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ABSTRACT
In an age of ethical, economic, environmental and ideological crises, the need to gather
together into one place and to explain the riches of environmental ethics has remained
uncompromisable. Amidst conflicting views on the importance of environmental ethics, a
thoroughly grounded work that sifts useful ideas within Igbo indigenous beliefs and practices
which are relevant to sound environmental and social development is of paramount importance.
This dissertation focuses on Environmental Values in Igbo Spirituality. The need for such a
research arises from what the people actually believe and practice. Hence, in spite of the
dialogue with modem trends and other world spiritualities, many elements of Igbo spirituality
have been viable means of the survival and sustenance of the ecosystem, peace, and progress for
the entire community. Employing therefore the expository and methodological tools of
hermeneutics, this research argues for ethical dialogue, while examining how to develop a new
philosophy of nature rooted in environmental values that are inherent in Igbo spirituality.
Considering the nature and diversified forms of challenges to Igbo spirituality in this age of
accelerating scientific advancement with some environmental devaluating attitudes of humans,
this dissertation calls on mankind to develop a deeper sense of love and care for mother earth as
a surer route to harmonious co-existence between the living and the dead in Igbo spirituality.
This explains the reality of the environment with its resources as the great source of lgbo
spirituality and ethics.

ii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
Although I am listed as the sole author of this dissertation, I have been fortunate to have
had a great deal of assistance in writing it. First and foremost, my deepest gratitude goes to God
for His inspiration, strength, and assistance throughout the period of my writing. I am grateful to
our Lady, Mother of Christ. I thank my advisor, Assistant Professor Roman Meinhold, Ph.D, for
the tireless effort and the pains he went through in supervising this work. His ideas, insights, and

,.,

clear commitment to the field of philosophy have provided much of the driving force behind my
\\>Titing and productivity.

My warmest regards to my mum, Mrs. Benedeth Ezeagbo Okafor, for her motherly
affection. I remain grateful mama! My regards go to my beloved wife, Mrs. Jessica Chinyere
Okafor, for her moral support. My son, Mr. Chukwumereijem Emmanuel Nweke-Okafor needs
to be remembered in a special way for his presence during the time this work saw the light of the
day.
I also acknowledge my other families, brothers and sisters for their love and financial
support. My heartfelt gratitude goes in a special way to the members of my then second family,
the National Missionary Seminary of St. Paul (MSP), Abuja for their contributions and the
necessary documentation provided to ensure that my studies at Assumption University was
successful which then provided the avenue that made this dissertation see the light of the day.
Mr. Richard Madu and Mr. Vincent Abanogu were indeed my task masters, as they
provided the guidance and support that I needed in order to achieve the things that initially
seemed so impossible. They were with me from the first day of this dissertation until the final

iii

day. I acknowledge the assistance from Mr. Victor Igboanusi, Mr. Betrand Mabo, and Mr.
Godwin Ugwuaja. I thank you all and I promise I will never forget your good gestures.
I remember all the lecturers m the Philosophy and Religious Studies Faculty at
Assumption University, especially Dr. Imtiyaz Yusuf, for his fraternal concern and
encouragement during the initial course of my studies. A special mention needs to be made of all
my Nigerian friends in Thailand, especially, Mr. Loius Chimezie Maluze, for his meaningful
interactions and prayers. He provided the much needed collaborative effort which a dissertation
of this nature needs.

\\J

SJ

To my "Spiritual Mothers and Fathers": Rev. Sr. Callistus Nwobu (IHM), Rev. Sr. Rita
Anierobi, Rev. Sr. Josephine Nweke, Rev. Fr. Anthony Igwenagu, Rev. Fr. John Okeke, Rev. Fr.
Sam Etim, Rev. Michael Uyalor, and Mr. Anthony Mofunanya whose insightful comments and
advice brought much clarity to my perspectives in life when things were tough. Sincerely, I am
indebted to them.
Lastly, I am also grateful to the entire staff in Siam University whose services were helpful
to me. I also thank the President of Siam University, Dr. Ponchai Mongkonvanit. I am grateful to
them for their good will and thoughtfulness towards me in my employment.

iv

TABLE OF CONTENTS
ABSTRACT

...................................................................................i

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

..................................................................................ii

TABLE OF CONTENTS

................................................................................. iv

CHAPTER ONE ............................................... ............................................................................... 1
IN'TRODUCTION ............................................................................................................................ 1
1.1

BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESEARCH .... ..................................... ....... 1

1.2

RESEARCH QUESTIONS .... .... ... ... .... .. ..... .. ... .. .... ... .... ...... ..... .... .... ... .... ... ... ... ....... ........ ... ..... .. ... . 8

1.3

THESIS ST A TEMENT .. .... ... .. .... .... ... .... .. .... .... .. ... .... ... .. ..... ... ......... .. .... .. .... .. ..... .. ........................ 8

1.4

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY .... ... .. ... ....... .. .... ..... .. ..... ....... .. .... ...... .. .... .. .... .. .... ...... ... ..... .... .... .. 9

1.5

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES ... .. .... ... ..... .. ... ... ... ....... .. .... ....... .. ..... ...... .. .... ....... ............................. 10

1.6

PRECEDING RELEVANT RESEARCH .... ... ... .............. .................. ... ......... ............................ 11

1.7

DEFINITION OF TERMS .............. .... ... .... .. ........... .. .... ........ ..... ... ... .. .... .. .... ... ................. .. ..... .... 13

1.8

RESEARCH LIMITATIONS .... .. ..... ........ ... ... .. .. .. .. ...... .. .... .. .... ..... ..... ..... ..... ... ........................... 16

1.9

RESEARCH CONTRIBUTION ..... ..... ...... .. .... ... .... ...... .. ........... ...... ... .... ... ... .. ..... .. .... ....... .. ........ 16

1.10

.,_..

RESEARCH OUTLINE .. .... .. .. ...... ... .... ...... .. ..... ... ... ............. ... ... .... .... ...... .. ........... ....... .......... 17

CHAPTER TWO ....................................................... ............ ........................................................ 19
THE CONCEPT OF SPIRITUALITY FROM IGBO PERSPECTIVE .......................................... 19
2.1

INTRODUCTION ...... .......................... .. .... ....... ...... ..... .. ..... .. ..... ........ ..... .. .... ...... .. .... ......... ...... ... 19

2.2

THE CONCEPT OF SPIRITUALITY .......................... .. ............................................................ 19

2.3

THE NATURE OF AFRICAN SPIRITUALITY ... .. .. .......... .... ..... ......... .. ......... .. ............ ....... .... 23

2.3.lTHE NOTION OF SPIRITUAL GUIDE IN THE AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION .... 26
2.3.2

SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE IN THE AFRICAN TRADITIONAL BELIEF SYSTEM ..... 28

v

2.4

SPIRITUALITY AND PERSONALITY FROM AFRICAN PERSPECTIVE ..... ................... . 31

2.5

WHO ARE THE IGBOs? ........... ............................ ... .................. ..... ................... ..... ...... .. .......... 33

2.6

THE IGBO CONCEPT OF HUMAN BEING (A PERSON) ....... ....................... .. ............ ......... 36

2. 7

THE IGBO CONCEPT OF SPIRITUALITY ............................................................................. 41

2.7.1

THE IGBO CONCEPT OF A SPIRITUAL GUIDE .......................................................... 43
2.7.1.1

THE ANCESTORS AS SPIRITUAL GUIDES IN THE IGBO SOCIETY ... ..................... ... ... 45

2.7.1.2 THE SHRINES AS SPIRITUAL GUIDES IN THE IGBO SOCIETY .............................................. 47
2.7.2

IGBO CONCEPTION OF SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE ........ ............................................... 48

2.7.3

'CHI' AS THE PRINCIPLE OF IGBO SPIRITUALITY ................ .................................. 52

2.8

THE NOTION OF GOD IN IGBO SPIRITUALITY ....................................... ................. ......... 55

2.9

DEATH IN THE IGBO BELIEF SYSTEM ............................. .. ...... .................. ...... ... ....... ........ 62

2.10

THE DILEMMA OF EVIL AMONG THE IGBO .. .... ..... ... ... .. .. ... ................ ....... ...................... 65

2.11

A CRITIQUE OF IGBO SPIRITUALITY ............................................................................. 67

2.12.

SUMMARY OF CHAPTER TW0 ... .......... ...................................................... ........... ........... 72

CHAPTER THREE ......................................................... ............................................................... 75
THE CONCEPT OF ENVIRONMENT FROM AN AFRICAN PERSPECTIVE ........................... 75
3.1

INTRODUCTION .. ...... ..... ............ ......... ............. .......... ............ ............. .. ....... .. ..... ......... ..... ....... 75

3.2

OTHER PRECEDING RELEVANT RESEARCHES ..... ....... .. ...... ... .... ... .. .. .............................. 76

3.3

AFRICAN PHILOSOPHY OF NATURE ... .. ..... ~...................... .. ................................. .. .......... 79

3.4

THE HUMAN PERSON IN AFRICANNATURE ... .......... .. ........ ... ................... .. .......... ... ........ 81

~

"'

3.5 AFRICAN ANTHROPOLOGY AND ENVIRONMENTAL AWARENESS ... ................... ........... 85
3.6

ENVIRONMENTAL REGULATION IN AFRICA ........................................................ ........... 86

3.7
AFRICAN ENVIRONMENTAL ETI-IlCS VIS-A-VIS WESTERN ENVIRONMENTAL
ETHICS ..... ........................................................................... ..................... ........................ .. .................... 91
3.8

THE COMMUNITARIAN DIMENSION OF AFRICAN ENVIRONMENT AL ETHICS ..... 101

vi

3.9

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT AND AFRICAN ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEMS ... 108

3.10

THE THEISTIC ELEMENTS IN AFRICAN ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS ................... 109

3 .11

THE CAUSAL RELATION FROM AN AFRICAN PERSPECTIVE ................................. 110

3.12

PROBLEMS ASSOCIATED WITH AFRICAN ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS ..... .......... 112

3.13

SUMMARY OF CHAPTER THREEAND DESIDERATA IN LITERATURE ................. 123

CHAPTER FOUR ........................................................................................................................ 124
ENVIROMENTAL VALUES IN IGBO SPIRITUALITY ............................................................ 124

4.1

INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................... 124

4.2

THE ROLE OF ORAL TRADITIONS IN IGBO ENVIRONMENT AL ETHICS ................. 124

4.3

LAND PRESERVATION IN IGBO LAND .. .. ....... .. ......... ......... ............................................. 127

4.4

IGBO AGRICULTURAL CONCEPTS AND ENVIRONMENT ................................... .. ...... . 129

4.5

THE IGBOS AND WILD ANIMALS ................................................................ .. .................... 131

4.6

THE PLACE OF THE FOREST IN THE IGBO WORLDVIEW ........... ........ ......................... 136

4. 7

WATER MANAGEMENT IN IGBO SOCIETY ........... ....................... ........................... .. ...... 138

4.8

OTHER NATURAL ELEMENTS (SUN, RAIN, THUNDER) .. ........ ...... .............................. 140

4.9

THE DIVINE ESSENCE AND ENVIRONMENT IN IGBO WORLD VIEW ... .. .................. 141

4.10

SUMMARY OF CHAPTER FOUR ..................... ....... ............... ... .. ..... .................................... 145

CHAPTER FIVE ........................... ............... ................................................................................ 147
ENVIRONMENTAL VALUES AND IGBO SPIRITUALITY AS PORTRAYED IN ACHEBE'S

THINGS FALL APART ................................................................................................................ 147
5.1

INTRODUCTION ..................................................................................................................... 147

5.2

SUSTAINABLE ENVIRONMENTAL VALUES ................................................................... 148

5.3

SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT ...................................................................................................... 152

5.4.

THE CONCEPT OF RELIGION .............................................................................................. 157

5.5.

THE CONCEPT OF SIN ................................... ... ........ ........ ...... ............ .. ......... ........... .... ........ 162

vii

5.6

THE CONCEPT OF TRADITION ... .................... .......................... ... ................................ ....... 165

5.7

THE CONCEPT OF RESPECT ................................... ............................................................. 169

5.8

THE PROBLEM OF GENDER ............................ ........................... ............... ..... ......... ..... ....... 172

5.9

THE CONCEPT OF FATE AND FREE WILL ....................................................................... 174

5.1 0

THE CONCEPT OF FEAR ...... .. .. ... ... ............... ........ .... ... ..... .. ..... ...... ......................... .. ..... ...... 177

5.11. LANGUAGE AND COMMUNICATION ........................................................... ....................... 179
5.12

SUMMARY OF CHAPTER FIVE ...... .... ....... ................ .. ... .................. ... .. .. ...... ...................... 184

CHAPTER SIX ............................................................................................................................ 186
CURRENT ENVIRONMENTAL CHALLENGES AND IGBO SPIRITUALITY ........................ 186
6. 1

INTRODUCTION .................. .. ........................ ........ ... .............. ........ .................... .. .. .. ....... .. .... . 186

6.2

THE STATE OF THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE IGBO SOCIETY ........................... ........... 186

6.3

STRATEGIES FOR DESIGNING ENVIRONMENTAL POLICIES IN IGBOLAND ......... 189

6.4

SOCIAL AND ENVIRONMENT AL CHALLENGES IN THE IGBOLAND ............ ... ........ 191

6.5

THE WESTERN ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS AND THE FOREST .................................. 193

6.6

CALL FOR A NEW IGBO ENVIRONMENTAL AWARENESS .................... ... .......... ......... 195

6.7

IGBO SPIRITUALISTS AND INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHTS ......... ....... ......... ..... 198

6.8

CURRENT DEBATES IN WESTERN ENVIROMENTAL ETHICS ... .......... .... ...... .... ... ...... 201

6.9

SUMMARY OF CHAPTER SIX ..................................................
.. ........ .......... ................ ....... 205
I
,
y
y

CHAPTER SEVEN ................................ ...................... .. ........................................ ...................... 207
EVALUATION, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSION ................................................ 207
7.1

EVALUATION ..... ..... ........ ..... ................ ............ ............. .. ................. .. ........................... ......... 207

7.2

RECOMMENDATIONS .................................. ...... .................. ...... ........ .................................. 211

7.3

CONCLUSION ........ ........................... ................. ......................... ....... ...... .. ... .. .. ...................... 215

REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................. 217
AUTOBIOGRAPHY .................................................................................................................... 246

Chapter One: Introduction

1

CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
1.1

BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESEARCH
The term environment/nurture in the African worldview is referred to as the mother earth.

Holmes Rolston III identified the natural world as being intrinsically valuable, in possession of a
value that is independent of human evaluation or judgment (Rolston, 198 8, p.188). This value is
"biogenic and not anthropogenic" (Rolston, 1992, p.132). It suggests that the worth of nature is
not dependent on the subjacent apparatus of man's operations or experiences, but transcends it
(Rolston, 1988, p.28). It is this view that yields the necessary insight to the current ethicalecological concerns about the natural world and the value it holds for the future of a person.
Rolston used a multi-disciplinary approach to situate his environmental-ecological philosophy,
because ecological ethics must embrace contributions from the life sciences and other relevant
disciplines.
Recent calls and movements to conserve nature especially in Ralston's environmental
ethics underscore the ecological wisdom already embedded in the Igbo ancient traditional
practices. The sacredness of the earth (land, trees, and other natural endowments) "is an
important aspect in the African traditional religion" (Mensah, 2014). Sage wisdom found in
folklores, myths, and other sources of tradition, confirms a sense of reverence and respect
accorded to the natural world and life that exists in it. Thus, the earth, which is called "Ani" by
the Igbo, is viewed as a creation of God, the Maker of all things. According to Arinze, the Earth
Spirit "is the most important spirit after Chukwu and she is the Great Mother Spirit" (Arinze,
2008, p.27.). The ancestors believe that God can be worshipped through natural trees; thus, this
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characterizes their various religious rituals in an attempt to attain spiritual growth. Accordingly,
conservation and preservation have remained part and parcel of the customary practices of the
Igbo people, and these form part of their rich spiritual heritage. Nevertheless, the Igbo holistic
understanding of the inter-relationship that exists in the eco-system negates the nature-culture
and the rural-urban polarization that is seen as dualisms presented in Rolston's philosophy
(Sheppard J. and Light A, pp.222-227). Relationships within the human family are governed and
directed by community governments made up of elders and family representatives. The
community government promulgates laws by way of customary practices that help to preserve
and conserve the existing order of things and reality. Thus, everything is arranged to preserve the
natural order in the cosmos. The Igbo believe in "Oke Kere Uwa'', i.e. the Creator of the cosmos,
a Being that created the world.
Thus, the Igbo environmental ethics takes cognizance of this vital perspective. This
accounts for the deep-rooted religious nature of the Igbo cosmogony. "Oke kere Uwa" is the
controller of realities and events that surround humans and has imbued the created order with
laws that humans never fashioned. This is the idea that the natural world has intrinsic values that
humans are part of and is not determined from without. These laws are mediated through the
spiritual world and are handed on to the elders. From the African point of view, this accounts for
the origin of natural law in human history. The laws are binding because they ensure alignment,
given that there is inter-dependence of everything in the natural world.
The current environment-ecological crisis such as the green-house emissions, fossil fuel
burning in industrial areas, land devastation, and deforestation indicates that the care of the earth
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and its environment imposes moral undertones on the human ecological community. Therefore,
this study explores the intrinsic environmental values in Igbo spirituality.
The European ideology already aggravated by some western philosophers has
continuously looked down on African indigenous knowledge system. However, many studies
have discovered that several African cultures have cohesive and practical indigenous policies
concerning land and forest use, agricultural practices, and conservation methods of the
environment.

I

Western cultures have been critical of indigenous knowledge. Western scholars were
interested in analyzing the contributions of indigenous knowledge on a global basis rather than
on the environment in which it is located. Some scholars argue that traditional cultures are closed
systems because of their lack of awareness of alternatives and subsequent insistence on
established theoretical tenets (Horton, 1996, p.206). Other scholars prefer the scientific mindset
of western cultures over and above indigenous knowledge. For such Eurocentric scholars,
western cultures boast of scientific knowledge systems. Because African indigenous systems
were not adjudged in systematic sciencific ways, it was derogated. The approach of western
philosophers towards indigenous knowledge is implicitly biased as it did not leave room for
Africa to showcase its sound practices to the western world.
Every culture embodies knowledge carefully forged and developed over time, and is
aimed towards the maintenance and preservation of their natural environment (More, 1986, pp.515). Banuri and Maglin (1993) acknowledge the vast store of indigenous knowledge present in
the Western and Eastern industrialized countries. France, Italy, and "the Gaelic-speaking Scottish
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islanders" are among such places where indigenous knowledge and oral tradition is of great
importance (Bennet and Cross, 1993, p.17).
In most cultures, people believe in mystic elements such as the mysterious powers of
nvers, trees, and mountains, which are often conceived to be inhabited by spirits. These
mystic/divine realities for these cultures are tapped for healing and other purposes. Christianity,
however, has preached against such traditional practices and even made a case for their
obliteration from the framework of human cultural and natural world. However, it has been
argued that: "In many parts of Europe, Christianity was a late arrival. And nowhere did it quite
succeed in destroying, especially among peasant peoples, that older feelings that there were
mysterious divine powers in rivers, trees, and mountains" (Passmore 1974, p.10).
Recent studies have revealed the importance of indigenous knowledge systems in
development even in contemporary times (UNWCED, 1987, p. 114). However, in the face of
globalization, many cultures interact. Therefore, the indigenous knowledge needs to
accommodate cross-contacts with other cultures in order to effectively tackle new realities. The
cross-contact of ideas amongst cultures should not be seen as one replacing the other, but as a
synthesis of cultural knowledge. 1
Recent intellectual research and scientific findings especially of the natural sciences have
brought to the fore "intrinsic values" (Taylor, 1986, pp. 73-74) in the culture and religious
1

It is self-evident that the current intellectual schools of thoughts are no longer in agreement with old doctrines on
the nature of the person particularly in the Africa context, and particularly in the Igbo society, as many
intellectuals have never had contact with any African culture. Two colonial derogatory statements are those by
G.T. Basden, who asserts that the word 'morality' has no significance in the Igbo vocabulary (Basden, 1985,
p.34), and by Emil Ludwig, who questioned the untutored African conception of God (Idowu, 1973, p. 88).
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experiences of the Igbo people. This signaled the interest in the issue of spirituality vis-a-vis the
human person in Igboland.
Similarly, research has shown that the human person is characterized by two fundamental
aspects: bodily reality and spirituality (Mondin, 1985, pp. 214-218). Spirituality deals with the
immaterial or transcendent reality. It is interwoven with religion, and it looks at the lived
experiences of the people expressed in different traditions and languages (dialects). Central in a
true religious spirituality is the belief in the existence of God as the one Supreme Being. The
multiplicity of names is only as a result of different languages (Oladimeji, 1980, p. 52). Mbiti
opines that Africans are notoriously religious, thereby owning religious systems binding them to
"a supreme God known by various names" in African languages and traditions. Religion is thus
the strongest element and influence upon the worldview and lifestyle of the people (Mbiti, 1969,
p.1 ). Spirituality, ultimately aims at inculcating a sense of piety that provides an intrinsic
motivation for the different lifestyles and understandings of the people (Barret, 1968, pp. 44-46).
In other words, spirituality is linked with culture which is the lived experience of the
people. Consequently, it permeates all spheres of African life (Ramose, 1994, pp. 67-74). It is in
this light that this study explores the understanding of spirituality within the Igbo concept of
environmental ethics.
This study exammes Igbo spirituality (including elements, like norms, customs, and
practices) and its relationship with the eco system. The study interrogates the environmental
values that are embedded in Igbo spirituality and examines how the environmental values are
related to Igbo spirituality. The study attempts to deconstruct prejudiced assessment and
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critiquing of the lgbo belief system. In addition, it provides a deeper and balanced critique of the
beliefs, customs, and traditions, particularly as they relate to issues of the environment and the
ecosystem.
In contemporary society, there is environmental crisis as revealed by the green house
emission, deforestation, land devastation, fossis fuel burning, sea pollution, among other
challenges of the eco system. The alarming adverse effects of the environmental challenges have
resulted in various interventions to reverse the trend. However, the inadequacy of the
interventions, particularly in Africa and other developing countries is indeed obvious. The failure
of interventions and control measures might have resulted from the fact that they are based on
western paradigms and methods, and have excluded indigenous knowelege, culture, religions,
and spirituality.
lgbo scholars have written much on lgbo Spirituality, but not much has been written on
the environmental values inherent in the Igbo Spirituality. This study is justified as it seeks to
elucidate environmental values in lgbo spirituality. The study validates indigenous knowledge as
found in aspects of Igbo spirituality as against the derogation of some western and eurocentric
scholars who have dismissed values inherent in African indigenous cultures and religions. The
findings of the research will provide ways and methods to improve on sustaining African eco
systems and preserving inherent values in its spirituality to improve the environment.
Furthermore, the research will build on the few and inadequate existing studies that explore the
linkage between Igbo environmental ethics and modern environmental ethics.
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The significance of this study lies in its validation of the environmental values embeded
m Igbo spirituality. The major significance of this dissertation is that it suggests the
reconsideration of these misunderstanding of Igbo beliefs, especially as it relates to
environmental values. The study is significant for the Igbo society and leadership as the findings
of the study will elucidate the specific values that need to be preserved, strengthened, and
adapted in countering the challenges of the eco system.
Furthermore, the study is significant for the global community as the findings of the
study can help proffer solutions to the challenges of global warming, land devastation,
deforestation, sea pollution, and a myriad of other environmental challenges in the contemporary
world. The findings of this research can be adapted for countering environmental challenges both
within Africa and beyond as it will elucidate on the linkages between Igbo environmental ethics
and modem environmental ethics.
While the study of indigenous environmental knowledge and ethics is important as a
special field on its own, it is expected that this dissertation will, among others, create interest not
only amid environmental ethicists, but also among other scholars and among the general public.
It is additionally envisioned that this dissertation will serve as the basis for many developmental

interventions at the local, zonal, and national levels in Nigeria.
Moreover, the study will provide fresh knowledge in disciplines of religions, cultural
studies, and eco systems. Also, it will further expand the frontiers of knowledge in these fields.
In addition, researchers and scholars in these disciplines can build on the findings of the study
through the help of research questions.
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1.2

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The following are the research questions guiding the study:
1. What are the positive attributes in Igbo religion and spirituality that deconstruct its
derogation and demonization?
2. How do the environmental values in African spirituality contribute to the preservation of
the ecosystem and the well being of the society?
3. In what ways are the environmental values related to Igbo spirituality?
4. What constitutes the environmental values and Igbo spirituality as portrayed in Achebe's
Things Fall Apart?
5. In what ways are there linkages between Igbo environmental ethics and modern
environmental ethics?

Consequently, apart from the above research questions that guide this study, the thesis statement
also plays a significant role in understanding environmental values in Igbo spirituality.

1.3

THESIS STATEMENT

*

In the light of modern and global interpretations, some indigenous African beliefs are
negatively portrayed by some scholars (Basden, 1983). The Igbo belief system has been a subject
of pejorative criticisms which has been denounced by some scholars (Conrad, 1982, pp. 95-97;
Forbes and Jones, 1962, pp. 23-29). The ancient practices of killing twins, infighting between
local communities, among other misconstrued customs are assumed to define the spirituality of
the Igbo person. Some of these ancient practices of the Igbo person were denounced as
"barbaric" and subhuman by some scholars (Conrad, 1982, pp. 95-97). The use of animals for
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sacrifices, both bloody and bloodless, was also condemned by some scholars (Forbes and Jones,
1962, pp. 23-29).
Conversely, some African scholars have adduced the warped misrepresentations of
European and Eurocentric scholars to the prejudice of some of the early missionaries to Igboland
in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The common belief was that the Igbos worshipped idols.
Everything about Igbo culture and belief system was therefore labelled idolatrous and evil.
Therefore, there is a correlation between spirituality and environment. In spite of the
demonization of Igbo culture by some scholars, it is observed that there are environmental values
embedded in Igbo spirituality. Therefore, it is pertinent to examine questions such as: What are
the environmental values that are embedded in Igbo spirituality? How are those environmental
values related to Igbo spirituality? How do such values contribute to the well-being of humans
and their environment? This study interrogates these questions, among others, in order to
deconstruct prejudiced assessment and critiquing of the lgbo belief system and provide a deeper
and balanced critique of the beliefs, customs, and traditions. Hence, this brings us to the research
methodology of the study,

1.4

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
In this dissertation, the main source will be to review published works because it is a

method that suits the nature of this kind of research. In addition, it also provides the scholarly
information on indigenous mindsets from the grassroots. Academic journals of African scholars,
especially Igbo intellectuals, their scholarly articles and books aligned with the folklore of the
locals on this topic will be reviewed too. However, this research is aware of the limited nature of
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intellectuals who are basically out of touch with their Igbo people and culture. Therefore, the
write-ups of Igbo scholars and other African scholars who have done critical research work in
line with the environmental values and problems should be consulted, reviewed, and analyzed.
Consequently, this method will serve as an instrument in sifting relevant ideas needed to deal
with emerging environmental issues. 2 Furthermore, this is better described in the research
objective of this study.

1.5

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
The overall aim of this study is to explore and elucidiate the environmental values

embedeed in Igbo spirituality. The specific objectives are to:
1. examine the environmental values embedded in Igbo spirituality
2. explore the ways in which the environmental values are related to African spirituality
3. investigate the ways that environmental values in Igbo spirirtuality contributes to the
preservation of the eco system and the well being of the society
4. deconstruct the derogation and demonization of Igbo religion and spirituality
5. show how Achebe's Things Fall Apart used characterization to express Igbo spirituality
6. explore the linkage between Igbo environmental ethics and modern environmental ethics
Consequently, section 1.6 shows the preceding relevant research of this study.
2

Questionnaires and interviews will not be used because the questionnaire focuses on environmental spirituality
and environmental thoughts manifested in texts on Igbo culture.
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1.6

PRECEDING RELEVANT RESEARCH
The study adopts the theories of environmental ethics, bio centricm, eco centricm, and

eco criticism.
For Patrick Hook, "in modern times, the environment refers to the entire global system.
[ ... ] This includes everything from the outermost reaches of the atmosphere to the Earth's inner
core. Inherent within this are all the factors that influence the environment from its geology to
fauna and flora as well as the prevailing climate" (Hook, 2008, p. 77).
According to Sarkar, environmental ethics extends ethical discussion into the nonhuman
realm and thereby necessarily broadens the scope of normative ethical theory (Sarkar, 2005,
p.75). This pinpoints the metaphysical dimension of the spiritual practices of the Igbo man.
Patrick Curry enunciates that "ecological ethics" 3 implies that ethical questions "can no longer
be restricted to how to treat other human beings, or even animals, but must embrace the entire
natural world" (Curry, 2006, p. l ). Andrew Light has written that "environmental ethics is that
branch of applied ethics that has been most concerned for the moral grounds for the preservation
and restoration of the environment" (Light, 2003, p.633). And further:
If nature is the sort of thing that is directly morally considerable [ .. . ] then our duties, for example,
to preserve some natural park from development would not be contingent upon articulating some
value that it has for humans but would instead be grounded in a claim that the park has some kind
of value that necessarily warrant our protection (Light, 2003, p.633).

Also, Joseph R. DesJardins opines that:
In general, environmental ethics is a systematic account of the moral relations between human
beings and their environment. Environmental ethics assumes that moral norms can and do govern
human behavior toward the natural world. A theory of environmental ethics, then, must go on to
explain what these norms are, to whom or to what humans have responsibilities and how these
responsibilities are justified (DesJardins, 2006, p.12).

3

The work of Mel Gray on "Environmental Ethics for social work: social responsibility to the non-human world:
Environmental ethics for social work". International Journal of social welfare, January, 2012, was consulted.
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The different viewpoints of environmental ethics include the following positions: human, animal,
and life-centered ethics, suggesting that rocks have right, and environmental holism. For
DesJardins, these approaches are as follow:
Human centered-ethics affirms that we see environmental issues from how they impact humans.
Animal-centered ethics extends moral consideration to non-human animals. For some, even rocks
and non-animate things should be given rights or consideration. Life-centered ethics includes all
forms of life including plants, algae, viruses, ecosystems, and the entire biotic community in
ethical discussion. Ecological holism gives moral consideration not to individuals, but to
ecosystems or the biosphere as a whole (DesJardins, 2006, p.12).

Bio-centrism is a theory that is based on the equality and equal right for all created things
existing on earth. All living things are important to each other and deserve respect and equal
right to life. Every environment is made up of living things and all these living things ought to be
treated equally and be taken good care of since they are of equal importance and benefit to each
other. Related to this concept is Bio-centric Ethics. This theory postulates that every being is
unique and significant. Therefore, they deserve equal right to life and should not in any way be
destroyed or dominated by another being.
Similarly, the study also hinges on Eco-centric Ethics. This is an approach that focuses on
a holistic view of the environment and its acceptance by man. For this theory, an environment is
not individualistic but all-inclusive and universal and should be taken good care of and not be
destroyed. The destruction of one leads to the other.
Finally, the study also adopts eco criticism to the analysis of a literary text-Chinua
Achebe's Things Fall Apart. Ecocriticism is the study of writings affiliated with the environment
and nature. Ecocriticism has to do with the recent evolution in the area of literary appreciation.
Evolved first in the US, then in the UK, it gained a momentum only during the 1990s. From the
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inception, ecocriticism has been based on the assumption that the human world and the physical
environment are closely interwoven and that one is shaped by the other. Therefore, the study of
the representation of the human-nature relationship in literature is of utmost importance to
understand the environmental predicament of today's world. William Rueckert was the first
person to have used the word ecocriticism in his treatise Literature and Ecology: An Experiment
in Ecocriticism (1978). He defined the term "as the application of ecology and ecological

concepts to the study of literature." However, a book published in 1996 gave a new tum to the
whole movement of ecocriticism: The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology by
Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm (eds.). Including articles with themes of nature and
environment, this book became a milestone in ecocriticism. Thus, ecocriticism tries to find
possible solutions to correct contemporary ecological situations by analyzing the ways nature
and the environment are represented in literature. Applying ecocriticism to a pre-colonial African
setting has given a new impetus to critical thoughts, because the ideas of race, land, environment,
wilderness, etc. are given new insights.

1.7

DEFINITION OF TERMS
NCE- 96J

The various terminologies utilized in this work are hereby given definitional approaches.
They are to be clarified and defined so as to note the contexts in which they are used in this
dissertation without forgetting their African usage.
Environmental Philosophy: As the name indicates, environmental philosophy is a branch of

philosophy that focuses on man and his environment. It makes efforts in clarifying the role of
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humans and nonhumans that make up an environment. It is basically concerned with the
immediate ecological system that makes up the human and nonhuman environment.
Environment: The words 'ecology' and 'environment' go hand in hand since ecology exists

within an environment. Enviroment as used in this study connotes both physical and cultural
surroundings. The environment includes air, water, soil light, temperature, and the presence or
absence of other organisms" (Bellamy, 1995, pp. 153-154).
Environmental Ethics: Since ethics deals with human behaviors within an environment,

environmental ethics is concerned with the dealings of man and his environment. It deals with
man's judicious use of the natural resources within his environment. It is concerned mostly with
the basic principle of life and the environment in which man dominates the proper use of the
natural environment.

-

Modern Environmental Ethics: In this dissertation, we referred to the works of the 20th and 21st

centuries on environmental ethics.
Environmental Spirituality: This is the kind of spirituality that is founded in an essential belief

in the inviolability of nature and the cosmos. Environmental spirituality is practiced by
aboriginal peoples. It is the spirituality of indigenous people. In this study, it refers mainly to
environmental spirituality as practiced by the Igbos of Nigeria
Ecology: This is the study of the relation of plants, living creatures, and their environment. It

deals with plants, animals, and human beings in the society that makes up an environment.
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Oral Literature: It refers to the different means by which information is verbally communicated

from one generation to the other. This body of knowledge is being kept and continues to be
conveyed through stories, idioms, proverbs, music, songs, etc. This type of literature is kept and
stored in people's minds and hearts.
Indigenous People: This refers to the people belonging to a specific place. These are the natives

of a particular place. The words 'indigenous' and 'traditional' are used interchangeably in this
work to mean what was used in ancient times by past generations and has been passed to the next
generations with essences and values still retaining.
Indigenous knowledge: This refers to the ancient ideas and understandings of indigenous

people.
Village or Local Farmers: This is used to define the type of farmers that are in the villages and

that mostly lack western education and do not have any knowledge of mechanized or modem
farming system. These are peasant farmers who mostly farm for their family and personal
consumption.

*

*

lgbo Knowledge: This refers to the unique culture and tradition of the Igbo people. The Igbo

system of knowledge are basically not documented or written down, but are transmitted from
one generation to the next orally through wise sayings, music, idioms, proverbs, stories, etc. Igbo
knowledge refers mostly to the culture and tradition of the Igbo people.
Therefore, the study of environmental values in lgbo spirituality has some limitations which are
described in section 1.8 below.
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1.8

RESEARCH LIMITATIONS
This dissertation is limited to the environmental values in Igbo Spirituality. Although

references are made in general to the African society and to Nigeria, the study focuses mainly on
the culture and belief systems. The research is a descriptive research which hinges on the
analysis and reviews of secondary materials in the form of books, scholarly journals, and online
materials related to the focus of the study. The secondary materials are selected from the reading
of bibliography and relevant materials which depict issues of environmental values in Igbo
spirituality which were highlighted to achieve the objectives of this research. The secondary
materials form the bulk of the background and review of literature. In addition, the study adopts
textual analysis of a literary text- Chinua Achebe's Things Fall Apart which is a novel that
portrays the Igbo society, their belief systems, and their culture with a view of examining aspects
of eco spirituality contained in the text. Furthermore, analysis of folklore, myths, legends, and
proverbs which are related to issues of environmental values in Igbo spirituality were also carried
out.

1.9

*
RESEARCH CONTRIBUTION
This study has demonstrated the intrinsic values embedded in Igbo spirituality in relation

to issues of the environment. In addition, the study has articulated some indigenous principles of
lgbo environmental ethics. These ethics are taught and passed on orally. It is traditionally
believed that nature does not change but human understanding of nature changes from one
generation to the next. The traditional understandings and views of the natural environment are
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based on personal and collective thoughts of the people garnished with their wisdom and culture.
It cannot be said that the traditional Igbo people of eastern Nigeria have a systematic view and

have developed and documented a theory of environmental ethics. However, the ways of life of
the people and their values create a deeper understanding of environmental ethics in one way or
another. This study has contributed towards articulating, documenting, and organizing the Igbo
indigenous environmental ethics. Furthermore, the present study has proposed the intergration of
indigenous Igbo environmental ethics with positive aspects of global standards in environmental
preservation.

1.10 RESEARCH OUTLINE
The dissertation has six chapters: Chapter one is the introductory part and contains the
background to the study, the statement of problem, the objectives of the study, the research
questions, the scope of study, significance of study, the methodology, and the clarifications of
concepts. Chapter two carries out a systematic analysis of the concept of spirituality in general
and in particularly on Igbo spirituality. Chapter three is devoted to the review of relevant
literatures. It reviews literatures on the concept of spirituality in the Igbo society as well as the
concept of environment from the African perspective. Then chapter four highlights the positive
environmental values embedded in Igbo spirituality in relation to the specific issues. It
interrogates isssues of eco spirituality in land preservation matters, agricultural practices, beliefs
about wild animals, water management systems among others. Chapter five is devoted to the
series of issues raised in Achebe's novel Things Fall Apart and how they are linked to Igbo
spirituality and environmental values in the lgbo society. Here, the geo-ecological and socio-
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cultural situation of Igboland is examined as portrayed in the novel. Chapter six highlights the
current environmental challenges in the practice oflgbo spirituality, key themes in Eco thoughts,
and finally examines their commonalties and divergences. What kind of philosophy or
environmental ethics should be adopted by the Igbos is discussed. Strategies that can adequately
deal with the environmental challenges in Igboland are also proposed. Chapter seven gives the
summary of findings, conclusion and recommendations.
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CHAPTER TWO
THE CONCEPT OF SPIRITUALITY FROM IGBO PERSPECTIVE
2.1

INTRODUCTION
This chapter is a review of relevant literature on spirituality and the environment. It

attempts to explain the basic elements of the Igbo spirituality which will enable the reader to
have a solid link on how the Igbo spirituality is eco-friendly. It explores the concept of
spirituality in general, from the African perspective and specifically from the Igbo perspective. It
also examines issues related to the African Philosophy of nature and the environmental ethics.
Generally, it provides a window worldviews and culture.

2.2

THE CONCEPT OF SPIRITUALITY
Various world religions and people have viewed spirituality as that which embraces faith

in invisible truths and realities that go beyond nature (Koening, 2012, p. 36). However, the
definition of the word 'spirituality' has been a controversial one as most people have defined
spirituality according to their own views (Cobb, 2012, p. 213). Thus, for Cullifford, spirituality
has no boundary:
It is not ideal to consider spirituality as a thing, an object. It does not have the nature of a

specimen that can be dissected and analyzed. Spirituality is better thought of as a boundary-less
dimension of human experience. As such, it must be admitted, it is not open to the normal
methodologies of scientific investigation. It cannot completely be defined. It cannot be pinned
down (Cullifford, 2011).
In the above view of Cullifford, one sees the metaphysical/immaterial dimension of spirituality.

However, Cullifford went further to argue that spirituality can also be viewed differently:
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As something free of institutional structures and hierarchies, not so much about dogma and
beliefs as about attitudes, values and practices, about what motivates you (us) at the deepest level,
influencing how you think and behave, helping you find a true and useful place in your
community, culture, and in the world (Cullifford, 2011).

In a similar vein, Ehrlich posits that spirituality is:
A belief in a power operating in the universe that is greater than oneself, a sense of
interconnectedness with all living creatures, and an awareness of the purpose and meaning of life
and the development of personal, absolute values. It's the way you find meaning, hope, comfort,
and inner peace in your life. Although spirituality is often associated with religious life, many
believe that personal spirituality can be developed outside of religion. Acts of compassion and
selflessness, altruism, and the experience of inner peace are all characteristics of spirituality
(Ehrlich, 2011).

In addition, Burkhardt asserts:
Spirituality is that which gives meaning to one's life and draws one to transcend oneself.
Spirituality is a broader concept than religion, although that is one expression of spirituality.
Other expressions include prayer, meditation, interactions with others or nature, and relationship
with God or a higher power (Burkhardt, 1989, pp . 60-77).

Fundamentally, spirituality has a religious undertone as has been traditionally viewed. Chapman
notes that "people are innately religious with over 90% of the world's population believing in
some divine power. People instinctively bow to the heavens" (Larry, 2005). Religion is the
innate orientation to the mystery we call God and that orientation is what embodies spirituality.
Spirituality therefore is an activity directed to a universal principle, God, seen to be the answer to
the question of meaning, purpose, and fulfillment in life. In the same vein, Alex Andrei provided
his own definition of spirituality while considering the religious and non-religious adherents:
By non-religious spirituality, people generally mean a spirituality in which a person is not guided
by the framework of a particular religion/belief-system, and is conducting a more personal "inner
search." It is thought of as more individualistic, and more open to a variety of ideas and
influences [ ... ] Religious spirituality usually delves into deepening and strengthening the faith
one has in a particular religion/belief-system. The big questions about life are sought to be
answered within the confines of the said belief system (Andrei, 2010).
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Spirituality is not religion per se; but rather, it is its expression that is predominant in most world
religions. It is the expected lifestyle which manifests from following religious convictions and
traditions. As such, religious movements have their peculiar spirituality. In this light, spirituality
becomes the attunement of the human spirit to transcendent realities. However, arguments have
considered whether spirituality is an independent activity devoid of religion or is interwoven
with it. Thus, it has been argued that it is a:
Shift in terminology that led people to say that they do not have 'religion' but 'spirituality,'
marked a change in consciousness, representing both a rejection of the perceived shortcomings of
religion and an embracing of spiritual paths that are both individual and inclusive" (MacDonald,
2005, p. 8720).

