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Abstract  
This piece focused on Igbo-African eco-spirituality which is an indigenous and 
traditional form of responding to the devastating realities of climate change, mass 
extinction, biodiversity loss, and the disruption of ecosystems. It calls for a re-thinking of 
the foundational beliefs regarding the preservation of the environment, and the need to 
create a welcoming space for indigenous voices so as to open the opportunity to benefit 
from a genuine exchange among cultures. This research deepens the understanding of the 
spiritual dimension of nature, which is a shift from the dominant paradigm which is 
legalistic, consumerist, materialistic and profit oriented. The method of investigation 
employed is Igwebuike, which is an indigenous holistic approach to the conservation of 
the environment that understands reality as interconnected and interrelated.  
Keywords: Igbo, African, Ecology, Spirituality, Indigenous, Ecological Crisis, 
Eco-Spirituality 
 
Introduction  
Chinua Achebe, an Igbo-African scholar and the founding father of modern 
African literature in English has a status that is based on his cumulative 
publications in creative writing. His unparalleled accomplishment is his first 
novel Things Fall Apart. In this piece, he creates a space for the authentic African 
subject and his or her world and reverses the colonial gaze so as to reveal the 
essential humanity of the African that the colonial story either deliberately elided 
or was incapable of articulating.  His purpose of writing this novel was to help 
the Igbo society regain belief in itself and put away the complexes of the years of 
denigration and self-abasement. The novel takes its title from a verse in a poem 
The Second Coming by an Irish Poet, W. B. Yeats, who describes an apocalyptic 
vision in which the world collapses into anarchy as a result of an internal flaw in 
humanity. 

Turning and turning in the widening gyre 
The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
Things fall apart; the center cannot hold; 
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world 
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Taking from the ominous tone of W. B. Yeats, Achebe describes the experience in 
the Igbo society of Nigeria at the time when it was colonized by the British. The 
intrusive presence of the British colonial masters caused the traditional Igbo 
‘world’ to fall apart. As it fell apart, traditional structures fell with it, not 
excluding her indigenous pattern of relationship with the environment. This was 
followed by a concurrent replacement with what we may refer to as dominant 
approach, which is consumerist, profit oriented, materialistic, mechanistic, 
secularistic, etc. This becomes very important as one discovers that the 
environmental challenges emerging in places like Africa came to be with the 
advent of colonialism which altered traditional patterns of relationship with the 
environment. 
 
This piece begins from an evaluation of the impact of the dominant approach 
towards the preservation of the environment, which Adler (2001) avers has 
deficiencies that will not be able to continue the trend of environmental 
improvement, and sometimes, its legalistic nature, stand as the greatest obstacles 
to continued preservation of the environment. Schalkwyk (2011), Delaney (2009) 
and Ruether (1992), therefore, hold that there is a need for a new humanism that 
is capable of articulating relegated perspectives in the service of an integrated 
vision of the environment and life that is sustainable outside of the dominant 
approach of the modern man. In the contention of Pope Francis (2015): 

A consumerist vision of human beings, encouraged by the mechanisms of 
today’s globalized economy, has a leveling effect on cultures, diminishing 
the immense variety which is the heritage of all humanity… New 
processes taking shape… need to be based in the local culture itself. 
Merely technical solutions run the risk of addressing symptoms and not 
the more serious underlying problems. (no. 144). 

 
The consequences of this approach on the environment have led to quests for 
alternative approaches towards the human relationship with the environment. It 
is to these quests that this paper adds voice as it focuses on Igbo-African Eco-
Spirituality: An Indigenous Response to Modern Ecological Crisis. 
 
Theoretical Framework 
This research is based on the Igwebuike conservation theory which is an 
indigenous holistic approach to the understanding and preservation of the 
environment. It holds that reality is interconnected and interrelated. Igwebuike is 
an Igbo proverb and a typical Igbo name. Beyond the linguistic expression is a 
deeper meaning, which provides an ontological horizon that presents being as 
that which possesses a relational character of mutual relations (Kanu 2016; 2021). 
Literally, igwebuike means there is strength in number or number is power (Kanu 
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2017). However, beyond the literal sense, it means otu obi (one heart and one 
soul) – cor unum et anima una. As a conservation theory, it understands the 
exploitation and mismanagement of any dimension of the environment as 
having consequences on the entirety of reality.  
 
