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TheSemanticsandPragmaticsofProverbialDialogue

OreoluwaAbrahamSolomon

Abstract
Languagecommunicatestheintentionofthespeakertothehearer
oneveryoccasionitisusedinanyhumaninteraction.Linguistics
claimsthatlanguageusehasasemanticaswellasthepragmatic
content;languageuseisspicedwithproverbsinNigeria.Therehas
beenlittleornoinvestigationonthecommunicativevalueofthe
semanticandpragmaticcontentofproverbiallanguageuse.This
studyseekstodiscoverwhetherthesemanticorpragmaticcontent
ofproverbinlanguageuseiscrucialforcommunicationtotakeplace.
A pragma-semanticapproach isemployed to investigate some
proverbsusingarithmeticprogressionmethodofselection.The
findingsconfirmthatproverbialconstativeshavebothsemanticand
pragmaticcontents;nevertheless,itisrevealedthatthepragmatic
contentofproverbiallanguageusecommunicatestheintentionof
thespeakerandtherefore,significantforcommunicationbetween
thespeakerandtheaddresseeoftheproverb.

Key words: Proverbial constatives, Semantics, Pragmatics,
Arithmeticprogression.

Introduction
Humanlanguageisverycrucialforcommunalorsocialinteraction
amongpeoplewhouseittoachievecertainpurposes.‘Languagein
communicationiscapableofdoingbothgoodandevil.Itcanbeused
tocementrelationshipandfostertogethernessamongpeople,and
canalsobeasourceofconflictamongindividuals…’(Fodang&
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Mmega,2016:35)Onecharacteristicoflanguageusebymanis
proverb.Asaformoflanguageuse,aproverbhasboththesemantic
andpragmaticcontent.Thispaperexaminesthesemanticsand
pragmaticsofproverbialdialogueinTwoToTango:APlay.Itis
investigatedinordertoestablishwhichofthetwoisresponsiblefor
achievingthespeaker’sintentioninanyproverbialdialogue.Indoing
this,thepaperreviewedsomelinguisticconceptsofspeechacts
(adaptedtosuitthestudy),contextandproverbs.Abriefonthe
interlocutorsisdonewhilethePragmaticTheoryofTruthandKatz
SemanticTheoryanchorthestudy.Thedataareobtainedfrom a
secondarysource:aNigerianliterarytext,andsampledusingthe
processofarithmeticprogression.Thesampleddataarepresented,
analysed,anddiscussed.Thefindings,andtheconclusionwrapup
thestudy.

LiteratureReview
SpeechActs
Oneuniquefeatureofhumanbeingistheabilitytoperformseveral
acts with speech.The speech acts Theory ofAustin (1962)
categoriseshumanspeechintoperformativeandconstativethrough
whichitispossibletoexecuteanyhumanact.Arisingfromthis,the
viewoftheLinguisticLibrary(2003)thataspeechactisanactthat
aspeakerperformswhenmakinganutteranceissuccinct.Adrian
andHarnish (2001:394)furtherdescribespeech actsas àcts
performedinutteringexpressions’whileAlston(2000)statesthat
theỳ …areastapleofeverydaycommunicativelife…’.Also,Bach
(2004)positsthattheyareactsofcommunication.Thesescholars
affirm thatspeechactsarevoluntaryandintentionallinguistic
utteranceswhichareemployedtocarryoutcertainactions.The
proverbsthatareselectedandexaminedinthispaperarespeech
actsbecausetheyareemployedtoperformcertainacts.
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IllocutionaryAct
AccordingtoAustin(1962)inSolomon(2012:42)theillocutionary
actis‘themakingofastatement,etcinutteringasentencebyvirtue
oftheconventionalforceassociatedwithit’.Levinson(1985:236)
viewsthisconceptastheactperformedinutteringsomething,that
is,theillocutionaryactiswhatthespeakeruseslanguagetodo.
Cutting(2003)agreeswiththisassertionbyaffirmingthatthe
‘Illocutionaryactiswhatisdoneinutteringtheword’.Inthisvein,a
speakercanperform theillocutionaryactofdirecting,informing,
sentencingandacquitting,amongothers.Theselectedproverbsare
consideredasillocutionaryactsbecausetheyareemployedtodoa
lotofthings.Everyillocutionaryacthasitsillocutionarypointwhich
isthesameaspragmaticcontentinthisstudy.

