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This paper attempts to study the image of women in Yemeni proverbs and
whether this image changes with age and social role. Women’s image in the
Yemeni proverbs has been found to have two sides: the negative side which
occupies the major part, and the positive one which is marginal and extremely
weak. Almost all proverbs degrade and devalue women. This negative image is
deeply ingrained in the society and does not change with their age or social
role. The paper takes a step further and investigates the contemporary percep-
tion of the males and females in the society in these proverbs. The author
designed a questionnaire which includes some Yemeni proverbs on women,
and administered it to 50 males and 50 females. It was found that both sexes
approved of the negative image of women in the proverbs with varying degrees,
which clearly shows that, besides being a patriarchal society, women also may
seem to acquiesce in the stereotypical denunciation of women and gender
discrimination ideologies against women through their socializing role at home.

Keywords: Proverbs, Culture, discrimination, image of women, oral tradi-
tion, Language.

1. Introduction

Proverbs, like other oral traditions, are an important literary genre of
Yemeni society. They play a key role in constructing culture and shaping the
reality of people and their moral consciousness, opinions and beliefs (Fasiku
41). Each culture has proverbs that are unique to it. The saying, "If you want
to know the people of a nation, know their proverbs" illustrates the fact that
the national and cultural identity of the people and their perspectives are
greatly shaped by proverbs. They are the foundation of social and cultural
wisdom and, therefore, serve as the basis for formulating concepts that
govern social relations. Centered on their ability to capture human experience
in a few words through a clear metaphor of profound implication and their fast
spread across society, proverbs acquire the power to impose a given view of
life as unshakable and absolute truth (Ssetuba 32). They reflect a people’s
basic way of thinking and experiencing, and represent the unfocused, unor-
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iented and universal philosophies through abstract generalizations and inte-
gration of diverse phenomena. Proverbs are also considered a paradigm for
cultural studies (Grzybek 65).

The study of proverbs is important for enriching our collective identity,
and for understanding ourselves and our relations and positions in society.
The significance of proverbs emanates from their power as social laws which
everyone is subject to (AL-Ali 28). And as they are part of the past and
represent cumulative wisdom of the people across generations, they cast a
spell over minds and behaviors, and generally guide people in their daily life
(Afarfar 57). Some authors like F. Al-Marneesi go to the extent that proverbs
have an absolute authority over people exactly like the political authority (17).

Undoubtedly, proverbs are expressed through language. Language is a
symbolic act of both representing and valuing things. We cannot separate
what we say about something from our attitude towards that thing. As Robin
Lakoff puts it, "If it is indeed true that our feelings about the world color our
expression of our thoughts, then we can use our linguistic behavior as
diagnostic of our hidden feelings about thoughts" (53) And as Dan Hahn also
stated,”...what we call something summarizes our attitude towards it" (149)
Similarly, what a society says through proverbs about women and men is the
society’s attitude of women and men (Oha 90). Language is used to produce
and reproduce cultural experiences. As a social and cultural phenomenon, it
is used to communicate every aspect of cultural experience in a society. This
means that language expresses, embodies, and symbolizes cultural reality
(Kramsch 59). One function of language is to communicate a society’s gender
ideology. It is a tool that reinforces “the boundary lines among genders and
ensures that what is demanded, what is permitted, and what is tabooed for
the people in each gender is well known and followed by most” (Lorber 193).

The position of women in society, therefore, is greatly influenced by the
interplay between proverbs and language. This interrelation between proverbs
and language prompts us to take a close look at the Yemeni proverbs that
construct a particular image of women in Yemeni society.

2. Objectives of The Study

This paper aims at studying the image of women as manifested in
Yemeni proverbs. The study attempts to address the following questions:

1 - What is the nature of the image of women in the Yemeni society as
projected by Yemeni proverbs?

2 - Does this image change with the age and the social role of women?




<

3 - s there a difference between the male’s and female’s perception of the
image of women in the Yemeni society?

The study first explores the image of the woman in Yemeni proverbs,
and then evaluates how men and women of the society perceive the image of
the Yemeni women as expressed in Yemeni proverbs.

3. Literature Review

The study of gendered culture which is partly manifested in oral tradition
has been done from a sociological, anthropological, sociolinguistic, linguistic
and social psychology perspective (Holmes 21; Lakoff 18; Oha 87; Harris 36).
To the best of my knowledge, there is no systematic academic study in a
specific theoretical framework of the gendered traditions and women in the
Yemeni social discourse.

Hiroko Storm examined the Japanese proverbs antedating World War II
as well as those that appeared after the war in order to ascertain how women
were perceived in the Japanese culture. He made a survey which sought to
clarify contemporary Japanese attitudes toward women and how this percep-
tion was influenced by their age and gender, and length of residence abroad.
He found that there were similarities between the responses of both men and
women. Responses varied with age as the older generation gave higher
ratings to negative characteristics. People who resided abroad, on the other
hand, did not differ in their responses from those who lived in Japan.

