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The Meaning of Life for the Younger Generation of Samin Kudus in Preserving
the Samin Religion

Abstract

The meaning of life has become an important topic in empirical research, particularly in the field of
religious psychology. Although it has been studied and found applicable in various contexts, research
on the meaning of life within cultural communities is still scarce. This study qualitatively investigates
the understanding and experience of meaning in life and sources of meaning among the younger
generation of Samin Kudus. The informants in this study are five young individuals aged between 19
and 35 years, who are direct descendants of the Samin community. Data collection and analysis were
conducted with reference to Schnell's model of meaning in life and sources of meaning. The findings
show that the concept of meaning in life for the younger generation is relevant to that of the older
generation. The experience of meaning and sources of meaning are associated with specific life
domains: relationships; religion; education and work; recreational activities; and health and survival.
Each life domain includes several fundamental sources of meaning, which can be linked to Schnell's
four dimensions of meaning sources: self-transcendence, self-actualization, order and well-being, and
relatedness. The results indicate that the younger generation's understanding of self-actualization as
a source of meaning is less prominent. The three most central fundamental sources of meaning are
self-transcendence, well-being, and relatedness.

Practical Implication: This study has valuable implications for academics and the general public,
demonstrating that despite the influence of global advancements, particularly on the younger
generation, their behavior will remain unchanged as long as they derive meaning in life from religious
values or beliefs inherited from their community or ethnic group.

Introduction

The meaning of life is a subjective experience that is central to human existence (Wong, 2012).
Psychology has emphasized that people are motivated to maintain a meaningful framework for
understanding the world, which provides value and purpose (Taves et al., 2018). Therefore, the
discussion of the meaning of life has become one of the important and evolving topics in empirical
research (Schnell, 2014; Taves et al., 2018). For individuals, the meaning of life serves as a motivator
for pursuing a model of life they perceive as meaningful. The desire for a meaningful life represents an
individual's drive to achieve something that makes life valuable and significant. The meaning of life
becomes both a goal to be fulfilled and a motivator for individuals to act in ways that enable them to
realize their sense of meaning.

Studies or discussions on the meaning of life in Indonesia have become increasingly prevalent,
particularly in the fields of psychology and counseling. Based on the literature review by Qori and
Ningsih (2020), at least 13 studies have been found discussing the meaning of life among various
groups in Indonesian society. The researchers attempt to summarize seven out of the thirteen studies
from Qori and Ningsih's literature review. First, the study by Burkan et al. (2014) on "The Meaning of
Life for People Living with HIV/AIDS (PLWHA) and Its Review According to Islam." This study found that
the process of finding meaning in life for the three subjects involved several stages. The first stage was
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accepting their illness, then perceiving the disease as a test from Allah SWT, motivating themselves to
make positive life changes, working diligently to meet all their life needs, and participating as
volunteers to help fellow PLWHA.

Second, the study by Atsniyah and Supradewi (2019) on The Meaning of Life for Santri of Pondok
Pesantren Nurul Amal. This study found that the achievement of meaning in life involved steps such as
self-understanding, adopting a positive attitude, forming close relationships with the environment,
and performing religious worship. Third, the study by Argo et al. (2014) on The Meaning of Life for
Former Punks: A Qualitative Phenomenological Study. This study revealed that the meaning of life for
former punks was influenced by their life experiences before becoming punks, during their time in the
punk community, and after leaving the community. Fourth, the study by Rahmalia (2018) titled The
Meaning of Life for Middle-Aged Single Women. This study found that middle-aged single women
derive meaning in life by working to achieve independence, bringing happiness to their parents, and
instilling the belief that God has a beautiful plan for them.

The next study by Bakhruddinsyah (2016), titled The Meaning of Life and the Concept of Happiness
Among the Elderly at Nirwana Puri Samarinda Nursing Home, found that out of eight informants, seven
reported positive happiness and meaning in life, while one informant experienced negative meaning
in life due to feelings of no longer being useful, lacking work, being distant from family, and feeling
bored with the nursing home routine. The sixth study was conducted by Arista (2017) on The Meaning
of Life and Religiosity Among Former Prisoners Convicted of Murder. This study found that the
informants underwent several stages in achieving meaning in life. These stages included suffering, self-
acceptance, finding meaning in life, realizing the meaning of life, and ultimately reaching happiness.
Religious behavior had a significant impact on all the informants in achieving life happiness. The next
study by Priatama et al. (2019) examined The Meaning Behind Traditional Art: A Phenomenological
Study on the Meaning of Life of Sundanese Artists. This study found differences in the meaning of life
among the informants, even though they shared the same role as performers in the performing arts.
However, despite these differences in understanding life’s meaning, the informants consistently held
on to the meaning of life in every activity they performed and were prepared to accept the
consequences by maintaining a positive attitude in every life condition they encountered.

Based on the literature review above, most previous studies have focused on the meaning of life
among minority groups, such as PLWHA, the elderly, religious students, and former prisoners. Only
one study related to the meaning of life within cultural communities was found, specifically on the
meaning of life among Sundanese artists. This indicates that research on the meaning of life related to
cultural communities, especially those who have preserved their cultural traditions for years, is still
scarce. The latest study on the meaning of life within cultural communities was conducted by
Sopaheluwakan and Huwae (2022), with the theme The Contribution of Spirituality to the Meaning of
Life in the Waru Community of Central Maluku, Who Perform the Mori UKNU Ritual Dance. This study
found that spirituality contributed 63.1% to the meaning of life for the Waru community of North
Maluku. Additionally, the researchers found another study by Austad et al. (2023), titled Experiences
of Meaning in Life in Urban and Rural Zambia. This study revealed that understanding the meaning of
life in urban and rural communities is strongly influenced by family background, religion, education,
and work.

Sukmayadi (2018) stated that the rapid development of the times would lead to a shift in local cultural
values and traditions, which are no longer reflected in daily life. The reluctance of the younger
generation to participate in preserving cultural traditions can be seen as an indication that they have
not yet found meaning in life or that the meaning of life for the younger generation is still low
(Sopaheluwakan & Huwae, 2022). A meaningful life is possessed by an individual when they



understand the meaning or significance of the choices they make in life. The meaning of life can be
seen in the presence of hope and the desire to be useful to others, such as within their family,
community, or society (Rosingana, 2019). One of the problems faced by the younger generation,
especially those from specific ethnic groups or communities, in the era of globalization is the erosion
of their love for their indigenous culture (Priatama et al., 2019), which is a source of concern for the
older generation. Despite these concerns, there are still young people who remain consistent in
preserving their cultural traditions. This phenomenon requires further investigation. It is essential to
understand what motivates these young people to actively participate in preserving their culture by
exploring their sense of meaning in life.

Based on the previous studies mentioned above, the researchers are interested in understanding the
meaning of life among the younger generation of Samin Kudus in maintaining their local culture, which
has been passed down through generations. Furthermore, this study aims to explore the application
of conceptualizations of meaning in life and the existing sources of meaning, using Schnell's model of
meaning in life (2009, 2021).

The Concept of Meaning in Life and Sources of Meaning

In psychology, the concept of meaning in life has been defined in numerous ways and is regarded as
difficult to operationalize (Leontiev, 2013). Nonetheless, recent research has focused on integrating
various elements of this concept (Baumeister & Landau, 2018; George & Park, 2016; Taves et al., 2018;
Wissing et al., 2020). A review of the different conceptualizations of meaning in life reveals three
recurring themes: purpose, significance/mattering, and coherence/comprehensibility (George & Park,
2016; Martela & Steger, 2016). Furthermore, Schnell (2009, 2021) identified a fourth theme,
"togetherness." According to Schnell (2021), the experience of meaning in life stems from the
fundamental belief that life is worth living: "This is based on the evaluation that one’s life is coherent,
significant, purposeful, and includes togetherness."

A person’s sense of meaning in life is shaped by their engagement with various sources of meaning.
Schnell (2009, 2011) created a comprehensive framework of these sources in the *Sources of Meaning
and Meaning in Life Questionnaire*, organizing them into four dimensions. The first dimension, *self-
transcendence®, reflects a commitment to causes beyond one’s immediate needs. This dimension is
divided into two subdimensions: *horizontal self-transcendence*, which refers to an individual’s focus
on worldly concerns that are not solely self-serving (e.g., social responsibility, generativity, and
harmony with nature), and *vertical self-transcendence*, which refers to an orientation towards non-
material and supernatural realities, expressed through organized religion or personal spirituality. The
second dimension, *self-actualization*, is about realizing personal potential and capacities. The third,
*order*, emphasizes adherence to long-standing values and social propriety. Finally, the fourth
dimension, *well-being and relatedness®, involves nurturing relationships and finding joy in both
solitude and social connections. The authors suggest that drawing meaning from multiple sources
enhances one’s sense of fulfillment and purpose in life. The more diverse the sources, the greater the
sense of fulfillment and meaning (Reker, 2000; Reker & Wong, 1988; Schnell, 2021).

Cultural Manifestations of the Meaning of Life

The research about sources of meaning and relationship with the sense of meaning has done in various
locations, including Brazil (Damasio et al., 2013), Peru (Gapp & Schnell, 2008), Canada (Lavigne et al.,
2013), Indonesia (Ginting, 2017), Denmark (Pedersen et al., 2018), Norway (Sgrensen et al., 2019), as
well as Germany and Austria (Lehmann et al., 2018; Mavrogiorgou et al., 2020; Pollet & Schnell, 2017;
Schnell, 2014; Schnell & Hoof, 2012; Schnell & Pali, 2013; Votter & Schnell, 2019). From Africa, studies



using meaning models other than Schnell's have been conducted in South Africa and Ghana (De Klerk
et al., 2009; Wilson et al., 2021; Wissing et al., 2020). The results of these studies indicate that the
understanding of the meaning of life is generally described similarly, although the distribution of
meaning qualities and dimensions of sources of meaning varies across different contexts. Cultural,
social, and personal life processes impact the experience of meaning in ways that support, modify, or
limit it (Schnell, 2021, p. 33). From a narrative perspective, it can be said that individuals develop their
own life stories by drawing on prototypical stories embedded within larger cultural narratives
(McAdams, 2001).

The prevalence of religious and spiritual beliefs is often said to be a part of the African and Zambian
soul (Cheyeka, 2014; Inglehart, 2018). Religion permeates all aspects of life in such a way that it is
sometimes difficult to separate it from other factors (Mbiti, 1990; Wilson et al., 2021). Although African
traditional religions exist in various forms (Beyers, 2010), some common features have been identified.
These features include belief in a supreme being, the spirit world, and a unified community (Kriiger et
al., 2009).

Another example of how meaning is mediated by culture is evident in the field of education. In
Germany, the perception of meaning in life is associated with education; it was found that people with
lower educational levels have a lower sense of meaning compared to those with a secondary education
certificate or university degree (Schnell, 2021, p. 47). This result may be explained by the Western
neoliberal narrative in which everyone is responsible for continually improving their skills and
developing throughout life. Since Western society today is dominated by education, individuals with
lower educational levels feel disadvantaged and socially stigmatized.

What is happening in Germany and in several other developed and modern countries, where
education can help individuals find meaning in life, is very different from what happens in the Samin
Kudus community. Based on field observations, the Samin community does not prioritize education at
all. In their daily lives, they adhere solely to the teachings of Mbah Samin, which they refer to as the
Adam Religion, passed down through generations (Interview with Informant Gunawan, May 2024).

It is known that the younger generation of Samin Kudus is now quite open and engaged with modern
society. Although they do not attend formal schooling, they still make use of technology, such as
owning mobile phones, laptops, and utilizing platforms like YouTube to voice concerns about the
environment. There is even a special group called "Wiji Kendeng," founded by a descendant of the
Samin community. The Wiji Kendeng group serves as a place for the younger generation to gather,
learn, and create. This group even has its own YouTube channel as a platform to broadcast their
existence and the positive activities they engage in to maintain environmental balance.

