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ABSTRACT

This paper examines cultural identity through prbgeespecially, by comparing and contrasting ptoven
Hausa, Yoruba and Igbo. Cultural background ofttivee regional languages in Nigeria will be expiblyy analysing
verbal expressions in their respective native laggs. Elements such as word choice, imagery amdviilhbe revealing
factors of traditions, values, and cultural traithe significance of this study lies in the facttihational identities can be
better understood by the comparison and contratesfe popular expressions. It was discoveredptttaterbs bring out
the unigueness of a people and also teach tolerancesty, hard work and sense of self-worth amdiggrian people.
It is recommended that the study of proverbs shbeldjiven prominence in the curriculum of studies dchools and

universities in Nigeria because Proverbs can ah#&ecountry and make Nigeria a peaceful nation.
KEYWORDS: Culture, Cultural Identity, Identity, Proverbs, lcarage
INTRODUCTION

Series of popular wisdom abound in many Africanglaages to accentuate and highlight discoursesvangi
contexts. These expressions of wisdom are usuelgrred to as proverbs. In Africa, especially i tigerian context,
expressions are not considered rich and intelliganept when they are duly laced with proverbscivtdire many in our
diversified cultures. This informs why a traditidnafrican would constantly punctuate his speechhwitppropriate
proverbs and aphorisms to drive his points homevila(1992) cited in Lawal, et al. (1997:637)]. Thieility to sum up
ideas and experiences in captivating and succixyptessions has always been considered a sign ivenatelligence,

linguistic competence and cultural erudition.

Proverbs are wise sayings that address the heéreafiscourse in any given context, truthfully anijectively.
In Africa and in Nigerian cultures especially, thase considered the reliable means, which convegnings to their
destinations or hearts of the listenekscording to the BBC English Dictionary (1992:92g@yoverbs are short sentences
that people often quote to give advice or make gdr@mments about life. A proverb is thereforeshart well-known
expression that states a general truth and givesdaice. Whiting (1932:302), having read througll aorutinized the
various attempts by other scholars to give a moeeige definition of a proverb which was howeveraarcise in futility,
he resorts to sum up what is contained in theserdiit definitions and give a more all embracindiniigon as an

expression that, owing to the people, testifiegstorigin in form and phrase.

It expresses what is fundamentally true (truism)aihomely language often adorned, however, wlitewtion
and rhyme, he writes. He goes on to say it is Wsuglort, but need not be; it is usually true, Imgted not be.

Some proverbs have both a literal and a figuratreaning, either of which makes perfect sense, laeraften they have
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but one of the two. A proverb must be venerablemiist be the sign of antiquity, and since such ssigray be

counterfeited by a clever literal human beinghibdd be attested in different places at diffetanes.

According to Trench (1905:10), no matter how fliit) a saying may be, it cannot just be esteemedmsverb.
For a saying to be regarded as a proverb it shoeloh use for quite a time and the language inshseld be expressing
some meaning hidden or shadowed by the literal mgaof those words as they appear on surface wighsuperficial

value.

The use of proverbs is common among Nigerian v&it€hus, in projecting the Nigerianness of theamties and
cultural backgrounds, the Nigerian writers artitelthe rich cultural ethos of proverbs in theirathee works to reinforce
meanings. It is ultimately submitted that provedns a profound source of rhetorical power, literaffectiveness and

discourse maturity.

It has been argued that one of the most interestidgperhaps difficult parts of language learnmgxploring the
sayings and expressions that are a part of evaguige. Proverbs and idioms, then, play a keyimlanguage studies.
A proverb is defined as a short pithy saying imjérent and widespread use that expresses a basiotrpractical precept.
An example in English is “All that glitters is ngbld” meaning that some things are not as valuablthey appear to be.
An idiom or idiomatic expression is defined as camnnphrases or sayings whose meanings cannot bestmald by the
individual words or elements. An example in EngiistiForty winks” which means a short nap, and hashing to do, in

reality, with winking forty times.

