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Abstract

This study examines proverbs as dynamic sociolinguistic tools for
fostering unity, cooperation and conflict resolution in Nigeria's three
major linguistic communities: Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba. The research,
which is based on interactional Sociolinguistics and Cultural
Linguistics theories, employs qualitative thematic and comparative
analysis of eighteen purposefully selected proverbs; six from each
language, drawn from canonical literary texts such as Hausa Land, The
Hausa Boy, Things Fall Apart, Wedlock of the Gods, The Gods Are Not to
Blame, and The Lion and the Jewel. The analysis identifies five recurring
sociocultural themes: interdependence, communal accountability,
moral restraint, anticipatory reciprocity, and restorative discussion.
Proverbs from Hausa, Igbo, and Yoruba all prioritize collective well-
being over individuals, despite language differences. Crucially, they
serve as indirect, face-saving acts, allowing speakers to negotiate
power, resolve disagreements, and support social harmony without
engaging in open confrontation. The study shows that proverbs are
enduring indigenous knowledge systems with great potential to guide
current approaches to reconciliation, governance, and intercultural
interaction in Nigeria's pluralistic culture. By filling a gap in
comparative sociolinguistic scholarship, this study confirms the
enduring relevance of proverbs as culturally grounded frameworks for
social cohesion and dispute resolution in modern Nigeria.



283 DUTSIN-MA JOURNAL OF ENGLISH AND LITERATURE (DUJEL) Vol 11, No 2, 2026

Keywords: Proverbs, Sociolinguistics, Nigerian Languages, Conflict
Resolution, Communal Identity

Introduction

Proverbs are fundamental to African oral traditions, acting as
both stores of common wisdom and strategic tools for social
engagement. In Nigeria's multilingual context, notably among the
Hausa, Yoruba, and Igbo, proverbs embody moral values, regulate social
behaviour, and strengthen = communal identity  through
communication, literature, and governance. Proverbs serve as culturally
sanctioned yet complementary forms of speech that enable tactful
persuasion, moral instruction, and conflict resolution, with each
linguistic community emphasizing distinct yet complementary values,
such as restraint in Hausa, metaphorical reasoning in Yoruba, and
communal responsibility in Igbo.

Recent research has also shown that proverbs increase audience
engagement through brevity, imagery, and cultural familiarity, often
highlighting salient points and guiding interpretation in speech.
Despite increased research on individual languages, comparative
sociolinguistic assessments of Nigeria's major linguistic groups remain
scarce. This study takes a comparative sociolinguistic approach, based
on Interactional Sociolinguistics and Cultural Linguistics, to investigate
how Hausa, Yoruba, and Igbo proverbs function as communicative
strategies for promoting unity, cooperation, and conflict resolution, as
well as to address the underappreciated role of proverbs in meaning
negotiation and audience engagement in Nigerian sociolinguistic
research.

Review of Related Literature
Proverbs are often regarded as socially embedded linguistic

resources that help societies negotiate meaning, regulate behaviour, and
perpetuate cultural values (Holmes; Owomoyela). Recent research has
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focused on Interactional Sociolinguistics, Speech Act Theory, and
Cultural Linguistics to explain how proverbs work as context-sensitive
speech actions that counsel, persuade, and mediate conflict, notably in
African countries (Egenti et al., Ademowo et al., Olajuyin et al.).
Existing research is primarily qualitative, employing discourse analysis,
pragmatic-sociolinguistic, and contextual techniques. Hausa study
focuses on peacebuilding and moral restraint, Yoruba research on
metaphor and rhetorical efficacy, and Igbo research on communal
accountability and conflict resolution. Analytically, this research
suggests that proverbs facilitate indirect communication, reduce face-
threatening behaviour, and promote social harmony. However, most
are language-specific and lack a coherent comparative framework for
Hausa, Yoruba, and Igbo.

