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Abstract: Contemporary environmental discourse has been concerned with persistent challenges, including biodiver-
sity loss, climate change, deforestation, and ecosystem degradation that undermine planetary sustainability. This paper
examines how environmental conservation can achieve legitimacy and effectiveness by grounding itself in indigenous
cosmological systems, specifically the Igbo of southeastern Nigeria eco-spiritual worldview. Employing philosophical her-
meneutics and analysis as methodological approaches, the study argues that sustainable environmental stewardship
emerges when communities engage with nature through spiritual principles rather than purely utilitarian arrangements.
The paper demonstrates that Igho cosmology, embodying concepts of vital force, ancestral continuity, cosmic balance,
and sacred ecology through deities such as Ala, Amadioha, Anyanwu, and Mmuo Mmiri, provides the moral foundation
necessary for authentic environmental care. The relationship between eco-spirituality and conservation establishes spir-
itual accountability mechanisms that transcend purely technical solutions, ensures that environmental practices reflect
communal moral principles, and creates collective responsibility grounded in spiritual conviction. The paper concludes
that integrating Igbo cosmological principles into contemporary conservation efforts through sacred groves, totemic pro-
tections, ritual practices, and traditional ecological knowledge offers Africa and the global community a paradigmatic
pathway toward legitimate, accountable, and effective environmental governance that synthesises universal conservation
principles with particular African spiritual realities.

Keywords: Igho cosmology, eco-spirituality, environmental stewardship, indigenous conservation ethics, Ala deity, om-
enani, traditional ecological knowledge, SDG 15: Life on Land

Streszczenie: Wspétczesny dyskurs ekologiczny koncentruje sie wokét statych wyzwan, takich jak utrata biordznorod-
nosci, zmiana klimatu, wylesianie oraz degradacja ekosystemow, ktére godza w zrdwnowazony rozwdj na naszej planecie.
Niniejszy artykut analizuje, w jaki sposéb ochrona $rodowiska moze zdoby¢ wsparcie spoteczne i tym samym zwigkszy¢
swoja skuteczno$¢ oddziatywania poprzez jej zakorzenienie w rdzennych systemach kosmologicznych, a w szczegélnosci
w eko-duchowej wizji $wiata ludu Igho zyjacego w potudniowo-wschodniej Nigerii. Wykorzystujac hermeneutyke filozo-
ficzng oraz analize jako podejécia metodologiczne, niniejsze badanie dowodzi, ze zréwnowazona ochrona $rodowiska
staje sie mozliwa wowczas, gdy spotecznosci ksztattuja relacje z naturg w oparciu o zasady duchowe, a nie wytacznie
na podstawie dziataf o charakterze utylitarnym. Artykut dowodzi, ze kosmologia plemienia lgbo, ucielesniajaca kon-
cepgje sity witalnej, ciagtosci przodkdw, réwnowagi kosmicznej i ekologii sakralnej, ucielesnione w béstwach takich jak
Ala, Amadioha, Anyanwu i Mmuo Mmiri, stanowi moralny fundament autentycznej troski o srodowisko. Zwigzek miedzy
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eko-duchowoscig a ochrong $rodowiska ustanawia mechanizmy odpowiedzialnosci duchowej, ktére wykraczaja poza
rozwigzania czysto techniczne oraz zapewniaja, ze praktyki srodowiskowe odzwierciedlaja wspéinotowe zasady moralne
i tworza zbiorowa odpowiedzialno$¢ opartg na przekonaniach duchowych. W artykule przedstawiono wniosek, ze wiacze-
nie kosmologicznych zasad Igbo do wspdtczesnych dziatan na rzecz ochrony $rodowiska, poprzez $wiete gaje, ochrone
totemiczng, praktyki rytualne i tradycyjng wiedze ekologiczna, oferuje Afryce i spotecznosci globalnej paradygmatyczng
$ciezke do prawowitego, odpowiedzialnego i skutecznego zarzadzania srodowiskiem. Podejscie to pozwala syntetyzowaé
uniwersalne zasady ochrony $rodowiska z konkretnymi afrykanskimi realiami duchowymi.

