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On the Origins of Russian Verbal Art; A Darwinian Perspective on Proverbs
Brett Cooke (2nd Version, augmented)
One does not dispute a proverb

Russian proverb

Introduction

Proverbs provide biopoetic inquiry with a rich middle ground between perspectives
deriving from evolutionary psychology and chaos theory. Here, indeed, is a genre of both
oral culture and written literature in which every speaker of a language plays a role. It is
difficult to even imagine an exception to this universal rule--except for the still undecided
case of the Australian Aborigines whose usage of proverbs is unclear [Grzybek 1964,
238]. This is implicit in B. J. Whiting's definition of this highly common form: "a short
saying of a philosophic nature, of great antiquity, the product of the masses rather than of
the classes, constantly applicable, and appealing because it bears a semblance of universal
truth” [cited in Bryant 1945: 4] Whiting only errs in that whereas some proverbs are very
old, they continue to be altered or composed entirely new every day as part of a truly
living genre. As a whole and to a large extent in part, proverbs act as if they constitute a
living being which continually adapts itself to changing conditions. Inasmuch as they
constitute both an art form and an integral part of every language--save, possibly, for the
aforementioned Aborigine--proverbs also constitute a wonderful example of how human
culture complements biology by greatly accelerating or even obviating our genetic
response to the challenges posed by natural selection. What interests us here is both how
they help us in this regard and how they conduct a process of natural selection by vying
for limited attention of the inevitably finite number of reciters and listeners. It may be that
both issues are intimately related--as we shall see by viewing these short sayings as a)
memes that act as if they had a will of their own, b) as survival mechanisms for the groups

which foster them, and finally c) as a highly convenient testing ground for determining
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how matters of form and theme work to determine which ideas will prevail in their

memetic struggle for "survival of the fittest."

Proverbs as Memes

Could there be any basis for the common expression that an idea may take on a life
of its own? In the now famous tenth chapter of The Selfish Gene (1976), Richard
Dawkins speaks of memes pursuing their own replication by transmitting themselves from
one mind to another, sometimes by way of the printed page. Now authors often speak of
their characters taking over their fictions and, as it were, dictating the contours of the
work. Alexander Pushkin, no doubt like many other poets, spoke of his verses writing
themselves, but this seems to be a figure of speech for elusive states of his highly creative
mind. In these and other cases the idea is clearly tied to a single individual, so that, if an
idea or meme had sufficient physical basis to exert a will of its own, we could regard them
as extensions of that single personality. Yet there is evidence of transpersonal ideas which
seem to exert more control on individuals than the other way around. One is language
which, as many contemporary philosophers of language remind us, possesses the capability
of channeling our thoughts, making it difficult to envisage things for which we have no
common words. Ideologies not only direct our thoughts, they may blind us to other ideas
in the process, and impel us to act, sometimes in fashions contrary to our own individual
benefit; this happens when men die for a cause other than their own genetic replication.
Dawkins describes such overpowering constructs as mental parasites which have the
ability to possess our minds and determine our behavior.

But can we predict which ideas are likely to enjoy such an existence, as opposed to
the huge majority which will pass by our attention and be quite forgotten? My suggestion
is that we may gain some insight into the distinction between viable and non-viable memes
by looking at the proverb, another promising candidate for actual memetic reality.

Proverbs constitute a small but extremely widespread verbal genre which derive from both
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language and ideology. Closely related to the particular properties of the languages from
which they spring, proverbs may be viewed as more or less fixed sets of memes--the
particles of which I imagine as being at about the scale of a computer byte--that have
become hardened via a process of cultural selection whereby they achieve the status of
"winged words"; these, in turn, may be used in discourse with an added degree of clout.
This could only be possible if we somehow sensed that these spontaneously arising
expressions reflect parts of an overarching natural philosophy that advises us to live in a
manner generally conducive to our genetic health. This is to say that following the advice
that traditional proverbs offer us much more often than not will contribute to our
reproductive fitness. Human beings and proverbs, like many other aspects of culture, are
co-evolved. We select them insofar as they help us select ourselves.

First of all, we need to note that, while just about any utterance has the potential to
become a proverb, those few that manage to be accepted as such may well live a life of
their own, most times, in fact, a long one. Out of the innumerable sum of statements that
an entire population makes over the course of its history, proverbs constitute the
extremely limited group of expressions which have won sufficient privileged valuation that
they continue to enjoy a competitive advantage over everyday phrases. Indeed, they
persist despite our preference for original statements in normal discourse. Although a few
adages die out, probably by failing to adapt to changing human environments, others are
so configured as to find themselves a renewed utility in new times and climes. One reason
is that the adaptive aphorisms are usually figurative, hence, available for use in many
different contexts. For example, Andrew Guershoon compared Vladimir Dal's collection
of Russian proverbs of 1907 with those from two centuries earlier and noted that
extremely few had gone out of circulation [1941: 22]. As he put it, "A good proverb does
not disappear so easily, and as long as it can hold its ground somehow, it lives" [1941:
46]. Proverb speakers themselves are aware of the durability and flexibility of these

sayings:
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1182 IlocJioBHna - BceM Aej1aM NONEPEYHAILA.
A good maxim is never out of season.

€263 Crapas nocJioBAoa HC MEAMO MOJIBATCS.
Old saws speak truth.!

It almost seems that proverbs have the capability of fighting for their own retention in our
speech patterns. There are yet more dramatic examples of paremiological longevity.
"Haste makes waste" derives not from Benjamin Franklin's Poor Richard's Almanac;
rather, it was first recorded as an oral saying in 1546 [Apperson 1993:288] Some Russian
bywords date all the way back to the earliest recorded statements in the language,
probably relating to 8th and 9th centuries [Guershoon 1941: 22]. The English weather
aphorism, "Red sky in morning, sailors take warning..."--albeit a maxim intended to be
taken literally--can be traced to Matthew16:2-3 [Barrick 1987: 432]. "Time is money"
goes back yet further, to Theophrastus of the 3rd century B.C. [Norrick 1985: 40]. Peter
Grzybek tells us that Sumerian maxims collected on cuneiform tablets in the 2nd
millennium B.C. bear a close resemblance to our own [1994: 235]. Proverbs may also be
widespread. "Silence is golden" is either translated or has its equivalents in 38 European
languages; "Strike while the iron is hot" persists in 47 European languages, as well as in
Chinese [Paczolay 1996: 287, 286]. But, as the famed Russian folklorist Buslaev argues,
but this may be the result not so much of cultural transmission as that of the same human
needs being met in the same way [cited in Guershoon 1941: 17n]. Whether translated or
separately composed, the proverb depends on universals of their reception.

