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Abstract 

This study examines the role of metaphorical symbolism 

in Izhi proverbs as mechanisms for encoding and 

preserving indigenous knowledge systems. Proverbs 

constitute important components of African oral tradition 

through which communities transmit practical wisdom, 

moral philosophy, social values, survival strategies, and 

communal experiences across generations. Within the 

Izhi-Igbo speech community of Ebonyi State, proverbs 

are extensively employed in social interaction, conflict 

resolution, moral instruction, communal arbitration, and 

cultural education. Despite increasing scholarly attention 

to African proverbial discourse, insufficient attention has 

been devoted to the role of Izhi proverbs as repositories 

of indigenous knowledge encoded through metaphorical 

structures. This study therefore investigates how 

symbolic metaphors in Izhi proverbs preserve communal 

philosophies, social regulation systems, and practical 

knowledge. The study adopts a qualitative descriptive 
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design. Data were collected through oral interviews, 

participant observation, and consultations with elderly 

native speakers of the Izhi dialect. The data were 

analyzed using Conceptual Metaphor Theory and 

indigenous knowledge perspectives. Findings reveal that 

Izhi proverbs encode indigenous knowledge relating to 

survival, caution, reciprocity, justice, conflict resolution, 

responsibility, endurance, and social balance through 

symbolic references to animals, environmental realities, 

body parts, domestic objects, and communal 

experiences. The study further reveals that Izhi proverbs 

function as informal educational systems and 

repositories of indigenous philosophy through which 

communal values and behavioural expectations are 

transmitted. The study concludes that metaphorical 

symbolism in Izhi proverbs represents an important 

mechanism for preserving indigenous cognition, oral 

philosophy, and cultural continuity within the Izhi 

speech community. 

Keywords: Izhi-Igbo, proverb, indigenous knowledge, 

          metaphor, symbolism, oral tradition,  

          cultural philosophy, communal wisdom 

Introduction 

Indigenous knowledge systems constitute important 

components of African cultural existence and social 

organization. Across African societies, indigenous 

knowledge is preserved and transmitted through oral 

traditions such as folktales, songs, myths, rituals, chants, 

and proverbs. These oral forms function as repositories 

of communal memory, social philosophy, moral 
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instruction, and practical wisdom. Unlike written 

systems of knowledge transmission, African indigenous 

knowledge systems rely heavily on collective 

participation, oral performance, symbolism, and 

contextual interpretation. Proverbs, in particular, occupy 

a central place within this framework because they 

condense communal experiences and philosophical 

reflections into memorable symbolic expressions 

(Finnegan, 2012). 

Among the Igbo people of southeastern Nigeria, 

proverbs constitute important communicative and 

educational tools through which communal values and 

indigenous philosophies are transmitted. Proverbs are 

widely employed in family interaction, traditional 

arbitration, conflict mediation, public speaking, 

storytelling, and socialization. Through indirect and 

symbolic expressions, proverbs communicate caution, 

wisdom, morality, justice, perseverance, reciprocity, 

responsibility, and communal expectations. Their 

meanings often extend beyond literal interpretation and 

depend heavily on cultural context and shared communal 

understanding (Yankah, 1989). 

 

Within the Izhi-Igbo speech community of Ebonyi State, 

proverbs remain deeply embedded in social and cultural 

interaction. Elders frequently employ proverbs during 

conflict settlement, moral instruction, negotiation, and 

communal deliberation. Through metaphorical 

symbolism involving animals, roads, rivers, forests, 

domestic objects, body parts, sacrifice, and 



IGBOSCHOLARS INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of IGBO 

SCHOLARS FORUM, FOR SOCIO-CULTURAL ADVANCEMENT 

Volume 19 No 2, May, 2026   ISSN: 2476-843x  

197 

 

environmental experiences, Izhi proverbs preserve 

practical knowledge relating to survival, caution, social 

balance, communal responsibility, and conflict 

management. For example, the proverb Enyị rụgụchịa 

ụzọ, ẹgụ  agu ha ya (“If laziness closes the door, hunger 
will open it”) encodes practical knowledge concerning 
labour, survival, and economic responsibility. Similarly, 

Nwa ajịte ephudjedụ ụzo (“One who asks questions do 
not miss the road”) preserves communal philosophy 
concerning inquiry, guidance, and knowledge 

acquisition. 

The symbolic structures underlying these proverbs 

demonstrate that indigenous knowledge within Izhi 

society is often organized metaphorically. Through 

familiar environmental and embodied experiences, 

abstract realities and practical lessons are simplified and 

transmitted across generations. Proverbs therefore 

function not merely as artistic expressions but also as 

oral archives through which communities preserve social 

philosophies, behavioural expectations, and practical 

survival strategies. 

Existing studies on African proverbs have examined 

themes such as philosophy, pragmatics, oral tradition, 

gender representation, and figurative language. Kanu 

(2014), for instance, argues that Igbo proverbs embody 

African philosophical thought, while Oweleke (2022) 

demonstrates the communicative and pragmatic 

significance of proverb-based expressions among the 

Igbo. Similarly, Kobia (2016) applies conceptual 

metaphor analysis to Swahili proverbs and shows that 

metaphorical structures frequently encode social realities 
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and behavioural expectations. However, despite 

increasing scholarship on African proverbial discourse, 

insufficient attention has been devoted specifically to the 

role of Izhi proverbs as repositories of indigenous 

knowledge systems encoded through metaphorical 

symbolism. 

This gap becomes important because indigenous 

knowledge systems are increasingly threatened by 

modernization, urbanization, globalization, and language 

shift. As younger generations become less familiar with 

traditional oral forms, many aspects of indigenous 

philosophy and communal knowledge risk gradual 

disappearance. The scholarly study and documentation 

of Izhi proverbs therefore contribute not only to 

linguistic and literary scholarship but also to the 

preservation of indigenous intellectual traditions and 

cultural heritage. 

