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Th is  paper  looks a t  p rove rbs  t h a t  a r e  
of ten l abe l l ed  as con t rad ic to ry  b y  p r o v e r b  
scho lars  a n d  proposes a n  . a l t e r n a t i v e  per -  
spect ive f rom which  they may be  v iewed.  
To t h i s  end, I examine the i l l u s i o n  of con- 
t r a d i c t i o n  in p rove rbs  a n d  a r g u e  t h a t  the 
impression of an t i t hes i s  i s  i n  p a r t  based on 
a s u p e r f i c i a l  unders tand ing  of the dynamics  
of p r o v e r b  use. 

The issue of con t rad ic t i on  p r o v e r b  
scho lars  h a v e  in mind,  however, needs to 
be  def ined.  We a r e  not  r e f e r r i n g  here  to 
the  impression of con t rad ic t i on  in a s i n g l e  
p r o v e r b ;  t h i s  would have  been re levan t  i f  
o u r  i n ten t i on  was to a p p r a i s e  the a r t i s t i c  
use of the devices of pa radox ,  o r  oxymoron, 
to c reate  the impression of se l f -cont rad ic t ion ,  
o r  a b s u r d i t y  i n  proverbs .  Rather ,  we a r e  
concerned here  w i t h  p r o v e r b  p a i r s  t h a t  a r e  
a rgued  b y  scho lars  as advoca t ing  opposing 
p r i n c i p l e s ,  such as i n  the E n g l i s h  proverbs ,  
"Haste makes waste," on the  one hand,  a n d  
"He who hes i ta tes  i s  lost"  on the o ther .  
Cont rad ic t  ion  here  need not be  i n te rp re ted  
as  mere d i v e r s i t y  o r  inconsistency,  such as  
c a n  be  t raced i n  a l l  moral  laws,  p r i n c i p l e s  
o r  cha r te rs .  By con t rad ic t i on  between pro-  
verbs ,  we re fe r  to a j u x t a p o s i t i o n  of an tony-  
mous elements, o r  p r i n c i p l e s  (Ka tz  1964). 

Indeed, as e a r l y  as the b e g i n n i n g  of 
the 17th cen tu ry ,  a t ten t i on  to c o n f l i c t i n g  
p rove rbs ,  o r  p rove rbs  advoca t ing  opposing 
ph i losoph ies ,  was d r a w n  b y  Nicholas Bren- 
ton (1618). Since then, most scho la r l y  d is -  
cussions of p r o v e r b  col Iect ions a l  l  ude to 



t h i s .  F i r t h  (1926) re fe rs  to the  ! 'diverse na-  
ture, the square-faced opposi t  ions" of Maori  
p roverbs .  Andrzejewski (1968) i n  h i s  s tudy 
of Somali p roverbs  makes a s i m i l a r  observa- 
t ion.  Th is  i s  a lso s a i d  of Jabo proverbs  
(Herzog 1936), Eng l  i s h  p rove rbs  ( T a y l o r  
1950), p rove rbs  in Chinese ( L i s t e r  1874), and  
Yoruba p rove rbs  ( L i n d f o r s  a n d  Owomoyela 
1973). 

The existence of con t rad ic to ry  proverbs  
n a t u r a l l y  poses a problern to the view of the 
p rove rb  as a re f l ec t i on  of r u l e s  and  idea ls  
of l i f e  (Her tz le r  1933, Cohen 1913, Kelso 
1930), so i t  would undermine the view tha t  
f o l k l o r e  v a l i d a t e s  c u l t u r e  (Bascom 1965). 
I  t  would indeed upset RadcI i f fe-Brown's 
(1952) not ion  of " func t iona l  u n i t y , "  which 
i s  s a i d  to e x p l a i n  the f u n c t i o n i n g  of society. 
The view tha t  p roverbs  con t rad ic t  cou ld  on 
the other  h a n d  lend some credence to the 
"shreds and  patches" theory, i n  wh ich  items 
i n  a society a r e  perceived as h a v i n g  been 
brought  together b y  a n  accident  of h i s t o r y .  
3 u t  we cannot  ignore  here past  attempts to 
e x 9 l a i n  con t rad ic t  ion between proverbs .  To 
E lms l ie  ( l917) ,  a n t i t h e t i c a l  p rove rbs  repre-  
sent the v iewpoin t  of d i f f e ren t  classes of 
men. Th is  view h i n t s  a t  the possib le ab- 
sence of unan im i t y  i n  a soc ie ty ' s  view of 
l i f e .  To scholars such as F i r t h ,  on the 
other  hand,  p roverbs  may con t rad ic t  each 
o ther  because they re f lec t  the ideal  of the 
community on  the one h a n d  a n d  the se l f i sh  
impulse of the i n d i v i d u a l  on the other .  

