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Abstract

Diglossia is a common linguistic phenomenon in Arabic in all aspects of
communication including proverbs. This paper examines how diglossia affects
the translation of Arabic diglossic proverbs into English, taking Saudi
vernacular as an example. The study adopts a descriptive analytical approach.
Five (5) professional translators from five (5) Arab countries (Saudi, Yemeni,
Egyptian, Syrian and Sudanese) were hired to respond and comment on thirty-
six (36) carefully selected Saudi proverbs into English. The proverbs were
categorised into six groups: lexical diglossia, morphological / phonological
variation, code-mixing (code-switching), semantic / pragmatic contrast,
frequency and cultural relevance, and formality-informality tension. The
analysis is based on the views of Nida (formal and dynamic equivalence),
Baker (pragmatic strategies) and Toury (translation norms). The findings show
several facets of diglossia in translation. Translators closer to the Saudi context
tended to prioritise adequacy and cultural specificity whereas others favoured
target text acceptability and communicative clarity. Dynamic equivalence
predominated for secular pragmatic proverbs while formal correspondence was
preferred for religious and morally solemn items. Baker's pragmatic model
proved to be useful in the analysis of translators' choices regarding implied
meanings and translation shifts. Toury’s framework explained how initial,
preliminary and operational norms guided translators’ choices. The study findings
are valuable to translators, linguists, educationists, and cultural studies scholars.
Keywords: diglossia, formal/dynamic equivalence, pragmatic strategies,
proverbs, Saudi vernacular, translation norms, untranslatability.
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Introduction:

The translation of proverbs is one of the highly interesting and intriguing
areas due to the intersection of linguistic, cultural, semiotic and historical
dimensions that weave a web of meanings which force themselves upon the
translator’s mission of transfer of meaning across languages. Simply
defined, proverbs are concise, metaphorical expressions encapsulating
cultural wisdom, moral lessons, social norms and values, and shared
experiences. With translators as mediators, always seeking fidelity and
equivalence, the translation of proverbs poses huge challenges in the normal
translation circumstances” due to the desire to have the target text (TT)
reader share a similar experience to that of the source text (ST) reader (Nida,
1964; Nida and Taber; 1969/82). For example, the proverb 4,z 22l S L U

(Literal: He who knows not falcon roasts it) is often used in colloquial Najdi
speech but draws on a formal cultural frame. In English, a dynamic
equivalent such as ‘casting pearls before swine’ can capture the pragmatic
effect and the dialectal voice in a way better than the literal rendering does.

The case becomes even more challenging if diglossia comes in the line.
Diglossia, a term formalized and made famous with reference to Arabic by
Ferguson (1959), refers to the sociolinguistic coexistence of two
functionally distinct varieties within a single language community. It is
postulated that Arabic has a High Variety (HV), typically referred to as
Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) or Classical Arabic (CA), which is used in
formal, literary and religious contexts, as well as a Low Variety (LV), which
comprises numerous, spoken colloquial dialects used for everyday
communication (e.g. Gulf, Egyptian, Levantine, Maghrebi, etc.). This
dichotomy creates unique challenges for the translation of proverbs since
most of these crystallized units of folk wisdom exist mainly in colloquial
registers and often require MSA representation in their translation.
Therefore, unlike any prior research hitherto, this study foregrounds
diglossia as an independent variable by systematically interfacing
equivalence, pragmatic strategies and translation norms across data derived
from dialectal Arabic.

(1) This situation is more pressing in case of interpreting conditions, where interpreters
struggle to convey culturally loaded expressions, such as proverbs, between languages
on the spot.
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The translation of proverbs has been the subject matter of many studies,
as observed in the literature review below, but little mention has been made
to the role of diglossia in this dynamic field. Therefore, this paper comes as
a response to this research lacuna, investigating the linguistic, cultural and
pragmatic tensions from three theoretical perspectives — i.e. Nida’s dynamic
equivalence, Baker’s pragmatic strategies, and Toury’s translation norms.
Proverbs are fixed expressions; hence, they are good parameters to measure
the phenomenon of diglossia in translation. The study analyses how Arabic
diglossia influences equivalence determination (Nida) and necessitates
strategic compromises (Baker) and implicates power dynamics in
translator’s choices (Toury), all on the translator’s way to achieve the
paradoxical task of rendering HV/LV cultural expressions into TT accessible
messages.

Statement of the Problem:

The study examines how diglossia influences the translation of Arabic
proverbs into English. A highly diglossic language, Arabic exhibits a
functional division between MSA and its diverse regional dialects
(represented in this study by Saudi dialect), both of which serve as a source
of proverbial expressions. This linguistic duality poses challenges for
translators because proverbs can carry sociocultural, stylistic and pragmatic
meanings that are not easily transferable into English. The central problem
addressed here is how diglossic variation (e.g. MSA vs. Saudi vernacular)
affects translators’ choices between adequacy and acceptability, and how
this variation interacts with pragmatic effects and norm-governed decisions
in rendering Arabic proverbs into English.

The study draws on three theoretical frameworks: Eugene Nida’s (1964)
concept of equivalence (formal and dynamic), Mona Baker’s (2018)
pragmatic strategies for addressing translation challenges, and Gideon
Toury’s (1995) translation norms (initial, preliminary and operational).
Through these frameworks the study sheds light on how translators
negotiate the tensions between literal accuracy and cultural resonance and
how diglossic variation shapes the decision-making process in rendering
Arabic (Saudi) proverbs into English.

The value of this research stems from its endeavour to intersect diglossia
(a linguistic phenomenon) and translation theory with an aim to reveal
strategies to preserve both meaning and cultural context while also
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highlighting the constraints imposed by this linguistic hierarchy in Arabic.

