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Abstract: The environmental crisis confronting humanity demands not only technological solutions but also a profound
philosophical reimagining of our relationship with nature. This paper examines how panpsychism, the philosophical posi-
tion that consciousness or mentality is fundamental and ubiquitous throughout the universe, offers valuable resources
for environmental ethics and conservation practices. While conventional Western ontologies maintain a sharp divide
between conscious humans and non-conscious nature, panpsychism suggests a fundamental continuity throughout
the natural world that transforms our ethical responsibilities toward environmental preservation. Employing analytical
and phenomenological approaches, this paper argues that the recognition of consciousness in natural entities provides
philosophical foundations for acknowledging their intrinsic value beyond instrumental utility to humans. Furthermore,
it contends that panpsychist principles, when integrated with Indigenous knowledge systems that have long recognized
agency and personhood in nature, offer holistic approaches to environmental challenges that honour both philosophical
coherence and practical wisdom. The paper concludes that while environmental degradation continues at unprecedented
rates, a panpsychist perspective can contribute to developing more reciprocal relationships with natural systems based
on mutual recognition rather than instrumental exploitation, potentially addressing both the metaphysical foundations
and practical manifestations of our environmental predicament.

Keywords: Panpsychism, Environmental ethics, consciousness, Indigenous knowledge, Environmental Preservation

Streszczenie: Kryzys Srodowiskowy, z ktorym mierzy sie ludzkos¢, wymaga nie tylko rozwiazan technologicznych, ale
takze glebokiego filozoficznego przeobrazenia naszej relacji z natura. Niniejszy artykut analizuje, w jaki sposob panpsy-
chizm, stanowisko filozoficzne, zgodnie z ktérym $wiadomos¢ lub mentalno$c sa fundamentalne i wszechobecne w catym
wszechswiecie, oferuje cenne zasoby dla etyki srodowiskowej i praktyk ochrony srodowiska. Podczas gdy konwencjonal-
ne zachodnie ontologie wciaz promujg ostry podziat na swiadomych ludZmi i nieSwiadoma nature, panpsychizm zakfa-
da istnienie fundamentalnej ciagtosci w catym $wiecie przyrody, ktora zmienia nasze etyczne zobowigzania w zakresie
ochrony $rodowiska. Stosujac podejscia analityczne i fenomenologiczne, autor w niniejszym artykule twierdzi, ze uznanie
posiadania $swiadomosci przez byty istniejace w naturze zapewnia filozoficzne podstawy do uznania ich wewnetrznej
wartosci wykraczajacej poza ich instrumentalng przydatno$¢ dla ludzi. Ponadto autor twierdzi, ze zasady panpsychizmu,
gdy s3 zintegrowane z systemami wiedzy tradycyjnej, ktore od dawna uznaja sprawczos¢ i osobowos¢ w naturze, oferuja
holistyczne podejscia do wyzwan Srodowiskowych, ktére uznaja zardwno filozoficzng spojnosc, jak i praktyczng madrosc.
W konkluzjach artykutu autor twierdzi, ze mimo postepujacej w niespotykanym dotad tempie degradacji $rodowiska,
przyjecie perspektywy panpsychicznej moze przyczynic sie do rozwoju wzajemnych relacji z systemami naturalnymi, ktore
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beda oparte na wzajemnym uznaniu, a nie na eksploatacji. Takie podejscie mogtoby umozliwi¢ uwzglednienie zardwno
aspektow metafizycznych, jak i praktycznych przejawow naszego trudnego potozenia w zakresie sytuacji srodowiskowe;.

Stowa kluczowe: panpsychizm, etyka $rodowiskowa, Swiadomo$c, wiedza tradycyjna, ochrona Srodowiska

Introduction

The environmental crisis confronting
humanity represents not merely a techni-
cal challenge but a profound philosophi-
cal one that interrogates our fundamental
understanding of consciousness, value, as
well as our relationship with the natural
world. As ecological devastation contin-
ues at an unprecedented pace, traditional
anthropocentric frameworks that sharply
distinguish between human consciousness
and the rest of nature have come under
increasing scrutiny (Plumwood 2002). These
frameworks, deeply embedded in Western
philosophical traditions, have arguably con-
tributed to environmental degradation by
positioning nature as a collection of inert
resources available for human exploitation
rather than as an intrinsically valuable liv-
ing system (Merchant 1980). Panpsychism,
the philosophical position that conscious-
ness or mentality is fundamental and ubiqui-
tous throughout the universe, offers an alter-
native ontological framework that may
contribute meaningfully to environmental
ethics and conservation efforts. By attribut-
ing some form of consciousness or experi-
ence to all entities in nature, panpsychism
challenges the metaphysical foundations
that have historically justified environmental
exploitation (Mathews 1991). This perspec-
tive suggests that the gap between human
and non-human consciousness may be one
of degree rather than kind, potentially trans-
forming how we conceptualise our ethical
responsibilities toward the natural world.