Stowa kluczowe: kosmologia Igho, eko-duchowo$c, troska o $rodowisko, rdzenna etyka ochrony $rodowiska, béstwo
Ala, omenani, tradycyjna wiedza ekologiczna, Cel Zréwnowazonego Rozwoju 15 - Zycie na ladzie

Introduction

Igbo cosmology holds deep knowledge
of the interconnectedness of human beings
and the spiritual realm and nature, which is
inherently linked to ecological values and
practice. The way indigenous Igbo commu-
nities relate to nature reflects their relation-
ship with ancestral spirits and deities who
govern natural systems (Kanu 2021, 18). This
relationship means that failure to honour
nature constitutes failure to honour the spir-
itual entities that oversee the well-being
of the community, creating a unity between
ecological responsibility and spiritual obli-
gation. Religion possesses significant eco-
logical advantages including the capacity
to shape worldviews, moral authority, a large
base of adherents, significant material
resources, and community-building capac-
ity, making it an important ally in addressing
environmental crises (Sadowski 2012, 140).
The idea of eco-spirituality in Igbo set-
tings has arisen as a distinct vision for
the relationship between nature and human-
ity, based on indigenous cosmological
frameworks. These frameworks illuminate
the contribution of indigenous ecological
knowledge to the administration, manage-
ment, and use of natural resources (Ogung-
bemi 2008, 329), as demonstrated in Igbo
instruction aimed at sustainable develop-
ment of ecosystems. Igbo Traditional Reli-
gion is characterised by its cosmology, rit-
uals, respect, and reverence for spiritual
beings, ancestors, sacred objects, and sacred

places, forming the basis for eco-spirituality
which emphasises nature as imbued with
spiritual significance and demands stew-
ardship and sustainable use of resources
(Nnoruga 2025, 89). Before colonial disrup-
tion, Igbo society was structured on prin-
ciples of indigenous Igbo religion that gave
nature a place of spiritual significance, with
the land identified with Ala deity, the earth
goddess, water bodies as the home of Mmuo
Mmiri, the water goddess, and the sky iden-
tified with Amadioha, the god of light-
ning and thunder, and Anyanwu, the god
of the sun (Kanu 2021, 2). The underlying
principles significant in the comprehension
of eco-spirituality in Igbo worldview include
the principles of community, ancestral con-
tinuity, and cosmic balance.

These principles constitute a holistic
ethical system designed for humans to live
in harmonious balance with nature. They
signify ethical and obligatory models for
behaviour aimed at nature, as required by
precolonial Igbo belief systems. The rela-
tional links that bind these principles also
constitute the bonds holding the entire eco-
system together, providing apparent interde-
pendence among all living organisms. These
webs, linkages, and interconnectivity among
human and nature have been neglected in
contemporary relations with non-human
components of the ecosystem (Alumona
2024, 278), as the natural world is pur-
posely annihilated by dictates of paradigms
of modern development that disregard
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indigenous ecological knowledge. Conven-
tional Western philosophical systems have
retained a fairly sharp ontological contrast
between conscious beings and an uncon-
scious nature, a dichotomy that has caused
ecological degradation by perceiving nature
as a resource rather than embracing it as
an object of inherent worth (Ogonegbu 2025,
3). This stands in contrast to Igbo ontology,
which has long acknowledged agency and
consciousness in natural systems. Looking at
forest ecosystems protection from religious
and moral perspectives can significantly
broaden ongoing debate on environmental
issues and contribute to greater concern for
the environment on the part of ordinary citi-
zens (Sadowski 2012, 145).

The objective of this paper is to illustrate
the distinctiveness of Igbo eco-spirituality
and its applicability to environmental con-
servation efforts in Nigeria and beyond. This
objective also has leverage on stakehold-
ers and policymakers for coming up with
more culturally appropriate and effective
environmental management systems that
are cognisant of the interconnectedness
of ecological and social systems. The central
argument is that Igbo indigenous thought
offers conceptual resources for environ-
mental ethics that integrate spiritual con-
sciousness with ecological responsibility in
ways that transcend limitations of domi-
nant Western frameworks. Igbo cosmol-
ogy presents nature as sacred manifesta-
tion of divine ordering embodied through
a pantheon of deities who govern natural
systems while demanding moral accounta-
bility from human communities, positioning
humans as custodians within nature rather
than external managers (Ekwealo 2017, 107).
The methodological approach combines
philosophical hermeneutics with concep-
tual analysis to interpret Igbo cosmological
categories and their environmental implica-
tions. The paper proceeds by establishing
foundational concepts of Igbo cosmology,
exploring eco-spirituality within this frame-
work, investigating indigenous conservation
ethics and practical mechanisms, addressing

contemporary challenges, and considering
implications for integrative conservation
approaches.

1. The Nature of Igho Cosmological
Thought

Igbo cosmology represents a comprehen-
sive system of reality interpretation that has
guided the relationship between the Igbo
people of Southeastern Nigeria and their
environment for generations. This cosmo-
logical system is characterised by its fun-
damentally spiritual orientation, wherein
the visible material world exists in con-
tinuous interaction with invisible spiritual
world and forces that permeate all aspects
of existence. The Igbo worldview is spirit-
centred, emphasising life, relationship, har-
mony, and the maintenance of coexistence
in ways that integrate ecological awareness
with spiritual consciousness (Kanu 2021,
18). In the time past, Igbo society was struc-
tured on the principles of Igbo traditional
religion, and this indigenous religion gave
a fundamental place to nature as the abode
of great spirits who governed the function-
ing of the cosmos. The land was identified
with Ala deity, the earth goddess, while
water bodies were recognised as the home
of Mmuo Mmiri, the water goddess (Kanu
2021, 2).

