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Resumo

Os provdrbios pertencem d comunicagSo do quotidiano. No vemdculo, um provdrbio vive enquanto d mencionado. Um

prov6rbio d usado ou referido como um prov6rbio em si ou o uso de um prov6rbio confere valor agregado d situagdo

em cuso. A situagdo pode ser entendida como ma circunstincia de fala ou um texto vemiculo. A perspectiva 6

baseada na paremiologia folcl6rica. Nos estudos do folclore, a perspectiva dos provdrbios vem da maneira como as

pessoas os compreendem e utilim. As pessoas comuns, m povo, nao seguem (ou n5o deverim seguir) o jrg6o

acad6mico. E um desafio folclorico e premiol6gico mapeu prov6rbios que as pessoas utiliaam e estSo a utilizar nas

suas pr6ticas quotidianas. Usuiirios de prov6rbios, colecionadores, trquivistas e investigadores fazem parte desse

processo. Cada etapa do processo tem a sua infludncia no material coletado. O desafio de encontrr material de pesquisa

relevmte d o centro das ateng6es no estudo dos prov6rbios vemiculos no contexto. Nao sabemos quais os provdrbios

(e como e porqu6) form usados nos primeiros tempos. Conhecemos apenas os colectados e registados. A critica da

fonte pode ser vista como parte integrante do estabelecimento de uma imagem realista do material que d usado em

estudos paremiol6gicos.
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NOTES IN THE STUDY OF PROVERBS IN VERNACULAR USED IN EVERYDAY

COMMUNICATION

Liisa Granbom-Herranen, University of Turku, Fintand

Abstract

Proverbs belong to everyday communication. In the vemacular, a proverb lives as long as it is refened to. A proverb

is used or refened to as either a proverb itself or the use ofa proverb lends added value to the ongoing situation. The

situation cm be understood as a speech event or vemacultr text. The perspective is based on folkloristic paremiology.

In folklore studies the perspective to proverbs comes fiom people's way mderstanding md use them. Ordinary people,

a folk, does not (or should not) follow the academic parlance. It is both a folkloristic and paremiologic challenge to

chart proverbs which people have used md are using in their everyday practices. Proverb users, collectors, archivists,

and resemchers are a part ofthis process. Each step ofthe process has its om influence on the collected material. The

challenge how to find relevant research material takes centre stage in studying vemacular proverbs in context.

In folklore studies the perspective to proverbs comes from people's way understmding md use them. Ordinary people,

a folk, does not (or should not) follow the academic pillmce. It is both a folkloristic and paremiologic challenge to

chart proverbs which people have used and are using in their everyday practices. Proverb users, collectors, mchivists,

and reseuchers are a paft ofthis process. Each step ofthe process has its om influence on the collected material. The

challenge how to find relevant reserch material takes centre stage in studying vemaculr proverbs in context.

We do not know which proverbs (md how and why) have been used in the earlier times. We krow only collected and

recorded ones. Source criticism cm be seen as an integral part ofestablishing a realistic picture ofthe material that is

used in paremiologic studies.

Key words: folklore studies, everyday life, puemiography, paremiology, proverb, vemacular.

Introduction

At their best and most alive proverbs are part of everyday language and this way they are also

closely linked to culture. There are two methodological approaches to proverbs. First there must

be the steps ofparemiography. This work includes recording proverbs and preparing the collected

material for archives. As for the paremiology, it is the study ofproverbs and proverbial expressions.

The research might focus for instance on the definition, form, structure, style, content, function,

meaning, or values given to proverbs. Both paremiography and paremiology are important and

needed form parts ofthe whole. Proverb users, collectors, archivists, and researchers are a part of
the process, and all of them have some impact on what will be stored, and this way speciry the uses

of the existing material in the future.