Thus, this research contributes to linguistics by engaging with the effects of

diglossia on transferring meaning across languages, while at the same time

engaging with translation studies by offering insights into how diglossia
complicates equivalence and manipulates pragmatic adaptation as well as
adherence to or deviation from the established translation norms.

Research Questions:

The study seeks to answer these four questions:

1. How does linguistic diglossia in Arabic influence the selection and
rendering of proverbs in English translation?

2. What pragmatic strategies do translators utilize to overcome linguistic
and cultural challenges while translating Arabic proverbs into English?

3. How do translation norms operate in the decision-making processes
while translating Arabic proverbs into English?

4. What patterns emerge in balancing linguistic accuracy and cultural
resonance while maintaining TT readability when translating Arabic
proverbs into English?

Research Objectives:

In alignment with the research questions, this study aims to:

1. analyse the impact of diglossia on the equivalent translatability of Arabic
proverbs into English based on Nida’s conceptualization of equivalence.

2. examine how Baker’s pragmatic strategies can be effectively used to
preserve cultural and contextual meanings when translating proverbs.

3. highlight the mechanisms of Toury’s translation norms as manifested in
the translation of Arabic proverbs into English in diglossic
circumstances.

4. identify translation patterns and propose insights into effective practices
that translators can use to grapple with the translation of Arabic proverbs
into English in diglossic conditions.

Literature Review:
Diglossia:

Since the seminal article on diglossia by Fergusion (1959), citing Arabic
as a prototype of this linguistic phenomenon, several studies have pursued
the subject. It has been indicated that the roots of Arabic diglossia can be
historically traced to the pre-Islamic era shaped by sociopolitical shifts that
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deepened the divide between formal and vernacular Arabic (Blau, 1977).
Fishman (1967) has broadened the concept and, focussing on Gulf contexts,
showed how Arabic in both its formal and informal registers coexists with
English. According to Bassiouney (2020), the two diglossic levels of Arabic
serve functional purposes, where LV is a marker of identity and reflects
intimacy and HV is the communication tool used to maintain formality,
education and religious purposes.

Generally, prior works differ in whether they treat diglossia as primarily
a sociolinguistic constraint or an index of identity. Meanwhile, studies on
proverb translation converge on the usefulness of pragmatic strategies but
diverge on the extent of domestication vs. foreignization. Recent
contributions (e.g. Alharbi, 2024; Hmaidan, 2024; Tegui, 2024; Alharbi,
2023; Jibreel, 2023) highlight persistent challenges in idiom equivalence
and cultural pragmatics. No study so far, however, has directly dealt with
diglossia within a multi-framework analysis (Nida-Baker-Toury) on
dialectal proverbs. This study addressed that gap by using data collected
from an Arabic dialect and encoded against these frameworks.

Proverbs:

Proverbs, by nature, are carriers of cultural knowledge. The difficulty of
their translation stems from four inherent features — which are, their
metaphoricity, fixed form, pragmatic versatility and sociolinguistic
anchoring (Mieder, 2004; Ghazala, 2008). Being a marker of regional
identity in most cases, encapsulating cultural norms and social behaviours,
proverbs tend to be found mostly in the vernacular form (Alharbi, 2024;
Alharbi, 2023); their ‘standardization’ into MSA can, according to Albirini
(2015, 118), amount to regional cultural erasure. However, many Arabic
proverbs do exist in MSA side by side with vernacular forms, the former
conveying formality while the latter intimacy and humour, and as such their
translation requires distinct strategies (Farghal & Al-Hamly, 2015). Given
the elements embedded in proverbs, such as humour, religion, poetry,
cultural implications, etc., the lack of direct equivalents in English
complicates the translation process even more (Hmaidan, 2024; Tergui,
2024; Jibreel, 2023). On the other end of the seesaw, literal translation may
not be the answer, and the resonance of the ST proverb may be lost in its
way to TT.
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Translation-Related Theoretical Foundations:

This study adopts three theoretical frameworks to understanding the
translation of proverbs from a diglossic context. These are as follows.
1. Nida’s Equivalence

Nida (1964) proposes two translation strategies: formal correspondence
and dynamic equivalence®. Formal correspondence prioritizes text
structure, focusing on the preservation of ST. dynamic equivalence, by
contrast, seeks natural communicative equivalents in TT. Obviously, at least
in most cases, the translation of Arabic proverbs using formal
correspondence may preserve HV or LV registers but will result in unnatural
English. That is why it is a corollary to adopt dynamic equivalence — despite
the relativity inherent in the term and its products — to translate proverbs in
order to maintain accessibility and preserve the cultural weight even at the
expense of sacrificing the ST form.
2. Baker’s Pragmatic Strategies

According to Baker (2018), proverbs are fixed expressions. She (2018,
77-87) proposes six strategies to deal with fixed expressions, including
proverbs: using an idiom of similar meaning and form, using an idiom of
similar meaning but dissimilar form, borrowing the source language idiom,
translation by paraphrase, translation by omission of a play on idiom, and
translation by omission of entire idiom. The sociocultural context is of
paramount importance to Baker, indicating that the use of MSA or dialect
can influence register and reception, which is a key bone of contest in
diglossic Arabic.
3. Toury’s Translation Norms

Toury’s (1995) framework is rooted in Descriptive Translation Studies
(DTS). It introduces the concept of norms that shape translator’s choices.
These are categorised into (1) initial norms (source vs. target culture
orientation); (2) preliminary norms (text selection); and (3) operational
norms (textual decisions). In diglossic contexts, translators may tend to
standardise colloquial proverbs into MSA (to ensure adequacy) or adapt or
even paraphrase them into English equivalents (to ensure accessibility).

(1) Later scholars adopted different nomenclatures for almost the same categorization — e.g.
Newmark's (1988) semantic and communicative translations. Also, the core of Venuti's
(1995) domestication and foreignization imply, in a way, Nida's premises.
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While Toury’s theory is focused on the cultural domain of translation theory,
it is the linguistic (conscious or subconscious) choices made by translators
that reflect this impact on the translation product.

