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SEMANTICAL AND GRAMMATICAL STRUCTURE OF IGBO PROVERBS
IN “THINGS FALL APART” AND THEIR TRANSLATION INTO RUSSIAN

A proverb 1s popularly defined as a brief and popular saying or phrase that
gives advice and encompasses a commonplace truth based on true life experiences
or common sense. Generally concise in nature, they tend to have an allegorical
message behind their appearance. While there are countless definitions of proverbs
in literature, as Mieder in his publication plainly put it “We can almost state that
there are more definition attempts than there are proverbs™, it is recommended that
we establish a definite understanding of the term that would be suitable for further
work in this draft [1, p. 15]. In the context of ethnolinguistics, Bartlett Jere Whiting
defines proverbs as “expressions native by origin to a certain group of people —
testifying in form and phrase (sometimes adorned with alliteration and rhyme),
which holds fundamental truth in a homely language. They are venerable, bear
antiquity, and possess the ability to stand the test of time” [2, p. 302]. A proverb
could be classified as universal or regional depending on the size of area where it is
commonly known and used. Let’s take for example popular English proverb 4 bird
in hand is worth two in the bush which means that ‘things we already have are
more valuable than what we hope to get’. It’s safe to say a native speaker
of English would have no problem in comprehending the meaning of such
an expression without need for much reflection, whereas an individual who’s
not a native but to some extent has a command of the language would have come
across it several times. Such a proverb is considered universal. On the other hand,
if we take an Igbo proverb occurring in Chinua Achebe’s novel The sun will shine
on those who stand before it shines on those who kneel under them; though written
in simple English, a native speaker might not easily grasp its meaning especially
if he did not come from or were not familiar with the Igbo and African culture
in general. In this case, proverbs are said to have a local attribute as they are found
in one region or dialect of a linguistic tribe.

The ability for proverbs to stand the test of time can be attributed to their
common origin as a form of oral literature of a tribe, which, conventionally, passes
down from generation to generation. On the level of conceptualization, these
proverbs represent a fixed abstract idea or worldview relative to the tribe.

One of the first things a reader might notice in Chinua Achebe’s “Things Fall
Apart” is the sheer number of proverbial expressions. Given that all cultures and
languages make use of proverbial expressions, one of the conditions that play
a major role in their popularity is their frequent use by authors in works of literature.
Chinua Achebe, a famous Nigerian writer and pioneer of the African style
literature, 1s one of those authors. Belonging to the Igbo tribe, it’s no surprise that
his novel incorporates a vivid projection of the Igbo culture and tradition. He did,
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after all, state that the pushing force behind his novel “Things Fall Apart” was the
need to break negative Western stereotypes of Africans as barbaric cannibals with
no language, culture, or connection to civilization [3]. As his purpose was
to communicate with readers across Nigeria, Chinua Achebe sort to use English —
the universal language of colonization — which, he believed allowed his book to be
read in colonial ruling nations. In “Things Fall Apart”, we are introduced to the
Igbo tribe’s ethos through main protagonist Okonkwo and his village Umuofia.
Readers observe the internal structure of a Nigerian community that is guarded,
and to some extent limited, by its laws and principles. Elders govern over the life
of the community and from time to time seek guidance from priests, when it was
deemed necessary to know the will of the gods.

The Igbo as a clan are known to use proverbs to clarify an idea; often they are
used to add color to their speech and provide an image of some universal truth.
This factor 1s vividly mentioned at the beginning of the novel, stating, Among the
1bo the art of conversation is regarded very highly, and proverbs are the palm-oil
with which words are eaten. In Igbo — Ilu bu palm-na mmanu na nke okwu na-eri.
The last statement is in itself a proverb that metaphorically portrays the Igbo
mindset. Igbo proverbs carry the tribe’s truth in images that are readily
recognizable to the locals, and since the Igbo are an agricultural society, these
proverbs often revolve around agricultural products like yams, corn, and palm.
Many of these proverbs refer to animals that are native to the region as well, like
lizards, birds, kites, and frogs. All these characteristics will be examined as we
analyze the general structures of these proverbial expressions.

