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The Pragmatic Aspects of Proverbs and Sayings in
Some Arabic Novels

Abstract

Prof. Dr. Mazin Fawzi Ahmed Suroor Mahdi Sabbar

Proverbs and sayings are well-known expressions or statements which
express something about various aspects of life. They usually contain
wisdom, truth, moral traditional views 1n fixed memorizable forms which
are handed down from one generation to another one. The present study is
an investigation into the pragmatic aspects of proverbs and sayings in some
Arabic novels. The problem of the current study lies in that proverbs and
sayings are doubly indirect: firstly, they are quoted as such and express
observations not original or novel; the user does not need to take the
responsibility for their form or content. Secondly, they generate speech acts,
implicatures, and even politeness strategies; the speaker uses the proverb or
saying literally but means something else in the context. The study aims at
investigating proverbs and sayings in three Arabic novels, looking at the
pragmatic functions of such expressions in the three novels under focus,
and finding out the most frequently used speech acts in the novels under
investigation and giving explanations for that. To achieve these aims, the
study puts forward the hypotheses that: firstly, expressive speech act type is
the most frequently used one in literary genres, especially, novels. Secondly,
proverbs and sayings are used to imply certain meanings in specific
situations. Thirdly, there are different functions performed by proverbs and

sayings in different Arabic novels. Finally, proverbs and sayings are heavily



relied on to mitigate what may be felt to be an impolite speech or act in
different contexts. The data of the current study have been collected from
three of Mahfouz’s novels, viz. ‘Modern Cairo’ (1945),°Khan al-Kahlili’
(1946), and ‘al-Midaq Alley’ (1947). Regarding the analysis of the data, the
study has adopted an eclectic model forwarded by Searle (1975), Grice
(1975) and Yule (1996). The first model, Searle (1975), concentrates on
speech act theory and its classification, whereas the second one, Grice
(1975), deals with implicature and cooperative principles. The third one is
Yule’s (1996) which focuses on the theory of politeness and its implications
in interaction for achieving certain pragmatic functions. The study has
concluded that the most frequently used speech act type of Searle’s
classification is the expressive one, that proverbs and sayings are utilized in
literary genres not only as mere expressions but rather they generate
implicatures, that they are essential linguistic expressions used by writers for
different pragmatic functions such as: thanking, apologizing, condoling,
supporting someone’s point of view, etc. and that proverbs and sayings are
usually employed by text producers, particularly, in novels as a device to
mitigate the impact of an impolite act, e.g. order, and to save both
speaker/hearer from face threatening act in particular situations. Lastly, the
study ends up with some recommendations and suggestions for further

research.
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