The challenge how to find relevant research material takes centre stage in studying vernacular

proverbs. It is both a folkloristic and paremiologic challenge to charl proverbs which people have

used and are using in their everyday practices. Published collections often include selected material

from the earlier publications or collections. In most cases, the contexts in printed collections are

350



unknown, and their actual interpretations are even more of a mystery. Proverbs may be collected

in different eras, and various political and social contexts. However, the action of collecting

proverbs itselfis always influenced by what is happening in the spheres ofpolitics, the economy

and society. Small nations, like Finland and as I know also as example in Estonia and Ireland, have

asserted their cultural independence through their languages and by collecting proverbs, for

example, which were part of the spoken vernacular ones. lt is not possible to think that neither

paremiology nor paremiography could be free ofthe values ofa society or group inside a society.

The question is ifthe collectors or researchers have been aware ofthe valuations they have made.

Depending on what is valued, people see or do not see certain aspects ofthe context.

Proverbs, proverbs everywhere

In terms of the proverb genre, we can say that both as the name of a genre and the name of an

utterance calledproverb - can be, has been and still are defined both in emic- and in etic-language.

Emic-language is the language of everyday life while etic-language takes place in the academic

world.l The research ought to obtain both emic and etic knowledge, which in the proverb genre

means both emic and etic concepts ofthe proverb.

One of the most chuckling-worthy descriptions of emic and etic concepts is found in J. R. R.

Tolkien's story The Lord oJ'the Rings (Tolkien 1967l.84 85), when hobbits Pippin and Merry meet

a living tree, the Ent:

- 'Pleme,' he [the hobbit] said. 'who are you? And what are you?'

A queer look came into the old eyes, a kind ofu'ariness; the deep wells were covered over. 'Hrum, now,'

mswered the voice. 'Well, I am an Ent, or that's what they call me. Yes, Ent is the word. The Ent, I am,

you might say, in your manner of speaking. Fangom is my name according ro some, Treebeard others

make it. Treebeard will do.'

- 'Al Ent?' said Merry. 'What is that? But what do you call yoursell) What is your real nme?'

- 'Hoo now!' replied Treebeard. 'Hoo! Now that would be telling! Not so hasty. And I am doing the

asking. You re in my country. What are you, I wonder? [ cannol place you. You do not seem to come

in the old lists that leamed as I was young. But that Bas a long, long time ago, md they may have made

new lists. Let me see! Let me see! How did it go?

t1
- It was a long list. But anyway, you do not seem to fit in anywherel'

- 'We always seem to have got left out of the old lists and the old sl.ories,' said Merry. 'Yet we've been

about for quite a long time. We're hobbits.'

- 'Why not make a new line?' said Pippin.

tl
- 'Put us in amongst the fbur, next to Man [the Big People] and you have got it-'
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- 'Hm! Not bad, not bad,' said 'freebeard. 'That would do. So you live in holes, eh? It sounds very right

and proper. Who calls you hobbits, though? That does nol sound elvish to me. Elves made all the old

words: they begm it.'

- 'Nobody else calls us hobbits; we call ourselves that,' said Pippin.

As I see, the same kind of situation occurs with proverbs. Whose point of view should be counted

as the bedrock for the concepts ofthe proverb and the proverb genre - the standpoint ofeveryday

life (emic) or of academic research (etic)?

I argue that the basis of the concept is in everyday life. Thus, we should favour emic language, the

language, and its concepts that the proverb speakers use (Granbom-Herranen 201 l). New proverbs

are created by using old proverbs and old proverbs are thus transformed A question for scholars is

whether proverbs are allowed to change or not, in other words, what is the point with proverbs

when we are dealing with a new concept and phenomenon. I suppose the answer is clear for the

proverb users since the proverbs and their interpretations change whether we want them to or not.

The genre system has been grounded in the existing folklore forms and the organization ofarchival

collections and published texts (Bauman 1992). For example, in the Finnish life stories from the

early 20th century (PE-85), over 60 different concepts were given as synonyms for the proverb

(sananlasku).