It is important to acknowledge, however,
that panpsychism remains a contested phil-
osophical position. Many philosophers and
scientists reject panpsychist theories, argu-
ing that they lack empirical support, encoun-
ter significant conceptual problems (such

as the “combination problem” of explain-
ing how micro-consciousnesses combine
to form macro-consciousness), or violate
principles of parsimony (McGinn 2006;
Searle 2013). Critics often maintain that con-
sciousness emerges only in complex biologi-
cal systems with specific neural organiza-
tions, dismissing panpsychist attributions
of consciousness to fundamental particles
as category errors or anthropomorphic pro-
jections (Dennett 2017). This paper does
not claim that panpsychism is the only via-
ble approach to environmental ethics but
rather explores its potential contributions
while recognizing the ongoing philosophi-
cal debates surrounding consciousness.

The panpsychist perspective emerges
from a rich philosophical tradition stretch-
ing from ancient animistic worldviews
through the speculations of Western philos-
ophers like Spinoza, Leibniz, and Whitehead
to contemporary formulations in philosophy
of mind (Goff, Seager, and Allen-Herman-
son 2020; Nagasawa and Wager 2022). This
perspective has gained renewed attention
in recent years as philosophers continue
to grapple with the hard problem of con-
sciousness and seek alternatives to reductive
materialism (Goff 2023). While often mar-
ginalised in mainstream Western philosophy;,
panpsychist themes resonate strongly with
many Indigenous knowledge systems that
have long recognised consciousness, agency,
and personhood in natural entities and sys-
tems (Kimmerer 2021). These Indigenous
perspectives, having sustained more recip-
rocal relationships with local ecosystems
for millennia, provide valuable insights for
environmental preservation that align with
certain panpsychist principles. The grow-
ing ecological crisis demands not only
technological solutions but a fundamental
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reimagining of humanity’s relationship
with nature. A panpsychist framework, by
extending consciousness beyond the human
realm, may help facilitate this transforma-
tion by providing philosophical foundations
for recognising the intrinsic value of non-
human entities and establishing more recip-
rocal relationships with the natural world.
The significance of this inquiry extends
beyond academic philosophy. If conscious-
ness is indeed more widespread than con-
ventionally assumed, this has profound
implications for environmental policy,
conservation practices, and the ethical
frameworks that guide human interactions
with nature. As Schaefer (2022, 415) notes,
“reconceptualizing our understanding of con-
sciousness in nature directly influences how
we formulate policy responses to environ-
mental challenges” Through a panpsychist
lens, environmental degradation becomes
not merely the manipulation of inert
resources but potentially the destruction
of conscious entities deserving of moral con-
sideration. This paper explores these inter-
sections between panpsychism and envi-
ronmental preservation through three main
sections. First, it examines the metaphysical
foundations of panpsychism and its impli-
cations for reconceptualising the human-
nature relationship. Second, it analyses how
a panpsychist perspective might inform
specific approaches to environmental ethics
and conservation practices. Finally, it con-
siders how panpsychist principles might be
integrated with Indigenous knowledge sys-
tems to develop more holistic approaches
to environmental preservation that honour
both scientific understanding and traditional
wisdom. Throughout, the paper maintains
that panpsychism offers valuable philosophi-
cal resources for addressing our environ-
mental challenges, even as it raises complex
questions about consciousness, value, and
humanity’s place within nature.

1. Metaphysical Foundations
of Panpsychism and the Human-Nature
Relationship

Panpsychism, in its contemporary for-
mulation, challenges the dominant scien-
tific-materialist paradigm that treats con-
sciousness as an anomalous emergence
within an otherwise non-conscious uni-
verse. Instead, it posits that consciousness,
or mentality represents a fundamental fea-
ture of reality that is present, in some form,
throughout nature (Goff 2023; Kastrup
2021). This seemingly counterintuitive posi-
tion has recently gained renewed scholarly
attention as philosophers of mind grapple
with the “hard problem” of consciousness,
the challenge of explaining how subjective
experience could arise from purely physical
processes (Chalmers 1996). Panpsychism
offers a potential solution by suggesting
that consciousness does not emerge from
wholly non-conscious matter but is intrin-
sic to the fundamental constituents of real-
ity. Several variants of panpsychism exist
within the contemporary philosophical
landscape. Goff, Seager, and Allen-Herman-
son (2020) delineate three primary forms:
constitutive panpsychism, which holds
that macro-consciousness is constituted by
micro-consciousness at the fundamental
level; non-constitutive panpsychism, which
maintains that macro-consciousness is not
merely the sum of micro-consciousness;
and cosmopsychism, which proposes that
the universe itself possesses a form of con-
sciousness from which individual conscious-
nesses derive. Despite these variations, all
panpsychist positions share the core com-
mitment that consciousness is not con-
fined to humans or even to complex bio-
logical organisms but extends in some form
throughout the natural world. This onto-
logical stance carries profound implications
for reconceptualising the human-nature
relationship.

