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FUNCTIONS OF PROVERBS IN CONTEMPORARY YORUBA SOCIETY
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Abstract

Proverbs reflect the life and the beliefs of the speakers of a language. They are
the words of wisdom handed down from one generation to the other. The elders
are the custodians of language and culture in a given society. In Yoruba society
like any other community the world over, proverbs have the capability of serving
as a store-house for cultural values that are highly cherished by the people.
Hence, this paper examines the functions of proverbs in contemporary Yorubd
society. The survey method of research was used. One hundred proverbs were
collected from Kwara and QOsun states respectively; and twenty were randomly
selected for analysis. Among the major findings of the study were that Yorubd
proverbs are still used for instruction and counselling purposes. Different
categories of people namely: politicians, business men and women, traditional
rulers, market women and few elites make use of Yorubd proverbs in the
contempcrary times. However, the younger ones are generally incapable of using
Yoruba proverbs; they use modified ones which could be called “new proverbs”

Key words: proverbs, language, culture, contemporary Yoruba society

Introduction

Odujinrin' (1967:59) observes that Yoriiba of western Nigeria are fond of
using proverbs when they make speeches in their daily activities. It is very
interesting to note that their proverbs blend harmoniously with the point they
treat, thus driving the point home in a way that the audience enter into their
feelings.

These proverbs the world over are inspired by nature. They are part of
any language community. They are products of the experiences and observations
influenced by man’s environment. What constitutes man’s environment include
his occupation, where he lives, the physical features around him like forest or
desert and things therein, the hills, the rivers, the socio political and economic
life and other things created by God which exist in the same vicinity with him.
The elders are fond of using proverbs to reflect given circumstances and
situations brought about by contact with their environment. The proverbs spoken
are meaningful and so attract positive attention and become incorporated into
Yoruba language for future use. However, the colonial period that brought formal
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education into our society paid little or no attention to thesg wor@z , elde s
classified as proverbs with the result that young generations in Yoruba land do
not have good knowledge of these proverbs. In Yoruba society like any other
language community in the world, proverbs have the capability of serving as a
store — house for cultural values that are highly cherished by the people.
Therefore, this paper examines the functions of proverbs in contemporary
Yorlbéa society. This is an attempt to revisiting proverbs as an aspect of our
culture long neglected and probably forgotten. It is also our goal to make known
to a larger audience the importance of proverbs in Yorubd society yesterday,
today and tomorrow. It is apposite to say here that there cannot but be some
sort of linguistic problem in the literary strength and semantic difficulty of the
original material when translated as observed by olatunji  (1982: vii).
Nevertheless, we will try as much as possible to be literal and close to the
original materials used in this paper.

Proverbs among the Yoruba

Adékeye (2001:31) defines proverbs as philosophical sayings of a group
of people handed over from one generation to the other. Adékeye says further
that proverb can also be called the poetry and moral science of the people who
own it. Many proverbs contain traditional observations on the nature of things,
some educational, dealing with man’s duties. They throw light on the subject and
drive points home when they are relevant. Ogunsina (1982) cited in Adékeye
(2001:31) describes proverbs as a rich source of instruction, admonition,
information, counselling and enlightenment. Fadipé (1970:302) has this to say
on Yoruba proverbs:

As a final example of the sociability of the Yoruba,
one may mention his frequent use of abundant
proverbs, Of all African peoples the Yoruba are
probably unsurpassed for the wealth and
appropriateness of their proverbs. I once had
occasion to translate for a proverb enthusiast more
than 1,200 Yoruba proverbs. Proverbs are
sometimes used in order to avoid giving a blunt
direct answer which is a necessary thing to do
when expressing one’s opinion before elders even
when such opinion has been directly solicited. But
most frequently, the proverb is used in bringing out
clearly the meaning of obscured points in
argument. Thus to the Yoruba, ‘the proverb is the
driving force in a discussion’. If an argument
becomes entangled the proverb is used to restore
clarity.

