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... dialects of a Mande language group which has been called the Bambara-Maninka-
Dyula dialect cluster. These dialects are spoken by approximately three million people
over a vast geographical area extending into ten West African nations (Spears, 1972:
281).

Mandingo as well refers to the cultural group.

The people who trace their ancestry to the Mande, Mandingo, Bambara, Dyula, Kuranko
and Wangara, are dispersed throughout the West African Savannah, from the Gambian
coast in the West, eastward to Ouagadougou in Upper Volta(now Burkina Faso), and
from the Mauritania border in the north to Abidjan in the South (Bird and Kendall, 1980:
13).

Despite the differences in the geographic locations of all these people they are regarded

as the same people. Ibid (1980: 13) point out that:

The modern descendants of the original people of the Mande speak dialects of Mandekan
and ... all share socio-cultural values defining kinship, political organization, and
economic activities. That which unifies the Mande people culturally... is not simply
recognition of common ancestry; it is rather a system of commonly held beliefs,
philosophy, ideology, or cosmology which defines appropriate behavior for individual
actors and allow in turn the interpretation of behavior of others.

The research proceeds to point out some cultural features that characterize the Mandes.

4.6 Vegetation
Harrison (1960: 240) describes the Mali landscape as, “Very flat but well known for its
vivid sandstone mountains and plateaux which are limited by steep scarps.”

Writing about the vegetation of the Mandingos, Okpewho (1979: 21) points out that:

The vegetation is thin and low, and the animals as well as the human forms stand out in
slender relief against the background of scanty bush. There is little in the savannah flora
that would supply the kind of stout, lusty wooden material necessary for rotund figures.

4.7 Agriculture
Brooks (1989: 35) notes that the Mandekan speakers live dispersed across the savannah
heartland of Africa. The savannah environment is appropriate for the cultivation of

cotton. The people also grow other crops such as rice and millet. Niger is very important
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in their agriculture because crop production depends on the irrigation system or flooding
from the Niger River. Harrison (1960: 244) emphasizes that:

The Niger and its tributaries are the life-givers of Mali Republic. Water is used for rice
cultivation, the rivers for navigation and for fishing; and it would appear that, in the
Inland Delta region at least, rainfall is increased by the amount of water in the many
channels of the river.

4.8 Occupation
It is important to look at some of the activities of the Mande people and how they made
their living in order to understand some of the references made in their proverbs.

Hrbek (1992: 261) says that:

Mandes are known as having contributed many skills, such as techniques of iron working
and cotton weaving. The earliest Mande speakers were primarily hunters and warriors.
Subsequent waves of Mande migrants introduced rice cultivation; together with iron
implements for intensive farming of forest areas by slash and burn methods.

They are also noted for long distance trades including the production of cotton textiles in
large quantities which were carried to the south by the Mande traders to barter for kola,
malaguetta pepper and other commodities available in the savannah-woodland and the

forest zones and salt from the coastal suppliers (Brooks 1989: 35).

4.9 Social System of the Mandes

The social system of the people cannot be left out following the theoretical framework
chosen for this research which demands information about the general socio-cultural
context of the people whose proverb is being analyzed. The social system of a people
plays immense role in their oral traditions. It is therefore essential to provide background

information about the Mande people.
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4.9.1 Religion
Religion, being an indispensable aspect of Mande culture cannot be left out on issues

bothering on the people’s culture. Conrad (2006: 83, 84) asserts thus:

The Mande, like other African people believe in the power of the deities, spirits and the
ancestors In Manding societies, there are still people who follow the old pre-Islamic
spiritual practices of the ancestors, involving sacrifice and other forms of ritualized
communication with a variety of spirits believed to inhabit secluded groves, rock
formations or bodies of water found everywhere in the countryside.

At a certain point in their history, the Mandes came into contact with people of Islamic
background and this affected their religion. This is also opined by Conrad when he opines

that:

Some people of the broader Mande cultural family have been exposed to Islam since at
least the tenth century when Muslim traders crossed the Sahara desert to conduct trade
with the Soninke of the Ghana Empire, which was locally known as the Wagadu (Conrad,
2006: 84).

Similarly, Levtzion and Hopkins (1981) also write that,

The process through which characters from Islamic literature came to occupy important
roles in Manding oral tradition probably began at a very early date. The respected
Arab geographer al-Bakri wrote in the year 1068 that there were significant Muslim
populations already occupying towns of the Manding peoples and their neighbors
in the western Sahel (Cited in Conrad, 1985: 36).

However, a majority of Mande people are either Muslims or they practice a mixture of
Islam and the indigenous system of belief. “At some point the Soninke and the Mande
branches began to conceive Islam as a source of significant spiritual power that could be

added to the indigenous power sources that they possessed” (Conrad, 2006: 84).

4.10 Political System
Austen provides some information on the political aspects of the Mande society as

follows:
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Among the Mandes, authority in the village level is shared by two office holders, one
with political credentials and one with a ritual commission. Both of these men are the
elders at the sub lineage tier of the two dominant families, and their offices are held by
the authority of the legendary charter of the founding of the village. The first patrilineal
family believed to have settled in the area is usually granted the ritual chieftaincy. Again,
the eldest member of the core lineage of the family becomes the ritual chief (dugu-kolo-
tigi) or earth surface master whose functions are mostly ritualistic. It is said that this man
is the spiritual mediator between the local earth priest and the village farmers and is his
duty to maintain a balanced relationship between them by means of such occult activities
as might be needed in any given situation. The force behind this authority is based on the
belief that an ancestor of the ritual chief was the first immigrant to the area and had to
come to terms with the ritual spirit of the land thus he maintains a cordial relationship
with those spirits and is most qualified to mediate with them for the rest of immigrants
and inhabitants of the area (Austen, 1999: 11, 12).

Apart from the important roles played by these religious leaders, the people also
recognize other political leaders. McCall and Stewart (1979: 43) admit that, “... for Mali
the regional government under the agent of the King is reasonably well understood in its

general outlines. Austen points out further that among these Mande people,

The village political chief (dugu-tigi), earth/village master is usually associated with
power struggle in a legend composed in a part of the mythical charter of the village.
Sometimes the sub lineage whose elder holds this office is thought to be the conqueror of
the area whose ancestor prevented an external conquest in some time past, thus gaining
the right to rule over the area. The other sub lineages of the village are ranked according
to the legendary account of their temporal arrival in the village. These tenets apply to the
free born (horon) only (Austen, 1999: 12).

