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“If someone were to ask me what the most 

important thing is when creating a new animated work, my answer 

would be that you first have to know what you want to say with it” (Miyazaki 20). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

ABSTRACT 

This essay analyzes three of Studio Ghibli’s films: Princess Mononoke (1997), Pom Poko 

(1994), and Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind (1984) through the lens of ecocriticism. The first 

three chapters set out to analyze how nature is represented in each movie, what the relationship 

between nature and human characters is, the main environmental problems portrayed in each 

film, as well as how these mirror problems in real life. The aim is to examine each narrative 

individually, analyzing the complex relationship between humanity and nature, and how that 

relationship becomes the leading force in the story. Characters are analyzed depending on their 

behavior and actions towards nature, and categorized into three main groups: ecocentrism, 

neutrality and anthropocentrism. The thesis also compares the events presented in the stories 

with real-life occurrences such as animal-human contact, resource depletion, the impact of 

destructive practices of the West on minorities or poorer regions of the world, irresponsible 

human land use, and the lasting effects of human action in biodiversity, which aims to underline 

the films’ important activistic nature. The essay further investigates common influences in all 

three narratives such as anthropomorphism, war and the apocalypse, Shinto, and the use of 

“child-gaze” in storytelling. The role of “Shojo” or young protagonists is also discussed and 

compared to the active role younger generations play in environmental action today. Finally, the 

essay analyzes how these devices are used to create a compelling narrative, and how they prompt 

the audience to think critically and re-evaluate their understanding of human-nature 

relationships. Ultimately, the movies offer a variety of scenarios and thought-provoking 

dilemmas that, in the view of the Studio Ghibli directors, only kindness, peace, equity, and 

international cooperation can solve.  
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1. Introduction 

The purpose of this thesis is to analyze a selection of Studio Ghibli’s movies directed 

by Hayao Miyazaki and Isao Takahata through the lens of ecocriticism. The main titles to be 

analyzed are Princess Mononoke (1997), Pom Poko (1994), and Nausicaä of the Valley of the 

Wind (1984). These movies will be presented as masterpieces of environmental activism, 

bringing attention to the unique way in which environmental issues are raised, discussed, and 

handled. I will look into the devices that are used to engage viewers, the complexity of the 

characters, the solutions they offer, their context, and how relevant these narratives are today, 

amid a climate crisis. 

Studio Ghibli was founded in Tokyo, Japan in 1985 by directors Hayao 

Miyazaki and Isao Takahata, with the help of producer Toshio Suzuki. The decision 

to launch the studio was in part due to the great success of Miyazaki’s movie 

Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind (1984), which was originally released by Topcraft, 

but which has been assimilated into Studio Ghibli’s collection since then. Since 1985 

the studio’s success has reached a global status: “Eight of Studio Ghibli’s films are 

among the 15 highest-grossing anime films made in Japan, with Spirited Away (2001) 

being the highest, grossing over US $274 million worldwide. Many of their works 

have won the Animate Anime Grand Prix award, and four have won the Japan 

Academy Prize for Animation of the Year. Astoundingly however, four of Studio 

Ghibli’s films received Academy Award nominations in the United States. Spirited 

Away won a Golden Bear in 2002 and an Academy Award for Best Animated Feature 

Film in 2003” (Fordham). 

In addition, since February 2020, a collection of 21 Studio Ghibli’s movies was made 

available on Netflix worldwide, being subtitled into 28 languages and dubbed in up to 20 

languages (Dayman). The national and international success of these films has widely been 

attributed to their beautiful animation, compelling storylines, and characters, as well as the 

expertise and talent of director Hayao Miyazaki, who has written and directed a majority of 

them. 

Hayao Miyazaki was born on the 5th of January 1941, in the town of Akebono-cho in 

Bunkyō, Tokyo. His father and uncle managed and owned an aircraft manufacturing 

company, which fueled his interest in planes and flying early on. Much of his early life was 

spent running away from bombings, as Japan suffered the consequences of World War II. His 
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first memories are, in fact, of "bombed-out cities" (Miyazaki 239), which has had a lasting 

effect on his political views and artistry. Miyazaki decided to become a manga artist when he 

was in high school (McCarthy 27) and was a frequent moviegoer with his father (Miyazaki 

436). However, he also developed a strong interest in politics, which is reflected by his 

graduation degrees from Gakushuin University, in political science and economics, as well as 

his involvement in a labor union soon after his first job at Toei Animation in 1963 (McCarthy 

30). From that first year in which he was employed as an animator, Miyazaki worked 

relentlessly in dozens of projects, getting to know Isao Takahata, with whom he would later 

go on to found Studio Ghibli in 1985. 

War has been a big influence on his development as an artist, having lived in Japan 

during World War II. His movies are filled with strong pacifist and anti-capitalist messages, 

where war is usually a pointless, exploitative act, in which power-blinded characters risk 

destroying everything out of greed. Apocalyptic forces are often at play in his movies’ plots, 

making us consider the destructive power humans muster through technology, reminiscent of 

events such as the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Moreover, Miyazaki demonstrates a 

deep understanding of his country’s history in characterization, weaponry and fighting styles 

that can be appreciated in Princess Mononoke. However, Miyazaki also exudes a powerful 

optimism that is seemingly paradoxical. Despite the dark reality of war, his movies are filled 

with inspiring, brave characters that uphold environmental and moral values, who are often 

forced to make difficult decisions in order to save their communities or families. Post-war 

Japan has clearly made its way into his art, contrasting the nostalgia of what was lost in the 

war with the hope that new generations can help repair the damage and “bring new life to old 

traditions” (Schellhase). His movies are thus ripe with binary oppositions. They mix hope and 

despair, traditional Japanese elements with futuristic civilizations, forests and toxic jungles, 

industrialized societies with sacred wilderness. His mastery radiates when he brings these 

initially opposite elements together creating a fluid, symbiotic co-existence. Nature plays a 

significant role in most of his movies. Natural spaces create the worlds in which Miyazaki’s 

stories take place: In Princess Mononoke (1997) it is the lush landscapes of the Japanese 

countryside as well as ancient forests from another age and time; In Nausicaä of the Valley of 

the Wind (1984) it is the desert, the countryside surrounding the valley, and the lush but 

unique beauty of the toxic jungle.  

