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Abstract 

Proverbs inherently have a feature of traditionality and are employed by speakers as communication tools in 

most cultures and languages of the world. They bear features that characterise them as meaning oriented 

and contextually peculiar. The study of rhetoric on the other hand, involves the study of ethical, logical, and 

emotional appeals as instruments of persuasion in speaking or writing. This study highlights the 

components of rhetoric and the metaphoric components at play in proverbs in a bid to underscore the 

viability of teaching proverbs (in schools) as a vehicle for enhancing rhetorical and argumentative skills in 

English among second language learners. The data for this research is a collection of twenty proverbs 

purposefully selected from a wide range of proverbs gathered during an interview session with two 

custodians of Afrike orature. The discussion is primarily centred on identifying the claims/meanings of the 

proverbs within varied contexts. In addition, the rhetorical appeals as well as the instruments of 

argumentation used are identified and discussed. This study is guided by the Aristotelian theory of rhetoric, 

Toulmin’s theory of argumentation and the sociolinguistic approach to language study. Because the 

effectiveness of proverbs in use does not only lie in the semantic or syntactic import of the proverbs 

themselves but also depends to a large extent on the linguistic context, speaker, nature of the audience and 

topic of discussion (these factors constitute aspects of the rhetorical appeals), this paper concludes that 

including them in course contents will add considerable local flavour and enhance learning of rhetorical 

skills in a more practical manner. 
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Introduction  

Proverbs are simple statements that are 

generally known and repeated within speech 

communities and which reflects values and truths 

that are based on common sense or the common 

experience of a people. Mieder (2004) defines 

them as “short, generally known sentences of the 

folk which contain wisdom, truth, morals, and 

traditional views in a metaphorical, fixed, and 

memorisable form and which is handed down 

from generation to generation” (p.5). Their 

source is usually unknown and sometimes these 

proverbs are found across languages, religions, 

and time. For example, the proverb “No fly enters 

a mouth that is shut” is used in Spain and many 

other countries around the world. And although it 

is found in various languages and times, the 

proverb can be traced back to ancient Babylonian 

origins (Pritchard, 1958, p. 146). The Bible 

(especially the Book of Proverbs), the internet 

and Medieval Latin have played considerable 

roles in spreading and entrenching proverbs 

across world cultures. In fact, according to 

Mieder (2004) societies that use the Bible as their 

major spiritual guide have hundreds of proverbs 

in their culture that originate from it. In spite of 

these influences, every culture has its own unique 

proverbs which portrays its essence and 

traditions. 

Closely related to proverbs are clichés, 

quotes, idioms and adages. These, though also 

being speaking forms, can be differentiated from 

proverbs. Norrick (1985) helpfully identifies the 

differences between clichés, quotes, idioms and 

adages; pointing that clichés are over-used 

phrases that have lost their meaning over time, 

while an adage is a well-known phrase that 

expresses a general truth about the world. He 

further submits that idioms are groups of words 

which when used together generate different 

meanings from their individual word meaning, 

and that quotes are the purposeful reiterations of 
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the exact words of another person. When 

juxtaposed with Zolfaghari and Ameri’s (2012) 

definition of a proverb as “a short sentence, 

which is well-known and at times rhythmic, 

includes advice, sage themes and ethnic 

experiences, comprising simile, metaphor or 

irony which is well-known among people for its 

fluent wording, clarity of expression, simplicity, 

expansiveness and generality and is used either 

with or without change" (p. 107), the differences 

become clearer. The major difference between 

the forms being that proverbs are highly 

traditional, culture specific utterances (sentences) 

whereas others may not have any feature of 

traditionality. They may also vary in syntactic 

length from single words to multiple sentences.  

Proverbs are usually employed more by 

adults than children in conversation, as their use 

requires skill and an understanding of their 

metaphoric nature. Children will most times 

interpret proverbs in a literal sense because 

proverbs are taught and learned literarily or by 

observation. And since they do not yet 

understand the cultural application and the 

stereotypical metaphor, they are likely to either 

avoid or misused (mis-interprete) them in 

conversation. They however learn this aspect of 

the language as they gradually evolve into 

adulthood (Kiang, 2007, pp. 653-663). In 

traditional African societies, proverbial constructs 

are useful in conflict resolution because they are 

an indirect way of speaking and therefore allow a 

speaker to disagree or give advice in a way that is 

diplomatic and less offensive.  