The new emphasis is on global concerns rather than religious quests. A good example would be
the proponents of animal rights and the modem environmental movement fight to save the planet
from the causes of global warming. Thus, proponents of the 'new spirituality' argue for a
platform without reference to any particular religious ideas or external authority. Openness and
dialogue with other disciplines are the major concerns of the proponents which consist of
astrophysicists, biologists, materialists, atheist, and naturalist. Those who want to pursue their
individual quest without reference to religious ideals tend to view spirituality as another
alternative to religion. This is a secularistic approach to spirituality which does not find any
footing in Igbo spirituality. It is not everything that yields a result that fits into the African
paradigm of spirituality. This is why the Igbo detest certain practices. Eyisi treated this properly
in his work Abominations and Taboos in lgboland.
For MacDonald (2005), the underlining point of the discussion is that the idea of
spirituality has broadened and is fast becoming a reality which embraces both religious and
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secular applications. It must however be maintained that spirituality deals with embracing
universal unchanging principles as upheld by religion. In classic terms, it involves living out the
objective principles of a religious worldview. Spirituality should be distinctive so that one can
distinguish it from what a scientist, sociologist, psychologist, physiotherapist or anthropologist
sets out to achieve. There must not be a collapsing of foundational principles or paradigm shifts.
This is one among the cries of the African man over the negative sides of colonialism. This is
because it has brought about total erosion of vital cultural values of the people in which their
spirituality is anchored on.
An inclusive but broad definition of spirituality by MacDonald in the Encyclopedia of

Religion states that spirituality is:
[T]he concern of human beings with their appropriate relationships to the cosmos. How the
cosmic whole is conceived and what is considered appropriate in interacting with it differ
according to worldviews of individuals and communities. Spirituality is also construed as an
orientation toward the spiritual as distinguished from the exclusively material. This entry
considers classic spiritualities, contemporary spiritualities and spirituality as an alternative to
religion (MacDonald, 2005, p. 8718).
The definition above is significant for the present study as it gives room for various religions
including African Traditional Religion in which Igbo spirituality finds its roots. To strengthen
this definition further, he added that "by spirituality, one denotes the characteristic sentiments
and way of life of those who were born into, or came to embrace, a particular tradition"
(MacDonald, 2005, p. 8719). This perfectly echoes the position of Anyiwo (2013), a prominent
Igbo writer who holds that:
The spiritual system ofNdi lgbo (the Igbo people) is one of the oldest on Earth. The roots oflgbo
spirituality is the same as the roots of every other African one; that is, in Africa. lgbo spirituality
predates Islam, Christianity, Judaism and every other -ism that one can think of. If there are any
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similarities between the traditional practices of the Igbo and those of other religions, it is because
they were borrowed from our ancestors, and not the other way around (Anyiwo, 2013).

Therefore, the concept of spirituality is centered on Spiritual Beings, which could be in "material
or immaterial" form. In Christianity, Christ is the center of all spirituality for with him the human
history changed from cosmogenesis to Christogenesis. In Buddhism, the Lord Buddha is the
center of spirituality; while in Islam, Prophet Muhammad is the pillar of spirituality (Bonevac
and Philips, 1993, pp. 238-306). This study recognizes the strong nature of the Igbo spirituality
as stated by Anyiwo:

\\JER

The basis oflgbo Spirituality is the concept of "Chi." Similar to the "Ori" of the Yoruba, and the
"Ka" of Ancient Egyptians, Chi was the fundamental force of creation. Everyone and everything
has a Chi. Ndi lgbo, like other Africans, worshipped one Creator, who is known by many names:
Obasi Dielu (The Supreme God), Chi di ebere (God the merciful), Odenigwe (The Ruler of
Heavens), etc. The two most popular names for Supreme Being used in Alaigbo were Chukwu
and Chineke. The dominant name, Chukwu, which is a combination of the Igbo words "Chi" and
"Ukwu", literally means "The Big Chi". Consequntly, this shows that Igbo believed that the
Supreme Being was omnipresent and all-pervading. Chineke, which most people translate as
"God the Creator" actually has a deeper meaning. Chi is the masculine aspect of God and Eke is
the feminine aspect. Ndi Igbo knew that it took male and female to create life. As such, the
Creator of everything would have to encompass both parts (Anyiwo, 2013 ).

Therefore, it could be argued that Igbo spirituality is all about the desire to live in harmony with
one's "Chi" and the environment surrounding this "Chi". This brings us to the nature of African
spirituality.

2.3

THE NATURE OF AFRICAN SPIRITUALITY
Spirituality involves perceptions, insights, views, beliefs, and practices which bring and

draw people closer to the super-sensible realities (Wakefield, 1983). In addition to this,
spirituality incorporates various interconnected stages of "reference such as the stage of living
experience, the expression and behaviors of human beings which are essentially measured by
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their ultimate values, and therefore their spirituality" (Principe, 1983, pp. 127-141). On the
community phase, spirituality could be viewed as shared common values and knowledge
promoted by the people's institution. On the African standpoint, some scholars remarked that:
Indigenous African spirituality involves deeper human values, attitudes, beliefs, and practices
based on various African worldviews. These arise from the experiences of black people from the
south of the Sahara, articulated and lived in the African context, shaped by African problems,
needs and aspirations, expressed using symbols derived from the immediate African environment,
and handed down by African forebears before colonialism. However, these worldviews are
changing with changing times due to the influence of secularization and modernization.
Consequently, a new hybrid of African spirituality has been developed consisting of traditional
African beliefs and practices, Christianity, Islam, and the culture of modernization (Gumo et al.,
2012, pp. 524-525).

African traditional religions continue to control and influence many peoples' life today including
both the Muslims and African Christians. This confirms that African religions are not inflexible.
Mbiti noted that "although Christianity and Islam have added distinct elements to African
religions, each has been and continues to be adapted to and shaped by Africa's indigenous
religious heritage" (Mbiti, 1970, p. 34 ). Therefore, "African traditional spirituality" is
constituted, established, and then transferred from one descendant to another by the forefathers
of the existing Africans. It is traditional, not because it is old-fashioned and ancient, firm and
unable to welcome the new state and alterations, but because it is environmentally, historically,
and socially coded (Bohm, 1980, p. 11 ). It is a belief system acknowledged and emulated by
African people irrespective of the various religions each of the African society practices. Thus,
African spirituality is seen in the African culture; each person is seen to have been born into it,
resides in it, observes it, and indeed pleased to make it his/her own (Uka, 1991, p. 56).
Conversely, the notion of God among Africans is neither standardized nor a
manifestation of the people's affiliation with God. This is because the style in which African
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spirituality is expressed and conveyed differs from one society to another. This further clarifies
why the word "African worldview" is written as "African worldviews". Africans express their
spirituality in all of their daily activities. Thus, Mbiti remarked:
Africans are notoriously religious. Whenever the African is, there is religion. He carries it to the
fields where he is sowing seeds or harvesting a new crop; he takes it with him to the beer party, or
to attend a funeral ceremony; and if he is educated, he takes religion with him to the examination
room at school or in the university; if he is a politician, he takes it to the house of parliament
(Mbiti, 1969, pp. 1-2).

Based on the diverse African spiritualities, it is believed that human beings inhabit a religious
cosmos in which all non-human and human beings are meticulously linked with God.
Sequentially, human beings, animals, and other natural circumstances not only emanate from
God, but also testify of God's existence. In line with this, Gumo et al. posit:
According to various African spiritualities, humanity lives in a religious universe, so that natural
phenomena and objects are intimately associated with God. Accordingly, humanity, animals, and
other natural phenomena not only originate from God, but also bear Him witness. Humanity's
understanding of God is strongly colored by the universe of which humanity is a part. Humankind
sees in the universe not only the imprint but the reflection of God; and whether that image is
marred or clearly focused and defined, is nevertheless an image of God, the only image known in
traditional African societies (Gumo et al., 2012, p. 525).

In the African world, God is the father, the giver, the creator, and the provider because God is
accessible to the Africans whenever desired. The concept of God as the father and creator is
generally held by all Africans (Mbiti, 1997, p. 66). Humankind, in line with the African
perception is not a distant creature. Humanity is one aspect of the cosmos filled with plants,
animal, and other non-living things. All these parts are connected to one another in divergent
means, and all of them also depend on God for their survival, endurance, and actuality. The
association between humanity and their environments differs depending on the use they have
been assigned to. African spirituality encourages reverence for nature and deep regards for
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animals, hill, rivers, and forests. This habit is still practiced by some African settlers, particularly
amongst the Luhya of Kenya that apply this nature of spirituality in protecting the Kakamega
Forest.
Again, the idea of communication is important in understanding African spirituality. It
could be said that communication entails disseminating information from one place to another.
As the name suggests, communication is vital in grasping the intricacies of a people's way of life
and religion. Language as a means of communication is instrumental in conveying African
spirituality ingrained in their structures (Achebe, 2008, pp. 4-77). Through multiplicity of
African languages, the spirituality of African people is transferred from one group to another.
This inspires the method of dissemination and background in which the information on African
spirituality is explained and made to reach every member. African spirituality is seen through the
environment and the Africans equally protect their environment through their spirituality
(Ramose, 1994, pp. 67-74). With the assistance of the spiritual guide, African spirituality is
indeed notably appreciated by the African people. In addition, the notion of spiritual guide in the
African traditional religion is also put into consideration.

2.3.lTHE

NOTION

OF

SPIRITUAL

GUIDE

IN

THE

AFRICAN

TRADITIONAL RELIGION
Human experiences are central to spirituality. The spiritual tradition provides the
framework and context within which human experiences are analyzed and interpreted. Emphasis
is laid on the oral and written traditions which are the spiritual guides that confirm the
preservation and transmission of basic tenets. These are passed on to a selected group of trained
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leaders and teachers - intermediaries between people and tradition. Guides act as precursors and
give in-depth insights for spiritual awakening. Christians, for example, have Sacred Scripture
which is the point of reference and authoritative tradition of accepted canons on which the
direction of the Christian community is grounded. Sacred Scripture provides the framework and
paradigm on which practical guidance is based. Spiritual guides who usually constitute the inner
circle of discipleship (Smithers, 1987, p. 8708) therefore act as intermediaries between the
physical world and the sacred realities they represent. Therefore, this mediation is an
indispensable part of the Igbo spirituality.
The importance of guides is highlighted in Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism. Aside from
the certain nuances peculiar to different religious traditions, the guide is a person characterized
by holiness, in-depth spiritual insights, and can positively influence others (Smithers, 1987, p.
8709). To further emphasize the need to have a spiritual guide, Hui-neng, the sixth Chan
patriarch says concerning a human being:
He must obtain a good teacher to show him how to see into his own self-nature. But if you
awaken by yourself, do not rely on teachers outside. If you try to seek a teacher outside and hope
to obtain deliverance, you will find it impossible. If you have recognized the good teacher within
your own mind, you have already obtained deliverance (Yampolsky, 1971, p. 152).

The notion of a spiritual guide is apparently similar in different religions as the position of a
guide is centered towards the essence of the said religion. For instance, Christians will talk of
spiritual directors using their own parlance while in the academic and social setting, one talks of
a mentor.
In African spirituality, the role of a spiritual guide is necessary. In most cases, the
ancestors play the role of a guide since the essence of life is to live well, die well, be given a
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befitting burial, and join other ancestors in order to help guide the family, the clan and in general,
the entire community towards the goals. Thus, these goals includes keeping the sacred places,
preventing evil by not cutting down trees that are meant for sacred beings, etc. It is the
responsibility of the guide to direct the communities towards providing a better and improved
lifestyle to every individual which is seen as the center of the community life. Here is a clear
show of culture-and-nature relationship in the Igbo society which equally portrays their
spirituality. This relationship is so united that one cannot do without the other for a sustainable
living. However, the concept of the spiritual guide will further be understood when one
understands the role that 'discipline' plays in African spirituality.

~

2.3.2 SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE IN THE AFRICAN TRADITIONAL
BELIEF SYSTEM

-

Spiritual discipline is a guided process of understanding one's relationship with God
(McBrien, 1989). A guide establishes the orientation and outlines the procedures (Mahoney,
1987, p. 8699) for a disciple's journey to renewal and perfection. To achieve perfection then is to
be disciplined by conforming to the instructions of a guide. Perfection is to be disciplined
through spiritual guidance. The idea of spiritual discipline is the need to conform to certain
disciplined standards because there are realities in the world with contradictory paradigms,
signaling the indispensability of an authoritative guideline. To be effective, this discipline must
be prescribed by a higher or divine authority through codes of conduct. The structures embedded
in the discipline must appeal to the disciple's inner spirit ensuring an in-depth renewal of the
human faculties. It also involves what Mahoney calls a cultivated interaction between the
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disciple and the discipline itself (Mahoney, 1987, p. 8700). Therefore, the individual must
consciously participate in the events of life by mapping out a programmed path that aligns with
the ultimate principles of that spiritual discipline. For example, one can work towards becoming
a disciplined imitation of a divine model (Mahoney, 1987, p. 8701 ). Spiritual discipline is
ultimately the discipline of the mind, body, and spirit which serves the purpose of maintaining a
proper and harmonious network ofrelationships between God and the human community.
In the same vein, African spirituality is loaded with an outstanding community discipline
which could be seen to have a major impact on the entire community. A point to note is the fact
that those who presented the Western form of education never considered that Africans have a
set of moral codes where the discipline is embedded (Achebe, 2008, pp. 45-6). Thus, the
erroneous conclusion came up that Africa had no antiquity, no valuable past, no ethos, and no
education. Smith saw that until recently, euro centric people in general, worked on the
assumption that Africans have no culture that is worth perpetuating and there is no method of
transmitting it which needs to be taken into account (Smith, 1934, p. 319).
On this issue, Busia stressed that there were systems of education in Africa before the
colonial period (Busia, 1964, p. 13). The assertion that the Africans were without structure
before the arrival of westerners is far from reality. Castle also indicated that the aim of
customary education was effectively achieved in African cultures long before Europeans brought
the view that education necessarily involved the skills of reading and writing books (Castle,
1966, p. 20). Even at this, a limitation of education to mere training in the art of writing and
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reading without a holistic human formation (including character formation) is a failure when
traced from the root of the word "education".
In order to instill the spiritual discipline on any African society, there is no particular
place set apart for this exercise, as it could take place anywhere, anytime, and in every occasion,
wherever the need arises (Achebe, 2008, pp. 70-105). It customarily takes place at home, at the
farm, in townhalls, or in the market places. In special cases, there are designated places such as
the shrine or sacred places where it is believed that both the living and the dead gather to
commune. The reason why such physical structures play an important role in African spirituality
is because they are meeting points of all (Busia, 1962, p. 77). Africans generally believe that
some spirits love to dwell on trees, while some love to dwell in the air, in the hills, and in caves
(Achebe, 2008, p. 81 ). Thus, cutting down the tree means exposing the spirits, thereby scaring
them away from the activities of the community. For example, in some areas, there are houses in
the village or in an adjacent or opposite bush or forest for some spiritual rituals. This practice is
often temporary and was customarily pulled to pieces after their periodic use (Butts, 1973, p. 39).
In the African tradition and spiritual guidance, the boys are taken care of by their fathers,
uncles or other elders, while the girls are taken care of by their mothers, aunts, or senior sisters.
The core reason for this intimacy is to make sure that each gender trains the other in a manner
that befits the gender in accordance to the spirituality of the particular African community.
Therefore, it is up to the father to explain to the son that these and that trees, lands, animals, and
rivers belong to the gods and should not be tampered with. 4 One significant aspect of African

4

By way of comparison, this resembles the nature of the Jewish Liturgy whereby the paterfamilias instructs the
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spiritual discipline is that it involves every aspect of life usually embodied by the contemporary
college subjects such as astrology, agriculture, religion, history, global warming, ecology,
ecosystem, etc. (Butts, 1973, pp. 38-39). This dissertation argues therefore that the essence of
African spirituality is indeed embedded in its spiritual guide which is a form of education in all
the African societies for the maintenance of African identity. It enables her members to
contribute to her existence. It is then the duty of all to educate everybody to "adhere to the
traditions and norms of the community" in order to avoid any bad omen that will attract infamy
or bring dishonor to the family or the community (Achebe, 2008, pp. 37-38). When any member
goes astray or commits acts deemed as immoral, the family will placate the gods by offering a
sacrifice to the god of the land, the trees, the rivers, or the shrine. Of course it is the wish of all
that all members live righteously, virtuously and in case of offence committed, the person should
abide by the disciplinary actions (Iwuoma, 1992, p. 86). In the African communities, there is a
great stress that human beings are interdependently connected with the natural environment. This
is because even the divinities and gods appear as nonhuman animals. Hence, there is the need to
care for both human and nonhuman. This can be seen in terms of their spirituality and
personality from the African perspective.
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2.4

PERSONALITY

SPIRITUALITY
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PERSPECTIVE
The personality of the African is centered on the person's spirituality. Senghor describes
the African way of life as a community society, where more stress is put on the group than on the

children on the origin of their Jewish Passover celebration (Deuteronomy 6:20-25).
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individual. This quality means that an individual cannot organize his life without the influence
from his family, village, or clan (Senghor, 1964, p. 93). Individual autonomy is thus dependent
on the community. The individual exists because the community exists. In a society like this, the
individual exists both for himself and for others because he is completely dependent on the
forces upholding the community for his development and contribution. According to Senghor, a
"member of the community claims his autonomy to affirm himself as a being, but feels and
thinks that he can develop his potential, his originality, only in and by society, in union with all
other men" (Senghor, 1964, p. 94). So, the personality of an African hinges on community
spirituality and manifests in the submission of the "I" to the "We" (Onyeocha, 1997, pp. 159-60).
In line with this same position, Asogwa argues that the African does not look for any
essential feature in a man to make him a person. Personhood in Africa is defined through the
community. Lone individuals are inconceivable in African Philosophy (Asogwa, 2000, p. 53).
This also does not mean that the western concept of dualism (Hart, 1996, pp. 265-7) is strange to
the Africans. Consequently, it demonstrates that an African knows that his world is made up of
both the seen and unseen, and material and immaterial which are united in the concept called
human person. This point underscores the spiritual and physical dimensions of personhood.
Thus, in a normal African community, a human person is made of a body, a soul, the
guiding spirit, that part of human person which accounts for his character which the Igbo people
call "Chi", that part which moves from one generation to another as an inherited trait, and that
part that transforms into a spirit after death (Asogwa, 2000, pp. 52-3). Consequently, the reality
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of dual nature of a human person is real, but Africans do not accept, such as perpetually
disjointed. It is rather a reality that is holistic and inseparably connected.
From the literatures reviewed so far, it can be deduced that the spirituality of most
African communities is essentially centered on the belief and worship of the Supreme Being
called God (gods, divinities), belief in lesser deities, taboos, tsunami caused by disruption of
sacred places, belief in ancestor's support, belief in after-life, and belief in good and evil. The
concept of avoidance of evil is not only concerned with human person, but also with nonhuman
beings. Therefore, it is an ecological awareness towards the value of life (More, 1986, pp. 5-7).
Having reviewed the concept of African spirituality, it is essential to discuss the identity of the
Igbos, as this is central to the study.

2.5

WHO ARE THE IGBOs?
There are three major tribes in Nigeria, namely: Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba, all placed in

terms of their respective population size, when considering ethnicity. The Igbo are thought to be
the second largest group, with people living in closely connected areas, often having diverse
religion, culture, and most importantly a common language. The Igbo can be found in the
southeastern part of Nigeria, with a population little over 80 million. Geographically, the Igbo
people spans across the states of "Abia, Anambra, Imo, Ebonyi, Enugu, Rivers, Delta and AkwaIbom" all in the present southeastern part of Nigeria. They are also religious, often believing in
folklores. The Igbo people tried fervently to find out the story behind the creation of the world
and its entirety; the functions, purpose, and the forces behind which the Igbo often referred to as
"Chi" (Njoku, 1990, p. 150).
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The traditional religion is the most important religious belief among the Igbo and it is
naturally controlled by families within an extended family system (Achebe, 2008, p. 21). The
social and political landscapes ensure strong roots for ancestral groups of families. They are in
turn invited to carry out key official ceremonies. The Igbo beliefs are hinged on a Supreme
Being, i.e. the Creator-Chineke, who they assume does not or rarely gets involved in the
community events, thereby giving them the freewill to patronize minor gods, who pay homage
and owe servitude to the Supreme God, often called "Chukwu" in Igbo parlance and translated
literally to mean the Highest God. The minor gods include gods of the earth-fertility, sun
(responsible for photosynthetic and agricultural activities), sky (believed to be the source of rain)
among others. Occasionally, appeasements are made to spirits and deities of which spirit of
wealth, music and dancing are much known and respected (Ogbaa, 1995, pp. 40-52). Loving and
living in peace with nature is paramount in the Igbo society. The traditional Igbo society unlike
other cultures does not have kings, hence, the popular saying "Igbo enweghi Eze" (the Igbo
people have no king). The traditional Igbo community is pro-republic with the counseling
congress called 'Ohaneze'.

*

Circumcision is practiced on Igbo male kids on the eighth day after their birth, naming is
done consequently and it attracts people within the community who converge for the ceremony.
The marital process has four distinct stages: asking for the young woman's hand, allowing the
intermediary to negotiate, analyzing the personality of the bride, and paying of the dowry. In a
typical Igbo community, death at young age is not taken to be normal and questions are often
addressed to the ancestors in an expression of their anguish. Dying at old age is seen as a
blessing, and befitting burial rites are accorded to aged diseased persons. If the person is a man
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and the household head, he is buried almost immediately (often a day after his demise) beneath
his parlor (Obi). Age and gender are taken seriously in Igboland and they define interpersonal
relationship.
Naturally, the Igbo cannot separate from their daily life activities the power of music. It is
part of their proverbial expression that 'uwa bu egwu na amu', thereby connoting that with ease
and laughter one passes through the huddles of life. They are so fond of music and that makes
them own diverse musical instruments, ranging from 'Ugene' (a whistle), to 'Ubo-Akwara' (a
guitar) among all others (Njoku, 1990, p.152). Dancing style within the Igbo community varies
from place to place and it is synonymous to peer, class identification, or association. A
predominant sport in a typical lgbo community is wrestling which defines a man and shows that
he has "achieved fame as the greatest wrestler in the land" (Achebe, 2008, p.21).
The most notable problem was the civil war that lasted for over three years, in which
millions of Biafrans (the Igbo) were systematically killed. For the Igbo, what the evil one has
done can ruin the whole clan (Achebe, 2008, p.24). However, this agrees with Bantu's
philosophy "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" (Temples, 1959, p. 61). The lgbo have an
interesting notion of eco-thought which is embedded in their spirituality. In their musical
life/expressions, the whole of life activities are encapsulated for often do their musical
compositions enshrine the appreciation of both natural, physical, and the mysterious nature of
human existence. All these are pointers to the nature of the human person who engages himself
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in this spiritual practice. Thus, a look at the Igbo notion of the human person will be instrumental
for a better assimilation of the Igbo spirituality.

2.6

THE IGBO CONCEPT OF HUMAN BEING (A PERSON)
From time immemorial, the 'God-Man' and 'Man-World' association have been subject

to numerous studies based on relationship with the Supreme-Being or the cosmos in general. The
center of the studies was basically on man's relationship with God, his interest, ultimate concern,
and how man sees th.e world. However, a radical change took over when Descartes came in with
his "Corgito Ego Sum". Then, man realized that he could be the core and basis of philosophizing
(Descartes, 1931, pp. 140-150). This was aided by the rapid development of social sciences such
as psychology, sociology, and cultural anthropology. Within these disciplines, man became and
remains the focus. Thus, Peter Gay argues that "man is free, the master of his fortune, not
chained to his place in a universal hierarchy but capable of all things" (Gay, 1967, p. 266).
In contemporary time, theologians have focused on theism as the core and only subject.
Interestingly, with all the efforts man has made in studying about humanity, not even science can
provide a generally acceptable view of man. In some cases, scientists explain man in a way that
leaves one in awe, which shows the inability of science or other fields of study to explain man's
nature, origin, or final destiny. In this work, an effective understanding of the people's culture
and spiritual dimension of man remains a necessary condition in discovering the human person
in entirety.
In ancient times, never was any reference made to man without a due consideration to his
relationship with God. Thus, man's behavioral pattern was in accordance with rules and
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regulations set by God through his numerous prophets. Such a view brings to daylight still the
strong understanding of Igbo spirituality since everything was viewed from the perspective of its
relation with God and human interactions with other spiritual beings. However, the
understanding and making of the human person as the focal point is a modem idea. This
underlines the historical shift from the theistic understanding and study of man to a more
anthropocentric approach. This thought is much supported by the German philosopher,
Immanuel Kant who when introducing his logic asked what is human. The human he argues
must be treated with a universal moral law (Kant, 1969, pp. 41-77).
The subject called human has not been fully studied and has proven to be a problem. This
is partly due to the fact that unlike pure science, philosophy does not necessarily add up. Instead,
it changes rapidly, breeding new thoughts and different ideologies. It is speculative and is gotten
by constant and high level of meditation. Unlike a scientist who can pass off his ideas so easily, a
philosopher does not have that luxury. Thus, all he knows is mostly immanent. The best he could
do is to guide and direct others to see things the way he does them; he is often suggestive and not
forceful. A philosopher admires and is much drawn towards wisdom. Nevertheless, appreciation
of man as the apex of God's creation boils down to the centrality of the human person in Igbo
spirituality. Every anthropological study focusing on man is a move towards a better
comprehension of the mysteries of human existence. This paves the way for spirituality.
Man is religious, seeking to be absolved of sins and guilt. In addition, man is economical.
He is by nature a community dweller living with males and females of different ages, sizes,
possibly races and tribes. This is practiced as communalism in the Igbo system of living. This
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accounts for why the Igbo believe in the famous proverb that 'otu osisi anaghi emebe ohia' (a
tree does not make a forest). In the Igbo spirituality, this remains outstanding for whatever one
does, the effects are considered on how favorable it will be for the entire community. Thus, from
the religious perspective, the human nature becomes not only co-existent with other human
persons, but co-existent with another personal "thou" that is, the person of the Absolute (Fanon,
1967, p. 114).

There have been several historical eras in mans existence. In these eras, for instance,
from medieval times to contemporary times, man's interests ranged from philosophy to
technological advancement. In spite of those advancements, certain concepts hardly ever change,
such as knowledge, love, creativity, beauty, and attainment of morals; and also, the pertinent and
ultimate goals of humanity. Man cannot by self-searching know himself/herself. Instead, man's
works, habits, traits, and personality are used to define him. To properly understand the human
origin, certain philosophies have to be examined with the necessary human reflection.
Based on Christian religious theory, man is a direct creature of God, "created in the
image and likeness of God," (Gen 1:27). Being the apex of creation, God gave dominion to man
over every created thing following the biblical account. According to the Catechism of the
Catholic Church, for the Christians, man's mission on earth is to love God, serve him in this
world, and to be with him in the world to come. This perspective of the purpose of life is in
consonance with the Igbo spirituality.
From an African perspective, the concept of the human person differs in so many ways
from western views. Senghor, for instance, considers the homo-afrikanus as a being too
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emotional than rational and maintains that emotion is black as reason is Greek (Senghor, 1964, p.
24). Thus, for him the African person is a participatory person, otherwise he/she loses his/her
personhood (Senghor, 1964, p. 74). For Nkrumah, the main point in his Consciencism is the
principle of egalitarianism and the idea that man is an end not the means (Okoye, 2014). The
human person therefore is geared towards the harmonious growth and development of that
society (Nkrumah, 1974, p. 79). The concept of a person is important in Nyerere's idea as he
describes "Ujamaa villages" as people who are socially connected (Nyerere, 1960, p. 149).
Maquet identifies the human person in Africa as finding one's being in his/her kin, lineage, and
ancestors, marrying many wives, existing for others, and being in harmony with nature (Maquet,
1972, p. 3). In these analyses, the communalistic aspect oflgbo spirituality and the supremacy of
the human person in the human-divine interactions remain undeniable.
For the lgbo, the human person is so treasured that the channel through which a person
comes is generally respected and revered. This tends to mark the genesis of the Igbo regard for
their genealogy as a great contributory factor in their spirituality and value system, such as the
marriage system. The Igbo considers marriage as sacred and as an honorable institution. Hence, a
man must marry more than one wife in order to create room for more human persons through
procreation. According to Munonye, a woman who could not bear children becomes a big
problem. Thus, he opined that "we could never call her wife until she has produced children for
the family; for what use is a kolanut tree if it fails to bear fruit" (Munonye, 1987, p. 99)? This
also echoed the expression of Nwapa on Igbo and the human person. In her novel !du, she
presented a case of a woman who was ill-fated because she could not bear a child in the
community (Nwapa, 1987, pp. 34-41). A point to note here is that all the religious rituals and
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practices point to one objective: the preservation of human life through procreation (Ezeanya,
1976, p. 6) and Igbo spirituality of course is greatly life affirming. In line with this belief,
Olupona summarized the spiritual concept of a human person among the Igbo in this way:
"[W]hen a person wears an amulet or sits on a divine throne, divine power is brought into
spatial-temporal connection with that person" (Olupona, 2004, p. 32).
The Igbo concept of human person has a solid religious background and it is intertwined
with the concept of 'Chi' "the divine spirit that animates human beings" (Madu, 1995, p.33). In
fact, it is this 'Chi' that is the fulcrum borne in mind by the Igbo man in his spiritual deals; as
nothing is done without reference to one's Chi. For Madu, "every life is unique in a significant
way and is subject to series of unforeseeable hazards and unexpected rewards all mapped out by
the Chi" (Madu, 1995, p. 34). For Ekennia, 'Chi' is the greatest element in understanding the
concept of a person. The idea of 'Chi' according to Ekennia "is a unique life force, which each
person possesses. No two persons have the same 'Chi'. It is regarded as the Igbo principle of
individualization [ ... ] each person is unique and irreplaceable" (Ekennia, 2003, p. 27). In line
with this position, Ojike echoed that "no one's Chi is like another because no two persons are
identical" (Ojike, 1955 , p. 183). The Igbo will thus say, 'onye na Chi ya' (each with his own
Chi). Among the Igbo, the concept of the human person is participatory. A person therefore
becomes relevant only when he has been identified and approved by the community. Thus,
personality is revealed in the Igbo

~oncept

of spirituality.
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2. 7

IBE IGBO CONCEPT OF SPIRITUALITY
Spirituality is built and centered on the belief in a Supreme Being: God, lesser deities,

and ancestors and in the after-life. According to Uchendu, knowing a people's spirituality entails
understanding how they interact with both temporal and non-temporal life forces surrounding
them (Uchendu, 1965, p. 11 ). According to the Igbo traditional idea, the world is made up of two
main interrelated parts: the heavens (Eluigwe) and the earth (Elu-Uwa), the house of man,
animals, plants and a host of other created beings. Therefore, it is a place where two realms of
existence interact: Ala mmadu and Ala mmuo, i.e. man and deities (Nwala, 1985, p. 30).
According to Metuh:
All beings known to African worldviews belong to either worlds - the visible world (Ala
mmadu), and the invisible world (Ala mmuo). The invisible world is made up of the heavenly
realm, said to be the home of the creator and deities; and the spirit land; the home of the ancestors
(Metuh, 1992, p. 51 ).

The ancestors in Igboland are believed to participate in all important family affairs. It is believed
that there is a continuous interaction between the Supreme Being and the other beings in the
universe irrespective of the realm to which each belongs and operates. They inhabit the natural
phenomena and are involved in men's daily activities. It is thus difficult to talk of a strict
dichotomy between the natural and the spiritual worlds because they are in constant communion
and communication (Nwala, 1985, pp. 31-34). One of the most important channels through
which spiritual communication, worship, and atonement takes place is music. It is indispensable
and permeates all religious and social gatherings and ceremonies meant to establish harmony
with God and the community. For example, music accompanies child naming, marriages and
other festivities. Prayers, invocations, and blessings are also made. Prayer is the first act of
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worship addressed to God to intervene in the lives and workings of the people. Formal blessings
are made and declared on all or specific people and purposes. After this comes the final greetings
and salutations (Mbiti, 1969, pp. 61-67).
Belief in the spiritual worlds informs belief in the afterlife because death is not the final
end of human existence in the Igbo belief system. Consequently, every person has a spiritual
quality or characteristic that transforms into another form of existence after death. Hence, it is
only those who live a good life that go to the world of the ancestors (the spirit land) where they
continue to have influence on earthly life and family matters. The ancestral home is a perfect
prototype of a good life on earth (Nwala, 1985, p. 34). Living a good life in the Igbo sense means
to carefully observe the customs, taboos, laws and traditions of the land called Omenala
(tradition), i.e. the hidden point of reference in any moral discourse among the Igbo (Ekennia,
2000, p. 166). Edeh defines Omenala as an inherited pattern of thought, belief systems,
worldview, and action customarily in harmony with the dynamic creativity of being with the
totality of all that is (Edeh, 1985, p. 59). Osuji calls it the legitimate acts and reactions observed
in the land which include all provisions, "prohibitions, traditional beliefs and practices which are
contained in the unwritten laws and customs and are brought down from the ancestors to
posterity" (Osuji, 1978, p. 25). Menala is thus the embodied spirituality of any existing Igbo
community and is meant to provide and protect all values inherited from the ancestors. This
explains why there are so many laws guarding and guiding all existing and future relationships
and interactions between members of the community with other communities. From this, we see
why Omenala is the channel through which the Igbo society preserves itself. For E. Ilogu:
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Omenala becomes the means by which traditional lgbo society enforces conformity. Culturally
speaking, it is the means by which the ethics of the society is measured so that the values of
society are furthered from one generation to another [ ... ] harmony and equilibrium are in this
way maintained simply by observing the well-known customary way of behaviour because
'Omenala' is derived from the guardian spirit of 'Ala', the earth god and sanctified by the
ancestors. It is religious in nature although it fulfils social, moral, and cultural sanctions (Ilogu,
1974, p. 23).

This suggests that for the Igbo, nature serves as the foundation of human cultural principles and
values. Undeniably, a person's self-actualization is attained through nature. For the Igbo, it is the
responsibility of a person to conform to the cosmos for the good of all the creatures. This
conformity is clearly outlined in the Igbo concept of a spiritual guide.

2.7.1 THE IGBO CONCEPT OF A SPIRITUAL GUIDE
Change, development and transformation of a society require a transformative
appreciation of the person, his part in society, and his spiritual comportment. Thus, Parrinder
argues that:

::»

Search for meaning leads to faith in a power greater than the human, and finally to a universal or
superhuman mind which has the intention and will to maintain the highest values for human life.
There is an intellectual element in religion's search for purpose and value, and an emotional
element in the dependence upon the power which creates or guarantees those values (Parrinder,
1983, p. l 0).

Positive values are informed through the tenets enforced in spiritual guidance: the insightful
spiritual sense; the role of the family; the respect for human life; a serious sense of harmony and
community life; and care for others, acceptance, dialogue and trust. These values make people
the agents of change, thereby facilitating a revival in the society. In the spiritual guide is found a
pattern of basic beliefs political, aesthetic, economic, religious, and moral, which provide the
Igbo person with a sense of consistency and significance.
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This pattern of beliefs which express particular words, dominant attitudes, habits,
activities, and ceremonies linked with the ancestors and elderly people, have unfathomable
meaning in people's lives. They form the rules and regulations for the living which are repeated
in the family frequently. However, both physical and biological life is transmitted by God
through the elders and ancestors, and this shows the importance of their role as custodians and
guardians of values.
The role of the person is in carefully observing and paying attention to the customs,
taboos, laws and traditions of the land called 'Omenala.' This is because they are the moral
frame or point of reference for all decisions and deliberations affecting the society. 'Omenala'
guarantees particular moral norms for judgment and for balancing and weighing concrete
situations. 'Omenala' helps the individual to use existing social agreements and practices to
manage new experiences and innovations in the patterns of life so that peace, unity, and progress
can be achieved (Onyeocha, 1997, pp. 205-215). In the lgbo community, the guide helps to
checkmate the morality because "immoral conduct is held to be hateful to God," even to the
lesser gods (Wiredu, 1980, p. 6). Mbiti comments on the spiritual guides and their role in lgbo
society and one's spiritual growth as follows:

...,o;

The living-dead are bilingual; they speak the language of men, with whom they lived until
'recently', and they speak the language of the spirits and of God [ ... ] They are the 'spirits' with
which African peoples are most concerned: it is through the living-dead that the spirit world
becomes personal to men. They are still part of their human families, and people have personal
memories of them (Mbiti, 1990, p. 82).

It is the belief of the lgbo people that one with a powerful guide is therefore powerful and will

prosper in all that the person does. The spiritual guide therefore connects the living and the dead.
A good guide helps the community to flourish for the common good of all in line with the
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required disciplines. In the traditional Igbo society, the guide comes in various forms such as
dreams, revelations, chief priests, birds, air, and through living persons. Also, ancestors play an
outstanding role in the Igbo concept of a spiritual guide.

2.7.1.1

THE ANCESTORS AS SPIRITUAL GUIDES IN THE IGBO

SOCIETY
Belief in the ancestors is not limited to the Igbo society alone, it can be noticed and
practiced wherever there are traditional beliefs. The Igbo take ancestors as the founders and
originators of all that exist and accord them great respect as part of their spiritual practices. There
is no better guide than the ancestors whose primary duty is to guide the households towards
sustaining and living a worthy life. It is a common belief in Igboland that the ancestors are superguardians who help to guide the forest so that the living will be able to keep their property. It is
an integral part of Igbo life to perform rituals to the ancestors so that they will protect them
against any form of evil such as untimely death, infertility, attack from the neighboring town,
and bad wheather which will hinder the land from producing the best crops and plants.
The ancestors are also objects of reverence in Igbo traditional religion. They are usually
regarded as 'Ndichie' (those of old), 'Ndi gboo' (the people of long ago), and 'Ndi mbu na ndi
abo' (those of antiquity). It is the spirit of those who have died and are believed to have reached
the land of the forebears that are regarded as ancestors who are in a position to guide the society.
When a person dies, he is considered to have joined his ancestors. However, it is not everybody
who dies that will be elevated to the ancestral position. Arinze opines that "it is chiefly the
forefathers that are the object of cult" of ancestors (Arinze, 2008, p. 34). Besides, not every
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forefather is venerated, "not the wicked ones, not the wandering restless ghosts, but only the
good ones who have reached" the spirit land (Arinze, 2008, p. 35). The Igbo family does not
only consist of those who are still alive, the unseen ancestors are also part of it. The belief that a
diseased family member never leaves the fan1ily holds true for the Igbo people. The diseased
person who is now regarded as an ancestor remains much involved in the family affairs, even
though his presence will not be physically felt anymore. Hence, traditional practices of offering
'kola' and calling the names of ancestors to partake in the 'kola' are informed by their belief that
the ancestors do exist, and are much involved in human affairs.
In Igbo traditional spiritual practices, prayers are directed to the ancestors because they
are believed to be nearer to the human family and can interfere in their affairs. They bridge the
gap between man and God. Smith (1950, p.10) posits that (ancestral) spirits are intermediaries
who relay the prayers to him. Just like the Saints in Christian religion, the ancestors are also
invoked to intercede for the living among the Igbo people. They are believed to be in the happy
land of the spirits and are in a better position to intercede for their families. What is offered
through the ancestors is believed to be in turn offered to God on behalf of the human family. The
oldest man in every Igbo community, normally referred to as 'Okpala', is respected like an
ancestor, because it is believed that he is nearer to the ancestors and is their visible representative
in the world. Based on the spiritual guidance from the ancestors, the Igbo give them a divine
status. They are influential as long as ethical, religious, and institutional values in an Igbo society
are concerned. Moreover, shrines are believed to be a spiritual guide in the Igbo society.
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2.7.1.2 THE SHRINES AS SPIRITUAL GUIDES IN THE IGBO SOCIETY
Another important aspect of the spiritual guide in the Igbo society is the place of shrines.
They are places of worship in Igboland and are sources of guidance as far as their pursuit of
spiritual excellence is concerned. They are also places for the various Igbo religious practices
directed to the gods and the spirits. Therefore, they are governed by the chief priests or the oracle
whose primary duty is to feed the ancestors and to act as an intermediary between the dead and
the living. There must be a shrine to house the chief priests. They are outstanding guides and
their words are final. They guide the Igbo society towards the right path, perform certain rites to
appease the gods when offended, and help to preserve and pacify the relationship between the
departed members of the family. By so doing, they contribute to the role of a person in a society.
Altars are erected in the shrines for sacrifices which guide the society. Prayers (in form of
petitions) are presented at the shrine for peaceful existence in every Igbo society.
Besides, the Igbo generally express their deep relationship with God, the spirits, the
divinities, the ancestors and other realities when they gather at shrines. There, they get solid
spiritual inspirations. It is at the shrine that they reflect deeply on their daily life. Hence, shrines
become sources of spiritual guides to the Igbo people in the same manner the temple is for the
Buddhist and the Sacrament is for the Catholics. As Okeke explains:
The intermediary roles of these messengers of God in lgbo religion can be equated with the roles
played by Jesus Christ, Virgin Mary, Angels and prophets of Christianity. It appears therefore,
that if a Christian can validly pray through the Angels, then the lgbo man can as well pray
through say Amadioha or Nnemmiri (Okeke, 2005).
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As many Christians visit and pray in Church, so do the Igbo pray in the shrines through the
performance of libation, sacrifice, consultation, invocation, commune, and ritual. Thus, this
nature of prayer explains the role of spiritual discipline in Igbo spirituality.

