
KPTES AND QUERIES 

African fondness f o r  prcverbs  1~ prove rb ia l  i n  i t s e 1 f . l  Afr icans  Fossess  l a r g e  s t o c k s  
of prcverks  and pFoverbia l  s ay ings  which epi tomize t h e  philosophy cf t h e  r a c e .  The 
wisdom o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  Afr ican i c  o therwise  gauged ky h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  c i t e  and app ly  
proverbs  which he s u p p l i e s  f o r  every conceivable  i nc iden t  i n  l i f e .  

Froverhs fon: &r. cpen ?es;?me f'or t h e  workings of t h e  n a t i v e  mind, manners ar.d custorps, 
t r a d i t i o n a l  hisdcn,, r e l i g i c n ,  i deas  znd i d e a l s ,  feelings, modes of thought ,  ~ r i n c i p l e s  
of ccnduct ,  and philosophy. Proverbs show what q u a l i t i e s  appeal  t o  o r  a t t r a c t  t h e  
c~bservi t :cns  of Afr ican peoples ,  what va lues  they p r i z e  and v i c e s  t hey  censure .  
Proverbs a l s o  provide u s e f u l  d a t a  f o r  a r t t i r o p o l c & i s t s ,  f o l k l c r i s t s ,  h i s t o r i a n s ,  
l i n g u i ~ t s ,  ph i lo sophe r s ,  and s o c i o l o g i s t s .  Since  time immen~orial, proverbs  have 
r ep resen ted  t h e  code of Afr ican t r a d i t i o n a l  laws; t h e r e f o r e  they  a r e  used most f o r c i b l y  
in  p l e a s  before  l o c a l  ccu r t z  o f  j u s t i c e  and a t  s i v i l a r  l o c a l  ga the r ings .  P.fricar;s z l z o  
use prcverbs  t o  enccurrge  c r  d i s c c u r a r e  some ven tu re ,  t o  c a s t i g a t e ,  t o  lampcon, t o  
d e f l a t c ,  t o  humor, t o  c h i t e ,  o r  t o  p r a i s e  son~ecne according t o  how ha tehaves  i n  
s o c i e t y .  Proverbs a r e  one o f  t h e  "four b i g  possess ions"  of t h e  Chaga of Teczar la  ( t h e  
o the r  t h r e e  being l and ,  c a t t l e ,  and h a t e r ) .  C lea r ly ,  t h i s  shows t h e  importance which 
t h e  Chaga p l ace  on p r c v e r t s ,  and sh&t is t r u e  of t h e  Chaga is a l s o  t r u e  of o t h e r  
Afr icans .  

The importance and value  which i i f r icanc plcce  Gn proverbs  15 r e f l e c t e ~  i n  Afr ican 
p r o v e r t s  cbout prc~verbs .  The fo l lowi rg  i:: a l i s t  of such proverbs ,  t o  which I have 
added p a r a l l e l s  f r o r  nc,n--fXrican na t ions .  The Eirom, Idoma, and Igbo c f  Niger ia  
d e s c r i b e  a  proverb a s  t h e  soup of speech. To t h e  Birom, "The soup of speech i s  t h e  
proverb"; t o  t h e  :dona, "Prcver ts  a r e  t h e  palr: I : : ? .  I. i t b  which words a r e  chewed"; and 
t h e i r  n e i g h t o r s ,  t h e  Ipbo, s ay  t h a t  a  proverb i s  t h e  "palm o i i  k i t h  which v:or-ds a r e  
eaten."  Tt.e lgbo a l s o  say,  "The proverb i s  t h e  l e a f  t h a t  t hey  use  t o  e a t  a  word." 

The same proverb a l s o  occurs  in Arabic ( " A  proverL Ls t o  s p e e r t  what s a l t  i s  t o  tooa") ,  
Hebrew ("What f l owers  a r e  t o  gnrdcns, s p i c e s  t o  fcod,  gems t o  a  garment,  and s t a r s  t o  
heaven, such a r e  proverbs  interwoven i n  speech"),  and L a t i c  ("F~,cverbs  a r e  s a l t - p i t s  
from which yoc may e x t r a c t  s a l t  and s p r i n k l e  it where you w i l l  Cicero ). 

The I l a i e  o f  I!igerii  d e s c r i b e  Lroverb a s  t h e  ornament of speech. The Pe r s i an  ve r s ion  
i s ,  "Proverbs a r e  t h e  adornmerat of speech." 