The study of proverbs is called 

paremiology. This study is, nevertheless, not 

without its difficulties. Consider that trying to 

understand proverbs outside their situations of 

use, on the one hand, may prove difficult because 

the actual messages embedded in them may not 

be clear. On the other hand, studying proverbs 

used in actual conversations again poses a 

challenge since the researcher must wait patiently 

for proverbs to be used live in conversations. For 

instance, a researcher working on Akan proverbs 

in Ghana, discovered that one proverb could have 

up to twelve distinct interpretations (Obeng, 

1996, p. 521). So to determine their true 

meanings, one must witness them being used 

within specific linguistic contexts. Although 

having twelve meanings is extreme, most 

proverbs give themselves over to multiple 

interpretations thus their elusive nature (Pam & 

Ekpang, 2016). Sometimes proverbs contradict 

themselves as is the case with the following 

proverbs: "A scorpion does not put to birth in 

public" and "A serious matter is not discussed 

inside the throat." These kinds of proverbs are 

referred to as "counter proverbs" (Doyle, 2012, 

p.32). In such cases, each of the proverbs is used 

in its own appropriate situation, and none of them 

is regarded as a universal truth because the 

success or effectiveness of the proverb depends 

on other factors such as speaker, audience type 

and the prevailing circumstances. 

Uses of proverbs today 

Proverbs are essentially didactic in nature 

and there is a growing interest in deliberately 

using them to support and promote changes in 

society. They are also sometimes used by stand-

up comedians for entertainment purposes too. In 

their more constructive applications, proverbs are 

used in political campaign speeches, teaching of 

foreign languages at deeper levels of meaning, 

combating social ills (Menser,2013), community 

development and in resolving intra and inter 

group conflicts. In the humanities, proverbs have 

been used extensively in character delineation in 

prose and drama like those of Achebe, Soyinka 

and Adichie; by poets and rap artistes in poems 

and songs; in films and books as titles and sub-

titles; for political and social commentaries in 

social media platforms like Facebook etc. A 

Facebook post, by Tony Adah on the 26
th
 of 

August, 2016 for instance, read: “Dog teeth does 

not bite dog- how many herdsmen have been 

prosecuted for killing Nigerians like the man 

naming dog?”  Also a pioneering proverb 

collection has been published by Luke Eyo to 

capture some proverbs, present them for 

pedagogical purposes and prevent them from 

going extinct. In the field of education, the 

concept of paremiological minimum has been 

introduced in some countries in a bid to educate 

children about their national and traditional 

heritage using proverbs. 

Paremiological minimum, developed by 

Grigori Permjakov (1979), refers to a 
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recommended set of proverbs that people who 

belong to a group should know. Permjakov 

observed that "every adult Russian language 

speaker (over 20 years of age) knows no fewer 

than 800 proverbs, proverbial expressions, 

popular literary quotations and other forms of 

clichés" (Vargha & Litovkina, 2007, p. 135). 

Studies of the paremiological minimum have 

been done for a number of languages. Hirsch, 

Kett, and Trefil (1988) and Haas (2008) are 

works in which attempts were made to draw up 

one in America although Hirsch et al’s attempt 

was more prescriptive than descriptive.  

In spite of these developments, there is 

no formal structure to guide the formulation of a 

paremiological minimum yet. This has been a 

major draw-back for researchers of many 

languages. The Nigerian situation may prove 

even more difficult because of the country’s 

multi-cultural nature. The United States Embassy 

in Nigeria puts the figure at 250 ethnicities in its 

Nigeria Facts sheet (January, 2012). Each one of 

these ethnicities has its own unique language and 

body of proverbs. But as is characteristic of 

proverbs, there are replications of these proverbs 

in different parts of the country. For instance, the 

proverb “Dog teeth does not eat dog” (Yoruba) 

has its equivalent in “Snakes do not swallow 

fellow snakes” (Igbo). A paremiological 

minimum in Nigeria will therefore have to reflect 

this multi-ethnic reality as much as possible and 

would probably be more flexible in the sense that 

where there are such replications, only the most 

indigenous in a particular language setting will be 

added. 