2.7.2 IGBO CONCEPTION OF SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE
This dissertation explores further the role of spiritual discipline. The focus here extends
to the connecting point between the spiritual guide and discipline with the view of demonstrating
how they all contribute to the better understanding of the Igbo Spirituality. In the Igbo
worldview, the most fundamental role of every individual is to contend with the human, natural,
and spiritual forces that surrounds the environment for his good and that of the community. To
achieve this requires self-determination and defense of the community interests. Faithfulness and
conformity to authoritative spiritual direction is the pathway for a true cultivation of authentic
community and cultured spirit. Values are religious in nature and sanction lifestyles and horizons
of understanding. This philosophy of life is the backbone for consistency and conservation of
individuals and society. Roles in society are thus defined by this religious frame of reference and
are re-examined in light of the different interpretations that society is subject to in a modern
world(Mbiti, 1991, pp. 4-13).
The Igbo person is called to have in mind the cross-cultural and pluralistic nature of
society. The spirituality of the people gives direction in the midst of existential realities and
vicissitudes of life. Spiritual direction provides moral codes of conduct and behavior which guide
personal formation and growth. Wisdom is gained through spiritual direction as a result of the
lived experiences and judicious association with different individuals, nature, and the gods
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(Onyeocha, 1997, pp. 139-143). This lived expenence provides the matrix m which the
individual realizes and fulfills himself. In the community, he is not limited as a mere economic
tool or just a bundle of sensations, but he is considered as an entity for meaningful development.
Religion consists of an institutionalized system of symbols, beliefs, values, and practices
focused on the question of ultimate meaning (Metuh, 1987, p. 2). Religious ideas and practices
play some roles in making the community and environment a better place, and this is not far
from the underlying aim of spirituality in the Igbo context. Its basic tenets enhance human modes
of living and development. The individual's role is to tow the recognized customs of the
community and be fully involved with society. Faithfulness to authentic Igbo values and
traditions is the pathway to self-actualization and development. Values and morals define the
responsibility and role that individuals must play in their relationship with others and for the
common good. Checks and balances guide the individual's activities and involvement so that the
attainment of development and growth is enhanced and not hindered. Responsibility is geared
towards building social harmony and a peaceful co-existence (Nyasani, 1997, pp. 46-50).
Political roles are meant to build up society. Politics is at the center of government. Thus,
how the society is governed reflects the values upheld in the community of persons. Ojakaminor
wrote:
The human being-both as an individual and in human groups - is constantly aware that he cannot
act alone to meet the exigencies of his nature. Deep within his being, he feels the need for a more
ample community in which he adds his contribution to that of his fellowmen and so achieves the
common good from which each member of the society benefits . It was this that gave rise to the
political community (Ojakaminor, 1996, p. 92).
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Active political responsibility will facilitate progress in all fields of endeavor and the building of
the human society because individuals are free, and they are rational agents of change imbued
with moral responsibility. The fundamental goal and role of the individual will be to work for the
harmonious unification of politics, religion, culture, education, medicine, science, and
technology. Given current realities in the world today, individuals are called to assimilate
relevant modem breakthroughs, without losing the Igbo heritage. Also, their identity is required
to enhance and render more relevant services to the society.
In a typical Igbo setting, the only known code of conduct and discipline is the 'omenala'.
It serves as the constitution of the land. When children are born, they are introduced into the

prevalent Igbo culture and traditions. As they grow up, they are initiated into the groups they
belong to. This process of initiation takes long. Thus, the disciplinary actions begin from the time
one is initiated to the time one dies.
Age grade is a "group of people born at a particular point in time" (Adedej i, 2012). In the
group are elected leaders who must consult the elders for an informed knowledge of the land so
that they in tum will spread the information to the age group. Women groups popularly known as
'umu-ada,' which means the daughters of the land, are also important in the process of inserting
discipline in Igbo spirituality. They are married and unmarried women who directly transmit the
norms and values of Igbo spirituality to their various families. This nature of disciplinary training
teaches male and female members of the community how to offer sacrifice to the God. The
peculiar aspect of the Igbo people is their strong desire to maintain the long standing relationship
between them and God. To achieve this, they frequently offer sacrifices and pour libations to the
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spirits. Igbo people offer sacrifices to God since they believe that all good things come from him.
Therefore, such gestures will attract more favors from God.
However, there are discrepancies among Igbo scholars as to what channels the Igbo
people sacrifice to God. Some suggest that humans do not offer sacrifices to God directly. Others
have said that the Igbo people rarely sacrifice to God directly. The devout adherents of the Igbo
traditional religion believe that their sacrifice is their own way of worshipping God. Sometimes,
but rather rarely, they explicitly ask a good spirit to carry their sacrifices to God. However,
Arinze believes that the Igbo traditional religionist has several other reasons for not offering
many sacrifices through spirits, one of which is that God is always good, but the spirits are not
(Arinze 2008, p. 93). He contends that there are four aims of Igbo sacrifices which include:
Expiation, Sacrifice to ward off molestation from unknown evil spirits, Petition, and
Thanksgiving (Arinze, 2008, p. 64). Sacrifice to God means the reason of existence for an
adherent of Igbo traditional religion, because they believe that such good things as children,
breakthrough in farm produce, good fortunes, etc. comes from God. They believe that certain
occurrences such as death of children, disease, and bad fortunes are punishments meted out on
them by God for their past misdeeds. Therefore, most of the sacrifices are explicitly to appease
God, and secondly, to ask him for the good things of life. All these are done in an orderly
manner.
The ancestral worship acts as a form of spiritual discipline. In the Igbo traditional society,
the character of ancestors is based on their identity. This particular identity is akin to discipline.
By their positions, they are the "living deads", they are mostly the heads and the elderly. They
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play representative roles as the disciplinarians as regards the social laws, traditions, and norms;
and as such, imperatively secure social harmony, order, and peace. It follows then that the Igbo
society allocates ancestral worship as a spiritual disciplinary measure since the ancestors can
inflict wrath on any member of the community who brings disharmony to the community. In the
next section, "Chi" is described as the principle of the Igbo spirituality.

2.7.3 'CHI' AS THE PRINCIPLE OF IGBO SPIRITUALITY
Chi is a unique personal life-force and the principle that determines each individual's
destiny. Each person possesses his own Chi which is believed to be the spiritual force that
accompanies the life journey of the individual. According to Ekennia:
Chi gives each person infinite possibilities to realize himself in the community and this
personalized inner force in each individual, is always in harmony with the person. When the
person acquires mastery of himself or has attained certain self-knowledge, he examines the inner
force and becomes fully in control of any situation. It is at this point that the Igbo say 'Onye kwe,
chi ya ekwe' (Ekennia, 2000, p. 154).

Consequently, the Igbo person regards his Chi as the explanatory principle for his successes or
failures in life. Even though the Igbo person can have some control over his Chi, there is an
aspect of determinism in his life which is usually manifested when the person records failures
despite determined efforts. He sees himself as ' onye chi ojoo' , an unlucky man, or as 'onye Chi
oma', a lucky one with good Chi (Mozia, 1982, p. 184 ). Religiously speaking, therefore, the Igbo
are united by their belief in one God (Chukwu) and in the spirits and ancestors. Their belief in
God is responsible for their inseparable relationship with God and the members of the
community. This relationship also extends to non-Igbo. In Mozia's words:
Each individual has a unique bond with God because he possesses his unique 'Chi', the guiding
spirit which assists him to make such a relationship possible [ ... ] consequently; his religious
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commitment to this one God creates a personal bond between him and other members of the
human community. But because of the special ontological dimension of solidarity with the
members of the 'umunna community' which includes the ancestors, he feels himself is specially
bond to this community. From the religious point of view, he believes that God is responsible for
creating such an ontological bond and consequently, he feels religiously committed in a particular
way to this community (Mozia, 1982, p. 2 J2).

Chi is responsible for human existence. Existence is one of the primary meanings of the human
being (mmadu). Arazu would say that the word 'mmadu' comes from two Igbo words, 'mma'
meaning goodness, and 'du' meaning exist. These words were first pronounced by God
(Chukwu) when he looked at the world he has made and said 'mmadu' meaning 'let goodness
exist' (Arazu, 1980, p. 114). The term 'mmadu' distinguishes the human species from other
beings. It is often used in contrast to spirits (Mmuo) which are the invisible counterparts of
humans. The Igbo refer to both of them as persons, i.e. as spiritual and as human persons (ndi
mmadu na ndi mmuo ). The difference is that the spirits are invisible and are exceedingly more
powerful (Metuh, 1991, p. 109). 'Mmadu' is the main protagonist in the drama of life, while the
spirits are the moderators. In the Igbo thought system, 'mmadu' refers to the human person
irrespective of his age, sex, and status (Nwala, 1985, pp. 41-2). Thus, whatever effort man makes
to attain spiritual excellence so as to remain in continuous relationship with the spiritual world is
considered not to be too much.

..., NC r-

'Mmadu' lives in the visible realm of nature (uwa), an idea made clear when one says
that a person (mmadu) is at the helm of things or controls affairs: 'mmadubuisi'. The idea is
stressed in the saying 'maduka' (the human person is a superior creature), 'mmadubundu' (the
human person is life). 'Ndu' is the active principle of life sustaining all existence and implies
being alive and active. The meaning of the word Ndu as an active principle sustaining all
existence is highlighted in the word 'maduka', demonstrating "man's supremacy and primacy in
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the created order" (Nwala, 1985, pp. 43-4 ). The underlining point here is respect for the human
person, which will then help to have a limit to the disrespect to non-human or to other forms of
exploitation of natural resources.
Ahu, body, is the Igbo term that stands for the material aspect of man. The term
designates the bodily dimension called flesh (Edeh, 1985, p. 98). In that context, it can mean the
abstract expression of the living being without the soul. Secondly, Ahu points to the whole man.
And there are expressions like "ahu gi kwanu meaning how is your body?" (Madu, 1992, p. 160).
Generally, the term "Ahu" means the material body as perceptible to the senses and located in
space. Ahu is thus the whole of man filled with energy that may be hurt or helped by forces
within man and his environment (Nwala, 1985, pp. 42-43).
The immaterial part of man (mind and soul) which is the spiritual or invisible part of the
human person is the defining principle of his personhood and actions. It is with this part that he
cultivates an affinity with the invisible world of transcending realities (Onyeocha, 1997, pp. 169171 ). Man is composed of body and soul. According to Edeh, the body is Ahu, but the soul has
no general term among the lgbo. Among the terms he identified were 'Mkpuruobi', 'Chi', and
'Mmuo'. Mmuo is the most suitable that conveys the idea of the soul. This is so because
immortality suggests that which is unseen. Thus, every activity that is not of the body must be
from the soul (Edeh, 1985, pp. 80-2). Metuh dwelt on four different principles: 'Obi', 'Chi',
'Eke', and 'Mmuo'. For him,
Obi is a man's life-force, the animating principle which links man with other life forces in the
universe. It is also the seat of affection and volition. Chi is the destiny spirit believed to be the
emanation of the creator in man. Eke is the ancestral guardian which links him to the family.
Mmuo is the spirit which comes from God and goes back at death (Metuh, 1991, pp. 110-1 ).
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For Nwala, man is composed of body (Ahu), soul (Mkpuruobi) and spirit (Mmuo ). Mkpuruobi is
the location of the life giving force, Ndu. Mmuo incorporates the elements of the spirit,
intelligence, feeling, emotion, and conscience; and it has no shape or form (Nwala, 1985, p. 43).
For Madu, the immaterial includes Obi, i.e. the seat of emotion. 'Mmuo' (ghost) is attributed to
the ability of separate existence (Madu, 1992, p. 162). Based on these three classes of traditional
medical practitioner, 'Dibia' in Igboland, Ukaegbu put forward the idea of the tripartite nature:
Dibia Ogwu - Physical - Body (ahu), Dibia Afa - Psychological - Mind (obi and uche), and Dibia
Aja - Spiritualist - Soul/Spirit (Mmuo) (Ukaegbu, 1992).

y

The different functions point to the different aspects of the human person. They point to
the fact that Mmuo (spirit) refers to something immaterial. Fundamentally, it designates the
invisible spirit world - 'Ala Mmuo' or 'Ndi Mmuo' as different from 'ala mmadu', i.e. the
visible world (Madu, 1992, p. 166). The meaning of Mmuo therefore depends on its usage. For
Nwala, it incorporates the element of spirit, intelligence, feeling, emotion and consciousness
(Nwala, 1985, p. 42). Here, the Igbo try to show that the body has a duty to the spirit and vice
versa. The essence is to provide justice and orderliness for human beings who should live in an
orderly environment, since the Igbo environmental value is not devoid of orderliness. However,
the next section describes the notion of God in Igbo.

2.8

THE NOTION OF GOD IN IGBO SPIRITUALITY
The Igbo idea of the Supreme Being pragmatically arises from their understanding of the

hierarchy of forces. The Igbo hold tenaciously to the interplay of forces in their life. Such a
belief in forces forms the Igbo concept of a being that is superior to all other beings. On this
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ground, the Igbo people are at home with some terminologies like 'Chi-ukwu', 'Olisa-ebuluwa',
and 'Onye-Okike'. For the Igbo, it is this Being that sustains every other being. Edeh argues that
the existence of things in the universe coupled with the Igbo concept of Chi, life after death, and
reincarnation stand as reliable proofs for the reality of such a Supreme Being in whose reverence
their spirituality anchors (Edeh, 1985, p. 15).
Basic among the unique identities of the Igbo people is their belief in the Supreme Being.
The Supreme Being is identified by numerous designations among the Igbo people (Mbaegbu,
2015). The "name for the Supreme Being in Igbo" is 'Chukwu' (God). 'Chukwu' is the supreme
spirit, the creator of everything. Thus, "no one equals him in power and he knows everything, he
is altogether a good and merciful God" (Arinze, 2008, p. 18). Hence, it is widely believed among
the Igbo people that 'Chukwu' controls and directs everything that happens in the world of men,
and indeed the entire universe. The Igbo man believes firmly in the omnipotence of 'Chukwu'.
Arinze (2008, p. 15) opines that 'Chukwu' has three chief names: 'Chukwu' (Chi-ukwu, the
Great Spirit), 'Chineke' (the Spirit that creates), and 'Oseburuwa' (the God that sustains the
world). These names portray the three dimensional functions of 'Chukwu' among the Igbo. Chiukwu represents the Spirit that is above and beyond all other smaller spirits. 'Chineke' represents
the Spirit that causes everything into being out of nothingness (Ochulor, 2003). Finally,
'Oseburuwa' represents the Spirit that governs, sustains, controls, and guides the activities of
human beings. There are also other names with which the Supreme Being is addressed among
the Igbo people. They refer to him as: 'Onye-Okike' (the person who creates), 'Chukwu- Okike'
(God the creator), 'Ezechitaoke' (the king that creates), 'Eze enu' (king of heaven), 'Obasi bi
n'enu' (God above), 'Onye no n'enu' (the person who is above), to mention but a few. Thus,
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these local names for the Supreme Being were mostly culled from the Igbo people's perceived
level ofrelationship and activities between human beings and God; and this is their spirituality.
Their belief in the Supreme Being is unique because while Chukwu remains their highest
spiritual entity, Igbo people have still other objects of belief; the Spirits, subordinate and loyal to
Chukwu. The objects of Igbo religious belief and worship are three according to Arinze (2008,
p.15). These include: God (Chukwu), the non-human spirits, and the ancestors. He further
stresses that this Supreme Spirit has made many inferior spirits who are nearer to man and
through whom man normally offers his worship to him (Arinze, 2008, p. 18). The reason for this
is founded on the belief that the awe and majesty of Chukwu overwhelm human beings. Hence,
they believe that Chukwu is so awesome that no one can worship him directly. The Igbo
traditional religionist believes that there is an atmosphere of mystery about Chukwu which can
never in overall terms be completely understood. However, the Igbo people admit connection
amid the world of men and the spiritual world where Chukwu is found. Hence, Abanuka
distinguished the Igbo perception of the universe into two, namely: ' uwa nke a' (our world) and
'ala mmuo' (land of the dead or spirit land). 'Uwa nke a' belongs proper to us, a place where the
living exist. While 'ala mmuo' belongs proper to the non-human spirits and spirits of dead
people; hence, Chukwu belongs to this second group (Abanuka, 2004, pp. 70-81).
The idea of a Supreme Being that is superior to all other beings underlies the Igbo
philosophy of life (Mbiti, 1970, p. 8). Chukwu is responsible for the individual's destiny.
Consequently, this conviction is followed by reverence and obedience to the cult of worship.
Thus, Edeh concluded on the idea of God through the notion of causality:
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The earth did not endow herself with the power of fertility; otherwise she would not need the
force of other elements. Whence, then, comes the earth's power of fertility. Here, the Igbo make a
spontaneous leap prompted by reason of a super human power [ ... ] That super human, super
sensible power is the Igbo God, Chukwu, the ultimate foundation of all beings [ ... ] the author of
existence and all forms oflife (Edeh, 1985, p. 16).
This could be likened to the Aristotelian theory of Acts and Potency. Within the lgbo context,
only God is the Supreme Being who is in act - a necessary being, while every other being is in
potency and may not necessarily be (Contingent beings). By implication, religion remains as an
indispensable aspect of life for an Igbo person. On this, it becomes clear that the Igbo concept of
God is polytheistic rather than monotheistic in nature. In his Things Fall Apart, Achebe
portrayed the clear and concise concept of the lgbo gods as he narrates:
We make sacrifices to the little gods, but when they fail and there is no one else to turn to, we go
to Chukwu. It is right to do so. We approach a great man through his servants. But when his
servants fail to help us, then we go to the last hope. We appear to pay greater attention to the little
gods but that is not so. We worry them more because we are afraid to worry their master. Our
fathers knew that Chukwu was the overlord and that is why many of them gave their children the
name Chukwuka (Achebe, 2008, pp. 143-4).
The variation between the lgbo and Western notion of life after death must be noted here. The
hallmarks of the struggles of the lgbo man to live a good life, to procreate, die well, be
remembered and to be accorded a befitting burial are quite distinct from the motivations of the
Western practical theism (James, 1928, p. 131). For the Igbo , such enormous tasks are
undertaken so as to facilitate one's acceptance into the ancestral world. Therefore, this
summarizes the Igbo ontology, anthropology, philosophy, and spirituality even his belief in
reincarnation (Achebe, 2008, pp. 98-117). For the lgbo, the ancestor, who is placed in a better
position stands between the living and the dead and can intercede on their behalf; he can
reincarnate, be active and alive in the spiritual world. To the Western understanding, immortality
has no place in the spiritual concept of a human person in Igbo worldview. Such a Western
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'paradise' which excludes one from his family connections sounds illusionary to an Igbo man.
Consequently, this clear cut dichotomy between the Western and Igbo notion of immortality
must be marked since it is the African perception (i.e. the hope of reincarnation) that is the center
of Igbo spirituality.
Another side of Igbo spirituality is the pragmatic perception of spirituality (better still
religion) among the Igbo. This dissertation contends that the Igbo relationships with their gods
are practical. With the complexity of the needs of the Igbo man, many gods are created who will
see to his needs. Should a particular god fail in his own area of responsibility, such a god will be
discarded and devalued. Thus, an Igbo proverb would say 'Ikenga adizighi ire, a nghaa ya oku' 'If one's god is no longer active, it will be burnt to ashes'. Consequently, for the Igbo, the idea of

a heaven presided over by a Supreme God or hell governed by Satan does not exist. More
worrisome for the Igbo is the idea of paradise where one has no direct link materially or
immaterially with his family. These make no meaning to the Igbo man in his spirituality.
Sequel to this, the idea of happiness for the Igbo does not tally with the Western
understanding of happiness so long as it does not reflect the stated conditions for the ancestorship in the Igbo mind. In all, the Igbo still accept and welcome other religions based on the
"spirit-consciousness" of the Igbo (Obi, 1985, p. 380). On the other hand, the utilitarian nature of
the Igbo cannot be overlooked. Their respect for the gods could be viewed for the purpose of
making money in order to satisfy their basic needs (Ochulor, 2003). The Igbo are agriculturalists;
therefore, most of their life activities are geared towards registering success in their agricultural
produce. The Igbo relate with the spirit and people materially, mystically, and morally because
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without god or gods, there will be no direction, certainty, and justice. They try to avoid creating
room for disorderliness, commotion, moral decadence and abominable things or evils, which
must be settled before any progress comes into a society. The point to note here is that the Igbo
try to solve the problem of evil for the purpose of having a good life.
Igbo spirituality thrives on the relationship between the human and non-human realms.
Igbo people believe in the existence of non-human spirits. These spirits are regarded as
mediators between Chukwu and human beings:

ff

There are so many spirits in existence among Igbo people, and these are often the personifications
of the natural phenomena; these are spirits of rivers, hills, farms, and lightening. The four days of
the Igbo week are also personified. There are spirits of destiny of the household and destiny. Most
of these spirits are local, but some, for example, Ani - the earth spirit, are almost universally
worshipped throughout Igboland (Arinze, 2008, pp. 22-3).

These spirits are above man but below God. They are God's messengers and are all created by
God. The more renowned among these spirits is the Chi (personal god or guardian spirit).
Adherents of traditional Igbo religion maintain that there is a clear distinction between 'Chi' and
'Chukwu' amongst Igbo worshippers. Hence, they do not have the same level of spiritual
reverence. Chi is below Chukwu and is regarded as one of the spirits created by Chukwu. Hence,
the Igbo adage that "Chukwu kelu gi, kere Chi nwe gi" (God who created you, created your
personal spirit) comes into play. The Igbo people refer to it as personal 'Chi' or guardian spirit.
Everybody is believed to have guardian spirit amongst adherents of Igbo traditional religion. The
average Igbo man believes that his Chi is responsible for overseeing his daily activities and that
his 'Chi' accompanies him everywhere he goes. The Igbo man prays to spirits and most times
tells the spirits expressly to intercede for him before Chukwu. This suggests that when one finds
himself in an unpleasant situation, it is believed that one's Chi' should stand up to avert such
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circumstances. However, when one's Chi is incapable of doing so, one normally blames the
spirit. He therefore blames his Chi, because his "Chi has been incompetent or negligent in
obtaining his requests from Chukwu" (Arinze, 2008, pp. 22-4).
Spirits are the ethical parameters of human conducts in traditional Igbo communities. The
Igbo people are non-tolerant when it comes to seeking justice. One is usually asked to swear by a
particular spirit when justice is sought. Arinze points out that it is this desire for justice and truth
which moves one man to ask his accused to swear by a spirit. In major issues, the accuser, if he
is not kind, will probably select one of the strongest spirits, those who have the reputation of
wasting no time in getting at offenders (Arinze, 2008, pp. 55-6). The Spirits are invisible and
have super human powers to help or to hinder people. They influence morals by giving out
proper punishment to the transgressors of customs and traditions of the land, which are believed
to be inspired by gods. Meek believes that in most African traditional religious practices,
"religion and law are so closely interwoven that many of the most powerful legal sanctions are
derived directly from the gods" (Meek, 1940, p. 20). These spirits through their strong legal
sanctions assists in maintaining law and order in the society, and consequently form proper
ethical guides for human beings. Hence, the aura of fear and respect that results from the legal
actions of the spirits towards human beings draws a substantial amount of reverence from human
beings, who must maintain certain standard of morality in order to avoid punishment. A bad
death is the punishment an average Igbo person would like to avoid.
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2.9

DEATH IN THE IGBO BELIEF SYSTEM
Death for the Africans and even the West remains a mystery. Nevertheless, both parties

strongly believe that death is not a total annihilation, but rather a change of state. For Africans,
death is the gateway to the graduation into the perfectly-hoped state of spiritual excellence (i.e.
reincarnation). This occupies an irreplaceable path in Igbo spirituality. With the Igbo belief in
reincarnation, death is devoid of such misrepresentations as humiliation or total stripping of
one's worldly acquired status, and emptying one's dignity. This is why it is commonly believed
among the Igbo that a king remains a king even after death. Believing that all must die, therefore,
the Igbo gladly await death as a sure way to join the ancestors. Furthermore, the notion of life
and death are intertwined.
It is Igbo common belief that death is not the termination of one's life, but a continuation
of life. Death could be a good or bad one. The nature of one's death relies heavily on the kind of
life lived. Virtuous living, good relationship with one's neighbor, community, abstinence from
immoralities, and avoidance of taboos or abomination against the land determine the
quality/nature of one's death. A good burial is recommended for admittance into the cult of
ancestors. At the point of death, the Igbo struggle to make amends through confessions and
reconciliation in order to ensure a good death. The Igbo believe that no evil committed can go
unpunished. Thus, in Things Fall Apart, Achebe was able to state clearly the traditional Igbo
belief on the issue of death to non-humand with the story of killing a python:
They say that Okoli killed the sacred python, said one man. "It is false," said another. "Okoli told
me himself that it was false." Okoli was not there to answer. He had fallen ill on the previous
night. Before the day was over, he was dead. His death showed that gods were still able to fight
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their own battles. The clan saw no reason then for molesting the Christians (Achebe, 2008, p.
129).
Cases of death that could alter the peaceful co-existence of the community, like murder or a
woman dying in labor, constitute a bad death. The deaths of thieves and those who died of
leprosy are considered bad deaths because those people are thrown into the evil forest to die and
are usually not buried. While the spirits of those who die a good death are cherished, honored
and desired to reincarnate, those who never did well are unwelcomed. They do not go home to
the spiritual world, but torment living beings (Achebe, 1986, pp. 9-27).
By protecting their culture and traditions, the Igbo have also caused harm to humanity in
their own way, as Western-centered writers have presented. It is also written that Igbo slaves
could not man-y free persons nor take part in councils. They could be offered as sacrifices and
were often killed at the death of an important freeman. They could also be substituted for their
master, when the master needs to face the capital punishment (Forbes and Jones, 1962, p. 23).
From the above account, it is clear that the concept of death in Igboland is both individualistic
and community-centered, pointing out the society's weaknesses and strengths. The fear of death
remains a big issue, as the Igbo child is being prepared to follow the law or face death. Metuh
puts it as follows:
Now you are big. Never be rude to anyone older than yourself, especially, not your mother,
father's brother, and mother's sister. If you do this, your mother and father will die, and you will
be poor [... ] and no one will care for you. This is a very evil thing. You are big now! Do not do
these things; to us Luguru they are taboos. Never Jay down with young girls. If you do, you will
die (Metuh, 1987, p. 207).
Furthermore, the principle of "live and let live" is regarded highly in an Igbo society (Callicot,
1994, p. 172). The Igbo consciousness to nature is in tandem with the scholars of environmental
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ethics who stated that "a thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and
beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise" (Leopold, 1966, p. 240).
Thus, death for the Igbo is relational. For the Igbo, death could be said to have actuated the
numerous possibilities in a human person. Such possibilities include the idea of re-incarnation. 5
Reincarnation characterizes the peak of all the Igbo religious and spiritual exercises. With
the belief in the hierarchy of divine, terrestrial, human, and other forces, realizing that man is a
composite of soul and body, that is, substance and accident (as seen in Aristo-Thomistic
Metaphysics), the Igbo insistently hold on to reincarnation as the core goal of earthly existence.
This remains the primary motivating factor of their earthly struggles. When efforts are made to
live a good life, to die a good death, and to be accorded a befitting burial, these gear towards
their hope for reincarnation. For a better comprehension of man's sojourn on earth, through the
instrumentality of religious practices, the Igbo present reincarnation by emphasizing the reality
of human existence and the spirit world. At the point of death, the soul informs another body for
another span of life, even ad infinitum.
Reincarnation suggests entering the world again. Within the domains of African
ontology, the perpetuation of the dead through reproduction is what we term "reincarnation".
Numerous phenomena like 'Ogbanje', 'Ndi-uke', and 'Ilu-uwa' are the manifestations of the
mystery of reincarnation in the African Traditional Religion. Ogbanje entails the comings of
someone into the world purely for the infliction of torments and pains on the families where they
keep coming and going. This spirit of Ogbanje is revengeful.
5

This goes against the position of Heidegger who viewed death as non-relational in his attempt to analyze his
Dasein at death (Heidegger, 1962, pp. 208-303). For him, death ends the possibilities ofDasein.
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Judging from the way the Igbo present reincarnation, it is indeed hard for them to settle
down with the Western idea that conception starts at the instant of the coming together of the egg
and spermatozoa (Lahey, 2012, pp. 93-4). The Igbo believe that anything found in the universe is
of great value, and that children can come in any way. The conception varies from that of the
West. Women have children by the sudden entrance of a child into the womb and not necessarily
at the point of fertilization. This could take place in the market, village stream, or any other
place. No matter how strange this may sound, it depicts the Igbo belief in childbearing.
The place of ancestorship in the Igbo spirituality is so central that nothing could be done
without reference to the ancestors. Ipso facto, it is the desire of every Igbo man to enjoy this
stage of life. By way of extension, it explains why the Igbo emphasize on good and worthy life;
dying a good death, and being given a suitable burial. On these lie the merits of ancestorship and
even reincarnation. With this in mind, the Igbo view the problem of evil differently.

2.10 THE DILEMMA OF EVIL AMONG THE IGBO
With the African and the Western notion of God's existence established, the concept of
evil stands as an ugly phenomenon. To a great extent, this is problematic for the Igbo man to
understand even in his religiosity. Thus, it becomes a great obstacle to man in his spirituality.
How can one reconcile between the existence of a God who is so perfect, omnipotent, and
benevolent and the reality of evil of all sorts found in the universe created by such a 'Perfect
Being'? Therefore, there seems to be a clear-cut dichotomy between the African notion of evil
and how it is viewed by the West. The West holds that evil is simply a privation of what ought to
be, a lack, and a non-being. Thus, evil cannot be attributed to God because God cannot be both
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omnipotent and perfectly loving and at the same time be "responsible for the presence of evil in
the world" (Hick, 1983, pp. 40-1).
· Contrary to the Western mind, the Igbo hold that evil disrupts the mutual co-existence of
individuals and can affect the common peace. Evil can have dual influences - individually and
communally. On this, the Igbo proverb holds that "otu aka luta mmanu, o zue oha onu", i.e.: an
offence committed by one person involves the entire community. Therefore, what could offend
the gods, customs, laws and even fellow men are counted as evil. The Igbo categorize evil into
classes like physical evil (floods, earthquakes, and landslides), moral evil, et cetera. The Igbo can
sense the presence of evil by certain abnormalities like barreness, still births, and sickness (Edeh,
1985). As a solution to the problem of evil, Igbo people hold tenaciously to the performance of
rituals either on individual or on a communal basis to appease the offended gods. In no way
however do the Igbo refer to the existence or non-existence of a Supreme Being (God) amidst
evils.
The problem of evil is the enigma plaguing the Igbo communities. They see evil as
anything that brings disharmony, offends the gods, customs, and the laws of the land. The
presence of evil is resolved by the performance of rituals. Magic (medicine) is the attempt to
address the problem. Both have good and bad sides. Traditional medicine is meant to prevent and
restore good health. Some people use it to achieve feats beyond the natural like causing and
stopping rain. Bolaji opines that "Magic is an attempt on the part of man to tap and control the
supernatural resources of the universe for his own benefit" (Bolaji, 1973, p. 190).
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The Igbos, like every other African community, fear evil so much so that they start their
prayers by asking for forgiveness if they have offended God, fellow man, or abused any other
creature. This sense of respect was stated by Faulkner: "I have not deprived the orphan of his
property [ ... ]. I have not deprived herbs of their pastures. I have not trapped the birds from the
preserves of the gods" (Faulkner, 2005, p. 134). Therefore, to be free, one must not offend
human and non-human beings because every cause has an effect. Any form of evil must be
settled with the spirits.

2.11 A CRITIQUE OF IGBO SPIRITUALITY
Igbo spirituality has its own failures. As a rule, any form of spirituality must be life
affirming. Hence, a closer look at shortcomings of Igbo spirituality is a step towards its
redemption and making it a more sincere approach to God. The inability to establish the linking
point between spirits, gods, and ancestors in Igbo spirituality excludes the entire society from the
center of the religion itself. In addition to this, the Igbo idea of Chi appears to be spurious. The
Igbo names for Chi (see chapter 2.7.1.2) call to mind the answer Christ gave the Sadducees and
Pharisees when he said; "I am The Way, The Truth and The Life" (John 14:6). However, from
the name 'Christ', followers of the Christian religion also derive their names. The interesting
inquiry includes: Is Igbo ' Chi' identical or different among people? Christ is shared among the
Christians; therefore, there is irreconcilable difference between Christ and the Igbo Chi. It is
biblical that "many prophets shall rise and shall deceive many" (Matthew 24: 11 ). Christians no
doubt see Chi as one of those many prophets as evidenced in a battle between Christians and
Igbo traditional believers today.
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Another complicating factor is that Igbo religion reveres ancestors and has some set
criteria to be met for one to be an ancestor, which include having lived a good life, dying a happy
death, and procreating. Based on these, many human beings will be rendered useless if for any
reason they failed to have children. This is contrary to the modem world approach as many great
thinkers have existed without children, yet they have contributed greatly to the promotion of the
human dignity. Procreation should not be seen as the sole criterion for a good life.
The Igbo concept of the ancestor has a deep utilitarian value. Any dead person who does
not provide this basic benefit is not an ancestor. The still-born children, all forms of abortions,
unmarried people, and all those with untimely deaths are not ancestors because they lacked the
basic social values. To this, Bediako, submits that "only those who lived exemplary lives and
from whom the community derived some benefit" (Bediako, 1990, p. 38) are qualified to be
called ancestors, community guides, and/or role models. The Igbo therefore must eliminate
anthropocentricism in their spirituality. It is not man that gives meaning to spirituality, but rather
it is God.
To be remembered by those left behind is another area Igbo spirituality goes contrary to
the global position about life. It suggests that the lgbo spirituality is discriminatory in nature,
giving priority only to the wealthy. This is equally a failure since in matters of spirituality, there
ought to be no discrimination for God is God of the rich and the poor. Thus, those who are poor
and do not have one to care for them cannot be ancestors according to the Igbo perception. This
is uncalled for in any true religion. Goody, in his work on ancestors, submitted that "human
bodies buried in unusual places are subjected to unusual treatment [as they] are more likely to be
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those of social outcasts than those of ancestors" (Goody, 1962, p. 122). Moreover, pre-death
conditions are also associated with Igbo spirituality because an ancestor is recognized only when
he/she has lived a long life with an outstanding social standing. It is clear that the moral integrity
associated with the ancestors is determined by the college of the elites among the Igbo. Poverty
is a sign of bad luck which is not a required condition for an ancestorship. Consequently, a role
model is an ancestor, namely a high-class personality. This is not acceptable in most societies
that consider ancestors as dead people, irrespective of their previous status.
In the study of relationship between God and person in the Igbo world, research suggests
that though the lgbo sees God as supreme, they also allocate the position of a puppet god that is
under the direction of mere man. This is because the Igbo have a way of placing god in a manner
that god is meant to serve the interest of an lgbo man in all front (Onunwa, 1994, pp. 251-2). So
God exists to serve man's interests. Ijiomah argued that even when an average Igbo man prays,
he/she does so to pressure god to grant his request (Ijiomah, 2005, pp. 81-90). Nonetheless, the
final aim underlying connections between god and a human person remains to preserve and
inspire good life, and in this an Igbo man expresses his desire for a spiritually grounded life.
As the Igbos congregate in their shrines to worship their gods, many religions consider
the Igbo gods as evil spirits. This, however, is on the basis of comparative religious studies and
must not be taken to the letters. For the Muslims, there is only one God and Mohammed is His
prophet (Omoregbe, 2011, p. 57). Islam and Christianity have a common stand that considers the
Igbo gods to be bad angels, devils, Satan, or Lucifer. They could not be in heaven with the
Almighty and Supreme God. Therefore, since these spirits are jealous of human beings, they
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vowed to keep on tormenting the men and women of God. It also suggests that the Igbo gods
have been known to be partial. Given the requirements of becoming ancestors, one can conclude
too that the poor have no justice among the Igbo gods since the richer ones can easily appease
the gods using their positions. This practice cannot be found in Islam and Christianity since God
is one. Concerning the Igbo gods, Okeke argues:
Anyone who kills his fellow man and denies it; when he is brought to swear in any shrine, such a
person will die". Yet, a guilty person would visit the gods by night and pledge a big sacrifice. By
day, when he has sworn in the shrine, he would leave the premises unharmed. Discrepancies like
this tend to lend credence to the Islamic and Christian position that lgbo gods are evil spirits
(Okeke, 2005).

The Igbo concept of ancestors is not acceptable by the Christians because Christianity does not
believe in reincarnation. Thus, for Christians, the Igbo are being tormented by the familiar spirits
which the Igbo wrongly give the name "God". Biblically speaking, after death, judgment follows
(Hebrews 9:27). With this quotation, it is illogical and misleading for the Igbo to think that a
dead person can return to guide the living or even influence the world. For Christians, the Igbo
worship evil spirits. They therefore need repentance and should be baptized before they should
enter the Kingdom of Heaven (Acts 1:4-5). Christians would argue that the Igbo knowledge of
mediators is erroneous because in Christianity, God is easily reachable and adored directly.
Nevertheless, the Igbo preoccupation with intermediaries provides an enabling avenue for the
arrival of evil spirits who stand as envoys of God.
Another criticism of Igbo spirituality comes from the fact that an average lgbo cannot
live without having a shrine decorated with different idols which he/she sees as his/her God 'Chi'. For Christians and Islam, the Igbo are idol worshippers because their deities are not the
messengers of the true God.
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Overall, these criticisms must not be seen as justifiable grounds for dismissing Igbo
spirituality and derogationg their religion.This is because each religion has its own uniqueness,
tenets, cults, creed, and code of conduct. There is no justifiable reason for dismissing or
derogating the Igbo religious approach.
This dissertation argues that the lgbo relationship with God and man cannot be
sufficiently explained. As the world religions are at present, there is no unified religion or
generally acceptable concept of spirituality. Thus, no particular religion has the monopoly of a
standard of a religion. This goes in line with the Igbo proverb: "n1rn di na mba na-eghere mba
nri" meaning, "it is the firewood in a country that cooks for them." Thus, people of a diverse

belief system have persistently tried to find happiness from their own traditional religion. It is
irrational and unfounded to dishonor any spiritual belief like that of the Igbo. Furthermore, one
can conclude that the Igbo spirituality and belief systems holds true for the Igbo in their
worldview. Such spirituality also defines their spiritual conception of a person and his/her
environment. In all, this is the modem world with its global contacts. Nwankwo writes:
A lot has been done to discredit the worship and belief systems of the Igbo in its entirety
so as to make the easy assimilation of our people into other people's practices and
religious philosophies. Everything has been done to erase our belief system from the face
of the earth but whether this is the right thing to do at this time when every group is
desirous of making its heritage available to the world as its contribution to the
development of religion, philosophy, occultism, science and for general understanding of
the environment in which we dwell, is a matter for posterity to pass judgment on the Igbo
(Nwankwo, 1987, ix).
As long as the Igbo belief systems are concerned, there are possibilities of illogicalities and
forms of disbeliefs and criticisms that could be found in the Igbo spirituality. However, no one
can argue successfully that the Igbo spirituality has no place in history. It is rather the acceptance
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of the fact that human beings are bound to have a dissenting view or belief. Thus, a comparative
study of two different religious systems surely reveals a lot of differences (either their strengths
or weaknesses) between the two. This is the case when Igbo spirituality is placed side by side
with the Christian religion. However, the next section gives the summary of the chapter.

2.12. SUMMARY OF CHAPTER TWO
This chapter submits that the tradition of the Igbo, 'Omenala', is reflected in their daily
life and existence and it is in this that their spirituality is encapsulated. The mind and the soul are
incorporated into the body to signify somebody that is fully alive. At death, however, the mind
and the soul leave the body and undergo a process of transformation in which the individual
becomes a spirit person, 'onye mmuo'. He assumes a 'spiritual body' since he continues to live a
life similar to that of the physical world (Nwala, 1985, pp. 42-5). The fact that the soul and the
mind are immaterial presupposes the incorruptibility and immortality of man. Therefore, it is in
this fact that the Igbo spirituality lies.
The Igbo traditional belief system has a historical pedigree that is different from
indigenous spiritualities found on the African continent. The Igbo community follows a
spirituality that is communal and cultural in nature. The foundation of this indigenous spirituality
is the belief in the Supreme Being called Chukwu or Chineke, the belief in spirits and in the
ancestors who are the living elders of the community (Ochulor, 2003). It is believed that these
forces have control over all the affairs that affect the community. The religious views are
embedded and transmitted through oral tradition and the customs of the land that Ndiichie, the
custodians, preserve. The elders as custodians function to ensure compliance with spiritual
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directives meant to ensure the common good of the society. They are the moral voice of the
community. However, they enforce the values that accelerate progress in the community. The
communities have laws and taboos that bring about development. It is believed that everybody
has a personal Chi that dete1mines the direction of life to be taken. No individual can determine
the destiny of another because he is not in control of his Chi. Only Chukwu has complete
control.
It is believed that the natural forces can be controlled to better the lives of community

members. However, there are forces that supersede humans which explain the reason the Igbo
believe in supernatural forces. Attentions to the morally sanctioned codes that guide the
community help in staving off these negative forces of nature, both the natural and the spiritual.
The fathers of Igbo communities believed in a lot of lesser spirits that they say represent the
Supreme Being. They believed that the phenomenon called lightening is a god to be worshipped
and they called it Amadioha, the god of thunder. However, Ani, the goddess of the land, has her
own cult. For example, trees, rivers, and particular land features like rocks represent divine
forces. They are not the forces themselves. They appeal to these spiritual forces in their food,
shelter, and health needs. They appeal to these gods so as to solve the enigmas and vicissitudes
oflife. Thus, they also believe in the ancestors, those who lived brave lives in order to protect the
community from harm. These are remembered as heroes and the community look up to their
examples as rules of life. They also believe that these heroes sometimes reincarnate, pointing to
the belief in immortality. There is communion on a personal level with God who is called upon
every moment to intervene in one's life affairs, and in guiding and directing them. Thus, every
Igbo is dependent and submissive to "Chukwu, Olisa kere uwa" because in his hands lies
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everyone's destiny. When one of the colonial staff (1895-1905) entered the Igbo society, he was
perplexed with the religious spirit he saw among the Igbo and observed:
They are, in the strict and natural sense of the word, a truly and a deeply religious people, of
whom it can be said, as it has been said of the Hindus, that "they eat religiously, drink religious,
bathe religious, dress religiously, and sin religiously". In a few words, the religion of these
natives, as I have endeavored to point out, is their existence, and their existence is their religion
(Leopold 1968, p. 409).

This chapter has been able to state clearly that the Igbo spirituality is not totally free from
criticisms as there are ethically unacceptable dimensions. This chapter was an attempt to explain
the basic elements of the Igbo spirituality which will enable the reader to have a solid link on
how the Igbo spirituality is eco-friendly. The next chapter will examme the concept of
environment from an African perspective.
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CHAPTER THREE
THE CONCEPT OF ENVIRONMENT FROM AN AFRICAN
PERSPECTIVE
3.1

INTRODUCTION

Africa as a whole has experienced torrid times in the past and even presently, when it
comes to economic situations in many regions bedeviling the continent. The actual contributive
elements

towards

Africa's

developmental

decline

have

generated

some

level

of

misrepresentations amongst African scholars. By and large, we could at least agree that
sometimes, extreme positions of our belief systems, as it exists in Africa, has been allegedly the
chief culprit to this effect, and has had some share in contributing to Africa's developmental
decline. Some of the beliefs that Africans hold as their exclusive reserve are taken too mysterious
and esoteric. However, this was in such a way that such belief hampers the extent to which the
natural and environmental resources of man may be exploited. When we take some of these
belief systems through the tunnel of intellectual ratiocination, we will find out that some of them,
if not all, do not give room for ethical dialogue. Thus, this has greater chances of proffering
viable suggestions for further development and environmental exploitation.
On a global scale, it is noticed that the rate of the development in all sectors of the world
economy has been on a consistent rise. Nevertheless, the truth has always remained that global
economy with the western world on the driving seat has not yet come to the limit of all there is to
explore. Irrespective of this, the world was able to attain the present encouraging level of
development because of the better understanding of the environment that enthrones ethical
dialogue as its weapon of economic success.
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Presently, Africa has grown from the leftover of the mysteriously assumed traditional
belief systems and worldviews that tend to limit them to conceiving only those aspects of
knowledge revealed by local gods. Hence, in most African belief systems, the gods are the
principal actors while human beings were relegated to mere passive receiving entities. Hence,
some of the issues regarding directions about how the environment will be exploited are not
within the discretion of man, but rather, it is left in the direction of their spiritual entities.
This chapter therefore purports to look into the indigenous worldviews and belief systems
as they exist in Africa and the aspects where such beliefs promote a commendable environmental
spirituality in Africa. This work reviews the various challenges posed to this belief system by
contemporary western worldviews. The chapter also studies the factors that will greatly
contribute in liberating the African man from poverty. Finally, the chapter provides suggestions
through which the proper application of ethical dialogue to environmental ethics in Africa will
better the lots of the economically disadvantaged on the African continent. Thus, the next section
shows other preceding relevant researches of this study.