To t h e  Yoruba (Nige r i z ) ,  "A proverb is t h e  bo r sc  of conversat ion;  ( t h u s )  when t h e  con- 
v e r s a t i o n  droops ,  a  proverb r ev ives  it." They go f u r t h e r  t o  say t h a t  "Proverbs and 
convs r sa t i cn  f-ollow ench other ."  While t h e  Eirom observe t h a t  "A speech wi thout  a  
proverb i s  t h e  ' l e p e r '  of conversat ion, ' '  t t ie Ovamtc (h7arr,iSia) say t h a t  "A speech 
p rope r ly  garnished with proverbs ,  pa rab le s ,  and wisdom is p leasan t  t c  hear," and t h e  
Youth Eix,icori Z ! , l ~ i  edi, "Without them p r o v t r t . ~  t h e  lar-guage ho r ld  t e  but  a s;rt:etcn 
wi thout  f l e s h ,  a  body wi thout  sou l . "  

To t h e  Jarawa of N ige r i a ,  "A prcverb summarizes ( a  long s ~ e e c h ) ,  f o r  when a  provarb i s  
used, l e s s  i s  spoken again." In  s h o r t ,  they say ,  " P r o v ~ ~ r t s  end 1crp t a l k s . "  The 
Chinese have a  cognate :  "When one has  -.cad T; .C  looh of proverbs ,  no c f f c r t  i s  r cqo i r ed  
t o  speak wel l  again ."  

Froverbs a r e  u s e f u l  instrumerits f o r  s e t t l i n g  prcblems. E'cr e x i m ~ l e ,  t h e  Yoruba say:  "It 
is he  who is as famil<<.r \ . $ t i .  Frc:,irk- i.s he i s  with t h e  ma t t e r  ir. hacd who usua l ly  
a r b i t r a t p s . "  They a l s o  say i n  another  proverb: "A wise man wk.0 knows prover t , s  Well 



reconciles difficulties" (cf. the Hindu proverb: "He who knows proverbs well can get out 
of almost any difficulty"). Finally, the Krobo (Ghana) declare: "Talking a palaver without 
proverbs is like spearing animals with a pointed raffia midrib; or like going on a journey 
without rice in your bag." 

The use of proverbs is so crucial in conversation among the Igbo that a curse is placed on 
anyone who discourages an Igbo man from employing them in his conversation. Thus: "He 
who advises me not to employ proverbs when speaking, may he climb palm trees without the 
climbing rope." 

We are told in a Jarawa proverb that "A proverb monger laughs at him who knows no proverbs, 
for he can use proverbs to sell him who knows no proverbs." Likewise, the Hausa (Nigeria) 
say: "A proverb maker, lover of quarrelling; who answers him excels him." 

The Igbo version of the English, "If the cap fits, wear it," is, "When a proverb is spoken 
about a wasted basket, the thin man understands (because it refers to him)." 

In a similar vein, the Ilaje conclude that anyone to whom a proverb refers, and who pretends 
not to understand is a coward. Thus, they say, "He who does not understand a proverb 
alluding to him, is nothing but a coward." This proverb also occurs among the Igbira. But 
the Edo of Nigeria have something slightly different; they say, "A person who makes a 
proverb about someone else, and who himself does not understand the meaning of the proverb, 
is afraid of the ensuing quarrel (fight)." 

Is the making of proverbs exclusive to certain groups of people? Who may make or quote 
proverbs? The Idoma answer these questions in the following proverb: 

A man who sees a proverb is the one who quotes the proverb. 

And the Igala (Nigeria): 

It is the eye that sees proverbs that will say them. 

ITlboth examples, the idea is that anyone can make or quote proverbs. It is not the monopoly 
of either the elders or the royal family alone, but is common property. The Yoruba, however, 
think somewhat differently, for when a Yoruba youth wishes to quote a proverb, he must first 
obtain permission to do so from the elders present. 

A number of African proverbs recognize the fact that proverbs do not just arise, but emerge 
from something. For example, while the Agbede of Nigeria say, "Proverbs come from world 
events," the Ashanti say that, "When the occasion comes, the proverb comes." This means 
that certain events of life evoke the creation of proverbs. The Edo say, "It is what one 
sees that he makes a proverb from." The Krobo say, "If there were no cases, there would 
be no proverbs about them." And the Ruanda, "A proverb comes not from nothing." 

