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The vastness of the  A f r i c a n  cont inent  
and  i t s  m u l t i e t h n i c i t y  would d iscourage any 
attempt to make a s tudy  of the use of pro-  
verbs  among Western-educated A f r i cans  i n  
A f r i ca .  Such a s tudy  is ,  however, poss ib le  
i f  A f r i cans  f rom d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  of the  con- 
t i nen t  l i v e  in one geograph ica l  locat ion.  An 
example i s  the A f r i cans  s t u d y i n g  a t  
l n d i a n a  Un ive rs i t y  i n  Bloomington, a n d  the 
present s tudy  inves t iga tes  t h i s  case. I t  is, 
however, l im i ted  to A f r i cans  south of the 
Sahara o r  B lack  Af r icans.  

The concept of f o l k l o r e  as sole ly  the 
pu rv iew of peasants has  long been aban- 
doned, as has  the  concept of f o l k l o r e  a? 
"a l i v e l y  foss i l  wh ich  refuses to die." 
The associat ion of f o l k  w i t h  "the unsophis- 
t i ca ted  a n a l y t i c  mass,"2 . . ."peasant a n d  
r u s t i c  people not who1 l  y independent of 
c i t iesu3 i s  a lso no longer v a l i d .  Folk-  
l o r i s t i c s  today looks not on l y  a t  the lo re  
of the a g r i c u l t u r a l  popu la t i on  in the r u r a l  
countrys ide,  b u t  a lso a t  the developme t Z 
of new f o l k  t r a d i t i o n s  i n  the u r b a n  areas.  
Apar t  from th is ,  the f o l k l o r i s t  i s  now in te r -  
ested i n  the use of f o l k l o r e  ma te r ia l  in 
geographic o r  socia l  areas considered v u l -  
nerable to inf luences t h a t  are normal  l y 

regarded  as i n im ica l  to  the preservat ion  of 
t r a d i t i o n a l  forms. I n  the Un i ted  States and  
Europe the s tudy  of u r b a n  f o l k l o r e  i s  not 
new (McKlevie, 1968 a n d  1973; Bausinger,  
1968; Dorson, 1971 ) . I n  Af r ica ,  t h i s  f i e l d  
has  l i t t l e  o r  no precedent.  As Dorson says 
i n  h i s  i n t roduc t ion  to A f r i c a n  Fo lk lo re ,  "No 
one h scratched the f o l k l o r e  i n  A f r i c a n  
c i t ies . "  



I f  the use of fo l k lo re  mater ia l  among 
c i t y  dwel lers i s  susceptible to inf luences, 
what about mater ia ls  of fo l k lo re  used b y  the 
subjects of formal education? This question 
becornes par t i cu la r1  y re levant  i n  A f r i ca  
where formal Western education does not 
have a very  long h is to ry .  

The proverb i s  one a r t  form whose use 
among Western-educated Af r icans mer i ts as- 
sessment. By "use of proverb,"  I  am re- 
f e r r i n g  spec i f i ca l l y  to verba l  usage. Th is  
qua1 i f  i ca t ion i s  necessary because proverbs 
i n  A f r i ca  need not be o r a l l y  expressed. 
They may be expressed on drums, through 
gestures, i n  danc ing and  through v isua l  a r t  
o r  symbols. 

There a re  reasons why a study of the 
use of proverbs a t t rac ts  immediate a t tent ion.  
I t  i s  one form of expression to which the 
vast  d i ve rs i t y  of e thn ic  groups i n  A f r i ca  
react s im i l a r l y .  Verbal w i t  i s  h i g h l y  
va lued i n  Af r ica .  Orators, preachers, l i t i -  
gants, debators, e lders and pa r t i c i pan t s  i n  
o rd i na ry  discourses normal ly  consider i t  a 
mark of t r ad i t i ona l  sophist icat ion to spice 
the i r  speech w i t h  proverbs.  Th is  fac t  has 
been under1 ined b y  many scholars of Af r ican 
proverbs (Boadi, 1972; Arewa and  Dundes, 
1964; Andzrejewski , 1968). John Messenger, 
s tudy ing  the use of proverbs among the 
Anang of Niger ia,  observed how a p l a i n t i f f  
won j ud i c i a l  sy pa thy  b y  employing a pro- 
verb  i n  court .  

8' U n l i k e  o t h e r  verbal  ar t  

forms l i k e  the r i d d l e  o r  the fo lk ta le ,  the 
proverb i s  employed i n  everyday discourse, 
and i s  probably  the most spontaneous of a l l  
the expressive a r t  forms i n  A f r i ca .  These 
factors make the p roverb  the most su i tab le  
candidate  f o r  a p ioneer ing study,  yet a t  the 
same time they make i t  the most d i f f i c u l t  
to examine, as f a r  as usage i s  concerned. 