Ecological Crisis and the integrity of natural systems 
The world is currently experiencing the severe consequences of the 
mismanagement of the environment, which is posing a serious threat to existence 
as the exploitation of nature is finding expression in deforestation, 
desertification, extinction of species, forced migration, bush fire, air pollution, 
soil erosion, oil spillage, ozone layer depletion, greenhouse gas increase, extreme 
energy, water pollution, natural disasters, metals and solid minerals depletion, 
etc., (Gwamna 2016). In the face of the foregoing, Chiras (1989) sums up the 
concerns in these words: “Together, the problems of overpopulation, depletion, 
and pollution have created an ecological crisis – a threat to the integrity of 
natural systems of which humans are part, and, therefore, a threat to the survival 
of human life.” (p. 5) 
 
Africa’s experience of this mismanagement of nature include the pollution of the 
air, water and soil caused by industries, motor vehicles exhausts, heavy metals, 
nitrates and plastics, industrial waste, etc. The result of these pollutions is climate 
change visible in global warming which has led to rising temperatures of the 
oceans and the earth surface, melting of polar ice caps, rise in sea levels and also 
unnatural patterns of precipitation such as flash floods, excessive snow or 
desertification (Kanu 2021). Coupled with these is the problem of overpopulation 
which puts pressure on resources such as water, fuel, food, etc. Thus, there is the 
high consumption of resources that go with excessive plastic wastes or garbage 
and the inappropriate dumping of the same which ends up as pollutants of the 
environment. There is also the pollution of the air with toxic substances and 
noise which impair the normal functioning of the ecosystem by spreading 
tropical diseases, extreme weather condition, crop failures, death of living 
organisms, loss of species, and, therefore, of bio-diversity (Kanu 2021).  
 
The ozone layer which prevents harmful ultra violet radiation from reaching the 
earth is fast depleting. However, in the face of its depletion, the lives and 
survival of organisms and human beings is put in danger. The likely 
consequence of global warming, according to Emiola (2013) is that more people 
might get sick or die from heat and stress related problems due to excessive heat 
waves in the daytime and warmer temperatures in the night; Nnamani (2005) 
adds that there is the fear about severe droughts, erratic climate conditions as 
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well as increase in natural disasters like earthquakes, tidal waves, hurricanes, 
tsunami, tornados, flood, erosion, etc. 
 
There is also the problem of deforestation. Forests that should be natural sinks of 
carbon dioxide which produces fresh oxygen as well as helps in regulating 
temperature and rainfall are reducing fast in space and number (Kanu 2021). 
Deforestation has led to the damaging of the habitat, biodiversity loss, aridity, 
etc. As a result of the disappearance of tropical rain forests, ecosystems 
preserved in these thick forests are facing extinction. Human activities such as 
digging of the soil and cutting down of plants have led to erosion which washes 
soil nutrients away (Ehrenfed 1978). There is also the reduction of the quality and 
quantity of land, the pilling of sediments inside streams, lakes, brooks and other 
bodies of water, etc., which is not healthy for inhabiting organisms.  
 
The Quest for Alternative Approaches 
In other to determine the importance of an alternative approach, the researcher 
engaged in two surveys. In the first, some enlightened persons from the five 
states considered predominantly Igbo in Nigeria were interviewed regarding the 
impact of international environmental laws in the form of agreements among 
indigenous people. This would help determine its relevance to the local people, 
the level of its awareness and impact among indigenous people. 

Results 
The participants (No: 30) were slightly skewed in gender towards male. 
However, participants represented a range of ages and distribution across the 5 
states dominated by the Igbo.  

Table 1: Participants’ Gender and Location 

Characteristic  Category Number of 
participants 
(No:30) 

Gender  Male 
Female 

19 
11 

States of 
participants in Igbo 
land  

 Enugu 
Anambra  
Imo 
Ebonyi  
Abia 

6 
6 
6 
6 
6 
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Table 2: The Major themes in participants’ responses on the international 
multilateral agreements/laws on the protection of the environment  
 

Theme  Sub-Theme Theme Dimensions #Cited 

1. What are the views of the Igbo on the multilateral environmental 
agreements/laws1 aimed at preventing environmental deterioration? 

 

Awareness 
of the 
agreement
s  
 
 
 
 
 

Complete 
Ignorance 
 
 
Partial 
knowledge  
 

• Have not heard of these multilateral 
environmental agreements before 
 

• Know there are such documents but don’t 
know the content 

25 
 
 

5 
 

Involvement 
in 
environment
al 
degradation    

Internal  
 
 
 
External   

• Africans are not major players in the 
damaging of the environment  
 

• The West and China is a major player in 
the damaging of the African environment 
through the activities of multinationals in 
oil drilling, falling of trees, disposal of toxic 
wastes 

18 
 
 
 

