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Preface

Over two centuries of the study of African proverbs as cultural ma-
terials expressing worldviews and philosophy drawn from the log-
ic and experiences of people, its scholarship takes more interesting 
turn with focus on the structure of change, the dynamism inherent 
in new creations as well as the reflection of new values in relatively 
new creations of the proverb form. In search of a terminology to de-
fine and describe this phenomenon of dynamism and change, the 
term “postproverbials” emerged in the late 1990s to engage with pro-
verbial re-creations and transformations which themselves demand-
ed further scrutiny and categorisations.

By definition, “postproverbials” are twisted and hybrid speech 
acts, re-creations of the traditional and conventional proverb me-
dium; they are transgressive sayings both in sense and in structure 
when compared to traditional proverbs. A major significance for the 
study of postproverbials is that they reflect the urban imagination of 
Africa, appearing in fictional and non-fictional genres including lit-
erature, music, film, social media and other cultural spaces.

The term “postproverbials” first came into the lexicon of Afri-
can literary scholarship in 1999 (Research in African Literatures), with 
fuller explication in the book entitled Postproverbials as Archetypes of 
Modernity in Yoruba Culture (Raji-Oyelade, 2012; 2022). After its emer-
gence, more explications, extensions and reactions to the cultural 
theory have inspired the need for a network that will bring schol-
ars to further interactions and collaborations. The postproverbial 
impulse has become a major means of interpreting and unpacking 
alternate, transgressive and transformational acts in humanistic dis-
courses. Notable works have been published in this area of transgres-
sive paremiology by other scholars including Taiwo Oloruntoba-Oju, 
Olutoyin Jegede, Noah Balogun, Adeyemi Ademowo, Helen Yitah, Ol-
adele Balogun, Shumirai Nyota, Ahmad Kipacha, Olayinka Oyeleye, 
Zaynab Ango, Chinyere Ojiakor, Uche Oboko, and Charles Akinsete 
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among others. The special issue of Matatu, volume 51, number 2 
(2019) – “The Postproverbial Agency: Texts, Media and Mediation in 
African Cultures” - contains some of the major essays on the subject 
to date.

In the wake of such studies of change and transformations of the 
African proverb, it is expected that a range of diverse perspectives, 
methodologies, interpretations and neoteric terminologies will be 
brought upon the discourse to engage the theory depending on the 
critical strategy and discipline of particular scholars. 

The essays contained in this supplement of Proverbium are part 
of the panel presentations at the second international conference 
of postproverbial studies which held in November 2022 at the Uni-
versity of Ibadan, Ibadan, Nigeria. The objective of the conference 
was to encourage the interrogation of postproverbial interpretations 
and the understanding of how postproverbial thought has become 
ingrained as a significant reference of radical theorising and prac-
tice in inter- and multidisciplinary scholarships in the humanities 
and the social sciences. Together, the selected essays are a validation 
of the continual commitment by scholars across various disciplines 
in the humanities and the social sciences to explore the possibilities 
of the inherent dynamism of linguistic expressions and social inter-
actions with language as a defining factor of human civilization and 
consciousness.

With the exception of Charles Akinsete’s essay which provides a 
few examples from other African languages (Luo, Kiswahili, Shona 
and Luganda), all the contributions in this book are focused on the 
practice of postproverbiality in five Nigerian languages including 
Hausa, Igbo, Maghwavul, Nigerian Pidgin, and Yoruba. However, the 
richness of this publication, especially for a new entrant into post-
proverbial studies, inheres in the diversity of the theoretical and her-
meneutic engagements with the subject across the language panels. 
From linguistic and critical discourse analyses, from philosophical 
reflections, to historic narrativization, and the aesthetic interpreta-
tion of the verbal performance, as well as the postcolonial justifica-
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tion of the practice, the critique of postproverbial imagination in Ni-
gerian languages prove that more studies of the transgressive corpus 
is required and necessary. 

As new critiques emerge, with the anxiety and possibility of new 
terminologies, it is to the greater value of African and global studies 
for us to encounter more scholars explore and interrogate the pres-
ence and activity of postproverbial studies in diverse disciplines in 
the humanities, the social sciences and other disciplines.

Aderemi Raji-Oyelade 
Department of English 
University of Ibadan 
Ibadan, Nigeria.

Berlin 
10/12/2023
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CHARLES TOLULOPE AKINSETE

POSTPROVERBIAL IRONY IN CONTEMPORARY 
AFRICAN CULTURAL EXPRESSIONS

Abstract: Irony is one of the most common literary techniques applied to 
the study of world literature, right from Classical times to the present day. 
Having reflected on proverbial irony as a literary concept, this research 
argues for the need to construe and critique the phenomenon of postpro-
verbial irony, being featured in contemporary African cultural expressions 
but yet to be critically engaged. This paper, therefore, attempts to exam-
ine the theoretical perception of postproverbial irony as a literary phe-
nomenon, particularly in some African languages such as Yoruba, Shona, 
Luganda, Kiswahili, and Luo, with applicable tenets of transgression and 
subversions as postproverbial theoretical model. The aim is to justify the 
literary presence of postproverbials as a complex but highly advanced cul-
tural expression in postcolonial African societies. Against the backdrop 
of a lopsided view of only conditioning postproverbials as sheer blasphe-
mous verbal/speech acts, part of the objectives of this paper is to showcase 
the irrefutable literary strength and depth of postproverbials as a viable lit-
erary concept as well as underscore its potential as part of critical research 
point in contemporary African cultural space.

