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African fs lk t r lea  and proverbs have usually been collected and rtuffied ar  
two reparate and unrelated genre60 Thir procedure i e  followed t o  give 
individual attention t o  both form6 i n  order t o  achiew a solid understand- 
ing of the gasticular genre. Howemr appropriate t h i s  approach might reem, 
the separation of proverb from folktale i n  many inetancer can obrcure the 
nature of African folklore. Very often one finds folk%alea which aaatain 
proverbial expreaeions or which am derived from proverbr. Thua prowrbr 
may account for  the content and inten% of rome folktaler w vice wrrrr. 
Whatewr the care, the two genres need t o  be studied together. Such an 
approach haa two adwtages .  H r r t  , it places the prwsrb i n  a "natural" 
context, allowing it t o  be studied i n  one of the w a ~ l s  i n  which it normally 
ocaure in the culture.1 Second, it provides a format for  inquiry in to  the 
cloudy area of genre ovctrlap. !l%e answers gained by following thir approach 
will hopefully yield added insights in to  proverbs, folktalee, aa8 oral tradi- 
t ion. 

Very rarely have folklorlate probed the relationship between the proverb and 
the folktale.  An earky theoretical discussion of the proverb's functltona 
war made by Archer Taiylor, the nuted proverb and riddle specialist .  He was 
mainly concerned with the queation of proverb origin and he observed tha t  
proverbs could develop from talea:  h he fable which can be positively ra- 
cognized aa the rource of a proverb appear6 i n  i t s  proverbial drees m an 
a l l u i o n ,  InteUigible t o  thoae familiar with the story. "2 But T q l o r  a l ro  
mentions tha t  tfiler might aZro spring from proverbe: "Whenever the rcanty 
narrative content of the fable i e  summed up i n  a proverb, we  are J w t i f i e d  
i n  suspecting that the fable i s  secondary i n  origIn."3 Thus, he concluded 
t h a t  the relationship of the proverb and the folktale  w a 6  "particularly 
close." But even before Taylor'e landmark study, the relationship of the 
proverb md the t a l e  had been noted by H. Chatelain a6 early a8 1894. He 
observed tha t  Kimbundu provs~be are closely related t o  anecdotes, while a 
provwrb i r  frequently an meodote i n  a nuts he^.^ Others who have rpoken 
most recently t o  t h i s  point inelude George Hareog, Jack Berry, Ed CI ROW- 
lands, and Ruth Finnegan. Herzog said tha t  among the Jabo of Liberia: "!l!he 
word f o r  proverb is dl& lb kpa. The same word i s  used for  p v a b l  . . . .Thus, 
the word appllefd t o  a proverb, m a parable, or both as a unit. wg Berry 
mentions br ief ly  tha t  proverbs are \used for  many thing8 but tha t  i n  partic- 
ular they iunation as l i t e r a r y  Rowland6 expoled the m e  of pro- 
vsrba i n  the writing of essays by Yorubs student#. He hawever does apeci- 
f ica l ly ,  although brief ly,  tie the proverb t o  the ta le :   he association 
of proverbs and m o r a l  t a l e r  is, i n  fac t ,  wry cLose i n  the Yoruba tradi- 
tion, a proverb being normally ursd t o  round off and drive home the point 
made i n  a ta le .  "7 Finally, Finnegarn comments a t  length: 

The l i t e r a r y  significance of proverbs i n  Africa i s  a lso  
brought out by the i r  close connection with other forms o f  
oraA litttrs~turs. This i r  sometimes app-nt i n  the loca l  
terminology, for proverb8 are not alwryrs distinguished by 
a sg&ciaL term from other categariee of verbal art. The 
nysn3a uiwambi, for  inatance, refers  t o  atory, riddle, or 
proverb, the Ganda olugeso mcsanr, among other thingr, a 



esying, a atsry,  a proverb and 0. parable, and the Morrgo 
bokolo i s  used of a l l  poetic expresrion including fable, 
proverb, poetry, md allegory. This overlap i n  t e r m  i s  
fsirly common in Bantu languages and a l so  romtimea 
occurs i n  West Africa too: the Limba mb~rg refers  t o  
story,  r iddle,  and parable a8 weU. aa t o  srtylnga which 
we might term proverbs, while the Fulani t lndol  can 9m not only a popular s tory but a l so  a proverb or m a x i m .  

We can omclude *om all of these r e w k s  tha t  Trylor'e supposition about 
the clonenena of' proverb and t a l e  can be supported strongly by African 
folklore. Thus, there  i s  a baaie f o r  the  jo in t  analysis of the fo lk ta le  
and the provarb. 

