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To the elders and storytellers of East Africa — from the Great Rift Valley to the shores of the Indian Ocean. May their timeless words echo across generations, guiding us with patience, resilience, and hope!
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Preface
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East Africa is a land where mountains kiss the sky, rivers carve deep valleys, and the Indian Ocean brings life and trade. Its people — Swahili, Amhara, Oromo, Somali, Kikuyu, Shona, Baganda, and many more — have preserved wisdom in words sharper than spears and softer than lullabies.

The Great Lakes gave rise to proverbs about patience, abundance, and cooperation.

The deserts and highlands of Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Somalia taught endurance, foresight, and humility.

The Swahili Coast blended African, Arab, and Asian cultures, producing proverbs rich in trade, hospitality, and seafaring wisdom.

This volume of African Proverbs presents East Africa’s sayings with their figurative meanings, moral lessons, and illustrations for today’s readers.
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Volume I: East Africa
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Burundi
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1. Proverb: "A single bracelet does not jingle."

Figurative Meaning: Unity gives strength, while isolation weakens.

Lesson: Success in life requires cooperation and teamwork.

Illustration: A Burundian boy named Jean holds up one bracelet silently, then joins his sister Claudine; together, their bracelets jingle joyfully.
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Caption: “Shape the young, guide the future.”

2. Proverb: "Patience can cook a stone."

Figurative Meaning: With persistence and patience, even the hardest problems can be solved.

Lesson: Rushing leads to mistakes; waiting brings results.

Illustration: Emmanuel waits calmly as his grandmother Nadine stirs beans slowly over the fire, telling him patience makes food sweeter.
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Caption: “Patience softens even stone.”

	Proverb: "He who refuses to obey cannot command."








Figurative Meaning: Leadership begins with humility and respect for others.

Lesson: To be a good leader, one must first learn discipline and obedience.

Illustration: Pascal, a young boy, helps elders with chores, later being chosen to lead games among children.
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Caption: “True leaders first learn to follow.”

5. Proverb: "The drum sounds because of the drummer."

Figurative Meaning: Behind every achievement, there is someone’s effort.

Lesson: Success does not come by chance but through hard work and dedication.

Illustration: Chantal beats the traditional Burundian drum while her little brother René proudly dances, realizing the music exists because of her skill.
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Caption: “Every sound has a hand behind it.”

6. Proverb: "Where there is love, the sun never sets."

Figurative Meaning: Love and kindness make life bright and peaceful.

Lesson: A home filled with love remains joyful despite challenges.

Illustration: At sunset, Pierre and his wife Marie share food with neighbors, their children playing happily.
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Caption: “Love keeps the light alive.”

7. Proverb: "An empty stomach does not hear."

Figurative Meaning: Basic needs must be met before wisdom or learning can take place.

Lesson: Compassion requires meeting people’s physical needs before expecting more from them.

Illustration: Teacher Jacqueline gives her hungry student Eric a piece of bread before starting the lesson.
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Caption: “Feed first, then teach.”

8. Proverb: "The child who is not embraced by the village will burn it down to feel its warmth."
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