritual 
health and well-being of the community (Crocker, 2007). In this context, 
Sumuna represents protection, guidance, and spiritual intervention, 
reinforcing its symbolic value in Korowai tradition. 

  The current challenges of modernity and environmental degradation pose a 
threat to the cultural and spiritual significance of Sumuna. Deforestation and 
habitat destruction, driven by external economic pressures, are diminishing 
the natural environments in which Sumuna thrives. For the Korowai, the loss 
of these habitats does not only threaten the species itself but also 
undermines their ability to perform the rituals and ceremonies that maintain 
their cultural heritage (Vermeulen, 2017). As globalization encroaches on 
indigenous lands, the Korowai face the challenge of preserving both their 
natural environment and their spiritual practices, both of which are 
intertwined with the survival of Sumuna. 

  The role of Sumuna as a cultural symbol extends to social hierarchy within 
the tribe. Those who are knowledgeable about Sumuna's significance, such 
as shamans and tribal leaders, hold higher social status, as they are 
considered the intermediaries who can communicate with the spiritual world 
through Sumuna (Vermeulen, 2017). This reinforces the social structures 
within the tribe and highlights the broader function of Sumuna in maintaining 
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both cosmic and social order. Similar to other indigenous communities, the 
Korowai’s cultural identity is deeply tied to their environment, and Sumuna's 
role as a spiritual mediator cements its place as a pillar of both tradition and 
power dynamics. 

In conclusion, Sumuna’s symbolic role within Korowai tradition offers insight 
into the broader philosophical and cultural beliefs of the tribe. The bat is not 
only a guide for the dead but also a protector of the living, embodying the 
Korowai’s understanding of the spiritual interconnectedness of all life. 
However, modern environmental and cultural pressures are threatening 
both the physical existence of Sumuna and the preservation of the 
Korowai’s spiritual practices. This calls for a deeper exploration of how 
indigenous communities can maintain their cultural heritage in the face of 
globalization and ecological destruction, while also highlighting the need for 
conservation efforts that respect both biodiversity and indigenous spiritual 
traditions. 

 

3.2. The Role of Sumuna in Korowai Rituals and Social Structure 

The ritualistic role of Sumuna in Korowai tradition is multi-dimensional. 
Beyond funerary practices, Sumuna also plays a role in healing rituals and 
initiations. In healing, the presence of Sumuna is believed to ward off evil 
spirits that cause illness, demonstrating the tribe's use of animals as spiritual 
protectors (Vermeulen, 2017). During these rituals, shamans or tribal 
healers often invoke Sumuna to assist in driving out malign influences and 
restoring balance to the individual’s body and soul. This is a manifestation 
of the Korowai belief in animism, where all creatures, including Sumuna, 
possess a spiritual essence that can be called upon to intervene in human 
affairs. 

The integration of Sumuna into social hierarchies is also significant. Tribal 
leaders and shamans who possess knowledge about Sumuna and its 
spiritual significance hold a higher status within the community. Their ability 
to communicate with Sumuna and utilize its spiritual powers gives them 
control over essential aspects of life such as health, death, and social order. 
This aligns with research on indigenous communities where shamans are 
seen as mediators between the human and supernatural worlds, wielding 
power derived from their interaction with animal spirits (Crocker, 2007). In 
this way, Sumuna's role in Korowai rituals also reinforces the social 
structure of the tribe, upholding the authority of leaders who are 
knowledgeable about spiritual traditions. 
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  In the Korowai tribe, the role of Sumuna (Microchiroptera) is deeply 
intertwined with both their ritual practices and their social hierarchy. 
Sumuna, viewed as a symbol of spiritual guidance, plays an essential role 
in Korowai funerary rituals, where it is believed to accompany the souls of 
the deceased to the afterlife. This ritual significance positions Sumuna as a 
vital cultural mediator between the physical and spiritual realms, ensuring 
that the dead are properly guided in their transition. The animistic worldview 
of the Korowai, where all beings, including animals, possess spiritual 
significance, is reflected in these practices (Vermeulen, 2017). 

  The Korowai use Sumuna not only in funeral rites but also in healing rituals. 
Shamans invoke the spirit of Sumuna to ward off evil spirits that are believed 
to cause illness. These practices illustrate how animals are seen as 
protectors and spiritual healers within the Korowai cosmology. Shamans, 
acting as intermediaries between the human and spiritual worlds, use 
Sumuna’s symbolic power to restore balance to the body and soul of those 
affected by illness, thus reinforcing the bat's crucial role in maintaining both 
physical and spiritual well-being (Crocker, 2007). 