The researcher is aware of the fact that the social system of these societies that have been
pointed out focus on the pre-colonial period and changes might have occurred in recent
times. Nonetheless, they are relevant and critical to the discussion pertaining to proverbs

since the proverbs in the texts of analysis were as well employed during these periods.

4.11 Analysis of the Proverbs in SUNDIATA
It has been established in this work that oral sources provide useful avenues into the
cosmology of a people. One of such oral sources that can be regarded as useful material

for historicity is the Sundiata epic. Conrad (1985: 33) asserts that:

Certain oral traditions preserved by the bards or 'griots' of the Manding-speaking
populations in twentieth-century Mali and neighboring regions of West Africa have
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been of special interest to historians because they refer to ancient periods for which
documentary evidence is extremely scarce. An example of a prominent tradition that has

received a good deal of attention in this respect is the legend of Sunjata.

This discussion continues with an examination of the proverbs in Sundiata to unravel
some aspects of Mande ways of life and thought from their proverbs. As Crystal (1971:

19) observes:

It is impossible to conceive of a rational being, or of a society, without implying the
existence of a language. Language and thinking are so closely related that any study of
the former is bound to be a contribution to our understanding of the human mind.

An Analysis of these proverbs reveals the various aspects of the way of life of the Mande
and that of the African society in general. These proverbs fall under various aspects of
Mande culture such as their religion, kinship, customs and values, their ecology among

others.

4.11.1 Religion
Religion is a central part of African culture and it is always manifesting in issues that
pertain to the culture of the African people, the work proceeds to explore the religious

concepts in the proverb below.

“Qur action is not us but it is commanded of us” (SUNDIATA: Pg.28).

The point of this proverb is the issue of destiny and the existence of powers that influence
and control our destiny. This observation stems from the fact that although Sassouma
Berete, Sogolon’s co-wife succeeded in forcing Sogolon and her children to exile, she
was rather helping Sundiata fulfill his destiny since the hardships and trials of exile were
rather training grounds that would fortify Sundiata in his quest for the throne. As pointed
out, “We poor creatures we think we are hurting our neighbor at a time when we are

working in the direction of destiny” (Pg.28). This saying suggests the belief in external
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forces that coordinate the affairs of man hence there is both a spiritual and physical
dimension to life. Apart from that the proverb unveils the belief that human beings are
predetermined beings and all that will happen on earth have already been planned before
the person is born, hence everything happens in fulfillment of destiny. This seems to be
an opposition to an aspect of the Ighos idea of destiny that everything in life has been
predestined which is expressed in the Igbo proverb, “when a man says yes his chi also
says yes”. This notion of destiny is evident in various African religious thoughts such as
Nkrabea among the Akans and Sé or Dzogbesé among the Ewes. In case of the Akans for

example, Quarcoopome (1987: 106) notes that:

Destiny is known as nkrakea. This word is made up of kra (to bid farewell or take leave
of) and bea (the way or manner of doing something). Thus nkrabea literally means the
way or manner in which the soul bids farewell to Onyame before its departure into the
world. The nkrabea describes the soul’s place or lot in this world. The destiny is fixed
beforehand therefore in principle unalterable.

According to Gaba (1971), for the Ewes, there is the belief that:

The life soul or Dzogbese is believed to bring from the Supreme Being the life plan of
every man at birth. This plan is predetermined by the Supreme Being. Every step whether
good or bad taken by every person in the material world is considered to go strictly
according to the items of his own predetermined destiny (Cited in Anyidoho1983: 217).

In the case of Sundiata it has been said even before he was born, that he will succeed to
his father’s throne. Despite his physical challenges, which were pointed out as, “He had
nothing of the great beauty of his father Naré Maghan. He had a head so big that he
seemed unable to support it; he had eyes which will open wide whenever someone
entered his mother’s house” (Pg.15), Sundiata still succeeded his father. The issue of
destiny is also evident in Alta Jablow’s book, Gassire’s lute. In this book it is realized
that although Gassire did all he could to succeed his father’s throne including sacrificing

his seven sons; despite being first born son, and the rule of primogeniture favoring him
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he could not succeed his father. Gassire at the end became a singer as was foretold by the
soothsayer. That is to say that — in his case — destiny can outwit tradition. This issue has
been pointed out clearly: ““...You, perhaps, will be a king. You can do nothing about it.
You on the other hand, will be unlucky but you can do nothing about that either. Each
man finds his way already marked out for him and he can change nothing about it”
(Pg.15). One can argue that soothsayers play a role in this issue of destiny since it might
be possible that those who have received prognosis for future greatness strive for
excellence while those who have been told that they will fail resign to fate or divine
providence. This can be likened to the case of Sundiata who did all to become a king as
foretold by the soothsayer. Even in this case, one can argue that the power of destiny can
still be the force that influences the soothsayers to come out with what they say, since
most people who even try all they can to defy what was said by the soothsayers end up
fulfilling the soothsayer’s prediction as in the case of Gassire which was cited earlier. It
should be noted that this issue of humans as pre-determined beings exist in principle but
in practice there can be a remedy. Quacoopome (1987: 104) notes that a person’s destiny
can be altered through the intercession of divinities which serve as delegated authority
from God; through the malevolent activities of witches, wizards and sorcerers and

through propitiatory sacrifices, a person can appease the soul to alter a bad destiny.

4.11.2 Proverbs on Kinship
Robin (1967: 33) describes kinship broadly as the relations between ‘kin.” Nukunya
(1992: 17) points out further that this social relationship is derived from consanguinity,

marriage and adoption. The kinship system determines inheritance, as to who will inherit
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what from whom. It as well determines the rules of succession and marriage. In the case

of marriage the kinship system determines which marriage is incestuous or not.

“Each is the child of his mother” (SUNDIATA: Pg.22).

This sentence might be considered so simple and obvious, and it might be asked why the
need to bother about it, let alone consider it as a proverb. But considering the discourse
within which it emerged, it can be realized that there is more to its literal meaning. It is
intended to emphasize the strong influence parents, especially mothers, have on their
children. This statement was made when comparing Sogolon Djata and Dankaran
Touman and it was concluded that the two boys reflect the behaviors of their mothers. It

was said about Dankaran that:

The king was so colorless, for his mother has never shown the slightest respect to her
husband and never in the presence of the late king, did she show that humility which
every wife should show before her hushand (Pg.22).

In the case of Sundiata, it was said that “The more a wife loves and respects her husband,
and the more she suffers for her child, the more valorous will the child be one day”
(Pg.22). Sogolon Djata’s influence on Sundiata is further expressed through the statement

underneath:

Every evening Sogolon Kedjou will gather Djata and his companions outside her hut. She
would tell them stories about the beast of the bush...Sogolon Djata learnt to distinguish
between the animals, he also learnt the names of the medicinal plants which every hunter
should know. Thus between his mother and his griot, the child got to know all that there
needed to be known.