A number of considerations readily recommend a memetic context for proverbs.
First there is Dawkins' postulated universal law of replication. Things, especially
organisms, which can replicate themselves will tend to do so. Given the realities of
extinction, including personal death, limited resources and genetic and mineral heritability,

natural selection favors those that do so successfully [Dawkins 1987]. Thanks to these

I Unless noted otherwise, all references to Russian proverbs in their original language derive from
Mertvago 1995 and will be cited per his reference system, usually using his translations.
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positive feedback loops, such phenomena constitute self-organizing systems and enjoy an
obvious competitive advantage over the random and disorganized which are unable to
conserve whatever gains they make. Proverbs are expressed thoughts that have the ability
to attract our attention, attach themselves to our memory and then to prompt us to repeat
them, more or less with the same narrow range of words. Per Dawkins' notion of the
extended phenotype, they get us to disseminate them to other potential speakers [1983].
To a large extent, this is because they are themselves highly organized telegraphic
utterances, often characterized by such verbal symmetries as rhythm, rhyme, repetition,
syntactic balance, metaphor and antithesis. Secondly, they evince a distinct tendency to
concern themselves with the very same matters that we must attend to if we are to pursue
our genetic futures with success. As Aaron Lynch suggests, ideas which are "vivid and
gripping” stimulate repeated airings, which helps to promote the same thing happening
with other people [1996: 34]. In this they share, by imitation, many features with the
modern art of the political and advertising slogan, which uses similar poetic devices and
universal themes to "click" and thereby get themselves repeated, over and over again, in
the same way. In addition, proverbs constitute an artistic genre. They share many
features with other forms of art. We should think of them as brief--usually one or two
line--lyrics of "people's poetry"” [Guershoon 1941: 57]. At least in small measure, they
share in the "mental life" we expect of all artworks in that they stimulate many more
thoughts. It is fair to say that most of the conclusions we draw from proverbs we may
apply to other arts

But proverbs are quite distinct from slogans as well as most artistic memes. As I
discussed in my essay on "Pushkin and the Memetics of Reputation," (Cooke 1993)
modern art is characterized by the claim, where legal or not, of intellectual property.
Slogans, after all, can be claimed as registered trademarks. This creates a symbiosis
between one's genes and memes--and with dramatic results. As soon as an artist realizes

that he (used here and elsewhere in the neutral sense) can personally profit from his ideas,
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the likely consequence is an ever waxing tendency for developing a highly individual style
in one's composition. This quickly brings about a noticeable acceleration of stylistic and
thematic change, of art history itself--as we may witness in the six exciting centuries which
have transpired since the beginnings of the Renaissance and the first common claims of
authorship.

Proverbs, on the other hand, do not belong to any individual. True, some were
first coined by a given personage, such as Alexander Pope's "A little learning is a
dangerous thing" or the pugilist James J. Corbett's--who else but the man who first defeat
the great John L. Sullivan?--"The bigger they come, the harder they fall" [Bryant 1945:
14, 15]. Nevertheless, such statements have long since become the common heritage of
people everywhere who speak the same language. If anything, many literary and Biblical
quotations which are the source of modern proverbs are themselves based on earlier
sayings which were current at the time they were first written down. The real authors of
traditional proverbs, if we can even imagine who they may be, apparently felt no need to
establish personal careers by fashioning ever more innovative witticisms. If these people
felt any ambition, it is likely that this was limited to distinguishing themselves largely by
better expressing shared ideals, in effect, by conforming. As Guershoon notes of the
Russian lexicon, there are no examples of individualistic display, such as boasting or
praising oneself. Proverbs rather warn against the same.

x8 XBaJIACh [1a HE MONEPEXHACH
Boast, but don't choke on it.

x11  XBacTJIHBOE CJIOBO FHHUJIO.
Rotten is the boastful word.

After all, an utterance only becomes a proverb when other people recite it for their own
purposes. Indeed, proverbs are distinctly impersonal, with a marked tendency for making
general pronouncements. If they did not somehow speak for a whole social group, they
would not have been accepted as such. So, only at the very outset may a would-be

proverb rely on the reputation of its inventor. Rather, memetic contenders for proverbial
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status must vie on their own by jousting with each other; they do this largely by being
accessible to a maximally large body of their replicators--i.e., human beings speaking the
same tongue. Hence, they normally exhibit mass appeal by conforming to generic
expectations and expressing common assumptions.

Interestingly, proverb canonization is a largely unconscious process. We are
hardly aware of their transmission. Rarely do we ask to have a new one in our own
language explained to us. The process of acquisition is similar in nature to that of our
native language. This does not mean that we truly understand new proverbs or words, but
we often assume that we do; how often is it that we make recourse to Webster's New
Collegiate Dictionary, really? Yankah Kwesi says that proverb informants often find it
difficult to say precisely what a proverb means; perhaps they are not meant to be explained
[1994: 134]. In effect, proverbs are a natural part of our language. The famed
paremiologist G. L. Permiakov estimates that every adult Russian possesses an active
vocabulary of more than 800 proverbs (mocioBampI), proverbial expressions (moroBopki),
literary quotations and cliches, all of which must be in common usage if he is to be
understood (1989: 91-92). Because of this requirement for mass appeal, combined with
the absence of any claims of intellectual property, proverbs are conservative by nature.
Impersonal by their very nature, hence, point of view, they speak for all of us. Not only
do we retain ancient sayings, this, as opposed to most forms of oral literature, is a genre
which has resisted that same modernization that has killed off so much folklore, perhaps
because it makes such small demands on our active memory. WE continue to acquire new
proverbs, quite possibly at an accelerating rate, due to the ongoing changes in our
interpersonal environment. They have also mutated, often as a result of intentional
exploitation, into such modern forms as advertising copy, political slogans and graffiti
[Mieder and Mieder 1981; Nierenberg 1994].

For the most part, no one is in control of proverbs, either pretends or tries to be.

Rather, because of their peculiar mnemonic properties, some adages are more likely to
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exert control over us. Like an irritating advertising jingle, once heard, they are hard to
extract from one's mind. As a form of extrasomatic cultural memory--a conscious
counterpart to Jung's collective unconscious--they may even allow us to operate on a sort
of automatic pilot; while mouthing familiar maxims, we do not have to even be aware of
what we are saying or thinking. Margaret M. Bryant observes that most people are not
aware of just how many proverbs they recite [1945: 21]. Indeed, that people often behave
in accordance to their moralistic dictates suggests that they are, in fact, mental parasites.
Whether or not they live a life of their own, proverbs, veritably, won't leave us alone.
Proverbs, like the memes they appear to be composed of, share some significant
features with the genes they are ultimately, if impersonally, based on. If like memes they
exist in order to complement biological adaptation, there is every reason to expect that in
some respects they will resemble their genetic substrata. For one, they are largely fixed,
albeit variant phrasings will frequently be encountered. This is to say that they are
particulate in nature; one may mix them in with other statements, but they will not blend.
As the Russians say, "/3 necnu cJioBa B BeiKmEEnn" ("You can't drop a word from a
song") [1100] Nevertheless, most are semantically flexible so as to be applicable to
virtually any human situation, much as we appear to possess a genetic heritage that allows
us to readily learn whatever language we are born into. And new "mutations" may enter
the general population in the same manner as genetic innovations, by being developed in
small, satellite groups. Bryant envisages this process as beginning quite spontaneously
with a given individual's single statement, which is taken up by his family, then spreading
to the surrounding community and, once it achieves critical mass in terms of popular
currency, invading the rest of the nation [1945: 15]. More than any other level of ideas,
save vocabulary, proverbs resemble a viral epidemiology. The major distinction is that
memes, unlike genes so far, can exploit books and other media as a form of cryogenetic
storage--and this works for proverbs. If many previously oral proverbs have been

preserved in the Bible and the works of Shakespeare, these texts have served to sustain
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them for future generations, indeed, often giving them additional status as privileged
statements as citations from such hallowed books.