This study therefore investigates metaphorical 

symbolism in Izhi proverbs and the encoding of 

indigenous knowledge. Specifically, the study seeks to 

identify the symbolic metaphors underlying selected Izhi 

proverbs, examine how these metaphors encode 

communal knowledge and practical wisdom, and analyze 

the indigenous philosophies preserved through 

proverbial discourse. The study contributes to 

scholarship in African oral literature, indigenous 

knowledge studies, cultural linguistics, and African 

philosophy. 
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Literature review 

Indigenous Knowledge Systems in African Societies 

Indigenous knowledge refers to the body of knowledge, 

values, beliefs, practices, and philosophies developed by 

a people through long-term interaction with their 

environment and social realities. Such knowledge is 

usually transmitted orally across generations and is 

closely tied to culture, communal experience, and 

everyday life. In African societies, indigenous 

knowledge systems constitute important mechanisms 

through which communities preserve practical wisdom 

relating to survival, morality, agriculture, conflict 

resolution, spirituality, leadership, and social 

organization (Mapara, 2009). 

Unlike formal Western knowledge systems that depend 

heavily on written documentation, African indigenous 

knowledge systems are largely oral, participatory, and 

communal in orientation. Knowledge transmission often 

occurs through storytelling, apprenticeship, rituals, 

songs, folktales, and proverbs. These oral forms preserve 

collective memory and enable communities to maintain 

continuity in cultural values and social behaviour across 

generations (Finnegan, 2012). 

Scholars have argued that indigenous knowledge 

systems are not inferior forms of knowledge but 

sophisticated intellectual traditions rooted in local 

realities and communal experiences. Dei (2000) observes 

that indigenous knowledge represents a culturally 

grounded system of understanding through which 
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communities interpret reality and organize social 

existence. Such knowledge systems often reflect 

practical adaptation to environmental conditions, social 

relations, and communal survival needs. 

Within African societies, proverbs constitute one of the 

most important vehicles for preserving indigenous 

knowledge. Proverbs condense communal experiences 

into brief symbolic expressions that communicate 

practical wisdom and social philosophy. Through 

repeated use in social interaction, these expressions 

become tools for education, behavioural regulation, and 

cultural continuity. 

Proverbs as Repositories of Indigenous Knowledge 

Proverbs occupy a central position within African oral 

traditions because they function as repositories of 

communal wisdom and practical philosophy. Across 

many African societies, proverbs are used to 

communicate caution, morality, justice, social 

expectations, conflict resolution strategies, and 

behavioural norms. Their authority derives largely from 

their association with ancestral wisdom and collective 

experience (Yankah, 1989). 

The educational role of proverbs in African societies has 

attracted scholarly attention in several disciplines. 

Proverbs are often used to train younger generations in 

acceptable social conduct and communal values. 

Through symbolic and indirect communication, they 

caution against misconduct, encourage responsibility, 

promote perseverance, and reinforce communal 



IGBOSCHOLARS INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of IGBO 

SCHOLARS FORUM, FOR SOCIO-CULTURAL ADVANCEMENT 

Volume 19 No 2, May, 2026   ISSN: 2476-843x  

201 

 

expectations. Proverbs therefore function as informal 

educational systems through which indigenous 

philosophies are transmitted (Finnegan, 2012). 

Among the Igbo, proverbs are regarded as important 

communicative resources through which social reality is 

interpreted and regulated. Proverbs are employed 

extensively during traditional arbitration, public 

speaking, family discussions, marriage negotiations, and 

conflict settlement. Their indirectness allows speakers to 

communicate sensitive ideas diplomatically while 

maintaining social harmony. Kanu (2014) argues that 

Igbo proverbs embody indigenous philosophical thought 

and encode communal understandings of morality, 

justice, and human relations. 

Similarly, Oweleke (2022) observes that proverb-based 

expressions among the Igbo perform important 

pragmatic and communicative functions beyond literary 

aesthetics. Proverbs therefore represent not merely 

artistic expressions but systems of social knowledge and 

communal orientation. Within Izhi society, proverbs 

preserve practical knowledge relating to caution, 

reciprocity, endurance, social balance, labour, 

responsibility, and communal survival. 

Metaphor and Indigenous Thought 

Metaphor plays an important role in indigenous thought 

systems because many abstract ideas are understood 

through concrete environmental and embodied 

experiences. Conceptual Metaphor Theory argues that 

human cognition is largely metaphorical and that people 
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conceptualize abstract realities through familiar 

experiential domains (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). Such 

metaphorical mappings are often shaped by cultural 

environment, communal experiences, and patterns of 

social interaction. 

In African proverbial discourse, metaphorical structures 

frequently derive from farming, animals, rivers, forests, 

domestic labour, food production, hunting, and social 

interaction. These familiar experiences become symbolic 

frameworks through which societies conceptualize 

morality, justice, responsibility, caution, and social 

relations. Kobia (2016), in a study of Swahili proverbs, 

demonstrates that animal metaphors frequently encode 

behavioural expectations and communal philosophies. 

Similarly, Aragbuwa and Omotunde (2022) argue that 

metaphorical structures in Yoruba proverbs reflect 

underlying social ideologies and cultural assumptions. 

Metaphorical symbolism therefore functions not merely 

as ornamentation but as a cognitive and educational 

mechanism. Through metaphorical expressions, complex 

philosophical ideas become easier to remember, 

interpret, and transmit within oral cultures. Proverbs 

consequently preserve indigenous thought systems by 

transforming abstract social realities into concrete 

symbolic experiences familiar to members of the speech 

community. 