In almost every scene there is a plant, a tree, or an ecosystem present. In Miyazaki’s 

world, be it European, Japanese, or alien-inspired, nature is always the foundation and 
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sustainer of human life as a symbol of stability and balance, or in contrast, of demise and 

imbalance. These concepts reflect the strong influence of the Japanese belief-system Shinto, 

since Miyazaki assigns nature a spiritual dimension of which men are only protectors in his 

stories (Schellhase). It is, therefore, easy to understand the success of Miyazaki’s films when 

we observe the combination of his talent for animation with the embedding of important 

elements from his personal life, culture, and political views with such mastery. As a result, 

Studio Ghibli’s movies present themselves as complex narratives that bring into light a 

developed nation’s relationship with the environment, presenting through a Japanese 

narrative, problems that are universal. 

In order to analyze all these themes, this thesis is divided into four chapters. The first 

three chapters will start by analyzing each movie individually from an ecocritical point of 

view. They will introduce the environmental issues these movies raise, such as conservation, 

balance, and how industrialization and technological development affect human populations, 

boosting their evolution but at the cost of the overexploitation of natural resources. The role 

of nature and all the characters representing it will be analyzed depending on their stance 

towards environmentalism, as well as the relationships between them observed along with the 

evolution of these relations throughout the narrative. How these factors mirror real events and 

reflect on the fears of the current climate crisis will in addition be investigated. Also, these 

narratives and their environmental themes will be analyzed in context within Japanese 

culture, the authors, the industrial and urban evolution of Japan, as well as the effect war and 

mass destruction have had in the stories. In chapter four, I will examine the different devices 

that the storyteller uses to draw viewers into the stories and invite them to think critically. 

The answers the movies and its characters offer to environmental issues will also be 

examined, remarking on how worthy these ideas are of study today. 

 

2. The Past – Princess Mononoke 

Princess Mononoke (1997) is set in a distant past where “gods still inhabited the 

Earth” (2:13:36). In this time, a magnificent forest, home of the Forest Spirit, was guarded by 

gods. Humans initially feared going near the forest, but due to the rise in technological 

development, a human settlement called Iron Town starts to cut down the outskirts of the 

forest to produce Iron. Even though we are told the story takes place in an ancient past, the 

human setting is that of a mostly agrarian country, with elements of Muromachi Japan. 
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Miyazaki blends fantasy with historical elements to create a tale mirroring humanity’s 

evolving relationship with the environment, and to recreate the start of their biggest divide: 

the industrial revolution. “Picture a mulchy primeval forest of the Muromachi period (A.D. 

1333-1568), a pagan paradise menaced by incursions from a nearby village, where bone-

chopping steel weapons are being manufactured for the first time. This innovation is an 

emblem of all the disruptive technological leaps that mankind has taken over the centuries, a 

"paradigm shift" that aims to depose the old gods and elevate crafty humans in their place” 

(Chute). 

It is in this context that we are introduced to the Emishi village and their prince, 

Ashitaka. This human population has a certain degree of technological advancement but still 

lives in harmony with nature. They are mostly a farming community, with clothes and tools 

made with simple materials such as ropes and stone, and they observe ritualistic practices of 

veneration to the gods. However, they suffer the consequences of the natural exploitation of 

the West when their village is attacked by a demon, the former boar god Nabo, who was 

turned mad by the poison from an iron projectile crafted by the people of Iron Town. In this 

world, just as our own, minorities such as indigenous communities and poorer areas of the 

globe, suffer the consequences of environmental actions taken in the West. “This can be 

compared to environmental justice issues in our society, where the poor and minority groups 

will suffer for the actions of the wealthy. For example, wealthy countries contribute the most 

to climate change, but it is poorer countries that will be most affected” (Pan 5). It is after the 

demon attack that the Emishi send their prince, who has been infected with a curse while 

fighting the boar, to the West, to “see with eyes unclouded with hate” (2:04:28), and 

investigate the events to hopefully find a cure for his disease.  

Looking at this incident from a global perspective, the “disease” of limitless natural 

resource exploitation and its consequences, end up affecting all territories on Earth, with the 

difference that some can afford to deter these effects for longer. If we take the example of the 

Coronavirus pandemic, countries such as India and Brazil have had some of the biggest death 

headcounts in the world, due to inequality and lack of access to resources to treat patients: 

“The order to wash our hands must have triggered reactions of disbelief among the millions 

of people living in the shantytowns, shacks, favelas, and outskirts of cities like Johannesburg, 

Nairobi, Mexico DF, or San Pablo. If there is anything lacking in these places, it is sanitary 

facilities and water. In fact, water is increasingly scarce in many countries, mainly due to 

climate breakdown” (Aguirre 1). So is the case with weather shocks and natural disasters:  



Manceras 5 

 

 

Unfavorable geographical conditions, and the lack of capital and 

technology for adaptation, suggest that developing countries are most 

vulnerable to climate change. Small island states (e.g., the Maldives) and 

African nations (e.g., Rwanda) are expected to face major negative 

consequences, even when warming is only moderate. Thus, recent gains in 

the fight against poverty, disease, and hunger might be at stake with further 

global warming. This is especially striking because poorer countries emit 

far fewer greenhouse gases than the rest of the world (Bretschger 825). 

When Ashitaka leaves his village, he encounters soldiers killing peasants in the 

countryside. We later learn that Samurai lords are fighting for power and control of 

resources, and once again local populations suffer the consequences. Iron Town’s iron 

production proves instrumental in these conflicts, making its leader, Lady Eboshi, and the 

town, affluent. Miyazaki clearly condemns war in this instance as a cause for environmental 

damage, wasteful use of resources, inequality, and greed. In a similar light, current climate 

change may make war-prone territories more so, frustrating the peacebuilding efforts in those 

regions:  

Peacebuilding countries are concentrated in areas of heightened 

vulnerability to climate change impacts, and almost certainly lack the 

capacity to manage these impacts. In spite of this overlap, climate change 

adaptation and mitigation projects are typically excluded from 

peacebuilding activities. This is particularly alarming given that many 

analysts believe climate change will trigger, amplify or perpetuate 

humanitarian crises, population displacement, political extremism and 

violent conflict in the regions in which most peacebuilding operations take 

place (Matthew 83). 

