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The shadow of a noble man is wide.

Arabic Proverb

0 ye people of Muhammad, it is upon you an obligation to protect
honor end preserve nobllity and generosity, for vioclation of honor is a
barbarous crime —- there be nc one to perpetrate it except him who is
stripped of religious faith; there be no one to commit it except him who
is broke loose from shame and honor. For he is allied with the devil.
The crime of violation of honor -- the angels of the heavens cry out
from its perfidy and the fish of the sea and the fowl of the air curse
its perpetrator. For the violation of honor is the sign of the wicked
who leads men to atrocities in the world and to the torment of the fire
in the hereafter.

From a khutba (sermon), Kufr al-Ma,
Jordan. -

Richard T. Antoun, "On the Modesty
of Women in Arab Muslim Villages: A
Study in the Accomodation of
Traditions," American anthropologist
TO (1968), 686.
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To S.Y.A.,
whose shadow is wider than space or time.
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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this dissertation is to evaluate the link between
the contents of a major art form, the proverb, and ethnographic reality
vis 3 vis honor and shame in Arab culture. The emphasis is on the con-
text of cultural meaning as opposed to the context of interaction. A
second consideration is whether well-known collections of Arabic pro-
verbs available in English translation are reliable sources of data for
folkloristic analyses of cultural expression. Items for analysis were
culled from ten published collections of colloguial proverbs ranging
geographically from Morocco to Iraq and spanning more than a century
of work by native and non-native collectors. The substance -- the
literal evaluation of behavior or states contributing to honor or
shame -- was the criterion for selection of individual proverbs. Of a
total corpus of 10,332 proverbs, a surprisingly small number were
found explicitly relevant to honor/shame or closely related concepts
such as generosity/stinginess, good/bad reputation, family, and so on.
These 105 items were then analyzed in relation to ethnographic data on
the honor/shame complex and peripheral concepts. A high, although not
perfect, correlation was found between meaning in the proverbs, beha-
viors recorded in ethnographic literature, and such organizational as-
pects of culture as religion, family, hospitality and revenge. Incon-
sistent messages were expressed in proverbs concerning daughters, family

ties, and secrecy, which are emotionally-charged and ambiguous areas
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of the culture. The proverbs are expressive of cultural ambiguities
and provide a traditional means of supporting either side of an argu-
ment. Finally, the English translations used for this study sppear

to render accurately the traditional Arab view of honor and shame as

integral measures of human worth.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Content analysis is one of the most productive means of investi-
gating folkloric expression. Formal studies of content seek to determine
structural components of items and the rules by which they are combined
to produce meaningful and "correct" expressive forms within particular
traditions. Beyond such structural analyses, insights into the meaning
of folklore can be gained through the study of the substance, "what is
manifestly stated in the message," and the condition, "such notions as
the truth, emotional, and aesthetic values of the segments"2 of express-
ive forms.

Bedouin culture is often seen by Arabs, with a sort of romantic
nostalgia, as the source of Arab ethical values and folkloric expression,
particularly verbal art. The primary mode of artistry among Arabs,
nomadic and sedentary, is language; the major factor influencing the
the evaluation of behavior is the concept of honor. The purpose of this
study is to evaluate the link between the contents of a major art form,
the proverb, and ethnographic reality vis & vis honor and shame in Aradb
culture. The focus is on the substantive and conditional messages of
selected Arabic colloguial proverbs. The object is not to provide an
exhaustive examination of proverbs but to survey a sampling of data in

order to ascertain whether accurate analogies can be drawn between be-
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havioral aspects of culture as shown in ethnographies and ideational
aspects as depicted in proverbs. Richard Bauman has enumerated various
types of context with which folklorists frequently concern themselves3;
the major emphasis here is on the context of cultural meaning as opposed
to the context of interaction. A second consideration is whether cer-
tain well-known collections of Arabic proverbs available in English
translation are reiiable sources of data for folkloristic analysis of

cultural expression.

Collections: A Data Source

Ttems for analysis were drawn from ten published collectionsh of
colloquial proverbs ranging geographically from Morocco to Iraq and
spanning more than a century of work by native and non-native collectors.
The substance ~-- the literal evaluation of behavior or states contribu-
ting to honor or shame -- was the criterion for selection of individual
proverbs. Two factors were primary in the choice of collections: first,
all are widely cited in the literature on Arabic folklore, and second,
all are accessible to English-speaking folklorists. In addition to those
basic considerations, each collection is evaluated below on the basis of
nine criteria: 1) national or regional identity of the set, 2) number
of items, 3) arrangement, L) acknowledgement of sources, 5) citation
of parallel proverbs and/or literature in Arabic and/or other languages,
6) ethnographical and contextual information, 7) presentation of pro-
verbs in Arabic script, and 9) translation.

The oldest collection of those used here is John Lewis Burck-

hardt's Arabic Proverbs; or, The Manners and Customs of the Modern
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Egyptians. Burckhardt, son of a well-to-do Swiss family, fell within
the tradition of European adventurers traveling in Africa and the Middle
East under the auspices of various societies interested in the "unex-
plored" (by Westerners) areas of the world. In Burckhardt's case, the
sponsoring group was English, the Association for Promcting the Dis-
covery of the Interior of Africa; they sent young Burckhardt, then 25
years old, to Africa with the aim of approaching the Niger basin via
overland caravan routes from Egypt and other parts of North Africa to
Fezzan and Timbuctu. In the remaining eight years of his life, Burck-
hardt traveled extensively, gathering rich ethnographic and topographi-
cal material from areas yet little known to Westerners. He called him-
self "Sheikh Ibrazhim" and is referred to thus in the writings of various
British travelers in the area.

Burckhardt?s collection of 782 items arranged in Arabic alpha-
betical order consists of proverbs collected by the author during his
travels and periods of residence in Egypt between 1809 and 1817. These
he arranged around a "nucleus of an early 18th century collection" of
proverbs by one Sheikh Sharaf ad-Din Ibn Asad, which he says he found
"written upon nine or ten leaves in the common-place book of a sheikh,

"> To Ibn Asad's collection

with whom he was acquainted in this city....
Burckhardt added "some hundreds, committed to paper as he [Burckhardtl
heard them quoted in general society or in the bézér."6 By May 1817
Burckhardt had sent a copy of his Sinai travel journal to Sir Joseph

Bankes, followed in June by his collection of Cairene "popular sayings"

to the Reverend William Hamilton. Burckhardt died in October 1817 at

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



the age of 33; Arabic Proverbs appeared thirteen years later under the
editorship of Sir Willlam Ouseley.

Burckhardt claims to have had 999 items in his collection; in
fact, he makes a point of leaving the odd number, "adopting here the
notion prevalent among Arabs, that even numbers are unlucky and that
any thing Csic3] perfect in its quantity is particularly affected by the
evil eye."T The lower actual count appears, according to Ouseley, to
result from errors in numbering the text.

The proverbs are presented in unvowelled Arabic script with no
transliteration; the English translations are then given, along with a
great deal of linguistic and situational explanation, but without cross-
references to proverbs in either Aragbic or other languages. Censorship
of the material was practiced by both Burckhardt and Ouseley; Burck-
hardt, in his own words, "omitted a considerable number, many being
altogether uninteresting, and others so grossiy indelicate that he
could not venture to lay them before the pu.blic...."8 Ouseley, in turn,
adds that "where his [Burckhardt's] translation of certain items or
phrases...appeared more literal than decent, it has been endeavored by
circumlocution to express sense without offending delicacy."9 C.E.
Bosworth, in his "Introduction," expresses the opinion that, "With
today's more liberal outlook, we may regret that Burckhardt excluded
from his collection some of the more earthy and racy proverbs, for
vigorous expression is the quintessence of an effective proverb...."lo
Overall, however, Burckhardt's is one of the better collections of

Arabic proverbs available in English translation.
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James Richard Jewett had been, in 1886, a Fellow of Harvard
College studying in Syria. He collected "three or four hundred proverbs

nll o f which he sent fifty to the American Oriental

in the common dialect,
Society; they published 43 of them in the éfoceedings of that year.
Seven years later, in 1893, Jewett published 291 items under the title
"Arabic Proverbs and Proverbial Phrases, Collected, Translated and An-
notated" in the Journal of the American Oriental Scciety. Jewett wrote
that these proverbs were "for the most part handed to me in writing by
various friends,"12 after which he gave them to his assistant, Yusuf

ni3 He then

Nasr, "at whose dictation I wrote them in transliteration.
checked Nasr's version with three Syrian teachers, noting when an item
was not known to them or when a variant was known. Jewett's work is,
then, thorough in its presentation of the proverbs in Arabic script,
transliteration, and variation as given by his informants and assistants,
as well as cross-references to other collections of Arabic proverbs. Of
his English translations Jewett writes that "literalness rather than
elegance has been aimed atvlh; when the meaning remains obscure, he sup-
Plements the translation with explanation.

Jewett was not insensitive to the importance of context in
proverb studies. He provides ethnographic explanations as well as hypo-
thetical performance contexts, noting that "some of the explanations
were given me by natives on the spot, and in some cases I have given
without nativé authority what seemed to be the obvious meaning of the
proverb or proverbial phrase under consideration."15 He also reports
making use of notes given to him by a Syrian scholar and poet, Ibrazhim

16

Hourani.
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The major shortcoming of Jewett's work is its arrengement, or
more precisely, lack of logical arrangement; he did not attempt to or-
ganize the proverbs M"according to subjects or otherwise" because "it
seemed that such an arrangement would not add to the usefulness of the

ntT On the contrary, arrangement by subject greatly expedites

collection.
the use of collections by scholars interested in content. Nonetheless,
Jewett's work is thoroughly documented and carefully presented, and
therefore a useful tool for the student of Arabic proverbs.

A volume entitled Arabic Proverbs, collected by Mrs. A.P. Singer
and edited by the well-known German folklorist Enno Littmann, appeared
in 1913. The 169 proverbs included in this work were collected by Mrs.
Singer in Syria, Egypt and the Sudan, where she had lived, according to
Littmann, "for a considerable length of time" during which she "had from
time to time written down the Arabic sayings which she had heard used

."18 The work in its published

among the people with whom she lived...
form bears no statement by Mrs. Singer of her purpose in collecting the
proverbs; Littmann, however, apparently regards it as a step toward "a
complete corpus of Arabic proverbs systematically arranged" which would
be useful for writing "a real history of the Oriental proverb" and for

the study of "Eastern civilization" and "Eastern psychology."l9

The arrangement of Singer's collection seems to be erbitrary

despite Littmann's call for systematic arrangement. The main text con-
tains the proverbs transliterated and translated; they appear in Arabic
script in the back of the book. Littmann provides extensive explana-

tions on the meaning of each proverb but there is no mention of perfor-

mance contexts. The proverbs in Mrs. Singer's manuscript, says Littmann,
¢ g s
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were "checked" with a single Egyptian Arabic speaker and his variant used
when it differed from the data. Most of those proverbs not known to
Littmann's assistant were designated as Sudanese or Syrian on the basis
of dialect; a few items remain unidentified as to provenience. There is
no mention of what happened to any Egyptian proverbs not in the assis-
tant's repertoire. Littmann gives two forms of a few items, and also
cross—-references material on Arabic proverbs. By tampering with the
material and "correcting" form, Littmann has compromised some of the
collection' s strength as a presentation of data from three distinct parts
of the Arab World; overall, however, Singer's is a useful work.

Perhaps the most thorough of the collections available in English
is Edward A. Westermarck's Wit and Wisdom in Morocco: A Study of Native
Proverbs, which appeared in 1930 as the third book in Westermarck's tri-

logy on "the customs and ideas of the Moors."20

The three books, Mar-
riage Ceremonies in Morocco and Ritual and Belief in Morocco, published
in 191k and 1926 respectively, end Wit and Wisdom are based on the
author's nine years residence in North Africa during the course of thirty
years.

Westermarck was a noted scholar, having written extensively not
only on the Moroccan material but on such topics as The History of Human

Marriage2l and The Origin and Development of the Moral Ideas22

; the latter,
theoretically in line with British social Darwinism of the period, like
Westermarck's other works, was an important contribution to social an-
thropology. Born in Sweden in 1862, Westermarck was educated at the

University of Helsingfors and later served as Professor of Philosophy

at that institution and as Professor of Sociology at London University.
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Included in Wit and Wisdom are 2,013 items collected mainly in
Tangier, although some 400 are from Andjra and other parts of Morocco.
The proverbs are arranged according to "subjects or situations on which
they have a bearing"es; they are presented in MaghrebI-style Arabic
script, English translation and transliteration, which Westermarck dis-
cusses in detail on pages 54 through 63 of the "Introduction."

Despite Westermarck's excellent scholarship and his thorough cross-re-
ferences to other Moroccan material, he writes that he has "refrained
from all comparison between proverbs recorded by others and those col-
lected by my'self"2LL and foregone references "because my aim has been, in
the first place to collect facts by sociological field-work in Morocco,
and in the second place to study those facts from points of view which
differ essentially from that of him who examines their dis’cribution."‘25
In fact, Westermarck's point of view anticipates the major concerns of
contemporary contextual folklorists. He clearly recognizes the impor-
tance of context in the study of proverbs, discussing his data in terms
of both socio-cultural and immediate context, as well as providing
additional specific elaboration with some proverbs. Westermarck's is
an excellent piece of work.

The most questionable collection of this set, in terms of value
as a scholarly tool, is Selwyn Gurney Champion's 1938 publication en-
titled Racial Proverbs: A Selection of the World's Proverbs. This col-
lection, although extensive, is poorly documented, yet it boasts, for
proverbs from the Arab World, introductory remarks by the well-known

26

scholars H.A.R. Gibb™~ and Edward A. Westermarck.27 Nevertheless, Cham-

pion provides only English renderings of all proverbs in his volume,
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with no ethnographic, contextual or comparative information. He does
acknowledge a lengthy list of published sources and translators, but does
not tie them to particular proverbs.

There are a total of 1303 proverbs included under headings of

' we find 632 items under the

interest here. In the section on "Asia'
title "Arabic (Including Bedouin, Druse, Iraq, Mesopotamian, and
Syrian)." Here in one fell swoop Champion has blurred distinctions be-
tween regional groups (Mesopotamian), national groups (Irag —- not even
in adjective form -- and Syrian), and groups whose identities are based
on mode of subsistence (Bedouins) or religion (Druse). The other sec-
tions of interest for us fall under the continental classification
"Africa.' These include eight items under "Algerian-Arabic (Algeria and
Moroceo)"; 245 items under "Egyptian-Arabic (Including Babylonian and
Copt)"; 364 items under "Moorish (Western Arabic and Berber)"; 39 items
under "Sudanese-Arabic"; fifteen items under "Tunisian-Arabic." It is
not clear how Morocco came to be split between the Algerians and the

"Moors ,"

nor how the Babylonians came to be in Egypt. Nevertheless, the
entire book is arranged in this manner, that is, by continent, then
group (national, ethnic or linguistic), then alphabetically by a "catch-
word" in the English translation. In addition, there is a section on
"Religions" which includes 55 items under the heading "Islam: The
Koran." It is not made clear, however, whether these are @adiths or
Quranic. Although certain expressions are widely-known @adIths, such as
"Seek knowledge even in China" and "Paradise lies under the feet of

1

mothers,"”" specific sources and identities of "proverbs" in the "Islam"
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section are not cited. Overall, Champion's book is a confusing hodge-
podge, of minimal use mainly for its general list of published sources
and for suggesting proverbs which can be verified in better documented
works.

H.R.P. Dickson did not set out to study Arabic proverbs. His
book The Arab of the Desert: A Glimpse into Badawin life in Kuwait and
Sau'di Arabia, published in 1951, does, however, include forty proverbs
"taken at random from a collection I have made" in various parts of
Argbia, mainly Kuwait.28 Dickson was a British political officer posted
in Kuwait, and apparently heard the proverbs which he presents in con-
versation with Bedouins and townsmen; some items are attributed to spe-
cifie informants.

Although The Arab of the Desert is ostensibly an ethnographic
study, it lacks a theoretical perspective. The proverbs, while given in
Arabic script and English translation, are inconsistently transliterated;
21 are poorly rendered, apparently in literary rather than colloquial
Arabic, and nineteen have no transliteration. Dickson does not cross-—
reference his work with other collections nor cite variants. The book
is clearly an ethnography for popular rather than academic consumption;
still, it contains some valuable information on the Bedouins, particu-
larly of Kuwait.

Anis Frayha's collection of Lebanese proverbs is one of the most
widely cited and best collections of Arabic proverbs with English trans-
lation. First published in 1953 under the title Modern Lebanese Pro-
verbs, the work reappeared as A Dictionary of Modern Lebanese Proverbs

in 197hk. Frayha collected his 4,248 proverbs from "People's daily con-
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versation" in Ras al-Matn, a small predominantly Druze village east of
Beirut. Although Frayha does give cross-references to other Arabic col-
lections from Lebanon, Syria, Iragq, Palestine, Egypt and Transjordan as
well as limited ethnographic and contextual information, he comments:

Those who insist, in historic and scientific works, upon documenta-

tion and citation will be disappointed in finding nothing of this

sort in this work. Nevertheless, we believe that living men and

women are the best authentic source for collecting proverbs, deter-

mining their true pronunciation and meaning.29

The proverbs are given in partially vowelled Arabic script and in

translation; Frayha recognizes the desirability of transliteration "for
the sake of dialectology" but says that it was impossible due to the
available printing facilities. He has retained some of his predecessors'
concerns with "indelicate" material, although not to the extent of cen-
soring it. He writes that "We must apologize to the reader for the in-
clusion of objectiongble proverbs. But in a collection of proverbs which
claims completeness, and for the sake of sociological and psychological

30

studies, it was deemed necessary to include the 'smutty' ones." Over~-
all, Frayha's collection, arranged in Arabic alphabetical order, is a
valuable compendium of colloquial proverbs collected in the field,
thoroughly cross-referenced internally, and given in a format which
makes it useful for folklore scholarship.