Basanti Devi held the view that the image of women in Indian proverbs is
not dissimilar to the image of the Japanese women. Her research revealed
that there is a clear-cut pattern of gender bias in Indian society. This bias
implies that women are inferior beings with little or no intellectual ability, and
they are marginal to the serious concerns of life, and hence should not be
taken seriously. She concluded that the Indian society looked at women as
unable to stand on their own feet, but as objects owned by men.

Obododimma Oha focused on the semantics of female subjugation and
derogation in Igbo proverbs. She found that the representations of woman-
hood in Igbo proverbs were mainly negative: women are typically portrayed as
being stupid, morally debased, devilish, childish, and weak.

Jeylan Hussien examined the representation of women in Oromo folk-
proverbs and folk-religion, and analysed the position of women in the tradi-
tional Oromo cultural practices. He concluded that gender ideology is created
and reflected in multiple ways. Among the myriad ways, language and culture
play a great role in creating and reflecting gendered culture in a society. The
position of Oromo women was influential in the past but it has now declined
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following the decline in the people’s indigenous cultural practices. Oromo
proverbs about womanhood were categorized into cultural stereotypes.
Although the majority of the sample proverbs were basically disparaging, the
semantics was shown to depend to a large extent on the complex whole of
their context of use.

Maha Ennaiji revealed that Moroccan proverbs about women embody
many negative values which are passed from one generation to the next, and
are reproduced in different ways. The negative force of the established value
system is so deeply rooted that it is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to
eradicate. One of the conclusions of the study was that stereotypes about
women are consistently repeated. These stereotypes reinforce the gender
bias prevalent in the society which works to perpetuate women’s inferior
status in the social hierarchy. They are also based on certain interpretations
of religious thinking and on a special construction of tales and superstitions
whose common divider justifies the inferior standing of women in the social
hierarchy and in the predominant values surrounding them.

Except for a number of articles in local magazines and newspapers, and
anecdotal commentaries on the status of women in the Yemeni proverbs,
there is no systematic academic study in a theoretical framework till now that
addresses the social construction of the image of women in the traditional
proverbs.

4. Data Collection

The proverbs about women were collected from two sources for this
study. The researcher’s systematic observation of occurrences of proverbs
relating to women in natural normal everyday conversation provided the first
source. Any proverb on women that was unheard before by the researcher
was noted down. In fact, the researcher collected 11 proverbs in this way.

The second source from which data was collected was through an
extensive review of the most well-known Yemeni encyclopaedias on proverbs
(Al-Akwa’ 2004), books on the proverbs of different Yemeni dialects (Dayyan
& Qasem 1990; Al-Umary 1993; Al-Saqqaf 1997), and some of the local
stories and newspaper articles written in any Yemeni dialect where proverbs
about women have been mentioned. Only proverbs that directly mention
women were gathered for the study. Those proverbs that only imply women
were excluded. Out of the total number of 13758 proverbs reported in the
sources mentioned, 150 proverbs on women have been identified by the
researcher. Therefore, proverbs on women represent only 1 % of all the total
number of the documented proverbs, which clearly implies the marginalized
status of women in the cultural heritage (Al-Suraimy 570).
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5. The Image of Women In The Yemeni Proverbs

The proverbs on women were studied from two angles: first, representa-
tion of women in general in terms of their personality, appearance, the way
men treat them and the way they are mentioned and compared in some
proverbs (in combination with livestock); and second, women’s social roles in
the society throughout their life.

5.1 Women In General
5.1.1 Personal Traits

Personal traits are the various characteristics that make up the person-
ality of an individual, and are manifested in his/her behaviour. Women are
thought particularly to be incapable of foresight, and unable to make and carry
through sensible and realistic plans. They are described as foolish, stupid,
and with no mind of their own as in the proverbs (1) and (2):

(1) 5kl meiat mara fi rals naga dawra (The minds of one hundred
women are togther equal to the mind of a foolish ewe.)

(2) $2kloha fi dormaha(Her mind is in her heel.)

Foolishness is the norm and if there is an intelligent or a wise woman,
she is considered an exception as in the proverb:

(8)  allaqelo> men annesa? ko 2/ Jaredoh men al e/bel (A wise woman
is like a camel that goes astray from the flock.)

This conception is supported by false religious claims that women have
only half of a mind (Al-Hashr 61). This misconception about the woman’s
mental capacity has led to men’s stripping off the women’s right of inheritance
because women are believed to be incapable of effectively managing their
inherited property:

(4) onnesa? nagesat okl wo de:n wa mi:re€@ (Women are defi-
cient in intelligence, religion and inheritance.)

Therefore, as a result of this primordial understanding of the women’s
mental inferiority, it becomes extremely demoralizing for a man to be outwitted
or deceived by a woman as in the proverb:

(8)  dowlos tenhabak wala mara tesraqak (Better a state ripping you off than
a woman stealing from you.)

The proverb reveals how utterly shameful would be the subjugation of
men by women. It also points out a complex reaction caused by the violation
of dominance-deference relationship between a man and a woman (Hussein
60). There is a cultural understanding that males should always dominate
females. It reveals the reality of a patriarchal society in which the defeat of a
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husband by his wife or a man by a woman is shameful to admit. Such
instances mean that the man failed to meet the standard of masculinity
(Turner & Schallert 323), and seem to jeopardize the man’s dignity.

