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Abstract: Past attempts at using proverbs for cultural analysis have provided questionable results. 
There has been an overreliance on comparable proverbs from other cultures (Mieder 1981)  or the 
search for “underlying” static cultural traits (Bartlotti 2000). The current paper explores the potential 
of using frame analysis (Goffman 1974; Johnston 2002; Snow 1986) and circulation studies 
(Spitulnik 2001) as methods better suited to explicating societal change. The two methods are 
complementary: circulation studies aiding understanding of the process of proverb use; frame analysis 
allowing for insight on the meaning of familiar proverbs. Rather than explore perspectives of the 
culture in general, I selected college students in Almaty, Kazakhstan as the group to be investigated. 
The current generation of students in Kazakhstan is unique, since they have only known an 
independent and Post-Soviet fatherland.  As they have grown up, the country has been in the throes of 
redefining itself as a society. Part of this process has been reestablishing Kazakh as the national 
language. Field research was carried out among university students at the Kazakh National Technical 
University in Almaty, Kazakhstan. Surveys provided information about the most familiar proverbs out 
of the proverb set concerning “community”. Analysis of the survey results showed that the population 



 

functions using proverbs as a speech community, a group able to communicate with each other 
effectively. Surveys and proverb encounter reenactments will provide the type of data necessary for 
circulation studies and frame analysis to establish a baseline concerning proverbial perspectives 
concerning “community” among Kazakh-speaking college students. 

 

The current generation of undergraduate students in Kazakhstan is unique, since they have only known an 
independent and Post-Soviet fatherland. As they have grown up, the country has been in the throes of 
redefining itself as a society. Part of this process has been reestablishing Kazakh as the national language 
(Smagulova 2006).  Mandatory proverb instruction as part of the general curriculum in public schools is a 
key aspect of this effort which started with a presidential decree concerning cultural heritage in April 2003 
(Kazakhstan 2004). Vladimir Padunov summarized this as a Kazakhstani effort to ―reinvent the nation 
through proverbs‖(Padunov 2010). 
 
Past attempts at using proverbs for cultural analysis have provided questionable results. Wolfgang Mieder 
suggests that one error was the scholars‘ reliance on foreign proverb parallels instead of indigenous cultural 
consultants (Mieder 1981, :242). Leonard Bartlotti argues that issues arose from the pursuit of underlying 
static cultural traits. Such efforts to seek out what was ―reflected‖ in the society, devalued interpersonal and 
societal processes (Bartlotti 2000, :36-37).  My research addresses these pitfalls by incorporating surveys 
and ethnographic interviews as well as using methods of analysis well suited to explicating societal change. 
In addition, rather than focus on the society at large, I consider what is happening within one sub-culture. 
Movements commonly occur within specific generations (Johnston 2000, :671-672) and upcoming 
linguistic change can often best be gauged by what is occurring among the youth, especially in situations of 
language decline or revitalization (Meek 2007, :23-24) . Therefore, I am seeking to establish a baseline 
concerning proverbial perspectives among Kazakh-speaking college students. 
 
Circulation studies and frame analysis form the methodological core of my investigation. Circulation studies 
(Spitulnik 2001) evaluate how interpersonal interaction and mass media are mutually reinforcing in a 
specific context. For example, Francis Cody researched how the Tamil of India read their newspapers 
communally (Cody 2009). Frame analysis (Goffman 1974; Johnston 2002; Snow 1986)   allows us to 
analyze the content of what is being communicated by placing the selected discourse (text or speech) within 
the broader cultural discourse context, so we can understand how they are used to express ideas, 
paradigms, and perspectives. A good example of this approach is Hank Johnston and Aili Aarelaid Tart‘s 
research on generational differences of perspective and experience in the Estonian national opposition 
(Johnston 2000). My approach is unique because neither circulation studies nor frame analysis has been 
applied to proverbs.    
 
In the first part of the paper, I will describe circulation studies and frame analysis as methods and how each 
fits with proverbs. Then, I will discuss how they can work in tandem. Next, I will present the results and 
analysis of the first stage of my dissertation research. Finally, I will consider the second stage of my field 
research.  
 

Kazakhs consider proverbs a ―legacy‖ (Ġabdullıyn 1996, :5). However, proverbs, like any folklore, must 
maintain relevance in the current society, or they will eventually die out (Georges 1995, :64). As Mieder 
points out, proverbs are characterized by a combination of ―tradition‖ and ―currency‖ (Mieder 2004, :4). 