Two collections which appeared in 1968 are included here. In that
year, Mohamed Abdelkafi published One Hundred Arabic Proverbs from
Libya. Abdelkafi's aim, as he describes it, is "to introduce to non-

Argb readers a representative selection"31 of Libyan proverbs, although

he fails to indicate what makes these specific proverbs "representative."
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Abdelkafi's proverbs are presented in arbitrary order, with un-
vowelled Arabic script, no transliteration, a literal translation and,
in some cases, a discussion of the meaning in addition to the transla-
tion. He gives a.fair amount of ethnographic explanation, little con-
textual data, and no acknowledgement of sources, although he says that
these proverbs are current in Libya. There are no cross-references to
other Arabic collections or variants, although the author includes what
he refers to as "equivalent" English proverbs. The main virtue of the
collection is in providing Libyan Arabic proverb texts with translation;
the lack of specific information regarding the actual collection of the
proverbs is, however, a major shortcoming.

Fatma M. Mahgoub's & Linguistic Study of Cairene Proverbs, also
published in 1968, is, as the title indicates, not intended as a folk-
loristic collection. Mahgoub's concern is with external and formal
characteristics of the proverbs. Nevertheless, based as it is on "900
proverbs current in contemporary Cairene colloquial Arabic...reproduced
from memory,"32 the work makes availazble some valuable raw data in addi-
tion to a wealth of information on style, phonoclogy, morphology and
syntax, as well as current usage. While the proverbs are not written in
Arabic script, they are rendered in careful vhonemic transliteration and
English translation. Mahgoub also checked her repertoire against other
collections, including those of Burckhardt and Champion.

The most recent of our collections is Lebanon: Proverbs and
Maxims, published by Jean Cabril in 1972. Gabril's purpose appears to
be akin to that of Abdelkafi of introducing Arab culture, through pro-

verbs, to non-Arabs. He writes: "I tried my best to choose only those
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proverbs and wise sayings which were capable of interesting the foreign
reader by their exotic flavour or by the faithful image which they give
of the Lebanese genius in particular and of the Arab and Mideastern
genius in general."33 Gabril presents his U486 items in Arabic alphabe-
tical order by the first letter, not by the root as is more common.
They are in unvowelled Arasbic script accompanied by translations into
English, French and Spanish. However, he cites no sources, parallels
or ethnographic or contextual information. Thus, again like Abdelkafi's
Libyan collection, the main value of Gabril's work is in giving a num-
ber of proverbs with Arabic script which can be used as data, particu-
larly for content analysis.

The major conslderations when utilizing collections such as the
ones described and used here have to do with reliability of the indivi-
dual works and consistency among the group. Reliability rests on the
fundamental question, Can we trust someone else's data? Thils question
in turn relates specifically to scholarly rigor as applied by the au-
thor/collector to the work, and the presentation of the data in pub~
lished form. The foregoing discussion (pages 2 through 16) illustrates
strengths and shortcomings of the individual collections (see also
Table 1), from which we can move to a few summary observations.

The ten collections used for this dissertation are for the most
part useful data sources so long as their limitations are borne in
mind. In some cases, the collectors have notified their readers that
certain selection processes were applied; Burckhardt's translations are
altered in the name of "decency," Abdelkafi and Gabril seek to make

"representative selections" which would interest foreign readers, and
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TABLE 1

USABILITY OF COLLECTIONS
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Jewett and Dickson have published portions of larger collections they
claim to have made. We can be fairly certain that Westermarck and
Frayha have not consciously censored their materials to conform to any
particular criteria, although of course we have no way of knowing
whether, by design or oversight, some items fell by the wayside. There
is no mention of intentional censorship in the collections of Singer or
Champion, but also no indication that they are not censored.

Of course, the hazards of incomplete data exist with any folk~
loristic study, whether based on fieldwork by the analyst or by others.
Since variation is one of the hallmarks of folklore, it is virtually im-
possible ever to claim a "complete" collection, and the absence of some-
thing in the available data does not prove that is does not exist. In
the case of the present study, it is not claimed that the proverb corpus
at hand is a "complete" set of Arabic proverbs; nevertheless, utilization
of a number of collections expands the available data and reduces the
danger of missing significant information.

Aside from censorship of either the data itself or the transla-
tions, there is also the guestion of whether the data has been tampered
with. The most blatant incident of such alteration is in the case of
Singer's collection, parts of which Littman "corrected" to conform to
his assistant's repertoire. Although they claim to be presenting au-
thentic collogquial proverbs, one cannot but be a little suspicious as
well of Champion, Abdelkafi and Gabril, as their motives suggest that
"minor" alterations might be seen to support stereotyped and "exotic"
elements of culture with which they concern themselves; there is, how-

ever, no overt evidence that they have altered data, and the content of
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proverbs in their collections appears to be consistent with that of more
trusted collections, such as Westermarck's and Frayha's. Even Littmann's
tampering does not seriously affect the usefulness of Singer's Arabic
Proverbs for content analysis, since the changes seem to be strictly
linguistic.

In the final analysis, then, we can choose to trust or not trust
data collected by others on the bases of documentation, stated purpose,
completeness of presentation (i.e., inclusion of native-language text,
translation, cross-references, ethnographic and contextual information,
etc.), and consistency within the collection itself and among collec-
tions. The best of the ten works examined here are undoubtedly Wester-
marck's Wit and Wisdom in Morocco and Frayha's Modern Lebanese Proverbs,
as they are large and therefore more "complete" than many other works;
in addition, the authors supplement the data with cross-references and
ethnographic and contextual notes. Furthermore, they give the Arabic
text as well as the translation, making their data accessible to non-
Arabic speakers as well as enabling those who can to verify the trans-
lations or to compare variants in the original language. Burckhardt's
Arabic Proverbs 1s a close runner-up for the same reasons, although it
is quite a bit smaller a collection and the translations are "cleaned
up." Jewett's "Arabic Proverbs" and Mahgoub's Linguistic Study are
quite useful, although the former also censors his work for "decency."
Singer's Arabic Proverbs is a good source of material for content analy-
sis, although Littmann's alterations of course limit some of its appli-
cations. Abdelkafi's One Hundred Arabic Proverbs and Gabril's Lebanon

are of moderate usefulness; they vrovide some data but are poorly docu-
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mented and based upon suspect motives. Dickson's Arab of the Desert is
of limited utility for the study of proverbs since it contains only forty
items, is inconsistent in presentation and undocumented. Finally, Cham-
pion's relevent portion of Racial Proverbs is a starting point as it
presents a large number of Arabic proverbs, but must be used in conjunc-
tion with other works because it is in translation only and is poorly
documented. The following analysis procedes, then, in light of the

limitations of printed collections of Arabic proverbs.

Oral Literature in Arab Culture

The Arab World is a rich and intricate blend of elements. Like a
carpet from the looms of Hijaz, the tapestry of Arab culture is woven of
diverse ethnic, religious, linguistic and historical threads. Each area
constitutes a motif in the composite pattern, its shape determined by
multiple factors: pre~Islamic characteristics and history; interaction
with non-Arab and non-Muslim peoples; linguistic and ethnic variation
within the area. But in spite of the considerable diversity, there re-
mains overall cultural continuity among the people who call themselves
Arabs, much of which is based on emotional links between the nomadic
Bedouins and other Arabs.3h

A love of verbal expression has long been characteristic of Arab
culture. Oral poetry flourished during the Jéhiliya35 among both no-
madic and sedentary Arabs, and with the birth and rapid proliferation
of Islam, Arabic poetry, both sacred and secular, continued its popu~
larity among conguerers and conguered alike. Formulaic expression is

36

an essential component of verbal art among the Arabs~ , although great
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emphasis is also placed on verbatim memorization of oral and written
literature. This is especially true among Muslim Arabs, for whom memo-
rization of at least portions of the Quran is extremely widespread; it
is not uncommon for Muslims to commit the entire holy scripture to
memory.

Of the numerous formulaic forms in the Arabic language, probably
the most pervasive is the proverb. There are a great many proverbs in
both classical Arabic and the dialects. As Dickson observed earlier in
this century, "The Arab is forever quoting proverbs or sayings of some
poet or other, and he seems to enjoy this almost as much as story tell-
ing."37 Abdelkafi writes that "one might claim that [the Arabsl make
more use of proverbs than most other nations."38

Robert A. Barakat suggests that the wide use and dissemination of
Arabic proverbs may be attributable to several factors inherent in Mus-
lim and non-Muslim Arab society and culture.39 Respect for linguistic
prowess is a long-standing characteristic of the Arabs, the most widely
known example being the poetic duels of tribal and court poets, both pre-
and post—Hijra.ho Similarl&, Arabs take "vast pride...in being able to
invoke proverbs when the need arises" and pay great respect to "any per-
son who is capable of using these sayings correctly."hl The judgment
concerning "proper" usage is based on two criteria: sufficient fami-
liarity with proverbs to enable a person spontaneously to evoke an ap-
propriate proverb, and skill in correct application of a proverb to the
situation at hand. The respected Arabic proverb performer has both an
extensive repertoire of readily recalled proverbs and a sense of appro-

priateness and timing.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



19

Dickson notes in reference to proverb use among Bedouins that
"Not only does this practice give spice to conversation, but the person
quoting clever sayings, and so forth, knows that he gains in the esti-
mation of his fellows for showing himself a scholar and well read."LL2
Dickson's characterization of Bedouins as well-read scholars is some-
what misleading in view of the high level of illiteracy among them, par-
ticularly two decades ago when he wrote; nevertheless, as Barakat points
out, learning or wisdom is greatly admired in Arab culture, although it
need not necessarily be derived from institutionalized instruction.h3
Coupled with the reverence which Arabs have for their history and tra-
ditions, this respect for wisdom helps explain the fregquency of proverb
use in the culture, for the proverb is the linguistic embodiment of
traditional wisdom. Like proverbs in other cultures, Arabic proverbs,
in Barakat's words, "bear the stamp of approval from tradition and are
thought to express best one's thoughts on many occasions."hh Current
situations are simplified and made familiar by proverbial expression;
decisions are made more weighty by proverbial opinion.

H.A.R. Gibb suggests that the widespread use of proverbs in
general conversation "in the East as in the West" has been dealt a fatal
blow by the influence of "modern" -- meaning Western -- education, and
that "the younger generation are rapidly losing their father's memory of
and taste for proverbs."hs Without accurate contextual data on current
use of proverbs in Arab society it is impossible to make any firm judg-
ments, but Gibb's point is debatable in light of available evidence. To
begin with, Gibb rests his assertion on an implicit assumption of de-

creased illiteracy due to the proliferation of formal education in the
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Arab World. In fact, while the ranks of the educated have increased in
recent decades, the number of illiterate people has also increased in
many places because population grows faster than the educational sys-
tem.h6 Furthermore, Arabic proverbs are used as a device in modern
literature; Khalil Risk, for one, discusses this phenomenon in his
recent disserta,tion.LLT As for conversational contexts, Mahgoub reports
that traditional performance of proverbs is in fact still commonj; she
says that subjects in their 20's were found to quote proverbs in their
ordinary sgeech without knowing they were under observationhS, although
she does not indicate the educational level of these subjects. Thus,
while it is possible (although far from certain) that conversational use
of proverbs by Western-educated young Arabs has decreased, these same
individuals remain passive (and possibly active) bearers of proverbs as
folkloric items and active bearers of collogquial proverbs as literary
devices. 1In addition, because a large proportion of the overall popu-
lation remains illiterate, it is likely that proverbs have remained both

viable and vital in contemporary Arab societies.
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CHAPTER II

THE ARAB WORLD: CONTINUITY AND DIVERSITY

What is an Arab?

The "Arab World" is at first glance easy to define. Yet a more
prolonged gaze into the elements of which the Arab World is composed re-
veals an intricate maze of details which purport to define the "Arab"
but which differ significantly from one group to the next and one part
of the region to another. "Arab" is neither a religious nor a racial,

a linguistic nor a national designation, although all of those factors
contribute to the total picture. It is a term used by both those who
consider themselves Arabs and those who do not. Hence some working
understanding of the term "Arab" is essential, in part because we in-
tend to examine Arabic proverbs and in part because of the ever more
prominent position occupied by Arabs in the international eye.

The large number of nations and the concommitantly extensive geo-
graphical area which they inhabit is one of the most obvious character-
istics of Arabs as a group.l They comprise the majority populations of
twenty-one nations of the Middle East and North Africa, and contribute
to minority populations of many other countries of the 01d and New
Worlds as we11.2 Size alone prohibits homogeneity within the group and,
although certain cultural factors are relatively constant from Morocco

to Irag, there are also many differences among Arab societies. Further-

2k
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more, there is considerable overlapping of cultural regions, and Arab
aspects of society have syncretized with indigenous factors wherever
Arab and non-Arab met, so that the cultural mixtures vary from place
to place.

Most Arabs speak some dialect of Arabic as their mother tongue,
and although this fact is often used as a minimal criterion in defining
Mthe Arab,"> it also ignores the emigrant's child or grandchild who
does not speak Arabic and yet claims Arab identity. Perhaps the most
fruitful approach is +to conceive of Arabs as individuals who possess all
or some of a combination of traits which make them consider themselves
Arabs and who, as Richard Weekes suggests, "identify with the heritage
of the Arabs and those cultural values and aspirations unigue to Arabs
whether they be Morocecan or Syrian, Christian or Muslim, farmer or
businessman,"h or, categories which he omits, native or expatriot. One
of the traits which must be considered is biological descent from per-
sons who regard(ed) themselves as Arabs, who spoke Arabic as their na-
tive language and who were culturally and socially within the pale of
Arab tradition. Certainly, given these prerequisites, the final analy-
sis must rest on whether the individval regards this biocultural heri-
tage as decisive: does he or she identify with Arab culture? Such iden-
tity is based on numercus factors, and primary among them are history,

language, historical homeland and numerous cultural traditionms.

Regional Boundsaries snd Qverlaps

The names by which we know the regions of the world are simul-

taneously convenient and misleading. Political and cultural boundaries
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frequently are not coterminous; furthermore, cultural regions are sel-
dom isolated, discrete entitites which can be treated as if entirely
separated from their neighbors. We are concerned here with proverbs
from those nations which together comprise the "Arab World," a desig-
nation based upon linguistic and cultural considerations and political
identity. Geographically and culturally, the Arab countries belong to
some -- or all -- of five geocultural regions: the Arab World, the Medi-
terranean, the Near East, the Middle East, and Africa (see Table 2).
Each of these regions has certain identifying characteristics, one
shading into the next, and the Arab countries which fall within more
than one display traits of all those regions in which they are included.
We cannot properly insist that the Arab World is a discrete entity cut
off from its neighbors to the north, south and east, nor can we defend a
view of "Arab" culture as a consistent entity within the geographical
bounds of the Arab World.

How then can we discuss similarities and differences among Arab
societies in a fruitful way? As J. Davis says of the Mediterranean, we
must

Make no strong claims: admit that the people who live here are of
markedly different kinds -~ Muslims, Christians, Jews; shepherds,
farmers, factory workers and bankers; corporalists, communists, Arab
socialists and parliamentary democrats. But then recognize that they
have been trading and talking, conquering and converting, marrying
and migrating for six or seven thousand years -- is it then unrea-
sonable to assume that some anthropological meaning can be given to
the term [Arabl World??

In order to generate an abstraction which would subsume all Mid-

dle Eastern Arab societies and exclude the rest of the world, we must

regard the area's unity as a consequence of intercourse between people
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TABLE 2

ARAR COUNTRIES AND GEOCULTURAL REGIONS

Mediterranean Near East Arab World Middle East Africa

Spain XX XX 1 XX XX

Malta XX (Malta) XX XX

France XX XX XX XX

Ttaly XX X XX XX

Cyprus Cyprus XX XX XX

Southern Southern XX XX XX
Yugoslavia Yugoslavia

Albania Albania XX XX XX

Greece Greece XX XX XX

SYRIAZ SYRTA SYRIA SYRIA XX

LEBANON LEBANON LEBANCON LEBANON XX

PALESTINE PATLESTINE PALESTINE PALESTINE XX

XX JORDAN JORDAN JORDAN XX

XX IRAQ IRAQ IRAQ XX

XX SAUDI ARABIA | SAUDI ARABIA SAUDI ARARTA | XX

XX KUWAIT KUWAIT KUWAIT XX

XX BAHRATN BAHRAIN BAHRATN XX

XX QATAR QATAR QATAR XX

XX U.A.E.3 U.A.E. U.A.R. X

XX OMAN OMAN OMAN XX

XX P.D.R.Y. P.D.R.Y. P.D.R.Y. XX

XX Y.A.R. Y.A.R. Y.A.R. XX

EGYPT EGYPT EGYPT EGYPT EGYPT

LIBYA LIBYA LIBYA LIBYA LIBYA

TUNISIA TUNISIA TUNISIA TUNISIA TUNISIA

ALGERIA ATGERIA ALGERIA ATLGERIA ALGERIA

MOROCCO MOROCCO MOROQCCO MOROCCO MOROCCO

XX SUDAN SUDAN SUDAN SUDAN

XX XX MAURETANTA XX MAURETANIA

XX XX SOMALTIA XX SOMALIA

Turkey Turkey XX Turkey XX

XX XX XX Iran XX

XX XX X Afghanistan XX

XX XX XX (Pakistan)3 XX

lMa:l_tese is sometimes considered a dialect of Arabic; however,
culturally Malta is more closely aligned with Mediterranean Europe.
Hence the inclusion here is on linguistic, not cultural, criteria.

2
Capital letters indicate countries included for this study.

3Pa.kista.n is included in the Middle East by some authors and
excluded by others.
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of diverse societies emanating from a variety of motives. Such an ab-
stract image must include, as does Davis's image of the Mediterranean,
the institutions and processes which were created to promote interaction
as well as "those relies which were created by it and now appear dif-
fused in certain zones, if not throughout the area."6 Social factors in
the Arab World have resulted from long interaction of varied peoples and
must therefore be viewed historically as well as synchronically.