Keywords: Postproverbial Irony, Transgressive paremiology, Alternate 
Proverbs and Subversion, African languages, neo-cultural expressions, Af-
rican Literature

1. The Condition of Irony and Postproverbial

Language forms the basis of human intellect and interpretations of 
life experiences, be it in oral form, written, verbal & non-verbal, and 
electronic (Raji-Oyelade and Oyeleye 2019: 229). Irony, as a form of 
human communication, practically transgresses the use of languag-
es in deriving layer(s) of meaning, mostly suggestive of an opposite 
connotation from the literal meaning. From Classical beginnings to 
present modern climes, the use of irony, particularly in relation to 

Proverbium Online Supplement 4 (2024): 319-339

UNIV
ERSITY

 O
F I

BADAN LI
BRARY



320 Charles Tolulope Akinsete

fictional and non-fictional works, has continued to generate literary 
excitements, innovations and possibilities (Wilson & Sperber 2012). 
What this means is that irony brings out the unforeseen, given that 
Literature in itself, as Tavadze (2019: 4) rightly asserts, requires the 
unexpected. Irony, depicted as one of the most common and perhaps 
controversial literary techniques, resonates with displacement of 
meaning, resulting in various interpretations of human experienc-
es, quite several of which have been chronicled in canonical texts 
across time and space. For instance, the conception and significance 
of irony play a critical role in the plot structure of Sophocle’s Oedipus 
Rex which has remained a classic ever since. Down that history lane 
of Literature, William Shakespeare’s usage of irony in his notable 
plays during the English Renaissance literary period remains domi-
nant and, perhaps, influenced other significant writers decades and 
centuries after. Up to the twenty-first century, extensive literary in-
terpretations have been culled out from the extraordinary trajectory 
of irony, thus foregrounding its significance and import as a global 
phenomenon in Literature. 

The aesthetic value and import of irony cannot be restricted to 
literary texts alone. As part of divergent human forms of oral expres-
sions, irony can be argued to most likely precede writing, as estab-
lished in previous scholarly studies detailing the nature of orality 
and writing (Ong, 1984; van Woerkum, 2007). An attempt at tracing 
the exact source or beginning of irony is, first unrelated to the core 
of this study and second, practically an impossible task, given the 
perception that figurative devices transcend earliest form of human 
alphabetic writing and most likely date back to primeval times. Per-
haps drawn from its innate pristine orality, it is not categorical but 
quite expedient to allude to verbal irony as one of the earliest forms 
of irony. On the other hand, the use of irony, as well as its signifi-
cance, has been succinctly captured in literary texts as situational or 
dramatic irony. One might as well add that irony remains a vital in-
gredient in film/movie industry, alluding two a few of such classics, 
namely Harry Potter series and Disney movie, The Lion King. However, 
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321Postproverbial Irony In Contemporary African Cultural Expressions

what has not been critically appraised is the interface between irony 
and postproverbials? In the first instance, is (are) there any point(s) 
of convergence? Does the former share similar or alternate features 
and characteristics with the latter? Can the theoretical pattern of 
postproverbials synchronise effectively with the usage of irony? Are 
there ironical features in postproverbial expressions? If so, can they 
be appropriately categorized and critically interpreted? Hence, the 
focal point of the research is an attempt at bridging the unchartered 
gap between irony, vis-à-vis its significance, and the postproverbial.

To begin with, the condition of both irony and postproverbial-
ity is that the duo draws heavily on human communication. Irony 
and postproverbials share common ancestry of verbal expression, 
characterized by the agency of playful transgressiveness and con-
tradictions. Out of several definitions of irony, Glicksberg’s (1968: 3) 
appears fundamental to this discussion. In his essay, entitled “The 
Ironic Vision in Modern Literature,” he states that, “irony announces 
itself by the explosive laughter of the rebellious hero who laughs at 
everything the world regards as sacred”. With reference to the words 
‘laughter’, ‘rebellious, ‘sacred’, the connotation interpretation of this 
definition hinges on radical, transgressive, and playful nature of iro-
ny in articulating contradiction of an existing phenomenon or ut-
terance that is hitherto considered true or sacred. Similarly, Booth 
(1974: 36-37) states that irony “undermines clarity and directness”. 
Kittani & Haibi (2015: 199) opines further that irony causes “discord 
and incongruity”. These concepts equally drive the notion of trans-
gression in postproverbials. Hence, the condition of irony appears 
to run parallel with the subversive nature of postproverbials, con-
strued by Raji-Oyelade (2012: 4) as transgressive paremiology – criti-
cal study of alternate proverbs. It can be safe to argue that both irony 
and postproverbial reveal distinct layers of altercate creations in the 
(re)generation / (re)interpretation of meaning. The validation of this 
assertion will be presented later on in this paper. 

