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Abstract: This paper aims at exploring the translation of cultural aspects in proverbs and
investigating the strategies employed to transmit cultural specificities to the target reader. Using
selected proverbs from Mohamed Attia’s Dictionary of Common English Proverbs translated from
English into Arabic, this study employs Venuti's theory of domestication and foreignization along with
Newmark’s cultural categories in an attempt to examine the translator’s role in dealing with cultural
differences between English and Arabic. The findings reveal that both domestication and
foreignization can be employed in the cultural translation of proverbs, with domestication
predominating in conveying religious terms and foreignization prevailing for historical terms.
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Introduction

Translating culture requires awareness of cultural differences and deep understanding
of cultural context. The translator serves as a bridge between the source text and the targeted
audience by facilitating cross-cultural exchange and enhancing accessibility to different
cultures.

Proverbs are an integral part of cultural background. They reveal people’s perception
of the world and reflect their cultural environment. They are generally transmitted orally from
generation to generation and express wisdom and guidance on various aspects of life.

Translating proverbs can be challenging due to their cultural and linguistic context.
Cultural differences can represent an obstacle for the translator who strives to comprehend
the original message and convey it in the target language. With this regard, this paper
investigates the translation of cultural aspects in proverbs and explores the strategies
employed to convey their meaning and cultural specificities.

The methodological framework consists of analyzing selected proverbs from
Mohamed Attia’s Dictionary of Common English Proverbs translated from English into
Arabic. The analysis is conducted in light of Venuti's theory of domestication and
foreignization and Newmark’s cultural categories in translation. The aim is to explore the
translator’s contribution in conveying cultural nuances in the target text. With this respect,
the main question addressed in this paper is:

How do domestication and foreignization strategies convey cultural aspects in
the translation of proverbs from English into Arabic?

The paper will examine theoretical concepts in relation to translation including
proverbs, culture and cultural translation while also introducing Venuti's theory of
domestication and foreignization and Newmark’s cultural categories. Selected proverbs will
be analyzed in light of the discussed concepts.

Translation and proverbs

Proverbs are defined as “special metaphoric expressions and the translator should
know the proverbial concepts in both source language SL/target language TL.” (Timen, 2015,
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p. 1416) The task of understanding these metaphoric expressions falls to the translator who is
required to comprehend both the source and target languages and cultures.

The meaning of proverbs is stable and never changes. They are “special, fixed,
unchanged phrases which have special fixed, unchanged meanings.” (Ghazala, 1995, p. 138)
This is explained by the wisdom teachings they carry that are universal and applicable to
every era as they are “the kernels which contain the wisdom of the traditional people.”
(Alshammari, 2016, p. 2)

Wisdom is a key element in every proverb. It represents timeless truths, moral lessons
and practical advice expressed in a “known sentence of the folk.” (Meider, 1985, p. 119)
Thus, proverbs are a practical means to acquire wisdom and learn lessons about life.

Proverbs are closely linked to the cultural context in which they were established. A
proverb is viewed as “a unit of meaning in a specific context” (Mollanazar, 2001, p. 53),
implying the importance of understanding the proverbs context in translation.

Furthermore, a proverb is characterized by various forms of figurative language,
representing “‘a traditional conversational, didactic genre with general meaning, a potential
free conversational turn, preferably with figurative meaning.” (Norrick, 1985, p. 78)

Proverbs and culture

Culture represents a “complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, law,
morals, customs and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of a
society.” (Ould Si Bouziane & Saadi, 2019, p. 135) This implies that proverbs are considered
as a mirror of these cultural elements.

Culture can not be separated from proverbs as they “are rooted in the reflections and
perceptions of the self and other, in the history of language, in the memory of people, in
religion, castes, space and geographical territory.” (Dwivedi, 2015, p. 9)

Proverbs reflect people’s cultural background including behavior, thoughts, actions,
language and “other qualities acquired by man as a social being.” (Alshammari, 2016, p. 2)
Therefore, culture is crucial for determining the meaning and usage of proverbs, which makes
translating proverbs challenging.

Translating proverbs entails translating culture, involving the translation of customs,
arts, ideas and rules which constitute some components of culture. (Kroeber, 1948, p. 253)
Those components are different from one language to another, requiring the translator to
comprehend the complexities of cultural context to convey the meaning and message of
proverbs effectively.