 

Currency is the term used in proverb research to describe the state of a proverb being used in a society 
(Mieder 2004, :4). However, Shirley Arora has described this as an ―elusive criterion‖ (Arora 1994, :7), 
since there is no accepted standard for what constitutes proverb currency. I recommend using circulation 
studies instead, so that the underlying processes enabling proverbs to have currency can be better 
understood.   
 
Although a standard for currency has been lacking, there have been previous efforts to define familiar 
proverbs within a specific society.  Gregorii Permiakov researched the basic set of proverbs, proverbial 

phrases, and related phrases known by adult Russians and coined the term paremiological2 minimum to 
describe such efforts (Permiakov 1989). Similar research has been undertaken in Hungary (Vargha 2007), 
and North America (Chlosta 1995; Lau 1986). In each case the goal has been to assess knowledge and 
formulate the shared set of familiar proverbs for the given society.  
 
The problem is that such efforts fail to represent the robust reality of proverb knowledge or use in the 
societies in question. Few people know just the minimal proverb set for their society. Instead, proverb 
knowledge varies from person to person based on experience, perspective, and position in life (Brandes 
1974, :168). Frame analysis, which we will consider next, is well suited to consider such diverse views. 
 

Circulation studies look at the process of discourse spreading within a society, but content should also be 
considered. When I reviewed articles on circulation in the Journal of Linguistic Anthropology, I found the 
topics evenly split between the process and content of circulation. Examples of content are ―Appalachian 
whiteness‖ (Puckett 2001) and ―German welfare state‖ (McGill 2009). 
 
Another term for such topics in circulation is frames. Erving Goffman was one of the first theorists on this 
topic. He uses the term frame in various ways within his volume to describe how we organize our 
experience (Goffman 1974, :10-11). The frames he describes range from ―schemas‖ to cultural ―paradigms‖. 
Schemas are mental models of things or processes based on repeated experience (Quinn 2005, :38-41). 
Paradigms are the general assumptions to which members of a society adhere (Goffman 1974, :29; Shweder 
1984, :40-41). 
 
Perhaps the best way to describe a frame is by means of an example from Kazakhstan:   
 
I went to the neighborhood store one warm evening. As I entered the store wearing shorts  and smiling, the 
shopkeeper looked at me surprised. "Are you drunk?'' she exclaimed. I  replied that I was not, then 
bought what I needed, and left. I did not say a word before the shopkeeper reacted. Something in how I 
acted or dressed, perhaps combined with the time of day, got her thinking along a certain line.  There were 
contextual cues (Agha 2007, :148), specific aspects of my dress and deportment, which activated a frame 
for her. As a foreigner, I had not learned this particular frame. Still, I did have enough cultural experience 
that I could piece together the frame. In public, men generally wear long pants. They present themselves as 
respectful and courteous, but rarely as jovial. I would suggest that both my dress and demeanor were 
outside the bounds of typical public self-presentation. With her question, the shopkeeper signaled a possible 
change of frame. She might need to address me differently, if I didn‘t fit the typical shopper‘s frame. 
 

                                                      
2 Parameliology is the technical name for proverb research. 



 

Frames serve to guide interpretation on both the interpersonal and societal levels.  More recently, 
sociologists have carried out societal frame analysis (Frickel 2005, :62; Johnston 2002) faithful to Goffman‘s 
perspective of frames as being diverse, layered, and changeable over time.  A strength of frame analysis as a 
method is that it has been used effectively for both micro- and macro-systems analysis.  
    

I would suggest that proverbs have three interdependent types of frames which I would term: key, posited, 
and societal.   
 

As we saw in the shopkeeper example above, when we interact with someone we prepare ourselves for 
both the flow and content of the ensuing conversation. If something comes up that we did not expect, then 
we may need to rekey (Goffman 1974, :40-82), to realign our method of interpretation and expectations.   
Different genres, such as proverbs, can be used to signal and aid such conversational shifts (Bauman 1977, 
:15-17; Seitel 1999, :39). Thus proverbs guide the process of dialogue. 
 

Proverbs are ―contextually specified‖ (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1981, :112) with their meaning established 
through historical, intertextual, personal, and discourse connections as well as the setting-specific 
application (Finnegan 1981, :15, 27, 34; Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1981, :112, 118-119). Fitting the proverb 
to the situation, to give advice for example, is like a framing specialist placing frame sections in the corners 
of the picture at hand. As each section is put in place, the specialist tries to get an impression of how the 
completed frame would look. In the same way, proverbs are introduced into a conversation and may be 
contested. A posited proverb suggests a frame,  a different perspective, but only the proverb encounter 
which includes shared implicit cultural understandings (D'Andrade 1995, :151; Gibbs 1996) manifests the 
whole frame. Here we see proverbs as an aid to gaining or changing perspective. 
 