The final condition that significantly bridges the gap between iro-
ny and postproverbiality is the proverb, adorned as the grand narra-
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tive of paremiology. Diverse scholars have critiqued different usages, 
implications and interpretations of irony in proverbs across differ-
ent languages, particularly in Africa (Don Hauptman, 2003; Imen No-
amen, 2016; Ngabire, Joan, 2020). Since postproverbials are alternate 
creations derived from proverbs, this paper attempts to construe, ex-
amine and critique the phenomenon of postproverbial irony, being 
featured in contemporary African cultural expressions but yet to be 
critically engaged. In furtherance, this study aims at highlighting the 
irrefutable literary strength and depth of postproverbials as a viable 
literary concept, with the view to underscoring its potential as crit-
ical research point in contemporary African cultural space. Before 
attempting a critique of irony and postproverbials, an attempt will 
first be made to engage the interconnectivity between proverbs and 
irony, which would eventually serve as a template in the discourse of 
postproverbial irony.

1.1. Of Irony and Proverbs: A Critical Appraisal

The study of paremiology has essentially been an open space for 
scholars across spanning time and space within regions, languages, 
and cultures of the world. Scholarly writings have thronged this field 
of literary endeavour, ranging from the study and collections of prov-
erbs to the critical investigation of their numerous forms. There is 
also the aspect of translation, given the multiplicity and dynamism 
of cultures and languages. Also inclusive in the discourse of prov-
erbs is critical analysis and exploration of the proverbs across differ-
ent interpretations and counter-interpretations. Among renowned 
scholars on proverbs include Wolfgang Mieder, Alan Dundes, Wil-
liam Bascom, Melville J. Herskovits, Ruth Finnegan, Samuel Ajayi, 
Crowther, Ayo Bamgbose, Isaac Delano, R. S. Ladipo, to mention a 
few. Raji-Oyelade (2012) catalogues quite a number of their signifi-
cant and innovative works in his book, Playful Blasphemies: Prover-
bials as Archetypes of Modernity in Yoruba Culture. For emphasis, two 
of these must be mentioned: Crowther’s (1852) “A Vocabulary of the 
Yoruba Languages” arguably illustrates the first compendium of 
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323Postproverbial Irony In Contemporary African Cultural Expressions

Yoruba proverbs, while Bascom’s (1964) “Stylistic Features of Prov-
erbs, a Comment” remains one of the earliest critical appraisals of 
Yoruba proverbs.

In addition, various criticisms have reflected facets of interpre-
tations and counter-interpretations of proverbs, particularly on Af-
rican proverbs (Raji-Oyelade, 2012). For instance, Gibbs, Strom, and 
Spivey-Knowlton, (1997) explored the metaphorical nature of prov-
erbs and their significance on mental images of proverbs in people’s 
minds. Odebunmi (2008) and Ayeni (2011) focused on the pragmatic 
function of proverbs in specific instances of literature from differ-
ent cultures. There is now an extension on the study of the alternate 
proverb, which is now referred to as postproverbials. Raji-Oyelade 
(1999), in his article, “Postproverbials in Yoruba Culture: A Play-
ful Blasphemy,” opens the discursive narrative on postproverbials, 
which was further enunciated by Jegede (2008) in her article, enti-
tled, “Reconstructing Social and Cultural Reality: Proverbs and Post-
proverbials in Selected Nigerian Literary Works.” Akinsete (2019), in 
his essay, “The Postmodern Pulse of Postproverbials in African Cul-
tural Space,” explored the theoretical significance of postmodernism 
as a compelling forte of postproverbials, thus articulating the post-
modern presence in contemporary African literary space.

Despite all these scholarly writings, articles and books available 
as necessary insights into the study of proverbs, new gaps are being 
discovered and rediscovered. Therefore, as far as the field of pare-
miology is concerned, the end is never in sight due to the fact that 
new discoveries are still being unearth as a result of discoveries of 
oral expressions, inundated by modern African cultural expressions. 
Raji-Oyelade (2012: 1), while quoting Mieder (1997: 3) avers:

Paremiographers have studied the history of the numerous 
collections which range from small, popular books for the 
mass market to serious historical, comparative, and annotat-
ed compendia. Yet as valuable as this scholarly preoccupation 
with proverb collections is, other paremiological concerns 
also continue to occupy proverb scholars. 
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What this implies is that as long as human communication con-
tinues, there are still endless possibilities of the study of proverbs, 
particularly enhanced by other medium of expressions. With the 
presence and establishment of new imagination in speech acts in 
postcolonial African space, new possibilities are yet to be explored. 
Hussein (2005:18) stresses the argument made, stating that “Africa 
is a continent known for its rich oral arts and that proverbs are the 
most widely used in the continent.” He posits that “proverbs do not 
play any aesthetic role; they serve as the acceptable means of pass-
ing or transmitting knowledge and conversation from generation to 
generation (Hussein, 2005: 19). 

