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Investigating the Educational Advisory Roles of Tera Proverbs

Alheri Bulus

Department of English, Gombe State University
alheribulus8803@gmail.com

Abstract
The paper is a survey into the concepts of education, advice, and the roles of Tera
proverbs in educating and counselling in the society. It uses the qualitative
research design to analyse data obtained from oral interview in form of words
and descriptions. The study uses the tenets of sociology of literature and the
contextual theory to show how proverbs serve as enlightening and advisory tools
in Tera land. The study finds that, education and counselling are powerful values
in the society, because the whole history of the progress and development of
human societies were born through education and counsels. Therefore, this
paper concludes that since education and advice are basic values in the society,
Tera proverbs crucially provide these values and this is the reason that constrains
one to repeatedly say time and again that education and advice revolve around
social, cultural, moral and economic developments of human societies

Introduction
It is a system that provides members
of the society with the necessary
skills that prepare them to be
responsible people in the future. The

educational system

also teaches individuals the morals
and cultures of the society. By
extension, education prepares the
minds and behaviours of individuals.
Malcolm X says, “Education is the
passport to the future, for tomorrow
belongs to those who prepare for it
today.” This stresses the ability of
education to set the foundation for
the future.

The vital role of Tera proverbs among
the Tera people cannot be over-
emphasized. Beside entertainment,
Tera proverbs give a sense of

consciousness, awareness,
determination and enlightenment.
They touch almost all aspects of life,
including culture, friendship, religion,
economy and others. The aim of this
paper is, therefore, to analyse some
Tera proverbs related to education and
counselling, to ascertain their
contributions in educating and
counselling the society. Therefore, the
paper looks into some selected Tera
proverbs that educate and advice the
people.

Theoretical Framework

This paper uses the sociological
approach to study and analyse the
selected Tera proverbs used in the
paper. Ruth Finnegan, in Oral
Literature; Its Nature, Significance,
and Social Context, notes that “Oral
literature is the means through which
the people’s culture, ideologies and
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belief systems are propagated with
the purpose of teaching and
maintenance control.” (14) The
sociological approach suits this study
because, proverbs are embedded with
all the features listed in Finnegan’s
definition of oral literature. Proverbs
are socially conditioned. They mirror
cultural values and express socially
accept ideas. In order to comprehend
them fully, they must be reviewed
within their cultural, historical and
symbolic context. An attempt to view
them independent of the above
contexts inevitably leads to distortion
of their meanings and other
absurdities. Michael Meyer, in Critical
Strategies for Reading; Critical
Thinking, says, “The relationship
between literature and society is
reciprocal. Literature is not only the
effects of social causes; it is also the
cause of social effects.” This means
that the educational and advisory
roles of Tera proverbs reflect the
world view and ways of life of the
Tera people. They also shape their
lifestyle and give meaning to the Tera
society.

The Concept of Education

Education is considered the most
significant activity in any society. It
involves equipping the people to
achieve their aims in life to the fullest,
by engaging the mind. According to
Aristotle, “Education is the process of
training man to fulfil his aim by
exercising all the faculties to the
fullest extent as a member of society.”
Education brigs about growth
mentally, socially, culturally,
religiously and religiously. John
Dewey, says, “Education is all one

with growth; it has no end beyond
itself.” The continuous existence of
any society revolves around
education, because education serves
as the device by which a society
renews itself and defends its ideas.

Education is not just about learning
certain subjects in the four corners of
the classroom. It is about gaining the
knowledge and the skills needed to
better ourselves and the world we
live in. Proverbs are one of the many
means through which knowledge is
gained. Through proverbs, we see the
world from a different perspective.
Chuck Grassley, says, “What makes a
child gifted and talented may not
always be good grades in school, but a
different way of looking at the world
and learning.” Education goes beyond
shaping us as individuals and
enhancing our views, as it also helps
us better handle problems and helps
us form opinions on world issues and
teach us about the larger community.

The Concept of Advice

The Cambridge English Dictionary
defines advice as, “An opinion that
someone offers you about what you
should do or how you should act in a
particular situation.” Proverbs have
been used over several centuries to
pass on counsels from one generation
to another. The ancient man had
always taken counsels for growth,
unity, harmony, and so on. A
Malawian proverbs says, “Just as a
bamboo cane forms a round jet of
water, so taking counsel together
makes men of one mind.” This asserts
the power of taking counsels together.

The Tera People
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The title, “Tera”, “Nyimatli” or
“Yamaltu” are used interchangeably
to refer to the same tribe. “Tera” is a
name given to the “Nymatli” people
by the Hausa-Fulani and Bura people
living in the region. The people refer
to themselves as, “Nymatli”, meaning
the citizens of Yemen. The people live
around the mountainous regions of
North-Eastern Nigeria, the West of
Gongola River. The “Terawas” are
found mostly in the Central and
Northern parts of Gombe state
around “Vima” hill. (Popularly
referred to as Bima Hill). Some are
found in Akko, Kwami and Funakaye
local government areas of Gombe
State. Some are found in Eastern
Borno and Yobe States. Tera belongs
to the Chadic language family, a
branch of Afroasiastic language family
which belongs to the Central Chadic
Subgroup.