As a result, there is a clear gap in comparative, theory-driven
sociolinguistic examinations of proverbs from Nigeria's major linguistic
groupings. The current study addresses this gap by employing a
comparative qualitative approach grounded in Interactional
Sociolinguistics and Cultural Linguistics to investigate proverbs as
communicative resources for unity, cooperation, and conflict
resolution.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative sociolinguistic research design
informed by Interactional Sociolinguistics and Cultural Linguistics.
Data were gathered purposefully from six iconic Nigerian literary texts
representing the three primary linguistic communities: Hausa, Yoruba,
and Igbo, namely: Hausa Land, The Hausa Boy, Things Fall Apart, Wedlock
of the Gods, The Gods Are Not to Blame, and The Lion and the Jewel. A total
of 18 proverbs (6 in each language) about unity, cooperation, and
dispute resolution were methodically extracted. The selected proverbs
were thematically categorized, sociolinguistically analysed, and
compared. Each proverb was examined in its narrative and interactional
context to determine its communication function, pragmatic force, and
social significance. Comparative analysis was then used to discover
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common themes and language-specific variances among the three
linguistic communities. This analytical approach allows for a
contextualized and cross-cultural knowledge of how proverbs serve as
communicative resources for social cohesiveness and conflict resolution
in Nigerian societies.

Data Presentation and Analysis

The data were presented and analyzed qualitatively using a data-
based approach, combining Interactional Sociolinguistic and Cultural
Linguistic theoretical frameworks. Each proverb was investigated for its
cultural and sociopolitical significance. This strategy focuses on
meanings and relationships.

Data Presentation and Analysis
Datum 1. "Wash my back, and I will wash yours"

e Translation: Chudanni, in chude ka

e Context: Used by Kallamu to explain mutual support at the
grain depot

e Interpretation: Reciprocity strengthens communal bonds

e Hausa Boy, p. 117

In Hausa Boy (p. 117), Kallamu uses the saying "Wash my back, and I
will wash yours" (Chudanni, in chude ka) to symbolize unity through
reciprocal commitment. According to Interactional Sociolinguistics
and Cultural Linguistics, the proverb functions as a co-constructed
social compact that enforces reciprocal responsibility and reflects a
Hausa worldview in which individual well-being is inextricably linked
to community well-being. The proverb fosters trust and maintains
societal harmony in an age of economic interdependence by using
practical and metaphorical imagery.

Datum 2. "You restrain others by restraining yourself”

a) Translation: Hana wani hana kai
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b) Context: Fillo misses his girlfriend; reflects on moral example
¢) Interpretation: Self-discipline fosters collective order
d) Hausa Land, p. 209

In Hausa Land (p. 209), Fillo uses the saying "You restrain others by
restraining yourself" (Hana wani, hana kai) to create moral authority by
selfregulation rather than compulsion. From the standpoint of
Interactional Sociolinguistics and Cultural Linguistics, the proverb
defines ethical behavior as a common social practice grounded in
leading by example and in reflecting Hausa ideals of hakuri and
hankali. Unity is thus attained not via coercion, but by disciplined
selfhood that discreetly leads collective behavior.

Datum 3. "Ask no One other than the face, for stories hidden in the
heart”

e Translation: Labarin zuciya a tambayi fuska

e Context: Speaker observes queen's peaceful demeanor

e Interpretation: Emotional transparency sustains trust in the
community

e Hausa Land, p. 15

In Hausa Land (p. 15), the saying "Ask no One other than the face, for
stories hidden in the heart" (Labarin zuciya a tambayi fuska) emphasizes
nonverbal cues as reliable markers of inner truth. From an Interactional
Sociolinguistics and Cultural Linguistics standpoint, it depicts a Hausa
worldview in which emotional transparency and trust are maintained
through culturally sanctioned body semiotics rather than direct verbal
interrogation.

Datum 4. "It is often with the help of a townsman that a town is taken”
e Translation: Da dan gari, akan ci gari

e Context: King Lamba uses the proverb when his servant has
betrayed him.
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o Interpretation: There is the general belief that it is often
through someone you know that treachery occurs
e Hausa Land, p. 56

In Hausa Land (p. 56), King Lamba's use of the proverb "It is
often with the help of a townsman, a town is taken" frames betrayal
as an insider threat and functions as an indirect warning that
preserves face while reinforcing communal vigilance. From an
Interactional ~ Sociolinguistics and Cultural Linguistics
perspective, the proverb reflects a Hausa worldview in which
unity is fragile because it is trust-based discernment and
accountability rather than blind solidarity.

