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ABSTRACT

Altheugh provorbs ply an important role in regulating tite verbal beitavieur of
speakers, they hayo beon ahnest noglected in disceurse analysis. In tbis papor we at-
tompt te study their disceursal functions by moans of two difforent kinds of corpera:
a citation corpus of c. 2,000 exanípios of multi-word units and a hugo computonizod
corpus of sovenal million tokons. Aspocts liko frequoncy and lomníatization will be
dealt ‘with sis well.

1. INTRODUCTION

Proverbs belong te tite category of multi-word units, i.e. loxical units
composed of a minimum of two ortitographical words up te a maximum of a
whole sontonce (eltiter simple or complex). Some examplos aro co casta spel/,
heavy casualties, Better late titan never, Co cal! it a day and How do you do?.

Several kinds of rnulti-werd units can be distinguished according mo
thoir funotion and speech acm status. Among tho provieus examples, I3etter
late titan never quauifios for inclusien undor tite catogoi-y of provorbs be-
cause it isa witolo sentonce, equivalont tea free utmerance whicit is suitablo
te perforrn spoecit acts. Unliko pragmatio idiems sucit as I-Iow do you do?,
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prevorbs ano not nostrictod te set social situatiens (cf. Gramley & Pátzold,
1992: 53).

Prevorbs play an impoi-tant rolo in rogulating tite verbal bobavieur of spoa-
kors. Nevertitoless, titey hayo boen slmost noglected in disceurso analysis. >Xt
most titoy itave toen montioned just in passing (cf? Stubbs, 1983). In titis papor
wo aro going te study titeir disceunsal functions by moans of twe difforent
kinds of cerpera. Qur main gols aro te find out whothor tinose units aro as ni-

froqucnt as tite limenamuro en tite tepic seemus te suggest, and witothor cur re-
sults diffor significantly accoreling mo mho kind of corpus being used.

2. PRQVERBS IN CORPUS LINGUISTICS

Mest siudies en proverbs stem from writton colloctions, ratiton titan fnom
direct ebsenvation in tite languago. Titero ano studies, titougit, that prove tite
rule, as tite eno by Hein (1951) fon Gorman. Other autiters it-ave also fol-
lewod tite samo lino of werk wititout mueit success —mitoy usually gayo up
duo te iack of exan-iples in titoir materituls.

Nernick (1985: 6), fon instance, feund no clear instances in the Svartvik
and Quink’s corpus non in tite transenibod convorsations by Cnystal and
Davy.

1-lis results aro no surpnising sinco mito actual rato of fixod expressions in
disceurso appoars te be very 10w indeod (cf. Strásslor, 1982: 83; Meen 1992:
494).

In orden te find out whotitor provorbs ano as infroquont tus previcus
studios seom te slrnw, we have consulted two kinds of corpora: a citaition
corpus (CC) and threo suboerpora frem mho Bank of English (Univorsity of
Birmingitam-Cebuild), a largo computonizod corpus: Britisit Books (BE), TIte
limes (TT) tund Tite Independent (TI) (seo “Cerpor&’ in tite appondix).

Fer comparativo resulís, wo itavo soloctod 20 provorbs frem our citatien
corpus (CC) te seo itew froquont mhey are in tite mitree textual subeorpora
censultod. As rogards tite frequency of inelividual items (seo table 1 in mho
appondix), tite results show titat provorbs do occur in botit citatien and tex-
tual cerpor-a. Nerrick’s (1985) findings aro cortainly biasod becauso of tite
(small) sizo of tite mamorials examinod.

We it-ave boen aNo te point eut somo differoncos, according te tite kind of
corpus usod. Titus, mitere isa gro-ator number of typos in mito CC, witoroas mito
titree soctions of tite textual corpus, in cemparison, prevido moro tokons. It
sineuld be taken mme account mhat mito froquoncy avorago of individual
preverbs (BB5.2, TT=2.6, CC” 1.25, TI=1.15) can be slightly higitor duo te
tite relativoly itigit frequency of some individual units. as in mito caso of item 6.