Cultural translation

Translation goes beyond simply transferring words from one language to another,
involving various aspects such as linguistic meaning, cultural elements and context.
Dictionary of Translation Studies defines it as “an incredibly broad notion which can be
understood in many different ways.” (Shuttleworth & Cowie, 2014, p. 181)

This definition implies the complexity of the translation process, requiring special
attention to diverse elements with culture as a key element among others. Translators should
carefully take the cultural element into consideration during the process of meaning transfer
from source language to target language. The target text is the result of this process and
“which functions in the socio-cultural context of the target language.” (Munday, The
Routledge Companion to Translation Studies, 2009, p. 7)

Cultural approach started influencing research in translation studies in the 1980s and
the 1990s, bringing major consequences such as the notion of equivalence, naturalness of
translation, domestication and foreignization. This so-called ‘cultural turn’ in translation
studies expanded the translator’s role to involve cultural communication. It emphasizes the
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importance of understanding the cultural context and adapting the text to meet the target
reader’s expectations.

Furthermore, cultural translation is seen as a representation that ‘“entails the
construction and exhibition of an image of the Other,” involving “not only the transmission
but also the performance of other cultural facets and forms, which may not be linguistic at
all.” (Munday, The Routledge Companion to Translation Studies, 2009, p. 19) This
representation is concretized by considering translation as a rewriting process, with the
adaptation of the text to become more authentic within the cultural context of the target
audience.

With regard to rewriting, Lefevere states the translation of poems written by Persian
poet Omar Khayyam, saying the translator took “liberties in the translation in order to
improve on the original, at the same time making it conform to the expected Western literary
conventions of his time.” (Munday, Introducing Translation Studies, 2001, p. 128) This
implies that cultural translation tends to produce a text in conformity with the target
audience’s cultural acceptability including norms, values, and expectations. Its principal role
IS to ensure that the target text is well-received and understood culturally.

Cultural categories in translation

In his book A textbook of Translation (1988, p. 95), Newmark classifies cultural
elements in a text into a number of categories including ecology, material culture, historical
terms and religious terms.

Ecology

This category represents the cultural aspect of environmental elements and the words
associated with environmental concepts. These words are used at a local level and have
strong elements of local color. This includes fruit names, mountain names and animals.

Ecology can be present in proverbs such as the Haitian Proverb: "You don't throw
rocks at a green mango.” Mango is a fruit that originates from a region in Asia. The saying
“Sliding into life like a penguin” refers to an animal that lives in specific countries and may
not be familiar to others.

Material culture

Material cultures include names of food as it is “the most sensitive and important
expression of natural culture.” (Newmark, 1988, p. 97) It is closely linked to communities’
identity and connection to their origins.

Clothes are also part of material culture. They can convey messages about one’s
religion, social class, beliefs, and traditions. The proverb “the habit does not make the monk”
represents a religious aspect embedded in the word “monk.”

Historical terms

Newmark recommends not translating historical terms whether the translation makes
sense or not, “unless they have generally accepted translations. They can be transferred to the
target language with descriptive details.

Proverbs may contain historical terms, indicating historical events or personalities.
“Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar's” is a historical proverb which refers to the
Roman Emperor, Caesar. Contemporary readers may not be familiar with the ancient
meaning of this proverb.

Religious terms

On the transfer of Christian terms, Newmark states that they are translated by
equivalents which are natural for target readers with the aim of proselytizing Christianity.

Proverbs often contain religious terms since religion is integrated into culture and
represents a source of wisdom and guidance. For example, the proverb “Give and spend, and
God will send” reflects the belief in God and reliance on Him.
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Domestication and foreignization in translation

Domestication and foreignization are two types of translation strategies termed by
American theorist Lawrence Venuti who discusses the translator’s invisibility, calling for a
greater recognition of the translator's role as a mediator between languages and cultures.

Domestication strategy

This strategy requires the translator to adopt a “transparent, fluent, invisible style in
order to minimize the foreignness of the target text.” (Munday, 2001, p. 146) Thus, the target
reader would not feel the “foreignness” of the source text “and would instead perceive it as if
it were originally written in the source language.

Translation by domestication produces a text that minimizes the need for the target
reader to make efforts to understand cultural elements that might be unfamiliar to the target
culture. This translation “leaves the reader in peace, as much as possible, and moves the
author towards him.” (Munday, 2001, p. 146)

The translation of proverbs entails cultural considerations since they are loaded with
cultural elements. Translating them by domestication requires cultural competence,
awareness of the intended message and the ability to find a “domesticated equivalent” in the
target language. For example, the translation of the proverb “A soft answer turneth away
wrath,” which originates from the Bible, requires the translator to find a cultural equivalent
that reads naturally in the target language. Translating this proverb through domestication
may result in an equivalent from the Hadith of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him),
who said “Ara aukll 208 This translation concretizes well the concept of domestication.

