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Abstract

This study is an exploration of the ways transposed rhythm—alterations in human-nature harmony by capitalism, urbanization and modernization—and breaking bodies—consequent ecological strains on the water, animal and human bodies—trigger critical (re)musings of the Igbo indigenous performative in Southeastern Nigeria. Focusing on indigenous performances like the masquerades, and relying on ethnography, library sources and performance analysis, the researchers adopt cultural materialism and de-coincidence thoughts to determine sustainable futures for the contemporary masquerade performance and southeast Nigerian ecologies.
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Introduction

Performative culture for the Igbo people, predominantly occupying southeast Nigeria, is profoundly anchored in community life, guided by the notion of ‘Chukwu’ (supreme god) and the dictates of ‘Odinani’ (Traditional values and ethos). This performance culture consists of a rich and dynamic tapestry of symbolic aesthetics—totems, music, masked performances, dances, and rituals—found in a variety of indigenous performance events such as rites of passage, mythic tales, life-cycle and festival events, which play significant roles in cosmology, ecological relationships, and social regulations. Agbasiere (2015) confirms that traditional performances for the Igbo people incorporate history and communal memory, as well as intended to reinforce and strengthen collective identity, spiritual and ecological ties.

These unique traditional practices and performative are replete with communal identity handed down from ancestors to living descendants. In contemporary times however, driven by complexities, contradictions and chaos—factors which Sardar (2010) highlights when he welcomes us to postnormal times—the sustainability of these practices and their survival implications comes under question. Advancements in media, proliferation of Christian/Islamic thought as well as the advancements of western education, industry, capitalism, surveillance, and urbanization have remained at the core of human and geographical transformation (Iheanacho, 2018). In the wake of human-space transformations, certain cultural ideologies are confronted and upturned paving the way for new thoughts and practices and ultimately, a new identity within traditional spaces. Within the discourse of human-space mutations and their implications for cultural practices especially for African peoples, scholars have probed the Africanness of contemporary Africa (Kanu, 2013; Abakporo, et al. 2024). Their argument resonate the fact that salient autochthonous customs and traditions, values and ethos have crumbled due to western influences hence, the fleeting nature of contemporary Africanness.
Emerging theories and evolving realities in the contemporary world also constrain peoples to rethink and envision new ways of navigating existence and survival. The United Nation’s call for planetary health restoration has spurred scholars and governments all over the world to rethink human-nature relationships. In this reality, several scholars have sufficiently pondered the ways in which industries, capitalism and technologies distort human-nature harmony in several concepts such as  Anthropocene, capitalocene, cthulucene, technocene, industrocene, (Jorgensen, 2009; Kidner, 2014; Haraway, 2016; Moore, 2017; Kopnina, 2020; Lopez-Corona, 2020). Within the African continent, scholars have mainly hit the ways in which western ideals and structures remain at the core of environmental pillaging of the land, air and waterbodies (Rodney, 2009). While the researchers do not dispute this already established fact, we also sight the important to balance the discourse of environmental devastation as it would help in evolving strategies for a holistic planetary restoration. In this light therefore, this study takes an inward look into the traditional philosophies and performative to explore human-nature entanglements in light of current concerns for rebuilding earth’s resilience.
Within the matrix of these salient traditional performance forms in Southeast Nigeria as earlier established, the researchers are drawn to selected traditional dances and masquerade performances in this region for this study. The study's goal is to demonstrate how these performances, which were previously venerated for their potential to strengthen human, cosmic, and ecological relationships, have instead become places of environmental pillaging. Simply put, this study demonstrates how these indigenous performances appear to have separated their ecological components from their social and religious commitments. 
The study begins by delving into the complexities and environmental repercussions of current times, as driven by capitalism, urbanisation, industrialisation, and other elements that Giddens (1991) refers to as 'juggernauts of modernity'. These factors are investigated in terms of how they inhibit human-nature harmony, which explains the researchers' use of the term 'transposed rhythm'. In accordance with cultural materialism theory, these elements are then juxtaposed with the material realities of southeast environments. This is geared towards evaluating how the transposed human-nature rhythm triggers retributive agency in the non-human ecologies of southeastern Nigeria. Nature have begun to fight back long years of oppression—resulting in depleted livability and viability of life in southeast—a concept captured in the researchers’ use of breaking bodies. Having explored these perimeters, the study delves into how the hitherto philosophies and aesthetic demands of the selected indigenous performances mutate into sites of ecological devastation in contemporary Igbo society. Ekpo and Ediogbene Masquerades dance have been chosen for this study in line with how their performative philosophies and aesthetics currently reinforce eco-oppressive nuances, sparking conversations about cultural and ecological futures of southeastern peoples. In conclusion the study explores how Francoise de-coincidence ideology offers the latitude to renegotiate eco-oppressive nuances in indigenous performance in keeping with the teeming search for planetary health beyond contemporary times
Transposed Rhythms of Southeast Nigeria Environments