It is important to acknowledge, how-
ever, that panpsychism remains a contested
philosophical position. Many philosophers
and scientists reject panpsychist theories,
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arguing that they lack empirical support,
encounter significant conceptual prob-
lems (such as the “combination problem”
of explaining how micro-consciousnesses
combine to form macro-consciousness), or
violate principles of parsimony (McGinn
2006; Searle 2013). Critics often maintain
that consciousness emerges only in com-
plex biological systems with specific neural
organizations, dismissing panpsychist attri-
butions of consciousness to fundamental
particles as category errors or anthropomor-
phic projections (Dennett 2017). This paper
does not claim that panpsychism is the only
viable approach to environmental ethics but
rather explores its potential contributions
while recognizing the ongoing philosophi-
cal debates surrounding consciousness.
Traditional Western philosophical frame-
works have largely maintained a sharp onto-
logical divide between conscious humans
and a non-conscious natural world, a divi-
sion that some environmental philosophers
argue has facilitated ecological destruction
by positioning nature as mere resource
rather than as intrinsically valuable entity
(Plumwood 2002). As Mathews (1991)
observes, the view that matter is devoid
of any psychic dimension has authorized
our treatment of natural systems as devoid
of inherent value or meaning. By contrast,
panpsychism suggests a fundamental con-
tinuity between human consciousness and
the rest of nature, potentially challenging
the metaphysical foundations of environ-
mental exploitation. Contemporary panpsy-
chist theories have evolved beyond earlier
formulations, with some suggesting that
consciousness may be intrinsic to the fun-
damental structure of reality itself (Goff
2023). Kastrup (2021, 4) argues that physi-
calist views that deny consciousness as
fundamental may function as “neurotic
ego-defence mechanisms” that avoid con-
fronting the implications of consciousness
permeating the natural world. These mod-
ern perspectives reinforce the potential sig-
nificance of panpsychism for reshaping our

understanding of humanity’s relationship
with nature.

Within a panpsychist framework, the nat-
ural world transforms from a collection
of inert objects to a community of conscious
or proto-conscious subjects. This reframing
aligns with what environmental philoso-
pher, Arne Naess, termed as “deep ecology,
an approach that recognises the inherent
worth of all living beings regardless of their
instrumental utility to human needs (Naess
1973). While not all panpsychists are deep
ecologists, and not all deep ecologists are
panpsychists, there exists a natural affin-
ity between these perspectives that chal-
lenges anthropocentric value systems and
recognises nature’s intrinsic worth. Recog-
nition of consciousness throughout nature
also suggests a different understanding
of humanity’s place within ecological sys-
tems. Rather than positioning humans as
fundamentally separate from or superior
to nature, panpsychism situates human
consciousness within a broader continuum
of natural mentality. As Lemmens and Hui
(2017, 150) note, “humans are not ontologi-
cally unique in possessing mind; rather, they
represent a particularly complex manifesta-
tion of qualities that are present, to varying
degrees, throughout the natural world” This
perspective aligns with growing ecological
understanding that positions humans as
embedded participants within natural sys-
tems rather than detached observers or
controllers.

Interestingly, contemporary panpsy-
chist perspectives often resonate with tra-
ditional animistic worldviews that have
long recognised consciousness, person-
hood, and agency in natural entities and
processes. While philosophical panpsy-
chism and traditional animism differ in
important ways, both challenge the modern
Western tendency to restrict consciousness
to the human realm, suggesting instead that
mentality pervades the natural world. This
convergence with Indigenous perspectives is
particularly relevant for environmental pres-
ervation. Many Indigenous communities
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have maintained sustainable relationships
with local ecosystems for millennia, guided
by worldviews that recognise reciprocal
responsibilities between humans and other
conscious entities in nature (Kimmerer
2021). The perspective found in discussion
of traditional African ontological holism
similarly emphasizes the interconnectedness
of beings within a comprehensive reality.
These traditional approaches, though devel-
oped outside academic philosophical con-
texts, often incorporate practical wisdom
about sustainable human-nature relation-
ships that align with panpsychist principles.