Theoretical framework 

The sociolinguistic approach to language 

study is the primary theoretical framework 

adopted for this study. In addition, the study will 

draw insights from the Aristotelian rhetorical 

theory and Toulmin’s theory of argumentation. 

Sociolinguistics is a discipline that connects the 

study of language (linguistics) to the society 

within which the language is found. In the words 

of Wardhaugh (2006), “Sociolinguistics is 

concerned with investigating the relationships 

between language and society with the goal being 

a better understanding of the structure of 

language and of how languages function in 

communication…” (p. 13). Although the name 

was first coined by Thomas E. Hudson (1939) in 

an article titled Sociolinguistics in India, it was 

only made popular in the 1960s by William 

Labov and Basil Bernstein. While Bernstein 

introduced the restricted and elaborated code 

theory to explain the sociolinguistic import of 

social class and family on language use, Labov 

explored the quantitative study of variation and 

change in language as determined by social 

indices. Sociolinguistics however has evolved 

over time into an interdisciplinary field of 

research which deals with all aspects of language 

as it applies to man in a society. Wardhaugh 

(2006) draws our attention to the distinction 

between sociolinguistics and the sociology of 

language. Downes (1998) states that 

“Sociolinguistics is that branch of linguistics 

which studies just those properties of language 

and languages which require reference to social, 

including contextual, factors in their explanation” 

(p.9) and Trudgill (2003) describes 

sociolinguistics to be; “work which is intended to 

achieve a better understanding of the nature of 

human language by studying language in its 

social context and/or to achieve a better 

understanding of the nature of the relationship 

and interaction between language and society” 

(p.123).   

Wardhaugh (2006) describes three 

possible relationships that could exist between 

language and society: firstly, the established 

social structure may determine or influence the 

language; secondly, the language may determine 

or influence the social structure; and thirdly, there 

may exist a symbiotic or bipolar relationship 

where both language and society influence each 

other. In the collection of proverbs analysed in 

this paper, it will be observed that the choice of 

metaphors reflect the people’s occupation, 

traditional values, and world view. The society is 

able to incorporate their essence into their 

proverbs thereby showing the possibility that 

both the language and society evolve over time 

with aspects of one influencing aspects of the 

other (p.10).  

With this study concerned with a form of 

speaking peculiar to the various speech 

communities, the sociolinguistic approach is very 
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important in achieving the aim of the study. The 

sociolinguistic approach to language study is also 

important to this study because there is a definite 

relationship between language and society and it 

is within a particular society that one acquires the 

language he/she uses. 

The Aristotelian rhetorical theory is 

based on Aristotle’s The Art of Rhetoric which is 

the earliest surviving text on the concept of 

rhetoric. In the second chapter of the text, 

Aristotle defines rhetoric as “the power to 

observe the persuasiveness of which any 

particular matter admits” (1991, p. 74). He 

further identifies three rhetorical appeals namely: 

ethos (persuasion by projecting the speaker’s 

credibility), pathos (persuasion through stirring 

the emotions of the listeners.) and logos 

(persuasion through logical argumentation). Neo-

Aristotelian positions on the scope of rhetoric are 

off-shoots of the Aristotelian theory. 

These above captured are by no means the only 

instruments of rhetorical analysis in the theory 

but they are the relevant ones as far as this study 

is concerned. The three: ethos, logos and pathos 

will be combined with some components of the 

theory of argumentation and applied in the 

analysis of the selected proverbs. 

Argumentation is a multi-disciplinary 

study of “the nature and structure of argument as 

it occurs in real, natural situations” (The 

Encyclopaedia Communication Research 

Methods). In Uses of Argument, Toulmin (1958) 

distinguishes between two types of arguments 

which he calls substantive and analytic or 

practical and theoretical arguments (Jonsen and 

Toulmin, 1988) respectively. A substantive 

argument involves an inference that is based on 

data or evidence while analytic arguments are 

based on static universal truths or principles. So 

that whereas substantive argument “grounds its 

claim on the context of a particular situation”, 

analytical arguments are based on “abstract” and 

“universal principles” (Foss, Foss & Trapp, p. 

