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Abstract
Yoruba Proverbs, Gender, And Mutuality in Marriage: A Critical Discourse Analysis

Yoruba proverbs significantly shape cultural values, gender relations, and marital expectations within Yoruba society. While some proverbs promote cooperation, unity, and communal harmony, others reinforce patriarchal ideologies that undermine mutuality, intimacy, trust, and gender equality in marriage. Existing studies on Yoruba proverbs have focused mainly on sexism, representation, and feminist critique, with limited attention to their implications for mutuality in marital relationships. This study, therefore, examines how Yoruba proverbs influence reciprocity, intimacy, cooperation, and relational balance among Yoruba couples.

The study adopts a qualitative interpretive research design grounded in African Humanist hermeneutics, Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), pragmatics, and performance theory. Twenty-four Yoruba proverbs relating to marriage, gender relations, fidelity, domestic responsibility, and intimacy were purposively selected from published texts, scholarly literature, and Yoruba oral traditions. Data were analyzed thematically and discursively to identify ideological patterns, relational meanings, and socio-cultural implications embedded within the proverbs.

The findings reveal that Yoruba proverbs perform a dual role within marital discourse. Some encourage emotional interdependence, reciprocity, and cooperation, while others portray women as untrustworthy, subordinate, or morally unstable. The study argues that proverbial discourse shapes marital expectations and gender identities within Yoruba society. It contributes to scholarship by integrating mutuality theory with Yoruba proverbial discourse and proposing a re-interpretive framework for promoting dignity, relational balance, and healthier marital relationships.
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Introduction
Gender relations and marital dynamics remain critical concerns within African societies, where cultural traditions, including proverbs, continue to shape perceptions of women and men. In Yoruba society, proverbs serve as linguistic and moral instruments through which communal values, behavioral expectations, and gender norms are transmitted. While these oral resources enrich cultural identity and social cohesion, they also embody ideological tensions, some advancing ideals of harmony and cooperation, others reinforcing patriarchal hierarchies that restrict women’s agency. Scholars such as Andini et al and Balogun note that African proverbs, though poetic and moral in form, often encode asymmetrical power relations that perpetuate women’s subordination within marriage (2023, p. 55-75; 2010, p. 21-36). Consequently, examining Yoruba proverbs provides insight into how cultural language both sustains and challenges gender inequality in marital life.

This study investigates the effect of Yoruba proverbs on mutuality in marriage, emphasizing their dual capacity to promote relational harmony and reinforce gender imbalance. It seeks to answer key questions: How do Yoruba proverbs construct and influence marital relationships? In what ways do they foster or hinder mutuality between spouses? And how can these proverbs be reinterpreted to promote equitable and cooperative marital ethics? The central thesis is that Yoruba proverbs, as dynamic cultural texts, simultaneously function as instruments of social regulation and potential tools for reimagining mutuality in marriage when subjected to critical reinterpretation.

The research employs a qualitative interpretive approach that integrates African Humanist hermeneutics, pragmatics, and performance theory with critical discourse analysis (CDA). Twenty-four Yoruba proverbs commonly used in marital discourse were purposively selected and analyzed based on their linguistic, cultural, and performative contexts. Through textual and contextual interpretation, the study identifies both oppressive and liberative dimensions of proverbial discourse. The expected outcome is to demonstrate that while certain proverbs perpetuate patriarchal dominance, others inherently promote interdependence, reciprocity, and emotional balance. The study, therefore, proposes constructive reinterpretations of Yoruba proverbs that align with mutual respect and gender equity.

Proverb discourse matters because Yoruba proverbs function as powerful cultural expressions that shape moral values, gender roles, marital relationships, and social behavior within society. Oral tradition remains important today because proverbs continue to preserve indigenous knowledge, cultural identity, and communal wisdom while influencing contemporary social interactions and relational attitudes. Consequently, reinterpretation is culturally necessary because some traditional proverbs reinforce gender inequality and unhealthy marital assumptions; therefore, critically re-evaluating such proverbs helps preserve valuable cultural heritage while promoting mutuality, dignity, justice, and healthier marital relationships in contemporary Yoruba society.
Marriage in Yoruba Society

Marriage occupies a central place in Yoruba culture, functioning as both a social and religious institution. While global discourses describe marriage broadly as a union between individuals for companionship, intimacy, and procreation (Wimalasena, 2016, p. 166-174), Yoruba society situates marriage within its patrilineal kinship system, where lineage (idile) membership is determined by birth or marriage (Oni, 1991, p. 72). Marital alliances thus serve to strengthen kinship ties, preserve family honor, and fulfill both social and spiritual expectations. The Yoruba regard marriage as a divine mandate, underpinned by the conviction that Olodumare (the Supreme God) ordains it (Fadipe, 1970, p. 71–72). Cultural values emphasize procreation, the preservation of family lineage, and social recognition. It is therefore considered socially unacceptable for an eligible man or woman to remain unmarried, to the extent that men may marry even when impotent, primarily to uphold status and secure domestic stability (Mcintosh, 2009). Virginity before marriage was traditionally held in high esteem, with girls subjected to strong cultural sanctions if they engaged in premarital sexual relations (Mcintosh, 2009).