The quote suggests that apart from the genetic traits that children inherit from their
parents, they also emulate their ways of doing things. Hence parents are encouraged to

live good lives that their children can emulate. Sogolon’s motherly role implanted in his
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son becomes more evident as Sundiata moved out of his father’s palace. When Sogolon
and her family got to the palace of Mema, it was said that “The king and his brother had
not taken their eyes off Sundiata for an instant. Any other child of eleven would have
been disconcerted by the eyes of adults. There’s one that will make a great king” (Pg.34).
It was therefore not a surprise when the chief made Sundiata his viceroy. No wonder
when Sogolon was about to die it was said that “Sogolon knew that the time has arrived
and she had performed her task. She had nurtured the son for whom the world was
waiting and she knew that now her mission was accomplished” (Pg37). One can say that
Sundiata, the son of a remarkable mother, had made extraordinary achievements as
a result of his maternal influence. This proverb therefore points out the relationship

between kinship and human conduct.

The son of another is always the son of another (SUNDIATA: Pg.46).

This saying was deployed by Moussa Tounkara, the king of Mema with whom Sogolon
and his children lived before returning to Mali. The exceptional qualities of Sundiata so
much pleased the king to the extent that within three years, Sundiata was made the
viceroy, and in the king’s absence it was he who governed (Pg.37). Despite the privileges
granted Sundiata at Mema, he readily decided to go back to his homeland when he heard

of the plight of his people. Sundiata expressed his decision to the king thus:

I am going to ask the king’s leave and will return immediately. He said to the king, ‘king,
you gave me hospitality at your court when I needed shelter. Under your orders | went on
my first campaign...but I am now a man and I must return to Mali to claim the kingdom
of my fathers (Pg.46).

The king least expected Sundiata’s reaction and as a result was so disappointed in him.

Tounkara’s discontentment was expressed as
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These words displeased the king. Never did he think the son of Sogolon could leave him.
What was he going to seek in Mali? Did he not live happy and respected by all in Mema?
Was he not already the heir to the throne of Mema? How ungrateful thought, the king, the
son of another is always the son of another (Pg.46).

This proverb points to the importance of bearing children in African societies. This
opinion is expressed in Ewe proverbial names such as Vivo which is the abbreviation of
the proverb, vivo nyo wu ko (‘having a troublesome child is better than being barren®).
The point of the proverb is that blood relations supersede any other relation. This idea is
expressed in an Ewe proverb as, Sabala le nogoo gake mo le me (‘the onion is one big
whole but there are divisions’). That is, although people might live as one, those related
by blood see themselves as closer. A similar view is expressed in the popular maxim,
“blood is thicker than water”. The proverb as well brings out questions about kinship and
succession. That is, whether there is the need to hold on to the practice of offering
positions to people who are next of kin or to people who might not be necessarily next of
kin but deserve the title as in the case of Sundiata in the palace of Mema. Sundiata’s
rejection of Tounkara’s offer but rather preferred his kinsmen’s. This is among the
reasons why people hold on to kinship royalties over abilities in succession. This idea
from the traditional set up is one of the factors leading to nepotism in job sectors and

corporate institutions. Robin’s comment confirms this assertion,

In the developing countries bureaucratic rationality often loses out to kinship royalties; an
official selects his subordinates not on the criterion of ability to do the job, but on the
basis of closeness of relationship. What to us is rank nepotism is to him a high moral duty
(Robin, 1967: 14).

“You cannot choose your relatives but you can choose your friends” (SUNDIATA: Pg.27).
This observation stems from the close relationship between Sundiata and his step brother
Manding Bory and on the opposite the sour relationship between Sundiata and his other

step brother Dankaran Touman. As has been pointed out,
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Sundiata had found a great friend in his half-brother and since the death of his
mother Namandje he had been welcomed by Sogolon and it was to save his
brother that Djata accepted exile since he had no gift of sorcery (Pg.27).

It can be realized that bonds are not only based on blood relations but can also be
grounded and even become more intimate as a result of common interest. It also suggests

that, friendship ties can, in most cases, be closer or even stronger than blood relations.

4.11.3 Other Proverbs

“The silk-cotton tree springs from a tiny seed” (SUNDIATA: Pg.5).

The reference to silk-cotton tree suggests the kind of vegetation in which the people are
located. The Mandes are said to be located in the savannah region and this land is suitable
for the cultivation of cotton. A silk-cotton tree is known to be a large tropical tree as
pointed out in the book, “The king and his suite were seated under the great silk-cotton
tree of Nianiba” (Pg.6). Considering the tiny seed from which a huge tree such as this
emerges, the proverb therefore suggests that there is no need to despise little beginnings.
The idea is reiterated in the following words, “The great comes from the small” (Pg.5)
and “When the seed germinates growth is not always easy; great trees plunge their root
deep into the ground” (Pg.17). This proverb is evident in the case of Sundiata, whose
birth had delayed, although expected to become a king. As expressed by Mare Maghan
the king, “Could it be that the stiff-necked son of Sogolon was the one the hunter

soothsayer has foretold?”” (Pg.16). Sogolon herself has been described to be very ugly,

If the young girl succeeds in hiding her face, she did not, however, manage to cover up
her hump which deformed her shoulders and back. She was ugly in a sturdy sort of way.
You could see her muscular arms, and her bulging breasts pushing strongly against the
strong pagne of cotton fabric which was knotted just under her armpit (Pg.7).

The proverb can also be understood not only in terms of physical growth but in terms of

social reputation. Considering the fact that Sogolon was the third wife and Sundiata being
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the second male born of the father, nobody thought Sundiata could succeed to the throne.
This suggests that great things may emerge from unsuspecting sources. Another message
that can be deduced from this proverb is that there is need to be patience in life. This
notion finds expression in the saying that, “Man is in a hurry but time is tardy and
everything has its season” (Pg.6). An Ewe proverb also says, aqiqi be vivivi koe dea do
gho (‘The ant says, it is little by little that they get into holes’). This suggests that it is
only with patience that great things are done. This is equally expressed in the English
saying, “Rome was not built in a day.” Another interpretation of this proverb is the need
to be courageous and resolute in difficult and trying situations, although things do not

unfold as anticipated there is no need to despair, rather one should hope for the best.

“The waters of Niger can efface a stain from the body, but they cannot wipe an insult”
(SUNDIATA: Pg.20).