12 

 
1 Ramsar Convention on Wetlands of International Importance Especially of Water Fowl Habitats 1971; 
Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage 1972; Convention on 
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora 1973; International Convention for 
the Prevention of Pollution from Ships 1973-1978; United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 1982; 
Vienna Convention for the Protection of the Ozone Layer 1985; Montreal Protocol on Substances that 
Deplete the Ozone Layer 1987; Basel Convention on the Control of Trans-boundary movements of 
Hazardous Wastes and their Disposal 1989; Convention on Biological Diversity 1992; United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change 1992; United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification 
in those Countries Experiencing Serious Draught, Particularly in Africa 1994; Convention on the Law of 
the Non-navigational uses of International Watercourses 1997; Kyoto Protocol 1997; Cartagena Protocol 
on Biodiversity 2000; Stockholm Convention on Present Organic Pollutants 2001; Minamata Convention 
on Mercury 2013; Paris Agreement 2015; Rotterdam Convention on Prior Informed Consent for Certain 
Hazardous Chemicals and Pesticides in International Trade 1998. 
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Indigenou
s 
Concerns   

Less 
Immediate   
 
 
Immediate    

• The issue of climate change is not the 
immediate concern of the Igbo-African 
people  
 

• It is an immediate concern that should be 
attended to as soon as possible  

27 
 
 
 

3 

Commitme
nt to the 
agreement 

Lack of 
spiritual 
depth  
 
Lack of 
commitment 
from those 
who should 
know 
 
Lack of 
awareness     

• Agreements without a spiritual 
background among the Igbo-African 
people often attracts less commitment  
 

• The major players in falling of trees and 
destruction of the environment are done by 
those who should know  

 
 

• Lack of awareness affects commitment to 
the multilateral agreements   

15 
 
 
 
 

8 
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Communic
ation      

Mode   
 
 
 
Concept  
 
  

• The mode of communicating these 
multilateral agreements is not very 
effective   
 

• The conceptualization of the agreements is 
not accommodative of diversity  

20 
 
 
 

10 

 
From the above table, the issues bordering on lack of spiritual depth and 
awareness, and also the mode of communicating these international laws 
suggests that there is need to begin from what the people know (their religio-
cultural norms on the environment) and then proceed to what they do not know 
(multilateral agreements bordering on the environment); thus, the need for an 
indigenous approach.  

Having studied this at a general level, the researcher then went further to survey 
the perspectives of 35 scholars of Igbo-African background to know their 
positions on the need for an indigenous approach.  

Table 3: Perspectives on the need for an indigenous alternative approach to the 
preservation of the environment  
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Theme Sub-Theme Theme Dimensions Cite
d 

Given the ecological crisis, what is your perspective about the need for an 
alternative approach to the preservation of the environment that is 
indigenous to the Igbo people? 

Ideologies that 
call for 
concerns 

Discarding 
cultural 
practices 

Completely doing away with the Igbo 
traditional practices in some 
communities 

7 

Changing 
interests 

More interest in making money than in 
preserving the environment 4 

Desire to be like the Whiteman 2 

Bringing back 
good old 
practices 

Spiritual 
practices 

Revive the practice of tomism 2 
Return of shrines/traditional religious 
practices 5 

Agriculture 
and food 

Local dishes should be encouraged as 
they have low emission 1 

Revive traditional farming methods 3 
Use of local an inorganic fertilizers 1 
Sensitise and encourage people to be 
friendly with the natural environment 4 

Encourage tree planting 6 

Alternative 
approaches 

Landscaping
/ planning 
of the 
environment 

Planning of the community – place for 
building and places for residential and 
industrial 

2 

Communities should carve out reserves, 
relaxation parks and gardens in 
communities 

1 

Governments’ involvements in housing 
projects to build residential houses and 
preserve some areas  

1 

Waste 
management 

Better management of waste 3 
Provide water collectors in some 
compounds 1 

Forestation and ruralisation 5 
Make rules and regulations for the 
preservation of the environment set up a 
task force (from the indigenous people) 
to ensure enforcement  

1 
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Extract from responses 

Table 4: How the Igbo concept of nature as interconnected and holistic reality 
promote respectful relationship with the environment 

Theme Sub Theme Theme Dimensions Cited 
How does the Igbo concept of nature as an interconnected, interrelated and 
holistic reality promote a respectful relationship with the environment? 

Relationships 

Order 

The belief helps to enhance 
ecological order in the society 2 

The concept reminds man that 
though he ranks high in nature, he 
is still part of nature. 

2 

Relationships 

The belief that any disruption in 
the inter relatedness of realities is a 
disruption of the environment help 
people respect the environment. 

4 

Because realities commune, they 
always feel the need for cordial 
relationship with one another 

6 

Practices 
\ Respect for culture 

The concept promotes respect for 
deities, which help people in a 
community to strive to meet 
expectations such as respecting 
sacred places 

3 

Communal agreements/Oath-
taking facilitate respect for 
agreement including those related 
to respecting the environment 

1 

The concept helps to preserve what  
community considers sacred and 
hand them over to the next 
generation 

4 

The concept facilitates the 
honouring of sacred spaces, places 
and animals. 

