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A Path to Understanding Different Cultures

"If you want to know a people, know their proverbs."
English proverb

"Without proverbs, the language would be but a skeleton without flesh,
a body without a soul.”
Ashanti proverb (Ghana)

Whether called maxims, truisms, clichés, idioms, expressions or
sayings, proverbs are small packages of truth about a people's values
and beliefs. Values like ambition, virtue, generosity, patience are
addressed in sayings from most every culture yet, each culture has
proverbs that are unique to it. For example, sayings from various Native
American tribes often reflect their view of the land as sacred: "Take
only what you need and leave the land as you found it." (Zona, 1994).
Japanese proverbs often refer to morals: "An evil deed remains with the
evildoer" (Zona, 1996). Many Mexican proverbs reflect the thinking and
values of rural people or the average person on the street and hope is a
common theme: "Hope dies last of all" (Sellers, 1994). Examining the
proverbs of different cultures is one way we can expand our multicultural
knowledge. Through the sharing of proverbs we can reinforce the
similarities and differences of people everywhere and bring about greater
cultural understanding.

This collection of Karen proverbs was compiled not only to document
and preserve them for future generations of the Karen, but also to provide
greater understanding of traditional Karen culture and values to speakers
of English. In addition, it is hoped that it will be useful for Karen educators
to assist them in passing on traditional Karen values and culture to
their students and children.
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1. An old elephant trampled on its trunk.
No one is perfect. Even the successful must be aware of their faults or
they will falter.
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2. A delicious mushroom can make us ill.
Some actions which give pleasure can be harmful in the long run.
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3. We listen to the sound of money.
One shouldn't wish for more money than one needs or it will bring
problems.
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4, A cow will drink calf's milk.

Elders must depend on the young.
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5. Soft fontanel, thin chest.
Lacking in knowledge and wisdom.
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6. The upper body begs from the sun, the lower body begs from

the stars.

Desperate to the point of having to ask and eventually beg for help from
others.
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7. The bun (of hair) orders the skull.
The young order their elders.
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8. Every bow can not reach its target; every arrow can not strike
its target.
Not every person is able to succeed.
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9. When a snake bites, it remembers its' poison.

One must remember one's mistakes in order to learn from them.
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10. Cut water shows no mark.
Futile work will be in vain.
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11. A small machete is sharp in its' sheath.
Those with an education or knowledge though normally humble, are

very resourceful in times of need.
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12. The Salaween river will never dry; a buffalo's horn will never
be straight.
Some things will never change.
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13. Hand covered in faeces but denies it and accuses others of
having faeces on their hands.
One who errors and tries to pass the blame onto others.

9G. 9519908, 99DDEEOMN.

2255 BHOEH 3585 9NE31 951000 EHBVE:0PDHPI3ETID
DG ooéo%:a%@aoo:ooﬁ. 91(7)[3_3@3(7%:@55%5@90320%1, @%ﬁgz
1850081, B35&:01350081, ©358:01050081080081., opSoro:0]
35 0o&18:300950p D003 500819103201

14. There arelong and short fingers; some leaves are wide, others
are narrow.

The world has all kinds of people, rich, poor, clever, foolish, etc.
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15. We don't watch where the crow flies, we don't listen when
an old woman is speaking.
Don't be concerned with trivial matters.
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16. When a cock crows you see its' crest, aperson is known from
their name.

By the good one does, one gains the respect of others.
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17. If two hens incubate the same egg, it will spoil.
"Too many cooks spoil the broth"
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18. Many fishes, shallow hole.
If a group is given a task but no individuals given responsibility for it, the
work will not be done.
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19. A large deer in its territory, a small deer at its salt lick.
Everyone is comfortable in their own place.
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20. Before the chameleon washes its' face.
Very early in the morning; before dawn.
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21. A little slip and it will escape; a little snag and it will be
stuck.

Due to carelessness, a small thing can cause a big problem.
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22. An ant is good to its egg, a person is good to their children;
an ant cares for its egg, a person cares for their children.

One who loves and takes good care of their own possessions.
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23. The good from fire, the clean from water.
We learn valuable lessons from our parent, teachers and elders.