PragmaticContent
Theillocutionarypointofanillocutionaryactisthepeculiaraimofa
speechactorthespecificaim ofanillocutionaryact.Searleand
Vanderveken(1985)statethattheillocutionarypointisthebasic
purposeofaspeakerinmakinganutterance.Itisobservedthatthe
peoplewhouseeachoftheproverbsinthedataunderexamination
setouttoachievecertaingoals.Theseaimsaretechnicallyreferred
toasillocutionarypointsandinthispaper,areunderstoodasthe
pragmaticcontent.

Context
Thecontextofanyparticularutterancecanbelinguistic;which
referstotheprecedingandanticipatedutterances,ornon-linguistic.
Thenon-linguisticcontextcouldbephysical,social-environmentor
generalknowledge.Theidentificationandunderstandingofcontext
aresignificantinthepragmaticanalysisofanylinguisticutterance.
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Adegbija(1999)statesthatcontextreferstotherelevantaspectsof
thephysicalorsocialsettingofanutterance.

Hepresentsfourtypesofcontextwhichare:thephysical,
whichencompassesboththeenvironmentorspaceandtime;the
socio-cultural,whichreferstothebeliefs,habits,valuesystemsor
cultures ofthe conversationalists;the linguisticrefers to the
syntacticenvironmentofaword,itsmeaningsyntacticallyandsocio-
culturally,whilethepsychologicalcontextrelatestothestateof
mindoftheinteractants.Thesemeaningsofcontexthavegreat
impactonthecurrentstudyastheycontributetothedetermination
ofboththesemanticandpragmaticcontentsofthedata.

Furthermore,Adrian and Harnish (2001)observes that
interlocutorsinconversationmakecontributionsthatbothaffector
reflectthelinguisticcontextofutterances.Thelinguisticconceptof
contextisviewedasthecontinuallychangingsurroundings,inthe
widestsense,thatenabletheparticipantsinthecommunication
processtointeractandinwhichthelinguisticexpressionsoftheir
interactionbecomeintelligible.AccordingtoMey(2001:49)“the
contextisthe‘universe’ofeverydaylanguageuse,thesumtotalof
whatpeopledowitheachotherinconversation.”Contextisnotonly
thephysicalbutalso;thelinguisticenvironmentin which the
conversation proceeds.Context,therefore,underdetermines the
speakers’andhearers’disposition,andthelinguisticlayersoftheir
interaction.Theproverbialconstativesofthespeakersinthedata
arelinguisticcontextfortheuptakesofthehearers.Also,the
proverbialconstativesexpressthedispositionsofboththehearers
andthespeakers.Theutteranceofthespeakerbecomesacontext
foruptakebythehearerwhoseuptakeinturnproducesacontextfor
thesubsequentutteranceofthespeaker.Thereareaspectsof
context,someofwhichare:knowledgeascontext,discourseas
contextandbackgroundknowledgeascontext.
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KnowledgeasContext
Knowledgeisdescribedastheinformationorthefactsavailableto
thehearerofalocutionaboutacertainissue,subjectortopicbeing
discussed.Itisalsotheunderstandingwhichthehearerofa
locutionhasaboutwhatthespeakerissayingortheinformation
whichthehearerhasonanissuethathasbeenraised.

Knowledgeistheapprehensionofacertainrealitybythe
participantsinaconversationregardingtheissuebeingdiscussed.
Thisknowledgeservesasacontextthatthehearerofalocution
reliesupontomakereferenceinordertoinferormakesenseoutof
thelocutionaryact.Theinterlocutorsaremembersofacommunity
andtheysharetheknowledgeoftheproverbialconstativeswhich
therefore,servesascontext.

DiscourseasContext
Discourseisconsideredasakindofcontextforunderstandinga
particularutterance.Thehearersrelyondiscoursetounderstand
whatthespeakersaysandalsothespeakerusesdiscourseto
communicatehisintentiontohishearers.Theuseofdiscourseto
providecluesthatenablethehearersunderstandwhatthespeaker’s
intentionis,incommunication,isviewedasakindofcontextfor
such communication.In this study,the discourses of the
interlocutorsform partofthe contextfordeployingproverbial
constatives.

