
ی دری افغانستانضرب المثل ها  

Crowdsourcing 

Afghan Proverbs: 
 

Exploring the 

Paremiological Minimum  

with Social Media 

The views expressed in this presentation are those 

of the author, and  do not necessarily represent 

those of the Department of Defense or the U.S. Navy.   

Edward Zellem 
Captain, U.S. Navy  

United States 
 

Capitão da Marinha dos EUA 

Estados Unidos 



• 26 Years active duty naval officer 

 

• Dari speaker  

 

• 1 ½ years embedded daily with 

Afghans 

 

• Built and led Afghan “White House 

Situation Room” in Presidential 

Palace 

 

• 8 books of Afghan Proverbs in 7 

languages  

 

• Education: undergraduate + 3 masters 

 

•  “Accidental” paremiographer 

Introduction   



Afghan Proverbs 2010-2013  
From learning tool to hobby - then passion - then books  

List – Hobby – Learning Tool   

2010   

2013 



9 Bilingual Afghan Proverbs Books 
5 more in translation & “Mataluna” in draft     

Russian 

French 

Polish Portuguese Swedish 

English (2nd ed.) German English 

English (1st ed.) 

Spanish 

Coming 

Soon  

Hebrew 

Coming 

Soon  

Dutch 

Coming 

Soon  

Coming 

Soon  

Greek Hindi 

Coming 

Soon  
Coming 

Soon  

151 Pashto Mataluna 



Where to Find the Books 
Links at www.afghansayings.com     

 

35+ Countries 

Amazon (all) 

Alibris 

The Book Depository 

uRead 

AbeBooks 

Bokus 

Junglee.com 

Kinokuniya 

Yes24.com 

Angus&Robertson 

Cdon.fi 

E-Book (Kindle, Nook) 

Many more…. 

Net proceeds benefit Afghan literacy programs 



Using and Collecting Proverbs  

Restaurants Picnics 

Kids Social Events Travel 

Chelam  Shopping  Co-Workers 

Visiting Homes 



Use of Proverbs at Presidential Palace 

.ملنگ ، شو پلنگروز    
 Roz malang, shao palang.  

 

 Daytime a saint,  

nighttime a tiger.  

 
(ZM #55) 

  

 



The List of Proverbs Grew 

A Kabul Fortuneteller 

A Bright Idea  



About Marefat High School (MHS)  
 

• 1994:  Founded in Pakistan for 
children of Afghan refugees, K-12 

 

• 2001:  Moved to Dashti Barchi, one 
of poorest Kabul suburbs…37 
students, community-built school 

 

• 2013:  2600 boys and girls enrolled 

 

• Non-profit, community-led, charity 
based, $230 annual tuition   

 

• Outstanding fine arts programs 

 

• “Progressive” school 
– Independent thought encouraged 

– Protests by radicals in 2008 were 
repelled by teachers and parents 

 

Recess at Marefat High School 

Mob outside MHS during 2008 protests 



The Making of Zarbul Masalha (“Proverbs”) 

Reviewing 200+ art proposals Editing and layout for publishing Meetings with students 

Printing books at Karwan Press 

Book courier 
Pages awaiting 

binding and shipment 

Karwan Press, Kabul  

The student artists 



Zarbul Masalha - 1st Edition 
(Aug 2011:  Karwan Press Kabul, 176 pages) 

• 40,000 copies published & distributed by MHS to over 200 

schools nationwide 
 

• One limited edition run of 40,000 books funded by DoS 

grant to Marefat High School…grant terms fulfilled  

Afghan teachers receiving books 

Nancy Dupree at Kabul University “Books in a Box” 



Delivery to Kabul University 
ACKU Library and Nationwide ABLE “Books in a Box” Program 

 

• Traveling KU book program includes Zarbul 
Masalha in each of 250 boxes  

 

• Supports 250+ rural villages  

  

• Over 45,000 Afghan families are registered 
borrowers - boxes go by vehicle, horse or 
donkey 

 

• 250 copies donated initially, 250 add’l 
copies requested - delivered April 2013  

ZM in KU Library catalog 

ABLE box at  a village library 

An ABLE box  
Expat author and philanthropist Nancy Hatch Dupree’s 

ACKU Box Library Extension (ABLE) 



Zarbul Masalha: 151 Afghan Dari Proverbs (2nd Ed.) 

Afghan Proverbs Illustrated 
 

Russian 

French 

Polish 

Swedish 

German 

May 2012, 178 pages, 2nd ed. Oct 2012, 90 pages 

• Language and cultural education, refugee integration  

• Cross-cultural and cross-generational understanding 

• Preserving and documenting Afghan culture 

• Relationship building and improving/solving conflict situations 

• Reinforcing community and inspiring Afghan national identity    

Portuguese 



Webpage and Social Media 
www.afghansayings.com 

edward.zellem 

@afghansayings 



Twitter  
Ideal for Promoting Interest, Sharing Proverbs 

RT’d to 127,266 followers Dari - French - English 

Pashto - English + Equivalent 



Facebook   

 



Afghan Celebrity Interviews 
Promoting Afghan Proverbs  

 

 گول نزنی گول میخوری
 

Goal nazanee, 

goal mekhoree. 

