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ABSTRACT
In Sociolinguistics, it is stated that language is the bearer of culture. Of all linguistics units, proverbs seem to be the one which mostly reflect the culture of a given community. Yoruba proverbs with their rich images and metaphors would therefore, reflect the style, Fashion and dress sense of the Yoruba Society at large and indeed that of the Lagosians of Lagos Island. Based on ethnographic linguistic research, this paper aims to expose the interrelation of Yoruba proverbs that portray fashion, style and dressing and the dress sense of those Lagosians. This study is effected through a descriptive method by analyzing selected Yoruba proverbs and relating them to what obtains in the dress sense of the Yoruba of Lagos Island. The proverbs analysed should enable us to know what value dressing holds among the Yoruba, which could be determined by the amount of proverbs available in this regard and what they connote. The findings of this study however, revealed that despite the importance of dressing and good appearance portrayed by some proverbs, a good number of dress / fashion related proverbs portray good character, known as ‘Ọmọlúàbí’ in general parlance as more valuable than dressing and physical appearance and is rated as paramount in Yoruba culture.
Keywords: Yoruba Proverbs, Dress sense, ethnography, Lagosians 

Introduction
In Yoruba language, there is the popular saying ‘owe lesin oro,’ meaning that proverb is the vehicle of words and it goes further to say ‘bi oro ba sonu, owe la fi n wa’, when words are lost. Proverbs are used to search them out.  Proverbs, simply defined as witty saying, words of wisdom used in transmitting values, advice, reproaches in a given community. It is a universal concept.
Proverbs though exists in all languages, in Yoruba culture however they are highly valued and they are often reserved for elders who make use of them very competently and when proverbs are to be used by younger individuals, such a person would start by first paying reverence to elders, a way of seeking their permission before making use of the proverbs especially in public or during social gatherings.  Indeed when issues seem entangled and statements seem inadequate to clarify them, the revered Yoruba elders are skilled in popping up one or two proverbs that would succinctly appropriate the essence of the issue.  Proverbs form parts of African oral tradition because through proverbs one can have a knowledge of the history of culture of speakers of the language in which the proverbs are coined. One could therefore say that proverbs belong to the group of oral tradition concepts such as folktales, myths, legends, chants, etc.  By this, proverbs could be said to portray cultural identity.  If proverbs of a language portrays the cultural identity of its community, it is then possible to have Yoruba proverbs that portray the dress sense and fashion of a community, hence of the people at large and that of the Yoruba of Lagos Island on one hand and volume of fashion / dress related proverbs existing in the language could also reveal significant fashion of dress value in the Yoruba community.  This study is based in the theory of ethnolinguistics, the science of the sociocultural concept of language. The study which links the effect of language structure, the way language is used to the behaviour of the community of the speakers of the said language and vice-versa.
1. Theoretical Background
Ethnolinguistics or cultural linguistics is a related branch of Linguistics that explores the relationship between language and cultural conceptualization (Sharifian Farzad 2011). It is the area of anthropological Linguistics that studies the relationship between a language and the non-linguistic culture behaviour of the people who speak that language (Ethnolinguistics – Encyclopedia Britanica).
The people whose dress culture is being investigated here are the Yoruba, descendants of Oduduwa.  Oduduwa is a legendary progenitor of the Yoruba race and there are two versions of how he achieved this identity. The stories are mythical as they are handed down through oral tradition.  One common juncture of the myth of the origin of the Yoruba is that they originated from Ile-Ife (.  Presently however Yoruba communities could be found all along the West Africa sub-Region from Nigeria (with the highest population) through Benin Republic, Togo, Ghana, Sierra Leone up to Cuba and Brazil (Adebanji Akintoye 2010).
Proverbs are rated high in the Yoruba culture. Proverbs, being metaphorical statements which touch on all aspects of life of the Yoruba community could be valuable for discovering the importance of dressing and fashion of the community. 
2. Review of Related Literature
There have been various studies on the relationship between proverbs and clothing in Yoruba culture.  Also proverbs that make use of clothing, dresses or fashion are found in a good number of  works based on proverbs, from scholarly works like those of Owomoyela (2005), Olatunji (1984), through Akinyemi (2003) to more recent works of the likes of Akinsola (2015) and Adediran (2017).  The present work however, is, unlike those existing ones, investigating the dress sense of the Yoruba community of Lagos Island in relation to Yoruba proverbs coined from clothing metaphors.  Apart from works relating to proverbs, research on style, culture and fashion in the said community are also scanty.  Meanwhile, Afeez Hanafi’s (2020) PunchNg article ‘Inside Brazilian Quarter Where Culture Unites Lagosians of Different Religions’ is one of the few works of style and culture of the Yoruba of the Brazilian quarter in Lagos Island.
