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Abstract

This study examines symbolism and cultural meaning in
selected Izhi-Igbo proverbs using the framework of
Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT). Proverbs occupy an
important position in African oral tradition as repositories of
communal wisdom, indigenous philosophy, and social
regulation. Within the Izhi-Igbo speech community of Ebonyi
State, proverbs are widely employed to communicate moral
instruction, caution, justice, reciprocity, endurance, and
communal expectations through symbolic and metaphorical
expressions. Despite existing scholarship on Igbo proverbs,
insufficient attention has been devoted to the symbolic and
conceptual metaphorical structures underlying Izhi proverbial
discourse. This study therefore investigates how symbolic
metaphors in Izhi proverbs encode cultural meanings and
communal worldview. The study adopts a qualitative
descriptive 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, focusing on
source domains, target domains, symbolic mappings, and
cultural interpretations. Findings reveal that Izhi proverbs
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derive their metaphorical structures largely from animals,
body parts, domestic objects, roads, rivers, sacrifice, and
environmental experiences. These symbolic domains are
employed to conceptualize abstract realities such as justice,
caution, morality, guilt, reciprocity, resilience, maturity, and
social responsibility. The study further reveals that Izhi
proverbs function not merely as artistic expressions but also
as cognitive-cultural systems through which indigenous
knowledge and communal philosophy are preserved and
transmitted. The study concludes that symbolism and
metaphor constitute important mechanisms of meaning-
making in Izhi proverbial discourse and that Izhi proverbs
represent significant repositories of indigenous cognition and
cultural heritage.

Keywords: Izhi-Igbo, proverb, symbolism, metaphor,
Conceptual Metaphor Theory, indigenous
knowledge, oral tradition

Introduction

Language is deeply connected to culture, worldview, and
social experience. In many African societies, proverbs
constitute one of the most powerful linguistic resources
through which communities preserve wisdom, regulate
behaviour, and transmit indigenous knowledge across
generations. Proverbs are not merely decorative expressions
used to beautify speech; they are compressed cultural texts
that encode communal experiences, ethical principles, and
social philosophies. Across African societies, proverbs
function as instruments of instruction, persuasion, caution,
reconciliation, and social regulation. Their meanings are often
indirect, symbolic, and context-dependent, requiring shared
cultural knowledge for proper interpretation (Aragbuwa &
Omotunde, 2022).
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Among the Igbo people of southeastern Nigeria, proverbs
occupy a central position in communication and traditional
discourse. Proverbs are frequently employed in conflict
mediation, interpersonal interaction, public speaking,
storytelling, arbitration, and moral instruction. The
communicative importance of proverbs in Igbo society is
reflected in the popular expression that “proverbs are the palm
oil with which words are eaten,” emphasizing their role in
enriching discourse and facilitating deeper understanding.
Proverbs enable speakers to communicate criticism, wisdom,
warning, or advice in culturally acceptable and diplomatically
indirect forms. Studies have shown that Igbo proverbs
embody communal philosophy, social norms, and indigenous
patterns of reasoning (Kanu, 2014; Oweleke, 2022).

Within the Izhi-Igbo speech community of Ebonyi State,
proverbs remain important cultural and communicative
resources, particularly among elders and culturally
knowledgeable speakers. Izhi proverbs frequently employ
animals, body parts, domestic objects, roads, rivers, sacrifice,
forests, food items, and environmental phenomena as
symbolic representations of abstract human experiences and
social realities. Through such symbolic expressions, the
proverbs communicate ideas relating to caution, justice,
reciprocity, endurance, guilt, maturity, wisdom, and
communal responsibility. For instance, the proverb E mephee
oku, o korueghul’iphu (“If the rules concerning the fowl are
violated, the goat becomes the victim”) metaphorically
encodes the idea that small negligence may eventually
produce greater consequences. Similarly, 4 tunya mini, a turu
eruyekobe iya (“If one continues clearing particles from the
surface of a pond, muddy water may emerge”) symbolically
conceptualizes the dangers of excessive interference and the
impossibility of attaining absolute perfection in social life.
These expressions demonstrate that metaphor and symbolism
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in Izhi proverbs are not ornamental linguistic devices alone
but culturally grounded mechanisms for interpreting and
organizing human experience.

The symbolic and metaphorical nature of proverbs has
attracted scholarly attention in linguistics, folklore, literary
studies, philosophy, and anthropology. Existing studies on
African and Igbo proverbs have examined themes such as
indigenous philosophy, gender representation, communicative
relevance, pragmatics, oral tradition, and cultural
preservation. Kanu (2014), for instance, argues that Igbo
proverbs embody African philosophical thought, while
Oweleke (2022) examines the morphosyntactic and pragmatic
dimensions of proverb-based personal names among the Igbo.
Similarly, Aragbuwa and Omotunde (2022) investigate
conceptual  metaphorization in  Yoruba  proverbs,
demonstrating the cognitive and cultural dimensions of
metaphorical structures in African proverbial discourse.

However, despite the growing scholarship on African
proverbs, insufficient attention has been devoted specifically
to the symbolic and conceptual metaphorical structures
underlying Izhi-Igbo proverbs. Many previous studies focus
broadly on philosophy, thematic interpretation, or language
preservation without closely examining how symbolic
metaphors function cognitively and culturally within Izhi
proverbial discourse. Consequently, the metaphorical
mappings through which the Izhi people conceptualize
morality, social relations, caution, reciprocity, justice, and
communal life remain underexplored.

This gap becomes significant when viewed from the
perspective of Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT).
Developed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), CMT argues that
metaphor is not merely a stylistic feature of language but a
fundamental cognitive mechanism through which abstract
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concepts are understood in terms of concrete human
experiences. According to the theory, people conceptualize
complex realities through metaphorical mappings between
source domains and target domains. Conceptual metaphors
therefore reflect how societies structure thought, interpret
experience, and construct meaning. Studies applying CMT to
African proverbial discourse have demonstrated that
metaphorical structures often encode deeply rooted cultural
ideologies and indigenous cognitive patterns (Aragbuwa&
Omotunde, 2022; Kobia, 2016).