Yet these exp lana t ions  of p rove rb  con- 
t r a d i c t i o n  would s t i l l  have  to contend w i t h  
the fac t  t ha t  i t  does not take the p rove rb  
reper to i re  of a whole group to exempl i fy  con- 
t r a d i c t o r y  p rove rbs ;  t ha t  the a c t i v e  p rove rb  
reper to i re  of a n  i n d i v i d u a l  may e x h i b i t  the 
a l leged ant i thes is ;  a n d  f i n a l l y  tha t  the ac- 
t i v e  use of a p rove rb  presupposes the ap- 



p r o v a l  of the re levan t  communi t y  . 
The problem of con t rad ic to ry  p rove rbs  

i s  p a r t i a l  l  y  resolved b y  T a y l o r  who contends 
t h a t  the adv ice  tha t  under l i es  most p rove rbs  
i s  the counsel to a v o i d  excess ( T a y l o r  1950: 
903). T a y l o r ' s  po in t  here i s  embel I  i shed 
b y  Greenway when he says t h a t  p rove rbs  ad-  
v i se  expediency,  which obeys no consistent  
precepts (Greenway 1964:64). The v iewpoin t  
of T a y l o r  a n d  Greenway os tens ib ly  leads us  
to the r h e t o r i c a l  v iew of p roverbs .  

The v iew of the p r o v e r b  as a tool f o r  
r h e t o r i c  i s  advanced b y  such scho lars  as 
Burke  (1957), Abrahams (196G), X i r shenb la t t -  
Simblet t  (1972), Soadi (1972), a few of whom 
exp lo i t  the an t i t hes i s  in p rove rbs  as  a p a r -  
t i a l  b a s i s  f o r  advoca t ing  a r h e t o r i c a l  v iew 
of p roverbs .  From t h i s  s tandpo in t ,  the  mo- 
r a l s  p rove rbs  advocate a r e  not of p r i m a r y  
importance.  

T h i s  no tw i ths tand ing ,  i t  i s  o u r  v iew 
here  t h a t  the admission b y  scholars t h a t  
p rove rbs  con t rad ic t  does not necessari  l  y  shed 
l i g h t  on  the  r h e t o r i c a l  v iew of p rove rbs ;  
ne i the r  does the  r h e t o r i c a l  v iew of p r o v e r b s  
adequate1 y e x p l a i n  the a l  leged con t rad ic t i on  
i n  p rove rbs .  For  wherever these v iewpo in ts  
have  been launched b y  scholars,  the element 
wh ich  would have  been most c r u c i a l  in the  
v a l i d a t i o n  of t h e i r  theses h a s  been miss ing .  
I  re fe r  here  to context. 

But  the absence of contex tua l  in forma- 
t  ion i n  the l  i t e r a t u r e  on p r o v e r b  con t rad ic -  
t i o n  i s  not of l im i ted  re levance;  i t  cha rac -  
ter izes a goodly p ropor t i on  of s c h o l a r l y  
works on the p rove rb .  Often, scho lars  h a v e  
compi led  p rove rbs  frorn v a r i o u s  c u l  t u r e  areas 
a n d  ass igned meanings to these, w i thout  re-  
course to the l i n g u i s t i c  context  in wh ich  they 
are,  o r  were used. 

I n  a p p e a l i n g  to context  to r e b u t  the 
exis tence of con t rad ic to ry  proverbs ,  we a r e  



aware of the over-use to which the term has 
been subjected in. fo l  k l o r i s t i c s .  I n  fact ,  
the  poss ib le  abuse of the not ion  of context 
i n  the socia l  sciences, and  the possib le dan- 
ge rs  i n  i t s  use as the bas is  f o r  e x p l a i n i n g  
the  i r r a t i o n a l  i s  po in ted out b y  Gel lner :  

Cactextual interpretation is, in some respects, 
like the invocation of ad hoc additional hypotheses 
in science: it is inevitable, proper, often very 
valuable, and at the same time dangerous and liable 
to disasterous abuse. It is probably impossible 
in either case to drau up general rules for delimi- 
ting the legitimate and illegitimate uses of it 
(1973:44). 

Our sa feguard  aga ins t  t h i s  danger i s  tha t  
u n l i k e  the treatment of bel ie fs ,  superst i t ions,  
etc., p e c u l i a r  to "p r im i t i ve "  societies w i t h  
wh ich  Gel l n e r  exempt i f i es  h i s  posi t ion,  we 
a r e  dea l  i n g  here w i t  h a phenomenon (cont ra-  
d i c t o r y  p rove rbs )  which i s  almost un i ve rsa l .  
Secondly, the very  n a t u r e  of the p rove rb  as 
o c c u r r i n g  o n l y  w i t h i n  a m a t r i x  of discourse 
shou ld  d iscourage any  approach to i t s  mean- 
i n g  outs ide  contextual  se t t ing .  Proverb i n -  
formants among the Akan of Ghana, f o r  i n -  
stance, p r o t e s t  aga ins t  d i rec t  e l i c i t a t i o n  of 
p rove rbs  th rough the use of the p rove rb  "One 
cannot  sleep except in a dream," and  the 
meta-proverb, "Without discourse, one does 
not  tel  l  p roverbs  ." 