BackgroundknowledgeasContext
Thisisreferredtoascommonsense,encyclopedic,socio-cultural
andrealworldknowledge.Itistheknowledgeaspeakersupposes
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his hearers have prior to,or independently ofa particular
conversationbyvirtueofmembershipinacommunity.Itisbelieved
thatmembersofanycommunitysharecertaintypesofknowledge
whichareoftenbroughttobearonthelanguageuseofthemembers
asconversationalists.Proverbialknowledgeismutuallysharedby
members of a speech community and therefore serves as
backgroundknowledgeforthecontextofdialogue.Inthisstudy,
contextasdiscussedaboveissignificanttotheunravelingofboth
thesemanticandpragmaticcontentsoftheproverbsinthisstudy.

Proverbs
‘Proverbsarepiecesofpopularwisdom andtraditionbelongingto
anyculture…’(DeGrado,2015:3).Nigeriansemployproverbsto
communicateinformation,expressviewsandattitudesbecauseas
Martin (2015)avers,‘…the elements oflanguage thatbest
encapsulatesasociety’svaluesandbeliefsisitsproverbs.’

De Grado (2015:5) asserts that proverbs have been
introducedinliterature;tocorroboratethis,Nigerianliteraryarthas
documentedproverbsasimportanttypicalNigerianspeechact.
Methangwane (2003:408) says ‘proverbs are relatively short
expressions,whichareusuallyassociatedwithwisdomandareused
toperformavarietyoffunctions.’Also,Adedimeji(2003:55)states
thatproverbscanbeunderstoodasan‘adage,saying,maxim,
precepts,saw oranyothersynonym ofsuchthatexpressesa
conventionaltruth.’ Beyond communication,proverbs portray
culturalethosandtheyinvokecommunalpatriotism aswellas
kindredsolidarity.Inaddition,whenaproverbisusedinaspeechact,
thespeakeralludestotraditionalauthoritytoauthenticatethe
speechact.Proverbsthereforelendtraditionalorcommunalsupport
tothespeaker’sillocutionaryact.Thisaccountsforthereasonwhy
theIgboandYorubapeopleusuallydeployproverbswith:‘ourelders
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say…’
Furthermore,Mieder(1985:118)statesthataproverbisa

short,generallyknownsentencethatexpressescommon,traditional
anddidacticviewsinametaphoricalandfixedform andwhichis
easilyrememberedandrepeated.Proverbscommunicatemessages
tohumanbeings.Ajiboye(2012:313)strengthensthisassertionas
shestatesthatproverbsaremeanttoperform certain social
functions.Thisistruebecauseproverbsasspeechactsdomesticate
theactbeingperformedintheinterlocutors’socialworld-view.In
addition,sheassertsthatproverbsarespiritualinthattheyare
takenfrom thedeeprecessesofthesenderandgodeepintothe
inner-mostbeingofthereceiver.Accordingtoherproverbsareused
tosaythingsgentlyinaveiledwayatthelevelofinterpersonal
communication. Tactisdeployedthroughtheuseofproverbsto
communicateamessage.Odebunmi,(2008:3)arguesthatinterms
offunction,proverbsinAfricahavebeenobservedtooccuronall
occasionswhenlanguageisusedforcommunicatingeitherasartor
astool.

Thisstudyagreesthatproverbsareemployedastoolsof
communicationandtheyperform bothsemanticandpragmatic
functionsbecauseaspeakerusesproverbstocommunicatetohis
heareranddoingso,alludestotraditionalauthority.Proverbsserve
toauthenticatetheview,knowledgeorattitudewhichthespeaker
seeks to communicate to his orherhearer.In Nigeria and
particularlyamongtheelderly,languageuseandproverbsare
inextricablyintertwined.
Constatives which are devoid of proverbs are considered
ineffective in conveying conciselyan interlocutor’sview and
attitude to the hearer.Proverbialconstatives are thought
provokingandconveysoul-searchingsemanticandpragmatic
messages.Sucharecontextdependentfortheirsemanticand
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pragmaticcontentstoberelevantlyfunctionalandappropriate.
Solomon(2013)statesthattheeffectivedeploymentofaproverb
restsonthefulfillmentofthefelicityconditionAofAustin(1962)
whichstatesthat:

(i) ‘Theremustbeaconventionalprocedurehavinga
conventionaleffect’.