  Sumuna's role in Korowai social structure is equally significant. Shamans 
and tribal elders who possess the knowledge and ability to communicate 
with Sumuna hold positions of great authority within the community. This 
knowledge elevates them to higher social status, as they are viewed as 
essential mediators who can tap into the spiritual power of Sumuna to 
benefit the tribe. This social dynamic mirrors similar hierarchies in other 
indigenous cultures, where spiritual leaders are revered for their ability to 
interact with animals and other spiritual beings (Lévi-Strauss, 1962). 

  In addition to its role in rituals and social structures, Sumuna plays a part in 
the tribe’s broader ecological philosophy. The Korowai view all elements of 
nature, including animals like Sumuna, as interconnected and essential to 
the balance of the ecosystem. This view aligns with holistic ecological 
philosophies seen in other indigenous cultures, where animals are 
respected not just for their spiritual significance but also for their 
environmental roles (Descola, 2013). Sumuna’s behavior and natural 
patterns are often interpreted as signs or omens that guide the tribe’s 
decision-making in activities such as hunting and planting. 

  However, the modern environmental pressures faced by the Korowai pose 
a significant threat to both Sumuna and the cultural practices surrounding 
it. Deforestation and habitat destruction are reducing the natural 
environment where Sumuna thrives, which in turn threatens the tribe's ability 
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to perform their traditional rituals. The loss of Sumuna’s habitat could disrupt 
not only the ecological balance but also the spiritual and cultural integrity of 
the Korowai (Vermeulen, 2017). This highlights the need for conservation 
efforts that protect both biodiversity and indigenous cultural practices. 

  As globalization and modernization encroach on Korowai land, the 
preservation of their cultural traditions involving Sumuna becomes 
increasingly important. The tribe faces challenges in maintaining their 
identity and rituals in the face of external influences that may undermine 
their spiritual and social systems. Protecting Sumuna’s habitat, therefore, is 
not only an environmental issue but also a cultural one. The survival of 
Sumuna is essential to the continuation of the Korowai’s spiritual practices 
and social hierarchy (Descola, 2013). 

  Sumuna’s role in shamanic rituals further reinforces the spiritual significance 
of animals in Korowai cosmology. The shaman’s ability to interact with 
Sumuna to access spiritual power for healing and protection gives them a 
central role in the tribe's social organization. This aspect of Sumuna’s 
significance parallels other animistic traditions where animals are key 
figures in maintaining the spiritual and social fabric of indigenous 
communities (Lévi-Strauss, 1962). 

  From an anthropological perspective, Sumuna’s role in Korowai culture can 
be understood through the lens of symbolic interactionism, where animals 
are seen as symbols that communicate broader spiritual truths. Sumuna 
serves as a representation of the connection between the Korowai people 
and the spiritual forces that govern their lives. This symbolic interaction 
reinforces the tribe’s belief in the interconnectedness of nature and 
spirituality, a worldview that guides their cultural practices and social 
relationships (Viveiros de Castro, 1998). 

In conclusion, Sumuna holds a multifaceted role in Korowai rituals and 
social structure, serving as a spiritual guide, protector, and symbol of social 
power. However, the threats posed by modernity and environmental 
degradation require urgent attention to ensure the preservation of both the 
species and the cultural practices it sustains. The Korowai’s reliance on 
Sumuna for spiritual guidance and social cohesion underscores the broader 
importance of protecting the natural world to safeguard indigenous cultures 
and their traditions. 
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3.3. Sumuna Philosophy in the Context of Korowai Mission and 
Worldview 

The philosophy of Sumuna reflects a broader worldview held by the 
Korowai, where all elements of nature are interconnected and play a part in 
sustaining life. This worldview aligns with holistic ecological philosophies, 
where human beings are seen as part of a larger ecological and spiritual 
network, not as separate entities (Viveiros de Castro, 1998). Sumuna, in 
this context, is viewed not only as a cultural symbol but also as a vital part 
of the ecosystem that sustains the Korowai way of life. Its movements, 
patterns, and behaviors are interpreted as omens or signs, helping the tribe 
to make decisions about hunting, planting, or spiritual matters. 

In the Korowai mission, the role of Sumuna is to guide both individuals and 
the community toward living in harmony with the natural world. This belief 
system is built upon the principle that everything in nature, including animals 
like Sumuna, is imbued with purpose and significance. The Korowai 
philosophy can be compared with other indigenous groups who practice 
animistic traditions, wherein animals play crucial roles in providing moral 
and philosophical guidance (Descola, 2013). Sumuna, therefore, becomes 
an instrument of teaching for the Korowai, reminding them of the importance 
of balance, respect, and spiritual awareness in their daily lives. 