The sky was identified with Amadioha,
the god of lightning and thunder, and
Anyanwu, the god of the sun, creating a cos-
mological framework in which every major
natural domain possessed its own spirit-
ual guardian. Mountains and forests were
sacred places and homes to many deities
and spirits, while animals, plants, and even
days of the week had relationships with
the human person that were accompanied
by respect, devotion, reverence, and wor-
ship. This comprehensive spiritualisation
of nature created a worldview in which eco-
logical responsibility emerged as insepa-
rable from spiritual obligation. Igbo Tradi-
tional Religion provides a holistic approach
to life, integrating spirituality, morality,
culture, and environmental consciousness
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in daily activities (Nnoruga 2025, 89). This
holistic character means that Igbo cos-
mology does not separate the sacred from
the secular, the spiritual from the material,
or the human from the natural. Rather, all
dimensions of existence are understood as
interpenetrating and mutually influencing,
creating a unified field of relationships in
which actions in one sphere inevitably affect
conditions in others.

The Igbo cosmos is organised according
to a hierarchical structure of spiritual beings,
each occupying a specific position and per-
forming particular functions in the mainte-
nance of cosmic order. At the apex of this
hierarchy stands Chukwu, the Supreme
Being who is regarded as the creator and
sustainer of all things (Nnoruga 2025, 91).
Chukwu is omnipotent and omnipres-
ent but is often approached through inter-
mediaries rather than directly, reflecting
an understanding of divine transcendence
that nevertheless permits ongoing rela-
tionship through mediating spiritual enti-
ties. Below Chukwu, in the cosmological
hierarchy are the various deities known as
alusi, each associated with specific natural
elements and human activities (Nwala 1985,
42). These deities are more than personifica-
tions of natural forces; they are understood
as real spiritual beings with agency, con-
sciousness, and the capacity to affect human
affairs. Ala, the earth goddess, is the most
important deity in Igbo public and private
cults, and everything that was done in Igho
traditional society had a bearing to the land
(Kanu 2021, 23).

When a person commits a crime, he or she
is said to have meruo Ala (“defiled the land”),
demonstrating how moral transgression is
understood simultaneously as social offence
and ecological violation. Amadioha, the god
of thunder and lightning, represents jus-
tice and power within the Igbo pantheon
(Nwala 1985, 43). Anyanwu, the sun god,
governs the daily cycles that structure agri-
cultural life and represents the life-giving
energy that sustains all terrestrial existence.
Mmuo Mmiri, the water spirit, occupies

a prominent place in Igbo pantheon and
is believed to hold the key to the gate
that leads to the world of solutions (Kanu
2021, 13). Immediately below the deities are
the ancestors, known as ndichie, who are
regarded as spiritual guardians who mediate
between the living and the divine (Nnoruga
2025, 91).

They are venerated through rituals, offer-
ings, and prayers, as their favour is believed
to ensure protection, prosperity, and conti-
nuity for their descendants. Ancestral ven-
eration creates a temporal continuity that
extends moral community beyond the pre-
sent generation to include both those who
have passed and those yet to be born, estab-
lishing responsibility to maintain environ-
mental integrity as heritage received from
ancestors and preserved for future genera-
tions (Murove 2009, 317). At the base of this
hierarchical structure is humanity, which
occupies a unique position as both subject
to higher spiritual powers and responsi-
ble for maintaining balance in the cosmos
(Nnoruga 2025, 91). This anthropocentric
dimension of Igbo cosmology does not
reduce to mere human self-interest but
rather positions humanity as the active agent
responsible for ensuring that there is bal-
ance in the cosmos for the wellbeing of all
beings.

Central to Igbo cosmology is the concept
of vital force or life energy that permeates all
existents, creating a fundamental continuity
between beings hitherto separate in Western
philosophy. The concept of vital force finds
expression across various Bantu-speaking
peoples of Africa, where the root Ntu epito-
mises the existential commonality of all liv-
ing beings. Placide Tempels, in his founda-
tional work on Bantu philosophy, described
this as force vitale, arguing that it represents
a wholeness and constant flow of being that
fills everything and unites everything (Tem-
pels 1959, 30).