Research Methodology:

For the purposes of this study, a qualitative, descriptive-analytical
research design is adopted. It focuses on the identification, categorising and
analysis of the translation of 36 daily-life Saudi Arabic proverbs into
English (Appendix 1). Special attention is paid to how diglossia influences
equivalence (Nida), pragmatic strategies (Baker), and translation norms
(Toury). The selected proverbs were then given to five (5) paid professional
translators (1 Saudi, 1 Yemeni, 1 Egyptian, 1 Syrian and 1 Sudanese) to
translate and provide paratextual feedback on the translation process. Upon
completion, the respondents were asked to answer 15 questions related to
their translation experience (Appendix 2). The wvarious translators’
nationalities, despite not being exhaustive of all Arab communities, can be
regarded as representative, and the outcomes are not expected to vary much,
had more translators from other dialects been included.

The choice of five (5) translators is appropriate for qualitative depth and
cross-dialectal contrast while also keeping the analysis traceable. Their
paratextual commentary was also valuable in the thematic analysis, against
the backdrop of the trio-framework (Nida-Baker-Toury). Moreover, the
categorisation of proverbs was validated through expert review of two Saudi
native linguists, who provided consultation on and assessment of the clarity
and relevance of the content; disagreements were resolved and
recommendations incorporated, to ensure content validity.

The Saudi-dialect proverbs were extracted from Aljehaiman (1982);
supporting materials in both Arabic and English included Naisabouri (d.
1124; 1988), Kassis (1999), Saini et al. (1992), Doyle et al. (2012), Mieder
(2021, 2019, 2012, 2004,1993), Burckhardt (2002); and Al-Sudais (1976).

The selection of proverbs was made on basis of a set of six (6) criteria
(Appendix 1) — i.e. lexical diglossia, morphological/phonological variation,
code-mixing (code-switching), semantic/pragmatic contrast, frequency and
cultural relevance, and formality-informality tension. Lexical diglossia
relates to proverbs that contain terms unique to the Najdi dialect compared
to MSA equivalents. Morphological/phonological variation covers proverbs
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which reflect features typical of the Najdi vernacular, such as turning the /k/
into /ts/ or (&8) /q/ into /g/, or showing morphological changes from MSA.
The code-mixing criterion is related to proverbs which combine both MSA
and the vernacular in a single utterance. In the semantic/pragmatic contrast,
proverbs containing words used in Najdi with meanings different from MSA
are chosen. In the 5™ criterion, the selected proverbs are used widely in daily
speech in Saudi Arabia but are easily traceable to classical origins (i.e.
Quranic, literary or old Arabic traditions). Finally, the proverbs reflecting
the formality-informality tension are those vernacular proverbs which have
an MSA ‘touch’ inherent in their pragmatic usage in Saudi colloquial Arabic.

An assessment template has been designed specifically for the analysis
of the translations of the proverbs in which the translation of each proverb
was evaluated on basis of the concepts of Nida, Baker and Toury (Appendix
3). Each translator’s response is analysed through this template in order to
draw conclusions on points of convergence and divergence.

The responses to the post-translation questions functioned like a guided
interview to garner insights on the translator’s preferences, strategies,
techniques and awareness of the role of diglossia in translating proverbs.

Results:

Bringing five translators from five Arabic contexts (Saudi, Yemeni,
Egyptian, Sudanese, and Syrian) carries great significance to show how far
diglossia works among speakers of Arabic from the various Arabic
geographical contexts, thereby affecting translator’s performance. Not all
Arab countries are included because the research focus is not on similarities
and differences between translators — despite being an integral part of a
typical diglossia research. However, the data collected from the five
translators portrayed a nuanced picture of how diglossia influences
translation behaviour and decision-making, thereby the strategies translators
adopt to deal with vernacular proverbs. The analysis came up with some
recurring themes, each of which corresponds to one or more of the
theoretical frameworks (i.e. Toury’s norms, Baker’s pragmatic model, and
Nida’s equivalence). These themes reflect a spectrum of oriented translator’s
approaches ranging between adequacy (remaining faithful to the source) and
acceptability (adapting to the target culture) while grappling with various
factors such as dialectal variations, register and pragmatic meaning.
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With reference to lexical diglossia, the selected Saudi proverbs often
integrate words from both MSA and regional dialects, which in turn led to
contrasting responses and approaches by translators in dealing with this
lexical hybridity. The Saudi and Yemeni translators appeared to favour
adequacy-oriented strategies, as reflected in their translations of dialectal
proverbs. This tendency may relate to their familiarity with the source
culture rather than any generalisable cultural trait. Nida’s formal
correspondence was dominant in their translations, preserving dialectal
items even when the resulting English expressions sounded a little
unconventional. Their comments implicate their alignment with Baker’s
concept of pragmatic strengthening whereby dialectal lexis carries social
and emotional resonance. Their attempts to retain it show their desire to
preserve speaker’s identity and tone. For example, terms like .z (alagshar,

the rough or unlucky day) or —sji (az’ab, scoop) were translated as “the

rough day” and “ladle/scoop”, respectively, keeping the regional colour
intact — words that other translators needed more clarification on. By
contrast, the other (Egyptian, Sudanese and Syrian) translators aimed to
achieve acceptability (Toury’s TT-oriented norm), domesticating dialectal
words by replacing them with neutral or standardised equivalents. In their
argument, intelligibility for English readers outweighed adherence to lexical
authenticity. Therefore, their approach followed dynamic equivalence,
trying to reproduce the communicative effect rather than the linguistic form.
From the above, it becomes clear that, in terms of lexical diglossia, the
Yemeni and Saudi translators emphasized adequacy and form while others
adopted acceptability and effect.