What institutions, processes, and "relics" combine to bring unity
out of the heterogeneity of the Arab Middle East? The most obvious are
the Muslim religion and the Arabic language (see below), which spread
in unison from the Arabian Peninsula. Islam as the predominant religion
and Arebic as the major language in Arab countries help to unify the
area in spite of the centrifugal pull of nationalistic politics and cul-~
tural differences, which exemplify on a massive scale the Arabic proverb
"My brother and I against my cousin; my cousin and I against a stranger."
Islam was built upon the foundations of its Semitic forebears, Chris-
tianity and Judaism, and since the seventh century of this era Muslims,
Jews and Christians have interacted throughout the Middle East. Similar-
ly, Arabic was introduced quite late to some parts of the Arab World,
particularly North Africa, where it absorbed certain features of indi-
genous languages, some of which still co-exist with Arabic. It is the
combination of Arabic as the dominant vernacular and Islam as the domi-
nant religion which have provided for the distinguishing homogeneous

T

in spite of variations

8

outloook and behavior of the area as a whole

from one region or political entity to another.
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Arabs Prior to Islam

Before delving into the factors which help to identify the con-
temporary Arab, it is vital to have some knowledge of the original
Arabs, that is, the people of the Arabian Peninsula who left their home-
land in the seventh century C.E. to proliferate their name and their
culture throughout much of Asia, Africa and Europe.9

Early Arab history and tribal genalogies were transmitted for the
most part in legends, proverbs and oral poetry. It is sald that the
fifth-generation descendents of Shemlo established a mass settlement in
present-day Yemen. Sometime around 3500 B.C.E. a large group of Semites
migrated northward along the western coast of Arabia, across the Suez
Peninsula and into Egypt., where they mixed with the Hamiticll tribes to
form the ancient Egyptians, the first people to bulld stone structures
and to develop a solar calendar. Another Semitic migratory movement
transpired around the same time as a group traveled along the eastern
Arabian coast and into the Tigris-Euphrates valley. There the Semitic
immigrants mixed with the ancient Sumerians to form the Babylonians, in-
ventors of the arch and the vault, the wheeled cart, and a system of
weights and measures. A thousand years later more Semites moved north
from Yemen into Syria and Palestine, where intermarriage produced the
Amorites and Phoenicians, who in turn parented the Carthaginians and
who developed the first exclusively alphabetic system of writing.

The next 2300 years witnessed numerous migrations, conquests and
empires. Judaism, the first monotheistic religion and the base upon
which Christianity and Islam were built, was established in Palestine

between 1500 and 1200 B.C.E. A series of regimes controlled the Arab
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homeland until the sixth century B.C.E., when the Persians seized con-
tol of what is modern Iran, parts of Pakistan, Afghanistan, Asia Minor
and Greece, as well as Egypt, Libya, Falestine, Syria and Iraq. The
Persians lost their hold in the fourth century B.C.E. as Alexander the
Great of Macedon defeated them and established not only his empire but
also a firm position in Middle Eastern folklore which persists to this
day.lz

By the second century C.E. Rome had seized all of Alexander's
empire from Libya to Irag. As Rome became Christianized, so did many
of her subjects in Syria, Palestine and Egypt. Various Arab states were
established, including the northern Arab city-states at Petra and Pal-
myra. The desert insulated much of Arabia from Roman influences, but
contacts were maintained between the people of the peninsula and the
rest of the world. From 750 to 250 B.C.E. the Szgbaens of contemporary
Yemen traded goods from the East to the Romans and taxed the caravan
routes until the Romans found thelr prices so exhorbitant that they re-
opened the ancient canal through the Suez Peninsula, enabling Roman and
Egyptian merchant ships to ply their trade directly with the Orient.
International commerce through the Arabian Peninsula was virtually eli-
minated, and the south Arabian tribes reverted to their former style of
life and worship, generally of the moon, it is believed, although little
is known of the pre-Islamic religious beliefs of the Arabs.

As the sixth century B.C.E. drew to a close, Arabia was torn by
conflicts in Yemen between Christian, Jewish and pagan tribes, by foreign
domination in some places and anarchy in others. The time was ripe for

a new spiritual movement.
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The Coming of Islam

In the early years of the seventh century C.E. a religious fire
was ignited in the Arabian Peninsula which burned its way across much of
the 014 World and continues to unite diverse peoples within its spiri-
tual glow. The prophet of this new religion was Muyammad, an orphan of
the Quraysh tribe. He was born in Mecca in 570 C.E. and reared ini-
tially by his grandfather and later by an uncle. As a merchant who
traveled with trading caravans to Syria, Mu@ammad had seen something of
the world outside his homeland and this undoubtedly affected much of his
later thinking.

At the age of forty, the Prophet began to experience religious
visions in which he was instructed to revive the faith of God's previous
prophets, including Adam, Abrsham and Jesus, and to preach to humankind
on the oneness of God. During the subsequent years, Mu@ammad continued
to receive messages from God through the archangel Jibril (Gabriel);
these messages, which Mu@ammad recited, were recorded in writing and,
under the orders of the third caliph, cUthmén, the definitive collec~
tion, the Holy Quran, was esteblished. It has remained unaltered since
the seventh century and has been the strongest force in unifying the
Arzb World and the non-Arab Muslim world as well.

The Propeht Mu@ammad's influence on the Arabs and subsequently
on the populations of the lands they conquered was profound. He laid

the foundation for one of the world's major religions, Islam.l3

He
established a code of conduct inclusive of all aspects of human life,

including morality, criminal and civil laws and punishments, social

organization, and economics; the Caliphate was a theocratic state based
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on the Quran. Mu@ammad‘s followers promoted the Arab-Islamic culture,
which to this day exerts significant influence on the far-flung lands of
the Muslim world and beyond.

By the end of the century following the death of the Prophet, the
Arzb-Muslim empire extended from the Punjab area of India in the East,
West to the Atlantic in Morocco, and curved back around the Mediterra-
nean through Spain and into France where, in 732 C.E., the Muslim armies
were blocked from further penetration into Europe at the Battle of Poi-
tiers. Because the Arabs soon recognized that they were short of the-
necessary maenpower to manage their vast empire, they began early to
assimilate nor-Arab populations into Arab tribal structure. Initially
these people were regarded as clients but eventually they claimed gene-
alogical descent from Arabia. Thus the loyalties and Arab identity of
the contemporary peoples from Morocco through Irag were cemented.

Not all Arabs, of course, are Muslim; notable Christian popula-
tions are found in Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, Palestine, Jordan, and Egypt.
There are also Arabs who follow minority religions such as the Druze in
Lebanon and Syria. Nevertheless, Islam has shaped the culture and
history of these peoples to such an extent that it is virtually im-
possible to spezk of Arabs without reference to their Islamic, if not

Muslim, heritage.l

"Lawful Magic": The Arabic Language

One of the most powerful contributors to Arab identity, a force
surpassed only by religion as a unifying factor among Arabs and Muslims,

is the Arabic language. though integrally tied to Islam, Arabic pre-
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dated that religion and is the spoken medium of non-Muslim Arabs as well
as the liturgical language of Arab and non-Arab Muslims. Spoken by more
than 160 million peoplels, Arabic is the national language of the states
of North Africa, the Arabian Peninsula and the Fertile Crescent.l6 It
is also the spoken language of many inhabitants of Palestine, of minor-
ity groups in Iran and some African nations. and of emigrants from Arab
countries now scattered world-wide.

Anwar Chejne observes that Arabic has long been regarded by Mus-
lims generally and Arabs in particular as a Divine gift to Mankind,
"unique in beauty and majesty, and the most eloquent of all languages

17

for expressing thought and emotions." Philip Hitti has described the

sentimental attitude of the Arabs toward their language thus:
No people in the world, perhaps, manifest such enthusiastic admira-
tion for literary expression and are so moved by the word, spoken or
written, as the Arabs. Hardly any language seems capable of exerci-
sing over the minds of its users such irresistible influence as
Arabic....The rhythm, the rhyme, the music prodgce on them the effect
of what they call "lawful magic" (sihr.kalzl).l
Linguistic appreclation among Arabs is not limited to the artistic
value of poetry but extends to fasaha (eloquence), described by Chejne
as "the ability to express oneself correctly," which, in the Jahiliya as
well as in Islamic times, was held to be "one of the basic attributes of
the 'perfect man,' and a mark of wisdom."19
The Quran is viewed as the epitome of linguistic expression in
Arabic. The book is believed to have divine origin in terms of its

meaning, its wording, and its smallest details, being, as Chejne ex-

plains, an earthly "transeript of the Word of God as put forth in a
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preserved tablet (law@ mghfﬁg) containing the Mother of the Book (umm
al-kitab) found in the seventh century from eternity."go He goes on to
observe that the divinity of the Quran is in fact accorded the Arabic
language itself, so that the guestion "of whether Arabic was God's gift,
and hence superior to all languages in beauty, wealth, and nobility, has
deeply concerned philologists, theologians, philosophers, religious

scholars, and others. Westermarck notes that the spoken word is

widely believed by Arabs to have inherent power and an ability to bring
about "its own realization."o2

Religion, then, carried language to the far corners of the empire
even as language carried religion. In the Islamic era, language and
religion became thoroughly intertwined so as to be inseparable; yet the
homogenization of the two did not always exist, as evidenced in the
classical literature of the century immediately preceding the advent of
Islam. William Polk writes that this classical literature, "although
the result of pagan cultures and expressing a social ethos often in con-
flict with Islam, is so highly prized as the linguistic treasury of
Arabic as to be brought into the schools of theology."23

Chejne portrays the historical role of the Arabic language, which
reached beyond its religious significance in Arab-Islamic culture.
Arabic served as the literary language of the vast Muslim Empire, in-
cluding Spain and, for a time, Sicily. It had general appeal as a medium
of intellectual expression for Muslim and non-Muslim alike, and acquired
a universal character in the ninth and tenth centuries. For the pious
it was a divine language; for the scholar it was clear, expressive,

flexible and rich.2%
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As Arabic spread during the first century of Muslim expansion, it
encountered at least three highly sophisticated languages with long in-
tellectual traditions: Persian, Syriac and Greek. Arabic, as Jabra I.
Jabra observes, "absorbed the full strength of each of those languages
which were spoken by the new subjects of the conquering race, most of
whom were soon converted to Islem."?? Although Jabra's use of the term
"race" is inappropriate, it is true that the languages of those people
conquered by the Arabs mingled with Arabic; as Chejne notes, language
became the unifying factor among diverse religious and ethnic groups:
Jews, Christians, Zoroastrians, Muslims; Arabs, Syrians, Persians, Egyp-
tians, Spaniards and o“chers.z6 Jabra adds that Arabic replaced Coptic
and Greek in Egypt, as well as a number of local languages in North
Africa and Spain, not completely destroying them but becoming "the lingua
franca of a vast, locsély-knit empire, where anyone, whatever his origin,
who aspired to learning or to social or political distinetion, had to
perfect the language as his medium."‘?7 Jabra claims as well that many
non-Arabs who embraced Islam believed that those who best mastered the
Arabic language would be seated nearer %o God in Paradise,28 while it is
also widely thought that Arabic is the language of Paradise.

The eighth and ninth centuries saw the peak of Arab-Islamic cul-.
ture and the low ebb for European. Between the two there were numerous
points of contact, especially around the Mediterranean; because of its
unquestioned supremacy, Arab culture, particularly language, exerted a
profound influence on Europe. Jabra describes the role of language:

Although it did not supplant Greek or Latin, both of which were em-
bedded in the matrix of Europe's developing vernaculars, it supplanted
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them in most spheres of thought and scientific endeavor. Medicine,

astronomy, chemistry, mathematiecs, philosophy, though often reaching

the majority of European scholars through Latin translations, were

forever marked with the stamp of the Arsbic language and its modes

of thinking.29

Beginning in the eleventh century, Arablic was the medium by which

Graeco-Roman learning was transmitted to the West, as Arabic books were
translated into Latin, Spanish or French; Spain and Sicily says Chejne,
linked East and West "in the cultural osmosis that had an enormous in-

fluence on Western thought."3o

Many of the great philosophers and poets
of the Arab empire weren't Arabs at all, but were integral to Arzb his-
tory and culture. The unifying power of the Arabic language was so
great, according to Jabra, that "from the very start, it had become the
essence of the Arab ethos."-T
The Quran was in large measure responsible for the position which
the Arabic language assumed, for, whatever a Muslim's language, only
Arabic could be used for prayer, as God's words were spoken, through

Muhammad, in Arabic; -Jabra explains that, because its prose was "

so
beautiful and evocative, its grammar so subtle and faultless, its teach-
ing so terse and exact, God's Noble Book became the sole foundation of a
whole new culture. Content and form seemed truly inseparable."32
As the Islamic expansion encompassed more diverse cultures and
languages, new linguistic forms appeared. Kalam al-muwalladin (speech
of the non-Arab Muslims) was the term applied to a new speech style
characterized by mixed foreign origin and existing to some extent along-

side classical forms. Another new type of speech, deviating even more

from classical Arabic, also appeared; this was 3ubbed kalam al-Cammah
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33, that is dialect forms). These new forms

(speech of the common people
were perceived as threats to the purity of Arabic, so that philological
schools were established at Kufa and Basra in Iraq for the codification
of language, using the Quran and the dialects of the Bedouin tribes as
the standards of correctness.3h

Arablc is one of the Semitic languages, which from earliest times
have claimed the contiguous areas of the Arabian Peninsula, the Fertile
Crescent and Ethiopia as their homelands. Three types of Arabic are
normally identified, all of them being more or less related to one
another. Classical Arabic (al-“arabiya al—fu§@a) of pre-Islamic and
Medieval times was the mother of the other two types, and is the medium
of much literature, including pre-Islamic poetry and the Quran. Modern
Standard Arabic (MSA) developed out of classical morphology, syntex and
grammayr. Aside from French in the nations of North Africa, it is the
major literary language throughout the Arab World.35 MSA is the medium
of a wide and varied literature, and co-exists with the many dialects.
Each of the spoken Arabic dialects has unique features; there are., be-
tween some dialects, vast differences in vocabulary, pronunciation, and
even grammar. There are many dialects, and often multiple dialects
within a single country, yet all are linked through their relation to
Classical and Modern Standard Arabic.36

Today the Arabic language is no less important as a symbol of
Arab identity and unity than it was in the early days of the empire. As
Polk remarks, language was of vital importance during the nineteenth-
century reawakening of Arab consciousness, as it transcended religious

and national differences:
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speakers of Arabic, Christian and Muslim alike, sought to recover the
sources of their supra-religious culture. The speakers of Arabic
found language, even more than the Islamlc religion, on which they
disagreed, to be the one core of their culture. The centrality of
language, the fascination with the word, the concern with the medium
rather than the message, has long been remarked upon as a distinctive
Semitic characteristic. Language is not an art form, it is the art
of the Arabs.3T

Language, then, brought people together as Arabs in the early centuries
of Arab-Islamic expansion and underscored their common heritage during
the cultural reawakening of the last century; language retains this

unifying function in no lesser measure among contemporary Arabs.

The Arab World as "Culture Nation"

In his discussion of it as a "culture continent," Raphael Patai

n38 thirteen of which

has divided the Middle East into 23 "culture areas,
are part of the Arab World. A culture area, in this scheme, consists of
a type of spatial distribution; the Arab World, although larger and more
complex than Patai's areas, fits the criteria for them, as we shall see.
Let us then term it a "culture nation," as it is smaller than, contained
within, and more homogeneous than the Middle East culture continent, but
larger than, comprehensive of, and less homogeneous shan the thirteen
Arab culture areas.

One factor in establishing the existence of a culture area is the
inverse relationship between social and occupational stratification and
the theoretical applicability of the culture area concept.39 Where
modernity has established a firm hold, the Arab World tends to be stra-

tified in social and occupational terms; in this it shares with the rest

of the world a tendency toward international homogenization due to pro-
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liferation of mass media and communication among the upper, educated and
affluent classes. However, in many rural, and even lower-class village
and urban areas, stratification is less significant and traditional con-
cepts and culture remain strong, linking distant parts of the Arab World
through adherence to a common cultural heritage dispersed over a thousand
years ago.

Patai cites three other criteria of a culture area which are more
directly related to concerns of this analysis. One criterion is the cor-
relation between culture and geographic area of locus. Geography and
culture are, in other words, intertwined. Furthermore, the center of a
culture area will be well-defined but the margins will seldom be clear-
cut. A culture area, finally, is assumed to be the result of historical
processes, with a gquantitative relationship between age and area: the
larger the spatial area, the longer the historical process. Let us now
examine these characteristics of a culture area as they pertain to the

Arab Culture Nation.

Geography and Culture:

The Nomadic and Sedentary Middle East

A trip to the pyramids at Giza in Egypt gives startling clarity to
one of the fundamental dichotomies of the Middle East, for there is, as
if drawn with a pencil, a line between the tawny desert and the emerald
farmlands. This same line, with more or less exactness, cuts through
all the lands of the region, affecting and affected by the peoples living

there.
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Three main types of land are found in the Middle East and they
are linked to predictable cultural patterns. The green, cultivated
areas, primarily because they contain readily available water supplies
and tillable soils, are suitable for sedentary village or urban life.
Usually of a generally Mediterranean character, these lands have long,
dry summers and mild, rainy winters. The natural flora here is often
abundant, especially in spring and autumn, and cultivated areas can be
highly fruitful. In contrast to the green sections are the arid waste-
lands which are unfit for human habitation. Other regions will support
life if the inhabitants are equipped to move around seasonally, following
the rains and pastures. For the Arabs, these latter regions are the
deserts, the spawning ground of the Bedouin camel nomads.ho Interaction
between peoples of the wilderness and of more kindly lands is an integral
part of Middle Eastern life; mutual influences of rural and urban sec-~
tors are pervasive.