90). Toulmin also elaborates on argument fields 

within the sphere of practical arguments. These 

include conversational argumentation, political 

argumentation, legal argumentation among 

others. Each field, he argues, uses distinct tools of 

argumentation. Toulmin in Foss, Foss & Trapp 

(1991) identifies six components of the structure 

of arguments, and they include: claim, grounds, 

warrant, backing, modal qualifier and rebuttal. 

The claim is the conclusion of an argument or the 

message the speaker wants to pass across; the 

‘grounds’ and the ‘warrant’ are the data, facts or 

proofs of the argument, and the generally 

acknowledged principle on which the speaker 

bases his/her argument respectively. The 

‘backing’ is a kind of reinforcement for the 

‘warrant’, the ‘modal’ reinforces the ‘grounds’ 

while the ‘rebuttal’ refutes the arguments of 

opponents. (p. 98).  

In summary, arguments involve premises 

or assumptions, a method of deductive or 

inductive reasoning and a subtle or forceful 

presentation of points. It is worth pointing out 

that arguments are sometimes explicit and at 

other times, implied. Both the Aristotelian 

rhetorical theory and Toulmin’s theory of 

argumentation deal with content analysis and are 

useful for the identification and understanding of 

arguments presented in proverbs. 

Method of data collection  
The data for this study consists of twenty 

proverbs purposefully selected from a wide range 

of proverbs gathered during an interview session 

with Ashu Ekpang and Ashu Odey- two 

custodians of Afrike orature. Afrike is an ethnic 

group located in the northern parts of Cross River 

State, Nigeria. It is a relatively small community 

which practices communal living. Although, 

there are few public schools in this community, 

the predominant social activities are cultural and 

traditional, presenting ample opportunities for the 

frequent display of oratorical skills in the various 

gatherings. These social activities include, but are 

not restricted to, naming and burial ceremonies, 

public prayers, marriages, and age-grade 

meetings. The proverbs analysed here have been 

selected because they cover a range of contexts 

among the Afrike people. Also the values they 

promote are not moribund or obsolete. These 

proverbs are still in use today and address issues 

that are contemporary within their linguistic 

space.  

The selected proverbs have been listed 

and discussed in the next section. The discussion 

is primarily centred on identifying the 
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claims/meanings of the proverbs within varied 

contexts. Also identified are the rhetorical 

appeals inherent in them, as well as the 

instruments of argumentation used. 

Data presentation and analysis 

Proverb 1: A one legged cricket starts its journey 

before day break. 

Claim: If one is handicapped in anyway, he will 

need to begin early and put in more effort to 

achieve his goals. The main stay of the Afrike 

people is farming and family members are the 

major source of labour. If a man has a relatively 

small number of family members, he may have to 

put in more days’ work or begin the cultivation 

exercise earlier than others. This proverb may be 

used on occasions where contributions are 

required from individuals, families, clans or other 

smaller units of the community social structure. 

Usually these units are taxed equally irrespective 

of numerical strength  or gender composition. If 

a unit fails to meet up to its responsibility 

(financial, material or otherwise), the proverb 

may be used to show that the society has zero 

tolerance for laziness or excuses. It is an example 

of logical appeal as its effectiveness is based on 

logical reasoning. It encourages members of the 

community to be proactive and creative when 

they have a lot of work to do. It is similar to the 

English proverb- “A stitch in time saves nine”. 

And because this argument is based on everyday 

reasoning, it is a substantive argument.  

Proverb 2: Rain does not fall in one area and 

cause slippery ground in another. 

Claim: The concept of cause and effect is 

highlighted here. The consequences of an action, 

they say, should be borne by the perpetrator of 

the action. It is usually used to flout an  appeal 

for mercy or to advice a younger person about the 

negative consequences of a  particular action. 

It can also be used to exonerate friends and 

family members from the  punishment of an 

offender when judgement is meted out. It is also 

an example of both  pathos and logos appeal. 

