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COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE PROVERBS
WITH THE CONCEPT WOMAN IN ENGLISH AND
ARMENIAN

Jemma Militonyan
Yerevan State University ljevan Branch

The new interest in women’s issues has prompted an examination of the
treatment and role of women in folklore and, particularly in proverbs. The attitude
towards women, shared by both men and women, has been reflected in proverbs. The
general attitude to women, as expressed in proverbs, is that men maintain superiority
and women accept subordination and ridicule. Despite modern enlightenment and
egalitarian views, this attitude does not seem to have changed greatly. The present
paper not only aims at investigating the proverbs with the concept woman but also
makes a comparative analysis of the proverbs containing the mentioned concept in
English and Armenian cultures. The similarities and differences between two culturally
unrelated parts of the world have been underlined.

Key words: culture, folklore, proverbs on women, gender roles.

Introduction

Folklore, as a written-down oral expression, can be used to either maintain or
challenge the status quo prevailing within a community. In other words, folklore can be
used to express and reinforce acceptance of the dominant norms, concepts and power
structures, at which time we can speak of folklore as a tool for consensus. On the other
hand, folklore can be used to attempt to dispute the authority of predominant concepts
and power holders, or in any case — to present an alternative, a different sort of picture
of the world, at which time we can speak of folklore as a culture of contestation, as
Lombardi-Satriani (1974:99-121) has done.

Fortunately, the nature of proverbs is such, that, despite briefness of form, they are
perhaps the best indicators of attitudes and beliefs of any of the forms of folklore.
Therefore, if one wants to explore the historical image of women in oral tradition,
proverbs are an ideal subject.

This is how proverbs are characterised by Joyce Hertzler in his The Social Wisdom
of the Primitives with Special Reference to Their Proverbs (1933:315): “Proverbs being
drawn from the experiences and study of people’s lives are among the most accurate
index of the people’s life and thought. They may not be true or represent truth, but they
indicate what the people hold to as to their rules and ideals of life and conduct.”

In fact, Bailey and Edwards (1973:527) claim that proverbs have been used for many
years since very ancient times and in widely dispersed cultures as a means of conveying
basic truths which have emerged from human experience. The proverbs of different
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nations characteristically involve an element of interest and intrigue, symbolism, and
general application of a principle maintained in the given culture. Because of this
figurativeness and lack of specificity of concepts, translation and assessment of abstract
thinking, level of verbal understanding, and personality factors need to be studied.

English and Armenian Proverbs on the Woman

While the majority of proverbs are sexless in subject, those that deal with women
tend to fall into certain patterns, and it will be reasonable to divide proverbs into
categories. Generally speaking, proverbs about women are characterized by biting wit
and bitter complaints. While some proverbs are saccharine, up on a pedestal kind (God
couldn’t be everywhere; therefore, He made mothers), the majority portray women as a
sharp-tongued, long-winded, empty-headed, toy-like creatures who are faithless to men
by whom they should rather be ruled and to whom they belong like property or
livestock. We can find proverbs including such attitudes both in English and Armenian.

The persistency of a woman’s tongue has been made the subject of frequent
comment in our proverbial lore and experience, having long proved that a woman's
tongue wags like a lamb’s tail. A woman’s tongue, again, it is said, must not be always
trusted, for a honey tongue, a heart of gall, or, as another version puts it, too much
courtesy, too much craft. And of course, the number of proverbs about women’s tongue
is great in both English and Armenian languages.