This ontology provides basic continuity
between human and environmental beings,
placing ecological relationships as inter-
connections between entities partaking
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of a common vital essence rather than
interactions between categorically different
types of being. Reality is inseparable, mak-
ing the Igbo person kin to all creatures, and
the whole of nature must be understood
as sacred because it derives its being from
the Supreme Being who is the Creator-
Animator of the Universe. While Tempels’
analysis of vital force in Bantu philosophy
provides valuable comparative context, Igbo
cosmology articulates this concept through
its own distinctive religious framework cen-
tred on Chukwu, alusi, and ancestral spir-
its. The Igbo worldview positions vital force
not as an abstract philosophical principle
but as a concrete spiritual reality mediated
through relationships with specific deities
who govern natural domains. The land pos-
sesses vital force through Ala, water through
Mmuo Mmiri, and sky through Amadioha
and Anyanwu, creating a cosmology in
which life energy operates through person-
alised spiritual agencies rather than imper-
sonal metaphysical substrate alone.

The understanding of vital force per-
vading all existents has direct bearing on
another fundamental ontological princi-
ple: the intrinsic interconnectedness of all
beings in matrices of relation rather than as
discrete, independent individuals. The pre-
colonial traditional Igbo metaphysical
worldview can be characterised as eco-bio-
communitarian, entailing acknowledgment
and acceptance of interdependence and har-
monious existence among earth, plants, ani-
mals, and human beings (Tangwa 2004, 389).
This relational ontology means that beings
gain their identity and meaning through
their relationships with other beings rather
than through isolated essence. The idea
of life as community represents the bound-
edness of everything, where everything
shares in and lives from one common gift
of life, enabling human beings to live in com-
munity and communicate with one another.
The Igbo proverb igwebuike, which literally
means there is strength in number, provides
an ontological horizon that presents being
as that which possesses a relational and

complementary character of mutual rela-
tions (Kanu 2021, 5).

Relational ontology (a philosophical
framework where beings gain their identity
and meaning through interconnections with
other beings rather than through isolated
essence. It positions reality as fundamentally
constituted by relationships, where humans,
nature, ancestors, deities, and future genera-
tions exist in webs of mutual dependence.)
has profound implications for understanding
human-environment relationships because
it positions ecological interactions as inter-
nal relations between members of a shared
community rather than external relations
between separate entities. When the human
person expresses solidarity with nature, it is
a way of preserving his or her own being,
because the consequence of human action
on the environment always has resounding
effects on human health (Kanu 2021, 29).
Because realities are interconnected, there
is always the need for cordial relationship in
nature, and any disruption in the interrelat-
edness of reality would disrupt the environ-
ment and compel people to respect the envi-
ronment (Kanu 2021, 13).

All kinds and forms of life depend for
their wellbeing on the health of the whole
community, and humans are deeply aware
that they need other forms of life for their
survival much more than others need
them. The Igbo worldview understands
the universe as an intricate web of interre-
lations, and this interconnectedness is not
abstract metaphysical speculation but con-
crete lived reality affecting daily practices
and moral obligations (Nnoruga 2025, 89).
Land in Igbo thought is not a geographical
entity merely but a material-spirit reality
that binds together the living, the dead, and
the yet-to-be-born in a coterminous com-
munity of commingled being (Kalu 2001, 54).
Trees, animals, rivers, mountains, and for-
ests all possess inherent spiritual energy that
demands respectful engagement rather than
utilitarian exploitation (Imafidon 2014, 36).
This awareness of spiritual being in nature
is the philosophical basis for environmental
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ethics that are premised on mutual respect
and reciprocity rather than manipulation
and control.

2. Igbo Eco-Spirituality: Cosmological
Foundations and Divine Guardianship

Eco-spirituality represents a worldview that
recognises the intrinsic spiritual dimension
of nature and integrates ecological aware-
ness with spiritual consciousness, creat-
ing a framework in which environmen-
tal care becomes religious practice rather
than merely pragmatic necessity (Sadowski
2012, 145). The concept gained prominence
in environmental discourse as scholars
and practitioners recognised limitations
of purely scientific or regulatory approaches
to ecological problems, with technical solu-
tions addressing symptoms rather than
underlying causes proving insufficient for
reversing environmental degradation. Indig-
enous traditions worldwide have maintained
eco-spiritual frameworks integrated within
cosmological worldviews that understand
nature not as inert resource but as living
community of beings deserving reverence
and reciprocal care. Religious traditions
offer substantial benefits for environmental
protection through their ability to influence
how communities perceive the world, exer-
cise moral influence, mobilise large popula-
tions, command considerable resources, and
foster collective action, positioning them as
valuable partners in confronting ecological
challenges (Sadowski 2012).

Sacred groves, totemic protections, taboo
systems, and ritual practices demonstrate
how religious motivations provide what
has been called a social fence that shields
ecosystems from unreasonable exploita-
tion, often proving more effective and less
costly than purely legal enforcement mech-
anisms. The taboo systems formerly pro-
hibited actions considered disrespectful
and harmful to sacred entities, for instance,
taboos against the gathering of certain spe-
cies, pollution of water bodies, or extrac-
tion of minerals in sacred groves (Ikeke 2015,
273). According to Ogungbemi, “Traditional

African societies employed taboos as means
of environmental protection, prohibiting
actions considered disrespectful to nature
based on recognition of its spiritual signifi-
cance” (2008, 333). These traditional regu-
latory systems evolved functional environ-
mental protection on the basis of spiritual
respect rather than technical management
only, creating effective conservation mech-
anisms within broader spiritual-ecological
frameworks.