The advantage i n  p a y i n g  heed to the 
po in t  i n  the above-ci ted proverbs  b y  i n for -  
rnants i s  tha t  i t  enables the cur ious  scholar  
to exp lo re  a poss ib le  meaning d iscrepancy 
between the p rove rb  as iso la ted and  frozen 
on p a p e r  b y  the scholar ,  and  the p rove rb  
as used in the f low of discourse. I t  i s  t h i s  
dichotomy between p rove rb  concept and  pro-  
v e r b  i n  context  t ha t  under l i es  o u r  pos i t ion  
i n  t h i s  paper .  The a t t r a c t i o n  in the pro-  
posed schism i s  tha t  i t  p rov ides  us w i t h  a 



theoretical support fo r  the u n l  ikeI:i.hood of 
contradict ion i n  the use of proverbs, and  
indeed exp la ins  the m u l t i p l i c i t y  of meanings 
that  can be associated w i t h  one proverb.  
The suggestion here i s  tha t  past scholars 
of the proverb i n  ass ign ing meaning and 
subsequently contradict ion,  have on ly  deal t  
w i t h  the proverb concept. But the dif ference 
between proverb concept and  proverb context 
i s  fundamental ly  one of ideology. 

Whereas i n  the realm of p roverb  concept, one 
i s  dea l ing w i th  the proverb as a cu l t u ra l  
fact  or  truism, which i s  l i a b l e  to contradic-  
t ion, i n  contextual usage the t r u t h  i n  a pro- 
verb i s  i r re levan t .  

I n  r e fe r r i ng  to the p roverb  concept as 
c truism, we a re  on ly  d r a w i n g  at tent ion to 
i t s  general or ienta t ion to the assert ion of 
a cu l t u ra l  t r u th .  The t ru ism i n  a proverb 
lnay be emp i r i ca l l y  v a l i d  as  i n  the Akan 
p roverb,  "The f i v e  f i ngers  a re  of unequal 
length!" i t  may be i n  the form of a v a l i d  
t rad i t i ona l  be1 ief  as i n  the l nd ian  proverb,  
"Oxen w i th  bad  t r a i t s  b r i n g  misfortune" 
S r i vas tava  1972). The p roverb  on the other 
hand, may be based on a quest ionable logic, 
o r  an unve r i f i ab l e  c la im as i n  the Engl ish  
proverb,  "3ne h o u r ' s  sleep before midni  ght  
i s  worth two hours a f te r , "  o r  "We must a l l  
eat a pack of d i r t  before we die" (Hand 
1980). The proverb may a lso be an in ter -  
pre ta t ion of an  a c t i v i t y  i n  the non-human 
wor ld  as i n  the Akan proverb,  "The pers- 
p i r a t i o n  of the t i ge r  i s  h a r d l y  noticed." 
Segardless of the logic o r  f a l l a c y  of a pro- 
verb, however, i t  i s  observed i s  a cu l t u ra l  
truism, o r  fac t .  I n  theoret ical  terms, the 
j r ove rbs  above a re  capable  of contradict ion 



o r  den ia l ;  b u t  i n  prac t ice ,  the t r u t h  i n  them 
i s  h a r d l y  quest ioned. 

I t  i s  t h i s  unquest ioned charac ter  of 
the p rove rb  concept t h a t  i s  exp lo i ted  fo r  the 
purposes of persuasion i n  discourse. But  
in the rea lm of d iscourse context ,  the pro-  
v e r b  ceases to be  fact-or iented;  i t  assumes 
the cha rac te r  of a n  opin ion,  con f i rm ing  o r  
v a l i d a t i n g  the judgment o r  op in ion  the 
speaker has  a l ready  formed. At t h i s  stage 
where the  t ru i sm i n  a p r o v e r b  i s  on l y  ex- 
p lo i t ed  to cor robora te  w i t h  a judgment, d is-  
cret ion,  o r  op in ion ,  con t rad ic t i on  becomes 
i r r e l e v a n t ;  f o r  op in ions  b y  t h e i r  very  na- 
ture,  a r e  not fac tua i ,  even though they may 
be pred ica ted upon fac ts .  

I n  one s i t u a t i o n  of p r o v e r b  use docu-- 
mented b y  the present wr i t e r ,  speaker A was 
deba t ing  whether he shou ld  a v a i l  himself  of 
a p r o v i s i o n  of u n a t t r a c t i v e  u tens i l s  tha t  were 
be ing  of fered f ree of cha rge  b y  another. 
As A was d ismiss ing  the idea because the 
items were not a t t rac t i ve ,  speaker B s u g g e s ~  
ted t h a t  A should take  them as they were, 
since bet te r  u tens i l s  were h a r d  to come b y .  
B supported h i s  suggest ion w i t h  the Akan 
proverb ,  "A worthless sponge i s  p i cked  up 
in needy times." Th is  p rove rb ,  in  iso la t ion  
i s  fact -or iented;  the po in t  i n  i t  i s  po tent ia l -  
l y  contestable, b u t  as i t  was used b y  speak- 
e r  B to s t y l i z e  o r  j u s t i f y  h i s  considered 
judgement o r  op in ion ,  i t  ceased to be de- 
n i a b l e  s ince op in ions  cannot  be  contested o r  
denied, b u t  a r e  o n l y  subject  to acceptance 
o r  re jec t ion .  Th is  makes the p r o v e r b  a f i t -  
t i n g  tool f o r  rhe to r i c .  