Reference to river Niger draws attention to the geographical location of the river Niger in
relation to Mali. “Mali is in the Niger River valley and the surrounding savanna, the river
Niger passes through Mali” ( McCall & Stewaart, 1979). As pointed out earlier, the River
Niger plays important role for the people especially in their agriculture it as well helps in
their economic system since it is used as a source of irrigation for their crops and also for
fishing. Harrison (1960: 244) attests to the fact that ““The Niger and its tributaries are the
life-givers of Mali Republic.” It is therefore not surprising if Niger features in Mande
proverbs. Balla Fasséke, Sundiata’s griot, uses this proverb to encourage Sundiata to
walk after Sogolon Djata comes to pour out with pain Sassouma Berete’s words of
humiliation to Sundiata. Sogolon Djata goes to ask her co-wife for some condiments.

Sassouma Berete’s answer to Sogolon Djata’s request was: “I have a calabash full. Help
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yourself you poor woman. As for me my son knew how to walk at seven and it was he
who went and picked these baobab leaves” (Pg.19). Sassouma’s reply was so hurting to
Sogolon because her son Sundiata at the age of seven still crawls (Pg.18) which disables

her to reply Sassouma rather but goes back home to pour out her worry to her son thus:

Oh son of misfortune, will you never walk? Through your fault I have just suffered the
greatest affront of my life! Sassouma has just humiliated me over a matter of a baohab
leaf. At your age her own son could walk and used to bring his mother baobab leaves. Ah
my son... I want the whole tree, in front of my hut, the whole tree (Pg.19).

In the following quote, Balla Fasséke, after listening to Sogolon Djata’s words

encourages Sundiata to rise up and walk:

Here is the great day, Mari Djata. | am speaking to you Maghan, son of Sogolon. The
waters of the Niger can efface the stain from the body, but they cannot wipe out an insult.
Arise; young lion roar, and may the bush know that from henceforth it has a master
(Pg.20).

This proverb stirred up the desire in Sundiata to walk. It can be realized that words are
very powerful but “silent weapons”. This is because it is as a result of the humiliating
words from Sassouma Berete and the encouragement from Balla Fasséke that stimulated
Sundiata to walk. The use of this proverb suggests the fact that words are very influential
and must be used wisely since they can produce either affirmative or adverse results.
Sorcerers and other people, who engage with spiritual forces, recognize the power of
words hence they are employed to undo the power of other forces. Olatunji (1973) makes
reference to how “The Yoruba attempt to control the world around them through the
utterance of incantations and observance of any rites or taboos that may accompany
words” (Cited in Anyidoho, 1983: 99). For instance, when the griot Balla Fasseke entered
the secret chamber of Soumaoro, the king of Sosso, he “Recited some formulas and
everything in the room fell quiet” (Pg.38). Still on the religious role of words, Anyidoho

(1983: 103) admits that “The belief in prayers so central to the traditions of oral and
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written cultures alike is grounded in the underlying regard for the power of words to call
things and events into being.” Due to the power of words, in order to encourage people
for great tasks, they are told of the victories of others to spur them on. For instance, as
Sundiata prepares to fight with Soumaoro, his griot Balla Fasseke reminds him of the
victories of his predecessors: “But listen to what your ancestors did, so that you will
know what you have to do...by the spoken word we give life to the gestures of

kings”(Pg.63).

Another message that can be deduced from this proverb is that, words are not easily
forgotten so it is important to think before talking. Oyekan (2005: 86) points out the
importance of speech in the following Yoruba proverbs: Eyin lo ro bo ba bale, fifo ni nfo
(‘Speech is an egg, when it drops on the floor it shatters’) and Pétépéte ljésa, 6 ta séni
lara ko won (‘The mud of the ljésa: it splashes on one and will not be washed off”) This

means disgrace is not easily washed away. He continues to point out that:

In Yoruba culture a great deal of importance attaches to whatever utterance issues out of
the mouth. Speeches being the highest form of utterance, Yorubas approach it with
deliberate care, taking great pains to avoid careless, casual, or thoughtless statements
whose damage might outlast lifetimes.

“The snake has no legs but it is as swift as any other animal that has four” (SUNDIATA:
Pg.22).

This proverb is used to compare the differences between Sogolon Djata and Dankaran.
Despite, Sundiata and the mother’s physical challenges, it was said that: Sogolon Djata’s
popularity grew from day to day and he was surrounded by a gang of children of the

same age as himself (Pg.22).

This proverb suggests the fact that no matter the challenge or limitation an individual has,
there is an aspect of him/her that is still appreciated by other people. There is an Ewe
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proverb which says that, ‘It is God who drives away the flies of tailless animals’
(Lamatoasike Mawu nutoe nyaa tagbatsutsu ne). This can also be explained as: the
challenges in life should not make one to be sad and feel useless but rather one should
look on the bright side of life since no condition is entirely hopeless. Closely related to
the message of not giving up in life is the need to look out for other opportunities in life
and be innovative. This proverb stems from the observation made about the snake that
although it has no legs or wings to fly, is still able to move even with more speed than
some of the animals with legs. The nature of snake therefore points out that even without
legs; there is still a facility for movement. Another point of this proverb is that God gave
us all the equipment and endowment we need in life hence the need to find ways to make
all we have profitable. As an Akan proverb puts it, Aboa akyekyedee nni ntoma, awo nne

no da (‘The tortoise has no cloth but it does not feel cold”).

‘The snake seldom bites the foot that does not walk’ (SUNDIATA: Pg.24)
This proverb was employed by one of the witches which Sassouma Berete sent to kill

Sogolon Djata. The proverb is used to emphasize the point that:

Life has a cause and death as well. The one comes from the other. Your hate has a cause
and your action must have a cause...our action will have no effect unless we are
ourselves implicated (Pg.24).

This proverb stems from the observation made about the snake that even though it is
dangerous and feared by man, it does not sting without a cause. It only stings if its life is
threatened either by stepping on it or crossing its path. This proverb suggests the fact that
every action has a cause and some things can be avoided through our actions. As one
Ewe proverb puts it, Nya medzia ame o ame nutoe dzia nya (‘Problems do not hunt for
people but people rather look for problems’). In the case of Sundiata, even when the

witches tried to tempt him by stealing leaves from his mother’s garden, he did not assault
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them hence the witches had no cause to bewitch him. The proverb is therefore a counsel
to troublemakers to desist from making unprovoked/needless trouble. Considering the
discourse within which the proverb is used it can be realized that apart from natural
causes, activities of malevolent spirits can also harm individuals. This points out the
African belief in witchcraft and sorcery. It is also recognized that these malevolent spirits
do not only operate through spiritual means but may employ even physical means just as
how Sundiata met the witches and spoke with them physically. It should be added that,
Sundiata knew the plan of these witches because Sogolon Djata has initiated him into the
art of sorcery. It has been pointed out as follows: “Sogolon initiated his son into certain
secrets and revealed to him the names of medicinal plants” (Pg.23). As reiterated by

Sogolon:

Let us leave here, my son (Sundiata), Manding Bory and Djamarou are vulnerable. They
are not yet initiated into the secrets of the night, they are not sorcerers. Despairing of ever
injuring you, Sassouma will aim her blows at your brother or sister (Pg.26).