Proverbs alongside idiomatic expressions, colldgures, slang can motivate language students im tearning
process because these expressions are colourfubféerd very different from the standard languagkeyl can make
students feel as if they are learning more thanthesbasic vocabulary of the language. In addjtproverbs and sayings
can be an insight into the culture and the soaétihe country they originate from or are usedBedcco 138). One can
even say that they make up a part of interculteahmunication, which has been defined as verbal ramterbal
communication that exists between the members fiérdnt cultures (Abdallah-Pretceille 102-103). Whsayings,
expressions and proverbs are used by a native speakessence they can actually have the funatfagiving practical

instruction of the language and its culture (Zukjag

In many African societies effective speech and aosuccess depend on a good command of proverbs.
These treasured sayings convey the demonstratetbmiof the ages and therefore serve as a relialtteoty in
arguments or discussion. proverbs are a universaigmenon. What differs from one culture to theenik the meaning
that is attached to proverbs. Hence, ‘proverb nibgstanalysed in each of its unique social contdrtother words,
“the proverbs of a community or nation is in a reahse an ethnography of the people which if syetieed can give a
penetrating picture of the people’s way of lifegithphilosophy, their criticism of life, moral thg and social values 4.
And in Africa, proverbs ‘have a different functiamd level of theoretical meaning that make them d¢myponents, as

well as expressions of a culture’s viewpoints ara@ety of important topics and problems.
Nigerian Proverbs as Symbolic Expressions and Commications

Nigerian proverbs are as numerous and differefligsrian languages are overwhelmingly numerousnéland
Nurse (2000:96) in the 1996 edition Bfthnologugut the number of living languages in Africa at 2Cdnd list the total
number of living languages in the world as 6500jlevthey list 515 for Nigeria. The proverbs, espdgithose from
Southern Nigeria are effective means of commurooatas they exploit the resources of metaphor, tgbe, similes,

among other striking artistic forms. They have @iamualities with which they spice speech. Chikahebe extols this
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aspect of the Nigerian proverb when he remarketiaimong the Igbos, proverbs are the “palm oil witiich words are
eaten.” He imagines and invents a situation wheoedsv are put in the mouth like pieces of yams dmeled, after
dipping the yam (word) in palm oil.

PROVERBS: A CONCEPTUAL REVIEW

Proverbs are common features of conversationaluelocg in many African cultures, especially in Niger
Such “wise sayings” are usually acquired and lefiorh listening to the elders’ talk. Given the dge position that the
elders occupy in various African traditions as thenan repository of communal or primordial wisdaimy are the
masters of eloquence, rhetorics and meaning. Tieetha ones who know how to impregnate short espes with vast

meanings, implicating the proverb, “it is the eldanouth that determines a ripe kola nut”.

Several definitions of the term “proverb” abounditarature. The central idea in the definitionghat a proverb
is “an adage, saying, maxim, precept, saw or amprsym of such that expresses conventional truttécoiding to
Webster's New Universal Unabridged Dictionary (1872 proverb is a “short saying in common use egingsa
well-known truth or common fact ascertained by eipee”. It is our contention, based on above didins, that a
proverb is any wise saying or epigram that addeetise heart of the matter in a given context, fuliyrand objectively,

and is ascertained by world knowledge.

Adegbija (1988) provides insights into factors msgble for the successful decoding of meanings by
investigating the utterance, “My friend, where isifi?” made by a Nigerian military President to hispector General of
Police. He discovers that the utterance subjestdfito five interpretations (Adegbija, 1988:153sbd on thirteen
different presuppositions, both semantic and praigmahose presuppositions made his subjects efermeanings from
the utterance under study, which surreptitiouslpesps as an innocuous utterance (lbid:158), caméxzed naturally

within the semantic and pragmatic frameworks.

Lawal et al. (1997:635-652) describe the illocutipnacts performed through the use of twelve Yonutmerbs.
They analyse the linguistic, situational, psychatalj social, sociological and cosmological congewthich listeners or
readers have to competently deploy to interpretpimverbs. They dissect the frontiers of meaningwient in the
proverbs through the pragmatic theory, which igeoty of meaning. Pragmatics is mainly concernetth tie different

meanings which words, phrases and sentences carirhdifferent contexts of use (Lawal, 1997:19).