The semantic and syntactic characteristics that occur frequently in proverbs
across languages may be termed proverbial markers [4]. These markers serve
as indications that a particular sentence is deviant from the surrounding discourse,
in that it exhibits stylistic and structural adornments that are not typically found
in a naturally occurring language. For example: Early to bed and early to rise,
makes a man healthy, wealthy and wise or Laugh and the world laughs with you,
weep and you weep alone. Furthermore, from a pragmatic perspective, it alerts the
listener that the expression is important in some regard, be that in terms of its use,
function, or meaning. Scholars have identified a range of characteristics which
operate to effect the concept of proverbial style, among which the most important
are parallelism, ellipsis, alliteration, rhyme, metaphor, personification, paradox,
hyperbole [Ibid]. However, in cases where these markers are lacking, the
characteristics of brevity in the form of a grammatical or ungrammatical phrasal
unit could also serve as an indicator. Though these markers are completely absent
in Chinua Achebe’s novel, there is something to be said in terms of brevity.

When it comes to brevity, the understanding might be quite subjective
because there 1s no specific word-count that is said to be evident only in proverbs.
Which 1s why in this paragraph, the ‘shortness’ of Igbo proverbs was examined
by calculating the mean number of words of the collected 21 proverbs occurring
in the novel.
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The average number of words in the collected proverbs amounted to 14,
with only 42 % having less than and/or approximately the average number.
This 42 % encompassed generally simple declarative sentences:

(1) If a child washed his hands he could eat with kings (Chapter 1) — O buru
na nwatakiri na-asa aka ya, o nwere ike iso ndi eze rie.

(2) A man who pays respect to the great paves the way for his own greatness
(Chapter 3) — Nwoke nke na-akwanyere nnukwu ihe tigwu na-eche uzo nke idj
ukwuu ya.

(3) 4 child cannot pay for its mother’s milk (Chapter 19) — Nwatakiri enweghi
ike ikwu ugwo mmiri ara nne ya.

Some of these short proverbs also take the form of literal statements that
do not usually exhibit poetic devices, and in terms of subject matter, have
emanated from observances of what would seem as daily life in a rural, agricultural
community:

(4) You can tell a ripe corn by its look (Chapter 3) — Nwere ike igwa oka
chara acha site n’ile ya anya.

(5) When mother-cow is chewing grass, its young ones watch its mouth
(Chapter 8) — Mgbe nne ehi na-ata ahihia, umu ya na-eche onu ya.

Complex sentences, containing one main clause and at least one subordinate
clause, are found in 28% of the whole collected proverbs. These sentences are
by their very nature more syntactically dense than the simple sentences discussed
above and tend to be ‘longer’, with a mean word string of 18.8:

(6) The sun will shine on those who stand before it shines on those who kneel
under them (Chapter 1) — Anyanwu ga-enwukwasi ndi kwuru oto tupu ya
enwukwasi ndj na-egbu ikpere n’ala.

(7) Whenever you see a toad jumping in broad daylight, then know that
something is after its life (Chapter 24) — Mgbe ¢ bula i huru akwa na-awupu
n’okpo oku ubochi, marazie na o di ihe na-agafe na ndu ya.

Finally, it was discovered that 14 % of proverbs were expressed in the form
of short tales with animal characters, surpassing the others in length by having
the longest range of words (approximately 21). The occurrence of proverbs in the
form of short tales could hypothetically be thought of as a result of the native Igbo
tribe’s dependence on oral literature (i.e. folktales, folksongs, myths, etc.) before
the dawn of colonization. Thus, this property remains and exercises itself
in various types of creative expressions:

(8) Eneke the bird says that since men have learnt to shoot without missing,
he has learnt to fly without perching (Chapter 3) — Eneke nnunu ahu kwuru na
kemgbe umu nwoke mury ka e gbagburu n’enweghi ihe na-efu ha, ¢ mutala ife efe
n’emeghi ihe o bula.