Eco-spirituality in Igbo settings repre-
sents the integration of spiritual conscious-
ness with ecological awareness, creat-
ing a framework in which environmental
responsibility emerges as inseparable from
religious obligation. This framework empha-
sises nature as imbued with spiritual signifi-
cance, demanding stewardship and sustain-
able use of resources rather than exploitative
manipulation (Nnoruga 2025, 89). Disrupt-
ing nature is considered a violation of spir-
itual laws, highlighting the interdependence
between human actions and ecological bal-
ance, which means that environmental deg-
radation constitutes not merely technical or
economic problem but profound spiritual
crisis requiring ceremonial rectification.
The distinctive character of Igbo eco-spiritu-
ality lies in its grounding within specific cos-
mological commitments rather than general
reverence for nature, with the natural envi-
ronment understood as imbued with spir-
itual essence and governed by divine forces
(Nnoruga 2025, 89).

Igbo eco-spirituality possesses four char-
acteristic features that distinguish it from
other environmental frameworks. First, it
is strongly religious, beginning by linking
a person back to God as a starting point,
operating on account of the myriad of spir-
itual powers that dominate the Igbo world
(Kanu 2021, 25). The religious affiliation
of nature with God introduces an under-
standing of nature as the outcome of divine
ordering, creating foundations for concepts
of stewardship and trusteeship in which
humans serve as caretakers rather than own-
ers of environmental resources. Second, Igbo



Eco-Spirituality and Environmental Stewardship. ..

23

eco-spirituality is related to the way the Igbo
understand the universe and conduct them-
selves in it, with the universe being anthro-
pocentric but carrying the implication that
it is the responsibility of the human person
to ensure that there is balance in the cosmos
for his or her wellbeing (Kanu 2021, 25).

This responsibility-centred anthropocen-
trism differs from the exploitative anthro-
pocentrism characteristic of Western indus-
trial civilisation because it positions human
centrality as source of obligation rather than
entitlement to domination. Third, Igbo eco-
spirituality establishes moral responsibility
as communal rather than individual, creat-
ing collective accountability for environmen-
tal care through the principle of igwebuike,
which holds that there is strength in number
(Kanu 2021, 5). Fourth, Igbo eco-spirituality
promotes a complementary understanding
of reality in which all beings exist in mutu-
ally supportive relationships rather than
competitive isolation, establishing environ-
mental ethics grounded in recognition that
the wellbeing of each being depends on
the wellbeing of all beings within the eco-
logical community (Kanu 2021, 13).

The Igbo pantheon comprises numerous
deities who govern specific natural domains
while demanding particular forms of envi-
ronmental conduct from human commu-
nities, functioning not as abstract symbols
but as active spiritual agents who respond
to human behaviour through blessing or
punishment. The earth goddess Ala occupies
the supreme position amongst Igbo deities
in both communal and domestic worship,
with all activities in traditional Igbo soci-
ety connected fundamentally to the land
(Kanu 2021). She is credited with creating
the earth’s surface and plant life, establish-
ing her role as originator of the terrestrial
sphere and its living inhabitants. Ala is
the great mother goddess, the spirit of fer-
tility and the queen of the underworld and
is generally believed to be the most power-
ful of all divinities who is also the custodian
of public morality, assisted by the ancestors
(Ogbukagu 2008, 385).

The concept of Ala deity brings a new per-
spective to the understanding of nature with
the concepts mother, source of life, nour-
isher, supporter, and teacher (Kanu 2021, 16).
The land is not just a solid physical compo-
nent of the universe but is conceived as “she’,
a female entity, possessing personality and
agency that demand respectful engagement.
From this understanding, the land is not
seen as property belonging to people; rather,
people belong to the land, with Ala deity
functioning as the landlord of the earth. Liv-
ing generations serve as tenants who must
be of good conduct to avoid being thrown
out of the earth, creating a framework in
which environmental violations risk spiritual
eviction from the land. When a person com-
mits a crime, he or she is said to have meruo
Ala, meaning “defiled the land,” and if such
a person dies without having mejuo Ala,
meaning pacified the land through appropri-
ate ritual restitution, 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 (Kanu 2021, 23). The offences
against Ala include suicide, incest, stealing,
murder, pre-marital sex, and exploitation
of nature, positioning environmental deg-
radation alongside grave social transgres-
sions as violations of cosmic order. Moth-
erhood introduces the concepts of respect,
love, care, empathy, support, and patience,
which are indispensable for the promotion
of the good health of the environment, and
these concepts which are missing in the cur-
rent relationship between human beings and
nature lie at the heart of the present ecologi-
cal crisis (Kanu 2021, 16).