The tree that the tempest will throw down does not see the storm building up in the
horizon. Its proud head braves the winds even when it is near its end (SUNDIATA:
Pg.41).

The proverb is about Soumaoro, the king of Sosso, who became corrupt as a result of his
position as a king. He became sexually corrupt and this is expressed as, “He had defiled
every family and everywhere in his vast empire there were villages populated by girls
whom he had forcibly abducted from their families without marrying them” (Pg.41).
Soumaoro went to the extent of committing incest with Keleya the wife of Soumaoro’s

nephew and chief general.

Fakoli fell into a dreadful rage and went to his uncle and said, since you are not ashamed
to commit incest by taking my wife, | am freed from this day forward. Hence I shall be
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on the side of your enemies | shall combine insurgent Mandingoes with my own troops
and wage war against you (Pg.42).

Soumaoro also committed murder. It was stated that, for a long time, Soumaoro rebelled
against the whole world. Since his accession to the throne of Sosso he had conquered
nine kings whose heads served him as fetishes in his macabre chamber. Their skins
served as seats and he cut his footwear from human skin (Pg.41). Tempest is a severe
storm with very high winds, so the tempest throwing down trees, used in the proverb,
describes destruction or fall. The proverb is therefore to reprimand those in power not to
become tyrannical and power drunk. Another point of interest pursued in this proverb is
that those in authority should heed to warning signs and respect people’s feelings. As
expressed in the proverb: “Its proud head braves the wind even when it is near its end.” In
the case of Soumaoro even when his nephew told him he would fight against him as
revenge for Soumaoro’s incestuous relations with his wife, Soumaoro never bothered to
apologize to his brother. Subsequently he was overthrown by Sundiata with the help of
Fakoli. This proverb frowns on pride especially, in the case of those with power, as said
in the proverb “Its proud head braves the wind even when it is near its end.” As further
emphasized in (Pg.34) “Modesty is the portion of the average man, but superior men are

ignorant of humility.”

“The snake, man’s enemy, is not long-lived, yet the serpent that lived hidden will surely
die old” (SUNDIATA: Pg.47).

The proverb was preceded by the statement, “Neither the jealousy of a cruel stepmother,
nor her wickedness, could alter for a moment the cause of great destiny” and followed by
the fact that, “Djata was strong enough now to face his enemies” (Pg.47). This proverb is

therefore an admonition that no matter how difficult a situation is, it will still come to an
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end. As one Ewe proverb puts it, Fukpevi metsia fu me kuna o (‘A suffering child does
not die in his predicament”). A common Ghanaian expression also says “there is no long
journey without an end”. That is to say no condition is permanent and every problem will

come to an end someday.

“No matter how small a forest may be, you can always find there sufficient fibre to tie a
man” (SUNDIATA: Pg.48).

Sundiata said this after his brother Manding Bori asked him if he will be able to fight
Soumaoro since it was realized that Djata did not have enough troops to confront
Soumaoro directly. This proverb stems from the practice in rural communities where
people mostly use firewood as fuel. In order to gather the firewood, people go to the bush
to collect and then tie them together which is then brought home for use. The proverb
points to the people’s vegetation which is not a forest zone but savannah. As has been
pointed out earlier, there is little in the savannah flora that would supply the kind of stout,
lusty wooden material necessary for plump figures. The proverb seems to point out that
no matter how dry the vegetation is resulting in scanty forests, one can still get enough
fibre to tie a whole lot of firewood that have been gathered. By using this proverb,
Sundiata suggests that with his army he can conquer Soumaoro. As Sundiata puts it,
“With my cavalry I shall clear a path to Mali.” This proverb suggests the fact that it does
not matter how much one has but how well the little is used. This is an advice that one
should not always complain of limited opportunities and privileges but should make use
of whatever little is available. The proverb then confirms the fact that “Numbers mean
nothing it is worth that counts” (Pg. 48). It also suggests the idea that it is better to use

few individuals or items that can make a task better rather than use a lot without effective
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result. As Appiah et al (2007: 19) point out, baanu ka a,ekyeene dodoo (‘If two people
get on with each other it is better than many friends’) and Abosom bebrebe bo kuro
(‘Too many fetishes spoil the town’). This is expressed in the English saying as; “too

many cooks spoil the broth.”

4.12 Chapter Summary

The chapter discussed some intriguing proverbs in SUNDIATA, featuring their
environment from whence the proverbs have emerged. These proverbs, it should be
noted, are not necessarily precise sources of information about historical people and
events, but they do provide insight into how certain Mandingo traditions developed.
The work is therefore useful as reference point into seemingly neglected but important
aspects of Mande culture. 1 admit, though, that these categories under which the proverbs
have been placed are not isolated but are intertwined and might fit into other categories as
well. But the category is due to the researcher’s consideration of proverbs that best fits a

particular category than others.
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CHAPTER FIVE

5.1 Further Discussion of Issues

The concept of soul as evident in African religion stresses the African belief in the
Supreme Being who is the creator and sustainer of life. A close observation of the
concept of soul in the various societies point to the fact that the soul is an aspect of God
in humans and it also returns to God after death therefore human beings have a divine
origin. This idea points out the stand of the African people on the origin of man which is
contrary to the explanation given by Darwin and other scholars on the origin of man.
According to Darwin (1871), human species could be explained without resort to divine
intervention; following their claim that human beings had evolved from ape-like

progenitors.