Proverbs, almost uniquely, exemplify many of the features of art studied heretofore
in biopoetics. Ultilizing virtually every modern feature of poetics--a striking achievement
for a population largely illiterate prior to the Soviet period--proverbs suit Ellen
Dissanayake's concept of "making special." According to Shirley L. Arora, such devices
as rhyme serve as "conspicuous signal[s] that a particular utterance is something more
than a statement made by the speaker." [1991: 7] Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett suggests
that "Neat symmetries and witty convergences of sound and meaning, tight formulations
of logical relations, highly patterned repetitions, structural balance, and familiar metaphors
encapsulate general principles and contribute to the feeling that anything that sounds so
right must be true" [1981: 111]. Certainly, as Alan Dundes remarks regarding rhymed
proverbs, these features make them much easier to retain in one's memory [1984: 40].
Can, for example, native speakers of English recall where and when they first heard "Haste
makes waste" or "An apple a day keeps the doctor away"? It is as if we have always
known these proverbs. Telegraphic form, recourse to striking tropes, exaggerated or even
outrageous statements, and a dense rhetorical structure, such as we often find in proverbs,
all serve to make the aphoristic remark stand out so much as to gain argumentative
privilege. Proverbs are typically used to win arguments, as we may see in African courts,
where they are a necessary device, and, come to think of it, in our own, if only because it
is so difficult to resist using them [Grzybek 1994: 232].

Being part of a self-organizing culture, especially due to the lack of authorial
controls, proverbs exhibit precepts of so-called "chaos theory." Because they must
continually adapt themselves to, or, at least be, accepted in changing conditions by serving
human needs for insight and proverbial advice, they offer solid evidence for Frederick
Turner's hypothesis that our sense of beauty largely correlates with the true patterns of the

universe [1991]. Combining a strong tendency for non-fictionality with ease of use and
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transmission, proverbs are a genre highly inclined to make self-correcting views of our
surroundings. We might better compare them with scientific equations. They have often
been subjected to objective scrutiny, especially traditional sayings about health and
weather, and have been found to be accurate much more often than not. Ting Nai-tung
finds it hardly surprising that 85% of Chinese weather proverbs have been substantiated,
given that they are based on generations of careful observation. There is then little
wonder that rural Chinese, like many farmers the world over, prefer their local traditions
to modern weathermen [1987: 651-2, 649]. In addition, mouthing various aphorisms
provides the speaker with at least a sense of control over the uncontrollable and, following
Ellen Dissanayake's apt observation, a greater degree of self-control, which should yield
some adaptive benefit [1992]. Russian proverbs, for example, often note the alternation of

sadness and happiness; this gives one hope that, at least, happier days are ahead:

1541 Hnu negass 6e3 yTelenns, HA paaocTh 0¢3 HaKa3aHHS.
No sorrow without consolation, nor happiness without a price.
543 Hu pagocTh BeuHa, HA Ne4alib OECKOHEYHA.
Neither gladness nor sadness lasts forever.
c85  Ceroang B OBETaX, a 3aBTpa B CJIE3aX.
Flowers today, tears tomorrow.
c¢94  Ceii csie3aMn, paaoCThiO NOXKHEID.
Sow in tears, reap in joy.
¢328 CuacTbe c HeCHacThEM JBOP 060 OBOP XHBYT.
Fortune and misfortune are next-door neighbors.

Much in the mode of the folktales scanned by Kathryn Coe, proverbs help exert
the control of past--often ancient--generations over the new, always with the same aims of
maximizing adaptive behavior. The great majority counsel listeners to play it safe, to
follow customs, to behave in a moral and cooperative fashion, to hold one's tongue, above
all else, to conform. But as we noted, this natural pedagogy takes place in a perfectly
effortless, even enjoyable fashion. One wonders if this process is even noticed. Proverbs
are too advanced to be part of the mother-infant discourse scanned by Ellen Dissanayake;

in fact, they are quite biased to a male point of view. Nevertheless, parents quite willingly
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replay these statements to children, including toddlers. Here their musical qualities are
particularly relevant. They can be seen as to constitute a veritable verbal manual of social
traditions and rules which as a consequence may remain unwritten. They also provide
training in a number of essential cognitive faculties. A number of them exploit what
Nancy Eastelin sees as our natural predilection for narrative--some briefly encapsulate

entire stories:

6445 bBbLa Takoil 4TO TOponMJicA [1a CKOpPO yMEP.
There once was one who hurried who died anon.

n52  Jlanexo méa, a fo6pa He HAILE.
He went far and found no good.

0119 Or BoJIKa GexaJi, Aa Ha MeOBeAd HamlaJl.
He ran from a wolf and ran into a bear.

x7 XBasnscsa 9€pT BceM MHPOM OBJIafIETh, a bor eMy # Haj| CBHHEH HE AaJl
BJIACTH.
The devil bragged he would rule the world, but God didn't even grant
him rule over swine.

Following Easterlin's observation that artistic fictions typically entail such prelogical,
therefore, innate, functions as narrativity and binarization, proverbs can also be found to
include other mental functions of a similar nature: these include the various poetic devices
which involve verbal symmetries, therefore, forms of organizing observed environments,
metaphor, parallelism and antithesis--readily recognized as forms of the binarization so
characteristic of proverbs--personification, paradox, and, certainly not least, humor
[1997]. Proverbs, for example, are used to test for schizophrenia, given that those so
afflicted typically grasp metaphors only in literal form [Dundes 1981: 44]. Paul D.
Goodwin and Joseph W. Wenzel find in proverbs a "socio-logic" quite acceptable to their
modern evaluation as a form of practical reasoning. They note how proverbs anticipate
many modern forms of formal thought as "judging by appearances, attention to causality,
use of parallels, working by analogy, generalization, including warnings against over-hasty
generalization and classification, lacking only for only formal validity; they observe that

proverbs "serve the common run of humanity in the same way that a textbook on logic or
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argumentation serves the formally educated" [1981: 144-5, 158, 157]. But proverbs are
not formal logic. Indeed, they remind us that art serves us as an alternate form of
cognition, one that, as we have already seen, can be quite effective, when compared with
modern science. By the same token, proverbs offer the modern researcher an additional
and quite inexpensive window into what Koen DePryck terms an archaeology of the mind,
since they preserve so much of not only of ancient thought--Aristotle called them the
"wrecks and ruins of ancient philosophy"--but also of deep-set cognitive proclivities [cited
in Bryant 1945: 4]. As veritable one line poems in most cases, these proverbs conform to
Frederick Turner and Ernst Poppel's account of the universal "three-second line" reflecting
properties of our short-memory [1989].2

As is true with modern poetry, the various elements of verse found in proverbs do
not frustrate productive thought, they both direct and stimulate it, only this happens in
more of an interpersonal context. In fact, adages serve to bring many faculties rapidly and
quite synchronously into play, as if characteristic of all artistic cognition. This reminds us
of Turner's statement that artistic genres work in the fashion of computer "turbos" by
speedily putting into action a complex set of mental functions. So, not only do they
provide us with another form of extrasomatic memory of a society's collective past
experiences, they also provide us with a set of ready-made heuristics. This makes for
much greater efficiency in making essential decisions. Each proverb, however, brief not
only brings to the surface many related considerations, it puts us in the mode of
considering how many different situations it may be applied to, and how they might be
compared, not to speak of whatever we should be doing in response.