3.2

OTHER PRECEDING RELEVANT RESEARCHES
Chinua Achebe 's "Things Fall Apart" (1958) is a great 'vade mecum' that will facilitate

the understanding of the emerging environmental issues in the Igbo society. Things Fall Apart is
an African novel authored by Chinua Achebe in English. Although there have been other
relevant and related books or novels on such a topic, none has been so influential around the
world like the Things Fall Apart. Its most known distinctive nature is to generate a deep and real
representation of an 'old-style' village culture in the Igbo society. Achebe made an effort to
educate the entire world on the Igbo cultural traditions and also to remind Africans of their
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ancient lifestyle. Thus, his intention is to assert that the African past had values as well. Achebe
found the need to write this novel because some Africans in his time already accepted the
European conclusion that Africa has no history, no education, or culture worth assimilating to.

6

This is the reason this study carries out an eco criticism of Things Fall Apart.

"Indigenous and Modern Environmental Ethics: A study of the Indigenous Orama
Environmental Ethics and Modern Issues of Environmental and Development: Ethiopia
Philosophical Studies" by Kelbessa Workineh (20/02/2011) is also relevant to this study's
subject matter. The writer wrote extensively on the need to observe that Africans by nature are
environmentalists. The writer has argued that rich African cultural practices should be given the
required attention because monopoly of saving life does not center on only western ideologies
alone. Kelbessa's positions on his environmental values as they relate to Oromo community are
also relevant to this work.

-

~

Workineh Kelbessa's "The Utility of Ethical Dialogue for Marginalized Voices in

Africa" (2005) has a bearing on the study. In this paper, the writer called for action against those
who destroy the earth. He pointed out poverty as the reason why some people are hostile to
nature. However, he praised the indigenous belief system which was ecofriendly within African
countries but the present situation has not been favorable for the environment of the economic
situation and western influences. The position of the writer is in line with the objective of this
dissertation.

6

Therefore, the environmental values stressed in this novel, which the researcher considers to be important in
expressing the need for better understanding of the lgbo concept of person within an environment might,
communicate some relevance.
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Similarly, "African Philosophy: An Anthology" by Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze (ed., 2005)
is a related work. In his book, the author, who is an Igbo, gave a wide-ranging anthology. He
brought together some of the most stimulating texts of African philosophy in general. His book
also has vast historic series from traditional to current, from pre-colonial to postcolonial, and
postmodern texts in which he represented a diversity of traditional and conceptual viewpoints,
comprising secular, feminists, Christian, and Islamic standpoints which are relevant to this
dissertation.
Ramose B. Mogobe wrote a book on "African Philosophy Through Ubuntu" (1999). This
book points to "ecosophical" aspects of the Indigenous African concept. The author used the
concept of "botho" to express his ideas and how this concept contributes. greatly to the protection
of both humans and non-human entities in an African community. The author's idea is in
agreement with the environmental values inherent in Igbo spiritually. In chapter 9, the author
stated:
The loss of botho is purported to be compensated for by the somewhat disconsolate comfort and
"easy life" brought about by technological advancement. Technological advancement continues
to reaffirm the need to restore botho because more than ever before, humanity is faced with the
threat of catastrophic ecological disaster. This is exemplified by the widespread air pollution,
global heating, the destruction of the ozone layer, and the ever constant threat of nuclear
omnicide. Botha can make a significant contribution to the quest for universal peace now
threatened by nuclear war, however remote such a war may seem.

For the author, African world views and the idea of environmental ethics can bring about peace
and harmony to the entire humanity and the environment. His position is akin to the concept of
Chi in Igbo spirituality, which this dissertation will refer to as one of the principles of Igbo
spirituality that helps to protect nature. Furthermore, the next section will examine the concept
of environment from the African perspective.
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3.3

AFRICAN PHILOSOPHY OF NATURE
African ecological thoughts spring from the human person's attempt to comprehend the

workings of "the natural environment" (Werner, 2001). It is the result of decades of deep
intellectual reflection and physical encounter with the forces of nature leading to profound
accounts of nature and its workings. This is called sage wisdom and it is a lived experiential
account from interaction with nature that has stood the test of times. Cleveland posits that
humans have understood their environment in terms of traditional ecological knowledge
(Cleveland, 2009, p. 318). The term traditional or indigenous does not mean something archaic
but is simply pointing to some raw data of experience or observation embodied and transmitted
from generation to generation. It is a conversational retrieval and dialogue with the beliefs and
tenets that make such raw data of knowledge, experience, or observation to become
contemporary. So, the terms traditional and contemporary are not mutually exclusive.
Values are at the center of African ecological thought processes which forms part of the
indigenous ecological thought process in the world. Taylor Bron opines that "the ethics of nature
have been implicit in philosophical and sacred writings since ancient times" (Taylor, 2008, p.
1400). Thus, indigenous values have a universal application and appeal because "a holistic
perspective of human collective destiny with other living creatures on earth has a religious
expression among the indigenous peoples" (Montejo, 2001, p. 176). It is the religious expression
of these indigenous values that make it universally binding. This also implies that the Igbo are
open to the indigenous thoughts of other African and western people. Traditional ecological
knowledge is central to environmental ethics because it is the beliefs that color the worldview of
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the community. These beliefs are what they have come to understand about the natural
environment and thus, it forms the ethics aimed at creating harmony with nature.
Generally speaking, indigenous knowledge has contributed more to vast areas and
disciplines. It is no longer news that giant strides have been accomplished in agriculture,
medicine, education, and industry as a result of indigenous wisdom and resources. The fact is
that the indigenous people have a role in "sustainable environmental management and
development because of their knowledge and traditional practices" (UN, 1992, Rio).
Fundamental to the African worldview is the conception that nature is composed of a spiritual
and sacred reality. This observation is evident because "many indigenous spiritual and
philosophical traditions express ethics of respect for non-human life, for particular places and
landscape features and for earth itself' (Peterson, 2008, p. 833). 7
From deep reflection, Africans recognize order in the natural world which is evidently
regulated by laws that are not human. This recognition draws them to reverence and to respect
the existing order of things. They believe that this universe imbued with such intelligibility and
order is made by a superior intelligent being that the Igbo people call ' Chineke'. This religious
awareness of the sacred shapes the duties and obligations of the human person to the natural
world. This arises from the place of the human person in African nature as rational beings
endowed with intelligibility and judgment. Ramose has it that African philosophy of nature is
better understood from "the principle of wholeness". According to him:
In the indigenous thought of the Hindus, they believe that one's duty or karma is specified as an integral part of
the cosmic order of the universe. The pollution of lakes and rivers are prohibited and severe punishments for
offenders detailed. Human intervention into nature is seen as lawful only when it does not disrupt the cosmic
order (Crawford, 1989, p.30). It is also evident that traditional Hawaiian thought sees land, "sky, the sea, and all
other species of nature preceding them as family, as conscious ancestral beings who had evolved earlier on the
evolutionary ladder, who cared for and protected humans, and who deserve similar treatment in return" (Dudley,
2004, p.125).
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The principle of wholeness applies also with regard to the relation between human beings and
physical or objective nature. To care for one another, therefore, implies caring for physical
nature as well. Without such care, the interdependence between human beings and physical
nature would be undermined. Moreover, human beings are indeed part and parcel of physical
nature even though they might be a privileged part at that. Accordingly, caring for one another is
the fulfillment of the natural duty to care for physical nature as well. It is thus the constant strife
to strike and then maintain a balance between human beings and physical nature (Ramose, 1999,
p. 120).

This principle will be understood in a proper context when one investigates the African view
about human person.

3.4

THE HUMAN PERSON IN AFRICAN NATURE
Rolston wrote to address the major issue of value (Lehr, 2011). He traced the origins of

life and the order of the cosmos to God, thereby making room for the relationship between
metaphysics, science, and religion. Weir writes that "our planetary crisis is one of spiritual
information: not so much sustainable development, certainly not escalating consumption, but
using the earth with justice and charity. Science cannot take us there, religion perhaps can" (Jack,
2001, p. 263). The natural world points to a supernatural religious reality which most humans
attest to. This is not to say that God and nature are the same because that will be the error of
reasoning called pantheism. God and nature are two distinct realities. God is the Intelligent Being
that made the natural world intelligible, creating order and harmony. The Igbo call him 'Chukwu
Okike'. All indigenous people recognize that everything operates within certain natural laws and
when there is disharmony, these laws are neglected. Science recognizing that the natural world is
complex, specified information which religious faith points to. The universe means all matter
distributed among and between all the galaxies, all forms of energy, all non-material things, such
as black holes, gravity waves, and all of space as well, is stretching to infinity (Davies, 1984, p.
4). Schroeder writes that surpassing the harmony of the laws of physics and the workings of
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biology lay the substrate-energy created at the beginning. Einstein theorized and a multitude of
experiments have since tested the truth of this illogical reality (Schroeder, 2001, p. 87). This
transcendent reality, which is also immanent in the world, is what different religions call God.
Nature is thus endowed with a religious value. Rolston agrees to this fact that as for him,
religion may detect super nature "immanent in or transcendent to nature, perhaps even more so in
human culture, though some religions prefer to think of a deeper account of nature, perhaps
enchanted, perhaps sacred" (Rolston, 2006, p. 377). His multidisciplinary approach leads to a
meeting point between biological life as evidenced in life forms and origins and ethical life
which depict the role and responsibility that flows from the nature of humans who are the only
rational beings in nature (Rolston, 1995, p. 2). Intelligibility is also a stable value among all life
forms in nature though human beings are endowed with rational knowledge which distinguishes
them in the order of things. For Rolston, nature is dependable, being unified, and intelligible
(Rolston, 2003, p. 18). The environment, ecology, and human culture are interwoven. Culture is
understood within the matrix of nature. Without nature, culture cannot exist because culture is
nurtured in nature. Rolston posits that man depends on airflow, water cycles, sunshine,
photosynthesis, nitrogen, "soils, earthworms, climates, oceans and genetic materials. Ecology
always lies in the background of culture, and nature supports everything else" (Rolston, 1988, p.
3). The findings of natural sciences thus point to a common composition and kingship, and there
is value in history because every culture remains resident in an environment (Rolston, 2003, p.
13, 18).
Without history, there is no direction. History provides the horizon in which moral issues
regarding the conservation and distribution of resources are becoming urgent (Rolston, 1988, p.
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7). Nature embraces a wider scope which includes history and religion. At the center is the
human person who is part of the biological diversity in life forms though he is higher in
intelligence. The person cannot exist outside of the natural environment because environmental
quality is a necessity for human life. Consequently, this quality means that humans must develop
a sustainable relationship with their environment (Rolston, 2003, p . 515). The culture of the
people must interact with the natural environment. The necessity of this interaction confers the
ethical dimension which is the responsible obligation to care for and conserve the earth. The
ethical dimension is what confers moral responsibility on the human person and it is from this
responsibility that duties and obligations to the environment arise. Rolston supported duties and
responsibilities not only to fellow human beings, but also to the natural world as well. Hence,
such duties are ingrained in one's valuation of the natural world. In his position, intrinsic value
suggests duties:
Duties arise to individual animals and plants that are produced as loci of intrinsic value within the
system [... ) These duties to individuals and species, so far from being in conflict with duties to
ecosystems, are duties towards its products and headings. The levels differ, but, seen at depth,
they integrate. Perhaps on some occasions, duties to the products will override duties to the
system that produced them; but-apart from humans who live in culture as well as in nature - this
will seldom be true (Rolston, 1988, p. 118).
Rolston made a case that those in "areas of high biological diversity must stay under the
traditional lifestyles of their present and past circumstances" (Rolston, 2003, p. 459), in order to
save their environment. This is in tandem with Ramose:
The concept of harmony in African thought is comprehensive in the sense that it conceives
balance in terms of the totality of the relations that can be maintained between human beings
amongst themselves as well as between human beings and physical nature. On this reasoning, the
quest for harmony is then the strive to maintain a comprehensive but specific relational condition
among organisms and entities. It is the strive balance and harmony of and in the wholeness
(Ramose, 1999, p.125).
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Rationality is a human trait. The particular role of the human person lies in his rational nature.
The rational-instinctual inclination of the human person is to preserve his own existence and
avoid destruction. This extends to his place in the rational world. Nature is to be preserved and
not destroyed. The role of the human person flows from his nature and indigenous ethics place
emphasis on virtuous living which is about goodness of character and the practice of "kindness,
generosity, hospitality, justice, respect for elders, obedience to legitimate authority, and
humility" (Omoregbe, 1993, p.139). Igbo use the resources of the earth for sustenance, growth,
and the development of their community for health and agriculture. There is no claim about
having subdued nature because nature has its own laws which humankind and all natural things
are subject to. The crucial factor in looking at the place of the human person is the idea of
community or communal living. Central here is the 'I-WE Relationship'. Thus, the individual
cannot exist outside the matrix of the community.
Thus, African person is communitarian in orientation to a large extent. Also, community
life involves the reality of participation which is living and working together to achieve both
personal and common goals (Zvobgo, 1979, pp. 934). According to Ramose:
[ ... ] to be human is to affirm one's humanity by recognising the humanity of others, and on that
basis, establish humane relations with them. Accordingly, it is botho understood as being human
(humanness/humanity) and a humane (respectful and polite) attitude towards other human beings
which constitute the core or central meaning of the aphorism; motho ke motho ka batho. Neither
the single individual nor the community can define and pursue their respective purposes without
recognising their mutual foundedness; their complementarity. Wholeness is the regulative
principle here since what is asserted is that the single individual is incomplete without the other
(Ramose, 1999, p. 140).

In addition to this, the traditional community life is democratic. The people come together to
work out modalities and make decisions on matters affecting the community. Deliberations are
always about values that are universally applicable. Such deliberations go across boundaries to
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community members living in other countries. They also identify with their native community
members and information is disseminated through that avenue:
Any African environmental ethic rests on the same base that supports all African traditions - that
of communalism. In Africa, the community is imbued with certain bondedness. Bondedness
entails respect, which in turn entails taking responsibility for one's fellow human beings, not as
an atomized individual, but as a member of the common fabric oflife (Peterson, 2008, p. 169).
Therefore, the nature of the human person is thus communitarian for the African and ecological
thoughts find expression in this because environmental problems affect the whole community.
Thus, African people are constantly aware of what happens in their environment.

3.5

AFRICAN

ANTHROPOLOGY

AND

ENVIRONMENTAL

AWARENESS
African worldview refers to how Africans attach certain importance to natural features
like trees and rivers to the extent of worshipping them. However, these worldviews vary. We can
say every race in every continent of this earth of which Africa is one has a worldview (Bohm,
1980, p. 11). The worldview of Africa among other sources stems from the fact that Africa has
diverse ethnic groups and minorities who have their own belief systems and that all see that there
is a Supreme Being controlling this earth. As one moves from one community in Africa to
another, the worldview starts to differ:
A person may be educated or uneducated, liberal or conservative, rich or poor, non-believing or
God-fearing, but all people act and live in certain ways because they are guided by a particular
worldviews. In more technical terms, a worldview forms a mental structure that organizes one's
basic or ultimate beliefs. This framework supplies a comprehensive view of what a person
considers real, true, rational, good, valuable, and beautiful [... ] A conceptual scheme by which
we consciously or unconsciously place or fit everything we believe and by which we interpret and
judge reality" (Nash, 1989, p. 28. ).
Some people's spiritual life is based upon believing in God, whereas others place more
importance on the natural features and creations and worship them because they believe that God
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created the human being and the other natural features to help one another. Scientists believe that
human beings need oxygen to survive whereas plants need carbon oxide for the same purpose.
So, there is that direct interdependence between humans and plants because we exhale carbon
oxide which is useful for plants and plants also emit oxygen which is essential for our survival. It
is in this vein that Sibanda stated that according to African spirituality, "natural phenomena have
spirits that define the relationship between humans and nature which is inter-linked and
interdependent" (Sibanda, 1997). However, the next section shows environmental regulation in
Africa.

3.6

ENVIRONMENTAL REGULATION IN AFRICA
Taboo could be defined as inappropriate or undesirable deeds in a given community. In

the word of Shorter, "taboos exploit an innate and irrational fear in the human psyche" (Shorter,
1987, p. 38). In the African context, taboo refers to anything one is prohibited from doing,
saying, or acting because of community norms. They vary from community to another.
Therefore, what might be considered a taboo in one geographic area might not be considered as
one in another area due to some regional and cultural differences. Taboos serve as corrective
measures for many societies. They are in existence for a long time and so are passed to the
people as the older generations are departing this earth. A breach in the taboo comes with its
corresponding punishment. The punishments vary according to the degree of the wrong
committed. Africans may sacrifice an animal or human being to pacify the God and to restore
normalcy. Some of the areas of which taboos are accorded ranged from human behavioral
posture towards sacred features, eating habits, religious rules and regulations, and natural law.
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Consciously and unconsciously, the environment is preserved through such regulations of taboos
in African Spirituality.
The issue of totem helps to regulate environment as well. The energy of the totemic
animal or plant speaks to them in some way that is relevant to their own personality or
circumstances. A totem according to Crowther "is a natural object, an animal, or plant regarded
as a symbol by a given tribe or family" (Crowther, 1998, p. 48). Many Africans believe that
every living soul on earth was born into a particular lineage which in one way or the other has a
name believed to be the totem. The name protects the person from any spiritual hunting. Anyone
trying to harm the person will have the totem fighting back on the victim's behalf. So it is
common to see Africans restricting their offspring from causing harm to the totem believed to be
an animal or a plant.
Some Africans put their trust and belief in plants as their totem. Furthermore, one of such
plant is the palm tree. In Nigeria, people tap palm wine from the tree. This causes harm to the
palm tree life. But this cannot be done in some part of Kenya because the palm tree also known
as 'Olukhindu' is regarded as a totem; and so, no one is allowed to cut down this tree or use it for
wine tapping. A person accused of committing a crime is made to go to the palm tree to prove his
innocence by swearing under it. If "innocent, nothing will happen to the person; but if found
guilty", he/she will face the consequences according to their belief (Osogo, 1965, pp. 58-77). All
these ritualistic approaches are indications of the African perception of the sense of the sacred.
The word 'Sacred' is concerned with things devoted and dedicated to God or god for the
sake of religious activities. Synonyms of sacred include holy, hallowed, blessed, sanctified,
consecrated, blest, dedicated, venerated, and revered. Durkheim stated that sacred refers to
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"those things, situations, and places that are set apart, special, and emit an aura of the holy"
(Durkheim, 1975, p. 58). In this dissertation, it refers to those places regarded as holy and
cherished because they possess some supernatural powers and so, they are being venerated and
worshipped. Such places may include shrines, rituals, and homes.
In Igbo communities, some animals and rivers are sacred; hence, one cannot hurt or hunt
them. There are also certain sacred places like a forest, put aside to provide man with some needs
like herbs, etc. One is not allowed to do anything in it. Society ensures its sustainability so that
the generation yet unborn will also grow up to enjoy the benefits of such a natural environment
and its biodiversity (Omare, 2006, p. 38). Heads of traditional communities in Africa often
assign titles to these forests, lands, and water bodies. Therefore, the leader tries to communicate
to the members that they are part of the community and must be conserved, properly managed,
and protected. This is done by experts who formulate regulations to serve as measures of
protecting the land. As such, whoever breaks these rules will face the consequences. This is a
way of ensuring the maximum utilization of ecological biodiversity within the society. The
inappropriate use of land and sites includes deforestation, land degradation, and pollution of all
kinds through water, air, land, and noise. All are brought to minimum usage or prevented from
damage. Some plants, land, aquatic creatures, and others are viewed as sacred. Some are
preserved and used for religious purposes. Many of these sacred features are passed to current
generation by their ancestors. They are given regulations that they need to always pacify the
sacred features and not cause any harm to them to avoid future misfortunes.
Africans believe a lot in mystical powers. These powers are spiritual in nature and can
affect humankind positively or negatively. They may be found in animate and inanimate
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creatures. The ordinary person cannot easily tell the source of these powers except those who
possess them. There is the notion by many people that the powers are derived from dead people.
As much as Africans believe in mystical powers, they categorized them into those that are of
positive benefit and those that are 'detrimental. They hold the view that the powers dwell in the
cosmos and appear for humans in spirit form. People with mystical powers are feared and this
has come to strengthen their belief system regarding the environment. The society believes that
the ancestors are the people who possess mystical powers; so, they are seen as supernatural
world representations. The people are to behave accordingly to avoid stepping on the toes of
these living dead. They believe that the powers are the smaller gods, descendants or spirits; but
above all, all powers belong to God, the creator of all. They believe that God is first in command
followed by divine powers, and spirits are ranked third. Then the descendants are next with
humankind being the last when it comes to mystical powers. Thus, spirits are also grouped into
good and bad. Whereas good ones give good luck and blessings to human beings, while the bad
ones come in form of witches and sorcerers whose goal is just to cause harm to the fellow human
beings. Many Africans are afraid to ever come in contact with evil spirits for they can cause
illness. Thus, it is said that:

*

Ancestral spirits are viewed as custodians of natural environmental resources. If one terminates
what is signified as sacred, the descendants penalize him or her with loss of life or calamities.
There are some objects, plants, animals, and even human beings whom the society usually
eliminates from them as soon as they are detected with evil spirits. So when human beings fear
not to come into contact with those plants and animals believed to possess some powers, the
environment will be preserved and animal lives will be protected as well. Hence, the ecological
biodiversity would be conserved (Gumo et al., 2012, pp. 532-3).

Despite the advent of Christianity and Islam, mystical powers are still revered and feared among
various African cultures. A person who has requisite knowledge to perform a work absolutely
right, and has control over it is known as a specialist. In Africa, there are people who have the

Chapter Three: The Concept of Environment from an African Perspective

90

requisite knowledge when it comes to religious issues like soothsaying, African spiritual
medicine, prophecy, veneration, rain making, initiation, and divinity (Mbiti, 1969, pp. 57-100).
They contribute immensely in preserving the environment because they formulate rules and
regulations that see to it that people do not exploit the environment. They are the people seen as
intermediaries between humankind and the descendants as it is perceived that they get their
powers from God to serve humankind. Therefore, they have to always adhere to whatever he
says regarding conservation of the environment. This is because failure to do so may land the
people into calamities, diseases, and other curses. However, some scholars opine that:
Spiritualists possess powers to interconnect with the supernatural world. They recognize the
language of those existing and of those deceased. They assisted in the preservation of some
plants, animals, and reptiles through the knowledge of mystic powers. They prohibit people from
going to some particular places with a claim that they would be infested by evil spirits (Gumo et
al., 2012, p. 534).

This suggests that some African religious specialists possess their personal consecrated sites.
They see to it that these sites are properly catered for to enable efficiency in their job. Experts in
medicines make laws just to regulate the use of some trees in the forest for herbs, and that
anyone who breaks the law will be visited by some evil spirits in return (Haupt, 2000). During
some specific periods in Africa, like anniversary, harvest times and traditional festive times, the
religious specialists try to appreciate the gods for ushering the community into a new season,
giving them good harvest through libation pouring accompanied by chants and recitals of sacred
words only known to him and his God (Collar, 1988). Most rituals have something to do with the
flora and fauna. Thus, these plants are necessary for future ritual performances.
Another important environmental conservation tool Africans often employ is initiation
rites. Seeing it as one of the most significant tools, some sites have been designated in the forest
by religious experts purposely for the initiation rites (Haupt, 2000, pp. 58-88). People are
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prohibited from going to these places and they are governed by taboos. Vegetation and wildlife
established at these places must never be troubled. Through confidentiality, the initiation is
performed with future existence strategies and natural ecological resource management methods.
Here, the younger generation is educated intensively to know more about their totems and their
rules and regulations. All these are means of preserving the environment through the initiation
rites which make the people put aside some pieces of land for initiation as a means of preserving
the flora and fauna in the area fostered by the taboos and by some rules and regulations (Turner,
1995, p. 18). The next section below shows the differences between African environmental
ethics and Western environmental ethics.

3.7

AFRICAN

ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS VIS-A-VIS

WESTERN

ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS
The di verse African cultural heritage prompts sound indigenous practices and principles
even before civilization. It will be stated here that indigenous practices and sound principles of
the traditional people are usually attributed to their spiritual forces. Africans believe that the land
belongs to no man but to the spiritual forces; to God (Omari, 1990, p. 78). Mbiti (1996b) opines
that humans are only considered friends, users, and beneficiaries of the resources of nature, even
though they may occupy the central stage on the universe. Mbiti and Omari hereby point to the
existence of certain supreme forces in the universe of which humans are subjects of allegiance.
Africa actually has varieties of ways through which they preserve land and their environment
from degradation. In Nigeria for instance, it was observed that local peasant farmers have a way
of partitioning soils according to various soil types through which they were able to determine
what types of soil to use for cultivating certain crops. Atteh reports that a Nigerian farmer
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divided soil over a mile into seven micro types and named crop combination that will do well in
each (Atteh, 1992, pp. 6-7). Through close observation of soil samples taken from different
sections of the soil, analyses actually proved that this Nigerian farmer has an intrinsic method of
categorizing sound and fertile soils. 8
Traditional people apart from knowing various soil types have also developed knowledge
of pasturing and vegetation management. Through such knowledge, they derive complex
systems of vegetation management processes as well as discover ways of classifying various
grasses for the pasturing of their livestock farms (Bollig and Schulte, 1999). Some of the local
grasses and plant species are used as herbs for making traditional medicine by indigenous people
(Mayeng, 1996). Totemism also constitutes an effective way of preserving some wild animals
from extinction among indigenous people. Totems indicate a special mystical relationship
existing between humans and their natural entities (Peofles and Baily, 1988, p. 307). They are
normally considered symbols of a particular group of people. Wild animals were often used as
totems in Africa. Some local communities in Africa often use lions as their totems because lions
exhibit strength and courage. A goat is usually tied in the bush to serve as food for them (EvansPritchard, 1956, p. 65). Through such means, lions were preserved in such environments. Totems
could also be changed in some cultures where it is applicable and sometimes the members of the
same clan choose to adopt different natural objects as their totems. Azande people, report that
during and after the war, some people of their clan who migrated into other clans during the
course of the war rather identified and associated with new totems (Evans-Pritchard, 1971 ).

8

Kelbessa also reported that Ethiopian peasant farmers, through continuous experiments on their environment,
have managed to learn how to control weeds and insects, select crop varieties, classify vegetation types, and cope
with climatic and environmental changes (Kelbessa, 2005, p. 28).
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Sometimes, people who adopt a particular totem do so because they consider themselves
descendants of people who identify with such totems.
In some communities, totems are revered on account of the past calamities that befell

them. A community invaded by snakes would decide to choose snake as their new totem in order
to recall their past calamities. A totemic relationship may have been developed "with regard to
some class of objects through a man or a member of his family suffering any kind of misfortune"
(Evans-Pritchard, 1956, p. 87). Hence, the degree of importance attached to these totems will be
a way of preserving and protecting wild animals in the environment. Furthermore, wildlife
protection has been embarked upon by some African countries and has so far proved successful.
The Masai people of Kenya had acknowledged wildlife importance when they hired warders and
motivated them with up to 25% of fees paid by visitors since 1990 (Schmidtz, 1997, pp. 332-3).
The government of Zimbabwe also allowed indigenous people of Nyaminyami to manage their
wildlife, but usually, the government pays compensation to them for any unforeseen damages
done by such wild animals (Schmidtz, 1997, p. 334).
In all these, it can be deduced that Africa has always held the importance of protecting
and preserving their wild animals. Indigenous cultures are conscious of their environment and
have over time, built their own history, culture, language, market economy, and industry. Atteh
stresses that "each rural group has developed knowledge, encompassing theory, concepts,
integrations, factual data, and attributive information of a high degree of accuracy" (Atteh, 1992,
p. 6). It is further through contacts with the natural world that indigenous people came to form
linguistic symbol, ideologies, and local technologies to harness and preserve their natural
environment.
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Besides, on the part of the western world, they have their own tradition and natural
environment. The natural environment has passed through various traditions and has been
conceived by philosophers of western traditions differently. Philosophy itself began from
wonders about the natural world. Philosophers, mythologists, and ancient writers were the first
ever who embarked on thorough observation of the natural world. For them, looking at the way
everything is connected in the physical universe is a clear indication that a force is at work. Thus,
He is responsible for the kind of order found in the natural environment. Thus, the early
beginnings of western philosophy were born out of wonder and reflection of the natural
environment and the workings of nature. The philosophical study of nature runs through from the
pre-Socratics, to earlier and later Greek philosophers, to Renaissance Age and through to the
modem era. However, it has been some scholars' point of view that the nature has not been
accorded adequate care until recently (Kelbessa, 2005, p. 15). Here, Ferkis alluded to an instance
of the Greeks who do not really pay attention to the surroundings of nature, neither in its
implications, even though some of their ancient gods or deities were represented with carvings of
natural things (Ferkiss, 1993, p. 5). Hence, the worship of nature for the Greeks became a mere
ritual (Hughes, 1998, p. 158).

*

The majority of the western philosophers were anthropocentric in their view of nature.
They conceived human beings as having a major place in the universe while the environment
merely exists to serve their needs. The Romans took a materialistic approach towards nature.
They believed that nature is to be manipulated and used. It was reported that this approach
greatly influenced the indigenous people; hence, "deforestation took place on a major scale, first
in Italy, then in its outer provinces. Wildlife, especially exotic animals, were killed in part to fuel
the famous Roman circuses" (Ferkiss, 1993, p. 9).
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The thoughts of ancient philosophers like Thales, Anaximander, Anaximenes and
Empedocles, however, appeared to be more nature-centered. For them, every natural reality was
a product of natural entities as they attributed the origin and the source of everything in existence
to water, air, fire, earth, stone, etc. Aristotle on the other hand, propagated the materialistic
approach to nature as earlier advanced by some of the Romans. His idea that "matter was
associated with feminine and was regarded passive while ideas were attributed to masculine and
attributed an active entity" (Ferkiss, 1993, p. 6) clearly expressed this point. For Aristotle,
humans represent ideas and should play active roles in the molding of nature. In Aristotle's idea,
nature should rather be disposed to become an object of manipulation by man, because he
believes they exist for man:
Plants are for the sake of animals, and [ .. . ] other animals exist for the sake of human beings,
domestic ones both for using and eating, and most but not all wild ones for food and other kinds
of support, so that clothes and the other tools may be got from them. If then nature makes nothing
incomplete or pointless, it must have made all of them for the sake of human beings. That is why
even the science of warfare since hunting is a part of it, will in a way be a natural part of property
acquisition for this science ought to be used not only against wild beast but also against those
human beings who are unwilling to be ruled, but naturally suited for it, as this sort of warfare is
naturally just (Aristotle, 1998, p. 14).

Hence, Aristotle places natural things in their hierarchical order of importance to man. He sees
man as the apex of this hierarchy; other natural things would serve his needs. The Stoics made
rationality a basic element in man which explains why other things exist for his sake (Passmore,
1974, p. 15). However, we must point out that some fragments in Aristotle's Parts of Animals,
Book, chapter 5, 645a, acknowledges that animals of every kind lacked neither in nature nor
beauty in themselves (Aristotle, 1968, pp. 99-101). This however suggests that Aristotle is not
entirely anthropocentric in all his works. He thereby reserves some level of respect for different
species of animals.
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Lynn White Jnr. (1994) agrees that Judeo-Christian tradition also emphasizes and
conceives the superior nature of man over natural things. The position of White here may have
been informed by the fact that some excerpts from the Christian Bible categorically state that
God created man in his own image and likeness and made him to be in charge of the universe
(Genesis 1: 26-27). White thus accuses Christians for being arrogant towards the natural things.
He stressed that science and technology were born out of Christian perception of superiority of
humans in relation to nature. The issue raised by White here points to the reality of Christianity's
anthropocentric approach . Hence, it will not be out of place to say that Judea-Christian tradition
rather approaches natural objects as that which is prepared for the welfare of people. White's
view has generated several objections from different quarters. The Bible account of creation
narrates that man is a special creature of God because of God's image he bears. However, the
Genesis account of creation does narrate how man had been put "in charge of the fish, the birds,
and all the wild animals" (Genesis 1:28). Thus, the Christian Bible only charges man to care for
other creatures but never to destroy or exploit them. Some scholars such as Glackens (1967),
Attfield (1994, 2001 ), and Harrison (1999) will further point out that Christianity has always had
positive influences and shared beliefs that support the environment. However, following the
"crumbling of the old medieval Catholic order" (Clarke, 1993, p. 75), the influence of European
exploration and introduction of capitalism, the strong ego of human superiority over nature, was
therefore boosted.
In Islamic philosophy, it is argued that nature is part of God's eternal and temporal
arrangement of things. Thus, Islamic religion recognizes the superiority of God over nature.
Furthermore, they accord natural things such as privileged position in their philosophy of nature.
Locke's philosophy advances the course of the Aristotelian idea that natural things were made
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for the sake of human exploitation and use, its exploitation therefore is part of property
acquisition. Locke's doctrine on property proposes how humans can peacefully exploit the
environment. Locke was of the view that one has the right to lay claim only to those things in
their natural form to which he had mixed his labor with. In Locke's view, one has the right to lay
claim to water he had fetched from the stream, but will have no right of claim to the water in the
stream or the stream itself. Hargrove criticizes Locke for neglecting the role of the society in
giving guidelines on how the natural environment should be managed (Hargrove, 1998, p. 179).
Hargrove was actually right because such negligence of the authorities in the society that has the
capacity to make guidelines which guarantee the preservation of natural environment could
actually lead to uncontrolled exploitation of it.
Francis Bacon used empirical methods of investigation to study and understand the
workings of nature. His empirical method of investigation saw humans to take complete control
of nature. During this period, science was taken to be the paradigm, while nature was seen as an
object of its manipulation. Natural things were subjected to human manipulation in Bacon's
philosophy. Descartes' philosophy was more practical and targeted at transforming nature
through scientific technology. Descartes' dualism consists of two entities: matter and mind. He
spoke of matter as deterministic and natural, whereas the mind is conceived as a great machine,
volitional and non-natural. Nature in Descartes was seen as that which could be manipulated and
subdued by science and technology. Hence, his philosophy as much as Bacon's supports this
"attitude to nature which has dominated western science: understanding through law,
transformation through technology" (Passmore, 1995, p. 134). Hence, Descartes saw partly the
rise of science in philosophy that seeks to transform nature through technology; the climate in
the 17th century that saw the human mind as a machine. Descartes gave birth to 18th century
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enlightenment philosophy where nature was conceived as a great machine and was regarded as a
passive entity rather a great organism (Pratts, et al., 2000, pp. 22-7). This era encouraged humans
to feel superior since through this reason, they could gain control over nature. It enthroned the
era of human superiority over nature.
Karl Marx latter adopted an anthropocentric approach in his view about nature. Some of
his works hold that nature is an instrument of man's self-creation (McLellan, 1971, p. 13 9), since
he was clearly of the view that nature would become simply an object of pure utility for mankind
(Passmore, 1974, p.24). However, Marx's initial works maintained that man developed from
nature and share mutual interaction with it. Subsequently, he promoted the union of humans and
nature in his earlier works. But with the late introduction of capitalism into the system, an undue
exploitation of nature was felt. It is the exploitation of nature by few individuals in the state that
led to capitalism. In German Ideology, Marx seems to protest against animals' prevention from
fulfilling their essential needs towards nature through introduction of modern means of
production (Wilde, 2000, pp. 45-6). Capitalism in Marx's philosophy saw man as an 'other' to be
exploited. Lee observes that Marx's nature is not man-centered, but rather, his understanding of
nature is about growing of man in his complete "natural, social, embodied and sentient being"
(Lee, 1980, p. 78). Marx suggested that forming a communist society where the resources of
nature would be commonly owned and equally shared was the only way out of the exploitative
capitalist system.
Some philosophers see nature as an intrinsic part of man. They did not create such a
distinction between man and natural things. Dewey posited that the human mind is itself part and
parcel of nature. In a similar fashion, Marx characteristically held the opinion that natural things
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in the likes of plants, animals, stones, etc. also form part of the consciousness of man which
exists partly as an object of art and an object of science (O'Neill, 1994, p. 27). Marx did not hold
animals as inferior and deficient beings compared to humans since his philosophy categorizes
man as also belonging to that part of nature exploited in capitalism. He observed that man does
possess some superior qualities over animals. Marx ascribes creativity to humans because they
are able to create things consciously for their future needs as against animals that are only
capable of addressing their most immediate needs. Animals according to him live under the
domination of instincts (Wilde, 2000, p. 45).
The Bible and other Christian fathers have expressly shown concern and care for natural
things. They stressed that natural things are all creatures of God and are to be accorded respect.
Hence, the Bible has always been in support that everything in nature is to be accorded value and
thus should not be destroyed. The manifestations of God in the Bible were mostly represented in
various ways in the natural phenomena (natural theology). Christians in the medieval era
conceived nature as both source of moral values and God's manifestation of goodness (Harrison,
1999). Thus, "these analyses scarcely support the theory that the roots of the modern
environmental crisis rest in perspective intrinsic to the Bible" (Kay, 1998, p. 215). Sir Matthew
Hale, has an understanding of biblical injunction "to conquer and have dominion over the earth"
as meaning the divine stewardship of man over nature (Genesis 1:28). He would therefore not
conceive this injunction as an exploitative attitude towards nature, but rather this injunction
brings man to the role of being the "usufructuary of this inferior world to husband and order it,
and enjoy the fruits thereof with sobriety, moderation and thankfulness" (Attfield, 2001, p. 105).
George Buffon also shared that the interactions between humans and environment should be
more preservative rather than destructive. According to him, humans are expected to take care of
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the forest (and other natural things) even though they may use it for their own purposes (Ferkiss,
1993, p.56).
The approach of Romanticists towards nature was rather appreciative. They criticized the
mechanistic and materialistic view of nature in earlier periods as too limited in its vision.
Romanticists have high regards towards nature. Hence, German philosophers Fichte and
Schelling developed metaphysical systems that tend to integrate matter and spirit. Man therefore
should assist nature in cooperation with the spirit in order to civilize it (Passmore, 1974, p. 34).
John Muir argued that nature has its own independent rights. Muir subsequently valued nature
for its usefulness to humans: recreation, aesthetic enjoyment, and the likes. This latter assertion
however tended to alienate nature from the rights ascribed to it previously (Cantore, 1977, p.
403). Thus, Muir adopted an anthropocentric approach towards nature for he sees nature from the
point of view of the purpose they serve for man. Many western thinkers do not appreciate the
intrinsic value of nature as having rights on its own and serving its purpose. Most of them
conceived nature as a property of man and are subject to human manipulation. Hence, some of
the ecological concerns and destruction of the environment we experience arises out of the
opinion held by these western philosophers. Fortunately, few other western thinkers have also
accorded nature some respect and have proved its independent existence from man. In all, there
is a meeting point between the Western position and African position concerning environmental
ethics. This meeting point can be recognized when the future generation of Africans is put into
considerations. Africans are community people and their life is better defined in the context of
community.
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3.8