Nomadic Arabs (al-Badi) and urban-dwelling Arabs (al—ha@ar) have
since time immemorial needed one another, traded with one another, ad-
mired one another, and slandered one another. ZEach group perpetuates
stereotypes of the others which are often inconsistent, containing as
they do some truth, some error and much exaggeration. While the Bedouin
life style is romantically viewed by urbanites as being truly Arab, such
nostalgia is manifested only from beyond a certain "safe" distance.
Sherri Deaver reports that "while it is proper to talk of a great
grandfather who was a Bedu such relatives of closer genealogical depth

nll

are selectively ignored. Furthermore, each group considers its own

religious practices to be more correct than the other's, as the Bedouins
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believe that city people are concerned more with the letter than with the
spirit of the law, while the emotional nature of Bedouin Islam is fre~

%2 54111, the

quently seen as a sign of fanaticism by urban dwellers.
life-style and ideals of the Bedouin have come to symbolize basic Arab

values, which are believed, in Weekes words, to "insure harmony in human
relationships, solidarity of the family in the face of adversity, and a

e Honor comes to the family and lineage

continuation of the system....'
if these values are observed; shame and loss of face for the entire

group result if even a single member violates the norms. Thus viola-
tions of the rules of honor are dealt with severely, by banishment or
even death.hh The parameters of the honor/shame complex are discussed
in detail in later chapters; the crux of the matter, however, is the
issue of collective responsibility, seen at its most powerful in nomadic
tribal society but affecting Arad society at, all levels.

The city dweller sees the nomad as the carrier not only of Arab
ideals and virtues but of pure language as well. On the other hangd,
jokes and stories abound which poke fun at the crude, ignorant, dirty
Bedouins; proverbs portray them as rude, dishonest, dour, parasitic,
vengeful and c>ppressive.)45 The city 1s regarded as a place of prestige,
remarks Gulick, in spite of the fact that the majority of urbanites are
poor and weighted down with debtshsg "The city is positively associated
with 'eivilization,' yet it is also unwholesome and effete, and survives
only by means of new blood from rural areas, particularly the deserts."hT
Philosophers and writers criticize the supposed vices of the city dwel-
lers, whose only positive attributes, apparently, are those somehow re-

tained from their presumably nomadic ancestors. Nomads who move to the

prestigious city are, of course, bound to be corrupted.
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Nevertheless, the cultural achievements of Arab-Muslim society
have been urban achievements. Islam itself was born in an urban environ-
ment, although under heavy influences from desert society. The Quraysh
tribe was only recently settled prior to Mugammad’s birth and prophet-
hood. Bedouin social and cultural values are at the heart of the reli-
gion: bravery, chivalry, loyalty. Furthermore, nomadic populations
provided the manpower and fervor to spread the new religion, and in
fewer than ten years brought under the sway of Arab-Muslim rule the lands
of Arabia, Syria, Irag, and Egypt, which were formerly Byzantine and
Persian provinces. Nomadic armies soon spread the banner of Islam across
central Asia as far as India, and across North Africa and into Europe.h9
At one point the Empire's armies were within one hundred miles of Paris.
Despite the success of Bedouin military campaigns, however, the great
advances of Islamic culture —— in medicine, science, architecture, art,
mathematics, philosophy -- occurred as Bedouin Arabs became urbanized
and the people they conquered became Arabized. The Arab-Muslim community
assimilated and diffused various aspects of the civilizations which it
subjugated: Persian, Byzantine, European Christian. In the final analy-
sis, then, it is the synthesis of urban, rural and nomadic Arab and non-

Arab elements which composes the true character of the Arab Middle East.

Age, Area and Boundaries

The Arab World has been in the making for some thirteen-~hundred
yvears, and although the notion of "Arab Nationalism" is a child of the
Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, many people in what are now called

Arab countries assumed Arab identity generations ago through political

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



43

and religious allegiences and real or imaginary genealogical ties to the
Arabian Peninsula. One of Patai's criteria for a culture area states
that the greater the homogeneity within the area and the clearer its
limits, the less doubtful its culture area character; in addition, de-
fining elements tend to be more obscure near the outer boundaries. The
same may be said of a culture nation.

The Arab World is clearly an international Nation in which Arab
ethnicity, Arabic language, historical ties to the Arabian Peninsula,
and the Arab religion of Islam bring to bear more powerful influences
than those of other groups, languages or historical ties.

If we conceieve of the Arsbian Peninsula, more specifically mo-
dern~-day Saudl Arabia, as the historical and cultural center of the Arab
Culture Nation, we find the influences of the conquered and bordering
cultures and minority populations to be more important the farther we
move from the heartland. The o0il wealth of this century has resulted
in a massive influx of imported labor and it is possible that this, and
the increased exposure of Peninsular Arabs to the outside world, will in
time alter the "Arabness" of the peninsular na,tions,50 but to date the
area remains the most "Arab" of the Arab World.

Moving out from the center, those nations which are adjacent to
Arabia are also the nearest to her in spirit: the Yemens, Oman, the
United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Kuwait, southern Irag, eastern Syria and
Jordan. Theirs are the longest historical links and the greatest simi-
larity to Arabia; they are influenced only moderately by other culture
continents and are in fact part of the very ones in which Saudi Arabia

is included: the Near and Middle East.
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Another step away from Arabia proper leads into a transitional
area, for here we find western Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine, all of
which display characteristics not only of Arab Near and Middle Eastern
culture, but of Mediterranean culture as well. Moving to the west we
find the countries of North Africa occupying an even more distant and
complex position geographically and culturally. Many of their historical
and identifying attributes are unmistakably Arabian, brought by the in-
vading armies over a millenium ago. But to the north lie the Mediterra-
nean Sea and southern Europe with which, after eons of trade and travel,
the North Africans share much. Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco
are Mediterranean in many aspects of their cultural characters, but they
also have borrowed extensively from their neighbors to the south, and
sub-Saharan Africa is evident in their arts, music, dances, and folk
belief systems. The Sudan similarly blends Arab and sub-Szharan elements
in her traditional and political life. In spite of the vast variations,
however, the many cultural and social strands which form the Arab World
~- identification with the Arabic language, Arab history, and Arab-:
Islamic rule -- are plaited into a braid of nations which are first and

foremost Arab.
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(Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1962); John Gulick, The Middle East: An
Anthropological Perspective (Pacific Palisades, CA: Goodyear Publishing,
1976); Rapheal Patai, Golden River to Golden Road: Society, Culture and
Change in the Middle East (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 1962); Weekes, Muslim Peoples.

Numerous ethnographic studies of specific Arab societies are
available (see bibliography). For example, see: Hamed Anwar, Growing Up
in an Egyptian Village (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1934); Harold
B. Barclay, Burri al Lamaab (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1964);
Elizabeth Fernea, Guests of the Sheikh (New York: Anchor Books, 1976);
Anne Fuller, Buarij: Portrait of a Lebanese Village (Harvard Middle East
Monographs No. 6, 1961); John Gulick, Tripoli: A Modern Arab Town (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1967); Motoko Katakura, Bedouin Vil-
lage: A Study of a Saudi Arabian People in Transition (Tokyo: University
of Tokyo Press, 1977);William Lancaster, The Rwala Bedouin Today (London:
Cambridge University Press, 1981); Alois Musil, The Manners and Customs
of the Rwala Bedouins (New York: The American Geographical Society, 1928).

9The historical outline contained here summarizes information in

anthony Nutting, The Arabs: A Narrative History from Mohammed to the
Present (New York: New American Library, 196L4).
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1085m in Arabic. It is from Shem, son of Noah (NGh), that the

word Semite derives. This term applies not only to people, in particular
contemporary Jews and sometimes Arabs, but also to languages (Arabic,
Hebrew, Aramaic, Assyro-Babylonian, Phoenician, South Arabic and Ethio-
pic) and religions (Judaism, Christianity and IslZm).

Hprom Ham (Arabic Ham), another of Noah's sons.

12Alexander (Arabic Iskander) is often associated with his cousin
al-Khidr, and the two often assume the same roles in Arabic lore as do
St. George in Christian tradition and Elijah in Jewish. The general
themes and numerous parts of the Alexander legend cycle are found in the
Babylonian epic of Gilgamesh, dating from 2000-1600 B.C.E. See Hasan M.
El-Shamy, Folktales of Egypt (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1980), Tale 43. Remnants of this epic still exist, for instance among
the pearl divers of the Arabian Gulf.

13Islém means submission to the will of God. A Muslim is one who
submits to this will be following the tenets of the Islamic religion.

lhA distinction is made here between the two terms as follows:
Islamic refers to those sociocultural values and traditions which have
developed and spread with the Arab-Islamic empire and which have influ-
enced and been manifested by the inhabitants of areas which are now or
during a particular historical period were under the administration of
the Muslim Arabs. For example, Spain between the years 750 and 1L92 was
Islamic, although a large proportion of its population was Christian or
Jewish. Muslim, on the other hand, refers to persons or things directly
involved with the religion of Islam.

15Tbe World Almanac and Book of Facts 1984 (New York: Newspaper
Enterprise Association, 1984), 195.

16North Africa includes Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt,
northern Sudan; the Arabian Peninsula includes Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the
Yemens, the United Argb Emirates, Oman, and Bahrain; the Fertile Crescent
includes Irag, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria and Palestine.

lYAnWar G. Chejne, The Arabic Language: Its Role in History
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1969), 6.

18Philip Hitti, 3 History of the Arabs from Earliest Times to the
Present, 9th ed. (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1968), 90.

lgChejne, Arabic, T.

2Orbid., 8.

2lrpia., 9.
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225 award A. Westermarck, "Introduction to the Proverbs of Morocco,"
in Racial Proverbs: A Selection of the World's Proverbs, ed. Selwyn Gur-
ney Champion (London: George Routledge and Sonms, 1938), lxxix.

234illiem R. Polk, "Introduction," The Modern Arabic Literary
Language: Lexical and Stylistic Developments (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1970), xviii.

zhChejne, Arabic, 16.

25Jabra, "Arabic Language," 175.

26Chejne, Arabic, 16.

27Ja‘bra, "Argbic Language," 175.

28 pia.

29rpia. , 176.

3OChejne, Arabic, 16.

31Jabra, "Arabic Language,” 175.

32rpid.

33A'bdu1 Hadi al~Fouadi, "Sevety-Five Sumerian Proverbs and Their
Modern Iraqi Counterparts: A Comparative Study" (M.A. thesis, University
of Pennsylvania, 1967), 11-12; H.A.R. Gibb, "Introduction to the Proverbs
of Arabia," in Racial Proverbs: A Selection of the World's Proverbs, ed.
Selwyn Gurney Champion (London: George Routledge and Sons, 1938), xxxix.

3hJabra, "Arabiec Language," 175.

35Literature in minority languages, such as Kurdish, Turkish, and
Persian, 1s also found in some Arab countries but is limited to non-Arab
ethnolinguistic minority groups.

36On diglossia in Arabic, see: Salih J. Altoma, The Problem of
Diglossia in Arabic: A Comparative Study of Classical and Iragi Arabic
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1968); Mary Catherine Bateson,
Arabic Language Handbook (Washington, D.C.: Center for Applied Linguis-
ties, 1967).

37Polk, "Introduction,” xviii.

38Patai, Golden, 8L4-11k.

39See Ruth Benedict, Patterns of Culture (Boston and New York:

Houghton Mifflin, 1934); Melville J. Herskovits, Man and His Works: The
Science of Cultural Anthropology (New York: A.A. Knopf, 1950).
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hoThe Middle Eastern lands hospitable to nomadic peoples are
divisible into three sub-types: The deserts, home to the Arab Bedouins
in Arabia and North Africa, also are home to the Baluchis and Brahuis in
Baluchistan and the Berber-speaking Tuareg of the Sahara, all of whom are
camel nomads. Transhumance is practiced by Berbers in the Atlas Moun-
tains; Kurds, Lurs, Bakhtiari and Qashqai in the Zagros Mountains of
Iran, Turkey and Iraq; and by the Sulaymaniya of Afghanistan. Horse
nomads inhabit Middle Eastern steppe lands.

hlSherri Deaver, "The Contemporary Saudi Woman," in A World of
Women: Anthropological Studies in the Societies of the World, ed. Erika
Bourguignon (New York: J.F. Bergin, 1980), 29.

421554,

h3Weekes, "Arabs," 33.

hhSee Chapter S.

hsSee Appendix, proverbs 106-11k.

l‘6Gu1i ck, "Village," 1L1.
l‘Tﬂu'd. , 1h2.

hBIbid.

L9

Berger, Arab World, 40.

SOThis possibility is recognized and feared by the nations of the
Arabian Peninsula so that many have taken active steps to prevent or at
least minimize adulteration of bloodline and culture. Kuwait, for example,
offers low-interest loans to newly-weds if both are Kuwaiti. Foreigners
in Kuwait may not own property and are permitted residence only so long
as they, or a close relative upon whom they are dependent, are working.
No tourist visas are granted; one may visit the country only if spon~
sored, and this privilege is affected to a large degree by the appli-
cant's national origin. Even many ethnic Persians, born in Kuwait of
parents born in Kuwait, do not have full Kuwaiti citizenship. The situ-
ation is similar in other parts of the Aragbian Peninsula and Gulf.
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CHAPTER III

PROVERBS AND PROVERB SCHOLARSHIP

Historical Overview of Folkloristic Proverb Studies

Western paremiology has a long history influenced by a multipli-
city of disciplines: linguistics and philology, literature, anthropology
and, of course, folkloristics. Recent proverb studies have focused on
both text and context. Collectors and analysts have tested divcrse
hypotheses on the basis of proverb content and social usage.

With the development of the folklore movement in the nineteenth
century West, paremiology expanded by proverbial leaps and bounds.
Proverbs, as Roger Abrahams indicates, were regarded as among the most
conservative elements of "archaic" (rural) dialects, so that extensive
text collections were made and contributed considerable amounts of ma-
terial to the multitude of dialect dictionaries which appeared in the
nineteenth cen’cury.:L

Aside from the many early collections of European proverbs, nu-
merous compendiums of "native proverbs" appeared in the nineteenth cen-
tury. More often than not these collections were made not by folklorists
¢r_other:trained academics but by assorted amateurs: missionaries, mili-
tary personnel, political appointees, and wealthy adventurers. The
quality of the collections consequently shows radical variation, and

while some collectors were admirable in that they included vernacular

L9
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texts with translation52 and, occasionally, a degree of contextual in-
formation as well,3 others evidenced little or no scholarly rigor.
Selwyn Gurney Champion's Racial Proverbs: A Selection of the World's
Proverbsh is typical of the many collections which provide simply a
translation, which may or may not be accompanied by an "equivalent"
European proverb, and an attribution such as "Arab," ignoring the fact
that such a provenience could indicate a proverb collected anywhere in
the Arab World. Furthermore, the motives of collectors were not neces-~
sarily scholarship or altruism; the French collector Jacques Auguste
Cherbonneau, for instance, published a collection of some ninety items
from Algiers in the Revue de géographie in 1879. His purpose was to
illustrate the mechanical and meaningless nature of African Muslim
speech. He writes: "Les musulmans de 1'Afrique parlent beaucoup...sans
rien dire. Nous choississons dans nos carnets un spéciman de &léments
qui composent d'ordinaire ces causeries automatiques...."5

Collections of non-European proverbs found a wide audi-
ence in the West, as the massive exploration and colonization efforts
of that era opened the eyes of Europeans and Americans to the astound-
ing variations in their own species, creating a fascination with "exo-
tie" cultures and customs. The rise of Western folklore scholarship
was itself not unrelated to the expansionism of Western nations; inci-
pient nationalism gave rise to the urgent desire to specify and preserve
"national" traditions and thereby bolster "national" identity.6 Pro-
verb collections were often regarded as windows on the "national spirit"

of an entire people, although certain writers did warn against sweeping

judgements based on proverb collections. Edward Westermarck, for one,
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wrote:

As an instance of the danger the student of a people's proverbs runs
if he tazkes them as indicative of its character without possessing
adequate knowledge of facts that the proverbs fail to disclose, I
may mention the sayings dealing with married women. Among all our
[Moroccanl] proverbs there is not one that expresses any tender fee-
lings in a husband towards his wife; yet it would be a mistake to
assume that no such feelings exist....we have here to take into ac-
count the Moorish idea of decency: it is considered indecent of a
man to show any affection for his wife [publieclyl, and it would con-
sequently be improper to speak of it in proverbs.7

The Search for Origins

Much of the proverbt literature of the nineteenth and first
half of the twentieth centuries was focused on historical issues. The
pervasive search for origins which dominated folkloristies in its for-
mative years left paremiology as no exception; as Alan Dundes points
out, scholars sought cognate proverbs among people with related langua-
ges and posited possible birthdates and places for individual pro-
verbs.8 But this so-called "genetic approach™ is replete with prob-
lems; Beatrice Silverman-Weinreich summarizes the difficulties thus:
"Precisely because proverbs are so short -- as short as a motif in
folk-tale analysis —-- it is perforce difficult to uncover their his-
tory."9 Origins are usually obscure, because paths of dissemenation,
particularly of short items, are extremely complex, 4iffuse, and dif-
ficult to establish.