Marriage was also deeply embedded in Yoruba moral consciousness, as expressed in songs, rituals, and proverbs. For instance, a popular folk song captures the communal disdain for solitude and the cultural necessity of marriage:

“Olorun ma je ń ṣadanikań gbẹle o,
Olorun ma je ń ṣadanikań gbẹle o,
Adanikańje, adanikańmu,
Adanikan-gbẹ’nuu-pálọ-bi-eranko,
Olorun ma je ń ṣadanikań gbẹle o.”
Translation:
God forbid that I live alone in my house;
God forbid that I live alone in my house.
Eating alone, drinking alone,
Living alone in the living room like an animal
God forbid that I live alone in my house.
Such cultural expressions reveal the Yoruba view of marriage as an indispensable institution, one that provides social identity, companionship, and continuity. However, while Paul’s exhortation in Ephesians 5:22–26 calls for love and mutual submission between spouses, Yoruba marital practices historically emphasized hierarchy and social obligation rather than mutuality, which shapes how proverbs about marriage are understood and performed.

Mutuality in Marriage: Functioning, Indicators, and Implications

Mutuality in marriage represents a dynamic process of reciprocal emotional connection, shared meaning, and bidirectional influence that sustains relational satisfaction and stability. Conceptually rooted in caregiving research (Archbold et al., 1990, p. 375–384) and expanded within relational-cultural and marital theories (Gottman et al., 1998, p. 5–22), mutuality functions as both an affective bond and a behavioral exchange mechanism that reinforces closeness and cooperation between spouses. Archbold et al. identify four central dimensions, love and affection, reciprocity, shared activities, and shared values, each of which has been empirically linked to relationship satisfaction and emotional well-being (1990, p. 375–384). These dimensions not only enhance dyadic empathy and coordination but also serve as buffers against marital stress.

Empirical studies have consistently shown that mutuality operates through several interrelated mechanisms. Reciprocal affection and support foster emotional security and psychological resilience (Zhou et al., 2022; Pucciarelli et al., 2016), while shared activities and aligned values promote joint meaning-making and collaborative decision-making (Archbold et al., 1990, p. 375–384). Gottman et al. further demonstrated that acceptance of influence, the willingness of each partner to be shaped by the other, predicts long-term marital stability and satisfaction (1998, p. 5–22). Similarly, frequent positive interactions and the ability to engage in repair attempts during conflict have been identified as behavioral manifestations of mutuality that distinguish enduring marriages from distressed ones (Gottman & Declaire, 2001).

When these indicators of mutuality are present, couples tend to experience higher relational quality, improved emotional health, and sustained commitment (Pucciarelli et al., 2016; Gottman et al., 1998, p. 5–22). In contrast, the absence or imbalance of mutuality correlates with increased conflict, diminished empathy, and marital dissatisfaction. Wong and Daminger caution that perceived mutuality can sometimes conceal structural inequalities in emotional and cognitive labor, where apparent reciprocity masks underlying gendered disparities. Such “mythical mutuality” not only perpetuates relational inequity but also undermines the authentic exchange that mutuality requires (2024, p. 157–186).

Overall, mutuality functions as a multidimensional construct that integrates emotional, cognitive, and behavioral reciprocity within the marital dyad. Its presence predicts cooperation, resilience, and shared growth, while its absence signals relational fragility and psychological distress. Therefore, assessing and cultivating mutuality—through acceptance of influence, equitable decision-making, and shared meaning—constitutes a core pathway toward sustainable marital satisfaction (Wong & Daminger, 2024, p. 157–186; Gottman et al., 1998, p. 5–22).

Proverbs, Gender and Discrimination

Balogun offers a philosophical overview of how certain Yoruba proverbs are oppressive toward women. He argues that many proverbs violate women’s dignity and reinforce discriminatory gender assumptions, especially in the domestic sphere. Importantly, Balogun calls for a critical assessment of the assumptions behind these proverbs to promote gender balance (2010, p. 21–36).  Eighteen Yoruba proverbs which were translated into English and studied, showed that fourteen are gender-biased while only a few are neutral. The study not only highlights prejudice but also suggests possible gender-inclusive reformulations of proverbs to reduce gender imbalance (Asiyanbola, 2009, p. 11–31). Similarly, “A feminist critical discourse analysis of selected sex-related Yoruba proverbs and their post-proverbials” compares traditional sex-based proverbs with their “post-proverbial” variants used by younger generations. Findings show that while older proverbs tend to be sexist, post-proverbials display subtle ideological shifts toward more feminist values, translucently signaling changing attitudes (Aragbuwa, 2020, p. 1-17). 

Representation of Women, Marriage, and Domestic Expectations

Research by Festus Onipede & Victoria Olofin investigates how Yoruba proverbs reinforce expectations of female subservience, endurance, and silence in marital discourse. Through a pragmatic analysis, the study finds that proverbs are used to admonish, warn, or judge women, often suppressing agency (2024, p. 1-15). Emmanuel Ojo in “Representation of Women in African Proverbs: The Yoruba Example” takes a corpus of 26 purposively selected proverbs, showing how women are portrayed both positively (supportive, resourceful) and negatively (lazy, burdensome, traitors, powerless). The study observes that while positive portrayals exist, they are often overshadowed by more pervasive negative characterizations (2024, p. 230-250).  A study in “Traditional Marriage in Yoruba Culture: An Exploration of Male Dominance” delves into bride-price, virginity, and fertility, showing how these markers of culture are used to justify male control. Marriage practices like bride price often confer implicit control over female behavior (Omotayo, 2024, p. 111-120).

