I have often wondered who invented the proverbs that everyone knows, and whether they sprang ready made
from the brain of one individual or were product of a long evolution. As we know them, they are remarkable
for their terseness. 'More haste, less speed’, for example, could not possible be said in fewer words.
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I think we must admit that, as against science and literature, the proverb holds its own.

science and Literature Nevertheless, the proverb is dying out. It belongs essentially to a stable agricultural

community. Sancho Panza produced more proverbs than any other character in fiction...
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. . No one invents new proverbs, and there are no proverbs applying to modern inventions.
modern inventions People say, 'Take care of the pence and the pounds will take care of themselves,' but they don't
say, 'Take care of the radio and the gramophone will take care of itself,’ which would not be any more foolish.
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. The supposed wisdom of proverbs is mainly imaginary. As a rule, proverbs go in
The Wisdom of Proverbs pairs which say opposite things. The opposite of '"More haste, less speed' is ‘A stitch in
time saves nine.' The opposite of 'Take care of the pence and the pounds will take care of themselves,’ 'Penny wise, pound
foolish.' The opposite of 'Two heads are better than one,’ is 'Too many cooks spoil the broth." And so on.
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. The great advantage of a proverb in argument is that it is supposed to be
qUOte the OppOSIte proverh incontrovertible, as embodying the quintessential sagacity of our ancestors. But
when once you have realised that proverbs go in pairs which say opposite things you can never again be downed by a proverb;
you merely quote the opposite.
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literary merit

Proverbs

Quotations from Shakespeare have something of the same polemic force. But proverbs are the supreme

case of this sort of thing. Considered as guides to conduct, they are worthless, but from a stylistic point

of view there is much to be said for them, and without this literary merit they would note be felt to have so much argumentative

force.
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slan g The modern analogue of the proverb usually takes the form of slang. Slang also is anonymous in origin and is
diffused orally because it satisfies a need. As it does not have to support the weight of literary tradition, it is able to

speak of modern things and to draw its metaphors from the most recent inventors
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SO Ci al in stituti on Language, like every other soc'ial insit.itution, rquires a. conflict between the conservative and the

revolutionary, and the revolutionary in language is the inventor of slang.
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