Studies of Arabic proverbs illustrate the difficulties
and confusion of attempting to pinpoint origins of items, as various

Arab and Western scholars have tried to do just that. H.A.R. Gibb,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



52

for instance, sets the stage by suggesting that the Arabic proverb cor-
pus may be regarded as a stratified syncretic body of lore, incorporating
items which entered Arabic tradition in a variety of ways and time
periods. The oldest level of proverbial expressions, which, he sug-
gests,
comprises the most typically Arab proverbs, naturally reflects the
social considerations of desert life, and the aloofness, pride and
stoical endurance of the nomad. But it includes also a great many
sayings which share the common characteristies of proverbial philo-
sophy elsewhere, with its emphasis on self-reliance, prudence and
the pagan virtues, and its skeptical attitude towards the world and
the motives of one's fellowmen.lO
These, he says, are the proverbs of pre-Islamic nascence which survived
the coming of the new religion and sociological re-organization.
Brockelman also attempts to trace Arabic proverbs to their ori-
gins and, conversely, cites the proverbé as a source of historical in-
formation. He points out that al-Mufaddal Ibn Salamzh and al-MaydanI
(see below) "give the most notable battles of the Arabs in their lists

1

of proverbs and proverbial allusions," such as the famous inter-tribal

war between the Bakr and the Taghlib.ll

Anis Frayha discusses sources
of Arabic proverbs, noting that "Al-Maydani tells us that most of the
classical Arabic proverbs were occasioned by some historical incident.
But by the time he was recording them, those incidents had tecome mythi-

ml2 s al-MaydanI and Frayha have confused the

cal and legendary.
issue even further, for not only do they speculate without proof on the
origins of proverbs, they also assume that what they refer to as myths

and legends are also based on historical fact, an assumption which

carries its own set of problems.
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In specific reference to Lebanese proverbs, Frayha adds to the
list of possible sources. Many, he asserts, are based on fables and
anecdotes, riddles and the answers to riddles, and classical proverbs;
he gives a number of examples for the first two categories but none for
the last.

Islam gave Arabic proverbial expression a transfusion of new
ideas, many of whick ran counter to notions of the Jahiliya, according
to Gibb. Teachings of the Prophet and his followers and successors
brought a "stratum of ethical precepts" into the lore; some of the new
proverbs were literal translations of scriptural sayings of the 0ld and
New Testaments.l3 While Gibb fails to support his assertion with exam-
ples, Frayha cites Biblical, Quranic and gadithic proverbs in the Leba-
nese dialect. "Do not drink from a well and then throw a stone into
it," he says, is Talmudic, while "(Just as a jar remains a jar though)
you may make it stand on its mouth, so does a daughter grow to be like
her mother" and "An eye cannot oppose an awl" are alterations of Eze-
kiel 16:LL and Acts 9:5 respectively.lh Brockelman adds that al-Maydani
includes a proverb in his collection (see below) which appears to be a
quotation from Deut. 32-15, and notes that "New Testament sayings are
common among Arabic proverbs, notably from the Sermon on the Mount."1?
Christian legends such as those about the martyrdom of Jurjis and the
story of the Seven Sleepers are also echoed in Arabic proverbs.16

As far as Islamic sources, "Mu@ammad died but his people were
not at a loss," writes Frayha, is attributed to the first Caliph, Abd

Bakr, announcing the death of the Prophet. "Do not dislike anything,

for it may be of good use to you" derives from Stira 2 of the Quran,
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verse 213.17 Many other proverbial sayings were attributed to the
Prophet and his Companions; Ibn Khallad al-Ramhurmuzi and Abu Hilal
a1-CAskarI mede a collection of Amthal an-Nabi (Proverbs of the Pro-
phet) which circulated outside the canonical collections of gaditbs
(see below). Al-Maydani includes a chapter in his Book of Collected
Proverbs on sayings attributed to the Prophéet and the first Caliphs.18
Pre-Islamic poets such as ?arafa, Imru'algais and Labid are also seen
as sources of proverbs.

The' Arab-Islamic expansion had additional profound effects on
the Arabic language and proverbs. The conquests of the homelands of
other ancient cultures in Egypt, Syria, Mesopotamia and Persia, and the
subsequent mingling of Arabs with the peoples of these lands, mutually
affected their languages, literatures, and, it is likely, their pro-
verbs. Gibb points out that, as in the confrontation of JahilIyan and
Islamic traditions, two conflicting elements were at work in the con-
quered lands: popular expressions of ancient origin overlaid with a
recent veneer of Christian or Zoroastrian philosophy.19 Thus, as Arab-
Islamic influence increased, four divergent streams of tradition com-
bined: the ancient indigenous proverbs and more recent expressions cur-
rent in the colonized lands, and the imported pre-Islamic and Islamic
proverbs of the newcomers, the conquerers. Still later another stratum
was added, says Gibb, as sayings of later genesis and verse fragments
from such post-Hijra poets as al-Mutanabbi, al-Farazdag and Muti€ b.
Iyas, "who either coined new phrases and similes or clothed the old in
new and more expressive forms,"eo were superimposed on the other four

strata. In fact, Isma®il al-Talaqgani collected those verses of al-
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Mutanabbi which have passed into oral tradition in a work called The
Remaining Proverbs from the Poetry of al-Mutanabbl (al-Amthal al-sa'ira
min ShirSr al-Mutanabe)~21

The major flaw in all these attributions is that the use of an
expression by a famous personnage, whether Prophet or poet, or in such
works as the Bible or the Talmud, does not necessarily indicate coinage
by that person or in that writing. Arab poets, including the Prophet,
were members of a community which valued oral tradition, and the rules

of Arabic poetic and rhetorical composition did not disapprove of for-

. . . . . 22
mulaic expression or "borrowing" from prior authors or traditionms.

The Study of Arabic Proverbs

Compilation of Arabic proverb lore began toward the start of the
Islamic era, or perhaps even prior to that time. C. Brockelman ob-
serves that "Proverbs excited the interest of the learned from the very
beginning of Arabic literature; historians and philologists emulated
one another in collecting and explaining them."23 During the early
period of Islamic expansionism, as the rapidly growing empire subsumed
many areas and peoples of the East, an active school of Arab philolo-
gists sought to preserve the verbal heritage and protect the language
from non-Arabic influences (see p. 37) by recording what they could of
ancient usage, including proverbs and related forms of expression. 1In
fact, almost all the notable philologists devoted special works to pro-
verbs.eh The result was an extensive literature on Classical Arabic
proverbs, probably running to hundreds of volumes and containing much

vital information on pre-Islamic Arab cuilture as well as proverb tex‘cs.z5
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The oldest extant philological treatise on Arabic proverbs is
the eighth century Kitab al-amthal (Book of Proverbs) of Mufa@?al Ibn
Salamsh al—Pabbi. Ibn Salamzh, who died sometime in the second century
of the Hijra, was a Kifan philologist and an authority on pre-Islamic
poetry. His work on proverbs, one of the best known collections of
Classical Arabic proverbs, was among his many works on a variety of
subjects.26

Abu cUbayd al-Qasim b. Sallam al~Harawli, a philologist, Jjurist
and theologian born in Herat in 770 C.E., continued the work of Ibn
Salamah. Al Harawi's book, the XKitab al-amthal (Book of Proverbs),
also called al-Majalla (The Review), was printed in Constantinople as
part one of atmTu@fa al—Bahiya.27

Hamza al—I§fahani's 10th century collection survives in manu-
script form. This collection deals with proverbs in the afa®1u min
verbal form and was used extensively by later writers; it was, for exam—
ple, "copied word for word by al-MaidanI for the corresponding section
of his book."28

Building upon the works of Ibn Salzmah and al-Harawi was another
philologist, AbQ Hilal al—cAskari, who died around 1005 C.E. A1-SAskari's
Jamharat al-Amth3l (Collection of Proverbs), printed posthumously in
Bombay in 1306-07, dealt more comprehensively with the Classical proverbs

than did the collections of his predecessor529

3y 1t was the first at-
tempt to annotate each proverb from the philelogical and historical
point of view, excluding all post-Classical material, to which al-Is-

fahanI had allotted considerable space.30
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The best known and most comprehensive of the early Arabic pro-
verb studies is the Kitab Majmac al-amthal (Book of Collected Proverhbs )
of A@mad b. Mu@ammad al-MaydanI, another philologist. Al-Maydani, who
died October 27, 1124, gathered together material collected by his fore-
runners and "expanded each section by an appendix on modern proverbs."31
Al-Maydani's Kitah still extant in several manuscripts and regarded as
a standard work on Arabic proverbs, appeared in two volumes, and offers
material on "ancient Arabic household words and proverbs, with very im-
portant explanatory notes on poetry."32

Despite the increasing vitality of the “ammiya (dialect) forms
of speech beginning in the sixth century (see pp. 35-38), it was not
until the nineteenth and present centuries that, under the influence of
European scholarship, Arab scholars began to display an interest once

33 and to make serious attempts to collect them "from

34 Interest shifted from philological

more in proverbs
the living speech of the people.”
concerns with preserving "pure" Arabic to a linguistic focus on spoken
language; most works on modern dlalects by Arab writers include sec-

35

tions on proverbs. Among the best known works by Arabs are al-Durra

al-yatima fi 'l-Amthal al-Qadima by Ibrahim Sarkis Lubnéni,36 Mahmud
Ef. Omar al-Bajuri's Kit3b Amth3l al-mutakallimin min Cawamm al-Mis-
37

riyin~' and Ashhar al-Amthal by ?éhir b. §alih al—Jazé'iri.38 A@mad
Taymtr's al-Amthal al-cAmmIga (collguial Proverbs)39 contains 3200
spoken Egyptian proverbs, and Sheikh Jalal al-Hanafi's al-Amthal al-
Baghdadiya (The Proverbs of Baghdad)ho is a2 multi-volume collection of

Iraqi collogquial proverbs.
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Recent Trends

In part because of the growing influence of the social sciences
on paremiclogy, there has been a trend away from purely literary and
historical studies among Western researchers in the latter part of the
twentieth cen‘l:ury.b'l Scholars still do content analyses, attempting in
part, according to Dundes, "to correlate proverb content with national
character and to extrapolate worldview from prove::'bs,"h2 but folklor-
ists and anthropologists involved in such studies usually caution their

43

readers about the limitations of such studies, and utilize more ri-
gorous analytical tools than the simple subjective commentary of their
predecessors.

Since the 1960's contextual approaches have been made to all
genres of folklore, and proverbs are certainly no exception. Dundes
remarks that "it has been suggested that there may be laws or rather
principles governing the decision-making process which results in the
citation of one proverb rather than another, or rather than no pro-

il

Folklorists have made contextual studies of proverbs in

k5

verb.
search of these elusive rules, ° drawing on the "ethnography of speak-
ing" movement, whose approach to oral literature is, in the words of
Dell Hymes, the movement's founder, "concerned with the situations and
uses, the patterns and functions, of speaking as an activity in its
own right."LL6 Some examples of this ethnographic approach are a study
by E. Ojo Arewa and Alan Dundes of Yoruba proverbs and their use in
context,h7 Peter Seitel's work on proverbs as meta,phors,h8 Robert A.
Barakat's study of Arabic proverbs in contgxt;g? and Kwesi Yankah's

50

analyses of Akan proverbs.
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Proverbs have also found their way into the realm of applied
folklore, perticularly in clinical psychology. Dundes, for instance,
reports that proverbs have been used to measure certain mental skillsSl;
Franzeska Baumgarten has written on the usefulness of proverbs in atti-

52

tude measurement. Paul Satz and L.T. Carroll indicate that abnormal

mental conditions can be determined through the use of proverbs as pro-

>3

jective language behavior, and Wolfgang Mieder reports that proverbs

can be useful in testing intelligence, verbal comprehension, abstract
thinking, schizophrenia and personality traits.Sh
Western scholars have, then, approached their materials from
numerous theoretical and philosophical angles and with a variety of
purposes. There have been writers who studied proverbs in their own
languages; others have focused on proverbs from outside their own tra-
ditions. Some scholars, particularly folklorists, have carried out
comparative research in quest of universal principles of proverbs de-
finition and usage. Psychologists have regarded proverbs as manipula-

tive tools in the assessment of personality. We move now to some of the

specific issues addressed in proverb research.

The Problem of Definition

Despite the near universality of proverbs and the long history
of paremiology, scholars have yet to concur on a clear, complete, and
universally applicable definition of the proverb. Some paremiologists
have elected to minimize or completely ignore the fundamental issue of
defining their materials; no.less a notable than Archer Taylor wrote

that "The definition of the proverb is too difficult to repay the under-
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taking," and that "Except in a vague paraphrase there is no defining a
proverb."55 B.J. Whiting, a leading literary scholar, concurred: "To
offer a brief yet workable definiton of the proverb, especially with the

n56

proverbial phrase included, is well nigh impossible. Whiting did

in fact suggest the following definition twenty years earlier, in 1932:
A proverb is an expression which, owing its birth to the people,
testifies to its origin in form and phrase. It expresses what is
apparently a fundamental truth, -~ that is, a truism, -- in homely
language, often adorned, however, with alliteration and rhyme. It
is usually short, but need not be; it is usually true, but need not
be. Some proverbs have both a literal and also a figurative meaning,
either of which makes perfect sense; but more often they have but
one of the two. A proverb must be venerable; it bears signs of
antiquity, and, since such signs may be counterfeited by a clever
literary man, it should be attested in different places at different
times.>T

Whiting then laments that many "true proverbs" do not fit all the re-

quirements of even his loop-hole-ridden definition and that no one

definition can cover all three groups of proverbial literature -- "true
proverbs, proverbial phrase, and sententious remarks,"58 which doubt-
less accounts for his later despair.

Friedrich Seiler, in his great work on German proverbs, gives
examples of functional criteria and stylistic devices characteristic

of proverbs but, criticizes Silverman-Weinreich, "he ends by drowning

in a sea of definienda and cannot arrive at an internally consistent

definition to cover every proverb."sg Danish philologist Iver Kjaer
defines proverbs as "anonymous traditional sayings about human life

(directly or metaphorically)...” but says nothing about form or length,

and leaves out many proverbs concerned with non~human phenomena such

as weather.60 Roger Abrahams begged the guestion when he wrote in

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



61

1967 that "proverbs are difficult to define by internal characteristics,
but they are immediately recognizable when used in a proverb context."61
Yet how do we recognize a "proverb context" if we do not know what a
proverb is?

Barakat makes a lengthy and thoroughly confusing stab at defining

62 He

the Arabic proverb (mathal) in céntrast to the "maxim" (qa%ida).
bases his distinction on data from informants, who he concedes are far
from agreement on the details of differentiating the two forms, and he
concludes that in fact the two terms are used interchangeably.63 Most
informants, he says, agreed that both forms may contain @ikma (wisdom;
see below) but usage context determines the amount of @ikma in an item;
a few informants said that all proverbs do not necessarily contealn @ik—
ma.6h The mathal, reports Barakat, is said to express "higher truth"
than the ga“ida, and to convey cultural information (norms) relevant to
Arabic society and culture.65 Does this then imply that information or
norms conveyed by the qécﬁda are irrelevant to Arab culture? One as-
sumes that Baraskat means here that the mathal is more specific to Arab
culture than the qécida, since some degree of relevance must exist for
the qécida to be used at a2ll. Stated another way, it appears that
Barakat means to say that the qécida pertains to both Arab culture and
humankind in general while the mathal is culture specific. But how
such determinations are made or how the "height" of a truth is measured
are not dealt with and would seem in any case to be highly dubious and
subjective distinctions.

Barakat then relates that some informants distinguish between

the two forms on the basis of applications; the mathal is said to apply
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to personal situations involving friends, relatives, neighbors, etec.,
while the qécida is applicable to general situations -- political, or-
ganizational, and some social situations.66 This then seems to suggest
that an item's identity may alternate depending on the usage context.
Ultimately Barakat admits that the fine line which distinguishes mathal
from gi‘ida is exceedingly difficult to draw, and that in fact it is
often contextually defined.6T Summarized, the characteristics posited
by some informants for the mathkhal include a personal level of situa-
tional orientation, possession of a certain degree of ?ikma (wisdom),
potential application "to those contexts which are of greater value to
human behavior and expressive of traditional norms in Arabic society,"
and the stating of "some general, or universal, truth significant in

w68 o qi%ida, on the other hand,

terms of that society and its members.
is also situation-oriented but it is applied to contexts which appear

to be impersonal, general and universal. The qécida may contain ?ikma
but it is "more expressive of universal norms on a universal level than

l,"69 whatever that means. Ba-

on a specific cultural or societal leve
rakat, then, drowns in the same sea of defining details as did Seiler,
and further complicates the matter by implying that definition must
rely on the subjective attribution of hikma (wisdom) to contextual
applications of items.

Nigel Barley asserts that even where definitions of proverbs
have been proferred, they have often been "enlighteningly wrong."YO
Careful examination of proposed partial or full definitions does, how-

ever, reveal a number of seemingly minimal aspects of the proverb

which will lead to a complete and adequate definition. These criteria
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fall into five categories: form, source of authority, mode of expression,

raison d'étre, and content.

Form

Most proposed proverb definitions commence with some statement

71 of the proverb, which has been described as a

73 Th

on the special form

witty, full, impersonal and
T6

. 2 .
brlef,T terse, economical,

75

pithy,

linguistically artful eipgrammatical standard statement of moral

or categorical imperatives in fixed metaphorical paradigmatic form"

wlT An

dealing with "fundeamental logical relationships. standard state-

ment," according to Barley, implies one which is "reducible to 2 list

nT8 and folklorists have, naturally, emphasized

for any given culture,
that the proverb should be "current in tradition."79 The conciseness
of the proverb is evident in the fact that most proverbs consist of a
single sentence; they are, in essence, "among the shortest forms of
traditional expression that call attention to themselves as formal ar-
tistic entitites."so The unigueness of proverb form has been described
by Seitel as "out-of-context" because a proverb violates the conven-
tional rules of conversation in some way, so that while a proverb may
be appropriate within a particular conversational context, its "syntax,
subject matter, or other features violate in some (acceptable) way the

Tusual! context."8l

Form in Arsbic proverbs is discussed by Mahgoub82 and, in more
detail, by Westermarck.83 Mahgoub elaborates various stress patterns

and syllabic structures common in Egyptian proverbs, and notes that
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many proverbs display a balanced structure consisting of two phrases.
In addition, she cites the wide use of particles such as 'illi (which),
zayy (as, like), ya (O!),.min (who) and ’'in (if) as formal markers of
proverbs. In reference to Moroccan proverbs, Westermarck enumerates
eleven major formal categories and sub-categories as follows: 1) com-
parison ("An old woman is worse than the devil"); 2) comparison and
antithesis ("Your friend who is near is better than your brother who is
far away"); 3) causation ("Patience is the key of all well-being");
3a) consequences in logically related phrases ("What has passed has
died, it will be repeated no more"); 3b) causation in literal plus
metaphorical phrases ("An enemy will not become a friend, and bran will
not become flour"); L) imperative ("Do as your neighbor does or move
from him"); UL4a) imperative preceeded by conditional clause ("If you
are a peg endure the knocking and if you are a mallet strike");

Yb) negative imperative ("Don't belittle him who is not small, don't
magnify him who is not great"); Lec) two antithetical imperatives ("Sow
wheat, don't sow thorns"); 5) curses ("The curse of God be on the
golden cup, if there is bile in it"); 6) blessings ("May God be with
you, O stranger"); T) curse and blessing ("May God betray the betrayer,
and may God increase the good of him who is good"); 8) question with
negative implication ("What is death going to take from an empty
house?"); 9) sarcasm ("0 how beautiful is the love in the head of
other people™); 10) irony ("I shall have to wait till the raven becomes
vhite and the donkey climbs a ladder and the salt blossoms"); 11) re-
petition: 1la) immediate repetition (Your tale [isl a tale, and your

talk your talk"); 11b) repetition separated by one or more words
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("There is no beauty but the beauty of action"); 1lc) repetition from
one phrase to the next .("Cupidity is a plague, and the plague kills");
114) same word starts both phrases ("A little for God and a little for
my own heart"™); 1le) same word ends both phrases ("The cat uses cun-
ning, and the mouse uses cunning").