(ii) ‘The circumstances and persons must be
appropriate, as specified in the procedure’
(Levinson,1985:229).

Proverbs are used to perform certain semantic and some
pragmaticfunctions.KrikmaninDeGrado(2015:9)assertsthat
proverbsfunction:

topromoteanendorsementto…statementsandopinions,
forecastsomething,expressdoubt,reproachsomeone…,
accusesomething, adviseagainstsomethingorinterdict
somebodyfromdoingsomethingandsoon.

Theassertionaboveiscorroboratedbythisstudyasthedata
analysisindicates.

ProverbsexaminedinthispaperaresourcedfromtheshortplayTwo
toTango:APlay.ItssettingisafictionalUmuasaKingdom whose
paramountrulerisIgweMgachiandthecharactersbearIgbonames.
Therearepolitical,religious,traditionalandmodernscenesinthe
play.Thelanguageoftheplayissimple,directandexpressive,with
proverbsasveritablemeansofcommunication.Acorpusofthirty-
sevenproverbsisobservedintheplayandthispreponderantuseof
proverbsinashortplayofseventy-onepagesalluresone’sattention.
Proverbsareusedintheplaysuchthattheratioisaboutoneproverb
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totwopages.Thedecisiontoinvestigatetheproverbsisdrivenby
thedesiretounderstandthesemanticsandpragmaticsofthe
proverbialdialogue so as to determine theircontributions to
communication.Speechactsintheatricperformanceeitherasaplay
ordramaemploysdialogue;thedataforthispaperaretheproverbs
usedinthedialogueofthecharacters.

TheInterlocutors
TheinterlocutorswhoemploytheproverbsarecitizensofUmuasa
Kingdom.Theylivetogetherandareinvolvedinthesamesocio-
culturalpursuits,sotheyhavetotheiradvantage,thethreeaspects
ofcontextdiscussedabove.

TheoreticalFramework
ThePragmaticTheoryofTruthwhichholdsthatapropositionistrue
ifitisusefultobelieve,to(PeirceandJamesinBradleyDowden,
2004)isconsistentwiththeconvictionofNigeriansregarding
proverbialconstatives.Proverbs,forthem,are the sacrosanct
wisdom ofthesage.Theproponentsofthistheorydeclarethat
‘utilityistheessentialmarkoftruth’andthat‘beliefsthatleadtothe
best“payoff”,thatarethebestjustificationofouractionsthat
promotesuccess,aretruths.’Itisinthisconvictionthatusersof
proverbsdeploythem.Also,KatzSemanticTheoryacknowledgesthe
rulesbywhichaspeakers’knowledgeofthesemanticstructureof
the language they use as wellas which accommodate the
decompositionandcompositionofsentencesinlanguageinorderto
understandthemeaningofthesentencesprovideinsighttothe
study.

Methodology
Theprecedingliteratureprovidestheframeworkofthisinvestigation.
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Thirty-sevenproverbsareidentifiedinthesourceofthedataforthis
paperand theyaregroupedintofoursegmentsofnineproverbs,the
fourthhasanextraone.Ineachsegment,selectionwasmadeby
arithmeticprogression(AP)usingtheformula:Un=a+(n-1)d.In
segment1,proverbs2,6,10,wereselectedwhileproverbs12,16
and20wereselectedinsegment2.Insegmentthree,proverbs22,
26,30andinsegment4;proverbs32and36wereallselectedby
the process ofarithmetic progression (AP).Therefore eleven
proverbswereselectedandpresentedbelow:
S/no Proverbno. Pageno.

1 2 10
2 6 17
3 10 35
4 12 47
5 16 50
6 20 55
7 22 57
8 26 63
9 30 65

10 32 68
11 36 69

PresentationandAnalysis
Thedataisanalysedinatableshowingtheproverbs,thecontext,
thesemanticcontentofeachproverb andthepragmaticcontentof
theproverbswiththeircontributionstocommunication.Theseare
presentedinthetablebelow:
DataAnalysisofSemanticsandPragmaticsofProverbialDialogue
Proverbs Context Semantic Pragmatic Contributions
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(1)The stream
whosewaterI
shall drink
wouldnotpass
me by (ifhe
becomes my
father in-law.)
(p.10)

(2)When an
elder sees a
bushratitdoes
notafterwards
become an
elephant.(p.17)

(3) If your
mother in-law
doesnotknow
how to sit
properly, you
should learn

Ifedinjoreports
Igwe Mgachi’s
statement to
his wife who
waitsanxiously
to know what
the Igwe had
toldhim.