Within Izhi-Igbo society, metaphorical symbolism 

involving animals, roads, rivers, forests, sacrifice, body 

parts, and domestic objects frequently encodes practical 

communal wisdom. Such metaphorical structures 
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preserve indigenous understandings of social 

responsibility, justice, reciprocity, caution, endurance, 

and communal survival. 

Empirical Review 

Several studies have examined African proverbs from 

philosophical, pragmatic, linguistic, and cultural 

perspectives. Kanu (2014) studies Igbo proverbs as 

embodiments of Igbo-African philosophy and argues that 

proverbs function as important repositories of communal 

wisdom and indigenous thought. The study demonstrates 

that Igbo proverbs encode moral values, social 

expectations, and communal reasoning systems. 

Ezeifeka (2017) examines gender stereotypes in selected 

Igbo proverbs and observes that proverbs reflect broader 

cultural ideologies and social constructions relating to 

gender relations. The study highlights the role of 

proverbial discourse in reinforcing communal 

expectations and behavioural norms. 

Oweleke (2022) investigates proverb-based personal 

names among the Igbo from morphosyntactic and 

pragmatic perspectives. The study demonstrates that 

proverb-related expressions perform important 

communicative functions and preserve cultural meanings 

within Igbo discourse. 

Outside Igbo scholarship, Kobia (2016) applies 

conceptual metaphor analysis to Swahili proverbs and 

demonstrates that metaphorical structures involving 

animals encode social behaviour and communal 

expectations. Similarly, Aragbuwa and Omotunde 
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(2022) examine metaphorization in Yoruba proverbs and 

conclude that metaphorical symbolism frequently 

reflects cultural ideologies and indigenous social 

philosophies. 

Although these studies contribute significantly to 

African proverb scholarship, insufficient attention has 

been devoted specifically to the role of Izhi proverbs as 

repositories of indigenous knowledge encoded through 

metaphorical symbolism. Existing studies focus largely 

on philosophy, gender representation, pragmatics, or 

general figurative language without closely examining 

how metaphorical structures preserve practical 

communal wisdom and indigenous knowledge systems 

within Izhi society. This study therefore seeks to fill this 

gap by examining metaphorical symbolism in Izhi 

proverbs and the encoding of indigenous knowledge. 

Theoretical Orientation 

Conceptual Metaphor Theory 

This study is guided by Conceptual Metaphor Theory 

(CMT), developed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980). CMT 

argues that metaphor is not merely a decorative feature 

of language but a basic structure of human thought. 

Human beings often understand abstract experiences 

through concrete and familiar experiences. In this sense, 

metaphor is not only found in poetry or literary 

expression; it is also present in everyday reasoning, 

cultural interpretation, and social communication. 

The theory is built around the relationship between the 

source domain and the target domain. The source 
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domain refers to the concrete experience from which 

meaning is drawn, while the target domain refers to the 

abstract idea being understood. For instance, when 

knowledge is conceptualized as direction, the physical 

experience of finding one’s way becomes the source 
domain, while knowledge, guidance, and understanding 

become the target domains. This kind of mapping is 

clearly present in the Izhi proverb Nwa ajịte ephudjedụ 

ụzo (“One who asks questions, does not miss the road”). 
Here, the road represents life, direction, and social 

navigation, while asking questions represent the search 

for knowledge. 

CMT is appropriate for this study because Izhi proverbs 

frequently encode indigenous knowledge through 

metaphorical mappings. Animals, roads, streams, 

hunger, firewood, friendship, the body, and domestic 

objects are used to explain abstract social realities such 

as caution, responsibility, justice, reciprocity, maturity, 

endurance, and survival. Through CMT, the study is able 

to show how Izhi proverbs transform everyday 

experience into cultural wisdom. 

Indigenous Knowledge Perspective 

The study is also informed by the indigenous knowledge 

perspective. Indigenous knowledge refers to the locally 

grounded knowledge systems developed by a people 

through long years of interaction with their environment, 

culture, history, and social life. It includes practical 

wisdom, moral codes, survival strategies, conflict-

resolution principles, environmental awareness, and 
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communal philosophies transmitted from one generation 

to another. 

In African societies, indigenous knowledge is often 

preserved through oral forms such as myths, folktales, 

songs, rituals, chants, and proverbs. Proverbs are 

especially important because they compress complex 

knowledge into short, memorable, and culturally 

meaningful expressions. They teach people how to live, 

relate, work, speak, endure, resolve conflict, and behave 

responsibly within the community. 

In this study, the indigenous knowledge perspective 

helps to explain how Izhi proverbs function as oral 

archives of communal experience. They do not merely 

entertain; they preserve practical knowledge about life, 

labour, social relations, caution, fairness, responsibility, 

and survival. When combined with Conceptual 

Metaphor Theory, this perspective makes it possible to 

examine both the metaphorical structure and the cultural 

knowledge encoded in the proverbs. 

Methodology 

Research Design 

This study adopts the qualitative descriptive research 

design. The design is considered appropriate because the 

study focuses on meaning, interpretation, symbolism, 

metaphor, and indigenous knowledge encoded in Izhi 

proverbs. The study does not seek to measure numerical 

variables but to interpret how selected proverbs preserve 

communal wisdom, social philosophy, and practical 

knowledge through metaphorical structures. 
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The qualitative approach further enables an in-depth 

exploration of the cultural meanings, symbolic patterns, 

and contextual interpretations associated with the 

proverbs. Since proverbial meanings are often indirect, 

culturally grounded, and context-dependent, qualitative 

analysis provides an effective framework for examining 

the indigenous philosophies embedded within the 

expressions. 