Once in the West, Ashitaka learns of the armed conflict between Iron Town and The 

Forest. In Princess Mononoke, natural forces such as life and death and day and night are 

personified in the Forest Spirit, which also presents human qualities like wisdom and 

judgment. In addition, nature is also represented by gods and demons. They take the shapes 

of giant animals such as boars and wolves that are endowed with incredible strength and 

senses but also human traits such as a sense of justice, bravery, loyalty, and fear. They both 

aim to protect the forest but represent two different sides to nature’s power in the war against 

humans: resilience and vengeance. Gods represent the more balanced, stoic resistance to 
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deforestation, whereas demons have a vindictive approach. Demons terrorize and openly 

attack any humans and other beings on their path, regardless of whether they are hurting the 

forest or not, such as the case with Nabo. In this regard, demons are like the “terrorists” of the 

forest, carrying on berserk attacks on any population they encounter with a guerrilla-style war 

strategy. Demons have completely lost faith in reconciling with humans and view human 

beings as their unmitigated enemies. Gods, on the other hand, are usually benevolent and 

impassive. They still believe that the forest spirit will ultimately aid them in the war against 

humans and are initially positive about their victory. Both Akoto, another boar god, and 

Moro, the she-wolf god, give Ashitaka a chance to leave the forest before attacking him. 

They also give him a chance to talk to them and to express his opinion.  

Nature in this regard seems to be generous and fair to humans - only concerned with 

its own survival and maintaining balance. However, nature is also presented as a mighty 

force, capable of destroying everything if pushed to the limit. When humans underestimate 

nature and attempt to kill the Forest Spirit, they bring about their own and everyone else’s 

demise. So, humans are presented as nature’s main threat and the audience is warned about 

the limitless exploitation of resources. Apocalyptic elements, such as the beheading of the 

Forest Spirit in Princess Mononoke, are common in Hayao Miyazaki’s movies, which 

concurrently reflect on the climate anxieties ripe in our society today. According to Wynn 

Hamonic, apocalyptic movies mirror and document our fears and anxieties: “At the core of 

most apocalyptic film plots is a crisis event which causes the characters in the film to respond 

to the threat in attempts to eliminate or reduce the impact of the menace. These crisis 

situations are products of the psychological, sociopolitical and ideological makeup of U.S. 

society at given points in history (…) The message of these movies is clear: if mankind does 

not change their ways, the events on screen will occur bringing about the extinction of the 

human race” (Hamonic 10). The examples from Hollywood alone are abundant with movies 

like The Day After Tomorrow (2004), Last Day on Earth (2011), Interstellar (2014), and the 

popular productions on the streaming platform Netflix such as Snowpiercer (2013), to name a 

few. 

In Princess Mononoke, the relationship between humans and nature is complex, 

divided into three main political stances: ecocentrism, anthropocentrism, and neutrality. 

Miyazaki, instead of simply identifying each side as “good” or “evil”, presents them both 

with positive and negative traits and elements that mirror each other. On one hand, there are 
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the two main female characters in the story, San and Lady Eboshi, which represent two 

seemingly opposite stances. San sees the living forest and its inhabitants as the key elements 

for existence, whereas Lady Eboshi sees Iron Town, which represents industrialization and 

civilization, as the most beneficial for survival. So, here we find the first binary opposition: 

choosing either nature or civilization as the most essential medium for human survival. The 

issue with this radicalized set of oppositions is that war is inevitable between these two sides 

since their basic values and understanding of the world are antagonistic and they see 

“reconciliation as impossible” (Pan 6). The uniqueness of this movie resides in that neither is 

presented as the absolute winner of this argument; “Lady Eboshi is the antagonist because 

she seeks to destroy the forest for her iron mines. Nevertheless, she is not depicted as a clear-

cut villain and the film is not simply an attack on the dangers of industrialization (…) Lady 

Eboshi offers a haven for outcasts and she strongly believes in gender equality. She does not 

destroy the forest out of greed for herself, but to build a better society for her people. Lady 

Eboshi does terrible things, but she is not inherently evil” (Pan 5).  Similarly, San will stop at 

nothing to have Iron Town destroyed and Lady Eboshi killed. She and her wolf brothers kill 

numerous humans while defending the forest. Moreover, if San would succeed in the 

destruction of Iron Town, that would mean the re-marginalization or death of its inhabitants, 

thus San’s actions are equally terrible, but not inherently evil either. Therefore, both sides, 

even though first portrayed as complete opposites, mirror each other. 

Consequently, Miyazaki’s views on industrialization are not completely negative. 

Industrialization changed old socio-economic structures and allowed lower classes to prosper 

in ways that were not possible during feudal times (Hayami 6). Some of the changes brought 

about by the process of industrialization were increased social mobility (between social 

classes), advancement of education, advancement of public services such as health care and 

civil rights, better working conditions, etc. Author Akira Hayami mentions the inequalities 

present in pre-industrial Japan and other ancient societies in his book Japan’s Industrious 

Revolution (2015):  

There was no middle class between the ruling and ruled classes, and the 

ruling class was almighty in monopolizing politics and economics, as well 

as culture and religion. Viewed in this light, the ruled classes were almost 

animals in human form, and if they were worked to death, all that was 

needed was to start a war and bring back prisoners (…) All profits went to 
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the ruling class, and circumstances were such that commoners were not 

permitted to obtain profits through commerce (Hayami 6). 

Industrialization has, therefore, greatly contributed to the development towards better 

and fairer societies, which in turn allow their populations to be better educated and participate 

in decision-making. Miyazaki clearly acknowledges these advancements in Princess 

Mononoke; however, he warns of a limitless and unregulated exploitation of the environment 

in favor of industrial advancement. Natural resources are finite, and therefore our most 

essential need as dependents, is to honor our duty as stewards and establish a balance. In 

Miyazaki´s own words:  

In our own era, human selfishness is leading to the extinctions of other 

species. I personally don’t believe this earth can support ten billion people. 

So, when we consider how to bridge this reality and our own daily lives, it 

might seem that the easiest thing would be to join a movement and declare, 

“You’re bad, they’re bad, he’s bad, and I’m right.” But this would not 

resolve anything. The solution is not some vague notion that nature benefits 

people or that without nature Japan will disintegrate. Civility has to be the 

foundation of everything: If we have troubles let us share them …I am a 

person who thinks we should consider environmental issues from the point 

of view of the civility I learned from Shiba-san. We need to show civility 

not only to other living things but also, I think, to the water, the mountains, 

and the air (Miyazaki 224). 