One way in which meanings are disseminated in proverbs is 
through the use of irony. Tavadze (2019:4) buttress on the use of irony 
as a stylistic endeavour to create a variety of possibilities about the 
reality of human perception. He argues that, “utterances containing 
the ironic expression may draw the world indirectly, giving implic-
it assertions about the reality,” In other words, through the use of 
irony, there is a creation of a different layer of meaning, enshroud-
ed in enthusiasm and curiosity. Hauptman’s (2003) essay, entitled, 
“Strike While the Irony is Hot, Humorous Proverbs,” draws attention 
to other functional ways through which proverbs are (re)interpreted 
or represented. He references the connection between proverbs and 
irony, and goes further to register irony as a distinct feature of a hu-
morous proverb, while highlighting other inherent features: Haupt-
man (2003:163) states:

Proverbs are usually didactic, or at least serious in tone. A hu-
morous proverb or epigram is equally profound, succinct and 
catchy, but possesses the additional virtues of wit and bite. Its 
ingredients may include satire, cynicism, irony or paradox. 

Hauptman’s (2003) classification may be complex given the argu-
ment that humorous proverbs may quite well be used interchange-
ably with ironical proverbs. More problematic however is that not all 
instances of humour could be interpreted as irony. Nonetheless, the 
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argument here is that proverbs and irony have direct relationships 
in paremiological studies. Ngabire’s (2020) scholarly work entitled, 
“Effects of Irony in Ganda proverbs” showcases continuous research 
on the relationship between proverbs and irony. Using selected prov-
erbs drawn from Ganda language in Uganda, this scholar’s research 
focused on the examination and critical appraisal of the effective-
ness of irony in proverbs with close reference to a few selected Gan-
da proverbs. Similarly, Nayesiga’s (2021) research, “Irony in selected 
Runtakole proverbs” investigated some selected Ugandan proverbs, 
while focusing on how irony enriches meaning in these proverbs. 
From these works, it is evident that nuggets of linguistic features are 
injected into proverbs through the stylistic use of irony, which alters, 
defers or transforms meaning. Here are some examples of Kooki 
proverbs embedded with the use of irony from Uganda:

Example 1:
Ababi okulya, abalungi emilimo. (Kooki proverb)
A crowd is bad for eating, but good for work. (English transla-
tion)

Example 2: 
Akanyonyi kakozesa byo oya birara okuzimba ekisu kyaako. 
(Kooki proverb)
When a bird builds its nest, it uses the feathers of other birds. 
(English translation)

The first example articulates the notion of situational irony with con-
textual applicability. Here we see both the value and the problem as-
sociated with crowd, depending on the context of relationship. In 
the first part of the proverb, having crowd in a situation whereby 
benefits are few and far between can be disastrous to one’s finance. 
In the second however, there is a satirical twist, whereby a crowd’s 
usefulness comes in handy when it comes to the dissipation of duty 
or work. The interpretation given to the lexical structure of a single 
word ‘crowd’ in this proverb assumed the structuralist notion of bi-
nary opposition. The second example of Kooki proverb also lends 
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326 Charles Tolulope Akinsete

credence to situational irony, in which there is a striking contrast. 
The building of the nest by a bird signifies the advent of life; the iron-
ical twist, exposing a bitter and harsh reality, resonates again in the 
second part of the proverb whereby the death of other birds serves 
as the necessary cushion to birth life. Although far from being hu-
morous, this example can be classified under the paremiological um-
brella of proverbial irony. It is also pertinent to note the disparity in 
different nomenclatures that describe the interface between irony 
and proverbs. Phrases such as “ironical proverbs” confer a system-
atic classification strictly under paremiology, with reference to the 
Kooki proverbs illustrated earlier. However, the term “proverbial iro-
ny”, while quite domiciled in paremiology, extends beyond the study 
of proverbs, spreading its malleable tentacles into the domain of oth-
er literary fields.

1.2. Nature and Significance of Proverbial Irony

Proverbial irony is indeed an essential aspect of proverbs, with sa-
tirical cum humorous distinction that contrastively influences the 
understanding of human experiences. The irony in these proverbs 
attests to the power of literary stylistic in interpreting human com-
munication. It deconstructs meaning at a denotative level, rather im-
plying a registered notion of plurality; as far as meaning and inter-
pretations as concerned, irony remains a focal part of speech acts, 
particularly proverbs. Imen Noamen (2016) further addresses the in-
terface between irony and proverbs in his essay entitled, “The Social 
Functions of Verbal Irony: The Ironic Tone in Arabic Proverbs,” with 
focus on Arabic proverbs in Tunisia. He opines that Arabic proverbs 
are permeated with explicit and implicit irony markers which is sub-
jected to their level of contradiction. More pertinent to his research 
is the functionality of proverbial ironies in relation to their contextu-
al setting. Noamen interrogates the social functions of thirty ironic 
proverbs in the Tunisian cultural context. He concludes that ironic 
proverbs (or proverbial ironies) are multifunctional.
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327Postproverbial Irony In Contemporary African Cultural Expressions