Shifts, Resistance, and Mutuality

While many studies document oppression, others show transitions and resistance. Aragbuwa noted that younger generations adapt proverbs or create post-versions that are more direct, less euphemistic, and more sympathetic toward female perspectives (2020, p. 1-17). Furthermore, the systematic review by Temitope Omosebi explores how many proverbs across Africa, including Yoruba contexts, impede mutuality by reinforcing gendered hierarchies, but also notes instances where mutual respect, cooperation, and relational equality are embedded in proverbial discourses (2023, p. 10-12). Existing scholarship has largely focused on sexism, representation, and patriarchal structures within Yoruba proverbs. However, limited attention has been given to how these proverbs specifically shape mutuality in marriage through emotional reciprocity, shared agency, intimacy, and relational negotiation. This study addresses that gap by examining both oppressive and cooperative proverbial constructions within Yoruba marital discourse.
Theoretical Framework

This study interprets Yoruba proverbs as cultural texts that actively participate in constructing, reproducing, and contesting gender relations inside marriage. To undertake this rigorously, the study combines three complementary theoretical lenses: (1) African Humanist perspectives on communication and dignity, (2) pragmatics and performance theory of proverbs, and (3) critical discourse analysis (CDA) alongside hermeneutics of proverbs. Together, these frameworks permit both critique of oppressive proverbial forms and recovery of proverbs that support mutuality in marriage.

African Humanist Perspectives on Cultural Texts and Gender

African Humanism foregrounds the idea that cultural traditions including proverbs, are not merely rhetorical devices but moral resources that uphold dignity, reciprocity, and communal flourishing (Nwoye, 2019, p. 90-106). Within this framework, proverbs are understood as ethical guides that promote social cohesion, emphasizing Ubuntu-like values of mutual respect, interdependence, and solidarity (Metz, 2017, p. 532-554). From an African humanist perspective, the evaluation of Yoruba proverbs depends not only on their linguistic structure but on their alignment with communal ideals of justice, respect, and relational balance. Thus, while some proverbs reinforce patriarchal hierarchies, African humanist hermeneutics advocates for retrieving and reinterpreting those that foster human dignity and marital harmony (Murove, 2009). This normative lens allows the study to propose constructive cultural reinterpretations that reaffirm equity without discarding Yoruba oral traditions.

Pragmatics and Performance Theory of Proverbs

Pragmatics and performance theory emphasize that the meaning of proverbs is context-sensitive and socially negotiated. As Finnegan and Yankah highlight, proverbs acquire force not as static linguistic units but in their actual usage, who utters them, in what setting, and for what purpose (2012). In Yoruba marital discourse, the same proverb may be used to admonish, reconcile, or ridicule, depending on context. Performance theory recognizes that proverbs are not neutral but are tools of social action: they instruct, shame, encourage, or restore relationships. By applying this lens, the study foregrounds the flexibility of Yoruba proverbs, showing how oppressive ones can be resisted or reinterpreted in ways that encourage mutuality (Beyene, 2018, p. 77-94). This approach underscores that proverbs are living cultural resources, continuously adapted across generations to reflect shifting marital ideals and gender relations.

Critical Discourse Analysis and Hermeneutics of Proverbs

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) provides the methodological tools to examine how proverbs function as discursive practices that naturalize or contest social hierarchies (Fairclough, 2010, p. 1-24; Van Dijk, 2008). CDA reveals how repeated proverbial motifs—such as suspicion toward women or valorization of male authority, work ideologically to normalize inequality. This lens allows the study to document the implicit power structures embedded in Yoruba proverbial discourse and to demonstrate how these linguistic resources reinforce or destabilize gender relations. Complementing CDA, a hermeneutics of proverbs situates them within their cultural and performance contexts, highlighting interpretive flexibility (Balla, 2022, p. 58-62). Hermeneutics insists that proverbs must be understood in light of their function in everyday marital discourse, and that reinterpretation is both possible and necessary to cultivate mutuality.

Integrative Dynamics: Culture as Constraint and Resource

Combining these three lenses suggests a dynamic model: proverbs can function as cultural constraints when invoked to police gender norms (CDA + pragmatics), yet they are also cultural resources that can be redeployed to cultivate mutuality (African humanism + hermeneutics). Studies across African contexts demonstrate this duality. While corpora of Yoruba proverbs include numerous sexist items (Balogun, 2010, p. 21-36), they also contain sayings that affirm cooperation, patience, and reciprocity (Adejumo, 2015, p. 93-99). An African humanist-pragmatic framework, therefore, grounds the article’s normative proposal: (1) to document how particular proverbs sustain mistrust and undermine mutuality, and (2) to recommend culturally rooted reinterpretations and pedagogical uses of proverbs that affirm dignity, reciprocity, and marital balance.

Methodology

This study uses a qualitative interpretive approach to examine how Yoruba proverbs influence mutuality in marriage. Proverbs are treated as cultural and ideological expressions that shape gender roles, moral values, and marital relationships within Yoruba society. The qualitative method is appropriate because the study focuses on meanings, symbolic representations, and ideological constructions embedded within proverbial discourse.