6 

Understanding  Interconnectedness 
The concept helps to create 
consciousness of the importance of 
the environment for medicine and 

1 
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food   
There is reciprocal understanding 
of the relevance of man to the 
environment and the environment 
to man 

3 

Increases understanding that for 
human beings to connect to nature, 
they need to respect the 
environment 

2 

The concept increases the desire to 
preserve what environment brings 
through nature 

1 

 
The responses of the respondents show a very strong interest among the Igbo-
African people to return to the traditional approaches for the management of 
their environment. 
 
Towards an Indigenous Approach 
The current environmental crisis is partly the consequence of human activities, 
and has been traced to the dominant consumerist, materialistic and hedonistic 
approach towards the use of the environment; which comes with an 
understanding of the environment as a property. This has consequences not only 
in the west but also on the poor countries in Africa. Thus, Francis (2015) insists 
that the “warming caused by huge consumption on the part of some rich 
countries has repercussions on the poorest areas of the world, especially Africa, 
where a rise in temperature, together with drought, has proved devastating for 
farming” (no. 51). Pope Francis (2015) describes the mismanagement of the 
ecosystem as a sin against humanity. In the contention of Hufnagel (2018 & 2020) 
and McDonagh (2004 & 2010), it is the horror of extinction; Taylor (2019) refers to 
it as the major human dilemma of our time; for Tubi (2020), it is an ecocide. 
 
Given the several human efforts to grapple with the challenges of ecological 
crisis in the last twenty years and more by environmental experts and 
international organizations or conferences on environmental protection, shows 
that there is need for alternative perspectives or approaches (Melnick et al., 2005; 
Tarusariran. 2017). These measures, in spite of the availability of the will to 
achieve them have not been able to solve the problem at hand but only 
addressed the symptoms rather than the main issues, implying that there might 
be need to go deeper and wider than some of the present measures can go 
(Sponsel 2014; Crockett 2014 & Bonfiglio 2012; Crockett 2014; Sponsel 2014). 
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There is, therefore, the need for a perspective that understands the environment 
as that which is not only material but non-empirical in value. This will involve 
solving ecological issues from the particular religious, cultural and philosophical 
experiences of particular peoples, Pope Francis (2015) teaches that: 

There is a need to respect the rights of peoples and cultures…  Nor can the 
notion of the quality of life be imposed from without, for quality of life 
must be understood within the world of symbols and customs proper to 
each human group (no. 144). 

 
The African people have related with their environment in a spirit of respect, 
solidarity and complementarity. Ogungbemi (2007) avers that: 

In our traditional relationship with nature, men and women recognize the 
importance of water and air management to our traditional communities. 
The ethics of not taking more than you need from nature is a moral code. 
Perhaps this explains why earth, forest, rivers wind and other national 
objects are traditionally believed to be both natural and divine. (p. 36). 

 
The African people need to relate to their environment within their categories 
which are guided by earth-based spiritual traditions and practices. Scholars such 
as Udodora (2011), Mbiti (1976; 1975), Thompson (1970), Calder (1968) and 
Gbenga (2006) observe that all religious traditions whether elementary, pre-
literate or advanced, are environmental friendly. The African perspective is 
sacralized, which is a manifestation of the consciousness and experience of the 
sacred in the ecosystem which serve as a sustained source for African 
communities’ and individuals’ practical struggle for the healing of the earth’s 
ecology and for humanity’s sustainable living from the earth’s resources (Taylor 
2009 and Schalkwyk 2011). This sacred dimension centers on “having a 
reverential attitude toward the environment in taking care of it while dwelling 
within its premises” (Suganthi 2019, n.pg.). It holds that the preservation of the 
environment depends on the spiritual awareness of men and women and an 
attitude of responsibility towards the ecosystem, which include tending, 
dwelling, reverence, connectedness, and sentience (Suganthi, 2019; Agbo 2010; 
Gaudalli 2017 and Nnamani 2013).  
 
Igbo Indigenous Religion and Environmental Preservation  
Igbo indigenous religion refer to the religion of the Igbo people that captures 
their concept of God, divinities, spirits, the human person and the relationships 
among these forces. As this religion relates to environmental preservation, the 
following will be discussed. 
 

i. Sacred animals  
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Among world religions, animals belong to an important class of nature that 
feature prominently (Durkheim 1995). Gods were named after animals- like the 
goddess Epona in ancient Celtic religion whose name means Horse (Durkheim 
2008). Among the Igbo, different communities and families hold different 
animals as sacred with whom they have an affinity (Kanu 2015, 2021; Aniako 
1978, 1984, 2002). There are times the sacred animals are treated as property of 
some deities, the python for instance, is considered to belong to the deity Idemili 
(Achebe, 1982). Particular animals are considered sacred because the 
supernatural reveals himself in them. And because spirits dwell in them, these 
sacred animals possess great powers and are respected. Some sacred animals in 
Igbo-African traditional society include:   

a. Eke (Python) is called Nne anyi (our mother) when it visits Igbo homes and 
must not be killed. It is a symbol of ancestral spirits, wisdom, earthly bliss 
and benefaction (Rim-Rukeh et al 2013; Eneji, et al 2009 and Adibe 2008). 

