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Some results of the Somali paremiological experiment

in Berlin and Arhus

Paremia is a Greek word which means saying, parable; paremiology refers to the philological branch of science dealing with proverbs, proverbial phrases and so on. 

The youngest branch of the science concerning proverbs, empirical paremiology, which operates statistical methods of analysis
 is directed at the establishing of paremiological minima of different cultures. 

The paremiological minimum is a minimal set of proverbs, sayings and other paremias, the learning of which is necessary for the understanding of any language, whether native or foreign. The fact is that paremias not only decorate speech, but also serve as a convenient mean of expressing typical real or thinkable situations the signs and model of which they are.  

The list of the best known proverbs can be established by means of a special experiment, the theoretical grounds and methods of which have been elaborated by the outstanding Russian folklorist G. Permyakov
. The experiments he conducted in the mid-1970s revealed the Russian paremiological minimum which, as it turned out, consists of 300 proverbs, sayings and comparative phrases of the by-word type.
 At the end of the 1980s a group of German researchers (R.Baur, P.Grzybek and Ch.Chlosta) initiated a project aimed at discovering the commonly known German and Croatian proverbs
. At the beginning of the 1990s attempts to establish paremiological minima of the Czech and Hungarian languages were made by F.Schindler
 and A.Thotné-Litovkina
 (1992), respectively. 

The Somali paremiological experiment, sponsored by The German Research Society, was accomplished by me in Berlin (under the auspices of the Humboldt University in 1999 and the Free University in 2001). It concluded in 2001 in the Danish city of Arhus. 

The objectives of the research were to discover how many, and which, Somali proverbs are still widely used and what the knowledge of Somali proverbs depends upon.

To achieve the first goal it was necessary, first of all, to compile an experimental corpus, which would include the potentially known proverbs in the quantity acceptable for working with the informants. The importance of this stage of the project may be well illustrated by a Syrian proverb ‘what you put in the pot you will have in your spoon’. In the ‘pot’ of the experiment was put the book “Qaamuuska maahmaahyada Soomaaliyeed/The Dictionary of Somali Proverbs”
, which contains more than six thousand paremias and their variants. These had been collected from more than one hundred of sources and borrowed (with all necessary references) from twenty-five books, booklets and articles – starting with the classical “Die Somali-Sprache” by Leo Reinisch, published in 1900, continuing through my first collection “Maahmaahyo Soomaaliyeed” issued in 1983, and concluding with “Murtidu waa Hodantinnimo” by Abdurahman H. Aden which appeared in 1995.  But because in all these sources (written and oral) one may often meet the same proverbs (or their variants) the Dictionary indicates the frequency of their usage. It suffices to look, for example, at two neighbouring proverbs which affirm (each in its own way) that ‘there is no use in verbosity’:                        

Hadal haamo lagama dhaansho. T, Y and

Hadal haan ma buuxsho. 1,3,101

Hadal haan ma buuxiyo. P,7,

Hadal haamo ma buuxsho.101

Hadal haamo lagama buuxsho.V, W

Hadal bilaale ma buuxsho.Y

Hadal badan haan ma buuxsho. T

Hadal badani haan ma buuxsho. 4

Hadal badani koob ma buuxsho. N

to see that the first example is accompanied by two letter indices, meaning that it was taken from two publications and is therefore known to at least two authors. The second proverb is supplied with indices and is followed by variants, which also have indices referring to the sources from which they were taken. The addition of the indices shows that the second proverb, together with its variants, is known to at least twelve people. In other words it was clear that hadal haan ma buuxsho ‘many words cannot fill a pitcher’ was more popular than hadal haamo lagama dhaansho ‘one cannot pour words into pitchers’, which was finally confirmed by the test.

But let us return to the experimental corpus. Two lists,  A  and  B,  were  compiled.  In List A were included the three thousand proverbs which occupied the first lines of the entries and which at that moment I regarded as standard variants (which incidentally had to be confirmed or disproved by the experiment). For example, a proverb affirming that ‘many words cannot fill a pitcher’ entered the List in the form of hadal haan ma buuxsho because this particular form was found in the majority of the used sources.

Copies of List A were handed out to six Somali experts in folklore with the request to mark those proverbs which they did not know. 