A similar proverb is “The fathers have eaten sour 

grapes and  the children’s teeth are set on 

edge?” found in the Biblical verse (Ezekiel 18:2 

KJV) or “The way you lay your bed is the way 

you will lie on it”. This argument is substantive. 

Proverb 3: The help rendered in Ogidi is repaid 

on Achanya. 

Claim: Kindness or wickedness is a seed which 

when sown, will be harvested in due time. To 

understand this proverb, a little background of the 

economic practices of the people is required. The 

people of Afrike have five traditional days of the 

week: Ogidi,  Achanya, Odama, Ogbada and 

Ochaga. Ogidi and Achanya are market days in 

the  community. So if a good deed is carried 

out by a person on one of these days (Ogidi), it is 

believed that similar good deeds would be 

received from others on another day. The proverb 

validates an individual’s right to draw from the 

bank of goodwill when it is deserving, and is 

used to explain why evil befalls those who 

themselves do evil.  It is similar to “One good 

turn deserves another” or “Evil begets evil.” It is 

also used to encourage members of the 

community to perform acts of kindness. The 

proverb is a warning and reminder that the 

actions or inactions of people usually results in 

actions  or inactions just like the law of Karma. 

Here, pathos is used because the proverb appeals 

to the emotion and is enforced by the fear of evil. 

There is also no fact or evidence on which this 

argument is based; rather it is founded on an 

abstract and natural or universal  law. It is analytic 

argument. 

Proverb 4: The oil only flows through soft hair. 

Claim: This proverb implies that a tough man 

cannot be oppressed or manipulated. It appears 

to be a recent creation because it derives its 

metaphor from “jerry curl” hairstyle which was a 

fashion trend in the 1970s and 1980s. This type 

of hair-do reduces the  elasticity of the average 

West African hair texture rendering it weak. The 

application of hair cream leaves the hair curly, 

softer, lax and more porous in density than the 

natural hair. As a result of this, any liquid applied 

on it would drip. The understanding here is that 

when hair is weakened or softened, it cannot hold 

firm. This proverb is used to encourage young 

boys to be tough and also to objurgate a man who 

cries fowl all the time or cannot defend himself. 

The proverb is also used to instruct younger ones 

on the importance of working together in unity 

because an enemy will most often target  the weak 

link in any group. Areas of weakness or weaker 

members of the community if left unattended, 
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become soft targets exposing the entire society to 

defeat. It is similar to the English proverb that 

says “One rotten apple spoils the broth”. This 

argument is a  substantive one, based on 

common experiences or truths. It also makes use 

of logos. 

Proverb 5: The stone is on the ground: the kernel 

is on the ground. 

Claim: This proverb implies that all the facts 

required are available, therefore the decision 

should be made. Stones are used to crack kernels. 

So if both stone and kernel are  available, what 

needs to be done, should be done without further 

delay. The proverb is used to discourage 

procrastination in deliberation or resolution of an 

imbroglio, especially when all the facts or parties 

involved are available. It can also be used to 

instruct members of the community to always 

make good use of available opportunities. It 

draws its effect from everyday reasoning and 

common experience. It  is therefore substantive 

and appeals to the logical faculties of the 

audience. 

Proverb 6: A crab does not preside over matters 

of blood. 

Claim: The meaning to be found in this proverb 

is that an outsider should have no hand in the 

decision making process that  takes place within a 

group or family. This proverb places emphasis on 

the speaker’s credibility, background or 

authority; situating itself firmly under the 

jurisdiction of ethos. Because crabs have no 

blood, they therefore cannot be  consulted on 

blood related matters. Secondly, it is used to 

advocate for deliberate  learning and acquisition 

of skills in relevant fields because a person can 

only give from  the fountain of what one has or 

knows. At other times, it is used sarcastically to 

explain  why an incidence of misfortune occurs 

when the misfortune is a product of ineptitude. 

Proverb 7: You cannot keep groundnut in the 

custody of a rat. 

Claim: This proverb emphasises the virtue of 

earned trust. A person who has a reputation, for 

example, of being a gossip should not be told 

anything in confidence because there is the 

possibility of the person telling someone else. 