In the final analysis it may be the form which defines the pro-
verb; as Westermarck put it some fifty years ago:

The proverb contains some touch of fancy in the phrasing, it
personifies inanimate objects or abstract conceptions, it is para-
doxical, hyperbolic, pointed and pungent, pithy and epigrammatical,
or it makes use of antithesis or parallelism or of rhythm, rime
[sicl, alliteration, or puns. It is the form which gives most
proverbs their salt. :

Silverman-Weinreich points to the fact that form helps define the pro-

verb not only in an academic sense, but for its users and audience as

well;
To set it apart from ordinary utterances, the proverb as an indicator
of the rule, appears to be cast into certain molds, and to be charac-
terized by certain formal markers. These markers serve as a kind of
oral gquestion marks, making the proverb easier to remember and trans-
mit for those who know it, while intimating to those who do not know
it that it is a proverb, when heard for the first time. >

Form, finally, may help lend the proverb authority, "signifying to the

listener that it is no ordinary small-talk, but the Voice of traditional

n86

wisdom.
Source of Authority

If people of a particular culture do subscribe to belief in in-

herent truth in their proverbs -- and evidence of proverb use in serious
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circumstances such as education and judicial proceedings indicates that
they do -~ then it follows that there should be an authority upon which
that truth is founded. The shared experiences of numbers of people over
time spawned what Lord Russell termed "the wisdom of many" summarized

n87

by "the wit of one in proverb form and then retransmitted by and to
the ever-increasing "many." Traditional recognition of the validity of
proverbial opinion is the supreme authority quoted when the oft=used
formulaic lead-in to a proverb appears in English: "You know what they
say...." Arabic speakers sometimes introduce proverbs through similar
conventions; Mahgoub observes that Eyptian proverbs may be preceeded by
gal (it is said), sa@I@ (truly), sa@I@ 111i gal (he is right who said),
mish biy'ullah (doesn't it say), or ala ra'y il-masal (as the proverb
goes); they may also be followed by zayy-i ma biy'ulu or €ala ra'y-i ma

88

biy'alu (as they say). The "authorities" cited in these cases carry
the weight of long-standing public concensus aided by the reassuring
familiarity of traditional proverbs. As Raymond Firth explains it,
It is this weight of respect for traditional teaching which is the
ultimate basis and sanction for the proverb, which provides its
potency as a means of enforcement of social conduct. This acts
through an appeal to public opinion, for which the individual al-
ways had great regard.89
In tradition lies truth, or as "they" say in Lebanon, "A proverb never
tells a lie."
John F. McKenna has proposed a view of this "weight of tradition"

as a sort of balast preserving the equilibrium by which society coun-

terbalances the forces of change:
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thus approved by each generation, the proverb appears identified
with tradition, with the "establishment," not considered as a
passing regime, but as the way a people looks at things over a per-
iod of centuries. Individual eccentricities are subordinated; the
subjective gives way to the objective, in a realistic, pragmatic
system given to fixing blame and to teaching lessons useful in the
future. The proverb expresses the values of the winners, the sur-
vivors, not the losers, and is more frequently interested in pru-
dence than in compassion. It is an unduly conspirational view to
speak of the proverb as part of an establishmentarian plot, but it
does tend to support the status quo, playing one of the roles of a
sort of mythology.90 Thus the proverb is the encapsulated expression
of a successful ancestral tradition, that enjoys cultural stability.91

The proverb may function, then, as a link "between an actual experience

92

or situation and the body of traditional wisdom."

Mode of Expression

Once a "truth" is established and the need for citing it arises,
it must find a vehicle for expression. Language is that vehicle, and
proverbs constitute a very special kind of language. While some pro-
verbs are simple, straightforward statements ("Shame on him who does
shameful things"), the vast majority are metaphorical. When someone
says "The net scolds the sieve"[EW1L67] in reference to a critic who
is no better than his target, logical connections are established at
several levels. First, the listener must recognize the applicability
of the proverb to the situation at hand, setting up an intellectual
equasion: "The net scolding the sieve" equals "person A criticizing
person B." But nets and sieves are not persons, so the cognitive link
must be established between the metaphorical proverb terminology and the
elements of the immediate context:

the net : person A : : the sieve : person B.
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If the net is in fact to person A as the sieve is to person B, then
what the proverbial net does to the sieve (scolds, or evaluates nega-
tively) is equivalent to what person A does to person B (criticizes, or
evaluates negatively). Furthermore, the implication is that because
the net is Jjust as permeable as the sieve and therefore hardly in a
position to criticize, person A has no business criticizing person B.
G.B. Milner's view of the proverb as a statement in which symmetry of

93 is especially applicable

content is reproduced in symmetry of form
to such metaphorical proverbs as this one.

Metaphor is but one possible expressive mode in proverbs. A.J.
Greimas discusses connotative expression in proverbs which, he says,
function at two levels of signification: the referential or denotative,

2

and the connotative. The relationship between the two levels, ela-
borates Pierre Crepeau, is mediate, "that is to say, it is established
by the aid of the sociocultural context and of the enunciative process.
The enunciative process includes the situational context and the in-
tentional or functional aspect of the proverb."95 Variables of socio-~
cultural and immediate context and performance help determine what is
expressed and how it is expressed. Thus when studying similar but not
identical proverbs we may say that "A variant is a change in form at
the pure linguistic level; a version on the contrary impliss a switch

96

in semantics." This distinction may well be applicable to other

folkloric genres as well.
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Raison d'étre
With such complex features making up the proverbial mode of ex-
pression, why do people use proverbs at all? What is the raison d'étre
of these short traditional statements and metaphors? Certainly one
factor influencing their use is the weight of traditional authority
which proverbs carry and which lends credibility to what is essentially
an opinionated statement on a situation; Westermarck suggests that
When a person has something to say, a proverb often gives him a con-
venient ready-made means of expression which srares him the trouble
of finding words of his own for formulating his thought. The use of
a proverb adds piquancy to one's speech; it shows savoir vivre and
knowledge too; it makes a neat argument which has the authority of
custom and tradition -- as Aristotle said, "proverbs are in the na-
ture of evidence."97
Furthermore, as Taylor notes, a proverb concisely passes judgment on a
circumstance and/or suggests a course of action98 from a particular
point of view, presenting, in Abrahams' performance-centered terms, "a
strategy that is self-sufficient, needing nothing more than an event of
communication to bring it into play...."99 As a rhetorical tool a pro-
verb also takes the burden off the individuals involved in a situation
calling for opinions and recommendations; by impersonalizing the situ-
ation with a proverb it becomes less unique, and the idea that other
people have experienced similar difficulties often mzkes the outcome
more acceptible. Conversely, impersonalization through proverb use in
place of normal speech allows direct verbal assaults to be launched

obliquely; one may couch opinions in traditional terms with relative

ipmunity, whereas direct statements might escalate tensions. Finnegan
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writes that proverbs

may be a particularly suitable form of communication in situations
and relationships of potential or latent conflict. This aspect may
perhaps serve to throw more light on the fact that whereas some
people make great use of proverbs, among others, for instance the
Nuer, they seem to be of little or no importance. For it may be

that is is precisely those societies in which there is marked latent
conflict, or in which there is particular need to regulate formalized
conflicts, that proverbs play an especially large part.l00

Heda Jason has suggested that when a society fails to fulfill
its own value system, oral literature functions as a "connective ele-~
ment" between the ideal and the real. Ot By addressing a problem of an
individual, a sector of society or society as a whole, a single item
(tale, song, proverb) proposes conflict resolutions, usually in meta-
phorical form; "Each genre of oral literature deals with a certain
kind of problems, considers them from a certain point of view, offers

w102

a certain kind of resolutions. In this manner proverbs, along

with other traditional verbal and non-verbal expressive forms, appear

nl103

"to be used to oil the wheels of the social machine..., by resolving

what Seitel describes as contradictions between an individual's ex-
pectations and his or her immediate perceptions of social con'l:ex*l',.:LOLL
The proverbial vehicle of expression is convenient, although
some analysts have, perhaps, overestimated its clarity to some extent.
Jason, for one, writes that "all the connotations of a traditional ex-
pression are well known to the audience and the risk of being misun-

derstood, is reduced."lo5

Reduced, perhaps, but hardly eliminated, as
exemplified by an experiment reported by Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett,

in which a class of 80 American students proposed three meanings for
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the well-known English-language proverb, "A rolling stone gathers no
moss."106 Even when all and only the same connotations of a particular
item are known to both performer and audience, it may not be clear to
the listener precisely which interpretation is intended by the proverb

user.

Recourse to traditional modes of expression can be reassuring;

n107

they provide "templates" or "portable paradigms, as Barley calls

them, for the handling of immediate experience, and

ensure that there is no such thing as a totally new situation by
the establishing of relations between events and categories. They
can also be regarded as mechanisms by which the mind builds up
larger-scale "bits," a switch from building with bricks to building
with prefabricated units.108

George Herzog and Charles G. Bloah describe the intellectual operation
of proverbs as "[subsumingl the particular under the general,"109
lending notes of familiarity and organization to what otherwise may
appear to be an unmanageable situation. They pour verbal oil on the
waters of social chaos, helping to reduce animosity and anxiety alike;

proverbs, explains McKenna,

warn people of what they fear: their own weaknesses and vices, the
weaknesses, malice and machinations of others individually or col-
lectively, the forces of nature and the force of destiny. For once
warned, we feel, one can be to some extent prepared for the onslaught
of these threats, or sometimes one can even control or limit their
effects. Thus the wisdom of the proverb can give a double comfort
against fear: first, as a rational attempt to provide a sort of
handle on experience, it can give the feeling of at least understand-
ing the danger, and second, as part of a cultural heritage shared
with ancestors and posterity, it gives the feeling of a companion-
ship in adversity, of mutual support. In a way, the proverb shares
with the incantation the pretension of being a verbal formula in-
tended to ward off evil, the incantation without a visible logical
connection with the evil itself, the proverb with a more apparent
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connection if, by influencing conduct, it makes survival more
likely.110
Taken together, the skills needed to cope with the non-ideal in

life -- disappointment, confrontation, fear and tragedy -- are in large
measure culturally determined. Proverbs and other forms of verbal art
aid in the enculturation of the individual as a competent member of
society, someone who, as McKenna remarks, knows "the technical and so-
cial conventions and skills useful for sm-vival.":Lll The proverb,
which is a verbal formulation of these skills and conventions, affects
the thinking and behavior of the people who learn and use it, "playing
in rural or pre-scientific societies much the same role as does the
scientific, literary, philosophical or political dictum in our own. "2
J. David Sapir and J. Christopher Crocker regard proverbs and other
traditional speech forms as manipulative tools. Through language, they

"eontrol —- or if not control, at least cajole"

t nll3

say, people are able to

the social, the natural and the supernatural environmen

Content
The subject matter of proverbs is virtually unbounded. Cervan-
tes's famous definition describes the proverb as being drawn from long

11k This "truth" is usually general-

experience and containing a truth.
ized; proverbs which are applied in highly personal immediate contexts
utilize very generalized, impersonal tones and can thus be used didac-
tically without the speaker assuming the preacher's mien. "Truth" in

proverbs, based as it is wupon culturally and immediately specific ex-

perience and context, varies across space and time, so that the content
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and message of proverbs from even a single informant are highly vari-
able. It is because of this variability that contextual and rhetorical
as well as literary and content studies are vital to a full apprecia-
tion and understanding of proverbs, as is a firm grounding in the ethno-
logicalbackground of the group under scrutiny; as Finnegan remarks, "It
is often impossible to grasp the point or attraction of a given proverb
without some knowledge of the cultural background and of what the thing
mentioned means to those who utter it." 17

Ultimately everything with which a group is concerned is fair
game for proverbial comment, "the extent to which any single sphere is
stressed [dependingl," explains Finnegan, "on the culture and experience

of a particular society."ll6

Because of the potential of proverbs to
comment on other cultural phenomena, paremiology has been recognized
as an important area of inquiry by semioticians as well as folklorists,
as it "links up with linguistics and anthropology in a fuller realiza-

tion of its own importance for the understanding of human thought."117

Traditional Arabic Speech Forms

Aragbic verbal tradition includes a number of similar but not
coterminous forms of expression; of special concern here are the terms
@adith, ?ikma and mathal. gadith (Tradition)118 is the term used to
indicate a special Islamic category of expression similar to proverbs
in content, form and function. A ?adith is, as J. Robson describes it,
"an account of what the Prophet Muhammad said or did, or of his tacit
approval of something said or done in his presence."llg Unlike the

Quran, hadiths are not believed to be the eternal word of God but, as
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they are attributed to the Prorhet and represent divine guidance, their
authority is exceeded only by that of the Holy Book itself. Books of
?adiths were compiled in the early centuries of Islam, and collectors
required that the traditions, to qualify as ?adiths rather than sonme
other traditional form of verbal expression, display two features: evi-
dence of authenticity and the text itself. The silsila (chain of wit-
nesses) from the originator to the final transmittor identifies each
step in the transmission of an item from the Prophet to the compilor
and provides the sanad (support) or isnad (supporting) for the authen-

ticity of the hadith.
Although the hadiths are maintained and transmitted by formal

mechanisms, Barakat contends that they share many elements with orally

transmitted proverbs. He writes:

the basic reasoning behind the use of hadith in Moslem Arab society
is not dissimilar to the application of proverbs. Similarly, the
sanad of Hadith, with the stress on a chain of reliable attestors
back to the originator further adds a ring of authenticity to the
Traditions which, therefore, carry great wisdom and truth because
they are links with the past. Proverbs, when used in conversational
situations, also bear great weight because the speaker is linking
his sayings to the past. By doing so, he shifts the responsibility
of his content to past traditions and authorities whose wisdom can-
not be gquestioned. To be a successful conversationalist in the
Arab world, and to be respected as a user of proverbs, such "docu-
mentation" or sanad is required by one's audience.l2l

Barakat's argument is essentially functionalist; he sees both proverbs
and @adIths as devices which support the speaker's point of view while
shifting responsibility to the ancestors, as it were. Be that as it
may, Barakat misses the most fundamental distinction between the two

forms, and that is their contrasting statuses as secular and sacred

items. Proverbs carry the authority of tradition, a potent but profane
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power. Hadiths, on the contrary, glean their potency from their sacred
status; only the Quran surpasses them as embodiments of religious au-
thority. Of course, the possibility that a particular saying that was
current in tradition may have been used by the Prophét and quoted as
his own expression cannot be ruled out, but the religiosity attached to
the saying by his use nevertheless altered its status from secular to
sacred and shifted its transmission, as a @adith, from informal to for-
mal mechanisms. Furthermore, there are items which exist simultaneously
as proverbs in oral tradition and as @adiths in religious tradition.
Barakat also mentions @ikma as an attribute distinguishing

@adiths from proverbs. gikma is a term with multiple meanings, the

1

basic one being "wisdom," which, according to Goichas, "includes the

nine sections of the Mantig, that is to say the science of expression

in speech, firstly logic, then rhetoric and poetry."l22

gikma means
different things for different people; Barakat found that for some it
signifies "general, universal truth that may be applied to situations

to sum up both cause and effect. To others it is spiritual."123 Goi-
chas adds that the Quran uses the term to indicate wisdom "which implies

knowledge of spiritual truths."12h

In regard to oral tradition, Bara-
kat points to the fact that hikma has a dual application; it is used to
signify the wisdom expressed in proverbs and maxims, "the exact degree
of which may only be determined by the situation in which they are

nl25 . ] . . 126
used. In other cases, hikma refers to the wise sayings themselves.
Hikma, then, can refer to content or text of traditional sayings.

The term mathal indicates what are called in English the "pro-

verb" and the "simile." Gibb tells us that in Arabic the two meanings
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shade into one another, and it is often difficult to draw the divi-
ding-line between them. For the art of the Arabt has always been his
speech, and with that intense feeling for words that is his birth-
right, the striking simile coined for the occasiocn by poet or orator
rapidly acquired currency as a proverb.l27
He continues, pointing out that the vivid simile and the strong emotional
impact it carries is common in Arabic verbal art, including the Quran,
"Fhere the same device is constantly employed to drive home both argu-

nl28

ments and precepts. Reynold A. Nicholson adds that the element of

simile is present also in Arabic proverbial expressions referring to

129

historical or legendary comparisons, although Gibb cautions that

there are many amthidl (proverbs) which do not employ similes.130

The Arabs generally make a distinction between two types of
proverbs: amthal fuf@é (classical proverbs) and amthal Cammiya (col-
loguial proverbs). The classification of an item is based primarily
on language. The amthal fu§§§ are in Classical Arabic, while the am-
thal cammi'ya are in the spoken dialects and are less rigid in line
structure than their more formal cousins.