(9) The lizard that jumped from the high iroko tree to the ground said he
would praise himself if no one else did (Chapter 3) — Agwo nke si na elu osisikoko
siri ike daa n’elu ala kwuru na ya ga-eto onwe ya ma ¢ buru na onweghi onye 0zo.

There are many discussions revolving around the translation of texts and the
criteria that determines its accuracy. When it comes to translating idioms, proverbs,
or certain expressions, this becomes a very complex situation for the translator,
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being that not all languages have words that are analogical in meaning. Many
words used in Igbo proverbs carry traits pertaining to their existence as
a tribe as well as certain cultural aspects and their mentality. Which is why in the
paragraph we will examine the Russian versions of our selected proverbs and the
accuracy with which they were translated.

(1) Among the I[bo the art of conversation is regarded very highly,
and proverbs are the palm-oil with which words are eaten (Chapter 1) — ¥V ubo uc-
KYyCcCmeo Oecedvl YeHUI0Ch GeCbMd BblCOKO, U NOCIOGUYLL CIYIUCULU KAK Obl
npunpasoil K Cl106dM.

Palm-oil 1s a common cooking ingredient found in Nigerian cuisine especially
in soups. It comes as a thick red oil that not only adds color to food but softens
it for better consumption. In the Russian variant, oil was replaced with seasoning.
Though both have the similarity as additions to food, they differ in the sense
the latter adds taste to food while the former makes it easier for consumption.

(2) When the moon is shining the cripple becomes hungry for a walk
(Chapter 2) — Ilpu siyne oasice kaiexe no2yisime Xo4emcsL.

A more accurate translation might be ‘Ilpu nyHe naxe kajneka >KakaeT
MPOrYJIAThCS, as Jicadicoams better conveys the meaning of the word hungry.

(3) Those whose palm-kernels were cracked for them by a benevolent spirit
should not forget to be humble (Chapter 4) — Te, xomy bnaeosceramenu nomoaiu
PACKOIOMb NI00bI MACTUYHOT NATIbMbL, HE OOIICHBL 3d0bIBUMb O CKPOMHOCHIU.

In this case, a benevolent spirit has no correspondence to aacoocenramens,
being that the former indicates the actions of a kind, well-meaning supernatural
being (or perhaps the Igbo’s understanding of a personal god), while the latter
indicates a ‘well-wisher’.

(4) A child’s fingers are not scalded by a piece of hot yam which its mother
puts into its palm (Chapter 8) — Mamv ne 3amem xiadem Kycok eopsadeco amca
8 pYKy pebenxa, 4mobul 0bicedb emy naiblbl.

Here questions may arise as to why the subject of the proverb was changed
from the child’s fingers to the mother’s action, as the word-for-word Russian
translation would preferably be ‘PebGeHok He 0000KeT Nanblbl TEM, YTO ACT EMY
Math, Adaxke ropsuuMm simcom’. Nonetheless, it’s safe to say that the sense
of the proverb isn’t lost completely.

(5) If one finger brought oil it soiled the others (Chapter 13) — Ooun epsiznuiii
naney Moskcem UCNA4YKAms 6CH0 PYKY.

In the original proverb, the subject is oi/ which 1s denoted as a substance that
could potentially sully one’s fingers. The Russian version completely discards the
subject and lays more emphasis on the result of an already sullied finger on one’s
hand.

(6) As a man danced so the drums were beaten for him (Chapter 22) —
Ilo nuscke u 6oit bapabarios.

Though the translator uses a grammatical structure completely different from
the original, the sense of the proverb to some extent remained.
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In order to conduct a proper statistical examination, a table of proverbs
occurring in Chinua Achebe’s “Things Fall Apart” was created to serve as data
for analyzing the structures of Igbo proverbs.