Also, a known thief should not be placed in 

charge of the finance of any group. To fight 

sleaze therefore, persons of  questionable 

 character should not be kept in positions 

where there are opportunities  to commit 

pilferage. This proverb can be used as a form of 

defence as well as prosecution. As a form of 

defence, it may be used to question why certain 

responsibilities were given to persons who are 

irresponsible or who have the tendency  to abuse 

trust. For example, why would a drunk be asked 

to deliver a keg of palm wine  to his neighbour? 

In this situation, it could serve as a note of 

caution during times when decisions are to be 

made pertaining to delegating some 

responsibilities in the  community. The appeal 

here is ethical as the proverb foregrounds 

credibility as a tool  for argument. This 

proverb is used essentially to credit or discredit 

an individual. It constitutes a substantive 

argument. 

Proverb 8: An adult cannot sit still while a 

child’s cricket gets burnt. 

Claim: Adults have a moral responsibility to 

correct younger ones in most African  societies 

whether they are related to them or not. In fact, it 

is commonly said that, a child is raised by the 

entire community. This means that any member 

of the society has the moral obligation of 

correcting any child they find doing something 

wrong. The appeal here is ethos. It is most likely 

used to solicit the advice of the aged or older 

members of the community. It could also be used 

to rebuke an older person who is perceived to be 

nonchalant, selfish, or generally irresponsible. 

Proverb 9: (Even) a blind man cannot fry and 

burn beans twice.  

Claim: This proverb talks about wisdom and the 

ability to learn from one’s past mistakes. It could 

be used by a parent to encourage a child to learn 

some kind of skill, or to  encourage a child who 

has failed in an attempt at learning to try again. It 

can also be used to appeal for leniency when one 

is a first time offender. Conversely, and a second 

time offender can be convicted using this proverb 

by arguing that an action taken more than once 

can no longer be termed a mistake. This proverb 

appeals to the logical and emotional reasoning of 

the audience. It is also a substantive argument. A 

counter  proverb to this would probably be “You 

don’t give a crippled man a puppy as his guide.” 
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Here, the limitations of a cripple are recognised, 

unlike that of the blind. Both  proverbs, though 

conflicting, give a balanced perspective of 

expectation and reality.  And as stated earlier, 

because they are counter proverbs, they are 

unlikely to be used  within the same context.  

Proverb 10: Too much talk will quench the fire in 

a tobacco pipe. 

Claim: There are many possible interpretations of 

this proverb. One of them is that a person should 

concentrate on his/her work and avoid 

unnecessary distractions. Secondly, the actions of 

gossips are inimical to growth processes because 

they may reveal a person’s strategy prematurely 

thereby fore-warning enemies who would then, 

have ample time to hinder such  a person’s work 

etc. The vehicle here is a tobacco pipe. When it is 

being  smoked, there  is a need to fan it from 

time to time to keep the embers alive. If the 

smoker is distracted, the embers may go cold. It 

follows therefore that unnecessary words and 

actions break focus. This proverb could be further 

used to advise an initiator of a project to 

concentrate on the project and ignore multiple 

unsolicited advice that  may contradict each 

other, generate delay or hinder focus. This is a 

combination of  ethos and pathos and another 

instance of substantive argument.  

Proverb 11: “I will die with you” is just a kind of 

cry. 

Claim: When relatives mourn their dead, 

especially just before internment of the body, 

they often threaten to jump into the grave of the 

deceased in desperation and immense grief but 

the hardly ever do. In fact, it is seen as a bad 

omen if they enter the dug grave. The deceased at 

the end of the day is buried alone. This proverb 

means that people bear the consequences of their 

action and that this lamentation is just a way of 

expressing grief. Parents and elders often use this 

proverb to remind their children and the younger 

generation that physical injury and other 

consequences for misdemeanour are primarily 

borne by the recalcitrant child. Other members of 

the community will only be in  sympathy. It 

serves as a warning especially when previous 

pieces of advice have not been adhered to. This 

proverb makes use of ethos in its appeal. 

Proverb 12: You cannot bypass the mouth to feed 

the nose. 

Claim: This proverb is similar in meaning to 

“Charity begins at home.” It reiterates the 

concept  of brotherhood and the scope of 

concern is the immediate community as a unit. 