Alabi (2000:215-230) highlights the form and fuocts of proverbs in five plays of Olu Obafemi. Tlneee
groups she identifies are, first, proverbs thabeskisting Yoruba proverbs, which aim at freshnesgucing the boredom
of encountering everyday proverbs. The second goomgists of proverbs that are garnished by rhegbdlements such
as unusual collocates, L1 lexemes, parallel strasfuanastrophe, parenthesis and ellipsis whickesiye function of
engaging the minds of the audience/readers inrtediéctual tasks of identifying new versus oldnfgrof the proverbs.
The last group comprises proverbs that sparklganstation “with the vivid imagery of the L1 and itulture” which

functionally provide the necessary cultural milfeuthe plays she studied.

Following Lawal's (1992) thesis that proverbs seencontain the richest pool of pragmatic or sentafactors,
the meaning mappings provided by proverbs are fimeresignificant for attention especially in thecead language
context, where the L1 ideas are transposed on2heotes. Though, due to the universality of humaresence, proverbs
exist in all languages with similarities in ternfaleeir reliance on vivid images, domestic allusi@nd word play, yet they
are scantily encountered in many European langugggstal, 1997:53). On the contrary, proverbsdeaprominently in

interpersonal, transactional and ideational language in Africa. And since African writers articidaAfrican ethos that
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“enable a compelling realization of African aesit®! Nigerian writers are wont to suffuse theirnuoitted literary

enterprises with abundant proverbs as a way ofrsndeng cultural consciousness and evoking petiegraneanings.
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Language is one of the main instruments by whictues belief systems and cultural practices are
communicated. Every language, asserts Goddard (299&s its own culture-specific meanings, whichrat translate
readily into English. For this purpose, the Nigeriariters in English have to intuitively deploy tirees of meaning to
their rendition of Yoruba proverbs into English dmale to rely on this to get their meanings commateid. As semantics
is a linguistic theory concerned with the studym@aning by seeking “to convey and classify humagreggnce through
language” (Babatunde, 1999:70) and pragmaticsesutiie “invisible’ meaning or how we recognize wiameant even
when it isn’t actually said (or written)” (Yule, 28a:127), the essence of the theories of meanitogpgsovide frameworks
from which meaning can be attributed and inferr@dme of the theories of word/sentences meaningidecithe
Referential Theory, the Ideational Theory, the 8tim-Response Theory, the Realist Theory and theeQtual Theory.

In this context we will only consider the referahtiheory and the contextual theory.

The Referential Theorystates that the meaning of a linguistic expressi@xpressed in terms of what is named,
denoted and referred to by the word. Also consiller® the denotation theory, it indicates that tleamng of a word or

expression is the physical object is which the wsiedhds for.

The contextual theory, on the last note here psagmatic theory of meaning which focuses on whatihguistic
form is used for, rather than what it means (Oyesl2i000:176). According to Firth, who is a propenef this theory,
the most vital fact about language is its socialcfion. Essentially, the theory maintains that atcad/sentence will be

meaningful only if it is used appropriately in soartual contexts (Ogunsiji 2000:48).

Moreover, as meaning cannot be a one dimensiomaighenon, there are bound to be types of mearliegsh
(1974) identifies seven types of meaning so as#dly delineate the nature of the elusive meankagording to him,
meanings are conceptual/denotative, emotional/datine, collocative, reflected, affective, stylistiand thematic.

As all these meaning types feature in proverbsied Biscussion of them is deemed appropriate.

Denotative meaning is the literal, basic, plaircentral meaning of a word. It is relatively stabl@ its scope is
not open-ended and indeterminate. Connotative mgann the other hand, is the meaning people adsogiith words.
It is the personal or cultural meaning which is maded and indeterminate. According to OdebunrBi0{249),
connotative meaning ultimately depends on “indigidexperience” and Yule (1996h:3) affirms the esseof “speaker

meaning”.

While collective (from collocation or “placing totheer” of words or phrases) meaning is the meanih@ o
linguistic form in relation to the other forms egpsed with it in a given context, reflected mearinthe sense a word or
sentence evokes in a multiple conceptual situatiothe words of Ogunsiji (2000:52), reflected miegrarises when one
of the several meanings of a word becomes directbpciated with the word to the extent that we terfdrget the other

uses of the word.

