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Animal Totems in Igbo Culture:
Sacred Symbols and Spiritual
Significance
By Idenze Ezeme  ·  Cultural Heritage  ·  Ozikoro.com

W elcome to the fascinating world of Igbo culture, where animals
are more than just creatures—they’re sacred symbols that carry

deep spiritual, historical, and cultural meaning. In Igbo land, located
in southeastern Nigeria, animal totems are a big part of life. These
special animals represent the spirit, history, or beliefs of a clan or
community. They’re often protected by taboos, meaning they can’t be
harmed or killed, and some are even given human-like burial rites if
they die. Each totem tells a unique story about a community’s past,
their struggles, or their connection to the divine.

In this article, we’ll take a detailed journey through the world of Igbo
animal totems. We’ll explore their spiritual roles, the towns where
they’re honoured, and the rituals surrounding them. We’ll also dive
into a wide range of sacred animals from different Igbo towns.

Animal totems are animals that hold a special place in a community’s
culture. They symbolize the spirit, history, or identity of a clan or
group. In Igbo culture, totems are deeply respected. Many are
protected by taboos, which means they can’t be hunted, killed, or
harmed. If a totem animal dies accidentally, it’s often buried with the
same respect as a human, showing how sacred it is.

These animals are believed to connect the physical world with the
spiritual realm. They might act as messengers, guides, or even
represent gods or ancestors. Totems can reflect a clan’s origin story, a
key event in their history, or their link to a specific deity. For example,
an animal might have helped a community survive a war or be tied to
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a powerful spirit in Igbo traditional religion, known as Odinani.
Odinani emphasises harmony between humans, nature, and the
spiritual world, and totems play a big role in this balance.

Why Are Totems Important in Igbo Culture?

Totems are woven into the heart of Igbo society. They remind people
of their values, history, and spiritual beliefs. By honouring these
animals, Igbo communities stay connected to their ancestors and the
natural world. Totems also help maintain social order. The taboos
protecting them discourage harmful actions and promote respect for
nature. For example, rules against killing a totem animal help protect
local wildlife, keeping ecosystems healthy.

Each Igbo town or clan has its own unique totem, showing the rich
diversity of Igbo culture. This variety reflects the colorful traditions of
Igbo land, where local history and spiritual beliefs shape which
animals are chosen as sacred. Some totems, like the python, are
common across many towns, while others are specific to certain
communities. This mix of shared and unique traditions makes Igbo
totemism special.

Types of Totems: Sacred and Ritual Totems

In Igbo culture, there are two main types of totems: sacred totems and
ritual totems.

· Sacred Totems: These animals are fully protected by taboos.
Harming or killing them is forbidden, and they’re often seen as
divine messengers or symbols of deities. Examples include the
python and green mamba.

· Ritual Totems: These animals are sacred but may be used in specific
ceremonies, like sacrifices to honor gods or ancestors. Their use is
carefully controlled, and they’re treated with great respect.
Examples include native cattle and dogs.

Both types carry deep spiritual meaning and show the Igbo’s respect
for the balance between the physical and spiritual worlds.
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Prominent Animal Totems Across Igbo Land

Let’s explore some of the most important animal totems in Igbo
culture. We’ll look at their spiritual meanings, the towns where
they’re revered, and their roles in rituals. We’ve included animals
from the original Facebook post and added more from different Igbo
towns, verified through research, to give a fuller picture.

01

1. Python (Eke, Eke Ikputu)
The python, known as Eke or Eke Ikputu (ball python), is one of the
most iconic totems in Igbo land. It’s often called Nne anyi (our
mother) and symbolizes wisdom, ancestral spirits, and divine power.
The python is closely tied to the goddess Idemili, the deity of the
Idemili River, and is seen as her sacred messenger. It’s also
associated with Ala, the earth goddess, and water spirits ( Owu mini).
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Python (Eke, Eke Ikputu)

In many towns, especially in Anambra State (e.g., Idemili, Obosi,
Ogidi) and parts of Imo State (e.g., Orlu, Egbu, Owerri Nchise),
pythons are sacred. Harming one is strictly forbidden, and if a python
dies, it’s buried with human-like rites. In places like Njaba and Oguta,
pythons are linked to river deities. Visitors to these areas are warned
not to harm pythons, as they’re seen as protectors of the community.
Interestingly, python worship is more common in the western half of
Igbo land, while the eastern half often honors the green mamba. This
split is a unique feature of Igbo totemism.