As fon tite poncontage of eccurnences in tite titree sections of tite Bank of
Englísh examinod, rnost prevorbs appear loss titan once por millien werds or
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Table 1:Frequencyof individual iterus

1. A LITTLE KNOWLEDGE ISA DANGEROUS IHINO.
CC=l 138=3 ‘17=5 TI-O

2. ALL WORK AND NO PLAY MAKES JACR A I)ULL HOY.
CC=2 813-6 TT=O 11=0

3. BEOGARS CAN’T BE CHOOSERS.
CC-2 813=5 TT=0 11=0

4. BFTFER LATE IHAN NEVER.
CC=3 1313-6 11=2 11=1

5. EARLY 10 PEO AND EARLYTO RISE, MARES A MAN HEALTHY,
WEALTI-IY, ANO WLSE.
CC= 1 813=0 TT=0 11=0

6. EASIER SALO TUAN DONE.
CC=l 813=28 TT=3 TJ=1

7. EASY COME, FASY GO.
CC= 1 1313=5 TT=O 11=0

8. EVERY CLOUD 1-lAS A SILVER LININO.
CC=1 1313=’? 11=17 TI=10

9. IT MAKES ALL SORTS 10 MAKE A WORLD.
CC>> 1313=1 17=0 TI=t>

>0. ¡1,5 AN RL WINI) THAIBLOWS NOBODY AM’ (5000.
CC= 1 813=7 TT-3 TI=2

II. ONCE BITTEN, TWICE 81-1V.

CC= 1 1313=1 11=4 11=1>
12. 01.31 OF srn¡-ií, OIJT OF MINO.

CC=l 1313=5 ‘rT=4 TI- 1
13. TALK OF ‘VHF DEVIL, ANO HE 15 BOUND TO APPEAR.

CC=l 813-1 ‘IT-O 11=1
14. ‘II-lE EARLY BIRD CATCHESTHEWORM.

CC= 1 1313=0 IT-tI 711=0
¡5. IHE LEOPARO CANNOT CHANGE 115 SPOTS.

CC=l 1313=6 711=2 TI=2
16. TI-lE PEN 15 MJGHTFR TI-lAN TI-lE SWORO.

CC— 1 1313=0 TT=0 TI=O
17. TIMEWILLTELL

CC=1 813=19 TT=8 11=4
18. TWO>5 COMPANY, THREE’S A CROWD.

CC=2 1313=0 TT—2 Tt=0
19. WHERE IGNORANCE 15 BLISS, 115 FOLLYTOBE WISE.

CC=l 1313=1 TT-0 11=0
20. YOU CANNOT TEACH AN OLO 000 NEW TRICKS.

CC=l 1313=3 17=2 11=1
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Table 2:Trikons por millionwords