Against this background, this study investigates symbolism
and cultural meaning in selected Izhi-Igbo proverbs using the
framework of Conceptual Metaphor Theory. The study seeks
to identify the symbolic and metaphorical structures
underlying the proverbs, examine how symbolic metaphors
encode cultural meanings, and analyze the conceptual
mappings through which Izhi communal values and social
philosophy are communicated. The study contributes to
scholarship in African oral literature, cognitive linguistics,
cultural linguistics, and indigenous knowledge studies. It also
contributes to the documentation and preservation of Izhi oral
traditions at a time when modernization, urbanization, and
language shift increasingly threaten indigenous systems of
knowledge transmission.

Literature Review
Proverbs and African Oral Tradition

Proverbs constitute one of the oldest and most enduring forms
of oral expression in African societies. They function not
merely as artistic expressions but as repositories of communal
wisdom, social philosophy, historical consciousness, and
indigenous knowledge. In many African cultures, proverbs are
deeply integrated into everyday interaction and are employed
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in conflict resolution, moral instruction, public speaking,
social criticism, negotiation, and communal arbitration. Their
authority derives largely from their perceived connection to
ancestral wisdom and collective experience. As compressed
expressions of social reality, proverbs provide guidance for
behaviour and social relations within the community
(Finnegan, 2012).

African oral traditions generally rely on figurative and
symbolic language because indirectness is often culturally
valued in communication. Rather than confront issues through
blunt and literal speech, many African societies prefer
proverb-based expressions that soften criticism, encourage
diplomacy, and promote reflection. Proverbs therefore
perform pragmatic functions beyond their literal semantic
content. They regulate interaction, caution against social
misconduct, and reinforce communal norms and values
(Yankah, 1989).

Among the Igbo people, proverbs occupy a particularly
prominent place in discourse. Proverbs are frequently used by
elders and experienced speakers to demonstrate wisdom,
rhetorical competence, and cultural knowledge. In traditional
Igbo society, the effective use of proverbs enhances the
credibility and persuasive force of speech. Proverbs are
employed in family meetings, dispute settlements,
storytelling, marriage negotiations, political discussions, and
judicial proceedings. Their continued relevance in
contemporary Igbo society demonstrates their enduring role as
vehicles of indigenous philosophy and social orientation
(Kanu, 2014).

Studies on Igbo proverbs have shown that they encode diverse
aspects of social life, including morality, gender relations,
power, justice, caution, responsibility, and communal identity.
Ezeifeka (2017), for example, examines gender representation
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in Igbo proverbs and argues that proverbial expressions reflect
broader cultural ideologies and social expectations. Similarly,
Oweleke (2022) observes that proverb-based expressions
among the Igbo extend beyond entertainment and serve
important morphosyntactic, pragmatic, and communicative
functions within society. These studies demonstrate that Igbo
proverbs are important linguistic resources through which
cultural realities are constructed and interpreted.

Within Izhi-Igbo society, proverbs remain significant
communicative tools through which communal values and
experiences are transmitted. Izhi proverbs frequently draw
their imagery from animals, agriculture, rivers, sacrifice,
domestic life, kinship relations, and environmental
experiences. Such symbolic representations enable speakers to
communicate abstract realities through concrete and culturally
familiar experiences. The continued vitality of these proverbs
reflects the enduring importance of oral tradition within the
Izhi cultural landscape.

Symbolism and Metaphor in Proverbs

Symbolism and metaphor are central features of proverbial
discourse. Proverbs rarely communicate meaning directly;
rather, they rely on symbolic representation and metaphorical
mapping to convey deeper social and philosophical meanings.
Symbolism involves the use of concrete entities, images, or
experiences to represent abstract ideas and realities, while
metaphor enables speakers to understand one domain of
experience in terms of another (Kovecses, 2010).

In proverbial expressions, symbolic images often derive from
everyday experiences within the cultural environment of the
people. Animals, body parts, natural phenomena, food items,
roads, farming tools, rivers, and domestic objects are
commonly employed as symbolic resources for
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conceptualizing human behaviour and social relations. Such
symbolic structures are culturally grounded because their
meanings depend largely on communal experiences and
shared cultural understanding.

African proverbs are particularly rich in metaphorical
symbolism because many African societies conceptualize
reality through concrete environmental and embodied
experiences. Kobia (2016), in a study of Swahili proverbs,
demonstrates that animal metaphors frequently encode human
qualities, moral expectations, and social relations. Similarly,
Aragbuwa and Omotunde (2022) argue that metaphorical
structures in Yoruba proverbs reveal underlying cultural
ideologies and social constructions. These studies suggest that
African proverbs are not random figurative expressions but
highly structured symbolic systems through which societies
organize and communicate meaning.

In Igbo proverbial discourse, metaphor and symbolism often
function together to encode caution, morality, reciprocity,
wisdom, and communal philosophy. Expressions involving
animals such as dogs, tortoises, goats, and chickens frequently
symbolize social roles, moral behaviour, or human tendencies.
Environmental phenomena such as rivers, forests, roads, and
rain are similarly employed to conceptualize movement,
uncertainty, danger, maturity, and destiny. These symbolic
mappings allow abstract realities to be communicated through
concrete experiences familiar to members of the speech
community.

The symbolic richness of Izhi proverbs demonstrates the
cognitive sophistication underlying indigenous oral traditions.
Through symbolic metaphorization, ordinary physical
experiences become tools for interpreting social reality.
Proverbs therefore function not merely as artistic expressions
but also as cognitive and cultural mechanisms for organizing
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communal understanding and preserving indigenous
worldviews.

Conceptual Metaphor Theory

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) emerged from the work
of Lakoff and Johnson (1980), who argue that metaphor is not
simply a stylistic feature of language but a fundamental
mechanism of human thought and cognition. According to the
theory, people understand abstract concepts through mappings
from more concrete and experiential domains. These
metaphorical mappings structure perception, reasoning,
interpretation, and social understanding.

Central to CMT are the notions of source domain and target
domain. The source domain refers to the concrete and familiar
experience from which metaphorical meaning is drawn, while
the target domain represents the abstract concept being
understood. For example, in the conceptual metaphor LIFE IS
A JOURNEY, the concrete experience of movement and
travel is mapped onto the abstract experience of human life.
Through such mappings, metaphor becomes a cognitive
process rather than merely a linguistic ornament (Lakoff &
Johnson, 1980).