The folktales  of t h e  Yoruba people of southwestern Nigeria have provided 
the materials or t h i s  study. An ear ly  collection was published i n  1894 4 by A. B. E m s  but moat folklore studies on Yoruba t radi t ions haw been 
concentrated on I f a  divination, hunter's ija.la, and other poetic form.  
The Yoruba are  then not as  w e l l  represented i n  fo lk ta le  colleotione a r  
a r e  other African etbnic groups.10 However, I var able t o  locate e. total 
of 107 Yaruba W e e  printed i n  English (these may be many more). Of t h i s  
number, t h i r t y  s to r i e s  contained proverbs, proverbial expreseiona or U u -  
sicma. There i s  then a eizeable corpus of material t o  be anslyzed. 

Since the proverb i s  a short, fixed-phraee genre, while the fo lk ta le  is 
larger  and looser i n  i t s  construction; the  viewpoint of th i e  paper w i l l  
consider the ro le  of the proverb i n  the folkkale rather  than the importance 
of the  fo lk ta le  f o r  the  p r m r b .  For the most part ,  discussion of proverb- 
t a l e  relationshipa w i l l  be concerned with narrative and es the t ic  character- 
i a t i c s .  In order t o  c l a r i fy  how the proverb contributea t o  the folktale ,  
the following functians may be helpful. 

I* NARRATIVE FUNCTION8 XI* DIDACTIC F ' U N C T I ~  

1. Introduction 1. Moralization 
2. Ornamentation 2. Socia l iza t im 
3.  Textual Claxificathan 
4. Conclueian 

Primarily there are  two groups of functione: I) Narrative and XI) Didactic. 
Group I is cancerned with the way tha t  the proverb i r  used i n  the t e x t  of 
tho story, while Group I1 focueee on the soc ia l  significance which proverbs 
lend t o  ta les .  Both of these categories are further divided in to  more 
specialized Punctiona. Rarely are  any of them functions mutually exclueive 
and hence grwerbrr can operate simultaneouely in several ways. 

NARRATIVE FOTJCTIOrn 

Narrative function8 are  textual. Their rignificance i s  thur determined 
t o t a l l y  within the context of the words arrd phrases of the folktale .  The 
placement of a proverb i n  the t ex t  of a t a l e  i n  large part  determines i t s  
narrative function. T h a t  is ,  proverbial expressions a t  the beginning of 
a tor ies  can eas i ly  be given introductory s tatus ,  while thore a t  the end of 
s tor lee  eerve as conclueions. Textual c la r i f ica t ion  occur6 moat often as a 
mid-story or episodic swnmary t o  end digresalve elements i n  folktales .  A 
proverb serves t h i s  function i n  the central  body of the text .  The function 



of ornamentation i s  constantly i n  operation as prgverbs are highly s tyl ized 
phrases and cilwayer possesa a r t i s t i c  diction.  

1. Introduction - 
The introductory function of proverb& i s  artistically rendered i n  a t a l e  by 
J. Omotosho Aremu cal led " ~ r e e s .  " He begins with two proverbs : 

The e lders  8ay,  h he absent cannot answer 'yefl' when 
called," t ha t  is,  s i lence t o  one 's name means absence, 
and t h a t  "Where the wind i s  so  f i e r ce  t h a t  it sweepa 
away a whole cauldron of wet maize starch,  a pinch of 
casaava f l ou r  doe8 not have the  s l i gh t e s t  opportunity. , 1 1 1  

He then continues t o  r e l a t e  a s tory  of the  grea t  t r ee s  -- teak, palm, wal- 
nut, agba~run and akan -- and the  lowly grass. A flood was coming and the - 
grass  was sure t h a t  he would be washed away. The t rees ,  however, i n  boast- 
i ng  of t h e i r  great  strength,  c r i t i c i zed  the grass f o r  i t s  lack of confi- 
dence. But it was the  t r e e s  who f e l l  before the  storm and the flood, while 
the  grass  remained because it bowed t o  the  forces of nature. 

It is  apparent t h a t  the  opening statement of t h i s  t a l e  al ludes d i r ec t l y  t o  
several  topics  which appear i n  the  story.  With the  first proverb, t h e  
narra tor  introduces the themes of s i lence and absence. In t he  t e x t  of the  
s to ry  t he  powerful t r ee s  are  destroyed so  t h a t  they cannot answer when ca l l -  
ed. They a r e  absent and t h e i r  s i lence i s  testimony t o  t ha t  f ac t .  The 
second prover!, mentions strength and weakness with a comparison of a "whole 
cauldron of wet maize s tarch"  and "a pinch of cassava flour." These objects 
p a r a l l e l  t he  strong t r ee s  and the  weak grasa who are  the  dramatis personae - - 
of the t a l e .  Further, the  element of a storm (wind) is  mentioned in the 
proverb, and it al ludes  d i r ec t l y  t o  the  flood i n  the story. Thus, the  pro- 
verb ia l  introduction foreshadows the events i n  the s tory and even adds irony 
because the  second proverb leads one t o  believe t h a t  i f  the  strong a r e  l o s t  
then the  weak must a l s o  f a l l .  However, i n  the  story,  the grass i s  able t o  
survive because of i t s  weakness. 

