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What is a proverb?

a. The early bird catches the
worm.

b. Never put off till tomorrow
what you can do today.

c. Like father, like son. 

Introduction 

Proverbs are a heterogenous 
group of expressions.

1.

(1)



What does a proverb consist of?
Factors of proverbiality

 Proverbial markers

Proverbial markers are “warning signs that indicate that a 
particular sentence is deviant from the surrounding 
discourse” (Mac Coinnigh 2015: 112)

When a speaker hears a proverb for the first time, they 
know “that it belongs to the category of ‘they say’, not ‘I 
say’” (Arora 1984: 7)



What does a proverb consist of?
Factors of proverbiality

Syntactic proverbial markers:

❖ Marked sentence structure (Mac Coinnigh 2015: 125-127)

❖ Proverbial formulae (Fiedler 2007: 46; Mieder 2004: 6-7)

Like X, like Y; He who X, Y; Better X than Y...

❖ Rhetorical devices (Silverman-Weinreich 1994; Mac 
Coinnigh 2015)



What does a proverb consist of?
Factors of proverbiality

Semantic proverbial markers:

❖ Metaphor (Arora 1984: 12)

❖ Prototypical lexical inventory (Lückert 2018)

❖ Generics (Villers 2016: 371)



What does a proverb consist of?

Optionality: Proverbial markers are generally considered 
optional (Winick 2003: 574)

Marker accumulation: The more proverbial markers an 
utterance contains, the more likely it is to be perceived as 
proverb (Arora 1984: 15)

Factors of proverbiality



What does a proverb consist of?
Factors of proverbiality

How do we recognize a proverb as proverb?

Arora (1984):

❖ conducted a survey with 36 native Spanish speakers

❖ 25 items:
The two ‘authentic’ proverbs in (2) + 23 invented proverbs

(2) a. No es oro todo lo que relumbra.

‘Everything that glitters is not gold.’

b. Más vale llegar a tiempo que ser convidado.

‘It’s better to arrive on time than to be invited.’



What does a proverb consist of?
Factors of proverbiality

How do we recognize a proverb as proverb?

Arora (1984): 

Results: 

❖12 invented proverbs were rated higher than the rather 
unknown proverb Más vale llegar a tiempo que ser convidado

❖9 invented proverbs were rated as proverbial or probably 
proverbial by more than 75% of the survey’s participants

❖items without proverbial markers were rated lowest



What does a proverb consist of?
Factors of proverbiality

My experiment: 

❖takes up the idea to use invented proverbs in order to learn 
more about proverb perception presented in Arora (1984)

❖adds experimental results from another language (German) 
to the discussion

❖allows for the comparison of the influence of individual 
proverbial markers



Data construction
The perception of proverbiality in German

❖ basis: 25 old proverbs taken from Seiler (1922) that are 
not used in contemporary German

❖ advantage: speakers cannot judge these proverbs by 
whether they know them or not



Data construction
The perception of proverbiality in German

Examples for old proverbs: 

(3)   a. Großer Wind bringt oft nur kleinen Regen.

‘Great wind often only brings little rain.’

b. Wen Gott schickt, den macht er geschickt.

‘He who is sent by God is made skilled by him.’

c. Liebe kann viel, Geld kann alles.

‘Love can do much, money can do everything.’



Data construction
The perception of proverbiality in German

Every old proverb has an equivalent frequently used in 
contemporary German:  

(4) a. Nichts wird so heiß gegessen, wie es gekocht wird.

‘Nothing is eaten as hot as it is cooked.’

b. Wem Gott ein Amt gibt, dem gibt er auch Verstand.

‘He who is given a post by God is also given wits by him.’

c. Geld regiert die Welt.

‘Money rules the world.‘



Data construction
The perception of proverbiality in German

Next step: Constructing unmarked paraphrases based on the 
paraphrases by the project SprichWort (SprichWort 2008 – 2010)  

(5) a. Hinterher ist alles nicht so schlimm wie befürchtet.

‘In the end, nothing is as bad as suspected.’

b. Menschen in Machtpositionen handeln klug.

‘People in positions of power act wisely.’

c. Geld hat mehr Macht als alles andere.

‘Money has more power than anything else.’



Data construction
The perception of proverbiality in German

Result: Five different variants of every experimental sentence

(6) a. Großer Wind bringt oft nur kleinen Regen (old proverb).

‘Great wind often only brings little rain.’

b. Hinterher ist alles nicht so schlimm wie befürchtet (unmarked item).

‘In the end, nothing is as bad as suspected.’

c. Was vorher schlimm aussieht, ist hinterher oft harmlos (syntactic marker).

‘What at first looks bad, is in the end often harmless.’

d. Der Wolf ist bei genauem Hinsehen oft nur ein Dackel (semantic marker).

‘The wolf is on closer inspection often only a dachshund.’

e. Was erst aussieht wie ein Wolf, ist bei genauem Hinsehen oft nur ein Dackel 
(syntactic + semantic marker).

‘What at first looks like a wolf, is on closer inspection often only a dachshund.’



Hypotheses
The perception of proverbiality in German

1. Invented proverbs containing proverbial markers are 
as acceptable as old proverbs are.

2. An item containing syntactic as well as semantic 
markers is more likely to be accepted as proverbial 
than an item containing a semantic or syntactic marker 
only. 

3. Proverbial markers are not equally important. There 
are markers that have more influence on an 
expression‘s proverbiality than other markers. 



Results
The perception of proverbiality in German

Figure 1: Boxplot comparing the mean ratings from the five experimental conditions



Results
The perception of proverbiality in German

Table 1: Mean rating, standard deviation, and standard error for the experimental 
items in all five conditions

Old proverb
Semantic marker Syntactic + semantic 

markers
Syntactic marker Unmarked item

4,14 (1.29,

0.26)

3.88 (1.28,

0.26)

4.27 (1.16, 0.23) 3.53 (1.29, 0.26) 2.66 (1.07, 0.21)



Results
The perception of proverbiality in German

Table 2: T-test results for the individual comparisons

Compared groups p-value 

Old proverb – Semantic marker 0.4785

Old proverb – Syntactic marker 0.09741

Old proverb – Syntactic + semantic

Markers

0.7141

Semantic marker – Syntactic + semantic

Markers

0.1977



Discussion

❖ invented proverbs containing a semantic marker or a 
combination of semantic and syntactic markers are as 
acceptable as old proverbs

❖ metaphor is a proverbial marker with a strong influence on 
proverb perception

❖ the status of syntactic markers can be questioned, but also 
partly remains unclear 

❖ marker accumulation does not improve an expression‘s 
proverbiality

❖ proverbial markers are, in fact, central to an expression‘s 
proverbiality 



Summary and outlook

❖ structural proverbial markers are crucial to proverb perception

❖ they are not optional, but necessary for speakers to accept an 
utterance as a proverb



Summary and outlook

❖ the design presented here can be used to further explore how 
proverbs work linguistically

❖ Future projects:

❖ the exploration of non-metaphorical proverbs (and the role 
that syntactic markers play in them)

❖ further investigating the influence of individual syntactic 
markers and their relation to marker accumulation

❖ brevity and meaning constraints



Thank you for your attention!
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