Area of the Study 

The study is situated within the Izhi-speaking area of 

Ebonyi State, southeastern Nigeria. Izhi is one of the 

major dialect clusters of the Igbo language spoken 

predominantly in Abakaliki, Ebonyi, and Izzi Local 

Government Areas. The speech community possesses a 

rich oral tradition in which proverbs are extensively 

employed for moral instruction, conflict mediation, 

social criticism, communal arbitration, and cultural 

education. 

Within the Izhi cultural environment, proverb usage 

remains especially prominent among elders and 

culturally knowledgeable speakers. Proverbs are 

commonly used during traditional meetings, family 

discussions, negotiations, storytelling sessions, dispute 

settlements, and other forms of communal interaction. 

This strong proverbial culture makes the area suitable for 

the present study. 

Population of the Study 

The population of the study consists of native speakers 

of the Izhi dialect, particularly elderly members of the 
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speech community who possess extensive knowledge of 

traditional proverbial discourse. Elders were considered 

appropriate because they are generally more familiar 

with the meanings, contexts, interpretations, and cultural 

implications of Izhi proverbs. 

The population also includes individuals recognized 

within the community for their competence in oral 

tradition, traditional communication, and indigenous 

cultural practices. 

Sample and Sampling Technique 

The study employed purposive sampling in selecting 

participants. A total of ten elderly native speakers of the 

Izhi dialect were purposively selected from different 

Izhi-speaking communities. The participants were 

selected based on their demonstrated familiarity with 

traditional proverbs and oral expressions. 

Purposive sampling was considered appropriate because 

the study required respondents with deep cultural 

competence and adequate knowledge of Izhi proverbial 

discourse. The technique enabled the researcher to obtain 

rich and culturally relevant data necessary for the 

analysis. 

Although numerous proverbs were collected during the 

fieldwork process, only selected proverbs that strongly 

reflect metaphorical symbolism and indigenous 

knowledge structures were chosen for detailed analysis 

in the study. 
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Method of Data Collection 

Data for the study were collected primarily through oral 

interviews, proverb elicitation, participant observation, 

and consultation with elders. The interview method 

enabled respondents to provide proverbs, explain their 

literal meanings, describe their contextual usage, and 

interpret the indigenous knowledge embedded in them. 

The interviews were largely open-ended in nature to 

allow respondents freedom in explaining the cultural and 

philosophical implications of the proverbs. During the 

elicitation sessions, respondents were encouraged to 

provide proverbs relating to survival, caution, 

reciprocity, justice, labour, maturity, conflict resolution, 

responsibility, and communal life. 

Participant observation also assisted the researcher in 

understanding how proverbs function within natural 

communicative settings. This method provided insights 

into the pragmatic deployment of proverbs during social 

interaction, communal discussion, and informal 

conversation. Additional consultations with elders from 

different Izhi communities further helped in verifying 

the accuracy, interpretation, and contextual 

appropriateness of the proverbs collected. 

Method of Data Analysis 

The data were analyzed qualitatively using Conceptual 

Metaphor Theory and the indigenous knowledge 

perspective. The analysis focused on identifying the 

metaphorical structures, symbolic domains, conceptual 
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mappings, and indigenous philosophies encoded in the 

selected proverbs. 

Each proverb was examined in relation to: 

1. its literal meaning, 

2. its metaphorical structure, 

3. the source domain and target domain, 

4. and the indigenous knowledge or communal 

philosophy it communicates. 

For analytical clarity, the proverbs were grouped 

thematically according to the type of indigenous 

knowledge they preserve. These thematic categories 

include: 

1. survival knowledge, 

2. social regulation, 

3. conflict resolution, 

4. moral education, 

5. communal responsibility, 

6. reciprocity, 

7. and practical wisdom. 

This analytical procedure enabled the study to 

demonstrate how Izhi proverbs function as repositories 
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of indigenous knowledge through metaphorical 

symbolism and oral cultural transmission. 

Data presentation and analysis 

This section presents and analyzes selected Izhi proverbs 

with the aim of examining how metaphorical symbolism 

functions in the encoding and preservation of indigenous 

knowledge. The analysis is guided by Conceptual 

Metaphor Theory and the indigenous knowledge 

perspective. The proverbs are grouped thematically 

according to the forms of communal wisdom and 

practical knowledge they communicate. 

The analysis demonstrates that Izhi proverbs preserve 

indigenous knowledge relating to survival, caution, 

reciprocity, justice, social regulation, responsibility, 

endurance, conflict management, and communal balance 

through metaphorical references to animals, roads, 

rivers, body parts, domestic objects, environmental 

realities, and social experiences. 

Proverbs as Survival Knowledge 

One important category of indigenous knowledge 

preserved in Izhi proverbs relates to survival, labour, 

endurance, resilience, and practical adaptation to 

hardship. These proverbs teach individuals how to 

endure difficult situations, respond to necessity, and 

navigate social and economic realities within the 

community. 
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Table 1 

Proverbs Encoding Survival Knowledge 

S/

N 

Proverb Literal 

Meaning 

Conceptu

al 

Metaphor 

Indigenous 

Knowledge 

Encoded 

1 

Enyị  
rụgụchịa 

ụzọ, ẹgụ 

agu ha ya 

If laziness 

closes the 

door, 

hunger will 

open it 

HUNGER 

IS 

FORCE 

Survival 

requires 

labour and 

productivit

y 

2 

A tashia 

nshi, ọ 

bụrụ 

ọkpụẹhụ 

When 

endurance 

stretches, it 

becomes 

strength 

ENDURA

NCE IS 

STRENG

TH 

Perseveranc

e produces 

resilience 

3 

A tụnya 

mini, a 

tụrụ 

ẹrụyekọ 

bẹi ya 

Constantly 

clearing 

pond 

particles 

may stir 

muddy 

water 

EXCESSI

VE 

CONTRO

L 

CREATE

S 

DISORDE

R 

Practical 

moderation 

is necessary 

in life 

4 

Itọphụ 

emetcha 

hụma 

ipheaka hụ 

The new 

pot will 

later see 

what the 

EXPERIE

NCE IS 

AGING 

Life 

experience 

is 

unavoidable 



IGBOSCHOLARS INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of IGBO 

SCHOLARS FORUM, FOR SOCIO-CULTURAL ADVANCEMENT 

Volume 19 No 2, May, 2026   ISSN: 2476-843x  

213 

 

itehụ marụ old pot saw 

 