1. ALITTLEKNOWLEDGEtS ADANGEROUS TRINO.
1313=0.09 TT—0.5 TI—o

2. ALL WORK AND NO PLAY MAKES JACK A DULL 130V.
1313=0.19 TT=0 TI-o

3. BEGOARS CAN’T BE CI-100SERS.
1313—0.16 17=11 TI=0

4. BETTER LATE TRAN NEVER.

1313=0.19 TT=0.2 TI—0,2
5. EARLYTOBED AND EARLYTO RISE, MARES A MAN HEA1JPHN>,

WEALTHY, ANO WISE.
1313—0 TT=0 TI=0

6. EASIERSAIOTI-IAN DONE.
1313=0.90 TT=0.3 TI=O.2

7. EASY COME, EASY GO.
1313-0.16 TT=0 TI-O

8. EVERYCLOED HAS A SILVER LINING,
1313=0.22 17=1.7 TI—2

9. IT MARES ALL SORTS TO MARE A WORLD.
1313—0=13 TT=0 TI—o

10. IT’S AN ILL WIND THAT BLO WS NOBODY ANY GOOD.
1313—0.22 17=0.3 TI=O.4

ti. ONCE BITTEN, TWICE SRI.
1313=0.03 TT—0.4 TI—O

12. OUT OF 5101-IT, OIJT OF MIND.
1313=0.16 TT—0A TI=O.2

13. TALI< OF TRE IJEVIL, AND HE 15 BOUNO 710 APPEAR.
1313=0.03 TT—0 TI=tI.2

14. THEEARLY BIRD CATCI-IESTHEWORM.
1313=0 ‘fr-O TI=0

15. TI-lE LEOPARO CANNOT O-tANGE ITS SPOTS.
1313—0.19 TT=0.2 171—0.4

16. THE PEN IS MIOL-ITER THAN TI-lE SWORD.
1313-0 17=0 TI-o

17. TIMEWILLTELL
1313=0.61 TT=O.8 711—0.8

18. TWO’S COMPANY, TI-IREE’S A CROWD.
BE—o 17=0.2 TI—O

19. WHEREIGNORANCE 15 BLISS, IT’S FOLLYTOBE WISE.
1313=0=13 TT=O TI=O

20. YOU CANNOT TEACH AN 0L13 DOC NEW TRICKS.
1313=0.09 TT=0.2 TI—0.2
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nene at alí (seo labIo 2 in appondix). Tite average ratio is BBO.16, TTO,23,
TI=0.23. Rosults sucit sis titis correspend with tite findings in Meen (1992)
fer fixod exprossions in general.

3. LEMMATIZATION

Tho tablos in tite appondix sitow tite 20 pneverbs undor considonation in
tineir canonical form as thoy appear iii Simpson (1988). Nevermheless, titeso
units usually appoar in a medified ferm inactual disceurse. Mene titan a italf
of titeir mema! eccurronces aro citiner sitortenod or croatively manipulatod in
tun allusivo way. This isa citaractenistie foamure of ll multi-word units in mest
languagos (cf Keller, 1985). In fact, suoit eceasienal modificatiens censtituto
the typical way of using multi-werd units in actual disceurso (cf Sinclair,
1991: 104; Wetjk, 1992: 5). Titore aro plonty of creativo manipulations
botit in tito cimamien and textual subeorpora examined. Semo of ítem are
shortonings (examplos 1, 2, 3). witich may givo riso te new mulmi-word units,
anel moclifiealions, creativo oxtonsions and manipuiations of ah kinds (oxam-
pies 4, 5,6):

(1) Well, t least that way he weuld le-aun if it was a sensible mothod of got-
tingnidofEva... Every claudhad,.. (Sitarpo. 1978:67).

(2) Tino fail in inflatien Es titesilverliningof mho prelongod rocossion (TT).
(3) lf tino intelligenee triofing.s rcpresent a dai-k e/oudhanging oven <he plan-

ningof allied cemmanders, <be si/ser liuing is vory thin (TI),
(4) StiJJ, tuggers can ‘s he chonseis as titar oid Sir Winston said al tino queoi”s

wedding(Sharpe, 1978: 56).
(5) Al! work ant! no play maLes’ a woinanjlaí-citesíed andsquiniy (BB).
(6) Witen two scompanv, buí <it roe con.síi<uíes un/awful assembly (TI).

Provorbs aro ospecially prono te medificatiens of titeir baso ferms.
Whatever mho roasons whicit determino tinoir -actual ferm in disceurso crea-
tivo manipulamiens and sitertenings sheuld be taken mme acceunt in corpus
linguistics: modificatiens sucit as titose mako it very diff’icult te retnievo
pnevorbs by using simple concerdancing metheds like OCP er TACT.

4. FUNCTIQNS

By diseeursl functiens of pneverbs 1 undersmand «ítem disceursal valuo
in morís of mho centnibutien each cxpression makes te tite informatien and
ovaluation strucmure of its co-text> (Meen, 1992: 493). Accerding te ben
exomplificamien of mho five kinds of funcliens porfermod by fixed oxpross-
teus, proverbs seom me be mainly evaluamivo —except fon units liko Speak of
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the devil and hes hound to appear, whicit qualifios for inclusien under tite
situational heading.

In eur mamenials (botit mho citatien and textual cerpora) prevorbs aro pni-
rnarily evaluative (with a negativo valuo in most casos), buí in an indiroct wy
—titoso units gonorate a series of cenventional implicatures witicit appoal te a
sitarod background and culturo (cf Sti-ásslor, 1982). Fon exmplo:

(7) «I’m alí right, he managed me mutter mrying te take inis oyes off hor hp5...
<4 didn’t sloop wofl. That’s alí.» «Toe mucb work ant! not enougit play
makesJack a dullboy, said Mrs. Higgs holding the bag limply.