Despite the existence of these
groupings, the Tera maintain their
family ties and relationships in terms
of military campaign and traditional
functions. They act as their brothers
keepers to join forces against external
aggression. For example, this ca be
seen when the “Kuji” os Shinnga and
two others went and delivered Gwani
from Kanuri attack in the late 18th
century.

The Tera people asses the correctness
of each other’s behaviours when
individuals violate the behavioural
standard that define their roles in a
particular situation. They are
agriculturalists and are blessed with
rich agricultural land. The Tera
people use proverbs, which are
mostly spoken by elders, to make

positive impacts in the community
and to teach moral lessons to
individuals.

Definition of Proverbs

David T. Adamo notes that “A proverb
is an important aspect of human
communication and has been a
prominent linguistic feature in
virtually all languages…because it
pertains to human communication.”
By this, it means that their meanings
can vary, since languages, histories,
cultures and surroundings all vary.
These factors can affect the structure
and meaning of proverbs.

Proverbs have been defined by
various scholars over the years, but
there are still arguments on the
correctness of each definition. This
does not mean that proverbs cannot
be defined or described. Below, are
certain features of proverbs;

- They have their origins in oral
tradition.

- They are passed from
generation to generation.

- They are metaphorical and
their metaphoric nature can
only be unveiled through
proper understanding.

- They are relics of cultural
experience.

- The elements of nature
around the speaker can affect
their structure and meaning.

- They establish life truths,
which can be relative or
universal.

- They can be reflected in all
human life experiences.

From the features listed above, one
could define proverbs as, the orally
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originated sayings passed from
generation to generation and are
expressed metaphorically. They are
also relics of cultural experience,
spoken based on experience with
elements of nature. Proverbs
establish universal or relative truths
about life and can be reflected in all
human life experiences.

Methodology

The research made use of qualitative
research design to understand
proverbs in their cultural and social
contexts. Through oral interviews
with elderly men and women of
various Tera localities, the researcher
has observed how proverbs are used
on a daily basis in conversations
amongst the people of the
communities in order to give counsels
and to also educate. The proverbs
collected for the research have been
found to contain themes of wisdom
and enlightenment, expressed in a
rhetorical language.

The Educational Functions of Tera
Proverbs

Education is one of the important
functions that creates awareness and
enlightenment to the people. Through
proverbs, youth and children are led
into the norms and values of the
society. They may come to know what
is expected of them and what they
should avoid. The education through
proverbs is informally given. The use
of particular proverbs often arises out
of the social interactional situation in
which the youth and the elders find
themselves. Tera proverbs are often
used to let the youth know that it is
the voice of communal wisdom and

the echoes of ancestral truth which
they should harken to. Proverbs are
wise sayings that express the mind.
Tera proverbs bring to light certain
truths about life. Such truths
enlightens the mind and bring about
an awareness. This paper discusses
the educational proverbs thus:

Magham zunki zhime gugong kharan
a me, a duba.

Translation: Only God knows. The
best are living from hand to mouth.

This proverb stresses the idea that
only God has the power to know what
is best. Only him has the wisdom and
knowledge to know life situations.
Whether rich or poor, hungry or full,
only God knows the true situations of
people. This proverbs teaches that
God is the supreme.

Tuskudaan waa me mboohla.

Translation: He/She is lazy as a
dove’s beak.

This proverb uses simile to describe
how lazy a person can be. The
proverb is used in the context of
laziness. When a person is lazy and
slow at chores, this proverb is uttered
to teach him/her that laziness is bad.
A lazy person is not capable of taking
care of himself let alone taking care of
others.

Dlumdi kuji gori.

Translation: The King’s ears are big.
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The above proverb is an exposition
into the information world. It teaches
that being a leader calls for being
conscious of information. A king must
be apt to know all the happenings in
the society. This helps him to discern
false information that may instigate
violence or bring about chaos. The
proverb teaches that information is
power, and leaders must be careful
what they hear.

Vita mbar ba, yang man a shim nda.

Translation: The monkey may not be
beautiful, but its mother loves it.

This proverb teaches that love is deep
and it is not defined by physical looks.
The proverb uses a metaphor to
enlighten the power of love. Love has
to be expressed beyond physical
factors and that human beings love
whatever belongs to them more than
anything. The monkey is a symbol of
possession. This proverb further
teaches that when love leads, its
positive effect affects everyone.

Dal shilak mbu klak mu?

Translation: What brought the ugly
among beauties?

This proverb is a rhetorical question.
It is usually spoken to question the
act state of corruption. The proverb is
a call to sanity in all aspects of life. It
is used to educate especially the
youth, on the power of having clean
hands in their dealings wherever they
find themselves. The proverb can also
be seen as a sarcasm. It can be used to
ridicule a person who tries to fit
his/herself in matters beyond their
class, or issues that do not concern

them. It also teaches the importance
of staying within one’s bounds.

Vitang woka jha gawa.

Translation: The monkey can break
the sweet corn.