Sometimes, the concepts ofproverb. saying, Bible quotation and so forth are used as synonyms but

each tells us something about the proverbial nature of an expression. It is obvious that users of
proverbs cannot always identifl, proverbs or determine a difference between proverbs and other

proverbial expressions (see also eermak 2005; Jarv 1999). Another question is whether it matters if
we accept the two parallel ways to see proverbs: on the one hand, the emic language that is known

within a group and, on the other hand, the researchers' etic language (Headland 1990). I tender to

count with the emic definition as i have accepted the view of proverb users. Sometimes the concepts

proverb, saying, Bible quolalion, etc. are used as synonyms, but all these indicate the proverbiality of

a given expression (see Granbom-Herranen 2016a). The method is called the empathetic reading

method (see Vilkko 1997). In defining what a proverb is, I have accepted the view ofthe proverb

users; they use the concepts ofproverb, saying, Bible quotation and so on synonymously. As Maja

Bo5kovid-Stulli (1980) wrote already in 1980's, regardless of the origin, these expressions have

become part ofeveryday language (Granbom-Herranen 201 3, 201 8).

In folklore studies the perspective to proverbs comes from people's way ofunderstanding and use

them. Ordinary people do not (or should not) follow the academic parlance. In research and

interpretations, we are to handle with in two different ways of thinking: the emic-language of the

folk and the researchers' etic-language. The researchers are expected to understand both the emic-

and etic-concepts and contexts. Should the standpoint be the language ofthe everyday life (emic)

352



or that one ofthe academic types ofresearch (etic), is the question we are to pay attention. I argue,

hat comes to oral tradition we should come nearer the emic language, the language with its concepts

the speakers use. The researchers meet new challenges when trying to adapt to the changes in the

boundary between the oral tradition and the written culture (Granbom-Herranen 2011).

On the definition of a proverb

Nowadays, the term most often refers to proverb and proverbial expression, both in emic and etic

language, asinAmerican Folklore (1996). This definition follows the contemporary intemational

position in paremiology. However, we should keep in mind Honko's (1989) claim: "It is not always

necessary, or even possible, in the dynamic research tradition to define the key concepts

exhaustively, for there must always be room for new connections."

What comes to definitions and interpretations of a proverb I lean on the concepts of emic and etic

by Kenneth Pike and Marvin Harris (see Headland 1990). The dichotomy of the emic and etic in

language use can be handled in various ways. Briefly, the etic-based definitions are used by the

paremiologists and other researchers and the emic-based definitions can be understood more as

concepts that are not actually defined (Granbom-Herranen 2010,2016b). The biggest difference

between these concepts becomes evident in Harris and Pike's focus on etic interpretations and their

justification. They are very much of the same opinion regarding the emic (Headland 1990). By

using a loose definition of the proverb, this article leans primarily on the emic concept, but the etic

concept also comes into play because the other kinds of utterances of various short-form genres

which might, in the reader's eyes, also represent proverbs (in folkloristics) are not considered here

(see Granbom-Henanen 2016b, 2021 ).

The dichotomy of emic and etic in language can be approached in different ways. In short, etic-

based definitions are used by the paremiologists and other researchers, whereas emic-based

definitions do not actually exist (Granbom-Herranen 2010,2016a). The difference between them

becomes evident in Harris and Pike's focus on etic interpretations and their justification. They

agree with Headland's (1990) views on the emic. By using a broad definition of proverb, this

analysis relies primarily on the emic concept. However, the etic concept also comes into play

because the other types of utterances that represent different short-form genres 2 which might, in

the reader's eyes, also be proverbs (in folkloristics) are not treated here (see Granbom-Herranen

2016b).
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Proverbs in vernacular

The basis for the interpretation ofa proverb is constructed when a proverb is heard for the first time

(often in one's childhood), and this later creates the basic meaning on an individual level (see

Granbom-Herranen 2008). In everyday life and vernacular use, the meaning of a proverb is a matter

of individual experience. Proverbs and their meanings as well as interpretations rely on the

combination of socio-cultural contexts, people, emotions, and information in different situations.

To understand the mechanism behind interpretations, we arc to realize that proverbs are part of

everyday language built on people's individual social realities. Proverbs are a part ofthe vernacular

people are familiar with.

The main challenge in search of vernacular proverbs consists in finding them. The same challenge

is to be greeted both in past and presents. Looking for proverbs in speech and texts like speech

means to consider the proverbs, the shortened proverbs, or references and allusions to some

proverb. Even more difficult is to identifr "potentially-to-become-a-proverb" (Grzybek 20 1 I ). The

paradox is that old proverbs are recognizable, but modern or future ones are not. It is easy to

conclude that there are no modern proverbs.