Research Design

The study adopts an interdisciplinary approach combining African Humanist hermeneutics, Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), pragmatics, and performance theory. These frameworks are used to analyze how Yoruba proverbs reinforce or challenge gender relations, intimacy, cooperation, authority, and reciprocity in marriage. Critical Discourse Analysis as developed by Teun A. van Dijk (2008) and Norman Fairclough (2010) provides the analytical framework for examining how proverbial discourse encodes ideology, power relations, patriarchal assumptions, and social dominance within Yoruba marital contexts.

Sources of Data

The data consist of twenty-four Yoruba proverbs related to marriage, gender relations, intimacy, cooperation, fidelity, and domestic responsibility. The proverbs were collected from published proverb collections, scholarly literature, and Yoruba oral traditions, while also considering their everyday social and cultural usage.

Sampling Technique and Selection Criteria

The study uses purposive sampling to select proverbs directly related to marital relationships and mutuality. The selected proverbs were chosen based on their relevance to marriage, gender relations, cultural significance, and suitability for discourse and interpretive analysis. They were grouped into themes such as cooperation, intimacy, patriarchy, sexuality, domestic control, and gender discrimination.

Method of Data Analysis

The study employs thematic analysis, Critical Discourse Analysis, and hermeneutic interpretation to examine recurring themes and ideological patterns within the proverbs. Attention was given to themes of intimacy, patriarchy, suspicion, fidelity, cooperation, and relational reciprocity. The analysis focuses on how proverbs construct gender identities, reinforce social expectations, regulate marital behavior, and communicate cultural meanings within Yoruba society. The meanings of the proverbs were interpreted within their socio-cultural and performative contexts.

Translation and Interpretation Procedure

The Yoruba proverbs were presented in both their original forms and English translations. The translations were mainly interpretive rather than literal to preserve cultural meanings, metaphors, idiomatic expressions, and communicative intent. Additional explanations were provided where necessary to clarify culturally specific concepts.
Ethical Considerations

The study relies solely on publicly available textual and oral materials and does not involve human participants or confidential data. Although formal ethical approval was unnecessary, the study maintains cultural sensitivity and seeks to critically evaluate Yoruba proverbial discourse without undermining Yoruba cultural values.

Analysis and Positive Effects of Proverbs on Mutuality on Marriage: 

Although majority of the Yoruba proverbs express negative effects on mutuality in marriage, there are also others that enhance mutuality in marriage. Below are 11 proverbs and their analysis.

Mutuality

1.“A fìjọ gba àwà, a fìjà gba àwà; bí a ò bá jọ, bí a ò bá já, bí a bá tí gba àwà, kó tán bí?” (We fetch water together, we fight together; if we neither fetch nor fight together, once we share water, is that not enough?) (Owomoyela, 2005, p. 52–55).

This saying emphasizes reciprocity and shared responsibility as the basis of marital harmony. In everyday usage, it reminds couples that unity in performing daily tasks and facing conflicts sustains the relationship. Elders often deploy it to encourage spouses to remain supportive despite disagreements, highlighting that cooperation in small, routine acts (like fetching water) restores solidarity. Thus, the proverb illustrates how Yoruba wisdom frames marriage as a partnership where mutuality overrides temporary discord.

2.“A kì í bínú àtàn ká dàlé sígbè” (One does not get angry at the dunghill and refuse to 
dispose rubbish on the farmland) 
This is often cited by elders or mediators during quarrels to caution couples against letting anger disrupt marital responsibilities. It reinforces the idea that obligations must be fulfilled despite conflict, serving as a tool for reconciliation and communal harmony. While it promotes resilience and cooperation (Omosebi, 2023, p. 10-12; Asiyanbola, 2009, p. 11-31), it can also suppress emotional expression, particularly for women, by prioritizing duty over unresolved grievances (Balogun, 2010, p. 21-30).

3.“Bó ògìrì ò bá lánu, àlàǹgbà ò lè wọ̀ ògìrì” (If the wall does not crack, the lizard cannot enter) 
This is commonly used to stress that conflicts in marriage often arise from internal weaknesses or lapses between spouses. In practice, elders cite it to caution couples that neglect, mistrust, or lack of vigilance creates openings for external interference or marital breakdown. The proverb thus underscores personal responsibility in safeguarding mutuality and harmony within the home.
4.“Wara ò sí l’ónìí, wara á wà lọ́la” (No cheese today, but there will be cheese tomorrow). 

This emphasizes patience, hope, and perseverance in marital relationships. It is often used to encourage couples to endure present difficulties with the assurance that challenges are temporary and better days lie ahead. By framing marriage as a journey sustained by resilience and optimism, the proverb nurtures mutual support and long-term commitment between spouses (Owomoyela, 2005, p. 52–55).