Other major deities possess direct envi-
ronmental significance through their asso-
ciations with particular ecosystems and
their enforcement of conservation practices
through sacred prohibitions. Amadioha,
the god of thunder and lightning, represents
justice and power within the Igbo pantheon,
functioning as enforcer of cosmic law who
punishes those who violate moral and envi-
ronmental prohibitions through dramatic
displays of natural force (Nnoruga 2025, 91).
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Amadioha’s association with storms and
rainfall also links this deity to agricultural
productivity and the water cycle, position-
ing proper relationship with Amadioha as
necessary for climatic stability and food
security. Anyanwu, the sun god, governs
the daily cycles that structure agricultural
life and represents the life-giving energy
that sustains all terrestrial existence (Kanu
2021, 2). The sun’s regular movement across
the sky establishes temporal rhythms that
organise human activities while its warmth
and light enable photosynthesis and plant
growth, creating direct connection between
religious observance and food produc-
tion. Mmuo Mmiri, the water spirit, occu-
pies a prominent place in Igbo pantheon
and is believed to hold the key to the gate
that leads to the world of solutions (Kanu
2021, 13).

This female deity underscores the awe
for female fecundity, symbolises the female
dimension of the Igbo universe, and serves
as role model for female achievement and
sacredness of life. Those who are her devo-
tees find in her a source of fertility, children,
food, health, and wealth, creating incen-
tive structures for proper care of aquatic
ecosystems. This totemic relationship pro-
vides protection for aquatic species through
spiritual prohibition rather than legal regu-
lation, with such water bodies becoming
breeding grounds for species of organisms
for other connecting water bodies. The spir-
itual understanding of water bodies helps
the human person to tread with caution,
as the destruction of the ecosystem would
imply the destruction of a deity, raising what
has been called the risk of deicide through
environmental degradation.

3. Conservation Mechanisms in Igho
Traditional Practice

Igbo communities have developed sophisti-
cated conservation mechanisms that trans-
late ethical principles into concrete prac-
tices protecting biodiversity and ecosystem
integrity. These mechanisms operate pri-
marily through spiritual sanctions rather

than legal enforcement, creating what has
been called a social fence that shields eco-
systems from unreasonable exploitation
(Sadowski 2012, 141). Religious motivations
for protection prove more effective and less
costly than purely legal frameworks because
they engage deep spiritual convictions rather
than relying on external coercion. This spir-
itual infrastructure creates accountability
mechanisms that transcend human institu-
tional capacity for enforcement, establishing
protection systems that persist across gener-
ations through cultural transmission rather
than bureaucratic regulation.

The physical manifestations of these con-
servation mechanisms appear most prom-
inently in sacred groves (ofia nso) and
totemic relations. Sacred groves represent
forest areas designated as sanctuaries where
human intervention is strictly prohibited
or heavily restricted, functioning as abodes
of deities and spirits (Okonkwo, Agbo,
and Okonkwo 2015, 205). These groves act
as reservoirs for biodiversity and natural
resources, often protecting endemic and
endangered plant and animal species that
have disappeared from surrounding areas.
A 2005 report by WWF and the Alliance
of Religion and Conservation documented
sacred forest areas in Nigeria whose pres-
ervation can be explained by the fact that
they had been in whole or in part sacred
groves or sacred forests (Sadowski 2012, 142).
Totemic relations establish spiritual kinship
between human communities and particular
animal species, creating conservation net-
works distributed across multiple clans and
localities. The icons of Mmuo Mmiri include
python, crocodile, and tortoise, which are
seen as children and messengers of water
spirits and are not to be harmed (Kanu 2021,
31). Different communities maintain prohibi-
tions on hunting or killing different species,
creating patchwork protection that benefits
overall biodiversity even though no single
community protects all species.

Taboo systems function as ecological
guardians by establishing prohibitions on
particular activities, species, locations, or
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times based on spiritual sanctions (Ano-
liefo, Isikhuemhen, and Ochije 2003, 282).
Environmental taboos limit access to and
use of natural resources, with prohibitions
on felling trees in sacred forests, hunting
animals during breeding seasons, or fish-
ing during spawning periods. These restric-
tions create temporal and spatial refugia
that allow species populations to recover
from harvesting pressure while maintain-
ing ecosystem functioning. The violation
of taboos triggers not merely social disap-
proval but spiritual consequences includ-
ing illness, crop failure, or communal disas-
ter. When taboos are violated, the gods are
displeased and this results in disasters and
calamities that befall not only the transgres-
sor but the whole community, necessitating
reconciliation that also involves communal
participation in restorative rituals. Sacred
market days possess ecological significance
as there were particular market days when
fishing or hunting was prohibited, allowing
water bodies or forests to regenerate from
use (Kanu 2021, 31). At the spiritual level,
it is taken that the particular deity associ-
ated with the particular market day is having
time with his or her children, which include
the fish and other inhabitants.