Women are also described as untrustworthy as in (6) and (7):

(6)  [> tesman almara wa low ken burhanha jehji almagno:n (Don't trust
a woman even if she can cure the crazy).

(7) I tePmon 2l 2un G2 wa low kanat men slkasab (Don’t trust a female
even if she is a she-goat.)

Women are also depicted as not worth getting acquainted with because
they are valueless:

(8)  moarefat arregal tegora, wa ma Srefot annesa? Xosaro (To know a
man is like doing business, but to know a woman is like losing
business).

They are also depicted as liars:
(9) u $0r almora toht lesanho (The woman’s excuse is under her tongue.),
They are evil and wicked:

(10)  haw > Xoraggot a Zdom men alganna (Eve got Adam out of Para-
dise.),

And because of their evil nature as stated in the proverb above, they are
considered enemies of God:

(11)  Xod men 2 %d>? alloh wahedoh (You should take (get married with)
one of God’s enemy.)

Due to their incapability to manage their own property as embedded in
(11), they are considered extravagant:

(12)  almokalef tekkalef (Women are wasteful),
They are also malicious and sly as in (13) and (14):
(13)  onnesa? habalel 2 /5itzn (Women are snares of Satan).

(14)  Jfowr almora saleb we low beh masa’eb (Women’s opinions are
right, though they are full of disasters.)

They are stubborn and headstrong:

(15) [ tekaber mara wa lo tezahem hemar (Don’t argue with a woman nor
pass by a donkey.);

They are treacherous and can collaborate with enemies:
(16)  onnesalfira/ alo {dow (Women are the mattress of enemy),

They are inherently weak and powerless:
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(17)  almora mors wa low tenomors (A woman is a woman even if she
becomes a tiger).

But though they are weak, they are sharp-tongued as in:
(18)  selah almors lesanhs (The weapon of the woman is her tongue),
and a trouble-maker:

(19)  doyat albala P al Suwaila wa annesa ? (Those who cause disasters are
children and women.)
They are selfish:
(20)  almara law tazwagat wa ma‘aha baqi Jontoof tequl Ia arregal qum men fo:q fonto:fi

(If a woman gets married and she has a mattress, she won't let her
husband use it.)

They are unreliable, and cannot be counted on:

(21)  jo men 2 $wlh banat Prdak $2lo assajloh (Whoever has girls, has no
one to support him.)

They are reckless and can easily go wrong, which can result in sullying
the family’s name:

(22)  5lbanat mukkaserat oddhho:r (Girls are back breakers.)

It is obvious that all these proverbs are loaded with prejudice against
women and endow women with only undesirable characteristics. Only three
proverbs constituting (2%) of the total proverbs on women praise women:

(23) slbait slmoara (The home is where woman is.)

(24)  mo dohr ?ilo mara, wa mo konz ?ilo dura (Corn alone is a treasure,
woman alone is timeless.)

(25) Suffo wa lo mejat deqn ((A woman’s) forelock is better than one hun-
dred beards, i.e., one woman is better than one hundred men.)
However, it is obvious that these proverbs do not praise her character.
At any rate, the proverbs that express disapproval of women are far more
numerous than those that express approval.
5.1.2 Physical Traits

There is a strong emphasis on the external appearance and physical
beauty of women whose heels indicate their beauty as the following proverb
indicates:

(26)  almaleeho to Sraf men o Zdramaha. (The girl's beauty is recognized by
her heels)

Beauty must be a priority in selecting the future wife and if the bride turns
out to be ugly, her husband can return her:
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(27) 2lXaibo marga $ha le a’hl aha (The ugly-looking woman should be
returned to her family.), and it is a must to get married to a virgin as in
the following proverb:

(28)  Xajr albonat bukuraha (The most desirable women are those who are
virgins).

This proverb reveals that a key to successful marriage in Yemeni society
is to have a virgin wife, but no proverb expresses the right of a woman to
demand a 'virgin bridegroom’. This indicates the overall prerogative of a
husband over his wife. Thus, it, directly echoes the relation of dominance and
subordination between husband and wife in a patriarchal society (Hussien
61).

Women also should be able-bodied enough to fulfil all her husband’s
demands and carry out the essential chores of the house.

(29)  zowgek jehebek o anti gawja wa a2 Zhlek jehbonek [ anti saneja
(Your husband will love you only if you are able-bodied, and you family
will love you only if you are rich,i.e., keep giving them presents.)

The inner beauty of a woman and her character are ignored. Outward
appearance is set against 'inner beauty’. Women are not chosen to be wives
for who they are but for their beauty and appearance, and their family’s
reputation:

(30)  bonat ulloso:l Xair men almal wa almahso:l (The daughters of repu-
table families are better than money and crops).

The reputation of the girl's family is even more important than her
beauty:

(31) 702 nagas Xodaha jewafi:ha geddoha (If she isn’t beautiful, (the re-
putation of) the grandfather will make up for it.)