Furthermore, proverbial ironies are socially constructive. No-
aman equally establishes the functionality of verbal ironies in Ara-
bic Proverbs. They play a significant role by presenting a systematic 
syntactic disorder (chaos), with the view to replicate some level of 
cognitive understanding towards the establishment of order (peace). 
Like in the examples above, particularly the second illustration, for 
the bird to create or gain life, ironically loss or death must first be 
savoured. Or put in another perspective, the loss of one is the ulti-
mate gain of another. Ngabire (2020) alludes the efficiency and ef-
fectiveness of proverbial irony, insisting that irony is impressively 
effective in deriving meaning from Ganda proverbs. In summary, 
despite the high level of incongruity, evasiveness and chaos that pro-
verbial irony presents, the ultimate objective is to solve a problem or 
unravel some form of contests; proverbial irony never fails to engage 
the practice of creating an inherent equilibrium between divergent 
or opposite meanings.

2. Theoretical Conceptualisation and Methodology

The paper adopts Raji-Oyelade’s Transgressive Paremiology, which 
is the phenomenon of radical proverbial utterances, as theoretical 
lens through which the selected textual representations of postpro-
verbials will be critiqued. We must recall that postproverbials are 
material evidences of the imaginative speech acts occasioned by the 
new sensibilities of modern African cultural space. An important 
tenet of this theory is the nature of oppositions, sometimes, parallel 
subversions to given traditional proverbs. Ironically speaking, this 
is somewhat the nature of irony as a critical concept. Hence, there 
is a synergy of dual opposition expected in the interpretation of a 
given postproverbial irony. The constant subversion of meaning in 
postproverbial theory is obvious and imperative, with the objective 
of creating multiplicity of interpretations. In his explanation of the-
oretical premise of the postproverbial, Raji-Oyelade (2012: 16) states:

It has been my critical intention to construct the grammar 
of ‘postproverbials’ as Transgressive alter-Native Intelligence 
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(TNI). In formulating a paradigm to describe and categorize 
the phenomenon of Yoruba deconstructed proverb, I will as-
sume that the typical proverbial text is better signified as the 
semiotic act or evidence of an African modernity with its in-
dexical hybridism, as well as the material evidence of the ac-
claimed playfulness of the Yoruba language.

It must be stressed again that the study or critical engagements of 
postproverbials does not articulate the study/translation of proverbs. 
Akinsete (2019: 249) corroborates Raji-Oyelade’s assertion on this, 
underscoring the salient point that, “the postproverbial theoretical 
assumption entails systematic structural formations that describe 
the nature of transformation which begins with the parent proverb 
and leading to the birth of its postproverbial”. Therefore, postpro-
verbial theoretical assumption is premised on critical evaluation/
interpretation of the structural transformations, which emanates 
from standard or conventional proverbs. It is the study of the syn-
tactic changes due to the agency of neo-postcolonial realities, most-
ly enforced by a state of colonial consciousness. While Raji-Oyelade 
(2012: 37) foregrounds the condition of postproverbiality as “aware-
ness of new times which required new sensibilities”, Akinsete (2019: 
242) opines that postproverbial is “the outcome is a cultural variation 
which has now generated discourses and critical altercations about 
the presence/absence of novel cultural/literary acts and new stylistic 
and literary inventions.” Part of this stylistic invention is the attempt-
ed definition and description of postproverbial irony as a compelling 
outcome of the inherent dynamism of postproverbials.

For the purpose of this study, the selection of postproverbials, 
inundated with irony, is purposive. While one of the example is 
drawn from another source, most of these selected postproverbials 
are culled from the postproverbial online database, https:// postpro-
verbial.com, which is an initiative of the Postproverbial in African 
Cultural Expressions (PACE) in collaboration with the Alexander von 
Humboldt Foundation. These selected postproverbials are rooted in 
number of African cultures/language such as Luo (Kenya), Shona 
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(Zimbabwe), Yoruba (Nigeria), Luganda (Uganda) and Kiswahili (East 
Africa).

3. What is Postproverbial Irony?

The research into interface/connection between irony and proverbs 
establishes ironical reflections in proverbs, which has been critiqued 
by scholars, with enough room for further research opportunities. 
The nomenclature, proverbial irony, is suggestive of another exam-
ple or dimension of irony. Postproverbials, as alternate proverbs, 
draws synergy from the mother proverb; hence there appears to be 
a steady growth of a new postproverbial speech act, which I refer to 
as ‘postproverbial irony,’ yet to be critically engaged. Postproverbial 
irony can be described as a twisted expression that has gone through 
satirical subversion of the intended meaning of the mother proverb, 
signifying the deployment of sarcasm or humour to deconstruct the 
initial interpretation/meaning of the mother/traditional proverb. 
Invariably, this form inherently utilised theoretical assumptions of 
both irony (as a stylistic device) and the postproverbial. Postprover-
bial ironies are humorous (playful), practical, sarcastic and didactic. 
Like the proverbial irony (or ironical proverbs), they are equally so-
cially (de)constructive, as explained below in the analysis.