The philosophical challenge that panpsy-
chism presents to conventional Western
ontology extends beyond academic dis-
course to practical environmental ques-
tions. If rivers, forests, mountains, and even
individual plants possess some form of con-
sciousness or experience, this raises pro-
found questions about how humans should
ethically relate to these entities. This recon-
sideration potentially transforms environ-
mental preservation from the conservation
of resources to the protection of conscious
communities with their own inherent value
and interests. Critics, however, raise impor-
tant questions about panpsychism’s practical
applications. Kirkpatrick (2021, 72) argues
that “even if panpsychism is metaphysi-
cally true, the forms of consciousness pre-
sent in simpler natural entities might be so
rudimentary as to lack moral significance”
Others suggest that panpsychism risks
anthropomorphizing nature by projecting
human-like consciousness onto non-human
entities. These critiques highlight the need
for further discussion about the relation-
ship between consciousness and moral
standing which is a crucial consideration for
developing panpsychist approaches to envi-
ronmental ethics. Despite these challenges,
the metaphysical framework offered by
panpsychism provides valuable philosophi-
cal resources for reimagining the human-
nature relationship. By challenging the onto-
logical divide between conscious humans
and non-conscious nature, panpsychism

suggests a fundamental continuity through-
out the natural world that potentially trans-
forms how we conceptualize environmental
value and responsibility. This reconceptual-
ization forms the foundation for more spe-
cific applications of panpsychist principles
to environmental ethics and conservation
practices.

2. Panpsychist Approaches
to Environmental Ethics and
Conservation

The metaphysical position that conscious-
ness extends throughout nature carries sig-
nificant implications for how we approach
environmental ethics and conservation
practices. If non-human entities possess
some form of experience or mentality, this
suggests that they may deserve direct moral
consideration rather than merely instru-
mental protection based on human inter-
ests. Several distinctive ethical approaches
emerge from this panpsychist foundation,
each offering different perspectives on
environmental preservation and human
responsibilities toward nature. Perhaps
the most straightforward ethical implication
of panpsychism is an expanded conception
of moral consideration. Traditional anthro-
pocentric ethics limits direct moral obliga-
tions to human beings, treating environ-
mental protection as instrumental to human
welfare. Even many biocentric approaches
extend moral consideration only to living
organisms, excluding rivers, mountains,
and ecosystems as a whole. Panpsychism, by
contrast, suggests that consciousness and
potentially moral standing may extend far
beyond conventional boundaries, including
entities traditionally considered inanimate
(Palmer 2022). This expanded moral com-
munity aligns with Leopold’s (1949) land
ethic, which famously proposed extending
ethical consideration to “soils, waters, plants,
and animals, or collectively: the land”

It should be acknowledged that many
environmental ethicists and philosophers
have developed robust frameworks for envi-
ronmental protection without recourse
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to panpsychism. Value-pluralist approaches
(Norton 2005) recognize multiple types
of values in nature without necessarily
attributing consciousness to non-human
entities. Virtue ethics approaches to envi-
ronmental ethics (Sandler 2007) focus on
the development of ecological virtues rather
than metaphysical claims about conscious-
ness. Pragmatic environmental philosophers
such as Bryan Norton (2005) argue that
attributing consciousness to natural entities
may be unnecessary for developing effec-
tive conservation ethics, suggesting instead
that concepts such as ecosystem health and
integrity can provide sufficient normative
foundations. These alternative frameworks
remind us that while panpsychism offers one
approach to environmental ethics, it is not
the only path toward developing more sus-
tainable human-nature relationships.
Palmer (2022) offers a nuanced exami-
nation of how panpsychist perspectives
inform environmental ethics, suggesting
that the recognition of mentality through-
out nature need not entail equal moral con-
sideration for all entities but does require
a fundamental respect for nature’s inher-
ent subjectivity. This aligns with what Vogel
(2022) terms as “ecological thinking” in
the Anthropocene approaches that recog-
nize the inherent value of natural systems
while acknowledging humanity’s embed-
ded place within them. This broader scope
of moral consideration manifests in prac-
tical environmental initiatives such as
the legal recognition of personhood for
natural entities. In recent years, several riv-
ers including the Whanganui in New Zea-
land have received legal rights and protec-
tions previously reserved for human persons.
O’Donnell and Talbot-Jones (2022) docu-
ment how rivers in New Zealand, India, and
Colombia have received legal personhood
status, reflecting evolving understandings
of natural entities as possessing inherent
rights. Kauffman and Martin (2021) analyse
the political and legal frameworks support-
ing these developments, noting their foun-
dation in both Indigenous worldviews and

emerging ecological jurisprudence. While
not explicitly grounded in philosophical
panpsychism, these legal developments
reflect a growing willingness to recognise
agency and inherent value in natural systems
in ways that align with panpsychist princi-
ples. They represent practical applications
of what Stone (1972) famously advocated
in his essay “Should Trees Have Standing?”
the extension of legal rights to natural enti-
ties. Beyond this expanded scope of moral
consideration, panpsychism suggests more
specific approaches to environmental eth-
ics. Mathews (1991) develops what she terms
as “ecological panpsychism,” which views
the universe as a self-realizing system in
which each entity seeks its own form of self-
realization or “conatus.” Environmental eth-
ics, in this framework, involves respecting
the self-realizing tendencies of all natural
entities, allowing them to follow their own
developmental trajectories with minimal
interference. This approach emphasizes
the inherent teleology within natural sys-
tems, their tendency to develop according
to their own internal principles rather than
external impositions.