This evidence suggests the tendency in Yemeni society to emphasize
the good family. Perhaps a woman from a good family will stand by her
husband in hard times. Still, judging a woman by her appearance or her family
name relegates her to a mere physical creature rather than a thinking human
being.

5.1.3 Violence Against Women

Domestic violence is used by men because they consider women as
objects and assets (Hussien 67). Through beating, the man in the house
seeks to maintain total control over their property. Authoritative manly beha-
vior ought to serve as a preventive measure against female subversion
(Schipper 261). It is also believed that the practice of violence is profitable to
the man himself: “His wife will be sweeter, chaster, work harder, and thus his
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own life is improved. Being beaten will turn her into a good wife; a better wife;
a quieter wife; a tamed wife” (Schipper 262): The proverbs from (32) through
(34) empower men to batter their wives or daughters:

(32) moa a2$Seed illo ma dobiba wa lo mara illo mo doreba (A porridge
isn’t tasty unless it is well-cooked, and a woman isn’t a woman unless
she is beaten.)

(33)  algowr Buma algowr 2l azzowga wa alhemar wa 2 Gowr (Oppress
and oppress your wife, your donkey, and your ox).

(34) dok albent daka kadakuk asanfi law jebqa e $rq jakfi (Smash girls
so hard as if you smash sanaf (a name of a plant) till you let only one
vein work.)

The proverbs that degrade women implicitly valorize masculine power.
That is, they encode Yemeni society’s belief that women are mere men’s
chattel- that is, a piece of their property. Husbands and fathers can use force
to exert dominance on their wives or daughters as if women have no dignity or
character.

The abuse is not restricted to the physical side but also extends to the
emotional, verbal and psychological side as well:

(35) 2wal allail ja muglati wa 2 ’Xor allail ja nugrati (When night comes
tell her that she is your eyes, and when it ends tell her that she is trash);
and:

(36) Io tesnaS almaSruf mo ¢ moro (Never do good to a woman.)
Violence can also be mental as in:

(37) gerajot almoro meOl Sabo:n alsarara (Women’s education is like a
melting soap).

This proverb condemns female education as valueless. It is estimated
that 79% of Yemeni women are illiterate’. This high rate can be due to many
factors but the proverb suggests that the role of the socio-cultural beliefs plays
a major part. This proverb strips off the right of a woman to receive education
and reveals the male mindset in society. A woman without learning or knowl-
edge, from a male perspective, will be more devoted to housekeeping. More-
over, lack of knowledge brings more chances of their being submissive,
modest and more easily controlled (Schipper 233).

Therefore, education should be restricted to men so that they can
exercise their power over women and limit their personal freedom which may

1  Women National Committee report for 2008 on the status of women -Yemen.
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liberate women from male authority.

These proverbs which call for violence against women aim at depriving
women of their self-worth and independence, which tend to impact negatively
on their ability to contribute to the well-being of the society. This in its turn is
likely to inhibit the meaningful growth and development of a society which
women constitute its half.

5.1.4 The Way Women Are Compared In Some Proverbs:

12 proverbs, accounting for 8% of the Yemeni proverbs, combine or
compare women to children and livestock, for example:

(38)  do$yat albala? al Suwailo wa annesa” (Those who cause disasters
are children and women).

(39) 1o telmon 2l Pun Gs wa low kamat men alkasab (Don’t trust a female
even if she is a she-goat),

(40)  [o tasurak banat 2l Sid wa la dowab 2lXajr (Don’t get tempted with the
looks of the girls on Eid, nor the donkeys of the harvest seasons).

(41)  i7bn iPbnok ok, i 7bn bentok 1272, lahim alkalb,/ jua kal, Iohm alkabS 1> ¢
(The son of your son is yours, but the son of your daughter is not,
because the flesh of sheep can be eaten, but not the flesh of dog.)

Even when a woman is praised, she is compared to an animal:

(42)  mors muddobera Xoir men demd 2 %smori (A woman who is a good
housekeeper is better than an Eritrean sheep).

This juxtaposition of women with livestock or children indicate the abject
level of distorted perception about the status of the woman in society as if she
is at the same level with them. This analogy is denigrating, since it echoes
society’s view that women are “objects lacking full human subjectivity”
(Collins 40).

5.2 Women'’s Roles Throughout Their lives

Yemeni proverbs portray women in different social roles and at different
stages of their lives.

5.2.1 As A Newborn

In a culture that idolizes men and dreads the birth of a daughter, to be
born female comes perilously close to being born less than human. The
lifetime discrimination that she will be subjected to starts at birth. Proverbs on
female newborns portray fathers as extremely angry and disgraced with the
birth of a female child into their family. The proverb states:

(43)  he teddi bonat wa i’hno neXlef le kasab (She gives birth to girls,
and we will slaughter a she-goat in her honor.)
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On the birth of a baby, a sheep should be slaughtered, but according to
this proverb a she-goat, not a sheep, should be slaughtered for a girl. Girls
are believed to bring dishonor and shame along with them according to the
proverbs:

(44)  almokalef dumr (Women are a disgrace).

(45)  ?in mat aXok jokasr dohraok, wa Pin matat uXtok jensator $ordok (If
your brother dies, your back will break, and if your sister dies, your
honour will be protected.)