198
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Though, knowledge of proverbs is not the possession of only a few wise

men or elders,_aISpeaker using a proverb is expected to give reference to his

N ' o Pa )t ' J& Ui eyin agba 0”, “T6 t6 6 se bi dwe 0” meaning

with the permission of the elder\g or I pay due respect to the elders around. The

elders or audience will answer ‘6 6 ri dmiran pa, meaning may you live long to
say more and more proverbs.

Delano (1976: ix) observes that in Yoruba society, no one can be
considered educated or qualified to take part in communal discussions unless he
is able to quote the proverbs relevant to each situation. Akinyelé in his forward
to Ajibola (1974: vii), describes proverbs as the poetry and the moral science of
the Yoruba nation. Many of them contain traditional observations on the nature
of things; some educational, deal with man’s duties, and a few are simply an
ingenious play upon words. As Olatunji (1984:170) rightly observes, the Yoruba
value proverbs very highly, for they are considered to be the wisdom lore of the
race. And because the proverbs are considered to be traditional, and originate
from the observation of natural phenomenal and human relations, old people are
regarded as a repository of proverbs. Anyone who does not know, or who cannot
understand the application of proverbs is regarded as unwise. Matters are easily
handled and rifts settled by people who are versed in proverbs. When a situation
seems intractable, one can bring it under control through proverbs. Great respect
is, therefore, accorded anyone who can use proverbs frequently and
appropriately. Like the proverbs of other nations of the world, Yoruba proverbs
serve as rules and regulations, to praise what the people consider as good and
condemn in totality every bad attitude.

The New Macmillan English Dictionary (2007:1194) describes proverbs as
short well — known statement that gives practical advice about life. Westermann
cited in Ajibola (1946: viii) says:

Ak6jopo iriri ayé, akiyési finnifinni ati irdnd ti 6 jinle
ni awon owe jé, awon orilé-dé miiran si ni won
I6polopo, paapad, awon éniyan didu nitori pé ¢ ba
ona ti won fi n rond mu. Ko si isesi kan ni igbési
ayé éniyan ti won ko Ié fi owe se apéjdwe re, won
a si maa |16 won lati to ara won sona yala ni ilosi
won niny ilé tabi nind isesi won peélG elomiiran.
Ogbdn ti 6 wa nind awon owe wonyii jé éyi ti 6 ba
ibikibi mu layé, kii se orile-edé kan soso ni ¢ lé 10
won.

Proverbs are combination of experiences, critical
observation and deep thoughts, some nations have
them in abundance, especially the black because it
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is in line with the way they think. Thterge ;zrigg
o o o ey Wr;irfhmtrt‘gydiizgctjhemselves

' s; they use the : . :
‘:’rlltghh{J rg\t/ﬁ;t: at ho\:ne or in t_heir relatlonshlpbWItiI;
other people. The wisdom in thesg prove:' s(,) s
applicable anywhere in the world; it is not only
nation that can use them.

It is evident from Yorubd proverbs that Fhis man’s statement about
proverbs is correct. Proverbs revolve around the orbit of human life in general.

Methodology

The research methodology used in this paper is survey method. About
one hundred proverbs collected from Kwara and Osun states respectively would
be used. However, because of time and space, only twenty randomly seIecFed
from the one hundred proverbs shall be analysed. We want to say here that
there cannot but be some sort of linguistic difficulty in the literary strength and
semantic interpretation of the original Yoruba proverbs used in the analysis when

translated. This is because every language has it own peculiarity. However, we
will try to be literal and closed to the original materials used in this paper.

Analysis of the selected Yoruba proverbs

The English translation of each of the selected proverbs is written

immediately after the original material. This will make the Yoriuba proverbs used
in this study to be clear and self-explanatory. Only twenty of the collected
proverbs would be analysed here.