Since they constitute an essential part of a region's dialect, proverbs serve as ethnic
markers. "The sky's the limit" is not English but, rather, distinctly American. Such

statements allow a speaker to establish a common bond of empathy with his compatriots,

2 It should be noted that many Russian proverbs have internal rhyme; this might allow us to scan them as
two hemi-stichs. The same could be said of "An apple a day keeps the doctor away."
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acknowledging what they agree to be "cricket," and often allowing him "to get to first
base." Indeed, proverbs often advise against association with strangers and aliens; this
suits Aaron Lynch's model of memes which isolate a host population from alien memes---
or ideas. [1996: 5]

9108 Y10GHI y3HATH 9CJIOBEKA, HAZO CEMb Y[ COJIA C HEM ChECTb.
In order to recognize a person, you need to eat a bushel of salt with him.

Notably, proverbs tend to be xenophobic. Furthermore, they insist not only on moral
comportment but also on honesty, helping to establish faith in the words of the speaker, an
essential relationship in Eric S. Rabkin's view for social organization [1983]. Everywhere
they counsel listeners to avoid the common causes of intrasocial violence, potentially
serving models to be proposed by Gary Cox [1993] and Wayne Allen [1996]. Although
they commonly resort to glaring stereotypes, they advocate what a sociobiologist
recognizes to be reciprocal altruism. Lastly, these brief lyrics provide a nearly ideal
example of Alexander J. Argyros' dictum that art is a society's means of selecting its future

[1991]. Of course, proverbs commonly do this by reminding us of our past.

1204 T"'nynas peus He mocsioBANA
Gibberish does not a proverb make

Proverbs as Survival Mechanisms

Proverbs are a true human universal. Not all societies use them to the same degree
and in precisely the same way, but they are sufficiently similar on a world-wide scale that
paremiologists are trying to agree on an international definition and characteristic
structure. As we shall see somewhat later, this quality makes them conducive to cross-
cultural research, often in a quantitative manner, since it is quite easy to come up with
large data samples for different populations. Alan Dundes compares proverbs to riddles,
another universal genre with similar pedagogical and epistemological virtues [1981].

While we may not all agree in finding proverbs beautiful, they unquestionably elicit
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interest--an important indication of their underlying biological utility. Notably, they were
collected as far back as ancient Sumer in what probably constitutes one of the earliest
cases of literary criticism [Taylor 1987: 6]. Closer to our own time, they attracted the
attention of medieval scholars who collected and therefore pondered the "crossings" of
such proverbs as "Look before you leap" and "He who hesitates is lost." And they are
consistently accorded a significant degree of rhetorical value. Everywhere they serve as
trump cards in discourse. And this, quite evidently, is due to their often having a basis in
observed reality. Quite literally, they enjoy this privileged status because people
commonly accept them to be the truth. Aristotle stated that "Proverbs are in the nature of
evidence" [cited in Bryant 1945: 19].

In effect, proverbs have gained their universal status because their recitation has
proved useful. Their predominantly oral nature makes for a genre strongly inclined to
convey views of our environment and even more so for one that promotes our biological
health. Given the high frequency of their iteration and the consideration that as bits of
advice they are particularly suited for interpersonal discourse in often argumentative
contexts, this creates a nearly ideal system of self-editing, making ample time for
deselection of deleterious ideas. What Daniel C. Dennett says of memes can certainly be
applied to proverbs: "We would not survive unless we had a better-than-chance habit of
choosing the memes that help us. Our meme-immunological systems are not foolproof, but
not hopeless either. We can rely, as a general, crude rule of thumb, on the coincidence of
the two perspectives: by and large, the good memes are the ones that are also the good
replicators" [cited in Lynch 1996: 38]. True, proverbs are not at all free from fault. We
may be able to explain away such "crossings" as "It's never too late to learn" and "You
cannot teach an old dog new tricks" by assigning them to different situations. Proverbs
continue to be concocted in different contexts, so we can hardly expect them to constitute
a seamless perspective. Secondly, there may be some utility in having differing points of

view to choose from, such as would allow one to gauge a measured response somewhere
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in between. Such contradictions can readily be found in the proverb repertory of a single
speaker, without his being aware of this apparent inconsistency [Kwesi 1994]. But many
are quite dubious. Is it true that "We must all eat a peck of dirt before we die" or that
"One hour's sleep before midnight is worth two hours after"? [cited in Hand 1987] A
number strike us as distinctly harmful. Some Russian proverbs advocate corporal
punishment much in the mode of "Spare the rod and spoil the child":

B171 DBeii cBoux H wyxxne GosaTbcsa GyIyT.

Spare not your nearest and all others will fear.
K212 KT0 60JBbHO CCUET, TOT HEXKHO JIIOOHT

He who strikes painfully, loves tenderly.

And then there is the traditional penchant for misogyny, as in
B400 BoJoc moJior ja yM KOpOTOK
which has its English equivalent in "Long hair, short wit," and the even more troubling,

2K62 2Kena ymHpaeT, a MyX CO CMEXY IOMHPAET.
As the wife dies, so does her husband - from laughter.
Ha yOonTcd XeHa MyXa.
Let a wife fear her husband. [3amun 1996: 266 ]

However horrifying the thought, this does not exclude the likely possibility that such
misogyny and abusive behavior, even if combined into one, could have been deemed
meritorious under different social conditions. The infamous Russian guide to "home
making" of the sixteenth century, The Domostroi, for example, backs up its exhortation
that a proper husband should periodically beat his wife with advice as to how this should
be done. D. B. Shimkin and Pedro Sanjuan noted that Russian peasants near the end of
the nineteenth century continued to regard "wife-beating as indispensable, even praise-
worthy" [1953: 334] On the other hand, the overwhelming majority of proverbs convey
advice that is not just good to follow but also quite safe from harm. Their universal ability
to seize our attention is all the more remarkable because their messages are usually so very
unextraordinary. After all, their predominant moral is to be sensible and behave. Whereas

art, particularly modern art, often inclines us to seek extremes and exotic sensibilities,
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proverbs tells us to stay at home and to prefer the all-too-familiar. As Archer Taylor,
probably the classic authority on proverbs puts it, this genre "expresses a morality suited
to the common man. It is cautious and conservative in recommending the middle way:
'Virtus in medio, Nequid nemis.' It is not a call to high adventure” [1987: 7] Created over
the course of an unmeasured but surely long period, probably one on a scale with language
itself, the proverb reflects the long-term strategies best suited for the group selection of its
reciters: play it safe, stick to the tried and true, innovate only when absolutely necessary.