CMT has been widely applied in linguistic and cultural
studies because it provides a useful framework for
understanding how societies conceptualize reality through
language. Kovecses (2010) argues that conceptual metaphors
are often culturally grounded and shaped by the experiences,
environment, and worldview of a people. Consequently,
metaphorical structures may vary across cultures depending
on the social and environmental realities familiar to members
of a speech community.
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The application of CMT to African proverbial discourse has
shown that many African proverbs encode culturally specific
patterns of thought and indigenous cognitive structures. In
many cases, metaphorical expressions derive from farming,
hunting, food production, kinship relations, spirituality, and
environmental interaction. These embodied experiences
become source domains through which abstract ideas such as
morality, justice, caution, wisdom, and power are
conceptualized.

Within Izhi-Igbo proverbs, conceptual metaphors frequently
emerge through symbolic references to animals, sacrifice,
body parts, roads, rivers, domestic objects, and environmental
processes. Such metaphorical mappings reveal how the Izhi
people interpret social relations, moral responsibility,
communal life, and human behaviour. Conceptual Metaphor
Theory is therefore considered appropriate for this study
because it provides a framework for examining how symbolic
meanings and cultural philosophies are encoded in Izhi
proverbial expressions.

Empirical Review

Several studies have examined African and Igbo proverbs
from different scholarly perspectives. Kanu (2014)
investigates Igbo proverbs as embodiments of Igbo-African
philosophy and argues that proverbs encode communal
wisdom, indigenous reasoning, and philosophical thought.
The study demonstrates that Igbo proverbs function as
important cultural and intellectual resources within African
society.

Ezeifeka (2017) studies gender stereotypes in selected Igbo
proverbs and observes that proverbial expressions often
reflect prevailing social ideologies and cultural attitudes
toward gender relations. The study highlights the role of
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proverbs in reinforcing and transmitting societal expectations
within the community.

Oweleke (2022) examines proverb-based personal names
among the Igbo from morphosyntactic and pragmatic
perspectives. The study argues that proverb-related
expressions extend beyond literary aesthetics and perform
important communicative and social functions within Igbo
discourse.

Outside Igbo studies, Kobia (2016) applies conceptual
metaphor analysis to Swahili proverbs and demonstrates that
metaphorical structures involving animals and environmental
experiences are employed to conceptualize social relations
and human behaviour. Similarly, Aragbuwa and Omotunde
(2022) examine metaphorization in Yoruba proverbs and
conclude that metaphorical expressions reveal underlying
cultural ideologies and social constructions.

Although these studies contribute significantly to African
proverb scholarship, insufficient attention has been devoted
specifically to symbolism and conceptual metaphorization in
Izhi-Igbo proverbs. Existing studies focus largely on
philosophy, pragmatics, gender, or general cultural
interpretation without closely examining the symbolic
structures and metaphorical mappings underlying Izhi
proverbial expressions. Consequently, the cultural meanings
encoded through symbolic metaphors in Izhi proverbs remain
insufficiently explored. This study therefore seeks to fill this
gap by examining symbolism and cultural meaning in selected
Izhi-Igbo proverbs through the framework of Conceptual
Metaphor Theory.
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Theoretical Framework

Conceptual Metaphor Theory

This study is anchored on Conceptual Metaphor Theory
(CMT) as propounded by Lakoff and Johnson (1980). The
theory emerged as a major shift from the traditional
understanding of metaphor as merely a stylistic or ornamental
feature of language. Rather than viewing metaphor as a
decorative linguistic device used mainly in literature and
rhetoric, Conceptual Metaphor Theory argues that metaphor is
fundamentally a cognitive phenomenon through which human
beings conceptualize and understand reality. According to
Lakoff and Johnson (1980), human thought processes are
largely metaphorical because abstract experiences are often
understood through more concrete and familiar experiential
domains.

Conceptual Metaphor Theory is based on the assumption that
metaphor involves systematic mappings between two
conceptual domains: the source domain and the target domain.
The source domain refers to the concrete or familiar area of
experience from which metaphorical meaning is drawn, while
the target domain represents the abstract concept being
understood through the metaphorical mapping. In
metaphorical cognition, features and structures associated
with the source domain are projected onto the target domain
to facilitate understanding and interpretation (Kd&vecses,
2010).

For example, in the conceptual metaphor LIFE IS A
JOURNEY, experiences associated with movement, direction,
obstacles, destinations, and pathways are mapped onto human
life and existence. Through this mapping, abstract realities
such as life goals, struggles, and progress become easier to
conceptualize. Conceptual metaphors therefore influence not
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only language but also perception, reasoning, behaviour, and
cultural interpretation.

CMT further argues that metaphorical structures are often
grounded in embodied human experiences and environmental
interaction. Human beings derive conceptual metaphors from
bodily experiences, physical activities, environmental
realities, and social interaction. As a result, metaphorical
expressions within a society frequently reflect the lived
experiences, environment, occupation, belief systems, and
cultural worldview of the people (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980).
This explains why many African proverbs derive their
symbolic imagery from farming, animals, hunting, rivers,
forests, domestic life, food, and communal interaction.

The applicability of Conceptual Metaphor Theory to African
proverbial discourse has been demonstrated in several studies.
Kobia (2016), for instance, observes that Swahili proverbs
employ animal metaphors to conceptualize human behaviour
and social relations. Similarly, Aragbuwa and Omotunde
(2022) show that metaphorical expressions in Yoruba
proverbs reflect deeper cultural ideologies and communal
assumptions. These studies indicate that metaphor in African
proverbial discourse functions as a cognitive and cultural
system rather than merely a linguistic embellishment.