The proverb is used to promote unity and 

encourage members of the community to look out 

for one another. It is also closely related to: “You 

fetch water into your pot (not into a basket)”. The 

‘claim’ here is that what is given to a relative or 

fellow kinsmen is  preserved but what is done for 

others (outside the group) may be lost like water 

poured  into a basket.  It is pathos because it 

appeals to the emotions and feeds, not on facts, 

but on the common need for self/group 

preservation. It is also substantive. 

Proverb 13: The stone in a compound does not 

make fire. 

Claim: This proverb is similar to “A prophet is 

not honoured in his hometown” or “Grass always 

appears greener on the other side of the fence”. It 

is used when it is perceived  that value is 

placed on persons or matters outside the 

community to the detriment of the persons 

within. It sounds a note of warning or caution to a 

straying partner or child. Because there is a 

tendency for them to think that life is better 

outside one’s home. This proverb is therefore 

used to encourage such a person to appreciate 

what they have and nurture it into what they 

desire. It is substantive argument and also pathos 

because it appeals to the emotion rather than any 

verifiable fact or data.  

Proverb 14. The way you lay your bed is how 

you will lie on it.  

Claim: This proverb means that success or failure 

is a product of ones’ actions or in-actions; that 

nothing just happens. No matter the propinquity 

between yam and cassava, for example, if a 

woman plants yam, she can never reap cassava; 

no amount of prayers  or wishful thinking can 

change that, it is a natural law. This implies that, 

careful  preparation prevents poor performance 

while a lazy disposition will result in  shame 

and failure. It therefore follows that the 

development of an individual or society  is never 

accidental. No society has achieved 

developmental strides by mere wishful  thinking, 

but by careful planning and doing the things that 
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bring about such developments. Development is 

therefore comparable to a harvest from the seeds 

of hard  work. It emphasises cause and effect 

relationships which is a universal principle. 

Children are told that because people often bear 

the consequences of their actions, their  future is 

a product of the decisions they make today. This 

proverb will most likely be  used by parents 

to correct or advise their children on the need to 

refrain from certain  actions. It is an example 

of logical appeal and is also substantive. 

Proverb 15. Catch fowl for me: You start in the 

evening. 

Claim: Because domestic birds are allowed to 

roam and feed in any part of the rural community 

setting, it is difficult for the owner to find them 

within the compound during  the day. It is 

therefore expected that if the owner wants to 

make use of his birds, he must request that they 

be caught in the evening of the previous day 

when they return  to roost. This proverb is 

similar to the English proverb, “A stitch in time 

saves nine,”  and is used to emphasise the need 

for timeliness, and preparation or planning. It 

points  out that certain things would be 

ineffective or impossible if attempted at the 

wrong time  or in a hurry. It means that there 

is time for everything and instructions should be 

given  on time to enable proper planning or 

compliance. This is substantive argument and it is 

also an example of logical appeal.  

Proverb 16: You can’t drill a hole and find water 

in one day. 

Claim: Serious or grievous matters cannot be 

resolved in a hurry; there is usually a process 

involved in arriving at a solution. Sometimes 

when  meetings end in a deadlock or when 

further deliberations/consultations are required, 

this proverb is used to request the parties present 

to go back home and think more on it. Sometimes 

it is used during stages  prior to traditional 

marriage events especially if the suitor or his 

family members appear to be in too much of a 

hurry. It is also used by older members of the 

community to teach the virtue of patience. It is 

logical appeal and a substantive argument.  

Proverb 17: Dogs’ bites do not hurt each other. 

Claim: In-fighting among siblings ought not to 

be, or when it is inevitable, should be harmless. 

This proverb is used to reprimand members of the 

community to desist from harming themselves 

and rather look out for one another. It extols the 

virtue of peaceful co- existence. It concedes 

that members of the community will have areas 

of disagreement but encourages the feuding 

parties to be careful so as not to hurt each other 

irreparably. This proverb is used in 

reconciliations between members of the same 

community. It is emotional appeal and also 

substantive argument. 

Proverb 18: I am saved, I am saved; I am dead, I 

am dead. 

