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I he atụfuru n’aka nne ochie, a na-ahụ uru ya mgbe e mesịrị (The
treasure lost in the grandmother’s hand is valued only after it is

gone). This proverb whispers the truth about memory, that people
often realize the worth of their traditions only when they fade away.

01

The Silence of the Shrines
There was a time when the air in every Igbo village carried the music
of nature, the songs of birds, the rustle of sacred trees, the croak of
frogs near ancestral streams. Today, many of those shrines lie silent.
Where once stood sacred groves, there now rise houses, markets, and
roads.

Totemism, the spiritual bond that once united people and nature, has
dimmed in the face of modernity. The python, once seen as a divine
messenger, is now killed without thought. Sacred trees that sheltered
councils of elders are cut down for firewood. Even rivers that once
received libations are polluted by factories and waste. The decline of
totemism is not merely a loss of religion but also a loss of relationship.
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02

Faith, Colonization, and the
Shifting Sacred
The arrival of colonial powers and Christian missionaries reshaped
Igbo cosmology. Shrines were burned, sacred symbols branded
“pagan,” and taboos mocked as ignorance. To many, salvation meant
rejecting the gods of the ancestors.

The new faith did bring education, literacy, and global connection, but
it also severed an ancient ecological thread. In trying to save souls,
colonialism and modern religion often neglected the salvation of the
soil. Without totemic taboos, nature was stripped of its voice. The
python became a snake again; the grove became “unused land.” The
Igbo worldview that saw divinity in every tree, animal, and river began
to crumble. Ọ bụ onye maara ebe mmiri bidoro maba ka ọ ga ama ebe
o kwụsịrị (Only one who knows where the rain began to beat him can
know where he dried his body). To rebuild respect for nature, one
must first remember when and how it was lost.

03

The Environmental Consequence
With the fading of sacredness came ecological imbalance. The forests,
once protected by taboo, became open fields. Overhunting,
deforestation, and pollution followed. Rivers that once healed now run
dry or poisoned. Animals once revered are endangered or extinct in
local regions.

In losing reverence, the Igbo like much of humanity, forgot that the
Earth is not an object but a relative. Totemism was not mere
superstition( it was a practical system of checks and empathy). Each
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sacred law prevented overuse, ensured renewal, and reminded the
community of its duty to the unseen world. The result of its erosion is
visible: a moral and environmental vacuum.

04

The Resilience of Memory
Yet, all is not lost. In many towns, quiet revival efforts are blooming.
Cultural custodians in Idemili still honor the sacred python; others
protect community forests as heritage sites. Festivals like Iri ji (New
Yam) and Ọfọ na Ogu still echo with the values of reciprocity and
balance.

Modern Igbo intellectuals and artists are also reinterpreting totemism
not as idol worship, but as environmental philosophy. Through
literature, film, and education, they remind society that spirituality
and sustainability can coexist. Just as the ancestors used storytelling
to teach morality, today’s generation can use media and culture to
teach respect for the Earth.

05

Lessons for a Modern World
The world faces crises the Igbo elders might have foreseen which
includes vanishing forests, polluted water, restless spirits of the land.
Their solution was simple yet profound: live as if the Earth were your
kin.

Totemism taught boundaries, not through fear but through belonging.
It said, “This forest is our relative; this river has spirit; this animal has
message.” Those principles, reimagined for today, can guide both
ecological policy and moral renewal.
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Environmental laws can be informed by indigenous ethics. Schools can
teach children that conservation began long before textbooks, it began
with reverence.

Leopard cub, in a photo album by Methodist missionaries stationed at Amachara, Umuahia, c. 1938. USC Digital
Library.

Ala anaghị agba mmadụ ọsọ, kama mmadụ na-agba Ala ọsọ. (The
Earth does not run from man; it is man who runs from the Earth).
When humans forget their place in creation, the world responds with
drought, flood, and loss. But when they remember, peace returns.

06

The Sacred Reborn
The decline of totemism is not the end of its wisdom. The sacred can
be reborn not in shrines of mud and clay, but in the conscience of
people who understand that life is interwoven.
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In every stream restored, every forest replanted, and every creature
spared, the spirit of Ala lives again. The ancestors watch, perhaps in
silence, but they smile when balance is restored. What fades in ritual
can live forever in respect.
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