b. Ikwikwi (Owl) is a symbol of vigilance. When it moves or makes a sound, 
it is believed that it is communicating a message from the ancestors. To kill 
it is to shut oneself out of communication with the ancestors (Kanu 2015). 

c. Udene (Vulture) is a mystical symbol of the spirits; and it is a ritual 
consumer of the spirits. When a sacrifice is offered, and a vulture does not 
come to eat it, it is interpreted that the sacrifice has been rejected by the 
spirits (Kanu 2015). 

d. Icho-Oku (Parrot) is a symbol of surveillance, sight and proclamation. 
According to Adibe (2008) “The feather is regarded as the power of insight 
in the spirit world” (p. 214).  

e. Mbekwu (Tortoise) is a mystical symbol of wisdom and discernment. It is 
capable of manoeuvring all traps and obstacles. Its shell is used by diviners 
in mystical religious rituals (Kanu 2015).    
 

ii. Sacred Trees and Forests  
Sacred trees/plants in Igbo traditional societies were the first temples of the gods 
and places of worship (Hughes and Chandran 1998). According to Frese and 
Gray (1995), sacred trees:  

Are a form of nature that represent life and the sacred continuity of the 
spiritual, cosmic and physical worlds. A tree is usually used to symbolize a 
deity or other sacred beings, or it may stand for what is sacred in 
general…, serve as mediators or as a link to the religious realm (p. 26). 

Beyond the spiritual, Eliade (1958 & 1959) and Dafni (2006) aver that these sacred 
trees symbolize life, youth, immortality, wisdom, etc., and express what the 
spiritual man and woman consider real and sacred. Gupta (1980) adds that they 
are worshiped because of their long life and the protection that they offer the 
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human person. Thus, Ede (1985) observes among the Igbo that they also possess 
human attributes. These human attributes are conferred on them because they 
are understood as a part of the human family and vessels for the manifestation of 
spiritual beings (Mbiti 1970; Nwala, 1985; Nnabuchi 1987 and Adibe, 2008). 

There are also sacred forests among the Igbo which were set aside as sacred sites 
and strictly protected by customary laws, beliefs and enforced taboos. They are 
not just limited to the Igbo world but are found all over the world including 
Ethiopia, Japan, Morocco, India, Ghana, etc. (Cardelus et al 2013; Hughes and 
Chandran 1997; Malhotra et al 2007; Bhagwat 2009 and Manikandan et al 2011). 
These forests, remain the storehouse of the life gas oxygen in Igbo traditional 
society. They also improve the soil stability and act as soil binder, thus, 
preventing erosion. They were regarded as abodes of the spirits and deities and 
places for worship, sacrifice, etc. Examples of these forests are: Ofia Udike 
(dedicated to Udike); Ofia Aro (dedicated to Aro deity); in Abatete, Ofia Omaliko 
(dedicated to Omaliko deity); in Nnobi, Ofia Idemili (dedicated to Idemili deity); in 
Umunnachi, there is Ofia Okpimodu (dedicated to Okpimodu deity) (Kanu 2015). It 
is forbidden to go inside these woods, cut them down or collect its fruits. Due to 
lack of human activities monkeys and other animals often live in these forests, 
and are considered sacred. Some Igbo sacred trees include: alligator pepper, 
ogirisi, oji, yam, kola nut, omu, udara, ofo, etc. (Kanu 2021). 

iii. Market days 
Generally, a market is a specific and authorized place where people assemble at 
regular intervals to buy or sell goods and services based on needs and under 
specific conditions (Good 1970; Scott 1970; Kotler 1967, 2006’; Kotler and Fox 
1995; Shaw 1912; Coutant 1936). Among the most powerful religious and social 
elements in Igbo religion, history and culture are the Igbo market days which 
include- Eke, Orie, Afo and Nkwo. Unlike the English calendar which has 7 days in 
a week, the Igbo calendar has 4 days in a week. These four days represent the 
four cardinal points: Eke- East; Orie- West; Afo- North and Nkwo- South (Kanu 
2021). There are particular deities that are worshiped on different market days, 
during which some water bodies are not fetched, for such days are sacred to the 
deity (Kanu 2015). 

a. Eke market day is regarded as Isi Mbido Ahia (the beginning of the market 
days) or diokpara ubosi (the first son of the week). It is a sacred day to be 
honored by everyone; and sometimes associated with Eke- python or Eke- 
the creator God (Kanu 2015). 

