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УДК 80 

ФУНКЦИОНИРОВАНИЕ ПАРЕМИЙ В АМЕРИКАНСКИХ  
И БРИТАНСКИХ ПОЛИТИЧЕСКИХ РЕЧАХ 

И.В. Пономарь 
бакалавр 

Т.А. Шеховцова  
преподаватель 

Владивостокский государственный университет экономики и сервиса 
Владивосток. Россия 

Данная статья посвящена функционированию паремий в американских и британских политических 
речах. В статье анализируются эмоционально-экспрессивная, конативная и фатическая функции паре-
мий на примерах из выступлений политиков Великобритании и США; также рассматриваются разли-
чия в вариативности и употреблении паремий в британском и американском политическом дискурсе и 
отмечается более низкий уровень дидактического аспекта паремий, используемых британскими поли-
тиками. Кроме того, в работе обсуждается более высокий уровень вариативности паремий в современ-
ном политическом дискурсе по сравнению с уровнем вариативности в прошлом. 

Ключевые слова:  политический дискурс, паремии, функционирование паремий, политические 
речи, эмоционально-экспрессивная функция, конативная функция, фатическая функция, вариатив-
ность паремий. 

FUNCTIONING OF THE PAROEMIAS IN AMERICAN AND BRITISH 
POLITICAL SPEECHES 

This article is devoted to the functioning of the paroemias in American and British political speeches. 
The article analyzes emotionally-expressive, conative and phatic functions of paroemias using examples 
from speeches of the politicians of Great Britain and the USA; it also covers the differences of paroemias’ 
variability and usage in British and American political discourse and notes the lower level of didactic aspect 
of paroemias used by British politicians. Additionally, the work discusses the higher level of paroemias’ 
variability in modern political discourse compared to the level of variability in the past. 

Keywords:  political discourse, paroemias, functioning of the paroemias, political speeches, emotion-
ally-expressive function, conative function, phatic function, variability of paroemias. 

The topic of this article is the functioning of the paroemias in American and British political speeches. The 
relevance of the research is related to the growing role of political discourse in people's lives, as well as the effec-
tiveness of proverbs as linguistic means in political speeches. The scientific novelty of the work lies in the study 
of the functioning of paroemias in British and American political speeches and the identification of paroemias’ 
effectiveness as linguistic means when their constituent parts are changed. In the past, there has been little to no 
such research, especially regarding British political discourse. The goals and objectives of the research were to 
collect examples of the use of paroemias in British and American political speeches when a speaker changes 
paroemia’s parts and to analyze how it enhances the functions of paroemia and what effect the speaker achieves in 
the result. The research methods used is descriptive research and discourse analysis. 

All political speeches are a manifestation and part of a political discourse. Political discourse can be de-
fined as «a manipulative linguistic strategy which serves concrete ideological goals. Political discourse may 
involve both the formal debates, speeches, and hearings and the informal talk on politics among family 
members.» [5] The primary goals in political discourse are acquiring and retaining of the political power. 
These goals are generally achieved during political debates or public speeches, and in order to succeed any 
politician has to competently use the language to impose desirable views and statements on the «crowd» – 
voters, nation, other politicians etc.  

One of the most effective ways of focusing an attention and conveying certain ideas to the audience is 
the usage of paroemias. This term has no generally accepted definition; for example Grigory Lvovich 
Permyakov, one of the most famous Russian paroemiologists, defines paroemias as parts of an aphoristic 
genre and includes proverbs, saying, riddles, verbalized superstitions in his definition [1]. A more modern 
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approach defines paroemias as proverbs, sayings and widely known didactic aphorisms which represent important 
truths, rules of behavior and moral laws based on the life experience. [2] The notable difference between proverbs 
and sayings is that proverbs express a perceived truth based on common sense or experience whereas sayings 
have a less didactic nature. In Western linguistics and philology the term «paroemia» is used extremely seldom 
and generally all expressions and aphorisms of didactic nature are called «proverbs» [3]. 

Paroemias are in usage in political discourse since ancient times. The primary functions performed by 
paroemias in political speeches are the following: 

1) Emotionally-expressive function which is used for the purpose of communicating and transmitting 
feelings and emotions to the audience. 

2) Conative function which stimulates the audience to perform a certain action 
3) Phatic function, which validates the communication between a politician and listeners.  
In British and American political discourse, just like in any other political discourse, paroemias are used 

frequently. Throughout the history, their functions had some changes. Besides, proverbs have proved to be 
more effective than sayings due to their higher level of variability which allows the speaker to more effi-
ciently achieve a desired goal. Variability of paroemias can be defined as changing parts of the it to fit the 
situational context better and to achieve the desirable result from using them. It can be traced that even 
though proverbs used to be changed in certain situations by politicians in the past, it has become a much 
more common practice in the 20th century and is becoming even more popular nowadays.  