A complementary approach emerges in
Plumwood’s (2002) critique of dualistic
thinking, which emphasizes dialogical rela-
tionships with nature rather than instru-
mental manipulation. Plumwood challenges
the “hyper-separation” between humans
and nature, suggesting that genuine eco-
logical relationships require recognising
agency, intentionality, and communicative
capacity in natural systems. This perspec-
tive aligns with panpsychism’s attribution
of mentality throughout nature, suggest-
ing that environmental preservation should
involve attentive “listening” to natural sys-
tems rather than merely managing them as
resources. These philosophical approaches
translate into specific conservation prac-
tices that differ markedly from conventional
management paradigms. Conventional con-
servation often employs a resource man-
agement framework that positions humans
as external managers of natural systems,
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applying technical expertise to maximize
defined outcomes like biodiversity or eco-
system services. A panpsychist approach, by
contrast, might emphasize what Kimmerer
(2021, 337) terms “reciprocity” the develop-
ment of mutual relationships with natural
systems based on respect for their inherent
agency and consciousness.

This reciprocal approach manifests in
practices like “adaptive co-management,’
which integrates scientific knowledge with
local and Indigenous knowledge systems,
recognizing multiple ways of knowing and
relating to natural systems. It also appears
in “rewilding” initiatives that deliberately
reduce human control to allow natural sys-
tems to follow their own developmental tra-
jectories. Rewilding principles have gained
significant traction in conservation biol-
ogy, with Pettorelli et al. (2019) document-
ing both the ecological and philosophical
dimensions of various rewilding approaches
across different contexts. These approaches
shift from positioning humans as managers
of nature to participants within natural com-
munities, aligning with panpsychism’s recog-
nition of agency and consciousness through-
out the natural world. The panpsychist
perspective also offers distinctive responses
to specific environmental challenges such as
climate change and biodiversity loss. Rather
than treating these primarily as technical
problems requiring human management
solutions, a panpsychist approach might
emphasize the need to restore reciprocal
relationships with natural systems based on
mutual recognition and respect. As Abram
(1996) suggests, genuine reciprocity requires
meeting the natural world halfway, acknowl-
edging it as an active, animate participant in
our shared existence. This perspective trans-
forms climate action from a technical prob-
lem of carbon management to a relational
challenge of restoring balanced relationships
with Earth systems.

Critics argue, however, that panpsychist
approaches risk impracticality in addressing
urgent environmental challenges. Morrow
(2020, 113) suggests that “while panpsychism

might provide philosophical grounding for
environmental care, it offers limited practi-
cal guidance for resolving conflicts between
different natural entities or addressing
immediate environmental threats” Others
argue that panpsychist frameworks might
actually impede effective conservation by
restricting necessary interventions in natu-
ral systems if those interventions are seen as
interfering with natural agency. In response,
proponents suggest that panpsychism need
not imply a hands-off approach to conser-
vation but rather a more attentive, respect-
ful engagement with natural systems. As
Mathews (2003) argues, recognizing con-
sciousness in nature does not mean aban-
doning management but transforming it
from control to dialogue. This perspective
suggests that environmental preservation
can incorporate active human participation
while still respecting the agency and inher-
ent value of natural systems which is what
Callicott (1989) terms as “enlightened man-
agement” as opposed to either technological
domination or complete non-intervention.
Perhaps most importantly, a panpsy-
chist approach to environmental ethics
emphasizes the experiential dimension
of natural entities. If non-human entities
possess consciousness or experience, envi-
ronmental degradation becomes not merely
the destruction of resources but the inflic-
tion of suffering or harm on conscious
subjects. This perspective transforms envi-
ronmental preservation from an abstract
concern with biodiversity or ecosystem ser-
vices to a more immediate ethical concern
with preventing harm to conscious beings.
Integration of panpsychist principles into
environmental ethics and conservation thus
suggests a fundamental shift from resource
management to relationship cultivation.
By recognizing consciousness, agency, and
inherent value throughout the natural
world, panpsychism provides philosophi-
cal foundations for approaches that respect
the intrinsic worth of natural entities and
systems while developing more reciprocal
human-nature relationships. This relational
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approach aligns particularly well with many
Indigenous knowledge systems, which have
long recognized consciousness and per-
sonhood throughout nature while devel-
oping sustainable interactions with local
ecosystems.