I n  d iscourse s i tua t ions ,  speakers may 
adopt s i m i l a r  o r  d i f f e ren t  v iewpoin ts .  But 
regard less  of the s tand  taken, each speaker 
asserts h i s  po in t  of view b y  adop t ing  a s t ra -  
tegy. I-le may r e l y  on personal  ins igh ts ,  
pas t  experiences o r  precedences i n  enhancing 



h i s  argument;  b u t  where necessary, a  speak- 
e r  may use h i s  d i sc re t i on  and, cons ide r ing  
the s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  of h i s  audience to pro-  
verbs, use a  p r o v e r b  to s o l i d i f y  the s tand  
he has  taken.  I n  u t i l i z i n g  a  p r o v e r b  i n  
the s i t ua t i on ,  the speaker may be  r e f e r r i n g  
to a  we1 I-known be l i e f ,  p rac t ice ,  fac t ,  con- 
vent ion  o r  phenomenon whose v a l i d i t y  i n  the  
society h i s  audience takes f o r  g ran ted .  
Knowing t h a t  the re levan t  p rove rb  i s  a n  un-  
quest ionab le  t ru ism, the speaker e x p l o i t s  
t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  a n d  uses the c u l t u r a l  t ru i sm 
to support  a n  op in ion  he has  formed in the 
d iscourse o r  a n  ac t ion  he has  taken, wh ich  
may even b e  u n p o p u l a r .  By u s i n g  a  c u l t u r -  
a l  t ru i sm to enhance a n  op in ion ,  the speaker 
may indeed be say ing ,  to h i s  audience, 
"Well, i f  you a l l  accept t h i s  po in t  i n  t h i s  
p r o v e r b  as  a n  incontestable t r u t h  wh ich  has  
been b lessed b y  o u r  fo re fa thers  a n d  handed 
down to us, you may as wel l  suppor t  the  
v iew I  am advanc ing . "  Of course, the l og i c  
o r  message i n  the speaker ' s  v iewpoin t  a n d  
t h a t  i n  the  p r o v e r b  may not necessar i l y  be  
i d e n t i c a l ,  b u t  the speaker here  exp lo i t s  the 
t r a d i t i o n a l i  t y  of the p rove rb ,  i t s  f l e x i b i l i t y  
a n d  metaphor ica l  c h a r a c t e r ;  he i n  fac t  ex- 
p l o i t s  the wisdom: of many to assert h i s  
personal  w i t  . 

The d i  st  i nc t  ion between p r o v e r b  concept 
a n d  p r o v e r b  i n  context  to wh ich  we resor t  
i n  s e p a r a t i n g  fac t  f rom op in ion  becomes even 
more r e l e v a n t  i f  we emphasize the metaphor i -  
c a l  essence of the p r o v e r b  (Sei te l  1969); f o r  
even though a p r o v e r b  may be  a n  image o r  
a  set of images, i t  may de f ine  a n  u n l i m i t e d  
r a n g e  of s i t ua t i ons ,  each d i s t i n c t  in p a r t i -  
c u l a r i t y .  These s i t u a t i o n s  may have  a  com- 
mon log i ca l  denominator,  b u t  they need no t ;  
f o r  the iso la ted p r o v e r b  concept may be  
v iewed as  h a v i n g  a  cons te l l a t i on  of po ten t ia l  
meanings each of wh ich  c r y s t a l  I izes i n  con- 



t ex tua l  usage. Ki rshenblat t -Girnblet t  (1972) 
f o r  example, re fe rs  to the p r o v e r b  meaning 
as  the i n teg ra t i on  of p r o v e r b i a l  a n d  s i  tua- 
t i ona l  meaning, a n d  exempl i f ies the mu l t i -  
p l e  meanings tha t  a p rove rb  may cont rac t  
as i t  i s  used i n  d i f f e r e n t  contexts. 

P a r t  of the reason f o r  the m u l t i p l e  
meanings a p rove rb  may acqu i re  i s  t h a t  po- 
ten t i a l  p r o v e r b  users may h a v e  d i f f e ren t  
techniques of t i m i n g  in a p p l y i n g  the  pro-  
verb ,  wh ich  may occasion a change in pro-  
ve rb  meaning. Th is  i s  beside the manipu la-  
t i on  of other  e x t r a l i n g u i s t i c  fea tures  such 
as tone, stress, o r  recourse to f a c i a l  expres- 
s ion  o r  o ther  motor o r  ges tu ra l  a c t i v i t y  b y  
p rove rb  users.  A l l  these re f lec t  on the mul- 
t ip1 i c i t y  of meanings tha t  may be  associated 
w i t h  one p rove rb .  Among the Jabo of L ibe-  
r i a ,  accord ing to Herzog, the f o l l o w i n g  pro-  
v e r b  can  be  used i n  two senses wh ich  d i -  
r e c t l y  con t rad ic t  each o ther ;  a person may 
condemn o r  p r a i s e  the same behav io r  w i t h  
the same p rove rb :  "They u s u a l l y  say i t  i s  
the v i l l a g e r ,  they d o n ' t  say i t  i s  the 
s t ranger ,  w h o  i f  he wa lks  about town, wa lks  
l e i su re l y "  ( t ierzog 1936). 