(compares parent etc. with the positive aspects of fire and water)
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24. When a large object falls, it makes a loud noise.
When the powerful make errors, it is widely talked about.
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25. If big, share and eat together; if small, share and eat together.

Whether we have a little or a lot, we must remember to share with
others.
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26. The ear is taller than the horn.
Rebellious children.
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27. Low cost, bitter meat.
You get what you pay for.
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28. The right walks, the wrong flies.
A good deed often goes unseen but mistakes are clearly seen.
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29. A bend in the river we can see past, a bend in the sea we
cannot.

We can easily know the hearts and desires of the young, but not the
elderly.
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30. A bend in the river we can see past, we cannot see what's
inside the heart of people.

It is not easy to see into the heart of a dishonest person.
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31. A bucket with a short rope.
The one who is short tempered.
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32. You can not see your feet in dirty water.
One who can't see their own faults and has too high an opinion of

themselves.
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33. When there is no water, we must dig.
One lacking in basic needs must work harder.
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34.When apigis sickitisvicious,when ahenis sickitis vicious.

It is difficult to receive forgiveness from one who feels they have been
done wrong.
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35. The boar is brave in its nest; people are brave in their home.
If you obey the law and stand your ground you have nothing to fear.
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36. Birds fly in the sky, their bones on the earth.
Those with too much pride will later find trouble.
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37. A big bird has big eggs; a small bird has small eggs.

One should be satisfied with what they are and not waste time comparing
ones self with others.
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38. Birds chase fruit; people chase rice.
All creatures pursue a good life.
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39. Birds eat their own eggs; people eat their own children.
Comparing a leader or one in authority who does not work for the benefit

of their own people but for their own personal gain.
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40. The dog goes back to its vomit; the buffalo goes back to its
puddle.

If repentance is not sincere, one will return to one's old ways.
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41. Dogs like to follow and playfully bark at their masters. A good

spade has a heavy head.
Parents must set a good example for their children.
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42. The dog that continually barks gets the bone.
If we don't give up, we will receive what we are hoping for.
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43. The dog barks because it gets the scent, the leaves move
because the wind blows.
The ambitious usually work hard.
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44. The older cucumber, the more sour the taste.
The older one gets, the more wisdom one gains.

68 3D000303:pD, poHEIBAB:A.
cmu%ﬁgﬁqp@51005@0’3%100@5@%683@9@6:@%8'r%oog?l, @ao%ﬁoo
%1@905100‘%18:ooﬁ()%:éﬁ:()%zmc\ﬁé:m1zgmobo%m%%@aooziﬁoo
@%ﬁooﬁ gﬁooo%o%:agf), @ﬁooo%o%:o%ooﬁo é\%ﬁogsooﬁo%f)ooﬁp_g
oC o o Q Qo
iﬁm@faﬁ@:@mzmmﬁ, S)wwngalgmﬁmzmoo@ﬁooﬁ,

45, All frogs are not fat, all fishes are not fat.
Some are more fortunate than others.
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46. Before afrog dies, its legs tremble; before a fish dies, its tail
shakes.

Those who have not repented will pay for the bad deeds they have
committed and suffer.
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47. Search through the rubbish, see the snake; Take off the bark,
see the centipede.
If you search for evil, you will see only evil and won't see the good.

Go. ogloiodasm.
ooﬁ@élgC\%lbc\ngloass)ﬁmwﬁo?lxamofxya:ogﬁ%50?085@@8:
35582356@10331\%5@1@563:@%@5@31@0%5%&\%1, ooabﬁc%:o%
cf')wac%ﬁcowoﬁcgﬁ@mwﬁ,

48. Old dying buffalos look for a river bank.
When the elderly near death, they always wish to return to the place

that they love.
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49. A tame buffalo gores deep.

Those closest to one can hurt them the most.
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50. A buffalo with a short tail.
Short tempered and prone to fits of rage.
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51. Even though the bell rings, the buffalo continues to eat.
Comparing one who you try and teach well but only does things their

own way.
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52. Three years after one cuts down a tree, it will grow to as it
was before; three years after one speaks, their words will remain

the same.
Hurtful words are not forgotten so one should be careful of what they

say.

