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Abstract 
Like many other cultures in the world, Agatu people of Benue State, North Central geopolitical zone of 

Nigeria hold the use of proverb in high esteem. Proverbs are used mostly during conversation so as to 

convey some underline messages that are meaningful in the particular context of usage. This paper 

appraises Agatu proverbs from a contextual perspective. Though proverbs are so many, they are not used at 

random, but certain situations call for their use. There are many contexts that Agatu proverbs can be used, 

this paper identifies and discusses five  contexts which include: marriage, funeral, family, warning and 

ritual. The researcher uses participant observation and interview methods in collecting data for this study. 

This is consequent upon the fact that the techniques allow the complete involvement of the researcher in the 

situation that is being researched. It was noticed in the paper, that proverbs are used in different contexts in 

Agatu and that they are not used in isolation rather; they are used in different situations. Proverbs 

therefore are as vital as the message communicated since they are integral and point to both background of 

the speakers and hearers. Agatu proverbs are pivotal in communication. They serve as a vehicle for 

effective communication among the Agatu people. 
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1.0 Introduction 

Language is a major cultural 

phenomenon in human society and therefore an 

important regulator of individual consciousness 

and social interaction. It is understood as the 

particular set of speech norms of a particular 

community, also a part of the larger culture of the 

community that speaks them. Humans use 

language as a way of signaling identity 

distinguishing one cultural group different 

another. Even among speakers of one language 

several different ways of using the language 

exist, and each is used to signal affiliation with 

particular subgroups within a larger culture. 

Linguists and anthropologists, particularly 

sociolinguists, ethno-linguists and linguistic 

anthropologists have specialized in studying how 

ways of speaking vary between speech 

communities. 

A community‟s way of using language is 

a part of the community‟s culture, just as other 

shared practices are; it is a way of displaying 

group identity. A speaker‟s ways of speaking 

function not only to facilitate communication, but 

also to signal the social position of the speaker. 

Linguists use the term varieties, a term which 

encompasses geographically or socially defined 

dialects as well as jargons or styles of 

subcultures, to refer to the different ways of 

speaking a language. Linguistic anthropologists 

and sociologists of language define 

communicative style as the ways that language is 

used and understood within a particular culture 

(Clancy, Patricia 1986).  

Languages do not differ only in 

pronunciation, vocabulary or grammar, but they 

also have different “cultures of speaking”, 

proverbs inclusive. Some cultures have elaborate 

systems of “social deixis”, systems of signaling 

social distance through linguistic means (Foley, 

220).The phenomena of language and culture are 

intrinsically related if studied critically. Both 

phenomena are essential to humans and have over 

time been the subject of a great deal of 

anthropological, sociological and even mimetic 

study. Language is of course determined by 

culture. No wonder Herder opines that “a nation‟s 

language and culture were manifestations of its 

distinctive national spirit or mind (Herder in 

Lyons, 302). However, the extent to which this 

debate is true is still ongoing. The reverse is also 

true to some extent. Language can therefore be 
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viewed as a verbal expression of culture, which is 

used to maintain and convey culture. Language 

provides humans with many of the contexts they 

use for expression of their thoughts, then; it is 

natural to assume that humans‟ thought is 

influenced by language which they use. It is no 

doubt therefore, that this is reflected in proverbs 

used among Agatu people. This paper therefore 

investigates the contexts of proverbial usage in 

Agatu. 
 

1.1 Conceptualization of Proverb 
What is a proverb? The English Oxford 

Dictionary gives the following definition: A 

concise sentence, often metaphorical or 

alliterative in form, which is held to express some 

truth ascertained by experience or observation 

and familiar to all (cited in Bulman 125). 

According to Bulman (125), the origins of the 

proverb are very old. Some of them can be traced 

back to the Bible and classical antiquity. Several 

expressions in the scriptures, especially from The 

Book of Proverbs, the Book of Wisdom, 

Ecclesiastes have become proverbs: A living dog 

is better than a dead one (Ecclesiastes), Pride 

goes before a fall (Proverbs) and numerous other 

examples from the scriptures. They exist both in 

French and English: on ne peut à la fois souffler 

et avaler, „You can‟t breathe in and breathe out at 

the same time‟ (Plautus, 791 in Bulman). 

Bulman in the foreword to his book 

entitled Dictionary of Proverbs mentions that 

Greek philosophers attached great importance to 

the teaching value of proverbs, which were so 

appreciated by people of the time that they were 

affixed not only to monuments but also to hermae 

(busts of the Greek god Mercury fixed on pillars 

and set up as boundary marks at street and road 

corners). There lies the origin of the Greek word 

paroemia – teachings learnt on the way – 

(etymological source of paroemiology and 

paroemiography). 