This paradigm shift is the Samin community’s strategy in responding to change. Their strategy of
resistance is a way for the Samin community to diplomatically engage with the majority and the
government. The resistance by the Samin Kudus community is driven by the negative stigma of being
a group that opposes the nation’s development programs. Samin Kudus seeks to resist this stigma and
the dominance of the majority through covert resistance strategies, as proposed by James Scott's
theory. Samin Kudus engages in covert resistance not to change the dominant system, but to survive
within it. Over time, this covert resistance strategy became more open. The transition from covert to
overt strategies began with their ability to respond to change, starting with learning to write,
understanding administrative matters related to citizenship, and building movements based on legal
entities. After employing this strategy, Samin Kudus was recognized by the majority and the
authorities, and they were granted the facilities to manage their own community (Nurdin, 2021).



Research Objectives and Questions

Based on the above considerations, this study aims to qualitatively investigate the understanding,
experiences, and sources of meaning in life among the Samin Kudus community, particularly its
younger generation. This study addresses the following research questions: What are the distinctive
features of the conceptual understanding of the meaning of life? How and when are meaning in life
and meaning crises experienced? What are the most prominent sources of meaning among the
younger generation of Samin? Furthermore, this research also explores the following question: Do the
experiences of meaning in life and sources of meaning among the younger generation of Samin Kudus
align with Schnell’s model of meaning?

Materials and Methods
Informants

The informants in this study were selected purposively, based on specific criteria: (1) direct
descendants of the Samin community, (2) young individuals aged 20-45 years, (3) actively participating
in each tradition performed, and (4) willing to be informants. The object of this study is the dynamics
of meaning in life and sources of meaning among the younger generation of Samin Kudus. Based on
these criteria, five informants were selected:

1. Bintang, 20 years old
2. Nita, 34 years old

3. Anom, 21 years old

4. Gunawan, 36 years old
5. Anggit, 20 years old

The researchers found that the sample size was sufficient for qualitative analysis. Since the dialogue in
the material was rich and focused, the researchers considered the material to have the necessary
informational power (Malterud et al., 2016). Moreover, studies applying established theories typically
require smaller sample sizes compared to those supported by more limited theoretical perspectives
(Malterud et al., 2016). In this study, we applied an established theory to analyze the interview data
and used the data to explain the theory.

Data Collection

The researchers followed an interview guide with seven main questions based on the theory of
meaning in life and sources of meaning from Schnell (2009, 2021). The researchers asked what the
informants spontaneously associated with the term "meaning," in what situations they thought and
spoke about the meaning of life, and what made their lives meaningful. Additionally, we asked in what
situations they had experienced a sense of meaninglessness. We continued with questions about
when they felt in harmony with themselves and where they drew strength and energy to continue
living. Finally, we asked them to reflect on the difference between a meaningful life and a happy life.

The interview process was led by the first author, assisted by the second and third authors. All
interviews were conducted at the informants' homes. Before conducting the interviews, the
researchers had to make appointments with the informants, and interviews could only be conducted
in the evening when the informants were home. During the day, most of the informants went to the
fields or worked for others. Each interview lasted approximately 1 to 2 hours. The researchers were
warmly welcomed by the informants, and one of the informants even prepared dinner for the research
team.



Coding and Analysis

The interviews were transcribed and anonymized by the fourth researcher and then sent to the first
research team. The transcribed texts were then systematized into tables ready for coding. The
researchers applied content analysis (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004), beginning with inductive coding
and then abstracting into categories (Graneheim et al., 2017). In this initial phase, the research team
worked separately to create codes and categories based on the interview results. Afterward, the team
met to compare and discuss the coding of the interviews with the younger generation of Samin Kudus.
This process resulted in a shared codebook, and the material was reanalyzed based on the agreed
codebook to evaluate the reliability of the codes (Graneheim et al., 2017).

In the next phase, the codes and categories were synthesized, and the first author identified themes
(see Tables 1-3), moving the analysis to a more interpretive level (Graneheim et al., 2017).
Subsequently, Schnell's theory of sources of meaning was applied in a deductive analysis to test the
model against the collected data (Graneheim et al., 2017; see Table 3). During the writing phase, the
synthesis of the concept-based interview guide was used as the main structure, while the emerging
themes became substructures. The deductive analysis was written in a separate section.

Results
The Concept of Meaning

As mentioned above, all informants were first asked to write down what they associated with the
concept of meaning on a piece of paper before sharing their associations with other informants. Some
responded by referring to specific sources of meaning related to family, education, work, and religion.
Others associated meaning with more abstract phenomena such as achievement and balance, while
some focused their discussion on the conceptual definition of the term 'meaning.’

The main findings from the responses to this first question revealed that all discussion groups provided
reflections that indicated the concept of meaning was relevant to them. Four key themes of the
concept of meaning were identified: (1) meaning as understanding; (2) meaning as values, purpose,
and connectedness; (3) meaning as something contextual; and (4) meaning as something different but
related to happiness.

Meaning as understanding of life. Two informants connected the concept of meaning with
understanding life. They viewed meaning as "a way to understand life in general." A 36-year-old
informant said that "meaning is a word that provides a complete picture of things happening in life."
In this category of responses, the term meaning was associated with interpretation, understanding,
and perception of situations.

Meaning as Values, Purpose, and Connectedness. Meaning is understood not only in relation to life
experiences in general but also in relation to significant and valuable life experiences that provide
orientation or direction in life. The view of meaning was expressed by all informants. All informants
shared the same opinion that meaning is "something that holds value for me," and one informant
added that meaning means "l am able to add value to my life." Additionally, all informants associated
the meaning of life with "family and community and everything related to the teachings or religion
they follow." Meaning was also considered by all informants as "the purpose of life or the purpose of
one's existence." Informant Gunawan stated that meaning is "connectedness and the sense of
belonging to the religious teachings they have understood for generations." This response also
appeared in the question about sources of meaning, which will be explained further.



Meaning as Something Contextual. Several informants explicitly stated that their understanding of the
meaning of life would change depending on their life experiences. Informant Gunawan mentioned that
a person's understanding of the meaning of life "depends on the perspective of their environment and
belief in religious commands and prohibitions."

Meaning as Something Different but Related to Happiness. In response to the question about the
relationship between meaning and happiness, some informants said that meaning and happiness are
the same. However, almost all informants stated that meaning and happiness are different but related.
A person will feel happy when they believe their life has meaning. Generally, what distinguishes
meaning from happiness is that meaning is seen as more permanent than happiness; happiness is
viewed as something temporary and emotional. Meaning is believed to be something that requires
effort, and it can even come at the expense of happiness. Meaning is said to be connected to
community or groups, such as taking care of family and practicing the collective values they adhere to.
Informant Nita concluded that: "A meaningful life is one that should impact my life, my family, and the
community where | belong. But a happy life may not always affect my life, family, and community."
Thus, linking meaning to the concept of happiness adds nuance to the participants' understanding of
meaning in life, where meaning is considered more permanent, oriented towards others, and
collective compared to the concept of happiness.

For a summary explanation of the concept of meaning, see Table 1.
Meaning Awareness

Most informants stated that they became aware of the meaning of life in difficult or dangerous
situations. They mentioned specific situations, such as illness or loss, financial problems, breaking
societal norms, and rejection from the general community towards the Samin community. The
informants described situations where their goals were not achieved, when they were disappointed,
or when they experienced rejection. Some participants believed that awareness of meaning could also
arise in favorable situations, and one informant stated that meaning awareness occurred "after
experiencing an event that changed something." Another informant mentioned specific situations
involving reflection on the values of their beliefs. Such situations are closely related to learning values
within the family.

For a summary explanation of the concept of meaning, see Table 2.






Table 1. The Meaning Concept (Questions no 1 and 7)

Category Meaning concept
Sub-categories Interpretive Existential Contextual Different from Concurrent with Related to
happiness happiness happiness
Codes Understanding/interpretation, Life purpose, life Life Meaning means: Meaningin lifeisa Happiness follows
Description values, religious experiences, fulfilling what the happy life meaning.
aspects, environmental  community Meaning follows
dependence on perspective, desires, more happiness.
family and belief in permanent, more Happiness is part
community, sense  religious prosocial, bringing of meaning.
of belonging commands and  happiness to family
prohibitions
Themes Meaning as understanding of  Meaning as Meaning as Meaning as
life values, purpose, something something
and contextual different but
connectedness related to

happiness




Table 2. Meaning Awareness (Interview question 2)

Category Meaning awareness
Sub-categories In difficult situations In any situation that When values are being
changes something taught and reflected
Codes IlIness and loss, Pleasant and Family values,
financial problems, unpleasant Religious or belief-
breaking societal experiences based values

norms, rejection, goals
not achieved,
disappointment,
shattered dreams

Sources of Meaning

The analysis of responses to the questions "What makes your life meaningful?", "What gives you
strength and energy?", and "What makes you feel complete?", as well as some participants'
associations with the concept of meaning, allowed us to approach the sources of meaning from various
perspectives. A question about experiences of meaninglessness was also included, as it thematically
reflects the question of sources of meaning from the opposite angle. We identified four main themes
in the category of sources of meaning, with the first three themes representing the majority of
responses: (1) relationships; (2) religion; (3) work; and (4) survival. These themes emerged not only as
separate categories but also as interrelated ones. For example, some participants discussed the
connection between religion and survival.

Relationships: Giving, Receiving, and Negotiating Family and Community Roles. The importance of
family, both the nuclear family and the community, emerged from all informants' responses. Family
was the first association made in response to the question about the concept of meaning. Statements
from the informants included, "My family is the meaning of my life" and "When | wake up in the
morning, | think about my family." Community also appeared in answers to the question about what
gives life meaning. One informant responded, "Being part of the Samin Kudus community makes my
life more meaningful."

Family was described as a place for receiving. Two informants said, "Parents and family provide a sense
of security and comfort." Another informant added, "The support of the extended family (Samin
community) provides a sense of safety and protection." Family was also seen as the meaningful goal
of daily efforts. Informant Gunawan stated, "Family and the Samin community are the most important
things because they support each other and still uphold the noble values of Mbah Samin's teachings."
The community is important because the behavioral rules for the Samin family come from the religious
heritage of Mbah Samin, known as the Adam Religion. "The life | live now reflects the community |
come from. So, my behavior is a reflection of my community. If | don't live according to the norms
expected by the community, then my behavior damages the community. Therefore, | always have to
ensure that my reputation is intact. It's not about the individual, but about the family, village, and
community."

The Importance of Family and Community was also highlighted by four other informants. Similar to
the previous responses, they mentioned that the norms and rules they follow come from their
community's teachings. Even though there are many outside influences, their views remain traditional,
believing that the best life norms or values come from the beliefs they currently adhere to, which have
been introduced to them since birth. Several informants further emphasized that meaning in life is



achieved when relationships within the family and the Samin community are peaceful and
harmonious.

Religion: Also Referred to as the Center of Life. Some informants mentioned religion in their responses
to the question about what gives life meaning. However, religion was more prominent in their answers
to the question about sources of strength and energy. "Our religious teachings are what give me the
strength to keep going," said one informant. In reflecting on this question, religious rituals emerged as
a prominent source of strength, with God being viewed as the “provider” who knows what people
need and who can ease problems by giving them the strength to face life’s challenges.

Informant Anom said, "Another important aspect of having religious beliefs is that the informants feel
all problems can be solved. A person believes that if they approach God, follow all His commands, and
avoid what is forbidden, then their problems will surely be resolved. After obeying the commands and
prohibitions of the religion, one feels at peace and has the energy to face life, problems, and
challenges." Further, the informants also said that "obedience to religious teachings is linked to life
necessities. God will fulfill their needs and also strengthen them when those needs are unmet. Thus,
obedience to religious teachings connects religion with other meaningful areas of life, such as health,
work, and making a living."

Religion or belief is regarded as something deeply embedded in the informants' way of life and serves
as a starting point for their life orientation and understanding of meaning. God is "the Entity that must
be obeyed by following His commands and prohibitions." The uniqueness of the Samin community is
their adherence to the Adam Religion, or the teachings of Mbah Samin, above all else. This community
even feels that they can live sufficiently by solely following religious teachings. Most of the Samin
community do not attend school, and even today, many of the younger generation only go to school
long enough to learn to read. Once they can read, they leave school and continue learning at home.
At home, parents teach the religious teachings of Samin. The behavior of the Samin community is
measured by their adherence to religious commands and avoidance of life taboos taught by the
religion.