 

3. The Present – Pom Poko 

Pom Poko (1994) is set in 1960s Japan. It follows the story of the non-human 

inhabitants of Tama Hills, who are being affected by the urban development projects 

in the area to alleviate a high demand for residential buildings near Tokyo. The story 

is based on a real premise: the “Tama New Town” was “one of the largest housing 

developments in Japan” which was intended “to cope with the demand for central city 

residences in Tokyo, Japan. They constructed a lot of housing estates to make a lot of 

people live in the limited space efficiently. As a result, there was a large-scale change 

of land covering in the city and the suburbs” (Hoyano et al. 3931). The choice of 

setting is interesting, since Studio Ghibli itself is based in that area, allowing Isao 
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Takahata to take its surroundings as inspiration to criticize the urban development 

practices taking place all over Japan (Haider). Isao Takahata, just like Hayao 

Miyazaki began his animation career in the sixties: 

At a time when the economic miracle that had swiftly transformed postwar 

Japan into one of the strongest economies of the world was, almost as 

swiftly, obliterating its countryside. In the nineteen-eighties, the 

government cleaned up the worst industrial pollution, but Japan is still a 

country where developers (especially golf-resort planners) have free rein, 

where most people prefer nature in tamed and miniaturized form (bonsai, 

Zen gardens, lavishly packaged tiny melons), and where few places are 

untouched by commerce (there are vending machines on Mt. Fuji). 

(Talbot). 

In this film, Japanese raccoon dogs narrate the drastic transformation of their home, as 

well as their struggles to survive and to save the forest. The story commences by commenting 

on how raccoons had, until then, led for the most part peaceful lives near humans, profiting 

from the bugs and flowers sprouting around their farms. However, in recent years, a 

reduction in size of the forest and lack of food sources has turned raccoons against each 

other, forcing them to forge alliances and confront the opposing side in battle. It is in this 

battle scene that the appearance of raccoons changes from their realistic animal forms to a 

more anthropomorphic version, in which they wear traditional Japanese clothing, and fight 

each other with sticks that look like samurai swords. In this sense, the raccoons are 

represented as guards of a part of Japanese history. They are defending the old Japanese 

countryside against modern urban development, while commenting on a past where humans 

and raccoons lived in harmony with nature. There is an element of nostalgia and grief 

throughout the movie, as we see the ancient forests and rice fields transform into a modern 

“concrete jungle”. Joe Ma argues: “This sentimental fantasy, or better known as nostalgia, is 

“a means to reclaim a lost past – an attempt to retrieve something essential to Japanese 

culture” (Ma). There is also an element at play with how racoons are represented in the story. 

At times they are depicted in a more realistic animal form, but more often they are presented 

with a human-like appearance, which invites viewers to identify themselves with the 

raccoons. It is much later revealed in the story that once the raccoons are defeated, they leave 

the forest to live as humans in the city, further thinning the line between a racoon and a 

human, reminding the audience of their animal past, and pressing them to count themselves 
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as losers in this conflict, since they are not only erasing their connection with nature, but also 

losing a part of their history and cultural identity. “Takahata Isao's 1994 animated film Heisei 

tanuki gassen pom poko (Tanuki Battle of the Heisei Era, hereafter Pom poko) accesses, 

updates, and greatly extrapolates the fox and raccoon dog folktale tradition and the inherent 

crisis within modern Japanese society as it relates to both the environment and a 

homogeneous notion of Japanese identity” (Ortabasi 255). Consequently, Isao Takahata, is 

also bringing attention to the deterioration of the bond between humans and nature in this 

narrative. In an increasingly urban landscape, our direct contact with nature is being severed, 

and therefore, our awareness of environmental changes and wellbeing is decreasing. In the 

story, this change in lifestyle and inactivity is also satirized, when the racoons obtain a tv to 

research humans, they become addicted, and lose their will to do anything else. “ There is 

growing evidence that people are spending less time outside and more time indoors (Office 

for National Statistics, 2017) which in turn leads to less direct contact with the natural world 

…Recent meta-analyses indicate that higher levels of nature connectedness are positively 

associated with both higher levels of evaluative and eudaimonic wellbeing (Capaldi et al., 

2014; Pritchard et al., 2019) and also more pro-environmental behaviours” (Martin et al. 9). 

Moreover, Felix Ackermann argues that especially in the West, this divide between humanity 

and nature has a spiritual dimension:  

Western Christianity has been accused for having interpreted the Genesis in 

a ‘despotic’ manner, meaning that God has allegedly created the natural 

world in order for human beings to exploit it for their satisfactions and 

pleasures and presumably ordered them to dominate over the Earth and all 

creatures. Human beings have been created as ‘imago dei’ who are thus, 

like God, external and alien to the natural world. An inherently dualistic 

worldview separating human from Nature, being referred to as ‘naturalism’ 

by Philippe Descola, has been brought forth by Christianity which then 

generates the assumption that human beings do not belong to the natural 

community (Ackermann 18).  

A similar divide has been growing in Japan, as citizens distance themselves from the 

countryside, animistic traditions, and the Shinto religion. In Miyazaki’s words: “my 

generation does not believe that kami exist everywhere – in trees, rivers, insects, wells – I like 

the idea that we should all treasure everything because spirits might exist there’, because 

‘there is a kind of life to everything” (Jensen and Blok 101). After the raccoons realize the 



Manceras 11 

 

 

rapid rate at which the forest is being wiped out, they decide to research humans and revive 

the raccoon’s ancient art of transformation or shapeshifting. Thus, they take it upon 

themselves to transform into spirits to scare humans away from their forest. It is here that the 

racoons use their playful and creative nature to cleverly exploit the Shinto tradition of forest 

shrines and the human’s belief in kami, convincing them that spirits are indeed still 

everywhere, and that their territories should be respected.  

The fight against humans is a difficult dilemma for the racoons. Many of them, 

including the young Sokichi, are fascinated by them, and would like to continue living with 

them in harmony. However, another group headed by the strong racoon Gonta, have 

developed a hatred of humans, and they desire to take immediate violent action against the 

invasion. The elders finally decide to trick humans using their shapeshifting abilities into 

thinking they are spirits or kami in order to drive them away. It is clear though, that the 

humans are relentless in their effort to cut down the forest, and despite their good intentions, 

racoons are soon pushed to take some violent actions.  