Nevertheless, it is in the Middle Ages 

that the popular vigour of the proverb manifested 

itself, becoming an inexhaustible source of 

inspiration for what was called in French a 

respite (breath, speech) or a reprovier (reproach, 

lesson) in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. 

Bulman adds further that the word proverbe 

(from the Latin proverbium) appears for the first 

time in the fables written by Marie de France, and 

Chaucer uses the French word in 1374. Many 

quotations from the works of Chaucer himself 

were to become well-known proverbs: the devil 

finds work for idle hands to do, like chickens, 

come home to roost, Haste makes waste, nothing 

venture, nothing have, an old poacher makes the 

best gamekeeper, many a truth word is spoken in 

jest, etc. The repertoire of English proverbs was 

further enriched by the many French sayings that 

came to Britain in the wake of the Norman 

Conquest (126). 

These short pithy and often colourful 

sentences which are condensed popular wisdom 

and experience, allowed people to express their 

thoughts in a simple way. Craftsmen, 

shopkeepers, peasants used them when making 

conversation. So did parents who wanted to teach 

moral standards to their children and scholars 

who needed to confirm or refute an argument in a 

debate (Bulman, 126), 

Therefore the efficacy of proverbs in 

speeches or conversations is worldwide and has 

been shown by the views and definitions of 

scholars from different parts of the world. 

However, the prominence and usage varies from 

place to place, but its basic meaning and 

functions remain almost the same throughout. In 

many cultures of the world, French culture to be 

specific, proverbs could be regarded as the 

beginning of a conscious effort to exploit 

language artistically to achieve a purpose. 

Proverbs constitute the expression whether it is of 

sentences or words that bring out the truth. It 

comes from observation in practical life of people 

in oral tradition. 

It is also a significant element of folklore 

that contains a lot of socio-cultural, traditional 

and superstitious beliefs of its host language. It 

forms part of oral literature that is employed in 

folk discourse for didactic reasons and or speech 

embellishment. Proverbs in African culture are 

mostly found in the speech of old men in order to 

distinguish it from that of the young. Different 

scholars define proverbs from different 

dimensions. Thus Holman (1972) posits that: 
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„sentences or phrases which briefly express some 

recognised truth or shrewd observation about 

practical life which have been preserved by oral 

tradition, though they may be preserved, 

transmitted or written literature‟. 

For Ibrahim (55), it cuts across cultural 

phenomenon. No wonder he asserts that: 

Defining a proverb is a cross-

cultural phenomenon. This means 

that different cultures define 

proverbs differently. It is usually 

defined by making reference to 

content, form, function, origin and 

functional characteristics 

regardless of cultural variations in 

defining them. Thus the brevity, 

traditional value, expressiveness of 

truth and contribution of proverb 

to discourse are the main areas of 

cross-cultural agreement. 

Finnegan (390) defines proverbs as “a saying in 

more or less fixed form marked by shortness, 

sense, and salt and distinguished by the popular 

acceptance of the truth tersely expressed in it”. 

For The New Encyclopedia Britinica(2002), 

proverbs are “succinct and pithy saying in general 

use, expressing commonly held ideas and 

beliefs”. She further states that proverbs are part 

of every spoken language and are related to such 

other terms of folk literature as riddles and fables 

that have originated in oral tradition. 

Proverbs are looked upon by scholars via 

their style and structure and seen to be distinct 

from other forms of language or ordinary 

expressions. Akmajian, A., Richard, A . D., Ann, 

K. F and Robert, M. H that proverbs are of the 

opinion that: “traditional saying having a fixed 

general sentential form alluding to a common 

truth or general wisdom, with some rudimentary 

value, use to guide action, explain a situation or 

induce a feeling of attitude. They categorized 

proverbs into imperative such as “let sleeping dog 

lie” and declarative like: “he who hesitates is 

lost” (285). 

Akporobaro et al (1994) cited in Odili 

(16) argue that: 

The truth presented in the proverb 

is not a logical, a prior or intuitive 

truth, it is often an empirical fact 

based upon experience of life, 

human relationship and interaction 

with the word of nature. 

The proverb is to some degree an aspect of oral 

literature, and reflection of the people‟s cultural 

heritage or tradition as a whole. This 

demonstrates that proverbs help in the 

transmission of culture of certain group of people 

or community from the older to the younger 

generations. 

Nkem (2002) in his contribution views 

proverbs to be “a pithy saying that expresses 

some fundamental truth of human life or 

experience, even if such truism is abstract”. This 

however, is an indication that most proverbs, in 

their meaning, carry some important ideas that 

are true about human life and experience. And 

when these proverbs are used, they express the 

truthful ideas hidden in them. Finnegan (390) 

argues further that “the figurative quality of a 

proverb is essentially striking. She sees the most 

noticeable characteristics of proverbs as their 

allusive wording, usually in metaphorical form. 

