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SPECIFICATIONS REGARDING THE CONTEXTUAL ASPECTS  

OF ROMANIAN AND JAPANESE PROVERBS 

                                            Sandra-Lucia ISTRATE1 
 

 
Abstract 
 
 Japan and Romania seem to have totally different cultures. There are thousands 

of kilometres between these two countries and the common characteristics and features 
may not be found very easily. The number of the Romanian people that live in Japan and 
the number of the Japanese people that live in Romania are pretty fractionally and thus, 
cultural exchanges between the two nations cannot be developed at an impressive level. 
Therefore, customs, traditions, rites, rituals or even vocabulary and phrases cannot be 
borrowed. But as yin and yang are present everywhere, in order to discover where “the 
balance” is, we could make a research regarding the cultural differences between two 
nations.  I’ve thought that a good starting point might be the differences and similarities 
between Japanese and Romanian proverbs, since in their wisdom we can certainly find a 
lot of information about the Japanese man and the Romanian one, therefore, about the 
cultures and the mentalities of these two nations.   
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 
The purpose of a certain research in any field and of any kind is to try to 

clarify various dilemmas that can be found either in different works or, why not, in 
interesting discoveries or even in some unsolved mysteries.  
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In our research papers, all of us have to set one goal and make it happen. 
Finally, if our message is clearly communicated to interlocutors of any kind, 

and it can really help in raising the level of understanding of a certain dilemma, we 
might consider that our objective has been completely met. Certainly, what we 
might consider “a met objective”, from our point of view, somebody else can take as 
incomplete and therefore, a deeper research or a more detailed one may be done. In 
particular, taking into account that our paremiology subject is part of the peoples’ 
folklore, we cannot neglect that even its definition might still have an expansive 
meaning that could be open to interpretation.  

I believe that when we deal with folklorstic themes and subjects, it’s better to 
discuss it from many points of view. We do not need only simple and cultural 
knowledge about a certain people, but also psychological, philosophical, literary and, 
of course, linguistic ones. To analyze even a particularly well-known proverb, often 
used by common people, a proverb that can be considered even ordinary, being used 
in common conversation, it would require a round-table consultation in the presence 
of a psychologist, a profound philosopher, a literary critic, an accomplished linguist, 
a historian, and, why not, a priest. 

In the same vein, when thinking about the famous Romanian proverb “Cine 
nu are bătrăni să şi-i cumpere”/ "he who does not have elders, shall better buy one", 
we should consider the experience of an elderly man that would also be extremely 
useful. The Abbot of Saint Pierre see proverbs as "echoes of the experience". Life 
experience can sometimes create or explain how specifically a proverb has been born, 
and this is also what George Cosbuc said: "The experience is the mother of a 
proverb". 

 If we question the proverb "He who steals an egg today, tomorrow will steal 
an ox," we will have to discover in which type of context, either cultural or 
historical, it has been created. A historian  can tell us when the theft was so striking 
that people started to write about it in the annals of history, the psychologist can 
explain what the robbery meant in the past and also how it appeared or what made it 
to be part of people’s life, the philosopher could read behind the words to explain 
unsuspected meanings, the literary critic can provide information about proverbs 
that have appeared in different literary works, and the linguist can give us valuable 
information about the structure of this proverb and how this proverb took the final 
form known by everyone, the priest can tell us how this crime was punishable at the 
time when the Bible represented the bedside book of every man, and finally, an old-
experienced person can clarify to what extent the theoretical elements or the 
scriptically explained ones correspond with reality, in which real-life situations this 
proverb can be “applied”.  

 Interestingly, if we try, for example, to find the equivalent of this proverb in 
a dictionary of Japanese proverbs and sayings, we’ll not be able to find it. But we’ll 
be able to find different sayings about “theft”. A very interesting one, for instance, is 
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interpreted as “fall between two stools” – and when saying that someone has fallen 
between two stoold, he/she is unable to decide which of two courses of action to 
take and as a result, he/she has not done either of them successfully; attempting two 
tasks simultaneously, accomplishing neither; if you are too greedy, you'll wind up 
with nothing.  

In any of the cases above, we might conclude that, in fact, the general context 
of this proverb was a common one, a context that was born once in each of the 
culture mentioned before. 

The situational context is created after the genetic and the generic ones and it 
represents the intertripping of the locutionary context that is, in fact, the very act of 
clear communication. The proverb plays its role only when it starts being related to 
the concrete contexts in which it is used and, thus, it gains a certain function. 

 It is meant to advise people when they take certain actions, usually unproper 
ones, or to act as a guide of life issues, to generalize or not the experiences of a group 
etc. Proverb functions are noticed also from the point of view of the functional 
context and they are innumerable, but they purposely can make the connection 
between “the transmitter” and  “the receiver”, and their message is actually the 
“cause”  that creates the locutionary context intertripping . 

Even if a group only consists of a transmitter and a receiver, the proverb 
reach the stage of the locutionary context only after it passes, in turn, through the 
genetic context, then the situational one, and, finally, the functional one. Depending 
on the time and situation, a proper proverb that has a right (in accordance with the 
time and situation, as I’ve mentioned above) message is to be chosen.  

Thence, I consider that there is an interdependence between the functional 
context and the locutionary one, an interdependence that represents the instrument 
that shall “deliver” the correct message – either moral, juridical, religious or educative 
etc.).   

A parallel research on European and Asian folklores involves, first of all, a 
separate deep and profound research of each of the two ones, from all the points of 
view that I mentioned before in my paper (cultural, psychological, philosophical, 
literary, linguistic etc.). Starting from this point we may be able to discover common 
elements and principals or, on the contrary, antithetical ones.  

We should also keep in mind that the education of a people is based on a 
certain type of culture, of course, stemmed from genetic contexts that are all so 
different. Education is built gradually, depending on the culture, religion etc, specific 
to each nation.  

How proverbs are determined primarily by genetic contexts, we can expect 
that the difference between Romanian and Japanese proverbs is particularly a 
pregnant one. But, putting into question the generic context, we will certainly find 
many common proverbs in both cultures because, over time, they have became 
universal proverbs and have lost their contextual nature that is strictly genetic. 
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