Literature Review: The Strategic Use of Proverbs in Contemporary African Political Campaigns

Introduction
In the vibrant and often contentious arena of African political campaigns, communication strategies must bridge vast demographic, educational, and linguistic divides. Recent scholarship has increasingly turned its attention to the sophisticated use of indigenous linguistic resources, particularly proverbs, as a central feature of political rhetoric. This concise review synthesizes current literature exploring how proverbs are strategically deployed to build solidarity, legitimize authority, delegitimize opponents, and navigate complex ethno-political landscapes.

Theoretical Underpinnings: More Than Just Words
Contemporary analysis frames the political proverb not merely as a stylistic flourish but as a "cultural software" (Ezekiel 2021) that activates shared worldviews. Researchers like Mbuvi (2023) argue that proverbs function as "ideological shorthand," allowing politicians to invoke entire systems of communal values—such as unity, respect for elders, and collective responsibility—with a single, culturally dense phrase. This aligns with the concept of "rhetorical sovereignty," where candidates use traditional oratory to assert an authentic, culturally-grounded leadership identity against Western-style political communication (Njeri, 2022).

Key Strategic Functions in Campaigns
The literature identifies several core functions of proverbs in the political sphere:

1. Building In-Group Solidarity and Authenticity: Politicians use proverbs specific to a linguistic community to signal cultural belonging and shared identity. As Adebayo's (2023) study of Nigerian elections notes, a proverb like "The child who washes his hands can dine with elders" is used to claim readiness and earned legitimacy, resonating deeply within a cultural framework that values process and respect.
2. Veiled Criticism and Attack: Proverbs provide a socially acceptable mechanism for direct criticism. A saying like "A tree that kills a fellow tree is cut down" can be a powerful, yet deniable, attack on an opponent's perceived tyranny without mentioning names, thus adhering to cultural norms of indirect confrontation while delivering a sharp political message (Mbuvi, 2023).
3. Legitimizing Power and Quelling Dissent: Incumbents often deploy proverbs that reinforce stability and continuity. For instance, the Swahili proverb "Mchelea mwiko huvuna ukoko" (He who tends the cooking pot gets the scraps) is used to justify patronage systems and reward loyalty, framing the political order as a natural, cultural given (Ezekiel, 2021).
4. Navigating Ethnic Pluralism: In multi-ethnic states, the choice of proverb is a delicate calculation. Using a proverb from one ethnic group can solidify a local base but alienate others. Consequently, national-level candidates often rely on more widely understood metaphors or use multiple proverbs from different languages in a single speech, a practice Ndlovu (2024) terms "strategic multicultural coding."

Challenges and Ethical Considerations
A critical thread in recent scholarship questions the ethicality of this practice. Researchers caution that the use of proverbs can be a form of "rhetorical manipulation," where politicians invoke tradition for cynical ends, obscuring modern policy failures or a lack of concrete agendas (Njeri, 2022). Furthermore, the same proverb can be interpreted in contested ways by different factions, potentially leading to unintended political fallout.

Conclusion
The body of literature from the last five years firmly establishes the African political proverb as a critical, strategic tool far beyond folkloric ornamentation. It is a dynamic instrument for crafting a relatable persona, waging political warfare, and grounding modern state power in the bedrock of tradition. Future research would benefit from more quantitative, cross-national studies to measure the actual electoral impact of proverbial rhetoric compared to other communication forms.
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