b. Orie is Ada Ubosi (the first daughter of the week). It is the day when the 
opening of farming season is done or declared by Igbo communities. As a 
holy day of obligation, the Uturu farmer rests from farming on this day 
and feasts together with his or her family. 
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c. Afo is Osote Diokpara (second son). It is the day of merriment and 
masquerade displays. 

d. Nkwo is Isote Ada Ubosi (the second daughter). Those who die on Nkwo day 
are considered righteous. It is a day when many celebrations or feasts 
among the Igbo begin. 
 

iv. Water Spirit (Mmuo Mmiri)  
The African universe is made up of a myriad of spirits. In Igbo ontology, spirits 
inhabit mountains, trees, the ground, the sky, the water- rivers, seas, oceans, 
canals, etc. The spirit that inhabits the water is popularly called Mmuo Mmiri. It 
occupies a prominent place in Igbo pantheon. It is a female deity believed to hold 
the key to the gate that leads to the world of solutions (Kanu 2013 & 2015).  
 
Mmuo Mmiri underscores the awe for female fecundity, symbolizes the female 
dimension of the Igbo universe, a role model for female achievement and 
sacredness of life. This deity is supremely beautiful, colorful, sparkling, elusive 
and benevolent, however, equally dangerous as she can cause turmoil, diseases 
and even bring about death. Those who are her devotees find in her a source of 
fertility, children, food, health, wealth, etc. Her icons are python, crocodile and 
tortoise (Kanu 2021; Jell-Bahlsen 2014). 
 

v. Ala Deity  
Ala is the most important deity in Igbo public and private cults (Onwu 2002). 
Everything that was done in Igbo traditional society had a bearing to the land. 
She is the sole daughter of Chukwu and is believed to have made the ground and 
the vegetable kingdom. In the contention of Ogbukagu (2008): 

The Ala is ipso facto, the earth-divinity of the Igbo speaking peoples. It is 
the great mother goddess, the spirit of fertility and the queen of the under-
world. It is generally believed to be the most powerful of all divinities who 
is also the custodian of public morality, assisted by the ancestors. (p. 385) 

Among the Igbo, the land is holy, and from it, God produces all living things, 
including human beings. It is also through the land that human beings rejoin 
their Maker – Chineke. When a person, therefore, commits a crime, he or she is 
said to have “Meruo Ala” (defiled the land). If such a person dies without having 
“Mejuo Ala” (pacified the land), the Ala whose function it is to expose people’s 
atrocities will reject the corpse by throwing it out of the belly of the earth. In this 
case, the bereaved are left with the option of cremation (Kanu 2015). The offences 
against Ala include: suicide, incest, stealing, murder, pre-marital sex, exploitation 
of nature (Achebe 1958; Ilogu 1978).  
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While Chukwu is in charge of creation, Ala is in charge of conserving that which is 
created. While Chukwu is the giver of the moral law, Ala is the enforcer of the 
law. The Igbo, an agrarian people, regard Ala as the “Mother” of all crops. Before 
planting and harvest, they hold days of ritual ceremonies to appease Ala so that 
she will facilitate the growth of healthy crops or to thank her for making possible 
the abundant harvest (Kanu 2013, 2021). 
 
Characteristic Features of Igbo Eco-Spirituality  
The characteristics of Igbo eco-spirituality include: 

a. Religious: Igbo eco-spirituality is highly religious, and begins by linking a 
person back to God as a starting point. This strongly religious 
characteristic is on account of the myriad of spiritual powers that dominate 
the Igbo world. The Igbo does not understand his or her existence outside 
of God- he or she is bound by the spirituality that continuously speaks of 
created reality as sacred (Kanu 2021). This religious affiliation of nature 
with God introduces an understanding of nature as the outcome of divine 
ordering which must not be manipulated and exploited (Francis 2015 & 
Global Buddhist Climate Change Collective, 2015) and also the concept of 
stewardship and trusteeship (Halpert 2012; Northcott, 2013 and Islamic 
International Climate Change Symposium, 2015). 

b. Cosmological: Igbo eco-spirituality is related to the way the Igbo 
understands the universe and conducts himself or herself in it. This 
cosmological foundation shapes Igbo eco-spirituality. The universe for the 
Igbo is anthropocentric. The implication is that it is the responsibility of the 
human person to ensure that there is balance in the cosmos for his or her 
own well-being (Kanu 2021).  

c. Moral: The human person among the Igbo, at the individual and 
community levels, has a moral responsibility to care for the earth. The 
communal responsibility is anchored on the fact that the earth is a 
residence for the entire community; if everyone fails mismanaging the 
earth, everyone would be a part of the suffering that would follow. Thus, 
the community makes taboo bordering on the use of trees, care for 
animals, forests, water bodies, etc., (Uche 2009). These taboos are referred 
to as the ecological guardians of the environment (Johannes 1978, 1982, 
1984; Chapman 1985, 1987; Gadgil 1987 and Adu-Gyamfi 2011). 

d. Complementary: Igbo eco-spirituality understands the dimensions of the 
world as inextricably related to all other life forms within an interrelated, 
interconnected web. Every reality in the Igbo world has an inseparable link 
to every reality (Uwenze 2021). While the world provides a home for the 
human person, the human person beautifies the world through creativity, 
science and technology to make it a better home. An African proverb says: 
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“No one throws a stone where he or she has placed a container of milk” 
(Kanu 2021). 