The situation as such might be the key to recognition the proverb. One way is to see the use ofa
proverb as a violating element which introduces new aspects into a discourse. It makes a pause in

it. Proverbs might be signalled with a linking phrase, a marker or introducer of proverbs. As an

event or short performance, the proverb is a fixed part ofthe situation: something is happening,

and proverbs might be signalled with a linking phrase or a marker or introducer of proverbs. The

successful proverb performance sums up the kernel ofthe performance (see Granbom-Herranen

2014).

The history of a nation is always somehow present in paremiologic study. For the first three

centuries after the birth of literary Finnish in Finland, the collectors of vemacular proverbs were

primarily clergymen. Afterwards, even as late as the beginning of the 20th century, both collectors

of folklore (and proverbs) were mainly men. Their informants were men. The world view was

invariably androcentric. No wonder the Finnish proverbs have been labelled to be patriarchal

speech. Hence, as collectors encountered the everyday life of the people, women, and children

(more than 50% of folk) were not included. However, this trend was not unique to Finland. From

1916 until the 1970s, women participated in fieldwork in Finland as assistants to men.

Conclusion

Whether the unit of analysis is expressed in emic or etic language is a matter of choosing one's

approach, that is, deciding whose concepts are used. The outsiders of the group understand the
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language, but the tacit knowledge involved in it may remain unattainable. This applies our own

culture on another era. It concerns the foreign culture both in our times and in the past. Anyhow,

the identification ofproverbs assumes the socio-cultural knowledge. In many cases, it is obvious

that the collector's morals and didactic grip are imposed on the text. The influence of earlier

publications is also sometimes visible. lt is not obvious who collected the proverbs, as well as

when, where and for what reason they were collected.

Looking for proverbs in speech and texts like speech, it is to look at proverbs, shortened proverbs,

or references and allusions to some proverbs. ln the vernacular a proverb lives as long as it is

referred to.

Endnotes

L shortly said, etic-based definitions are researcher-centred definitions and emic-based user-centred

definitions.

2. Also called small-scale folklore (Honko 2013, I l8).

Materials

PE-85 : Perinne el?imassani -kilpakirjoitus I985
Helsinki.

References

[1'radition in rny'lit'e] in The Fimish Literature Society Archives in

BRUNVAND, Jan Huold (ed.), 1996. American folklore: an encyclopedia. New York: Garland Publishing.

BAUMAN, Richard, 1992. Genre. In Bauman, Richard (ed.) Folklore, culturol performances' and popular

entertainments. New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 53 59.

BOSKOVIa-STULLI, Maja, 1980. Proverbs and Proverbial Expressions in a Zagreb Newspaper. In Burlakoff,

Nikolai and Lindahl, Crt (eds) Folk/o re on Two ('onlinents: Essa)s in Honor of Lincla Degh' Bloomington'

lN: TricksterPress. 180 186.

ignltAf. FrmtiSek,2005. Text lntroducers ofProverbs and Other ldioms. ln: Phraseologismen als Gegenstand

sprach- und kttlt umissenschafll ic her Forsc hung. 5T 77

GRANBOM-HERRANEN, Liisa, ).008. Sananlaskut kasvatuspilteessa perinneil(i, kastaluslq, indoktrinautiota'?

IProverbs in pedagogical discourse tradition, upbringing, indoctrination?] Jyv?iskylii Studies in Education,

PsychologyandSocialReseach32g.Jyviiskyliinyliopisto(includesasummaryinEnglish,pp.2T8 285).

https://jyx jyu.fi/hmdle/l 23456789/1 855,1

20 I 0. Is a Proverb Always a Proverb? In: Soares, Rui J. B. & Lauhakangas, Outi (eds), 3'd Intertlisciplinary
Colloquium on Proverbs, Proceedings. Tavira: IAP-AIP. 21 5 221 .

201 l. Proverb - a Literal Pkase And a Part of Everyday Speech. In Pmies, Artonio, Dur6n & Juan de Dios

Luque & Martin, Patricia Femdndez (eds\ Paremiolog[o y herencia cultural Granada: Granada Lingvistica,

285-294.

