
AN INTRODUCTION TO THE ARTISTIC ASPECTS OF AFRICAN

PROVERBS

African Proverbs African proverbs are thought of much more than artistic sayings. They symbolize real life situations in
just a few words that consummate great.

Particularly well represented are proverbs from the Bantu area especially the Southern Bantu ; the Congo and
West Africa have also provided many extensive collections. Of the proverbs in many African societies we are
told that they are consciously used not only to make effective points but also to embellish their speeches in a
way admired and appreciated by their audiences. The 54 countries constituting the continent have numerous
ethnic groups, each with its own language and cultural traits despite some similarities that one could identify.
Other quasi-educational results which may come from the frequent use of proverbs seem only incidental, not
really distinguishable in kind from the general socialization and education undergone by people just because
and in that they are members of a particular society. Minor variations, however, not infrequently occur. And
they are applauded for such feats. Many Hausa and Fulani proverbs, for instance, are near identical in overt
meaning and translation, and the same applies to the Kru and Jabo of Southern Liberia and many others. This
sort of formal instruction may have a certain esoteric intention; the members of the group versed in these
proverbs are now, by their very knowledge, marked off from those who have not yet reached this stage. Now
proverbs often imply some general comment on the way people do, or should, or should not behave. But
proverbs are in practice cited in a whole variety of situations, and only in some of them does there seem to be
any intentionally educational purpose. The effectiveness is heightened by the fact that often, though not
always, there are archaic or unusual words and picturesque phrasing. It is no wonder therefore that the use of
proverbs has continued to be a living tradition in Ghana Nketia 21 4In many African cultures a feeling for
language, for imagery, and for the expression of abstract ideas through compressed and allusive phraseology
comes out particularly clearly in proverbs. Even so general a picture as this contains some useful pointers for
the analysis of African proverbs. The example essays in Kibin's library were written by real students for real
classes. This may be partly due to cultural contact between peoples in the present or past. Yet, as will emerge,
this may in fact determine its significance, the way in which it is appreciated locally, even its meaning. This
overlap in terms is fairly common in Bantu languages and also sometimes occurs in West Africa too: the
Limba mboro refers to story, riddle, and parable as well as to sayings which we might term proverbs, while the
Fulani tindol can mean not only a popular moral story but also a proverb or maxim Gaden vi. It can be seen
how the veiled and metaphorical language of proverbs is particularly relevant in such contexts. Unlike many
other prose forms, proverbs are not normally used specifically for entertainment but are more involved in
everyday situations. The Anang Ibibio reputation for eloquence largely arises from their skilful use of
proverbs, and a Zulu orator who can quote aptly, readily, and profusely is particularly admired Messenger 64;
Vilakazi Ch. This is not always made clear by collectors. This question of form has been well noted by
collectors and is pursued further in the following section. The significance of these proverbs manifests in the
oral literature of the continent. It is noteworthy also that in most Bantu proverbs there are few references to
religion; this contrasts with West Africa where this topic is fairly frequent, particularly among Muslim peoples
such as the Hausa and Fulani. These proverbs constitute the most profound linguistic feature that encapsulates
aphorisms, most of which are founded on either the experiences of people or their observations about
happenings in this mundane life or even the spiritual world. The figurative quality of proverbs is especially
striking; one of their most noticeable characteristics is their allusive wording, usually in metaphorical form.
Indeed, this type of figurative expression is sometimes taken so far as to be almost a whole mode of speech in
its own right.