In a t a l e  by Pyodele Ogundipe called "The Ten Ridge  arm" she introduces 
her s to ry  with the  apothegm; "It is our tongue t h a t  destroys us."l3 The 
srtory i s  developed around the  fox and hare cycle. It t e l l s  of a time when 
there  was a famine and the fox went t o  a medicine m a n  t o  procure some juju  
t o  help him get  food. The n w i c  w a s  done and any animal who counted the ten 
ridges the fox had made i n  the middle of the  road f e l l  d m  dead. But the 
hare woulc!. only count t o  nine and then say, "nine and one." The fox, i n  
anger, C O U ~ ~ Q ~  from one t o  ten t o  show the harehow tocount properly. For- 
ge t t ing  the magic, the  fcx was atruck deed. He ha8 been destroyed by Ns 
tongue a s  the  proverb had warned. The proverb thus i n  an introductory capa- 
c i t y  can e r tab l iah  the  content of i t s  accompanying folkta le .  

2. Ornamentation 

The ornamental functiori i s  i n  operation whenever a proverb i s  used. But 
perhaps the  e f f ec t  i a  bes t  i n  evidence when a proverb is  spoken by a charac- 
t e r  i n  a folkta le .  E. 030 Arewa reports  two s t o r i e s  to ld  by Yoruba chiefs. 
One of the s to r i e s  i s  about the t o r to i s e  and the  leopard: 

The t o r t o i s e  and the  leopard were friends.  One day, when 
the  leopard was h*mgry, he met the t o r to i s e  who was 



carrying a heavy eack. The dog was inside the sack 
carr ied by the to r to i se .  Some time l a t e r ,  there  was 
a querrel  between the to r to i se  and the leopard. A s  
the  leopard wanted t o  know the reason f o r  the unusu- 
ally hos t i le  a t t i t ude  of the to r to i se ,  the to r to i se  
put d c m  the load he was carrying, s ta r ted  running 
away from the leopard saying, "I am not possessed by -- 
the  devi l ;  the  burden on cqy head- i s  possessed by the  
devil." -- The leopard opened the sack, found the dog 
and k i l l ed  him. ( m y  italics) 13 

The proverb here appears r igh t  at the climax of the action. This s ta te -  
ment by the t o r t o i s e  delays the f i n a l  action,  thus creat ing a teneion be- 
fore  the end of the  t a l e .  Also, placing a proverb i n  the  mouth of the 
to r to iea  i n  place of regular prose adds a r t i s t i c  d ic t ion  t o  the %toryo 
The ornsmental e f f ec t  of the  proverb i s  then es the t ic  on several  levels .  
It contributes t o  the  emotional as weLX as  the tex tua l  content of the 
fo lk t a l e  . 
Another example of ornamentation appears i n  a t a l e  en t i t l ed  " ~ a a i n e  i n  
the  Animal Kingdom." When the fox observes the to r to i se  and "k i l le r"  
p lo t t ing  t o  kiy him, he says: "When a Gresk meets a Gresk, there  comes 
a tug of war.''1 This '"borrowed" proverb adds formularized d ic t ion  t o  
the  story. The narrator  could simply have s ta ted  t h a t  the fox was i n  
trouble.  But instead he took up the proverb a s  a device with which t o  
add imagery t o  h i s  story. Since a proverb is  a sentence un i t ,  usually 
composed i n  specialized language, stands ready t o  be inserted i n t o  
fo lk ta les  for decorative purposes. Hence, the proverb becomes the em- 
broidery of the  folktale .  I t s  b r i l l i a n t  threads can a d  r i c h n e ~ s  and 
texture  t o  t he  plain  c loth of a story.  

3. Textual Clar i f icat ion 

Textual c l a r i f i ca t ion  i s  a f'unction served by proverbs which u ~ u a l l y  
occur i n  the  main body of the t a l e .  Again, l i k e  ornamentation, t h i s  
function can be operative wherever and whenever a proverb appears. How- 
ever, c l a r i f i ca t ion  can sometimes be eingled o u t  a t  the primary reason 
f o r  a proverb '8 we.  