List B was made up of those proverbs in the Dictionary which had been received from two or more sources. As a result of the combination of List A (with the experts’ marks) and List B, another List emerged – List C, which absorbed one thousand proverbs scored from 7 to 30 points, i.e. known, as had been empirically ascertained, to 7-30 Somalis. These particular proverbs formed the experimental corpus, or the list of proverbs for the questionnaires which were to be distributed among some members of the Somali community in Berlin. But before this was done, it was necessary to take one more step – to eliminate from every proverb the words which were beyond the limits of its first modelling part, that is, to leave in the questionnaires only the beginnings of proverbs: 

Aabbahay baa xoolo lahaan jirey…‘I have a donkey’… [is better than ‘My father used to have cattle’];
Aabaal nin gala waa la arkay… ‘those who accept a favour are many, … [but those who pay back are none]’;
Ama afeef hore lahow, … ‘either refuse (to do something) at once …[or put up with it later]’ etc.

and to ask the respondents to add the missing endings.  This ingenious method of testing, invented by Permyakov and successfully applied to all the subsequent experiments, allows those proverbs to be revealed which are actively used in contemporary culture. 

One thousand proverbs of the main types
 of which the Somali paremiological stock consists, including the so-called tiroley (proverbs based on numbers, which are traditionally attributed to proverbs), were inscribed in the questionnaires for testing. Besides this, to get an idea about the factors influencing proverb knowledge, which was the second aim of the experiment, the questionnaires asked questions concerning age, sex, education, place of residence in Somalia (city/village/rural area), mode of life till 18 years (nomadic/settled) and the year of emigration of the respondents. 

Out of the approximately 250 Somalis who lived in Berlin, 45 men and women of three age groups (20 to 30 years, 30 to 40, and over 40) agreed to participate in the experiment. The responses were anonymous to encourage sincerity and to cover up the embarrassment of those with a ‘poor’ knowledge of proverbs. 

However, soon after a pilot group of seven subjects, instructed to act independently, had set about filling in the questionnaires, it became apparent that it would have taken more time and energy than they were ready for. I was obliged, therefore, to cut the number of proverbs by one third at the expense of the lower (the less known) part of the experimental corpus. In the end, the beginnings of 656 proverbs remained in the questionnaires.

39 returned documents were recognised as valid. Those rejected either had skipped pages or had been filled in with one and the same hand. Later on the Berliners’ questionnaires were supplemented with the results of the testing of six Somalis from the Danish city of Arhus. 

The data from 45 questionnaires, that is all the correct completions, as regard meaning, of the 656 truncated proverbs, have been thoroughly evaluated, registered and presented in List D. Here is one of its entries (a proverb Soomaalidu been waa sheegtaa, beense ma maahmaahdo ‘Somalis can lie, but their lie will never become a proverb’):
574. Soomaalidu been waa / sheegtaa, beense ma maahmaahdo.  

2,4,5,6,7,9,10,11,12,14,15,16,17,18,19,20,21,22,23,24,26,28,29,30,31,32,34,35,36,37,38,39,41,43,44,45

...sheegtaa, laakiinse kuma maahmaahdo.4,39

...sheegtaa, been kuma maahmaahdo.5

...sheegtaa ee been ma maahmaahdo.6,7,16,17,34,35,43

...sheegtaa, beense kuma maahmaahdo.10,14,23,31

...sheegtaa ee been kuma maahmaahdo.15

...sheegtaa, laakiin been ma maahmaahdo.18,24,45

...sheegtaa, se ma maahmaahdo.19

...ku hadashaa, laakiin been ma maahmaahdo.21,38

...sheegtaa, laakiin been ma ku maahmaahdo.22 

...hadashaa, beense ma maahmaahdo.26

...sheegtaa, laakiin been kuma maahmaahdo.28 

...sheegtaa, laakiin ma maahmaahdo.29

...sheegtaa ee kuma maahmaahdo.30

The number before the proverb is its ordinal number (according to the Somali alphabet) in the questionnaire. The oblique stroke after the phrase particle waa shows that it concluded the first part of the proverb which had figured in the questionnaires. The sequence of numbers which follow the proverb are the numbers of questionnaires in which the truncated proverb was correctly completed, while the quantity of these numbers indicates the number of respondents who demonstrated an active knowledge of it. Here their number is 36. Set below are the variants of the second part of the proverb added by the participants of the experiment. The numbers after each variant show the number of informants who knew the proverb in this form. As was justly assumed by P.Grzybek and Ch.Chlosta
, theorists of empirical paremiology, “the most frequent form(s) filled in by the informants can be regarded as the contemporary standard variant(s)”. In the case under discussion such a variant is the expected form from the experimental corpus, because it was confirmed by 10 respondents, many more than any other form. 