A woman’s hair is long; her tongue is longer.
A woman’s strength is in her tongue.
A woman’s tongue is three inches long, but can kill a man six feet high.
A woman’s tongue is sharper than a double-edged sword.
A woman’s tongue wags like a lamb's tail.
A talkative woman has tongue for ten rows of teeth.
The only secret a woman can keep is that of her age.
Where women and geese are there is no lack of noise.
Winter weather and women's thought change often.
(Kerschen 1998:87, 88)

Lbqyfip vy putl s, Yl
Ukl jEqnil purjulplr F Eplnt §ino:
(Uhynnnujui 2013)
The propensity for a woman to shed tears on the slightest emotion has long been the
subject of frequent comment in Armenian proverbial literature:

Yiing kpkp pudhlip jugh, Ukl Iy pnpknki:

Yhng wpmnwunipp uisph duyphi E:

Udklnuni dtn pnipl wppnuphnid Juwlnugh wpgniipbbpl Ei:
(Lhynnnuyut 2013)
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But even a woman’s smile must be received with caution, come when it may, for, as
it is said in English proverbial literature, The smiles of a pretty woman are the tears of
the purse or, as another version has it, When a pretty woman laughs it is certain that a
purse complains.

Proverbs stereotype without shame, yet contradict each other constantly. For every
proverb that promotes the submissiveness of women, there is another that admits that
women will not always accept a subordinate position but will find a way around it.
“However, the very existence of such contradictory statements about women indicates
that what they say and do has had some impact on how men run their lives. Women’s
activities cannot be easily forecast, men complain. Women cannot be totally ignored
even if (or especially because) their behavior often seems to men to be idiosyncratic and
illogical rather than carefully planned” (Kramarae 1981:122). The problem here might
be that women will, of course, appear to be bizzare and confusing if their roles are
defined on the basis of men’s attitudes.

The woman, as an aberration in a man’s world, constitutes a separate category for
proverbs, while there is not a similar set of sayings about men, since everything is
observed from their point of view. There need not be proverbs that chide subtle
assumptions of power by men because their authority is obvious and considered natural.

Logic suggests that women have seldom originated proverbs since men have
dominated literature and society historically. What we know of the power of language
also suggests that men have used every form of expression to vent their fears, jealousies,
and misconceptions about women. Tristram Potter Coffin (1968:201), a leading
folklorist, commented about this retribution: “One of the richest sources of proverbs is a
man’s fears and hatreds of his fellow men, his xenophobia. A man is always willing,
even eager, to characterize, deride, spoof his fellow man, especially if in doing so he
thinks he is raising himself in the eyes of the world or in his own. In such proverbs
there are of course numerous examples of a man’s earliest objects of derision, women-
antifeminism, fear and hatred of women, especially wives.”

The selection of one of the fair sex for the married state has been made the subject of
special warning, and we are told that He has great need of a wife that marries mamma’s
darling, and He that goes a great way for a wife is either cheated, or means to cheat.
Again, there is an old saying: Go down the ladder when thou marriest a wife; go up
when thou choosest a friend, for, as another proverb explains it, Marry above your
match and you get a master. This is undoubtedly true. And when it is remembered that
The best or worst to Man for his life, is good or ill-choosing his good or ill wife— it is no
matter of surprise that he is warned to be prudent, for, as the old proverb already
quoted runs as follows:

Who weds ere he be wise,

Shall die ere he thrive.
(Fuller 1965:267)
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We can also find many other English proverbs about choosing a wife, about the
man’s attitude towards his wife and some that contain a piece of advice.

The first wife is matrimony; the second, company; the third, heresy.
Give your wife the short knife, keep the long one yourself.
A wife is seen with the greatest pleasure by her husband in two

circumstances only, at the wedding and in the winding sheet.
(Kerschen 1998:20)

In Armenia women are an important part of the society. Every woman has her own
job or duty in this modern society in which men are still the strongest gender. We
cannot forget that women’s life is a lot more complicated than a man’s life. Married
women have lots of worries and believe it or not, they carry out a more stressful life
than married men. And thus, a good woman is appreciated in both Armenian and
English proverbs.

Ghng shluud inniip Guwnywé sh pubnh,
Uuwnén phinud wninilp fhap jpwinh:
Ghng shluudp Uuwnywd sh phlip:
Lun] Uplip ghl smfip:
Uknur pn [hlp, wilhpykg pn niniip:
Uwppwubp [hap wdniubng Yypuyhg E Eplnid:
Spudwpyp gpuf yunn L ghlp Glkpup:
(Lhynnnuyut 2013)

We can see that a good woman is honored and whatever she makes cannot be
destroyed even by God. However, we can say that the greatness of women is also
glorified in proverbs. As it is said:

Gods feel happy at those places where women are respected.