 

“Score – or be 

scored upon.” 

 
- Afghan football proverb 

 



Media Coverage  
 More at www.afghansayings.com 

Television Print 

Awards 

Radio 



Paiwand – 1st Afghan Social Media Summit 
Sept. 22-23, 2013 

Topic: “Remaking Culture and Identity in an Online World” 



New Editions in More Languages  

Yasamin Rahmani Lt. Col Bertrand Voirin Karin Johansson 



Provérbios Afegãos ilustrados 
Newest Edition  

Dr. Rui Soares 



Problem: Ketob-e Pakhto cuja ast?  

• Afghanistan’s second major language is Pashto 

 

• International demand for companion book of Pashto Proverbs 

 

• Pashtun proverbs are important and have some differences 

from Dari Persian  (Pashto vs. Persian/Tajik/Hazara ethnicities)  

 

• I am not in Afghanistan right now 

 

• Joyenda, yaa-beenda ast (The seeker is the finder) 

 

• Crowdsourcing   

 

 



What is Crowdsourcing?  

• The practice of obtaining needed 

money, services or content by 

soliciting contributions from large 

groups of people, generally online, 

rather than from traditional suppliers 

 

• Combines the efforts of “crowds” of 

volunteers, with each one 

contributing a small portion that adds 

into a larger, more significant result 

 

• Crowdsourcing for content, not 

money 

 

• Has this been done before in 

Paremiography?  

 

 

www.kickstarter.com  



The Pashto Proverbs Project 

 “Mataluna: 151 Afghan Pashto Proverbs” in Illustration  

 په یو ګل نه پسرلی کیږي

Pe yau gol ne pesarlay kigi. 

One flower does not make spring. 

 غوا که توره ده پۍ یې سپینې دي

Ghwaa ke tora da pay yee speenye dee. 

Although a cow is black, her milk is white. 

 علم د ښه سړي نه ډېر ښه او د بد سړي نه ډېر بد جوړوي

Elam da kha sarri na der kha aw da bad sarri na der bad jorrawi. 

Learning makes a good man better, and a bad man worse.  

Collection Webpage 



Qazi Ahmad Jan  
1883 - 1951 

• Laid foundations of modern 

Pashto literature 

 

• Advocated modernization,  

education and women’s 

empowerment 

 

• Awarded MBE, taught 

British officers Pashto 

 

• Unpublished manuscripts 

discovered in 2002      Qazi Ahmad Jan  
Scholar, writer, playwright, judge 



لاسه ګله لاسهخپله   

92.  Khpala laasa gula laasa. 

The labor of one’s own hand is beautiful. 

Mataluna: 151 Afghan Pashto Proverbs 
Coming in early 2014   

 



Exploring the Paremiological Minimum 
Social Media – New Territory and Methods  

  

“Normative proverb familiarity is a proper paremiological concern, 

because it is an indicator of the currency that is required before a 

phrase can be considered to be a ‘true’ proverb.”  (Haas, 2008)  

“For the common proverbs of one’s language the traditionality is 

obvious because of the steady repetition of them in speech acts.”  

(Mieder, 1993) 

Traditionality – Frequency – Familiarity – Currency 

Essential minimal knowledge  

Twitter 

Facebook 

Websites 

“Repetition is one of the most decisive clues to proverbiality.” (Arora, 1984) 



Internet Analytics and Tools    

 

Google Analytics 

HootSuite 



Way Ahead and Plan  

  

• Continue translating and publishing “Afghan Proverbs 

Illustrated” in more languages 

 

• Publish “Mataluna: 151 Afghan Pashto Proverbs”    

(March 2014) 

 

• Publish “Pashto Proverbs Illustrated” and in more 

languages  

 

• Continue 3X daily Tweeting of Dari and Pashto Proverbs 

 

• Continue Facebook, Website, Other Social Media  

 

• Refine methodology for collecting & analyzing social 

media traffic and metrics (Paremiological minimum) 

 

• Explore model in other developing countries and/or 

conflict zones 

 

• Promote AIP-IAP and new collaborations and initiatives, 

progress report at ICP14    



A Final Thought 

 ماهی را هر وقت از آب

.استبگیری، تازه       
 

Maahee-raa har waqt az 

aab biggeree, taaza ast. 

  

Whenever you take a 

fish from the water,  

it is fresh.  

 
The beginning of something    

is always a fresh start.   

 
(ZM #127)  



Questions/Discussion  

 