The Kongolese (Congo) say, "Proverbs are the affairs of the nation," and the Masai (Kenya/ 
Tanzania) make it clear that "The bark of one tree will not adhere to another tree," 
meaning that one nation cannot assimilate the proverbs of another. The same proverb occurs 
in English ("The proverbs of a nation are the great books out of which it is easy to read 
its character"), in German ("AS the country, so the proverb"), in Swiss-German ("A proverb 
characterizes nations, but must first dwell amongst them"), and in Scottish ("As the people, 
so the proverb"). All of these examples clearly show that each nation has its own special 
repertoire of proverbs. 



That proverbs  a r e  t h e  p r e r o g a t i v e s  of a d u l t s  is i n d i c a t e d  i n  a  well-known Igbo proverb:  

Those who cook okro soup have gone, 
t h e r e  remain t hose  who only  b e a t  t h e  (empty) p l a t e .  

This  means t h a t  t hose  (o ld  men) who know proverbs  a r e  dead; we (younger g e n e r a t i o n s )  
do n o t  know many. S i m i l a r l y ,  t h e  Jarawa say:  

A proverb is  t h e  language of t h e  o l d  people ,  
f o r  they use  i t  when they do n o t  wish t o  be understood by o t h e r s .  

Both t h e  Ruanda-Urundi and t h e  Mende ( t h e  l a t t e r  of S i e r r a  Leone) b e l i e v e  t h a t  
"Proverbs a r e  t h e  daughters  of  exper ience ."  

In  two Af r i can  proverbs  we f i n d  r ecogn i t i on  of  t h e h i d e n  and double meanings of p rove rbs .  
The Elausa s ay ,  "This is t h e  beginning of  words which a r e  taken and jumbled up ( t h a t  a  
man may no t  know t h e i r  meaning),  and t h e s e  a r e  c a l l e d  Habaichi (p rove rbs ) , "  t h e  Nandi 
of Kenya remark, "There is no say ing  w i thou t  a  double meaning." 

The Fu lan i  of N ige r i a  b e l i e v e  t h a t  proverbs  always speak the  t r u t h :  "A Fu lan i  w i l l  
l i e ,  bu t  no t  make a  l y i n g  proverb ."  Close  p a r a l l e l s  a r e  provided by t h e  Basques ("Old 
s ay ings  con ta in  no l i e s " ) ,  t h e  Es ton i ans  ("A proverb  does not  t e l l  a  l i e :  an  empty 
p ipe  does n o t  burn") ,  t h e  Germans ("A proverb  dece ives  n o t ;  t h e  heavens f a l l  n o t , "  o r  
"A proverb  never  l i e s :  i t  i s  only  i t s  meaning t h a t  deceives") ,  t h e  Ind i ans  ("If t h e r e  
i s  f a l s i t y  i n  a  proverb ,  then milk can be sou r " ) ,  t he  Russ ians  ("Proverbs do no t  l i e " ) ,  
and t h e  Spanish ("There a r e  no p r o v e r b i a l  s ay ings  t h a t  a r e  n o t  t r u e , "  o r  "Proverbs a r e  
l i t t l e  gospels") .  Cervantes  e x p l a i n s  why proverbs  t e l l  no l i e s :  "It seems t o  me, 
Sancho, t h a t  t h e r e  is  no proverb  t h a t  is n o t  t r u e ,  f o r  they a r e  a l l  op in ions  formed 
from t h e  same expe r i ence ,  which is  t h e  mother of a l l  knowledge." 

According t o a K i k u y u  (Kenya) proverb ,  i t  i s  only  t h e  wise  who can unders tand proverbs :  
"We speak by proverbs ;  he  who i s  i n t e l l i g e n t  w i l l  unders tand them." The Yoruba v e r s i o n  
i s :  "The Ogidigbo (a  type  of drum used du r ing  a  war) i s  t h e  b e s t  of  a l l  drums; t h e  
Ogidigbo has  a  meaning i n  i t s  sound; he  who unders tands  t h e  sound can  dance t o  it." 
The above is  quoted t o  a  person who use s  many proverbs  i n  h i s  speech.  