Finnegan (393) reiterates the features of proverbs 

thus: 

First, their forms, they are picked 

out first and most obviously as 

being  short, and secondary, by the 

fact that even where the wording 

itself is not absolutely fixed, at 

least the main structural pattern is 

expected in the society concerned 

as an appropriate one for this 

purpose… in addition to terseness 

and relatively fixity, most sayings 

classed as proverbs are also 

marked by some kind of poetic 

quality in style or sense, and are  in 

this way sort apart in form from 

mere straightforward maxims. 

In a related development, Okei (2003) sees 

proverbs as: 

An ingredient which adds flavour 

to the literary works of Nigerian 

writers with special reference to 

prose and drama… The people of 

Nigeria see the proverb as means 
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of communicating their various 

feelings and aspirations. 

He further buttresses this point by saying that 

uses of proverbs have to influence their writing 

which can be seen in the writings of Chinua 

Achebe, Ola Rotimi, Wole Soyinka, Elechi 

Amadi and other writers. These writers and 

others have been able to include proverbs and 

other forms of literary expressions in their works 

to give them local flavour which makes such 

works preferable in view of the cultural 

background they vividly portray. 

Odili (18) is of the opinion that proverbs 

function as a mirror that reflect human 

experiences in the society. She adds that in Igbo 

tradition, proverbs are ready tools for thinking 

and communication. To her, a good Igbo 

language speaker is expected to spice his talk or 

speech with a great deal of proverbs. The proverb 

is to the literary creation what palm oil is to food. 

In public utterances, the principle for accessing 

one‟s competence is the number of appropriate 

proverbs one employs. 

Hence, in Igbo culture it was rude or bad 

manners for a child to address his elders in 

proverbs. This idea is simply expressed in the 

Igbo proverb below: Nwata tuo ilu nna ya tụrụ, 

ya kwukwa ụgwo nna ya ji “A child who speaks 

the proverb usually spoken by his father should 

be ready to pay his father‟s debt”. Similarly, in 

Agatu culture a child must acknowledge the 

elders as authors of the proverbs to allow him/her 

use proverbs before the elders. He does that by 

saying: “àjé gó᷂ wágà nyá kwò᷂cè᷂” (proverbs 

belong to the elders). It is therefore evident from 

the foregoing that proverbs use literary aesthetics. 

They are hence distinguished by excessive use of 

figures of speech such as metaphor, 

personification, rhetorical question and analogy. 

Proverbs are usually simple and sometimes 

imperative or declarative in form. 

Proverbs to Robert (1993) cited by Egan 

Valentine et al (66), “is a traditional saying which 

offers advice or presents a moral in a short and 

pithy manner”. He buttresses that: 

Paradoxically, many phrases which 

are called „proverbial‟ are not 

proverbs we now understand the 

term. We might for instance refer to 

the proverbial „fly on the well‟ or 

say that something „is as dead as the 

proverbial dodo‟, although neither of 

these phrases alludes to a proverb. 

The confusion dates from before the 

eighteenth century, when the term 

„proverb‟ also covered metaphorical 

phrases, and was used far more 

loosely than it is today. Nowadays, 

we would normally expect a proverb 

to be cast in the form of sentences. 

For Crystal (53), any structure that performs or 

acts as proverb, is a proverb. He therefore 

describes proverb as: “nuggets of popular 

wisdom expressed in the form of succinct 

sayings”. 

1.2 Language of Proverbs 
Proverbs are spoken or written in a 

language different from ordinary language of 

conversation. There is no much difference 

between the language of proverb and its forms. 

This is because as proverbs are spoken in forms 

such as metaphor, simile, paradox, etc, then the 

language is highly figurative. Hence, it takes 

wisdom and knowledge to understand their 

meanings. 

It is in view of the above that Finnegan 

(390) argues that “the figurative quality of a 

proverb is essentially striking”. In her view, the 

most noticeable characteristics of proverbs are 

their elusive wording, usually in metaphorical 

form. Finnegan (393) elucidates further the 

features of proverbs considering their forms and 

the manner in which message is communicated 

via the use of language different from mere 

straightforward maxims. 

The meaning of a proverb can be 

understood at two different levels of meaning, the 

literal level and the metaphorical level of 

meaning. According to Onuekwusi (2001) in 

Odili (23), the literal meaning is one obtained 

from the added denotations of the words of the 

proverb. The literal meaning to him therefore 

reveals the aesthetic potentialities of language. 

 The two levels of meaning can be 

observed in the Igbo proverbs below: 

 Oke soro ngwere maa mmiri, mmiri koo 
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ngwere, o gaghi ako oke. 