3. Integration of Panpsychism with
Indigenous Knowledge Systems for
Environmental Preservation

The philosophical position that conscious-
ness pervades nature finds striking paral-
lels in many Indigenous knowledge systems,
which have traditionally recognized agency,
personhood, and communicative capac-
ity in natural entities and processes. While
philosophical panpsychism and Indigenous
animism differ in important ways, their
convergence suggests valuable possibilities
for integrating academic philosophy with
traditional ecological knowledge to develop
more holistic approaches to environmental
preservation. This integration represents not
an appropriation of Indigenous knowledge
but a respectful dialogue that acknowledges
the complementary insights of different
knowledge traditions.

Indigenous knowledge systems typically
embed recognition of consciousness in
nature within comprehensive frameworks
for sustainable human-nature relationships.
As Kimmerer (2021, 332), a botanist and
member of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation,
observes, “in Indigenous ways of knowing,
we understand a thing only when we under-
stand it with all aspects of our being: mind,
body, emotion, and spirit.” This holistic
approach contrasts with conventional West-
ern science’s emphasis on detached obser-
vation, instead positioning humans as active
participants in reciprocal relationships with
conscious natural entities.

The concept of reciprocity holds central
importance in many Indigenous traditions
and offers a substantive ethical framework
that complements panpsychist recogni-
tion of consciousness throughout nature.
Reciprocity entails mutually beneficial
relationships characterized by balanced

giving and receiving between humans and
non-human entities. In Potawatomi tradi-
tion, as Kimmerer (2021, 335-340) explains,
the “honourable harvest” represents a care-
fully developed ethical system govern-
ing human relationships with plants. This

includes specific principles: asking per-
mission before taking, taking only what is

needed, minimizing harm, using everything

that is taken, sharing what is gathered, and

giving thanks for what has been received.
These principles embody a sophisticated

ethical system predicated on recognition

of plants as conscious beings with whom

humans maintain ongoing reciprocal rela-
tionships. Rather than abstract philosophi-
cal assertions, these principles manifest in

concrete practices that guide sustainable

interaction with natural systems. Similarly,
the Maori concept of kaitiakitanga (guardi-
anship) exemplifies an integrated approach

to environmental stewardship that recog-
nizes consciousness throughout nature. As

Harmsworth and Awatere (2013, 274-275)

explain, kaitiakitanga involves “the obliga-
tion to nurture and care for the mauri (life

force) of a place or resource,” positioning

humans not as owners of nature but as rela-
tives with responsibilities toward other con-
scious entities. This concept incorporates

sophisticated understanding of ecological

relationships while recognizing natural enti-
ties as possessing consciousness, agency, and

inherent value. Such recognition underpins

New Zealand’s groundbreaking legal rec-
ognition of the Whanganui River as a legal

person with its own rights and interests, rep-
resenting a practical application that aligns

with panpsychist principles while emerging

from Indigenous understandings of river

consciousness.

The African philosophical concept
of ubuntu offers another substantive frame-
work that resonates with panpsychist prin-
ciples while offering practical guidance for
human-nature relationships. According
to Chuwa (2014, 38-42), ubuntu emphasizes
that “a person is a person through other per-
sons” — a principle of interconnection and
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mutual recognition that extends beyond
human communities to include relationships
with the natural world and spiritual realm.
This perspective recognizes consciousness
and personhood as extending through-
out the natural world, with specific ethical
imperatives for maintaining harmonious
relationships between humans and nature.
As Murove (2009, 316) explains, ubuntu
ethics involves “fostering harmonious rela-
tionships with nature based on recognition
of shared vitality and interdependence,” sug-
gesting practical approaches to environmen-
tal preservation grounded in recognition
of consciousness throughout natural sys-
tems. These Indigenous frameworks typi-
cally situate consciousness within relational
networks rather than treating it as an iso-
lated property of individuals. This relational
epistemology offers valuable corrections
to Western tendencies toward abstraction
and detachment in environmental think-
ing, suggesting approaches to knowledge
that integrate intellectual understanding
with embodied relationships. As Simpson
(2021, 7-9) articulates, land itself functions
as pedagogy within Nishnaabeg Indigenous
traditions, embedding knowledge transmis-
sion within direct, experiential relationships
with conscious natural entities. This peda-
gogical approach involves “learning through
observation, experience, and participation
within natural systems,” developing embod-
ied understanding of natural consciousness
rather than abstract theoretical knowledge.
This perspective challenges Western educa-
tional approaches that often abstract envi-
ronmental knowledge from direct experi-
ence with natural systems.