An important aspect of African religion which is evident in the Igbo and Mande proverbs
discussed is the issue of destiny. That is, whatever will happen to any human being on
earth has been predestined by God. Despite this belief, there is still the need for
individuals to take responsibility for their life and not resign to fate, hence the proverb
‘when a man says yes his chi also says yes.” One can say that this issue of destiny as
expressed by the African people is a way of explaining the inexplicable. This is because
in most cases an individual becomes conscious of his destiny when he or she encounters
situations that seem bizarre and unexplainable. As cited in Sundiata, “It is in the midst of
calamity that man questions himself about his destiny (Pg.42). It can be realized that the
concept of destiny especially the belief that man’s life follows a pre-determined plan

seems to be challenged as people become converts of the Western religion which stresses
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that God’s wish for his children is always positive and nobody has been predestined for
hardship in life. The Bible for instance states in Jeremiah 29:11 that “For I know the
thoughts that | think towards you, saith the Lord, thoughts of peace, and not of evil, to

give you an expected end.”

The Communal structure of the African people which suggests sharing a social life and
having a sense of common good is reflected in proverb, “If one finger brought oil it soils
the others” (Pg.89). Despite this communal value, there is the need for individual
responsibility for actions. Gyekye (1996: 47) admits that African cultures usually identify
that “the naturally human being also has individuality, personal will, and an identity that
must be exercised.” For example in the case of Okonkwo, although his inadvertent killing
was considered the misfortune of the whole community, it was only Okonkwo and his
family that was exiled and not any other member of the community. This theme is
presented in the Ewe proverbs, Amekpela megoa kpo o (‘A person who helps another to
carry a load does not develop hunch back”), Nekoe ¢o klo ya woale ¢o ta nawo (‘If you
lift it (load) to your knee then you will be helped to put it on your head’). Agbenye nu si
newoe (‘Life is how you make it’). The emphasis here is on you which is, the role of the
individual. That is to say, although Africans cherish communal life, an individual must be

responsible for his/her action.

The issue of individualism now creeps into the kinship system where one expects
members to be each other’s keeper. One cannot overlook the fact that the care and
concern that kin members have toward one another as evident in the proverb, “An animal
rubs its aching flank on a tree but a man asks his kinsman to scratch him” (Pg.119), will

undergo some changes in the recent global dispensation. Nanbigne’s work on the
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changing discourse on care among the Dagaare of Northern Ghana attests to the fact that
changes in care among members of the Dagaare kinship group is evident in their daily
discourse such as proverbs, conversations, folktales and songs. The proverb, Saazu kuuri
la lere; nie zaa man porin la u zu (‘A stone is falling from the sky; everyone covers his

own head’), buttresses the decline in kin support (Nanbigne, 2008: 23).

The relationship between religion and morality is expressed in the proverb “A child’s
fingers are not scalded by a piece of hot yam its mother puts into its palm” (Pg.48).
Okonkwo uses this proverb to justify his involvement in Killing lkemefuna and then
explaining that he did the bidding of the gods hence the gods cannot punish him. This
proverb then draws attention to the origin of societal norms, the force of its demands and
sanctions. This leads to the continuing debate on whether or not morality depends on
human experience, religion or common sense. Gyekye (1996: 57) who is of the view that

morality depends on human experience argues that

Morality is intrinsically social, arising out of the relationship between individuals...it
would be more correct to say that African moral values derive from the experiences of
the people living together, or in trying to evolve a common and harmonious social life...
the moral values of the African people have a social and humanistic basis rather than a
religious basis. Although religion cannot be completely banished from the domain of
moral practice, the moral values of the African society did not derive directly from
religion.

Another school of thought regards morality as the product of religion. One of the scholars
in this area is Opoku (1978). Quarcoopome (1987: 160-162) who is also of this view

maintains that:

In West African Traditional Religion morality is the fruit of religion. The social and
moral ordinances are the injunctions of God, who himself had instituted them...the
Yoruba say of a criminal whom misfortune has overtaken that, he is under the lashes of
Olumdumare. God himself has punished him for breaking His moral laws...the
traditional belief that God created the world and man means society came into being by
God’s ordinance. Thus every institution is religious oriented. West Africans also strongly
believe that moral values are not invented by human beings, but are the offspring of
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religion because God has put his law into man and it is this which is referred to as
conscience. Thus man is expected to use his conscience to behave in a morally good way.

Another view considers common sense as the origin of morality. According to Geertz

(1983: 76),

Common sense is more than just using eyes and ears, but is keeping them open, using
them judiciously, intelligently, perceptively, or trying to, and being capable of coping
with everyday problems in an everyday way with some effectiveness.

Another school of thought emphasizes the role of common sense as the basis of morality

in the sense that:

In order to survive, man must adapt himself to his environment. Experience soon teaches
him what could be done and what must be avoided. A gradual and steady accumulation of
this experience over a long period of time has resulted in a very strong sense of what has
come to be popularly known as right and wrong. Thus the moral imperative in man has
its basis in nothing but common sense (Quarcoopome, 1987: 160).

It can be realized that most of the discussions seem to have their basis in human
experience. In the case of religion, the conscience which is said to be the guide to the
right conduct of life can function effectively only if it has adequate knowledge of this
right standard. For instance, if the conscience is ignorant of the truth it can take wrong
actions as right and condemn right actions. This experience is founded on man’s
relationship with other people and what society agrees on to be the right code of
behavior. All these are derived from human experience with the society. The role of
religion cannot be completely ruled out in matters that relate to morality since religion
encompasses every aspect of the African. Most importantly, it is religion that enforces the
moral codes. People fear supernatural sanctions and will therefore conform to societal
norms. Religion in its restrictive sense enforces the moral codes which of course, are
undeniably derived as a result of human experience. In terms of common sense, a person
develops his sense of right or wrong from experience. From the discussion, one can say

that morality is basically the product of experience.
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“Living fire begets cold, impotent ash” (Pg.111). As has been pointed out earlier, this
proverb arises out of Okonkwo’s deep concern of his son’s unpromising attitude towards

the traditional religion. This is expressed thus,

He saw himself and his father crowding round their ancestral shrine waiting in vain for
worship and sacrifice and finding nothing but ashes of bygone days, and his children the
while praying to the white man’s god” (TFA: Pg.110).

The above draws attention to what has been wrongly termed “ancestor worship”. This
name is first used by an anthropologist Herbert Spencer in his book Principles of
sociology. Spencer’s use of the term arose from his assumption that in what he termed
“savage” societies, the people linked certain objects with the spirit of the dead and in
order to keep on good relationships with the departed spirits, offered sacrifices to these
objects (Cited in Opoku 1978: 4). These religious rites are the rites performed in
connection with the ancestors, such as libation and the offering of food to the ancestral
spirits. The ancestors are not the focus of the people but they use them as intermediaries

to the Supreme Being. In the words of Quarcoopome (1987: 130),

The ancestors are believed to be bilingual, speaking the language of men with whom they
lived until recently and also that of the spirits and God. They are not revered as gods but
spirits. Through the ancestors, the spirit realm becomes generally real to the people. The
ancestors seem to be the best group of intermediaries between the divinities and God on
the one hand and men on the other.