Datum 5. "You wash the pot because of tomorrow’s cooking”

a. Translation: Don tuwon gobe ake wanke tukunya
Context: Baban Hamza shows gratitude for the help received
c. Interpretation: Preparation and foresight benefit future
collaboration
d. Hausa Boy, p. 35

In Hausa Boy (p. 35), Baban Hamza's adage defines cooperation as
anticipatory reciprocity, in which present thankfulness lays the
groundwork for future mutual benefit. According to Interactional
Sociolinguistics and Cultural Linguistics, the metaphor of "washing the
pot" encapsulates a Hausa worldview in which social relationships are
maintained through foresight, preparedness, and ritualized trust rather
than rapid transaction.

Datum 6. "Arise, and I will help you"

e Translation: Allah yace tashi in taimake ka
e Context: Nadudu encourages his idle nephew
e Interpretation: Initiative invites communal support
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e Hausa Boy, p. 62

In Hausa Boy (p. 62), Nadudu's adage presents cooperation as
dependent on human initiative, combining encouragement with a
promise of help in a face-saving gambit. From an Interactional
Sociolinguistics and Cultural Linguistics standpoint, it indicates a
Hausa value system in which communal aid is a responsive partnership
that balances self-reliance with collective reinforcement.

Datum 7. "When brothers fight to the death, a stranger inherits
their Father’s estate.”

e Translation: Mgbe umunne ji ibe ha gbaa 0gu ruo onwu, onye
mba 0z0 ka na-erite ihe nna ha hapuru.

e Context: Said during clan disputes.

e Interpretation: Disunity weakens a community and invites
outsiders.

e Things Fall Apart, Page: 13

"When brothers fight to the death, a stranger inherits their Father's
estate” serves as a veiled warning employed by elders to prevent internal
conflict while maintaining face and societal harmony. According to
Interactional Sociolinguistics and Cultural Linguistics, the proverb
illustrates an Igbo worldview in which unity promotes collective survival
and disunity exposes individuals to external exploitation.

Datum 8. "If One finger brought oil, it soiled the others.”

Translation: Otu mkpisi aka turu mmanu, o meturu ndi 0zo.
Context: During discussions of moral pollution.
Interpretation: One person's wrongdoing affects the group.
Things Fall Apart, Page: 89
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The proverb "If One finger brought oil, it soiled the others" serves as
a face-saving warning that discourages antisocial behavior by
emphasizing shared moral responsibility. From an Interactional
Sociolinguistics and Cultural Linguistics standpoint, the proverb
reflects an Igbo worldview of interdependence, in which individual
misconduct affects the entire community, necessitating communal
accountability for societal order.

Datum 9. "A single tree does not make a forest.”

. Translation: Otu osisi anaghi eme ohia.
Context: Clan meetings.
Interpretation: Strength comes from togetherness.

. Things Fall Apart, Page: 96

.

el e

The proverb "A single tree does not make a forest" (Otu osisi
anaghi eme ohia, p. 96) emphasizes the importance of collective Power
when analyzed through Interactional Sociolinguistics and Cultural
Linguistics. Interactionally, the adage is used in clan meetings as an
indirect and promote consensus without confrontation. Culturally, it
reflects the Igbo view of society as intrinsically communal, with survival
and strength based on cooperation rather than isolation. Thus, unity is
positioned as a fundamental condition for societal stability and
collective success.

Datum 10. "If a man says yes, his chi says yes also.”

e Translation: Onye kere, chi ya akwukwo.

e Context: Success attributed to effort and destiny.

e Interpretation: Cooperation between human effort and
spiritual forces.

e Things Fall Apart, p. 19
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In Things Fall Apart (p. 19), the proverb equates human action
with supernatural sanction, portraying achievement as collaboration
between the individual and chi. According to Interactional
Sociolinguistics and Cultural Linguistics, it reflects an Igbo worldview
in which fate is responsive rather than fixed, and deliberate activity
encourages spiritual alignment for communal and personal well-being.