Evans-Pr i  t c h a r d  (1963) a l so  d r a w s  a t -  
tent ion to the m u l t i p l e  meanings Zande 
p rove rbs  cont rac t  i n  v a r y i n g  contexts;  t h i s  
he demonstrates w i t h  v a r i e d  meanings as- 
s igned b y  d i f f e ren t  scho lars  to the same Zan- 
de proverbs .  F ie ldwork  on the p r o v e r b  car -  
r i e d  out  b y  the present  w r i t e r  in fact  re- 
vea ls  t h a t  p r o v e r b  in formants  of ten f i n d  i t  
d i f f i c u l t  t e l l i n g  the scho lar  what  p rec i se l y  
a p r o v e r b  means. Ins tead of i n d i c a t i n g  
what a p rove rb  means, in formants wou ld  nor-  
m a l l y  g i v e  the context  o r  contexts in which 
the p rove rb  would be used. The po ten t ia l  
f o r  m u l t i p l e  meanings i n  a p r o v e r b  seems 
to have  been missed b y  such scho lars  as 



k ler r ick ,  who, w h i l e  w o r k i n g  on p rove rbs  
among the Hausa, po in ted out  tha t  the Hau- 
s a ' s  way of l ook ing  a t  t h i n g s  i s  d i f fe rent  
from the European. His reason? I.lausa i n -  
formants a r e  unab le  to p i n  down the meaning 
of p roverbs .  For  example, one man gave 
three in te rp re ta t i ons  of the sarne p rove rb  on 
three successive d a y s  (X ler r ick  1905). I  n 
squeezing out  a p r o v e r b ' s  meanings f rom a n  
informant ,  Mer r i ck  h a d  in fac t  compelled the 
informant  to come u p  w i t h  three meanings 
based on d i f f e r e n t  h y p t h e t i c a l  contexts of 
usage. And one cou ld  irnay i n e  the extent 
of chaos, i f  Mer r i ck  h a d  f u r t h e r  asked h i s  
in formant  fo r  p rove rbs  t h a t  con t rad ic ted  h i s  
e a r l i e r  ones. I n  fac t ,  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to t a l k  
of con t rad ic t i on  between p rove rbs ,  s ince pro-  
verbs  have  more than  one meaning. Th is  
cha rac te r  of the p r o v e r b  increases i t s  v a l u e  
as a r h e t o r i c a l  tool.  

a u t  the r h e t o r i c a l  power of the p rove rb  
i s  a lso a t t r i b u t b l e  to i t s  l i t e r a r y  f l a v o r  (ba -  
l anc ing ,  rhyme, assonance, a l  l  i t e ra t i on ,  pun,  
e tc . ) ,  mot iva ted b r e v i t y ,  a n d  a u t h o r i t a t i v e  
tone. Through these a t t r i b u t e s ,  rnany pro-  
verbs  assume the cha rac te r  of absolute, un-  
q u a l i f i e d  r u l e s  encapsu la ted in  abbrev ia ted  
language.  Th is  of ten leads to apparent  con- 
t r a d i c t i o n  in some p r o v e r b  p a i r s  outs ide t h e i r  
contex tua l  usage. Fo r  example, the fo l  lowing 
two Akan p rove rbs  seem to con t rad ic t  each 
other ,  the f i r s t  a d v i s i n g  a g a i n s t  fe l  lowship, 
a n d  the second advoca t ing  fe l l owsh ip :  
a .  I t ' s  due to f r i e n d s h i p  t h a t  the c r a b  
got no head.  
b. '"Blow of f  a mote i n  my eyes," t h a t  i s  
why antelopes w a l k  i n  p a i r s .  
The fo l l ow ing  E n g l i s h  p rove rbs  have  a s imi-  
l a r  a n t i t h e t i c a l  f l a v o r :  
a .  Look before you leap.  
5.  He who hes i ta tes  i s  l os t .  



a .  Out of s i gh t ,  out  of mind.  
b .  Absence makes the hea r t  grow fonder 
(Godwin a n d  Wenzel 1981). 
A  second look a t  these p rove rb  p a i r s  sug-  
gests tha t  t h e i r  f u l l  meanings a r e  cond i -  
t ioned b y  the v a r i o u s  s i t ua t i ons  i n  which 
they would be  used, a n d  the p a i r s  may even 
complement each o ther  i n  contex tua l  usage. 
The f i r s t  Akan p rove rb ,  f o r  example, would 
be  seen i n  context  as g u a r d i n g  aga ins t  ex-  
cesses i n  a c q u i s i t i o n  of f r i e n d s  o r  select io- 
of f r i ends ,  wh i  l e  the second p rove rb  wou I -T  
ae used i n  s i t u a t i o n s  where a v o i d i n g  f r i e n b s  
ent ire1 y  has led  to un toward  consequences. 
A s i g n i f i c a n t  po in t  here i s  tha t  the t i m i n g  
of a  p r o v e r b  p l a y s  a  r o l e  i n  de termin ing  i t s  
s i t u a t i o n a l  meaning:  f o r  w h i l e  the use of the 
a n t i - f r i e n d s h i p '  p r o v e r b  in a n t i c i p a t i o n  oi 
a  mishap has a n  under1 y  i ng ,  weaker meaning 
of "stop i n d u l g i n g  i n  too much fe l lo ivship.  
d i sas te r  may occur,  I' i t s  use a f t e r  the oc- 
cur rence of a  d i sas te r  has the u n d e r l y i n g  
meaning, " d ~ s a s t e r  has  occur red ;  t h i s  p ro-  
v e r b  conf irrns i t . "  S i m i l a r l y ,  the a p p a r e n t l .  
con t rad i c to ry  E n g l i s h  p rove rbs  above h a \  s 
a pa ren the t i ca l  preface,  " I n  some con- 
texts. .  ." 