 
Principles of Igbo-African Eco-Spirituality  
The principles that define, direct and determine Igbo eco-spirituality include:  
 

a. Symbolism: Symbols within the Igbo context are religious and cultural 
realities that are imbued with deeper meanings than can be seen by any 
direct act of perception or apprehension, in the sense that they represent 
the abstract in a concrete form (Ilogu 1974 & Ukaegbu 1991). According to 
Dukor (2006): “Symbolic relationships are essentially tied to culture, as 
they show an essential function of the human consciousness which is basic 
to our understanding the language of a people” (p. xvi). Echekwube 
(2005), therefore, avers that “Symbolism is an interpretation of an object in 
order to make it signify that which ordinarily it is not” (p. 6). In this world, 
trees, forests, animals, mountains, rivers, canals, etc., represent or 
symbolize one spirit force or the other (Rubio 1985). 

b. Cause and effect: The Igbo world is an ordered universe in which all 
events are caused and potentially explicable (Aja 2001). Thus, Gyekye 
(1987), Kanu (2012) and Ozumba (2004) maintain the doctrine of universal 
causation in the Akan and Igbo worldviews. The Igbo-African principle of 
causality is expressed in the following: ife na-akpata ife (something is caused 
by something); odighi ihe gbaraka mee (nothing happens without a reason); 
nwata no nuzo na-agba egwu, odi nwa nnunu na aguru ya egwu no’hia (a child 
who is dancing on the road, there is a bird singing for it in the bush), You 
cannot see the rabbit in the afternoon in vain. Within the context of the present 
ecological crisis, it understands the changes in nature as a consequence of a 
cause, that is, as effects of a cause (Kanu 2014).  

c. Relationships: The Igbo world is a world of relationships between the 
living and the dead, the spiritual and non-spiritual, the divine and human, 
the animate and the inanimate. In these relationships, forces in nature 
influence one another in a positive or negative way (Kanu 2017). Tempels 
(1959) holds that: “The world of forces is held like a spider’s web of which 
no single thread can be caused to vibrate without shaking the whole 
network” (p. 60). Expanding our understanding on relationships in nature, 
Maurier (1985) writes that: “Relationship as the fundamental category of 
African philosophy, is the vital and active link between persons” (p. 60). 
Iroegbu (1995) adds that: “Not only is relationship vital… It is also active” 
(p. 370). 
It is not enough to be in a relationship in the Igbo world, every reality 
must belong or not be at all. To be and not belong is to suffer self-
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alienation. Ireogbu (1995) describes belongingness as the synthesis of the 
reality and experience of belonging. The way to belong is to participate, 
that is, engaging the active side of relationship. This is the level of 
relationship with the whole that gives meaning to human existence or 
existence in general and each being gains its identity. The purpose of a 
healthy relationship between the forces in nature is to maintain a balance 
and preserve the health of the universe. Once this balance is lost, usually 
born out the failure of particular beings to negotiate their existence on the 
highway of being in relation to the being of the other, the result is crisis, 
which can take an ecological form (Kanu 2017).  

d. Solidarity and Respect for Nature: This is based on the Igbo 
understanding of nature as a part of the network to which the human 
person belongs. When the human person expresses solidarity with nature, 
it is a way of preserving his or her own being. The consequences of the 
human action on the environment will have a resounding effect on the 
health of the human person (Kanu 2017). 

 
The Ecological Value of the Igbo Spirituality 
1. The concept of Ala deity brings a new perspective to the understanding of 

nature with the concepts mother, source of life, nourisher, supporter and 
teacher. The land is not just a solid part of the universe, it is a she. As mother, 
it is the abode of the living and the dead as all will be buried in her womb, 
and thus, the home of the ancestors. From this understanding, the land is not 
seen as a property, or belonging to the people, rather the people belong to the 
land. Ala deity is the landlord of the earth. Thus, as a tenant, one must be of 
good conduct so as to avoid been thrown out of the earth (Orji 1999, Abduftai 
et al 2014, Afigbo 1992, Odogwu 2013, Egboka 2000 and Ogbonna 2009). 