I n  a s tory  of a beaut i fu l  g i r l ' s  stubborn desire  t o  m a r r y  a stranger,  
there  i 8  a lengthy description of her firm determination: 

G i r l s  t h a t  are  too  choosy alwayr~ wind up marrying good- 
for-nothing make-shift%. No aocmer did she s e t  eye8 on 
the  handsome stranger than she decided she was going t o  
marry him. Her endeavored t o  k e ~ p  her on the 
r i g h t  path, but she wtra adamant. "Don't marry a stranger 
who you don't even know, " they advised. "YOU know no- 
th ing  about t h i s  man. You do not know who he i s  or where 
he i s  fkom." The girl asked her parents not t o  be unduly 
worried and t o  stop p lo t t ing  and planning t o  marry her 
of f .  She was going t o  marry the stranger-because her  
place was beside h i m ,  just as  a kernel 's  place waa 
w i t h  -- cooked beane. (my i t a l i c s  

The apothegm a t  the  end of the  descrip%ion of the g i r l ' s  a t t i t u d e  i s  an 
ap t  eummary of her feelings.  Thia word-picture conveys a aenae of insep- 



arable  closeness. The very appropriate food imagery shows the audience 
t h a t  the g i r l  cannot be deterred by the good advice of her parents. Once 
t he  strength of her reaolve i a  demonstrated, the t a l e  can then progress. 
The proverb thus brings a conclusion t o  t h i s  b r i e f  aside i n  the t a l e  by 
compressing several  sentence6 i n t o  a few image-laden words. The point 
t h a t  the  g i r l ' s  decision i s  f i n a l  i s  thus made abundantly c lear .  

Another instance of the tex tua l  c l a r i f i ca t i on  given t o  folktales by pro- 
verbs oc s i n  a ~ o u r q u o i  s to ry  '% the  Ajao ( f lying fox) Remained Un- 
buried. "" In  t h i s  t a l e  the a J o  d ies  and h i s  neighbors t r y  t o  c a l l  h i s  
r e l a t i ve s  so  t h a t  he can be buried. They c a l l  the birds ,  but  the b i rd s  
claim t h a t  the  a jao has no feathers and therefore he i s  not o f ' t he i r  
family. The neighbors then c a l l  the r a t s .  However, the  r a t e  a l s o  re-  
fueed t o  take him since he had no t a i l .  The a j ao  was thus l e f t  unburied. 
There i s  no proverb i n  the t a l e  t e x t  but there  i s  constant a l lus ion t o  a 
Yoruba proverb :  h he e o  i r  nei ther  r a t  nor bi rd .  "l7 There i s  most 
l i k e l y  a very intimate re la t ic~nsh ip  here between the proverb and the  t a l e  
with one genre being the  parent of the other. However, our main question 
concerns the  e f f ec t  of the  proverb on the story.  The many tex tua l  refer-  
ences t o  the  r a t s '  and b i rd s '  re ject ion of b u r i a l  respons ib i l i t i es  can be 
anticipated by the preknwledge t h a t  the a jao belongs t o  nei ther  group. 
The audience thus has a predetermined plot  out l ine  of the t a l e  t o  which 
they can mentally r e f e r  while the narra tor  t e l l s  the folkta le .  The cer- 
t a i n t y  of the  t a l e ' s  conclusion does not create  a lack of i n t e r e s t  i n  the  
story.  Rather, it encourages avid a t ten t ion  by the  audience as they can 
l i s t e n  forward t o  the  ending which they consider most appropriate. Thus, 
t ex tua l  c l a r i f i ca t i on  can enhance narra t ive  es the t ics  inasmuch a s  the  
audience can respond more enthusias t icaUy t o  the narrator.  

Conclusion 

The function which proverbs most often serve i n  Yoruba fo lk ta les  i s  t h a t  
of conclusion. In  nearly sixty-five percent of the  t a l e s  where proverbs 
appear, they were used a s  the concluding statement. A concluding proverb 
i s  usually the l a s t  l i n e  of the  t a l e ,  but often it i s  sepwated from the 
t e x t  of the s to ry  and employed a s  an extra-textual  comment or awnmary 
( t h i s  may only be an e d i t o r i a l  ploy). Thus, the proverb physically ends 
the  t a l e  a s  well  a s  summarizing what has gone on before. 