Spiritual Significance: The python represents fertility, the link
between the spiritual and physical worlds, and the cycles of life and
death. It’s a powerful symbol of divine protection and wisdom.
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2. Green Mamba (Akah,
Nwa-nchaku)
The green mamba, called Akah in Igbo and Nwa-nchaku in Mbano, is a
revered totem in the eastern part of Igbo land, often taking the place
of the python. This fast, venomous snake is admired for its bright
green color, which symbolizes energy and spiritual strength. Like the
python, harming a green mamba is taboo, as it’s seen as a divine
messenger.

Green Mamba (Akah, Nwa-nchaku) Photo – Tyrone Ping

Communities in Enugu, Ebonyi, Abia, and Imo States, including towns
like Arochukwu and Ohafia, honor the green mamba. Its sneaky nature
and love for forested areas make it a symbol of mystery and divine
presence. A unique belief is that if a green mamba appears when a
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baby is born, it’s seen as a warning sign, adding to its powerful
reputation. The green mamba’s role highlights the diversity of Igbo
spiritual practices, as it’s less documented than python worship but
equally significant.

Spiritual Significance: The green mamba stands for alertness, spiritual
wisdom, and nature’s power. It’s often linked to forest spirits and
deities of protection and knowledge.

03

3. Leopard (Agu)
The leopard, known as Agu, is a powerful totem symbolizing strength,
courage, and leadership. It’s considered the king of the forest in Igbo
cosmology and is often linked to titled men and political authority. In
towns like Nnewi and Awka, the leopard is sacred, and its image
appears on cultural artifacts like Ikenga figures, which represent
personal achievement.
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Leopard (Agu) Photo – Charles J. Sharp

Killing a leopard is usually taboo, though in some communities, it may
be hunted in ritualized ceremonies by special guilds called Ogbuagu
(leopard hunters), part of the Okonko society. The leopard’s spotted
coat and fierce nature make it a symbol of dominance and protection.
It’s also the national emblem of the Okonko society, a traditional Igbo
secret society.

Spiritual Significance: The leopard represents power, nobility, and
resilience. It’s tied to Amadioha, the god of thunder and justice, and
symbolizes authority.

04

4. Native Cattle (Muturu)
The Muturu cattle, a small, hardy breed native to West Africa, are
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ritual totems in many Igbo communities. Unlike fully protected totems,
Muturu cattle may be sacrificed in ceremonies to honor gods or mark
important events, like funerals or festivals. Their sacrifice is highly
ritualized, and they’re treated with respect.

Native Cattle (Muturu)

In towns like Umuahia and Okigwe, Muturu cattle are valued for their
role in rituals. For example, during the Iri Ji (New Yam Festival), they
may be offered to Ahiajioku, the god of yams, to ensure a good
harvest. In northern Igbo land, families keep Muturu cattle for ritual
purposes, not for eating. A person whose funeral includes a Muturu
sacrifice is believed to pass peacefully to the afterlife.

Spiritual Significance: Muturu cattle symbolize abundance, sacrifice,
and community harmony. They’re linked to agricultural deities and
renewal.
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5. Native Dogs (Nkita)
Native dogs, called Nkita, are ritual totems in some Igbo communities,
valued for their loyalty and protective instincts. They’re often used in
ceremonies to honor ancestors or ward off evil spirits. In places like
Nsukka and Enugu-Ezike, dogs may be sacrificed during rituals to
cleanse the land or protect the community.

Native Dog (Nkita)

Unlike fully protected totems, dogs are ritual totems, meaning their
use is carefully regulated. Their sacrifice is a sacred act, and they’re
treated with dignity. In southern Igbo towns like Mbaise, Ikeduru, and
Owerri, a male dog is sometimes slaughtered during a chieftain’s
funeral, symbolizing respect for the deceased.
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Spiritual Significance: Dogs represent loyalty, protection, and spiritual
guidance. They’re linked to ancestors and spirits that guard the
community.