Of all possible 29,520 completions (656 proverbs, 45 respondents), 12,342  (41.8%) were filled in correctly. This rate is strikingly lower than in two experiments of comparable scale, by Chlosta and Grzibek in the USA and the English-speaking part of Canada
 (236 proverbs, 59 respondents), and by Thotné-Litovkina
 (378 proverbs, 71 respondents) in Hungary in which the rates were 88.8% and 82.52% respectively. Since in the Somali experiment the paremias for testing were chosen in a very thorough way, neither I nor the above-mentioned colleagues have a distinct explanation of this phenomenon, which I discussed with them. Probably the point is that the Somalis are simply not experienced in working with written documents (questionnaires). 

Since there cannot be a strict, let alone an a priori defined borderline between ‘familiar’ and ‘unfamiliar’ proverbs, usually 90% of statistical probability is assumed for ‘general knowledge’ of a proverb.
  In the Hungarian experiment this border was “crossed” by 153 proverbs, in the Somali one by only 20. But inasmuch as it is generally assumed that a paremiological minimum should consist of several hundreds of proverbs and proverbial phrases (as was shown by Permyakov, their number in the Russian minimum is 300) I have singled out 249 paremias which are known to and actively used by more than half  (51.2%) of the respondents.   And it is the search for these generally known paremias that was the main goal of the experiment. Some examples are given here: 

K n o w n   t o   100 %  o f   r e s p o n d e n t s

1. Aabbe, kan yar iga celiyoo kan weyn igu sii daa. 

Oh, father, save me from the small one, the big one I shall manage myself. 

Said when somebody is unable to solve a small problem, but thinks he can deal with a big one, or when somebody is trying to palm off on to someone else the solution of a problem he cannot solve himself.   This goes back to a story about a boy who was often set upon by other boys of his age. One day the boy and his father encountered one of his attackers, who had a bigger fellow with him.    The victim, realising that if it came to blows he would not be able to beat the boy of his own age, but that the big fellow would scarcely want to fight with him, pronounced these words, which became a proverb.
This single proverb, which was known to all the participants of the experiment, belongs to the not very numerous type of Somali paremias, the so-called non-divided sentences. They are proverbs without immediate motivation of the general meaning, which stems neither directly, nor through an image, from the meaning of their components, but is determined by the context from which these proverbs were originally taken and which they recall. Among the most popular proverbs there are some other specimens of this kind.  
K n o w n   t o   97.77 %  o f   r e s p o n d e n t s
2. Allow, nimaan wax ogayn ha cadaabin.

Oh Allah, do not punish a man who sins through ignorance.  

3. Hubsiimo hal baa la siistaa. 

To know something for sure, one would even part with a she-camel.

A list of the most popular Somali proverbs I do not call a paremiological minimum. For the establishing of the minimum a more scaled experiment is needed, though of course, ‘it is not necessary to drain the sea to find out that its water is salty’ (a Korean proverb).

Those proverbs, which adjoin the lower boundary of the List may drop out of it. On the other hand, the paremias which fail to cross it by only a few points will probably manage it with a widened staff of informants. It is certainly true that the minimum may also increase due to the extension or partial change of the experimental corpus. The destiny of the short proverbs, such as dani waa seto ‘gains are like a hobble on one’s legs’ and dani xishood ma leh ‘gains are shameless, i.e. in striving for gains a man loses all sense of shame’, the two initial words of which in the questionnaires either contain not enough information (the first case) or more than enough (the second case) should be decided by additional tests. The proverbs which differ from each other only by one word: fuley wax ka qoryo badan ‘nobody arms himself as heavily as a coward’ and  fuley wax ka daymo badan ‘nobody glances behind as often as a coward’ will need special attention.