Affective meaning arises when language is useefleat the personal feelings or attitudes of theager to the
audience. This type of meaning features at theldeok politeness, indignation and rudeness. Whidissic meaning
concerns the relation of the linguistic form toigbor situational circumstances like geographioahtion, subject-matter,

medium, sex, age, etc, thematic meaning referh@omanner of organising messages in terms of emglefocus and
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emphasis. No language is monolithic and expresdant themselves to various meanings based omthmretation of
the listeners, stamping one specific meaning oroagub may be erroneous. What we have, rathempassible meaning
types which cannot even all be explored. The indationship and inter-dependence of meanings,siaaing overlaps,

thus feature in our analysis.

Aesthetically speaking, a proverb may be used twsjoy, to mourn, to praise, to indicate failuretorwarn.
So, apart from the literal and linguistic contextss social context of any proverb determines uitability of use in a
particular situation (Bashir and Idris-Amali, 20425). The meaning of a proverb, to a great extdepends on the
circumstance of use, the dexterity of the speakeser(, the iconic cultural and interpretative skibf the listener
(audience), among other linguistic tropes which edybits aesthetics. Suru (2010:171) affirms thattetics deals with
those responses to natural objects (including plbmyeand the judgement of them whether they shbeldegarded as
beautiful or ugly. Omoera (2012: 66), though inlightly different context, argues that what we sag/hear has ‘colour’
or ‘art’ attached to it and equally constitutesam@sthetic. essence, which is a ‘moment’ of beautadth tangible and
intangible terms. Here lies the aesthetic bite rbelvance of proverbs as artistic embodiments ¢aatengage, provoke,
evoke human thoughts/ideas tangibly and intangilelgending on the speaker/listener and native iigégite interfaces.

However, the aesthetics as seen in the contexgagfaiof proverbs is of paramount interest to tisisadirse.

The elements of choice of words and imagery wiltdesaling factors of traditions, values, or cudturaits of an

individual.

Some Examples Hausa Proverbs

A Dubiruwa a Dubitsaki
Literarily- Look at the water, look at the sediment
Not all that glitters is gold.
Ba Bakoruwakashalabari
Literarily- welcome a stranger with water and yoill get stories/information from him/her.
Give a stranger water and you will gain from him.
Kifi a Ruwasarki Ne
Literarily- A fish is a king in the water.
A man can do what he likes in his own house.
Komezurfinruwa, Da Yashi a Ciki
Literarily-No matter how deep the water is, ther@ways sand in it.
There is an end to all things.
Sairuwayayiyawa a Kanbadoki
Only when there is plenty water that you give iathorse.
You only give when you have enough or you don’egivhat you cannot afford.
Tsohongatarinka, Ya Fi Sari Kabani

What belongs to you is better than borrowing framsone.
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The images of sediments (tsaki), folktales, samisdy axe(gatari) are common or associated withHhesa
community. One can determine your cultural backgdoéfrom the images you use in your proverbs. Arg tise of

language such as;
* A man can do what he likes in his own house.
* Not all that glitters is gold.
» Give a stranger water and you will gain from him.

Depicts the lifestyle of the Hausas. A man seeséifrand rule in his house as a demi-god. The Haals® have

respect for gold and welcoming a visitor or strangith water is part of Hausa culture.
Yoruba Proverbs

Yoruba: A kiiraoyikomaakoniloju.

English: You do not buy wind with money without experiergstorm.
Context of Usage

The deeper meaning underlies that those who stirayble suffer the grievous consequences. Theepboserves
a social function, as it indirectly admonishes blemakers to desist from causing problems to opleaple, or bear the

consequences of their action.

The aesthetics of the proverb lies in the imagespehding, money, wind and storm. One is expeaezpénd
one’s hard earned money on something beneficia.uhimaginable that one can spend money on wimebthing and get

into trouble.

Yoruba: Ti ebibakuroninuise, isebuse.

English: If hunger is out of poverty, poverty is finished.
Context of Usage

It suggests that people should work hard to pud foo the table. If this is done, all other problesaa be solved.
The aesthetics of the proverb lies in the imagdsuofger, and poverty existing side by side untildfas used to break the

relationship. Others include;
+  Kumolu ‘Bikob&'idiobirinki i jé ‘Kamola”
Without a special reason, a woman is never nametht@ the death of a family pillar.
» Olaniyonu ‘Enitikoriolari, ti 6 so omoreniOlaniyonu

Those who have never experienced wealth or horsawyr there is problem in wealth or honour and nameé t

children so)
e Ariléyan ‘Babaolérulékanti 6 so omoreniAriléyaribahi dyansi?’