Table of Igbo Proverbs and Their Translations into English and Russian

Igbo Proverbs

English Translation

Russian Translation

N’etiti Ibo nka a na-elebara
mkpurita uka anya, ma ilu di
iche iche bu mmanu eji eri nri

Among the Ibo the art
of conversation is regarded
very highly, and proverbs
are the palm-oil with which
words are eaten

VY ur6o uckyccTBo Oecensr 1e-
HHUJIOCh BECbMa BBICOKO, H IO-
CIIOBULIBI CIYKWJIM Kak Obl
MIPUIIPABOU K CJIIOBAM

Anyanwu ga-enwukwasi ndi
kwuru oto tupu ya enwukwasi
ndi na-egbu ikpere n’ala

The sun will shine on those
who stand before it shines
on those who kneel under
them

ConHIle ocBeIaeT cHadaa Tex,
KTO CTOUT BO BECh POCT, a IO-
TOM YK€ TE€X, KTO CTOUT Ha KO-
JICHAX

O buru na nwatakiri na-asa
aka ya, o nwere ike iso ndi eze
rie

If a child washed his hands,
he could eat with kings

Ecnu pebenok omoer cebe py-
KM, OH OOCTOUH BKYLIATbH IIH-
Iy BMECTE C BJIACTEIMHAMH

Mgbe onwa na-enwu ugury,
aguu na-agu ije

When the moon is shining
the cripple becomes hungry
for a walk

Ilpu nyne naxke kajeke Io-
TYJIATb XQUETCA

Ka kite perch ma ka egret
perch kwa. QO buru na onye
0zo asi mba, hapu nku ya
agbaji

Let the kite perch and let
the egret perch too. If one says

no to another, let his wing
break

IlycTte kOpmIyH CsAeT psaoM
¢ Oenoii mamneit. M mycThb cio-
MaeTcsi KPbIJIO y TOTO, KTO CKa-
JKET APYTOMY «HET»

Nwoke nke na-akwanyere
nnukwu ihe ugwu na-eche uzo
nke idi ukwuu ya

A man who pays respect
to the great paves the way
for his own greatness

TOTj KTO OKa3bIBACT YBa}KeHI/Ie
BEJIMKOMY YEJIOBEKY, MPOKJIa-
IObIBa€T MyTh K CBOEMY COO-
CTBeHHOMy BCIIMYHUHO

Toad adighi agba 0so n'ehihie | A toad does not run|Xaba mHeM momycTty HuUKyAa
n’efu in the daytime for nothing HE MOCKayeT
Nwanyi ochie na-enwe nkuda | An old woman is always|He mo cebe OriBaeT crapyxe,

mmuo mgbe e kwuru okwu
banyere okpukpo akoro.

uneasy when dry bones are
mentioned in a proverb

KOI/1a OHA CJBIIINT NPUCIOBBLE
PO KOXKY J1a KOCTU

Agwo nke si na elu osisikoko
siri ike daa n’elu ala kwuru na
ya ga-eto onwe ya ma o buru
na onweghi onye 0zo

The lizard that jumped
from the high iroko tree
to the ground said he would
praise himself if no one else
did

Amepuna, xoTOpas CHPBITHY-
Ja Ha 3eMJII0 C BBICOKOIO Je-
peBa HUpPOKO, CKasaja, uTo,
€CJIM HUKTO APYrOd ee He MOo-
XBAJIUT, OHA CaMa 3TO CAeJaeT

Eneke nnunu ahu kwuru na
kemgbe umu nwoke muruy ka e
gbagburu n’enweghi ihe na-
efu ha, o mutala ife efe
n’emeghi ihe ¢ bula

Eneke the bird says that since
men have learnt to shoot
without missing, he has learnt
to fly without perching