Roger Abraham asserts that proverbs colorfully represent both recurrent situations and methods of recourse 
in their culture of use (Abrahams 1972, :121-122). This description is comparable to what Robert Entman 
offers as the four functions of frames: defining problems, diagnosing causes, making moral judgments, and 
suggesting remedies (Entman 1993, :52). Proverbs present the general approach and priorities of their 
societies (Weber 1998). 
Proverbs need to be considered in the broader cultural context. Hank Johnston in his excellent discussion of 
frame analysis and societal movements describes three levels of discourse which help constitute the frame: 
general discourse, frame aligning discourse (Snow 1986), and representative discourse. General discourse is daily 
interpersonal interaction. Frame aligning discourse is writings/speeches by leaders of the movement 
designed to convince others to take the new perspective. Finally, representative discourse represents the 
established thinking on the topic (Johnston 2002, :22). Interestingly enough, proverbs can be a part of any 
of these three types of frames in circulation and can only be understood as part of the entire context of 
discourse.  
 

We have considered circulation studies and frame analysis separately. Now let me share how the two came 
together in my research. I sent out a list of 17 proverbs about fatherland, birthplace, and nation with two 
columns labeled ―heard‖ and ―used‖ on the right side of the page. This went out via e-mail to approximately 
forty students to whom I was going to lecture. I expected respondents to simply mark whether they had 



 

heard or used each proverb, but they shared much more. Many wrote an explanation of individual proverbs 
and listed specific places they had heard or used these proverbs. They reported hearing proverbs in movies 
and public schools as well as using them amongst themselves. The students who returned the surveys were 
familiar with about half the proverbs. Such familiarity and diverse use suggested that this set of proverbs is 
in circulation. 
 
My goal had been to understand the content of the proverbs. Yet, based on the brief survey, I noted that 
circulation should also be considered. Circulation studies look at the process and frame analysis at the 
content. You cannot have one without the other.  
  
 
 

The e-mail survey provided results that were suggestive, but I needed to implement a more extensive 
formal survey. The first step in this process was establishing a proverb set. Actually, after reviewing the 
literature, I decided to work with two related proverb sets:  a base set of several hundred Kazakh proverbs 
related to the concept of ―community‖ and a subset of proverbs in use by students as determined based on 
the survey.  
 
I was encouraged by the article by Christoph Chlosta and Peter Grzybek in which they describe two 
approaches for studying proverbs from a select region: the folkloristic and the scientific (Chlosta 1995). 
What the authors call the ―folkloristic approach‖ establishes the complete body of proverbs for a given 
society. In contrast, the ―scientific approach‖ looks at the familiar proverbs in a given society or societal sub-
group. The authors argue that the two methods respective strengths in presenting the whole body of 
proverbs and exploring contemporary proverb usage are complementary (Chlosta 1995, :82-83). 
Next, I had to select proverb collections. My research assistant and I reviewed approximately a dozen 
collections and settled on three high quality compilations which provided a mix of older and more recent 
research (Aqqoziyn 2007; Barjaqsıulı 1993/1923; Qaidar 2004). 
 
I determined that we should go through each collection in its entirety and select proverbs about community. 

The term qoģam (community) encompasses interpersonal relational aspects and processes as historically 
established. Relationships are between individuals or various groups in the given society and include aspects 
of the production of material goods, work, assistance, and moral / spiritual dimensions (Qalibasulı 2003).  
With this definition in mind, we reviewed a set of fifty proverbs which we had used for previous field 
research to establish examples of proverbs about ―community‖ to guide our proverb selection from the 
collections.  
 
For the next stage of my research Wolfgang Mieder recommended that I use a proverb completion survey 
(Mieder 2009) in addition to the more customary proverb identification survey (Arora 1994; Chlosta 
1995). Since the proverb completion survey would be more challenging, I carried out field testing. The goal 
was that students be able to complete the survey in less than an hour, so that we could use the more natural 
classroom environment with instructor supervision (Isaac 1995, :137). 
We carried out the survey with students at the National Technical University in Almaty 
(http://www.ntu.kz/en/). The respondents were 57 first and second year college students taking foreign 
languages. They were from every oblast (i.e. region) of Kazakhstan and none were formally studying 
Kazakh literature. 