The proverb Enyị rụgụchịa ụzọ, ẹgụ aguha ya 

conceptualizes hunger as a compelling physical force 

capable of overcoming laziness and inactivity. Through 

bodily experience, hunger becomes a metaphor for 

necessity and survival pressure. The proverb preserves 

indigenous economic wisdom by teaching that labour 

and productivity are essential for survival. It further 

reflects the communal belief that hardship and necessity 

naturally compel human effort. 

Similarly, A tashia nshi, ọ bụrụ ọkpụẹhụ conceptualizes 

endurance as strength. Through metaphorical 

transformation, prolonged suffering and perseverance 

become sources of resilience and credibility. The 

proverb preserves indigenous psychological knowledge 

concerning patience, emotional discipline, and survival 

under hardship. It reflects the communal admiration for 

perseverance within difficult social and economic 

conditions. 

The muddy pond proverb preserves practical knowledge 

concerning moderation and pragmatism. The act of 

repeatedly removing particles from the surface of a pond 

eventually disturbs the mud beneath and worsens the 

situation. Metaphorically, the proverb teaches that 

excessive interference and perfectionism may create 

greater problems. It therefore preserves indigenous 

knowledge concerning balance, caution, and practical 

judgment. 
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The proverb concerning the old and new pot similarly 

preserves experiential wisdom. The transition from a 

new pot to an old pot symbolizes the inevitable 

movement from youthfulness to experience. The proverb 

teaches that younger generations will eventually 

encounter the same difficulties and realities faced by 

elders. It therefore functions as a repository of 

intergenerational wisdom and life philosophy. 

Collectively, these proverbs preserve indigenous survival 

knowledge relating to labour, perseverance, moderation, 

and experiential learning. Through metaphorical 

symbolism, practical life lessons are simplified and 

transmitted across generations. 

Proverbs as Indigenous Knowledge of Guidance and 

Social Orientation 

Another important category of indigenous knowledge 

preserved in Izhi proverbs relates to inquiry, guidance, 

direction, and social orientation. These proverbs 

emphasize the importance of seeking counsel, acquiring 

knowledge, and learning from others before taking 

action. 

Table 2 

Proverbs Encoding Guidance and Social Orientation 

S/

N 

Proverb Literal 

Meaning 

Conceptua

l 

Metaphor 

Indigenous 

Knowledge 

Encoded 
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1 

Nwa ajịte 

ephudjed

ụụzo 

One who 

asks 

questions 

does not 

miss the 

road 

KNOWLE

DGE IS 

DIRECTIO

N 

Inquiry 

prevents 

error and 

confusion 

2 

Onye 

kpaishi, ọ 

tọn̄ụdụng

eleawụẹh

ụ 

One who 

asks 

questions 

does not 

drink from 

a forbidden 

stream 

INQUIRY 

IS 

SAFETY 

Guidance 

protects 

against 

danger 

3 

A ta tụdụ 

ọnụokpur

u ọswa 

nkapfụ le 

gẹ 

ahụmawa

rụgẹ 

ọnụdụ 

iya 

One need 

not 

describe 

the whistle 

of the 

mouse after 

seeing its 

mouth 

APPEARA

NCE 

REVEALS 

CHARAC

TER 

Observatio

n aids 

judgment 

and 

prediction 

S/

N 

Proverb Literal 

Meaning 

Conceptua

l 

Metaphor 

Indigenous 

Knowledge 

Encoded 

 

The road proverb conceptualizes knowledge as 

movement and direction. Missing the road symbolizes 
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failure, confusion, or wrong decision-making, while 

asking questions symbolizes humility and the search for 

guidance. The proverb therefore preserves indigenous 

educational philosophy by encouraging inquiry and 

openness to counsel. 

Similarly, the stream proverb conceptualizes ignorance 

as danger and inquiry as protection. Drinking from a 

forbidden or inappropriate stream symbolizes avoidable 

mistakes resulting from lack of knowledge. The proverb 

teaches that seeking clarification and guidance protects 

individuals from social embarrassment, danger, and 

error. 

The proverb involving the mouse’s mouth preserves 
indigenous observational wisdom. Through the symbolic 

relationship between physical appearance and expected 

behaviour, the proverb teaches that careful observation 

aids judgment and prediction. The proverb therefore 

preserves practical communal knowledge concerning 

discernment and social interpretation. 

Together, these proverbs demonstrate that indigenous 

knowledge within Izhi society values inquiry, 

observation, and guidance as important mechanisms for 

survival and successful social navigation. 

Proverbs as Indigenous Knowledge of Social 

Regulation and Conflict Resolution 

Many Izhi proverbs preserve indigenous knowledge 

relating to social regulation, conflict management, 

reciprocity, justice, caution, and peaceful coexistence. 

These proverbs function as informal mechanisms for 
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regulating behaviour and maintaining communal 

harmony. Through metaphorical symbolism, they 

communicate behavioural expectations and conflict-

resolution principles within the society. 