The second category of proverbs was intended to highlight
morphological and phonological variation. It is worth mentioning that
spoken Saudi Arabic, like many other vernaculars, has many key markers of
dialectal morphology and phonology, such as shortened verbs, elided
endings or distinct vowels. Translators generally indicated that these
features are untranslatable at the formal level, and if an English colloquial
variety is used to reflect them, unintended associations may be implicated in
the resulting TT, and would appear artificial or stereotyped. Their adopting
of regularization as the preferred translation strategy depended heavily on
Toury’s operational norms, despite some attempts by the Saudi translator to
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experiment with subtle compensation by using contracted forms (e.g. ain t)
to echo the colloquial tone, thus invoking Baker’s pragmatic principle of
audience accommodation; he acknowledged the risks of such
experimentation. Other translators preferred to render the meaning using a
standard written register, adopting neutralisation as their professional strategy.

The third group of proverbs aimed to deal with diglossic code-mixing
and register layering, using proverbs that shift fluidly between colloquial
and Quranic registers. Here, translators’ strategies diverged sharply based on
their initial orientation. The Saudi and Yemeni translators adopted an
adequacy based approach. It was easy for both translators to grasp the
register shifts and layers as well as the implicated connotations embedded in
the proverbs, and in their translation, they attempted to reflect the ST
intricacies, as much as possible, thus adopting formal correspondence. By
contrast, the other translators chose acceptability and dynamic equivalence,
opting for a consistent neutral English at the cost of disregarding register
variations. Overall, the translators’ decisions largely reflect Toury’s metrical
norms, i.e. choices based on inclusion, exclusion and normalisation.

The fourth cluster of proverbs were meant to reflect semantic and
pragmatic contrast in the rendering of diglossic proverbs. Translators came
up with an array of responses reflecting the tension between maintaining TT
acceptability and ST adequacy. For example, the following proverb:

Table (1): Example
Proverb s 2y Yy o Sligs ms
Transliteration | Ma‘ akhwatak mkhti wa-la wahdak musib
With your brothers (on the) wrong (side), and not alone
(on the) right (side)

The Saudi translator translated it as “To err with kin is better than to
succeed alone”, and the Yemeni translator produced it as “To err collectively
rather than succeed alone”. Obviously, both translators upheld Toury’s initial
norms of adequacy, with an aim to preserve dialectal communal ethos
through parallelism, but at the same time they didn’t abandon Baker’s
pragmatic implicature nor Nida’s formal correspondence. On the other hand,
the translation by the Syrian participant (“Misery loves company”)

Literal rendering

prioritised dynamic equivalence and Toury’s acceptability to embed familial
irony despite cultural opacity. In some other proverbs, like the following.
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Table (2): Example
Proverb O A8
Transliteration Ibrah fi tibin
Literal rendering A needle in hey(stack)

The concept seems to be universal despite slight variations in rendering,
such as the Saudi translator’s “needle lost in a straw stack”. Given the easy
inferability of meaning, the borders separating the polarities of formal-vs-
dynamic, adequacy-vs-acceptability and contextual pragmatics become
rather blurred. Moreover, while semantic factors can be easily grasped
across various diglossic Arabic communities, one way or the other, the
pragmatic factors are largely shaped by the translator’s understanding of
communal ethos, which may not be easily accessible to everyone. Deeper
understanding and familiarity with the local sub-culture is often required.
Overall, it is observed that the Saudi translator gives more weight to the
preservation of connotative elements (tending more toward adequacy and
formal correspondence) whereas others prefer the dynamic, acceptability-
oriented translation.

The fifth category of diglossic proverbs focuses on frequency and
cultural relevance, concerned mainly with local Saudi (more of Bedouin)
characteristics and environment, although it is a fact that most of the other
Arab communities bear almost all the same features. In this study, the
translators’ familiarity with Saudi proverbs influenced their interpretive
confidence and the selection of the preferred strategy, reflecting Toury’s
negotiation of preliminary norms depending on translator’s socio-cultural
position and perception of the target audience. The Saudi and Yemeni
translators appear here like cultural insiders, easily recognising the social
weight of certain proverbs and, thus, pursued adequacy to preserve
authenticity. In some cases, all translators feel obliged to divert from formal
adherence and go for dynamic equivalence, or what Newmark (1988) terms
as communicative translation because meaning is highly embedded in
cultural codes that a semantic translation would lead the reader nowhere to
the intended meaning. The following proverbs in particular demonstrate this
point:
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Table (3): Example

Proverb iy jhall Sy Lo M1 Lsdyn ddles 5L IS
Kil shati ’allagah
Transliteration | Alli ma ye’rif alsaqer yashwih bel ’iig‘oll:Zame araga
Literal He who knows not falcon Each ewe [shall be] hung
rendering roasts it. by its heel
There i f
Meaning Ignorance desecrates value. ere 18 1O escape from
destiny.

Finally, the sixth category has to do with proverbs that, despite their
formal nature, are frequently used in vernacular speech, mainly due to their
religious or traditional wisdom and values. In proverbs like the following:

Table (4): Example

Proverb 2 4 g 4 5y g OB o 3
i Allah j’ L -
Transliteration Wa man yatta.qz llaha yaj’al aysa al' -fata man qala
lahu makhrajan kana abi
Literal He who avoids angering Allah, | Not-him the boy who says,
renderin Allah will provide him with “My father was (so-and-
g exit (from hardships). s0)”
. Whoso wards off Allah, He True manhood is beyond
Meaning
crafts an outlet paternal legacy.

translators stated they were able to easily find translated versions online,
despite the variations in rendition. It was observed that translators aimed to
retain the religious, literary or cultural solemnity (with most preferring
formal correspondence) and the illocutionary force inherent in the pragmatic
dimensions these proverbs occupy in the Arabic collective repertoire.
Despite the register shifts, these proverbs are integral to Arabs’
communicative culture, regardless of vernacular, as these proverbs once
cited enhance moral authority.