“If a rat follows a lizard to get wet in the rain, if 

the body of the lizard dries up, that of the rat will 

not”. 

At the literal level, this proverb means 

that the body of the lizard can dry more easily 

than the rat‟s. This is because rats are hairy and 

as a result will die of cold. At the metaphorical 

level, this proverb can be likened to a situation or 

context that refers to a man. For instance, a 

mother cautions her poor son to beware of a rich 

friend because, if the poor son is lured by his rich 

friend to operate in a situation that is above his 

limitations, he will definitely get into trouble. Or 

simply put, the man who operates beyond his 

limitations and capabilities will inevitably come 

to ruins. 

Finnegan (400) however says: “although 

several of these proverbs and similar proverbs 

conceal deeper meaning as well as picturesque 

language, they are conveyed in a simple and 

straight forward way”. 

1.3 Context and Proverbs 
Context refers to the situation in which 

proverbs are used, it is important to know what 

circumstances allow the use of certain proverbs. 

These are proverbs about actions and example, 

advice, ambition, criticism and judgment, greed, 

loyalty, life and death etc. but it is often 

impossible to grasp the meaning of proverbs 

without some knowledge of the cultural 

background and what the proverbs mean to those 

who first use it in their cultural context. 

The act of using proverbs is not a 

haphazard venture. No matter the type, it says 

something about the culture in which it is 

invented. Buttressing this view, Ajileye opines, if 

a proverb is a linguistic item subsumed under 

language and a language performs functions, a 

proverb therefore must perform certain role, they 

should communicate meaning (24). 

More so, Awonor opines that proverbs 

say a lot about the history of a people when he 

says history does not exist only in „written 

records and books, but in such non documentary 

sources as oral traditions, the findings of 

archaeology‟,(3) … Metuh agrees to that as he 

says; „vast wealth of data are preserved in various 

forms of oral tradition like myths names, 

proverbs songs etc, (35). Awonor also suppors 

this claim as he says that … „the sum total of a 

people‟s way of life is coherently developed in 

their material and spiritual cultures … concepts 

that exist in an order that can be readily 

interpreted and examined‟ (3). 

Language, like other forms of social 

activity has to be contextually appropriate to the 

speaker using it. Language in other words varies 

not only according to social characteristic of the 

speaker (such as his social class, ethnic group, 

age and sex) but also according to the social 

context in which he finds himself. It is an 

indispensable fact that language, which is a 

medium of communication, affects virtually all 

aspects of human culture and behaviour. It also 

renders an unequal assistance in our attempt to 

comprehend one another in any communication 

situation. As indispensable as language is to 

communication, so it cannot be used 

meaningfully in isolation. Language was 

regarded as a mode of action rather than a counter 

sign of thought. In understanding the meaning of 

what he said, it is necessary to posses some 

knowledge of the cultural characteristics of that 

society, as related in context of a situation in 

which particular types of utterances are typically 

produced, in a given context. 

Nevertheless, language is basically used 

to communicate meaning in an appropriate 

context. It hence becomes obvious that language 

and context are inseparable. Also, Hudson and 

Haely, see the context of an utterance as: 

A small sub-part of the universe of 

discourse shared by the hearer and 

included facts about the topic of the 

conversation in which the utterance 

occurs, and also facts about where the 

topic of the conversation itself takes 

place (83). 

As Sinclair and Couther argue, “it includes all 

relevant factors in the environment, social 

conventions and the shared experiences of the 

participants”, (32). It is then glaring that context 

plays a vital and uncompromising role in 

conveying meaning in any speech event. Sinclair 

and Couther pointed out that, it is only when a 
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context is examined and known that it will 

enhance the presupposition behind an utterance 

as regards to the utterance(s) made. It then, 

requires one to comprehend which context a 

particular utterance is made, to be able to 

understand what type of communication it is, 

generally, (54). 

Lyons postulates six posits which are 

relevant to the understanding of the relationship 

between language and context. According to him, 

the participant must know his role and status. The 

participants must also be able to categorize the 

situation in terms of its degree of formality. 

Knowledge at the time and space of conversation 

by the participant as well as the appropriate 

medium and utterances for a given subject matter 

are essential. And finally, the participant must 

know how to make their utterances appropriate to 

the „province‟ or „domain‟ to which the situation 

belongs. 

According to the Wikipedia, context is: 

an event, word, paradigm, change or other reality 

includes the circumstance and conditions which 

surround it. Context in language use has two 

meaning: (a) the surrounding text or talk of a 

word, sentence or turn-also is called „context‟, and 

(b) the dimensions of the communicative 

situation that are relevant for the production of 

comprehension of discourse. 