Intimacy

1.“Ilé ọkọ l’obìnrin ti ń tún ìpín yàn” (It is in the marital home that a woman’s destiny is revised) 

This proverb reflects the Yoruba worldview that marriage significantly reshapes a woman’s social identity and future prospects. In practice, it underscores how a woman’s status, respect, and life trajectory are often tied to her husband’s household. While the proverb highlights the transformative potential of marriage, it also reveals underlying patriarchal assumptions that define women’s destinies primarily in relation to men, thereby raising questions about equity and mutuality in marital relationships (Balogun, 2010, p. 21-30; Asiyanbola, 2009, p. 11-31). 
2.“Ọkọ ènì l’òdì ènì” (One’s husband is one’s closest kin) 

It underscores the Yoruba cultural view that marriage redefines kinship ties, prioritizing the husband–wife bond above natal family relationships. In practice, the proverb is often invoked to remind women that loyalty and solidarity should primarily align with their husbands, thereby strengthening conjugal unity. However, it also reflects patriarchal expectations that may diminish a woman’s continued bond with her birth family, raising questions about balance and mutuality within marriage (Owomoyela, 2005, p. 52–55).
Oneness

1.“Igi kan kìí dá igbó ṣe” (A tree cannot make a forest) 

It emphasizes the value of cooperation and interdependence in Yoruba thought. Within marital contexts, it is often used to remind couples that mutual support and shared responsibility are essential for building a successful home. By affirming that no individual can thrive in isolation, the proverb frames marriage as a partnership where unity and collaboration foster resilience and stability (Balogun, 2010, p. 21-30; Asiyanbola, 2009, p. 11-31). 

2.“Ká f’ọwọ́ wẹ́ ọwọ́ ni ọwọ́ fi ń mọ́” (Washing hands together makes the hands clean) 

This proverb highlights the Yoruba ethic of cooperation and reciprocity. In marital contexts, the proverb emphasizes that harmony, mutual assistance, and shared responsibility between spouses lead to stability and well-being. It serves as a reminder that neither partner can sustain the marriage alone, but through joint effort, both achieve success and mutual fulfillment (Balogun, 2010, p. 21-30; Asiyanbola, 2009, p. 11-31). 
3.“Agbájọ ọwọ́ la fi ń sọ́yà, ọwọ́ kan kì í gbé ẹrù lórí” (It is with gathered hands that one beats the chest; one hand cannot carry a load on the head) 
It emphasizes the collective spirit of Yoruba culture, where unity and cooperation are essential for overcoming life’s burdens. In marital contexts, the proverb underscores that harmony and joint effort between spouses are necessary for managing the responsibilities of family life. It promotes interdependence and mutual support, framing marriage as a partnership rather than an individual endeavor (Adegboyega, 2017, p. 21-30).
Affection

1.“A kì í mọ alájá ká pè é ní títà” (One does not know the owner of a dog and yet announce its sale) 

This is a Yoruba proverb that warns against overstepping boundaries or making decisions without proper authority. In marital contexts, it is often used to caution spouses or extended family members against taking unilateral actions that disregard the rights and dignity of the partner. The proverb thus highlights respect, consultation, and mutual recognition as essential for sustaining harmony within marriage (Balogun, 2010, p. 21-30; Asiyanbola, 2009, p. 11-31). 

2.“Apèsán kì í tú ìlú” (Contributing to a common purse does not ruin the town) 

It reflects Yoruba communal values of solidarity and shared responsibility. Within marital contexts, it underscores the importance of financial cooperation and joint resource management between spouses. The proverb conveys that pooling resources strengthens the household rather than diminishing individual standing, thereby promoting mutual trust and collective wellbeing (Owomoyela, 2005, p. 52–55). 

The above proverbs indicate that the Yoruba have proverbs that directly or indirectly enhance mutuality, intimacy, oneness, and affection in marriage. Exploring these proverbial themes have the potentiality to engender positive interrelationship and interdependence between couples.
Analysis and Negative Effects of Proverbs on Mutuality in Marriage

Similar to various other African cultures, the Yoruba employ proverbs for the following purposes: to emphasise a point, to demonstrate the veracity or fallacy of an individual or circumstance, and to issue admonitions. An elderly individual is considered a symbol of wisdom by the Yoruba, who place great importance on social standing and age. They are also expected to be a repository of proverbs from which they can draw to impart a "sting" or sharpness to their speeches. 

A Yoruba proverb captures it all:

Owe lesin oro.  (Proverbs facilitate the understanding of one’s speech).

Despite the observation that certain verses of Ifa occasionally contradict one another in terms of the assertions they make—particularly the overly aggressive and occasionally soft feminine tones—the overall impression is that of women as capricious and wicked to name a few qualities. 

A Woman as a Gossip and Traitor

1.“Obìnrin l’ẹ̀ké, obìnrin l’ọdàlẹ̀” (The woman is a gossip; the woman is a traitor) 

It reflects the derogatory deployment of proverbs that stigmatize women in Yoruba society. Such sayings reinforce gender stereotypes, framing women as untrustworthy and destabilizing agents within marriage and community life. In practice, these proverbs contribute to the erosion of mutual respect, legitimizing male dominance and justifying the silencing of women’s voices (Balogun, 2010, p. 21-30; Asiyanbola, 2009, p. 11-31).

2.“Ẹ má f’ínú hàn f’ọ́bìnrin” (Never confide in a woman) 

This proverb illustrates how Yoruba proverbial discourse can perpetuate mistrust toward women. This saying discourages openness and emotional intimacy, portraying women as unreliable and unworthy of confidence. Within marital contexts, it undermines mutual trust and reinforces patriarchal suspicion, thereby constraining genuine partnership and mutuality between spouses (Balogun, 2010, p. 21-30; Asiyanbola, 2009, p. 11-31).