Ultimately, a general view of the responses reveals that, in most cases,
the Saudi and Yemeni translators tended to exhibit adequacy-driven
behaviour, showing loyalty to ST norms while the other translators
demonstrated acceptability-driven strategies that are aimed at TT fluency.
As far as Nida’s equivalence theory is concerned, it has been observed that
dynamic equivalence dominated especially when the communicative effect
outweighed the form. In other words, formal correspondence is adopted
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only when cultural fidelity is prioritised. Baker’s pragmatic model was of
great importance in clarifying how translators interpret implied meanings
and negotiate register shifts to cope with the various contextual implications.

Discussion:

The responses of the five professional translators were analysed on basis
of the specifically designed model (adopting Toury’s norms, Baker’s levels
of equivalence, and Nida’s theory of equivalence), offering rich insights into
how diglossia, cultural identity and translation norms converge in the
negotiation of meaning during the translation of vernacular proverbs — here
from Saudi Arabic into English. Apart from choices stemming from
individual preferences, factors such as translator’s proximity to and
knowledge of ST all play a significant role in the choice of translation
strategy and, consequently, the translation product. Interpretations are
limited to the five-participant sample and should not be generalised to
national cultures, as observations reflect individual tendencies within the dataset.

Respondent translators oscillated between the dichotomy of Toury’s
initial norms where the translator’s primary orientation is determined to go
towards adequacy (i.e. faithful representation of ST) or acceptability (i.e.
assimilation of TT norms and dynamics). The Saudi translator, for example,
was more tenacious about his culture, thereby attached himself more to the
strategy of adequacy, even replicating the ST metaphors into English,
creating a foreignized English translation. He operated mostly within the ST
system (in the polysystem), perhaps guided by an internalised sense of
textual legitimacy rather than external readability. On the other hand, the
Egyptian, Syrian and Sudanese translators displayed more tendency towards
acceptability. They tended towards the message rather than the form.
Perhaps, they were not very occupied with the nuanced and semiotic
intricacies inherent in the proverbs as much as the Saudi translator was. That
is why their translations in the majority of examples reflect an adaptive
attitude, preferring TT intelligibility over ST form and literal content. The
Yemeni translator, interestingly, fluctuated between adequacy and
acceptability, depending on how culturally bound the proverb was. Her
responses are likely to have been modified by the geographical and
linguistic proximity between Saudi Arabia and Yemen. Thus, as far as
diglossia and translation are concerned, the translators’ socio-cultural
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positioning and cultural stance (i.e. Toury’s principle of “insider vs.
outsider”) informs their choices and adoption of translation norms.

Nida’s dynamic equivalence was preferred by most translators than
formal correspondence. The factors behind that include the nature of
proverbs themselves as communicative building blocks whose real meaning
stems from the message they deliver rather than their forms, and the
familiarity (or degree of lack thereof) with the intricate web of meaning
ingrained in the proverbs themselves and the desire of the translator to show
ST fidelity. In some instances, formal correspondence proved even useless.
Translating, for example, «.& <2/ Go o U (“He who doesn’t know the

falcon, roasts it”’) as such ends up in what it may seem to others as a merely
descriptive statement, ignorant of the real social criticism, thus failing to
deliver the intended message (e.g. casting pearls before swine). However,
formal equivalence still has resonance in selective texts, especially those
with religious connotations, whether because they bear stylistic solemnity
deemed essential, or because they were easy to locate on the internet.
Therefore, dynamic equivalence dominated the translation of secular and
pragmatic sayings, and formal correspondence prevailed for religious and
morally weighted expressions, indicating translators’ ethical awareness of
context, tone, message, and implied audience expectations.

Viewed with Toury’s operational norms in mind (i.e. the governing
textual decisions during translation), the produced translations of the five
translators, in their majority, showed significant adoption of a substitutive
strategy whereby an Arabic proverb is replaced with an English counterpart
that carried similar meaning or pragmatic function. Indeed, this reflects an
acceptability-driven norm, perhaps stemming from a common belief among
translators that proverbs in one language should ideally be replaced by
idiomatic expressions to facilitate reception by TT readers. The Saudi
translator, however, explicitly resisted this method, as far as possible,
arguing that it erases cultural specificity. To him, it appears, proverbs are not
just carriers of functional wisdom but also cultural signifiers of Saudi
worldview and should therefore be treated within the ST ideological
identifiers to preserve ST identity and avoid a dominating, eroding impact of
TT culture. These mixed views demonstrate the impact of the plurality of
operational norms, emphasizing the notion that translators’ search for
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meaning and consequent rendition are a process of negotiation of norms and
communicative goals.

The views of Baker have been immensely valuable in the analysis of
diglossia and register normalisation in the translation of diglossic proverbs.
Most of the currently used proverbs in Arabic colloquial language show a
mixture of both the vernacular and MSA, evidencing the continuum inherent
in diglossia as far as Arabic language is concerned. Most translators resorted
to normalisation and neutralisation of register into one English variety (the
standard English), and attempts to replicate the diglossic nature of some
Arabic proverbs resulted in artificial expressions that have no real bonds
with ST — i.e. using "ain ¥" to reflect Arabic vernacular expressions. Most
translators, not all, adopted a pragmatic adaptation strategy, tailoring their
linguistic choices to target audience expectations. The Saudi translator
attempted to retain traces of orality through informal English tone and slight
colloquialism, demonstrating that diglossia can be seen as a marker of
authenticity rather than an obstacle — e.g. & ;s 22/ o~ (“Literal: Let me

live today, and kill me tomorrow” i.e. Enjoy today, death may come
tomorrow”). This experimentation could risk cultural distortion and violate
Baker’s pragmatic norms of audience expectations. In most cases,
translators’ responses generally showed that dialectal morphology and
phonology do not have cross-linguistic equivalents, and even if
morphological aspects can in rare cases be assimilated and echoed, the
phonological elements tend to dissolve in the translation process. While
other translators saw diglossia as a linguistic irregularity, the Saudi and
Yemeni translators saw it as a cultural identity feature worth preserving in
the TT, a view consistent with Ferguson’s sociolinguistic conceptualisation
of the functional co-existence of high and low varieties and demonstrating
that translators' choices are also ideological in nature.