In  the s tory of  he Wrestliug Contest Between the Cat and the  ~ o r t o i s e "  
a very in te res t ing  t a l e  of competition is developed. The ca t  and the tor-  
t o i s e  were friends,  so the t o r to i s e  asked the  ca t  how he always managed t o  
win h i s  wrestl ing matches. The ca t  revealed t h a t  he had two secre t  ju,jus. 
The t o r to i s e  then had two jujus made f o r  himself and challenged the  ca t  t o  
a match. Their f i r s t  two rounds ended i n  draws because of the  of f se t t ing  
magic. The t o r to i s e  then decided t o  use h i s  two j u u s  together fo r  the 
t h i r d  round. However, the  ca t  had a th i rd  juju which the t o r to i s e  did not 
know about and so  he beat the  t o r to i s e  very soundly. The l a s t  l i n e  i n  the 
stoxy has a pourquoi s to ry  r ing:  "And ever afterwards the t o r to i s e  has 
taken good care t o  avoid both the ca t  and the wrentling ring." But the 
t a l e  ends, "If you have a f r l p d  do not t r y  t o  f i g h t  him, even i f  you 
think you know h i s  s ec re t s - "  This proverb summarizes the major themes 
which have occurred i n  the story. A f i gh t  i s  mentioned which pa ra l l e l s  
the wrestl ing match. There i s  a l so  an aspect of warning expressed i n  the 
proverb. This statement of caution i s  balanced by the events i n  the t a l e  
when the ca t  only reveals two of h i s  three jujus. The audience a t  t h i s  
point rea l izes  t h a t  the  t o r to i s e  i s  a t  a disadvantage and they ant ic ipate  



a sor ry  end f o r  him. The proverb thus r e s t a t e s  the ereaential component8 
of the  story.  Ih summasizing the  fo lk ta le ,  a comment i s  a l s o  made on the  
lesson of the  t a l e .  However, thipl aspect w i l l  be considered below a8 a 
d idac t ic  function. 

Sometimes t he  closing proverbial statement i a  made by a character i n  the  
story.  Although the  function does not change when t h e  proverb i s  rendered 
i n  t h i s  way, the  e s the t i c  e f f ec t  i s  a l te red  as the ornamental function i s  
brought c l ea r ly  i n t o  operation. The following example demonstrates the  
e f f e c t  of a t ex tua l  proverbial conclusion. 

The to r to i s e  and the boar were boaom fr iends  and 
accustomed t o  dining together. They invited each 
other t o  dinner i n  turne. A t  l a s t  the boar did not 
want the  t o r to i s e  t o  dine with him any more. So when 
h i s  dinner wae ready, he wound himself around the  bowl 
of meal and cal led the  t o r t o i s e  t o  dinner. 

The t o r t o i s e  went ,'round and 'round and f i n a l l y  had 
stretched t o  reach t h e  b w l  when the boar exclaimed, 
"~ueh! I invi ted you t o  dinner and you a r e  stepping 
on me!" The t o r to i s e ,  after t h i s  f u t i l e  e f f o r t  t o  get  
a t  the  meal, returned t o  h i s  house, disappointed but 
resolute.  

On the  following day, the  t o r to i s e  prepared h i s  awn 
dinner and t i e d  a rope t o  h i s  t a i l  which he wound 
around t h e  bowl of meal. He then hailed the  boar f o r  
d imes .  As t he  boar stretched t o  reach t h e  f w d ,  the  
t o r t o i ~ e  exclaimed, "~ush! I invi ted you f o r  dinner 
and you are stepping on me! I' 

Irl amazement, the  boar questioned the  to r to i se ,  "Since 
when have you been so  big?"  

"Man teaches man t o  be t a l l  or  ahort ,"  answered the  
t o r t o i s e  def iant ly .  l 9  

Again the  proverb r e s t a t e s  the eseentictl actions of the t a l e .  fIowever, 
t he  e f f ec t  of t h e  proverb, when uttered by the protagonist of the  folk- 
t a l e ,  gains a de f in i t e  v i t a l i t y .  The nar ra tor ' s  inclusion of t he  proverb 
within the t e x t  helps t o  make the  conclusion immediately relevant t o  the  
audience. Hence, t he  function of conclusion a l so  serves a r t i s t i c  a s  we31 
a s  narra t ive  needs i n  the fo lk ta le .  In the  s tory of the  t o r to i ee  and the  
boar the  proverb may appear only ornamental but it i s  r e a l l y  an ornamental 
cuncluaion. 