[Ituma DHeke roBOPUT, UYTO
C TeX MOp, KaK JIFIU HAYYHIHCh
crpenaTh 0Oe3 mpomaxa, OHa
HAy4YWJIACh JIeTaTh 0€3 OTAbIXa
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Nwere ike igwa oka chara
acha site n’ile ya anya

You can tell a ripe corn by its
look

Cnenoe 3epHO MO BUAY Y3Ha-
ClIb

N’ile anya n’onu eze, mmadu
gha eche na o naghi ara mama

ya

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

Ilornsines Ha poT Laps, MOAy-
Maelllb, YTO OH HUKOIAa HE CO-
Cajl MATePUHCKYIO IPyab

Ndi ejiri mmuo oma jiri gbajiri
nkwy maka ha anaghi echezo
1di umeala n’obi

Those whose palm-kernels
were cracked for them
by a benevolent spirit should
not forget to be humble

Te, komy Onaroxenareiau Mo-
MOIJIH PACKOJIOTh IUIOABI Mac-
JMYHOHM MaNbMbl, HE JOJIKHBI
3a0bIBaTh O CKPOMHOCTH

Ndi Ibo nwere ilu na mgbe
nwoke kwuru ee ee chi ya
kwuru ee

The Ibo people have a proverb
that when a man says yes his
chi says yes also

Ecau uenosek TFOBOPUT «Ha»,
TO U €0 ¥4 HC CKAXET KHET»

Nkata nwantakiri nke nne ya
na-etinye na ya n’obu aka
adighi ekpochapu mkpisi aka
nwatakiri

A child’s fingers are not
scalded by a piece of hot yam
which its mother puts into its
palm

Martp He 3aTeM KJaAeT KyCOK
ropsiaero siMca B pykKy peOeH-
Ka, 9YTOOBI OOKeUb €My Majib-
I[bI

Mgbe nne ehi na-ata ahihia,
umuy ya na-eche onu ya

When mother-cow is chewing
grass, its young ones watch its
mouth

Korma xoposa :xyer Tpasy,
TeJATa CMOTPSIT €1 B pOT

O bury na otu mkpisi aka
wetara mmanu ¢ ga-emebi ndi
0z

If one finger brought oil,
it soiled the others

OpuH Tps3HBIN nanen MOXKeT
UCIMAYKaTh BCKO PYKY

Anumanu na-ete onya ofuma
ya n’akuku osisi, nwoke gwara
onye ikwu ya ka o pia ya

An animal rubs its itching
flank against a tree, a man asks
his kinsman to scratch him

Ecnu y 3Beps yemercs OOK,
OH TPETCs UM O JepPEBO, Yeo-
BEK K€ MPOCHT CBOEro Oyu3-
KOTO TOYecaTb eMy 3YISILIYIO
CIIUHY

Nwatakiri enweghi ike ikwu
Ugwo mmiri ara nne ya

A child cannot pay for its
mother’s milk

PebeHok He MOXKET OTILUIATHUTH
MaTepy 3a MOJIOKO, KOTOPBIM
OHa BCKOPMHUJIA €70

Dika nwoke n’aru egwu dika
achipuru ilu ya

As a man danced so the drums
were beaten for him

ITo misicke u Ooit bapabaHOB

Mgbe o bula i hury akwa na-
awupu n’okpo oku ubochi,
marazie na ¢ di ihe na-agafe
na ndu ya

Whenever you see a toad
jumping in broad daylight,
then know that something
is after its life

Bcesxuii pa3, korna Tel BUAULIL
xkaby, ckadylyr cpenb Oena
IHS, 3HAH — 4YTO-TO YIPOKaeT
ee JKU3HU