Another definition of context by 

Wikipedia says that in communication, linguistics 

and discourse analysis, context is the way 

participants define the relevant dimensions of the 

communicative situation of a text, conversation 

or message, such as the setting (time, place), the 

ongoing activity (e.g. a family dinner, a lecture, a 

parliamentary debate, etc) participants and their 

role e.g. speaker, friend, journalist etc and the 

goals, plans/intensions and knowledge of the 

participants. Similarly, free Online Dictionary 

defines context as the discourse that surrounds a 

language unit and helps to determine its 

interpretation and the set of facts or 

circumstances that surround a situation or event. 

That is, context is the environment or situation in 

which something exists or occurs. 

 

This means that human mind uses 

context to manage a massive amount of 

information from a myriad of different situations, 

such as work, family, friends and community. 

Using context quickly decipher what information 

is relevant in a given situation. As people, we can 

recognize the type of context we are in, know 

what information is applicable to each context, 

and derive information from each context. 

Language is the strongest cord of social 

unity among humans who are known as social 

animals. They communicate through language in 

different forms depending on the context in 

which the language is being used. Through 

language, we share the world view of others, in 

other words, language gives access to the thought 

process and ideas of others and vice-versa. Hence 

this gives rises to the acquisition of social 

knowledge known as “culture”. It is therefore 

axiomatic that language is an essential and 

significant part of concept of culture and that it 

enables human beings to form stable social-

structural aggregates. A major theoretical 

orientation is to consider culture as a system of 

symbols and meaning. 

Schneider says human beings create 

symbols by which an element be it an object, 

action, event, person, etc. is arbitrarily associated 

with a specific meaning. This means that culture 

plays desperate parts of the social system 

together, into a meaningful whole, (34). 

1.4 Theoretical Framework  

This paper adopts systemic functional 

grammar as its theoretical framework. This 

theory relies on context of situation to describe 

language. Systemic functional grammar 

conceives language as a social activity and that 

meaning can only be arrived at by taking into 

account the social conditions within which it 

occurs. 

Systemic Functional Grammar as a form 

of grammatical description propounded by 

Halliday is part of a social semiotic approach to 

language. The two terms, systemic refers to the 

view of language as a “network of systems, or 

interrelated sets of options for making meaning” 

(Halliday 15), and functional refers to Halliday‟s 

view that language is as it is because of what it 
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has evolved to do. Thus, what he refers to as the 

multidimensional architecture of language 

“reflects the multidimensional nature of human 

experience and interpersonal relations” (Halliday 

29). 

Halliday (xxvi) buttresses that his 

grammar is built on the works of Saussure, Louis 

Hjelmslev, Malinowski, Firth, and the Prague 

school of linguists. In addition, he drew on the 

work of the American anthropological linguists 

Boas, Sapir and Whorf. To him, his “main 

inspiration” was Firth, to whom he owes, among 

other things, the notion of language as system 

(Halliday 262). He further adds that: “among 

American linguists, Benjamin Lee Whorf had 

“the most profound effect on my own thinking”. 

Whorf “showed how it is that human beings do 

not all mean a like and how their unconscious 

ways of meaning are among the most significant 

manifestation of their culture” (188). 

Some interrelated key terms underpin 

Halliday‟s approach to grammar, which forms 

part of his account of how language works. These 

concepts are: system, (meta) function, rank. 

Another key term is lexicogrammar. In this view, 

grammar and lexis are two ends of the same 

continuum. Analysis of the grammar is therefore 

taken from a trinocular perspective, meaning 

from three different levels. The interest then, is to 

look at lexicogrammar, „above‟ (semantic) and 

„below‟ (phonology). This grammar gives 

emphasis to the view from above. 

For Halliday, grammar is described as 

systems not as rules, on the ground that every 

grammatical structure involves a choice from a 

describable set of options. Language is thus a 

meaning potential. In SF, grammarians use 

system networks to map the available options in a 

language. In relation to English for example, 

Halliday has described systems such as mood, 

agency, theme etc. he describes grammatical 

systems as closed, i.e. as having a finite set of 

options. By contrast, lexical sets are open 

systems, since new words come into a language 

all the time (Halliday 37). 

These grammatical systems play a role in 

the construal of meanings of different kinds. This 

is the basis of Halliday‟s claim that language is 

metafunctionally organised. He argues that raison 

detre of language is meaning in social life, and 

for this reason all languages have three kinds of 

semantic components. All languages have 

resources for construing experience (the 

ideational component), resources for enacting 

humans‟ diverse and complex social relations 

(the interpersonal component), and resources for 

enabling these two kinds of meanings to come 

together in coherent text (the textual function). 

Each of the grammatical systems proposed by 

Halliday are related to these metafunctions. For 

example, the grammatical system of „mood‟ is 

considered to be centrally related to the 

expression of interpersonal meanings, „process 

type‟ to the expression of expression of textual 

meanings. 