DIDACTIC FUNCTIOh% - . . .--- -- 
The didact ic  f u n c t i o n ~  of proverbs i n  a fo lk t a l e  context are enhanced by 
the  per t inent  soc i a l  nature of the  proverb. This genre taken by i t s e l f  
touches on a l l  aspects of community l i f e ,  e i t h e r  by i t e  use or i t 8  content. 
In  Africa proverbs may be uaed t o  correct  children who have misbehaved ae 
well  aa t o  end arguments between a d ~ l t r a . ~ O  The aubject matter o mme pro- 81 verbs makes them appropriate devlces f o r  s e t t l i n g  legal diaputea or f o r  
commiserating t h e  death of a relat ive.22 They can a l s o  int rude i n t o  as- 
pects of po l i t i c s ,  economics, re l ig ion ,  and art.23 W i l l i a m  Barecorn ha8 ex- 
plained the ro l e s  of proverbs i n  Yoruba uulture: 



... proverbs are  the concern of adulte, and a bay must 
aek peat--mission before quoting a proverb i n  the presence 
of adults. Because they express Yoruba morals and ethic8 
they are convenient standards fo r  appraising the behavior 
of others. They a re  used t o  express soc ia l  apprwal  and 
soc i a l  conventions and cri t icism, or r id icu le  of those 
who deviate;  warning, defiance, or derision of an enemy 
or rival, and advice, counsel, or warning t o  a friend, 
when he e i t he r  contemplates action which may lead t o  social  
f 'riotion, open h o s t i l i t i e s ,  or d i rec t  puniehment....Pro- 
verbs a r e  highly regarded becauee of the wisdom they ex- 
press ;  it i s  s ignif icant  tha t  although even sacred myths 
have been questioned i n  the  post-contact period, ducated 
Yoruba have retained t h e i r  respect fo r  proverbs. 26 

We then find tha t  the multi-iayered significance of the proverb is  not 
much changed when it appears i n  a folktale .  As a recognized t rad i t iona l  
form it i s  pregnant with meaning and when rela ted t o  the t a l e  i t s  meaning 
gains another dimension. 

Of the two didact ic  functions, moralization is  the mare s ~ c i f i c o  It en- 
compasses the textual  meaning which a proverb lends t o  a par t icular  ta le .  
The other function, social izat ion,  then explains the context~zal e f f ec t  
which a proverbial statement can have on a story. These two functions 
a r e  d i f f i c u l t  t o  separate from the narrative function of conclusion, but 
we can recognize t h a t  they involve d i s t i n c t  apascta of the w e  of proverbs. 

1. Moralization - -  
'lhemoralization of t a l e s  by means of proverbs hae been observed by Rawlands 
and ~ i n n e ~ e 3 1 . ~ 5  The prwerb,  a s  mentioned before, may conclude the s to ry  but 
i t  a l s o  provides a br ie f  measage which i a  more than s summasy. The thema- 
t i c  content of the  proverb has a unique relevance t o  the content of the 
s tory  and thus it ef fec t ive ly  explains the point of the ta le .  The manner 
of explanation is  wel l  i l l u s t r a t e d  i n  t h i s  example: 

The to r to i se  i s  considered t o  be the wisest of a l l  the  
animals. Well one day the to r to i se  decided tha t  he 
would co l lec t  all the  wiedom i n  the ear th ,  put it i n  a 
gourd, and hang the gourd on a trse..  

A t  l a s t  he had collected, as  ha thought, all the wisdom 
i n  the earth.  He packed it i n t o  a gourd and t i e d  the 
gourd around h i s  neck. He began t o  climb the t r e e  on 
which he had planned t o  h m g  the gourd. But he had 
grea t  d i f f i c u l t y  i n  climbing the t r e e  since the gourd, 
hanging around hie neck and against h i s  chest, came be- 
tween him and the trse, causing him t o  f a l l .  He t r i e d  
again and again, and fell many times. 

There was a mrur watching him, and f i n a l l y  the man aall- 
ad t o  him, "You are  euppoliled t o  be the wieest animal of 
al l .  I w i l l  prove t h a t  you ma not wise. Why don't you 
hang the gourd agaI.net your back? Then it w i l l  not be 
i n  your w s y  when you climb the t ree . "  



The to r to i se  t r i e d  th i a  t r i c k  and he found t h a t  he 
could climb the t r e e  more ea s i ly  and more quickly -- 
i n  f ac t ,  he could climb the t ree .  The to r to i se  wae 
g rea t ly  disappointed tha t  he had not truly collected 
a l l  the world's wisdom i n  the gourd, t ha t  some useful 
things had been l e f t  out. So he broke the gourd, 
since ha could not hope t o  contain i n  it all the  w i l -  
dom i n  the  earth. And t h a t  man wao considered t o  be 
wiser than the tor toise .  

Even the wise t of men has moments of fooliehness. 
<mi-- 

..-.- - 

Hence, the theme of the s tory i s  res ta ted,  not only summarizing the impor- 
t a n t  t a l e  canponents but a l so  emphasizing the  morally s ign i f ican t  aspects 
of the  story. This fo lk ta le ' s  leclson i s  then conveyed d i r ec t ly  and effec- 
t ive ly .  