Within the context of Izhi-Igbo proverbs, metaphorical
mappings frequently emerge through references to animals,
sacrifice, body parts, roads, forests, streams, domestic objects,
and environmental processes. Such symbolic domains are
employed to conceptualize abstract realities including
morality, caution, reciprocity, justice, endurance, guilt,
wisdom, maturity, and communal responsibility. For example,
in the proverb E mephee oku, o korueghul’iphu (“If the rules
concerning the fowl are violated, the goat becomes the
victim”), the concrete experience of ritual sacrifice and
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escalating demands serves as the source domain through
which the abstract idea of increasing consequences is
conceptualized. Likewise, in A tunya mini, a turu eruyekobe
iya (“If one continues clearing particles from the surface of a
pond, muddy water may emerge”), the physical experience of
disturbing pond water becomes the source domain for
conceptualizing the dangers of excessive interference and
perfectionism.

Conceptual Metaphor Theory is therefore considered suitable
for this study because it provides an effective framework for
analyzing how symbolic meanings are encoded in Izhi
proverbs. The theory makes it possible to identify the
metaphorical structures underlying the proverbs and to
examine how the Izhi people conceptualize social relations,
morality, caution, justice, and communal life through
culturally grounded symbolic expressions. Through this
framework, the study demonstrates that Izhi proverbs are not
merely artistic sayings but cognitive-cultural structures that
embody indigenous philosophy and communal worldview.

Methodology
Research Design

This study adopts the qualitative descriptive research design.
The qualitative approach is considered appropriate because
the study is concerned primarily with interpretation, meaning,
symbolism, and metaphorical representation within Izhi-Igbo
proverbs. The descriptive approach enables the researcher to
identify, describe, and analyze the symbolic and conceptual
metaphorical structures embedded in the selected proverbs.
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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 of
Ebonyi State. The speech community possesses a rich oral
tradition in which proverbs occupy an important position in
communication, conflict mediation, socialization, and cultural
instruction.

Population of the Study

The population of the study consists of native speakers of the
Izhi dialect, particularly elderly speakers and individuals
considered knowledgeable in traditional oral expressions.
Elders were considered appropriate for the study because they
possess greater familiarity with traditional proverb usage,
interpretation, and contextual meanings within the speech
community.

Sample and Sampling Technique

The study employed purposive sampling in selecting
participants. A total of ten elderly native speakers of the Izhi
dialect who are knowledgeable in traditional proverbial
discourse were selected from different Izhi-speaking
communities. The purposive sampling technique was
considered suitable because the study required participants
with deep cultural competence and extensive knowledge of
Izhi proverbs.

Although a large number of proverbs were elicited during the
data collection process, selected proverbs that strongly reflect
symbolic and conceptual metaphorical structures were
purposively chosen for detailed analysis in this study.
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Method of Data Collection

Data for the study were collected primarily through oral
interviews and participant observation. The interview method
enabled participants to provide proverbs, literal
interpretations,  contextual  meanings, and cultural
explanations associated with the expressions. Open-ended
interview questions were used to allow respondents freedom
in explaining the meanings and usage contexts of the
proverbs.

Participant observation also assisted in understanding how
proverbs are employed in natural communicative situations
within the speech community. In addition, consultations were
conducted with elders from different Izhi communities to
verify the accuracy, interpretation, and contextual
appropriateness of the proverbs collected.

Method of Data Analysis

The data were analyzed qualitatively using the framework of
Conceptual Metaphor Theory. The analysis focused on
identifying the symbolic elements, source domains, target
domains, and conceptual mappings underlying the selected
proverbs. The proverbs were grouped into thematic categories
based on recurring symbolic patterns and cultural meanings.

Each proverb was analyzed in relation to:
1. its literal meaning,
2. its symbolic representation,
3. the conceptual metaphor underlying the expression,

4. and the cultural or philosophical meaning
communicated through the proverb.

138



IGBOSCHOLARS INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of IGBO
SCHOLARS FORUM, FOR SOCIO-CULTURAL ADVANCEMENT

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

This analytical procedure enabled the study to uncover the
metaphorical structures through which Izhi-Igbo proverbs
encode communal values, indigenous philosophy, and cultural
worldview.

Data Presentation and Analysis

This section presents and analyzes selected 1zhi-Igbo proverbs
with the aim of identifying their symbolic structures,
conceptual metaphors, and cultural meanings. The analysis is
guided by Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), which views
metaphor as a cognitive mechanism through which abstract
realities are understood using concrete experiential domains
(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). In the proverbs analyzed, animals,
body parts, environmental objects, domestic items, and
physical experiences function as source domains through
which broader social and cultural realities are conceptualized.

For clarity and analytical coherence, the proverbs are grouped
thematically according to dominant symbolic patterns and
conceptual metaphorical structures.

Animal Symbolism and Cultural Cognition

Animals occupy an important symbolic position in Izhi
proverbial discourse. Through references to dogs, chickens,
goats, tortoises, lizards, and rats, the proverbs encode caution,
guilt, reciprocity, hidden strength, aggression, wisdom, and
consequence. The metaphorical deployment of animals
reflects the close relationship between human social
experience and environmental interaction within the Izhi
cultural worldview.
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Animal Symbolism and Conceptual Metaphors in Izhi

Table 1

Proverbs

S/ Proverb

N

1 E
mepheeoku,
0

korueghul’ip
hu

Okuara
ekwale o to
nwedueze,
temu o nodu
elweokwe
elwemkpuma

Nkutaagbo
ire
adzoiphurua
dzoonyenwe
unuphu

Nkutaaching
were be
enya
akporul’aga

Literal
Meaning

If the rules
concerning the
fowl are
violated, the
goat becomes
the victim

The chicken
complains of
lacking teeth
yet swallows
stones

The barking
dog protects
both the thief
and the owner

The dog
chasing a
lizard gets
pierced by

140

Concept
ual
Metapho
r

SMALL
NEGLIG
ENCE
BECOM
ES
GREAT
COST

HIDDEN
CAPACI
TY IS
POWER

CAUTIO
N IS
PROTEC
TION

AGGRE
SSION
LEADS
TO PAIN

Cultural
Meaning

Failure to
address
minor
issues leads
to  greater
consequenc
es

Some
individuals
possess
more ability
than  they
admit

Warnings
protect both
offender
and victim

Harmful
pursuit
often

injures the
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thorns aggressor
5 A kwafuta When food is NECESS True
utara, a served, the ITY abilities
huma tortoise’s hand REVEA  emerge
mbepfueka will be LS under
revealed CHARA  pressure
CTER
6 A ta tudu One need not APPEAR Physical
onuokpuru describe  the ANCE appearance
oswa nkapfu whistle of the REVEA  may reveal
le ge ahuy mouse after LS inner
mawary ge = seeing its  CHARA  tendencies
onudy iya mouth CTER

The proverb E mephee oku, o koru eghul’iphu demonstrates
how ritual sacrifice functions as a symbolic structure for
conceptualizing consequence and escalation. Within
traditional Izhi cosmology, the movement from fowl to goat
symbolizes increasing sacrificial demand resulting from
negligence or delayed responsibility. The proverb therefore
conceptualizes moral failure as accumulating social and
spiritual debt. The metaphorical movement from a smaller
sacrificial item to a larger one encodes the cultural philosophy
that unresolved problems often produce greater consequences
later.