According to all informants, the source of their meaning in life comes from their understanding of their
religious teachings and the life experiences they have had. These religious teachings have been passed
down through generations. Even though the younger generation today is exposed to technology, using
gadgets, this is not seen as affecting their sense of meaning in life.

Work: In the Samin Kudus community, the majority of their work involves farming. They feel content
with their current work. One informant mentioned, "l used to work in Jakarta, but soon returned to
the village and became a farmer." For this community, being farmers, despite challenges such as
limited land and unfavorable biophysical conditions, has made it increasingly difficult for them to
survive. However, these conditions do not dampen their spirit to persevere. They are a self-sufficient
community amidst isolation.

The environmental management practices of the Samin community have been passed down through
generations. The allocation and management of available resources, such as farmland, are carried out
according to their function to ensure they benefit their survival. For the Samin community, rice fields
are the only land they manage intensively. Even though modern farming practices, such as the use of
tractors, hybrid seeds, chemical fertilizers, and pesticides, have developed, the Samin community
continues to uphold their local wisdom in their agricultural practices. This local wisdom can be
observed in how they manage the soil, understand soil fertility, prepare seeds, control pests, and
manage the harvest. According to informant Gunawan, the ability to maintain traditional farming as



an occupation passed down through generations is a form of meaning in life for the Samin community,
including its younger generation.

This traditional mindset, which has been preserved, influences the community's way of thinking,
leading them to believe that education is not important. Simply living as farmers, with enough harvest
to eat and barter for other needs, and understanding and following religious teachings, makes life
highly meaningful.

Survival: Living in the way they do now is seen as a source of meaning for the younger generation of
Samin. All informants agreed that being able to maintain Mbah Samin's teachings in the face of modern
progress is a source of meaning in their lives. Living simply, without concern for education or work
outside of farming, is a way of life that avoids the use of technology in farming. This lifestyle becomes
a source of happiness and health for the Samin Kudus community.

When informants were asked where they get the strength and energy to keep going, some mentioned
tangible physical sources of energy. For instance, one of them stated, "l get energy from food and
water." Meanwhile, other informants mentioned that their source of strength comes from the sun, air,
a well-preserved environment, and productive harvests. Thus, strength and energy were linked to
concrete aspects of survival and health. One person specifically connected survival with the meaning
of life: "There was a drought during the planting season, which resulted in a poor harvest; there wasn’t
enough food in the village, so it seemed we would starve. In such conditions, we couldn’t say life was
meaningless, because we continued practicing our religion." As explained in the section on religion,
the strength gained through religious practices is associated with overcoming problems and improving
health.

Life Domains and Fundamental Sources of Meaning According to Schnell

The inductive thematic analysis of the sources of meaning was organized based on specific life
domains, corresponding to how most informants narrated their experiences of meaning in life. Due to
time constraints and the nature of the focus group interviews, we were unable to delve deeper into
each individual statement to move from explicit answers to the ultimate underlying meaning (Leontiev,
2007; Schnell, 2021). However, at an interpretative level, researchers were able to identify
fundamental sources of meaning, interwoven and embedded in the descriptions of concrete
meaningful experiences, such as achievement as a fundamental source of meaning within the domain
of religion, happiness, and survival.

By applying Schnell's model of sources of meaning (Schnell, 2009, 2021), researchers identified several
fundamental sources of meaning embedded in each life domain. In the extended family domain,
researchers identified "well-being and connectedness," as family was described as providing
togetherness, comfort, love, and care. Researchers also found references to "horizontal self-
transcendence," specifically related to generativity in terms of providing for the family’s needs.
Additionally, the extended family was strongly associated with "order," as family and community were
seen as representing tradition and morality.

The work domain was related to "horizontal self-transcendence," with generativity emerging as a
primary source of meaning. Work held significant instrumental value as a means to generatively meet
the family’s needs. However, the form of "self-actualization" connected to work was the fulfillment of
life’s necessities.

The domain of survival and happiness includes "horizontal self-transcendence," where health,
generativity, and connection with nature are fundamental sources. Lastly, religion represents "vertical



self-transcendence." Religious practices also encompass "well-being and connectedness" as well as
"order" due to the role of religious togetherness, care through prayer, and the importance of tradition.

Thus, researchers identified all four dimensions of sources of meaning (Schnell, 2009): self-
transcendence, self-actualization, order and well-being, and relatedness, based on the thematic
analysis. However, among these dimensions, self-actualization was the least prominent, although it
was found in responses related to achievement in the work domain. The three most central
fundamental sources of meaning are self-transcendence, order and well-being, and relatedness (see
Table 3).

Additionally, the phenomena associated by informants with the concept of meaning have many
similarities with Schnell's definition of meaning in life (2021). What we conceptualized inductively as
purpose, values, and connectedness resembles Schnell's categories of orientation, significance, and
belonging (Schnell, 2021). However, based on the study’s results, researchers were unable to
determine whether the participants’ reflections and interpretations of meaning aligned with Schnell's
concept of coherence. Overall, the participants' understanding of meaning closely aligns with Schnell's
conceptualization of meaning in life.

Table 3. Sources of Meaning (Interview questions no. 1, 3, 4, 5, and 6)

Category Sources of
meaning

Sub-Categories Relationships Religion Work Happiness and

Survival

Codes Family, Religious Work recognized Absence of
Community, teachings and as a source of suffering in the
Peace and rituals as the meaning family, Adequate
harmony, center of life material resources,
Individual and Good harvest,
community Physical
norms sustenance: food,

water, and air

Themes Relationships: Religion: Center Work: Not Happiness and
Providing, of life and pursuing Survival: Physical
receiving, and relevant to achievement, and material issues
negotiating meaning in life sufficient to meet
family and needs
community roles

Fundamental Vertical Self-

Sources of Transcendence:

meaning Religiosity and

(Schnell) Spirituality
Horizontal Self- Horizontal Self- Horizontal Self-
Transcendence: Transcendence: Transcendence:
Generativity Generativity, Health-related

Social connectedness,
Commitment Generativity

Well-being and Well-being and Well-being and
Connectedness: Connectedness: Connectedness:
Caring for Caring for Happiness with the
harmony, Love, harmony community




Comfort,

Harmony
Order: Tradition,  Order: Religious
Morality tradition
Self- Self-
Actualization: Actualization:
Individualism Fulfillment of
needs

Discussion

In this study, the researchers explored the conceptual characteristics of "meaning in life," how and
when meaning and meaning crises are experienced, and what are the most prominent sources of
meaning for the younger generation of Samin Kudus. Overall, the inductive analysis found that the
concept of meaning is understood as a way to connect things for the purpose of interpretation,
specifically to make sense of life events. Meaning is also seen as an existential concept, particularly
related to a sense of belonging, purpose, and direction in life. Meaning is considered contextual and
tied to life experiences. Meaning and happiness are generally regarded as distinct concepts. Awareness
of meaning is largely associated with difficult life situations, but some participants also reported being
aware of meaning in any situation involving change and in teaching values to their families. The
experience of meaning and sources of meaning were linked to the following life domains: relationships,
religion, work, and joy & survival.

Significant Life Domains: Relationships, Religion, and Work

The findings regarding life areas related to sources of meaning in life align with other studies. For
instance, in a mixed-method study by Mason (2013) among students in South Africa, the qualitative
material analysis identified three life areas where meaning was found: relationships, education, and
religion. Nell (2014) and Wissing et al. (2014) also found these domains to be significant areas of
meaning in their student samples in South Africa, although Nell (2014) identified a fourth domain:
hope, achievement, and purpose. In Indonesia, previous studies such as Arista (2017) on the
relationship between meaning in life and religiosity among former prisoners found that the domains
of religion and happiness were significant sources of meaning. These findings are supported by
Sopaheluwakan and Huwae (2022), with the theme of The Contribution of Spirituality to the Meaning
of Life in the Waru Community of Central Maluku Performing the Mori UKNU Ritual Dance. In this
study, it was found that spirituality contributed 63.1% to the meaning of life for the Waru community
of North Maluku.

Family and Community

In this study, family (both nuclear and extended) was not only explicitly mentioned by participants in
response to questions about meaning, but it also appeared implicitly in the narratives related to other
life domains. For example, family was discussed in relation to the importance of work. Community and
family were also considered as providers of collective norms and values. This supports findings from
several studies in Africa and Asia, where people find fulfillment not as individuals but as part of the
community to which they belong (Mason, 2013; Nell, 2014; Onyedinma & Kanayo, 2013; Wissing et
al., 2020; Sopaheluwakan & Huwae, 2022). The importance of family as a source of meaning in life was
also found in other research (Delle Fave et al., 2013; Schnell, 2021, pp. 91-92). Family is also linked to
togetherness, care, tradition, and generativity (Schnell, 2021, pp. 91-95). The difference is that studies
in Africa and Asia tend to imagine themselves as more interdependent, emphasizing the role of family



and communal relationships in what can be conceptualized as an “extended self” (Hermans & Gieser,
2012, p. 8). Meanwhile, Western societies value autonomy and independence (Lindegger & Alberts,
2012).

Religious Orientation

Religion or understanding of beliefs emerged as an important source of meaning in our study. This
dimension was often mentioned in explanations of other dimensions, especially in relation to
guestions about sources of strength. All participants agreed that the religion they adhere to is a
significant source of meaning in their lives. Our findings differ from those of Austad et al. (2023), who
found that education was a major source of meaning. Education, particularly academic education, was
seen as the main hope for a wage-earning job.

The difference between our study and Austad et al. (2023) is that in African societies, religion and daily
life are so intertwined that religion is no longer seen as a tool in the search for meaning in life. Religion
is more often viewed as a source of strength rather than a source of meaning. Similarly, the emphasis
placed on material aspects of life as a source of strength may reflect the holistic ontology of Africa,
where the sacred and the profane are interconnected (Beyers, 2010; Thorpe, 1991).

Individualism and Collectivism

Although collective sources of meaning, such as community and generativity, were the most
prominent in our study, and self-actualization appeared to be the least mentioned dimension of the
sources of meaning, there were some references and studies regarding individualism. The question of
religion as a source of meaning among informants reflects the presence of individualistic norms. The
desire to be "true to oneself" in their search for meaning (Taylor, 1991, pp. 26—-29), as expressed by
some informants, can be seen as an individualistic voice within a religious and collectivist society
(Mason, 2013). However, this study found a dynamic interplay between individualistic and collectivist
ideas rather than a strict dichotomy. The findings show a dynamic pattern between individualistic and
collectivist ideas (Wissing et al., 2020). An integrated model, where intrapersonal, interpersonal, social,
and transpersonal relationships play a role in the formation of meaning (Wissing et al., 2019; Austad
et al., 2023).

The Concept of Meaning in Life and Meaning Awareness

The informants' reflections on the concept of meaning in life closely align with established
conceptualizations of meaning in life (George & Park, 2016; Martela & Steger, 2016; Schnell, 2009,
2021). Their responses correspond to basic denotative meanings, such as the meaning of a sentence
or a sign, as well as existential meaning in life (Baumeister & Landau, 2018). The researchers' findings
align with Austad's (2023) research, where clear coherence among the informants' conceptual
reflections was not explicitly evident. However, there was a strong sense of connectedness and
belonging that clearly emerged in this study (Schnell, 2009, 2021).

Baumeister (1991) begins his famous book Meanings of Life by stating that "when survival is at stake,
when each day’s or each hour’s events bring a sense of urgency, the meaning of life becomes
irrelevant” (p. 3). Baumeister argues that considerations about the meaning of life require "stepping
back from the moment" (p. 3). Since our study explored experiences of meaning and meaning crises
considered retrospectively, our material is evidently based on such a step back and reflection.
However, an important finding of our research is that informants reported becoming aware of the
meaning of life in difficult and critical life situations. The researchers also found that the concept of
meaning was in harmony with their life experiences, regardless of their general life situations.