,4 f u r t h e r  argument tha t  suppor ts  the 
negot iab le  rneaning of a  p rove rb  i n  contex i  
l i es  i n  the cau t i on  exerc ised b y  some pro-  
v e r b  compi lers i n  e x p l a i n i n g  p rove rbs .  FG- 
example, h a v i n g  rendered a n  Akan prover; 
i n  the f o l l o w i n g  E n g l i s h  t rans la t i on ,  " I f  the 
rnouth s l i ps ,  the consequence i s  worse thar ,  
the s l i p p i n g  of the foot.." Ak ro f i  ( n . d . )  p ro -  
v ides  the f o l l o w i n g  exp lana t i on :  "A wrong 
word may do more ha rm than  a  f a l l  ." A r c  
f o r  the p r o v e r b ?  "One l i e  destroys a  thousar; 
t r u ths , "  Ak ro f i  states, "An honest man may 
ruin h i s  r e p u t a t i o n  b y  t e l l i n g  l ies , "  eve- 
though the p rove rbs  themselves a r e  more ab- 
so lute.  Cine may indeed observe how absurc. 



the fo l l ow ing  would sound as p rove rbs  among 
the Akan: 
-9. 

" I f  the mouth s l i ps ,  the consequence may 
be  worse than  the s l i p p i n g  of the foot.  
J. 

"' One l i e  may destroy a thousand t r u t h s .  
a n d  how the f o l l o w i n g  a r e  not l i k e l y  to be  
p rove rbs  i n  E n g l i s h :  
.& 

' Haste somet imes makes waste. 
.ma 

',. Absence sometimes makes the  hear t  grow 
fonder.  

The po ten t ia l  f o r  negot iab le  meaning 
does not,  however, mean a n y t h i n g  goes fo r  
a p r o v e r b ' s  meaning o r  tha t  the p rove rb  
user  i s  in no way cons t ra ined  in the speci f ic  
meaning he associates w i t h  the p r o v e r b  i n  
d iscourse.  Zather ,  the p r o v e r b  user  i s  
gu ided i n  h i s  choice of p rove rb ,  b y  h i s  
known pos i t i on  o r  a t t i t u d e  i n  the d iscourse 
in terac t ion ,  what  l i t e r a l  statements precede 
h i s  p rove rb  c i t a t i o n ,  o r  statements he u t te rs  
a f t e r  the p r o v e r b  he quotes. These def ined 
a t t i t u d e s  have  to co inc ide  w i t h  the intended 
meaning of the p r o v e r b  wh ich  i s  c i rcum- 
sc r ibed  b y  t r a d i t i o n  a n d  usage. Thus even 
though the p r o v e r b  user  i s  not accountable 
f o r  the content of the p r o v e r b ,  which i s  a t -  
t r i b u t e d  to t r a d i t i o n ,  the  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  of 
t imely and  a p p r o p r i a t e  usage devolves on 
hirn. He is ,  i n  f a c t ,  respons ib le  fo r  the 
aesthet ic  effect the p r o v e r b  achieves i n  the 
d iscourse a n d  how the p r o v e r b  harmonizes 
w i t h  h i s  known sentiments i n  the i n te rac t i on .  
The p rove rb  user  i s  indeed accountable, i f  
subconsciousIy, f o r  the avo idance of a pos- 
s i b l e  d isharmony between h i s  a t t i t ude ,  and  
the p r o v e r b  he  c i tes. 

But  even a f t e r  d i s p u t i n g  the existence 
of con t rad ic to ry  p rove rbs  on the b a s i s  of the 
p r o v e r b  concep t /con tex t  sch i sm, one cou I d 
go e x t r a  lengths  to subject  to c loser  perusa l  
some of the p r o v e r b  p a i r s  scho lars  have  sug- 
gested a r e  c o n t r a d i c t o r y .  !Yhi l e  t h i s  borders  



on the f r i n g e s  of o u r  argument  i n  t h i s  pa-  
per ,  i t  he lps  to demonstrate tha t  even a t  
the level  of p r o v e r b  concept, not a l l  the 
p rove rbs  p u r p o r t e d  to b e  con t rad i c to ry  a r e  
l o g i c a l l y  so; f o r  we r e a l i s e  tha t  these often 
h a v e  d i f f e r e n t  po in t s  of emphasis. Andrze- 
jewski  (1968), f o r  example, o f fe rs  the fol low- 
i n g  as examples of con t rad i c t i on  i n  Somali 
p roverbs ,  .-. 
., God does not p u t  to shame a b r a v e  man. 