Some of these authors’ works are presented below:
Olatunji, Olutayo (1984) in his article in Features of Yoruba Oral Poetry with an extensive list of proverbs, he analyses their social and moral implications.  He goes further to demonstrate the use of proverbs as a tool of communication which offer instructions and reinforce values in the Yoruba community.  A few of the proverbs in his collection make use of clothing metaphors.
Like Olatunji O, Owomoyela Oyekan (2005) in his own more recent work, Yoruba Proverbs, which he classifies under 3 themes, (The Good Person, The Fortunate Person and Relationships), he clarifies further the use of proverbs, how they are entrenched into Yoruba discourse to describe behaviours in public spaces, pertaining to clothing, attitude and appearance. His book underlines the instructive and normative nature of proverbs, bringing to the fore their relevance in shaping behaviour including dressing practices. 
It should be noted that urbanization and global trend are to come as challenges to traditional practices.  Akinyemi A. (2003) addresses this issue in his book, Proverbs and their Meaning: An Analysis of Yoruba Worldview and Culture.  Whereas, Akinsola T. (2015) on the same issue of the effect of globalization on our traditional sense of dressing, is more specific in investigating this effect on the Yoruba of Lagos Island but she does not relate it to proverbs’ metaphors. 
In a style similar to that of Akinsola, Afeez Hanafi (2002), in his article ‘Inside Brazilian Quarter Where Culture Unites Lagosians of Different Religions’, presents the culture of Lagosians in general as a mixture of traditional Yoruba style with interference of Brazilian style, as exhibited by returnees.  He mentions events such as Fanti, Caretta and Meboi during which participants appear in clothings peculiar only to this community and worn specifically during those festivals.
The present work lies in-between the 2 categories of works mentioned above. One set, illustrating Yoruba proverbs and some of these portray dress sense and the second set are the ones which simply discuss the style and fashion or dress sense of the Yoruba of Lagos without relating them to proverbs.  This work differs in the sense that it is investigating how the proverbs with dress metaphors could be matched with the dress sense of the Yoruba of Lagos Island.  Indeed, certain Yoruba proverbs could be seen as instructive and normative in what clothing is considered acceptable to the Yoruba of this community or not, to the Islanders especially of the Brazilian quarter.  Before embarking on the analysis of the dress proverbs, it should be noteworthy to have as discussion what constitute Yoruba clothing in general and the dress sense of the Islander Yoruba in particular.
3. Yoruba Attire
Clothing in Yoruba culture reflect and could serve as social indicator, reflecting personal status of the wearer, as observed Eicher and Ross (2010).  They analyse Yoruba’s different styles of clothing, identifying Aso-òkè, Ìró and Bùbá, Bùbá and Sòkòtò and so on.  These clothing items symbolise identity, social hierarchy and respect.  Clothing is seen as nonverbal communication within the Yoruba community to communicate values which are in turn portrayed in Yoruba proverbs.  This article discusses clothing among the Yoruba, Lagos Islanders as an expression of individuality and reflection of community’s expectation through proverbs.
Aso-òkè is processed cotton woven by traditional weavers.  It is hand loomed cloth of different patterns and colours usually sewn into ìró and bùbá, that is, wrapper and free round neck top with long loose sleeves worn by women and into dànsíkí and sòkòtò, that is A-shape round neck usually embroidered around the neck and at the bust line, worn with trousers embroidered at the ankle area or with full agbádá, also embroidered around the neck and bust line but longer length and very wide, flowing, worn by men. Aso-oke comes in different types and are named according to their colours and patterns.  For example, Étù is dark blue in colour, Àlárì is rich red colour and may have gold or cream colour stripes while Sányán is light brown and could also have white or cream colour stripes. Aso-òkè is considered as the most prestigious fabric in Yoruba culture, worn by royal figures like Kings, traditional chiefs and during traditional ceremonies like marriage, birthdays, coronation, etc.  Another renowned traditional Yoruba fabric is Àdìre commonly called Tie and dye made from light weight cotton fabrics, tied into desired pattern with raffia threads and soaked into desired colours of dye and straightened out with a cudgel-like wooden item when dried, then is folded neatly.  Adire are also named based on their colours and type of patterns. 