Southeastern Nigeria’s environment has been distorted by human actions and structural pressures such as urbanization, deforestation, and poor ecological governance. The region’s landscape (predominantly spanning five states of the federation: Abia, Anambra, Imo, Ebonyi and Enugu), once marked by relatively stable relations between water, soil, vegetation, and human habitation, has increasingly become a site of rupture, where natural rhythms are bent or broken under unsustainable pressures. The erosion of fragile soil structures in Anambra State and beyond has led to the creation of deep, destructive gullies. These gashes represent violent breaks in human and ecological life, eroding farmlands, displacing families, and eroding the region's ability to sustain itself. Deforestation has also contributed to this environmental unraveling by stripping the region of forests that once functioned as regulators of ecological balance (Mezie & Nwajuaku, 2020; Nzeagwu, 2022; The Nation, 2025). Over 350,000 hectares of forest loss annually in Nigeria is estimated to be due to logging, agricultural expansion, and urban growth. In Southeast Nigeria, over 70 to 80 percent of the nation's original forest cover has been lost, disrupting the rhythm of renewal between soil, trees, and rainfall (Osahon, 2025; Ekugbe, 2024).

Water systems, once pulsed with cyclical renewal, have also come under severe strain. Studies show alarming levels of heavy metal contamination in rivers and streams, with cadmium, lead, and other pollutants exceeding safe thresholds (Edoreh, et al., 2021). Similar processes are evident in clogged urban drainage systems, untreated waste disposal, and flood-prone catchments that repeatedly overwhelm communities during the rainy season (Okoyeh, Akpan, Egboka and Okeke, 2014). Rivers and groundwater now carry toxins, waste, or excessive sediment loads, severing the ecological pulse that connects water, land, and human livelihood.

Urbanization has amplified these distortions, particularly in cities like Onitsha, Owerri, and Awka, where rapid population growth has outpaced infrastructural development. Impermeable surfaces, unregulated construction, and inadequate drainage channels force stormwater to carve destructive new routes, inundating homes, destroying roads, and disrupting economic life. These floods are not random acts of nature; they are symptoms of a landscape whose rhythms have been redirected by human choices.
Cultural Materialism Theory: Intersections with Indigenous Performative and Ecologies of Southeast Nigeria
the past, as the people’s cultural frame of reference, can remain compatible with the demands of the present, and possibly the future (Chinyowa, 2009: 285).
Cultural materialism, as proposed by Harris (2001), suggests that culture is best understood through the lens of material conditions, such as ecological systems, modes of production, and economic organization. This perspective helps to understand how environmental disruptions caused by capitalism, industrialization, and urbanization transpose the rhythm of ecological and cultural life in Southeast Nigeria. The altered harmony between human communities and their ecological environments significantly affects indigenous performative cultures in the region.