The mother of a coward  does not lose her  
c h i l d r e n .  
a d d i n g  tha t  w h i l e  the f i r s t  advocates cour- 
age, the second encourages cowardice.  A 
c loser  look a t  the proverbs ,  however, i n d i -  
cates tha t  the po in t s  of emphasis i n  the 
proverbs ,  "b rave  man," a n d  " the mother of 
a coward"  occupy d i f f e r e n t  grammat ica l  posi-  
t ions  ( t h e  f i r s t  a c t i n g  as  subject ,  the second 
a c t i n g  as ob jec t )  a n d  therefore re f lec t  a d is-  
tance i n  meaning.  Secondly, "b rave  man" 
a n d  "niorher of a coward"  a r e  not log ica l  
opposites. For  w h i l e  i n  the f i r s t  p roverb ,  
i t  i s  the b r a v e  man tha t  i s  ' r ewarded '  i n  
h i s  e x h i b i t i o n  of courage, i t  i s  not the cow- 
a r d  tha t  i s  rewarded i n  h i s  cowardice, bu t  
h i s  b lood r e l a t i o n .  The l a t t e r  r l iod i f icat ion 
leads to an  absence of l og i ca l  p a r i t y  between 
the two const i tuents,  a n d  therefore an  ab- 
sence of con t rad i c t  i on  between the two pro- 
verbs .  Consider a l so  the fo l  low ing proverbs  
h i g h l i g h t e d  b y  I ierzog a s  c o n t r a d i c t i n g  each 
o ther :  
' Chicken says :  we fo l low the one who has 
something. 
4. 

",. Chicken says :  i f  you have  rnanaged to 
get something, you a v o i d  you r  fe l lows.  
The cont rad ic t ion ,  f o r  Herzog, l i es  i n  j us t i -  
f y i n g  generosi ty  i n  the f i r s t  p rove rb  and  
defend ing  sel f ishness i n  the second. A se- 
cond r e a d i n g  of these p rove rbs  indicates,  
however, t ha t  even i f  we agree tha t  both 
p rove rbs  advocate a course of act ion,  the 



recommendations here  a r e  not m u t u a l l y  ex- 
c lus i ve .  For  wh i l e  the ch i cken  has  every 
r i g h t  to seek food frorn another  h a v i n g  food, 
the  l a t t e r  a lso has  every r i g h t  to a v o i d  the 
needy chicken.  The examinat ion  of p r o v e r b  
p a i r s  w i t h  d i f f e ren t  areas of focus suggests 
t h a t  the composition of p r o v e r b s  i n  a cu l -  
t u r e ' s  repe r to i re  i s  based on a d i v e r s i t y  of 
human experiences. Zach ~ r o v e r b  composer 
was gu ided b y  the i d iosync rac ies  of the si--  
t ua t i on  tha t  i n s p i r e d  the p r o v e r b .  Th is  na-  
t u r a l  l y  d i v e r s i f i e s  the r e l e v a n t  a reas of fo- 
cus, ana  g ives  many p rove rbs  d i s t i n c t i v e  
l og i ca l  p a t t e r n i n g s  tha t  reduce t h e i r  poten- 
t i a l  of b e i n g  cont rad ic ted .  

aeside th is ,  the tenor of the  two pro-  
verbs  above ( a n d  several  o t h e r s )  suggests 
t h a t  p rove rbs  do not necessar i l y  a d v ~ c a t e  
course of act ion,  b u t  sornztir-,ies merely h igh -  
l i g h t  a n  unp leasant  hur t~an tendency, o r  a 
comrnon i r o n y  i n  l  i f e .  FJore exarnples of pro-  
verbs  dep ic t i ng  i r o n i c a l  s i t u a t i o n s  may be 
c i t e d  frorn other  languages:  
Vietnamese: A b lacksn i i th  never  has  a k n i f e  

f o r  be te l .  
Tami ls :  A rnat maker d ies  c n  b a r e  ground.  
Japariese: A d y e r  a l w a y s  wears undyed  ha-  

kani . 
i h i n e s e :  I n  the horne of a ca rpen te r  there 

a r e  no benches ( Permy akov 1970). 
Besides sounding more abso lu te  than  they 
r e a l l y  mean, the p rove rbs  above h i g h l i g h t  
the i r o n y  of a producer  of qocds o r  serv ices 
unab le  to benef i t  fr-0171 h i s  labor. 

The po in t  b e i n g  emphasized here  i s  tha t  
p rove rb  p a i r s  often h i g h l i g h t e d  as cont rad ic -  
t o ry  sometimes do not advocate  con t rad ic to ry  
courses of act ion, b u t  a r e  r,:ere su ia r r l a t  ions 
of i r o n i c a l  tendencies. T h ?  fo l  lo \ ry in~j  p a i r  
of p roverbs  used b y  F i r t h  as c o n t r a d i c t o r y  

in Maori  p rove rbs  may be  summaries of i ron-  

i c a l  tendencies i n  Maor i  l i f e ,  a n d  not r u l e s  
f o r  idea l  l i v i n g  as  F i r t h  (1926:27) would 
suggest:  



3. When there i s  a feast Paeko i s  not 
ca l led ,  when there i s  f i g h t i n g  you c a l l  h im 

loud enough. 
b .  At p l a n t i n g  t ime one labo rs  alone, at  
harves t ,  f r i e n d s  a r e  a l l  a round.  

We have  i n  t h i s  essay advanced argu-  
ments aga ins t  the exis tence of cont rad ic tory  
proverbs,  based m a i n l y  on the suggested 
concept/con text  d iscrepancy . Th is  schism 
was a lso argued as c o i n c i d i n g  w i t h  the 
metaphor ical  na tu re  of the p rove rb .  