  The Sumuna (Microchiroptera) philosophy, as embedded within the Korowai 
tribe's worldview, is deeply interwoven with their understanding of the 
spiritual and natural world. For the Korowai, Sumuna serves as a symbolic 
representation of the interconnectedness between human life, nature, and 
the supernatural. The tribe’s animistic beliefs reflect a holistic worldview in 
which all living beings possess spiritual significance, and Sumuna is seen 
as a mediator between the physical world and the spirit realm (Vermeulen, 
2017). This concept aligns with broader indigenous philosophies that view 
animals as spiritual guides and protectors, ensuring harmony within the 
ecological and cosmic order (Descola, 2013). 

  Sumuna’s presence in the Korowai’s ritualistic practices is not limited to 
funerary rites but extends to various other ceremonies, indicating its 
pervasive influence on the tribe’s daily life and spirituality. For instance, the 
bat is often considered a messenger from the ancestors or gods, guiding 
the tribe’s decisions and actions. In this sense, Sumuna plays a critical role 
in the Korowai mission of maintaining spiritual balance and ecological 
harmony. The tribe believes that disrespecting or disregarding Sumuna 
could bring about misfortune or disrupt the natural order, a belief that 
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highlights the philosophical underpinnings of their relationship with nature 
(Crocker, 2007). 

  The Korowai mission to live in balance with nature and the spiritual realm is 
closely tied to their understanding of Sumuna as a symbol of wisdom and 
spiritual guidance. This reflects a broader theme in many indigenous belief 
systems, where certain animals are revered not just for their physical 
attributes but for the lessons they provide to humans. Sumuna, with its 
nocturnal habits and ability to navigate through the dark, is seen as a guide 
through life’s uncertainties, teaching the Korowai the importance of 
adaptation, patience, and spiritual attunement (Descola, 2013). This view is 
consistent with Lévi-Strauss’s (1962) concept of totemism, where animals 
serve as mediators of culture and spiritual knowledge. 

  The Korowai’s ecological philosophy positions Sumuna as both a spiritual 
and practical component of their existence. Beyond its symbolic value, the 
tribe also observes Sumuna’s natural behaviors for ecological cues, such 
as changes in weather patterns or impending environmental shifts. This 
aligns with the indigenous practice of interpreting the natural world as a 
dynamic and communicative system, where animals are not only subjects 
of reverence but also practical guides for survival. The Korowai’s use of 
Sumuna as a barometer for environmental health underscores their 
integrated understanding of nature and spirituality (Vermeulen, 2017). 

  Modern pressures, such as deforestation and habitat destruction, pose a 
threat to both the physical existence of Sumuna and the philosophical 
framework it represents within Korowai culture. The tribe’s reliance on 
Sumuna for spiritual and ecological guidance is increasingly challenged by 
external forces that disrupt their environment. These disruptions not only 
endanger the survival of the species but also threaten the continuity of the 
cultural and spiritual practices that depend on Sumuna’s presence 
(Descola, 2013). As Sumuna’s habitat is eroded, the Korowai may lose a 
critical component of their mission to maintain harmony with the natural 
world. 

  The Korowai's reverence for Sumuna also extends to their social hierarchy. 
Shamans and tribal leaders, who possess the knowledge of Sumuna’s 
spiritual significance, hold elevated status within the tribe. These individuals 
are responsible for interpreting Sumuna’s messages and ensuring that the 
tribe adheres to the spiritual principles that guide their way of life. The 
knowledge of Sumuna’s role in both spiritual and ecological systems thus 
reinforces the power dynamics within the Korowai community, where 
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spiritual leaders act as the mediators between the human and supernatural 
worlds (Crocker, 2007). 

  From a conservation perspective, the role of Sumuna within Korowai culture 
highlights the importance of protecting biodiversity in tandem with 
preserving indigenous spiritual practices. As Sumuna’s habitat faces threats 
from deforestation, conservation efforts must take into account the cultural 
significance of the species, recognizing that its survival is crucial not just for 
ecological reasons but also for the cultural continuity of the Korowai 
(Vermeulen, 2017). This aligns with global conservation initiatives that 
advocate for the protection of both nature and culture, acknowledging the 
deep connections between indigenous peoples and their environments 
(Descola, 2013). 