Here are some examples of paroemias used by British politicians where original paroemias were adapted 
or changed to improve their functionality:  

Boris Johnson, Prime Minister of the United Kingdom quotation about Brexit: «Our policy is having our 
cake and eating it.» [6] In this quotation, Boris Johnson adapts the old proverb « You can't have your cake 
and eat it». By changing the verb forms and pronouns, he adjusts the saying to a specific situation, making it 
clear that he is going to make the best of the situation without any opportunity costs. Going against the prov-
erb’s seemingly unshakable truths, Boris Johnson represents the audience his political power and strength not 
to succumb to circumstances therefore adding more expressiveness in his words.  

Nigel Farage, a British politician, adapted a proverb of American origin «the tail wags the dog» which 
means that often a minority has a control over a larger part of the group: «I think very deeply concerning to a 
lot of English voters, they are very, very worried about the Scottish tail wagging the English dog.» [7] Com-
paring tail with the Scots and dog with the English, Nigel Farage makes a stronger accent on the 
vote disparity among British people, making his statement more expressive and more appealing to the Eng-
lish audience, potentially getting more support from English voters in the future. 

Welsh politician Leanne Wood adapts a proverb «no pain, no gain» which has become a popular motto 
in the 20th century: «We were told the deficit would be eliminated during this parliament; debt has gone up. So 
much pain for so little gain.» [8] In the past this phrase was used by, for example, Benjamin Franklin – «There are 
no gains, without pains... » [9] Leanne Wood’s version changes proverb’s meaning, turning it into a saying and 
concealing it’s didactic nature, putting a stronger emphasis on the negative aspect of the situation. 

Here are the examples of the usage of paroemias by American politicians: 
Barack Obama adapted a proverb «Birds of a feather flock together» in his «Speech on Race». «…white 

men will all flock to John McCain in the general election regardless of his policies.» [10] This proverb is 
generally used to describe people who make decisions based on external factors and Barack Obama attempts 
to create an emotional reaction among the listeners, implying that John McCain’s voters are not the shrewd-
est people and support him just because of the skin color. Additionally this proverb performs a conative 
function, persuading white people not to support McCain, implying that if they support him it might mean 
that they do this not because of their personal beliefs but only because they share a skin color.   

An American politician Walter Frederick "Fritz" Mondale directly refers to Abraham Lincoln in one of 
his speeches – «Lincoln once said that ours is to be a government of the people, by the people, and for the 
people. But what we have today is a government of the rich, by the rich, and for the rich and we’re going to 
make a change in November.» [11] Using this famous Lincoln’s phrase, which has become a paroemia, Wal-
ter Mondale appeals to Lincoln’s important role in the USA’s history, imposing that his role might be just as 
important and showing himself as an inheritor of Lincoln’s role and wisdom. Besides, Walter Mondale re-
places «people» with «rich», creating an anti-proverb – this method is known to make a higher emotional 
response from the audience. 

In his «A More Perfect Union» speech Barack Obama uses a paroemia of the biblical origin – «Do unto 
others as you would have others do unto you»: «In the end, then, what is called for is nothing more, and 
nothing less, than what all the world's great religions demand – that we do unto others as we would have 
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them do unto us.» [12] The same paroemia, but in its «original» form was also used by Frederick Douglas in 
his slavery-criticizing speech «The Southern Style of Preaching to Slaves». Frederick Douglas directly 
quotes the Bible, whereas Barack Obama makes a seemingly obvious and simple change – he replaces pro-
nouns «you» with «us». Such change is a common trick which makes a politician look not just like some fig-
ure of a higher rank than the voters, but as one of them, as a representative of the nation’s will. Additionally, 
this paroemia performs a conative function, imposing directed to religious voters and educated people, who 
are acquainted with Frederick Douglas’s speeches, to support Barack Obama.  

On the basis of the reviewed examples, it can be seen that by adding paroemias in speech, politicians 
firstly use a phatic function of paremias – they enrich their speech, making the audience pay more attention 
and therefore validating the communication. Emotionally-expressive function makes the audience feel what 
politician wants them to feel; besides it appeals to audience’s knowledge and notes the politician’s acknowl-
edgment of his nation’s folk knowledge and history which subconsciously increases confidence in the words 
of a politician. Conative function is primarily used to make the audience support politician in the future; in 
some cases it is used to prevent voters from supporting other politicians or to make them share politician’s 
ideas, or ideas which politician wants them to believe in. Paroemias’ variability is performed by changing 
paroemia’s parts to appeal to specific features of the audience and to empower paroemia’s functions making 
it more suitable for the context and making the speech more intense and captivating. Generally, modern Brit-
ish politicians prefer to transform proverbs into saying, concealing or removing proverb’s didactic nature, 
using them solely for additional expressiveness, whereas American politicians tend to use proverbs and 
aphorisms directly, «lecturing» the audience for the purpose of the most effective imposing of politician’s 
ideas. As English researcher Jonathan Charteris-Black says: «They respond more effectively to messages 
that explain proposed actions with reference to familiar experiences; successful politicians are those who can 
develop their arguments with evidence taken from beliefs about the world around them. Messages become 
persuasive when they evoke things that are already known or are at least familiar» [4]. 
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