Conclusion and Avenues for Further Research

This article contributes to the study of meaning in life and serves as a starting point for future research
by offering an in-depth understanding of the key areas where meaning in life is found among the
younger generation of Samin Kudus: family, religion, work, happiness, and survival. Additionally, this
article identifies the fundamental sources of meaning in life associated with these areas, where
community and generativity are the most prominent. The experience of meaning in life lies in the
younger generation's understanding of their beliefs, encompassing collective values and a holistic
ontology, but also some individualistic orientations.

Suggestions for future research include investigating the experience of meaning in life and the sources
of meaning (Schnell, 2009) quantitatively to measure diverse cultural communities with a larger
number of participants. It would be particularly interesting to study the distribution of religious and
spiritual sources of meaning and their correlation with the sense of meaning. Based on the findings of
this qualitative study, we can assume that religiosity is a highly significant source of meaning for the
Samin Kudus community, especially the younger generation. Furthermore, it would also be intriguing
to assess the position of religious views, atheism, and other ethnic groups within a larger sample.
Additionally, it would be relevant to investigate whether the dimension of "self-actualization" is indeed
the least relevant source of meaning in a representative sample, considering the findings of this study
where achievement and individualism were the only sources mentioned from that dimension. Based
on the collectivist values identified and the presence of some individualistic orientations in this study,
we suggest that future research explores the correlation between community, generativity, and
meaning, as well as the role of individualism as a source of meaning in various cultures in Indonesia.
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Abstract

This study investigates how young members of the Samin community in Kudus, Central Java,
construct meaning in life through culturally rooted practices. Employing a qualitative thematic
analysis, the research examines in-depth narratives from five Samin youth to identify key
sources of meaning. Three central themes emerged: ecological ethics grounded in agrarian
traditions, spiritual continuity through Agama Adam teachings, and collective responsibility
expressed through labor and cultural resilience. These themes align with Schnell’s dimensions
of meaning particularly self-transcendence, order, and relatedness while de-emphasizing
individualistic self-actualization. The findings demonstrate how indigenous youth negotiate
meaning in the tension between ancestral values and contemporary challenges, including
digital activism and environmental threats. This research contributes to cross-cultural
psychology by offering an emic perspective on existential meaning within an indigenous
worldview that balances resistance, tradition, and adaptation.

Keywords: meaning in life, indigenous psychology, Samin community, thematic analysis,
cultural values

1. Introductions

Meaning in life is a crucial construct in existential psychology, serving not only as a guiding
principle but also as a foundation for resilience, emotional strength, and psychological well-
being. Empirical evidence suggests that individuals who experience a strong sense of meaning
in life are more capable of adapting to stress, navigating crises, and pursuing purposeful goals
(Steger, 2017; Wong, 2012; Heintzelman & King, 2014). However, the concept of meaning is
multifaceted and not easily defined in a single framework, as it encompasses philosophical,
psychological, and spiritual dimensions (Leontiev, 2013; Taves et al., 2018).

To integrate these perspectives, scholars such as George and Park (2016) and Martela and
Steger (2016) have proposed three essential components of meaning: purpose, significance,
and coherence. Schnell (2021) later introduced a fourth dimension, togetherness, to emphasize
the relational nature of existential fulfillment. Building on this, Schnell (2009, 2021)
formulated a comprehensive model of meaning based on four dimensions: (1) Self-
transcendence both horizontal (e.g., social responsibility, environmental harmony) and vertical
(e.g., spirituality and religiosity); (2) Self-actualization, which involves personal growth and
potential; (3) Order, which relates to social norms and traditional values; and
(4) Well-being and relatedness, emphasizing emotional stability and interpersonal connection.

The model has been applied and validated in multiple cultural settings. Schnell and Danbolt
(2023), for example, developed the Meaning and Purpose Scales (MAPS), which identified
community, personal growth, and sustainability as strong predictors of meaningfulness among
German participants. Ojalammi et al. (2024) found that engagement with nature, spiritual
practice, and health were protective against existential distress during the COVID-19 crisis,



whereas ego-centric goals increased vulnerability to a crisis of meaning. These findings
reinforce the relevance of communal and ecological values core tenets also found in indigenous
belief systems like that of the Samin.

Austad et al. (2023), using Schnell’s model in Zambia, demonstrated that sources of meaning
were predominantly grounded in religious traditions, family responsibilities, livelihood related
work, education, and the daily pursuit of survival. Their findings emphasized that while the
core dimensions of meaning in life such as purpose, significance, and coherence may be
universally recognizable, the content and distribution of these sources vary widely depending
on local belief systems, economic realities, and sociohistorical contexts. In particular, rural
communities emphasized the importance of faith and subsistence activities, whereas urban
respondents identified formal education and occupational success as more meaningful.

This variability supports McAdams’ (2001) narrative identity theory, which proposes that
individuals construct personal meaning through life stories informed by culturally embedded
scripts. These scripts not only shape the types of experiences that are seen as meaningful, but
also influence how those experiences are integrated into a coherent sense of self. The Zambian
context thus illustrates how culture functions as both a source and a structure of meaning,
mediating what is valued, remembered, and aspired to.

Furthermore, Schnell (2021) contends that sources of meaning are not only influenced by
personal agency, but are also socially constructed and maintained, meaning that the salience of
certain sources such as faith, nature, or family may be elevated or suppressed depending on the
prevailing cultural discourse. In contexts where collective survival and relational
interdependence dominate, sources like vertical self-transcendence and relatedness tend to be
prioritized over individualistic pursuits like self-actualization. This is particularly evident in
both the Zambian case and the Samin community, where meaning is deeply rooted in ancestral
values, communal ties, and adaptive strategies to environmental and social change.

Despite this growing literature, there remains a dearth of empirical studies examining how
indigenous communities interpret and construct meaning in life especially within the tension
between preserving tradition and adapting to modernity. Some studies in Indonesia have
explored meaning among marginalized or specific populations such as HIV-positive
individuals (Burkan et al., 2014), pesantren students (Atsniyah & Supradewi, 2019), ex-
convicts (Arista, 2017), single women (Rahmalia, 2018), and local artist communities
(Priatama et al., 2019). However, the existential narratives of indigenous groups like the Samin
remain largely underexplored.

The Samin community presents a compelling case for such exploration. Rooted in the Agama
Adam tradition, the Samin uphold values of simplicity, honesty, peace, and ecological
harmony. These values are not taught through formal education but transmitted orally through
daily practice and generational storytelling. In Samin belief, meaning is found not in material
success but in living in accordance with nature and communal principles.

Unlike Western societies such as Germany where higher education is often associated with
social mobility and existential meaning (Schnell, 2021), the Samin community does not
prioritize formal schooling. Field observations show that young Samin individuals do not
attend school, yet they are active users of digital technologies like smartphones and YouTube,
through which they voice environmental concerns. One notable example is the youth-led group



“Wiji Kendeng,” a movement of Samin descendants who use media to advocate for
sustainability and showcase positive cultural practices.

This adaptation reflects a unique strategy of cultural resistance. Drawing on James Scott’s
theory, the Samin initially engaged in covert resistance to dominant systems through symbolic
cultural practices. Over time, their strategies became more open, involving civil administration,
legal formalization, and autonomous community organization (Nurdin, 2021). Despite
adapting to modern contexts, the core values of the Samin remain deeply embedded in their
experience of meaning in life.

Given this unique sociocultural positioning, the present study aims to explore how meaning in
life is experienced, negotiated, and reconstructed by young Samin individuals. By applying
thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and interpreting findings through Schnell’s model,
this research seeks to deepen our understanding of meaning in life within a dynamic indigenous
context where spiritual continuity and cultural adaptation coexist. This study not only
contributes to the growing field of cross-cultural psychology but also offers insights into how
local wisdom can serve as a foundation for existential strength in an era of global change.

2. Methode

2.1. Research Design

This study employed a qualitative approach using Thematic Analysis (TA) to explore the lived
experiences of meaning in life among the younger generation of the Samin community in
Kudus, Central Java. TA was selected for its flexibility and systematic framework for
identifying and interpreting patterns in qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006), while allowing
for contextual sensitivity. The analysis was theoretically informed by Schnell’s (2009, 2021)
Sources of Meaning model.

2.2. Participants and Sampling

The study involved five participants, all members of the younger generation of the Samin
community, aged between 20 and 35. Participants were selected purposively based on their
cultural engagement and ability to reflect on life experiences. From an initial group of 15
individuals interviewed during exploratory fieldwork, five were chosen for in-depth analysis
due to the richness and representativeness of their narratives.

2.3. Data Collection

Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews conducted in Bahasa
Indonesia. Each interview lasted between 30 and 60 minutes and was audio-recorded with
informed consent. Interviews addressed personal views on life purpose, spiritual beliefs, family
roles, environmental values, and strategies for negotiating cultural identity in the face of
modernity. Field notes and informal observations supported the depth and contextualization of
the narratives.

2.4. Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using the six-phase process outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006),
incorporating both inductive and deductive strategies. The analysis proceeded as follows:

1. Familiarization: Interview transcripts were read repeatedly to achieve immersion, with
early analytic memos capturing initial impressions and contextual details.



2. Initial Coding: Using NVivo 12, the data were coded inductively to capture meaningful
expressions without imposing pre-existing categories.

3. Theme Development: Related codes were grouped into candidate themes and checked
for coherence, internal consistency, and resonance with participant experiences.

4. Theme Review: Emerging themes were refined and validated against the full data set,
with overlaps and redundancies removed.

5. Defining and Naming Themes: Final themes were defined and conceptually mapped to
Schnell’s dimensions of meaning.

6. Producing the Report: Thematic findings were synthesized and interpreted through the
cultural lens of the Samin community and the theoretical structure of meaning.

The final analysis identified three superordinate themes:

Table 1: The Thematic Analysis

Theme Description Schnell Dimension
1. Living in Harmony with Meaning derived from ecological Self-transcendence
Nature balance, simplicity, and agrarian (horizontal)
traditions.
2. Spiritual Inheritance & Meaning rooted in ancestral values Self-transcendence
Identity and Agama Adam teachings. (vertical), Order
3.Community Work as a form of social duty and Well-being and
Responsibility & Work connection to family and community Relatedness
interdependence.

NVivo 12 visualizations such as coding stripes and word trees reinforced the centrality of these
themes across participants. Semantic and latent meanings were interpreted through the dual
lens of emic cultural knowledge and Schnell’s theoretical constructs.

2.5. Reflexive Positioning

As an outsider to the Samin community, the researcher engaged in continuous reflexivity
throughout the study. A reflexive journal was maintained to record emotional responses,
emerging assumptions, and evolving interpretations during fieldwork and analysis. This
process helped the researcher remain self-aware and culturally sensitive. A balance was
maintained between emic perspectives and etic theoretical interpretations. Discussions with
key community informants were conducted to validate cultural interpretations and ensure
respectful engagement with indigenous knowledge. The researcher also remained attentive to
potential power asymmetries, adopting a dialogical, non-hierarchical stance during interviews
to promote authentic and ethical knowledge co-production.

2.6. Ethical Considerations

The institution where this research was conducted does not have a formal Institutional Review
Board (IRB) and does not require ethical approval for qualitative, non-clinical interview-based
studies. Nevertheless, this study was conducted according to ethical academic research
standards. All participants were fully informed about the study’s objectives, procedures, and
their rights. Written informed consent was obtained before participation. Participant
confidentiality was strictly maintained, and all names have been anonymized as P1-P5.

3. Results

3.1 Living in Harmony with Nature



The theme “Living in Harmony with Nature” captures the deeply rooted ecological awareness
and moral philosophy of the Samin community, particularly among its younger generation.
Participants described nature not only as a resource, but as a living partner something to be
respected, nurtured, and lived with in balance. This worldview is consistent with Samin
teachings that emphasize non-exploitation, sustainability, and the spiritual interconnectedness
of all living things.

“We believe that if the forest or river is destroyed, we are also destroyed. There is no
separation.” (P3)

For many, meaning was found in maintaining traditional agricultural practices such as organic
farming and planting in accordance with natural cycles handed down by ancestors. Nature was
personified, treated as both a teacher and a sacred presence. The philosophy of ora serakah
(not being greedy) was mentioned repeatedly as a principle guiding not only their economic
life but their spiritual orientation.