Furthermore, proverbs constitute a kind of group thought, despite their inevitably
individual origin. They convey what are the shared reasonings of the populace. Notably,
at least in Russian, they are addressed to singular listeners in the familiar, much as one
would talk to a family member, a child, or an old acquaintance, almost as if reminding that
person of the already agreed-on rules that bind them. Very likely this is how they wield
such rhetorical power, namely, in that they recall to the other person's attention those
considerations which that person should not have ignored, having known them all along.
Yet more so, they express what we otherwise have long since "taken for granted," a
mental phenomenon which likely accords with much in evolutionary psychology and
warrants much further enquiry. Now this is this is not to say that proverbs are a faithful
reflection of the people who maintain them. Few proverbs can be seen as to advocate
vice, yet clearly vices persist:

r315 TI'pex cjafok a 4esoBeK magoK.
Temptation is sweet, man weak.

Rather, they depict, if hardly an ideal state of existence, a system of behavior which is
within one's reasonable grasp. Notably, they are distinctly close to home in their frame of
reference; they typically discuss matters which concern us on an everyday basis, all in the
hope that there will be another day.

In effect, proverb memes establish a symbiotic relationship with their human hosts.

Like a wise virus, they know better than to kill off their hosts, at least not too soon. On
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the contrary, the interests of both are better served if the proverb prompts its human
carrier to thrive and, in turn, to broadcast it. As a result, proverbs not only help groups
survive, both on the level of individuals and of more cohesive groups, they also help

ensure their own survival.

The Case of Russian Proverbs

Paremiologists repeatedly remind us of the all-important element of the context in
which a proverb is spoken: "Circumstances alter cases" [cited in Goodwin and Wenzel
1981: 156]. Certainly this holds true for Russia, a country which continues to hold an
unusual degree of esteem for the proverb, which still thrives as a genre. Andrew
Guershoon estimates that there are more than fifty thousand proverbs in the Russian
lexicon. My own impression is that they play a much larger role in Russian discourse than
in our own. For Guershoon, Russia constitutes a special ground for gathering proverbs.
Thanks to its geographic isolation prior to modern technology and historical conditions
which served to cut it off, for the most part, from other countries, Russia developed what
might best be termed a hermetic culture, one not so much European or Asiatic as it is true
unto itself, unique. As a result, Guershoon notes how relatively few Russian proverbs are
translations of foreign originals [1941: 115]. Secondly, modern culture arose there only in
recent centuries. A hundred years ago the great majority were still illiterate, making them
less susceptible to alien influences--and probably more dependent on proverbs. For the
same reason, Russian proverbs are less likely to derive from literary quotations. Asa
result, they are more often representative of the masses, hence, true to Russian concerns.
On the other hand, the flat plain with good internal trade routes along slow moving rivers
made Russia geographically the most widespread primary language prior to the rise of the
modern state; many areas contributed to the same heritage of proverbs. Furthermore, the
Christianization of Russia proceeded quite slowly, effectively reaching some parts of the

countryside as late as the fifteenth century, almost five hundred years after the great
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baptism of 988 [Ivanits 1989:19]. As a result, common Russians remained quite close to
their prehistoric ways. Linda J. Ivanits says that "one can only be astonished at the degree
to which the Russian peasant succeeded in preserving his ancient, pre-Christian customs
and world view" [1989: 3]. One example is the special regard for "MaTs - ceipas semusa"
("Mother is the damp earth") which may be linked to the pagan god Mokosh and would
explain the persistence of various forms of earth worship [Ivanits 1989: 14-15]. Whereas
there are very few religious references in Russian proverbs, the less than completely
effectual conversion of Russia to a modern faith may be reflected in the continuing sway
of proverbs. In other words, Russia is a relative latecomer to formal logic, which leaves
more room for proverbs, whose recitation bears some relationship to sympathetic magic,
as in the case of weather proverbs and other divinational sayings.

Given the down-to-earth bias of the proverb, we are right to expect different
frames of reference for expressions uttered in a northern country like Russia from those
recited in a different environment. For example, English proverbs show a familiarity with
the sea ("Time and tide wait for no man") which is not shared by the largely landlocked
Russians:

x3 XBaJjiu Mope, a ciad Ha Gepery.
Praise the sea but keep on land.

Predominantly composed by peasants, forest-dwellers and fisherman, the common
populace of old Russia, their proverbs reflect their view of the world. The language will
play a role, along with related local traditions. Rhymes are found in the majority of
Spanish and Portuguese proverbs, while they are much less frequent in Russian, roughly
19% of my survey [Barrick 1987: 431]. This may reflect either differing generic
expectations, as seems to be true for Hispanic proverbs, or the greater difficulty of finding
interesting rhymes in Russian.

A more profound distinction may lie in the consideration that diverse

environments may require quite different lifestyles and cognitive habits of their inhabitants.
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Proverbs are often assumed to represent the mentality of their nation. Admittedly, this is
not entirely accurate. Shimkin and studied the proverbs of three Russian provinces from
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century and found no maxims on health in disease-
ridden areas nor on sectarian strife in a region so afflicted. They surmised that a process
of self-censorship was at work concerning "emotionally dangerous matters," which,
consequently, would deny us the full picture [1953: 345n). But, as they and Margaret M.
Bryant agree that proverbs are more representative than individual utterances; statements
put into proverbial use by a substantial number of reciters indicates that they express the
"general sense of the people who adopt them" [Bryant 1941: 19]. Furthermore, traditions
will vary, quite possibly due to different environmental requirements. As a brief genre
with little investment required, proverbs, despite the age of most of the paremiological
heritage, can react quite rapidly to changing conditions. Alan Dundes notes how in
America, a land and a culture which has rewarded risk-takers and self-made men, some of
our characteristic sayings are similarly optimistic: examples are "The sky is the limit,"
"Where there's a will, there's a way," "Do or die," and "Come Hell or high water." In
other words, with our traditions of individual liberties and determined self-reliance, it more
often behooves one to adopt a "can-do," "never say die" attitude, to make the most of
whatever opportunities one has for extreme social and financial gain.

The far north of Eurasia can be a very different matter. Despite an even more
expansive frontier with huge mineral resources, Russia never developed the kind of
"boomtown" mentality that was repeatedly witnessed in the American West. Due to the
harsh climate, extremely brief summer, there is barely time for one growing season in a
land laboriously cleared in the monotonous forests. As a result, a meager existence was
possible, but spectacular success, real wealth, was out of the question for all but an
extreme minority. And theirs was truly an unchanging environment with little variation
and notably rare contact with the outside world, moreover snowbound for the majority of

the year. South of the forests Russian peasants were exposed both to persistent attacks by
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nomadic tribes or periodic droughts. Not only was life hard--and still is--with starvation a
real threat, there was no means of escaping these dolorous conditions and getting ahead to
the point of being free of worry, other than death.