Cultural materialism draws on anti‐humanist theories that view human beings almost exclusively as the structural products of power and concerns itself with better understanding the political present as mediated through the past for the sake of changing that present (Parvini, 2018). Traditionally, performance in Southeastern Nigerian communities was synchronized with natural rhythms, such as festivals marking planting and harvest seasons, masquerades aligning with cosmological cycles, and dances embodying relationships with rivers, forests, and ancestral ecologies (Nzewi, 1991; Okpewho, 1992). However, the intensification of capitalist resource extraction, deforestation, and urban expansion has disrupted this equilibrium, leading to infrastructural shifts that necessitate transformations in performance. This implies that the present ecological resources may no longer be enough to support the material demands of certain indigenous performances like masquerades, given the present need to mitigate the severe wasting of southeast ecologies vis-à-vis the livability and viability of the region. 
The identity and material viability of indigenous masquerades and dance forms in the face of ongoing human activities are also called into question by the current disruption of ecosystems in the area. As ecological resources continue to be depleted, cultural materialism also aids in considering the future of indigenous Igbo performance. In keeping with Chinyowa's (2009) ideas in the epigram above, cultural materialism provides the freedom to investigate possibilities that re-establish ecological components' connections to their social and religious obligations, while acknowledging that culture is dialectical rather than passive.

Masquerade Aesthetics and Contemporary Ecological Concerns: Readings in Ekpo and Ediogbene Masquerades
Masquerades in Igbo land, are referred to as mmanwu or mmuo (masked spirit) and are thought of as visible presence and manifestation of honourable ancestors who have been invited to commune with their living descendants. Masquerade appearances are believed to hold allay the fears of their living descendants and perform several sociological tasks such as assurances of cosmic favors, mediating community norms, upholding moral governance, and marking transitions (Reed, 2005; Onyeneke, 1987). These pristine values as well as the intended sociological function of the masquerade are taken into consideration in creating their unique aesthetic and performance qualities in line with the technological realities in the primordial times. 
Predominantly found in Enugu State Nigeria, the Edi-Ogbene masquerade portrays the character of a leopard. It is usually seen in large festivals and other traditional events requiring crowd. Its sociological function is to provide a peaceful and engaging environment throughout the festival period. It is considered vigorous and often too energetic, yet it nevertheless retains an artistic motion. According to Arua, et al (2025) and Asogwa (2022), the headdress is completely covered with hyena, civet or leopard skins, which is perforated with a fine, small needle to reveal the eye holes. Edi-Ogbene wields a whip to manage the over-excited huge crowds that regularly gather to attend its performance. The majority of its elbows are wrapped with white ram skins, which (in Igbo land) symbolise power and are prominent costume materials nearly for all boisterous masquerades in the larger Igbo traditional masquerade performance. 
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Figure 1: Ediogbene Masquerade 
The Ekpo masquerade usually found among the Arochukwu and Ohafia  people of Abia state and the Anang, Ibibio and Efik people  is predominantly believed to act as police for the community, enforcing the laws of the land. The masquerade is mainly seen during festivals and other communal rites and is thought to avail the living descendants the opportunity to commune with their dead ancestors.
[image: image2.jpg]


[image: image3.jpg]



Figure 2: Ekpo Masquerade

The salient socio-religious functions of these masquerades in contemporary times, as laudable as they are, draw concerns of the researchers on the ecological implications of this practice in contemporary times amidst established planetary concerns. For instance, it is impossible for the tree from which the Ekpo mask is carved to still be standing. In the same manner, one cannot help but ponder the number of hides demanded to make the costume of the Ediogbene masquerade placed side-by-side with the number of such masquerades in the region. The ecological identity of the contemporary masquerade must reckon not only with symbolic meaning, but with material consequences: the very animal species, vegetal resources, and ecological systems that masquerade aesthetics depend on are under siege. Scientific and environmental studies show that leopard species (Panthera pardus) are severely impacted by habitat loss and fragmentation (Angelici, Akani, & Luiselli, 1998). In Southeastern Nigeria, both primary and secondary forests are shrinking, reducing not only wildlife habitat but also the availability of skins, hides, and other animal materials that masquerade costumes historically derived from.