After some constructions workers are killed in an effort to scare humans away, 

Sokichi and the elders lament the loss of human life and hold a ceremony in their honor. 

However, the racoons’ efforts are thwarted by a highly advanced capitalist state, in which an 

infinite influx of workers and machines are at the disposal of a major urban development 

corporation, and new workers keep on coming. It is at this point, that we are introduced to 

another racoon, from the other side of the hills who has traveled to investigate the source of 

recent problems in his part of the woods. Jointly they discover that dirt from the Tama Hills 

construction site is being illegally dumped on the other side of the mountain, polluting the 

water, and causing landslides. Therefore, human presence in the area is not only affecting a 

contained section of the forest but the entire mountain is suffering the consequences. 

Unfortunately for many animals, even small human interference can significantly shift 

and threaten their ecosystem: “Population declines can occur owing to direct mortality from 

human activities (e.g., road mortality or clearing of wetland plants) or indirectly as a result of 

habitat loss and degradation, which may lower carrying capacity and reduce annual survival 

rates (Gibbs 1998). Local extinctions may also occur when land-use isolates small 

populations, preventing immigration and recolonization” (Harper at al. 1206).  

Deforestation and habitat destruction is one of the main causes of extinction in plants 

and animal populations, which has soared in the past one hundred years. To this problem, we 

also need to add “overexploitation, invasive species, disease, climate change (global 
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warming) connected to increasing concentration of atmospheric carbon dioxide and increases 

in nitrogen deposition” (Sodhi et al. 515). The number of species being lost each year ranges 

“from a few thousand to more than 100,000 species being extinguished every year, most 

without ever having been scientifically described” (Sodhi et al. 515). 

For the racoons of Tama Hills, the fight seems almost lost when some racoon 

transformation masters from other islands come to their aid. Unfortunately, despite putting on 

a magnificent display of a ghostly parade in the city, a human company claims the deed, 

stating it was a promotional event for their new theme park. The racoons start to lose hope, 

and the once homogenous group breaks up into three: Gonta leads the eco-terrorism group, 

fighting humans violently; Sokichi and the elders try to contact a tv station to claim 

ownership in hope they can still resolve the conflict peacefully; and master Hage loses his 

mind and starts a Buddhist singing cult for racoons who cannot transform, who will 

ultimately commit a mass suicide. Just like the racoon dogs in Pom Poko, a great number of 

indigenous communities are still ruled by the principle of “bioregionalism” (McCann 8). 

These communities see natural spaces as sacred and their “societal structures and 

epistemology are largely shaped by their natural environments - not the other way around”. 

These communities, “have developed over the centuries an intimate relationship with their 

natural environment by experiencing its potential resources, evaluating appropriate periods of 

its exploitation, as well as discerning its limits” (McCann 12). But just like the racoon group, 

these communities that allow for a symbiotic existence with nature are slowly dying out, 

some due to the impact of colonization in the past, but also, due to current exploitation 

practices from both local governments and foreign investors, such is the case in the South 

American regions of the Amazon and Southeast Asia. Losing not just the ancient knowledge 

of the needs and limits of the territories that they inhabit, but also their cultural identity and 

ancestral homes (McCann 17).  

Once the racoon group has dispersed to tackle the problem in their own ways, the 

conflict is rapidly resolved. Gonta and his group fight to the death; Master Hage uses his 

shapeshifting abilities to create a massive ship to transport his cult “into paradise”; and 

Sokichi and the elders decide to use their craft to live as humans in the expanding city. In the 

end, Sokichi confronts the audience and wonders, “what about the animals that can’t 

transform, where do they go?” (00:03:35). Unfortunately, due to the ever-growing presence 

of human life in previously unoccupied territories, the answer is that most of them can’t go 

anywhere. “Human land use influences more than 75% of Earth's ice-free land surface (Ellis 
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& Ramankutty, 2008), and few ecosystems remain undisturbed by some form of 

anthropogenic modification” (Brearley et al. 428). However, the forceful contact between 

wildlife and human populations does not only threaten animal life. Increased contact between 

humans and animals has led to an increase in circulation of infectious diseases: “ Plasmodium 

knowlesi, now recognised as the fifth malaria-inducing parasite in people, is emerging more 

widely in human populations as a result of excessive deforestation activities and increasing 

human population in areas previously abundant in tropical rainforest” (Dixon et al. 549). 

Such is also the case with the SARS coronavirus among others, and the wild animal markets 

in China, in which wild live animals are displayed and sold for consumption. In addition, 

climate change “also appears to be a key ecological factor in the emergence of human 

infection. Rainfall associated with the El Nino/southern oscillation in East Africa, for 

example, has contributed to frequent outbreaks of Rift Valley fever as a result of flooding 

that increases breeding sites of the mosquito vector …The frequency of Leptospira 

transmission from rodents to people has been shown to increase in Latin America, 

Bangladesh and India following heavy rains and flooding” (Dixon et al. 549). In essence, 

Pom Poko condemns unequitable land use and deforestation, as well as a modern 

anthropocentric vision of the world.  

 

4. The Future - Nausicaä and the Valley of the Wind 

Nausicaä and the Valley of the Wind (1984) is set in a distant, postapocalyptic future. 

In this world, the biggest human populations live in competition for resources and technology 

in order to fend off the expansion of a toxic jungle. This jungle arises as the result of a natural 

rebirth after ancient human populations burned down the surface of the Earth in the so-called 

“Seven Days of Fire” in an attempt to dominate each other. The story revolves mainly around 

princess Nausicaä, and her native Valley of the Wind. The Valley of the Wind is the only 

human population in the story that lives in isolation, away from armed conflict, thanks to the 

winds protecting the area from the deadly toxic spores. Life is hard in the post-war world, 

and the inhospitable landscapes of deserts and the toxic jungle in the movie suggest a nuclear 

winter scenery. Hayao Miyazaki, who has personally experienced the aftermath of World 

War II in his native Japan, and the rise in tension between countries in the cold war, uses this 

story as a cautionary tale of what life would look like if a nuclear disaster took place:  
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The film has implications not only for nuclear war and nuclear winter, but 

also for nuclear reactor accidents (Kawamura 2011). In fact, it can be 

argued that an actual incident (Fukushima nuclear disaster) has followed on 

the pattern seen in the “Toxic Jungle” in the film, and consequently, 

“Japanese people’s reception of the film has shifted according to the 

change of the social context” (Furukawa 2012). Indeed, Miyazaki is 

opposed to nuclear weapons and nuclear power plants and has consistently 

warned of the danger of nuclear accidents. For instance, in another work, 

“On Your Mark” (1995), Miyazaki pointed to the danger of atomic 

civilization and depicted the environment contaminated by radiation which 

reminds the audience of the 1986 nuclear reactor accident in Chernobyl 

(Akimoto 59).  