“We don’t need much to be happy. The land gives what we need, not what we want.”
(P5)

This theme is closely aligned with horizontal self-transcendence in Schnell’s (2021) model.
Rather than seeking meaning in material accumulation or abstract ideals, participants located
it in their immediate, embodied relationship with the land. By placing ecological values at the
center of their moral system, the Samin youth illustrate a powerful form of existential
fulfillment rooted in daily practice and cultural continuity.

Notably, several participants expressed concern over environmental degradation and modern
consumption patterns, framing their resistance not only as a political act but as a moral duty.

“People from outside bring cement and big machines, but they do not understand. They
destroy the hills we protect.” (P2)

This form of environmental stewardship is both culturally inherited and ethically reinforced
through community narratives. Similar to findings by Austad et al. (2023), who observed that
meaning in rural Zambian communities is anchored in subsistence practices and harmony with
the land, the Samin demonstrate that meaning is lived, embodied, and communal.

Moreover, this ecological orientation supports Schnell’s claim that sources of meaning are
deeply shaped by social context. While modern societies may emphasize individual purpose or
achievement, the Samin highlight interdependence with nature as a pathway to existential
coherence, stability, and identity.

3.2 Spiritual Inheritance and Moral Identity

The theme Spiritual Inheritance and Identity highlights the central role of ancestral teachings
and oral transmission of spiritual values in shaping the Samin community’s sense of meaning.
For participants, spirituality was not institutionalized but embedded in everyday life. Their
belief system Agama Adam is described not as a formal religion, but as a lived tradition
emphasizing inner honesty, nonviolence, and harmony.



“Our religion is not written in a book. It lives in our actions, in how we treat others and
nature.” (P4)

This spiritual identity is passed down from elders through storytelling, rituals, and shared labor,
forming a deeply communal process of meaning-making. Participants expressed pride in their
ability to live ethically without formal education, asserting that true knowledge comes from the
wisdom of the ancestors.

“I didn’t go to school like others, but I understand life because my father and
grandfather taught me. That is enough.” (P1)

This reflects vertical self-transcendence in Schnell’s model connecting to something greater
than oneself, such as spiritual reality or moral principle as well as order, which includes
tradition, social structure, and continuity. For the Samin youth, adhering to inherited spiritual
values provides existential coherence, a sense of rootedness, and emotional security.

Participants described moral restraint ora nganggo dora (do not lie), ora mateni (do not kill),
urip resik (live clean) as non-negotiable pillars of identity. These are practiced not for fear of
punishment, but as expressions of alignment with the ancestral way.

This supports McAdams’ (2001) theory that identity develops through culturally informed life
stories by drawing from culturally embedded scripts. For the Samin, the script is spiritual, non-
materialistic, and oriented toward relational harmony rather than individual assertion.

“I live this way because this is how our ancestors lived. If we stop, we become lost.”
(P5)

This perspective challenges dominant models of meaning that emphasize personal achievement
or institutional religious practice. Instead, the Samin youth find meaning in preserving and
living their inherited spiritual path, resisting modern pressures while reaffirming cultural and
moral autonomy.

The moral system they follow is neither proselytized nor imposed; it is embodied in silence,
discipline, and quiet resistance. This reinforces Schnell’s argument (2021) that sources of
meaning must be understood within their cultural and social ecosystems, where spirituality may
take non-Western, non-theistic, but deeply meaningful forms.

3.3 Community Responsibility and Work

The theme Community Responsibility and Work captures how members of the Samin
community, especially the younger generation, perceive labor not as an individual pursuit of
status or wealth, but as a meaningful act of collective contribution. Work is understood as both
a moral duty and a spiritual expression of loyalty to one’s family, land, and ancestral teachings.

“We don’t work to become rich. We work so our family can live, so our land stays
healthy. That is our success.” (P2)

This mindset reflects the well-being and relatedness dimension in Schnell’s (2021) model,
where meaning is derived from interpersonal connection and care for others. Additionally, it



touches on a form of self-actualization that is fundamentally communal individual potential is
fulfilled by sustaining the group, not by individual distinction.

For many participants, daily labor in the fields, participation in cultural rituals, and even quiet
forms of resistance (e.g., refusing to adopt extractive development models) were seen as
purposeful. The concept of gotong royong (mutual cooperation) was mentioned as a way of
life, not merely a tradition.

“When someone is sick or needs help, we come together. No one asks for money. That
is how we live meaningfully.” (P5)

This collective ethic was not static. The younger generation has creatively adapted these values
in modern contexts. For instance, the Wiji Kendeng group founded by youth with Samin
heritage uses digital platforms to campaign for environmental justice, promoting the same
principles of harmony and protection of the land, but now expressed through film, social media,
and organized protest.

“We have to speak in a way the world can hear us. But the message is the same: don’t
harm the earth, don’t forget our roots.” (P1)

This adaptation shows that while the core values remain, the expression of meaning evolves in
response to external pressures. It reinforces Schnell and Danbolt’s (2023) findings that
sustainability and community engagement are increasingly important sources of meaning,
especially among younger generations.

The Samin youth view their responsibilities not as burdens, but as pathways to existential
purpose. Their work is infused with relational ethics, spiritual conviction, and a strong sense
of continuity with the past.

This theme demonstrates how traditional sources of meaning family, spirituality, land can be
recontextualized in the digital and political domains without losing their essence. It highlights
the resilience of communal worldviews in offering meaning amid shifting cultural landscapes.

4. Discussion
4.1. Meaning through Collective Labor and Resistance

For the younger generation of the Samin Kudus community, labor is deeply embedded in
cultural meaning and moral obligation. Work is not perceived through an individualistic lens
but as a collective endeavor that affirms identity, sustains the community, and honors ancestral
values. This collective orientation provides not only existential meaning but also a platform for
subtle resistance against dominant narratives of modernity and development.

“I don’t farm because I want profit. I farm because this is how I care for my family, my
land, and what our ancestors taught us.” (P1)

This perspective aligns with Schnell’s (2021) dimensions of relatedness and self-actualization,
but framed through a relational and culturally embedded logic. Labor is meaningful when it
serves the well-being of others and reinforces the continuity of moral tradition. Participants



repeatedly emphasized that even small, routine acts helping neighbors, planting according to
lunar cycles, refusing chemical fertilizers were spiritually charged and communally valued.

Crucially, these acts of work are not neutral they are expressions of resistance. In the face of
economic marginalization, environmental exploitation, and epistemic erasure, Samin youth
engage in what Ballard (2022) terms "everyday resistance." Unlike overt protests or direct
confrontation, everyday resistance is performed through small, often symbolic practices that
challenge dominant structures while maintaining social cohesion.

Ballard writes, “the power of the ‘weak’ lies not in seizing control, but in persisting with
alternative ways of living that expose the limits of dominant narratives” (p. 305). This insight
captures the Samin experience. Their refusal to conform to extractive economic models, their
silent defiance of compulsory formal education, and their commitment to ecological harmony
are not acts of passivity, but strategic cultural survivals.

“We may not shout on the streets, but by living like this, we show there’s another way
to be human.” (P4)

Digital activism among Samin youth, especially through Wiji Kendeng, illustrates how
traditional meaning systems adapt to modern platforms. They use video, social media, and
storytelling to amplify their ecological message, transforming quiet resistance into a trans-local
moral narrative. This strategy blends inherited wisdom with innovative communication,
showing that resistance itself becomes a source of meaning not merely a response to
oppression, but a creative reaffirmation of identity.

These findings resonate with Schnell and Danbolt (2023), who assert that meaning can be
forged in community-based action, particularly when oriented toward sustainability and
collective purpose. In the Samin context, resistance is not framed in antagonistic terms but as
a disciplined continuation of a moral order, passed through generations and now re-articulated
for contemporary challenges.

In sum, the Samin demonstrate that meaning arises not only in harmony and tradition, but also
in resistance-as-practice. Their collective labor affirms identity; their resistance protects it. This
interplay between continuity and subversion illustrates that indigenous communities like Samin
are not locked in the past but are actively shaping futures grounded in dignity, ecology, and
relational ethics.

4.2. Ecological and Cultural Rootedness

The theme Living in Harmony with Nature underscores the deep ecological consciousness
embedded within the Samin worldview, in which land, water, and forest are not merely
resources but living entities to be respected. This echoes global discourses on environmental
ethics that emphasize balance, restraint, and spiritual ecology.

Jordan and Kristjansson (2017), for instance, propose that harmony with nature is not simply a
behavioral goal, but a virtue a cultivated moral orientation rooted in humility, respect, and care
for the more-than-human world. This moral foundation is clearly observable among the Samin,
where ecological moderation (ora serakah) is not only tradition but ethical duty.



Similarly, Zu (2022) emphasizes that sustainable development rooted in indigenous
frameworks often prioritizes relational balance over exploitation, challenging dominant
capitalist models. The Samin ethos of living simply and farming sustainably without chemicals
or overproduction aligns with these principles, demonstrating an alternative paradigm of
sustainability that is culturally coherent and spiritually grounded.

However, the challenges faced by the Samin community echo Doncaster and Bullock’s (2024)
assertion that living in harmony with nature may remain a non-ideal vision in many modern
contexts, particularly when economic and political systems undermine ecological ethics.
Participants in this study expressed frustration over large-scale development projects that
threaten their land, forests, and way of life.

“People come with machines and cement, but they don’t see that the mountain is
sacred. To them it’s just rock.” (P3)

This conflict between traditional ecological values and industrial exploitation is not unique. As
Weeratunge (2000) explains in her analysis of global/local discourses, local cosmologies like
those in South Asia and similarly among the Samin view harmony with nature as a spiritual
imperative, not just an environmental strategy. These cosmologies are increasingly endangered
by global forces that prioritize short-term development over long-term balance.

Post-pandemic discussions on urban sustainability have also recognized the importance of
integrating indigenous ecological principles. Famutimi and Olugbamila (2022) argue that
traditional land ethics can inform post-COVID sustainability planning, particularly in resisting
ecological alienation and promoting collective resilience. The Samin's lived example of small-
scale, cooperative, and spiritually informed land use provides a model of such resilience in
practice.

Taken together, these studies reinforce that the Samin community’s ecological orientation is
not an isolated cultural anomaly, but part of a wider trans-cultural pattern in which meaning in
life is found through relational balance, restraint, and reverence for the land. Schnell’s (2021)
notion of horizontal self-transcendence is not only evident here it is lived daily as both a
cultural identity and moral commitment.

4.3. Indigenous Spirituality and Moral Continuity

The Samin community’s spirituality, as lived and narrated by the younger generation, reflects
a form of indigenous moral continuity grounded in oral traditions, nonviolence, and deep-
rooted ancestral teachings. Rather than formalized doctrine, Agama Adam is preserved through
embodied daily practices ranging from communal labor to ritualized storytelling and provides
a powerful structure for meaning-making.

“Our religion is not about going to a building. It is in how we treat others, in how we
farm, in how we live honestly.” (P1)

This lived spirituality aligns with Schnell’s (2021) dimensions of vertical self-transcendence
and order, where meaning emerges through connection to something larger ancestral wisdom,
moral tradition, spiritual harmony and provides structure, stability, and coherence.



Magaya’s (2021) study on sacred spaces and socialization in Zimbabwe offers a compelling
parallel. Similar to the Samin, communities in Bocha perceived sacred geography and ritual
continuity as central to youth identity formation. This “change within continuity” illustrates
how traditional belief systems are not static relics, but dynamic moral frameworks that adjust
to generational needs while maintaining core values.

This view is further enriched by Starzyk et al. (2021), who found that connectedness to nature
and moral expansiveness were associated with attitudes of reconciliation in Indigenous
Canadian contexts. Among the Samin, such connectedness extends not only to nature but also
to ancestors and the community, reinforcing an inclusive moral worldview that supports both
personal and collective meaning.