Similarly, the proverb concerning the toothless chicken
presents an ironic symbolic contradiction. Although the
chicken lacks teeth, it is nevertheless capable of swallowing
stones. The proverb metaphorically critiques performative
helplessness and false claims of inadequacy. Here, the chicken
becomes a symbolic representation of concealed ability and
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underestimated capacity. The proverb reflects the cultural
belief that outward complaints do not necessarily correspond
with actual capability.

The barking dog proverb conceptualizes warning and caution
as communal protection mechanisms. The dog’s bark protects
not only the owner of the house but also the intruder by
preventing possible confrontation or violence. The proverb
therefore encodes the cultural philosophy that caution and
correction are socially beneficial to all parties involved.
Similarly, the dog chasing the lizard conceptualizes
aggression as self-destructive behaviour. Through the image
of thorns piercing the dog’s eyes, the proverb communicates
the inevitability of consequence for harmful pursuits.

The tortoise proverb reflects the symbolic association of the
tortoise with cunning, strategy, and hidden wisdom within
Igbo folklore. The revelation of the tortoise’s hand when food
is served metaphorically suggests that circumstances expose
hidden abilities and intentions. Likewise, the mouse-mouth
proverb conceptualizes visible appearance as an indicator of
deeper tendencies or potential behaviour.

Collectively, these animal-based metaphors demonstrate how
Izhi proverbs derive abstract social meanings from concrete
environmental and embodied experiences. Animals function
not merely as decorative images but as cognitive-cultural
symbols through which morality, caution, aggression,
wisdom, and social relations are conceptualized.

Body Symbolism and Moral Representation

Body parts constitute another important symbolic resource in
Izhi proverbs. Through references to hands, teeth, mouth, and
bodily experiences, the proverbs conceptualize morality,
capability, entitlement, punishment, justice, and social
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legitimacy. Body imagery enables abstract moral realities to
be communicated through direct physical experience.

Table 2

Body Symbolism and Conceptual Metaphors in Izhi
Proverbs

S/
N

Proverb

Eka
paruedja o
wota maa
opfu

Nwata
nyiaedjo
nshi be a ta
akpudjedu
iva ike le
enwiri nwa

Okuara
ekwale o to
nweduyeze

A ta tudu
onu okpuru
oswa
nkapfu

Literal
Meaning

Hands
bearing
sacrifice can
negotiate
with spirits

One  does
not clean a
child with
sandpaper

The chicken
complains
of lacking
teeth

One  need
not describe
the whistle

of the
mouse after
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Conceptua
1
Metaphor

SACRIFIC
E IS
ACCESS

PUNISHM
ENT
SHOULD
FIT
OFFENCE

TEETH
REPRESE
NT
POWER

BODY
STRUCTU
RE
REVEALS
FUNCTIO

Cultural
Meaning

Fulfilled
obligations
create
legitimacy

Responses
should  be
proportionat
e

Capability is
symbolized
through
bodily
strength

Physical
form
suggests
social or
behavioural
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seeing its N tendencies
mouth

In Eka paruedja ¢ wota maa opfu, the hand symbolizes
agency, labour, sacrifice, and moral qualification. The proverb
conceptualizes fulfilled obligation as a form of legitimacy and
entitlement. Through ritual symbolism, the proverb suggests
that individuals who have performed their responsibilities
possess the moral authority to negotiate, demand justice, or
seek favour.

The sandpaper proverb reflects the cultural principle of
proportionality in justice and discipline. The painful bodily
imagery of cleaning a child with sandpaper symbolically
condemns excessive retaliation and disproportionate
punishment. The proverb conceptualizes justice as moderation
and moral restraint rather than cruelty.

Similarly, teeth in the chicken proverb symbolize force,
power, and destructive potential. Even in the absence of teeth,
the chicken performs difficult acts, thereby challenging
assumptions about weakness and limitation. The proverb
therefore  critiques  deceptive  self-presentation  and
exaggerated helplessness.

These body-centered metaphors demonstrate that bodily
experiences serve as important cognitive foundations for
conceptualizing morality, legitimacy, capability, and justice
within Izhi cultural thought.

Environmental and Domestic Symbolism
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Environmental and domestic objects constitute major
symbolic resources in Izhi proverbial discourse. Rivers,
ponds, roads, forests, pots, firewood, and other physical
elements from everyday life are metaphorically employed to
conceptualize maturity, disorder, direction, social harmony,
caution, and experiential wisdom. Such symbolic mappings
demonstrate how the Izhi people derive abstract meanings
from interaction with their immediate environment and
domestic realities.

Table 3
Environ Nwaajit One who KNOWL  Guidanc
mental eephudj = asks EDGE 1S e
and eduuzo  questions DIRECTI  prevents
Domesti does not ON confusio
c miss the n and
Symbolis road failure
m in Izhi
Proverbs
3
4 Onye One who INQUIRY  Seeking
kpaishi,  inquires IS counsel
0 does mnot SAFETY  prevents
tonudun = drink from danger
geleawu a S Prover
ehu forbidden /
stream N
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5 E  doo Well- ORDER IS ' Proper
nkuishir = arranged PEACE organizat
i, firewood ion
egudeiy  passes promotes
apyoos  smoothly harmony
wa through
the forest
6 Okunyia When the GUILT IS Wrongdo
ehualiac = fowl farts, PURSUIT  ing
hiahaya the land generates
050 pursues it fear and
insecurit
y

The muddy pond proverb presents one of the most
philosophically rich environmental metaphors in the corpus.
The act of repeatedly removing particles from the surface of a
pond eventually disturbs the mud beneath, thereby making the
water dirtier. The proverb metaphorically critiques excessive
perfectionism and unnecessary interference in social affairs. It
reflects the cultural philosophy that overcorrection may
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destabilize an already manageable situation. Here,
environmental experience becomes a framework for
conceptualizing moderation and pragmatic social conduct.