People may not like girls in the family because an illusory fear of poverty
and shame weighs heavily on them. This fear has been inherited down the
ages when fathers were in dire need for male children to guard themselves
against their enemies, and to help them on their lands as well.

5.2.2 As A Daughter

At this age, females are considered to be in a transitional stage. They
are considered as burdens on their fathers:

(46) 2 /Xos alXobaja assuf wa assabajo (The worst hidden things are wools
and girls of the marriageable age). She should be treated as a slave:

(47)  albent $abd mamlo:k hatto ttazowag (A qirl is a slave till she gets
married).

Therefore, one of the most nagging concerns for the parents who have
daughters is how to guarantee them husbands (Al-Adeemi 39). Daughters
should be married at the earliest. The following proverb illustrates this
tradition:

(48) zoweg bent 0OGEoman wa ‘elijo addomean (Get the eight-year-old girl
married with my guarantee.)

It is estimated that 65% of Yemeni girls get married under 15 years old?.
Getting married will protect girls’ honor, and control their behavior. The natural
place for a woman is her husband’s house. If she passes the marriage age,
she is considered a spinster:

(49)  moaXto:ba wa lo nabers (Better be engaged than become a spinster).-
Because:

(50) almara belo wali me&l bab almonazg (A woman without a husband
is like the door of (a traditional) oven, i.e., useless).

2 Women National Committee report on the status of women-Yemen- 2008.
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There is no choice before a woman but to get married:
(51)  azzowag wa o algabr (Get married, or get buried).

And it is better for her to get married to a pestering and annoying
husband than go without a husband:

(52) azzowg almunagem wa lo alwehda (Better get married to a nagging
man than staying without a husband).

It is remarkable that the dignity of a woman and the respect of the society
for her are conditioned by her legal relationship with a man under marriage
institution (Afarfar 67). Becoming somebody’s wife, then, means being (eco-
nomically and socially) protected as well as being controlled by a husband
(Schipper 103).

This attitude articulates society’s view of a woman as emotionally,
physically, and socially dependent on a man. It also assigns a woman one
main role in the society i.e., to keep the procreating process going which
entails women'’s unfitness to assume other important roles in society.

5.2.3 As A Wife

Although girls are not welcomed at their birth, they are considered the
pillar of the house once they are wives. The proverbs acknowledge the
importance of the woman in her house as the homemaker. No home goes
without a woman as the following proverb states:

(53)  albait almora (The home is where women is.)

Besides, a man would rather get sick than see his wife getting sick since
life in the house cannot go without her:

(54)  omrad ano wa Io temrad almora (I'd better get sick than see my wife
getting sick).
But the man should not outwardly appreciate her efforts and skills in
managing the house

(85)  almara serag albait wa o tezomeri [oho (Women are the light of the
house, but you shouldn't tell her this).

It is the woman who will bring fortune to her house and however the man
is wealthy, it means nothing without a good house keeper:

(56)  mora muddobera wa lo tegora men ‘adon (A good housekeeper is
better than a business from Aden).

A woman should be a good house keeper but not rich. Being wealthy will
empower the woman, and hence will prevent the man from dominating her
(Al-Marneesi 23). Furthermore, a wealthy bride will have more say in the
relationship (Schipper 93).
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However, even though she is at the core of the family life, her activities
should be restricted to running the household effectively, and not to be
permitted to exceed this role to exercise her partnership with her husband. If
the husband takes his wife’s opinion, he will be considered weak and not
manly enough:

(57)  men astomaS almora kon morat almors (Whoever listens to his wife is
considered a wife of his wife.)

He will not only be stripped off of his manhood but also should be
punished severely

(58)  muser maratu haloqu dignu men u’0nu l> u0nu (Whoever confides
in his wife, his beard should be plucked from one ear to the other.), and
it is highly unmanly behavior to spend much time at home because:

(59)  2.7Xos almatoreh alboit (The worst places are homes).
5.2.4 As A Mother

It is the mother’s intrinsic role to provide her children with the inner sense
of security when satisfying their physical and emotional needs. This role
continues even when the children become grown-ups:

(60) men 2 5d urmuh b tehemuh (Whoever has his mother alive has no
worries).

That is, the mother will make sure that everything is taken care of:

(61)  men 2 5d u’muh beddar 2 ¢d qursu har (Whoever has his mother at
home will eat his bread hot).

Although mothers at home take on the responsibility of rearing their
children, only the daughters will be like them and the sons will be like their
fathers:

(62)  albent le 2umaha wa alwalad l> 2 ’buh (Daughters are for their
mothers and sons for their fathers).

She can only bring her daughter up in a way similar to her:

(63)  irZgtuif alwards wa Jumeh wa albunio ’5l> u/’meh (Pluck basil and
smell it, and the daughter will resemble her mother).