In this context, humans are “powerless in relation to nature” (Akimoto 55): the insects 

in the toxic jungle have mutated and become gigantic, the air inside the jungle is deadly for 

humans without using a mask, and resources have become scarce and are dangerous to 

procure. In addition, the toxic spores make away with any healthy crops, water in some lakes 

has become acid, and humans live in constant fear of an insect attack. In essence, the movie 

displays the long-lasting effects a nuclear war can have on the environment, and how dire life 

would be for the entire planet afterwards.  

Nuclear accidents are the events that led to significant consequences to 

people, the environment, or the facility, such as the ones in Chernobyl 

(Ukraine, 1986) and Fukushima (Japan, 2011). These two events caused 

global contamination of the environment, including air, water, soil, and 

living organisms. Huge amounts of radioactive elements especially 131I, 

137Cs, 90Sr and the sum activity of 239Pu and 240Pu were dispersed into 

the environment. Some 40% of Europe has been exposed to Chernobyl’s 

137Cs at a level 4–40 kBq/m2 [24]. The size of the disaster can be 

illustrated by the fact that the maximum radioactive contamination in the 

soil in the 1993 was found to be 3500 times higher than the level before 

Chernobyl accident (Smičiklas et al. 256).  

Unfortunately, the threat of a nuclear incident and its consequences for human life 

and the environment is still present today. The Lancet journal regrets that despite the 

anniversaries of atomic war-time catastrophes such as Hiroshima and Nagasaki, “the danger 
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of nuclear attack remains present and timely. The world bristles with more than 15 000 

nuclear warheads, believed to be concentrated in nine countries (excluding states that host 

weapons from other governments). Worryingly, three countries that admit to nuclear weapons 

are not parties to the nuclear non-proliferation treaty: India, Pakistan, and North Korea” (The 

Lancet 403). 

In Nausicaä and the Valley of the Wind, post-war nature is represented by the toxic 

jungle and the insects that inhabit it. Nature is more animistic than anthropomorphic in this 

story, since the characters representing it do not speak, however, they still display a wide 

range of emotions and intelligence that allow us to position them as equals. Since its 

inception, the Sea of Decay has been home to insects that defend the jungle from humans at 

all costs. The Sea of Decay does not present itself as an individual character at all, like is the 

case with the Forest Spirit in Princess Mononoke, but rather, as the “mother tree” of the 

insects. It symbolizes life and death, since insect life abounds in it, but so does a rich variety 

of toxic flora that grows in the surface. This forest displays nature as having a will of her 

own, since it rises as a reaction to the burnings during the war, and it counterattacks 

whenever humans try to burn it again. However, it is also a benevolent entity, that is 

purifying the damage done by humans, deep within. The biggest insect guardians are the 

Ohmu, which are gigantic, trilobite-like beings with astonishing strength that go into a rage to 

protect the forest but are completely harmless and gentle without provocation. Ohmu care for 

their own and can detect emotions or intentions with their tentacles. They do not kill all 

humans, but rather only attack if provoked. In this sense, they are similar to the gods in 

Princess Mononoke, and belong to the group of stoic resistance to human domination. The 

rest of the insects play a much minor role, only following the Ohmu into battle. 

Regarding human characters, they are divided into three groups: the people of the 

valley, the young heroine Nausicaä, and the people from the other kingdoms. The people of 

the valley live in some degree of harmony with their surroundings. They understand the 

importance of cultivating, caring, and protecting the land they live in, and present themselves 

as a mostly farming society, with little to no technology. They are the only ones that believe 

in a possible rebirth of the natural world, since they pass down a prophecy that speaks of a 

blue robbed hero that will walk in fields of gold and “will lead everyone to an Earth of green 

purity" (1:37:03). However, they fear and resent the insects, along with the Sea of Decay, 

which keeps them from understanding them, as well as seeing their potential. The princess 

Nausicaä has a talent to communicate and connect with animals, including insects. She is also 
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the only person in the story who really cares and respects the insects, and who tries to 

comprehend the Sea of Decay. She conducts research on the plants, and finds out that with 

clean water and soil, the plants growing in the Sea of Decay are no longer toxic, providing an 

opportunity to regrow the Earth. She is the hero of the prophecy, and the only human being 

who is willing to go to any length to save humans and insects alike. She understands that they 

need each other to survive, and that both sides have a right to live and thrive. Nausicaä is the 

neutral mediator and reconciling force between the other, more polarized groups: the people 

of the Valley of the Wind, and the people of the kingdoms of Tolmekia and Pejite who are 

politically anthropocentric; and the Sea of Decay, which is ecocentric. The Kingdoms of 

Tolmekia and Pejite mirror the countries from before the war since they are technologically 

advanced and militarized states that fight for control over the few places untouched by the 

Sea of Decay. They believe in violent domination, the submission of their enemies, and 

looting of resources rather than regenerating the world. The goal of these two human 

kingdoms is to “ensure” human survival by awakening the last Giant Warrior to burn the 

dangerous Sea of Decay once and for all. They are blinded by the power of the ancients and 

are ready to kill and enslave anyone to reach their goal. These two kingdoms predominantly 

act as desperate yet power-hungry terrorist groups, blinded by ambition and revenge. 