I t  would be much easier to explore, 
for  example, the re la t ionsh ip  between 
wr i t ten fo lk lore  mater ia ls  and the Western- 
educated Af r ican wr i ters.  Writers l i k e  Ca- 
mara Laye, James Ngugi, Chinua Achebe, 
Kofi Awoonor, Amos Tutuola and  many others 
re l y  heav i l y  on ora l  t rad i t ion  i n  the i r  
Engl i sh  novels. Noting the i r  intensive use 
of fo lk lore  mater ia ls i n  w r i t i ng  does not, 
however, lead to the conclusion that  they 
would employ such mater ia ls i n  the i r  every- 
day l ives.  The hab i tua l  user of proverbs 
i n  w r i t i n g  does not necessari ly have verbal  
w i t .  Wr i t ing and speaking fo l  low d i f ferent  
t rad i t ions  and requ i re  d i f ferent  ski1 Is. 
Oral use of the proverb i s  spontaneous, l i t -  
e ra ry  use i s  not. 

The proverb researcher should 
avo id  col lect ing da ta  merely consist ing of 
proverbs w i thou t regard  to proverb compe- 
tence. C h i  ldren i n  Af r ica sometimes engage 
i n  a game of proverbs i n  which par t i c ipan ts  
take turns i n  u t t e r i ng  proverbs. E lder ly  
r u r a l  men, the usual  targets of proverb 
scholars, may r a t t l e  one proverb a f ter  the , 

other to the eager col lector. But knowledge 
of proverbs i s  not necessari l y equivalent  
to competence i n  proverb usage. Competi- 
t ion i n  proverb ia l  w i t  begins w i th  the se- 
lect ion of an y p r o p r i a t e  proverb to f i t  a 
g iven s i tuat ion.  I n  the absence of a con- 
text, proverb ia l  w i t  cannot be determined. 

The Black Af r ican populat ion on the 
Bloomington campus of l ndiana Univers i ty  
stands at  an ins ign i f i can t  160, measured 
against  the total student populat ion of near- 
l y  42,000. The acquis i t ion of Western edu- 
cat ion by Afr icans d i d  not begin w i th  the i r  
appearance i n  Bloomi ngton . Educational 
systems based on Western models pervade 
the Afr ican continent. This was brought 
about by the Western scramble for  Af r ica 



i n  the 19th century.  The colonial  powers 
of B r i t a i n ,  France, and to some extent 
Spain, Portugal and Germany par t i t i oned  
Af r ica and introduced Western concepts and 
values. Today, though Af r ica i s  large1 y 
independent, re1 ics of Western i n f  l uence a re  
s t i  l l  evident. 

The educational pol ic ies introduced 
by  the colonial  admin is t ra t ion pu t  par t i cu -  
l a r  emphasis on language. For example, 
the French colonial  admin is t ra t ion a1 lowed 
only French to be used i n  schools and ad- 
min is t ra t ion,  whi le  the use of indigeno 9 languages was neg Iected and discouraged. 
I n  the B r i t i s h  colonies, Engl ish ins t ruct ion 
begins i n  the t h i r d  year of p r imary  school, 
and Engl ish i s  the language of instruct ior ,  
d u r i n g  the las t  two years of p r i ~ n a r y  
school. I n  secondary o r  h i g h  school, Eng- 
l i s h  i s  a compulsory subject of study,  and 
i t  continues to be the medium of ins t ruct ion.  
Entrance in to  the un ivers i t y  has as a prere- 
qu is i te  a passing grade i n  Engl ish a t  the 
School Cert i f icate Examination. 

At the nat iona l  level, the o f f i c ia l /na-  
t iona l  languages of almost a l l  the countr ies 
of A f r i ca  a re  non-indigenous, e i ther  Engl ish,  
French, o r  Spanish. There a re  some i nd i -  
genous nat iona l  languages, such as Swahi l i 
i n  Tanzania and Hausa i n  Northern Niger ia .  
But apa r t  from these few areas, non-indi- 
genous languages, Western languages, domi- 
nate the o f f i c i a l  language map of Af r ica.  
Th is  does not mean that  a major i ty  of A f r i -  
cans a re  prof ic ient  i n  the use of French o r  
Engl ish;  on ly  about 10% of A f r i ca ' s  popula- 
t ion of over 150 m i l l i on  expresses i tse l f  wel l  
i n  e i ther  French o r  ~ n ~ l i s h . 9  I n  general,  
people use indigenous languages. The si tua- 
t ion presented above indicates, however, the 
dominant ro le  o r  Engl ish o r  French i n  the 
l i ngu is t  i c  hab i ts  of those who undergo 



Western education, the resu l t  of which i s  
an A f r i can  scholar who i s  not a t  home w i t h  
h i s  indigenous language. Even when he i s  
communicating to h i s  peers i n  the local 
language, he laces h i s  discourse w i t h  Eng- 
l i sh  o r  French expressions and vocabulary  . 
I f  he i s  ab le  to communicate solely i n  the 
indigenous tongue, h i s  language lacks the 
p roverb ia l  o r  id iomat ic finesse that  charac- 
terizes the language of the non-Western- edu- 
cated. 