Co-existence of folk and literary versions of the same item
within a single geographical and linguistic setting, where they inter-
sect from time to time "to create crucial contact points between oral

nl3l

and written traditions is not rare in folklore and has been men-

tioned by numerous scholars.132 Dan Ben-Amos, discussing this pheno-
menon with regard to narrative traditions, observes that "The oral and
written forms have distinct social orbits, which criss-cross each

other in a network of situations and contact points."l33 Certainly

this is true of classical and collogquial Arabic proverbs, many of
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which are identical but for differences of grammatical inflection or
pronunciation. Collectors and members of the culture have, neverthe-
less, distinguished between the two types on the basis of formal con-
siderations, and our concern here is with those proverbs maintained

primarily in oral tradition.

Structural Analysis of Proverbs and the Problem of Genres

Structural folklorists reverse the stance of functionalists and
contextualists, asserting that the important thing is not what the pro-
verb does, but what it is, at least when seeking generic definition.

Although scholars do not fully agree on what exactly constitutes a

T

"structural description,” it is generally held to mean a determination

of parts and their relationships to one another and to the whole. The
immediate aim of structural analysis in folklore is the delineation

and definition of genres, so that "once these genres have been defined
in terms of internal morphological characteristics, one will be better

able to proceed to the interesting problems of the function of folk-

"133

loristic forms in particular cultures. In addition, structuralists

such as Robert A. Georges and Alan Dundes regard careful morphological

analysis as the first step toward fruitful intergeneric comparison.135

Dundes defends the structural analysis of proverbs as

a valuable test case for the structural analysis of folklore gener-
ally. If it is truly possible to analyze the structure of the
genres of oral literature, then it ought to be possible to analyze
the structure of proverbs in particular...The great advantage of
using proverbs rather than folktales, myths or ballads is obviously
the relative simplicity of the genre. It makes sense therefore to
attack the crucial theoretical questions of structural analysis by
focusing upon a simple proverb rather than a complex myth.l3
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Furthermore, all the general theoretical problems associated with struc-
tural analysis of other genres are relevant to proverbs: the nature of
minimal structural [emicl units; the gquestions of if and where the ge-
neric continuum is or can be segmented meaningfully, and; "the inevi-
fable controversy as to whether the units of analysis are really in the
data (God's truth) or are only a heuristic device found exclusively in
the mind of the analyst (Hocus-Pocus)."137

The structural approach to proverbs is not entirely a child of
the 1960's and 1970's. Marjorie M. Kimmerle tried in 1947 to devise a
classification system for folk sayings, proverbs included.l38 This
system classifies form according to syntax, and subject matter according
to the names of concrete objects. The main difficulty with her scheme
is its close affiliation with linguistic and syntactic formulae that
concentrate, in Chomskian terms, on surface rather than deep structure.
In studying folkloric phenomena, Dundes has suggested, and velidly,
that it would be more useful to concentrate on folkloristic rather than
linguistic structure.139

Milner tried to reveal the nature of proverbs by forcing them
into a structural system based on quadripartite form.lho Utilizing his
content study of Samoan proverb collections, he suggests that proverbs
can be defined as traditional expressions utilizing four-level structure.
The major flaw in Milner's system, which aims only at classification,
is his assumption that those items which don't fit are "survivals"
from earlier, more complete forms. Comments Dundes,

This is not only a form of throwing away empirical data that doesn't
[sic] fit a theory, but is itself a "survival" of English survival
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theory in which it is invariably assumed that the full, original

form in the past has evolved or rather devolved through time, suffer-

ing such ravages of attrition that only a fragment remains.1h
Barley also warns against overstating the quadripartite system, which
he describes in terms of double binary oppos:’.tion.:I'h2 He suggests that
a more fruitful approach to intercultural comparative proverb studies
would be "a description of the proverb's external relations (those be-
tween the given term or image and the hidden term or answer) and the
internal relations (the logical connections between the proverbs own
elements)...."lh3

Binary opposition is the foundation of the structural system
proposed by Abrahams as well as that of Milner. In Abrzhams's system,
proverbs fall into four categories: positive equivalence ("Time is
money"); negative equivalence ("Money isn't everything"); positive
causation ("Haste makes waste"); negative causation ("Two wrongs don't
make a right").lhh
Elli K8ngds Maranda and Pierre Maranda tested and modified

Levi-Strauss's formula for the structural analysis of myth as 2 binary
thought process seeking to mediate oppositions in the culture. The
Marandas broadened the application of the formula in order to describe
different genres, including the prove:r"b.l)45 Their model seems espe-
ciglly promising for analyzing mediational properties of proverbs in
context, although they are concerned in their study with formal struc-
ture and enumerate only literal proverbs. This approach was found
fruitful in the analysis of Moroccan proverbs about women.lh6

Still another definitive system based on structural considera-

tions, categorizing proverbs as oppositional and non-oppositional, is
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proposed by Dundes, who offers the following definition of the proverb:

the proverb appears to be a traditional propositional statement con-
sisting of at least one descriptive element, a descriptive element
consisting of a topic and a comment. This means that proverbs must
have at least two words. Proverbs which contain a single descriptive
element are nonoppositional. Proverbs with two or more descriptive
elements may be either oppositional or non-oppositional....Non-op-
positional multi-descriptive element proverbs emphasize identifica-
tional features, often in the form of negation or a series of terms
in complementary distribution. Some proverbs contain both identi-
ficational and contrastive features.l47
With this structural definition of the proverb as a form containing
minimally one descriptive element (one topic plus one comment), it is
impossible theoretically to have a proverb consisting of one word.lh8
One-word traditional items of folk speech, then, are not proverbs and
go by other names. Similarly, some scholars prefer to differentiate
literal from nonliteral proverbs on a nominal level, calling the former
by some other term, such as aphorism or maxim; however, literal and
metaphorical proverbs appear to be structurally similar, and non-oppo-

149

sitional proverbs may be of either type. Furthermore, it 1s not
inconceivable that a single proverb can, in different immediate con-
texts, be either literal or metaphorical. For instance, the English
proverb "Let sleeping dogs lie" is frequently used metaphorically to
mean that potentially disruptive matters which are, at the moment of
proverb use, inactive vis & vis the situation at hand should not be
stirred up; I have also heard it used, however, in literal reference to
dozing canines.

Dundes's scheme suggests that there is a continuum ranging from

oppositional to non-oppositional upon which individual proverbs lie:
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One can have a set of topic-comment constructions which are parallel
or in series and are not in opposition....One can have a set in which
either the topic or the comment is parallel or identical with the
remaining element in opposition....Finally, one can have a set in
which both topics and comments are in opposition.l50
Dundes classifies those proverbs which are in opposition into five ca-
tegories: negation, antithetical contradiction, privational contradic-—
tion, causal contradiction, and contrastive. He then claims that "All

"

proverbs are potentially propositions which compare/contrast," compari-

son being the process of finding similar identificational features in
common, whereas contrast consists of determining the differences. "ot
Westermarck has pointed out that there are proverbs which contain both

152

identificational and contrastive features and Dundes speculates that
"the phenomenon of simultaneous identificational/contrastive features
might be a characteristic of proverbs in all cultures where the genre

is found."153

This hypothesis remains to be tested.
In any structural analysis, one fundamental problem is deciding
whether the formulae being studied are those of image, message, or
architecture; while the messages which may potentially be conveyed are
infinites there seem to be finite number of proverb compositional or
architectural formulae. Apparently proverb. formulae operate relatively
independently of the image and the message. As Finnish paremiologist
Kuusi observes, the referential aspect, that is the message, of a2 pro-
verb is not dependent upon the image employed. In other words, the
same message may be conveyed by means of different images.lSh

Dundes summarizes the importance of structural studies of pro-

verbs thus:
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The point is that differences in content do not necessarily mean
that there are correlative differences in underlying structure....
the would-be analyst of proverbs should seek a syntagmatic or para-
digmatic model for proverbs.l2>

Bertel Nathorst, on the other hand, warns that structural analysis is

not the be 21l and end z2ll cf folkloristic studies:

A structural definition...may have priority over a descriptiom of
form or content when it is not dependent upon a particular culture
and hence can be applied to phenomena in cultures which differ
greatly from each other. However, structural description is far
from being Columbus' egg, as it is often proclaimed to be. To be-
gin with, it has proved extraordinarily difficult to produce struc-
tural descriptions which are exact and yield concrete results.
Secondly, a structural description can never provide a solution to
all problems.l>

Only in the light of many types of analysis -- structural, functional,
linguistic, content, etc. —- can we fully illuminate our subject and

approach z complete and accurate understanding thereof.

Proverbs in Context:

Rhetorical Strategy and Function

Context and strategy are frequently mentioned in discussions of
proverb definition and meaning for, as with any genre, it is not merely
a question of what we are looking at in frozen textual terms which is
important, but also what the item or set of items does for and means to
the people who create and perpetuate it. Contextuazl and rhetorical-
functional inquiries into proverb use must consider two major themes,
which Finnegan has described. First, proverbs are inherently detached
and generalized; "The speaker stands back, as it were, from the heat

of the actual situation and draws attention, for himself and others, to
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its wider implications." Secondly, because of the "oblique and allu-
sive nature of expression through proverbs" they mey be used effectively

in a variety of ways.l57

The proverb, in Taylor's words, takes a com=-
Plex, personal problem, encapsulates it in universality, and suggests a
solution; "As a guide to life's problems, the proverb summarizes a situ-
ation, passes judgment, or offers a course of action. It is a consola-
tion in difficulties large and small and a gulide when a choice must be

1158

made. It expresses a morality suited to the common man. Hence this

traditional verbal form, says Abrahams, places a problem situation "in
a recognizable category by providing a solution in traditional witty

nl59

terms. These terms, coupled with an objective frame of reference,

achieve impersonalization through the use of abstract concepts ("Honesty
is the best policy") or by illustrative concretions ("While the cat's
away, the mice will play").l6o

Context is a vital element in the study of proverbs, for a pro-
verb out of context may be devoid of meaning, or at least stripped of
its multiple potential meanings, especially if it is a metaphorical
proverb. In fact, William R. Bascom reminds us that the more metaphori-
cal the proverb, the broader its range of potential applica:tions.l6l
Seitel adds that such non-literal proverbs rely for their interpreta-
tion on the

metaphorical relationships between the imaginary situation presented
in the proverb and the social situation to which it refers. To un-
derstand proverb use one must understand the mechanisms of this
metaphor and how it is manipulated to serve social ends.l162

Proverbs may be rather simple in their use of metaphor, but "the social

rules which one must master in order to use and interpret proverbs cor-
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rectly are probably the most numerous and complex of those for any

genre," malting proverbs themselves one of the most complicated of folk-

loric genres due to their extreme sensitivity to context.163
In his important work on Ibo proverbs, Seitel provides a model

for understanding this metaphorical mechanism,lGh which, to operate

fully, relies on immediaste context and a usage strategy. He describes

strategy of proverb usage as

a plan for dealing with the situation which the proverb names. As
an answer to an implied (or perhaps stated) question, "What to do?"
the proverb is an attempt to resolve the personally felt conflicts
which arise from perceived contradictions in a social situation.
That is, a conversational proverb use is an attempt to solve a situ-
ational problem which the speaker perceives in a manner which the
speaker believes is most suitable.l65

These "perceived contradictions,”

when seen in Malinowskian terms, give
rise to psychological anxieties which must be resolved if en individual
or society is to maintain equilibrium. In the functionalist view, Tro-
brian fishermen use magic to dispel mental tensionsl66; Abrzhams sees
beliefs or proverbs as tools used to accomplish the same ends, for
Both proverbs and superstitions confront and attempt to control re-
current anxiety situations by giving them a "name." Humans, as cul-
tural beings, have a "rage for order." Anxiety arises with the in-
tuition of chaos, of dissolution of group. Proverbs "name" situations
in which social stability is repeatedly threatened, the potentially
disruptive forces coming from within the group.l 7
Seen in logical terms by Paul D. Goodwin and Joseph W. Wenzel, proverbs
provide a set of general, rational strategies for thinking about and
attacking life's difficulties,l68 and Abrahams asserts that they do so

in two ways: a proverb may be used to direct future action or to alter
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an attitude toward something which has occurred alreadylég; in Goodwin

and Wenzel's terms, "The proverb defines the situation and prescribes a

response."lTo If the question being faced is synchronic with the pro-

verb context, explains Abrzhams, the item used will suggest future action.

If, however,

the crisis has already passed but left a residual feeling of disori-
entation....though it still promotes the adoption of an attitude

that will allow one to handle the same situation in the future, its
immediate function is more of a realignment procedure —-- the proverb
or superstition arises to take the edge off the shock of the dis-
orienting experience, reimposing a sense of order, by aligning this
experience with others of its class through giving it its traditional
name.

For example, "Haste makes waste" suggests current and future courses of

action and explains prior mistakes.172

Part of the effectiveness of
such strategic proverb use lies in the nature of proverbs as "self-
contained units" which carry their own moral weight through coherent

173

internal arguments and appeal to tradition.

Goodwin and Wenzel have described the philosophical basis upon
which proverb logic is built. Initially, there is the "argument by
generalization” which begins with observations about a number of spe-
cific instances and moves to conclusions about the larger class to
which these instances belong. The other logical argument is derived
from classification, which "holds that what is true of a class will

also be true of the individual members of that class."th

Hasan El-
Shamy points out that such reasoning is ego-involving, since it serves

" . . . . . . .
to rationalize or entice behavior" or beliefs in a sociocultural frame

of reference known to both the user and the hearer of the proverb.175
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VWhere this sort of argument is used, assert Goodwin and Venzel, "an ex-
pressed or implied identification is posited between the subject of the
. . w176
proverb and the referent in real life.
In their search for logical consistency through content anzlysis,
Goodwin and Wenzel found that Anglo-American proverbs reflect an impli-
cit pattern typology for reasoning and argument, illustrate and com-
ment upon legitimate patterns of inference, and caution against general

N

and specific fallacies. Tt is likely that similar research on pro-
verb collections from other cultural traditions would yield comparably
consistent results.

Ultimately, the basic function of the proverb, the one which
applies the internal logic, is a rhetorical one; Goodwin and Wenzel
explain that proverbs

are used primarily in deliberation about questions of practical con-
duct. Whether people are deliberating internally or sharing counsel
with one another, proverbs serve to establish norms for action. They
endure not only because of their rhetorically effective form, but
also because of their substantive capacity to shape attitudes and
action.178
A rhetorically used proverb is a persuasive, argumentative device em-
ployed by a performer to affect an audience. Because the argument is
embodied in traditional form, the technique is traditional as well.
Folklore argues traditionally, using arguments and persuasive methods
developed in the past to deal with recurring situations, and "the very
traditional nature of expression is one of the important techniques of
179

persuasion in a tradition-oriented group. Thus Abrahams regards the

function of folklore as a normative one which exerts cohesive pressures,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



87

as "The problems specifically attacked by folk expressions are those
that threaten the existence of the group."lso
Cohesion and confliet resolution are undoubtedly functions served

by some folklore at some times but, as do mahy other functionalist ex-
planations, the one posed by Abrahams falls to account for the dysfunc-
tional potential of proverbs and other folkloric genres. Nevertheless,
most proverbs do articulate some temporary means of conflict resolution,
as,

Expressive folklore not only provides pleasure and catharsis but

also attempts to guide effectively. This is achieved by allying

sympathy and strategy with movement. Folklore, in other words, not

only confronts and projects anxiety-producing situations; it also

proposes potential solutions and attempts to produce action in

accordance with its proposals.+Cl

John C. Messenger assesses the affective use of proverbs as

rhetorical devices affecting the course of justice in Anang legal tri-
bunals of Nigeria, placing proverbs collected during court hearings in
their cultural and juridical contexts.lS2 Finnegan points to another
practical aspect of proverbs -- their educational pctential. Relatively
formal education and transmission of cultural norms and ideals can be
provided in non-literate societies by means of instruction though pro-
verbs. Because their meaning is implicitly generalized, proverbs "are
clearly a suitable and succinct form in which to verbalize socially
prescribed actions and attitudes." Although not always, proverbs "are
sometimes used quite formally and consciously as a vehicle to achieve
the ends, and in some of the same contexts, that we associate with

1183

formal education.’ Of course, education and transmission of cul-
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tural traditions are accomplished through reiteration of proverbs and
other traditional expressive forms in less formal and conscious contexts
as well.