Datum 11. "Peace must be cleaned where it is soiled."

a) Translation: Udo ga-emecha ebe a siri mecha ya.
b) Context: Elders discuss restoring harmony.
¢) Interpretation: Cooperation repairs social damage.

d) Wedlock of the God p.35

In Wedlock of the Gods (p. 35), the proverb describes
reconciliation as a localized and embodied process, emphasizing the
importance of restoring peace at the point of rupture. According to
Interactional Sociolinguistics and Cultural Linguistics, it expresses an
Igbo worldview in which peace (udo) is actively maintained as a
collective state reached by shared accountability and cooperative repair.

Datum 12. "The left hand washes the right."

Translation: Aka ekpe eji aka nri.
Context: Encourages cooperation between families.

Interpretation: Mutual support and interdependence.
Wedlock of the God, p 19

In Wedlock of the Gods (p. 19), the proverb uses corporeal
imagery to emphasize mutual interdependence, serving as a face-saving
guideline that encourages cooperation without direct instruction.
According to Interactional Sociolinguistics and Cultural Linguistics, it
represents an Igbo worldview in which social harmony is essentially
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relational, necessitating collaboration as an existential requirement for
communal stability and existence.

Datum 13. "No harvest comes from One hoe.”
e Translation: Oke adighi n'otu ngwa.
e Context: Shows communal labor as a survival strategy.
e Interpretation: Agricultural and, by extension, communal
success requires collective labor.

e  Wedlock of the God, p 20

In Wedlock of the Gods (p. 20), the proverb presents success as
the result of joint labor, employing rural imagery to portray
collaboration as practical and self-evident rather than imposed. From
an Interactional Sociolinguistics and Cultural Linguistics standpoint, it
reflects an Igbo worldview in which work and survival are intrinsically
communal, making collaborative effort a material and moral need for
social continuity.

Datum 14. "A village does not make progress by walking alone.”

Translation: Il ki i dagba nipase irin-ajo eni kan soso.
Context: Elders reacting to Lakunle's individualism.
Interpretation: Unity is the basis of social development.
The Lion and the Jewel, p. 36

e

&

The proverb "A village does not make progress by walking alone"
in The Lion and the Jewel (p. 36) criticizes argues that development is
a collective endeavor. According to Interactional Sociolinguistics and
Cultural Linguistics, the Yoruba community (ilu) prioritizes cohesion
and shared agency over individual achievement.

Datum 15. "The town eats together or starves together.”

e Yoruba: [li d je po tabi d ki po.
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e Context: Chorus commentary on village solidarity.
e Interpretation: Survival depends on unity.

e The Gods Are Not to Blame, p. 18

In The Gods Are Not to Blame (p. 18), the proverb "The town eats
together or starves together" depicts survival as a social condition,
employing parallel organization to generate communal consensus and
shared fate. According to Interactional Sociolinguistics and Cultural
Linguistics, the Yoruba ethos of iwa rere emphasizes the importance of
togetherness and reciprocity over ethical standards.

Datum 16. "A single tree does not make a forest.”

Translation: Igi kan ki i dd ighé sile.
Context: Odewale's warning against isolation.
Interpretation: Strength lies in collective existence.

The Gods Are Not to Blame, p. 21

In The Gods Are Not to Blame (p. 21), Odewale's proverb
compares the "single tree" with the "forest" to that arises from
communal existence. According to Interactional Sociolinguistics and
Cultural Linguistics, the Yoruba worldview emphasizes the relationship
between personality (éniyan) and legitimacy, making unity a necessary
rather than optional aspect.

Datum 17. "The family name is carried by all.”

Translation: Gbogbo 0mo ni 11 i oriko idilé.
Context: Elders discussing royal responsibility.