According t o  t h e  Jarawa, "A proverb  is  t h e  tongue of t h e  wise ,  f o r  t h e  wise  use  i t  f o r  
wise t a l k s , "  o r  "A proverb  i s  t h e  sha rp  k n i f e  of t h e  wise  person,  f o r  when a  proverb  
is  used,  t h i n g s  a r e  brought t o  a  s t o p , "  o r  "Proverbs a r e  good f o r  t hose  who a r e  good 
proverb  mongers on ly ,  f o r  i t  is  only  they who know what they a r e  saying."  "They do 
no t  speak proverb  and f o r g e t  death"  i s  a n  Igbo proverb ,  meaning t h a t  a  wise  c h i l d  does  
no t  f o r g e t  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  l a s t  words. This  is confirmed by ano the r  Igbo proverb:  "A 
wi se  c h i l d  i s  t a lked  t o  i n  proverbs ."  

Another c l a s s  of Af r i can  proverbs  shows us how fooL r e a c t  t o  proverbs .  The Ashant i  of  
Ghana, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  s ay ,  "When a  f o o l  i s  t o l d  a  proverb ,  t h e  meaning of i t  has  t o  be  
exp la ined  t o  him." S i m i l a r l y ,  t h e  Igbo say ,  "When you speak i n  pa rab l e  o r  proverb  t o  
a  w i se  man he unders tands ,  but  a  f o o l  never  does." The Jarawa v e r s i o n  i s ,  "A proverb  
has  no meaning t o  a  f o o l ,  f o r  when a  proverb  is  used he  does no t  unders tand i t ." 
Again, t h e  Igbo,  comparing t h e  a t t i t u d e  of t h e  w i se  t o  t h a t  of f o o l s  toward p rove rbs ,  
s a y ,  "A wi se  person t a k e s  i n  a  proverb  spoken t o  him, bu t  speak a  proverb  t o  a  f o o l ,  
and h e  f l i n g s  h i s  hands i n t o  t h e  bush." F i n a l l y ,  t h e  Birom b e l i e v e  t h a t  "A proverb  
i s  a  s o l u t i o n  t o  foo l i shnes s . "  We may aga in  quote  p a r a l l e l s  from o t h e r  n a t i o n s :  

( i )  The l e g s  of t h e  lame a r e  n o t  equal :  s o  i s  a  p a r a b l e  i n  t h e  mouth of 
f o o l s .  (B ib l e )  

( i i )  The w i se  make proverbs  and f o o l s  r epea t  them. (Engl ish)  



( i i i )  Proverbs  l i e  i n  t h e  l i p s  of f o o l s .  (Eng l i sh )  

( i v )  Old saws--wise saws. (Estonian)  

(v )  A proverb makes a  t h i e f  wise .  (Estonian)  

( v i )  The wise man d e l i g h t s  t o  s eek  o u t  t h e  myster ious  meaning of p rove rbs .  
(Hebrew) 

( v i i )  Wise men make proverbs  and f o o l s  r epea t  them. ( S c o t t i s h )  

The Ashant i  b e l i e v e  t h a t  anyone may quote  p rove rbs ,  but  no t  eve ry  proverb  which is 
u t t e r e d  sp reads .  Thus, when a  r i c h  man u t t e r s  a  p rove rb ,  i t  sp reads ;  b u t  n o t  s o  w i t h  
t h e  poor.  They observe ,  "When a  poor man makes a  proverb  i t  does n o t  sp read  abroad."  
I n  a  s i m i l a r  v e i n ,  t h e  Germans s a y ,  "When a  poor man makes a  proverb ,  h e  does n o t  
break i t ."  

We may conclude t h e  l i s t  by c i t i n g  an  Hausa proverb  which p rov ides  us w i t h  a  p i e c e  of 
i n fo rma t ion  about  f o u r  Hausa c i t i e s  and what they a r e  noted f o r :  "Kano f o r  outward 
show, Sokoto f o r  power, Za r i a  f o r  b r ave ry  (and) Bauchi f o r  proverbs." 

NOTE - 

1. Most of t h e  m a t e r i a l  f o r  t h i s  c o l l e c t i o n  comes from my s t u d e n t s ,  who were asked 
t o  c o l l e c t  proverbs  from t h e i r  e t h n i c  groups du r ing  t h e  1976-77 schoo l  s e s s i o n ;  t h e s e  
a r e  t h e i r  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  t h e  Niger ian  c u l t u r e  cou r se  t augh t  a t  t h e  Un ive r s i t y  of  
J o s ,  N ige r i a .  Other m a t e r i a l  was ob t a ined  from Af r i can  proverb  c o l l e c t i o n s .  