All tasks remain unfulfilled where women are disrespected.
(Suhas 2011:64, 35)

In both Armenian and English proverbs we can find many others that glorify
women. In them, the woman as a daughter serves her parents, as a wife gives love and
affection to her husband, and as a mother she is responsible for the continuity of the
race. A hard working wife is glorified in both cultures.

A virtuous woman commands her husband by obeying him.
The wife is the keeper of her husband's conscience as well as his soul.
The wife is the key of the house.

(Suhas 2011: 24, 156)
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Behind every successfill man is a woman.
(Kerschen 1998:101)

However, in most cases proverbs about women are a worry because they appear to
be laden with sexism. This means that as a part of language, proverbs about women are,
in particular, a part of sexist language just as much as the generic pronoun.

Women and men are nestled into predetermined cultural molds when it comes to
gender in Armenian society. Women play the roles of mothers, housekeepers, and
servants to their husbands and children, and men act as providers, protectors, and heads
of the household. These gender roles stem from the many culture myths that exist
pertaining to Armenia, including those of the model family, education, liberty, and of
gender.

The power of woman’s beauty over man, however, has always been proverbial all
over the world, and, from the earliest period, it has formed one of the leading subjects
of the wise-saws current in most countries. An old English maxim is to the same effect:
A beautiful woman is the paradox of the eves, the hell of the soul, and the purgatory of
the purse and again, Wickedness with beauty is the devil’s hook baited. Proverb-
making cynics, again, have not always been very chivalrous and complimentary in their
allusions to the charms of the fair sex. Thus, as beautiful women had the reputation of
being less handy and serviceable than plain ones, the adage arose which says: A fair
woman and a slashed gown will always find some nail in the way, in other words, as
women value themselves on their personal attractions, they are in the same degree
generally apt to be negligent in other things. According to another version of the same
proverb, it is very commonly said thatthe more women look in their glasses the less
they look to their houses.

The absence of beauty, on the other hand, was, in days of old, considered almost a
disgrace, it having been a common idea that the ugliness of the wicked was in
proportion to their evil nature. Hence, an unprepossessing appearance subjected the
unfortunate woman to the most uncomplimentary stigma, and often even made her an
object of contempt; for, according to an old proverb, An ugly woman is a disease of the
stomach, a handsome woman a disease of the head. It has, however, been generally
acknowledged that there is no woman who is not, more or less, fond of flattery. It has,
after all, however, been generally admitted that beauty is, more or less, deceptive, and
especially where love is concerned, for, as the popular adage says: /f /ack is in love, he is
no judge of Jill's beauty. The Armenian proverb referring to the absence of beauty says:

Sqln §unghg nlikpp Juifulbgly Lb:
(Lhynnnuyut 2013)

It is interesting to observe that in Armenian we do not find many proverbs talking
about the beauty of a woman and especially of a wife. Perhaps it is because every
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woman is considered to be beautiful for her husband or because it was not acceptable to
talk about a woman’s beauty. We can find only the following proverbs on the topic:

Uppnil fing dngp wwunlh, gl [ane dknph hwugn §ip:
Unoliw uyghunwlnipint iip jnp wpun §dwdlh:
(Lhynnnuui 2013)

On the contrary, we can find more proverbs describing the values of a mother in
Armenian language than in English. Mothers provide invaluable benefits to all, and
their work is priceless. Nothing can replace the mother’s love and attention. Having
endured through male civilization, stripped from her creative essence, and confined to a
role of a guardian and a caretaker on a pedestal that was intended for a tyrant, in reality,
Armenian mothers set an example for every woman as from a young age they are taught
to devote themselves to their homes and families and back their men fearlessly at all
cost.