Biodiversity assessments and surveys in Anambra and Imo State reveal that species richness, evenness, and biomass in recent decades, has increasingly declined (Akagha, et al, 2023; Anyanwu, et al, 2016). The sustained decline of botanical resources negatively impacts the the cost of acquiring traditional materials, forcing longer travels to harvest, and increasingly pressure remaining forests, in a feedback loop that accelerates ecological strain (Anyanwu et al., 2016; Akagha et al., 2023). Moreover, rainfall variability and environmental degradation in Southeastern Nigeria reveal shifting patterns in precipitation, stream volume decline, and seasonal droughts, all tied to deforestation (Ogbuene, 2022). These climatic disturbances affect the lifecycle of both flora and fauna: animal species that may have been hunted or harvested for masquerade materials migrate, contract in numbers, or disappear altogether, while certain plants lose viability. 

All of this means that attachment to symbolic and aesthetic values is increasingly costly—not only financially but ecologically. These traditional practices that once encouraged and assured livability and viability of life in the region are hence, entangled in extractive economies and global wildlife trade pressures. As species decline, forests shrink, and climatic patterns fluctuate, masquerades that depend on skins, hides, ram skins, plant dyes, and naturally dyed fibers may find their traditions increasingly difficult to maintain in their original form without contributing further to ecological decline. 

In conclusion, the masquerade’s ecological devastating identity is not a metaphorical risk but a real, emerging crisis: the use of animal skins from endangered or near-endangered species, the depletion of plant biodiversity crucial for costume and adornment, and the weakening of local forests and ecosystems that once formed part of the foundation for these practice. For contemporary masquerades studied, given their heavy material demands, the ecological deficits inherent in sustaining their material culture under degraded environments demand urgent reflection. 
Material Renegotiations in Contemporary Igbo Masquerades
To set the tone for this section, we pull from the thoughts of Oyebola (1982) and Kanu (2013) that identity should demonstrate that the present may be connected to the past. Therefore, Africa's historical accomplishments cannot be justified and are even dubious if they cannot be connected to its current accomplishments. There a significant disparity between the alleged historical accomplishments of Black people and their current circumstances. This position foregrounds Jullien Francois intentions when he calls us to de-coincidence thought; a consciousness that underscores the moment when practices, ideas, or norms drift away from habitual alignment, leading to a point of renewal (Engelbert, 2025). 
In affiliation to cultural materialism, de-coincidental thought urges us to move away from the modelisation/application or theory/practice relationship (or at least stop trusting that it's generally viable), stop relying on revolution (which has long been the horizon of our modernity), and stop invoking innovation alone (the great mythology of the day). It rather advises more modestly, that we try to “re-open possibilities”, by undoing our ideological coincidences (Engelbert, 2025). Jullien’s (2017) insistence that de-coincidence does not signal break that impairs continuity but a necessary deviation that revitalizes. This perspective provides the currency with which the researchers intend to renegotiate sustainable futures of both southeastern ecologies and the contemporary masquerade. The theory provides the latitude not to deface or puncture the spirituo-cosmic and sociological structures of the masquerade but to create options wherein according to Jullien (2017), art and the aesthetic can be reinterpreted towards being alive to new aspects of existence. 