But this is a question for the future, probably the remote future, since organisation of field experiments is troublesome and hard work, and scaled experiments need substantial financing (the lack of which, by the way, stopped the German and Croatian minimum-finding experiments which had been started so brilliantly). 

It would be useful to include the 249 proverbs, which are widely used in contemporary Somali culture in Somali dictionaries, in school programs and in university courses of Somali as a foreign language, as well as to introduce them to the growing Somali Diaspora, the proverb knowledge of the young generation of which, as the experiment revealed, leaves much to be desired.

The thorough fixation of all the variants and variations found in the questionnaires has allowed the exposition of the standard forms of the commonly known proverbs. It turned out that more than a dozen are now used not in the same form they have in the majority of sources. For example, dab munaafaq shiday mu’min baa ku gubta ‘a  fire lit by a sinful man [lit: a hypocrite] burns a sinless man [lit: a good Muslim]’, but not dab munaafaq shiday muslim baa ku gubta; miro gunti ku jira kuwo geed saaran looma daadiyo ‘one does not throw away fruit in the pocket for the sake of fruit on the tree’, but not miro gunti ku jira miro geed saaran looma daadiyo and so on. 

In general, the multivariation of Somali proverbs requires a lot of understanding. Two explanations lie on the surface: the dialectal diversity of the Somali language and the absence of language standards, which take shape in the course of the development of the written language. But it is possible that there are other reasons the discovery of which is a challenge to researchers of Somali folklore. 

An amazing fact is that almost all the 249 proverbs which turned out to be known to the majority of the participants of the experiment were completed in different ways. This applies to the shortest proverbs, as well as to the longest ones, and seems not to depend upon the use of alliteration or other artistic means. For example, 28 out of the 30 informants who know the proverb dhar magaalo intii laga xirto waa dhowdahay, dhal magaalse intii laga noqdo waa dheer tahay ‘one can quickly put on town clothes, but it takes a long time to become a townsman’ introduced their own variants. It could well be an urban proverb, presumably a young one, and therefore may not be ‘settled’ yet. But nearby in List D there is a proverb which for sure reflects the experience of nomads – dhar aanad lahayni dhaxan kaama celiyo ‘somebody else's clothes do not warm you [lit.: do not protect you from cold]’  and which also has a lot of different forms: …kuma dhaxan tiro ‘…do not wipe out cold in you’, …dhaxan kaama dado ‘…do not screen you from cold’, …feero kuuma daboolo ‘…do not cover your ribs’, and even …futo kuuma qariyo ‘…do not hide your bottom’! 

There are several major groups of variations found in the completed questionnaires:

1) Lexical changes:

Nin walba midduu caashaqaa/ waa u Cambaro-luul – To every man his beloved [lit.: the one he loves] seems to be Cambaro-luul [a beautiful woman’s name with the meaning ‘amber’ and ‘pearl’].  

In a number of questionnaires Cambaro-luul has been substituted by other women’s names, all of them beginning with ‘ayn’ to match the alliterated word ‘caashaqaa’ (‘loves’): Caynabo, Canab, Cambalow, Calmadaa or Ceebla’. 

2) Grammatical modifications:

a. Syntactical variations: 

The proverb Bannaankiisa-mare maradiisa/ geed ma qabsado – The clothing of the man who skirts about a clearing will not be torn [lit.: caught] by a tree [i.e. a cautious person will avoid troubles] is known to 68.9% of respondents. But 25.8% of them use as its subject not ‘a tree’ but ‘the clothing’: The clothing of the man who skirts about a clearing will not catch on a tree.  

b. Morphological variations:

Jinni ninkii keenaa bixiya – He who brought the jinnee [i.e. the trouble] must take it away. 

This proverb is known to 91.1% of respondents, but 31.7% of these use the verb of the main sentence not in the ‘standard’ form bixiya (the 3rd Person Masculine in Present Simple) but in the dialectal form baxsha;

c. Variations of modality:

The proverb Dhurwaa kan ciya iyo kan aammusan, kan ciyaa roon – A barking hyena is better than one which keeps silent [it is less dangerous] which is known to 64.5% of respondents, is used by almost half in the form of an interrogative sentence, for example: Dhurwaa kan ciya iyo kan aammusan, kee baa daran? – Which hyena is worse: a barking one or one which keeps silent?   