Lwdl F mipun/np, Ukpp ‘llIZIHl[I.'
Yhtt punn, puijg duyp "tp hunn:
Unp wiképp sh prip, 66h Juyep nkd Junih:
Unp whnifp wnoliul odhun:
(Pujwiupyuitt 1996)

Mpphl ppoid dywidtn by wah '1[11[1 Juynipul nwlhg sh jupuw
npnipu qui:
(Zupnipntiyut 2004)

The hand that rocks the cradle rules the world.
Mothers are mostly the best servants in the house.
(Cope 201: 96, 67)

Both in Armenian and English cultures there also exist proverbs devoted to
stepmothers. As the stepmother is one’s father’s wife and not one’s real mother, it is
natural that stepmothers are described negatively. The association of stepmothers with
wickedness and evil is so pervasive, so opposite of the loving, nurturing mother
archetype that the word stepmother is even used metaphorically to represent greed,
vanity and duplicitousness.

There are as many good step-mothers as white ravens.
Kerschen 1998:53)
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onpp unp gintfup eng §ihlp:
funpp unp Ethws dwpl wbhhund E:
(Puljuunupjut 1996)

There is nearly an equal number of Armenian and English proverbs about mother-
in-low and daughter-in-low relationship. This tug-of-war between a mother and
daughter-in-law is an age-old phenomenon.

Unglu gkop sinkuwlip, hupup ' jup:
Unohly nupdwp, ju] nupdwp, hkhg hwpu pupdwn gun] pupdwp:
Ulkupng nidp hwpuhli hkphp E
Ulkupng dp wspp funiy, dp wspp §nyp yhinh jph:
Zwpup uljkupng wnpni i
Unoliu juryf jhlikip hupublnipniihg hkunn [Eplu:
Quinulg §pkip quplwh whdpl E
(Lhynnnujwi 2013)

Udkl thwpy pnil, owhly hwpu quppnib:
Dipah hwpup hkpl n1 Jkpp nowl il B punyws:
Qko opp htid, gko hupup "plq:

(Unwstutnh dnnnywént 2013)

The mother-in-law and daughter-in-law problem is common in every country
whether developed, developing or under-developed. This problem has been there for
thousands of years. It will be there in the future society too.

The mother-in-low remembers not that she was a daughter-in-low.
Cold as a mother-in-low's heart/ Cold like a mother-in-low’s love.
A good daughter makes a good daughter-in-law.

(Cope 2011:102, 18, 3)

The real cause for the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law problem is the fact that
both of them are women. Nothing else. Time and experience have shown that no two
women can run the same house without getting in each other’s hair. 7wo women, it is
said, never think alike; and, as each wishes to have a will of her own, we can
understand the truth of the following folk-rhyme — a piece of proverbial wisdom of
which there are several versions:

Two women in one house,
Two cats and one mouse,
Two dogs and one bone,
Will never accord in one.
(Thiselton-Dyer 1906:65)
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Uh hwpubualih wnilip ok, Eplniut B jun] Ghuwokh, Epkp-
snpu pny thuifush UEpkb:
Qulnubg §nylp quplwl wbdplhi B
(Lhynnnuyut 2013)

There is a wide difference between the young girl about to enter life, and the
middle-aged spinster soured by disappointed hopes. Thus, it is said, Maids say nay and
take — a kiss, a ring, or an offer of marriage. Many a young girl, we are told, loses her
opportunity of marriage through either not being able to make up her mind, or owing
to her not being satisfied with one sweetheart, hence the saying, A /lass that has many
wooers oft fares the worst. Daughters and dead fish are no keeping wares, implies that
daughters should be married and dead fish eaten, otherwise they will both spoil in the
hands of their possessors. But, on the other hand, mothers are reminded that it is far
from an easy thing always to find a husband for her daughter, hence it is said, Marry
your son when you will, your daughter when you can, an admonition, indeed, which
explains the following: Marriageable foolish wenches are troublesome troops to keep. It
is further added, Marry your daughters betimes, lest they marry themselves.

In Armenian culture unmarried girls are more valued. After getting married they
must get used to the rules of the new family.