06

6. Elephant (Enyi)
The elephant, or Enyi, is a totem in some Igbo communities,
symbolizing strength, wisdom, and longevity. Its large size and gentle
nature make it a revered creature, often tied to leadership and unity.
In towns like Owerri and Orlu, the elephant is seen as a guardian of
the land, and its presence is a sign of divine blessing.

Elephant (Enyi) Photo – Dario Crespi

Killing an elephant is taboo, and if one dies, it’s buried with elaborate
rites. Elephant tusks ( Odu) are highly valued in rituals and are linked
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to Chukwuokike, the creator god, who is believed to have used an
ivory tusk to create the world. In northern and western Igbo land,
noble women wear ivory anklets and bracelets as part of the Otu Odu
(ivory society). Elephants are now extinct in Igbo land, but their
legacy lives on in names like Enyimba (Aba) and Alaenyi.

Spiritual Significance: The elephant stands for wisdom, stability, and
community strength. It’s a symbol of peace and divine protection.

07

7. Owl (Ikwikwi, Ikwighikwighi)
The owl, called Ikwikwi or Ikwighikwighi, is a sacred animal in many
Igbo towns, especially in Anambra and Imo States (e.g., Onitsha, Aba).
It symbolizes vigilance and wisdom and is believed to be a messenger
of the ancestors. The owl’s call is seen as a spiritual message, and
killing it is taboo, as it could cut ties with the ancestors.
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Owl (Ikwikwi, Ikwighikwighi)

Owls are sometimes kept by Dibia (traditional priests) as spiritual
companions, and their feathers or bones are used in divination. The
owl’s nocturnal nature and sharp eyes make it a powerful symbol of
insight and protection.

Spiritual Significance: The owl represents vigilance, wisdom, and
ancestral communication. It’s linked to Agwu, the spirit of divination
and healing.

08

8. Tortoise (Mbe)
The tortoise, or Mbe, is a totem in some Igbo communities, like
Aguata in Anambra State and parts of Ebonyi (e.g., Abakaliki). It’s
revered for its longevity and cunning, often appearing in Igbo folktales
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as a wise, clever character. The tortoise is seen as a mobile
encyclopedia of natural history, embodying the wisdom of the earth.

In these communities, tortoises are protected and may be kept in
compounds as spiritual messengers. They’re linked to Nne Agwu and
Ekwensu, spirits of wisdom and trickery.

Spiritual Significance: The tortoise symbolizes longevity, wisdom, and
resilience. It’s a totem of patience and spiritual insight.

09

9. Monkey (Guenon, Enwe
Imorka, Nwika)
The Guenon monkey, called Enwe Imorka in Awka and Nwika in
Mbaise dialects, is a sacred totem in Awka and parts of Ngor/Okpala
and Aboh Mbaise in Imo State (e.g., Imerienwe, Eziama). In Awka, the
monkey is honored because it helped the town survive a war, possibly
by alerting them to danger. Harming a Guenon is taboo in these
communities.
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Monkey (Guenon, Enwe Imorka, Nwika) Photo: Sdzoo

Spiritual Significance: The monkey represents survival, alertness, and
community protection. It’s a symbol of gratitude for historical aid.

10

10. Snail (Ejule)
Snails, known as Ejule, are totems among the Agbaja clan in Enugu
State, such as Udi. As hermaphrodites, snails symbolize the creative
power of nature and the balance of male and female energies. They’re
linked to Chukwuokike, the creator god, and are used in cleansing and
purification rituals. Killing or eating snails is forbidden in these
communities.
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Snail (Ejule)

Spiritual Significance: Snails represent creation, duality, and purity.
They’re symbols of divine balance.

11

11. West African Fishing Eagle
(Ugo)
The West African fishing eagle, called Ugo, is a highly spiritual bird in
Igbo cosmology. It’s sacred across Igbo land, and its tail feathers are
key ritual items in traditional priesthood ( Nze na Ozo) and kingship
ceremonies. The number of eagle feathers on a person’s headgear
shows their rank—kings ( Ezes) often wear six. Only naturally shed
feathers are collected, as harming eagles is taboo.
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West African Fishing Eagle (Ugo)

Spiritual Significance: The eagle symbolizes spiritual authority,
strength, and divine connection. It’s a mark of honor and leadership.