2. Motherhood also introduces the concepts of respect, love, care, empathy, 
support, patience, etc., which are indispensable for the promotion of the good 
health of the environment. These concepts which are missing in the current 
relationship between human beings and nature are at the heart of the present 
ecological crisis. 

3. The Igbo understanding of the land and water bodies as manifestations of 
great spirits, means that they are not just considered as things. They are 
spiritual personalities deserving of respect and care. Ala and Mmuo Mmiri 
give the land and water bodies personal identities that have consciousness. 
The identity that they give comes from the fact that the land and water 
bodies are named according to these spiritual beings that inhabit them. This 
does not only give an identity but a voice and representation as the water 
bodies and land are now able to contribute to discussions about their own 
preservation through negotiations and taboos.  
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4. The spiritual understanding of the land and water bodies helps the human 
person to tread with caution as the destruction of the ecosystem will imply 
the destruction of a deity. Thus, Wallace (2000) avers that “the spectre of 
ecocide raises the risk of decide: to wreak environmental havoc on the earth 
is to run the risk that we will do irreparable harm to the love and mystery of 
God” (pp. 60-61).  

5. What Ala and Mmuo Mmiri deities provided protection for nature associated 
with them. This protection was provided through the taboos that were 
associated with these spirit beings. The crabs, crocodile, tortoise, snakes, 
water birds, frogs, etc., are seen as children and messengers of these water 
spirits and so are not to be harmed. Such water bodies become breeding 
grounds for species of organisms for other connecting water bodies, with a 
great deal of biodiversity.  

6. Sacred market days among the Igbo have ecological significance as the 
activities that particular sacred days abhor contribute to the preservation of 
the environment. For instance, there were particular market days that fishing 
or hunting was prohibited. The advantage of this is that it allowed the water 
body or forest to regenerate itself from use. At the spiritual level, it is taken 
that the particular deity associated with the particular market day is having 
time with his or her children, which include the fish and other inhabitants.  

7. There were no tree planting campaign announcements in traditional Igbo 
societies, but some particular events and times went with the planting of 
sacred trees. For instance, when a land is given to someone, he demarcates it 
with Ogirisi tree. During the rites of Iru Agwu (the pacification of spirits), the 
Oha and Ogirisi are two stems that were planted and watered to ensure that 
they do not die. When a lady is married into a man’s house, she comes with 
her Chi, which is symbolized in the Oha tree which she plants in a corner of 
the compound. These trees are believed to possess spiritual powers. 

8. To the Igbo, the environment is not just a living phenomenon but a 
dimension of the human life, its destruction would have direct consequences 
on the health of the human person. Therefore, to treat other dimensions of 
nature with respect is to treat oneself with respect and to exploit them would 
mean waging war against oneself as there are future consequences.  

Conclusion  

Until recently, debates and discussions about pollution, deforestation, global 
warming and other related environmental problems used to be considered in 
Africa as western issues, but today, there is hardly anybody in the world, no 
matter how remote the area is, that is not aware of the situation of the natural 
environment. This work holds that as much as the adverse effects of ecological 
crisis affect everyone, so also is there the need for a contextual study of this 



18 
 

problem, and to find solutions to them from within the categories of particular 
people. This explains why an Igbo-African Spirit-based spirituality of the 
environment has been studied. 

The Igbo-African eco-spirituality has an identity and this identity is its 
contribution to the ongoing discourse on eco-spirituality. Its identity is its spirit-
based capacity for the analysis of environmental issues in Africa. This is 
anchored on the fact that Igbo-African worldview is spirit-centred. It is a 
worldview that places emphasis on life, relationship, harmony and the 
maintenance of co-existence. It is a worldview in which God is well present and 
involved in His creation through the spirits. It is a religious and spiritualized 
universe. Bushes and forests, mountains and hills, trees and plants, rivers and 
streams, animals and peoples are all the abodes of spirits. This explains why the 
African universe has been described by many as ‘a forest of spirits’, because the 
length and breadth of her universe is wielded together by spirits. 

This work is not concluding that the dominant approach should be abrogated 
completely in the human search for better ways of relating with the environment. 
It has only argued that the dominant approach is not enough to deal with the 
issue of environmental crisis given the progressive escalation of the crisis. There 
is, therefore, the need for an alternative perspective to the issue, one that is non-
empirical unlike the dominant approach that is majorly empirical in character. 
Such an approach should be an eclectic approach that combines the riches and 
values of the different possible approaches. This Igwebuike kind of approach 
(which articulates the dominant and relegated perspectives in the service of an 
integrated vision of the preservation of the environment) is necessary given the 
diverse nature of peoples and societies all over the world. This will not only 
ensure the respecting of the rights and cultures of peoples, but also 
communicating with people about environmental preservation within the 
categories that they best understand.  
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