Ritual practices connecting eco-spiritual-
ity and environmental stewardship include
thanksgiving sacrifices expressing gratitude
for environmental bounty, atonement sacri-
fices rectifying violations of environmental
prohibitions, preventive sacrifices seeking
protection from environmental disasters,
and communal sacrifices reinforcing col-
lective environmental responsibility. Sac-
rifice in Igbo Traditional Religion is more
than a ritual act but a profound expression
of spiritual devotion and communal solidar-
ity and an intent to appease or seek favour
from gods (Nnoruga 2025, 90). By address-
ing spiritual, physical, and communal needs,
sacrifices maintain ecological and cosmic
balance while preserving cultural identity.
Practices like reverence for sacred forests
and rivers, which serve as abodes of deities,
promote environmental conservation and

deter exploitative use of resources (Nnoruga
2025, 89). During festival times, the envi-
ronment is protected and given new shapes
because of the upcoming celebrations, dem-
onstrating how religious calendars create
temporal conservation patterns that work
in concert with taboo systems and totemic
protections to form comprehensive ecologi-
cal management frameworks.

4. Contemporary Environmental Crises and
the Relevance of Igho Eco-Spirituality

The world currently experiences severe con-
sequences of environmental mismanage-
ment, posing serious threat to existence as
exploitation of nature finds expression in
deforestation, desertification, extinction
of species, air pollution, soil erosion, oil
spillage, water pollution, and natural dis-
asters (Kanu 2021, 6). Africa’s experience
includes pollution of air, water, and soil
caused by industries, motor vehicle exhausts,
heavy metals, nitrates, plastics, and indus-
trial waste, resulting in climate change vis-
ible in global warming, melting of polar ice
caps, rise in sea levels, and unnatural pre-
cipitation patterns. The basic logic of glo-
balisation centres on capital accumulation
through transformation of everything into
commodities for sale, throwing individual
against individual while its concern with
material wealth above human dignity dehu-
manises human beings and sacrifices life
for greed. This exploitative worldview con-
structs mentality in which there is always
more trees to plunder, more fish to catch,
more land to amass, more minerals to mine,
driven by irrational desire for more without
consideration of past lessons or future gen-
erations’ needs. Nigeria faces severe envi-
ronmental challenges including deforesta-
tion from industrial logging treating forests
as mere timber sources rather than sacred
groves, water pollution from industrial
waste and excessive river dredging destroy-
ing aquatic habitats, soil degradation from
agrochemical misuse and exploitative agri-
culture treating soil as inert substrate, bio-
diversity loss from commercial hunting
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decimating wildlife populations, and atmos-
pheric pollution from emissions contribut-
ing to climate change.

Igbo eco-spirituality offers direct
responses through its system of sacred
groves where forests designated as sanctu-
aries inhabited by deities create conserva-
tion operating through religious conviction
rather than external regulation, establish-
ing social fences shielding ecosystems from
exploitation (Sadowski 2012, 141). When
communities recognise forests as abodes
of Ala, water bodies as domain of Mmuo
Mmiri, and sky as realm of Amadioha and
Anyanwu, environmental degradation
becomes spiritual transgression carrying
severe consequences including illness, crop
failure, and communal disaster. Ala deity as
great mother goddess who created ground
and vegetable kingdom positions land as
holy, meaning soil degradation constitutes
desecration of sacred mother requiring
mejuo Ala (pacification of land) (Kanu 2021,
23). The concept brings perspective with
notions of mother, source of life, nourisher,
supporter, teacher, introducing respect, love,
care, empathy, support, patience indispensa-
ble for promoting good health of ecosystems
(Kanu 2021, 16). Traditional taboo systems
protecting wildlife through spiritual sanc-
tions and totemic relationships creating spir-
itual kinship between communities and ani-
mal species protected diverse fauna through
distributed responsibility.

The key advantage of eco-spiritual
approaches over purely secular environmen-
tal regulations lies in ability to create inter-
nal motivation for conservation grounded in
religious conviction rather than relying on
external enforcement mechanisms.

The concept of omenani (natural law)
establishes cosmic balance as fundamental
ordering principle, positioning environmen-
tal degradation as violation of spiritual order
carrying consequences beyond merely phys-
ical or economic damages (Kanu 2021, 5).
When people understand that environmen-
tal violations disrupt relationships with Ala,
Mmuo Mmiri, Amadioha, and ancestral

spirits, creating risks of illness, crop failure,
and communal disaster, they possess pow-
erful reasons for conservation transcending
short-term economic incentives for exploi-
tation. The principle of igwebuike creates
communal rather than individual respon-
sibility for environmental care, meaning
entire communities share accountability
for maintaining cosmic balance, making
conservation a matter of collective identity
rather than private choice (Kanu 2021, 5).
The temporal extension of moral community
to include ancestors and future generations
creates intergenerational environmental
ethics transcending short-term calculation
characteristic of market economics, with
land understood as material-spirit reality
binding together living, dead, and yet-to-be-
born (Kalu 2001, 54).