The point that daughters behave the way their mothers do is mainly
made from the perspective of a man who wants to marry. His perspective and
his interest “are at stake depending on whether the daughter of a ’'good’
mother is to be a good wife” (Schipper 136)
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5.2.5 As A Widow

According to the proverbs, a widow is not seen fully qualified to turn a
son into a man. If the mother is a widow, her son will be disgraced as

(64)  i7bn ulmuh (His mother’s son), or

(65) i7bn maklaf (A woman'’s son).
He will be deemed as half a man

(66) i’bn moklof nos reggal (A son who is raised by a widow is half a
man), or

(67) i’bn marmals nages 26ul© (The son of a widow is third competent
as ordinary ones.)

5.2.6 Other Roles

Other roles of women which constitute (3.9 %) of the proverbs on women
are all seen as ill-natured and evil. The proverbs (68) through (71) illustrate
these:

(68) genni bein attebn wa lo moarat 2li ’bn (A Jinni hidden in hay is better
than a daughter-in-law.); as a sister in law

(69) genni afloX wa 2 morat aloX (A deformed Jinni is better than a sister-
in-law.), a step mother

(70) gad attobina tobina wa low kanat men a2l $agine (A step mother will
be a step mother even if she is a dough (i.e., whatever kind of work she
does); as mother-in-law:

(71) o ttezawag wa 2 ¢d qurqu./ u’mak be tago (Don’t get married while
your mother is still alive) because she will be a bad mother-in-law for
your wife (Al-Akwa).

For a broader picture of the image of women in the society, it is of
essence to have a brief ook at the other side- that is, the image of the man in
the Yemeni society as reflected in the proverbs.

6. The Image of Men

Proverbs that directly refer to men or describe them from the vantage
point of their being males are even fewer than those that refer to women.
However, all of them praise males, and not a single proverb that was found in
this research belittle them. All the proverbs about men embody a society’s
belief that men are superior creatures. Man is the basis from whom the
woman was created.
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(72)  haw 2 Xlekot men del § 2 2dom (Eve was created from Adam’s rib)

In the traditional Yemeni family, sons are more permanent members of
the family, and are the ones who would ultimately inherit the legacy of their
family, while females are destined to go out of the lineage through marriage. It
suggests a general Arabic cultural belief that a newly born baby son is the
bearer of the family name in general, and the extension of the father’s
masculinity, in particular (Oha 92). Sons are considered the prime source of
economic and physical support.

The proverbs state:

(73)  heij le alwalod menein ma ga (Welcome the boy no matter from where
he came.)

Moreover, society turns a blind eye to whatever a man does because:
(74)  orragal hamel Seibu (Nothing disgraces a man.)

This attitude of society towards males indicates the feeling of supremacy
of men in the society, and also inspires men to develop a belief that they are
mentally, physically and spiritually superior to women. Therefore, there is a
big difference in the expectations assigned to both sexes in the society with
women as a disgrace in themselves, and with men having full power to violate
even the ethical and moral principles in the name of manhood.

7. The Society’s Perception Of Women As Depicted In The
Proverbs

In order to investigate the contemporary perception of people in the
society as regards the image of women reflected in the proverbs, the author
designed a questionnaire consisting of 20 Yemeni proverbs on women, and
two proverbs on the dignified status of men. The two groups of proverbs were
assigned separate sections (See Appendix 1). In selecting the proverbs for
the questionnaire, the author attempted to obtain a representative sampling
from the various categories discussed above. Each category is represented
by one proverb except for the category of personal traits which is represented
by 10 proverbs, as the majority of the proverbs on women come under this
category. The categories are: physical and personal traits of women: foolish,
untrustworthy, liar, trouble-maker, weak, malicious, incompetent, valueless,
wicked, and dependency of women on men; encouraging violence against
women; social roles played by women throughout their lives, dependency of
women on men,

ﬂl‘ﬂll ]IIIII‘IIiI| fir “IE ||IIIIIEIIIiIiEE

[N}
(e}
=

Issue 120/30



ﬂl'ﬂll ]IIIII'I|EI| for “IE lllllllﬂlliliﬂs

N
(@)
N

Issue 120/30

o -

One proverb that values and exalts women constitutes one category by
itself.

Respondents were asked to choose whether they believed each proverb
was applicable or inapplicable to Yemeni women (Section A), and Yemeni
men (Section B). The questionnaire was written in Arabic.

The questionnaire was administered to 100 students chosen using the
cluster sampling method: 50 males and 50 females. All of the participants
were undergraduate students at Taiz University.

8. Results and Analysis

This section presents the results of the questionnaire on the gender
differences in the perceived image of the woman in the Yemeni society as
reflected in the Yemeni traditional proverbs:

Personal and Physical Traits

There is no significant difference between female and male respondents
in their attitudes towards the way the society looks at women for almost all the
negative traits as shown in Table 1. Both males and females respondents
agreed on the negative traits attributed to women with varying degrees.
According to 80% of the male respondents, women are trouble-makers, and
incompetent. 84% of the male respondents thought that women are liars and
74% believed that they are untrustworthy and wicked. Over half of the male
respondents (54%) believed that women are malicious, while 70% believed
they are foolish. The majority of males wanted a beautiful woman (98%).
Females participants in the questionnaire, on the other hand, perceived
themselves negatively- all the traits yielded no less than 50% agreement on
the applicability of the proverbs to women except for foolishness and untrust-
worthiness (28% and 40%, respectively), which are still a high rate. Aimost
half of the females believed that Yemeni women are incompetent, wicked and
malicious. 82% of the Yemeni female respondents thought that Yemeni
women are sharp-tongued, 66% of them maintained that women are liars, and
68% of them believed that women are trouble-makers. Female respondents,
more than their counterparts, thought that Yemeni women are valueless (86
% versus 78%). Both male and female respondents agreed that women are
weak (98% and 96%, respectively).Weakness seems stereotypical of women.
Female respondents, also, stressed the outer beauty of the woman (92%),
and unexpectedly gave the man the right to return his wife if she is not good-
looking (92%). 84 % of the male respondents hold that a woman is better off
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even with a nagging husband than without any husband at all. Interestingly,

68% of female respondents agreed with this view.

Table 1. The Attitudes Of Male and Female Respondents Towards The
Personal And Physical Traits Of Women In The Yemeni Proverbs

(%) Males (%) Females
Foolish 70 28
Untrustworthy 74 40
Liar 84 66
Trouble-maker 80 68
Weak 98 96
Malicious 54 54
Sharp-tongued 86 82
Incompetent 80 50
Valueless 78 86
Wicked 74 54
Dependency of women on men 84 68

Violence against women

The results presented in Table 2 were surprising. More than half of the
male respondents (56%) approved of the proverbs that encourage physical
violence against women, while 84% of the female respondents rejected the
idea of being battered.

The proverbs truly reflect the masculine ego and perpetuate the as-
sumed rights of rigidly stereotyped men to cause physical and psychological
harm to their female partners (Disch 394) with the blessings of the society.

Table 2. The Attitude Of Male And Female Respondents Towards En-
couraging Violence Against Women In The Yemeni Proverbs

(%) Males (%) Females

Encouraging domestic violence 56 16

Women’s Roles

Table 3 shows the difference in the attitudes of the male and female
respondents with regard to the role of the Yemeni women in the society.
Newborn female children are welcomed neither by males, nor by females of
the family, with 82% of female respondents more apprehensive of giving birth
to a female child compared to 68% of the male respondents who tended to
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show similar apprehensions on the issue. This attitude of women can be
accounted for by the desire to make their husbands happy by giving birth to
sons in order to perpetuate their father's name. A son in any family guaran-
tees the peace and happiness of the family. Husbands have been known
married to another woman for the sake of getting a son. Therefore, female
respondents included in the questionnaire were identifying with women in the
society and, thus, adopted this attitude. However, except for the role of a
woman as a daughter, the difference between the responses between male
and female respondents with regard to women’s roles is not big. Both agreed
on the negative role of the wife in the house (46% for females vs. 68% for
males). Both male and female respondents also cast doubt on the compe-
tence and ability of a widow to raise a family (76% and 66% respectively).
Female respondents believed in the evil nature of all the in-laws, more than
men did (88% vs. 78%, respectively).

Table 3. The Attitudes of Males and Female Respondents Towards The
Roles Of Women Throughout Their Life As Manifested In The Yemeni

Proverbs
(%) Males (%) Females
Newborn 68 82
Daughter 74 27
Wife 68 46
Mother 88 96
Widow 76 66
Other roles 78 88

Praising women

Both male and female respondents (96%, and 94 %, respectively)
believed that the institution of families is firmly based on women and those
institutions without women are inconceivable.

Glorifying man

As expected, the sweeping majority of male respondents (94%) agreed
that there is nothing that a man does that he can be ashamed of. Only 45% of
females agreed with this assumption.

8. Conclusion and Implications

The image of women in Yemeni proverbs has two facets: the negative
side which occupies the major part, and the positive one which is marginal
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and extremely weak. It was found that almost all proverbs degrade and
demean women nearly in all of their age and roles. Aimost every proverb that
relates to women contains a severe negation of the value of women in society.
The examples presented here are just a sample of tens of existing negative
proverbs about women.

Out of all the proverbs studied, the author could only find three proverbs
that exalt women. However, even when a woman is mentioned in a positive
way, it is rare to find any other positive qualities except those that are related
to her body and her "natural roles". Her positive evaluation is derived from
her body, beauty, ability to give birth to children, care for her family, and skill
in manual and domestic work. These examples amply show that the proverbs
of the past centuries express misogyny, pure and simple (cf. Mieder 53). This
claim is further supported by the Yemeni proverb which says

almara serag albait wa [ tezmri [oha (even if a woman does a good

thing, you should not tell her that). These verbal assaults on women may lead
us to reconsider proverbs as ’wisdom’ sayings. They are clearly faulty
generalizations and could have originated as one man’s illogical conclusions,
which other people, with gender prejudices, have come to accept as aphor-
isms. If some women have been unreliable and unfaithful, to say that (all)
women are unreliable and unfaithful is nonsensical (Oha 94).