THE

COMMUNITARIAN

DIMENSION

OF

AFRICAN

ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS

Human interaction with nature impacts heavily on the availability of earth's resources. If
there is to be no environment, then our ability to survive and fight diseases that plague us
becomes non-existent. Given the disturbing data from the experience of global warming, there is
abundant evidence to support the need to be fully responsible for strategies to save our
environment especially those suggested by the scientific community that pays attention to
traditional or local wisdoms on nature. According to Patrridge (2001):
Our advances in science and technology and the unprecedented knowledge that this generation
has, places an enormous moral responsibility upon us than on previous generations. The
consequences and impact on human technology on the environment and its implications for future
generations also warrant this (Patridge, 2001, pp. 377-89).
The consequences of the devastating effect of human technology on the environment require a
reassessment in the light of current concerns. Multiplication of disease viruses, increase in cancer
related cases, and ecological niches are some of the disturbing results. The task as intellectuals
and citizens therefore is to articulate proper policies that will preserve nature for future
generations, and to fashion key values and concepts that propel the society on a sustainable and
developmental process. To do this, traditional and contemporary environmental values must be
combined so as to retrieve the basic elements needed for an authentic environmental ethics that is
in line with Igbo ecological realities. Threats to the Igboland are threats to the future of Igbo
people. This is akin to Ubuntu community in South Africa as Ramose submitted "that the dignity
and importance of the individual human being can best be understood in terms of relations with
other human beings as well as relations with physical nature" (Ramose, 1999, p. 120). This
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suggests that the "universe is understood as the unceasmg unfoldment of interaction and
interdependence between and among all that there is. Also, such interaction and interdependence
manifests differences in kind and in degree of specific situations" (Ramose, 1999, p.140).
Rationality is an important faculty in human persons across the world. It is through this
universal quality that human persons create a relationship with the natural world. By virtue of
this faculty, a person has natural inclinations towards nature. It is a crystal understanding of what
these natural inclinations oblige that make up a philosophy of nature. Thus, an understanding of
the role of the human person translates into fashioning of a viable environmental or ecological
ethics. A philosophy of nature flows from the rational/moral nature of the human person.
African spirituality is communicated through the environment as it relates to God and
man. This is to say that African worldview is channeled towards the conception that there is
someone (God) who created this earth and all that is in it. So nothing exists on its own. The life
of every creation is from God. In this case, Africans are looking at God's creations and His
supernatural powers with religious eyes with human being as the middle of the cosmos (Mbiti,
1992, 56-77). The African worldview has stratified this earth into two, the visible world and the
invisible one. The visible world and the invisible co-exist to form a complete African spirituality.
The visible world has to do with the environment in which they live, whereas the invisible world
deals with the powers of the Almighty God that no one can see and touch. Since the creation of
this earth, human being has been the religious head who links the invisible and the visible to
God, "the Creator of the heaven and the earth" as well as hell (Adamo, 2011, p.48). They are
linked to their creator through the creation of sacred objects like idols and statues. They believe
that God cannot be reached directly, but this can be done by passing through sacred objects. This
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is often manifested in sacrifices in the form of killing animals, pouring of libations, and by
chanting to the smaller gods. This helps in preserving the land and other socially constructed
objects from being damaged for future generations.
As part of ways to conserve the land, rivers, trees, and the flora and fauna, Africans
usually feel that these natural environmental features will be mismanaged. Therefore, this could
have a negative repercussion on the living, the dead, and the unborn generation. Hence, they
usually say the land belongs to the community, which will be monitored by all members of the
community to prevent them from being damaged. This kind of community possession meant that
a piece of land and all its properties must be hitched for the "living, the dead, and other
generation to be born" (Oruka, 1994). This is because their source of livelihood and divine
protections depends heavily on these natural features. Gumo et al. provide an example:
In traditional Luhya thought, there is a deep respect for nature as an important part of the
universe. According to them, their [God] turned Himself into objects of nature such as trees,
rocks, hills, mountains, rivers after completing creation. The foregoing gives the reason why the
Luhya have an important place for nature in their thought system and believe that there was an
ancient covenant between human beings and nature which compels mutual respect. They believe
that each object of nature has an ancient name that is used to communicate with it and to
command it to do His will. At a certain level of understanding in Luhya thought, there is no such
thing as a non-living thing. Every object and creature of this earth can be made to come alive and
participate in an important endeavor. They believe that there are many aspects of nature,
especially those linked with the supernatural that are higher than human beings and whom they
must bow to in appreciation of their eternal qualities (Gumo et al. , 2012, p. 528).
From the African perspective, God is the owner and creator of the earth, heaven, and hell.
Heaven is the place for people who have done good deeds and worshipped God with all their
hearts and soul. They believe that it is only faithful and God-fearing people who will go to
heaven, whereas people with bad deeds and those who do not worship God deserve to go to hell.
On earth, what one does now will determine whether he/she will go to heaven or not. With this,
the African world view holds that no one can judge his fellow human being. Therefore, earth is
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like the playing ground to test every human soul and their faith. But many Africans because God
cannot be seen attribute Him to certain creations like the sky, the heaven, the moon and to some
extent, some sacred aqua-marine creatures. More especially, the Igbo in Nigeria even give names
to their children that have God's attributes such as 'Chukwuebuka', meaning that God is great.
In Africa, people often regard some natural occurrences as gifts from God. An example
of such occurrence is rain accompanied by thunder and wind. This is because rain enables them
to engage in agriculture. In the absence of rain during farming season, the people view it as a bad
omen and so they need to pacify the gods in a form of killing animals and pouring libations to
ask for rain. In other cases, whenever thunder starts to strike, some Africans perceive that it may
be a warning from God to those who have wronged Him in one way or the other. When there is
lightening, it is understood as God making movement to another dwelling place of Him since the
lightening paves ways. Others feel that when there is wind or storm, it portrays God's crusade.
So, the strength of wind and its invisible nature portrays God's power. Guno et al. stated that the
"Abanyala and Samia regard thunder as an indication of God's anger. Thunder is incarnated as a
divinity among the Abaluhya, Luo, and the Kisii of Kenya. The Gikuyu perceive lightning as
God's weapon by means of which He clears the way when moving from one sacred place to
another" (Gumo et al., 2012, pp. 529-30).
Earthly bodies refer to those natural features on earth which people perceive as
possessing some powers. Such features may include but are not limited to aquatic resources like
rivers; and all they contain is believed and perceived to have some powers and should not be
mismanaged. Most Africans believe that a river or sea is inhabited by a spirit. To this effect, they
usually offer sacrifices along the riverine area to calm the spirit. It is also a common belief that
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some botanical resources like trees, flowers, and other plants are given the same level of respect
because of their spiritual value. Africans believe in these earthly bodies to the extent that they
worship them and attach some importance to them because they believe that the earthly bodies
have divine powers which they pass through to get their needs met. The aquatic features also
serve as livelihood for the botanical features. Plants and trees need water to grow. Aquatic
features are used in some rites in many parts of Africa as symbols of cleansing the human soul
and body. So the aquatic bodies are seen as life providers and should be pacified. After water
supports plants and animals' life growth, they serve as food for human beings too. Therefore,
they are accorded great respect in religious sense "some of which are linked with concepts of
God, such as the beliefs that he has absolute power over the universe" (Mbiti, 1970, p.99).
However, the religious importance accorded to plants and animals are perceived in different
ways in different communities in Africa.
Africans cherish plants and they use them for medicinal purpose and other purposes. So,
many plants and trees are preserved in such a way that they do not get out of supply. Other
reasons behind the preservation of plants and trees are for vegetative and other physical
environmental protection. Because it is believed that plants and humans co-exist, one uses the biproduct of the other as food for survival. Plants are preserved to provide man with some amount
of oxygen and absorb the carbon dioxide from man.
The representation of plants in Africa focuses on trees that communicate the idea of life
and death. Others talk of the tree of life as the basis that originates life. For instance, the Meru in
Kenya focus on prohibited trees from the order of God. Thus, death came because men failed to
obey God's instructions and directions. In the whole of Africa, a lot of societies perceive the fig
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tree to be sanctified; so they pacify it through rituals just to help them meet their needs in a form
of prayers. There exist some holy orchards like the Baobab Tree which is used for spiritual
reasons and is attached to di vine beings.
Rocks are also believed to possess some spirits by some African as they perceive that
some first races of men on this earth originated from stone by the Creator, God. They assert that
the Creator has His remains on rock. These rocks are seen as holy which are taken "for spiritual
rites and performances. Consecrated stories are often applied in rainmaking rituals. Many view
rocks and boulders as the abode of the spirits, the living, or those who are deceased" (Mbiti,
1997, pp. 55). 9
In some communities, hills and mountains are attached to some holiness (Kenyatta, 1978,
pp. 58 -88). When the members of the community are venerating the objects, it is their
responsibility as a community to conserve it for it is perceived that the Creator dwells in
mountain. Sometimes, the people are told not to cut down trees or to go hunting on this mountain
because it will hurt the nature and God. Among people of various races, "mountains and hills are
linked with spirits or divinities. Thus, for example, the Akamba stated that they see fumes of the
spirits at night on the sides of some hills" (Mbiti, 1997, p. 58). 10
Plants as sources of food and livelihood depend on soil. Some people in Africa have the
perception that some soils possess certain powers. Sanctified lands and sites were taken absolute
9

10

Till date, some people believe that human being was created from clay. In this case, when the male child is born
and circumcision time approaches, the Wanga and the Bukusu of Kenya use special clay for this purpose. They
put the clay around their bodies to signify harmony with their descendants.
Also, some potholes and dumps are given sacred meaning. Colors are yet other things that people accord sacred
importance to in many communities in Africa. Moreover, Africans also attach some impmtance to space, skies
and their embodiments. In many instances, when both human sexes go to bed, the positioning of their heads and
body really matters a lot as they sleep in a way not similar to the way a dead body is laid to rest. It means
different things to different people as some people perceive that one will be the same as a dead person sleeping.
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care of by lineage of a particular family. They were asked to maintain the laws as it is from the
generation that handed over the land to them. The newer generations were taught to take good
care of the land because of its sanctity, for instance, the "most common form of safeguard was
through religious taboos and the restricted use of forest products" (Ogutu, 1997, p. 33). In
Nigeria and especially in the Igbo communities, people use the soil to swear an oath, to make
covenants and to seek blessings from God by some native doctors and other religious leaders.
They usually pray to God to make the soil fertile for a good harvest in the next farming season.
When their demands are met, they show their appreciation by giving the first fruit harvest to
God.
Community life is a paramount aspect of Igbo life. It falls within the overall
understanding of the African manner of living together. The idea of community is all inclusive
and embraces all realities and beings in the universe from the natural to the supernatural worlds
(Graham, 1999). It is a lived and shared experience in which there is continuous attempt to come
to terms with human limitations and powerlessness (Eke, 2001, pp. 193-4). Community life is
opposed by the extreme individualistic propensities exhibited in part in the excessive
consumerism of modern society. This is completely driven by capitalist economies and their
insatiable interests in natural resources which is jeopardizing future generations and the bio
cultural diversity. It is only a well-grounded ethics that is communitarian in nature that can fight
the effects of the environmental devastation on African communities. Thus, there is a noticeable
problem associated with the sound sustainable development in African environments.
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3.9

SUSTAINABLE

DEVELOPMENT

AND

AFRICAN

ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEMS

Development is depending and impacting the environment. The mechanisms employed
for sustenance bother the economic use of the land. "Sustainable development is viewed as
development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs" (UN, 1994). Development must guarantee the basic needs
of the human person both in the present and future generations; needs of food, shelter, clothing,
and an improved quality of life and education. Human socio-economic activities must ensure
environmental management and preservation, human development, and fair distribution of
resources. All spheres of reality are to be considered important for African systems that support
and preserve life (Oyeshola, 2008, p. 160). This is an important deserving due consideration
because most western models of development focus more on growth and progress without a
corresponding moral, ethical, or spiritual responsibility and values that define human progress.
Growth and development in modem science and technology must be guided by moral and ethical
principles that preserve nature.
(

6

Thus, there is need to overcome the deficiencies of Western environmental ethics. The
idea here is to guide against what is termed "environmental colonialism" (Nelson, 2003, p. 84)
because Western environmental ethics is deficient in praxis on issues like racism, colonialism,
neo-slavery through human and child trafficking, imperialism, globalization, etc. Therefore,
these issues affect the welfare of the human person. The concern of the environmental movement
is incomplete if it fails to recognize that environmental amenities and freedom from
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environmental harm are critical to a good life and should be made available to all, and an
assumption that informs the contemporary environmental justice movement as well (Smith,
2007, p. 2).
Interaction with global capital market forces has jeopardized the cultural foundation of
the African communities. This is because labor markets run most societies and the emphasis is
on the expansion of goals, growth, and development. In addition, they are oppressive to the
human persons involved because most multinationals are profit-oriented. There is no attention to
the human or natural forces that make up the work force. Such a situation destroys the
foundation of community, and the ability to interact creatively and responsibly with the natural
world has become dicey. It becomes, in the words of Smith, a struggle against the forces of
alienation and dispossession (Smith, 2007, pp.11-12). Globalization and the demands of the
modem or present day labor market leave no room for an interactive relationship with nature,
fellow hwnans, and land ethics. The extent to which we wrestle these 'forces' determines how
developed our environmental ethics can grow. Consequently, this growth is sound when viewed
in connection with God or the spirits. The next section describes the theistic elements of African
environment ethics.

s c
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3.10 THE THEISTIC ELEMENTS IN AFRICAN ENVIRONMENTAL
ETHICS

The Africans' religious character is interwoven with their worldview, lifestyles, and
horizons of understanding. Thus, it is inseparable from everyday cultural interaction and
"relationship with both the humans and the natural environment. In this world, imbued with
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religious significance, the physical and spiritual realities are but two sides of the same coin"
(Sindima, 2011, p. 32). Africans are thus theistic people. In African cosmogony, God is at the
center of everything. Hence, 'Chibundu' - God is life and 'Chinwe ihe niile' - God who owns all.
There is belief in the activities of supernatural beings and their relationships to the community.
However, it is a tradition in all African families that the day begins with prayers offered in the
name of God for blessings. Idowu opines that the "names by which deities are called in Africa
are descriptive of their characters and insistent of the fact that" (Idowu, 1973, p. 150) they are
realities and not abstract concepts. This conveys the purest expression of their religious thinking
and experiences. Africans recognize that God is the highest Supreme Being and has divinities
and ancestors under him who act under his sovereignty. Africans believe that all existence comes
from God and this is what makes it a religious world as the cosmos or universe belongs to God.
All present realities are thus subsumed in God as the author of all things, noticeable, and
imperceptible. Everything moves towards God as the final purpose or final end. Thus, the theistic
worldview underlies everything there is. The land, rivers, and the trees therefore do not belong to
man but to God. Section 3 .11 shows the casual relationship in African perspective.

3.11 THE CAUSAL RELATION FROM AN AFRICAN PERSPECTIVE
The problem of change and permanence has remained a concern of philosophy (Cohen,
2004). This has divided philosophers into two opposing camps. Those for change, represented by
Heraclitus, argue that everything is in a state of flux. Change from their point of view is an
indispensable element in life. Contrary to this stand is the group of Parmenides which argues that
change is an illusion. For them, what is, and what is not is not. There is no coming into being.
With the intervention of Aristotle, the dilemma of change and permanence was attended to
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(Bodnar, 2012). It is observed that in every change/ process, there is a movement/mutation from
one state to another. There is still amidst this process that which persists in all changes. On this
ground stand the Aristotelian arguments that change is not a total annihilation. Questions arise
when the relation between cause and effects are taken into consideration. What indeed is a
cause? Does every effect depend chronologically upon a cause?
A shift from the Western to the African notion of casual relation reveals another side of
the coin. Thus, with the African belief in the hierarchy of forces and their interactions, it is
clearly understood that there can hardly be any effect without a cause. Why the belief then?
African ontology anchors heavily on the inseparable relation between cause and effect which
remains as a necessary condition. Different from the Aristotelian idea of cause, the Igbo are not
at home with the so-called transcendental, remote, or efficient cause. For them, cause remains a
tool for man's continual survival, and events are caused by relation and interaction of beings
(Shorter, 1975, pp. 122-3).
Often, the Igbos permits that an agent may not be aware of the consequences of his
actions. Thus, shrines are held to be sacred places occupied by some influential "Chi", gods, or
spirits (Ejizu, n.d.). Therefore cutting sacred trees infuriates these spiritual beings and the
outcome might be death. This shows that the Igbo have an organic notion of nature that
encourages environmental affiliation between human beings, plants, and animals. The Igbo
would say this proverbially that "Onweghi nke amauma eme'', i.e., nothing is done in vain.
According to the Igbo ontology, it is the higher force that can influence the lower (Arinze, 1970).
Whatever happens in Igbo ontology is akin to almost all other African countries. This leads to
the knowledge of the problems associated with the African environmental ethics.
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3.12 PROBLEMS ASSOCIATED WITH AFRICAN ENVIRONMENTAL
ETHICS
Despite the positive values of Africa's belief system, which this dissertation has partly
seen from the Igbo point of view, the influx of western religion and science in Africa have yet
left the typical African people confused. Western religion and science was perceived myopically
by westerners as a breakthrough for the African people as it proved to some extent that the
African belief system neither encouraged dialogue nor gave room for criticisms. It also dealt
with a bigger blow to the system by denigrating the role of African traditional religion as archaic
and as the major cause of underdevelopment. Hence, western religion and science were
considered tormentors-in-chief to the African belief system. An Igbo village basket-maker would
normally attribute his skill to the benevolence of God. The skill of craftsmanship in Igbo society
was channeled to benevolent supernatural powers. Hence, any failure to successfully achieve
anything in life was attributed to be a nemesis from their local deities. With Christianity and the
introduction of a school system, coupled with the influence of scientific technology, such fear
was destroyed (Ilogu 1985, p. 94). The modem trend of western science and religion brought
about change in the ideology of the African people. It seemed to furnish the impression that
everything can be exploited to produce a result. This impression affected even the local gods
who became weaker through the influx of western elements. The diviners under the new
dispensation will usually use the power of the gods to pervert justice. Henceforth, the African
people's cultures, religions, morality, and indeed every aspect of Africa, began to wobble in the
face of western influence.

Chapter Three: The Concept of Environment from an African Perspective

113

Ever since science and religion came to Igboland, the entrepreneurial capacity of the Igbo
people, rooted in their culture, has declined. Most Africans now prefer the white collar jobs in
place of farming and other industrious activities that sustained them. The modern trend of
apprentice came in place of male children attending to their father's farmlands and livestock. The
traditional way of making medicine was also thrown overboard in the face of newly introduced
western medicine. It is not deniable that western religion and science, in their own terms opened
up the loopholes of the African belief system through its various enlightenment programs.
Science opened the eyes of the Igbo people to understand that despite the fact that gods are
reference points with regard to human affairs, humans should also be in charge of the
development of this world.
The introduction of money market and the fast growth of the global economy also caused
problems to Africa's local economies. This innovation never gave Africa a fair chance in the
global market. Before its introduction, Africans merely engaged in buying and selling through a
barter system that sufficiently provided for their needs at the local level. However, this new trend
downplayed Africa's economy as the majority of their local industry, ranging from farming and
hunting, to music and artistic styles and craftsmanship began to malfunction. The effects of the
global economy were enormous on Africa because, firstly, Africa practices a local system of
production which never gave rise to manufacturing of products that met the standard of the
global market. Secondly, Africa made use of local tools in their production which only produced
limited amounts of goods. Hence, African local farm products were undervalued by the western
market system, perhaps, because the traditional way of farming could not compete with the
western mechanized system of farming. The western system of farming was so effective in such
a way, that a single individual could produce as much as what a given country in Africa can
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produce at the same given time. These trends forced people out of their local industries to
migrate to cities in the search of white collar jobs. Presently, many African countries are
depended on the import of goods for their survival.
One cannot deny the fact that the global economy put Africa into extreme economic
hardship. The pace of the global economy did not trigger a corresponding pace in growth in
Africa as its local products whittled away in the face of the western products. Africa was
therefore caught off-guard by the global economy. However, we can actually picture this point
from the level of poverty, debt, bad management of local resources, and poor level of
competition between African products and the western products in the global market. In the
wake of this trend, Kelbessa (2005, p. 18) observed that the value systems Africa had which
bound humans and their environment suffered extinction, while the value systems which extolled
capitalism took its place. The African industries should never away from the challenges of the
global economy. However, they should seize the opportunity to adopt better options primarily to
boost their production whilst also not neglecting African environmental principles. In other
words, the traditional environmental ethics of Africa should never be lost under the assumption
of the western effective way of production.
Education is a major index in the development of every society. It develops the individual
and builds society for the future. Umeogu observed that education prepares an individual for the
life he will live as a member of his society. He concludes that education is a preparation for life

and life itself. Each community has educators who deliberately, directly, and indirectly carry on
the process of this preparation. Africa has great value for moral and cultural education. In
particular, the Igbo community educates people towards honest transparent living (Umeogu,
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1996, pp. 89-93). On the other hand, Adibe confirmed that every person is an educator in the
Igbo community. Igbo people uses stories and proverbs for moral and social teaching. African
moral and social teachings mainly address people on how to live good moral lives in order to
attract the blessings of the gods (Adibe, 2008, p. 236).
In the wake of western culture and education, Africa's traditional teachings on morals
and good social relationship began to give way to the newly adopted western education. It also
brought its mode of life that obviously allowed the intrusion of moral decadence. Thus, Mbiti
was correct when he observed that schools made the African elite half-castes in cultures. While
African culture was cross-breeding with European culture and education, it was up-rooted
(Mbiti, 1970, p. 34 7). Africa felt inferior because the superiority of western culture was
germinated courtesy of the European missionaries and colonial masters. While also trying to foist
European values on Africa, it sewed the seed of moral decadence in African societies.
Not all Africans who received western education have fully accepted the deposits of
wisdom and knowledge embedded in Africa's traditional religious and social practices. Some
Christians with western education would openly call traditional religious mystics devilish and
superstitious, but privately they make use of their services for survival. It is this inconsistency of
the Christian critics that has divided the economic power of the African mystics who equally
scout with the educated for jobs in the cities (Adibe
, 2008, p. 248). We can observe from here
that the attitude adopted by the western culture and education system is a deliberate denigration
of African cultural values. Globalization, however, is not just in the economic sector; it includes
equally selling of cultural values, which is the soul of every race. The advent of western culture
and education properly accounted for the demise of African local languages through their
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introduction of foreign languages. In all these, the cultural heritage of Africa did not live to tell
its stories.
The globalization of the economy placed the local economy in another pedestal in which
it cannot compete favorably with external influences. This devastating effect on Africa's
economy indirectly affected the rate of poverty. The effects poverty itself had on Africa was not
encouraging. Ever since the introduction of the money market, life has been a challenging
experience. While the poverty rate increased, their remaining existing traditional local industry
which provided for the local people was harangued by capitalism and western influence. The
local people sold their farmlands to foreigners and had their economic trees felled down to make
a means of living amidst the economic hardship. Hence, they had virtually nothing to hold on to.
Consequently, Corruption became endemic in Africa and was seen as a normal daily factor. In
the present Igbo society, for instance, one can rarely find people who are purely farmers. If there
are, the majority of such farmers are doing so at a subsistence level. They most often engage in
different kinds of trading and businesses in conjunction with farming in order to make ends meet.
Westernization and globalization capped Africa's woes by turning them into peasants and
beggars who cannot even boast of their daily food. The world economy will not be said to have
succeeded if it fails to address effectively Africa's poverty rate.
Notable African scholars had in one way or the other attempted to figure out the remote
and proximate causes of poverty in Africa. Achebe identified the major cause of poverty in
Nigeria as that of bad leadership (Achebe, 1983 p. 10). This assertion could be squared to Africa
as well. Many scholars have at one point or the other shared this view. However, Ewelu sees the
causes of poverty and social disorder in Africa from the angle of the low level of ethical
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consciousness among both the leaders and the lead (Ewelu, 2008, p. 96). This fact leads to
nothing but the truth once one begins to consider the plethora of both natural and human
resources available to Africa. It now leaves us with the option of thinking: either corruption has
befallen the leadership system, or the abundant natural resources made available to us by nature
are yet to be discovered.
The amount of abuse, corruption, and self-interest that trail the leadership of Africa draws
a serious concern both from local and international bodies. When we juxtapose the African
leadership and the leadership of the developed world, one cannot but conclude that some African
countries are still dragging their feet in forcing their way out of the Hobbesian state of nature.
Thomas Hobbes portrayed man in his primitive nature as being a wolf to his fellow men in his
quest to survive. The raw nature of man is majorly of self-preservation, and of self-survival.
Hence, in achieving this quest, man is admittedly selfish.

-

~

Good leaders lead to good leadership. Good leadership in tum indirectly implies that all
the resources of the environment are well utilized for the good and welfare everyone. Hence, to
tackle poverty in Africa, good leadership is an imperative. The level of poverty in Africa points a
lot to the poor leadership scheme in Africa which is characterized by personal ambitions. There
is a scandalous situation in Nigeria where people entrusted with public offices often hold the
maxim of "it is my turn, wait for your own tum". They amass wealth from the public coffers to
the detriment of the duties that were delegated to them. Ewelu believes that "this idea is behind
the flamboyant and expensive receptions that are often organized for those that assume such
public offices by their kinsmen, relatives, and friends. The reception is an opportunity to remind
the new officer that it is now 'our turn"' (Ewelu, 2008, p. 110).
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Again, despite the availability of crude oil resources, the heightened massive importation
of petroleum products and petroleum subsidy malpractices has presently compounded the
suffering of the people, thus leading to chronic fuel shortages and hike in the pump price of fuel.
These trends have become a recurring decimal in Africa's political structure. The level of moral
negligence and corruption that does exist among African leaders is in total contrast with what
used to exist in the traditional African society which this dissertation has highlighted above. The
effects of poor leadership has manifested in issues like high infant mortality, poor level of
education, high cost of living, unavailability of good drinking water, poor electricity, and bad
road networks. The point remains that until African leaders go back to the roots in order to recall
the forgotten traditional moral consciousness, poverty will continue to ravage Africa.
Colonialism has had a huge influence in Africa. The coming of the Whiteman to Africa
greatly undermined the cultural and traditional values of the Africans. The language, mentality,
religion, morality, and social life of the African man were heavily affected by colonialism. Thus,
Africans immediately felt inferior before the European colonial masters who brought their way
of life, language, civilization, industrialization, science, and technology. The humiliated African
man quickly threw away his religious, moral and cultural values, and drifted towards
Europeanism. There is no society in Africa where the negative influence of the colonialism was
not felt. The white missionaries first brought their Christian God to Africa and swayed Africans
that their God is substandard. But while Africans prayed to their so-called God with eyes closed,
shouting Amen, the preachers went behind them, subjugated and transferred their natural
resources, human resources, and environmental resources to Europe. There were also some
unscrupulous Africans, who joined the forces and connived with the colonial masters to
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destabilize African's natural resources to death. Such factors played in the mentality of the
African man. Waliggo et al. were referring to Africa when they observed that:
Our world knows many groups of people who live in the state of cultural schizophrenia,
becoming gradually alienated from their own culture without finding a home in the culture that
pretends to absorb them. And because his culture with its values has been sold, the African man
now stands 'in media res' (in the midst of things) to the astonishment and confusion of his world
(Waliggo et al., 1986, p. 62).

Is the African man still living in the shadows of colonialism? The answer is simply "yes"
because of above mentioned factors. Consequently there are two ways the African man can free
himself from the shadows of his past: in 'freedom from' and in "freedom to" (Berlin, 1969, pp.
121-122). 'Freedom from' in this sense implies that Africa is therefore free to free herself from
distracting colonial past experiences that still play in the psyche of the African minds. Until
Africa is 'free from' it, she cannot be 'free to' utilize the remaining available natural resources to
her own good. 'Freedom to' implies that Africa must realize that she is free to exploit wisely
without external restraints of the available resources in her environment, for the good of all. The
fact that one is no longer controlled by any external force should propel such a person to freely
discharge whatever duties he or she has in the community without external forces. It is sad to
note that most of the countries in Africa are majorly dependent on the western world, whereas
the natural, environmental, and human resources available are abused and exploited. Africa is
urged to free her mind from European entanglements in order to realize its freedom to exploit
and carefully utilize the African environment. Thus, the dissertation suggests that an immediate
reaction will go a long way in curbing the rate of poverty strangling Africa.
The major index of development in every society is the local industry. Originally, Africa
is known to be industrious. Its industry spans across various aspects of life. Local industries
constitute the hub of development in every society. The economic freedom as experienced in the
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developed world today was given rise by the spate of development in their local industry. Igbo
people in particular are known for their wide range of industry. Igbo people are professionals in
constructing various unique musical instruments. A musical instrument like 'Ekwe' (wooden
gong) is formed from a hollowed log. This instrument provides a good musical rhythm when
used with other instruments. It is used during masquerade appearances. Another instrument is the
"Ogene" (iron gong) designed from forged iron. Ogene is significant in lgboland. Once the
sound of Ogene is heard, it means that something great has happened in the community. It is also
used by town criers to a deliver message to the people. The Ogene gives a beautiful backup
sound when used with other musical instruments. There is also an instrument called 'udu' which
is usually made from a clay vessel. The 'udu' also plays a harmonizing role during music. The
sound of 'udu' controls other musical instruments. They also construct local drums made from
animal hides and skin. All these musical instruments ensure that the lgbo musical industry has
what it takes to get the maximum happiness they desire from their local music. The English
common expression holds that "music is the language of the soul", in the same manner, music
for the Africans and precisely the Igbo is a basic element of their spirituality. Thus, their ritual
and other spiritual celebrations are characterized with one form of music or another. 11 Igbo
people are notable for their art industry. In the olden days, any visitor to lgbo houses is usually
stunned by aesthetic nature of the elaborate carvings and paintings. These are in connection with
their spirituality since according to their notion of God, beauty is inherit in God's nature. Thus,
each painting or carving in a house says a lot about their spirituality. They depict one deity or
another. Local lgbo houses were beautifully carved from mud and have well beatified thatched
11

Isseke town is up till today known for basket making. Thus, the raw materials for making of local baskets are
found in their environment. They are considered as one of the major exporters of local basket. The local basket
has a lot of local uses. It can have economic uses for storing perishable products like fruits. Basket making
therefore constitutes a major source of capital for people residing in that area.
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roofs. They are also specialists in making beautiful masks. Masks are mainly used in
socialization, performing of religious rituals, and public festivals. The impressive craftwork of
"Ijele masquerade" is also part of the Igbo art industry. 'Ijele' masks consist of colored clothes
representing everyday scenes. Awka people in Igboland are also notable for blacksmiths who
produce guns, iron gongs, pots, and other local products. All these factors show that Igbo people
and the Africa in extension had industries with which they sustained themselves in the past.
Presently, many people have left local productions because the various African leadership
structures did not do enough in order to encourage these local products to become a big
commercial and profitable venture for Africa. African leadership therefore has roles to play in
supporting these local industries by giving grants, loans, and by encouraging a mechanized
system of farming, and provision of machines and equipment so as to boost local productions.
These if achieved, will prove to be a much profitable ventures as local farmers and craftsmen
will be able to earn a living. When this is achieved, locally produced goods can compete
favorably with their foreign counterparts and poverty will be greatly reduced.
Since Africa has certainly had indigenous knowledge which enabled them to sustain
themselves in the past, do Africans then allow such knowledge to go into extinction? What are
Africans doing to improve them? Those are questions that should bother Africans. Improving
this God-given knowledge of the African man is a necessity. It is obvious that whatever steps
Africans have been taking to improve this knowledge was never enough. Improvements give rise
to better results. It is vital that the existing indigenous knowledge be preserved. However, the
indigenous knowledge should be stripped of its mysterious nature and be made to assume a
scientific character. Such knowledge should henceforth be documented. And once knowledge is
documented, it will be understood and criticized. That is the only way such indigenous
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knowledge can improve. Hence, those beliefs about the gods and their activities that tend to
restrict economic activities in some areas should be revisited and carefully criticized if not
entirely dropped. There is a town in lgboland called 'Iyi-oku' where fishing is forbidden. People
are vigorously warned to desist from engaging in economic activities like fishing in such rivers
because they are dedicated to a water spirit. Thus, such strict belief does not promote the
utilization of the environmental resources given to man for his sustenance.
There is also a certain local knowledge of how to make medicine through the exploitation
of herbs and roots that needs to be enhanced. One of the viable suggestions is the proper
documentation of such knowledge and ideas, so that indigenous knowledge will no longer exist
as scanty deposits from the knowledge of the forebears. Even though this knowledge would be
documented, it would be attributed to the local people. Those ideas that project the making of
destructive medicines should be used in making of medicines that will promote sound health.
The modem social media therefore, have responsibilities in disseminating information and new
ideas in preserving and developing indigenous knowledge. Adibe defines mass media as a
"means of social communication, which educates and transmits a particular culture to a
generality of persons within different locations. Such cultural and ideological education from the
social media have had an improved effect in exposing the people to a much better ideas" (Adibe,
2008, p. 250). The Government can in some ways improve the local production process by
mechanizing agriculture in rural areas and by introducing modem paraphernalia to boost
production. A seminar should also be organized for the local farmers to enlighten them about
how to use modem, environmentally friendly farm implements, and to improve their technical
know-how in order to have impacts on the quality and quantity of products. Subsequently,
section 3.13 gives the summary of the chapter and gaps in literature.
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3.13 SUMMARY

OF

CHAPTER THREE

AND

DESIDERATA IN

LITERATURE
This chapter has so far presented extensive reviews of literatures concerned broadly with
spirituality and environment. The chapter has reviewed literatures about the nature of African
spirituality generally and the Igbo spirituality specifically. It has examined literatures about the
conception of personhood, the notion of God, evil, ancestors, spiritual guides, and disciplines
from both the general African perspective and the Igbo worldview specifically. Furthermore, the
review of literature covers the African philosophy of nature, African environmental ethics, and
the relationship between African ethics and the environment. Despite the richness of literatures
that exist on issues of spirituality and environment, this study observes significant gaps in the
literature. While some studies review have made references to some illustrations of environment
and spirituality of the Igbos, most of the studies did not engage in extensive systematic analysis
of specific aspects of environmental ethics in lgbo spirituality. However, this study attempts to
fill this critical gap.
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CHAPTER FOUR
ENVIROMENTAL VALUES IN IGBO SPIRITUALITY
4.1

INTRODUCTION
This chapter investigates the indigenous worldviews and belief systems as they exist in

Africa and the aspects where such beliefs promote a commendable environmental spirituality in
Africa. It examines aspects of Igbo environmental values in terms of animals, land, agriculture,
water management, and other elements of nature. Section 4.2 shows the role of oral traditions in
Igbo environmental ethics.

4.2

THE ROLE OF ORAL TRADITIONS IN IGBO ENVIRONMENTAL
ETHICS

-

All Igbo beliefs at a time existed and were transmitted through oral tradition. It is the
oldest form of handing on knowledge from one tradition to the other. Oral tradition has been
largely important in olden days for the passage of indigenous knowledge to the descendants.
Here, this dissertation tries to understand oral tradition in the general sense. Oral tradition is one
of the most popular traditional ways of handing on the habits, opinions, life, and the culture of a
people to the younger generation. Oral tradition was largely practiced by Africa, Asia, and some
parts of Europe in the era of antiquity. It is also discovered that of recent, perhaps due to lack of
education and civilization, some indigenous cultures in Africa have continued to practice the oral
tradition. It constitutes the traditional method of handing over indigenous knowledge overtime
and has always continued to serve this purpose. It originated from among Igbo cultures that saw
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oral traditions as the only available method of passing on the life, history, and socio-cultural
backgrounds of the people. It is educative and serves as an important factor in socializing the
cultures and habits of the Igbos. Hampate Ba puts it that, "oral tradition is the great school of
life, all aspects of which are covered and affected by it" (Ba, 1981, p. 168). Oral tradition is all
encompassing. However, it does not only take into consideration the life and habits that are
transmitted in the process, but also takes note of the actual moods, language, and the dispositions
of the oral traditions that influences her descendants.
Oral tradition transmits relevant information about Igbo spirituality both consciously and
unconsciously. Schools of thought through its conscious methodology are also a way through
which the oral tradition is felt. The Bono-mansu and Rwanda schools of thought are exemplified
here (Vansina, 1965, p. 31). The Greek mythologists and philosopher Homer, Hesiod and
Socrates did not produce written documents, but they were able to form their own schools of
thought. The major shortcomings of oral tradition lie in its nature: the continuous passage of
knowledge from one generation to another most of which were lost with time. The existing
knowledge of Igbo worldview also loses its originality because of distortions and interpolations
during transmission. Besides loss of originality, infrequent repetition also gives rise to omissions
and confusions in the existing Igbo knowledge (Vansina, 1965, p. 43).
An oral form of knowledge is not only relevant for non-literate cultures, but also for
many other enlightened periods in history. The documented aspects of Igbo spirituality at a time
existed as oral knowledge. Some fragments of written materials have its source in oral tradition
and normally is the case with the people of middle ages and classical antiquity (Vansina, 1965).
There is a strong link between oral tradition and its written tradition because the latter arises
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from the former. Deloria (1995, p. 51) reports that the Old Testament existed once as oral
tradition before it was written down. Philosophy itself was once subject to oral form of
transmission. However, it arose from fragments, proverbs, and sayings of ancient wisdoms. It is
good to note that Socrates and Budha did not leave any philosophical writings.
Oral tradition is the medium of transfer of knowledge in Igbo culture. Until recent times,
oral tradition was the only available source through which Igbo life style was transmitted to the
younger generation. One can recall here that in the olden days, children would normally gather at
the village square during moonlight nights where elders would instruct and educate the children
with folktales and stories. In such gatherings, children would also be instructed through proverbs,
riddles, and songs. This had helped impart a good knowledge of Igbo environmental ethics to the
children who characteristically learn from their elders. The knowledge of ethics of the
environment is pictured in a spectacular way in the proverbs and the native myths of Igbo
people. What is normally conveyed through certain local proverbs and myths is that knowledge
makes one a leader of one's society. In addition, it also makes him to have the capacity of saving
one from his enemies. The popular saying, "knowledge is power", as advanced by Francis
Bacon, portrays the above assumption well. If one is able to gather the necessary ethics and
knowledge of the environment, then one will be able to conquer it "for it is only through
knowledge that man can conquer nature and dominate it" (Omoregbe, 1991, p. 2). The elders in
lgbo communities who are usually identified by their grey hairs were said to be embodiments of
lgbo environmental ethics. It is arguable though that grey hair does not necessarily imply
wisdom, as the popular saying goes "onye njem ka onye isi awo ihe amata" ("a well-travelled
person is more knowledgeable than a grey- haired man.") Despite this, the grey-haired men are
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believed to be vanguards of environmental ethics in Igbo society and are said to shoulder the
responsibility of handing it on to their immediate and future generations. Section 4.3 describes
how land is been preserved in Igbo land.

4.3

LAND PRESERVATION IN IGBO LAND

In the Igbo world view, 'Ani' is regarded as the earth goddess. The outstanding function
of this deity is to reveal a person who surreptitiously committed evil in the Igbo community. If it
happened that such a person died without atoning for the evil committed, his corpse is left
unburied and thrown into the evil forest. This act implies that the victim is destroyed and will
never reincarnate or become an ancestor.
For example, the Igbo have practices meant to appease the goddess earth, Ani, and
achieve harmony with her. It is because of this that certain ways of living, behaviors, conduct
and practices are forbidden because it is believed to desecrate the land. According to customs of
the land, homicide or incest is a taboo (forbidden practice) punishable through being exiled or
tied to a tree in the forest and left to die, according to the laws of the land or the community. It is
such ethics of nature that form part of traditional ecological thought because they prevent acts
that run contrary to the human-natural environment or relationship. Values of preservation and
conservation are thus transmitted from one generation to another. Curtin says that traditional
values and practices have an edge over the modern values by their characteristics of being closer
to nature than something fashioned by modernity or science and technology (Curtin, 2009, p.
547).
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Cremation is unacceptable in Igboland because it shows that one is lost forever, which is
an indication of evil. It simply means a miserable person, which suggests that the family is
cursed. It is said in an lgbo proverb that 'enu erughi ya aka, ani erughi ya', i.e. he has no share in
the sky nor on earth. It is a primary duty of the earth goddess to guarantee renewal of life. On the
question of how the earth renews itself, the Igbo will simply answer that it is the work of the
earth goddess.
Igbo people are renowned for their hard work. A person earns great honor and praise both
from fellow man and gods alike when they can boost of great farm produce and possession of
large livestock farms. Normally, such a person is regarded as being blessed by God. The gods are
said to be interested in human affairs during farming season. The Spirit that is responsible for
boosting large amount of yams at the end of the farming season is known as the 'Ifejioku Spirit'
(yam spirit). lgbo people offer sacrifices and organize festivals in honor of 'Ifejioku', who makes
the land fertile for cultivation, and consequently, brings about the increase in yam produce. The
festival of 'lfejioku' or new yam festival as Igbo people call it is organized around the month of
August. To emphasize the principle of hard work that is embedded in the Igbo culture, stealing of
yam seedlings or yams is considered as 'nso ani', which is the greatest abomination in Igboland.
Such offences are vehemently punished by the earth spirit 'Ani'. The offence is enormous
because it limits the amount of yam seedlings to be planted the following farming season.
Shortage of yam seedlings could lead to under-utilization of farm land.
The Igbo people have great respect for land, which they believe that the gods have given
them for their own survival and for various other purposes. In this regard, land is never sold in
the olden days of traditional Igbo society. Their belief is that land should be used judiciously.
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The earth has also a spirit, which the Igbo people refer to as 'Ani'. She is considered to be the
great earth mother spirit and the queen of the underworld. Ani protects the land from being
defiled by the people who inhabit them. The activities of Ifejioku and Ani protect and preserve
the land from being misused by mischievous people. Ani also protects the land from foreign
invasion. It punishes as well as restores justice to the land. The water spirits are also believed to
guide and provide laws for which rivers and lakes may be used for certain purposes. Fighting in
the stream and engaging in activities that could poison the fish are offences not permitted by
water spirits. This trend is a positive approach that could shun abuse of water and its occupants.
There is no doubt as to the positive contributions of these spirits toward ensuring that
environmental resources are not abused. This can be observed in Igbo agricultural concept and
their environment.

':P
4.4

IGBO AGRICULTURAL CONCEPTS AND ENVIRONMENT
The local people possess varieties of knowledge on agricultural strategies, farming

processes, and preservation of crops. Such local knowledge of various degrees surely constitutes
indigenous agricultural knowledge. Traditionally, Igbo people were known agriculturalists.
Agriculture constitutes part of their larger socio-economic life. Due to its level of importance
among Igbo people, their major work forces were channeled to agriculture. Igbo people have
invested both financial and human resources into agriculture in the past. Their agricultural
products range from plantains, melons, maize, okra, pumpkin, pepper, garden egg, beans,
cocoyam, yam, and so on. Ikwo and Ezza people are known for their massive engagement in
yam and rice production. Ogbaru people are the basis of local rice and yams in lgboland. In the
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northern part of Nigeria, the indigenous Hausa-Fulani mostly engage in livestock farming and
cattle rearing. Agriculture in these areas has at least yielded seventy percent of their local
economy. They normally prepare their children from childhood purposely to undertake
agriculture.
Igbo local farmers are also known to employ various farming strategies and measures
including crop rotation, bush fallowing, composting, contour rigging, and the application of local
fertilizers. Local farmers have good knowledge of various crops suitable for planting on various
soils. Peasant farmers mainly in 'Ogbaru' and 'Abakaliki' have developed knowledge of
harvesting techniques for rice and yams. Local farmers mainly make use of animal dung rather
than chemical fertilizers due to its adverse effects on the soil and high cost of chemical
fertilizers. They normally regard cow dung as the best fertilizer for crops. Some local farmers
have shared the idea that exposes the incompatibility of the soil and the chemical fertilizers, and
for them, chemical fertilizer will only be recommended for farmers in extreme cases as it tends
to rob the soil of its nutrients. One of the conservation methods of the indigenous people is also
agro-forestry, which is the purposeful planting of diverse species of trees in clusters around the
same location. The values of agro-forestry include preservation of trees and medicinal plants and
can provide raw materials. The conservation of varieties of economic trees is born in mind
during agro-forestry. It has been established that peasant farmers derived various ways of
indigenous conservation practices based on their casual experiments and longtime experiences in
such practices (Kelbessa, 2005, pp. 12-41). Local farmers have also learnt to plant variety of
crops in a bid to encourage diversity. Intercropping and mixture of crops can lead to unexpected
crop varieties which give rise to rapidly growing diverse species of crops. Local farmers select
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plant and preserve varieties of crops and seeds based on color, gram, size, textures, taste,
marketability, productivity, reliability, and resistance to pests and diseases (Melaku, 1992, pp.
78-95). This allows for long term plans at conserving varieties of plants through biodiversity.
Biodiversity plays an important role in improving the knowledge of the local farmers as to
determining various soil types suitable for diverse crop species. Thus Igbo spirituality has a
strong and positive effect on the poor state of many families in Igboland. Furthermore, section
4.5 describes Igbos and wild animals.

4.5

THE IGBOS AND WILD ANIMALS

/'fy

Wildlife contributes immensely in the economic, environmental and religious aspects of
lgbo people. Wildlife among Igbo people has been valued differently in various ages and times.
Recently, wildlife hunting has been a source of livelihood and economy for the Igbo people.
Bush meat hunting has alarmingly increased in recent times since it has proved to be a source of
income. Studies have shown that wildlife consumption has become an integral source of
supplementary income. However, Igbo people in general have respect for animals. They usually
regard some animals as untouchable. Such animals therefore are to be respected and should not
be killed. Such conceptions as these were strictly for traditional and religious reasons. Igbo
people generally do not exploit animals because of their belief that animals are of great
importance to the environment. A visitor in Igboland who understands their local linguistics will
normally discover that some Igbo towns are named after some animals. This is done on account
of the importance and the level of influence of such animals in their environments. One will find
names like 'Nnewi', 'N enwe', 'Aguata', 'Aguleri', 'Atani', and so on. These towns depict names
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of animals. The name "Nnewi" was formed because it was believed that the grass cutter's hole
(Ewi) has helped to save their forebears from their foes. Hence, people of Nnewi have great
respect for the grass cutter and they neither eat nor kill it up until this present time.
Monkeys (En we) are greatly revered by Awka people, thus, they neither harm nor kill
monkeys. Visitors in Awka town narrate how the monkeys jump around and over people's
houses freely without fear of being harmed during the 'Enwe Imo Awka' festival periods, of
which the researcher is an eye witness. This period is in fact mapped out to show respect for
monkeys. This festival is a one week celebration and is held once every year around the months
of July or August.
'Idemili' people are also said to be friendly with a certain species of harmless snakes and
as such do not kill them. These people have reverence for snakes usually regarded as 'Eke
idemili'. The snake does not fear for the safety of its life once within Idemili boundary where it
is respected. When a snake comes into any house occupied by an idemili indigene, it is usually
humbly spoken to in particular soft appealing words and in recognition of the respect given to it,
the snake slowly crawls away. Traditional Igbo culture is one of the many African cultures that
preserve wildlife because they believe it is part and parcel of their natural environment. The
Bantu people reportedly are not interested in killing wild animals. The Oromo culture of Ethiopia
similarly does not view animals as resources to be exploited indiscriminately. They believed that
animals should not be destroyed because they are great gifts from 'Waaga' (Kelbessa, 2005. pp.
11-14).