3.1. �Postproverbial Irony: Re-examining Structural Formation of 
Postproverbials

Given that this study investigates postproverbial irony in selected Af-
rican languages, it is essential to re-conceptualise the structural for-
mation of postproverbials in general for proper theoretical contex-
tualisation of postproverbial irony. Two theoretical presuppositions 
of the postproverbial must be reiterated: one, the postproverbial the-
oretical assumptions must necessitate systematic structural forma-
tions, which is required to understand the nature of postproverbial 
transformations. The structure should “contain two proverbemes or 
clauses; the first proverbeme is the main/signal clause, while the sec-
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ond is the completing clause… Transformation usually takes place 
in the completing clause” (Raji-Oyelade, 2012: 36-37). This is the ba-
sic structure, understood to be Category I of the four major types of 
postproverbials proposed by Raji-Oyelade; it is equally assumed to 
be the most common, as at this time of conducting this research. 
This study will attempt to utilise the first category, because quite a 
number of the examples for this study structurally aligns with this 
category, with few exceptions. 

Secondly, postproverbials are not just mere proverbial variants. 
Like their mother proverbs, they are purposeful, imaginative and so-
cially constructive. Akinsete (2019: 253) in furtherance argues that 
the functionality of postproverbials transcend their sheer categori-
cal classification as blasphemous and/or heretical oral expressions. 
He argues that beyond the external exposé of postproverbials being 
troublesomely transgressive and disruptive lies structural transfor-
mations embedded with constructive “philosophical interpretations” 
of human experiences; these experiences are primarily influenced 
or adulterated by neo-postcolonial African cultural experience. In 
the words of Mieder, proverbs should encompass “a good dose of 
common-sense experience, wisdom, and above all, truth.” Going by 
this philosophy, the research attempts to justify the constructive role 
and functionality of postproverbial irony within the contextual pre-
sumptions accorded to proverbs. 

3.2. Analysis of Postproverbial Irony in Selected African Languages

For the purpose of this research, p1 stands for the traditional/moth-
er proverb in its fixed state, while p2 registers as the postproverbial 
form/variant. The mother proverb and the postproverbial variant 
will be translated, followed by critical analysis and the development 
of connotative interpretations.

3.2.1. Postproverbial Irony in Yoruba

(Note: EFCC is acronym for Economic and Financial Crimes Com-
mission. It is a Nigerian law enforcement agency charged with 
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the responsibility of investigating financial crimes in Nigeria such 
as money laundering and other corruption charges. It usually tar-
gets alleged corrupt individuals who appear to be living above their 
means.)

p1: Àwon kan kórò jo, won ò mo eni tí ó ma na. – [Mother prov-
erb]
Translation: (Some people disproportionately heap up riches 
to themselves, not knowing who would take/spend them.)

p2: Àwon kan sìlè kórò jo, kí EFCC ko. – [Postproverbial Irony]
Translation: (Some [other] people heap up riches, only for 
EFCC to abruptly seize them.)

This Yoruba postproverbial proverb is ascribed to a political figure in 
Nigeria during the recent and ongoing general elections in 2023. The 
politician, the Governor of Ondo State, Mr Oluwarotimi Odunayo 
Akeredolu (SAN), is seen on TV, addressing the people on political 
issues in his state. And by mere stroke of chance, I heard his artic-
ulation of a new postproverbial, which elicited a round of applause 
from his attentive listeners. It must be registered that the proverbial 
twist created new forms of meaning, which the audience found both 
amusing, constructive and so say the least, ironical. 

P1 is the mother proverb, which establishes the foolishness in 
being too greedy. It challenges the notion of individualism, which 
is antithetical to the pristine philosophy of African communal ways 
of living, whereby sharing is seen as a virtue. The proverb, which 
may have metamorphosed from the biblical axiom in Psalm 39:6, is 
a warning to greedy individuals who disproportionately and cease-
lessly gather wealth, without due consideration that human life is 
transient. P2 is the postproverbial irony. First, let us establish the 
syntactic and semantic twist before alluding to its use of irony. This 
postproverbial signals Category II in Raji-Oyelade’s typology of post-
proverbials; it has a significant rupture in the main clause, which 
causes further alteration of meaning. Following the postproverbial 
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theoretical acts of ‘disassemblage’ and ‘reassemblage’, the word ‘sìlè’ 
is thrust into the main clause, as an ironical anchor, in identifying a 
specific or particularly type of people (politicians), who are prone to 
financial greed and mismanagement. Ironically speaking, the irony 
extends to the preoccupation of the speaker himself who is in fact a 
politician. The completing clause, where the total twist/subversion 
takes places, finalizes the opposite meaning that the postproverbial 
irony establishes. 