3.“Àṣìerè ọkùnrin la bá obìnrin múlẹ̀, ìjọ obìnrin bá mọ àṣírí ẹ̀gbẹ́, ló bá jẹ” (Only a foolish man takes an oath with a woman; the day a woman knows the secrets of a cult, that cult is destroyed)

It reflects the deeply patriarchal suspicion embedded in some Yoruba proverbs, portraying women as inherently untrustworthy, unfit for confidentiality, and dangerous to social stability. In marital contexts, such sayings delegitimize women’s voices in decision-making and erode the foundation of trust, thereby undermining genuine mutuality in relationships (Balogun, 2010, p. 21-30; Asiyanbola, 2009, p. 11-31).

CDA Analysis

From a CDA perspective, these proverbs function as ideological instruments of distrust that normalize the exclusion of women from confidential and decision-making spaces. They actively produce a social reality in which women are positioned as unreliable subjects. Thus, the proverbs legitimize patriarchal surveillance and reinforce male dominance in marital communication structures.

The Beauty of a Woman as a Social Misfit

4. Enife arewa obiriin ofe wahala; gbogbo eniyan ni obafe. (He who marries a beautiful woman marries a problem; everybody is related to her).

A woman is said to be the pride of her husband. In fact, the Bible says “He who finds a good (beautiful, industrious, trustworthy) wife, finds a good thing” (Prov 18:22). But this proverb rather blacklists the natural endowment of God to the woman, making it a trait to the husband, who rather than being proud of her, becomes insecure, suspicious, and uncomfortable with her while in the public space. This could sometimes result in restricting the woman’s freedom of movement as the husband wonders who talks with her in his absence. 

CDA Analysis

These proverbs encode gendered burden discourse, where women are constructed as sources of instability even when they possess socially desirable traits (beauty, presence, attention). Fairclough’s notion of interdiscursivity is evident: beauty discourse is recontextualized into danger discourse. This creates a contradiction that disciplines women’s visibility in public space. Ideologically, this discourages women’s public visibility and reinforces restrictive marital boundaries.
Women as Cunning and Lazy

5.“B’obinrin bá gbon lagbon ju, pènpè làṣọ ọkọ rẹ̀ mó” (“A husband’s undersized clothes indicate his wife’s excessive cunning”)

This proverb encapsulates marital dynamics within a patriarchal framework. Clothing here functions as a metaphor for social status and respectability, suggesting that a wife’s manipulative excess reduces her husband’s dignity. In performance, the proverb is often deployed in communal discourse to caution men against passivity and women against overreaching influence. As cultural evidence, it highlights the Yoruba perception of balance in marital roles, while simultaneously reflecting suspicion toward female agency (Owomoyela, 2005, p. 245–246).
6.“Ọkọ tó bà rù ìyàwó rẹ̀ ni ká bì” (“The reason for a husband’s malnourished state should be traced to his wife”)
It emphasizes the wife’s role as custodian of her husband’s well-being. By linking a man’s decline to his wife’s negligence, the proverb reinforces traditional expectations of women’s domestic responsibility. In performance, it is often used to admonish wives or explain marital imbalance, reflecting cultural anxieties around care and accountability. As evidence, it underscores both the centrality of women in sustaining family life and the patriarchal tendency to place disproportionate blame on them for domestic failures (Owomoyela, 2005, p. 245–246).

CDA Analysis

These proverbs reflect the ideological displacement of responsibility, where women are held accountable for male conditions. It constructs women as primary caretakers while simultaneously blaming them for failure. Fairclough’s concept of ideological naturalization applies here: domestic inequality is presented as cultural truth rather than social construction. This reinforces emotional labor inequality and sustains patriarchal household expectations.
A Woman as a Symbol of Sexual Insatiability and Infidelity

7.“Gbogbo obìnrin ló ń gbèsè; èyí tó bá ṣe tirẹ̀ lásán jù, lárayé ń pè ní àṣewọ” (“All women are sexually uncontrollable, but the one who does it in excess is called a prostitute”)
It reflects societal regulation of female sexuality which lies in normalizing desire while simultaneously stigmatizing women who cross perceived boundaries of moderation. Contextually, it reinforces patriarchal double standards by tolerating restrained expressions of female agency but condemning excess. In performance, the proverb surfaces in communal discourse as a cautionary tool, often employed to shame women or enforce conformity. As evidence, it illustrates Yoruba ambivalence toward women’s sexuality, recognizing its universality yet framing social judgment as the mechanism that distinguishes respectability from disgrace (Owomoyela, 2005, p. 52-55).
8.“Tó jẹ pé gbogbo ọ̀jọ́ ayé rè, ọkọ ló fọ̀dò” (“If throughout her life, a woman washes only her husband’s clothes”) 

It underscores ideals of marital fidelity and devotion. Its meaning elevates the image of the loyal wife who remains committed to her husband alone. Contextually, washing clothes symbolizes intimate care and exclusivity within marriage. In performance, the proverb is invoked to praise women who embody constancy or to admonish against promiscuity. As evidence, it reveals the cultural valorization of chastity and the moral weight attached to a woman’s singular dedication to her husband (Owomoyela, 2005, p. 245–246). The Ifa divination system thus refers to a man called Onikoromebi. His wife is described as a lascivious person (Who lived her entire life having sex with men).

9.Oju la n do: obo were o yato (What a man enjoys in sexual intercourse with a woman is her countenance: the virgina of a mad woman is not different).

