
 Ewé proverbs, which find their origin in the oral traditions handed down generation-by-

generation, came from an ethnic group found in Western Africa. Many of them contain life 

lessons and words of wisdom. They teach patience, humility, knowledge, teamwork, and to be 

hard-working. Three specific proverbs that I will discuss are: “You do not grumble about self-

imposed tasks,” “a person who goes to draw water does not drink mud,” and “the antelope does 

not wear the shoes of an elephant.” 

 The first proverb, “you do not grumble about self-imposed tasks,” means that one should 

be happy about what they are supposed to do, instead of complaining or whining about the 

activity. This can directly be related to Confucius concept of té and Plato’s concept of areté. 

Plato said that we should do everything in life to the best of our ability and with a sense of 

enthusiasm; only then will we feel a sense of fulfillment and satisfaction in life. This can loosely 

be applied to this proverb, but Confucius’ is directly relevant: he said that if we are given a task, 

you should do it willing and not reluctantly. If you have this kind of mentality, you will feel 

satisfaction after completing the task, instead of pessimism. 

 Another proverb, “a person who goes to draw water does not drink mud” implies that if 

you work hard for what you want, you will receive it, but if you do not, and try to gain without 

doing anything, you will have something worse. This again can be applied to Confucius 

philosophy of té, to gain something, you must work hard for it. And with Plato’s areté, for the 

person to gain the water and have the happiness of drinking water, he must go out and get it 

himself, i.e. work for it. Plato emphasized that we should do all things in life to our utmost 

ability. 

 The third proverb, “the antelope does not wear the shoes of an elephant” suggests that 

one shouldn’t try to overachieve or have unrealistic goals nor aspirations. One should be humble 



and accept what he has, and show humility in that respect. Plato’s thought is similar to this, 

because, like the Ewé, Plato believed that each of us has a certain role in our lives, and that we 

should stick to that role and not try to convince ourselves that we can do another person’ job. 

Aristotle, similarly applied areté to this concept: we can only find happiness if we have a career 

in something that we not only have a natural talent at, but enjoy. Areté is significant, because if 

you try to choose another person’s job, then you will never have true happiness. 