The speaker indirectly satirizes or make a mockery of brazen pol-
iticians who amass unimaginable wealth so that they can effectively 
gain power from unsuspecting masses during the electioneering pe-
riod. Again, context helps breed meaning as far as postproverbiality 
is concerned. Without these contexts, a postproverbial may errone-
ously be interpreted only as transgressive and blasphemous. In sum-
mary, this postproverbial irony subverts the mother proverb with the 
practicality of engaging new reflections in the political dispensation 
of neo-postcolonial Nigerian space.

3.2.2. Postproverbial Irony in Luo 

p1: Rieko chando jorieko.
Translation (Wisdom disturbs the wise.) - [Mother Proverb]

p2: Rieko chando ngama ofuwo.
Translation (Wisdom disturbs the stupid) - [Postproverbial Irony]

The above excerpt, which is from Luo language in Kenya, is another 
example of postproverbial irony. The mother proverb (p1) is a tradi-
tional proverb that illustrates the importance of wisdom in the affairs 
of humans. Wisdom, which signals the apt application of knowledge, 
is personified and presented as the overall composition of a wise 
man. In this instance, the word ‘disturbance’ may not necessarily ar-
ticulate a negative connotation. Meaning is constantly deferred such 
that a plausible interpretation of the word ‘disturb’ could be ‘over-
whelmed,’ ‘condensed,’ or ‘saturated.’ Here, the wise man could be 
said to be ‘drenched’ or ‘immersed’ in wisdom such that his actions, 
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words, and general dispositions are never far from it. In the end, the 
wise is expected to always epitomize wisdom in all matters.

However, the subversion of meaning is immediately seen in the 
completing clause. Please note that the syntactic structure of this 
postproverbial falls under the popular Category I, in which the sig-
nal or main clause remains consistent in both mother proverb and 
its postproverbial version, while the completing clause is totally sub-
verted. The interjection of the word “stupid” radically changes the 
meaning of the entire proverbial structure. What establishes the bal-
ancing act of playfulness in p2 is the unruly distortion of fixed mean-
ing in P1 which has societal bearing and implications. But again, can 
we rule out the irony, (inherent semblance of sarcasm and perhaps 
humour) in p2? Furthermore, wisdom is personalised as a discomfi-
ture to those who refuses or, for one reason or the other, are not able 
to align with its methods and values. 

At a metaphorical level of interpretation, the application and 
significance of wisdom in the postproverbial variant is not limited 
only to the wise. The irony in this context pontificates to the tran-
scendence and superiority of wisdom in establishing its relevance in 
equal measure to the stupid. Hence, in its personified and empyrean 
state, it truly disturbs and intrudes in the way of the ill-advised. In 
the end, an extra meaning is generated from the transgression of the 
mother proverb, which invariably becomes societally constructive 
and relevant. It simply registers that wisdom is a practical step that 
all must take, irrespective of the cognitive level or perceptual ability.

3.2.3. Postproverbial Irony in Kiswahili

p1: Mtaka yote hupata japo moja.
Translation: (One who wants all will get at least one.) – [Mother 
Proverb]

p2: Mtaka yote hukosa yote.
Translation: (One who wants all loses all.) – [Postproverbial Irony]
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The following excerpt is drawn from Kiswahili, a predominant lan-
guage in Eastern part of Africa. There are substantial representations 
of postproverbials in Kiswahili, but little is known of its postprover-
bial irony. The social reflections in P1 is inundated with societal qual-
ities such as hard work, bravery, consistency and determination. The 
mother proverb clearly illustrates these virtues in which a high lev-
el of intensity and drive is expected to yield some level of result. In 
summation, the interpretation of the proverb justifies the impetus of 
hard work, which always yields some level of dividends or gain. 

But the p2, which is the postproverbial version, does not contest 
the values, ethics and mores that the mother proverb foregrounds 
in relation to meaning. But there is a complete subversion of mean-
ing/interpretation at both the level of main/signal clauses as well as 
its completing clause. It can further be argued that there is perhaps 
little or no indication of blasphemy/ or transgressiveness. No pun or 
playfulness is intended. But the subversion/twist of the completing 
clause is ground-breaking, altering the semantic representations of 
the main/signal clause without interfering with its syntactic struc-
ture. This is made possible with the intrusion of irony. 

The phrase ‘one who wants all’ indicates two different meanings 
at the proverbial and postproverbial levels. At the proverbial level, 
the personality of the proposed individual remains positive and is 
commendable based on societal standards. The person stands as a 
hero worth emulating who should benefit from the practice of con-
sistency and motivation. But all the postproverbial level, the person-
ality of the individual is tarnished due to the meaning and interpreta-
tion that the completing clause reveals. By losing all, the character is 
seen as avaricious and selfish, an exact antithesis of the English wise 
saying, which states, “a bird in hand is worth two in the bush.” It is 
therefore perceived that the individual’s lack of contentment results 
into total forfeiture of initial possession. Through the import of iro-
ny, meaning in this postproverbial is transmuted and translates into 
a different interpretation devoid of frivolity and irreverence but still 
foregrounds societal mores and values that usually accompany the 
practice of traditional proverbs.
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3.2.4. Postproverbial Irony in Shona