It expresses the cultural valuation of character and personality over physical uniformity. Its meaning critiques superficial attraction by stressing that beauty or worth is discerned through the face and demeanor rather than sexual organs, which are considered essentially the same. Contextually, the proverb is used to emphasize the importance of virtue and moral qualities in relationships. In performance, it often appears in advisory settings, such as premarital counseling or communal discussions, guiding young men to prioritize inner qualities over physical lust. As evidence, it reflects Yoruba moral philosophy, where outward appearance is tied to social judgment and enduring value (Owomoyela, 2005, p. 245–246).

10.“Obìnrin òbí alé méfà, wọ́n kò mọ̀ ara wọn” (A woman may have six concubines, yet they will not know one another).
This proverb comments on secrecy and discretion in female sexuality. Its meaning suggests that women are capable of managing multiple relationships without exposure, thereby both admiring and critiquing their cunning. Contextually, it reflects cultural anxieties about hidden desires and the policing of women’s sexual behavior. In performance, it is often cited humorously or as a cautionary remark in social gatherings. As evidence, the proverb underscores Yoruba ambivalence toward women’s agency, acknowledging female ingenuity while framing it within patriarchal suspicion.

Evidently, these proverbs portray women as sexually insatiable and prone to infidelity. The latter part also presents her as a sex object. The above proverbs could, on the one hand, inhibit a woman’s desire to sexually satisfy her husband. However, the second proverbs contradict the first idea. 

CDA Analysis

These proverbs operate as discursive tools of sexual regulation and moral policing. They construct female sexuality as inherently excessive and needing control. In Fairclough’s terms, this represents naturalization of ideology, where cultural bias is presented as “common sense.” This discourse legitimizes control over women’s bodies and behaviors within marriage.
A Woman as a Threat to Her Husband’s Life

11.“Obìnrin bí mọ̀ fúnni kó pẹ́ kó má pa ni” (That a woman bears a man a child does not stop her from killing him)

This proverb highlights the ambivalence of trust in intimate relationships and stresses that motherhood or childbirth does not automatically guarantee loyalty or safety for a man. Contextually, it reflects Yoruba caution about misplaced confidence in marital or familial bonds. In performance, it is often invoked as a warning in disputes or advice sessions, underscoring the need for vigilance in domestic life. As evidence, the proverb illustrates a worldview that acknowledges both the nurturing and potentially destructive power attributed to women within patriarchal discourse.
12.“Okunrin tí kò kú, obìnrin rẹ̀ ni kò tíì pa a” (If a man is not yet dead, it is because his wife has not yet killed him)

It captures deep-seated anxieties about trust within marriage suggesting that a wife holds power over her husband’s very survival, underscoring the dual perception of women as nurturers and potential threats. Contextually, the proverb reflects patriarchal suspicion of female agency and the precariousness of male authority in the home. In performance, it is often delivered in jest or as caution, serving both as entertainment and moral instruction. As evidence, it demonstrates how Yoruba oral tradition encodes ambivalence toward women, situating them at once as indispensable to family life and as figures of latent danger (Owomoyela, 2005, p. 245–246).

CDA Analysis

These proverbs represent women as latent existential threats, embedding fear into marital ideology. In CDA terms, they function as discourses of suspicion and control, shaping marital relationships through anxiety rather than trust. This reverses natural caregiving roles and constructs marriage as a space of surveillance rather than mutual care.

Women are not Worthy of a Permanent Relationship

13.“Ìtò pẹ ní enu ó di wàràpà; ẹ̀gbọ̀ pẹ ní ẹsẹ̀ ó di jàkùtẹ; bí obìnrin bá pẹ ní ilé ọkọ, àjé ni í dà” (When saliva stays too long in the mouth, it becomes epilepsy; when a sore lingers on the leg, it becomes putrid. If a woman stays too long in her husband’s house, she becomes a witch)

It uses metaphor to convey suspicion toward women’s enduring presence in marriage. Its meaning links time with degeneration, casting female longevity in the marital home as a potential source of danger. Contextually, the proverb reflects patriarchal anxieties about women’s power in domestic spaces. In performance, it is often cited in jest or rebuke, serving as both satire and social commentary. As evidence, it illustrates how Yoruba proverbial discourse encodes ambivalence, framing women as both essential companions and latent threats within marriage (Owomoyela, 2005, p. 245–246).

CDA Analysis

This proverb uses metaphorical degradation to associate female continuity in marriage with moral corruption. It reflects what Fairclough calls discursive framing through metaphor, where abstract fear is naturalized through culturally loaded symbols (“witch”). This discourse legitimizes exclusionary attitudes toward long-term female presence in domestic power structures.
Effects of Proverbial Oppression of Women in Marriage
A closer look at some of the proverbs earlier analysed reveals elements of suspicion, humiliation, and oppression of Yoruba women. These negative proverbs have detrimental effects on their identity, dignity, womanhood, rights to love and be loved, freedom to exercise their individuality as humans, and empowerment. The manner in which women are depicted in proverbs influences, among other things, how society and women themselves perceive the personality, strengths, weaknesses, and dignity of women. Certain proverbs convey the intrinsic notion that there exists a clear distinction between the nature of men and women. Discrimination against women has emerged as a consequence within Yoruba African culture, particularly with regard to significant matters that affect their well-being and contentment. These oppressive proverbs, for instance, have diminished the beneficial contributions of married women. Amidst the ideals of compassion, openness, honesty, trust, and love that ought to govern matrimony, numerous Yoruba proverbs depict an environment where men are encouraged to foster suspicion, dishonesty, secrecy, and casual attitudes. As a consequence of these factors, Uroko and Inang observe that divorce has become prevalent among the Yoruba in Nigeria. Proverbial oppression thus engenders the reliance of women and obstructs endeavours to empower them (2022, p. 1-7).  