Claim: This proverb is used when assistance 

rendered does not meet the expectations of the 

receiver or when hope is dashed. It is a proverb of 

lamentation and sometimes, mourning. It is used 

to show disappointment in a thing or a person 

who was perceived to be helpful but turned out to 

be the opposite; or when an assistance is short 

lived. It is an example of emotional appeal. 

Proverb 19: It is the dog that wags the tail and 

not the other way round. 

Claim: This proverb talks about the power 

dynamics at play in the society in respect to the 

units that make up the community. The Afrike 

people have a clan head and some chiefs which 

make up the council or political leadership of the 

people, but the clan head does  not deal with the 

people directly. There are smaller units like age 

grade groupings which  report to him and 

through which instructions are given, complaints 

are heard, and  justice is done. The family is the 

smallest unit in the community and within it, 

there is  also a structure of leadership (essentially 

patriarchal). Every member of the society is 

taught from childhood to respect the hierarchy 

and obey leaders in these groups and  there are 

grave consequences for disrespecting them. This 

proverb reiterates that the flow of command, 

instruction, and directives is downward; and that 

just as it is an  abnormally for the tail to wag the 

dog, it is an aberration for members of the 

community to break the social and political chain 

of command. This proverb uses logos  as its 

appeal and is also a substantive argument. 

Proverb 20: The snake that will bite you will not 

show you its teeth. 

Claim: This proverb encourages the need to be 
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circumspect when it comes to trust. It urges care 

in arriving at conclusions, especially if they are 

based on possible incomplete  information. It 

brings to the front burner, the need for effective 

communication as against the easy temptation to 

rush into judgement against someone. In another 

context, its meaning is similar to the proverb: “A 

man’s enemy are those of his own household.” It 

is a substantive argument and it uses logos as its 

appeal.     

Conclusion 

Every proverb is didactic therefore all the 

proverbs identified in this paper have ‘claims’ 

which have been identified as the overriding 

message of the proverbs. The ‘grounds’ and the 

‘warrants’ discussed earlier, are either facts or 

generally acknowledged principles which have 

been identified in each proverb and expatiated. It 

can therefore be said that in arguments, proverbs 

can be used to present ‘claims’ embedded in 

‘grounds’ and ‘warrants’. It would be observed 

that ‘backing’ and ‘modal’ as tools of arguments, 

are not mentioned. This is because these 

components can only be found in extended 

arguments. On the other hand, sometimes 

proverbs that contradict themselves (counter 

proverbs) are used as ‘rebuttals’ in an extended 

argument. But again, this is rare because counter 

proverbs may not be applicable within the same 

linguistic/social setting. 

The fact that each proverb identified is subject to 

more than one interpretation proves that the 

meaning of a proverb is context related and to get 

the exact meaning in use, the researcher must 

take into account, the person speaking, the type 

of audience, the issues under deliberation as well 

as the prevailing circumstances. The impact of 

the proverb on any audience is largely dependent 

on the speaker’s credibility i.e. what he is 

perceived to be. Accordingly, when a message is 

to be delivered to neighbouring communities, 

only honest and courageous persons are chosen as 

emissaries. 

Also evident is the localised nature of the 

metaphors in the proverbs. Both their ‘tenors’ and 

‘vehicles’ are drawn from the immediate 

community. As such, even when proverbs are 

borrowed from other languages, they are 

indigenised by the use of contextually relevant 

metaphors. In the classroom, teaching of proverbs 

to pupils and students will help in developing 

their argumentative skills, and also provide an 

opportunity for them to enhance their verbal 

dexterity  using materials generated from the 

immediate community; materials to which they 

are accustomed. 

Furthermore, the introduction of proverbs 

into course outlines in universities and schemes 

of work in secondary schools will provide a 

platform for the introduction and development of 

a paremiological minimum for students in those 

communities where one is not yet in existence.  

It is pertinent to note, however, that the scope of 

proverbs in terms of the content of rhetorical 

studies is quite limiting. It is therefore expedient 

that the language teacher sees its inclusion as 

only foundational; needing to be complimented 

with other studies in rhetoric like oral and written 

political speeches, sermons, formal lectures and 

motivational speeches. 
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