Similarly, the proverb concerning the new and old pot
conceptualizes maturity through domestic imagery. The
transition from a new pot to an old pot symbolizes the
inevitable movement from youthfulness to experience. The
proverb suggests that younger individuals will eventually
encounter the same hardships, disappointments, and realities
previously faced by elders. The pot therefore becomes a
metaphor for human existence, endurance, and experiential
wisdom.

Road and stream imagery similarly function as symbolic
representations of guidance, direction, and survival. In Nwa
ajite ephudjedu uzo (“One who asks questions does not miss
the road”), movement along a road becomes the source
domain for conceptualizing knowledge acquisition and social
orientation. The proverb reflects the communal philosophy
that humility and inquiry prevent failure. Likewise, the stream
proverb conceptualizes ignorance as danger and inquiry as
safety. Drinking from a forbidden or inappropriate stream
symbolizes avoidable error resulting from failure to seek
guidance.

The firewood proverb employs domestic labour imagery to
conceptualize social organization and peaceful coexistence.
Firewood that is properly arranged can be transported easily
through the forest without scattering. Metaphorically, the
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proverb suggests that dialogue, orderliness, and collective
understanding make difficult social situations manageable. It
reflects the communal value placed on negotiation,
coordination, and social harmony.

Collectively, these environmental and domestic metaphors
demonstrate how Izhi proverbs derive social philosophy from
lived interaction with the physical environment. Everyday
experiences involving water, roads, forests, streams, and
household objects become symbolic structures through which
abstract realities such as maturity, caution, moderation,
knowledge, and peace are conceptualized.

Symbolism of Social Relations and Morality

Many Izhi proverbs employ symbolic metaphorization to
regulate social relations and communicate moral expectations.
Through images of friendship, reciprocity, punishment,
protection, sacrifice, and communal interaction, the proverbs
encode indigenous philosophies relating to justice,
accountability, endurance, fairness, and social responsibility.
Morality in these proverbs is frequently conceptualized
through consequence, exchange, bodily experience, and
reciprocal action.

Table 4

Symbolism of Social Relations and Morality in Izhi
Proverbs
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S/
N

Proverb

Atashianshi,
0
buruokpueh
u

A ta
alodjeduogu
nwa le ikedu

Enyiruguchi
ayzo,
eguaguhaya

Onya
nguduiri,
ipheemengu
nu a diiri

0
pfubwiruibe
onyeozo, ge
0
ghaaruiysoh
ul’ibeya

Literal
Meaning

When
endurance
stretches, it
becomes
strength

One does not
protect a child
because one is
strong

If laziness
closes the
door, hunger

will open it

If you have
ten friends,
your troubles
will be ten

He who
destroys
another’s
home, may it
return to his
own
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Conceptu
al
Metaphor

ENDURA
NCE IS
STRENG
TH

LOVE IS
RESPON
SIBILITY

HUNGER
IS
FORCE

FRIENDS
HIP IS
RISK

EVIL IS
CIRCUL
AR

Cultural
Meaning

Perseveran
ce
eventually
produces
resilience

Protection
arises from
obligation
and
attachment

Necessity
compels
action

Social
closeness
may
increase
vulnerabili

ty

Harm
eventually
returns to
the

aggressor
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6

10

Nkutasurule
0
onyedaaryib
elya...

E
buruyeruuru
, e
buruyeruokp
u

Ogerenya
mee
ipheechietch
achi,
etchachi ala
uko

Ogbogbolob
uahumaeme

Agboko tube
era, o tube
ntumaty

Mutual falling

upon one
another 18
what  makes
play

Cut to benefit
both flesh and

bone

When an elder
deserves
flogging,
canes become
scarce

Negligence is
an omen of
evil

When a
maiden
develops
breasts,
troubles begin

RELATIO
NSHIP IS
RECIPRO
CITY

JUSTICE
IS
BALANC
E

POWER
ALTERS
JUSTICE

NEGLIGE
NCE IS
DISASTE
R

GROWT
H IS
BURDEN

Social
harmony
depends

on mutual
exchange

Fairness
requires
equitable
distributio
n

Social
hierarchy
influences
punishmen
t

Carelessne
SS creates
avoidable
problems

Maturity
comes
with social
responsibil
ity and
vulnerabili

ty

The proverb A tashia nshi, o buru okpuehu conceptualizes

endurance as
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prolonged suffering and perseverance become metaphorically
transformed into resilience and social credibility. The proverb
reflects the cultural admiration for patience, persistence, and
emotional endurance within communal life.

Similarly, 4 ta alodjedu ogunwa le ikedu conceptualizes
protection as an obligation rooted in attachment and
responsibility rather than physical strength alone. The proverb
reflects communal understandings of kinship, parental duty,
and emotional investment. Protection here becomes a moral
necessity rather than a performance of power.

The hunger proverb conceptualizes physical hunger as a
compelling social force capable of overcoming laziness and
withdrawal. Hunger therefore functions symbolically as
necessity and survival pressure. The proverb reflects the
cultural belief that hardship and need compel productivity and
action.

Social caution is strongly represented in the friendship
proverb, where increasing social connections metaphorically
produce increasing vulnerability and potential conflict. The
proverb reflects a pragmatic and cautious view of human
relationships within communal life. Similarly, the proverb
concerning destruction returning to one’s own home
conceptualizes morality as reciprocal force. Evil actions are
metaphorically represented as circular movements capable of
returning to the source. This reflects indigenous philosophies
of justice, consequence, and communal accountability.
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The reciprocity proverb involving dogs conceptualizes
peaceful social relations as mutual exchange and balanced
interaction. The proverb suggests that harmony depends on
reciprocal conduct rather than one-sided benefit. Likewise, the
proverb concerning balanced cutting conceptualizes justice as
equitable distribution. Through the imagery of cutting meat to
favour both flesh and bone, the proverb encodes the
communal expectation of fairness and social inclusion.