Many Yoruba men rationalise their chauvinism with proverbs and other aspects of tradition, despite their awareness of the struggles of women for independence. This oppressive proverbial orientation is flawed due to its fallacious nature. Proverbs are used as evidence in support of an unjustified appeal to authority. Due to the fact that proverbs are human expressions, a number of them contain fallacious information. Frequently authored by males, these are dogmatic formulations designed to promote their hegemonic masculinity. The current predicament necessitates an immediate revision of the detrimental Yoruba proverbs that target women.   Whereas a number of Yoruba proverbs reveal their belief in and emphasis on mutual love among couples, a sense of insecurity by either of the couple, as foregrounded in some of the proverbs studied, could result in attachment avoidance by the insecure partner. Dandurand and Lafontaire demonstrate how attachment anxiety adversely affects the establishment of the relationship between intimacy and couple satisfaction. On the contrary, intimacy in marriage is established through open communication, vulnerability, and trust (2013, p. 74). 

Discussion

This section situates the findings of this study within existing scholarship on Yoruba proverbs, gender relations, and African oral literature, while highlighting points of convergence, divergence, and originality. The discussion engages critically with the works of Balogun (2010), Aragbuwa (2020), Asiyanbola (2007; 2009), Oduyoye (2001), and Omosebi (2023), and demonstrates how the present study advances current knowledge on Yoruba proverbial discourse and marital mutuality.

Agreements with Existing Scholarship

This study’s findings largely align with previous scholarship on Yoruba proverbs and gender. It confirms Balogun’s view that proverbs often reinforce patriarchal ideology by portraying women as subordinate or morally questionable. It also supports Aragbuwa’s argument that sex-related proverbs reflect patriarchal control over female sexuality and agency, particularly within marriage.

Similarly, it agrees with Asiyanbola that gender bias is embedded in the linguistic structure of proverbs, but extends this by showing how such bias specifically shapes marital intimacy, trust, and cooperation. The study also echoes Oduyoye’s insight that African cultural expressions can both affirm and undermine women’s dignity, revealing a dual function in marital proverbs—some promote mutuality while others sustain dominance. Finally, it is consistent with Omosebi’s observation of the ambivalent role of proverbs in marriage, especially in influencing emotional reciprocity and relational harmony.

Points of Contradiction and Extension

While earlier scholars emphasize the patriarchal or feminist dimensions of Yoruba proverbs, this study extends the debate by shifting the focus specifically to mutuality in marriage as a central analytic category. Unlike Balogun and Aragbuwa, who primarily focus on oppression and gender bias, this study demonstrates that Yoruba proverbs also function as relational technologies that can either enhance or undermine marital mutuality. Similarly, whereas Asiyanbola focuses largely on linguistic and semiotic bias, this study integrates Critical Discourse Analysis with African Humanist ethics, thereby moving beyond identification of bias to evaluation of its moral and relational consequences. This reveals not only how meaning is constructed, but also how it affects intimacy, trust, and emotional reciprocity in marriage.

A further point of extension is that Oduyoye’s theological framework emphasizes dignity and liberation theology, but does not systematically analyze proverbial discourse as a site of marital negotiation. This study fills that gap by showing how theological concerns about dignity intersect with everyday proverbial communication in shaping marital relationships.

Overall, this study advances scholarship by showing that Yoruba proverbs are not merely cultural sayings but discursive instruments that actively shape marital realities. By integrating mutuality theory with critical discourse and African humanist interpretation, the study offers a more nuanced understanding of how proverbs function as both carriers of tradition and sites of ideological negotiation within Yoruba marital life.

Conclusion

The findings reveal that Yoruba proverbs embody both oppressive and liberative potentials within marital relationships. Proverbs that valorize unity, patience, and cooperation—such as “Igi kan kìí dá igbó ṣe” (“A tree cannot make a forest”)—reinforce relational balance and interdependence, serving as moral anchors for mutuality. Conversely, sayings that portray women as deceitful, untrustworthy, or dangerous—such as “Ẹ má f’ínú hàn f’ọ́bìnrin” (“Never confide in a woman”)—erode trust and perpetuate inequality.

From an African humanist and pragmatic perspective, these proverbs should not be discarded but reinterpreted within contexts that affirm human dignity and reciprocity. Through critical engagement, proverbs can be transformed from instruments of control into resources for cultural renewal and marital harmony. Thus, Yoruba oral tradition remains a living repository of moral philosophy capable of fostering gender justice when critically and ethically reimagined.

The study concludes that promoting mutuality in marriage requires a deliberate cultural reinterpretation of proverbial discourse, emphasizing cooperation, equality, and empathy as moral ideals consistent with Yoruba cosmology. Future research should explore how younger generations and digital Yoruba communities continue to reinterpret proverbs in ways that sustain evolving ideals of gender partnership and relational balance.
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