He points out further that:

Technically speaking, Africans do not place the ancestors on the same footing with God
or the divinities and thus strictly speaking, Africans do not worship their ancestors, but
merely venerate them. In practice, however, there is every danger of veneration slipping
unawares into worship, especially as the veneration becomes so intense. But this is
virtually the flaw in all religions (Quarcoopome 1987: 132).

Although the ancestors play very important roles in African societies and the people

recognize them as such, it will be inappropriate to regard the entire African religion as
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ancestral worship since the people as well recognize the Supreme Being and other spirit

entities who as well occupy important aspects in their religious practices.

5.2 Summary

The above chapters attempted an analysis of the proverbs in TFA and SUNDIATA. In
order to get a better analysis of proverbs, the research provides various definitions of
proverbs by scholars and through this the characteristics of proverbs was discussed.
Through this research it is realized that the common definition of proverbs as “short wise
sayings” Quarcoopome (1987: 31) stands to be corrected since there are more extensive
texts that can be classified as proverbs; for example there are proverb-like folktales which
by contrast are lengthy. It has also been recognized that although proverbs, just as other
oral forms are anonymous, there can be pointers in some of the proverbs to their period
and setting. This leads to the reference made to proverbs as “historical markers” (Oyekan,
2005: 27). The research points to the relationship in African oral literature, particularly
among the various genres such as proverbs that manifest in the form of songs, folktales,

names, praise poems, riddles among others.

The poetic language of proverbs has also been stressed in this study; it has been argued
that the language of proverbs differs from ordinary spoken language. Hence their use
makes communication interesting. This is due to the poetic qualities that characterize
proverbs, which is evident in the use of various devices such as alliteration, parallelism,
simile, exaggeration and hyperbole among others. Their literary nature is as well
intensified through their association with other oral literature types such as songs,
folktales, riddles among others. Thus these features make the proverbs less boring to
listen to. Closely related to the issue of language is the important role proverbs play in
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preserving the language of a people. Holmes (1992: 65) notes that, “Economic and social
factors can make a word or an expression redundant and eventually make it become
archaic. The continuous use of proverbs therefore has the linguistic capability of recalling
and preserving some expressions that are no longer in common use due to socio-cultural

changes.

This research highlights the fact that proverbs go beyond just beautifying language; they
also lead to a better understanding of the ideology and belief systems of a group of
people. That is why Aderemi refers to them as "culture markers™ in the sense that they
tell us, in rather brief and intense terms, so much about the history and psychology

of the peoples and communities from which they emanate (Aderemi, 1994: 74).

Proverbs play important roles in communicating the customs and norms, to which a
particular group of people adhere. They can be regarded as the moral codes of the
society. Herskovits (1958) refers to proverbs as a grammar of values. This is because

through them, one gets an idea of the dos and don’ts of a particular society.

The researcher has adopted Askew’s notion of performance as active dialogic interaction
between and among performers and audience... traditional emphasis on the product (the
text or the message communicated), plus recent performance theorists’ emphasis on the
process (Bauman and Schechner) and concern for form and the politics of context ...
integrated into a single model (Askew 2000: 23) and Yankah’s concern for linguistic
context which requires the need to pay attention to the relevant discourse interaction in
which the proverb is embedded (Yankah, 1989: 31) as frameworks in the analysis of the

proverbs in TFA and SUNDIATA.
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This research dispels the notion that performance is irrelevant in proverbs and stresses the
fact that proverb usage is a form of performance in which the stage is the place where the
communication is carried out, the proverb speaker being the performer and the addressee
becomes the audience. It also agrees with Yankah (1989: 248) that, “Proverb speaking
whether attributive or otherwise is a performance insofar as it constitutes a stylized mode

of communication in which executive skills are evaluated by an audience.”

The proverb performance becomes more effective based on the proverb user on the one
hand and the audience on the other hand. Yankah (1989: 146) admits that in proverb
usage, the competence of the performer is not centered on the number of proverbs used
but the ability to utter proverbs conducive for a particular discourse, the ability of
imagery used; the social and logical correctness of the proverbs and the ability to
manipulate and articulate flawless known proverbs. The competence of the proverb
speaker is also enforced through the mode in which the proverb is performed such as
influence of tone, facial expression among others. This point is in line with Bauman’s
verbal art as performance, which views performance as “a mode of communication ...
which resides in an assumption of responsibility to an audience for an exhibition of
communicative skill emphasizing the way in which communication is carried out above

and beyond its referential content” (Bauman, 1975: 293).

Like the other oral performance types, the audience also plays crucial roles in proverb
performance. In some cases, the audience readily point out their displeasure in a proverb
used through the comment, kasa yie (‘Speak well’) or wobu be a bu no ne kwan so

(‘When you speak a proverb, place it on its right path”) (Yankah, 1989:138). Aside that if
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the audience is an informed audience, which refers to those who know the proverb, the
speaker may decide to present only a part of the proverb and the audience completes or
he mentions the proverb name and the audience then gives the full version of the proverb.
This then becomes a sort of call and response between the proverb speaker and the

audience thus enhancing the proverb performance.

5.3 Conclusion
The analysis of the proverbs in TFA and Sundiata brings out important aspects of the
traditional Igbo and Mande peoples’ cultures which are rarely pointed out by scholars

that produce works about these people.

The researcher observes that some of the proverbs in Sundiata focus on the theme of the
book which is the deeds of Sundiata. A proverb like “The silk-cotton tree springs from a
tiny seed” (Pg.5), comments on the gradual growth of the hero, that although like a silk
cotton tree, Sundiata’s growth was delayed and coupled with a lot of problems, he rose
up to be a great warrior and king. The proverb, “No matter how small a forest may be,
you can always find there sufficient fibre to tie a man”(Pg.48), is also similar to the one
above. Pointing out the fact that although the situations surrounding Sundiata, seems not
to encourage him to attain the position of a hero and a king, he still attained his dream
and destiny. “The snake has no legs but it is as swift as any other animal that has four”
(Pg.22). This proverb as well comments on Sundiata. As has been pointed out, despite the
fact that he encountered problems such as the ill treatment meted to his family by his step
mother Sassouma Berete (the queen mother) and in spite of his physical disadvantage,

Sundiata’s popularity grew than Dankaran Touman who succeeded his father’s throne
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and whose mother was the queen mother. Aside these proverbs, the other proverbs in the
book comment on other aspects of the society such as kinship, values, religion and
customs of the society. This addresses the fact that the hero grew from a society, so there
are other aspects of the society which will definitely contribute to the growth of the epic
hero. This points out the relationship between epics and proverb. In that, just as the epic
stories do not only relay the exploits of the hero but comment on the customs, values,
histories and fears of the society it evolves from, the proverbs in Sundiata comment on

the heroic deeds of Sundiata and other aspects of the society.