(Sharpo, 1976: 37)

(8) Yeu may hawo difficulty defining your ewn neods and oxprossing your
neotis te othors. Yeu will be seon by othor people as «alí husiness ant! no
playo, humounless and boaning tho weigint of mho world en your sineul-
tAers

(BB)

(9) «Of ceurso he was bofero ruy time bum 1 did hoar eno or two rathor unsa-
voury smerios. Yeumhful exccss is eno thing, said mho Dean. but mutton
drossod as Limb Ls nether. Tinoy say <be leo~rnrd doesn t citange its
spo¡s, said mho Senier Tutor.

(Sharpo, 1976: 14)

Preverbs usually prevido a polite fon> te expross an impelito bolief in an
indiroct way —titey roflecm tite pehimenoss principie: «Minimise (omiten titings
being oqual) mho oxpressien of impohite boliefs» (Loecit, 1983: 81), witit spo-
cial reforenco te mito tael, approbamion. agreonient and sympathy maxims.
Brown and Levinson (1987: 226) aÑo mention mho use of proverbs with re-
specm te smratogy no. 13 («oven-generalizo») in thoir siudy en «face throaion-
ing acis» as-a moans te expross cnittc¡sm in a way titat is casior en face duo te
tite traditional wisdom —anel gononahized advice~- mitey cenmain.

Witilo retaining their evaluative contoní, preverbs alse centnibute te tho
information structure of titeir ce-texts cititer with en witheut proverbial af-
fixes (cf Nerrick, 1985). Spoakers frequonmly use mho> simply ¡o adel infer-
matien (ox~mmplo 10), incerperating titem wititin longer smnotcinos of spcech;
me suppenm mitoir own assortiens (examplo 11), whese negativo ovalution may
net be accepted (example 12): orto prevido an explanation (oxaínple 13).

(lO) Most EC ornbassies will be bumning midnight oil te send dispatehes te
thoir capitals, Itaving toen bi<íen once already by tho .surpniso el tino
Oanish reforendum result.

(TT)
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(11) lf he novor knews what he is, ho’lI noven know wlmt ho’s missod. Ls that
righm? Haw 1-Iaw. In England we hayo a saying: ignorante is bliss.

(Bend, 1981: 34)

(12) <It don’t hardly matier il dom ginls Ls de limit er nom, heney ehild, cause
beggars caint be cItoosy’. «1 ~smnot rs boggar! Eancy ropliod sharply,
stung by mho theught.

(BE)
(13) «Sho never romarried? No. Once tillen, twice sby.»

(Ledge, 1992: 48)

Qn tite etitor hand, provorbs ofton signal tite disceursal stnueturo of toxts.
Tito <cenventional wisdom» íitey convoy makes thern a perfect choice fon
eponings and closings, among omitor functiens. In cenvensational situatiens.
preverbs can be usod fer phatic purpesos: titey aro way te sitew can inter-
locutor thai ;ve are paying atmentien, following itim and tinat he can go en
holding mho licor.

lo ocr mamonirsis titeso units aro usod oimhor for openings en fer (pro-)
closings. In Che fi—sm case titoy ano usually tite titíes of longor articlos witich
siate clcanly titoir corroct interpnetatien. Titoy alse functien in toxis as opon-
ings en introductory rornanks of longer smretchos of text (examplo 14).

(14) App/es do noí já II farj’rom <he <ree,.. AntA tho ogalitarism that fflictod
Orwell in bis minirmios was el a particular floeting kind. That spasrn of
sentimental secialis>... splutmerod out wititin ten yoars in mho last, tubor-
calar pges of 1984.

(Harnis, 3990: 91)

lo tite same wy, mitey aro frequontly used as pre-closings en elosings
(oxamplo 15):

(15) ... Tite time lcr action was 18 menths age; it is still beiter late <han never.
Yeurs faithfully, Petor .laekson. Chairrnan.

(TT)

According te Scitegloff and Sacks (1973: 306-307), pnevorbs and eiher
kinds of fixed oxprossiens aro ofton usod te bound a givon tepic itofore cíes-
ing mho convorsamion (tite «aplionismie technique). AntA, in narrativo gonros,
titoy tontA lo occun as realizauions of tite coda in Labevs (1972) torrns (cf
NlcCartity, 1991:138).