3.1. Men’s Clothing 
The main clothing for Yoruba men come in form of Bùbá (the free, round neck top) mentioned above and Sòkòtò (trousers).  Meanwhile, the top could come in varied styles such as Dànsíkí (wider top than bùbá, free, open on the sides).  For more formal outing, Yoruba men would wear Agbádá (the bigger and longer usually embroidered flowing top) on top of the Bùbá.  And the dressing is not complete without Fìlà (cap usually made of aso-oke).  Those caps could be embroidered also. The cap though, comes mainly, in cylindrical shape – called Gòbì -, when worn, it could be bent sideways or in other directions.  Another style of cap is Abetí-ajá which is crest-like in shape with two pointed sides which are flapped up  on top of the ears when worn, giving it the look of dog’s ears where its name is coined from. There are also other cap styles not as common as these two.
3.2.  Women’s clothing
The most common Yoruba women clothing is the wrapper and loose round-neck top – ìró and bùbá.  It could be made from aso-oke, or any other cotton fabric depending on the occasion it is meant for.  It also goes with matching headtie – gèlè – and ìborùn (shawl). Women 
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Fig. 1. Aso-oke – worn as ìró and bùbá (wrapper and top) with gèlè (headtie) and ìborùn (shawl) by Yoruba women and worn as dànsíkí (free-flowing top open on the sides) and sòkòtò (trousers) with Fìlà (cap) of different styles by Yoruba drummers (male)
3.3. Lagos Islanders’ Clothing
Coast-dwellers, generally are people who love enjoyment.  It is not surprising that the returnees in Lagos Island replicate the Brazilians social influence to which they have been exposed as Brazilians too live on the coast. 
[image: C:\Users\DELL\AppData\Local\Temp\{4F4442B4-6A58-4D91-9D25-46F9E89A95B2}.tmp]The style and mode of dressing of the Yoruba Islanders may not be too different from that of the other Yoruba communities in the southwestern Nigeria, being the usual bùbá and sòkòtò for men and ìró and bùbá for women.  However, due to the influence of the culture of the Brazilian and the ‘Saro’ (returnees who came back through Sierra-Leone, special carnivals are observed like the Fanti and caretta where costumes strange to those found in the Yoruba traditional festivals. The participants at the Brazilian quarter’s festivals, teenagers and youth are usually clad in bright coloured costumes reflecting the Brazilian yellow and green colours.  During the caretta festivals masks painted in funny bright colours are worn by children and they all parade round the community. Such festivals usually come at the Easter and Christmas periods.  These parades are led by kings and queens who wear colorful shiny crowns, wing-like costumes, etc. and they all dance along through the streets to the music produced by saxophonists, trumpeters and ‘bembe’ drummers. 



       Fig.. 2.
Carnival Queens and Kings during Fanti festival in Lagos Island
For the Islander Yoruba men, on a normal day, the men due to the elite culture of the community and because most of them are working class, they may be found clad in English clothes, such as shirts and trousers with matching necktie.  On a lighter mood however, you find the elders in the usual bùbá and sòkòtò, agbádá, dansiki, kaftan, etc.
The clothing of Yoruba women Islanders also oscillate between traditional ìró and bùbá and English styles such as skirt suits, gowns ranging from mini, midi to maxi length.  On a lighter mood too, they could be seen in simple straight gowns, trousers, jeans, etc.  they are a beauty to behold during social events, when they are clad in gorgeous lace-material ìró and bùbá and colourful aso-oke gèlè, wonderfully tied, some looking cylindrical as if they would touch the heavens, some like giant fans, other in mysterious shapes that one wonders whether they were actually tied by them or already made from gèlè companies, and of course, completed with matching ìborùn (shawl).
One important aspect of Lagos Island Yoruba dressing that should not be ignored is the use of aso-ebi, which would be discussed in the next section.
3.4. Aso-ebi
Aso-ebi, in its simple meaning is ‘family uniform’.  In Lagos Island however, celebrants choose and sell fabrics, in most cases, Ankara (colourful light cotton fabric) or lace fabrics depending on affordability and caliber of participants, and sell to invitees. The invitees would have them made into desired styles and wear to the party. It is common practice during weddings, burial, graduation from training (commonly called ‘freedom’ in Nigeria), naming, coronation, social club ceremonies.  That may explain why Nwafor Okechuku (2021) defined aso-ebi as ‘fabric of friendship’. Aso-ebi also commonly called ‘Anko’ has indeed gone beyond mere family uniform.  At times the celebrant may decide to only sell Aso-oke, which the invitees would make into headties by women, and traditional caps by men.