3) Proverb reduction: 

Doqonta usha agteeda/ ku dhufo, hadday garan weydana gogga u geli –Threaten a fool with a stick and if he misunderstands you beat him. 38.7% of those respondents who know this proverb give variants without a subordinate clause: Doqonta usha agteeda ku dhufo or Doqonta usha agteeda ayaa lagu dhuftaa or Doqonta usha agteeda baa lagu dhuftaa;

 
4) Proverb extension: 


Carruuri haddii aad kuftid way kugu qososhaa – When a grown-up falls, children laugh. This proverb is known to 51.2% of respondents, but a number of them (26.1%) extend it by adding ‘haddii ay kufaanna way ooyaan’ (‘but when they fall they cry’).  

The best known Somali proverbs can be found in the book “Hubsiimo hal baa la siistaa/ To know something for sure, one would even part with a she-camel” published in November 2002. The Appendices contain List D with the data from all 45 questionnaires, and information about the participants in the experiment as reported by themselves. They may be used for further folkloristic, philological and socio-linguistic research.

And now for some statistics, which are not approved by Germans, who affirm that one can prove anything by their means, are respected by Americans (‘there is safety in numbers’) and are adored by Somalis (xisaabi xil ma leh ‘to count [money, things] is not shameful’). Since the maximum number with which I have operated so far is 45, and this has to be divided into smaller components in accordance with age, sex, education etc. of the informants, the following data, which are true in regard to this particular group of Somalis, do not lay claim to any sweeping generalization.  

The questionnaires were filled in by 32 male (71.1%) and 13 female (28.9%) subjects. They represented three age-groups: >40 years (11 subjects or 24.4%), 30-40 years (22 subjects or 48.9%) and 20-30 years (12 subjects or 26.7%). 

One of the striking peculiarities of the given corpus of respondents is their high educational standard: 12 subjects (26.7%) had finished intermediate school (8 years of study), 22 subjects (48.9%) secondary school (12 years of study) and 11 subjects (24.4%) had graduated from university. 

Another peculiarity which differentiates this set of respondents from the virtual ‘ideal sample’ is that before emigration, the majority (38 subjects or 84.4%) had lived in cities, with only 3 subjects (6.7%) in villages and 4 subjects (8.9%) in rural areas. 

37 participants of the experiment (82.2%) had spent their childhood and youth in cities, 8 (17.8%) in rural areas.

21 subjects (46.7%) emigrated from Somalia more than 10 years ago, 23 subjects (51.1%) less that 10 years ago, and one subject (2.2%) did not answer the relevant question.

An examination of the bivariate relationships between the above mentioned variables and proverb knowledge (the number of correctly filled in proverbs by every participant had been calculated by a special computer program) has brought the following results:

1) The knowledge of proverbs increases with age. The mean respondent over 40 yeas knows 332 proverbs from the testing list, the 30-40 years old – 292. The knowledge of the 20-30 years old respondents is much lower – 190 proverbs per person;

2) The higher the standard of education, the better the knowledge of proverbs. 252, 267 and 312 proverbs are known to the mean representatives of the groups with intermediate, secondary and higher education respectively;

3) Males know more proverbs than females. On average a man knows 283 out of 656 proverbs offered for testing, a woman 251;

4) The respondents with nomadic backgrounds know more proverbs than others – 365 proverbs per person; the respondents from villages know more proverbs than those from cities – 323 and 261 proverbs per person respectively;

5) The participants who had grown up among nomads demonstrated substantial superiority over those who had spent their young years in cities – 341 and 260 proverbs per person respectively;

6) The respondents with less than 10 years record of emigration know fewer proverbs than those who emigrated more than 10 years ago – 269 and 275 proverbs per person respectively. This paradox may be explained by the fact that the first group consists of much younger Somalis.

According to the above calculations, all the variables seem to have some impact on the knowledge of proverbs. 

The analysis of interrelated variables, such as age and education, age and sex, age and time of absence from Somalia, age, sex and residence before the emigration seem to need the application of more elaborated statistical methods, such as for example, the linear multiple regression model.
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