The translators generally revealed a fundamental divide on the value of
preserving the diglossic flavour in translation. The Saudi and Yemeni
translators saw it as an index of Saudi cultural realism and collective
wisdom and should, therefore, be retained as a local voice through informal
English tones and rhythmic phrasing — reflecting Toury’s adequacy
orientation and Nida’s formal equivalence. By contrast, the other translators
favoured acceptability to avoid distracting or confusing TT readers.
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However, even those in favour of cultural authenticity resorted to pragmatic
compensation, in consistence with Baker’s views, to make up for possible
translation loss as a result of stylistic effect preservation.

It is important to make it clear that most proverbs are inherently
pragmatic and rely on metaphor, irony and contextual inference. This is
obvious in the translators’ strategies, which clearly mirrored Baker’s model
of pragmatic equivalence in their attempt to strike balance between literal
meaning and implied communicative intent. The Egyptian and Syrian
translators tended to favour functional idioms to reproduce implicature,
hence favouring communicative impact over imagery. The Sudanese, in
many cases, paraphrased implicit meaning for clarity. The Saudi and Yemeni
tended more to retain metaphorical structure, and trusted TT reader’s
instincts to connect the dots and make meaning. Therefore, pragmatic
interpretation depended heavily on translator’s cultural cognition, and
emerged as a culturally contingent act where geographical belonging and
cultural awareness determine which parts of meaning the translator
prioritises and deems important to convey.

Conclusion:

This study has examined the impact of Arabic diglossia — i.e. the co-
existence of two varieties of Arabic, High Variety (known as Modern
Standard Arabic, or MSA) and Low Variety (vernacular), with Saudi
regional dialect as an example — on the translation of Arabic proverbs into
English. The study drew on Nida’s (1964) theory of equivalence, Baker’s
(2018) pragmatic model, and Toury’s (1995) norms of translation. The
research revealed that diglossia exerts a profound impact on the translator’s
decision-making processes as well as orientation towards either adequacy
(fidelity to ST) or acceptability (TT fluency).

Based on the study findings, translators’ linguistic background and
cultural proximity have a significant role to play in the shaping of the
translation strategies adopted. For example, the Saudi and Yemeni
translators functioned as cultural insiders and, therefore, tended to prioritize
adequacy and formal correspondence, demonstrating cultural tenacity and
viewing the preservation of dialectal and cultural markers as essential to
their stance of maintaining authenticity. On the other hand, the Egyptian,
Sudanese and Syrian translators preferred acceptability and dynamic
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equivalence. They, thus, emphasized the importance of communicative
clarity and natural TT over the preservation of embedded cultural elements.

Broadly speaking, dynamic equivalence turned out to be the dominant
translation approach, particularly for proverbs that are more of a secular or
pragmatic nature, i.e. where communicative intent outweighed form. But,
formal correspondence remained pervasive in the translation of religious
and moral proverbs, mainly due to their stylistic solemnity and shared
collective Arab identity. Moreover, Baker’s pragmatic strategies
demonstrated immense functionality in explaining how translators handled
implied meanings, register shifts, contextual implications, and stylistic
facets. Toury’s framework, too, provided grounds for understanding how
translators fared through operational and preliminary norms to shape their
negotiations between cultural loyalty and linguistic acceptability.

Diglossia is, indeed, not merely a linguistic obstacle but a marker of
identity that can be strategically handled to enrich translation. Since
translation can be seen as norm-negotiated mediation, diglossia's seeming
untranslatability fosters innovative equivalence, enriching intercultural
wisdom transfer yet challenging cultural essence. When translators perceive
diglossia as an asset, they can succeed in projecting the socio-cultural
texture of the source language society. But when they view it as a
complication, they will most likely tend to neutralise the dialectal nuances
and produce translations that are communicatively smoother but culturally
slimmer. As such, it can be perceived that the translation of Arabic proverbs
in diglossic contexts is an act of negotiation between fidelity to the
indigenous cultural voice and accommodation of TT audience’s
expectations. And here it is the translator’s choice that determines not only
where the translator stands but the quality of the product. Therefore, the
study of diglossia in the translation of proverbs is a pursuit of balance and
an attempt to bridge sociocultural gaps in translation and linguistic theories.
Awareness of these gaps can ultimately bring about clearer communication
and more international understanding.

Limitations:

This study has been limited to 5 translators only from 5 different Arab
countries; more insights may be garnered if the circle is expanded to other
Arab countries or even non-Arab speaking translators of Arabic. In addition,
the Saudi vernacular has been taken as an example despite the fact that there
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may even be triglossic vernaculars within Saudi Arabia itself — so, the study

can be said to be limited to Najdi Saudi proverbs. Moreover, the study can

be expanded to other Arabic vernaculars to see if more results and views can
be obtained. The study’s qualitative approach (despite its richness of

interpretive analysis) falls short to quantify perceptions and attitudes. A

mixed-methods approach would, therefore, be of immense value to explore

this domain, perhaps accounting also for translator’s qualifications and
experience as well as the role of digital tools in assisting translators. Finally,
interdialectal studies can also add richness and diversification of views on

Arabic diglossia and translation.

References:

Albirini, A. (2016). Modern Arabic sociolinguistics: Diglossia, variation,
codeswitching, attitudes and identity. Routledge.