In alignment with the above thoughts, especially as it connects with art criticism and practice in contemporary times, we also pull from Tanke’s (2919) intriguing position that contemporary art must be absolutely new, a continual break with any and all artistic conventions. It must continually be an absolute rupture with the values of a given time. When art fails in this task, mourning commences. One of the goals of art theory should be to diagnose and defuse obstacles to creativity. It should help artists identify notions that impede their practices, and work with them to fashion new concepts capable of sustaining experimentation. This position lays bare the need to start asking the question of ‘what if’ and ‘if not’ and the possible need to arrive evolve possibilities of forging ahead with the glories of the past and liabilities of the present towards an authentic future through indigenous art. These options are necessary as we glide through times of perplexing decline in life expectancy (Adeoya, 2025). 
Adopting decoindental consciousness in renegotiating the utilities of ecological resources in indigenous practice must begin from a third place psychological perspective that enables communities and policy makers to (de)construct masquerades in eco-friendly fashion. This standpoint opens up critical thoughts regarding the essentials of the practice and probes the cardinal imperatives of the masquerade culture in line with mutating times. This position might help us see the derealistic and hypernormalised nature of the masquerade practice. These concepts denote the foggy and veiled detachments from the evolving realities of one’s surroundings; the pretense to act and live normally in near-apocalyptic times and the sustained belief that the ecological other serves as means to human ends. This psychological shift provides another prism that reconnects the non-human communities in southeast to the practice of the masquerade towards orchestrating harmonious counterpoints to the transposed rhythm of southeast ecologies. It might also make us see the need for the expansion of the sociological function of the masquerade. What if, for instance, rather than just chase and flog onlookers (the media is agog with several vices orchestrated by masquerades in Igbo land, attesting to the mutating nature of these practices), we incorporate tree planting into the post-performance function of the masquerades? This would go a long way to forge new perspectives about the arboreal scapes that helps current reforestation efforts and ultimately, curbs the present charring of southeastern geographies. 

On the shoulder of this psychological shift, one might find the need for substitutions especially of the extractive and eco-oppressive elements in the conception, construction and aesthetics of the masquerade practices. Contemporary masquerades can leverage on biodegradable, renewable and regenerative alternatives for its identity, symbolic and aesthetics. We might come to the point of realization that the masquerade identity as instituted was reinforced by the prevalent technologies during the period of its creation. Leveraging on the advancements of technology in this regard will do the southeast ecologies a lot of good especially in improving the livability and viability of the region. From this standpoint, masqueraders can prioritize the mentality of repair and ceremonial re-consecration of masquerade paraphernalia rather than discarding them after one season which increases ecological waste and reinforce sustained extractions. The utilities of renewable, biodegradable and regenerative materials will curb wasting of ecological resources while still protecting the visual integrity of the masquerade. 
The normalisation of de-coincidental ideas and methods within the masquerade culture will be greatly aided by education for both the current and future generations. Younger generations can be influenced to believe that masquerade performance and all indigenous performatives are a negotiation with nature rather than a dominance of it by means of instruction and practice that integrate ecological knowledge and ethics. Together, these techniques eventually reinterpret the masked culture as a sustainable cultural technology. The Igbo masquerade may support sustainable development goals without sacrificing its ancient roots by reclaiming its position as ecological guardianship, extending the life cycle of its costumes, training future custodians, and switching its material basis to renewable sources. 
Finally, the arguments advanced in this study will not be complete without the role of government and policy influencers in the region. Ecological concerns cannot be left to either the government or the cultural custodians alone but demands a complementary effort from both ends. In this fashion, strengthening and enforcing environmental policies are key compliments in the renegotiation. Governmental inputs through effective and progressive ecological policies will provide the knot that binds the cultural practices to ecological consciousness reinforcing the inseparability of culture, ecology and governance. Policy interventions would help in the assurances that the masquerade tradition are awake to their ecological imperatives as well as situate indigenous performative in the broader context of planetary health and resilience within and beyond postnormal times. 

Conclusion
This study has demonstrated that indigenous performance in Southeastern Nigeria—particularly masquerades—now sits at the intersection of cultural survival and ecological crisis. The concepts of transposed rhythm and breaking bodies capture the distortions of human–nature relations under capitalism, urbanization, and modernity, while cultural materialism and de-coincidence provide theoretical lenses for reimagining sustainable futures. The analysis revealed that masquerade aesthetics, once grounded in spiritual and communal ecology, increasingly draw from extractive practices that strain already fragile environments. Yet, by embracing biodegradable technologies, reforestation initiatives, ecological education, and the psychological shift toward viewing performance as negotiation with nature, these traditions can be renewed without losing their ancestral essence. Crucially, the integration of cultural custodianship with robust environmental governance positions indigenous performance not as a relic of the past but as a living cultural technology vital to planetary resilience.
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