Traditionally, the choices are viewed in 

terms of either the context or the structure of the 

language used. In SFG, language is analysed in 

three strata which are: semantics, phonology, and 

lexicogrammar. SFG presents a view of language 

in terms of both structure (grammar) and words 

(lexis). The term “lexicogrammar” describes this 

combined approach. 

1.5 Meta-functions of Language 

Halliday‟s early account of language has 

been that it is inherently functional. His early 

papers on the grammar of English make reference 

to the “functional components” of language, as 

“generalized uses of language, which since they 

seem to determine the nature of the language 

system, require to be incorporated into our 

account of that system (Halliday 167). These 

functions of language are what Halliday refers to 

as metafunctions. He proposes three general 

functions: the ideational, the interpersonal and the 

textual. 

The ideational meta-function is the 

function for construing human experience. It is 

the means by which we make sense of “reality”. 

This is also divided into the logical and 

experiential meta-functions. The logical meta-

function refers to the grammatical resources for 

building up grammatical units into complexes, for 

example, for combining two or more clauses into 

a clause complex. The experiential function refers 

to the grammatical resources involved in 
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construing the flux of experience through the unit 

of the clause. 

The ideational meta-function reflects the 

contextual value of field, that is, the nature of the 

social process in which the language is 

implicated. Hence, an analysis of a text from the 

perspective of the ideational function involves 

inquiring into the choices in the grammatical 

system of transitivity: that is the process types, 

participant types, circumstance types, combined 

with an analysis of the resources through which 

clauses are combined. 

The interpersonal meta-function is 

concerned with the interaction between speaker 

and addressee(s) - the grammatical resources for 

enacting social roles in general, and speech roles 

in particular, in dialogic interaction; i.e. for 

establishing, changing, and maintaining 

interpersonal relations. One of its grammatical 

systems is mood, the grammaticalization of 

speech function that we have already met.      

The textual meta-function relates to mode; the 

internal organisation and communicative nature 

of a text. This comprises textual interactivity, 

spontaneity and communicative distance. Textual 

interactivity is examined with reference to 

disfluencies such as hesitators, pause and 

repetition. 

Spontaneity is however determined 

through a focus on lexical density, grammatical 

complexity, coordination (how clauses are linked 

together) and the use of nominal group. The 

study of communicative distance involves 

looking at a text‟s cohesion that is, how it hangs 

together, as well as any abstract language it uses. 

Cohesion is analysed in the context of lexical and 

grammatical as well as intonational aspects with 

reference to lexical chains and, in the speech 

register, tonality, and tone. The lexical aspect 

focuses on sense relations and lexical repetitions, 

while the grammatical aspect looks at repetition 

of meaning shown through reference, substitution 

and ellipsis, as well as the role of linking 

adverbials. 

Systemic functional grammar deals with 

all of these areas of meaning equally within the 

grammatical system itself. So, all the SFL terms 

are relevant to this study. Hence, they were all 

applied in the data analysis in this study. 

1.6 Methodology  

The participant observation method is 

used in this study. White (35) says that 

participant observation refers to the techniques 

whereby the researcher becomes completely 

involved in the situation that is being researched. 

This type of research emphasizes the 

interpretation of events and the interaction with 

the people involved. By using this method, the 

present researcher observed the usage of proverbs 

in different context in Agatu. The participants 

consist of different sex and elders in different 

occasions of usage. 

The other method used for data collection 

is the interview. Haralambos (507) observes that 

the interview method is one of the most widely 

used methods of data gathering in qualitative 

research. The researcher used personal 

interviews. White (32) observes that the 

advantage of personal interview techniques is that 

the researcher can conduct a large number of 

interviews since the data collected is easier to 

interpret. This type of interview provides a great 

deal of information. Such interviews are excellent 

where the aim is to understand the perspective of 

the interviewees and the personal meanings they 

attach to different situations. The interviews 

include general questions about proverbs and 

context of usage, specific proverbs and questions 

relating to the respondents‟ experience of the use 

of proverbs. A total of eighteen proverbs were 

collected and analyzed based on their contexts of 

usage.  

1.7 Contextualizing Agatu Proverbs 

As practised among cultures in the world, 

the Agatu people hold proverbs in esteem. These 

proverbs though believed by some to be archaic, 

still live with the present generation as handed 

down by the forbearers and their roles in 

communication are much resilient and shall 

continue to be valued. Proverbs therefore, have 

unique role they perform in conveyance of 

meaning in the society where they are used. As 

proverbs are used by speakers of a particular 

language, certain message is encoded. It is the 

same message the listeners in the same culture 

will decode since they share the same culture and 
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language. The particular message these proverbs 

pass across becomes the functions they perform 

in such a society. So, every proverb has a given 

purpose for which it is used. The aim for the use 

of proverbs could be to inculcate morals, to settle 

dispute, to warn or rebuke, to pass culture from 

one generation to another, to advise and to praise 

and a host of others. Proverbs are used in a vast 

of life activities with each determined by its 

context as put to use. Understanding proverbs 

therefore lies on the hearer‟s background or 

cultural knowledge. 