The proverb concerning the elder deserving punishment
introduces a culturally nuanced understanding of justice and
social hierarchy. The scarcity of canes metaphorically reflects
the reluctance or difficulty associated with punishing socially
powerful or respected individuals. The proverb therefore
recognizes the role of pragmatism and hierarchy within
communal systems of justice.

Finally, the maidenhood proverb conceptualizes maturity as
both opportunity and burden. Physical development becomes
symbolically associated with social vulnerability, attraction,
responsibility, and emerging societal expectations. The
proverb reflects indigenous perceptions of social transition
and the inevitable complications associated with adulthood.

Taken together, these proverbs demonstrate that Izhi
proverbial discourse functions as an important moral and
social regulatory system. Through symbolic metaphorization,
the proverbs communicate indigenous philosophies
concerning reciprocity, caution, endurance, fairness, justice,
responsibility, and communal balance.
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Discussion
Metaphor as Indigenous Cognition

The analysis of the selected 1zhi-Igbo proverbs demonstrates
that metaphor functions not merely as a stylistic feature of
language but as an important cognitive mechanism through
which the Izhi people conceptualize reality. The proverbs
reveal that abstract experiences such as justice, caution,
reciprocity, morality, endurance, maturity, guilt, and social
responsibility are understood through concrete and culturally
familiar domains including animals, sacrifice, bodily
experiences, roads, streams, forests, domestic objects, and
environmental processes. This finding aligns with the position
of Conceptual Metaphor Theory that human beings
understand abstract concepts through mappings from concrete
experiential domains (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980).

The recurrent use of environmental imagery in the proverbs
reflects the close relationship between cognition and lived
experience within Izhi society. Roads symbolize guidance and
direction, ponds symbolize complexity and disorder, while
forests symbolize difficulty and social navigation. Such
metaphorical structures indicate that the Izhi people derive
social understanding from direct interaction with their
physical environment. The proverbs therefore reveal an
embodied and experiential worldview in which social reality
is interpreted through concrete environmental encounters.

Similarly, animals in the proverbs function as symbolic
projections of human behaviour and social tendencies. Dogs
symbolize caution, aggression, reciprocity, and surveillance;
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chickens symbolize vulnerability, guilt, and concealed
capability; tortoises symbolize cunning and strategic
intelligence; while goats symbolize escalating consequence
and sacrificial burden. These symbolic mappings reveal a
cognitive system in which human realities are interpreted
through analogical relationships with the natural world.

The findings further suggest that metaphor in Izhi proverbial
discourse performs epistemological functions. Proverbs serve
as cognitive tools through which communal knowledge is
preserved, organized, and transmitted across generations.
Through symbolic metaphorization, complex philosophical
and moral realities are compressed into memorable oral
expressions that can easily be recalled and applied within
social interaction. The proverbs therefore function as
repositories of indigenous cognition and communal
philosophy.

Symbolism and Cultural Philosophy

The proverbs analyzed in this study reveal important
dimensions of Izhi cultural philosophy. One of the dominant
philosophical orientations reflected in the proverbs is the
principle of consequence and reciprocity. Several proverbs
conceptualize actions as forces capable of returning to their
source. For example, the proverb O pfubwiru ibe onye ozo, ge
o ghaaruiysohul’ibe ya (“He who speaks to destroy another’s
home, may it return to his own home”) conceptualizes evil as
circular movement. Similarly, the proverb concerning the dog
chasing a lizard conceptualizes aggression as self-destructive
behaviour. These metaphorical structures reflect an
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indigenous philosophy that views social actions as
consequential and reciprocal.

Another important philosophical orientation reflected in the
proverbs is communal responsibility and interdependence.
The proverb concerning the barking dog demonstrates that
caution and warning serve collective rather than individual
interests. Likewise, the proverb A ta alodjedu ogu nwa le
ikedy (“One does not protect a child because one is strong”)
conceptualizes protection as obligation rooted in attachment
and responsibility. These expressions reflect the communal
orientation of Izhi society where social responsibility and
collective well-being are highly valued.

The proverbs also reflect a philosophy of moderation and
pragmatic balance. The muddy pond proverb cautions against
excessive interference and perfectionism, while the sandpaper
proverb condemns disproportionate punishment and excessive
retaliation. Such expressions reveal a cultural preference for
restraint, proportionality, and social equilibrium. Similarly,
the proverb concerning balanced cutting conceptualizes
justice as equitable distribution and fairness. These findings
suggest that Izhi proverbial discourse functions as a moral
framework for regulating behaviour and preserving communal
harmony.

The findings further reveal the cultural value attached to
endurance and resilience. The proverb A4 tashia nshi, ¢ buru
okpu ehy (“When endurance stretches, it becomes strength”)
conceptualizes suffering and perseverance as sources of social
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strength and credibility. This reflects a communal philosophy
that values patience, emotional restraint, and resilience in the
face of hardship.

Proverbs as Instruments of Social Regulation

The study further demonstrates that Izhi proverbs function as
instruments of social regulation and behavioural control.
Many of the proverbs analyzed communicate caution,
correction, warning, or moral instruction in indirect but
culturally effective ways. Rather than employing direct
confrontation, the proverbs encode criticism and advice
through symbolic imagery and metaphorical expression. This
indirectness reduces hostility and preserves social harmony
during communication.

The proverb concerning negligence as an omen of evil, for
instance, functions as a warning against carelessness and
irresponsibility. Rather than attributing all misfortune to
supernatural forces, the proverb emphasizes human
accountability and practical responsibility. Similarly, the
friendship proverb cautions against excessive social trust and
vulnerability, while the maidenhood proverb warns about the
social responsibilities and complications associated with
maturity and adulthood.

The proverb involving arranged firewood reflects the
importance of dialogue, organization, and collective
understanding in resolving social difficulties. Through
domestic imagery, the proverb promotes negotiation,
cooperation, and social coordination as mechanisms for
achieving communal peace. Likewise, the reciprocity proverb
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involving dogs emphasizes mutuality and balanced social
interaction as conditions for peaceful coexistence.