1. Mo gbon tan, mo mo on tan ni i my eniyan yan iya ré |6reé
‘A man who claims he knows all eventually ends up marrying his mother".

This proverb is used to let us know that nobody is a repository of knowledge;
whoever claims he knows all is bound to m

VS ake mistake and do what he is not
supposed to do. In Yorubd society, incest is not allowed. Hence, for a man to
marry his mother is a great abomination i [

metaphor. It is said to condemn any
his self-confidence or over-

confidence in one’s ability
2. 0do kii san san san ko gbagbé orisun re

‘ - - )

A flowing river can never forget its source”,

-srsg:ef tc_)rh say that one should always remember one’s origin or source of
S. Ihe proverb is used to address someone that allows his success to
200
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enter into his head and does not recognise those who help him or her to get to
the top.

3. lka kan ko se é bo oju
‘A finger cannot wash the face’.

This proverb is used to show the importance of cooperation and unity among
people. The Yoruba people use this proverb to admonish anybody who thinks
that he can succeed in life without the assistance of another person. The proverb
is said to emphasise the spirit of togetherness and interdependent of life in
Yoruba society. There are things that two or more people can do better than

one.

4. Akuko ti ko nii ko, kékeré ni asa ti i gbé e Iéyin iya re.
‘A cock that would not crow is always eaten up by hawk at a tender age’.

This is to say that it is better to lose something, for instance, a baby at infant
than when the child grows into adult. The proverb is used to console people, like
a bereaved family that gives birth to a pre-matured child or whose child dies
early in life.

5. Ariwo oromodie kii ba asa léru.
‘The noise of the chicks cannot scare the hawk'.

This is used to tell people not to be fearful unnecessarily. This proverb is
used to talk to someone that is believed to be making hullabaloo or threat that
he would do this or that to another person that is more powerful than he does.

6. Iroyin ko td afojlba.

‘Seeing is believing'.

This proverb is used to show the importance of witnessing a particular event
and have first hand information instead of waiting for another person to tell us
about it. This is said to someone that gives all sorts of excuses to avoid being

present in an occasion or event to let him realise that his absence will not speak
well of him or contribute to the success of the event.

7. Pipé ni y6o pé, akololo yoo pe baba.
'If you give a stammerer enough time, he will pronounce his father’s name’.

This is to say that if someone is given sufficient and necessary support, he
would surely excel. It is used as an encouragement for somebody that is

201
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labouring day and night with little or no fruitful result that, no matter |.. .« long it
may take, with patience and long life, the problem would be solved one day.

8. Of kii se eni ti kd ni éniyan, ikd kii pa ana 0kobo. |
‘A man that has no relation can never be bereaved; an impotent man can
never say that his inlaw is dead'.

This proverb is used to tell the audience that there are certain things that can
never happen to some people in the society. The proverb is said to prove that
there are certain conditions for certain things to occur or take place. It is a kind
of rule of conduct to assert that certain things are always prerequisite for other
things or situation to arise.

9. Bia ko ba lo, a kii dé.
‘One does not arrive until he has departed”.

This proverb is telling us that if we want to embark on any task, the moment
we take the first step, the work would soon be completed. Twenty years journey
always begins in a day. The proverb is said to encourage people that if one takes
a bold step to face a fearful or dreadful challenge, one would succeed and
probably come back to meet his peers where he left them.

10. K& pé 16ri oy& ko té nikan, ohun ti a se I6ri oyé 16 se pataki.
‘A man should think of not how long he will remain in power or office, but of
how long history will remember him’.

This is to tell someone in position of authority, for example a king, that what
he does while in power is very important and will always be remembered when
he is no more in office. The age of Methuselah, they say, has nothing to do with
wisdom of Solomon. The proverb is a warning to our leaders or people at the
corridor of power that they should have meaningful impact on their followers.
Whatever they do while in position of authority, either good or bad will live after
them, even, when they are no more in power or when they are dead.