Table 3 

Proverbs Encoding Social Regulation and Conflict 

Resolution 

S/

N 

Proverb Literal 

Meaning 

Conceptu

al 

Metaphor 

Indigenou

s 

Knowledg

e Encoded 

1 

Nkụta 

sụrụlẹ ọ 

onye daarụ 

ibe iya, 

onye daarụ 

ibe iya bụ 

ebvu 

Mutual 

falling 

upon one 

another is 

what 

makes play 

RELATIO

NSHIP IS 

RECIPRO

CITY 

Social 

harmony 

depends 

on mutual 

exchange 

2 

E buru 

yerụ uru, e 

buru yerụ 

okpụ 

Cut to 

benefit 

both flesh 

and bone 

JUSTICE 

IS 

BALANC

E 

Fairness 

requires 

equitable 

distributio

n 

3 

Ọ pfubwirụ 

ibe onye 

ọzọ, gẹ ọ 

gha arụ iya 

He who 

destroys 

another’s 
home, may 

it return to 

EVIL IS 

CIRCUL

AR 

Harm 

eventually 

returns to 

the 



IGBOSCHOLARS INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of IGBO 

SCHOLARS FORUM, FOR SOCIO-CULTURAL ADVANCEMENT 

Volume 19 No 2, May, 2026   ISSN: 2476-843x  

218 

 

ọhụl’ibe ya his own aggressor 

4 

Nkụta agbo 

ire 

adzọiphuru

adzọ onye 

nweunuphu 

The 

barking 

dog 

protects 

both the 

thief and 

the owner 

CAUTIO

N IS 

PROTEC

TION 

Warning 

benefits all 

parties 

5 

Ogẹrẹnya 

mee iphe 

echietchac

hị, 
etchachị 
ala ụkọ 

When an 

elder 

deserves 

flogging, 

canes 

become 

scarce 

POWER 

ALTERS 

JUSTICE 

Social 

hierarchy 

influences 

punishmen

t 

6 

E doo 

nkụishirii, 

egudeiyapy

oọswa 

Well-

arranged 

firewood 

passes 

smoothly 

through the 

forest 

ORDER 

IS PEACE 

Dialogue 

and 

organizatio

n promote 

harmony 

The proverb concerning reciprocal play conceptualizes 

peaceful relationships as mutual exchange and balanced 

interaction. Through the metaphor of play, the proverb 

teaches that social harmony depends on reciprocity 

rather than selfishness or one-sided advantage. It 

preserves indigenous social knowledge concerning 

cooperation, mutual respect, and communal balance. 
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Similarly, E buru ye rụ uru, e buru ye rụ okpụ 

conceptualizes justice as balance and equitable 

distribution. Through the imagery of cutting meat to 

benefit both flesh and bone, the proverb teaches fairness, 

inclusion, and social equity. It reflects communal 

expectations that benefits and responsibilities should be 

distributed fairly among members of the society. 

The proverb concerning destruction returning to one’s 
own home preserves indigenous moral philosophy 

relating to consequence and accountability. Evil is 

metaphorically conceptualized as circular movement 

capable of returning to the source. The proverb therefore 

functions as a moral warning against dishonesty, false 

accusation, and destructive behaviour. It teaches that 

social actions produce corresponding consequences. 

The barking dog proverb preserves indigenous 

knowledge concerning caution and preventive 

communication. The dog’s bark protects both the owner 
of the house and the intruder because it prevents 

unexpected confrontation and possible harm. The 

proverb therefore teaches that warnings and corrections 

benefit both the offender and the larger community. 

Similarly, the proverb concerning the elder deserving 

punishment preserves practical communal knowledge 

about social hierarchy and pragmatism in justice 

administration. The metaphorical scarcity of canes 

reflects the social difficulty associated with punishing 

powerful or respected individuals. The proverb 

demonstrates that indigenous justice systems often 
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balance morality with social realities and communal 

stability. 

The firewood proverb preserves indigenous knowledge 

concerning organization, dialogue, and conflict 

management. Properly arranged firewood passes 

smoothly through the forest without scattering. 

Metaphorically, the proverb teaches that difficult 

situations become manageable when issues are discussed 

collectively and handled in an organized manner. The 

proverb therefore promotes negotiation, social 

coordination, and peaceful coexistence. 

Collectively, these proverbs preserve indigenous 

conflict-resolution strategies and communal philosophies 

concerning justice, reciprocity, caution, fairness, and 

social harmony. 

Proverbs as Indigenous Moral and Philosophical 

Knowledge 

Izhi proverbs also preserve deeper moral and 

philosophical understandings concerning responsibility, 

maturity, caution, guilt, negligence, and human 

behaviour. Through metaphorical symbolism, these 

proverbs encode indigenous ethical principles and 

practical philosophies of life. 
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Table 4 

Proverbs Encoding Moral and Philosophical 

Knowledge 

S/

N 

Proverb Literal 

Meaning 

Conceptu

al 

Metaphor 

Indigenou

s 

Knowledg

e Encoded 

1 

Ogbogbol

obụahụma

eme 

Negligence 

is an omen 

of evil 

NEGLIGE

NCE IS 

DISASTE

R 

Carelessne

ss creates 

avoidable 

problems 

2 

A ta 

alodjedụọ
gụnwa le 

ikedụ 

One does 

not protect a 

child 

because one 

is strong 

LOVE IS 

RESPON

SIBILITY 

Protection 

arises from 

obligation 

and 

attachment 

3 

Ọkụaraẹk

walẹ ọ to 

nwedụeze, 

temụ ọ 

nọdụelweo

kweelwem

kpuma 

The chicken 

complains 

of lacking 

teeth yet 

swallows 

stones 

HIDDEN 

CAPACIT

Y IS 

POWER 

Some 

individuals 

possess 

more 

ability 

than they 

admit 

4 

Agbọkọ 

tube era, o 

tube 

ntụmatụ 

When a 

maiden 

develops 

breasts, 

troubles 

GROWT

H IS 

BURDEN 

Maturity 

comes 

with 

responsibil

ity and 
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begin vulnerabili

ty 

5 

Ọkụnyịaeh

ụalịachịah

ayaọsọ 

When the 

fowl farts, 

the land 

pursues it 

GUILT IS 

PURSUIT 

Wrongdoi

ng 

produces 

fear and 

insecurity 

6 

Nwatanyịa
edjọnshi 

be a ta 

akpụdjedụ
ịyaike le 

enwirinwa 

One does 

not clean a 

child with 

sandpaper 

PUNISH

MENT 

SHOULD 

FIT 

OFFENC

E 

Justice 

requires 

moderatio

n 

 

The proverb Ogbogbolo bụ ahụ ma-eme conceptualizes 

negligence as the origin of avoidable misfortune. The 

proverb preserves indigenous practical wisdom 

concerning caution, responsibility, and accountability. 