Unohlli niphop vl dpuql

Unohly niblgny unp Uk dknpp dngnid jpip:

Unohli whlinpky ddkpndl E:

Unoliu juryf jhliikip hwpublnipniihg hknn [Eplu:

Znp hunfwp wyohlp niupl b dnp hunfwp  wpkquil:

Unohl np hwpu [Eppw qnijghh wku b pubnkl, npkl hgnpdka:
(Uhynnnujut 2013)

Daughters, it is said, generally take after their mothers, Like mother, like
daughter, which is widely used by authors.

Is not this as the Prophet speaks, Like mother, like daughter?
(Roger 1867:275)
“Mother, you were so hot against her.” “Ay ... Like mother like
daughter: cowardice it is our bane.”
(Reade 1960:363)

In Armenia we can find the following proverbs about mother-daughter
connection.

Uuypl F gminudd pog o1 hwfupp, huplwbb Fongnid ' wn m
usfufip: |
Unpp pwpnn, wnolwl pupnn: (Uhynnnujut 2013)
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Conclusion

On comparing proverbs containing the concept woman in the two culturally
unrelated parts of the world and two languages (Armenian and English), we find several
proverbs which are not only based on the same notions and ideas but also have the
same form of expression, i.e. the wording is also identical or very similar in the
mentioned languages. The universal basis for this essentialist thinking has been the
biological and physiological differences between men and women, which are apparent
above all in men’s and women’s different reproductive roles in different cultures.

Proverbs stereotype without shame, yet contradict each other constantly. For every
proverb that promotes the submissiveness of women, there is another that admits that
women will not always accept a subordinate position but will find a way around it. The
problem here might be that women appear to be bizzare and confusing as their roles are
defined on the basis of men’s attitudes. However, the very existence of such
contradictory statements about women indicates that what they say and do has had
some impact on how men run their lives.
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Yhi huujugnipniip wwupniuwlnng wuwugusputph hudbdwnwljui
YEpnidnipniup whgpkphinud b huykpkunid

dnqnippuljui pubwhmumpjui’ hunnljuugbu wuwgwuspubpph dke Yung
hwunty {Jbpwpkpdniuiph  Jbpmisnipmnitip  niunidbwuhpnipyutt hkwwppphp
wnwpluw k: Uuwguspubphhhdwipuw vnbndgws Yung Yhpwyuwpp hwdwbwpwp
Atwnpybty; £ wnudwppluig Ynndhg: Snudwpnhl hpktg hwnfugpl; tu
qtiphglunnp nbp, huly Jubwig hgunwlubtph: Guwgfuspuyht wyu einhpubpp,
htsytu bwl Jung dwuht whqikpku b huybpkt wuwguspubpp hwdbkdwnwljut
Yhpisnipyut ko khpupll) unyt hnpjuwénmd Juplnping  dowlnypltpny
Uhdjuighg owwn mmupptp Epynt pypubph wuwgduspuyhtt mwuppbpnipnitubpt b
udwunipjniutbpp:

Cpasuutensusiit ananaus [Ipurdeit ¢ koHIEMIMEH ©KEHIUHA»

Ha aHTIMHCKOM M apPMAHCKOM A3BIKaX
Hossrit mHTEpec kK mpobiemMaM JKeHIIWH NOOYAWUI K PAacCMOTPEHHIO OTHOLIEHUS K
XKEeHIIMHaM B (oibKkiIope, B 4acTHOCTH mociaoBuuax. OTHOIIeHWe K >KeHIIUHAM,
paszesnseMoe KaK MY)XYMHAMM, TaK U JKEHIIMHAMH, BO3MOXHO, GBITO CHOPMIPOBAHO
TIOCJIOBUIIAMH, YTO IPHMBEIO K TOMY, YTO MY>KYMHBI COXPaHAIM IIPEBOCXOZCTBO M
KeHIIVHBI TNPUHUMAaIN IOJYMHEHHe M HAaCMeNIKM, HeCMOTpPS Ha COBpeMeHHOe
IpocBellleHue. JTa CTaThsd INPU3BAHA IIPOBECTH CPAaBHUTENBHBIA aHAIHM3 IIOCIOBHIIL,
coflepXKalluX MOHATHE «KEHIIWHA» HAa aHIJIMHACKOM M apMAHCKOM A3BIKaX, B KOTOPOM
TIOAYePKUBAIOTCA CXOJCTBA M Pa3MIUYUA MeXIy IBYMA KYJBTyPHO He CBA3aHHBIMH
YaCTAMU MUpa.
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b apSNkhE8NRL ZE1PLUYLEND