[1. Ka fi owd we owo ni owo fi i mo.
‘Hands washed together will always be cleaner than single hand washed in
isolation’.

The proverb is said to reiterate the importance of cooperation and unity
among people. The proverb enjoins every member of the society to be liberal
and considerate, knowing the rule of interdependence. We need to co-operate
and live peacefully together for each and everyone of us has one service or the
other to render to one another.

202
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12. Ohun ti 0j( Ok b4 rf ni garéé, kG 16 15 4,
Whatever happens to the dead in the grave is cauyed Oy Gety.

This is to say that there is always a causal antecedent for gre ndidert o v
other. The proverb is an advice to every member of tre SIS 1 0. w4 of
his action because of what could be the after effect of such ez four or scvors.
13. N‘hkan ti @ ba ponlé ni { niyi ni | mG obinrin fowé kb gyan e o 6 bé 4 siré,

kif e nitorfl k6 mé ba a j4 bd.

‘It is for dignity that a woman holds her breast while running, not for fear
that they would fall’,

This is a technical way of saying that something is being exaggerzted. Tre
proverb is used when someone is trying to make something very smazll 1o look
more attractive and important. Again, the way a man or woman presents i
or herself in the society is the way he or she will be trezted, Trerefors, one

should accord himself or herself a kind of dignity in order to be respected oy
others.

14. Onijibitl Kli na gja.
‘A trickter does not negotiate for the price of a product he wants to buy’.

This is a kind of advice to a businessman to be careful so that he would not
fall a victim of trickers. There is no doubt that fraudulent men aznd women

abound in our society, and they always use all sorts of tricks to rob peopie of
their valuables. The proverb therefore, enjoins us to be vigilant and very carefid
when dealing with customers or buyers of our services.

15. A kif gbé eti 0do ka fi it we owo.
‘He who lives on the bank of a river does not wash his hands with saliva’.

This is used when someone is suffering unnecessarily where he is not
supposed to suffer. Where there is abundance, one is not supposed to enjoy littie
or nothing. For instance, God has blessed Nigeria and Nigerians with what could
make life worth living for us, but reverse is the case. It is only few peopie that
enjoy, while many people are living in abject poverty.

16. Eniyan ti ko bé je até ri kii mo iyi iy0, eni ti ko bé je asan ri kii mo iyl eran.
‘He who has not eaten tasteless soup before cafnnﬂt value sait, he who h;s
not eaten food without meat will never appreciate the taste of meat while
eating’.

203
Scanned by CamScanner



- 1AT 70
Bringing our Cultures Home: F ESTSCHRIFT FOR BADE AJAY

The proverb is used to tell people that we canpot appreciate sc ethi.g
dear to us until it is lost. We should know that a thing can t?e valuab:(e and
appreciated if we realise its importance. Therefore, we should always make use

of any opportunity that comes our way.

17. A kii yan ki a tan maa sin. _ v
‘Yawning and sneezing cannot take place simultaneously”.

This proverb is used when someone is trying to do an impossible thing.
This shows that one should take one step before another. Our efforts to embark
on two or more things at a time may not fetch us the expected results.

18. Bi adie ba sun ni alé, aayan a maa rin arinyan. ’
‘Cockroach moves proudly at night when the hens are asleep’.

This is to say that one has freedom to do whatever he likes when he is
not restricted in one way or the other. Every member of the society has freedom
or right to do certain things in the society at one time or the other; but the

freedom or right is controlled by that of others. Hence we should exercise our
rights and know where to stop.

19. Ordmodie ti y6 ba di akiko, kékeré ni a ti i mo.
‘A chick that will grow into a cock is known from the day it is hatched’.

This proverb is used to tell people that he who is going to be successful
or become an important person in the society starts working towards it at tender
age. This is an advice to members of the society, especially, the youth, that he
who wins in the race of life sees the results and works towards it early enough

right from the beginning, where as he who fails in the race sees the result at the
end of the race.