Miyazaki’s moral relativeness does however not condemn them as absolute evil. While it is 

true that humans have a more negative standing in this story, it is in fact a human, Nausicaä, 

who finds a way to bring about peace between enemies, and the one who brings about 

change. She is the only one who does not charge blindly into battle and defends the right to 

live in peace on both sides. Moreover, we can find some positive traits and good deeds 

performed by both human groups and insects. For example, some women of Pejite help 

Nausicaä escape imprisonment to warn her people about an insect stampede, initiated by the 

men of Pejite. The prince of Pejite himself, sides with Nausicaä towards the end, risking his 

own life to make sure she escapes. Kushana, the commander of the Tolmekian army, admires 

Nausicaä, and she decides to help her in her own way during the insect stampede. The Ohmu 

too stop their rage and heal Nausicaä when they realize she is innocent. As Margaret Talbot 

comments on Miyazaki’s moral relativity:  

His is not a black-and-white moral universe: he has sympathy for the vain 

and the gluttonous and the misguided, a bemused tolerance for the poor 

creatures we all are. Some of his characters can be threatening or 

unappealing, but also complex and capable of change …It might be said 
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that Miyazaki’s malevolent characters are capable of redemption, except 

that redemption is too Christian an idea: it’s more that they prove capable 

of a kind of shape-shifting, which allows them to reveal a different facet of 

themselves (Talbot). 

Nausicaä reinforces this idea of young people as mediators, and contesters of the 

status quo. “In light of the film's plot and context, Nausicaä's shojo identity is of crucial 

importance. Like many of Miyazaki's protagonists, Nausicaä is a young female, neither child 

nor adult, a so-called shojo in Japanese anime and manga (comic books). The liminal status 

of the shojo coupled with Miyazaki's alluring and yet 'estranging' visions of the world enables 

us, as Susan Napier writes, to "open up to the new possibilities of what the world could be." 

(DeWeese-Boyd 1). Hayao Miyazaki sees children as “the voices of conscience transforming 

thought into action” (Napier 13).  They serve as “guides, not only to their fellow characters 

but to Miyazaki’s global audience” (14), partly due to the novel and unbiased way in which 

they see the world:  

To see with eyes unclouded. The words come from Princess Mononoke, 

one of his most adult-oriented works, but the idea of seeing without the 

accumulated detritus of bias and prejudice brought by experience suggests 

a child’s viewpoint, one that is infinitely clearer than that of adults 

…Children in particular become the agents of change and reassurance in 

his work, experiencing and processing trauma but also transcending 

calamity by working to ameliorate it (Napier 14).  

Similarly, it is younger generations that are most concerned about climate change and 

its consequences in the world today. Around “51 percent of those between 18 and 34 years of 

age agreed that global warming would pose a serious threat within their lifetime, while only 

29 percent of those aged 55 years and older agreed with the statement” in the US between the 

years 2015-2018 (Tiseo). Also, they are the ones trying the hardest to implement life-changes 

that they consider positive for the planet: “In the United Kingdom, the share of vegetarians 

was higher among younger respondents than in other age groups”, Similarly, “Respondents 

under fifty were more likely to be vegans than those over” (Wunsch). Pickard has dubbed this 

activism as “Do-It-Ourselves politics” which “uses a variety of tactics, including lifestyle 

choices, such as veganism and recycling, as well as climate strikes and non-violent direct 

action” of which acting collectively is a key feature (Boulianne et al. 209). Greta Thunberg, 

who is an environmental activism leader, has become a prominent example of the power of 
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young voices in organizing and promoting change. In her “How Dare You!” speech at the 

United Nations Climate Action Summit in 2019 she blames impassive, older leaders for the 

current state of the world: “You are failing us. But the young people are starting to 

understand your betrayal. The eyes of all future generations are upon you. And if you choose 

to fail us, I say: We will never forgive you.” (NPR). It was her, among a troupe of other 

young advocators, that also organized and led protests in the recent COP26 conference in 

Glasgow (2021), which they deemed a failure: “It should be obvious that we cannot solve a 

crisis with the same methods that got us into it in the first place …The people in power can 

continue to live in their bubble filled with their fantasies, like eternal growth on a finite planet 

and technological solutions that will suddenly appear seemingly out of nowhere and will 

erase all of these crises just like that” (BBC). Greta Thunberg, just like Nausicaä, represents 

the power that young people can harness. Hayao Miyazaki recognizes this potential, and he 

positions younger generations at the front of the revolution for a global transition, inviting 

adults to learn from their children, and re-imagine a world in which rebirth is a possibility.  

 

5. Devices and Commonalities 

Even though Princess Mononoke (1997), Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind (1984), 

and Pom Poko (1994) are completely different narratives, in different settings and with 

different characters, there is one commonality that does not easily escape the eye: the natural 

world. Hayao Miyazaki and Studio Ghibli are exceptional in their representations of nature. 

In all three movies, nature is at the center of the narrative, with its characters wanting to 

protect or salvage it from human exploitation. In order to introduce nature as just another 

character, it is presented as Anthropomorphic. This device cleverly allows the audience to 

connect and relate to an otherwise unanimated and foreign entity. By “humanizing” the 

natural world, i.e, infusing nature with human traits, Studio Ghibli gives it a chance of 

voicing its concerns directly and plead its case to the audience, simultaneously placing it on 

equal terms with humanity. This device inevitably displaces the influence of preconceived 

ideas like Speciesism, or “hyper-separation” in the audience, in which nature is seen as 

inferior, and therefore ethically exploitable (Rose 94). Therefore, if the audience can look at 

characters that act, think, and feel like them, they cease to see nature as “other”, and start 

being able to relate and engage with it as equals. “If you care about another – whether human 
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or animal – you are likely to care about what that individual needs, and the conditions that 

affect his or her well-being” (Myers and Saunders 154).  

In Princess Mononoke, natural forces are personified in the Forest Spirit, which also 

presents human qualities like wisdom and judgment. By concentrating these qualities into one 

being, Miyazaki is bringing the forest to “life” as a complex being with feelings, who has the 

responsibility of maintaining balance in the ecosystem. Seeing the forest spirit and other 

representations of nature as “human” inevitably allows for a bigger emotional impact and 

creates moral dilemmas, by which the audience is drawn to these characters in a way they 

would otherwise not be able to. Author Sarah Pike comments that the way children blur 

distinctions between themselves, and non-human beings, allows them to see them as friends, 

elders, and so forth, creating deep and meaningful connections with them (Dahill 272). In this 

way, Hayao Miyazaki is known for using a child-gaze in his films, “conveying emotions as a 

child would experience them: obliquely, often physically, with a thread of magical thinking 

that promotes resilience” (Talbot). This gaze, “distanced from adult prejudices, allows the 

protagonists to form a direct bond with nature that is represented by magic/mythological 

characters, and that results in a tandem humanity/nature …This friendship illustrates the 

benefits of cooperation through the notion of eco-dependence or, in other words, of 

introducing the idea that humanity is nature and, as such, needs to collaborate with the natural 

environment to survive” (Auguado Peláez and Martínez García 358).   