2013. 'Newspapers are the schoolmasters ofthe common people" - Some premiological notes ofproverbs in a

Finnish newspaper. ln Soares, Rui J. B. & Lauhakangas, Ouli (eds). 6'h Interdisciplinary Colloquiunt on

Proverbs, Proceedings. Tavira: Intemational Association ofProverbs,3l5 328.

20 I 4. Beyond understanding: how proverbs violate Grice's cooperative principle. In Baran. Anneli & Laineste,

Liisi & Voolaid, Piret (eds) Sca/a,Vaturae. Festschrtft in Honour ofArto Krikmann. Tartu: ELM Scholarly

Press.107-120.

20l6a.SMS-messagesindailynewspaper thecontextofproverbperfomance. Traclitiones,45/3,4340.
https ://oj s. rc-sazu. siltraditiones/article I v iew I 482'7 / 4439

355



2016b. The genre ofproverb - a relic or very much alive? In Kmrina Koski & Frog & Ulla Savolainen (eds)
Genre Tsl Inlerprelation: Multidisciplinary Perspectives on Folkbre and Beyond. tlelsinki: SKS,317-
339. httlls://doi.ors,ll 0.2 l.li

2018. Proverbs in SMS messages. Archaic and modern communication. Amales Universitates Turkuensis B 459,
University of Turku, I 3-1 I 2. Elektronic version http://um. |,(JRN:ISBN:978-95 I -29-7322-4 [Access
7.8.20 l 8l

2021. Titles ofTV Programmes in Finnish Newspapers: a Context for Proverbs in Contemporary Use. In
Szerszunowicz , Joanna(ed.) Reproducible Language Units.from an lnterdisciplinqry Perspectiye.
lnlercontinentalDialogueonPhraseolog:,vol.4.UniversityofBialymstokuPublishingHouse,lTT 194.
httl)://hdl.handlc.net,rl I i20/l l.l6l

GMYBEK, Peter, 2011. "Proverb Vriants and Variations. A New Old Problem?" ln: 5" Col6quio lnterdisciplinar
sobreProvirbiosi1't' lnterdisciplinary) Colloquium on Proverbs Actas ICP I I Proceedings. Tavira: AIPJAP,
pp.l35-1s2.

HEADLAND, Thomas N. & Pike, Kemeth L. & Hanis, Maruin (eds), 1990. Emic's and Etic.\. The Insider/Outskler
Debate. Fronliers ofAllhropology, vol. 7. Newbury Park: Sage.

HONKO. Laurr. 1989. Folkloristic Theories of Geme. In Siikala. Ama-Leena (ed.). Slrrltc.s in Oral Narrotive. Sttdia
Fennica 33. Helsinki: SKS. 13 28.

JARV, Risto. I 999. Is Prcviding Proverbs a Tough Job?: References to Proverbs in Newspaper Texts. Folklore 10: 77-
107. httn:iifirlklore.eerfolkloreirol I 0rpdf.rirr.pdl'.

TOLKIEN, J.R.R. 1967. The Lord ofthe Rings. Part Tv,o, The Ty'o Tou'ers. Ne*, York: Ballantine Books.

VILKKO. Ami. 1997. Omaeldmdkerta kohtaamispaikkana. Naisen el(imdn kcrronto jo lrcnta. Suomalaisen
Kigallisuuden Seuran toimituksia 663. Helsinki: SKS, 13 59.

Curriculum Vita

Liisa GRANBOM-HERRANEN is associate professor at the Department of Folkloristics, University of Turku,

Finland, as well as at the Department of Education, Universitv of Jyvaskyla, Finland. She holds a PhD both in

folkloristics and education. Her studies are multidisciplinary while her main interest in folkloristic studies is related

to the proverbs, she is also interested in the concept of metaphor in philosophy as well as the questions of power,

authority, md autonomy in education. Her main research interests in paremiology (proverb science) have focused on

the interpretation of proverbs, considering the enviroment md purpose of use.

f,mail: liisa.granbont-herranenlahotrnlil.com, lakera@utu.fi

356