“My grandfather said: always speak kindly, work honestly, and the spirit of the land
will stay with you.” (P4)

The community’s resistance to modern educational and religious systems often framed as
incompatible with their values can be interpreted through the lens of master narratives, as
discussed by Syed and McLean (2022). In marginalized societies, dominant cultural scripts
may exclude or misrepresent indigenous ways of living. The Samin youth, by reaffirming their
inherited ethics, demonstrate how counter-narratives offer not only resistance but existential
grounding. Their spiritual inheritance is thus not a rejection of change, but a selective
adaptation preserving moral clarity in the face of structural marginalization.

Taken together, these findings reinforce that indigenous spirituality operates as a resilient and
adaptive meaning system, sustaining psychological well-being and identity continuity in the
midst of cultural shifts. The Samin case adds empirical support to Schnell’s proposition that
sources of meaning must be understood within their socio-cultural matrix, where tradition and
transformation coexist.

4.4. Comparative Perspectives from Southeast Asian Indigenous Communities

The experiences of Samin youth in constructing meaning through ecological harmony,
ancestral spirituality, and communal labor are not isolated. Similar meaning-making structures
can be found among other Southeast Asian indigenous communities, suggesting a broader
regional pattern of existential orientation grounded in relationality, land ethics, and resistance
to modern disruptions.

For instance, the Baduy people of West Java, Indonesia, share a deep ecological and spiritual
bond with their land, practicing a strict form of agrarian asceticism. Like the Samin, the Baduy
reject formal education and resist external development projects that threaten their spiritual
cosmology. Rosingana (2019) found that meaning among Baduy youth is derived from ritual
continuity, ecological stewardship, and oral transmission of identity mirroring the moral and
spiritual logic of Agama Adam.

Likewise, the Karen people of Northern Thailand view farming not merely as livelihood but as
moral practice. Wissing et al. (2020) note that Karen cosmology emphasizes kaw (moral
purity), hi (respect), and ta (care for others), which form the ethical basis of meaning in life.
Their resistance to monoculture plantations and dam constructions also parallels the Samin’s
ecological activism through movements like Wiji Kendeng.



In Malaysia, various groups categorized as Orang Asli articulate meaning through “land-based
spirituality,” where sacred landscapes are central to community identity and ritual. As with the
Samin, development pressures are seen not only as material threats but existential ones, eroding
meaning systems rooted in spiritual geography (Starzyk et al., 2021).

The Lumad of the Philippines further illustrate this pattern. Their youth derive meaning through
cultural activism, especially in defending ancestral lands from mining and militarization.
Similar to the Samin’s strategic use of digital media, Lumad youth utilize community schools,
traditional art, and indigenous epistemologies to assert moral autonomy. These practices reflect
what Ballard (2022) terms “resistance-as-agency,” where refusal becomes a pathway to
existential affirmation.

These comparative insights suggest that Schnell’s (2021) dimensions of meaning especially
self-transcendence, order, and relatedness manifest with particular salience among indigenous
groups facing similar historical and environmental pressures. Meaning in life, in these contexts,
becomes a form of cultural survival, a response to both internal coherence and external threats.

5. Conclusion and Implications

This study explored how the younger generation of the Samin Kudus community constructs
meaning in life through culturally embedded practices, analyzed through Thematic Analysis
and interpreted using Schnell’s (2009, 2021) Sources of Meaning framework. The findings
revealed three central themes Living in Harmony with Nature, Spiritual Inheritance and
Identity, and Community Responsibility and Work which illustrate that meaning in life among
Samin youth is rooted in ecological ethics, ancestral spirituality, and collective labor.

While Schnell’s four-dimensional model self-transcendence, self-actualization, order, and
relatedness served as a useful lens, this study shows that meaning is not universally enacted,
but rather deeply shaped by cultural worldview. Among the Samin, meaning is not merely
sought through individual goals or institutional pathways, but inherited, practiced, and renewed
through everyday actions, oral traditions, and relational commitments.

Crucially, this study demonstrates that meaning in life for the Samin youth is not solely
defensive as a form of resistance to modern disruption but also creative and affirmative. Their
adaptation of ancestral values into modern expressions (e.g., digital environmental activism,
reinterpretation of communal labor, revitalization of oral ethics) reflects a cultural agency that
affirms identity, reclaims moral authority, and reimagines the future. Resistance, in this
context, becomes an ethical choice and a generative act: a way of being that transforms
inherited tradition into purposeful, adaptive meaning.

In emphasizing cultural agency, this research contributes to a deeper understanding of how
indigenous youth not only preserve meaning but also produce it shaping coherent life narratives
that bridge past and future, spirituality and activism, silence and voice. Their stories offer
valuable insights for global discourses on meaning, resilience, and cultural sustainability in an
increasingly plural and precarious world

5.1. Theoretical Implications

This study offers empirical support for Schnell’s claim that meaning is contextually
constructed, while also extending the model through grounded insights from an indigenous,



non-Western context. It highlights how spiritual belief systems, moral traditions, and
ecological relationality form coherent, lived structures of meaning outside of dominant
paradigms.

In addition, the study aligns with narrative identity theory (McAdams, 2001) and Ballard’s
(2022) concept of everyday resistance, showing how meaning is transmitted through
intergenerational narratives and practiced through culturally meaningful labor and moral
action.

5.2. Practical and Policy Implications

Findings from this study provide relevant implications for policymakers, educators, and
practitioners working with indigenous communities:

o Cultural Preservation: Support for indigenous populations must extend beyond material
concerns to include protection of indigenous meaning systems, which are vital to
psychological well-being and identity continuity.

o Contextualized Education: Educational models that incorporate local wisdom such as
ecological stewardship, spiritual discipline, and oral history can enhance youth
engagement without cultural erosion.

« Sustainable Development: Planning for development in indigenous territories should
consider relational and spiritual ontologies as frameworks for long-term sustainability
and social harmony.

5.3 Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study was based on a small, purposively selected sample from a single community and is
thus not statistically generalizable. However, the depth and cultural richness of the data offer
transferable insights that may inform comparative studies across indigenous settings.

Future research may explore, longitudinal shifts in meaning-making across generations,
gender-specific narratives of meaning within the Samin context, cross-cultural studies among
Southeast Asian or Global South indigenous communities using the Schnell framework.

In conclusion, the Samin experience suggests that meaning is constructed through processes of
inheritance, embodiment, and negotiation. It emerges where ecology, spirituality, and
community intersect, offering valuable lessons for theory, policy, and practice in an
increasingly complex world.
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IThis study investigates how young members of the Samin community in Kudus, Central Java,

construct meaning in life through culturally rooted practices. Employing a qualitative thematic
analysis, the research examines in-depth narratives from five Samin youth to identify key
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sources of meaning. Three central themes emerged: ecological ethics grounded in agrarian
traditions, spiritual continuity through Agama Adam teachings, and collective responsibility
expressed through labor and cultural resilience. These themes align with Schnell’s dimensions
of meaning—yparticularly self-transcendence, order, and relatedness—while highlighting the
minimal _emphasis on individualistic self-actualization. The findings demonstrate how
indigenous youth negotiate meaning in the tension between ancestral values and contemporary
challenges, including digital activism and environmental threats. This research contributes to
cross-cultural psychology by offering an emic perspective on existential meaning within an
indigenous worldview that balances resistance, tradition, and adaptation.
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Meaning in life is a crucial construct in existential psychology, serving not only as a guiding principle
but also as a foundation for resilience, emotional strength, and psychological well-being. Empirical
evidence suggests that individuals who experience a strong sense of meaning in life are more capable
of adapting to stress, navigating crises, and pursuing purposeful goals (Steger, 2017; Wong, 2012;
Heintzelman & King, 2014). However, the concept of meaning is multifaceted and not easily defined
in a single framework, as it encompasses philosophical, psychological, and spiritual dimensions
(Leontiev, 2013; Taves et al., 2018).

To integrate these perspectives, scholars such as George and Park (2016) and Martela and Steger (2016)
have proposed three essential components of meaning: purpose, significance, and coherence. Schnell
(2021) later introduced a fourth dimension, togetherness, to emphasize the relational nature of
existential fulfillment. Building on this, Schnell (2009, 2021) formulated a comprehensive model of
meaning based on four dimensions: (1) Self-transcendence both horizontal (e.qg., social responsibility,
environmental harmony) and vertical (e.g., spirituality and religiosity); (2) Self-actualization, which
involves personal growth and potential; (3) Order, which relates to social norms and traditional values;
and (4) Well-being and relatedness, emphasizing emotional stability and interpersonal connection.

The model has been applied and validated in multiple cultural settings. Schnell and Danbolt (2023), for
example, developed the Meaning and Purpose Scales (MAPS), which identified community, personal
growth, and sustainability as strong predictors of meaningfulness among German participants.
Ojalammi et al. (2024) found that engagement with nature, spiritual practice, and health were protective
against existential distress during the COVID-19 crisis, whereas ego-centric goals increased
vulnerability to a crisis of meaning. These findings reinforce the relevance of communal and ecological
values core tenets also found in indigenous belief systems like that of the Samin.

Austad et al. (2023), using Schnell’s model in Zambia, demonstrated that sources of meaning were
predominantly grounded in religious traditions, family responsibilities, livelihood related work,
education, and the daily pursuit of survival. Their findings emphasized that while the core dimensions
of meaning in life such as purpose, significance, and coherence may be universally recognizable, the
content and distribution of these sources vary widely depending on local belief systems, economic
realities, and sociohistorical contexts. In particular, rural communities emphasized the importance of
faith and subsistence activities, whereas urban respondents identified formal education and occupational
success as more meaningful.

This variability aligns with McAdams’ (2001) narrative identity theory, which proposes that individuals
construct personal meaning through life stories informed by culturally embedded scripts. These scripts
not only shape the types of experiences that are seen as meaningful, but also influence how those
experiences are integrated into a coherent sense of self. The Zambian context thus illustrates how culture
functions as both a source and a structure of meaning, mediating what is valued, remembered, and

aspired to.

Furthermore, Schnell (2021) contends that sources of meaning are not only influenced by personal
agency, but are also socially constructed and maintained, meaning that the salience of certain sources
such as faith, nature, or family may be elevated or suppressed depending on the prevailing cultural
discourse. In contexts where collective survival and relational interdependence dominate, sources like
vertical self-transcendence and relatedness tend to be prioritized over individualistic pursuits like self-
actualization. This is particularly evident in both the Zambian case and the Samin community, where
meaning is deeply rooted in ancestral values, communal ties, and adaptive strategies to environmental

and social change.

Despite this growing literature, there remains a dearth of empirical studies examining how indigenous
communities interpret and construct meaning in life especially within the tension between preserving
tradition and adapting to modernity. Some studies in Indonesia have explored meaning among
marginalized or specific populations such as HIV-positive individuals (Burkan et al., 2014), pesantren




students (Atsniyah & Supradewi, 2019), ex-convicts (Arista, 2017), single women (Rahmalia, 2018),
and local artist communities (Priatama et al., 2019). However, the existential narratives of indigenous
groups like the Samin remain largely underexplored.

The Samin community presents a compelling case for such exploration. Rooted in the Agama Adam
tradition, the Samin uphold values of simplicity, honesty, peace, and ecological harmony. These values
are not taught through formal education but transmitted orally through daily practice and generational
storytelling. In Samin belief, meaning is found not in material success but in living in accordance with
nature and communal principles.

Unlike Western societies such as Germany where higher education is often associated with social
mobility and existential meaning (Schnell, 2021), the Samin community does not prioritize formal
schooling. Field observations show that young Samin individuals do not attend school, yet they are
active users of digital technologies like smartphones and YouTube, through which they voice
environmental concerns. One notable example is the youth-led group “Wiji Kendeng,” a movement of
Samin descendants who use media to advocate for sustainability and showcase positive cultural
practices.

This adaptation reflects a unique strategy of cultural resistance. Drawing on James Scott’s theory, the
Samin initially engaged in covert resistance to dominant systems through symbolic cultural practices.
Over time, their strategies became more open, involving civil administration, legal formalization, and
autonomous community organization (Nurdin, 2021). Despite adapting to modern contexts, the core
values of the Samin remain deeply embedded in their experience of meaning in life.