The proverbs encode cultural beliefs which define what it means to be a
prototypical man or woman and suggest how each should behave in the
society (cf. Hussien 135). Therefore, both men and women are placed in
typical social positions and assigned patterns of expectations. These pro-
verbs, thus, are used as grounds to justify different sets of rights and
responsibilities for each gender. Domestic violence is, thus, legitimized- the
man will not feel remorse about beating his wife because the society has
issued him a license to use his authority over women to perpetuate the latter’s
subordination and subservience. The rate of domestic violence in Yemen has
reportedly reached 56.4%° even though many cases are not reported due to
the prevailing traditions that constrain women from complaining against their
husbands and fathers. And one of the reasons identified for domestic violence
is the prevalence of the inherited patterns of prejudices against women, and
the high level of tolerance of aggressive male behaviour at home.

The result is a sexist mindset that has the potential to affect practically
every aspect of women’s lives, preventing them from accomplishing their full
potential. Discrimination against females is a stark reality that affects large

3 Women National Committee report for 2008 on the status of women-Yemen.
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portions of the society. It actually reflects the society’s aspiration for control and
this is where the proverbs help patriarchy to live on from generation to genera-
tion by presenting it as a stable immutable part of social order (Ssetuba).

However, we can say that although the female respondents are edu-
cated university women, they are still under the influence of tradition and false
beliefs about status of women. Admittedly, the majority of women in Yemeni
society are illiterate and economically dependent on men, hence they may
seem to unwittingly acquiesce in the stereotypical denunciation of women
through their socializing job at home. Women may internalize the negative
attitudes held against them and convince themselves that they are really
incapable of doing worthwhile things. Mary Devereaux has argued that in a
male-dominated society, women “Judge themselves according to internalized
standards of what is pleasing to men” (337). Their role is to guard, nurture
and sustain the existing cultural values and norms embedded in all forms of
oral traditions. They unconsciously buy into negative images that can trigger
abuse and mistreatment of other women. They do not realize that their
behavior reflects society’s biases (Chesler 2009). The result is oppressed
humiliated women.

The relationship between men and women in Yemeni society should be
assessed not on gender basis but on their roles and values as human beings.
Gender discrimination has to be resisted wherever it exists. This can be
achieved by widespread education, creating opportunities to increase eco-
nomic independence of women, revisiting the school curriculum and eradicat-
ing discriminatory images and concepts, enforcing the law, and strengthening
the role of civil organizations that are concerned with women’s issues. It can
also be done at the level of language which can partly be held responsible for
perpetuating women’s oppression and is used among other things to create
and reinforce gender ideology because groups who occupy a subordinate or
oppressed position in society invariably suffer from linguistic disparagement
(Leith 147). It may take a very long time to change mentalities but eventually
efforts to promote mass awareness of the rights and privileges among women
will pay off.
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Translation of the questionnaire

Questionnaire
Dear participants:

The information elicited from the following questionnaire will only be
used for research purposes. Put a tick (v') in the box against the proverb you

think expresses what you believe .
Male: Female:
A- Proverbs about women

Applicable
to a woman

Inapplicable
to a woman

1- A porridge isn’t tasty unless it is well-
cooked, and a woman isn’t a woman unless
she is beaten.

2- The ugly-looking woman should be re-
turned to her family.

3- If a woman shouts for help, run to rescue
the man.

4- The mind of the woman is in her foot.

5- Don’t trust women even if she can cure
the crazy.

6- She gives birth to girls, and we will slaugh-
ter a goat in her honor.

7- Whoever acts according to the advice of
his wife will regret.

8- Those who cause disasters are children
and women.

9- A son who is raised by a widow is half a man

10- To know a man is like doing business,
but to know a woman is like losing business

11- A girl is a salve till she gets married

12- A nagging husband is better than lone-
liness.

13- The home is where women is, and the
corn is the core of cereals.




Cont. A- Proverbs about women
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Applicable
to a woman

Inapplicable
to a woman

14- A Jinni hidden in hay is better than a
daughter-in-law.

15- Whoever has his mother alive, don’t get
worried about him.

16- A woman is a woman even if she be-
comes a tiger.

17- Women are deficient in intelligence, re-
ligion and inheritance.

18- The weapon of the woman is her tongue

19- Women are snares of Satan.

20- Eve got Adam out of the Paradise

B- Proverbs about men

Applicable
to the man

Inapplicable
to the man

1- Welcome the son no matter from where he
came

2- Nothing disgraces a man
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Appendix (2)
(The Phonetic Symbols Used In The Text)
Consonants:
Bilabial | Labio- | Dental Alveol Post- Palatal Velar Uvular | Pharyngeal Glottal
dental ar alveolar stop
Plosive b () (D) k&) | q8) ("
a(d )
Nasal m(p) n(0)
Fricative (<) o (u) NED) f (d:*) X (t) h © h®)
\ z(J) i
8¢) ©

Affricate
Trill r(V)
Approximant i) w (3)
Lateral 1)
Approximant

Pharyngealized consonants: ¢'(g) §(v=) d (&) t(&)

Vowels:
u High back short rounded vowel
5 Central unrounded vowel just below the mid-low position
e&lLow front unrounded vowel
e Mid-high front unrounded vowel
i: High front unrounded vowel
o: Mid-low back long rounded vowel
ai A glide from low front unrounded vowel to a high front unrounded vowel
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