Another peculiarity about Studio Ghibli’s films, especially through the lens of 

western thought, is the influence of Shinto. Shinto is a religion native to Japan that posits that 

there is only one plane of existence, where material matter never exists without a relation to 

spiritual matter (Ackermann 37). It is an animistic religion that argues that souls “are 

interdependent and intimately connected with the entire material world. Moreover, Shinto 

teaches that all things - from the spirits, to humans, to animals, to plants, to stones - can have 

value independent of humans' assigning them such: "It is a conceit, to the Japanese mind," 

religious scholar Brian Bocking argues, "to think that humans have superior rights over other 

kinds of beings” (Barkman 325). Miyazaki employs Shinto to bring attention to a decaying 

relationship with the environment, as well, as a distancing from cultural values that allowed 

for a peaceful co-existence:  

While Shinto cosmology is extremely multifaceted, containing notions of 

purity and impurity, creation, fertility, and community, we follow Clammer 

(2001: 218) here in interpreting Shinto as a complex and specific form of 
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animism. It is in the shape of a vital animism, within a complex, 

modernized, and advanced techno-scientific country, that Shinto holds 

interest for us as a vehicle for rethinking relations with the non-human 

world. Generally speaking, a core feature of animism is that spirits are 

located and embodied in things …Along such lines, Shinto posits a radical 

‘personalization’ of the universe, with both human and non-human worlds 

consisting in a plethora of ‘spirit beings’ known as kami, the boundaries 

between which are vague and interchangeable (Clammer, 2001: 226). 

Human beings, ancestors and more-or-less anthropomorphized gods can be 

kami, but so too can foxes, trees, thunder, rice, stones, mountains, and 

waterfalls. According to Shinto principles, gods, men, animals, plants, and 

inanimate objects are mutually permeable entities, appearing as a unified 

and dynamic field of existence, characterized by particular forms of 

immanence and vitalism (Jensen and Blok 97).  

Being able to see the world through the lens of a completely different culture invites 

us to imagine other possibilities, and in this case, to envision a completely different 

relationship with nature. “Throughout numerous Miyazaki films, we experience a nostalgia 

for the natural world, respect for spirit realms (and Shinto traditions), and concerns about 

climate change, along with narratives where young girls and boys tend to be far braver and 

smarter than their elders” (Heider). In these narratives, solutions such as symbiotic-living, 

rebirth, and community support are compatible with technological development. Hayao 

Miyazaki does not see industrialization or technology as an absolute evil, rather he regards 

them as a necessary evil, but that can be redesigned or adjusted in order to co-exist with 

nature. Technology that supports greater equity among humans, and more peaceful world 

relations is the thing that will allow us to tackle the climate crisis: “Miyazaki raises the 

problem of violence and its connection to the environment in a unique way that helps us to 

see that peacemaking must include the establishment of environmental conditions in which 

human beings can flourish. Indeed, he suggests that such conditions cannot be brought about 

through violence; harmony and care, not domination, make for peace” (DeWeese-Boyd 4). 
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6. Conclusion 

Princess Mononoke (1997), Pom Poko (1994), and Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind 

(1984) are masterpieces of environmental activism in which complex, and often 

anthropomorphic representations of nature, entice spectators to relate to them, as well as to 

think critically of themes that are still relevant in the climate crisis we face today. The three 

movies present a timeline to the complex and often problematic relationship between 

humanity and nature. Princess Mononoke deals with a distant past, in which three main 

factions are involved in a war to protect or destroy the environment in a race for 

technological development. The solution is brought about by young Ashitaka, in which 

industrialization and natural preservation re-learn to co-exist. At heart, the movie explores 

themes such as the impact of destructive practices of the West on minorities or poorer regions 

of the world, the origin and insurgence of apocalyptic narratives, and the historical 

importance but also unsustainability of the industrial revolution. Pom Poko deals with events 

and themes closer to present times. In the story, racoon dogs fight off the deforestation of the 

Tama Hills, bringing attention to the unfair and irresponsible human land use, as well as the 

important consequences it generates in local ecosystems. In it, raccoon dogs eventually 

become humans, ultimately criticizing the detachment between humans and their animal 

nature, as well as between Japanese people and their culture. The story also reflects on 

themes such as animal-human contact, humanity’s unhealthy lifestyle, and the lasting effects 

of human action in biodiversity. Finally, Nausicaä and the Valley of the Wind, is set in a 

distant post-apocalyptic future, in which human greed and aggression have managed to 

destroy the Earth’s ecosystems, and, therefore, humanity’s means of living. In the narrative, 

the main heroine tries to reconcile human populations with a toxic jungle and its insects, as 

well as between them. She understands that humans need to see nature as their means to 

survive, and that if they respect it and give it time, it can stage a full rebirth. She also 

understands that a shift in mentality is necessary, and that war will never provide the basis for 

an environmental renaissance. The story brings attention to the role children and young adults 

play in the climate crisis today, the innate and powerful potential that human beings possess 

to change their ways, as well as the profound impact World War II and the Cold War have 

had on the story. 

In conclusion, Hayao Miyazaki and Isao Takahata use devices such as using a “child-

gaze” and the anthropomorphism of characters representing nature to bring nature closer to 
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the audience. Moreover, they promote a revival of Shinto practices in the stories, in which 

inanimate objects, animals and humans are presented as equals. Their unique depictions of 

nature, together with their mastery of animation, history, and cultural awareness makes their 

movies incredibly powerful narratives, worthy of study and analysis today. Studio Ghibli 

films have inspired and continue to inspire new generations, in which the problem of co-

existence between humans and the planet is at the center of the stage. The movies offer a 

variety of scenarios and thought-provoking dilemmas, that only kindness, peace, equity, and 

international cooperation can solve. 
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