This is a metaphor which expresses
an ability. Here, the monkey
symbolises a stranger, who is
unknown to the listener of the
proverb. The proverb is usually
applied in a context where three or
more people are conversing, and one
of them is a stranger. If someone
among them tries to say something
abusive about the stranger, one of
them will quickly call that person to
order by saying, “vitang woka jha
gawa”, meaning, this fellow
understands the language we are
speaking. “Breaking the sweet corn”,
especially in the context of this
proverb, means the ability to
understand the language of
communication. Thus, the proverb
is used to educate people to speak
good of strangers, whether the
strangers are known or unknown to
them. It is call to check the society’s
moral standing, especially in relation
to strangers or visitors.

Kapar bu kujha ba ghosan.

Translation: A chicken’s clothing is
always its feathers.

This is another metaphor in which the
images of “chicken” and “feathers”
stand for “personality” and “outfit.”
The proverb is an exposition into the
power of outfits. It is the equivalent of
the English idiom: “You are addressed
the way you dress.” The proverb
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teaches the influence of outfits on
one’s personality. The clothes we put
on speak a lot about the kinds of
people we are. It is a call to check the
mode of dressing in the society. In the
Tera society, the way elderly men and
women dress is different from the
way children and youth dress. This
variance in dress sense speaks of the
age grade people fall into in the
society.

The Advisory Functions of Tera
Proverbs.

The proverbs under this category aim
at giving advice to the society. Youth
and children are advised on the basic
practices that can be harmful to their
lives. Tera proverbs advise the
community to be careful with the
norms and values of the society, to
avoid danger at all times. Tera people,
both young and old, are expected to
adhere to the various rules and
regulations of the society. Failure to
obey the rules lead to consequences.
The Tera people use proverbs to
advice a person or group of persons.
The proverbs are discussed below;

Mbari leni kapar njeka.

Translation: Being good in this
generation is like putting on an outfit
that is full of thorns.

Here, people are advised to be kind to
everyone, whether they are in
pleasant conditions or not. It means
that being kind goes beyond one’s
comfort. Because most times, the
people we give our best tend to
disappoint us, but this proverbs is a
call to be kind to them because the
empathy that derives our acts of

kindness is stronger than the evil
done to us.

Maito wa llhaga Njena.

Translation: It was overconfidence
that killed the antelope.

This proverb is metaphorically
expressed to advice the society
against overconfidence.
Overconfidence is an attribute that
pushes people to do beyond the
expected, especially in a situation
guided by certain rules, which can
lead to penalty. Being penalised leads
to wasted efforts. Therefore, this
proverb advises on being accurate
and staying within the stipulated
bounds.

Wuzundi wa shi hang mbu damang.

Translation: There is too much weed
on the farm.

This proverbs comes when there is a
battle of choices, and one is expected
to decide. It is an exposition into true
state of affairs in life. We all, at a point
in life, have to make certain
important decisions, and we will need
counsels on how to make the best
choice. This proverb comes in such a
context, to call for carefulness in
decisions because a lot of weed exist
on the farm, therefore, one must be
careful.

Mala nuka jha sara ba.

Translation: Taking the long route
does not break one’s leg.

This proverb is an advice and an
encouragement to work hard. It
advises people to always opt for the
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hard way because it always leads to
where the treasure is. The proverb is
used to encourage and advice youths
to work hard and shun laziness,
because hard work always yields the
best.

Kus me hugha.

Translation: Hold your tongue.

This proverb is a word of caution,
giving an advice on being careful with
one’s choice of words, especially in
sensitive situations. It is aimed at
checking arrogance, encouraging
people to master self-control and
silence, rather than loosing temper
and uttering words that break others’
hearts. Tera people are lovers of
peace and they try passing the virtue
through generations. They do so by
speaking such proverbs to the young
ones in related contexts.

Aaki shiki mbar, she yinan.

Translation: Whoever does good,
does so him/herself?

This is an advice, given to a person
who takes delight in troubling others.
It is the equivalent of the Hausa
proverb that says, “Wanda ya yi mai
kyau, kansa ya yi wa.” It is a call for
the people to be careful how they
treat others because what goes
around comes around. It is always
given as a piece of advice, so as to
check the recurrences of evil in the
society. Another Tera proverb which
can be applied in this context is, “mbu
taa ma ra ghe muna, toh raa kutkum.”
This proverb also has a Hausa
equivalent, “Idan zaka tona ramin
mugunta, ka tona gajere”

Findings of the Study

The study finds that Tera people, just
like other tribes across Nigeria and
Africa, place much value on proverbs
because they serve as tools for
educating and counselling members
of the society across all ages and
gender and are applicable in various
contexts.

Conclusion

Based on the poems discussed in this
paper, it is clear that proverbs play
important roles in educating and
counselling the society. They are
applied as words of wisdom to expose
the minds of the young generation to
the harsh realities of life. They serve
as the torch that guides young people
into a peaceful, serene and
harmonious future. Proverbs also
play important roles in human
relationships. They guide people on
how to treat others, especially
strangers. Proverbs play a very
important role in the history of
societal growth and development
over centuries.
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