The practical wisdom embedded in
these Indigenous approaches has pro-
duced remarkable environmental outcomes.
Research increasingly demonstrates that
Indigenous-managed lands show higher
biodiversity and greater ecological health
than comparable protected areas under
conventional management (Garnett et al.
2018). This success stems not from technical
superiority but from different relationships

with natural systems, relationships that rec-
ognize agency, consciousness, and person-
hood throughout nature while developing
reciprocal practices based on this recogni-
tion. A promising integration of panpsy-
chist principles with Indigenous knowledge
emerges in approaches that emphasize not
only environmental protection but resto-
ration of reciprocal relationships between
humans and other conscious entities. Inte-
gration of philosophical panpsychism with
these Indigenous frameworks provides the-
oretical foundations for recognizing con-
sciousness throughout nature while offering
practical guidance for developing reciprocal
relationships with natural systems. This inte-
gration manifests in specific conservation
approaches that explicitly bring together
Indigenous knowledge and Western sci-
entific understanding in complementary
relationships.

The Two-Eyed Seeing approach (Etuapt-
mumk in Mi’kmaq), developed by Mi’kmaq
Elder Albert Marshall, exemplifies this
integration as it “refers to learning to see
from one eye with the strengths of Indig-
enous knowledges and ways of knowing,
and from the other eye with the strengths
of Western knowledges and ways of know-
ing, and to using both these eyes together,
for the benefit of all” (Bartlett et al. 2012,
335). This approach explicitly acknowledges
multiple ways of understanding natural con-
sciousness and agency, bringing together
Indigenous recognition of personhood in
natural entities with scientific understand-
ing of ecological processes. Reid et al. (2021,
1295-1297) document how Two-Eyed See-
ing has informed collaborative conserva-
tion initiatives in Canada, creating govern-
ance models that respect both Indigenous
understanding of natural consciousness and
scientific ecological knowledge. Similarly,
co-management approaches in Australia’s
Indigenous Protected Areas integrate Abo-
riginal conceptions of natural consciousness
with conservation science, creating frame-
works that honour traditional understand-
ing of Country as living and conscious while
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incorporating scientific ecological knowl-
edge (Muir and Rose 2010).

Integration of panpsychism with Indig-
enous knowledge also suggests possibili-
ties for addressing the spiritual dimensions
of environmental preservation. Many Indig-
enous traditions recognize not only con-
sciousness but spiritual significance in natu-
ral entities and systems, treating mountains,
rivers, and forests as sacred beings deserv-
ing of reverence rather than merely con-
scious entities deserving of moral consider-
ation (Kimmerer 2021). While philosophical
panpsychism typically avoids explicit spir-
itual claims, its recognition of conscious-
ness throughout nature potentially creates
space for reintegrating spiritual dimensions
into environmental thinking; dimensions
often excluded from conventional scientific
frameworks but central to many traditional
approaches to nature.

Critics argue, however, that attempts
to integrate panpsychism with Indigenous
knowledge risk inappropriate appropria-
tion or oversimplification of complex tra-
ditional worldviews. Todd (2016, 18) cau-
tions against “metaphysical extractivism”
that appropriates Indigenous concepts
while divorcing them from their cultural
and historical contexts. This critique high-
lights the importance of approaching inte-
gration with cultural humility and recogni-
tion of the distinct historical and cultural
contexts from which different knowledge
systems emerge. In response, proponents
suggest that respectful integration need
not involve appropriation but can repre-
sent a genuine dialogue between different
knowledge traditions, each offering valuable
insights while maintaining their distinctive
perspectives. Whyte (2018) outlines princi-
ples for respectful cross-cultural environ-
mental cooperation that honour different
ontological frameworks without reducing
one to terms of the other.

Perhaps the most valuable aspect of inte-
grating panpsychism with Indigenous
knowledge systems lies in the practical wis-
dom the latter offer for living reciprocally

with natural systems recognized as con-
scious. While philosophical panpsychism
provides theoretical foundations for attrib-
uting consciousness throughout nature,
many Indigenous traditions have developed
sophisticated practices for maintaining sus-
tainable relationships with conscious natural
entities practices developed over millennia
of careful observation and relationship. As
Kimmerer (2021, 333) notes, traditional eco-
logical knowledge is rooted in relationships,
not just understanding. These relational
practices offer valuable guidance for devel-
oping more reciprocal approaches to envi-
ronmental preservation based on recogni-
tion of consciousness throughout nature.

Integration of panpsychism with Indig-
enous knowledge systems thus suggests
possibilities for environmental preservation
that honour both philosophical coherence
and practical wisdom. By bringing together
panpsychism\’s theoretical recognition
of consciousness throughout nature with
Indigenous traditions\’ practical approaches
to reciprocal relationship, this integration
offers resources for developing more holistic
environmental approaches that address both
the metaphysical foundations and practical
manifestations of human-nature relation-
ships. This integration represents not a final
solution but an ongoing dialogue between
different knowledge traditions, each contrib-
uting valuable insights to our understanding
of consciousness in nature and its implica-
tions for environmental preservation.