Chapter Four: Environmental Values in lgbo Spirituality

133

However, Igbo people's attitude towards animals changes from time to time because of
their contacts with western culture. People who have travelled to western countries no longer
respect the traditional animals which hold much significance for the people. It is reported that
some 'Idemili' people who have experienced western culture and their environment sometimes
do not respect the snake. Presently, the wildlife population in the Igbo environment has seen a
fast decline because of the resurgence in the economic value of wildlife. Some parts of Igboland
are known for wildlife hunting. Wild animals in these areas have been over-exploited most times
for purely economic reasons. In Africa as a whole, over-exploitation of various species has been
alleged to be a key reason for wildlife declines. The increasing wildlife hunting among Igbo
people is also believed to have other purposes. Some of the body parts of the hunted animals are
regarded to be medicinal in nature and are useful in preparing concoctions. Some views further
suggest that "famine, acculturation, modern education, medical concerns, the rise of a new
religious sect, and various economic reasons account for the growing acceptance of some wild
animals as food" (Kelbessa, 2005, p. 14). These growing concerns against over-exploitation of
wildlife in the Igbo environment, and have been shared also by various writers. This recent
change of attitude among some Igbo indigenes accounted for the indiscriminate exploitation of
wild animals in their environment. Government policies have not been effective in curbing the
rate of wildlife exploitation in the south-Eastern part of Nigeria where Igbo people presently live.
In the religious dimension of wild animals, some wild animals in Igbo culture are
respected because of the religious meaning they hold for the people. Research also has found that
some wild animals in Africa and other parts of the world are preserved mostly through religious
means. Cooper reports that churchyards in England provide good habitation which encourages
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better conservation of diverse species of wildlife in its surroundings (Cooper, 1995, p. 916). The
point here is that some animals that are preserved in most cultures have religious backings. In the
Oromo culture of Ethiopia, for instance, animals that "are found in sacred places and other places
of worship" (Kelbessa, 2015) are not killed because they believe they came from God to protect
the people from imminent danger. In Christianity, the dove is normally referred to as the symbol
of the Holy Spirit. The pelican is a certain animal that feeds its young ones with its own blood
and normally used to represent Jesus's suffering and death for the world (Adibe, 2009, p.259).
The lamb is also used to symbolize Jesus's humility. Bees have also a considerable significance
in Christianity. A honey bee is used to symbolize Christ (Lawrence, 1993, pp. 309-10). Under
these circumstances, these creatures are usually respected because of their religious symbolism.
In Igbo religion, some animals are conceived by the traditionalists to be serving spiritual
purposes. These animals are usually referred to as 'ihe di nso' (holy entities), and 'anu alusi'
(animal that belongs to spirits); and some of them that have no religious significance are
classified as 'ihe adighi nso' (non-sacred entity) (Adibe, 2009. p. 206). Adibe further suggests
that some animals are referred to as 'agwu' pets in traditional Igbo religion. 'Agwu' pets
according to him refer to those animals that belong to a certain deity called 'agwu'. The 'ulili' is
one of these animals. 'Ururu' is a squirrel that is characterized by fast movement and has the
habit of stopping at intervals. The spiritual significance of ' ururu' in Igbo religion is that it
senses imminent danger. The 'ururu' recommends a human person to consult the diviner in order
to obliterate such danger from befalling them (Adi be, 2009, pp. 259-61 ).
The tortoise is reckoned with clever and wise decisions. It is intelligent and tricky in
nature. It symbolizes the intelligence and the ability to jump off any set trap and obstacles for the
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Igbo traditional religionists. The flesh of the tortoise is also used to neutralize the power of
poison (Adibe, 2009 p. 261).
The vulture is also a symbol. It is believed that a vulture's presence when a sacrifice has
been made signifies that spirits have accepted the sacrifice. The owl symbolizes death in
Igboland and once its cry is heard at any hours of the day, one will quickly surmise that evil is
looming. However some other wild animals mean one thing or the other in Igbo religion. Due to
their significance among lgbo traditional adherents, these animals as illustrated above are
respected, and it is usually strange and obscure for anyone to kill them. If such animals are
killed, it will be for religious reasons. The Igbo people also use the system of totemism to
preserve some animals. Igbo people usually respect animals that have a totemic relationship with
the people. Wild animals are accepted as an inherent part of Igbo social structure and are not
exploited.

-

From the Igbo conception of wild animals, one will find out here that there is a
considerable difference between indigenous attitude towards wild animals and the western
attitude. While most westerners believe that wild animals are made for man's sake, Igbo culture
developed a deep religious and social significance for wild animals. Some western attitudes to
wild animals could pose a considerable threat to animal preservation. There is a belief that it is
not only animals that need human beings, but human beings also need animals in various ways in
lgbo culture, The instance is given with the grass cutter for the N newi people. It is good to note
that religious significance of wild animals is therefore widely pictured in Igbo society. Hence, it
has a good strategy for designing environmental policies in Igboland will be a profitable idea. In
addition, the significance of forest in Igbo worldview cannot be overemphasized.

Chapter Four: Environmental Values in lgbo Spirituality
136

4.6

THE PLACE OF THE FOREST IN THE IGBO WORLDVIEW

The forest holds value and importance for lgbo people. Clusters of trees in the
environment serves a lot of purposes for the lgbos ranging from providing shades for both
humans and animals, encouraging diversity of trees, timber, woods, and forage for livestock.
Some giant trees were also said to represent spiritual figures. The barks of some trees are held to
be medicinal. Hence, trees and forests represent an important aspect of the lgbo natural
environment. A certain tribe among the Igbos seriously shuns cutting down of trees. They
believe that trees have sacred values in their environment. Moreover, there is also a general
belief among Igbo people that some giant Iroko trees and big 'oji' trees are inhabited by spirits
and one will often see the chief priests making sacrifices under these trees. They hold spiritual
importance. More so, lgbo culture views the natural environment as an intrinsic part of its social
structure. lgbo culture encourages the growing of forests. One can still recall that before the
coming of Christian missionaries, vast land mass of Igbo towns and villages were occupied by
forest areas. Some forests in lgboland were labeled evil -'ajo ofia' before the advent of
missionaries. Such forests served a dumping ground for various social ills ranging from suicide
victims, twin babies, and those who committed abomination in the society. Ordinary people were
not allowed to enter the evil forest because it is their belief that no one who enters there comes
out alive. Among the people that freely enter the evil forest without harm are the Dibias and the
Igbo Spiritualists, who from time to time went in search of medicinal herbs and for spiritual reenforcements. These men and women in their usual manner fortify themselves spiritually before
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embarking on such missions. The dreading of evil forest at that time also aided in the
preservation and conservation of forest in Igboland.
Furthermore, much importance is accorded to village forests, and people were not
allowed to hunt there or cut down the trees except during the organized village hunting. In other
words, no one is permitted to hunt in the village forest on an individual basis. Until recently, the
attitude to the forest has drastically changed and most of the forest areas in Igboland have
disappeared under the present dispensation. Among Igbo people also, some trees are
purposefully for aesthetic viewing. The beauty and attractive nature of some giant trees in the
environment serves the reason for the preservation of such trees. The gods are believed to be
responsible for the existence and sustenance of such trees. Therefore, one is not permitted to cut
down the trees that house the gods for any reason according to the traditional customs. Some
giant 'Oji' trees and 'Iroko' trees were appreciated because they picture the greatness,
magnitude, and the intimidating nature of the gods whom are believed to be living in those trees.
This approach to trees describes what Wilson regards as "biophylia". Biophylia according to
Wilson is, "the innate tendency to focus on life and life-like processes" (Wilson, 1984, p. 1). The
forest has also contributed immensely in the lives of indigenous people. The diversity of trees
and other plants were encouraged over centuries through the growing forest areas. The forest has
protected the wild animals from total extinction in the Igbo environment since they provide a
home for them.
The advent of Christianity began an era when giant trees like the 'iroko' were cut down
under the assumptions that they were evil. Indigenous people who converted to Christianity
felled down most of the sacred trees because of their Christian belief that normally regards the
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indigenous beliefs and practices as idolatrous (White 1994, p. 50). The proponents of the new
religion and its new comers regarded some of the indigenous attitudes to trees as uncivilized and
useless (Kelbessa, 2005, p. 33). Many forests were affected by such mentality as massive
deforestation in Igbo areas were fueled by Christians.
The forest in the Igbo area has largely been on the decline in the recent times perhaps
because of the influence of Christianity. This trend was also caused by the adventurous nature of
Ndi Igbo. Some village forests were exterminated within Igbo areas for economic ambitions, and
for the purposes of building industries, aimed at urbanizing the towns and villages. The disregard
of the forest in Igboland was actually enthroned by the teachings of Christian missionaries who
flawed the religious and spiritual significance of trees for the indigenous people. Desjardins also
noted that American history itself with its forests and wilderness "represented a threat to be
overcome and an enemy to be conquered" by Christianity which proposed a clear situation of
tussle between man and nature (Desjardins, 2001, p. 42). It is noteworthy to echo the words of
Kelbessa that "desacralisation of nature has left man free to exploit it without any restriction"
(Kelbessa, 2005, p. 28). This results to the importance of water management in the Igbo society,

4.7

WATER MANAGEMENT IN IGBO SOCIETY
Water is an essential element in any sound environment. Most parts of the Enugu state in

the eastern region encourage and prefer the digging of local wells around their houses. In some
other areas, drilling of boreholes is found to be more rampant. These sources of water are helpful
in the successful management of livestock. The northern Hausa-Fulani herdsmen usually situated
grazing areas of their cattle and livestock near rivers and streams. The availability of water for
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grazing determines how they move their pastural areas. There are no specifically mapped out
grazing areas in eastern Nigeria. Sometimes, it has ended in strife between Igbo local farmers
and Fulani herdsmen who usually take their cattle to the farmlands of local farmers.
The management of livestock farms has always co-existed in a difficult Igbo
environment. Dry season proves to be the most difficult time because most streams eventually
dry up during this period. Some Igbo pastoralists have strategically conserved water in
anticipation of such periods through making use of both animal and human powers to draw water
from the streams to a safe manually constructed water storage systems.
The act of dividing herds according to their age, sexual orientation, type, and rate of
productivity is widely practiced among Igbo pastoralists. The splitting of livestock is necessary
because of pasture and water requirements. The livestock are categorized based on their age and
type; and sometimes, the demarcation of livestock in a particular grazing area will depend on the
size of the livestock. Overall, the indigenous water system has contributed immensely to the
continuous maintenance of a healthy range management systems in Nigeria. It has also
contributed in the assured survival of both humans and the livestock in the environment. It is
further concluded that the availability of water enhances productivity of livestock and directly
contributes to continuous survival of both humans and livestock. Water plays an energetic part in
agriculture which is the means oflivelihood of an average lgbo family.
It is believed that Nnemmiri is the sea goddess. She is the sustainer of sea life, the bringer of
hope, provider of help and protection, the bringer of gifts and exotic things. Indeed, she is said to
hold the key to the gate that leads to the world of solutions. In fact whenever the Igbo man prays
he does not forget to add "ka ije anyi buru ije mmiri" which means, "may our journey follow the
path of the seas". It is Nnemmiri that causes men of foreign lands to bring their goods and ideas
to a people. It is she who guides a people to exotic lands. It is she who chooses to permit men
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travel and reach their destinations on top of the sea. This goddess can be likened in a way, to
Poseidon the Greek god of the sea (Okeke, 2005).

Consequently, other natural elements such as rain, sun and thunder, has a significant role in the
concept of Igbo spirituality.

4.8

OTHER NATURAL ELEMENTS (SUN, RAIN, THUNDER)
Igbo spirituality does not anchor its belief only on the lineages, the spirits and the

personal 'Chi'. There are other realities which include, the 'Anyanwu' - meaning the sun god,
whose duty is to ensure that the farm produce are healthy enough for consumption. This explains
why their spirituality relies heavily on the balance of environmental ethics. This particular reality
acts as the light for the Igbo world. It also provides hidden proofs for both good and bad people.
'Amadioha' which means the god of thunder, does the function of justice. It is a direct
equivalent to modern day prosecutors. For the 'Amadioha', natural order must not be disrupted.
Thus, the Igbo people in the environmental ethics will say, "nwa mmuo emegbuna nwa mmadu,
nwa mmadu emegbuna nwa mmuo", i.e. both the living and the dead should not attack each
other. Whatever offence a person commits, he/she must be punished for it. 'Arri' and the
ancestral spirits ensure moral, social and environmental sanity for those communities that are
found to be living in uprightness. These gods are regarded as the special custodians of morality
Section 4.9 shows the divine essence and environment in Igbo world view. It suggests that the
divine essence is in love with the environment. Thus the sun, rain and thunder serve as other
natural elements that support the claim that Igbo spirituality is eco-friendly.
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4.9 THE DIVINE ESSENCE AND ENVIRONMENT IN IGBO WORLD
VIEW

Nwankwo recalls the interaction with Agwu. When Agwu was asked about the God, he
answered:
I am a spark of Divine Essence charged with the responsibility of providing man with
tools of existence [ ... ) I hold the key to those secretes of creation which man is
expected to know and reveal such secretes as are necessary for the advancement of
mankind [ ... ] in the study of science, philosophy, religion, occultism, mysticism. I am
the first port of call. Intelligence, wisdom, knowledge and power are bestowed on
those who have received the blessings of agents of Almighty God. These privileges
are nevertheless without a price and it is that thou shall be clean before God at all
times of your life (Nwankwo, 1987, p. 69). 12

The Igbo word 'Chi' also means the guide, the path, or the way. It is in line with the biblical
style of addressing Christ as "the Way, the Truth and the Life". Thus, the Igbo answer names
like: Chinedum - Chi is my guide; Chibuike - Chi is my strength; Chinecherem - Chi thinks for
me; Chibudom - Chi is my peace; Chibuzor - Chi is the way; Chibuizu - Chi is the truth;
Chinweizu - Chi has the truth; Chibuife - Chi is light; and Chubuokwu - Chi is the word. In all
these, one sees the connection between the Igbo environmental value system and their spirituality
even as they answer names.
The Igbo concept of man and God is anchored on the concept of 'Chi', the reality that
connects God, man, and the cosmos. Thus, for an Igbo man to live life well, he/she must first
appease and live in harmony with his/her Chi. The Chi is the "primary substratum", the primary
12

The lgbo spirituality tallies to a large extend with some other spirituality like the Jewish. This is because the Jews
believe in one ultimate God which they call Jehovah. The Igbo also believe in one Almighty - 'Chineke'. The
reality of the angels and other spiritual entities are all common between the Igbo and the Jews.
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matter. It is to this effect that an Igbo person would say, "onwu anaghi egbu onye chi ya mu
anya", meaning "death does not kill one whose 'Chi' is awake". This simply affirms and
suggests that the sole responsibility of Chi would be to protect, preserve, sustain, and guide man
to live well. By this reason, Chi plays the role of a guide. Chi does the work which Christ will do
to the faithful at the last day of Judgment. 'Chi', like Christ, decides who should be condemned
forever and who should live forever through reincarnation. Okeke puts it as follows:
It is in fact his chi who has full authority from God to protect and guide him to negotiate and
intercede on his behalf. Whenever this relationship is fractured usually by evil doing and pursuit
of one's free will outside the guidance of his chi, one locks his chi away from his affairs (Okeke,
2005).

Igbo spirituality abhors injustice. The Igbo people believe in one's hands being clean and
free from evil. However, the Igbo are usually skeptical about their future. They are never really
sure of what tomorrow might bring. Hence, they make sure that they are in good terms with the
gods, who can guarantee their future. This they do by adopting the kind of lifestyle which pleases
the gods. Various studies in Igbo society have shown that those who live uprightly in the society
are rewarded with peace and serenity. However, they do not have fears that they might be
harmed either by the gods or by their fellow human beings. They are blessed abundantly, and
such blessings are reflected in large farm produce, large livestock, great quantity of yams in the
barn, and conquest in battles and wars.
Many Igbo communities have socio-cultural clubs and town meetings, and these are
forums through which solidarity is achieved and socio-environmental challenges are addressed.
These meetings uphold schemes meant to help members out of the vicissitudes of life. "Ihe oma
di gi na obi mere ndi obodo" means whatever good that is in your heart, do for your kinsmen.
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Common good is practiced and promoted. Only what is good is extended to other community
members. Kingship and community life are the watchdogs to the challenges of globalization and
environmental degradation. Existing, living, and acting in union with others are what is called
community. In Igbo traditional philosophy, a person is seen as rational and social; he is social
because he does things with others. This does not mean that he is conditioned by the community.
Everybody retains his freedom of choice and direction but actions have to be within the matrix of
society. Living together with others confers an ethical obligation on us. Therefore, we cannot act
just in any way we wish because we will infringe on others' rights and privileges that exist in our
environment. Such communal way of life can never be allowed to die away.
Apart from restoring peace, confidence, and serenity to such communities, the Igbo
spirituality also enhances better human understanding within the society. In the Igbo society, it is
considered a moral crime for a grey-haired-man (an elder) to pervert justice or tell lies. It is often
feared that anyone who perpetrates acts of injustice or any other crime is struck by 'Amadioha'
(the spirit of thunder) who loves justice. Hence, in such communities, every person is well
respected. 'Ani' and the ancestral spirits ensure moral, social, and environmental sanity for those
communities that are found to be living in uprightness. These gods are regarded as the special
custodians of morality. In traditional Igbo society, elders are well respected because they are
believed to be the mouthpiece of the gods. Thus, there exists respect that is merited by one's age
rather than one's social status. This is unlike what we experience today where the fabric of the
traditional Igbo society has been compromised in favor of an unfettered adoption of western
lifestyle among contemporary Igbo people. The retributive nature of these gods enforces its
adherents into keeping the social laws and traditions which consequently invite a healthy
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environment for better human association. The gods also spur the local people towards a
community effort to utilize the resources of land, water, and human beings effectively for the
good of the individual and the society at large.
There are equally so many practices in Igbo culture that dispose people towards assisting
in the task of healing spiritual and bodily ailments. Adibe identifies the four mystical rituals
practices that take care of spiritual and bodily health. He first speaks of 'iwa anya' - to possess a
spiritual eye through initiation; 'ima ogwu' - to discern the internal power of herbs through
initiation into the herbalist 's association; 'iwa anya' - to possess a second sight; and 'igba ala' to probe the spiritual world through divination (Adibe, 2008, pp. 95-96). It is to be noted that
some ritual practices with herbs and roots have the ability of resolving certain environmental and
existential dilemmas such as infertile lands, bareness, sickness, death of plants and animals,
social maladjustment, and problems in business. Herbs and roots serve both as spiritual and
physical purposes when they are applied by witch-doctors, herbalists, and dibias for varieties of
such purposes. Hence, those Igbo ritual practices that depict the environmental consciousness of
Igbo people must be upheld.

*

The Igbo belief system projects deeply into the family structures, which purports to
enhance the stability of the Igbo family system. Communities and families that maintain a
healthy and stable relationship amongst their members are said to be hugely blessed by the gods.
Hence, such communities usually hold annual festivals for the gods that are responsible for their
good fortunes, conquest in battles, and bumper harvests. In Igbo community, gods are from time
to time called upon to arbitrate in some cases that might lead to communal clashes and even
community destabilization. The gods have resolved issues that might lead to wars or that could
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lead to environmental damage. The communities in turn reward the benevolence of these gods
through hard work. Thus, a healthy family gives rise to a stable community. The section below
gives the summary of this chapter.

4.10 SUMMARY OF CHAPTER FOUR

Firstly, this chapter carried out a systematic analysis of environmental values subsumed in Igbo
spirituality. Specifically, it shows the role that oral tradition plays in Igbo environmental ethics. Oral
tradition was seen as the most popular traditional ways of handing on the habits, opinions, life, and the
culture of a people to the younger generation. It transmits relevant information or knowledge about Igbo
spirituality both consciously and unconsciously. Thus, this knowledge can be passed through proverbs,
riddles, and songs. Secondly, this chapter exrays the beliefs and practices of the Igbo as it affects issues of
land, forest, animals, water , agriculture, and other elements of nature. For instance, in the Igbo beliefs
and practices of land, the Igbo people have great respect for land. They believe that the gods have given
them lands for their own survival and for other purposes; and as such, land should be used judiciously. In
this regard, land is never sold in the olden days of traditional Igbo society. Forestry serves a lot of
purposes for the Igbos ranging from providing shades for both humans and animals, encouraging diversity
of trees, timber, woods, and forage for livestock. Some giant trees were also said to represent spiritual
figures e.g. the Iroko tree, and the big 'oji' trees which is believed to be inhabited by spirits. Among Igbo
people also, some trees are purposefully for aesthetic viewing. The beauty and attractive nature of some
giant trees in the environment serves the reason for the preservation of such trees. This chapter shows that
the Igbo people generally do not exploit animals because of their belief that animals are of great
importance to the environment. The increasing wildlife hunting among Igbo people is also believed to
have other purposes. Some of the body parts of the hunted animals are regarded to be medicinal in nature
and are useful in preparing concoctions. In Igbo religion, some animals are conceived by the
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traditionalists to be servmg spiritual purposes. Furthermore, the availability of water enhances the
productivity of livestock and directly contributes to the continuous survival of both humans and livestock.
Water plays an energetic part in agriculture which is the means of livelihood of an average Igbo family.
Overall, the indigenous water system has contributed immensely to the continuous maintenance of a
healthy range management systems in Nigeria. It has also contributed in the assured survival of both
humans and the livestock in the environment. Traditionally, Igbo people were known agriculturalists.
Their agricultural products range from plantains, melons, maize, okra, pumpkin, pepper, garden egg,
beans, cocoyam, yam, and so on. lgbo local farmers are also known to employ various farming strategies
and measures including crop rotation, bush fallowing, composting, contour rigging, and the application of
local fertilizers. Other natural elements such as thunder, rain, and sun are also part oflgbo spirituality. For
instance, ' Amadioha' which means the god of thunder, does the function of justice, while 'Anyanwu' meaning the sun god, ensure that the farm produce are healthy enough for consumption. Finally, this
chapter highlights specific aspects of environmental ethics as related to Igbo spirituality.
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CHAPTER FIVE
ENVIRONMENTAL VALUES AND IGBO SPIRITUALITY AS
PORTRAYED IN ACHEBE'S THINGS FALL APART
5.1

INTRODUCTION
This chapter is partly an attempt at ecocriticism. Ecocriticism is the study of literature in

relation to environment and nature. The urgency of examining literature from an ecological point
of view is occasioned by the present environmental crisis sweeping across the globe. Thus,
ecocriticism is a recent evolution in the area of literary appreciation. From the inception,
ecocriticism has been based on the assumption that the human world and the physical
environment are interlinked. Therefore, the study of the representation of human-nature
relationship in literature is of important to understand the environmental predicament of today's
world. This chapter examines the traces of nature and environment in the spiritual life of the precolonial Igbo people as represented in a novel Things Fall Apart. This novel generally portrayed
"African culture" and spirituality of the Igbo people (Onyekwere, 2013).
Franz Farron, in The Wretched of the Earth, commented: "For a colonized people, the
most essential value, because the most concrete, is first and foremost the land: the land which
will bring them bread, and above all, dignity" (no date). Chinua Achebe, in Things Fall Apart,
portrays this spiritual relation between the Igbos and their natural world, a relation that went
beyond the visible physical correspondence. Set in a village called Umuofia, Things Fall Apart
portrays the Igbos' relation to nature alongside the source of their livelihood which is agriculture
- a product of earth (the soil), a core part of nature itself. Ecocriticism tries to find possible
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solution to correct contemporary ecological situation by analyzing the ways nature and the
environment are represented in literature. Applying ecocriticism to a pre-colonial African setting
has given a new impetus to the whole critical thought where the ideas of race, land, environment,
and wilderness are given new insight. This chapter will focus on analyzing the novel and
pointing out those elements of Igbo spirituality embedded in the novel with the aim to show how
characterizations therein represent Igbo spirituality. Section 5.2 shows sustainable environmental
values.

5.2

SUSTAINABLE ENVIRONMENTAL VALUES
Every product of the earth is appreciated and serves as a means of survival for the people.

Igbo people utilize every agricultural product as a gift from nature. The leaves and roots of some
crops are used as medicine; sand and rocks are used for building houses; while some plant leaves
or grasses are used for roofing. Every part of a palm tree is useful, brooms are made of palm
leaves, and wine from palm serves as a widely accepted drink as well as an important cultural
requirement for social and religious activities, such as marriage ceremonies and a libation to
gods.

*

Igbo people see nature as the ultimate in human life. Nature is life and death at the same
time. If nature is violated, the gods would be angry and administer punishment. Umuofia people
acknowledge themselves as natural beings and must depend on nature for their survival. Achebe
depicts this through Okonkwo, thus: "During the planting season, Okonkwo worked daily on his
farms from cock-crow until the chickens went to roost" (Achebe, 2008, p. 11). Okonkwo
depends only on the product of agriculture for his survival and that of his family. Whatever the
earth gives is what they will live on. This shows that agriculture for the Igbo people is an
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essential part of life. The Igbos celebrates nature in many ways. Beginning of planting season
marked by the beginning of rainy season is welcomed in jubilation, and there are sacrifices and
offerings to the gods for a bumper harvest. If the gods are happy, then, nature will bring good
fortune. However, the opposite is the case if the gods are angered.
Yam, which is seen by the Igbos as the king of all crops in nature, needs special attention
and care starting from the time of planting till the time of harvesting. Despite the hard work
involved in farming, sometimes under a scorching sun and heavy rain, farmers are seen singing
and whistling as they do the work of preventing the young stems from burning by the heat of the
sun by staking them. Achebe summarizes the diligence thus: "For three or four moons, it
demanded hard work and constant attention from cock-crow till the chickens went back to roost"
(Achebe, 2008, p. 27). Hence, since nature is life, the people of Umuofia normally do not only
enjoy the day by farming, but also the night by gathering for storytelling and moonlight dancing
and other activities so as to enjoy the moon and the cool breeze of the night. This is seen as
enjoying the nature and being in union with the gods.
Natural things are normally used to explain human phenomena. Achebe correctly used
the description of forest to highlight the wilderness of untamed nature. The narrative of the
"giant trees" as remnants of the "beginning of things" denotes to the prehistoric nature of the
wilderness. Hence, the two sides of nature and how men utilize the gifts of nature is well
pictured in the novel. The following fragments from his work acknowledge how Igbo people
cherish as well as utilize the gifts of nature:
The men in the obi had already begun to drink the palm-wine which Akueke's suitor had brought.
It was a very good wine and powerful, for in spite of the palm fruit hung across the mouth of the
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pot to restrain the lively liquor, white foam rose and spilled over. [ ... ] That wine is the work of a
good tapper," said Okonkwo. [ ... ] The young suitor, whose name was Ibe, smiled broadly and
said to his father: "Do you hear that?" He then said to the others: "He will never admit that I am a
good tapper [ ... ]. He tapped three of my best palm trees to death," said his father, Ukebgu
(Achebe, 2008, p. 57).

The above fragments also abhorred over-exploitation of nature to the extent of total destruction.
They enjoy the good palm wine but at the same time, oppose the destruction of palm trees for the
sake of tapping wine. They love the fruits of nature and at the same time, they do not encourage
destroying of nature because nature keeps humans healthy. It is believed that sickness is against
nature and should be taken care of through natural means. Here, Okonkwo is pictured while
going to the bush in search of grasses, barks, and leaves of trees which he would eventually
prepare and use in curing Malaria (Achebe, 2008, p. 60).
In Igbo tradition, every sin against nature must be atoned for or the community will be
punished by the gods. This punishment will have its effects on nature which affects the people
directly or indirectly such as poor rainfall, unusual sunshine, or any other calamity from the gods
for sinning against nature. Normally, the punishment meted to the offender comes directly from
the gods. This is portrayed when the elders of the village gather and set fire on the house of
Okonkwo for his sacrilegious act of killing his fellow clansman. Even though the men do not
bear grudges against Okonkwo, they are merely carrying out the justice of the gods whose
messengers they represent. And their intention was to appease the gods (Achebe, 2008, p. 99).
After giving a complete picture of the pre-colonial Igbo life, Achebe moves to show how
Christian missionaries and colonial rulers denigrated the philosophy of the native peoples. In
their attempt to spread Christianity, the missionaries, the harbingers of colonial rule, stripped
from nature and the environment, all the spiritual meanings held deeply by the Igbos. They tried
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to persuade the local people to embrace Christianity by establishing that their religion was pagan
and all their religious beliefs were baseless. The missionary, Mr. Brown, tries to convince the
new Christian converts that nature does not hold any divine power and there is only one god i.e.
Christ. He says: "You carve a piece of wood and you call it god. But it is still a piece of wood"
(Achebe, 2008, p. 179). Thus all other deities of nature are dismissed and made fun of by the
missionaries. It can be said that construction of a church building by cutting down the trees of the
Evil Forest not only wounds the Igbos' religious beliefs, but it also marks the destruction of
nature for the advancement of colonial enterprise.

/

In the final scene, when Okonkwo hangs himself, it is an offense against the earth. As a
result, "His body is evil, only strangers may touch it" (Achebe, 2008, p. 207). As the Igbos
believes that man must be a part of the surrounding nature after his death, Okonkwo, who went
against nature by killing himself, does not deserve a burial and so must not be allowed to be a
part of nature. But all the meanings attached to such a death is immediately denied by the
colonial official who only finds the incident interesting enough to be included in the book he is
writing. By giving a heart-rending portrayal of how the Igbos deeply reverence values negated
by the colonial rulers, Achebe's novel indicates the initial stage of what was going to take a
devastating tum in the history of colonial exploitation. Things Fall Apart is the evidence that the
act of violating nature and destroying the environment was inspired by principles of the colonial
rule which did not believe in the spiritual bond between nature and human beings. Section 5.3
shows the concept of social environment in Igbo spirituality.
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5.3

SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT .
Society is a vital part of Igbo life. And family, the smallest unit of society is highly

valued. In Igbo spirituality, family-hood incorporates a conglomeration of community as a whole
and brings a consciousness of a larger community life. Every community in Igbo culture protects
its interests and people. The members of the same community belong to each other and care for
each other. In a similar way, a clan is a big family in Igbo tradition and that is why they don't
marry from each other's family. Family consciousness of Igbo community is well depicted in
Things Fall Apart where a story is told of a certain daughter of Umuofia who was murdered in
cold blood in a market at Mbaino (Achebe, 2008, p. 9). Umuofia is a big family and whatever
happens to one person affects the others. The killing of their daughter is a blow to the clan.
Therefore, action must be taken against the killer.
Polygamy is the most practiced family structure in Igbo society. A man is taken to be
great when he marries as many wives as possible and is able to feed them. Respect in a family is
hierarchical. The hierarchical structure places the father at the top echelon of a family system,
followed by the wives according to when they were married. Although hierarchical, respect is
mutual in the Igbo family system. The hierarchy of mutual respect is shown in the novel when
Anasi who was the first wife of Okonkwo takes a drink before other wives who wait for their
turns according to chronological order of marriage (Achebe, 2008, p. 16). The husband also
possibly eats the food of all his wives in a hierarchical order to show love and respect for the
wives. It portrays equal love and one family. The genuine organization in the Igbo polygamous
family is pictured in the novel where Okonkwo eats from the dishes of all his three wives
(Achebe, 2008, p. 35). Okonkwo, being privileged as the head of his family, always ensures that
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he provides for his family and instills the spirit of hard work into his wives and children. He
works hard and does not dare to be regarded as an 'Agbala' just like his lazy father. Okonkwo
hates laziness and that is why he never wants his first son Nwoye to become one. That is why
even at twelve years of age, Nwoye "was already causing his father great anxiety for his
incipient laziness" (Achebe, 2008, p. 11). In the spirit of family consciousness of the Igbo
people, Okonkwo constantly corrects his son each time he is lazy.
Igbo people are protective of their environment. In Igbo spirituality, it is rare to
incorporate other people who do not belong to a clan or a particular family into the family or clan
system. In rare cases when they do, they unconsciously still regard such an individual as a
stranger. Unlike some other cultures, a stranger is not fully incorporated as part of the Igbo
family and that is why the question of adoption of a child which is rampantly seen in the western
cultures is a strange subject for any average Igbo person. Even when Ikemefuna is purely loved
and regarded as a son by Okonkwo on account of his hard work, at a certain point in Ikemefuna's
life, Okonkwo is the man who beheads him (Achebe, 2008, p. 22). Moreover, Ikemefuna has
stayed with Okonkwo's family for a good number of years. He has also made Nwoye his close
mate. A family tie in Ikemefuna's understanding is not based on whether a person belonged to a
particular blood lineage in question, but on mutual relationship. Even though the Igbo family
system does not incorporate strangers to become part of their family, they value human life
much, regardless of whether they come from their family or not. Okonkwo's personal attachment
with Ikemefuna warrants that he "did not taste any food for two days after the death of
Ikemefuna" (Achebe, 2008, p. 50). The death of Ikemefuna really brings panic and fear in
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Okonkwo's family. Okonkwo takes the action, knowing full well that Ikemefuna is not his
biological son or a member of the clan, but he also feels remorse after Ikemefuna's death.
Igbo people are known to maintain healthy relationships with the environment and offer
hands of friendship to other clans. Such relationship is found in Igbo festivals and feasts such as
the beginning of the planting season festival, the New Yam festival, etc. They invite their friends
and the people of neighboring villages to enjoy the feast with them. For the married women, it is
not only the feast that makes it special but rather the reunion of the families. They are able to
have time with their external relations and their old time friends on such occasions. The Igbo
family tie is a strong one. Normally when a man pays a bride price over the head of any woman,
the woman has automatically become his, thereby making her unavailable to other men who
might want her. It is therefore a taboo for any man to deprive his fellow man of the woman he
has paid the bride price. These laws that guide marriage in Igbo society are usually communal
laws. The family consciousness is also extended to the clan or village. Uzoewulu who feels that
he was aggrieved by his in-laws, who took his wife away, brings his case to the hearing of the
clan in the same community, indicating family consciousness (Achebe, 2008, p. 72). Unlike the
present time, Igbo people had no law courts other than the assembly of elders and village people.
Disputes and quarrels were settled in the community or clan in a communal spirit which depicted
a relationship in a family system.
Due to the communal nature of the Igbo people, punishment from the gods is usually
executed by the entire clan or village. Obierika is unhappy because the punishment affected his
family. He is left handicapped since it is the decision of the gods to have his twins killed. The
clan people had no other option than to act according to the wishes of the gods for "if the clan
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did not exact punishment for an offense against the great goddess, her wrath would be loosed on
all the land and not just on the offender" (Achebe, 2008, p. 100). Igbo people have a saying that
"blood is thicker than water". It supports the claim that family is a priority. For example,
Uchendu receives and welcomes Okonkwo warmly because he is of his blood. Uchendu does not
consider whatever crime Okonkwo has committed but receives him first (Achebe, 2008, p. 103).
The family consciousness is also exemplified in the person of Uchendu who advises Okonkwo
that he has an obligation to honor his mother by rejecting hopelessness. Thus, he is expected to
live an exemplary life for his household; otherwise he may be committing a crime. This suggests
that one person's crime has a great influence on the entire family. This is because Okonkwo's
family has shared the penalty with him by going on the exile with him, in the same manner
would they share in his death should Okonkwo despair in his mother's place. Through the
character of Uchendu, Achebe highlights the traditional harmony existing amongst the Igbos:
I knew your father, Iweka. He was a great man. He had many friends here and came to see them
quite often. Those were good days when a man had friends in distant clans. Your generation does
not know that. You stay at home, afraid of your next-door neighbor. Even a man's motherland is
a stranger to him nowadays (Achebe, 2008, p. l 09).

Igbo society is not known for self-centered. In Igbo environment, the family is usually extended
to the clan and that is why people of the same clan cannot intermarry. Also, people of different
clans cannot be included in the family cycle since they have their own linage. An argument
ensues during a session in the gathering of new converts to Christianity. Here, an interpreter of
the gospel message makes a claim so hard to accept. He tells the people of Umuofia that they are
brothers and sisters with the white missionaries since they worship the same God. The idea gives
birth to an instant switch off of interest in whatever the new religion is all about. For the Igbos, it
is an insult to say that the son of God has no parents according to the missionaries. It is hard for
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the Igbos to understand the concept of 'Trinity' and 'Immaculate Conception'. For them, the
Christians are teaching against nature and the god-given hierarchy of the family.
The teachings of the missionaries who came to Umuofia are conflicting with their beliefs.
The Christian missionaries completely stand against the Igbo outcaste system, insisting that
everybody is a child of God and therefore must be treated on equal terms. Therefore, one ought
to receive others as fellow brothers in Christ (Achebe, 2008, p. 125). For Uchendu, everyone is
one body in an existing family: "We are better than animals because we have kinsmen. An
animal rubs its itching flank against a tree, a man asks his kinsman to scratch him" (Achebe,
2008, p. 132). So, for him without family unit and the proper respect to the family unit, every
human being becomes a brute animal.
In Igbo society, family feast celebration is a sign of communal reunion and not only for
eating and drinking since each family can afford food and drink. Hence, "we come together
because it is good for kinsmen to do so" (Achebe, 2008, p. 133). This brings together the
kinsmen, the living, and the dead. Recently, families and clans have collapsed and they fight one
another. It is believed that Christian faith is not effective as it claims. Its excesses have caused
break-up of many homes and communities. The family unit is no longer the "one voice" that
communicates or the "one united body" that carries out activities for a common good. The
character Obierika in the novel comments that the fight against the missionaries is now turning
into one against Umuofia as one family because "they [white missionaries] have put a knife on
the things that held us together and we have fallen apart" (Achebe, 2008, p. 141 ).
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In all these, forgetting the ways of the ancestors and following a stranger is a great issue
in Igboland. The missionaries have done much harm to the land and the people have decided that
one of the options left at hand was to go to war and if possible fight their own brothers who have
left the ways of the land for a foreign religion. This could save the clan and the family. This
account of the novel attempts to explain the role of women. It also depicts how children in
Igboland are closely connected to nature. The relationship between a mother and her children is
highlighted. Regardless of the fact that women are required to always submit to their husbands,
the mother's role is viewed as being of utmost importance, even more so than the father's. The
family concept has a strong link with the concept of religion in the Igbo world view.

5.4.

THE CONCEPT OF RELIGION
Every aspect of the African life is attached to one religious inclination or the other. This

is particularly true of the Igbos of the Eastern Nigeria as they tend to attribute their fate to the
gods. In Things Fall Apart, Achebe portrays this vividly. Before colonialism, the Igbos were
mostly farmers and depended on natural proceeds from the soil for survival. As the happiness of
the gods can cause good and bountiful harvest, also the anger of the gods can cause calamity,
poor harvest and famine in the land. Since farmers need the earth, the earth goddess is the most
influential god and more attention is paid to it, so as to avoid any form of calamity that might
affect agriculture adversely. The Igbos had as many gods as there are nature and its elements.
The spirit of the ancestors was also respected as it was believed by the Igbos that they are closer
to the gods that intercede for the living members of the family. Therefore, they were also
venerated almost like gods, and that is why the family is so important. Polytheistic religion is
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most encouraged since there are gods for different situations and seasons of the year, which is in
contrast to the monotheism of the Christian religion.
In Igbo religion, places of worship are designated by symbols such as wooden masks,
bonze masks, or even a living tree. They are neither the gods nor the spirits of the gods nor the
ancestors. Rather, they act as channels through which the gods and the ancestors are reached.
Thus, the novels states:
Near the barn was a small house, the "medicine house" or shrine where Okonkwo kept the
wooden symbols of his personal god and of his ancestral spirits. He worshipped them with
sacrifices of kola nut, food and palm-wine, and offered prayers to them on behalf of himself, his
three wives and eight children (Achebe, 2008, p. 12).

Okonkwo never abandons the ancestral shrine left by his father, he offers food, kola nuts, and
whatever he feels will make the gods and his ancestors happy so as to avert bad luck in his life
and that of his family members since every protection comes from the gods and the ancestors.
Umuofia is feared by the surrounding villages due to its powerful medicine which is as old as the
village itself; since nobody living could trace the origin rather, they all depend on the myth they
were told (Achebe, 2008, p. 10). Because nobody knows the truth, the fear of the unknown saves
Umuofia from attacks from the other villages. Umuofia depends on the judgment of the gods
through its oracle since only the gods can judge wisely or justify a war. Thus, "in fairness to
Umuofia, it should be recorded that it never went to war unless its case was clear and just, and
was accepted as such by its Oracle - the Oracle of the Hills and the Caves" (Achebe, 2008, p.
10). For Umuofia to be defeated in war means that the people did not listen to the voice of the
gods by the oracle.
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However, the fear of failure and weakness subjugates the entire life of Okonkwo to the
extent that the fear surpasses that of his fear of the gods and even fear of the consequences of
evil. Okonkwo's life is ruled by the principle of not being like his father (Achebe, 2008, p. 11).
Since 'chi' is the personal god and spirit of one's god, it is believed that man's disposition in
facing his 'chi' facilitates his success or failure. It is the strong will of a man that makes him
what he is. Okonk:wo has a strong will and works hard for it, and the gods through his 'chi' make
him successful (Achebe, 2008, p. 21 ). Sometimes, the success of the individuals in the society
depends on the communities' effort as well to keep to the dictates of the gods. The community as
a whole usually suffers the consequence of disobeying the gods. An Igbo maxim says that "if one
finger is soiled, the other fingers are soiled as well". Hence, this is applicable to the situation of
Umuofia. The purity of the land is determined by the purity of the people. In Igbo tradition, it is
believed that no wise and normal human being will ask his 'chi' for a duel. 'Ani' the earth
goddess is a great god in Igboland. It is not only the goddess of fertility but also the goddess of
moral judgment and link between the living and the ancestors. The New Yam festival is a
moment of saying "Thank you" to 'Ani' the goddess of the earth for the rich harvest and life, and
to ask for a brighter tomorrow (Achebe, 2008, p. 29).