Q. 0dapdosal, VsolepHLS.

91§§ﬁézbmﬁ§zmﬁ$§@agﬁoéziﬁgﬁmﬁmﬁooﬁqucgh 0619630
3530581, g100:016100]d:dEN 805803200933, Tpo0HBLITIOE!
B1-3280p3610010015 £5 526152 D100B1B0DT HABI. & D252
ooﬁooorong@51@9Sogjgﬁbooﬁ§:mﬁ§9§@98506:®508§@9w3m1mﬁ

01 ﬁd)ﬁ(m”_@ &E"L(% E2) OOO)'ISOO@'I 91%@%%5815@1%&)1,




OO@QODSOOO%I:% U)ﬁ()OO%l gﬁm@ﬁ

53. If we sleep too much we will get ill; if we are ill too much, we
will die.

Laziness compounds troubles.
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54. Sleep together, be warm; eat together, the food is delicious.
Staying together in peace brings happiness.
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55. If you tease a puppy it will bite you.
Not giving respect to small things can result in problems.

6. ocdosid, O NSNS,

(1‘0 ﬁ Q ° (% Q Q Q0 0O o
O218:00 @'LC\)'I@QC\)IU)ﬁS)‘L%ﬁO:TJﬁ@IO'L@I SQIO’)U{ICDC\)L, OP'LO'L

ob%%ﬁoooﬁo%ﬁorﬁglooxgﬁmuwﬁo




mé’mﬁmo%lgoﬁmogl gﬁ@@;’:‘v

56. If we start traveling in early morning, the weather is cool.
If one takes on a task and finishes it early, one will not be exhausted.
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57. If you choose a new road you will go astray.
If one only follows their own will, they will often go astray.
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58. Rekindle the fire to make it glow; shake the country to stir it

up.
Encouragement can help to achieve our goals.
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59. When we get angry we cut our leg; when we lose our temper
we cut our head.

Anger does no good so one should control it.
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60. Chew properly, swallow smoothly.

If one plans a task and does it well, they will have no problem.
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61. We are on the elephant's head, no need to fear a rabid dog.
Those who do their best to do good deeds should have no fear.
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62. We eat mushrooms, we must befriend the anthill.
If one wants something, one must live harmoniously with its source.
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63. Respect your brothers and sisters like parents; respect your
parents like angels.

Give all things the respect what they deserve.
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64. Follow the buffalo, be covered in buffalo faeces.
A good person who associates with bad will be negatively influenced.
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65. If others speak loudly, we whisper; if others whisper, we keep
quiet.
Humility is best.
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66. A lazy person carries many water bottles on their back.
One who procrastinates must eventually work very hard.
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67. The brave will face brave adversary; the timid will face timid

adversary.
The brave will put themselves in danger; the timid will avoid danger, or

arm themselves against it when they are forced to face it.
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68. The soft tongue breaks the bones.
The patient and humble can be a friend with their enemy.
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69. An arrow is good to shoot; the young are good for asking to
do things.

The young and healthy should respect and obey their elders by doing
what is asked of them.
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70. Polish one's faeces white with lime.
Vow not to repeat past mistakes
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71. If your children and spouse die, you can find new ones; if
your parents die, they are gone forever.
You must appreciate, care for and not take your parents for granted

because once they pass away, they can not be replaced.
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72. Daughters in the home; sons in the village hall.
Daughters must help their mothers and sons their fathers.
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73. One who owns paddy fields eats porridge; one who builds
boats sails in atrough.

One who is too proud of their skills or wealth do not often get what they
expect.
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74. There is good grain near the road.
One's work should not be motivated only by praise from others.
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75. A female cat jumps on the roof; a male cat jumps on the very

top of the house.
Women work hard, men work even harder.
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76. By day we walk by sunlight, by night we walk by torchlight.
We must follow in the ways our parents taught us.
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7. $lonadedlonzpdiiond.
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77.The sunisn't dead; the moon hasn't rotted yet.
There is still time.
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78. Don't wait for someone to die to compose poems.
Depending on others brings no benefit.
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79. The rising sun doesn't come out of a hole; the setting sun
doesn't go into a hole.
One must be alert because the future is uncertain.
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80. If you beat something, beat it to death; if you look after
something, look after it until it gets better.
If one takes on a task, always see it through to its fruition.
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81. If the fire glows brightly, fish will come; if the fire does not