Shona is one of the popular languages in Southern part of Africa. 
Belonging to the family of Bantu languages, it is the official language 
in Zimbabwe and also a minority language in Mozambique. An ex-
ample of a postproverbial irony is illustrated below:

p1: Akupa zanhi ndewako.
He who gives you advice is a friend. – [Mother Proverb]

p2: Kupa $ ndewako.
He who gives you USD notes is a friend. – [Postproverbial Irony]

The trajectory of irony in this postproverbial expression is estab-
lished with humour. Raji-Oyelade’s description of postproverbials 
as playful blasphemy resonates high in this excerpt. The proverbial 
structure here is slightly different from those analysed above. There 
is application of Category II of Type IIb, in which there is variation or 
alteration in the main/signal clause, as supposed to the usual chang-
es in the completing clause (Akinsete, 2019:252, quoting Raji-Oye-
lade, 2012: 57).

Meaning is ironically deferred through the motif of change. In 
fact, it is more ironic that this change, implicitly retrogressive, is 
instituted by the advent of a neo-postcolonial culture, of which the 
result is hyper reality of an intensely materialistic Zimbabwean so-
ciety. This neo-cultural identity is only later proven by the articu-
lation of this postproverbial irony, captured in new speech acts of 
contemporary Shona society. Two expressions categorise the notion 
of change in both mother proverb and its postproverbial variant: ‘ad-
vice’ and ‘USD notes’. These are binary concepts that are proofs of 
a fast-changing Zimbabwean (African) society, whose pristine ide-
ology is being eroded by the effects of Western civilisation. In a nut-
shell, money (particularly the US dollars) is now viewed as standard 
practice of admiration and affection. Traditionally, one of the beau-
tiful advantages of friendship is good advice. This, in fact, is what the 
postproverbial irony has shown to have been transgressed under the 
weight of Western capitalism.
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The deployment of irony in this postproverbial, complemented by 
distinct taste of humour, undermines the reality of a failing and overt-
ly encumbered African system, which repudiates its old norms and 
values. As portrayed through the lens of this postproverbial irony, this 
deviation could indeed be interpreted as transgressive and blasphe-
mous in the real sense of Africa’s conflicting neo-cultural ideology.

3.2.5. Postproverbial Irony in Luganda

Our last except is drawn from Luganda, which is one of the major 
languages in Uganda. It is used in the African Great Lakes region. 
While irony has been portrayed as an effective device in Luganda 
proverbs, there is an attempt to examine if and how it is deployed in 
the postproverbial. Listed below is an excerpt: 

p1: Abasoma bayita.
Translation: (He who reads excels.) – [Mother Proverb]

p2: Nabasoma bagwa.
Translation: (Even those who read fail.) – [Postproverbial Irony]

This satirical import of this postproverbial is extensive and reflective 
of a highly complex and competitive African society, whose affilia-
tion with and dependence on Western practices becomes corrosive-
ly inimical. The mother proverb can be described as a modern type 
of proverb which evolved from the rise and prominence of Western 
education in Africa, more or less as a result of globalisation. Having 
established the importance of academic scholarship, the postprover-
bial variant mocks and ridicules the fast-paced conflicting African so-
ciety, whereby scholarship does not necessitate progress and success. 
Meaning here is also divergent, in which there is also a presupposition 
that hard work does not guarantee victory in any given endeavour.

Perhaps the major clue to interpreting this postproverbial irony 
lies in the syntactic structure, which displays a slight rupture in the 
main clause, and a significance one in the completing clause, there-
fore activating the alteration of meaning. The depiction of irony in 
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this case showcases a weakening, dwindling and declining contem-
porary African society whose value system is constantly truncated, 
leading to both personal and collective disillusionment. 

4. Conclusion

This study critically engages theoretical perception of postproverbial 
irony as a literary phenomenon in paremiological studies, drawing 
inferences from selected African languages such as Yoruba, Shona, 
Luganda, Kiswahili and Luo, with applicable tenets of transgression 
and subversions as postproverbial theoretical model. With critical 
reflections on the concept of postproverbial irony, the study further 
foregrounds literary presence of postproverbials as a complex but 
highly advanced cultural expressions in postcolonial African societ-
ies. Findings further reveal that postproverbial irony engages new 
reflections in socio-political dispensations of neo-postcolonial Afri-
can societies, as reflected in speech act of different communities. 
While attesting to its blasphemous and sacrilegious peculiarities, the 
study nonetheless justifies the constructive role and functionality 
of postproverbial irony, which serves a credible lens in showcasing 
mutating societal values, recorded in the speech acts of selected Af-
rican languages. Against the backdrop of a lopsided view of only con-
ditioning postproverbials as sheer blasphemous verbal/speech act, 
the analysis highlights the irrefutable literary strength and depth of 
postproverbials as a viable literary concept. It underscores the po-
tential of paremiology as part of a critical research point in contem-
porary African cultural space.
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