These findings support the argument that African proverbs
function as informal social institutions through which
communities regulate conduct and preserve social order. Izhi
proverbs therefore operate not merely as literary expressions
but also as pragmatic tools for behavioural orientation and
communal governance.

Symbolism and Indigenous Knowledge Preservation

The symbolic and metaphorical structures identified in the
proverbs demonstrate the important role of oral tradition in
preserving indigenous knowledge systems. The proverbs
encode practical wisdom relating to survival, caution, justice,
reciprocity, conflict management, social interaction, maturity,
and responsibility. Through repeated usage across
generations, these symbolic expressions preserve communal
memory and cultural philosophy.

The heavy reliance on environmental and domestic imagery
further indicates that indigenous knowledge in Izhi society is
closely tied to lived experience and interaction with the
immediate environment. Rivers, forests, roads, sacrifice,
farming activities, animals, and domestic objects become
symbolic repositories of communal understanding. Through
these familiar experiences, abstract philosophical realities are
simplified and transmitted effectively within the speech
community.
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However, the continued preservation of such symbolic
knowledge faces challenges arising from modernization,
urbanization, language shift, and declining intergenerational
transmission of oral traditions. As younger generations
increasingly adopt foreign linguistic and cultural orientations,
familiarity with traditional proverbs and their symbolic
meanings may gradually decline. The documentation and
scholarly study of Izhi proverbs therefore become important
not only for linguistic scholarship but also for the preservation
of indigenous cognitive systems and cultural heritage.

The study consequently reinforces the importance of African
oral traditions as legitimate intellectual and philosophical
systems deserving continued scholarly attention. Izhi proverbs
represent more than linguistic artistry; they embody
indigenous ways of thinking, interpreting reality, and
organizing communal existence.

Conclusion

This study examined symbolism and cultural meaning in
selected Izhi-Igbo proverbs wusing the framework of
Conceptual Metaphor Theory. The analysis demonstrates that
Izhi proverbs are not merely decorative linguistic expressions
but culturally grounded cognitive structures through which the
Izhi people conceptualize morality, justice, caution,
reciprocity, endurance, maturity, responsibility, and
communal life. Through symbolic and metaphorical mappings
involving animals, body parts, domestic objects, sacrifice,
roads, forests, streams, and environmental experiences, the
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proverbs encode indigenous philosophy and communal
worldview.

The findings reveal that metaphor in Izhi proverbial discourse
functions as an important mechanism of meaning-making and
cultural interpretation. Animals such as dogs, chickens,
tortoises, goats, and lizards are metaphorically employed to
represent social tendencies, caution, aggression, wisdom,
vulnerability, and reciprocity. Environmental and domestic
symbols similarly conceptualize maturity, disorder, guidance,
moderation, and experiential wisdom. Body symbolism
further reflects indigenous understandings of power,
capability, justice, entitlement, and proportionality. These
metaphorical structures demonstrate that abstract social
realities within Izhi society are interpreted through embodied
and culturally familiar experiences.

The study further establishes that Izhi proverbs function as
repositories of indigenous knowledge and instruments of
social regulation. Through symbolic metaphorization, the
proverbs communicate communal expectations concerning
fairness, accountability, perseverance, social balance, caution,
and moral conduct. The proverbs therefore operate not only as
artistic expressions but also as informal systems of education,
behavioural orientation, and communal governance.

The application of Conceptual Metaphor Theory to Izhi
proverbial discourse has shown that metaphor is deeply
connected to indigenous cognition and cultural philosophy.
The proverbs analyzed reveal patterns of thought rooted in
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environmental interaction, social experience, and communal
living. They reflect an embodied worldview in which physical
experiences and environmental realities become frameworks
for understanding abstract human conditions and social
relationships.

The study also underscores the importance of preserving
indigenous oral traditions in the face of modernization,
urbanization, and increasing language shift. As younger
generations become less familiar with traditional proverbial
discourse, important aspects of indigenous knowledge and
cultural cognition risk gradual disappearance. The
documentation and scholarly examination of Izhi proverbs
therefore contribute not only to linguistic and literary
scholarship but also to the preservation of cultural heritage
and indigenous intellectual traditions.

In conclusion, Izhi-Igbo proverbs represent sophisticated
symbolic and cognitive systems through which communal
philosophy and cultural meaning are encoded and transmitted.
Their metaphorical richness demonstrates the intellectual
depth of African oral traditions and reinforces the need for
continued scholarly attention to indigenous systems of
knowledge, language, and cultural expression.

References

Aragbuwa, A., & Omotunde, S. A. (2022). Metaphorisation of
women in Yoruba proverbs: A feminist critical analysis.
European Journal of Literature, Language and Linguistics
Studies, 5(4), 1-18.

161



IGBOSCHOLARS INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of IGBO
SCHOLARS FORUM, FOR SOCIO-CULTURAL ADVANCEMENT

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

Ezeifeka, C. R. (2017). Gender stereotypes in selected Igbo
proverbs. Contemporary Journal of African Studies, 4(2), 45—
S8.

Finnegan, R. (2012). Oral literature in Africa. Open Book
Publishers.

Kanu, I. A. (2014). Igbo Proverbs as Embodiments of Igbo-
African Philosophy.internationalJournal of Arts and Social
Sciences 4 (1), 164-168

Kobia, J. M. (2016). A conceptual metaphorical analysis of
Swahili proverbs with reference to chicken metaphor.
International Journal of Education and Research, 4(2), 223—
234,

Kovecses, Z. (2010). Metaphor: A practical introduction (2nd
ed.). Oxford University Press.

Lakoff, G., & Johnson, M. (1980). Metaphors we live by.
University of Chicago Press.

Oweleke, E. N. (2022). Igbo proverbs and proverb personal
names: Morphosyntactic and pragmatic analyses. Shared
Seasoned International Journal of Language and Linguistics,
3(1), 13-28.

Yankah, K. (1989). The proverb in the context of Akan
rhetoric: A theory of proverb praxis. Peter Lang.

162