 

 
Such a temporary group from all regions of the country differs from the settled societies with clear 
geographic, cultural, and linguistic boundaries researched by Charles Briggs or Peter Seitel (Briggs 1988; 
Seitel 1999). Thus I needed to establish whether these students function as a unified group or a large 
number of individuals in terms of proverb use. 
In linguistic anthropology such a unified group is called a speech community (Morgan 2004). Marcyliena 
Morgan defines a speech community as a group with discourse circulation as well as shared activities and 
values (Morgan 2004, :5).  A speech community demonstrates communicative competency (Hymes 2001), the 
ability to effectively adapt what they are saying based on shared guidelines for contextualizing the message. 
For my research the requirement would be that proverbs are in circulation among the students and that they 
are able to use them effectively in dialogue.  
 
The first phase of the field research provided information to evaluate one aspect of communicative 
competency, the shared proverb knowledge of the group. Table 1 shows us the results of the identification 
and completion surveys presented in quartiles along with other key statistics. 
 

Table 1. Poly Tech Survey Results Summary 

 

 Completion 1 Identification 1 Completion 2 Identification 2 

Count 22 20 23 19 

Minimum 4.87 2.21 2.37 2.96 

1st  Quartile 11.50 18.14 10.65 14.79 

Median 16.15 26.99 14.79 29.59 

3rd Quartile 18.69 38.94 17.46 49.70 

Maximum 36.28 92.48 30.18 77.51 

Mean 16.63 29.85 13.87 32.79 

Standard Deviation 7.29 18.99 6.62 22.77 

 

The first thing that one notices with the data is the difference in scores between the identification and 
completion forms of surveys. Students were able to identify twice as many proverbs as they could 
complete. Such a difference is understandable, since the completion surveys required a greater familiarity 
with the individual proverbs. 
 
However, the contrast in scores between types of proverb surveys is not our primary concern. In order to 
establish whether we are looking at a speech community, there are two statistics to consider: 1. 
Comparison of the medians and means; 2. The standard deviation. The median and mean values are very 
close, especially for the completion surveys. This similarity of values indicates that the respondents function 
as one group in terms of their knowledge of Kazakh proverbs. 
 
Next, you will note that the standard deviations for the completion survey are both around seven. The 
lower the standard deviation, the more all values are close to the mean. Line graphs of the proverb 
identification results would approach a bell curve in shape, which has a distribution of five standard 
deviations (Isaac 1995, :111). These are indications that the respondents are homogenous (Bernard 2006, 
:582) in terms of their familiarity with the proverb set. 
 



 

The statistics provide evidence that the students function as a speech community. This means that the 
familiar proverbs can be viewed as a shared resource that the students can use to express ―community‖. The 
information on commonly known proverbs will be especially helpful in the second phase of the field 
research. 
 

I have described how circulation studies and frame analysis can be used to explore how Kazakh 
undergraduate students view community through the lens of Kazakh proverbs.  I have argued that the 
natural complement to tradition for proverbs is circulation, rather than the present concept of ―currency‖. 
Circulation studies aid us in understanding the process of proverb use in the given society. Still, we need to 
consider the content and frame analysis comes to our aid here. Frame analysis is a natural fit for proverbs, 
since proverbs utilize three different aspects of framing. Through frame analysis we can understand how 
proverbs guide the process of dialogue, give perspective, and express overall cultural paradigms. 
 
Next, I described how to bring circulation studies and frame analysis together in field research. The 
practical demonstration of this was the proverb survey which was carried out at a university in Almaty, 
Kazakhstan. The survey work provides us with information on the students‘ knowledge of proverbs and 
establishes that they are a speech community. However, the first stage of the research does not give 
adequate information concerning circulation or the significance of the proverbs being communicated. For 
this we have to consider what is happening in dialogues in which proverbs are used. 
 
Issues of the process and content of proverb usage among students are best addressed by means of 
ethnographic interviews.  In the next phase of the research I will be using two approaches: 1. dyadic and 
triadic peer interviews to discuss hypothetical situations; 2. proverb encounter reenactments (Agar 1975, 
:47; Herskovits 1950). I will also ask questions about the circulation of proverbs among these students. 
With the data from both phases of the research, I can use circulation studies and frame analysis to 
understand how Kazakh-speaking college students present their sense of ―community‖ by means of Kazakh 
proverbs.  
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Abstract:  Cancun’s packaged image of paradise is a dynamic and constantly flowing contestation of 
identity and livelihood for those involved in the service sector. Indigeneity is used as spectacle, prop, 
and entertainment in the tourism industry and is especially popular in mass tourism zones like 
Cancun. Circulation of not only bodies, but theory surrounding authenticity and indigeneity, are all 
represented in the hyper-commodification that defines mass tourism. Cancun uses transnational 
connections for marketing of space, goods, and people that are in a constant state of circulation. 
Looking at the rise of the tourism industry in Cancun processually leads us to explore this moment of 