2. Socialization --- 

The e f f ec t  of the social izat ion function i s  determined by the  basic  
d i f f e r  nce between the nature of the proverb and i t s  fo lk ta le  context. 
Most often we find that  th-. s tory  which contain8 a proverb i s  a t a l e  i n  
which animals a r e  capable of acts  which a re  norm- only accomplished by 
hunane. The s t o r i e s  a r e  thus f m t a s i e a  which operate as  s a t i r e s  of human 
a f f a i r s .  The proverb which serves as  the  moral of the  tale help8 t o  estab- 
l i s h  the s a t i r i c a l  mode. Its al lusion alwaya pertains t o  the  human sphere 
of behavior. The e f f ec t  of the proverb is  then t o  fur ther  tranagoee the 
animal t a l e  i n t o  a social ly  meaniwful homily. Jus t  a s  the  proverb has 
multiple p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  communal relevance, so  too does the t a l e  gain 
many soc ia l  in terpreta t ions .  The mima1 t a l e s  thus become human t a l e s  ae 
i n  the case of "Pbe Tpro Mice, It which enda, "It waa 9tj t ter  t o  be a poor man 
i n  peace than a r i c h  man i n  d i s t r e s s "  (my i t a l i c s ) .  This type of t a l e  
does more than enterlaif; because the proverbial moral adds referenae t o  the  
l o c a l  soc ia l  milieu. The frequency with which social izat ion occurs is  qui te  
interest ing.  Of  twenty-three Folktales i n  which praverbs provide moral 
comment, nineteen were animal and plant t a l e s .  The remaining four were 
human s tor ies .  Aa thgre a re  many animal t a l e s  among African p o p l a s  (even 
though they are  not the dominant t e ) ,  there  i s  ample opportunity fo r  the 
social izat ion function t o  operate.% Certainly, t h i a  function i s  noticeable 
i n  Yoruba ta les .  

Socialization i s  qui te  evident i n   he Story of the Sad  adp polo." Here, 
when the king of the frogs dies ,  a tadpole i s  tielected as  the candidate fo r  
the  new king. He had been shunned before, but now zs king he would be great- 
ly f la t te red .  He was very happy and decided t o  celebrate. In the  course of 
t he  festivities, he became very drunk arnd began t o  dance. However, he was 
eo intoxicated t h a t  he f e u  d m  end broke his leg. The frogr had a ru l e  
t h a t  anyone with a deformity could not becomc king. Thus, the old totad waa 
crowned i n  place of the  tadpole. The t a l e  ende wlth the rolrarb "when you 
hear of a good thing coming your w a y  think of y o u r a e l f . ' ~ 8  T h i ~  statement 
makes t he  t a l e  of froge and tadpoles par t icu la r ly  s ignif icant  t o  the aud- 
ience. The proverb i s  addresued t o  each individual i n  the audience with 
references t o  "you," "your way," and "youreelf." Alao the mmal can be ap- 
plied t o  more s i tua t ions  than the crowning of the king.  The les ron  of this 
s t o r y  concerns caution, which l a  a behavior trait t h a t  i s  csrtalnly applicable 



t o  many soa ia l  relationehips. The proverb thus makes the t a l e  relevant 
t o  the context of Yoruba culture. 

The analysia of the effect  of provcrbs on folktales  has revealed two major 
aepecte of the nature of Yoruba folklore. First, proverbs f a c i l i t a t e  the 
t e l l i n g  of folktalea i n  a nwnber of ways. They can be used both t o  intro- 
duce and t o  canclude a tor ies  a s  well as clarif'y and ornament the tex t  ~f a 
tale. Second, proverbs provide inetructional meaning far folktales. On 
one leve l  they can give each t a l e  i ts  own moral. Furthernrore, they a lso  
contribute t o  a deeper l eve l  of communication by adding eocial  significance 
t o  talea.  

The functions of the proverb are  constant and are  not culture bound; they 
operate even i f  the proverbial expression i s  borrowed f'rom another culture. 
The phrase "The man had made hie  bed and therefore he must l i e  in i t " 3 O  
occurs i n  a tale told by a college-educated Yoruba which deal t  with male 
pregnancy. The expression was used as both a conclusion and a mora fo r  
the  story. It adds stylized language t o  the  story,  thue serving as orna- 
mentation. Hence, foreign materie3 can be acawunodated i n t o  folktales  with- 
out radical ly  a l te r ing  the procese of t a l e  terlling.31 