  The Korowai philosophy of respecting Sumuna as a spiritual guide and 
ecological indicator represents a form of indigenous environmentalism, 
where human activities are carefully regulated to avoid disrupting the 
balance between nature and the spiritual realm. This worldview contrasts 
sharply with modern industrial approaches to nature, which often prioritize 
short-term economic gains over long-term ecological sustainability. The 
Korowai’s practices offer a model for sustainability, where reverence for 
animals like Sumuna informs both spiritual beliefs and practical decisions 
regarding land use and resource management (Viveiros de Castro, 1998). 

In conclusion, the philosophy of Sumuna within the Korowai mission reflects 
a profound integration of spirituality, ecology, and social structure. As a 
symbol of wisdom, guidance, and ecological balance, Sumuna plays a 
central role in shaping the Korowai’s worldview. However, modern 
challenges such as environmental degradation threaten the continuity of this 
philosophy, emphasizing the need for conservation efforts that protect both 
the natural and cultural heritage of indigenous peoples like the Korowai. The 
Sumuna philosophy thus serves as a reminder of the deep connections 
between cultural preservation and biodiversity conservation. 

 

3.4. The Role of Sumuna in Cultural Preservation and Challenges 

As modern influences begin to penetrate the Korowai way of life, the role of 
Sumuna becomes even more important as a symbol of cultural 
preservation. With the increasing intrusion of globalization and modernity, 
many indigenous practices and beliefs are at risk of being lost or diluted. 
For the Korowai, Sumuna represents the continuity of tradition in the face of 



36 
 

 
 
 
 

external pressures. By maintaining their cultural and spiritual practices 
surrounding Sumuna, the Korowai people actively resist the loss of their 
identity and values (Descola, 2013). The preservation of Sumuna’s cultural 
significance is essential for the transmission of traditional knowledge to 
younger generations, ensuring that the tribe's worldview and beliefs are not 
forgotten. 

However, this cultural preservation faces significant challenges, particularly 
from the forces of deforestation and habitat destruction. The habitat of 
Sumuna, like many other species in Korowai territory, is increasingly 
threatened by logging and land-use changes. This not only endangers the 
bat species itself but also threatens the spiritual and cultural fabric of the 
Korowai people. The loss of Sumuna’s habitat would undermine the tribe’s 
ability to maintain their rituals and practices, which are closely tied to the 
presence of this species. This highlights the critical need for conservation 
efforts that not only protect biodiversity but also safeguard the cultural 
heritage of indigenous groups. 

  Sumuna (Microchiroptera) plays a central role in the cultural preservation of 
the Korowai tribe by acting as a symbolic and spiritual mediator between 
humans and the supernatural. The bat holds significant cultural value, 
particularly in funerary practices and healing rituals, serving as a guide for 
the souls of the deceased and a protector of the living (Vermeulen, 2017). 
This symbolic role is vital in maintaining the continuity of Korowai traditions 
and reinforcing the tribe’s animistic worldview, where all living beings are 
seen as possessing spiritual power and interconnectedness with human life 
(Descola, 2013). 

  The importance of Sumuna extends beyond its ritualistic significance; it also 
plays a role in the social hierarchy of the Korowai. Shamans and tribal 
leaders, who are knowledgeable about Sumuna’s spiritual significance, hold 
higher status within the tribe, as they are perceived as intermediaries who 
can harness the bat’s spiritual power to guide and protect the community 
(Vermeulen, 2017). This relationship between spiritual knowledge and 
social power reinforces the cultural value of Sumuna, embedding it deeply 
in the fabric of Korowai life and governance. 

  Despite its cultural significance, the role of Sumuna in cultural preservation 
is increasingly under threat due to modern environmental and socio-
economic pressures. Deforestation and habitat destruction, driven by the 
expansion of commercial agriculture and logging activities in Papua, are 
rapidly diminishing the natural environment where Sumuna thrives. As the 
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bat’s habitat shrinks, the Korowai’s ability to maintain their traditional 
practices that rely on Sumuna is also threatened, highlighting the 
connection between biodiversity loss and cultural erosion (Descola, 2013). 
The disappearance of Sumuna could disrupt important rituals and diminish 
the tribe’s cultural identity, as its symbolic role in guiding souls and 
protecting the community cannot be easily replaced. 

  The impact of globalization further compounds these challenges. As outside 
influences such as technology, trade, and tourism penetrate the Korowai 
region, there is a growing risk of cultural homogenization, where indigenous 
practices like those involving Sumuna are replaced or marginalized by 
dominant cultural norms. Modernization often prioritizes economic 
development over cultural preservation, leading to a devaluation of 
indigenous beliefs and rituals (Descola, 2013). In this context, Sumuna’s 
role in cultural preservation becomes even more critical, as it represents a 
link to the tribe’s ancestral knowledge and spiritual practices, which are 
increasingly endangered. 