Rather than attributing every misfortune to supernatural 

causes, the proverb emphasizes human carelessness as a 

major source of suffering and social problems. 

Similarly, A ta alo djedụ ọgụ nwa le ike dụ preserves 

indigenous philosophy concerning responsibility and 

attachment. Protection is conceptualized not as an 

exhibition of strength but as a moral obligation rooted in 

care and emotional connection. The proverb therefore 

reflects communal values relating to kinship, 

responsibility, and protective duty. 
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The proverb concerning the toothless chicken preserves 

indigenous psychological knowledge concerning hidden 

ability and deceptive self-presentation. Although the 

chicken lacks teeth, it still swallows stones. The proverb 

teaches that some individuals possess more capacity than 

they outwardly claim and cautions against 

underestimating people based on appearances or 

complaints. 

The maidenhood proverb preserves communal 

knowledge concerning social transition and maturity. 

Physical development becomes symbolically associated 

with increasing social responsibility, attraction, 

vulnerability, and complication. The proverb teaches that 

every stage of life comes with corresponding 

opportunities and challenges. 

The proverb involving the guilty fowl conceptualizes 

wrongdoing as psychological burden and fear. The land 

metaphorically “pursues” the fowl because guilt 
produces anxiety and insecurity. The proverb preserves 

indigenous moral philosophy concerning conscience and 

the psychological consequences of wrongdoing. 

Finally, the sandpaper proverb preserves indigenous 

knowledge concerning moderation and proportionality in 

punishment. Through painful bodily imagery, the 

proverb condemns excessive retaliation and teaches that 

justice should correspond appropriately to the offence 

committed. 

Taken together, these proverbs demonstrate that Izhi 

proverbial discourse functions as an important repository 
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of indigenous moral philosophy and practical ethical 

knowledge. Through metaphorical symbolism, 

communal wisdom concerning responsibility, 

moderation, caution, maturity, and justice is preserved 

and transmitted across generations. 

Discussion 

Proverbs as Oral Archives of Indigenous Knowledge 

The findings of this study demonstrate that Izhi proverbs 

function as important oral archives through which 

indigenous knowledge is preserved and transmitted 

within the speech community. The proverbs analyzed 

encode practical wisdom relating to survival, labour, 

caution, reciprocity, justice, maturity, social regulation, 

and conflict management. Through repeated usage in 

everyday communication, these expressions preserve 

communal philosophies and behavioural expectations 

across generations. 

The study reveals that indigenous knowledge in Izhi 

society is not preserved primarily through formal written 

systems but through oral symbolic structures embedded 

in social interaction. Proverbs therefore function as 

informal educational systems through which younger 

generations are introduced to communal values, practical 

survival strategies, and acceptable patterns of behaviour. 

This finding supports Finnegan’s (2012) position that 
oral traditions constitute important repositories of 

African cultural knowledge and collective memory. 

The analysis further demonstrates that Izhi proverbs 

condense broad social experiences into short symbolic 
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expressions that are easy to remember and apply in 

communication. Through metaphorical compression, 

practical wisdom becomes portable, memorable, and 

transferable across generations. The proverbs therefore 

function as mechanisms of cultural continuity and 

communal education. 

Metaphorical Symbolism and Indigenous Cognition 

The study also reveals that metaphorical symbolism 

constitutes an important cognitive mechanism through 

which indigenous knowledge is organized and 

communicated within Izhi society. Animals, roads, 

streams, hunger, forests, domestic objects, body parts, 

and environmental experiences serve as symbolic source 

domains through which abstract realities are understood. 

The road and stream proverbs, for instance, 

conceptualize knowledge as movement and direction. 

Missing the road symbolizes confusion and failure, while 

inquiry symbolizes guidance and protection. Similarly, 

hunger is conceptualized as force capable of compelling 

labour and productivity. Such metaphorical mappings 

reveal that indigenous cognition within Izhi society is 

deeply rooted in embodied and environmental 

experiences. 

The findings therefore support the assumptions of 

Conceptual Metaphor Theory that abstract human 

experiences are frequently understood through concrete 

experiential domains (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). 

However, the study further demonstrates that these 

metaphorical structures are culturally grounded because 



IGBOSCHOLARS INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of IGBO 

SCHOLARS FORUM, FOR SOCIO-CULTURAL ADVANCEMENT 

Volume 19 No 2, May, 2026   ISSN: 2476-843x  

226 

 

they derive from the lived realities, environment, and 

communal experiences of the Izhi people. 

Animals similarly function as symbolic projections of 

human behaviour and social realities. Dogs symbolize 

caution, reciprocity, and surveillance; chickens 

symbolize vulnerability and hidden capability; while 

goats symbolize consequence and sacrificial burden. 

These symbolic structures demonstrate that the natural 

environment constitutes an important cognitive resource 

within indigenous thought systems. 