Added to this, except in the far north, were varying degrees of harsh social
oppression culminating for many in serfdom, and a long winter with plenty of time to think
about how hopeless was the situation. Shimkin and Sanjuan noted everywhere stern
systems of "customary law" which additionally limited personal freedom. Daniel
Rancour-Laferriere suggests that the masochism so characteristic of Russians may have
been an adaptive response in such a social context:

[epXu rosioBy yKJIOHHY, a cEp/iie HOKOPHO.

Keep your head bowed and your heart submissive.

Tamie Boasl, HAXE TpaBsbl.

Be quieter than water, and lower than grass. [1995: 5, 13]

The self-made man was a rare commodity in Russia until recently. As a result of this
combined environmental and social oppression, Gary Cox says Russians suffer from "a
weak sense of self, and secondly, a need for a strong authority figure to allay an inordinate
fear of chaos." Therefore they rely on their characteristic psychological resources, "a
strong survival instinct and, second, a tendency toward submissiveness or obedience"--
which are richly exhibited in their traditional sayings [1989, 452-53].

Strangely enough, the Russian proverb lexicon responded to their dismal lifestyle
with more of the same, much as American sayings redouble our optimism. In a variety of
geographical areas, Shimkin and Sanjuan noted that proverbs exhibited a strong penchant
for "negativity, fatalism and pessimism," despite belief in a "beneficent God, in love above
hatred, in piety over ungodliness" [1953: 343]. Russian proverbs are generally
characterized by great fatalism, their acknowledgement of their difficult living conditions
and a consistent advice to play it safe, which makes plenty of sense, given that true
success is not an option. Some parallel cases are instructive. Thanks to a heritage of

slavery, Mary Warren Beckwith scans the proverbs of Afro-Jamaicans as their
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"justification of the vicissitudes of life" [cited in Bryant 1945: 12]. In other words, if there
is no means of addressing a situation, one viable method of effecting a modus vivendi is to
acknowledge it, possibly even make a virtue of it--as Russians do when they take pride in
their harsh and overlong winter. Finland, which suffered from many of the same
conditions as in Russia and was occupied by both by Sweden and Russia, is home to what
may well be an even richer proverb culture, which exhibits the same profound tendency for
fatalism--as we find in "Every man dies such a death as has been decreed for him on the
luoma-day." Matti Kuusi summarizes the general moral of this lexicon as expressing that
"one should be content with one's lot and not covet the lot of others" [1981: 279]. This
makes some sense as long as there is no reasonable option available. Most interestingly
enough, the general tenor of the Finnish compendium has begun to shift towards optimism
and consequent enterprise as with the advent of modern conditions. Kuusi even finds a
marked distinction between the proverbs of Western and Eastern Finland, namely between
the coastal areas which are in contact with the rapidly developing European community
and the deep forests. Perhaps with time the same will happen with Russian proverbs if
capitalism and personal freedoms prevail in Russia.

But could such readings of whole cultures be merely subjective impressions
gleaned from a few, favorite expressions? Our aim here is to make a connection between
a given environment and the proverb heritage that helps one live in it. If theories of how
memes complement genetic adaptation are ever to become more than mere lip service,
then some form of objective demonstration is required. More importantly, we are looking
at proverbs here in the hope of discerning what factors gives one thought an advantage
over another, in effect, what might be the basis for memetic selection in Russia and
elsewhere. Fortunately, not only is there an enormous volume of proverbs at hand, they
are more or less equivalent in scale and character, which facilitates a quantitative survey.
So we decided to subject two samples of Russian proverbs to the same examination for

issues related to fatalism and conservatism. Both are drawn from Peter Mertvago's
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Comparative Russian-English Dictionary of Russian Proverbs and Sayings, which
includes 5543 entries, roughly 11% of Guershoon's estimate for the entire lexicon [1995].
First we looked at Mertvago's selection of the 1900 "most common and important”
proverbs. Sayings are not repeated with the same frequency, and this is obviously an
important consideration in evaluating memetic success. Mertvago does not say what was
the basis for his selection of "the most common and important," but the popularity of most
of his listed entries is evident. We then decided to compare these findings with a random
sample of the non-selected proverbs from the same volume. We coded proverbs for
expressions of acknowledgement of the harshness of living conditions, fatalism, attitudes
towards risk in work, towards the upper classes and worldly success, feelings about
holding one's tongue and, finally, their regard for their native land, keeping track all the
while of contrary statements; no proverb was coded for more than one of these themes,
but all were examined for the presence of rhyming words, significant alliteration and play
on words. We scanned 1828 "important" and 935 randomly chosen non-select Russian
sayings coming to a total of 2763 entires.

Pessimism certainly showed up in our survey of Russian proverbs. Fully 4.3%
talked about the harshness of life in Russia, the inevitability of suffering and even a
suggestion that these conditions may bear benefits. Russia, after all, is home to

Dostoevsky's theory that suffering is necessary for salvation.

B145 B cuacTbe BCsKMH ymeeT momeThb, a YMHBIA ymeeT U rope TEpIeTh.
Anyone can sing when fortune smiles, but a wise man also knows
how to bear adversity.

B223 Bek u3uJj, BCE MPOXWJI, ropd HaxuJI.

He lived to a ripe old age, suffered all and has the hump to show
for it.

M195 Myka BceMy Hayka.

Misfortunes make us wise.
1588 Hyxxma ocTput pasym.
Need sharpens the mind.

0186. Otrepnumcs ¥ Mbl Joau Oynem.

With patience we too can become like everyone else.
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n242 [IpuBLIKHEWDb, ¥ B ajle XKUBELID.
You can even get used to living in hell.

Life in northern Russia is difficult, so there is all the more reason for us to expect
the equivalents of "When the going gets tough, the tough get going." Such is expressed in
perhaps, thanks to Pasternak, the most famous Russian proverb,

%147 2K#A3Hb NpOXHTH - HE HOJIe NepeiiTi
Living life is more than just crossing a field.

The concept of negotiability is relevant here. Proverbs either give advice about issues
which can be addressed with some success, or they acknowledge what is beyond man's
grasp. The range of human negotiability is merely more constrained in a country like
Russia, or at least appears to be. There seems to be little choice but to come to terms with
it. Proverbs of this sort thus become useful for dispensing with futile alternatives so that
one can focus on what one can and must do. They may also work as a palliative,
perversely helping the reciter deaden the pain. Another possibility is that thoughts of this
kind may serve to instill pride in those who are able to withstand such a challenging
environment. After all, who else would be around to talk about it if it were not for those
sufficiently tough? It has often been observed that Russians prefer a hard winter. This
may be the source of many of their problems, but it distinguishes them in their eyes. And,
if they have no choice but to live in Russia, they would do well to come to love these
conditions.

The problem gets a bit darker with acknowledgement that there is a fatal pattern to
life, that death is inevitable, and that things either change or stay the same despite human
volition--in effect, that one has no control over his destiny. Whereas it is difficult to
decide what is a significant degree of frequency against the background of a potentially
infinite range of subjects, it does seem notable that almost 2.8% of these proverbs
expressed such fatalism. Some examples are

6116 bes cmepTH He yMpELib.
No man dies before his time.
6248 bBor nan, Bor u B3sn.