12

12. Emin’s African Giant
Pouched Rat (Ewii, Eyi)
The Emin’s African giant pouched rat, called Ewii or Eyi, is the
traditional totem of Nnewi in Anambra State. It’s protected by local
customs and seen as a symbol of the Anaedo clan’s identity. Harming
it is taboo, reflecting its sacred status.
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Emin’s African Giant Pouched Rat (Ewii, Eyi)

Spiritual Significance: The rat represents community identity and
protection. It’s a unique symbol of Nnewi’s heritage.

13

13. Yellow Scorpion (Akpi)
The yellow scorpion, or Akpi, is a sacred totem of the Odo society in
Enugu and Ebonyi States. Accidentally killing one incurs fines and
requires a human-like burial rite, showing its spiritual importance.
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Yellow Scorpion (Akpi)

Spiritual Significance: The scorpion symbolizes spiritual power and
protection. It’s linked to the Odo society’s rituals.

14

14. African Palm Civet
(Ananwiri, Nnanwiri-ude)
The African palm civet, called Ananwiri or Nnanwiri-ude, is a sacred
totem around the Oramiriukwa River in Ikeduru, Owerri, and Mbaise.
This small mammal from the genet and civet family is protected by
local taboos.
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African Palm Civet (Ananwiri, Nnanwiri-ude)

Spiritual Significance: The civet represents spiritual connection and
river deities. It’s a symbol of harmony with nature.

15

15. Francolin or Spur Fowl
(Okwa)
The francolin, or spur fowl, called Okwa, is a sacred totem in parts of
Ngwa land (Abia State). It’s protected by local customs and seen as a
spiritual messenger.
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Francolin or Spur Fowl (Okwa)

Spiritual Significance: The francolin symbolizes alertness and spiritual
communication. It’s a sign of divine presence.

16

16. West African Manatee
(Emenyi, Upetenyi)
The West African manatee, called Emenyi or Upetenyi, is sacred
among Oru clans like Aboh, Osomari, and Oguta. In Aboh, it’s seen as
a mother figure that saved the community from drowning during a
war with the Akarai and Ewelie peoples. Harming a manatee is a
strong taboo.
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West African Manatee (Emenyi, Upetenyi)

Spiritual Significance: The manatee represents salvation, protection,
and maternal care. It’s a symbol of gratitude for survival.

17

17. Monitor Lizard (Aghu)
The monitor lizard, called Aghu, is a totem among riverine Igbo ( Oru)
clans like Ubani (Bonny) and Azuogu (Ndoki). It represents the Ógú
deity and is protected by taboos.
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West African Manatee (Emenyi, Upetenyi)

Spiritual Significance: The monitor lizard symbolizes spiritual strength
and river deities. It’s a guardian of sacred waters.

18

18. Ram (Evule, Ebele)
The ram, called Evule or Ebele, is a ritual totem in southern Igbo
communities, symbolizing Amadioha, the god of thunder. It’s often
sacrificed in Amadioha worship or during the funerals of Nze
titleholders. Only priests or native doctors ( Dibia) can slaughter rams,
earning titles like Ogbuebule. Sheep are common in southern Igbo
land but rarely eaten, as they’re sacred.

Ozi Ikòrò  ·  African History, Culture & Indigenous Knowledge 23



ANIMAL TOTEMS IN IGBO CULTURE OZIKORO.COM  ·  24

Ram (Evule, Ebele)

Spiritual Significance: The ram represents divine justice, strength,
and honor. It’s a symbol of Amadioha’s power.

19

19. Lungfish (Eru, Eshi, Ehi, Ebi)
The lungfish, known as Eru, Eshi, Ehi, or Ebi, is tied to the Eri/Eshi
cult, a spirit that reincarnates souls and links the living with the
underworld. Its ability to survive on land and water makes it a symbol
of the earth, marine world, and heavens. Lungfish are used in
cleansing rituals and oath-taking.
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Lungfish (Eru, Eshi, Ehi, Ebi)

Spiritual Significance: The lungfish represents life, death, and rebirth.
It’s a symbol of spiritual connection across realms.