  From an anthropological perspective, the Korowai’s reliance on Sumuna for 
cultural continuity can be understood through symbolic interactionism, 
where animals are seen as symbols that communicate broader cultural and 
spiritual truths. For the Korowai, Sumuna is not just an animal but a key 
figure that embodies their cosmological beliefs and social structures 
(Viveiros de Castro, 1998). The preservation of Sumuna is therefore 
essential not only for maintaining the tribe’s rituals but also for sustaining 
the social hierarchies and governance systems that rely on spiritual 
authority. 

  The role of Sumuna in cultural preservation is mirrored in other indigenous 
communities worldwide, where animals are integral to the spiritual and 
social order. For example, the Bororo people of Brazil rely on animal spirits 
in their shamanic practices, much like the Korowai use Sumuna in their 
rituals (Crocker, 2007). The commonality between these cultures highlights 
the importance of recognizing and protecting the spiritual relationships that 
indigenous peoples maintain with the natural world. 

  Efforts to protect Sumuna and its habitat should therefore be seen as 
multidimensional conservation efforts. Such initiatives should not only focus 
on biodiversity but also include the protection of indigenous knowledge and 
cultural practices. This approach aligns with the global push for biocultural 
conservation, which recognizes the deep connections between nature and 
culture and advocates for the preservation of both (Maffi & Woodley, 2010). 
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Protecting Sumuna’s habitat ensures that the Korowai can continue their 
traditional rituals, maintain their social structures, and pass on their cultural 
knowledge to future generations. 

  In the face of these challenges, community-based conservation strategies 
that involve indigenous peoples in the management of their natural 
resources offer a promising solution. By integrating the Korowai’s ecological 
knowledge with modern conservation techniques, it is possible to create a 
sustainable model that protects both the natural environment and the 
cultural practices associated with it (Berkes, 2018). These strategies could 
include initiatives such as ecotourism, where the Korowai could share their 
cultural heritage with visitors in a way that promotes environmental 
stewardship while also providing economic benefits for the community. 

In conclusion, the role of Sumuna in cultural preservation is deeply 
intertwined with the Korowai’s spiritual beliefs, social hierarchy, and 
ecological practices. However, the preservation of Sumuna and its cultural 
significance is increasingly under threat from modernization, deforestation, 
and globalization. Protecting Sumuna requires a holistic approach that 
considers both biodiversity conservation and the safeguarding of 
indigenous knowledge. By doing so, the cultural and spiritual heritage of the 
Korowai, along with the ecological health of their region, can be preserved 
for future generations. 

4. Conclusion 

The Sumuna (Microchiroptera) plays an integral role in cultural preservation 
within the Korowai tribe, serving as a symbolic and spiritual mediator that 
sustains both ritual practices and social structures. As a key figure in 
funerary and healing rituals, Sumuna’s significance transcends its 
biological identity and embodies the spiritual connection between the 
Korowai people and the natural world. The deep-rooted belief in Sumuna 
as a guide between the physical and spiritual realms highlights the tribe's 
animistic worldview, which emphasizes the interconnectedness of all life 
(Vermeulen, 2017). This cultural framework is critical for maintaining the 
Korowai's social hierarchy, where shamans and leaders use their 
knowledge of Sumuna to guide and protect the community. 

However, modern challenges such as deforestation and globalization are 
threatening the preservation of both Sumuna’s habitat and its cultural 
significance. The ongoing destruction of Papua’s forests, driven by logging 
and commercial expansion, risks eroding the ecological foundation that 
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supports Sumuna, potentially disrupting the Korowai’s ability to perform 
their traditional rituals (Descola, 2013). Additionally, the pressures of 
globalization bring about cultural homogenization, which could further 
marginalize indigenous practices and beliefs, undermining the tribe's 
connection to their ancestral knowledge and spiritual heritage. 

Recommendations for addressing these challenges include integrating 
biocultural conservation efforts that focus not only on preserving 
biodiversity but also on safeguarding the cultural practices tied to species 
like Sumuna. Community-based conservation programs that involve the 
Korowai in managing their natural resources can provide a sustainable 
solution, ensuring that both the environment and the tribe’s cultural identity 
are protected (Berkes, 2018). Promoting ecotourism as a means of sharing 
their cultural heritage with the outside world can also offer economic 
benefits while encouraging environmental stewardship, thus supporting 
both the Korowai people and their ecosystem. 
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