In comparison with the universal characteristics of proverbs, it was found
that nearly half of those in Chinua’s novel occurred as short, concise sayings
containing a minimum number of 14 words, but enough to convey a sense to the
reader. The other half comprise of either complex sentences, containing one main
clause and at least one subordinate clause or short tales with animal characters
as references. By means of summary, we can say that most Igbo proverbs
come in the form of a sentence structure with little to no proverbial markers.
However, upon translation into Russian, we find that in some of them structures
were changed or words were either replaced with supposedly similar variants
or completely lost in translation.
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I[TEPEBOAYECKASA UHTEPIIPETALIMA XYAOXECTBEHHOI'O TEKCTA:
HA CTBIKE HAVYK

B npennaraemoii crarbe OyIeT paccCMOTPEHA METOAMKA HMHTEPIPETALH
TEKCTAa Ha CTaauu, npeauiecTByronieit ero mnepesoay. (Ilpen)nepeBoayeckas
WHTEPIPETALNS XY T0KECTBEHHOTO TEKCTA — 3TO BAYKHBIA HAYaJIbHBIHA 3Tar paOboThl
npo(PecCHOHATLHOTO TNEPEBOAYMKA. B OTaMuMe OT mepeBoAa TEKCTOB, OTHO-
CALIMXCS K Ta3eTHO-UH(POPMALMOHHBIM, TOKYMEHTAJIbHBIM WA OOIIECTBEHHO-
NOJIMTUYECKUM >KaHpaMm, T€ MPEeABAPSIOIUN MEPEBOJ aHAIM3 TAKXKE HE MECHEE
BAKEH, MEPEBOJA JHOOOT0 XyI0KECTBEHHOTO TEKCTA OTIMYACTCS PSIOM CHCLH-
(pr4ecKrX 0COOEHHOCTEN.

[TpoBeneM cHavana rpaHully MEKIY MOHATUSAMU dHAIU3 N UHMEPNPEemayus.
C. B. Ko3n0B B CBOEM HCCNEAOBAHUN «AHAIN3 W MHTEPOPETALUS KaK CHOCOOBI
NOCTXKEHUST 00pa3a CHMMBOJIA» CIPABEUIMBO MOJBITOKMBACT CYTh aHAIM3a Kak
MEHTAJIBHON JeTanu3alii BHYTPEHHEH CTPYKTYpbl TEKCTa: «aHanu3 audde-
PEHLIMPYET, PA3ACiACT, CO- W MPOTHBOMOCTABIAECT CEMATHYECKUE KOMIIOHEHTHI
CIOBECHBIX 00pa3zoB» [1]. be3ycnoBHO, 3TOT mpouece aanee AOMONHIETCS CUHTE-
30M, 0€3 KOTOpPOro aHaJiu3 HEMBICIMM. TeM HE MEHEE yKa3aHHBI aBTOP 3aKIIHO-
YaeT: « AHAJIU3 U CHHTE3 CO3/1AK0T TEOPETHUECKUANA KOHCTPYKT PEaivy, HO HE AT
MOHUMAHUsl STOW PEAIMM KaK XOJIMCTUYECKHA LETOCTHOro ‘“remransra’. OTcrona
BBIBOJI. B TYMAHUTAPUCTHKE “‘QHAJIN3/CUHTE3” JOJDKEH AOMOJHATHCA XapaKTe-
PUCTUKON peannu Kak “nenoro” u “equHCTBA”, 00JIaaroIIero HE TOJBKO 0OMEi
CYMMO# 3HA4YCHWH, HO W “UHAMBHAyauuen” (OT nat. individuitatis — HEpA3AEIb-
HOCTh, HEACIMMOCTH) o0paza. DTO AOCTYMHO JUIIb OCO00H MO3HABATEIIBHOMN
CHOCOOHOCTH — HMHTEPIPETAMOHHO-CUMBOSIM3Upytomei» [Tam ske]. MMeHHO
«HEPA3JAEIBHOCTBY, LIETIOCTHOCTh BOCHPHUATHS XYy10°KECTBEHHOTO TEKCTA SBIISCTCS
IJIABHOM LENbIO (TPe)NePEBOAYECKON MHTEPIPETALIUH.
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