 

 

The analysis of the proverbs will be 

based on their context of usage. For the sake of 

this study, five contexts of proverbial usage are 

analyzed. The contexts include: marriage, family, 

funeral, warning and rituals. 

1.7.1 Proverbs in Marriage 
It is pertinent to mention here that Agatu 

who love generations unborn will always gather 

to demonstrate that love in marriage ceremony 

where they also bring to bear the efficacy of 

language through proverbs. At the outset, the 

father of the bride to be would start by asking to 

know the purpose of the suitor‟scoming. 

This he would say through a proverb such as:  

 

1. “ugwu yukpo gẹla nẹ, ọjẹ gunu taa ta amaa abọ gunu ihyẹla. kwabọ gun lẹ la hyẹ naa wa ma loo”  

„a traditional tree called ugwu says it hates trouble, so grows straight, but its branches always 

causes it trouble. Whether one of my branches has caused a problem that brought you here‟ 

This ushers in the suitor‟s representative to state his purpose of coming. The proverb also informs the 

suitor‟s family that the family to which they have come to take a wife is a good one. After that, the suitor‟s 

representative would start his speech as follows:  

we are aware that this does not call for alarm because  

 

2. “ọcẹ ni lododo icei gọcẹ ni wa giwu”  

„a man who has flowers should expect suitors‟. 

 In this case, the ododo (flower) refers to the lady in question whereas the suitor refers to the man. 
 

The marriage negotiation does not stop at that. After the introduction and the declaration of consent from 

both parties, the suitor would continue with the remaining processes. That, he does with the proverb:  
 

3. “ẹbẹ ipin ubobo gunu igein”  

„a well cooked meat does not attracts pepper in the eyes‟.  

This shows that the purpose of the gathering as established is well understood by all and sundry, and 

therefore can make head way in the negotiation processes. 
 

Another proverb in marriage context is;  

4. “ewó mà ewó le, ẹká mà ẹká”  

„as it is done to the father, so shall it be done to the mother‟.  

This, as said by the bride‟s father shows the importance of child bearing informing the people that he has 

been settled and it is his wife‟s turn. 
 

 Again, in marriage situation, the proverb  
 

5. “ọpyọbu gọ mà ọpyigbihi gọmà”  

„as they sleep, whatever position she takes should result in child bearing‟.  

This proverb functions as a seal of blessing placed on the marriage. For the fruitfulness of the marriage, the 

position at which they sleep should not be a barrier to child bearing in the marriage and lift any ban that 

may have been placed on the lady. This therefore declares the ban lifted and opens the way for the blessing 

of the marriage with children. 
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1.7.2 Proverbs in Family Situation 

The family is the most revered and cherished social institution in Agatu. It is made up of “ipọmà” (kinsmen) 

that when remain united, they are stronger. At any point in time, there are important issues to be discussed 

by the kinsmen; the opportunity of using proverbs becomes very possible. Below are proverbs used in the 

process:  

6. “ùkpọcí oyekpo i pyupu no”   

„A tree cannot make a forest‟ 

The aim of this proverb is to encourage unity among people importantly, people of the same family to 

promote the family name and enhance success. It triggers people to recognize that the extent to which any 

family‟s future fortunes can be achieved lies on the family‟s unity. 

7. “ọlọchẹ wẹ ọchẹ”  

„a man who has people is a king‟ 

This proverb points to the fact that two is better than one. So, the more the number of a family, the better for 

them and there lies their strength. 

8. “I byọí gọbu gọ byá gi gbíhì”  

„a first born is trained to train others‟ 

Some members of the family that are trained and successful should be ready to help their fellow members to 

achieve their own success and those helped should also help others.  

9. ọwẹ gẹmà ikpó ni bi gwùma 

„The path to good relation is kept by feet through constant visitation‟  

This proverb is used to reiterate essence of relating to one another and role of visitation in maintaining 

relationship. Therefore, people are encouraged to visit one another as that is the only way to knit their bond. 
 

1.7.3 Proverbs in Funeral Context 
Death is an unavoidable evil that is domiciled with humans. This to the Agatu is the only way one can 

reunite with the dead great ancestors. Consequently, burial is so much valued among the Agatu because it is 

a shame for the dead not to be buried except animals. Proverbs used in this situation are: 

10. ó᷂dà ágbànjálá óyá jokwú wó lọ nyì 

„The best thing that was done for the dead person is to bury him‟. 