But  p a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  wh i l e  the metaphori-  
c a l  essence of the p rove rb  st rengthens our  
s tand,  i t  cou ld  a lso  be a source of weak- 
ness; f o r  not a l l  p rove rbs  a r e  open-ended 
in the s i t ua t i ons  t h a t  they may be used. 
The v a l i d i t y  of t h i s  l a t t e r  po in t  makes pos- 
s i b l e  the p a i r i n g  of p rove rbs  whose conf l i c -  
t i n g  meanings even i n  some contexts seem 
beyond doubt .  I  have  i n  m ind  p a i r s  of say- 
i ngs  such as the fo l l ow ing  c i t e d  b y  L i s te r  
(1874) f rom Chinese proverbs :  
a .  Know a man b y  h i s  looks. 
b .  Looks a r e  borne i n  the h e a r t .  
I t  seems impossible fo r  these proverbs  to be 
app l  ied  to convey metaphor ical  meanings 
such as i s  poss ib le  i n  a p rove rb  l i ke ,  
"B i rds  of a fea ther  f lock  together." I n  the 
use of the proverbs  above, the dichotomy 
between l i t e r a l  meaning a n d  metaphor ical  
meaning may be b l u r r e d  s ince the s i tua t ions  
i n  which they may be used a r e  not open- 
ended. Th is  does not necessari  l  y erase our  
concepf/context d i s t i nc t i on ,  however; f o r  each 
of these proverbs  may s t i l l  c a r r y  v a r y i n g  
shades of meaning i n  context .  Even so, i t  
i s  worth a d d i n g  t h a t  most of such non-meta- 
phor i ca l  say ings  a r e  of ten re fe r red  to as 
"maxims" o r  "aphorisms," a n d  may not be 
considered h i g h  on the preference scale of 
good p rove rb  users i n  societ ies where pro-  
verbs  a r e  a c t i v e l y  used. 



Proverbs,  b y  t h e i r  v e r y  nature ,  a r e  
of ten metaphor ical ,  b u t  they a r e  a lso  d i ve rse  
a n d  unsystematized. Even w i t h i n  the pro-  
be rb  reper to i re  of a s i n g l e  c u l t u r e  o r  i n d i -  
v i d u a l ,  p rove rbs  may be i r r e g u l a r  i n  the 
messages they c a r r y .  But  t h i s  i s  not as re-  
levant  as the fac t  t ha t  t h i s  po ten t ia l  needs 
to be exp lo i ted  f o r  the purposes of rhe to r i c .  
Thus speakers in a d iscourse s i t u a t i o n  may 
exchange p rove rbs  to suppor t  d i ve rse  op i  n- 
ions. Th is  i s  demonstrated b y  Messenger 
(1965) i n  h i s  account of p r o v e r b  use i n  t r a -  
d i t i o n a l  cour ts  among the  Anang of N i g e r i a .  
I t  must be po in ted out,  however, t ha t  p ro-  
verbs used i n  such s i t u a t i o n s  a r e  not d i r e c t  
opposit ions, b u t  h i g h l i g h t  aspects of the re-  
levant  problem tha t  have  not been considered 
b y  the other  speaker in t a k i n g  h i s  pos i t ion .  

Thus even though i n  Messenger's e x -  
ample, the p l a i n t i f f  suppor t s  h i s  accusat ion 
of the defendant w i t h  the  p rove rb ,  " I f  the 
dog p l u c k s  p a l m  f r u i t s  f r o m  a c lus ter ,  he 
does not fear porcup ine, "  ( i m p l y i n g  t h a t  the 
defendant i s  a n  o l d  t h i e f ) ,  the  p rove rb  used 
b y  the defendant  to r e p u d i a t e  the cha rge  a n d  
assert h i s  innocence, "A s i n g l e  p a r t r i d g e  
f l y i n g  th rough  the bush  leaves no pa th "  ( im-  
p l y i n g  tha t  he has no symphat izers,  a n d  t h i s  
has  resu l ted  in h i s  apparen t  g u i l t )  i s  not 
in d i rec t  oppos i t ion  to the  f i r s t  p rove rb .  
The second p r o v e r b  merely h i g h l i g h t s  a p h i -  
losophy wh ich  the p l a i n t i f f  d i d  not e a r l i e r  
consider .  Even though the two p a r t i e s  take 
opposing pos i t ions  i n  the case, the p rove rbs  
they use a r e  not c o n t r a d i c t o r y .  

To conclude o u r  at tempt to rebu t  the 
exis tence of con t rad ic to ry  proverbs ,  i t  may 
be  added tha t  p r o v e r b  users  themsel ves do 
not seem to be aware  t h a t  p rove rbs  cont ra-  
d i c t .  The p o i n t  here  i s  t h a t  the  whole idea 
of p rove rbs  i n  oppos i t ion  seems to be  merely 
a scho la r l y  construct ,  of l i t t l e  o r  no re le-  



vance i n  the f ree f low of discourse. I n  
p o i n t i n g  t h i s  out  i t  has  not been ou r  in ten-  
t i o n  to b e l i t t l e  the v a l u e  of p a s t  scho larsh ip  
on the p rove rb .  Rather, we have  sought to 
h i g h l i g h t  some of the i l l u s i o n s  about the 
p r o v e r b  which may be perpetuated i n  the 
cont inued treatment of the  p r o v e r b  outs ide 
contex tua l  usage. The f i e l d  in formant  has 
been o u r  gu ide  here; h a r k  h i s  words: "One 
can  not dream except in a sleep," "Without 
discourse, one does not t e l l  proverbs."  
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