First Elder
draws the
attentionofhis
hearersatthe
meetingofthe
Common
Peoples Party
tothedeceitof
the Chairman,
ChiefOgba.

A discourse
amongwomen
members of
Heavensgate
Church
regarding the
unbecoming
conduct of

content
Promise to
give the
hearerwhat
is due to
him as an
in-law

An elder
does not
getinvolved
in double-
dealing.

A moral
injunction
to
encourage
acceptable
behaviour
in

content

Igwe
Mgachi
persuades
and woos
with royal
enticement
of rewards
forIfedinjo
togivehis
daughterto
him in
marriage.

First Elder
draws the
attentionof
hishearers
to the
politicking
of Chief
Ogba.

The Pastor
is morally
loose.Heis
responsible
for his
moral

of pragmatic
content
Efficacious.
Ifedinjo is
made to
understand
that if he
consentstothe
wish of the
Igwe,he will
enjoyunlimited
free-flowing
material
benefitsforhis
comfort,asthe
Igweisreputed
to be wealthy
andinfluential.
It indicates
thatFirstElder
andotherslike
him are not
fooled by the
politicking.

With modesty,
the
(illocutionary
point of this)
proverb
concisely
enables the
speakertoveil
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howtorestrain
youreyes.(p.35)

(4) The toad
doesnotrunin
the afternoon
without a
cause.(p.47)

(5) A snake
seen by one
person is a
python.(p.50)

(6) When the
airisfouledby
amanontopof

theirPastor.

Saidto
Ifedinjo and
those who
accompanyhim
to Isiada’s
house.

Isiada is
examining
Inyama during
the
consultation

The Prime
Minister’s
remark as he
commences

deference
toelders.
.

The
speaker
acknowledg
esthather
guests’visit
is not a
casualone.

A one
–person
statement
isdoubtful.

The matter
at hand
confounds
thecouncil.

laxity.

Isiada
confronts
Ifedinjo’s
party to
declare its
mission to
herhouse.

Isiada
carpets
Inyama on
herexcuse
for her
alleged
violationby
some
robbers.

How isthe
sacrilegious

herindictment
ofthereferent
for his
improprietyand
unacceptable,
condemnable
conduct.
It is
acknowledged
that certain
trouble is
behindthevisit
of Isiada’s
guests. (It
portrays the
status of the
speakerwhois
a very senior
elderly citizen
oftheUmuasa
Kingdom.)

The deceit
peddled by
Inyama is
exposed.
Hearers are
warned to be
wary of her
story because
itisnottrue.

Thought
provokingsoas
to elicitgrave
and diligent
consideration
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palm tree,the
flyisconfused.
(p.55)

(7)The rope
that ties the
monkeytiesthe
baboon
too.(p.57)

(8)Amotherof
twins should
have impartial
breasts.(p.63)

(9)No matter

themeetingof
theeldersand
chiefs of
Umuasa
Kingdom.

First Elder’s
contribution at
the Council
deliberationon
what to do,
regarding
Inyama, the
wife of the
King, who is
involved in a
sacrilege of
adulterywitha
subjecttothe
King.

Third Elder’s
uptake to
Ikeogu’s
proposaloffine
for Okewu
alone, leaving
outInyama.

Ikeogu scolds

A call for
equity and
fairness to
each
person.

A reminder
that the
council
oughttobe
fairtoeach
of the
culprits.

Reminds

extra
–marital
actofthe
wifeofthe
Paramount
Rulerofthe
Kingdom to
be
sanctioned
by the
Council?

Eachofthe
culprits
must be
sanctioned.

TheCouncil
mustbefair
to each of
theculprits.

Vents
Ikeogu’s

ofthesacrilege
which the
Council is
confronted
with.

The impartial
view of the
speaker is
concisely
stated
authoritatively
bytheproverb
which
represents the
collective
wisdom ofthe
ancestors of
theKingdom.

TheCouncilis
consciencetise
dtoliveupto
its moral
obligation
which it is
saddled with
naturally by
custom.