9
In the spiritual realm, what affects one spirit affects the others. Based on this, the mother
of the spirits is in pains and lamentation over the demise of her son and the roar of the spirit
makes the night unbearable for the people and great fear grips the people as they await the
vengeance of the gods upon the people for going against the divine plans. No one fights the
spirits and remains the same (Achebe, 2008, p. 149). Since the oracles are human beings but
speak and interpret the minds of the gods and foresee the future, even on the most difficult and
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controversial issues, the people have to accept the words of the oracle. When they are possessed
by the gods, they seem to be harsh and heartless in certain decisions but in their normal human
daily life, they are lovely and gentle.
In Igbo religion, women do not participate in the masquerade rituals and the inner caucus
of the ancestral worship because they are not permitted and it is also believed that women cannot
keep secrets. The gods are respected in fear since they are spirits and not humans. The Christian
God on the other hand is the opposite of what the people ofUmuofia has been experiencing. The
Christian God is a caring and loving type, slow to punish, and welcomes both the good and the
bad. Nonetheless, the gods of the Igbos may be loving and caring, but they have no rooms for
unjust and bad people. They strike them to death without haste. Women do not consult the gods
or the oracle directly. They would need a man who will speak on their behalf. The priestess is
angry and she warns Ekwefi not to proceed in consulting the gods because their anger may strike
her to death (Achebe, 2008, p. 81 ).
Many of the Igbo names depict the power and kindness of the gods. Igbo communities
also address the gods the way they experience their actions of benevolence and justice. In the
novel, Chielo hails the gods and acknowledges the power of Agbala, to save, protect, and even
destroy humans. Hence, "she greeted her god in a multitude of names - the owner of the future,
the messenger of earth, the god who cut a man down when his life was sweetest to him"
(Achebe, 2008, p. 85). The god, who gives life, is the same god who takes it at his own freewill.
Since Umuofia is a community of farmers, they channel all their efforts in hailing and appeasing
the god of nature, and the god that provides good weather and good rain for farming. It is also
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believed that gods are not humans and must be held in great awe. They are to be feared more
than created beings.
Igbo people trust so much in the oracles that no one challenges their utterances.
Challenging them is tantamount to challenging the words and decisions of the gods. The oracle
always gives relevant and correct information from the gods, but not always in direct human
words. It usually comes in proverbs and idioms to be interpreted and explained by the wise. The
belief in Oracles and divination was a strong practice among Igbo people. The elders in Things
Fall Apart have to consult an oracle when they see a stranger in order to ascertain who he was

(Achebe, 2008, p. 110). Oracles spoke from nature and informed the people about hidden things
as revealed by the gods. They also inform the people about the activities of the missionaries even
though the people ofUmuofia do not give it a good interpretation.
It was well known among the people of Mbanta that their gods and ancestors were sometimes

long-suffering and would deliberately allow a man to go on defying them. But even in such cases,
they set their limit at seven market weeks or twenty-eight days. Beyond that limit, no man was
suffered to go. And for the first time, they had a woman. Her name was Nneka, the wife of
Amadi, who was a prosperous farmer. She was very heavy with child (Achebe, 2008, p. 120).

The superstitious belief by the Igbos that no human being can thread "in the evil forest" for more
than twenty eight days and come out alive is refuted by the white missionaries who comfortably
lived in the evil forest for months without anything happening to them. Thus, such areas branded
as evil forests, were given to the missionaries:
And so excitement mounted in the village as the seventh week approached since the impudent
missionaries built their church in the Evil Forest. The villagers were so certain about the doom
that awaited these men that one or two converts thought it wise to suspend their allegiance to the
new faith. At last, the day came by which all the missionaries should have died. But they were
still alive, building a new red-earth and thatch house for their teacher, Mr. Kiaga. That week, they
won a handful of more converts" (Achebe, 2008, p. 27).
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At this point, Umuofia people instead of questioning and developing their belief system, attribute
stronger powers to the religion of the white man. This single incidence gave rise to many
converts into Christianity among the people of Umuofia. The gods in the Igbo concept are so
powerful and are capable of handling every issue concerning human affairs. For one to
understand and know the will and plans of the gods is to make oneself a god for no one ever
fights for gods (Achebe, 2008, p. 127).
From the foregoing, one could understand both the uniqueness of Igbo traditional belief
system and what it shares in common with other religions, particularly, Christianity. In the Igbo
religion, Igbos makes their sacrifices to appease the gods and to gain favor from the gods for
good life. Although the Igbos has a polytheistic notion of gods, however, Igbo gods are all
diverse parts of one Supreme God. In the big picture, it is quite similar to the Christian deity. As
this dissertation attempts to analyze the concept of God, here comes the need to explain the
concept of sin in Achebe's novel and how it relates to Igbo spirituality.

5.5.

THE CONCEPT OF SIN

~

Representing the overall consciousness of the Igbos, the novel presents sin as a grievous
offence against the gods or violation of family laws or an insult to an ancestral spirit. As the gods
are not slow in anger, sinners get quick and severe punishment from the gods, and some of these
punishments are known and carried out by the community where the sin was committed. The
punishments are meted out as a deterrent and also to appease the gods who are directly offended.
Only when the gods are pacified that justice will take its place. If such atonement is not done, the
whole community grieves.

Chapter Five: Environmental Values and lgbo Spirituality as Portrayed in Achebe's Things Fall Apart

163

Okonkwo sins when he murders Ikemefuna. The troubles that followed Okonkwo after
the murder linger until they culminate in his shameful death: suicide. In Achebe's novel, so
many misfortunes that happen to people are the result of transgressions against gods. To this
effect, "the lazy Unoka died of some kind of abominable illness. His death seemed to be a sort of
divine justice, paying him back for sinning against his family by not providing for them"
(Achebe, 2008, p. 14).
Another sinful act takes place when Okonkwo beats one of his wives during the "Week of
Peace". Having been told that he has offended the gods, he never appeases for his sins, thereby,
offending the gods all the more (Achebe, 2008, p. 23). Ezeani sets Okonkwo's penalty by
demanding an animal sacrifice and a fine (Achebe, 2008, p. 24). Overall, the gods only require
sinners to acknowledge their wrongdoings through the making of such sacrifice of animals like
Okonkwo did (Achebe, 2008, p. 99). However, when Okonkwo killed Ikemefuna, the Umuofia
clan does not see it worth atoning for because Ikemefuna was considered a stranger. However,
they are mistaking. The wrath of the gods visited them heavily, thus showing that the gods are
always just, even across clans, gender, and age.

*

Once a community or an individual has sinned, great consequences are expected. There are
repercussions that accompany sins in Igboland. These repercussions are illustrated with Ekwefi's
story in the novel:
The birds gathered round to eat what was left and to peck at the bones he had thrown all about the
floor. Some of them were too angry to eat. They chose to fly home on an empty stomach. But
before they left, each took back the feather he had lent to Tortoise. And there he stood in his hard
shell full of food and wine, but without any wings to fly home. He asked the birds to take a
message for his wife, but they all refused. In the end Parrot, who had felt more angry than the
others; suddenly changed his mind and agreed to take the message. [ ... ] Tell my wife,' said
Tortoise, 'to bring out all the soft things in my house and cover the compound with them so that I
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can jump down from the sky without very great danger. [ ... ] Parrot promised to deliver the
message, and then flew away. But when he reached Tortoise's house, he told his wife to bring out
all the hard things in the house. And so she brought out her husband's hoes, machetes, spears,
guns, and even his cannon. Tortoise looked down from the sky and saw his wife bringing things
out, but it was too far to see what they were. When all seemed ready, he let himself go. He fell
and fell and fell until he began to fear that he would never stop falling. And then like the sound of
his cannon, he crashed on the compound (Achebe, 2008, p. 79).

Sometimes, punishment from the gods is considered harsh because they do not take into account
human circumstances that surrounded the evil that were believed to have been committed
(Achebe, 2008, p. 100). However, the major concerns of Okonkwo is not only that his son
Nwoye betrayed him and the gods, but also what will happen after his death as Nwoye would
convert all his household to follow the missionaries (Achebe, 2008, p. 107). Okonkwo regards
Nwoye's action as evil and sinful before the gods and the people of Umuofia. On the other hand,
he suspects his family's overall hard times to be punishment from the gods as a result of killing
Ikemefuna (Achebe, 2008, p. 122).
It is believed among the Igbos that 'Egwugwu' masquerade is superhuman and represents

the spirits of the ancestors. It is a sacrilege to desecrate or even unmask 'Egwugwu' in public for
any reason by a mere human. Enoch desecrated the masquerade by unmasking it. Hence:
Whereupon they all came back and one of them gave Enoch a good stroke of the cane, which was
always carried. Enoch fell on him and tore off his mask. The other egwugwu immediately
surrounded their desecrated companion, to shield him from the profane gaze of women and
children, and led them away. This is because the ancestral spirit in the form of egwugwu when
unmasked left the egwugwu (Achebe, 2008, pp. 148-9).

By unmasking the 'Egwugwu' masquerade, Enoch commits a crime against the land and the
gods. It is an attempt to destroy an age old institution of awe and reverence which has served the
purpose of mystery, faith, and hope in the lives of the Umuofia people.

Chapter Five: Environmental Values and lgbo Spirituality as Portrayed in Achebe's Things Fall Apart

165

Life is a gift from the gods and it is left only for the gods to take life when it pleases them.
Therefore, "it is an abomination for a man to take his own life. It is an offense against the Earth,
and a man who commits it will not be buried by his clansmen" (Achebe, 2008, p. 165). For one
to commit suicide is regarded as a taboo and constitutes a serious sacrilege against the earth
goddess. In Igbo spirituality, offending the earth goddess is an enormous sin and should be
avoided because it has a lot to do with offending nature and environment. In order to have a full
grasp of the nature of sin and its relationship with the people and their environment, the next
topic will deal with the concept of tradition in Igboland as seen in the novel.

5.6

THE CONCEPT OF TRADITION
The traditions and customs of Igbo life are considered as uniting factors in Igbo society.

To be recognized and respected in Igboland, one must follow the traditions and customs. In
Umuofia, the missionaries have no respect for the traditions and customs of the people and this
resulted to different problems between the Christians and their hosts. The family is a united
entity, but the coming of the Christians has caused disintegration among the families, teaching its
members to abandon their immediate families and follow the Christian concept of family. The
major tumult between the missionaries and the communities lies in the fact that missionaries
undermine the customs and traditions of the local people. They rather than giving respect,
denigrate the customs and traditions that have guided the people throughout their history.
Respect for the kola nut is one of the most important traditions in Igbo society. The kola
nut is a symbol of life and life is sacred, as the common Igbo adage says "Onye wetara oji wetara
ndu" (He who brings kola brings life as well.). The kola nut is a symbol of acceptance and unity.
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In traditional occasions, namely, marriage, clan meetings, religious rites, hosting a guest, etc., the
kola nut is always a primary requirement. Okonkwo's visit to Nwakibie's house is a sign of
respect and honor. It is common and wise among the lgbos to present the kola nuts first as a sign
of respect to the traditions and customs of the land before presenting a topic or an issue that one
has to present. The typical way of presenting kola nuts to visitors is expressed here:
He [Okonkwo] took a pot of palm-wine and a cock to Nwakibie. [ ... ] He presented a kola nut and
an alligator pepper, which were passed round for all to see and then returned to him. He broke the
nut saying: "We shall all live. We pray for life, children, a good harvest and happiness. You will
have what is good for you and I will have what is good for me. Let the kite perch and let the eagle
perch too. If one says no to the other, let his wing break." "After the kola nut had been eaten,
Okonkwo brought his palm-wine from the comer of the hut where it had been placed and stood it
in the center of the group. He addressed Nwakibie, calling him "Our father." "Nna anyi," he said.
"I have brought you this little kola. As our people say, a man who pays respect to the great, paves
the way for his own greatness. I have come to pay you my respects and also to ask a favor
(Achebe, 2008 , p.15).
Okonkwo as a reputable and respected man presents his kola nuts and the palm wine first, and
greets the people in the traditional way, and refers to his guests as elders, i.e. "nna anyi".
Furthermore, the use of proverbs and wise sayings is significant. It is a respectable way
of communication. Okoye, a character in the novel, always makes use of proverbs. He is
reckoned with the art of rhetoric and is often found "skirting round the subject and then hitting it
finally" (Achebe, 2008, p. 6). With proverbs, a traditional lgbo man can politely and
diplomatically present his speech with respect and integrity. Traditionally, one of the most used
instruments of communication in lgbo communities is the Ogene (metal gong) or the ekwe
(wooden gong). In Things Fall Apart, important messages are passed through these means.
Hence:
Okonkwo had just blown out the palm-oil lamp and stretched himself on his bamboo bed when he
heard the ogene of the town crier piercing the still night air. Gome, gome gome, gome, boomed
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the hollow metal. Then, the crier gave his message, and at the end of it, he beats his instrument
again (Achebe, 2008, p. 8).
This excerpt buttresses this point further. Okonkwo, hearing the metal gong, waits to listen to
know the latest news in the village. Also, one of the notable traditions among the Igbos is the
making of sacrifices to the gods and paying tribute to ancestors. It is a communication means to
reach the part of non-living members of a family or community. There is always a way of using
sacrifices to thank or appease the gods for protection and for good harvest or for sins committed.
Unoka speaks of how he has sacrificed a cock to the gods and how he has done everything
appropriately as the gods have directed (Achebe, 2008, p. 13). Hence, the gods hold the keys to
every man's fortunes and misfortunes. 13
Marriage in Igbo communities is followed strictly according to the customs and
traditions. Hence, marriage is not complete once any of the customs and traditions is found
omitted. In like manner, Umuofia community follows the core marriage tenets until the two
families agree together (Achebe, 2008, pp. 57-8). The tradition of agreeing on a bride-price is
envisioned to show respect to women. It is normal during the bride-price; however, pots of palmwine are carried to the hosts. Okonkwo is hoping that their "in-laws will bring many pots of
wine", owing to the fact of the reputation of the bride's family in which they are coming to
marry (Achebe, 2008, p. 92). Women who are virgins are respected in Igbo society. One of the
marriage rites is the public confession ceremony of which the woman is publicly tested to know
if she is a virgin or not. Women that marry as virgins are most respected by their husbands and
13

In Igboland, the new yam festival is usually seen as the New Year because it is accompanied by the period when
of harvest of the fruits of the earth; fruits of the farms (Achebe, 2008, p. 29). During this period, a sacrifice is
usually made to 'Ani' the earth goddess since it is the celebration of new life with new yam. People celebrate the
New Yam festival by cleaning the whole house and compound and also the yam barn. The people and the land
are being purified by the earth goddess so as to mark a new beginning.
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the people. Those that have lost their virginity are cleansed with a white hen as a way of
purifying them to appease the anger of the gods.
The individuality of an Igbo community is a character that is worthy of note. Individual
communities believe in their customs and traditions even when they are in a relationship with
members of other societies. This however should not be understood in the sense that various Igbo
communities disrespect one another's culture but rather that the fulfillment, contentment, and
uniqueness attached to the respective cultures by indigenous people of that culture are to be
emulated. Umuofia people believe that their customs and traditions are the best in comparison to
other communities (Achebe, 2008, p. 58). Titled and reputable men among the Igbos are
respected even during their death, funeral, and also after their burial. This is because titled men
are not taken as ordinary people in the land. They are celebrated even after their death and the
neighboring communities pay homage to them (Achebe, 2008, p. 96). The burial of Ezeudu "was
a warrior's funeral, and from morning till night, warriors came and went in their age groups.
They all wore smoked raffia skirts and their bodies were painted with chalk and charcoal"
(Achebe, 2008, p. 96). In Umuofia, Egwugwu visits the family of Ezeudu to pay his last homage
to Ezeudu who is seen as a great man in the whole of that land.
The pre-colonial Igbo had some inhuman traditions. Some of these were killing of twins
and outcaste system. The people could not understand why human beings would be born in twos
or threes. For them, it was animalistic and therefore unacceptable. Most Igbo communities at the
time labeled some families as 'osu', i.e. as outcasts. They were assigned to faraway lands so as to
avoid mixing with the free born. To this effect, "An 'osu' could not attend an assembly of the
free-born, and they, in turn, could not shelter under his roof. He could not take any of the four
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titles of the clan, and when he dies, he is buried by his kind in the Evil Forest" (Achebe, 2008, p.
125). They were marked so as to distinguish them from others in the village. They were always
the ones to be blamed in any dispute between them and the free born. With the coming of
Christianity however, people under the tag of 'osu' have been able to associate with the free born
and to be free in Christ. Better understanding of the concept of respect in Igbo spirituality will
provide deeper knowledge of this topic.

5.7

THE CONCEPT OF RESPECT
Respect and reputation are cherished and admired qualities expected of every average

traditional Igbo man. Men gain reputation and respect through the following qualities: showing
bravery in difficult things, conquest in wars and battles, great hunting skills, owning large yam
barns and livestock, the number of wives, etc. Taking on titles is also important. Many people
struggle and work hard for this since to be fully regarded as a man in the community, one should
be able to take many titles available in Igboland. Okoye has achieved his own feat through title
taking and hard work (Achebe, 2008, p. 5). Okonkwo greatly values respect and reputation and
therefore chooses to fight hard so as to gain respect among his people, unlike his father who was
too lazy and was regarded as 'agbala' by the society, which means a pregnant woman, who is so
weak that she cannot work or exercise. Igbo people celebrate wrestlers and honor them like
kings. There are usually songs composed in honour of well-known wrestlers in the village: "Who
will wrestle for our village? Okafor will wrestle for our village. Has he thrown a hundred men?
He has thrown four hundred men. Has he thrown a hundred cats? He has thrown four hundred
cats. Then send him word to fight for us" (Achebe, 2008, pp. 40-1). Being a good wrestler is a
way of gaining respect and reputation among the Igbo people. One of the qualities that earned
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respect for Okonkwo in his village is the occasion of his throwing "Amalinze, 'the cat' in a
wrestling match. Amalinze had been an unbeaten wrestler for seven years" in the whole of
Umuofia and its suburbs (Achebe, 2008, p. 3). Achebe describes Okonkwo feat thus: "he was
still young, but he had won fame as the greatest wrestler in the nine villages" (Achebe, 2008, pp.
3-4). This way, Okonkwo not only gains respect and reputation for himself, his community as a
whole shares in it. Unfortunately, Okonkwo equated "reputation with physical prowess and
courage". He is so pleased of his own standing that he does not accommodate men who he
considers less successful in this regard (Achebe, 2008, p. 3). The spectacular performance of
Maduka, the son of Obierika during the village wrestling match excites the people and earns
Maduka the much desired respect and fame from the villagers (Achebe, 2008, p. 38). Okafor also
earns himself great reputation and respect among the Umuofia people. His name is celebrated
through songs of greatness. Ezeudu is also revered as the greatest wrestler in the clan of
Umuofia. He is generally known as a fearless and courageous warrior (Achebe, 2008, p. 45).
One can also gain some favors through hard work in Igboland. Nwakibe counts on the
hard work of Okonkwo and believes he can be trusted. Nwakibie actually tells him that:
Many young men have come to me to ask for yams but I have refused because I knew they would
just dump them in the earth and leave them to be choked by weeds. [ ... ] But I can trust you. I
know it as I look at you. [ ... ] I shall give you twice four hundred yams. Go ahead and prepare
your farm (Achebe, 2008, p.17).

Here, Okonkwo gains some favor and receives a confidence boost from Nwakibie through his
reputation for hard work. Okonkwo is still affected by his father's laziness and bad reputation in
the village. Okonkwo earns himself the respect he enjoys, but he feels that disassociating himself
from the lazy father would bring him more reputation in the village (Achebe, 2008, p. 7).
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In the Igbo environment, a village that could boast of powerful magicians and a 'dibia' experts in herbal medicine for curing ailments and causing them - was usually respected in the
committee of other villages. The presence of these great figures became an intimidating signal to
ward off other villages away from any war intentions they might have against the village with
magicians and dibia. Therefore, this is the case with Umuofia which is feared by the neighboring
towns and villages. The dread of Umuofia usually leads other villages to first attempt peace
treaties before declaring war (Achebe, 2008, p. 10). Thus, a reputation of awe shields Umuofia
from wasting their resources in fighting wars. Okonkwo never compares titles in Umuofia with
the titles earned by people of other villages because he strongly believes that it is much more
difficult and challenging to earn a title in Umuofia than in other villages. Hence, in one of the
conversations with his village elders, Okonkwo suggests that "it is good that our clan holds the
ozo title in high esteem,"[ ... ]. "In those other clans you speak of, ozo is so low that every beggar
takes it" (Achebe, 2008, p. 55). Reputation and respect for Okonkwo should be for the few
strong and determined individuals. In order to restore his lost reputation and render his
appreciation to his mother's people, Okonkwo does not relent in hosting his mother's kinsmen.
Okonkwo never did things by halves. When his wife Ekwefi protested that two goats were
sufficient for the feast, he told her that it was not her affair. [ ... ] I am calling a feast because I
have the wherewithal. I cannot live on the bank of a river and wash my hands with spittle. My
mother's people have been good to me and I must show my gratitude. [ .. .) And so three goats
were slaughtered and a number of fowls. It was like a wedding feast. There was foo-foo and yam
pottage, egusi soup and bitter-leaf soup, and pots and pots of palm-wine (Achebe, 2008, p. 132).

All these are done believing that his mother's kinsmen help him and make him feel at home
during his stay with them. For Okonkwo, the seven years of exile are a waste of time and he
needs to gain the lost time by keeping to his reputation. However, he plans to achieve this by
taking more titles and marrying more wives. He swears to take up his lost and already shaken
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reputation and amend his life before his people. In the same context of values in the Igbo society,
Christians generally do not deserve respect in traditional Igbo because they are believed to be too
weak in confronting or even competing in the society.
They were mostly the kind of people that were called efulefu, worthless, empty men. The imagery
of an efulefu in the language of the clan was a man who sold his machete and wore the sheath to
battle. Chielo, the priestess of Agbala, called the converts the excrement of the clan, and the new
faith was a mad dog that had come to eat it up (Achebe, 2008, p. 115).

In this regard, the people of Umuofia do not value Christians as a group. This can be seen among
its members from Umuofia. Most members of the strange religion are not reputable people in the
society. They are people of lower class and usually have no contribution to the Umuofia clan.
Since the new religion is welcoming everybody regardless of his/her reputation, title or gender,
and calls each person brother or sister, the outcasts in Igbo society sees it as an opportunity to
become members of the Christian community and restore their lost sense of community (Achebe,
2008, p.125).

5.8

THE PROBLEM OF GENDER
Achebe made much effort in presenting an ideal traditional Igbo environment which is

characterized by gender structure and the roles of gender in the society. Women are generally
seen as the weaker sex and must be protected. Nevertheless, they play a major role in the family
and deserve to be honored and respected equally. Child bearing and rearing are major
responsibilities neglected by men in Igboland. It is believed that a good wife is characterized by
good life, respect and honor to husband, and must be fruitful. Cooking is solely women function
and every woman must know how to cook. Women are expected to be calm, gentle, and
peaceful.
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On the other hand, male roles are left for men and they are characterized by hard work,
strong will, dynamism, etc. Men are also seen as the bread winner of the family and every
responsible man must see to the wellbeing of his family. In a situation whereby the man
possesses some elements of feminine manners, he is called a woman since he is believed not to
be man enough. Even though Okonkwo tries to prove his masculinity to the people, the feminine
elements in him still overcome him, and these lead him to commit many crimes which cause his
ruin. This shows that humans cannot run away from their natural gifts. Every gift from the gods
is meant to improve human living if tamed appropriately.
In Igbo culture, the fates of women are easily decided by the men folk. This is because
women in Igbo culture were considered a possession of their fathers, and later husbands. This
explains why a man is seen as rich when he marries many wives. In Things Fall Apart, we see
the fate of a young man could be hard to decide while the "virgin girl's fate" would be hurriedly
closed. A young girl's marriage is decided by her father and she has no right to object (Achebe,
2008, p. 10). The treatment Okonkwo usually gives to his wives actually confirms the fact that
women did not have much recognition in pre-colonial Igbo environment. It is good to note that in
order to stamp the superiority of his gender, "Okonkwo usually handled his wives with a heavy
hand and his pejorative nature often scared his wives who now live in perpetual fear" (Achebe,
2008, p. 11 ).
Among the Igbos, manliness is not only to possess the masculine body and structure but
to be brave and hard working. 'Agbala' is an appropriate term for describing a man that could
not provide for his family - a lazy man. Okonkwo is fully aware of this and in order to showcase
his gender as a man, he has to deviate from his father's attitude and focus on working hard to
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provide for his family. Okonkwo clearly resents anything that could get him to being addressed
as a woman. He comes to a point of knowing who his father really is when he realizes what
'agbala' means in their own culture. Thus, "agbala was not openly another name for a woman; it
could also mean a man who had taken no title" (Achebe, 2008, p. 11 ). Though Okonkwo uses a
substantial amount of his time to showcase his masculinity, his inability to recognize the
importance of the values that women possess eventually led to his self-destruction. Okonkwo's
"sins" are also consequences fostering feminine and violent masculine forces, which relates to
the concept of fate and free will in Igbo society.

5.9

THE CONCEPT OF FATE AND FREE WILL
Freedom to choose determines one's fate in life. Freedom in Igbo society is taken under

community platform. Every family, every community, and every clan in Igbo culture makes
choices collectively that will be for their benefit. One can easily find out that those personal
choices Okonkwo makes are rare in Igbo culture. Okonkwo chooses to break away from his
father's trend to become one of the most hardworking men in his village. Total determination
and hard work change his life as he makes up his mind to break away from poverty and laziness,
unlike his father who was not man enough to provide for his family (Achebe, 2008, p. 7). The
gods blessed his determination and hard work.
In the same way, Ikemefuna is led by fate and destiny. He lives his life by the day and
"that was how he came to look after the doomed lad who was sacrificed to the village of
Umuofia by their neighbors to avoid war and bloodshed" (Achebe, 2008, p. 7). Luck was not on
his side. Here, we can deduce that Ikemefuna is destined to his fate which sees his death. The
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Igbos believed so much in human destiny and blessings of the gods. If one is cursed by the gods
with bad luck, he remains in it till death. This belief was also pointed out in Achebe's work:
Unoka was an ill-fated man. He had a bad chi or personal god, and evil fortune followed him to
the grave, or rather to his death, for he had no grave. [ ... ] he died of the swelling which was an
abomination to the earth goddess. He died and rotted away above the earth, and was not given the
first of the second burial. Such was Unoka's fate (Achebe, 2008, p. 14).
Unoka is believed to have been among those that were born with bad luck and it affects every
area of his life. Because he cannot achieve anything while he was alive, his death was considered
to be shameful.
Again fate is depicted in the novel when it seems that hard luck has befallen the people of
Umuofia. It is a year full of bad luck and temptation in Umuofia (Achebe, 2008, pp. 18-9).
Okonkwo is still brave and courageous enough to stand against ill fate and destiny. He excels
more than ever in the coming year because of his strong determination and will power.
Sometimes, destiny does not work out the way it may be expected. Hard work and consistent
struggle for survival might end up averting some foreseen human tragedies. Ezinma, Okonkwo's
daughter, is an 'ogbanje' - one who is destined to die and reincarnate many times. It is
Okonkwo's practical knowledge oflocal medicine making that saved her from death:
Okonkwo returned when he felt the medicine had cooked long enough. [ ... ] "Bring me a low
stool for Ezinma," he said, "and a thick mat." "He took down the pot from the fire and placed it in
front of the stool. He then roused Ezinma and placed her on the stool, astride of the steaming pot.
The thick mat was thrown over both. Ezinma struggled to escape from the choking and
overpowering steam, but she was held down. She started to cry. When the mat was at last
removed she was drenched in perspiration. Ekwefi mopped her with a piece of cloth and she lay
down on a dry mat and was soon asleep (Achebe, 2008, p. 68).
Human life is precious for Igbo people. Taking human life is a crime and a grave offence. Here,
we see how Okonkwo mistakenly kills a clansman. Yes, it is a forgivable crime since it is
accidental, but the gods must be appeased and Okonkwo must leave the village for seven years.
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It is also interpreted by the people as the consequences of the death of Ikemefuna whom
Okonkwo sacrificed. It is believed that nature has its own ways of paying back and rewarding
people. Meanwhile, Uchendu warns Okonkwo not to bring down calamity upon himself and his
family from the gods because one cannot challenge his 'chi'. Uchendu's words of
encouragement to 0 konkwo are meant to let Okonkwo realize that there is still hope for him to
make his dreams come true (Achebe, 2008, p. 107). Hence, Okonkwo's fate has it that he is the
shooter of the gun that accidentally kills someone. He anchors his fate on the seven years he
spends in exile. However, Okonkwo never gives up fighting. He is determined to follow the
direction of his fate. He at the early stage of his youth has already adjusted his psyche towards a
determined and successful life through willpower. He speaks of the Christians thus: "I do not
care what he does to you. I despise him and those who listen to him. I shall fight alone if I
choose" (Achebe, 2008, p. 160). Hence, he is always guided by his strong willpower to succeed.
For the missionaries, each man holds his own fate and destiny. Their teachings often remind the
people that:

t/).

the true God lived on high and that all men when they died went before Him for judgment. Evil
men and all the heathen who in their blindness bowed to wood and stone were thrown into a fire
that burned like palm-oil. But good men who worshipped the true God lived forever in His happy
kingdom (Achebe, 2008, p. 117).

For them, salvation is the act of choosing between good and evil. Everything will eventually
work out according to the choices people make. Fate is therefore not determined from without,
but from personal choices of the individuals in question. Okonkwo with all his hard work and
efforts of bringing up his son, Nwoye, to be responsible and hardworking, still sees his son
abandoning him. Okonkwo believes in the reality of fate. Hence, he is afraid of the future of his
family since his son's cowardly attitude may bring his linage to extinction. He says: "Suppose he
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dies, would all his male children decide to follow Nwoye's steps and abandon their ancestors?
Okonkwo felt a cold shudder run through him at the terrible prospect, like the prospect of
annihilation" (Achebe, 2008, p. 122). Normally in the Igbo environment, it is not the case that
men fight for or on behalf of the gods. Whenever a crime is committed, it is within the
jurisdiction and the discretion of the gods to punish the offenders. It is this dependence of the
fated nature of the punishment from the gods that explains why one cannot pretend to fight for
the gods in Igbo spirituality. Hence:
It is not our custom to fight for our gods. [ ... ] If a man kills the sacred python in the secrecy of

his hut, the matter lies between him and the gods. We did not see it. If we [then] put ourselves
between the gods and the victim, we may receive blows intended for the offender (Achebe, 2008,
p. 127).

Consequently, this shows how the concept of fear plays an important role in Igbo spirituality.

5.10 THE CONCEPT OF FEAR

-

~

One of the most dangerous factors that possess extreme powers to drag down people's
destiny is fear. Fear induces one to run away from difficulties and avoid tasks which he would
have been capable to handle ordinarily. Hence, "he [Okonkwo] was not afraid of war. He was a
man of action, a man of war. Unlike his father, he could stand the look of blood. In Umuofia's
latest war, he was the first to bring home a human head" (Achebe, 2008, p. 8). Fearlessness is a
quality that is respected in Igbo culture. Despite Okonkwo's show of masculinity, he is seen
being controlled by fear. He is afraid of being viewed as a weak man like his father:
As a little boy, he had resented his father's failure and weakness; and even now, he still
remembered how he had suffered when a playmate had told him that his father was agbala. That
was how Okonkwo first came to know that agbala was not only another name for a woman, it
could also mean a man who had taken no title. And so Okonkwo was ruled by one passion - to
hate everything that his father Unoka had loved. One of those things was gentleness and another
was idleness (Achebe, 2008, p. 11).
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Okonkwo's life is apparently controlled by panic of failure and physical feebleness. Okonkwo
has battled fear all his life because of the bad reputation created by his father. Normally, when
Ikemefuna, "would not eat any food, he came into the hut with a big stick in his hand and stood
over him while he swallowed his yams, trembling" (Achebe, 2008, p. 22). His wives have to be
careful in talking to and addressing him lest they would get beaten by him. Again, Ikemefuna is
gripped by fear. Immediately, he notices strange conversations and movements around him.
Thus, it is said: "How could he know that his father had taken a hand in killing a daughter of
Umuofia? All he knew was that a few men had arrived at their house, discussing with his father
in low tones, and at the end he had been taken out and handed over to a stranger" (Achebe, 2008,
p. 12). His fear also stems from profound confusion on what upcoming events in his life would
be. He keeps on reflecting what may have happened that leads to his withdrawal from his own
family. However, what has occupied his mind is the idea of going home.

-

Furthermore, Ekwefi is a victim of fear in the novel. She defiles the norms and follows
the goddess in order to observe what will happen to her only daughter, Ezinma. However, she is
encouraged by the love she has for Ezinma:
She had prayed for the moon to rise. But now she found the half-light of the incipient moon more
terrifying than darkness. The world was now peopled with vague, fantastic figures that dissolved
under her steady gaze and then formed again in new shapes. At one stage, Ekwefi was so afraid
that she nearly called out Chielo for companionship and human sympathy (Achebe, 2008, p. 84).

The theme of fear is also exposed while the elders try to admonish the younger one. The elders
fear that the youths do not adhere to the norms and customs of the land (Achebe, 2008, p. 134).
Fear is expressed by Mr. Smith who naturally fears something he is unfamiliar with: He fears
"the mourning and raging cry of a foreign god. That was also the first time he had not been in
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complete control of the situation in Umuofia" (Achebe, 2008, p. 149). However, this shows that
lgbo people represented a brave set of people who would not give in easily to fear and despair.
Achebe's novel portrays also the cultural heritage of bravery existing among the Igbo people as
well as some moments of fear in the character of Okonkwo.

5.11. LANGUAGE AND COMMUNICATION
Igbo people believe that every good speech must have good proverbs, idioms, and wise
sayings. These constitute the richness of a speech; and make communication more attractive and
receptive to the people. The major problem between the missionaries and the people of Umuofia
is basically a language barrier. Translation and interpretation becomes necessary, but there are no
qualified personnel at first since that is the first time the people met each other. There is an
attempt to train the locals for the job. The result for the first few years is poor, making the
meaning and quality of information sent across these two languages reduce at a high rate.
Therefore, understanding the mission of the white men becomes even more difficult. Since the
interpreters come from different countries and dialects, they interpret to the white man as much
they could understand and likewise to the people their own way of understanding what the white
man said. Every word in Igbo has many meanings depending on the usage and situation. For
example, as a result of wrong pronunciation of words by the court messengers, the people of
Umuofia have special hatred towards them. Since the people are all illiterates and have no
knowledge of English, they cannot pronounce a court message well, so they pronounce it
according to the sound they hear which still could not make any tangible meaning in the Igbo
language. Court messengers were called 'Kotuma' and because the court messengers are harsh
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and unfriendly to the people. The people due to their khaki shorts, made a mockery of them by
calling them shameful and mocking nick names (Achebe, 2008, p. 139).
Christians in the novel depend mainly on the interpreter's words in their own language to
be able to understand the God of the white man. Christians also believe that through words of
prayers, their God will deliver them from all situations. The white missionaries usually pray to
their God in their own language (Achebe, 2998, p. 150). Even in the Igbo environment, the gods
are invoked in a particular pattern of language. Language and cultural barriers add to the
misunderstanding between the white men and the people ofUmuofia. In Igbo tradition, proverbs,
idioms, and riddles constitute mainly the main points in discussions. Ajofia represents the typical
traditional Igbo man and his words and methods of addressing the people is normal and typical
of his person, but the white man and his young interpreter are unable to understand him fully .
Thus, this creates a serious vacuum between the two groups (Achebe, 2008, p. 15).
Generally, stammers are bad communicators and they find it difficult to communicate
effectively to their audience. This is the case with Okonkwo who has been "a slight stammer and
when he was angry and could not get his words out quickly enough, he would use his fists"
(Achebe, 2008, p. 3). It is true that "Among the Igbos, the art of conversation is regarded very
highly, and proverbs are 'the palm-oil with which words are eaten'. Okoye was a great talker and
he spoke for a long time, skirting round the subject and then hitting it finally" (Achebe, 2008, p.
6). Okoye solidifies his speech with his power eloquence based on his correct use of proverbs.
Speech punctuated with adequate proverbs is a sign that one is an elder and such a person is
normally respected. Okonkwo often uses such proverbs, e.g. "A child's fingers are not scalded
by a piece of hot yam which its mother puts into its palm" (Achebe, 2008, p. 53) to defend some
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of his actions. Although he feels guilty for the death of Ikemefuna, he bravely defends his action
as a man for doing the wish of the gods.
Music is also an important aspect in communicating the life and culture of Igbo people.
Music has an effective way of changing people's orientation about a particular negative culture
of the people. It casts its spell on the listeners who adapt to its rhythm and language. Unoka's
love for music is overwhelming. He believes that music can talk its way into people's minds and
inner consciousness. He transmits life into music. Thus, "sometimes another village would ask
Unoka's band and their dancing egwugwu to come and stay with them and teach them their
tunes" (Achebe, 2008, p. 4). For Unoka, music has no enemy, and with music the joy of
companionship is elevated. For him, with music, one forgets all his sorrows and problems and
finds new life. Since music is an organized sound, good music for Igbo people is not only
achieved through words but by organized harmony of musical instruments which inspires its
listeners. Just like Achebe expressed it: "The drums were still beating, persistent and
unchanging. Their sound was no longer a separate thing from the living village. It was like the
pulsation of its heart. It throbbed in the air, in the sunshine, and even in the trees, and filled the
village with excitement" (Achebe, 2008, p. 35). Even without words, the language of the drums
inspires the people because they read meaning into each organized sound of the drums.
Okonkwo admires the power of language in a song and uses the power to inspire and motivate
other young men in terms of war: "Okudo sang a war song in a way that no other man could. He
was not a fighter, but his voice turned every man into a lion" (Achebe, 2008, p. 159). The aim of
the war song is to ease tension and encourage each other. It also shows togetherness. With war
songs, Okonkwo is moved with zeal and without fear to conquer his enemies.
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The traditional method of lgbo communication is demonstrated in the novel. Some
musical instruments are respected due to their significance in Igbo culture. Through the town
crier, the people are able to get the message across to them with regard to what is happening in
the village (Achebe, 2008, p. 8). Whenever metal gong (ogene) is heard in Umuofia, it
presupposes that an important message is being passed across. The metal gong in this sense
therefore constitutes a form of language and a system of communication in Igbo environment.
Okonkwo illustrates how lgbo people calls and appreciate each other. Once a gun or drum is
heard in the village, the people abandon whatever they are doing to attend to the call so as to
know what is happening. Every call is respected and always honored even though the outcome
may not always be considered, but the people must always listen to the call. Important
announcements are not made without attracting the attention of the people first which will
normally be done through the beating of gongs.

-

Okonkwo is a kind of character that believes not in speech but action. For him, "action
speaks louder than words" has become a credo. Therefore, this makes him unable to appreciate
his father's last words to him before he passes away. Okonkwo sometimes uses proverbs and
wise sayings to make his points clear and to express his willingness and readiness to accept any
help from any member of the clan. He stresses on his ability and strong willpower to work since
he becomes a hardworking man earlier in his boyhood (Achebe, 2008, p. 3).
The Umuofia village is identified with the 'Egwugwu masquerade'. Even though the
'Egwugwu' itself uses esoteric language that is understood by its members only, they also use
the language of the common people when some issues need to be addressed that have to do with
the welfare of the 'Egwugwu cult'. While 'Egwugwu' is a masquerade representing the ancestral
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spirits, they still abide by human ways and methods of communication when they address the
people (Achebe, 2008, pp. 70-1 ). Hence, powerful choices of words in a language have the
power to influence and persuade people. The story of the tortoise's and the birds' party to the sky
portrays the powers of language. However, this story traditionally elevated the tortoise as the
most cunning creature. The story of the tortoise and the birds goes thus:
There is one important thing which we must not forget,' he said as they flew on their way. 'When
people are invited to a great feast like this, they take new names for the occasion. Our hosts in the
sky wi II expect us to honor this age-old custom. [... ] None of the birds had heard of this custom
but they knew that Tortoise. [... ] was a widely-traveled man who knew the customs of different
peoples. And so, they each took a new name. When they had all taken, Tortoise also took one. He
was to be called "All of you" (Achebe, 2008, p. 77).
Here, we can find out that language has the capacity to turn fate to ones favor. Through the
tortoise's wise choice of names at the meal table, the fate of others is turned to his favor. Most
times, changing one's name might also affect the way one will be addressed and might even
short-live ones identity. Obierika's choice of words in the novel is not satisfying to the
Commissioners because they cannot discern the meaning of his words; thus, they are reacting to
his person (Achebe, 2008, p. 164). The presentation of the bride by the father to the groom and
the family also comes in a certain proverbs that are rhetorically coined to picture the ceremony.
In Igbo culture, the traditional way of giving out a woman to a man as wife is the most attractive

ceremony in relation to language. It proves the consent of the bride's family and the response
from the crowd shows the consent of the people. For Umuofia to respond after Obierika's speech
means an affirmation and acceptance and approval of the marriage.
In Igbo tradition, silence is dangerous since it keeps everybody in suspense. The whole
community is normally filled with tension once it is noticed that the gods have remained silent
on a troubling issue. On the other hand, it is a sign of cowardice for one to remain silent on an
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issue in Igbo culture, since silence is associated with dead people. Silence is also another way of
communicating something deeper than words. One is usually feared if one does not speak even
when death approaches. The white missionaries find it difficult to communicate in the people's
language. Therefore, they spoke through an interpreter who was an Igbo man, though his dialect
was different and harsh to the ears of Mbanta people. Many people laughed at the interpreter's
dialect and the way he used words strangely. Instead of saying "myself' he always said "my
buttocks" (Achebe, 2008, p. 116). The interpretation of his speech by the interpreter enables the
white man to realize that Mbanta people are making jokes of all he is saying. However, after
Okonkwo's death, he is remembered only as a savage (Achebe, 2008, p. 166). Language has a
major effect in the way people perceive things. It changes as well as destroys some people's
views about their world. The Igbo environment is strongly guided by the Igbo language which is
an exclusive reserve and the property of the Igbo people. Section 5.12 explains the summary of
this chapter.

5.12 SUMMARY OF CHAPTER FIVE
More than ever, the issue of the environment has become a global clarion call. All areas
of human endeavor devote time and energy to research towards proffering effective solutions to
get back the entire ecosystem to good health. Ecocriticism is therefore an honest attempt in
literary studies to harness various points of positive environmental emphasis in literary works as
a way of campaign for this global environmental effort. This chapter has reviewed the
environmental values embedded in Igbo spirituality in relation to Chinua Achebe's Things Fall

Apart. Without being exhaustive, this chapter has evaluated various areas of Igbo environmental
ethics. The author has pointed out many positive aspects of the Igbos attitude to the environment
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and some negative ones as well. Whilst some negative environmental practices have been
abolished, such as the killing of twins, some positive ones have also been neglected, such as
reverence for forests. This chapter can be a part of a campaign to resuscitate these neglected Igbo
environmental practices in the young generation for the good of all. It is concluded with the note
that Ecocriticism can play a crucial part in the study and healing of the present global
environmental degradation.
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CHAPTER SIX
CURRENT ENVIRONMENTAL CHALLENGES AND IGBO
SPIRITUALITY
6.1

INTRODUCTION
Every country at one time or the other has experienced various environmental challenges.