An owner of one house who names his child‘ takédepn ownership of many houses’, where is hisg®)d
«  Asamu ‘Omotiyio je Asamu, kékeréniyioti se enus&mis

A child that will be sharp, shows it early in hjzegch.
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e Apalara ‘Apal’ara, ighonwaéniiyekan; bi a 0 rienifiéfibiole li an ri; bi a korieni gbéjulé, a teramdiséeni’
A man’s arms are his relatives, his elbows arebhighers and sisters; if we find no one to leanvem,are like a

lazy man; if we find no one to rely on, we applysrives to our work.

There is a description that correlates Yoruba ptmv@nd names. And just as the description attatthadhame
helps in fixing the reference of the name, the prbwalso helps in unveiling the catalysts that seouefine and manifest
role expectations, aspirations and consciousnegsediearer of the name. This awareness can irefeedome of the root
causes of social vices in contemporary Yoruba $pcthe severed link between names and proverhsrétard the
recognition of the veritable name-proverb relato@mies concerning the cultural elements that dedimé work towards
meeting certain socially approved expectationsasmrations in life. Therefore | recommend that $bemingly severed
link between proverbs and names should be restoreéliberate cultural reorientation as a way twowp the erstwhile
vibrant virtues and values that would help build @evelop a peculiar and virile Yoruba society,eesgly in these days

of rapid globalisation.
Igbo Proverbs

Igbo: Egbebelu, ugobelu. Nkesibeyaebenenkuakwariya.

English: Let the hawk perch let the eagle perch. The one salys the other should not perch, let his wingslar
Context of Usage

It teaches that people in society should tolerate another and live in an atmosphere of peace ardiatity.
Anyone who breaks this rule will have his/her withgeken. The long arm of the law will come aftemftier to discipline

him/her. Here lies the aesthetic/moral preachmeétitie proverb.

Igbo: Nwanyikuru nu zoagbaegwunweonyenakuruyaegun’'ohia

English: A young woman who stands on the road to dance litmemmer in the bush.
Context of Usage

At the deeper underlying structural level of megnthe artist indirectly suggests that a woman whgss
“l can succeed without you” has a secret male @idehind her, so you mind what you do or say to aynan.
The beauty of the proverb lies in the act of imaginra woman dancing with reckless abandon on a baesy, without a

visible source of music. Others in clued:
» If the lizard of the house doesn't do the thingviibiich it is known it will be mistaken for a lizaaof the farmland.
» Do not be like the little nza bird that ate andrdtrand challenged his personal god to a single edmb
* No matter how strong or great a man is he wouleéneliallenge his god.
e The man who carries the deity is not a king.
e The world is like a mask dancing, if you want te sewell, you do not stand in one place.
e An animal more powerful than nte was caught insrtralp.

* The eneke-nti-oba, when asked by his friends whwée always on wing said, ‘Man of today has letorghoot

without missing and | have learnt to fly withoutrpleing'.



54 Usman, Joshua, Mustafa, Lynda Jummai & Agu, Margaet Nonyerem

e He who eats palm kernels in the morning understémeltanguage of famine.
»  Preparing coco-yams for planting does not meanttigat are already planted.
» If you see an udala fruit beside a mould of sHitck a leaf and cover the shit, and take your fruit

The images of lizard, farmland, mask, deity, tragnp kernel etc are common or associated with thm ig
community. One can determine your cultural backgdoérom the images you use in your proverbs. Argl tise of

language such as;
» If the lizard of the house doesn't do the thingvibiich it is known it will be mistaken for a lizaaf the farmland.
» Do not be like the little nza bird that ate andndkrand challenged his personal god to a single edmb
e The man who carries the deity is not a king.
 The world is like a mask dancing, if you want te #ewell, you do not stand in one place.
* An animal more powerful than nte was caught insrtralp.

Depicts the lifestyle or the activities of the Igpeople. They engage in farming, setting of trapgage in the

worship of smaller gods etc. so anyone applyindy gliction can be concluded as an Igbo man or woman.