Given this unigue sociocultural positioning, the present study aims to explore how meaning in life is
experienced, negotiated, and reconstructed by young Samin individuals. By applying thematic analysis
(Braun & Clarke, 2006) and interpreting findings through Schnell’s model, this research seeks to deepen
our understanding of meaning in life within a dynamic indigenous context where spiritual continuity
and cultural adaptation coexist. This study not only contributes to the growing field of cross-cultural
psychology but also offers insights into how local wisdom can serve as a foundation for existential
strength in an era of global change.
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Central Java. TA was selected for its flexibility and systematic framework for identifying and
interpreting patterns in gqualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006), while allowing for contextual
sensitivity. The analysis was theoretically informed by Schnell’s (2009, 2021) Sources of Meaning
model.

2.2. Participants and Sampling

The study involved five participants, all members of the younger generation of the Samin community,
aged between 20 and 35. Participants were selected purposively based on their cultural engagement and
ability to reflect on life experiences. From an initial group of 15 individuals interviewed during
exploratory fieldwork, five were chosen for in-depth analysis due to the richness and representativeness
of their narratives.

2.3. Data Collection

Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews conducted in Bahasa Indonesia. Each
interview lasted between 30 and 60 minutes and was audio-recorded with informed consent. Interviews
addressed personal views on life purpose, spiritual beliefs, family roles, environmental values, and
strategies for negotiating cultural identity in the face of modernity. Field notes and informal
observations supported the depth and contextualization of the narratives.

2.4. Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using the six-phase process outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), incorporating

both inductive and deductive strategies. The analysis proceeded as follows:

1. Familiarization: Interview transcripts were read repeatedly to achieve immersion, with early
analytic memos capturing initial impressions and contextual details.

2. Initial Coding: Using NVivo 12, the data were coded inductively to capture meaningful
expressions without imposing pre-existing categories.

3. Theme Development: Related codes were grouped into candidate themes and checked for
coherence, internal consistency, and resonance with participant experiences.

4, Theme Review: Emerging themes were refined and validated against the full data set, with
overlaps and redundancies removed.

5. Defining and Naming Themes: Final themes were defined and conceptually mapped to
Schnell’s dimensions of meaning.

6. Producing the Report: Thematic findings were synthesized and interpreted through the cultural
lens of the Samin community and the theoretical structure of meaning.

The final analysis identified three superordinate themes:

Table 1: The Thematic Analysis

Theme Description Schnell Dimension
1. Living in Harmony with Meaning derived from ecological Self-transcendence
Nature balance,  simplicity, and agrarian (horizontal)
traditions.
2. Spiritual Inheritance & Meaning rooted in ancestral values and Self-transcendence
Identity Agama Adam teachings. (vertical), Order
3.Community Responsibility Work as a form of social duty and Well-being and
& Work connection to family and community Relatedness

interdependence.




NVivo 12 visualizations such as coding stripes and word trees reinforced the centrality of these themes
across participants. Semantic and latent meanings were interpreted through the dual lens of emic
cultural knowledge and Schnell’s theoretical constructs.

2.5. Reflexive Positioning

As an outsider to the Samin community, the researcher engaged in continuous reflexivity throughout
the study. A reflexive journal was maintained to record emotional responses, emerging assumptions,
and evolving interpretations during fieldwork and analysis. This process helped the researcher remain
self-aware and culturally sensitive. A balance was maintained between emic perspectives the lived
meanings expressed by participants and etic interpretations derived from theoretical frameworks.
Discussions with key community informants were conducted to validate cultural interpretations and
ensure respectful engagement with indigenous knowledge. The researcher also remained attentive to
potential power asymmetries, adopting a dialogical, non-hierarchical stance during interviews to
promote authentic and ethical knowledge co-production.

2.6. Ethical Considerations

The institution where this research was conducted does not have a formal Institutional Review Board
(IRB) and does not require ethical approval for gualitative, non-clinical interview-based studies.
Nevertheless, this study was conducted according to ethical academic research standards. All
participants were fully informed about the study’s objectives, procedures, and their rights. Written
informed consent was obtained before participation. Participant confidentiality was strictly maintained
and all names have been anonymized as P1-P5.
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3. Results|

3.1 Living in Harmony with Nature

The theme “Living in Harmony with Nature” captures the deeply rooted ecological awareness and moral
philosophy of the Samin community, particularly among its younger generation. Participants described
nature not only as a resource, but as a living partner something to be respected, nurtured, and lived with
in balance. This worldview is consistent with Samin teachings that emphasize non-exploitation,
sustainability, and the spiritual interconnectedness of all living things.

“We believe that if the forest or river is destroyed, we are also destroyed. There is no separation.”

(P3)

For many, meaning was found in maintaining traditional agricultural practices such as organic farming
and planting in accordance with natural cycles handed down by ancestors. Nature was personified,
treated as both a teacher and a sacred presence. The philosophy of ora serakah (not being greedy) was
mentioned repeatedly as a principle guiding not only their economic life but their spiritual orientation.

“We don’t need much to be happy. The land gives what we need, not what we want.” (P5)

This theme is closely aligned with horizontal self-transcendence in Schnell’s (2021) model. Rather than
seeking meaning in material accumulation or abstract ideals, participants located it in their immediate,
embodied relationship with the land. By placing ecological values at the center of their moral system,
the Samin youth illustrate a powerful form of existential fulfillment rooted in daily practice and cultural

continuity.

Notably, several participants expressed concern over environmental degradation and modern
consumption patterns, framing their resistance not only as a political act but as a moral duty.
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“People from outside bring cement and big machines, but they do not understand. They destroy
the hills we protect.” (P2)

This form of environmental stewardship is both culturally inherited and ethically reinforced through
community narratives. Similar to findings by Austad et al. (2023), who observed that meaning in rural
Zambian communities is anchored in subsistence practices and harmony with the land, the Samin
demonstrate that meaning is lived, embodied, and communal.

Moreover, this ecological orientation supports Schnell’s claim that sources of meaning are deeply
shaped by social context. While modern societies may emphasize individual purpose or achievement,
the Samin highlight interdependence with nature as a pathway to existential coherence, stability, and

identity.

3.2 Spiritual Inheritance and Moral Identity

The theme Spiritual Inheritance and Identity highlights the central role of ancestral teachings and oral
transmission of spiritual values in shaping the Samin community’s sense of meaning. For participants,
spirituality was not institutionalized but embedded in everyday life. Their belief system Agama Adam
is described not as a formal religion, but as a lived tradition emphasizing inner honesty, nonviolence,

and harmony.

“Our religion is not written in a book. It lives in our actions, in how we treat others and nature.”

ﬂ)

This spiritual identity is passed down from elders through storytelling, rituals, and shared labor, forming
a deeply communal process of meaning-making. Participants expressed pride in their ability to live
ethically without formal education, asserting that true knowledge comes from the wisdom of the
ancestors.

“I didn’t go to school like others, but I understand life because my father and grandfather taught
me. That is enough.” (P1)

This reflects vertical self-transcendence in Schnell’s model connecting to something greater than
oneself, such as spiritual reality or moral principle as well as order, which includes tradition, social
structure, and continuity. For the Samin youth, adhering to inherited spiritual values provides existential
coherence, a sense of rootedness, and emotional security.

Participants described moral restraint ora nganggo dora (do not lie), ora mateni (do not kill), urip resik
(live clean) as non-negotiable pillars of identity. These are practiced not for fear of punishment, but as
expressions of alignment with the ancestral way.

This supports McAdams’ (2001) theory that identity, develops through culturally informed life stories
by drawing from culturally embedded scripts. For the Samin, the script is spiritual, non-materialistic,
and oriented toward relational harmony rather than individual assertion.

“I live this way because this is how our ancestors lived. If we stop, we become lost.” (P5)

This perspective challenges dominant models of meaning that emphasize personal achievement or
institutional religious practice. Instead, the Samin youth find meaning in preserving and living their
inherited spiritual path, resisting modern pressures while reaffirming cultural and moral autonomy.

The moral system they follow is neither proselytized nor imposed; it is embodied in silence, discipline,
and quiet resistance. This reinforces Schnell’s argument (2021) that sources of meaning must be




understood within their cultural and social ecosystems, where spirituality may take non-Western, non-
theistic, but deeply meaningful forms.

3.3 Community Responsibility and Work

The theme Community Responsibility and Work captures how members of the Samin community,
especially the younger generation, perceive labor not as an individual pursuit of status or wealth, but as
a meaningful act of collective contribution. Work is understood as both a moral duty and a spiritual
expression of loyalty to one’s family, land, and ancestral teachings.

“We don’t work to become rich. We work so our family can live, so our land stays healthy.
That is our success.” (P2)

This mindset reflects the well-being and relatedness dimension in Schnell’s (2021) model, where
meaning is derived from interpersonal connection and care for others. Additionally, it touches on a form
of self-actualization that is fundamentally communal individual potential is fulfilled by sustaining the
group, not by individual distinction.

For many participants, daily labor in the fields, participation in cultural rituals, and even quiet forms of
resistance (e.q., refusing to adopt extractive development models) were seen as purposeful. The concept
of gotong royong (mutual cooperation) was mentioned as a way of life, not merely a tradition.

“When someone is sick or needs help, we come together. No one asks for money. That is how

we live meaningfully.” (P5)

This collective ethic was not static. The younger generation has creatively adapted these values in
modern contexts. For instance, the Wiji Kendeng group founded by youth with Samin heritage uses
digital platforms to campaign for environmental justice, promoting the same principles of harmony and
protection of the land, but now expressed through film, social media, and organized protest.

“We have to speak in a way the world can hear us. But the message is the same: don’t harm the
earth, don’t forget our roots.” (P1)

This adaptation shows that while the core values remain, the expression of meaning evolves in response
to external pressures. It reinforces Schnell and Danbolt’s (2023) findings that sustainability and
community engagement are increasingly important sources of meaning, especially among younger

generations.

The Samin youth view their responsibilities not as burdens, but as pathways to existential purpose. Their
work is infused with relational ethics, spiritual conviction, and a strong sense of continuity with the
past.

This theme demonstrates how traditional sources of meaning family, spirituality, land can be
recontextualized in the digital and political domains without losing their essence. It highlights the
resilience of communal worldviews in offering meaning amid shifting cultural landscapes.
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4. Discussion

4.1. Meaning through Collective Labor and |Resistance]

| Formatted: List Paragraph, Indent: Left: 0", Hanging:

0.2", Numbered + Level: 1 + Numbering Style: 1, 2, 3,
...+ Startat: 1 + Alignment: Left + Aligned at: 0.25" +
Indent at: 0.5"

For the younger generation of the Samin Kudus community, labor is deeply embedded in cultural

meaning and moral obligation. Work is not perceived through an individualistic lens but as a collective
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endeavor that affirms identity, sustains the community, and honors ancestral values. This collective
orientation provides not only existential meaning but also a platform for subtle resistance against
dominant narratives of modernity and development.

“I don’t farm because I want profit. I farm because this is how I care for my family, my land,
and what our ancestors taught us.” (P1)

This perspective aligns with Schnell’s (2021) dimensions of relatedness and self-actualization, but
framed through a relational and culturally embedded logic. Labor is meaningful when it serves the well-
being of others and reinforces the continuity of moral tradition. Participants repeatedly emphasized that
even small, routine acts helping neighbors, planting according to lunar cycles, refusing chemical
fertilizers were spiritually charged and communally valued.

Crucially, these acts of work are not neutral they are expressions of resistance. In the face of economic
marginalization, environmental exploitation, and epistemic erasure, Samin youth engage in what
Ballard (2022) terms "everyday resistance.” Unlike overt protests or direct confrontation, everyday
resistance is performed through small, often symbolic practices that challenge dominant structures
while maintaining social cohesion.

Ballard writes, “the power of the ‘weak’ lies not in seizing control, but in persisting with alternative
ways of living that expose the limits of dominant narratives” (p. 305). This insight captures the Samin
experience. Their refusal to conform to extractive economic models, their silent defiance of compulsory
formal education, and their commitment to ecological harmony are not acts of passivity, but strategic
cultural survivals.