The proverb,  u n l i k e  other verba l  a r t  
forms, i s  p a r t  of everyday discourse i n  
Af r ica .  Inves t iga t ing  the use of the pro- 
verb one then faces a problem of methodo- 
logy. The use of Goldstein's induced 
na tu ra l  context technique which works f o r  
other genr f3  would be of l imi ted app l ica-  
b i l i t y  here. The proverb i s  an  excep- 
t ion to the method of induced na tu ra l  con- 
text, because ask ing  two informants to en- 
gage i n  a verba l  exchange of proverbs i s  
d i f fe rent  from ask ing  a group of people to 
gather and te l l  stories. I n  the l a t t e r  case, 
there i s  a na tu ra l  context (audience) which 
has been induced. I n  the case of the pro- 
verb there would be an audience o r  an in-  
duced context, bu t  one essential ingredient  
of proverb usage would be lack ing,  namely 
l i ngu i s t i c  context, an int.7gral p a r t  of the 
de f in i t i on  of the proverb.  Furthermore, 
should the researcher here ask the infor-  
mants to converse and use proverbs? I f  so, 

what topic of conversation should be ra ised? 
abv ious ly  the use of proverbs cannot be pre- 
determined . The user does not ant ic ipate  
h i s  use of proverbs;  he cannot pred ic t  
what topic o r  specif ic s i tuat ion w i l l  i nsp i re  
h im to use a proverb.  Proverbs a re  the 
resu l t  of an  ins tant  impulse, and a p r o l i f i c  
user may speak continuously f o r  several 
hours without us ing  one proverb.  What 



cou I d the researcher then conclude about  
the speakers '  use of p roverbs? Or i s  he 
go ing  to ask  h i s  in formants  to compete i n  
u t t e r i n g  proverbs  out of l  i n g u i s t i c  context? 
I f  he were to adopt t h i s  approach, he would 
v i o l a t e  the meaning of p o p u l a r  say ings  among 
several  e thn ic  groups i n  A f r i c a  wh ich adv ise  
the c o n t r a r y .  An Akan p r o v e r b  says, "You 
cannot  dream except i n  sleep, " o r  sometimes, 
"Without d iscourse there i s  not p r o v e r b  ." 

Hav ing  shown the f ru i t lessness of the 
induced n a t u r a l  context,  there remain two 
a1 te rna t i ves  f o r  the scho lar  in terested i n  
p roverb  usage: observ ing  the use of p ro-  
verbs  i n  a n a t u r a l  context,  a n d  in te r -  
v iew ing  subjects about t h e i r  use of proverbs. 
The former technique i s  the most r e l i a b l e ,  
b u t  i t s  resu l t s  may be  haphazard  owing to  
the n a t u r e  of the p roverb .  The l a t t e r  ap- 
proach i s  p robab ly  more promis ing,  the  
d isadvantage b e i n g  t h a t  in formants  f i n d  i t  
d i f f i c u l t  to r e c a l l  a p roverb  they have  
used. I n  the research conducted b y  
present w r i t e r  bo th  methods were combined. 

We beg in  b y  examin ing  a few p roverbs  
which the present w r i t e r  observed i n  the 
n a t u r a l  context :  

(1) A G h a n a i a n  s t u d e n t  m e e t s  a  T a n z a n i a n ;  t h e  Tan- 

z a n i a n  a s k s  h i m  how t h i n g s  a r e  g o i n g .  The G h a n a i a n  

s a y s  t h i n g s  a r e  n o t  g o i n g  s m o o t h l y .  H i s  c o l l e a g u e  
e x p r e s s e s  s u r p r i s e  k n o w i n g  how s e l f - c o n f i d e n t  t h e  
G h a n a i a n  n o r m a l l y  i s .  The G h a n a i a n  r e p l i e s  by  s a y i n g  
"The p e r s p i r a t i o n  o f  t h e  g o a t  c a n  c a n  h a r d l y  b e  n o -  

t i c e d . "  The medium o f  e x p r e s s i o n  h e r e  was E n g l i s h .  
The p o i n t  i n  t h e  above  p r o v e r b  i s  t h a t  o u t w a r d  ap-  

p e a r a n c e s  a r e  d e c e p t i v e ,  a n d  t h a t  r e a l  s u f f e r i n g  may 

go on b e n e a t h  a  f a c a d e  o f  s e l f - s a t i s f a c t i o n .  H e r e ,  

t h e  e l e m e n t  o f  d e c e p t i o n  i s  s y m b o l i z e d  b y  t h e  g o a t ' s  

f u r ,  a n d  s u f f e r i n g  i s  d e p i c t e d  b y  s w e a t i n g .  