Alharbi, A. M. (2024). Conceptualization of pragmatic language through
proverbs. International Journal of Linguistics, Literature and
Translation. https://doi.org/10.59992/1JESA.2024.v3n8p1

Alharbi, A. S. (2023). Translating Saudi Najdi dialect proverbs into English:
Challenges and strategies for preserving cultural meaning.
International Journal of Linguistics, Literature and Translation,
6(12), 147-160. https://doi.org/10.32996/ij11t.2023.6.12.25

Baker, M. (2018). In other words: A coursebook on translation (3rd ed.).
Routledge.

Bassiouney, R. (2020). Arabic sociolinguistics: Topics in diglossia, gender,
identity, and politics (2nd ed.). Georgetown University Press.

Blau, J. (1977). The beginnings of the Arabic diglossia: A study of the
origins of neo-Arabic. Afroasiatic Linguistics, 4(4), 1-28.

Burckhardt, J. L. (2002/1817). Arabic proverbs, or, The manners and
customs of the modern Egyptians (New ed.). Gorgias Press.

Doyle, C. C., Mieder, W., & Shapiro, F. R. (2012). The dictionary of modern
proverbs. Yale University Press.

Farghal, M., & Al-Hamly, M. (2015). Arabic proverbs in fiction translation:
Girls of Riyadh as an example. Jordan Journal of Modern Languages
and Literature, 7(1), 1-20.
https://journals.yu.edu.jo/jjmll/Issues/vol7no12015/Nom1.pdf.

Ferguson, C. A. (1959). Diglossia. Word, 15(2), 325-340.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00437956.1959.11659702

[ £2026 sl gl (52)3—2d) IBGQI Ay sl ] g A g ) glad) Adae ]



https://doi.org/10.59992/IJESA.2024.v3n8p1
https://doi.org/10.32996/ijllt.2023.6.12.25
https://journals.yu.edu.jo/jjmll/Issues/vol7no12015/Nom1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/00437956.1959.11659702

/};:: o

oY N )
&f .| Diglossia in Translating Proverbs ... Nasser Al-Qahtani, et al.
S

o e
R

Fishman, J. A. (1967). Bilingualism with and without diglossia; Diglossia
with and without bilingualism. Journal of Social Issues, 23(2), 29-38.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1.1540-4560.1967.tb00573.x

Ghazala, H. (2008). Translation as problems and solutions: A textbook for
university students and trainee translators. Dar El-Ilm Lil-Malayeen.

Hmaidan, M. A. A. (2024). Proverbs translation techniques from English
into Arabic among Jordanian university students. Journal of
Ecohumanism, 3(4), 732—748. https://doi.org/10.62754/joe.v3i4.3569

Jehayman, ‘A. al-K. (1982). Al-amthal al-sha ‘biyah fi qalb al-jazirah al-
‘arabiyah [Popular proverbs in the heart of the Arabian Peninsula].
Dar al-Thagafah.

Jibreel, 1. (2023). Online machine translation efficiency in translating fixed
expressions between English and Arabic (Proverbs as a case-in-point).
Theory and Practice in Language Studies, 13(5), 1148-1158.
https://doi.org/10.17507/tpls.1305.07

Kassis, R. A. (1999). The book of proverbs and Arabic proverbial works
(Vol. 74). Brill.

Mieder, W. (2021). Dictionary of authentic American proverbs. Berghahn Books.

Mieder, W. (2019). “Right makes might”: Proverbs and the American
worldview. Indiana University Press.

Mieder, W. (2004). Proverbs: A handbook. Greenwood Press.

Mieder, W. (1993). Proverbs are never out of season: Popular wisdom in the
modern age. Oxford University Press.

Naisabouri, A. (1988). Majma * al-amthal [Collection of proverbs] (2 vols.).
Al-Mu’awaniyah al-Thaqafiyah li-l-Istanah al-Ridawiyah al-Mugaddasah.

Newmark, P. (1988). 4 textbook of translation. Prentice Hall International.

Sini, M. L., ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, N. M., & Sulayman, M. A. (1992). Mu jam al-
amthal al- ‘arabiyah [Dictionary of Arabic proverbs]. Maktabat Lubnan.

Sudais, M. S. (1976). A4 critical and comparative study of modern Najdi
Arabic proverbs Doctoral dissertation, University of Leeds.
http://etheses.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/2362

Tergui, S. M. (2024). Investigating translation students’ challenges in
rendering Arabic idioms and proverbs into English: Insights and
recommendations. Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary
Studies, 8(4), 100-117. http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol8no4.9

Toury, G. (1995). Descriptive translation studies — and beyond. John
Benjamins Publishing Company.

Venuti, L. (1995). The translator s invisibility: A history of translation. Routledge

[ £2026 sl gl (52)3—2d) IS?(I Ay el jall g 4y gy A o glad) e ]



https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.1967.tb00573.x
https://doi.org/10.62754/joe.v3i4.3569
https://doi.org/10.17507/tpls.1305.07
http://etheses.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/2362
http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol8no4.9

(i
) [ Diglossia in Translating Proverbs ... Nasser Al-Qahtani, et al. ]

Appendix I
Selection and Categorisation of Proverbs

Do A oy y5dl o1
Pa s JoMy i
Daste Y1 dsb b dygr S
Do glads Wl oo gy S S Lexical diglossia
©) 391 gl ol
Opsip Y a b b

D Sodt JAT L S JA ¢

g oy Lo

oI aalley 1 G A
®or baey g 331

Vs iges o5 o
(IO)ﬁ_ b s

fldl Qe oLl Jib

Morphological / phonological variation

S Uk WD RN WD

p—

A Jo oy b 18

2. U000 zyly

3. O e o

4. s ot 513

5. as piclg Y ehisg Jo o
6. . ol Jeady eyl bl

Code-mixing (code-switching)

1. s iy ¥y a2 Sligs o Semantic / pragmatic contrast

(1) allal) Ll Jand 2Ll o LBgi joa¥) Laef
(2) st oo s g Sl o O oo gl )l e el T el L1835 g il
(3) 23 pall oW 25
(4) L ¥ ST 6 S

(5) wiazl

(6) Lok s 5f Ul ¢ 331,30
(7) Ble gordls 0t okl OST13)

(8) L o5

(9) Lot 13l dl day 1akg ool 120 L J
(10) 3l b aerly 52T AL

(11) L8y sl

(12) 53kl 38l Jac|

(13)Acloal) ao il 21 )8
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Digzs Doy b daf

Db dugp by ot H
O3 Jsslo 831y o ¥
© .