Cooke Proverbs 24

The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away.
6253 Bor mosro >xuoéT, na 6oJibHO OBET.

God waits long and strikes strong.
n107 JIIsyM cMepTsM He OblBaTh, a OJHOH HE MUHOBATH.

A man can die but once and that's inevitable.
n169 [lenp npowmén, U K cMepTu Gimpke.

The day is over and death is nearer.
x39 JKenarowero cynpba BenéTt, He)Kesalero TaIuuT.

Fate leads the willing but drives the stubborn.
K160 KoMy ObITb NOBELIEHHOMY, TOT HE yTOHET.

He that is born to be hanged, shall never be drowned.
H20 Ha BCcsAK neHb roToBbCS K CMEpPTH.

Every day prepare for death.
0122 Ot Bcero BbUIEUMIIbCSl, KDOME CMEPTH.

There is a remedy for everything but death.
0157 Ot cynbbel He yinéus.

No flying from fate.
y45 Uemy ObiTb, TOMy HE MHUHOBATb.

What will be cannot be avoided.

Guershoon sums up such expressions as saying "Life is at times not worth while. Even if
one wishes to try and lead one's own life, Fate, the all-powerful, will not allow it" [1941:
118] Shimkin and Sanjuan conclude that "the hardships and uncertainties of peasant life
justified pessimism; man's powerlessness before authority made fatalism and a belief in
God as his only chance quite rational” [1953: 344] But what could be the benefit of
repeatedly reminding oneself of such a dark philosophy, one that even touches on the
callousness of God? Rarely is there any mention of a reward beyond the grave, a life in
the next world to compensate for what we lack in this one.

u4 Yac TepneTb, a BEK >KUTb.
Endure for an hour and live ever after.

Shimkin and Sanjuan reported an infant mortality rate of 40-50% in each of the areas
they studied [1953: 331]. And there is no mention of any justification for such an ill state

of affairs.
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There is also no justice in this world, if we judge by proverbs--2.0% of the sample-

-concerning the clergy and legal authorities who are not at all treated as if they are morally

superior.

r42

n365
0161
nl45
1146

¢300

I'me 3aKkoH, TaM M npecTyIIeHHeE.

Where there's a law, there is crime.

JoXnb nagaeT Ha 3JbIX M OOOPBIX.

Rain falls alike on the just and unjust.

OT TpynoB npaBedHbIX HE HKMBELIL MajiaT KaMEHHbIX.
Honest work won't earn mansions of stone.

Ion Ge3moHARIN MEIOK.

A priest is a bottomless sack [or belly].

Ilon mone# y4uT, a caM rpelumT.

The priest who preaches to others sins himself.
Cyneiickne BopoTa 6€3 cepebpa He OTBOPSIIOTCS

A judge's doors open only to silver.

XBaJIH CEHO B cTOTY, a GapuHa - rpody.

Praise the hay in the haystack, and the noblemen - in his grave.
bua3 napeii - 6113 cMepTH.

Close to the tsar - close to death. [3amun 1996: 219].

Such expressions help vent frustrations regarding the social order. Upward social mobility

was generally impossible for Russian peasants, albeit there were a few remarkable

exceptions. So what we get is more of a "sour grapes" response to examples of success

either in social rank or wealth. True, there are a number of proverbs which extoll the

benefits of wealth and rank, but these achievements accord with typical notions of

reproductive success and are entirely to be expected.

3157

3HaHue - CUJIO, BpEMsI - IEHbIH.
Knowledge is power. Time is money.

But such sayings, 1.3% of our survey, are outnumbered by 2.1% of our proverbs with

irrational statements about the evils of achievements, including intellectual achievements.

u108

K263

al13

W3 ygenoro riyn GpiBaer.

A scholar may sometimes be a fool.

KT0 MHOr0 y4éH, TOT peako yMEH.

The learned man is rarely wise.

Jlyuwe GeJHOCTD a YECTHOCTh HEXKEJIH NPHOBLIb Ja CThI.
Better honest poverty than shameful gain.
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And, as we might expect by now, there is even one which accedes to neither alternative:

r258 Tope - neHbrH, a BAOBOE - 63 CHeT.
Misery with money, double misery without.

So what is one to do? Life can be lived in such conditions, but the most viable
manner involves making a true effort while opting for the safest, most conservative and
time-tested way possible. 8.1% of our total survey advised taking small measures--with a
populace always close to the brink of starvation, there were no proverbs expressing the
uselessness of work--and avoiding risk. Some examples are:

6181 bepern neHeXKy Ipo YepHbI JEHB.

Lay up for arainy day.
6395 Byap MasbIM 0BOJICH - GOJIbIIE TOJTyTHIID.
Be content with little and get more.
n189. IlocmemmocTs HYyXHa TOJIbKO GJIOX JIOBATH.
Nothing must be done hastily but killing fleas.
c117 Cupg9nii CTOS9Ero NEPETIHET.
A sitter prevails over one who stands.
135  Tue exenms, faabme Gyaens.
Slow and steady wins the race.

9102 Y10 cKOpO, TO XBOPO.
Haste makes waste.

This is not to claim that such proverbs offer us an accurate picture of the Russians
themselves. They have been widely noted for the inconsistency with which they apply
themselves to work, possibly a reflection of the futility of making major effort in the
context of Russian society as well as the very contrasting seasons which beset them.
While wealth is out of the question, subsistence labor is absolutely necessary. Their
proverbs may work to counterbalance and somewhat correct their behavioral tendencies.
Lastly, another way to stay out of trouble is to curb one's tongue.

r333 T'y6ml na 3yGHI - aBa 3amopa.
Lips and teeth - a double barrier.
a13  SI3pIk Moii - Bpar Moi.
My tongue is my enemy.

It is even--or should we say especially--risky to tell the truth.

1142 TlomoJun 6oJie, HOXKHBELH J0JIE.
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Talk less and live longer.
1221 [IpaBaoio He o6yenibes, CHT He Oy Aelb.
Truth won't fill your stomach nor buy your shoes.

Russia, of course, has always been a land without free speech--until the August
Revolution of 1991.

Another expression of the same conservative spirit lies in the many expressions
Russians make of love for their native land. Given the much narrower worldview of

peasants a century ago, this is not necessarily Russia as such, but often their home region.

1116 Ha uyXoii cTopore H BecHa He KpacHa.
Even Spring loses its charm abroad.
Ha gyxoii cTopoRyxe paj cBoeii BOpOHyIIKe
In a foreign land one is glad to see a crow of one's own.

Time and again, the moral is the same: stick to the familiar, that there's no place like home.

B135 B cBoeil xaTe B yrJbl MIOMOTAIOT.
At home every corner helps.
B579 Bcsx X034HH B CBOEM [IOME.
Every man is a master in his own home.
B600 Bcsikag nTHna cBoe rHE3/10 JIIOOHT.
Every bird likes his own nest best.
c71 CBos 3emJiA1 ¥ B TOPCTH MUJIA.
A handful of soil is pleasing if it's your land.
x18 Xwxa CBOA Jyullle KAMEHHBIX XOPOM UY>KBIX.
One's own hut is better than others' stone mansions.