The metaphorical organization of knowledge also 

contributes to the memorability and effectiveness of 

proverbial discourse. Through vivid symbolic imagery, 

abstract philosophies become easier to understand, 

remember, and transmit orally. Metaphorical symbolism 

therefore functions not merely as aesthetic 

ornamentation but as an important pedagogical and 

cognitive strategy within Izhi oral tradition. 

Proverbs as Instruments of Social Regulation 

The findings further demonstrate that Izhi proverbs 

operate as mechanisms of social regulation and 

communal control. Many of the proverbs analyzed 

communicate behavioural expectations, cautionary 

principles, and moral instructions intended to preserve 

social harmony within the community. 

The reciprocity proverb, for example, teaches mutual 

respect and balanced social interaction, while the 

proverb concerning equitable cutting promotes fairness 

and distributive justice. Similarly, the proverb 
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concerning destruction returning to one’s own home 
cautions against harmful behaviour by emphasizing 

consequence and accountability. These expressions 

reveal that proverbs function as informal legal and moral 

systems through which behaviour is regulated. 

The study also reveals that indirect communication 

through proverb usage reduces social tension during 

correction and criticism. Rather than confronting 

individuals directly, speakers employ symbolic 

expressions that encourage reflection without necessarily 

provoking hostility. Proverbs therefore function as 

diplomatic communicative tools that preserve communal 

relationships while still communicating correction and 

caution. 

The proverb concerning arranged firewood further 

demonstrates that indigenous conflict-resolution systems 

value dialogue, orderliness, and collective 

understanding. Through domestic imagery, the proverb 

promotes negotiation and social coordination as 

mechanisms for resolving communal difficulties. 

Similarly, the barking dog proverb demonstrates that 

warning and preventive communication are viewed as 

socially beneficial to all parties involved. 

These findings support the broader African oral tradition 

perspective that proverbs function as instruments of 

governance, socialization, and moral orientation within 

traditional societies. 
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Proverbs and Cultural Continuity 

The study demonstrates that Izhi proverbs contribute 

significantly to cultural continuity and the preservation 

of communal identity. Through metaphorical symbolism, 

the proverbs preserve indigenous philosophies, 

behavioural expectations, historical experiences, and 

social values. Their continued use in communication 

therefore reinforces cultural identity and communal 

worldview. 

The findings also suggest that the decline of proverb 

usage among younger generations may lead to gradual 

erosion of important aspects of indigenous knowledge. 

Modernization, urbanization, globalization, formal 

education, and increasing preference for dominant 

languages continue to reduce familiarity with traditional 

oral forms among many young people. As a result, 

valuable communal philosophies encoded in proverbial 

discourse risk gradual disappearance. 

The documentation and scholarly analysis of Izhi 

proverbs therefore become important cultural 

preservation efforts. By recording, analyzing, and 

interpreting these proverbs, the study contributes to 

safeguarding aspects of Izhi indigenous knowledge that 

might otherwise be lost over time. 

The study further reinforces the intellectual significance 

of African oral traditions. Izhi proverbs are not simplistic 

sayings or mere rhetorical embellishments; they 

represent sophisticated systems of indigenous 

philosophy, cognition, education, and communal 
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regulation. Their metaphorical richness demonstrates the 

complexity and depth of African oral knowledge systems 

and underscores the need for continued scholarly 

attention to indigenous intellectual traditions. 

Conclusion 

This study examined metaphorical symbolism in Izhi 

proverbs and the encoding of indigenous knowledge 

within the Izhi-Igbo speech community of Ebonyi State. 

Using Conceptual Metaphor Theory and the indigenous 

knowledge perspective, the study analyzed selected 

proverbs to demonstrate how metaphorical structures 

preserve communal wisdom, practical philosophy, social 

regulation systems, and cultural values. 

The findings reveal that Izhi proverbs function as 

important repositories of indigenous knowledge through 

symbolic references to animals, roads, rivers, body parts, 

forests, domestic objects, sacrifice, hunger, and 

environmental realities. These symbolic domains are 

employed to conceptualize abstract experiences such as 

justice, caution, reciprocity, endurance, responsibility, 

maturity, conflict resolution, fairness, and survival. The 

study therefore demonstrates that metaphor within Izhi 

proverbial discourse functions not merely as linguistic 

ornamentation but as a culturally grounded cognitive and 

educational mechanism. 

The study further establishes that Izhi proverbs preserve 

practical communal knowledge relating to labour, 

inquiry, social balance, moderation, accountability, 

reciprocity, and peaceful coexistence. Through repeated 
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use in social interaction, the proverbs function as 

informal systems of education and behavioural 

regulation. They guide social conduct, caution against 

harmful behaviour, reinforce communal expectations, 

and preserve indigenous moral philosophy. 

The findings also show that metaphorical symbolism 

contributes significantly to the memorability and 

effectiveness of indigenous knowledge transmission. By 

transforming complex philosophical ideas into concrete 

and culturally familiar experiences, the proverbs 

simplify communal wisdom and facilitate oral 

preservation across generations. Metaphorical structures 

therefore enhance the communicative and pedagogical 

power of proverbial discourse within Izhi society. 

The study additionally highlights the important 

relationship between oral tradition and cultural 

continuity. Izhi proverbs preserve collective memory, 

communal worldview, and indigenous cognitive 

patterns. However, increasing modernization, 

urbanization, globalization, and language shift continue 

to threaten the transmission of such oral traditions 

among younger generations. The documentation and 

scholarly examination of Izhi proverbs therefore become 

important cultural preservation efforts. 

In conclusion, Izhi proverbs represent sophisticated 

systems of indigenous knowledge encoded through 

metaphorical symbolism. They embody practical 

wisdom, communal philosophy, social regulation, and 

indigenous cognition within the Izhi cultural 

environment. The study consequently reinforces the 
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importance of African oral traditions as legitimate 

intellectual systems deserving sustained scholarly 

attention and preservation. 
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