Einally, it should be borne in mmd mit-am a given prevorb is nel rostricted
te a particular funotien: they can oven porform sovoral of thom at tino same
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time. Fon instance, a prevorb such as A little knowledge is a dangerous thing
eonveys infermiien (kooping its ovaluative forco) in exaniple 16, whoro it is
inserted in tite siructuro of tite sontonce. In oxamplo 17 it backs mito speakor’s
epinien antA attitudo. In oxamplo 18, tito prevorb is an evaluamive eommont
witicit acms as pre-closing, witeroas in 1 9 it acts asan intreductery sontence
mo be rovorsed througheum mho follewing co-toxt.

(16) 1 hayo beon deIibon~smoIy cnitical in mho appraisal of thoso metheds te
sitew that a little kncwlet!ge is real/y quite t!angerous. No doubt titese
melitods it-ave werked fon titeir invontors, much as ray metitods hayo
werked fon me.

(BB)

(17) Bosidos, harra is inheront becauso it forces poeple te mako decisions
which are net fon tite geod of mho gamo... It ropresonts intorfononco by
poeple who knew only a little atout mho gamo and, as thoy say, a little
kuowledge isa t!angerous tbing

(TT)

(18) The hundreds of mheusands wamcining at heme many of whom ru-ay
novor hayo piayed tite gamo, but onjey it should not be allewed te tinink
tite urupire has mado a bad docisien that coníd cest a toan tite match. A
li<tle knowledge isa dangerous íIting. Yours faithfu]ly, G. O. Woodman.

cm
(19) Thoy say mit-am a little knowledge is a dangerous íiting, but ¡u ray shent

farming exporience 1 itave feund tite reverso. It is often a singlo, small
pioco of knowledge which sayos tite <lay.

(TT)

5. CONCLUSION

Soveral eonclusions can be drawn frora tite preceoding study. Finst,
preverbs are net as infroquoní as eturlier literaturo en tite tepic soenis te sug-
gesm. Titoy appoar botit in tite citation antA textual cerpera examined. Tito
main differonco betwoon botit kinds of corpera lies in tite fact titat mho cita-
tion corpus contains a gro-ator numbor of proverbs, witereas tite densimy of
preverbs is bigger in tite textual enes. Titis rnay be oxplained by mho fact titat
citatien corpora provido information en unusual Jinguistic pitonemona winile
textual corpora aro mono offoetive witen soarciting fon regularities in mho lan-
guage (cf. Surnrners, 1993: 183).

As for tite functiens performed by preverbs in disceurse, titey are net al-
tored according te tite kind of corpus oxamined. Preverbs aro plurifune-
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mienal: titoy are mainly evaluativo, buí they can also porform situational, or-
ganisatienal andjer informativo funcmiens at tite samo time.

Among mho tepics for funtiter study, tite lemrnatization aspocí is ospe-
eially impontant. Tito creativo rnanipulamions titeso units can undorge pose
additional probloms fon corpus prooessing antA roinieval. Poritaps a prorni-
sing step tewards solving mho pneblem would be te idontify ihese siablo paris
(kernols) thai enablo tite roceivor te rocognise and decede a givon proverb in
ceniext.

APPENDIX

Cerpera

CC = A citación corpus of mere minan 2,000 multi-word unjis 1 hayo ex-
cepted fi-em 26 novels (two titirds of titem publishod aflor 1970,
mestly lidien) anel current newspapors, like TiteTimes, Tito Sun, etc.

LiB = Tito 31 million ocurrencos (tokens) colloction of Britisin books, com-
pesetA of 356 books (300 autinors), 257 published after 1985 anO
divieled luto fiction (128) antA non-fiction (216). It isa subeorpora in-
cluded in a largor corpus of Englisin: tite Bank of Englisin (Univorsity of
Binrningitam, Cebulíd).

TT = Tite 10 rnillien ecurrencos of mho nowspapor Times, cempesod of 79
daily issuos from Juno te Septembor of 1992. A subcorpora from mito
Bank of Englisit.

TI = Tito 5 mUllen oceurrencos of Tite Independent, cempesed of 49 dauly
issuos froni lst Octebor te lStit Nevember of 1990. A subeerpora
from mito Bank of Englisit.
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