Without doubt, the Yoruba are the originator of aso-ebi cultural practice of which ‘focal point was strictly socialization’, (Iwubunor: 2019). Abimbola Adesoji and Olusoji Olaniyi (2023) go further to pin the source of aso-ebi not only to the Yoruba but to Lagosian Yoruba ‘…It  is however the Brazilian and Sierra-Leoneans (Saro) returnees to Lagos after the abolition of slave trade had engaged in the practice of using uniform commemorative dress for celebrations. They then cite an example of such early wedding occasion of Mr. Fred to Miss R. E. Lake, which took place at Christ Church, Faji in 1886. (Euba 2002, 148-149). This is further buttressed by Nwafor Okechukwu in his study on Aso-ebi in Lagos Island as he observes “The colonial administration and missionaries also brought sewing machines.  This then raises the question of how these changes affect dress and aso-ebi practice in colonial Lagos (35).
Aso-ebi, though peculiar to Yoruba culture has now influenced other Nigerian ethnic groups and the practice integrated among the Igbos especially which may be due to their closeness to the Yoruba and their remarkable population in Lagos at present. It is now common to find aso-ebi groups at Igbo social functions.
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Fig. 3. Aso-Ebi in Gèlè (head-tie) and ìborùn (shawl) and fìlà cap only
With the above discussion on clothing styles of Lagosians and the role played by them in the spread of aso-ebi culture in Nigeria, it could be affirmed that Lagos Islanders place great value on dress culture like their kit and kin in other parts of Southwestern Nigeria. The next section will be on the analysis of proverbs relating to clothing, to investigate if those pithy statements, careers of Yoruba cultural values emphasise the importance of good appearance discussed above as the core objective of portrayal of responsibility, honour and respect among the Yoruba at large in the Yoruba Lagos Islanders in particular.
4. Methodology
This article’s approach combines ethnographic observation, documentary analysis and thematic analysis to explore the cultural interplay between Yoruba proverbs and clothing in Lagos Island. Yoruba proverbs related to dress and attitude were extracted from various sources, such as scholarly works, Yoruba literature and folklore collections.  Documentary analysis was conducted on the proverbs, examining their meaning and the moral or social values they portray.  This involved selecting the proverbs explicitly or implicitly related to themes of appearance, modesty, dignity and social status. 
The qualitative method adopted allows for a nuanced understanding of how proverbs function as cultural scripts, influencing the Yoruba dress sense which embodies values that endure in an urban context like Lagos Island.  Below are the selected proverbs:
1. Bí a se rìn l’à n ko ni
· Literal meaning: You are perceived by your appearance.
2. Ìrí ni sí n’ìse ni l’ojo
· Literal meaning: This and the first proverb have almost the same literal meaning, being ‘the way you appear determines how you are honoured.  They could therefore be analysed together.
· Connotation: Good appearance begets respect
· Cultural identity: the proverb portrays the Yoruba culture as one which extols good clothing and sees it as attracting respect to the wearer.
3. Arojú owó, kì í s’eso
· Literal meaning: The stingy person does not dress stylishly
· Connotation: Nothing good comes easy. Life is give and take.
· Cultural identity: This portrays the Yoruba society as one that believes bad clothing may be a result of being stinginess, a society that equates good clothing with large heart.
4. Arúgbó soge ri, àkísa lo ìgbà rí
· Literal meaning: The elderly was once a fop, the rag was once in vogue.
· Connotation: This goes beyond extolling good clothing. It extols experience. It is often used to react to the young ones who think activities of their time were not experienced by the elders.
· Cultural identity: This portrays the Yoruba society which encourages valuing elders more for their years of experience and not for appearing à la mode, they too have been fashionable at a time.
5. Bí kò bá sí aso, tí k`o sídì ìlèkè, onírúurú ìdí l’àbá rí l’óde
· Literal meaning: Thanks to clothing and waist beads, different shapes of buttocks would have been exposed in public.
· Connotation: This relates the importance of covering the body, especially the private parts. Exposing one’s body is condemnable.
· Cultural identity: Yoruba society places great value on clothing serving as body covering, not just seen as a thing of fashion.
6. Dandogo kojáa àbínúdá
· Literal meaning: Large garment is not among what one can acquire briskly in annoyance
· Connotation: Great heights are not easy to attain
· Cultural identity: Good Clothing here is associated to being meticulous and paying attention to details
7. Gèlè ò dùn bíi ká mòo wé. Ká mo we, kó dà bíi kó ye ni.
· Literal meaning: The beauty of headtie is being able to tie it well, but befitting the wearer surpasses being adept at tying it.
· Connotation: Just be contented with what one has. One may struggle to have what does not add value to one’s being.