Nigeria is not exempted from such challenges. However, people's attitudinal approaches
(positive or negative) towards the environment contribute to either the growth or the crises that
rock the environment. In this chapter, the attention is on the state of the environmept in Nigeria.

It reflects on the current environmental issues and their influences on the Igbo spirituality. Effort
therefore is made to review how the government policies over time have influenced and affected
the environment in Nigeria.

6.2

THE STATE OF THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE IGBO SOCIETY
The natural environment constitutes an interesting and important issue in the Igbo

society. Across its cultures, the approach and importance of the environment has been the same
overtime. Various cultural environments ranging from Hausa, Yoruba, Igbo, Ibibio, Efik, Kanuri
and so on, have been viewed as part of the arrangements and setup of the natural world.
Ecological boundaries have been clearly demarcated amongst the various cultures even though
struggles for territorial boundaries have been rife among these groups because of the significance
they attach to the natural environment. Presently, the negative attitude towards the environment
has contributed majorly to environmental degradation in Nigeria. Due to poor government
policies, forests have been demolished by the local people and used to satisfy economic
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ambitions. The Nigerian Government has failed to properly implement the existing
environmental policies. However, this attitude further discourages the introduction of more
conservation policies to aid the preservation of the environment.

In the south-eastern part of Nigeria wherein falls the Igbo society, erosion has demolished
homes, displaced many people and with a lot of properties destroyed. Poor methods of
environmental management embarked on by the Nigerian government have also allegedly
contributed to the destruction caused by erosion. Sometimes, government's conservation policies
do not consider the existing environmentally sound principles of the rural farmers.
Desertification is one of the major concerns in Nigeria. The national report for implementing UN
Convention in combating desertification (1999, p. 6) reports that Nigeria loses about 351,000
hectares of land mass annually due to desertification. Reports suggest that it is advancing southwards sporadically. Desertification has cost Nigeria up to $5.110 billion per annual for its
prevention and control. Bush burning, inappropriate agricultural practices, and the constant
felling of trees are considered the direct causes of desertification in Nigeria. The constant
trampling and grazing of cattle owned by Hausa-Fulani herdsmen have also been the causes of
environmental degradation in the northern part of the country.

.A.\.
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There have been a lot of policies and commissions have been set up to monitor and
control the rate of desertification and other environmental hazards in Nigeria. Such commissions
comprise "the River Basin Development Automatics (RBDA), the Forestry Management,
Evaluation and Coordinating Unit (FORMQCU), National Coordinating Committee on
Desertification Control (NCCDC), Nigerian National Environment Action Plan (NEAP), and the
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States Environment Action Plans (SEAP)" (MEQ, 2008). The Nigerian government is also
aware of the multi-cultural difficulties with regard to the management of natural environment in
Nigeria. Desertification has been a problem despite a number of policies. It is even worthy of
note and as rightly observed by the UN convention that some of these laws in the state and
national level are outdated and requires subsequent review. Human efforts to over-stretch the
capacities of eco-systems may have initially triggered the ecological damages in Nigeria. The
UN report suggests that ecological damages are caused by population pressure, compounded by
constant influx of migrants from neighboring countries, which results in over-grazing and
continuous over-exploitation of lands. The government of Nigeria has in this regard enacted the
Land Use Act of 1978 that allows government control and the use ofland in areas where they are
located. This is in a bid to protect those lands that are prone to desert encroachment and unauthorized use in activities that lead to environmental damages.

,_..

-

Inappropriate agricultural practices embarked upon by local farmers in Nigeria often lead
to environment damage. Thus, the conventional literature on environmental degradation
identifies peasant farmers "to be ignorant of the process of environmental degradation, and as
agents responsible for environmental destruction" (Kelbessa, 2005, p. 4). Most of the village
farmers do not apply the method of shifting cultivation which is necessary for the soil to regain
its nutrients. The continuous over-cultivation of farmlands without applying this method coupled
with other inappropriate agricultural practices causes the wearing and tearing of the soil.
Moreover, it causes the soil to lose its nutrient which could easily lead to erosion. The drilling of
oil and burning of gas has also had its share of devastating effects in the Niger-delta regions of
Nigeria. The tenants who are living close to the gas flames have breathing difficulties, skin
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epidemics, and sometimes experience eye irritation. It also constitutes substantial damages to
village farmers' farmlands due to acid rain in those areas. Due to these conditions, the people in
these areas live under constant noise and excessive heat due to oil drilling processes. This
justifies the need to have a meeting point between the Igbo and modern environmental ethics in
order to help alleviate the damaging stage of the environment in Igboland. Consequently, section
6.3 described the strategies for designing environmental policies in Igboland.

6.3

STRATEGIES FOR DESIGNING ENVIRONMENTAL POLICIES IN
IGBOLAND
The law of the land is a strategic avenue for ensuring environmental protection. The

government represents the law and representatives of the people in government are the policy
makers. Environmental policies are poor because of a weak legislative and legal framework.
There are few laws protecting the environment as this is evident in the inefficient government
policy. Maathai remarked that:

Most African governments have not prioritized the environmental sector in terms of budget
allocation nor made it a central focus of parliamentary discussion or policy development. The
policies are rarely enforced to their full effect even when they are in place (Maathai, 2010, p.
250).
There is inadequate awareness of the consequences of neglecting this crucial sector, inadequate
information on the impending disasters, and crisis looming over human persons and the
ecosystem. Al Gore notes that politics and politicians have not served us efficiently well on
environmental issues (Gore, 1992, p. 167). Therefore, this is evident in the lack of enthusiasm on
developing strategic policies:
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The budgets of environmental ministries are dwarfed by those of defense ministries or national
security, even in countries where the major threat to security is desertification, poverty,
unemployment, soil erosion, deforestation, garbage dumps, poor or non-existent waste
management, industrial pollution, etc, signaling the failure to put the environment at the center of
all solutions (Maathai, 20 I 0, p. 250).

A strategic move towards environmental protection came with the Bamako convention which
prohibited both the trade, importation, and dumping of hazardous-toxic waste on the mainland
and in the Atlantic (Oyeshola, 2008, p. 71). It was a vital move towards protecting the
environment and its peoples. Ojakorotu states that the government should be wary and not
compromise the welfare and survival of its citizens because of its profit motivated partnership
with multinational companies (Ojakorotu, 2009, p. 63). There are environmental laws in Nigeria:
the Petroleum Act 1969, the Land Use Act 1978, the Harmful Waste Decree of 1991, and the law
establishing the Federal Environmental Protection Agency (FEP A) of 1988 (Duru, 2011 ).
However, the handling of the scientific details and analysis of the issues is a challenge because
good environmental policy is based on an understanding of how the physical environment works
(Smith, 2000, p. xiii).

A good strategy demands scientific expertise combined with local wisdom on the part of
both the government and the people. Education remains a forum where a sense of responsibility
for the universe is to be inculcated and practiced. This environmental literacy becomes central to
an environmental ethics because it draws our attention to the full range of human action, beliefs
and emotions, and proposes that we seek the appropriate internal as well as external
transformations needed for environmental sustainability and justice (King, 2011). It is only
through studies that the main issues of current environmental crisis can be analyzed, put into a
body of knowledge for dissemination through the school curriculum, public awareness through
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agencies, and adverts. This will ensure a greater understanding and practice in the society. It is a
school system that will help to raise ecological consciousness and environmental sensitivity
based on stewardship of the earth (Gore, 1992, p. 90). What is currently needed is an informed
environmental education that pays a deeper attention to the peculiarly, but not an exclusively
African situation. It will be an education that is traditionally African and subsumed in a religious
worldview. This is because there is no African ethics without reference to transcendent or
metaphysical truths or values. Since the Igbo are community-conscious people, their social life
has a sound connection with their notion of the environment. Hence, this poses some challenges
between the Igbo and their environment as they socialize and interact with one another.

6.4

SOCIAL

AND

ENVIRONMENTAL

CHALLENGES

IN

THE

IGBOLAND
The Igbo are united by ethnicity, culture, and the geographic features of their location.
Their location has a rainforest climate. The ecosystem is rich in rain forest reserves, rivers, etc.,
and this defines the livelihood of the local people as farmers, traders, food processors, and local
manufacturers of items linked to subsistence economies. There is a rich biodiversity of various
species of plants and organism in the ecosystem. There are lots of palm trees, cassava, yam,
plantain, pepper, and palm kernel. Some environmental challenges in Igboland are deforestation,
toxic waste dumping, soil destruction, flooding and erosion, noise pollution, lack of community
participation due to failed government promises and policies, indifference and aloofness, weak or
non-existent environmental policies, low agricultural production, and socio-economic problems
like poverty, joblessness, loss of farmlands, and low living standards. Other challenges include
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air pollution with poisonous chemicals and greenhouse emissions leading to increased cases of
heart and lung cancer and diseases. Environmental challenges are community problems, and they
go beyond the condition of the soil, land, water, and atmosphere. The issue also touches on the
quality of living conditions since human persons are "at the center of concerns for sustainable
development and are entitled to a healthy and productive life in harmony with nature" (UN, Rio
declaration, 1992). People make up part of the environment; therefore, environmental
degeneration will lead to human degeneration. Onuoha notes that:
Environmental degradation deals with the misuse or overuse of the resources of the environment
which include fresh and safe water, fisheries, arable land, plants, animals, mineral resources, air,
wildlife, and flora. One notable implication of environmental degradation for social existence is
that it usually disrupts socio-economic life of the immediate human population that depends on
natural resources for sustenance (Onuoha, 2008a, p, 1027).

The Igbo face this challenge more because they are agrarians who depend more on land
resources for sustenance than on the government. The solution to this issue will be the effective
application of environmental laws that regulate the use of resources and also sanction
individuals' acts like careless waste disposal, unhygienic conditions and dirty neighborhoods,
and destruction of trees and plants. In line with this, the United Nations declared:
Indigenous peoples have the right to manifest, practice, develop, and teach their spiritual and
religious traditions, customs, and ceremonies, the right to maintain, protect, and have access in
privacy to their religious and cultural sites, the right to the use and control of their ceremonial
objects, and the right to the repatriation of their human remains. Indigenous peoples have the
right to revitalize, use, develop, and transmit to future generations their histories, languages, oral
traditions, philosophies, writing systems and literatures, and to designate and retain their own
names for communities, places, and persons (UN, 2006).

Thus, one of the many ways of preserving and promoting the Igbo ecological thought is to
engage it as a rational discourse and make it part of the educational curriculum. Igbo traditional
thought must dialogue with other disciplines so that it will not be rendered redundant. Dialogue
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makes ideas and values relevant without loss of the basic tenets. It also contributes to knowledge
to show its epistemological relevance given its raw data form. Agbakoba, who supports the
transition from intuitive to a rational inquiry, opines that such a move is important as it makes no
difference schooling pupils in science and technology without a corresponding attention to the
cultural thought and praxis that form their socialization and outlook. Thus, it is important to
engage the Igbo spirituality as is contains scientific discoveries from its observation and
interaction with nature (Asiegbu and Agbakoba, 2006, pp. 309-328).
Some Igbo indigenous understandings went to the extreme in practice. Cultural practices
like tying people and leaving them to die in the forest are designated as evil because of the bad
people left to die there. The evil forest is where those with incurable diseases, thieves, offenders
of the community or land taboos, are left to die unnaturally without food. It is not all evil
thoughts that need conservation. Some thoughts condoned some evil practices that the current
Igbo thought jettisons. Wiredu supports the need for a spirit of critical inquiry that will transform
the negative and backward aspects of Igbo cultural thoughts and practices while conserving the
good and harmonious aspects (Wiredu, 19 80, p. 41 ). Hence, the good and harmonious aspects in
Igbo society can be achieved through a call for new Igbo environmental ethics. For this to
happen, it needs a proper knowledge of western environmental ethics and the use of forest.

6.5

THE WESTERN ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS AND THE FOREST

Western environmental ethicists in their quest to determine the moral standing of forest
have expressed different individual opinions about their understanding of the role and
importance of the forest in the environment. John Muir only recognizes the aesthetic and
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spiritual importance of the forest for man. For him, nature provides man with the flare of the
sacred; an experience of elevation into the realm of the sacred or holy. The forest according to
him, serves no other purpose than the aesthetical enjoyment and tourism and he believes
wilderness and forests should be preserved for such purposes. Pinchot approaches nature from
the point of view of its productive value to man. Conservation of the forest according to him will
serve no other need than the making of prosperous homes (Hays, 1959, p. 41-2). Thus, here it is
noticeable that nature serves various purposes according to the views of Muir and Pinchot.
However, both views shared an anthropocentric character in their thoughts for they both insisted
and spoke of forest solely for the satisfaction of human needs.
Goodpaster argued in favor of non-sentient beings which he accorded moral standing as
well. He rejected the position of utilitarian theorists that propagate the outright denial of moral
position for non-sentient beings which lack capacity for feelings of pleasure and pain. He
proposes new criterion for moral standards. According to him, for any entity to be accorded
moral standing on its own right, that entity must have a good of its own and should be able to
exist in its own right. A tree according to him met this criterion because it maintains and heals
itself from time to time. In his view, plants, trees and other non-sentient beings could be given
moral considerations because they exist in their own rights (Goodpaster, 1978, p. 78).
Attfield in like manner holds great value for forests. According to him, non-sentient
beings flourish according to the manner of their kind (Attfield, 1991, p. 98). A thing that exists
according to the manner-of-its-own-kind is the only criterion of moral consciousness as proposed
by Attfield. Rolston, who was arguing in line with and in defense of Attfield, also noted that each
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organism possesses a good-of-its-kind; it thereby follows and defends this good which is an
intrinsic part of its nature (Rolston, 1999b, p. 22). Feinberg argues that 'interest' is a criterion for
moral value. 'Interest' for him means desires, wants or aims, which the trees do not possess
(Feinberg, 1974, p. 108). Intrinsic value will therefore be accorded to those things that possess
the capacities of feeling frustration, pleasure, or pain. Attfield strongly opposed Feinberg's
denial of moral standing for trees. Arguing against Feinberg, Attfield in his words was strongly
of the view that "trees had needs before people existed, and cannot be supposed to have lost
them" (Attfield, 1994, p. 158).

\\JER

Stone in his opinion would merely be canvassing for the legal rights of natural objects
(Stone 1994, p. 113 ). He suggested that trees and forests should be properly guarded. This is
necessary according to him, because natural objects should be provided with certain security of
rights, just like the case of young people and other incapacitated persons in the society who
cannot defend themselves. However, he did not mean that trees should not be cut down under
some serious reasons. He wants to generate a certain level of love and empathy towards the
environment that will enable human beings to accept the rights of natural objects. However,
section 6.6 calls for a new Igbo environmental awareness.

6.6

~~

CALL FOR A NEW IGBO ENVIRONMENTAL AWARENESS
The western denigration of Africans as a primitive people lacking rationality has

contributed to the neglect of their ideologies, perspectives, and cultural experiences. Thus,
inadequate attention to their epistemology and worldviews stems from this marginalization.
African ideologies have been in quest for identity and recognition in the midst of other universal
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ideologies. To put this research in perspective, it is imperative to reflect on the cruise of the
argument which questions the possibility of an African philosophy. For instance, such question
as whether the "untutored African" can conceive God raises alarm among the people of Africa. It
is a question that borders on the validity or ability to have a body of knowledge that is typically
African and without any western influence or imposition. To do justice to this issue then, an
environmental ethics in Africa requires a dialogue with other ideas while maintaining the African
concrete thoughts and experiences. The data of experiences about the African environment
remains the platform for any further discussion in fashioning a new environmental ethics for
Africans and by implication, the Igbo.
When we talk about the environment, it is a term that cuts across all nationalities even
with climatic differences. Attention must be paid to this difference as a guide when considering
any ethics or indigenous thoughts. Oladipo is of the view that what is needed is not a restoration
of traditional culture as such, but a retrieval of the humanistic impulse already present in
traditional thoughts (Oladipo, 2009, p. 86). In other words, the rich elements in the tradition must
be engaged with the Western intellectual traditions. To do justice is to recognize that traditional
thought plays a big role in the rational discourse even if it is not complete in itself. To be
relevant, it must converse with other ideas from across its boundaries. Western ideas must not be
totally absorbed without examining them because some were not developed in or for Igbo
contexts. Thus, all environmental ethical theories have western perspectives and cultural
experiences signaling the need to embrace other enterprises in the world that is not western.
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Africa has suffered the problem of identity crisis as an effect of her involvements with
colonialism and neo-colonialism. However, the way for the traditional-modernity relationship is
not one in which they remain incommunicado. Nkrumah holds that it must be done in such a way
that both sides are "in tune with the original humanistic principles underlying African society"
(Nkrumah, 1968, p. 268). The question we are asking is: what is the current and real situation in
the midst of current discourse on the African environmental ethics? The real situation is that the
lgbo cultural and moral values that make up the indigenous mindset of the people are challenged
by the scientific and technological community and values. The latter runs counter to the former
and the danger is to overrule or believe that those who subscribe to the traditional ways of
relating with nature or doing things are archaic or their thoughts moribund. The lgbo are prone to
borrowing from other cultures uncritically without considering the implications because of
western education and the fact that the society already operates on western developed policies,
images, ideas, values and programs (Mb on, 1991, pp. 101-109). The lgbo need a re-evaluated
environmental ethics since they operate neo-colonialist ideas based on land usage and ownership.
The problems with this is in the erroneous conception of seeing land solely as a commodity for
economic use identified with erroneous modern thoughts that consider not the intrinsic value of
the human person but only by what he produces. It is such views that do not represent the
indigenous understanding and values about land preservation and conserving of its natural cycle
which is closer to the much needed universal planetary ethics championed by the modern
environmental movement.
Without the value of the lgbo thought system, life will be artificial and synthetic thereby
compounding more of the environmental problems plaguing the society. This is because
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traditional ethics is regulated by law based on sacred sanction (Mbon, 1991, p. 102). What is
needed is a critical and creative synthesis of existing creative ecological values (Dirkirr, 2008, p.
28), keeping in mind the peculiar nature of our struggle to create a sustained growth and
development for our people. Such reconstruction is central to a culturally developed
environmental ethics because no ideological principle or policy alien to the African people in its
totality would last (Onunwa, 2005, p. 185).

6.7

IGBO SPIRITUALISTS AND INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHTS
This subchapter examines the fundamental features of intellectual property rights and

shows how the present Intellectual Property Right System (IPRS) can allow for improvements
from the informal sector. It investigates the effect of intellectual property right on Igbo
spirituality. It equally indicates how different people and org~izations approached the
integration of formal and informal innovations and recommends an alternative method that will
protect the intellectual integrity of village farmers. Markku argued:
There exist two types of property objects, namely tangible and intangible property. While
physical objects such as land, household goods, individual animals, or herds of animals belong to
tangible property; intangible or intellectual property objects include a list of abstract objects such
as patents, copyrights, and trademarks (Oksanem, 2001, p. 137).

From the point of view of those who created the present patent law, indigenous environmental
information is presumed not to be included in patent law. This suggests "that the discovery of a
product of nature and the knowledge pertaining to it, are not supposed to be patentable because
they lack invention and have no identifiable author" (Stenson and Gray, 1997, p. 190).
According to Posey:
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intellectual property rights are inadequate and inappropriate for protecting traditional ecological
knowledge and community resources. Therefore, they recognize individual not collective rights,
require a specific act of 'invention', simplify ownership regimes, stimulate commercialization,
recognize only market values, subject to economic powers and manipulation, are difficult to
monitor and enforce, and are expensive, complicated, and time consuming (Posey, 1998, p. 99).

The current intellectual property law offers an advantage to new life industries that use
biotechnology and other multinational corporations. Industrialized countries introduced Plant
Breeding Rights in the 1960s and 1970s. Hence, in order to be eligible for Plant Breeding Rights,
the varieties "must be novel, distinct from existing varieties, and uniform and stable in its
characteristics" (Dutfield, 2000, p. 27).
The western world has always dissociated itself from identifying with the indigenous
knowledge, and as such created several bodies that attend to their national interest. In the words
of Nijar, "Industrialized countries have employed multilateral international trade instruments
such as the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) as the World Trade Organization
(WTO) to extend their intellectual property rights regimes to plants, animals, and
microorganisms" (Nijar, 1996, p. 75). On the same note, "GA IT'S Uruguay negotiations,
broadened GATT' s agenda to include investments, services, and intellectual property rights; law
attention at first observe the goal of eliminating technical or non-tariff barriers of trade"
(Athanasiou, 1999, p. 499). From the views of the genetic engineer, man should transfer genes
by developing various forms of organisms. Such genes should be of great qualities as well. Thus,
some nations have followed up the idea by emerging "new transgenic organisms from the germplasms" conserved by village agriculturalists for many years. Conversely, exchanging seeds is
sometimes seen as illegal, given the stipulated "intellectual property rights" restricted in GATT.
Thus:
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Members may be excluded from patentability inventions. The prevention within their territory of
commercial exploitation is necessary to protect other public or morality, including to protect
human animal, plant life or health, or to avoid serious prejudice to the environment provided that
such exclusion is not made merely because the exploitation is prohibited by their law (Shiva et
al., 1997, p. 153).

Therefore, there is no consideration for village farmers in this law of innovation. It only
considered the modem sector. There is no legal protection for the practitioner of indigenous
knowledge system in Igboland. Igbo leaders obtain this knowledge from the local farmers freely
without appreciating them. In Igboland, local farmers have not profited from the present global
economic activity. This does not only happen in the Igbo society but in other developing
countries too. Several developing countries do not favor the patent system because they think
that multinational companies limit technology transfers. Thus, they have taken the stand that the
patent environment has kept their industries from catching up with the industrialized countries
(Wijk et al., 1993, p. 14). Although, some studies show that there is a positive correlation
(Dutfield, 2000, p. 59), there is an indication that weak protection can hinder investment and
technology transfer to developing countries. Also, evidence from Zimbabwe (Stokes, 1998, p.
27) discovered that weak protection has no noticeable effect on the requisition of proprietary
technologies.

*

*

Several persons have tried to integrate both formal and informal innovations. The
International Labor Organization is the first UN organization that dealt with indigenous issues.
The Collective Rights of Indigenous People and Collective Intellectual Property Rights (CIP)
(Biswajit, 2005) recognize the right of the poor farmers. Community Intellectual Property Rights
are designed to oppose usurpation of seed by multinational companies (Posey and Dutfield,
1996, p. 97). There is a great need to examine the events in the current debate in western
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environmental ethics with the view of collecting the required measures needed to address the
issue properly.

6.8

CURRENT DEBATES IN WESTERN ENVIROMENTAL ETHICS
Recently, there are debates going on as regards the issue of indigenous and modem

environmental ethics among scholars and writers of various origins. These debates were by
scholars who have shared views about modem ethical environmental and indigenous views. This
chapter discusses the possible linkup or partnership between "indigenous environmental ethics
and modem environmental ethics" (Kelbessa, 2005, p. 14).

y

Doubtlessly, the western tradition has in no small measure contributed to the modern
environmental ethics as to have merited emulation at least from other non-western cultures.
Some of the western writers have out-rightly suggested the above. John Passmore has expressly
acknowledged the vital nature of western attitudes towards the natural world because he believes
that "there are seeds in the western tradition which the reformer can hope to bring into full
flower" (Passmore, 1974, p. 40). Evaluating from our previous studies of western views, some
western mindsets were majorly anthropocentric, whereby they tend to crown man as the king of
nature. In their view, ethical environmental studies must first take into consideration and
recognize human beings as its focal point. Thus, most western mindsets have not really given
proper attention to other non-human creatures let alone the natural world. However, Leopold has
a more holistic view of nature. He intends to unify the criterion of integration, that nature
consisting of sentient beings and other non-sentient beings is an all-inclusive community of
beings. Thus, Leopold has tried to achieve this "by enlarging the boundaries of the community to
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include soils, water, plants and animals, or collectively, the land" (Leopold, 1966, p. 219). The
arrangements of Leopold benefit not only humans, but also non-sentient beings. Holmes
acknowledges that even though Leopold's view presumably proposes an all-inclusive
community, he (Leopold) failed to incorporate other natural things: global warming, ozone holes,
and so on, which were of ecological concern in the environment into his scheme of land ethic
(Rolston, 1999b, p. 131 ). Since Leopold's view, "philosophers have tried to bring in the natural
environment in the field of ethics" (Kelbessa, 2005, p. 24).

Subsequently, opinions among scholars are divided in the controversy of whether the
intrinsic value which was sometimes attributed to natural environment depends upon human
judgment or whether it belongs to the natural object itself. Those who belong to the
anthropocentric camp believe that intrinsic value belongs only to the human minds, opinions, and
judgments about the natural environment. Callicot, a proponent of this view, also believes that
intrinsic value ultimately depends upon human values; and each value depends upon human
sentiments (Rolston, 1988, p. 113). However, many ethicists in the non-anthropocentric camp
clearly maintained that every natural thing has an intrinsic value of its own. Rolston believes that
humans cannot be the platform for deciding whether any object has an intrinsic value. In his own
view, things have been existing long before humans came to acknowledge them. Thus, "when
humans come, they find emih often valuable, able to produce valued experiences" (Rolston,
1988, pp. 196-7). It must therefore be presupposed that these objects have values in themselves
which humans only happen to discover. However, the question of intrinsic value of natural things
has orchestrated a more objective stand point from scholars. Korsgaard (1983) clarified that
intrinsic goodness should be differentiated from extrinsic goodness. The distinctions between a
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thing valued for its own sake and another valued for the sake of some other thing is hereby made
manifest. Thus, the value a thing has for itself is intrinsic, while a value a thing has for some
other thing else is an extrinsic value.

Non-anthropocentric thinkers in the likes of Singer and Regan (1983) think that nonsentient beings have rights of their own. Hence, if they have rights of their own, they possess
their own intrinsic values irrespective of the view many anthropocentric thinkers may hold to be
the case. Hence, value has not only been extended to non-human animals, but also to other nonsentient beings. Paul Taylor (1986) on the other hand suggested a biocentric view of nature
where intrinsic values were both human and non-human; animals are to be both seen on equal
grounds since everything "pursues its own good for its own sake". Something that possesses a
good of its own is the criterion of Taylor in giving moral consideration to natural things. Attfield
(1991 and 1994) also took similar approach of the biocentrics. Hence, in his opinion when a
living thing is harmed, the flourishing of nature is affected. However, biocentrics in general
"claim that environmental ethics is not merely an affair of psychology, but of biology" (Rolston,
1999a, p. 414). Rolston further suggested that everything, i.e. plants, animals, etc., has intrinsic
values in their own kinds. Rolston sums it up by maintaining that since nature has intrinsic value
of its own, humans should not conceive it as a commodity before accepting them as part of the
community. Therefore, the concept of community must therefore come into the human mind
when dealing with nature (Rolston, 1988, p. 310).

Radical ecologists actually try in bringing the ecological consciousness that will see
humans as one part of or a sector of ecosystem in relation to its metaphysical, moral and social
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structure, without giving up or reducing the individuality of his nature (Marshall, 1995).
Furthermore, they are intent in viewing various natural things including man as part of a whole
in their own individual stands, thereby holding the conglomeration of nature as a complete
whole. However, deep ecologists have come out with a more direct stand biocentric in character
by holding the view that everything possesses equal intrinsic worth and have the right to live. On
the other hand, social ecologists have argued that resurgence of socialization of nature is an
extension of its biological evolution (Chodorkoff, 1990, pp. 74-5). They have also argued that
certain environmental disorders or problems are results of their social effect on man and can be
solved through socialization. However, they called for the establishment of a properly
decentralized ecological society that accounts for the natural world and natural evolution.
According to Murray Bookchin, nature and its evolutionary system have delivered upon humans
the aptitude and the need "to be purposive interveners into 'first nature,' [the natural world] to
consciously change 'first nature' by means of an institutionalized form of community we call
society" (Bookchin, 1980, p. 237).

The argument of eco-feminists, started by feminist French writer Francoise D'eaubonne,
has been on the fore since 1974. They argue that men have been placed over women and nature,
and have been sidelined as only the resources of nature for man's use (Dobson, 1999, pp. 86190). Recently, there are permutations over male-female domination possibly triggered by
feminists who think that both sexes are equal in nature. This group believes that the patriarch is
the major reason for the environmental misuse and other forms of crisis therein. In the modem
days, some feminist scholars have argued about the unfair position of women in some
established religions. Thus, they question male power in religious institutions, sexist teachings

-··· - - - - -
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about gender relationships, and exclusively male images of divinity (Gottlieb, 1996, p. 320). Jana
Thompson has also tried to refute environmental ethics despite its popularity on the grounds that
it did not meet with her own criteria of ethics. For her, ethics is not arbitrary in its application
and should not hold or allow that beings to be equal in value. For her, ethics should distinguish
what is of value and what is not, in order to tackle other ethical dilemmas. James Sterba (1994)
thinks that anthropocentrics and non-anthropocentrics can unite in their ideology if they embrace
the same principles of environmental justice. Sterba therefore believes in the equality of all
beings even though he justifies the priority of humans in certain aspects (Sterba, 1994, p. 231).
This is because of the belief that other natural things are intrinsically valuable. However, they are
not as intrinsically valuable as humans (Sterba, 1994, p. 237). Writers like Brian Stevenson have
opposed some of the suggestions made by Sterba, summarizing his view as not entirely
successful. In all these, there is much that modern environmental ethicists can learn from Igbo
spirituality. However, section 6.9 shows the summary of this chapter.

6.9

SUMMARY OF CHAPTER SIX
This chapter has surveyed the reintegration of an indigenous environmental ethics in Igbo

society of eastern Nigeria. Its major aim was to view and analyze how the Igbo people
understand their immediate environment and the world at large which supports their universal
understanding and contributions to the wide understanding of the environmental ethics as seen
by the Igbo people. It began with an exposition of the contemporary environmental ethics, after
which it studied the understanding of the environmental ethics of the Igbo people. Subsequently,
this study analyzed the state of the environment in the Igbo society; strategies for designing
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environmental policies in lgboland; social and environmental challenges in the Igboland; the
western environmental ethics and the forest; call for a new igbo environmental awareness; Igbo
spiritualists and intellectual property rights; and the current debate in western environmental
ethics.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
EVALUATION, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSION
7.1

EVALUATION
In this dissertation, noticeable challenges to ecology and Igbo spirituality have been

discussed. On account of the world population increment for instance, there arises the need to
tamper with the ecological system so as to provide food and shelter for the growing population.
This has posed a big challenge to the management and preservation of the ecology. Human has
cut the trees in the forest for the provision of houses, food and other needs, but in effect has
degraded the environment and polluted the water bodies in the cause of building and construction
as well as fishing and other activities that go a long way to cause harm to the environment. All
these have negatively influenced the Igbo spiritual practices, since they anchor heavily on nature
and the environmental resources for their reality. Thus, this research has considered the
following issues as big blights to a future growth of Igbos in environmental management.
The world population is increasing. Thus, for survival and sustenance, human needs to
engage in various agricultural practices like cultivation of food crops, fishing, animal husbandry
or even poultry farming. These activities directly or indirectly have great impact on the Igbo
spirituality since in them one sees the Igbos' interactions with nature and the environment. On
the contrary, any destructive approach to the environment, like indiscriminate grazing, fishing in
forbidden waters, and fetching firewood in sacred forests have adverse effects on people's
spirituality. In these acts, sacred places used for religious functions have been desecrated in an
attempt to meet the growing needs of the growing population such as provision of shelter, food
and herbal medicines, etc.
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On human cultic activities, at some point in Africa, there were invasions by other foreign
religions like Christianity and Islam. These religions have come to mount pressure on the Igbo
spirituality. They preach against worshipping and adoring trees, animals and other creations.
Following their influences, many Igbos have become convinced and converted to these world
religions. This has led to the abolition of many sacred places/objects and the turning of them to
other things which degraded the environment to a greater extent. Despite these changes in faith,
some lgbos still have belief in their old spirituality, whereas others have accepted the new
religion. This was clearly highlighted in Achebe's novel Things Fall Apart.
Urbanization is another big challenge to the practice of Igbo spirituality. Rural urban
migration is common in Africa, where people move away from their indigenous homes to a
better place where they feel they can get better employment opportunity and greener pastures. In
the course of their movements, their lifestyles are also affected. The spiritual values and
perceptions which the Africans attach to the natural objects have diminished.
As a result of scientific discoveries or modem education, some Igbos no longer believe in
their traditional religion. This change has resulted in the perception of the lgbo religion as being
primeval, brutal, outdated, animistic, and as such seen as ancestral worship. They tend to
disregard belief in spirits as they see it as the old way of life. In effect, Igbo spirituality is
affected to a greater extend with this worldview. Could this also be defined as modernization? It
is a worldview that Igbos way of doing things and their spirituality is antiquated. In an attempt to
belong, some Igbos have ended up following the new trend of modernity. The admixture of Igbo
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spiritualities and practices yet undigested with the western ones culminated not only in identity
crises and conflict of values, but also in a shatter of the Igbo spirituality and practices.
Noteworthy is also the one-sided formal education which stripped the traditional Igbo
person of all his/her values and religious attachments. The center of the grief is the demise of the
lgbo spirituality to a greater extent and its replacement with the western culture together with
new religion and spirituality. Africans do things according to African teachings and practices but
on the ground of colonization; they were forced to use the languages and practices of their
colonial masters of which formal education is no exception. This has caused lgbos to push aside
their spirituality and adopt the current practices. In the long run, Igbo spirituality was heavily
affected and many beliefs in totems, taboos and sacred sites gradually fizzled away.
There are other causes that hinder Igbo spirituality which may include economic factors
that forced people to live their spirituality and follow a contrary one just because they found it
difficult to make both ends meet. The effects may include 1. neglect of governments to fund and
support traditional beliefs that helped in conserving the land, 2. a lack of commitment by
authorities and the people to practice Igbo spirituality, 3. ignorance on the role Igbo spirituality
can perform in preserving the ecology, 4. easy change in worldviews, 5. indiscriminate burning
of the forest, which affects biodiversity, 6. the death of spiritual specialists with no better persons
to replace them, 7. and the outbreak of war, conflict and other natural disasters like famine,
pandemic disease, earthquake, and volcanic eruption. All these occurrences have hands in the
demise of the Igbo spirituality since they destroyed the sources of such treasure.
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This dissertation also focused on Igbo spirituality in relation to the environment. Many
earthly and heavenly bodies are of great importance in lgbo spiritual practices, and so some rules
and regulations to their usages were put in place. Therefore, lgbos pacify some of them in order
to have their needs met. They believe that the environment is the dwelling place of the spirits,
descendants and the deceased. Taboos, totems and sacred objects are the ways for Igbos to
regulate the use of the land. It was revealed that the environment has a lot of things to offer
mankind and so must be treated with utmost care. The research also revealed some challenges
lgbo spiritual practices face. They include the emergence of new religions (like Christianity and
Islam which frown upon the practices and systems of the Africans), deforestation, pollution,
population increase, urbanization, modernization, emergence of formal education, and
secularization. It is suggested that lgbos must be made to practice sustainable development as a
way of making good use of the environment without compromising its ability to provide for
future generations.
This dissertation has made comprehensive analyses of different approaches to enhance
the understanding of environmental values in lgbo spirituality and how it can be integrated into
modern environmental ethics. Although there is little research done in this field, it contributes an
immeasurable quota in impacting on the people of different generations on the need to integrate
the indigenous environmental ethics with the modern environmental ethics of the West. It can
also be seen from this dissertation that the worldviews of different indigenous environmental
ethics of many countries and traditions are environmentally friendly and respect the human and
nonhuman elements of the environment. Furthermore, some recommendations have been made
on environmental values in Igbo spirituality.

- ·--·--- - --- - -
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7.2

RECOMMENDATIONS
Due to the present environmental destruction of both animals and plants, pollution and

other environmental hazards caused by human beings and other environmental challenges have
become major concerns in several academic works. Thus, this work makes the following
recommendations for the preservation of the environmental resources and the promotion of
environmental ethics in relation to lgbo spirituality.

Some of the African traditional belief systems have positively contributed to putting up
laws and starting traditions that protect the environment and natural resources. The Oromo Forest
Ethics of Ethiopia can serve as a veritable sample here. Such an ethics has aided mankind to
effectively co-habit in the society. Thus, African cultures and traditions that encourage these
trends should be upheld. In the same way, lgbo communities should learn from Oromo
community who had maintained their traditional environmental values.

r-

The new idea of controlling environmental hazards and harnessing the resources of the
environment introduced from the western world is inadequate to address all of lgbo
environmental needs. Therefore, the existing values and ethics of the traditional people regarding
the environment should never be completely abolished for western methods. This dissertation
recommends that the western methods and lgbo indigenous knowledge should be blended. lgbo
leaders should be at the forefront of lgbo environmental development. Thus, it behooves on them
to take major steps in discovering those hidden ideas and knowledge of the local people which
will enhance development.
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Ethical dialogue is important for developing sound environmental ethics. It will remind
both the government and the local people of their collective responsibilities towards the
environment. Hence, the opinions of the two parties in drafting sound environmental principles
which will enhance development will be paramount. This dissertation has emphasized the
importance of documentation and constructive criticism of Igbo environmental spirituality. Such
documentations will aid in accounting for the existing knowledge and consequently improve on
them. Also, constructive criticism will give Igbo knowledge the opportunity to grow and
develop.

I

The valuation of earth and humans as a commodity is the error of most materialist and
utilitarian ideologists. Any environmental ethics that is not theistic in outlook is deficient in
supplying mankind with an ecological ethics that will address current issues bordering on
environmental justice and ecological challenges arising from romance with imperialism and
globalization. The earthly environment is the heritage of the community and must be morally
protected from all negative environmental practices that jeopardize human life and the biosphere.
Igbo people must come to terms with current environmental language through community
awareness programmes and educational consciousness.
Education must take care of reduction in deforestation, bush burning, illegal mining, and
pollution of all kinds. The condition that if you cut down a tree, you must plant a new one and
take care of it until it grows up must be enforced in lgbo land. It is when individuals realize the
importance of preserving the environment that they can extend the education to their family and
society. In addition, it is the responsibility of the government to release funds to foster this

Chapter Seven: Evaluation, Recommendations, and Conclusion
213

education from the grassroots. When this is done, it will reduce government spending in the
future in the areas of healthcare, agriculture, and other sectors of the economy.

It is a common axiom that a stock of broom can easily be broken into pieces, but the
collection of the hundreds of the stocks cannot be broken. This saying applies to human beings.
Igbo traditionalists need to come together for collective action and they have to be responsible
for their actions. This can be done only if the Igbos is shown good leadership. Therefore, the
people to lead by example are the community heads, opinion leaders, the state institutions, civil
society groups, as well as NGOs. The issue of environmental sustainability, management, and
protection should be decentralized to the point that everyone must be responsible for the
management and preservation of the environment. It should not be the sole responsibility of the
government. The government, however, must assist the people through funding and providing
logistic support.

r-

The public and private enterprises and non-profit making organizations must be able to
adapt the attitude of producing things locally and learn to teach their consumers how to dispose
waste. They must adapt the "Polluter Pay Principle (PPP)". Here, the consumer is made to pay
for the goods and their management. They should also provide motivational schemes for
consumers so that whoever returns the by-product, say a cans and pet bottles, will be given an
incentive. This will boost the morale of the Igbo people to try to manage their waste. There will
also be a recycling plant to recycle the community's waste into usable items, turning the organic
waste into compost to help boost agricultural production, and plastic waste can be recycled into
reusable plastics. Igbos use trees as a source of fuel for cooking and other household activities.
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For this, they cut down a lot of trees. This has affected the land, the sacred sites, and sources of
Igbo spirituality tremendously. It is perceived that the environment is for God and so it needs
maximum protection from any harm. If human does not preserve his environment, the person
will be incurring the wrath of nature. This remains the Igbo belief system.
Concrete in this recommendation is the emphasis on the sacredness of nature and the
demand for nature to be handled in a revered manner. Everything therefore that exists on the
earth must be guided and respected. Little wonder then why an Igbo views and regards the
environment as the other self. Environmental friendliness is seen and regarded as utmost among
the Igbo people. Although the knowledge and the teaching remain oral, teachings and life remain
the same. Each cultural group has its own guiding environmental ethics. From these
backgrounds, this dissertation makes a call on all mankind for an appreciative understanding and
a relationship with the environment with all that exists in it. Everything that humans need comes
from the unification of the universe and its relationship with non-humans. Therefore, humans
cannot live a good life in isolation.
The indigenous environmental ethics can be unified into the modern environmental ethics
in different ways and through different means. Thus, the most important aspect of this integration
will come from a deeper understanding that is needed by the modern environmental ethicists.
This will enable them to accept that the indigenous environmental ethics is not absurd and that
there are good and genuine aspects of it that can be leant and integrated with their modern
research. Furthermore, they can learn from one another and increase their knowledge and accept
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each other's approaches, so as to create more awareness for the betterment of the world. Section
7.3 shows the conclusion of the study of environmental values in Igbo spirituality.

7.3

CONCLUSION
This dissertation has focused on the evaluation of the Igbo environmental ethics

stemming from the indigenous and traditional lgbo thoughts and life patterns. The emphasis is on
developing ecological principles in the lgbo spirituality. This covers the issues about the
ontological status of humans and the natural world, and duties to the natural world. This
dissertation attempted the understanding of lgbo ecological thought and the role of man in
protecting and preserving the other members of their environment. Thus, nature and the natural
world is to be appreciated and taken good care of by human and are to be respected and
preserved so as to avoid environmental degradation. The earth is not meant for human
exploitation and destruction. It is a member of the environment, and the resources within the
environment should be carefully used for the good of humanity and the future of the
environment. The effects of environmental destruction comprises ecocide, soil erosion,
deforestation, desertification, poverty, biodiversity destruction, war and conflicts over earth's
resources, water and air pollution.

The study has demonstrated that the lgbo have well-founded environmental and
ecological values practiced on a daily basis. These are passed on from generation to generation
through socialization processes, education, agriculture, customs, and traditions. The lgbo have
land preservation and conservation cultural heritage which show that they clearly recognize that
the earth has intrinsic value. Therefore, it is the belief of the Igbo that degrading nature is a great
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offence and should be avoided in all its ramifications. On account of this, Igbo spirituality
protects life and nature. This demonstrates the emerging environmental values in Igbo
spirituality which this dissertation has attempted to extrapolate.
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