burn, fish will go.
The rich and powerful have many people around them; the poor have

few.
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82. Your eyes can't see your entire head; your mind can't

understand everything about yourself.
One can't see or know all.
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83. When a mother dies, half the house collapses; when a father

dies, the whole house collapses.
If a mother dies, the family face great hardship; if a father dies, a family's

livelihood is lost.
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84. If we can not do (deal with people well), our siblings will be

our enemies; if we can do, a stump can be our friend.
Knowing how to deal with people brings harmony for fellow countrymen

and their neighbours.
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85. Do quickly, meet problems.
Take your time and think before you speak or act.
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86. If you can not spin you waste your mother's thread, if you can

not split bamboo you waster your father's bamboo.
Foolish children waste their parent's property.
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87. Many doctors and children die.
Too many cooks spoil the broth.
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88. Too many lice on your head and it doesn't itch anymore.
Afew mistakes or problems cause discomfort. Too many and it becomes

the norm.
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89. Trees don't follow their shade, people don't follow their voice.
Practice what you preach.
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90. Old trees expose their roots, old bamboo expose their roots.
Some destructive events can't be prevented.
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91. Without firewood, the fire will go out.
When the evil is gone, fighting and worrying will stop by itself.
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92. When a tree dies, new sprouts will grow; when a person
dies, he still has his descendants.

When one dies, one should pass on goodness to their descendents.
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93. Sometrees are hollow, bamboo is hollow. Big trees fall down
by themselves, big bamboo falls by itself.

One should not be too proud because everyone has a weakness.
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94. A tree has branches, bamboo has branches.
People have a variety of cultures, religions, etc., but we are all human
and should not be discriminated against.

29 20:¢iaadooinayl, 8a0SepSandded.
ooﬁmpw%ﬁgﬁ%@fn@awzéﬁé:gﬁogﬁ8:39005(\313(%@5]08&@5025
oSt o?wooz(_'ﬁogf), é:ood)@loo(bcouooﬁaoﬁoo*ﬁobf)ooﬁogﬁ@?
oowﬁx%ﬁ@w:mwﬁ{l@aogocpﬁq?ﬁ@ﬁwzgcﬁlmémwﬁogb%ﬁ
oSt 8oo§agﬁm1@8§§§@5691w:®509§oo®§@%§8zéﬁgzaﬂ, o1
@1&:@1(%b3903@b&9§melooﬁelcm@aoooﬁ@ﬁb, 06100:01008
2P ARPURPOIEQFPAYEORPCSL.

95. The old are strong in their speech; the young have strong
calves.

The elderly have knowledge and experience and the young have physical
strength, therefore the young should need the advice of the elderly.
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96. The owner of a big house is as big as a spinning wheel, the
owner of a small house is as big as a sea bean.

Respect all things.
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97. Silent flatulence spreads widely, whispering creates traps.
Bad deeds and gossip attempted to be concealed often spread widely

and cause hurt.
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98. When alone, we feel lonely; when in a group, it smells bad.
There are both advantages and disadvantages to being alone orin a

group.
CR- @pco1R8dapdaolcicozgr.

NN EoognDE515500:8:0100120 100502103 2001350 HE0H
02095 0l80107103193) 0 FH T M E 21O 1Y 23310D. 203,
0T3DAIVIDOYNDTHLOTDDAODBE ML, BLIRMEOEN0GICT
03358:6100: 1 FB1HB1HENNHBESDMD.

99. Sitting on the roof, shitting on the home.
an ingrate
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100. Drink water, preserve the land; eat frogs, preserve the stones
in the water; eat fish, preserve the pool.

We must preserve the things that are important to us.
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101. We eat cucumber, we talk about the plant; we eat a bottle
gourd we count its plant.

What ever we do we should research it.
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102. Eat alot, smell spring onions; Eat a little, smell spring onions.
A mistake is a mistake, be it big or small.
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103. Eating eagerly makes you choke; eat too much and you will

suffer from a stomachache.
one shouldn't be too self indulgent or it will result in serious problems.
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104. Eat the rats head, don't look at its' face.

One who is blinded by want or love and doesn't see anything but the
positive, ignoring the obvious negative sides.
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