«Lkgnit b gqpuljuinipjniip ghnujub hdwgnipyui dudwbwlulhg hwpwugnygnid»
ghnnwufw hwinkup (nyu E wbuinud wwpht Uk whqud: Zwigbunod nygwgpdbne hwdwp
Jupnn Lo tbplyuyugyt] hnpusubp huybpbt, wiqbpkt b nnwubpku (hgnibibpng Sylfaen
wwpwnbuwlny, nuwbgplitpp’ 2 uwd, Ykplwghpp 14 wwpwswihng (we  Ynnumd,
qluunwntpny, pwujwunun), hhdbwlwiu wbkpunp b Gupwybkpuwgpbpp (Awje Ynnunid,
pwujunwn), hinhtiwlh wuntl, wqquintup (we Ynnund, pujunwn), wohtwnwduypp (we
ynqumud, oknuwnwn)' 12 nwpwsunhny,  ponp wnnbph Uhel nwpusmpymip 1.5
ZnpJusht withpudbipwn E Yghy hwybpkl, wigikptt b pniubpbh wdhnugplp’ 60-80 punh
uwhdwlbtpnud, 7-10 pwbwh puntp (hhdtwlwi nkpunh (kqyny), htnhtwlh dwuht
hwdwpnn nbnkympemt’ wuwnu]uyp, Ynsmd, wwownk, k. huugh, hkpwunuwhwidwp
(huytpki):

e Stpunp pwdwbl] htwnlju) dwubph Gkpwsmpib, bupwpudhbibp b
Eqnuljugnipinit:

e Uj hbphtwlubkph dbeopbpnudubpp’  swlbkpunubph dby, npyhku wbkpuwnp
owpniiwlnipinil /Epk fupd E/ fud tnp wnnhg /Eptk tpljun E:

e Uj hinhtulubph wpppmwnnipinititbph yeptwgnptpp” swykpnubkph dke:

e  OQuuunwugh ophtiwfukpp’ oinuuiwn, wpwhg swybkpunitph: Geh ophiwlukpp
ubpuyuiund  Eu dbjhg wydbih twhwnguunipniiubpny, wpwbduwgub)
wnbipunhg' Jtpbnud b ubppimd pnnutinyg dEjujut nwpwsdnipni: Opptwyh
Uk nupwnpnipjut wpdwih punbtpp jud  pwnwjudpbpp  tkphuyugity
pujunwun:

e Shtpunnud wnpnipp  ukphuyugul) htnlyw) dund'  thwlugskpnid  wwyg
htnhtwlh wqquuniup b hpwwnwpuwlsnipjut mupkphyp: Gpk dunbwbysynid
E bop' wwpbpyhg htwnn pul] huyjuwliwt Jbppwlbn, bl bop: Ophtwly
(Svartvik 2005) Ywu (Bronfen 1992:330):

e  Ouwbnpwgpnipniiibpp’ hnnuwésh YEpenid, gqpujubinipjut guiljhg wnwy:

¢ Gpuliwinipjut guwulp Uubkpljuyugul] wppbiwlwt  Ywpgn]' fuunhy
htwnlkny tbkppnuoju) uuntukph'
hbinhtuh wqquinitp, wbjuwbuwwnwntpp, hpwnwpuldwt  pYulwip),
wppuwnwliph  Ybptwghpp (QEquuwntpny,  wowbg  swlkpunubph),
hpwinwpwldw Juypp, hpuwwnwpuysnipiniup, huyjuljut Jepewltn:
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