Interpretation: Unity is moral and reputational.
The Gods Are Not to Blame, p. 24
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In The Gods Are Not to Blame (p. 24), the proverb connects
individual behavior to communal honor by distributing moral
responsibility throughout the family network. Interactional
Sociolinguistics and Cultural Linguistics view the Yoruba idea of oruko
idil¢ as a shared moral trust, One actions affect the entire community.
Datum 18. "The home stands or falls together.”

Translation: [1é ki 7 fo tabi diir6 fin eni kan soso.
Context: Queen Ojuola speaking on kinship.
Interpretation: Unity sustains family survival.

The Gods Are Not to Blame, p. 27

In The Gods Are Not to Blame (p. 27), Queen Ojuola's proverb
depicts family survival as indivisible, emphasizing togetherness through
a performative negation that rejects selective resilience. From an
Interactional Sociolinguistics and Cultural Linguistics standpoint, it
expresses a Yoruba worldview in which the home (il¢) is a structural and
spiritual unit whose stability is dependent on group harmony rather
than individual advantage.

Findings

The study concludes that Hausa, Igbo, and Yoruba proverbs
serve as performative sociolinguistic tools for controlling social
behavior, promoting communal identity, and mediating sociopolitical
connections. Interdependence, communal duty, temperance,
discussion, and reconciliation are recurring themes in all three
languages. Hausa proverbs emphasize togetherness through mutual
obligation and moral self-discipline, whereas Igbo proverbs emphasize
collective survival and kinship cohesion as barriers to fragmentation.
Yoruba proverbs portray togetherness as a moral and cosmological
imperative, with individual fate inextricably linked to communal well-
being. Proverbs serve as indirect, face-saving tactics for resolving
disputes in a variety of circumstances, enhancing persuasion and social
harmony while avoiding overt confrontation.
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Discussion of Findings

The findings support and expand sociolinguistic research that
regards proverbs as culturally grounded communicative resources
rather than static folklore. According to Interactional Sociolinguistics,
the examined proverbs are context-sensitive utterances whose meanings
derive from shared cultural knowledge and interactional positioning.
Speakers employ proverbs strategically to negotiate Power, align
participants, and manage behaviour without resorting to open
confrontation, thereby maintaining social cohesion.

The study, from the perspective of Cultural Linguistics,
illustrates that Hausa, Igbo, and Yoruba proverbs encode culturally
distinct worldviews while also converging on a shared Nigerian ethos
that prioritizes social well-being over individualism. Hausa proverbs
emphasize patience (hakuri) and self-restraint (hankali), Igbo proverbs
emphasize interdependence and ancestral accountability, while Yoruba
proverbs highlight harmony (alaafia), moral character (iwa rere), and
communal destiny. Despite these changes, the sociopolitical logic
behind the proverbs is strikingly consistent throughout civilizations.
The study also contributes to debates on indigenous governance and
peace building by demonstrating how proverbs function as informal
regulatory mechanisms in traditional cultures. Proverbs serve as
culturally sanctioned tools for Power managing Power and resolving
conflicts by legitimizing authority, discouraging antisocial behavior, and
encouraging reconciliation. This conclusion is consistent with current
calls to incorporate indigenous knowledge systems into modern conflict
resolution and social policy frameworks.

Importantly, the comparative analysis addresses a gap in
previous research, which has primarily explored Hausa, Igbo, and
Yoruba proverbs in isolation. By studying the three languages within a
unified sociolinguistic framework, the study shows that proverbs
constitute a shared communicative heritage that can foster unity,
cooperation, and peaceful coexistence in Nigeria's multiethnic context.
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Conclusion

This study demonstrates how Hausa, Igbo, and Yoruba proverbs
serve as important sociolinguistic resources for promoting unity,
cooperation, and dispute resolution. Despite language disparities, the
comparative research indicates shared cultural ideals such as
interdependence, communal identity, and communication. Proverbs
serve as indirect and non-confrontational communication tools for
regulating social behavior and maintaining social harmony. The
findings support the continued significance of proverbs as indigenous
frameworks for social cohesiveness in modern Nigerian culture.
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