· Cultural identity: The Yoruba society views having on clothes that are befitting more important than just having on beautiful clothes.
8. Aláso àlà kìí lo si iso elépo
· Literal meaning: A person clad in white does not frequent the palm-oil stall
· Connotation: This serves as warning to a responsible person not to mingle with people of bad reputation. 
· Cultural identity: It shows that the Yoruba culture consider white as a colour of purity which attracts reverence and respect to the wearer.
9. Aso à fo fún ò je ká mo olowó
· Literal meaning: Clothes washed clean and neat make it difficult to identify who is rich or not.
· Connotation: Clean and neat appearance makes it possible have access into the gathering of the high and mighty in the society.
· Cultural identity: This Yoruba proverb makes clean clothes and clean appearance the key to being considered as honourable member of the society.
10. A-sura –mú ò n te boro
· Literal meaning: A person who is mindful of his or her appearance would not be easily disgraced.
·  Connotation: Similar to the previous proverb which extols clean looks as commanding respect in the society. 
· Cultural identity: This also relates respect you get in the society to good clothing.
11. Aso kò bo Omoyemi mo, Omoyemi ti rìn ìhòhò wo oja.
· Literal meaning: The cloth can no longer cover Omoyemi. Omoyemi has gone to the market naked. 
· Connotation: It used when it is considered too late to save a situation or to hide a secret when it has already gone haywire.
· Cultural identity: This shows that the Yoruba culture seriously view clothing as first of all a covering for the body.  Then, the Yoruba culture abhors nudity, exposing of the body in public, hence the image of the market.
12. Aso nlá ko ni èyàn nla
· Literal meaning : Great clothing does not make a great person
· Connotation: Appearance deceives.
· Cultural identity: Here, unlike most of the other proverbs which uses clothing items as metaphor representing value and honour for the wearer, this one portrays clothing and flamboyant appearance as secondary in rating the value of a person. 
5. Observations
Majority of the above proverbs extol good appearance and clothing, equating them with mark of respect in the society. They also demonstrate Yoruba’s repugnance for nudity and irresponsible exposure of one’s body in public.  It should be noted that none of the proverbs praises nudity or even half-nakedness.  The proverbs generally present good appearance through clothing, cleanliness and elegance as a mark of respect and acceptability in the community and in the high places, even among the elders and the revered.
On the other hand, it should be noted that the Yoruba culture does not believe in absolutism.  That is why if one lists here thousands of clothing related proverb extolling good looks, one must find among them a few that would counter this.  With reference to proverbs Nos. 4. Arúgbó soge rí, àkísa lo ìgbà rí and 12. Aso nlá ko ni èyàn nla, for example, personality and character are extolled above clothing and appearance.  That is the main essence of the Yoruba culture that preaches ‘Omolúàbí’ – the main moto of the Yoruba culture.  Good person, good character are paramount.
Coming to the dress sense of Yoruba Islanders, the two sets of proverbs identified above, that is those extolling good appearance above all and those that preach good character above all could both be said to be identified in the Lagos Island community dominated by the Afro-Brazilian descendants and ‘Saro’ returnees.  It would not be a surprise to say that Lagos Island and the Brazilian quarter in particular is the melting pot of fashion in Nigeria .  
The said community may not appear as tradionally inclined in fashion as the rest of the Yoruba community of the Southwestern Nigeria.  And some of the dressing mode of the youth would make one wonder if they ever got hint of the moral message in proverb No. 11. Aso kò bo Omoyemi mo, Omoyemi ti rin ìhòhò wo oja, which condemns all forms of nudity and exposing of one’s body. 
Generally though, Lagos Island Yoruba indeed constitute a beauty to behold in the Ankara aso-ebi make into beautiful attires with fila to match gorgeously styled on men’s heads and matching gèlè, either made of aso-oke or the crispy shiny stuff beautifully styled on women’s head. 
Conclusion
In all this, at the back of the mind of these Lagos Island Yoruba, seems to be ringing the proverb:
Bí a se rìn l’a n ko ni
Investigation into Lagos Island Yoruba dressing habit, revealed that proverbs play a significant role in guiding dress sense, with attire reflecting values like dignity, respect, modesty, and cultural pride.   Dress practices among the Yoruba of the said community often align with the teachings of proverbs, serving as visual expression of Yoruba identity and norms.  While younger generations interpret these proverbs more flexibly, combining traditional and modern styles, they still uphold core values conveyed through Yoruba proverbs.  This interplay between proverb—guided norms and dress sense highlights the resilience and adaptability of Yoruba culture in the face of modernization.
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