( 2 )  A t  a  g e t - t o g e t h e r  o r g a n i z e d  b y  t h e  A f r i c a n  
S t u d i e s  Program,  i n v i t e d  g u e s t s ,  c o n s i s t i n g  o f  Afri- 
c a n s  a n d  A m e r i c a n s ,  a r e  i n  a  queue  s e r v i n g  t h e m s e l v e s  
f r o m  a  t a b l e .  T h e r e  i s  a  s h o r t a g e  o f  r o a s t  b e e f ,  
y e t  some g u e s t s  move o n  a n d  s e l e c t  a l t e r n a t i v e s  f r o m  
a  w i d e  v a r i e t y  o f  f o o d .  One N i g e r i a n ,  a  Y o r u b a  ex -  

t r e m e l y  a n x i o u s  f o r  t h e  mea t  i n  s p i t e  o f  t h e  a l t e r -  
n a t i v e s  p r o v i d e d ,  a l l o w s  o t h e r s  i n  t h e  queue  b e h i n d  

h i m  t o  p a s s  w h i l e  h e  w a i t s  f o r  a  r e p l e n i s h m e n t  o f  
t h e  s t o c k  o f  d e p l e t e d  r o a s t  b e e f .  I n  a  f e w  m i n u t e s ,  
t h e  s t o c k  i s  r e p l e n i s h e d .  The h a p p y  N i g e r i a n  i n  h i s  
e x c i t e m e n t  b u r s t s  o u t :  "You s e e ,  t h e  p a t i e n t  d o g  g e t s  
t h e  c h o i c e s t  b o n e . "  H i s  c o l l e a g u e s ,  b o t h  A f r i c a n s  
a n d  A m e r i c a n s ,  r e s p o n d  w i t h  l a u g h t e r .  H e r e ,  t h e  u s e r  
o f  t h e  p r o v e r b  p l a c e s  h i m s e l f  i n  t h e  p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  
d o g  whose supreme p a t i e n c e  e v e n t u a l l y  p a y s  o f f  w i t h  
t h e  r e w a r d  o f  i t s  f a v o r i t e  d e l i c a c y :  t h e  bone .  

( 3 )  Two G h a n a i a n s ,  A  a n d  B, b o t h  o f  whom s p e a k  t h e  
same l a n g u a g e  ( A k a n ) ,  s p e a k  o f  a  r e s p e c t a b l e  s t u d e n t ,  
C, who h a s  d e f r a u d e d  A .  B  a d v i s e s  A  to' c o n f r o n t  C 
a n d  c h a l l e n g e  h i m .  A  i s  h e s i t a n t ,  b e c a u s e  C t s  r e p u -  
t a t i o n  makes a  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  w i t h  h i m  d i f f i c u l t .  B  
i n s i s t s  t h a t  A  s h o u l d  c o n f r o n t  C, b e c a u s e  " I f  y o u r  
f a t h e r - i n - l a w  does  n o t  f e e l  a b a s h e d  i n  a s k i n g  y o u  
f o r  money, y o u  e q u a l l y  do n o t  f e e l  a b a s h e d  t e l l i n g  
h i m  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  none . "  T h i s  was o r i g i n a l l y  ex -  
p r e s s e d  i n  Akan. 0 ' s  message t o  A  i s  t h a t  A  s h o u l d  
n o t  f e e l  c o n s t r a i n e d  i n  p a y i n g  b a c k  C i n  h i s  own c o i n .  
I n  t h i s  p r o v e r b ,  t h e  l o n g s t a n d i n g  m u t u a l  r e s p e c t  b e t -  
ween A  a n d  C  i s  c o n v e y e d  b y  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  m u t u a l  
r e s p e c t  b e t w e e n  a  h u s b a n d  a n d  h i s  f a t h e r - i n - l a w .  
A  r e s p e c t e d  man r a r e l y  d e f r a u d s  h i s  c o l l e a g u e ,  b u t  
n e i t h e r  does  a  f a t h e r - i n - l a w  o p e n l y  a s k  a  s o n - i n - l a w  
f o r  money. I n  b o t h  c a s e s ,  an u n p l e a s a n t  r e a c t i o n  
i s  p a r d o n a b l e ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  8. 

The three examples draw at tent ion to 
a few important factors which cont r ibute  to 
determining the use of proverbs among A f r i -  
can students on the Bloomington campus. 
I n  s i tuat ions 1 and 2, the users were 
speaking to l is teners w i t h  whom they do not 



necessari  l  y share  a common ind igenous A f r i -  
c a n  language.  The d iscourses t h a t  i n s p i r e d  
the use of the  p rove rbs  were in E n g l i s h .  
Here, we need to d i s t i n g u i s h  the p r o v e r b  
from the d iscourse wh ich  gave  r i s e  to i t .  
The d iscourse d i d  not necessari  l y  demand 
the same e f fo r t  f rom the p r o v e r b  users  
whose mother tongue i s  not E n g l i s h .  The 
r e n d i t i o n  of the p rove rbs  in E n g l i s h  b y  the  
A f r i cans  r e q u i r e d  a specia l  e f fo r t .  The pre-  
ced ing  d iscourse wh ich  gave  r i s e  to the  
p r o v e r b  was a lso i n  Eng l ish ,  b u t  i t  r e q u i r e d  
less e f fo r t .  I n  the  t h i r d  s i t ua t i on ,  where 
the  d iscourse took p lace  i n  the mother 
tongue of the speakers, the u t te rance of 
the p r o v e r b  was more smooth a n d  spontane- 
ous. 