The proverb is used during burial ceremony in Agatu community. This indeed shows honour and that when 

the deceased was alive, he was good to the people. 

11. Í nyòkwú làgbénùŋ 

„The dead is not buried by wealth‟ 

This explains why burial ceremony can be held some hours after the person drops dead. It is not also an 

avenue to demonstrate wealth hence both the rich and the poor are buried irrespective of the ceremony held. 

Also, however rich one may be, people gather food stuffs to him or her when bereaved to demonstrate their 

love for the family as they share in their grieve and condole them by the items presented. 

12. “ikwú í jỌchẹ dẹ nọ jófulajẹn 

„Death does not recognise kinship; neither does it recognise the subject‟ 

This proverb is usually used or uttered by elders when great people die as lamentation. Every living human 

being irrespective of his or her status must die one day. This also shows that death does not fear anybody 

and need no one to herald its coming. 
 

1.7.4 Proverbs for the Purpose of Warning 
This is yet a situation where proverb is put to use in Agatu. Proverbs in this category help to remind victims 

of certain misfortunes that what they face is the penalty for their disobedience or warn people of the evil 

that lies or await certain decisions in the society. Below are the proverbs used in this regards: 

13. í Kaman ọi pẹnẹ gọyaú gótùn ọ kama ọya hyàjẹ 

„A child is warned not to embark on night journey; he says there is moon light‟ 
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Whatever is the outcome of the journey, the victim will not be sympathized with since he or she has earlier 

been warned.  

14. Íkpeì gó hyẹhọ gọnọcẹ nẹnọ ígajẹ má 

“Sun sets before an evening farmer‟‟ 

What this proverb means is that if a child or one is warned about certain action or decision, he or she should 

be left to face its consequence. When he is faced with the repercussion he will be abandoned in his self 

afflicted ordeal. 

15. “ẹcí gíyó wẹcí gáká má” (Plan is better made at the beginning of a thing). 

This one points to the role of plan in human life. It therefore shows that a plan is better made before a 

project is embarked upon else, failure shall be the lot of the one who embarks on a project without plan. If 

one therefore fails to plan, he has planned to fail. 
 

1.7.5 Proverbs in Ritual Practices 

Ritual practices such as initiation and oath taking, proverbs are more often than not used. In such a 

situation, the elders use proverbs to welcome the person into the fold. Examples include the below: 

16. i. Ǹgólò gbójí lòkónù gọcẹ ni jílè gúnù  

   „Kola nut lasts in the mouth of the man that values it‟ 

ii. Ímó lúkpáhyú lọ kọtù 

„A strong man is identified by the size of his chest‟  

iii.ọnpẹnẹ nì jé bé nàbọ lójìlé tí gányákwọcẹ”  

    „A child who can wash his hand can eat with the elders‟ 

These proverbs can also be used in other contexts depending on the underline intention for its use. The first 

proverb in this category points to the fact that the new status assumed today will continue to be valued if the 

initiated so value it else it will not. Example (ii) by the erstwhile outstanding contribution of the one to be 

initiated, he is seen worthy and capable for the new status. In (iii), one distinguishes himself has proven that 

he is worthy of whatever fold or group he is initiated into. For outstanding himself, he can join them. 

 

1.8 Summary of Findings  

The paper discovers that proverbs are not 

used in isolation rather; they are used in different 

situations. Considering the situations that could 

call for the use of proverbs, the paper observed 

the following contexts: marriage, funeral, family 

warning and rituals, where people come together 

for a function in Agatu, proverbs are used. Agatu 

proverbs used in the above contexts conform in 

meaning to the particular occasion. Agatu 

proverbs, like any African proverb is a reflection 

of the people‟s cultural heritage or tradition as a 

whole. This demonstrates that proverbs in Agatu 

help in the transmission of Agatu culture from the 

older to the younger generations. More so, 

proverbs in Agatu allude to a common truth or 

general wisdom, with some rudimentary value, 

use to guide action, explain a situation or induce 

a feeling of attitude in the society. 

1.9 Conclusion 
Agatu proverbs are pivotal in 

communication. Among the Agatu people it 

serves as a vehicle for effective communication. 

In many gatherings in Agatu, the proverbs 

usually modify, conform and finalise issues. Apt 

use of the proverbs in discourse attracts respect 

and the user is seen as one with great wisdom and 

good knowledge of the tradition. One who speaks 

with proverbs speaks with force and always 

retains the interest of his audience. Outside the 

culture, and appropriate context the proverbs will 

be null and void. This is why they are derived 

from human experiences that reflect the general 

Agatu cultural background, beliefs, philosophy 

and world view.      
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