The proverbs from TFA and SUNDIATA have also exposed us to other cultures through
the examples that were provided. This is because the researcher provides similar
examples of proverbs from other African societies which attempt to explore themes
similar to those of the proverbs in TFA and SUNDIATA. Through the study it can be
realized that although the imageries used in the proverbs are associated with the day to
day life of the Mande and Igbo societies, the proverbial inferences as well apply to other
African societies. There is thus evidence that these themes that concern Igbo and Mande
societies are not restricted to these societies but are relevant to other African societies,

especially those in West African.

It is worthy of note that although the main texts of the study (SUNDIATA and TFA) have
been written some decades/years ago, the proverbs in these books are still relevant in
enlightening us on pertinent issues in African culture since most of them are concerned
with the customs and norms that society still upholds. Those proverbs which bother on
the past become reminders of past ideologies, notions and practices or realities.
Anyidoho’s comment accentuates this in the following:

129



There should be no reason to throw such items (proverbs) out of consideration labeling
them as “fakelore.” Their very existence affirms the capacity of human creativity and
imagination to draw on the past while moving into the future Anyidoho (1983: 137).

Most of the proverbs comment on African Traditional religion. It can be realized that,
despite the influence of Western Religions, particularly Christianity on the African
Traditional Religion, the Traditional religion is not entirely extinct hence these proverbs
open up into African belief in reincarnation, destiny, African concept of the soul;
witchcraft and sorcery. Having looked closely at the proverbs, one realizes that they
make use of a lot of symbols through which the messages are presented. These symbols
mostly reflect the context of the proverb. There are proverbs about the animals, plants
and foodstuffs that are common in the people’s environment, thus stressing the
relationship between language and society. Ecology thus adds further dimensions to the
realism of traditional African literary art. It is important to note that some of the concepts
and images in the proverbs may undergo some changes when used in recent times. It is
therefore important for further research into proverbs in these societies to investigate the

response to these new ideas and technologies that are sprawling on the African continent.

5.4 Recommendation

Oral tradition, especially proverbs, must continue to be taught (both formal and
informal) as significant part of African culture because it ties the present with the past
and provides a better understanding of the cultural, religious and political lives of the

African people.

The research recommends that the teaching of proverbs be included in the school

curriculum as a policy, and also seeks to encourage authors and language material
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developers to focus attention on the production of text books and other teaching aids that

will enhance the teaching of proverbs in schools.

The use of proverbs should not be considered solely as the preserve of the elderly but
rather children should be encouraged to use them in order to preserve the language and
other linguistic items from dying out, particularly when the older generation is no more.
Engaging proverbs in a dialogue help to beautify the language and then help preserve the
ideology and belief systems embedded in them. It is important to point out that some of
the local names are proverbial and point out important aspects of the culture of Africans
hence people should desist from changing their local names to Western names since this
will lead to the loss of important facts about the people and their environment. Every
name has a meaning, character, and history. As Kyereboah puts it, “do we ever think of
the meanings of our names? An African child is forever reminded, by his given name of
who he is and who he represents (Kyereboah 2006: cover page). Parents must continue to
assign local names to their children, devoid of mystical connotations, to demonstrate their

African identity.
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APPENDIX

LIST OF PROVERBS IN TFA

“Proverbs are regarded as the palm-oil with which words are eaten” (Pg.5).

The sun will shine on those who stand before it shines on those who kneel under
them.”(Pg.6).

“If a child washed his hands he could eat with kings” (Pg.6).
“When the moon is shining, the cripple becomes hungry for a walk” (Pg.7).

“Let the kite perch and let the eagle perch too. If one says no to the other let his wing
break” (Pg.14).

“A man who pays respect to the great paves way for his own greatness” (Pg.14).
“A toad does not run in the day time for nothing” (Pg.15).
“An old woman is always uneasy when dry bones are mentioned in a proverb” (Pg.15).

“The lizard that jumped from the high iroko tree to the ground said he will praise himself
if no one else did” (Pg.16).

“Eneke the bird says that since men have learnt to shoot without missing, he has also
learnt to fly without perching” (Pg.16)

“You can tell a ripe corn by its look” (Pg.16).

“Looking at a king’s mouth, one will think he never sucked at his mother’s breast”

(Pg.19).

“Those whose palm-kernels were cracked for them by a benevolent spirit should not
forget to be humble” (Pg.19).

“When a man says yes his chi says yes also (Pg.19).
“Where are the young suckers that will grow when the old banana tree dies?”(Pg.47).
“A chick that will grow into a cock can be spotted the very day it hatches” (PQ.47).

"A child's fingers are not scalded by a piece of hot yam which its mother put's into its
palm" (Pg.48).

“When a mother-cow is chewing grass, its young ones watch its mouth” (Pg.50).
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“If I fall down for you and you fall down for me is a play” (PQ.52).

If one finger brought oil it soils the others” (Pg.89).

Nneka literally means, mother is supreme (Pg.96).

“Living fire begets cold, impotent ash” (Pg.111).

“[I cannot live on the bank of a river and wash my hands with spittle” (Pg.119).
“A child cannot pay for its mother’s milk” (Pg.119).

“An animal rubs its aching flank on a tree but a man asks his kinsman to scratch him”
(Pg.119).

The clan was like a lizard; if it lost its tail it will soon grow another” (Pg. 123).

Chukwuka literally means Chukwu (God) is supreme (Pg.129).
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LIST OF PROVERBS IN SUNDIATA
“The silk-cotton tree springs from a tiny seed” (Pg.5).

“The waters of Niger can efface a stain from the body, but they cannot wipe an insult”
(Pg.20).

“Each is the child of his mother” (Pg.22).

‘The snake seldom bites the foot that does not walk’ (Pg.24).

“You cannot choose your relatives but you can choose your friends” (Pg.27).

“Our action is not us but it is commanded of us” (Pg.28).

The tree that the tempest will throw down does not see the storm building up in the
horizon. Its proud head braves the winds even when it is near its end (Pg.41).

The snake, man’s enemy, is not long-lived, yet the serpent that lived hidden will surely die
old (Pg.47).

“No matter how small a forest may be, you can always find there sufficient fibre to tie a

man” (Pg.48).
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