Further conclueions of t h i e  paper touch on the nature of the r e l a t imsh ip  
between the proverb and the folktales  among the Yoruba. It was found tha t  
tho two farms do occur together. Whenever they are joined, their  union can 
be very complex becauss several functions may  be i n  operation. However, it 
aeeme tha t  the t a l e  gains more from the all iance. Proverbe add aophiatlca- 
t i on  and elegance t o  the t a l e ,  whereas the t a l e  only provides one of the 
many cul tural  formats for  the expression of the prwerb. Proverbial expres- 
sions dominate the i r  s tor iea  rather  than vice versa. Thus the proverb has 
more importance for  the folktale  than the t a l e  has for  the proverb. The two 
genres do not then merge completely in to  one form. Bascom has noted a s i  - 
1- si tuat ion i n  the relationship of folktales  and - I f a  divination verse. 3 g  
There he found that  tales could be distinguished within the corpu8 of the 
poetic farm. In l i k e  manner, when praverbe appear i n  foUEeales, they remain 
distinguishably apart. The proverb i s  thus a u n i t  of ora l  t rad i t ion  which 
the t a l e  t e l l e r  may use a rb i t r a r i ly  fo r  narrational and es the t ic  purposes. 

3 .  E. Ojo Arewa, "Proverb Usage i n  a 'Natural' Context and Oral Literary 
Criticism, " JAF 83 (1970), lr30-43'7. 

2. Archer Taylor, The Proverb (cambridge, Mass., 1931), p. 31. 

4. Ruth Finnagan, - Oral Literature i n  Africa fi on don, 1971), p. 391. 

5 -  George Herzog and C. S. Blooah, Jabo Proverbs from Liberia fr on don, 
1936), P* 1. 

6 J. Berry, Spoken A r t  i n  West Africa we on don, 1$1), p. 22. 

79 E* C. Rowlands, ro he I l l u s t r a t i o n  of a Yoruba Proverb," JFI 4 (1967), - 
351. 



Finnegan, Oral Li tera ture ,  pp. 330-391. 

The Yoruba-speaking Peoples of the  Slave Coast of West Africa  v on don, 
1894 1 

William R. Hascorn, " ~ o l k l o r e  Research i n  Africa,  " JAF 77 (1964), 13-1-4. - 
Ayodele Ogundipe, "An Annotatetl Collection of Folktales from African 
( ~ i g e r i a )  Students i n  the  United S ta tes"  (M.A. Thesis, Indiana Univer- 
s i t y ,  1966), p. 103- 

Arewa, "Proverb Usage.. . ," p. 432. 

Ogundipe, "An Annotated Collection," p. 48. 

E l l i s ,  The Yoruba-speakin[; Peoples, pp. 252-253. 

Abayomi E'uja, Fourteen Hundred Cowries (London, 1962), p. 3. 

Barbara K. Walker and Warren S. Walker, Nigerian Folktales (New Rruns- - 
with, New Jersey,  1961), pp. 46-47. 

Melville, J . i-Terskovits and S .  Tagbwe, " ~ r u  Proverbs, " - JAF 43 (1.()30), 
223 

John C. Messenger,  h he Role of Proverbs i n  a Nigerian Jud i c i a l  ~ycter r . , "  
Southwestern Journal  of A n t h r o p o s  15 (1959), 6/1-73. --- 
Ellis, The Yoruba-speaking Peoples, p. 246. "without bad news there  can 
be no sadness of t h e  hear t"  i s  a proverb appropriate fo r  funerala.  

Finnegan, - Oral Li tera ture ,  p. 392. 

William R. Bnscorn, The Yoruba of Southwestern Nigeria (New York, 1969), 
PP* 98-'99- 

Rowlands, "The I l l u s t r a t i o n  of a Yoruba Proverb," loc. c i t .  and Mnnegan, 
Oral Li te ra tu re ,  p. 377. - 
Walker and Walker, Nigerian Folktales,  pp. 35-36. 

Ogundipe, "An Annotated ~ o l l e c t i o n , "  p. 77. 

E. Ojo Arews, "On Devising a New Arrangement f o r  African Tale ~ y p e s , "  
31 (1%7), 266. 

Fuja, Fourteen Hurldrcd Cowries, y. 19. 

Walker and Walker, Nigerian Folktales,  p. 73. 

See Melville J. Herskovits and Frances S. Herskovits, Dahomean Narrative 
 vanst st on, 1958), pp. 70-72 fo r  fu r ther  examples of cu-o+o%"g- 



i n  Af r i can  f o l k t a l e o .  

32. W i l l i a m  R. Bascom, ba he Re l a t i onsh ip  of Yorubu Fo lk lo re  t o  Divining,"  
JAY 56 ( 1 ~ 4 3 ) ~  127, 131. - 