Conclusion

Exploration of consciousness and environ-
mental preservation through a panpsychist
perspective reveals profound interconnec-
tions between our metaphysical understand-
ing of nature and our practical approaches
to environmental challenges. By attribut-
ing consciousness or mentality throughout
the natural world, panpsychism challenges
conventional ontological frameworks that
sharply separate conscious humans from
a non-conscious environment, potentially
transforming how we conceptualize our
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ethical responsibilities toward natural sys-
tems. This reconceptualization offers valu-
able philosophical resources for addressing
contemporary environmental challenges
while developing more reciprocal relation-
ships with the natural world. The metaphys-
ical foundations of panpsychism suggest
a fundamental continuity between human
consciousness and the rest of nature, posi-
tioning humans not as ontologically unique
beings but as particularly complex mani-
festations of qualities present throughout
the natural world. This perspective chal-
lenges the anthropocentric frameworks that
have historically justified environmental
exploitation, suggesting instead that con-
sciousness, value, and agency extend far
beyond the human realm. By recognizing
this continuity, panpsychism provides phil-
osophical foundations for approaching nat-
ural entities not merely as resources to be
managed but as conscious subjects deserv-
ing of moral consideration.

It is important to emphasize, however, that
panpsychism remains one theory among
many competing philosophical approaches
to consciousness and environmental ethics.
Many philosophers and scientists maintain
that consciousness emerges only in com-
plex biological systems with specific neu-
ral organizations, rejecting panpsychist
attributions of mentality to simpler enti-
ties as conceptually confused or empirically
unsupported (Dennett 2017; Searle 2013).
Furthermore, environmental ethicists have
developed numerous frameworks for valu-
ing and protecting nature without recourse
to panpsychist metaphysics, including
biocentric, ecocentric, and pragmatic
approaches (Norton 2005; Sandler 2007).
This paper has explored the potential con
tributions of panpsychism to environmen-
tal ethics while acknowledging these ongo
ing philosophical debates and alternative
approaches.

This metaphysical position translates into
distinctive approaches to environmental eth-
ics and conservation practices. By expand-
ing the scope of moral consideration beyond

conventional boundaries, panpsychism sug-
gests ethical frameworks that recognize
the inherent value of natural entities and
systems independent of their instrumental
utility to humans. These frameworks man-
ifest in practical approaches like legal rec-
ognition of personhood for natural entities,
adaptive co-management that incorporates
multiple perspectives, and rewilding ini-
tiatives that reduce human control to allow
natural systems to follow their own devel-
opmental trajectories. These approaches
shift from positioning humans as manag-
ers of nature to participants within natural
communities, emphasizing reciprocal rela-
tionships rather than instrumental control.
Integration of panpsychism with Indigenous
knowledge systems offers particularly prom-
ising avenues for environmental preserva-
tion. Many Indigenous traditions have long
recognized consciousness and personhood
throughout nature while developing sophis-
ticated practices for maintaining reciprocal
relationships with natural systems. The con-
vergence between philosophical panpsy-
chism and these Indigenous approaches
suggests possibilities for bringing together
theoretical recognition of consciousness
in nature with practical wisdom about sus-
tainable human-nature relationships. This
integration represents not an appropriation
of Indigenous knowledge but a respectful
dialogue between different knowledge tra-
ditions, each offering valuable insights for
addressing shared environmental challenges.
Several important implications emerge from
this exploration. First, recognition of con-
sciousness throughout nature suggests
the need for greater humility in human
interactions with natural systems, acknowl-
edging that our understanding of other
forms of consciousness remains limited and
partial. Second, it highlights the importance
of relational approaches to environmental
preservation that emphasize dialogue and
reciprocity rather than management and
control. Finally, it suggests that address-
ing environmental challenges requires not
merely technical solutions but fundamental
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reconsideration of how we conceptualize
nature and humanity’s place within it.

In conclusion, a panpsychist perspective
on consciousness and environmental pres-
ervation suggests that the way we under-
stand consciousness profoundly shapes
the way we approach our relationship with
the natural world. By challenging conven-
tional ontological frameworks that restrict
consciousness to the human realm, panpsy-
chism offers philosophical foundations
for recognizing consciousness, value, and
agency throughout nature. This recognition,
when integrated with practical wisdom from
Indigenous and other knowledge traditions,
provides valuable resources for developing
more reciprocal approaches to environ-
mental preservation that honour the inher-
ent value and consciousness of the natural
world. In a time of unprecedented environ-
mental challenges, this reintegration of con-
sciousness into our understanding of nature
may prove crucial for developing more sus-
tainable and respectful relationships with
the Earth systems that sustain all life.
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