20. A kii ba elénu mima ja 1dganjo oru.
‘We do not engage in night wrestling with a man that has Caustic tongue’.

This proverb is used to warn us to b

crafty person. It is a fact that we are bound t

e, e shr ek e s s i f 05 oppnent
i .

e curent acusion ottt e s . 1

relevant andydelivef(:he'ge;?ﬁe%ymtzzgéghe Important thing is that it must be

e careful and avoid a crusty and
O Cross one anothers’ feelings and
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All possibilities are established beyond any doubt that proverbs,
especially, in Yoriba society serve as a rule of law that govermns human conduct
in the society. They support highly cherished Yoruba cultural values or norms
and condemn in totality all the things that run contrary to the concept of
Omoludbi, that is, & well-behaved person. They are used in daily oral
communication among all ages. They are store-house for dos and donts and
emphasise conditions for certain acts or behaviours.

Findings

It is evident from this study that Yoruba proverbs are still used for
instruction, counselling, advice, explanation, reprimand, encouragement,
condemnation; to mention but a few. We also discover that different cateqories
of people namely politician, business men and women, artisans, traditional rulers
and chiefs, market women, commercial drivers, school teachers and few elites,
make use of Yoruba proverbs in the contemporary times.

However, it is very disheartening to note that the younger ones are highly
deficient in Yoruba proverbs. They are fond of using modified ones which could
be referred to as new proverbs. Examples of these modified proverbs are:

1. Tlé oba td jona, panapana ni O tété débe
‘Palace that is destroyed by fire, it is due to late arrival of the fire brigade’.
2. Malud ti o niry, 6 wa ni sabo.
‘A tailess cow is found at sabd’.
3. A kii [0yun sinG bi ko ba si omo nibe.
~ 'One cannot be pregnant if there is no baby in the womb'.
4. Eni ti 9 jin si koto oju re 16 fo.
‘He who falls into a pit is blind'.

The correct versions of the above proverbs are:
1. Ilé oba td jona ewa |6 bu kun un.
‘Palace that is destroyed by fire makes it to be more beautiful’.
2. Maldu ti ko ni ird, Olorun ni i 1€ esinsin fun un.
‘It is God that drives away the flies for the cow that has no tail’.
3. AKii loydn sinu ka fi obo tore.
‘A pregnant woman does not give out her private part (delivery apparatus)'.
4. Eniti 6 jin si koto kg eni to n bo léyin logbon.
‘He who falls to a pit teaches the people coming behind him to be careful’.

Conclusion and Recommendations

This paper shows that proverbs still play important roles in the
contemporary times. The role of proverbs in a language community is
paramount; proverbs are product of the environment and have become an
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important aspect of human languagé and culture from the cradtl;]:. Vv\\l:; rllvd» I T 'L,I.S «:
able to show that Yoruba proverb can VV\;:iLee l\?vorl ;3 : 5
because the wisdom therein can be applied anywhere . .

ffects of our contact with foreign languages

Because of civilization and e
and cultures on Yoruba language, especially provgrbs, many peop_le among the
highly educated in Yorubé society who, out of wilful or genuine Iignorance see

little or nothing good in Yoruba language and culture, are deficient in.the use of
Yorubé proverbs. Even, they do not speak Yoruba In their homes. This does not
augur well for our future as a race, and even Yoruba language. |

. We recommend that parents and other agents of education should
encourage the use of indigenous languages like Yoruba and proverbs at home, in
schools and in our daily activities. The paper also recommends that more textual
and non — textual materials that can promote proper tuition of Yoruba cultural
heritage like proverbs in primary, post primary and tertiary institutions be
produced for use in our schools. Establishment of institute of cultural studies
should be encouraged in our tertiary institutions. Our youth should develop more
interest in our indigenous language and culture. A man that is deficient in his
mother — tongue and culture will eventually become a slave to foreign language

and culture.
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