The use of a fo re ign  language i n h i b i t s  
the  use of p rove rbs .  Th is  i s  cor robora ted 
b y  responses to r e l e v a n t  quest ions p u t  to 
subjects on the Bloomington campus. Most 
s tudents mentioned the problem of language 
i n  answer the quest ion of why they wou ld  
use more p rove rbs  a t  home t h a n  they wou ld  
i n  Bloomington. Many people the students 
i n te rac t  w i t h  do not speak the  same mother 
tongue, in  wh ich  the p r o v e r b  cou ld  b e  more 
v i v i d l y  expressed. Th is  of ten c a l l s  f o r  in- 
s tan t  t r a n s l a t i o n  on the p a r t  of the  p r o v e r b  
user--an exerc ise t h a t  can  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  
reduce the aesthet ic  impact of the proverbs .  

At t h i s  po in t ,  a skep t i c  may a l l u d e  to 
the present  case s tudy  as  far- fetched a n d  
e n t i r e l y  u n r e a l i s t i c  i n  a t r u e  A f r i c a n  con- 
text ,  s ince in A f r i c a  the need fo r  t r a n s l a -  
t ion  may not a r i se .  Yet such a n  argument 
would p l a y  down the problem of language 
communicat ion i n  A f r i c a .  The mere f a c t  
t h a t  most count r ies  i n  A f r i c a  have  a fo re ign  
language as the o f f i c i a l  language i s  a re-  
minder  of A f r i c a ' s  l i n g u i s t i c  problems. A- 
f r i c a ,  w i t h  a popu la t i on  of less than  150 mi t -  
l i on ,  has  a t  least  750 languages, a n d  i t  i s  



sometimes as d i f f i c u l t  to speak to someone 
from the same country as i t  i s  to communi- 
cate w i t h  someone from a d i f ferent  p a r t  of 
the continent. A few countr ies l i k e  Rwanda 
and Botswana a re  l i ngu is t i ca l  l y homogenous 
and of fer  no problem. But a country l i ke  
Ghana, w i t h  10 m i l l i on  people, has over 
50 languages. Worse s t i  l I ,  Cameroon w i th  
4 m i l l i on  people ,$as as many as one hun- 
dred languages. I n  communicating i n  
Af r ica ,  then, the frequent use of the mother 
tongue b y  the Western-educated Af r ican can- 
not be asserted w i t h  any degree of cer ta in-  

ty, even more so h i s  use of proverbs. 
Basic to t h i s  i s  h i s  r e l a t i ve l y  low prof ic ien- 
cy i n  the indigenous language, brought 
about b y  the Western education he has 
undergone. The language problem i s  then 
not l imi ted to the use of proverbs outside 
the Af r ican continent. I t  has to be ad- 
mitted, however, that  i n  terms of degree, 
the u rge  to use a proverb i s  greater when 
one i s  i n  Af r ica  than when one i s  abroad. 
At home i n  Af r ica ,  the na tu ra l  surroun- 
d ings,  animals, bel iefs,  at t i tudes,  vegeta- 
t ion and  other local phenomena and objects 
a re  constant reminders of the imagery i n  
A f r i can  proverbs and  increase the urge to 
use a proverb.  I n  addi t ion,  the use of pro- 
verbs b y  others, most often the non-western- 
educated, could exci te a fee l ing of g u i l t  i n  
the educated and  u rge  h im to attempt a pro- 
verb, pre ferab ly  i n  h i s  na t i ve  tongue. 

A proverb may be rendered inconsequen- 
t i a l  i f  the user has to exp la i n  i t  to the 
addressee. Consider the fo l lowing s i tua-  
t ions: 

( 4 )  An A f r i c a n  s t u d e n t  ( a n  Ewe f r o m  Ghana)  d i s c u s s e s  
w i t h  w h i t e  A m e r i c a n  f r i e n d s  t h e  i n v a s i o n  o f  A f g h a n i -  
s t a n  b y  t h e  S o v i e t  U n i o n .  H i s  A m e r i c a n  f r i e n d s  a c c u s e  
t h e  USSR o f  i n t e r f e r e n c e  i n  t h e  i n t e r n a l  a f f a i r s  o f  



a  s o v e r e i g n  n a t i o n .  The A f r i c a n  s t u d e n t s  d r a w s  t h e i r  
a t t e n t i o n  t o  A m e r i c a ' s  i n v o l v e m e n t  i n  V i e t n a m ;  t h e  
A m e r i c a n  s t u d e n t s  f e e l  e m b a r r a s s e d  b y  t h i s .  The 
A f r i c a n  s t u d e n t  t h e n  u s e s  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  p r o v e r b :  "When 
b o n e s  a r e  m e n t i o n e d  i n  p r o v e r b s  t h e  o l d  man f e e l s  

u n e a s y . I 1  H i s  c o l l e g u e s  d o  n o t  seem t o  u n d e r s t a n d  