“We may not shout on the streets, but by living like this, we show there’s another way to be

human.” (P4)

Digital activism among Samin youth, especially through Wiji Kendeng, illustrates how traditional
meaning systems adapt to modern platforms. They use video, social media, and storytelling to amplify
their ecological message, transforming quiet resistance into a trans-local moral narrative. This strateqy
blends inherited wisdom with innovative communication, showing that resistance itself becomes a
source of meaning not merely a response to oppression, but a creative reaffirmation of identity.

These findings resonate with Schnell and Danbolt (2023), who assert that meaning can be forged in
community-based action, particularly when oriented toward sustainability and collective purpose. In
the Samin context, resistance is not framed in antagonistic terms but as a disciplined continuation of a
moral order, passed through generations and now re-articulated for contemporary challenges.

In sum, the Samin demonstrate that meaning arises not only in harmony and tradition, but also in
resistance-as-practice. Their collective labor affirms identity; their resistance protects it. This interplay
between continuity and subversion illustrates that indigenous communities like Samin are not locked in
the past but are actively shaping futures grounded in dignity, ecology, and relational ethics.

4.2. Ecological and Cultural Rootedness

The theme Living in Harmony with Nature underscores the deep ecological consciousness embedded
within the Samin worldview, in which land, water, and forest are not merely resources but living entities
to be respected. This echoes global discourses on environmental ethics that emphasize balance, restraint,

and spiritual ecology.

Jordan and Kristjansson (2017), for instance, propose that harmony with nature is not simply a
behavioral goal, but a virtue a cultivated moral orientation rooted in humility, respect, and care for the




more-than-human world. This moral foundation is clearly observable among the Samin, where
ecological moderation (ora serakah) is not only tradition but ethical duty.

Similarly, Zu (2022) emphasizes that sustainable development rooted in indigenous frameworks often
prioritizes relational balance over exploitation, challenging dominant capitalist models. The Samin
ethos of living simply and farming sustainably without chemicals or overproduction aligns with these
principles, demonstrating an alternative paradigm of sustainability that is culturally coherent and
spiritually grounded.

However, the challenges faced by the Samin community echo Doncaster and Bullock’s (2024) assertion
that living in harmony with nature may remain a non-ideal vision in many modern contexts, particularly
when economic and political systems undermine ecological ethics. Participants in this study expressed
frustration over large-scale development projects that threaten their land, forests, and way of life.

“People come with machines and cement, but they don’t see that the mountain is sacred. To
them it’s just rock.” (P3)

This conflict between traditional ecological values and industrial exploitation is not unique. As
Weeratunge (2000) explains in her analysis of global/local discourses, local cosmologies like those in
South Asia and similarly among the Samin view harmony with nature as a spiritual imperative, not just
an_environmental strategy. These cosmologies are increasingly endangered by global forces that
prioritize short-term development over long-term balance.

Post-pandemic discussions on urban sustainability have also recognized the importance of integrating
indigenous ecological principles. Famutimi and Olugbamila (2022) argue that traditional land ethics
can inform post-COVID sustainability planning, particularly in resisting ecological alienation and
promoting collective resilience. The Samin's lived example of small-scale, cooperative, and spiritually
informed land use provides a model of such resilience in practice.

Taken together, these studies reinforce that the Samin community’s ecological orientation is not an
isolated cultural anomaly, but part of a wider trans-cultural pattern in which meaning in life is found
through relational balance, restraint, and reverence for the land. Schnell’s (2021) notion of horizontal
self-transcendence is not only evident here it is lived daily as both a cultural identity and moral
commitment.

4.3. Indigenous Spirituality and Moral Continuity

The Samin community’s spirituality, as lived and narrated by the younger generation, reflects a form of
indigenous moral continuity grounded in oral traditions, nonviolence, and deep-rooted ancestral
teachings. Rather than formalized doctrine, Agama Adam is preserved through embodied daily practices
ranging from communal labor to ritualized storytelling and provides a powerful structure for meaning-

making.

3

‘Our religion is not about going to a building. It is in how we treat others, in how we farm, in
how we live honestly.” (P1)

This lived spirituality aligns with Schnell’s (2021) dimensions of vertical self-transcendence and order,
where meaning emerges through connection to something larger ancestral wisdom, moral tradition,
spiritual harmony and provides structure, stability, and coherence.

Magaya’s (2021) study on sacred spaces and socialization in Zimbabwe offers a compelling parallel.
Similar to the Samin, communities in Bocha perceived sacred geography and ritual continuity as central
to youth identity formation. This “change within continuity” illustrates how traditional belief systems




are not static relics, but dynamic moral frameworks that adjust to generational needs while maintaining
core values.

This view is further enriched by Starzyk et al. (2021), who found that connectedness to nature and moral
expansiveness were associated with attitudes of reconciliation in Indigenous Canadian contexts. Among
the Samin, such connectedness extends not only to nature but also to ancestors and the community,
reinforcing an inclusive moral worldview that supports both personal and collective meaning.

“My grandfather said: always speak kindly, work honestly, and the spirit of the land will stay

with you.” (P4)

The community’s resistance to modern educational and religious systems often framed as incompatible
with their values can be interpreted through the lens of master narratives, as discussed by Syed and
McLean (2022). In marginalized societies, dominant cultural scripts may exclude or misrepresent
indigenous ways of living. The Samin youth, by reaffirming their inherited ethics, demonstrate how
counter-narratives offer not only resistance but existential grounding. Their spiritual inheritance is thus
not a rejection of change, but a selective adaptation preserving moral clarity in the face of structural

marginalization.

Taken together, these findings reinforce that indigenous spirituality operates as a resilient and adaptive
meaning system, sustaining psychological well-being and identity continuity in the midst of cultural
shifts. The Samin case adds empirical support to Schnell’s proposition that sources of meaning must be
understood within their socio-cultural matrix, where tradition and transformation coexist.

4.4. Comparative Perspectives from Southeast Asian Indigenous [Communities

The experiences of Samin youth in constructing meaning through ecological harmony,
ancestral spirituality, and communal labor are not isolated. Similar meaning-making structures
can be found among other Southeast Asian indigenous communities, suggesting a broader
regional pattern of existential orientation grounded in relationality, land ethics, and resistance
to modern disruptions.

For instance, the Baduy people of West Java, Indonesia, share a deep ecological and spiritual

bond with their land, practicing a strict form of agrarian asceticism. Like the Samin, the Baduy
reject formal education and resist external development projects that threaten their spiritual
cosmology. Rosingana (2019) found that meaning among Baduy youth is derived from ritual
continuity, ecological stewardship, and oral transmission of identity mirroring the moral and
spiritual logic of Agama Adam.

Likewise, the Karen people of Northern Thailand view farming not merely as livelihood but as

moral practice. Wissing et al. (2020) note that Karen cosmology emphasizes kaw (moral
purity), hi (respect), and ta (care for others), which form the ethical basis of meaning in life.
Their resistance to monoculture plantations and dam constructions also parallels the Samin’s
ecological activism through movements like Wiji Kendeng.

In Malaysia, various groups categorized as Orang Asli articulate meaning through “land-based

spirituality,” where sacred landscapes are central to community identity and ritual. As with the
Samin, development pressures are seen not only as material threats but existential ones, eroding

meaning systems rooted in spiritual geography (Starzyk et al., 2021).
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The Lumad of the Philippines further illustrate this pattern. Their youth derive meaning through [Formatted; Font: Not Bold

cultural activism, especially in defending ancestral lands from mining and militarization.
Similar to the Samin’s strategic use of digital media, Lumad youth utilize community schools,
traditional art, and indigenous epistemologies to assert moral autonomy. These practices reflect
what Ballard (2022) terms ‘“resistance-as-agency.” where refusal becomes a pathway to
existential affirmation.

These comparative insights suggest that Schnell’s (2021) dimensions of meaning especially
self-transcendence, order, and relatedness manifest with particular salience among indigenous
groups facing similar historical and environmental pressures. Meaning in life, in these contexts,
becomes a form of cultural survival, a response to both internal coherence and external threats.
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5. Conclusion and Implications

This study investigated how the younger generation of the Samin Kudus community constructs meaning
in life through culturally embedded practices, using Thematic Analysis framed by Schnell’s (2009,
2021) Sources of Meaning. The three central themes Living in Harmony with Nature, Spiritual
Inheritance and ldentity, and Community Responsibility and Work demonstrated that meaning is
enacted through ecological ethics, ancestral spirituality, and collective responsibility.

While Schnell’s four-dimensional model of meaning self-transcendence, self-actualization, order, and
relatedness provided a valuable analytic lens, this study illustrates that the substance of meaning is
profoundly shaped by local worldviews. Among the Samin, meaning is not merely sought through
individual goals or institutional pathways, but inherited, practiced, and renewed through everyday
actions, oral traditions, and relational commitments.

Crucially, this study demonstrates that meaning in life for the Samin youth is not solely defensive as a
form of resistance to modern disruption but also creative and affirmative. Their adaptation of ancestral
values into_ modern expressions (e.g., digital environmental activism, reinterpretation of communal
labor, revitalization of oral ethics) reflects a cultural agency that affirms identity, reclaims moral
authority, and reimagines the future. Resistance, in this context, becomes an ethical choice and a
generative act: a way of being that transforms inherited tradition into purposeful, adaptive meaning.

In emphasizing cultural agency, this research contributes to a deeper understanding of how indigenous
youth not only preserve meaning but also produce it shaping coherent life narratives that bridge past
and future, spirituality and activism, silence and voice. Their stories offer valuable insights for global
discourses on meaning, resilience, and cultural sustainability in an increasingly plural and precarious
world

5.1. Theoretical Implications

This study offers empirical support for Schnell’s claim that meaning is contextually constructed, while
also extending the model through grounded insights from an indigenous, non-Western context. It
highlights how spiritual belief systems, moral traditions, and ecological relationality form coherent,
lived structures of meaning outside of dominant paradigms.

In addition, the study aligns with narrative identity theory (McAdams, 2001) and Ballard’s (2022)
concept of everyday resistance, showing how meaning is transmitted through intergenerational
narratives and practiced through culturally meaningful labor and moral action.

5.2. Practical and Policy Implications

Findings from this study provide relevant implications for policymakers, educators, and practitioners
working with indigenous communities:

o Cultural Preservation: Support for indigenous populations must extend beyond material
concerns to include protection of indigenous meaning systems, which are vital to psychological
well-being and identity continuity.
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o Contextualized Education: Educational models that incorporate local wisdom such as
ecological stewardship, spiritual discipline, and oral history can enhance youth engagement
without cultural erosion.

o Sustainable Development: Planning for development in indigenous territories should consider
relational and spiritual ontologies as frameworks for long-term sustainability and social

harmony.

5.3 Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study was based on a small, purposively selected sample from a single community and is thus not
statistically generalizable. However, the depth and cultural richness of the data offer transferable
insights that may inform comparative studies across indigenous settings.

Future research may explore, longitudinal shifts in meaning-making across generations, gender-specific
narratives of meaning within the Samin context, cross-cultural studies among Southeast Asian or Global
South indigenous communities using the Schnell framework.

In conclusion, the Samin experience affirms that meaning is not merely found, but inherited, embodied,
and negotiated. It emerges where ecology, spirituality, and community intersect, offering valuable
lessons for theory, policy, and practice in an increasingly complex world.
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reflect the core themes and contributions of the study. The new title, "Sources of Meaning in Life
Among Samin Youth: Ecological Ethics, Spiritual Continuity, and Cultural Resistance™, better
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2024) have been integrated. Changes visible in pages 1-3.

2. Materials & Methods
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considerations (IRB waiver, informed consent, confidentiality, pseudonyms P1-P5). We also
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3. Results
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Response:
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Response:
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patterns observed in other Southeast Asian indigenous groups, based on regional studies and
thematic similarities. This contextualization aims to enhance the interpretive richness and cultural
resonance of our study

5. Conclusion

Comment:
“Conclusion needs to present theoretical and practical implications.”
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The Conclusion has been completely rewritten to summarize key themes, reaffirm contributions
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We clarified IRB waiver, academic ethical standards, full informed consent, confidentiality,
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. Data Transparency
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Statement before References:
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. Al Declaration
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