L dd-lg oy
D angly 33 Jos!
O g5 0, dilno ol |
gy il S b M)
Shogy ¥ Shos Cla>
4SS S Jo) b 13
Gt o Jast A G oo
éf O JB oo adl)
JUis alia I3

A gl el

B gl LS
Sl T

Frequency and cultural relevance

Formality-informality tension

S U AR LD RIS U R LN RSN R D

Qs ios a5
()l il eadil po 2ail (5 0 Y

(4)d iasd Y
(5)lic 5 a5 clial ol Huas ¥ Jia il sy ALdls aua gl s ell Saall e Gl s Wil
(6) a5 ¥

(7)o~ o adlly ad) Jad)
(B)Aum ) CansS Ly (s JS
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Appendix II

Test and Questionnaire

Dear translator,

Thank you for your participation. This test and survey are a data collection
tool for a research paper on the role of diglossia in the translation of Arabic
proverbs into English. Below are 36 Saudi vernacular proverbs followed by
15 questions. You are kindly requested to start with the translation process
and, upon completion, respond to the questions. Your answers will remain
confidential and will be used exclusively for the purposes of this research

Warm regards,

Researchers

Observations
Published / | on Diglossia
Source Proverb . .
No. (Arabic) Translation Self (impact of
1 Translation MSA vs.
Dialect)
1 PA Gamiy 5l o
2, spnds Ol ol
3. B Y} dsb b dygr S
4. pslads Ll o £33 G SO
6. w3Vl L
7. g cldym L ‘;U|
9. & hey o> A5

I\
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10. 550 isng o) ol
11. Zhea

12. audll Gl Sl J3b (e
13. A ezl a3 b 196
14. Sl g o
15. S e g 5
16. a9l Sl f;‘-"

17, | weplcdg ¥ Sigg Jo ol
18. ol ady ey fdl
19, | s Sumy ¥y a2 il oo
20. b awl)

21. RNt

22. Aot By b dayl
23. o Bp Sy thest
24. o> JSh daly jlo Y
25. Baaas b Sy oy
26. e aayly g Jes)
27. L 92 Adlae ol IS7
28. ggdy il Qo be NI
29. loge ¥ chas o>
30, | aSh oS e b 13)
31 G2 o Jat b Gy oy
32. Gl 08 JB o 31 ol
33. Juis alis I

34. oA glds pall
35. B Ll Al
36. éj\ St 5T
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1. How familiar were you with each proverb before translation, and how
did this affect your choice of translation strategy?

2. When translating, did you aim for formal equivalence (preserving form
and structure) or dynamic equivalence (focusing on the effect on the
target reader)?
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3. Did you try to find an existing English proverb/equivalent or did you
stick closer to the Arabic wording even if it sounded unusual in English?

4. How did you deal with the coexistence of colloquial and standard Arabic
in the proverb? Did you preserve the mixed register, or normalize it into
a single register in English? Why?
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5. Do you think keeping the diglossic “flavor” is important for the English
reader, or is it more important to deliver a clear message?

6. Some proverbs reflect dialectal morphology or phonology (e.g.,
shortened forms, local pronunciation). Did you attempt to reproduce this
“non-standard” feel in English, or did you regularize it? Why?

7. When a proverb contains elements from different registers (religious,
formal, colloquial), did you try to reflect that layering in English? Or did
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you prioritize a smoother target version?

8. Many proverbs carry implied meanings beyond their literal form. How
did you capture these pragmatic eftects (e.g., irony, sarcasm, cultural
advice) in your translation?
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9. Did you feel that a literal rendering would obscure the proverb’s
intended pragmatic meaning? If so, how did you adapt it?

10. Some proverbs are very common in Saudi speech. Did you feel obliged
to highlight their cultural weight / familiarity in English, or did you treat
them as just another proverb?
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11. If there was an equivalent proverb in English (e.g., “Patience is a
virtue”), did you prefer to use it, or keep the Arabic metaphor? Why?

12. Did you feel a tension between the proverb’s register (formal/colloquial)
and natural English style? How did you resolve this?
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13. Did your dialectal background (e.g. Saudi, Yemeni, Sudanese, Egyptian,
Syrian, etc.) influence how you understood or translated the proverb?

14. Which group of proverbs did you find hardest to translate, and what
was the main difficulty (linguistic form, cultural meaning, pragmatic
effect)?
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15. Do you think proverbs should be translated as culturally equivalent
proverbs in English (domestication), or kept closer to the Arabic
original with explanatory value (foreignization)?

Appendix III
Proverb Analysis Template
Baker’s
Nida’s Stl-'at.e ok Toury’s Observations|
(Similar Norms h ]
on Diglossia

Source | Variety | Literal | Published Equivalence roverb (Initial

No/Proverb| (MSA if | Gloss /Self | (Formal/ ll;ifferen’t Prelimina’r (impact of
(Arabic)available)(English) Translated Dynamic + 1Y) MSA vs.
W) form, |Operational Dialect)

Paraphrase, + Notes)

Omission)
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