t h e  p r o v e r b ,  p o s s i b l y  o w i n g  t o  t h e  c u l t u r a l  d i f f e r -  
e n c e .  The A f r i c a n  s t u d e n t  t h e n  h a s  t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  
t h e  p r o v e r b .  Bones  o f  e d i b l e  l i v e s t o c k  a r e  a  common 
d e l i c a c y  i n  A f r i c a ;  t h e y  a r e  h a r d l y  l e f t  u n t o u c h e d  
b y  d i n e r s  d u r i n g  m e a l s .  The t o o t h l e s s  o l d  man i s  
n a t u r a l l y  n o t  a t  home w i t h  b o n e  o w i n g  t o  h i s  d e n t a l  
h a n d i c a p s .  The m e n t i o n  o f  "bone,"  e v e n  when i t  i s  
m e t a p h o r i c a l ,  t h u s  makes h i m  u n e a s y .  T h i s  p r o v e r b  
t h u s  f i n d s  a  s u i t a b l e  c o n t e x t  i n  t h e  u n e a s y  f e e l i n g  
o f  t h e  A m e r i c a n  s t u d e n t s  o n  t h e  m e n t i o n  o f  V i e t n a m .  
The f a c t  t h a t  t h e  a e s t h e t i c  i m p a c t  o f  t h e  p r o v e r b  
was l o s t  o n  t h e m  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t .  I n  t h e  A m e r i c a n  
c u l t u r e ,  b o n e  i n  m e a t  i s  n o r m a l l y  n o t  consumed.  The 
a e s t h e t i c  v a l u e  o f  t h i s  p r o v e r b  i s  f e l t  o n l y  i n  a  
c u l t u r e  w h e r e  t h e  a t t i t u d e  t o  b o n e  i n  a  m e a l  i s  t h e  
same o r  s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  c u l t u r e  o f  t h e  u s e r  o f  t h e  
b o n e  p r o v e r b .  

( 5 )  A n o t h e r  A f r i c a n  s t u d e n t  c a l l s  h i s  A m e r i c a n  f r i e n d  
s e v e r a l  t i m e s  o n  t h e  phone .  She i s  a p p a r e n t l y  n o t  
i n .  He t r i e s  a g a i n  l a t e r  a n d  f i n d s  h e r  i n  t h e  room.  
To t h e  q u e s t i o n  a s  t o  w h e r e  s h e  h a d  been ,  s h e  s a i d  
s h e  was i n  t h e  b a t h r o o m .  The A f r i c a n  s t u d e n t  i s  d o u b t -  
f u l  o f  t h e  v e r a c i t y  o f  h e r  c l a i m ,  b u t  g i v e s  u p  s a y i n g ,  
"Where m e a t  i s  d i v i d e d  w i t h  t h e  t e e t h  b e t w e e n  t w o  
p e o p l e ,  o n l y  God knows  i f  e q u i t y  h a s  p r e v a i l e d . ' !  
The A m e r i c a n  g i r l  a p p a r e n t l y  d o e s  n o t  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  
i m a g e  a n d  t h e  A f r i c a n  s t u d e n t  e x p l a i n s .  The i m a g e  
h e r e  c o n c e r n s  someone d i v i d i n g  m e a t  w i t h  h i s  t e e t h  
a n d  g i v i n g  p a r t  t o  h i s  c o l l e a g u e .  The p a r t  g i v e n  
t o  t h e  c o l l e a g u e  i s  c o n s p i c u o u s  t o  b o t h  o f  them.  
B u t  i t  i s  n o t  e a s y  t o  s a y  i f  t h e  mea t  h a s  b e e n  e q u i t a -  
b l y  d i v i d e d .  The s i z e  o f  t h e  b i t e  t h a t  r e m a i n s  i n  
t h e  m o u t h  o f  t h e  one  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  d i v i s i o n  
r e m a i n s  unknown;  who knows i f  h e  h a s  g i v e n  h i s  c o l -  
l e a g u e  o n e - t h i r d  a n d  t a k e n  t w o - t h i r d s ?  S i m i l a r l y ,  
o n e  i s  n o t  i n  a  p o s i t i o n  t o  know i f  t h e  g i r l  i s  s i n -  



c e r e  i n  h e r  c l a i m s .  The s u p r e m a c y  o f  God a n d  H i s  
o m n i s c i e n c e  i n  t h e  A f r i c a n  b e l i f l  s y s t e m  i s  s i m u l -  
t a n e o u s l y  b r o u g h t  i n t o  f o c u s  h e r e .  

The t.wo examples show tha t  a good and 
apt  proverb may be rendered inef fect ive i n  
the absence of spontaneous and immediate 
appreciat ion.  Under such circumstances, 
the u rge  the use proverbs aga in  diminishes; 
an  ac t i ve  bearer of the proverb t r ad i t i on  
may thus become a passive bearer i n  the 
absence of - r e a d y  o r  instanteous pyprec ia t ion 
o r  understanding of h i s  proverbs.  