Inflicts social
and
psychological
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how longapig
is washed, it
will always
remain a
pig.(p.65)

(10)Whenthe
number that
eatsthevulture
iscomplete,the
meatbasketis
brought
down(p.68)

(11) The war
that is
announced
does not
consume a
cripple.(p.69)

Inyamaforher
adulterywhich
isadisgraceto
his royal
family.

The Prime
Minister in
Council
declares the
meetingopen.

Fourth Elder’s
uptake to
Ikeogu’sthreat
to disintegrate
theKingdom.

Inyama of
her
irredeemabl
e
despicabilit
y

TheCouncil
is formed
and the
hearingcan
proceed.

To be
forewarned
is to be
forearmed.

displeasure
with
Inyama.

Ordering
the matter
tobetabled
before the
Council.

Fore
–warn,
thethreatis
noted and
taken
seriously

injury on the
addressee,and
as well
registers
how deep the
speakerabhors
the sacrilege
committed by
theaddressee.

It states the
legality and
appropriatenes
softhePrime
Minister to
commencethe
session by
indicating that
every Council
member is
seatedandthe
parties
involved in
casebeforethe
Council are
alsopresent.

.It informs
Ikeogu that
those
concerned will
take
appropriate
measures to
histhreat.
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DiscussionofData
Indiscussingthedata,thepragmaticcontentofproverbs1,3,5,7,9
and11,andthesemanticcontentofproverbs2,4,6,8and10are
considered.Thisisdonesothatadequatetreatmentofthedatais
achieved.Thepragmaticcontentofproverbnumber1inthetable
revealsIgweMgachiasafeudallordandaserioussuitorwhose
commissiveactcouldhardlybeignoredbythehearer.Thatof
number3indicatesthatthespeakerupholdstheculturalnormofthe
communityandthattheindividualbeingdiscussedmustbeheld
accountableforhislackofself-control,irrespectiveofanyother
person’sunbecoming,immodestactorindecency.

The pragmatic contentofproverb number5 veils the
speaker’sobjectiontothedeceitofthehearer’suptake,andreveals
thespeaker’sforeknowledgewhichencodesherstatus.Inaddition,
thepragmaticcontentofproverbnumber7commitstheUmuasa
Counciltoadjudicatethematterbeforeitwithoutfearorfavour,
irrespectiveofthestatusoftheculpritinvolvedinthesacrilege,
whilethatofproverbnumber9registersconciselythespeaker’s
disdainforboththeactandtheperpetrator.Thepragmaticcontent
ofproverbnumber11conveystheinformationthatthehearers
shouldnotbetakenforgranted.Thepragmaticcontentsofthe
proverbshavecontributedsignificantlytocommunicationasthey
conveytheintentionsofthespeakers.

Thesemanticcontentofproverbnumber2seekstoaffirm
theintegrityofeldercitizens,thesemanticcontentofproverb
number4isadeclarationbyIsiadaofherknowledgethatatrouble
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hasbroughtherguests,thatofproverbnumber6indicatesthe
bewildermentoftheCounciloccasionedbythesacrilegiousactsof
theculpritsandthatofproverbnumber8assertsthattheCouncilis
dutyboundnottoindulgeinfavouritism.Thesenserelationof
proverbnumber10declarestheproceedingoftheCouncilopenand
thehearingofthecasebroughtbeforeittocommence.

Findings
Theinvestigationrevealsthateachproverbinthedatahasa
semanticandapragmaticcontentthatisapparent,recognisable,
comprehensible and effective.The pragmatic contents ofthe
proverbscontribute immenselyto communication aseach one
unmistakablyconveystheintentionofthespeakertothehearerwho
recognises,comprehendsandinitiatescertainuptakeinresponseto
them.Itistherecognitionandcomprehensionofthepragmatic
contentofaproverbialconstativebythehearerthatismost
significantforcommunicationtosucceedwheneverproverbsare
deployed.

Conclusion
ProverbsareemployedindialoguebytypicalNigerians,essentially,
fortheirpragmaticcontenttoconveymessagesthataredeeperand
moreprofoundthantheirsemanticcontent.Thepragmaticcontents
ofproverbssignificantlycontributetocommunication.Also,their
comprehensionandrecognitionareindispensabletotheexecutionof
thehearers’appropriateuptakes.
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