A speech in a clan-meeting is customarily comprisedn opening salutation, an elaborate introducté the
topic of discussion, as killed persuasion of thewgoint taken by the speaker, a conclusive statemed a closing
salutation. The entire speech remains rife withrappate proverbs that both display the wisdom dedhonstrative

capacity of the speaker. Compared to the aged eemfpthe clan, however, the young men show muchtituge in

handling rhetoric. Being still learners “to speak riddles™ (65), they are more direct and rashcommunication.

As the narrative puts it, “the language of the ygumenis alwaypull down and destrgybut an old man speaks of

conciliation™(189).

Where do slang, colloquialisms, idiomatic expressi@nd proverbs come from or how did they originate

The obvious answer is that they come from the celitself. Proverbs, for example state “basic pples of folk wisdom”

of a given culture (Collis, Risso ix). It is preelg for this reason that analyzing them can showeatng elements about
culture. Idioms and/or sayings come from many déffié sources including the Bible, well-known autheuch as Aesop
and Shakespeare, Native-American customs (in tee ofithe United States), the ancient Greeks andaRe and even
from horse racing. Many idiom so we their popuiati the fact that they rhyme, and probably evegioated because of
this. An example i8irds of a feather flock togethgFerban, introduction]. Sayings, expressions olapht verbs have also
been categorized as phrases that contain an apera¢irb, which is often not the same verb indifféreanguages.

To lllustrate, Jean-Claude Beacco gives us thewalig example: one asks a question in EnglishjrbBrench the verb is

not “to ask” but rather “poser” (to put). In Spanisne “makes” a question using the verb “hacer”@®eal 40).

In general, ‘proverbs evolved with the growth arelelopment of the society, it reflects diverse aspef a
people’s culture, beliefs, traditional, social gmalitical institutions, ethics, commerce, healtk;.exi indeed, proverbs
encapsulate the worldview of a people, and serveneans of arousing, defining, manifesting and distaibhg the
expectations, aspirations and consciousness of oplgpe Kwame Gkekyexxii acknowledges this aspect aags
‘these sayings (proverbs) contain some thoughtschwhexpressed in words, (and which) all who arehait people,
recognize at once as something which they knewwell already, which all the instinct of their lis@and thoughts and

traditions tells them to be true to their own natur
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CONCLUSIONS

The origins of some of these sayings turn out taybe colourful or revealing expanding then thewiof a
culture. The differences in lexicon, comparing amahtrasting the words used in each language, exjpusessting
differences in cultural identities. However, agesaat the beginning of this study, even though éxtremely interesting
to try and judge a culture or to say how natioreditmay or may not act based on the expressiomsiiseheir respective
languages, it is probably neither fair nor advisalbl do so. People are far too complicated to perabem as replicas of

their language or faithful representative of tteeitture.

As stated earlier, in Nigeria, not just “among the, the art of conversation is regarded very higiid proverbs
are the palm-oil with which words are eaten” (Aobeh975:5). Rotimi’'s (1979:35) question that “wlstthe matter,
fellow, aren’t you a Yoruba man? Must proverbs kpla@ned to you after they are said?” As a restithts sheer fact,
Nigerian writers like Achebe and Rotimi find it deble and unavoidable to deploy the highly ratedvprbs to the
articulation of their thematic concerns. The rick@f the Nigerian languages and the discoursaliteyn of elders
(who use proverbs most) are not diminished by et that the authors write in English. Powerfulasleillustrative
references, and realistic messages are distillenudin the use of proverbs in Nigeria. This studyars attempt to
emphasise that communication matters a lot and dffattive communication in Nigeria requires a gaudstery of
proverbial elements, which convey more meaning acitieve more results in the hearers’ sensibilittes ordinary
everyday expressions. The dynamism of Nigeriandaggs, their cultural virility and linguistic pot®n are underscored
by showing through proverbs “how meaning is condelyg L2”, according to Babatunde (1995:4), “withie mediating

role of the first language”.
RECOMMENDATIONS
It is on the strength of the foregoing that thédwing recommendations are made:

» Grants should be made available by stakeholderkjdimg cultural experts, governments and languagearch
centres, for the collection and documentation @feéxian proverbs to boost the indigenous knowledige lnf the

people.

e The study of proverbs should be given a placeérctirriculum of studies for schools and universitieNigeria.

» Proverbs that unite the country and make the Nageaim should be emphasized.

»  Much emphasis should be placed on the proverbddhah tolerance, honesty, hard work and senselfefverth.
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