I t  is,  however, not a lways the case that  
proverbs a re  misunderstood when ut tered i n  
the presence of foreigners.  Where the image 
of a proverb i s  simple and common enough, 
no problem of misunderstanding arises. The 
fo l lowing proverb used by  a Sudanese to 
a group of Af r ican and  American students 
was exp l i c i t  and requ i red  no f u r t he r  ex- 
p lanat ion:  

( 6 )  I1Woman i s  l i k e  a  shadow - when y o u  c h a s e  i t , 
i t  r u n s  away; when y o u  r u n  away, i t  c h a s e s  you."  

Proverbs such as ( 6 )  a re  simple s imi les that  
lack cu l t u ra l  depth. They may be found 
i n  other cul tures,  and the i r  use does not 
necessari ly ref lect  verba l  w i t  on the p a r t  
of the speaker. 

The urge to use a proverb increases 
where a proverb user i s  rewarded by  spon- 
taneous understanding o r  appreciat ion of 
h i s  verba l  w i t .  Th is  i s  most possible where 
the proverb user communicates w i th  an 
audience that  understands h i s  proverb.  

( 7 )  Two T a n z a n i a n  s t u d e n t s ,  A a n d  0,  d i s c u s s  t h e  
s h a r p  e c o n o m i c  c o n t r a s t  b e t w e e n  r i c h  a n d  p o o r  coun-  
t r i e s .  They e m p h a s i z e  t h e  n e e d  f o r  more  a i d  t o  deve-  
l o p i n g  c o u n t r i e s .  A s a y s  more s u r p l u s  f o o d  s h o u l d  
b e  s e n t  t o  t h e  p o o r  c o u n t r i e s  b y  t h e  r i c h  c o u n t r i e s .  
B a g r e e s  a n d  s a y s  ( t h e  o r i g i n a l  p r o v e r b  was i n  Swa- 



h i l i ) :  " I n  y e s t e r d a y ' s  s u g a r  c a n e  p e e l ,  t h e  b l a c k  
a n t  h a s  f o u n d  a  f e a s t . "  I n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  w a s t e  f o o d  
i n  one  c o u n t r y  may b e  a  f e a s t  i n  a n o t h e r  c o u n t r y .  
The t w o  T a n z a n i a n s  a r e  v e r y  f o n d  o f  u s i n g  S w a h i l i  
p r o v e r b s  w i t h  e a c h  o t h e r ,  due  t o  t h e i r  m u t u a l  u n d e r -  

s t a n d i n g  f o r  e a c h  o t h e r ' s  p r o v e r b s  a n d  t h e i r  s h a r e d  
a t t i t u d e s .  They f i n d  t h e m s e l v e s  on t h e  same c u l t u r a l  
a n d  l i n g u i s t i c  w a v e - l e n g t h .  

( 8 )  C o n s i d e r  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  s i t u a t i o n  w h e r e  a  s t u d e n t  
f r o m  N i g e r i a  u s e s  a  p r o v e r b  i n  a  m e e t i n g  o f  t h e  N i g e r -  
i a n  S t u d e n t  A s s o c i a t i o n .  The s t u d e n t s  a r e  u n s e t t l e d  
b y  t h e  l o n g  d e l a y s  i n  t h e  p a y m e n t  o f  s t u d e n t  f e e s  
c a u s e d  by  t h e  N i g e r i a n  g o v e r n m e n t .  The p r o b l e m  h a s  
now g r o w n  o u t  o f  p r o p o r t i o n ,  a n d  t h e  s t u d e n t s  a r e  
d i s t u r b e d .  One s t u d e n t  a t  t h e  m e e t i n g  c a p t u r e s  t h i s  
s i t u a t i o n  i n  a  p r o v e r b  w h i c h  h e  r e n d e r s  i n  N i g e r i a n  
p i d g i n  E n g l i s h :  "Kpoho k p o h o  d o n  t u r n  t o  T.B." I n  
s t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h  t h i s  p r o v e r b  w o u l d  b e  s o m e t h i n g  
c l o s e  t o :  l l I t ' s  g r a d u a l  c o u g h s  t h a t  t u r n  i n t o  t u b e r -  
c ~ l o s i s . ~  I n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  a s i m p l i s t i c  p r o b l e m  may 
t u r n  i n t o  a  d i f f i c u l t  o n e  i f  n o t  s o l v e d .  The u s e  
o f  t h i s  p r o v e r b  e v o k e d  s p o n t a n e o u s  l a u g h t e r  i n  t h e  
m e e t i n g ,  a n d  i n  t h e  n e x t  e d i t i o n  o f  t h e  N i g e r i a n  S t u -  
d e n t  A s s o c i a t i p 1  N e w s l e t t e r  a  c a r t o o n  u s i n g  t h i s  p r o -  
v e r b  a p p e a r e d .  The c a r t o o n  mean t  t o  c a p t u r e  t h e  
p l i g h t  o f  t h e  s t u d e n t s ,  a n d  t h e  f u n n y  p r o v e r b  u s e d  
a t  t h e  m e e t i n g  h a d  t o  b e  e c h o e d  t o  p u t  t h e  p o i n t  
a c r o s s .  The w o r d s  kpoho kpoho i n  t h e  p r o v e r b  a r e  
i d e o p h o n e s  c o n v e y i n g  t h e  s o u n d  o f  c o u g h i n g .  A  n o n -  
A f r i c a n  a t  t h e  m e e t i n g  w o u l d  n o t  h a v e  f e l t  t h e  a e s -  
t h e t i c  i m p a c t  o f  t h i s  p r o v e r b .  The p r o v e r b  a l s o  m a r k s  
a  s i g n i f i c a n t  n o v e l t y  w h i c h  c o u l d  b e  an i n d e x  t o  a  
new f o r m  o f  p r o v e r b  i n  t h e  u r b a n  a r e a s  o f  A f r i c a .  
P i d g i n i z e d  p r o v e r b s  seem t o  b e  c a t c h i n g  on,  p a r t i c u -  
l a r l y  i n  N i g e r i a  w h e r e  p i d g i n  E n g l i s h  i s  v e r y  much 
i n  u s e ;  " . . . o r a l  f o l k l o r e  s i m p l y  moves i n t o  new 