20

20. Dwarf Crocodile (Oba,
Nnaku)
The dwarf crocodile, called Oba or Nnaku, is sacred in Igbo villages
with rock springs or calm streams, like Agulu. It’s protected, and
fishing in streams where it lives is forbidden.
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Dwarf or Pygmy Crocodile (Oba, Nnaku)

Spiritual Significance: The crocodile symbolizes protection and
spiritual purity. It’s a guardian of sacred waters.

21

21. Slow Loris or Potto (Ikiri,
Ikiri Akamkpa)
The slow loris, or potto, called Ikiri or Ikiri Akamkpa, is a sacred,
elusive creature in Imo State communities. It’s rarely seen and
protected by taboos.
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Slow Loris or Potto (Ikiri, Ikiri Akamkpa)

Spiritual Significance: The potto represents mystery and spiritual
insight. It’s a symbol of hidden wisdom.

22

22. Weaver Bird (Áhià, Áshà)
The weaver bird, called Áhià or Áshà, is the totem of Umuahia in the
Olokoro clan (Abia State). The town’s name, meaning “children of the
weaver bird,” reflects its significance. It’s protected by local customs.
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Weaver Bird (Áhià, Áshà)

Spiritual Significance: The weaver bird symbolizes creativity and
community identity. It’s a sign of Umuahia’s heritage.

23

23. Crocodile (Aguiyi)
In Arochukwu, the crocodile, called Aguiyi, is a totem linked to the
Agbala oracle. It’s seen as a child of the river goddess Nnemmiri and
protected by taboos.
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Crocodile (Aguiyi) Photo – Wikimedia Commons

Spiritual Significance: The crocodile represents divine protection and
spiritual power. It’s a symbol of river deities.

24

24. White Ram ( ebulu ọcha)
In Nri, the heart of Igbo spirituality, the white ram is a ritual totem
tied to Amadioha. It’s sacrificed during ceremonies to ensure justice
and divine favor.
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White Ram (ebulu ọcha)

Spiritual Significance: The white ram symbolizes justice, purity, and
divine will. It’s a sacred offering to Amadioha.

Rituals and Ceremonies Involving Totems

Igbo totems are central to many rituals and ceremonies. Sacred
totems, like pythons and eagles, are protected and honored in daily
life, often through offerings at shrines or taboos against harming
them. Ritual totems, like Muturu cattle and rams, are used in specific
ceremonies to connect with gods or ancestors.

For example, during the Iru Agwu ceremony, which calms spirits,
animals like goats or chickens may be sacrificed to restore balance. In
funerals, Muturu cattle or dogs are offered to honor the deceased and
ensure their peaceful transition to the afterlife. These sacrifices are
done with respect, and the animals’ blood or parts may be used in
offerings to strengthen spiritual ties. These rituals show the Igbo
belief in maintaining harmony between the physical and spiritual
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worlds.

The Spiritual and Ecological Impact of Totems

Animal totems have both spiritual and ecological importance in Igbo
culture. Spiritually, they connect communities to their gods,
ancestors, and nature, reinforcing the Igbo belief in the
interconnectedness of all things. Ecologically, taboos protecting
totems help preserve biodiversity. For example, rules against killing
pythons or leopards ensure these species survive, supporting healthy
ecosystems.

Sacred market days, when hunting or fishing is forbidden, also allow
nature to recover. These practices show how Igbo spirituality
promotes sustainability, long before modern conservation efforts. By
treating animals as sacred, the Igbo demonstrate a deep respect for
the environment that offers lessons for today’s world.

The arrival of Christianity and colonialism challenged Igbo totemism,
with some communities moving away from traditional practices.
However, many Igbo people still honor their totems, often blending
them with Christian or modern beliefs. For example, in urban areas
like Enugu, pythons may still be respected, even if not worshipped as
deities.

Modernization has also brought threats like habitat loss and poaching.
Conservation efforts in Igbo land often use traditional taboos to
protect species like pythons and leopards. Cultural festivals and
community initiatives help keep totem traditions alive, ensuring
they’re passed down to future generations.

As you explore Igbo culture, take a moment to appreciate the beauty
and wisdom of these totems. They’re more than animals—they’re
symbols of a people’s enduring spirit and their deep respect for the
world around them. Thank you for joining us on this journey, and we
hope you’ve gained a deeper understanding of the rich traditions of
Igbo land!
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