Addressing Nigeria’s environmental cri-
ses through Igbo eco-spiritual frameworks
requires a concrete application adapted
to contemporary circumstances. Sacred
groves can receive legal protection as bio-
diversity reserves, combining spiritual sanc-
tions with state enforcement while provid-
ing scientific documentation of ecological
value. River protection can integrate spir-
itual reverence for Mmuo Mmiri with scien-
tific monitoring of water quality and aquatic
biodiversity, with communities maintain-
ing traditional prohibitions on water pol-
lution receiving support for monitoring
and enforcement, creating hybrid systems
combining spiritual motivation with tech-
nical capacity. Agricultural policies should
recognise Ala deity as philosophical foun-
dation for soil conservation, supporting
farming practices honouring land as sacred
mother rather than exploiting soil as inert
resource. Totemic protections for wildlife
can be documented and revived through
community initiatives validating traditional
knowledge while providing material sup-
port for conservation. The challenge lies in
adapting traditional wisdom to contempo-
rary circumstances without losing spiritual
foundations, creating hybrid approaches
that validate indigenous knowledge while
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engaging productively with modern realities.
Success requires policy frameworks recog-
nising traditional authorities, educational
programmes presenting indigenous wisdom
respectfully, and institutional support for
community-based conservation maintaining
spiritual motivations while providing techni-
cal capacity.

Conclusion

This study has demonstrated that Igbo cos-
mology offers substantial philosophical and
practical resources for addressing contem-
porary environmental crises through its
integration of spiritual consciousness with
ecological responsibility. The analysis has
shown how Igbo eco-spirituality operates
through distinctive ontological commit-
ments including vital force pervading all
existents, relational frameworks position-
ing beings in networks of mutual interde-
pendence, and hierarchical spiritual orders
establishing accountability for environmen-
tal care. The pantheon of deities govern-
ing natural domains, Ala for land, Mmuo
Mmiri for water, Amadioha and Anyanwu
for sky creates spiritual sanctions protect-
ing ecosystems through religious conviction
rather than external regulation alone. Sacred
groves, totemic relations, taboo systems, and
ritual practices function as conservation
mechanisms that have maintained biodi-
versity and ecosystem integrity for genera-
tions, demonstrating effectiveness that rivals
or exceeds purely legal frameworks. These
traditional systems embody sophisticated
ecological knowledge accumulated through
careful observation and transmitted through
cultural practices, validating indigenous wis-
dom that modernising forces have dismissed
as primitive superstition.

The relevance of Igbo eco-spirituality for
contemporary environmental crises lies in
its capacity to provide motivational struc-
tures transcending the economic incen-
tives driving ecological destruction under
globalisation. Nigeria faces severe environ-
mental challenges including deforestation
for commercial logging, water pollution

from industrial waste and excessive dredg-
ing, soil degradation from exploitative agri-
culture, biodiversity loss from commercial
hunting, and atmospheric pollution con-
tributing to climate change. These crises
stem from worldviews treating nature as
infinite resource available for unlimited
exploitation, transforming everything into
commodities valued only for market price
while ignoring spiritual significance and
ecological functions. Igbo eco-spirituality
counters this commodification by position-
ing nature as sacred manifestation of divine
ordering inhabited by spiritual beings whose
violation carries consequences extend-
ing beyond physical or economic damages
to include spiritual sanctions affecting entire
communities.

The principle of igwebuike establishes
communal rather than individual responsi-
bility for environmental care, creating col-
lective accountability more effective than
purely individualistic ethics. Revitalising
these spiritual frameworks while integrat-
ing them with contemporary conservation
science offers Nigeria pathways for address-
ing environmental crises grounded in cul-
tural authenticity rather than imported
regulations. The challenge lies in adapting
traditional wisdom to contemporary cir-
cumstances without losing spiritual founda-
tions, creating hybrid approaches that vali-
date indigenous knowledge while engaging
productively with modern realities. Suc-
cess requires policy frameworks recognis-
ing traditional authorities, educational pro-
grammes presenting indigenous wisdom
respectfully, and institutional support for
community-based conservation that main-
tains spiritual motivations while provid-
ing technical capacity. Igbo eco-spirituality
demonstrates that solutions to environmen-
tal crises need not rely solely on Western
scientific frameworks but can draw on
indigenous philosophical traditions offer-
ing distinctive and potentially more effec-
tive approaches to human-environment
relationships.
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