f o r m s , "  s a y s  D o r s o n .  l 7  The a b o v e  p r o v e r b  a f f i r m s  
t h i s  a s s e r t i o n .  

The use of p roverbs  among the Western- 
educated Af r icans can  genera l l y  be s a i d  to 
be l im i ted .  The more impor tant  po in t ,  how- 



ever, seems to be  tha t  the educated A f r i can  
i s  aware  t h a t  t h i s  i s  a hand icap .  He i s  
aware  of the aesthet ic  v a l u e  of the  proverb ,  
b u t  several  fac tors  h i n d e r  h i s  acqu is i t i on  
of the s k i l l  of ve rba l  w i t .  He i s  aware  
t h a t  p rove rbs  "a re  the repos i to ry  of w is -  
dom," as in formants  said,  o r  "a re  used to 
st rengthen arguments," "help (me) s t a r t  a 
po in t  o r  argument," "a re  a store-house of 
t r a d i t i o n a l  ph i losophy, "  "he lp  (me) sum- 
mar ize  a po in t . "  He admires the p r o v e r b i a l  
pro1 i x  i t  y of the non-Western-educated, yet 
he cannot s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  achieve t h i s  him- 
se l f .  Where he has  used a proverb ,  i t  has  
more of ten been one t h a t  l acks  symbol ic  
depth, and  i t  has  been u t te red  w i thout  con- 
f  i dence. 

H a v i n g  noted the genera l l y  low key  on 
wh ich  the p r o v e r b  i s  used among the West- 
ern-educated Af r icans,  i t  has  to be admit ted 
t h a t  there a r e  a few A f r i c a n  students whose 
use of the p r o v e r b  i s  remarkable,  a n d  t h i s  
i s  en thus ias t i ca l l y  acknowledged b y  t h e i r  
peers. F u r t h e r  research i n t o  the socio-cul- 
t u r a l  background of these s k i l l e d  users of 
the p r o v e r b  revea led t h a t  these h a d  h a d  d i -  
rec t  a n d  cont inous contact  w i t h  f o l k  t ra -  
d i  t ions.  Said one o f  my in formants  who 
seemed to be adept  in the use of p roverbs :  
"My fa the r  was a good user of p roverbs . "  
Another in formant  revea led tha t  h i s  f a t h e r  
i s  the oldest man in the v i l l a g e ,  a n d  i t  i s  
i n  h i s  house t h a t  a l  l important  discussions 
p e r t a i n i n g  to the v i l l a g e  take  p lace.  An- 
o ther  good user of the p rove rb  to ld  me tha t  
he grew u p  w i t h  h i s  grandmother in a 
v i l l a g e  and  t h a t  she spoke m a i n l y  in pro-  
verbs .  Ghanaian students who use p rove rbs  
ve ry  frequent1 y h a d  s imi  l a r  s tor ies.  They 
were brought  u p  i n  r u r a l  su r round ings ;  one 
of them l i v e d  i n  a c h i e f ' s  palace,  and  the 
f a t h e r  of another  i s  the c h i e f ' s  l i n g u i s t .  



Rura l  upb r i ng ing  and ea r l y  and continuous 
exposure to the proverb t r ad i t i on  a re  large- 
l y  responsible fo r  the fondness of proverbs 
among a few of the Western-educated A f r i -  
cans. 

I n  the absence of continous contact w i th  
t r ad i t i on  the Western-educated Af r ican be- 
comes more susceptible to the domination of 
h i s  l i ngu i s t i c  a t t i tudes by Western t r ad i -  
t ion. He f inds  himself i l l -equipped to re- 
spond to p roverb ia l  greet ings i f  he is, f o r  
instance, a Luganda from Uganda. I f  he 
i s  an Akan from Ghana, he fumbles i f  he 
has been ca l led  upon to act as a spokes- 
man fo r  h i s  fa ther  i n  t rad i t iona l  meetings. 
And i f  he i s  a Yoruba, he has a deep sense 
of g u i l t  when the elders caut ion him as 
fol lows: "Words are l i k e  drums, only the 
well-versed can beat i t ;  on ly  the know- 
ledgable can dance to i t  ." 
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