It should be noted that Russia was arguably the worst place to live in Europe. Russians
are descended from those members of the Indo-European tribe who literally stayed behind
north of the Black Sea while all other members of their race emigrated to more clement
parts of the continent. And they are descended from those Eastern Slavs who did the
same thing while the other Slavs moved south and west. Yet no country professes such a
love for their native soil than do the Russians. It is a matter of negotiability: what choice
do they have? It makes sense that one should make the most of what one has got,

especially when there is no alternative.

325 3a MopeM TemJiee, a y Hac BeceJiee.
It may be balmier overseas, but it's merrier here.
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Ji1(6) ¥ na kama - numa Hama.
Cabbage soup and kasha is our staple diet.

Those who do not mouth such sentiments probably do not fare as well in Russia as those
who do. In effect, proverbs are self-selecting--and Russian national character more and
more distinguishes itself as truly different.

The aggregate of all of these expressions of conservatism comes to 21.4% of our
total survey--probably a significant finding, but statistical significance remains an unsettled
issue in biopoetics. Had we included exhortations to behave in a moral manner, to
cooperate, be truthful, conform, mind one's own business and avoid fools, the figure
would surely have been much higher. In either case, they would greatly outnumber the
proverbs which either advised mounting a substantial initiative or extolled wealth and
social advancement: only 3.3% of those scanned. Keep in mind that initiative and wealth
constitute the more rational option, except in the rather perverse context of rural Russian
culture.

Another surprising finding relates to the valuation of the proverbs--and, quite
possibly, to artistic value in general. The proverbs included on Mertvago's select list
scored much higher on these conservative themes--25.6%-- than those picked at random--
13.2%. A differential of at least 80% was maintained throughout all of the themes,
indeed, from both the conservative and liberal points of view. This suggests that the most
popular and, therefore, important Russian proverbs were distinguished by their "pith,"
how much they address issues crucial to life in rural Russia. Keep in mind that, if there are
about 50,000 Russian proverbs, the random group represents the most popular 11% and
Mertvago's select list constitutes the most important 2%: it is all the more surprising that
such a large degree of thematic distinction is notable between successful and very
successful sayings. On the other hand, formal merit of the proverbs does not seem make a
qualitative difference--although it certainly helps to distinguish, and possibly to stimulate,

many Russian proverbs: the random sample scored somewhat higher (22.1%) than
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mb Iy ma Kama - nyiga Haimna.
Cabbage soup and kasha is our staple diet.

Those who do not mouth such sentiments probably do not fare as well in Russia as those
who do. In effect, proverbs are self-selecting--and Russian national character more and
more distinguishes itself as truly different.

The aggregate of all of these expressions of conservatism comes to 21.4% of our
total survey--probably a significant finding, but statistical significance remains an unsettled
issue in biopoetics. Had we included exhortations to behave in a moral manner, to
cooperate, be truthful, conform, mind one's own business and avoid fools, the figure
would surely have been much higher. In either case, they would greatly outnumber the
proverbs which either advised mounting a substantial initiative or extolled wealth and
social advancement: only 3.3% of those scanned. Keep in mind that initiative and wealth
constitute the more rational option, except in the rather perverse context of rural Russian
culture.

Another surprising finding relates to the valuation of the proverbs--and, quite
possibly, to artistic value in general. The proverbs included on Mertvago's select list
scored much higher on these conservative themes--25.6%-- than those picked at random--
13.2%. A differential of at least 80% was maintained throughout all of the themes,
indeed, from both the conservative and liberal points of view. This suggests that the most
popular and, therefore, important Russian proverbs were distinguished by their "pith," by
how much they address issues crucial to life in rural Russia, even if the lexicon is
surprisingly sparse in weather adages. Keep in mind that, if there are about 50,000
Russian proverbs, the random group represents the most popular 11% and Mertvago's
select list constitutes the most important 2%: it is all the more surprising that such a large
thematic differential is notable between successful and very successful sayings. On the
other hand, formal merit of the proverbs does not seem make a qualitative difference--

although it certainly helps to distinguish, and possibly to stimulate, many Russian proverbs
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from their evident source, everyday speech: the random sample scored somewhat higher
(22.1%) than Mertvago's select group (17.3%)--though it should be noted that these
proverbs were not scanned for such other formal features as syntactic parallelism or
metaphor. Entires were coded for the presence of either rhymed words, including
identical words, and word play including alliteration.

Although these results are very preliminary and comparative surveys need to be
conducted, these initial results provide support for the hypothesis that memes are favored
no so much by being "made special" as by how much they work to complement the
immediate needs of genetic evolution in terms of reproductive advantage. That Russian
proverbs display such a marked disbalance between what could be parts of a healthy
balance--as in, say, between initiative and security--also suggests how a variety of
relatively small factors such as the physical and social environment may magnify
themselves over time into what we now see as essentials of the typical Russian
Weltanschauung. 1t is significant that, whereas local traditions may differ somewhat, this
is entirely one lexicon codified in a single language: Russians are, more or less, of one
mind as far as their proverbs are concerned. Of course, we must expect that proverbs and
the society which maintain them will be co-evolved, that they will influence each other in
an increasingly skewed manner to the point that a distinctive and national character is
created. But it also appears that in so doing they help each other cohere to one another

and thereby to persist.
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Appendix: Formal and thematic survey of Russian proverbs from Mertvago 1995.

SELECT RANDOM TOTAL
NUMBER OF PROVERBS 1828 935 2763
DISTINCTION BY FORM
1. Rhyme or Word Play 316 (17.3%) 207 (22.1%) 523 (18.9%)
CONSERVATIVE PROVERBS
2. Harsh Living Conditions 94 (5.1%) 24 (2.6%) 118 (4.3%)
3. Fatalism 63 (3.4%) 14 (1.5%) 77 (2.8%)
4. Play it safe, slow, quiet 172 (9.4%) 51 (5.5%) 223 (8.1%)
5. Little justice 45 (2.5%) 11 (1.2%) 56 (2.0%)
6. Achievement suspect 45 (2.5%) 14 (1.5%) 59 (2.1%)
7. Love native land, home 14 (1.9%) 8 (.9%) 43 (1.6%)
8. Hostile to new & strange 14 (.8%) 1(.1%) 15 (.5%)
Conservative Total (2-8): 468 (25.6%) 123 (13.2%) 402 (21.4%)
LIBERAL PROVERBS
9. Initiative extolled 44 (2.4%) 9 (1.0%) 53 (1.9%)
Exceptions to 2-7: 68 (3.7%) 22 (2.4%) 90 (3.3%)
Liberal total (9 + 10) 112 (6.1%) 31 (3.3%) 143 (5.2%)
DISTINCTION BY "PITH"
Conservative + Liberal 380 (31.7%) 154 (16.5%) 735 (26.6%)
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