Proverbs are successful and effective rhetorical tools not only
because they give solid advice, but also because they do so in what
Goodwin and Wenzel term an intellectually pleasing manner: "The proverb moves
the mind from the concrete image evoked by its familiar terms, through
apprehension of the implicit metaphor, to a novel application to the

n18k As Abrzhams writes, the proverb "cloaks a

185

problematic situation.
recommended course of action in the garb of artful expression,"
which employs a clear relationship between the artistic description and
the immediate referent. In the absence of this clear relationship, the
proverb strategy fails.186 The traditional expression implies that
considerable deliberation has occurred at some time in regard to the
problem which the proverb addresses; thus "Wit serves wisdom in this
way -- as a device of control."187 An analogical connection is thereby
established, in Goodwin and Wenzel's socio-logical terms, between the
proverb situation and the immediate problem situation.188
The strategic aspect of proverb use is especially evident when
we recognize the simultaneous existence of contradictory proverbs in a
single cultural tradition. Goodwin and Wenzel suggest that such con-
tradictions propose a middle-of-the-road solution,lsg but it is more
likely that the proverb user simply selects the item which supports his

or her interests; selectivity is in fact the key to successful rhe-

torical strategy as described by Abrahams:
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Since the proverb-sayer (who may be described as a protagonist) is
treating a social problem which may have multiple proverbial solu-
tions, he is in the position of asserting one sanctioned approach
over others equally sanctioned. The poetic, often metaphorical
language of the proverb can be seen at least in part as a consequence
of the protagonist's recognition of the fact that the assertion may
not find common agreement. To avoid possible conflict over the con-
tent of the assertion and to psychologically remove the protagonist
as personally-involved-arguer from his argument, his recommendation
is couched in indirect and impersonal rhetoric. The proverb-sayer
is strategically recognizing the complexity of action in the social
sphere and formulating a recommendation in such a way as to de-em-
phasize possible interpersonal conflict and thereby to assure the
greatest stability for the continuing conversation. For a statement
dealing with social interaction to survive and become part of tradi-
tional expression, it will probably have to afford the proverb-sayer
the kind of conflict protection that poetic language provides.190

Yet poetic language does not always provide conflict protection; the

hija' (satirical) poems of the pre-Islamic Arats were regarded as wea-

191

pons of war as effective as physical combat. Proverbs often embody

aggressive tendencies in human behavior, as McKenna explains:

For just as one of the uses of laughter has been seen as an attempt
to make the individual conform to social norms by pointing out some
absurdity in his conduct, so the proverb provides a laugh, but in all
the more bloodless a way since the culpable target is a hypothetical
person. The ventilation of aggression, generalized, sublimated, or
ritualized, this drawing of lines, adds much to the spice and liveli-
ness of the proverb's statement of truth. Here again, the proverb
opens a field for the study of culture, both in the degree of ag-
gressiveness evident in the proverbs of various socleties, and in

the targets and techniques used.192

The aggression inherent in intragroup conflict is tempered but not
fully eliminated by certazin usages of proverbs, because they appear to
be objective and universally applicable; immediate contexts ridden

with aggressive potential are placed in a wider context and thus made

less threatening to the individual. Says Abrahams,
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Looked upon in this way, proverbs can be seen to regulate to a cer-~
tain extent man's relation to his neighbors; they do this by setting
forth solutions to the problems that arise between them repeatedly,
phrasing them in such a way that they are at one and the same time
concise, witty, memorable, forceful, and illustrative of past usage.

193

The detached, objective effect is heightened by the use of metaphorical
194

or analogical argumentative techniques. The effective function of
the proverb is fulfilled when the proverb's "message," as Marzal calls
the principle abstracted from a number of particular cases and ex-
pressed metaphorically, "is applied to particular contexts of social
interaction as an interpretation of the proverb's me‘caphor"lg5 to in-
fluence an audience and thereby help the speaker achieve his or her
desired ends.

In the final analysis, the proverb works because it is a com-
plete and logical summary of a situation, consisting, in Marzal's view,
of four aspects: summary of experience, advice rooted in experience,
traditional form and sanctity, and day to day vitality in social in-

196

teraction. Furthermore, as Abrahams emphasizes, the descriptive

elements in a proverb are organically and inevitably relateds

they make sense together, and they cohere in an active way....the
combination of elements of description sets up an image or idea in
an immediately meaningful and dynamic Gestalt. The clarity of this
pattern in combination with the facility of phrasing of the proverb
provides a tone of appropriateness and moral weight enabling it to
function as a guide for future action.l97

Materials of the proverb are organized according to rhythm, sound and
meaning, both denotative and connotative. This organization provides
"the needed feeling of order; this in turn promotes sympathy and en-

n198

courages future action in accord with the dictates of the proverb.
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The dynamic relationship among descriptive elements furthers the sym-
pathy and action; active verbs bind together the proverb's descriptive
elements, relate them causally or equationally, and help in that way to

promote the desired sympathetic response.199

Style in Proverbs

On the basis of his research into Danish proverbs, Holbek asserts
that there are two main directions which proverb style takes. First,
because of the need to express "truth" or "wisdom" as laid down by tra-
dition, proverbs must be "general, perspicuous, and straight-forward."
Secondly, in order to remain vital in oral tradition, such ornamental
speech forms as are commonly associated with poetry adorn proverbs and
help distinguish them from ordinary speech.zoo These stylistic devices
serve as mnemonic aids to tradition bearers,201 and include meter,
rhyme, slant rhyme, alliteration, assonance, personification, paradox,
parallelism, simile and metaphor. Coupled with the terseness of most
provervs, such poetic language has been a boon to the preservation of
proverbs in relatively fixed, sometimes even archaic, form over long
periods of time.

Arabic proverb scholars confirm the use in their data of stylis-
tic devices similar to those described by Holbek. Mahgoub, in reference
to Egyptian proverbs, renders statistical information on the appearance
of such poetic tools as various stress patterns, syllable structure,
alliteration and rhyme.202 Westermarck discusses the style of his
Moroccan proverbs in more depth, citing seven commonly employed de-

vices.203 Hyperbole, suggests Westermarck, is widely employed in pro-
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verbs because it is conducive to brevity. Parallelism is used to show
similarity and contrast between sentences, between principlé and subor-
dinate clauses of the same sentence; sometimes a simple process of jux-
toposition is used, as in "The beauty of 2 man is in his intelligence,
and the intelligence of a woman is in her beauty"[EW3]. The Moroccan
proverbs also mazke use of phonemic punning, in which similar sounding
words with different meanings are opposed for effect; for instance,

"A debt (dayn) destroys religion (din)"[EW10621 contrasts debt, with
its negative connotations, to religion, a positive force, for emphasis
through both linguistic and connotative distinctions. Rhyme of various
kinds is used, and includes: rhyming morphemes which succeed one another
or are separated by only a particle, sometimes followed by an additional
end rhyme; end rhyme; rhyming first and last words. Rhythm is employed,
and normally involves rhythmic pauses which coincide with semantic
pauses, although sometimes a rhythmic pause occurs without a pause in
meaning. Alliteration, in which closely connected words beginning with
the same consonant are used, and assonance are also commonly utilized

in Arabic proverbs.

Meaning in Proverbs

Aristotle said that proverbs were "metaphors from species to
species."zo)4 While there are straightforward proverbs which do not
employ metaphor or simile to make their points, the majority of pro-
verbs are metaphorical; some proverbs express opinions and inherent
value judgments explicitly, others im.plicitly.2o5 The extensive use of

metaphor allies the proverb closely with the riddle, and both belong
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to a larger group of verbal strategies which Peter Farb discusses col-
lectively as "gnomic expressions."206 But, as Dundes points out, there
is a special affinity between proverb and riddle, as both are frequently

1207 an

metaphorical, "compress thought to express a general truth,' a

"devend on 'topic-comment' constructions."208 The differentiating fea-
ture is that the proverb provides the "answer" in that the referent
must be known for the proverb to work, while the riddie, in contrast,
asks a question which has an unexpected answer, the revelation of
which was the point of the riddle. Georges and Dundes explain that

the proverb, unlike the riddle, asserts without requiring an a.nswer.209
In some soclolinguistic enviromnments, in fact, the same item may func-
tion interchangeably as proverb or riddle, depending on whether or not
the audience knows the referent.

Paremiologists generally recognize a number of different gnomic
forms as either proverbial or very ciosely related to proverbs. Col-
lectors have since earliest times incorporated a wide variety of tradi-
tional materials in their collections, showing that more than one kind

210 mhe limita-

of saying might be included under the rubric "proverb.'
tions and problems resulting from the lack of definition of the proverb
are further compounded by the profusion of terms which most languages
use to identify proverbs and traditional sayings; witness the problem
Barakat encountered regarding the'Arabic forms mathal and gécida (see
pages 61-62). The situation is complicated even more, laments Marzal,
when the terms of one language are compared with or translatéd into

those of another languagezll; Milner places the blame for this confusion

on the phenomenon whereby "Within each language, the words which refer
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to traditional sayings are often not only vague, circular and synono-
mous, but they are also affected by the cultural horizon within which
each language is used."212

Gnomic expression incorporates four signalling characteristics
into what Farb terms "a strategy of language manipulation for the par-
ticular purpose of teaching, conveying wisdom, and expressing a philo-

sophy."213

Meaning is the first of these characteristics; it deals

with the basic truths about health, love, poverty, wealth, goodness, and
so on. Through these fundamental truths, gnomic expressions give ad-
vice and imply strategies for dealing with life, usually through meta-
phorical expression. Sound, in the shape of linguistic devices like
alliteration, assonance, and rhyme, constitute the second characteristic
of gnomic forms. Thirdly, impersonal vocabulary forms are stated direct-
ly or implied; in English, the copula verbal forms is and are are fre-
quently used. Finally, grammar is typically in the present tense,

which lends gnomic expressions an aura of universality. Grammatical
constructions involving parallelism, symmetry and reversal of elements
in the expression are not uncommon?lbr (see pages 91-92).

Agnes Szermerkémy has developed a four-level schema for studying
proverdb meaning, which she says should be investigeated in terms of
syntax, semantics and pragmatic function. The first level to be studied
according to Szermerkémy is the syntactic level, at which we find an
abstract invariant theme with which variants are connected to one ano-
ther. This level is to be deduced by abstracting essential elements

215

from thematically related proverbs 3y in other words, a deep~structure

is to be determined from surface-structure variants. Level B of the
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analysis involves an exact semantic interpretation of the concrete,
literal idea of the proverb, leading to level C, the metasemiotic level.
Function, that is, the pragmatic role of the proverb in the life of the

group which uses it, is the concern of level D.216

Ethnographic Use of Proverbs

and Proverb Collections

Proverbs cannot be understood without reference to the culture
which spawns or adopts, and perpetuates, them, for their content and
their employment are inextricably linked to the life style and world-
view of that culture. Paremiologists have long regarded proverbs as a
door to cultural understanding. As do other traditional expressive
genres, proverbs illustrate a people's values and preoccupations and,
as Abrahams remarks, in proverb-using groups they are particularly ac-
cessible for the collector as they appear in conversation as well as
formal discourse.217 Proverbs are also easily manipulated or misin-
terpreted, not only because they frequently are presented out of con-~
text but also because the existence of an item says nothing about its
importance in the cultural setting. In Abrahams's words,

Proverbs are expressions suggested in the popular mind at those
times when a member of the group collides in some way with others,
or at least threatens to do so. Therefore one can fruitfully use
the occurrence of proverbs in context as an index to the places
where the social structure of the community is weakest and needs the
greatest amount of control. Consequently, the study of proverbs in
a situation of that sort would call for an indication not only of

the repertoire of sayings available to a group, but of how often
individual items crop up.218

Of course, proverbs also occur in non-conflict situations, where they
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may reflect general attitude rather than structural weakness (e.g.»
"There's no use crying over spilled milk").

In fact, proverbs have been long and widely viewed as reflective
of cultural philosophy, because, writes Finnegan, "In proverbs the
whole range of human experience can be commented on and analysed, gene-
ralizations and principles expressed in a graphic and concise form, and
the wider implications of specific situations brought to mind."219
Some proverbs from the same culture may conflict; the very same pro-
verb may be used in different ways from one performance to the next.
Therefore we must concur with Finnegan when she writes that

If interpreted as literal injunctions and evaluations, clearly there
is a contradiction. Instead they might be regarded as a way of sum-
ming up what is recognized as only one facet of the truth, to be
used as and when it applies or appeals; then it is possible to ap-
preciate more fully the flexible and subtle way in which, though a
whole series of overtones and depths of meaning, proverbs represent
"the soul of the people.'220

One other difficulty of abstracting a "philosophy of life" from
proverbs may also be cited, and that is that many of the proverbs found
in use in one culture or society have international and intercultural
currency. It is not the single proverb but rather the mosaic of all a
culture's proverbs (and other expressive forms) and the frequency of
their use which provides the full picture. The utilization of proverb
collections for cultural analysis must be approached with utmost care,
and compendiums must be recognized for what they are, described by
Silverman-Weinreich as "not a delimited and consistent philosophical

system devised by an individual, but at best a summation of many moods

of several generations in different regions."221 Yet there are some
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cases of content consistency; my analysis of Westermarck's work on
Moroccan proverbs222 has shown, for instance, that adjectival and nomi-
nal associations with females and surrogate females are, in their to-
tality, consistent.223
Some early content analyses sought to extrapolate attitudes and
values from proverbs without consulting native informants about proverb
meaning. Alfred Lister sought "lessons" in Chinese proverbs,ezu Wil-
liam Elliot Griffis claimed to explicate "the Japanese philosophy of
225

life"™ through proverbs, and Chinese religion was the target of Clif-

226

ford Henry Plopper's attempts. Many of these enthusiasts took their

methods and idea from an early work of this +3ype, Bishop Richard

Trench's On the Lessons of Proverbs.227

Raymond Firth succinetly
states the most common error of these and other analyses which purport
to point out evidence on the basis of proverbs alone: "the real is con~
founded with the ideal; to the native in everyday life is attributed
the habitual practice of such moral behavior as is inculecated in his
maxims and aphorisms."228 Some later studies, such as A.A. Parker's
analysis of Spanish proverbs, were based on similarly nebulous con-
cepts, such as the possibility of unveiling a people's attitude toward
life by examining what they laugh =at in proverbs.229 But humor and
proverbs are hard to pin down separately as to their philosophical im-
port and their combination more than doubles the difficulties.
Dundes and Mieder assert happily that comparative folklorists
are generally more wary than many others of assuming that a proverb

necessarily expresses a national character trait because they are aware

of the likelihood that it has cross—-cultural currency, adding that an-
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thropologists appear more inclined to accept proverbs as reflective of
local ideology. The truth, they conclude, undoubtedly lies somewhere

230

between. It is the sum total of proverbs and their frequency of

use in a particular culture which is likely to express national or cul-
tural predilictions. Of course, warns F.N. Robinson, there is always
the danger of selecting data based on 2 preconceived idea and using them
to support that idea.231 Selectivity of this kind can be conscious or
unconscious, and of it the analyst must always beware.

Nevertheless, proverbs can be useful for complementing cultural
knowledge from other sources; Abrahams explains the value of proverbs
for a student of a culture thus:

because proverbs do "name" recurring social situations, the collec-
tion and investigation of them can lead to important insights into
the cultural fixities of specific groups. We are, after all, in-
terested in anything which a group has chosen to name, simply because
they have invested that thing with cultural value. It seems terribly
important to find out what social situations are regarded as prob-
lems in any group, and also what the approved solutions are, and no
area of expressive culture can give this more quickly or clearly
than proverbs.232
D.B. Shimkin and Pedro Sanjuan point out in their study of explicit
meaning in Russian proverbs, furthermore, that "proverbs are more like-
1y to represent the viewpoints and expressions current in given com-
munities than individual inventions or *preferences."z33 In longer
folkloric and literary forms in which individual creativity becomes as
important variable, it is sometimes difficult to determine where tra-

ditional concensus ends and personal opinion begins, but with proverb

content this is unlikely to be so.
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In order properly to interpret a body of proverbs as cultural
indicators, it is necessary first to distinguish the national character
of the set. Robinson suggests a useful system for doing so based on
various factors: locazl setting and color; local stylistic devices, for-
mulzae and the like, and; national customs, traits, virtues or vices re-

23k

flected in the proverbs. As Whiting observes regarding potential

cultural specificity,
A caveat against the improper use of proverbial material to write
the philosophical or spiritual life of a people does not deny that
individual proverbs are peculiar to a nation or national group. The
material objects used in proverbs will naturally vary from one re-
gion of the earth to another, and differences in linguistic strue-
ture will be reflected in proverbs, even after the proverbs have
been translated from their original tongue.23>

If individual proverbs can be peculiar to a group, or at least reflect

aspects of culture svecific to that group, then certainly collections

of such proverbs will also reflect characteristies of the group. Such

collections, analyzed with care and in conjunction with other cultural

data, can lend insights into the society or culture at large.

Some further considerations posited by Taylor for judging the
quality of a proverb collection are the number of items it contains,
the arrangement of these items, acknowledgement of sources and citation
of parallels in the same and other 1anguages236; this evaluative system
has been applied to collections used for the current study (see pages
2-17). Supplementation of the collections with ethnographic and con-
textual information is vital to proper interpretation of proverbs. As

has been noted, multiple meanings may be applied to some proverbs by

the people who use them; Kirshenblatt-Gimblett stresses the contextual
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and emergent qualities of proverbs thus:

When examined in terms of their actual use in specific situations,
we see that a proverb can be made to express more than one meaning,
that sometimes these meanings are contradictory, and that a pro-
verb's meaning, rather than being autonomous of the proverb's use as
we are led to believe by proverb collections, is indeed contextually
specified.237

Proverb meaning is often emergent in g specific context; folklorists

of the "performance school" therefore emphasize that "It is not the

meaning of the proverb per sé that need be our concern but the meaning

"238

of the proverb performance. Brenda Beck, an anthropologist who has

worked with Tamil proverbs, concurs:

If the proverbs drawn from the same culture can contradict one

another, they probably do so because proverbs are used individually.

Wisdom lies not in the corpus of proverbs itself but in the know-

ledge of when and how to use each individual one. They do not form

a coherent body of ethical judgments by themselves.239

Even early on in paremiological history, some collectors warned

against making judgments on the basis of proverbs alone. Westermarck
points eloquently to the problems of "drawlingl conclusions as to the
actual prevalence of a mode of conduct from proverbs enjoining it"; he
concludes with the suggestion that "although the proverbs of a people
are in some way or other expressive of its life and character, they may
frequently have to be interpreted in light of knowledge which they do

not themselves supply."zao

In addition, care must be taken that tem-
poral factors are considered in analyzing collections from differing

time periocds. Kuusi suggests that

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



101

as there are historical shifts in worldview so there will be corre-

sponding changes in proverb repertoires and usage. If this is so,

then one may speculate that statistical samplings of favorite pro-

verbs of a given era may possibly serve as reliable indeces of sig-

nificant differences in fundamental philosophies of life from one

generation to another.?2

As in any field of inquiry, there are cautions which must be

considered by scholars involved in content analyses of proverbs. But,
studied with care, proverdb content as well as performance can suggest
valuable insights and useful comparative data for use with other eth-
nographic materials in the study of culture and tradition. Thus we
proceed to a survey of the ethnographically documented honor and shame
complex in both its cross—cultural and specifically Arab manifestations

before moving on to the analysis of Arabic proverbs concerned with that

complex.
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