Foreignization strategy

This strategy requires the translator to choose a foreign text and develop “a translation
method along lines which are excluded by dominant cultural values in the target language.”
(Munday, 2001, p. 147) Thus, the reader would feel the “foreignness” of the source text and
would perceive the presence of the original writer.

Translation by foreignization necessitates more efforts from the target reader to
understand cultural elements, engaging more deeply with the text to comprehend the meaning
and the cultural context of the source text. This translation “leaves the writer alone, as much
as possible and moves the reader towards the writer.” (Munday, 2001, p. 147)

Translating proverbs by foreignization leads to preserve the cultural elements of the
source language and introduce them to the target reader, promoting cross-cultural
communication. This requires the translator to have a deep understanding of both the source
and target cultures with the ability to find equivalents in the target language with a similar
cultural load as the source text. Applying the foreignization strategy, the proverb “Rome
wasn't built in a day” would be translated as “3als a5 8 &8 ol L5 7. This translation maintains
the literal historical meaning of the original proverb and prioritizes fidelity to the source text
culture.

It is important to understand the principles of domestication and foreignization for
choosing the appropriate strategy based on the purpose of the translation and the level of
engagement desired from the readers.

Analysis of domestication and foreignization in proverbs

We will analyze domestication and foreignization strategies in a number of proverbs
chosen from Mohamed Attia’s Dictionary of Common English Proverbs (2004) translated
from English into Arabic. The selected proverbs illustrating domestication strategy are
presented in table 1 while the selected proverbs illustrating foreignization strategy are
presented in table 2
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Table 1: Domestication strategy in selected proverbs

Source text

Target text

He that keeps his secret gains his object.

u\.ASSJL:éM\);;LAﬁéC\M\

The mills of God grind slowly

Jega Vs e dl )

The early bird catches the worm

DS RS

The devil can cite Scripture for his purpose

aa e A deas of ol (g LB Glaadill Sl 8

Christmas comes but once a year

3aal 55 5e Yl awll ALY

One God no more, but many friends are
good store

A elBl B agls )AL elle

Happy is he what is happy in his children

Ll sl ) o gl 5 L)

Years know more than books

Lac 5 yila ) Jie

If a man deceives me once, shame on him; if
he deceives me twice, shame on me

O e paa e el g2L Y

The apples on the other side of the wall are
sweetest

Ja Al ) 3l ool

Adam’s ale is the best brew

ey s el

All’s fish that comes to the net

a3 ol e S

The apples on the other side of the wall are
sweetest

Ja Al ) G318 ool

As well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb

Hax Bl &8 s )

Don’t quarrel with your bread and butter

Toaree

ﬂs)))m@ﬁmy

The cowl does not make the monk

e Ly )l Sl

Table 2: Foreignization strategy in selected proverbs

Source text

Target text

An Englishman’s house is his castle

AiSlas g (g uladY) G

Talk of the angel and you will hear his
wings

apalia Ciia aandi @Bl (e Caans

A sly man’s tears are like the crocodile tears

All roads lead to Rome

Lesy ) gasi Gkl JS

Better starve free than to be a fat slave

e il Gasi O 0 d s il 5 i Y

An apple a day keeps the doctor away

You can lead a horse to the water, but you
cannot make him drink

oyad of Aiay Y (ST elall ) Ulas 5685 of li€ay
%‘J"mé‘:

Results and discussion

The analysis of selected proverbs reveals that the translator employed both
domestication and foreignization strategies in the translation process. Some proverbs were
adapted to the target language culture while others were maintained in their original form.

Domestication

The translator opted for the domestication of a large number of proverbs, adapting
them to the target language and preserving the meaning. The domesticated proverbs fall into
various cultural categories.

1- Religious terms
In some proverbs, the translator replaced religious terms by their cultural equivalent in
the target language. He opted for domestication in order to convey the meaning in a natural
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and understandable way, achieving acceptability among the target audience. For example,
“Scripture” was substituted with " 13" and « Christmas » with "x=\",

In other proverbs, the translated chose equivalents inspired from the Quran and the
Prophetic Hadith to align with the target language religious culture. For example, he
conveyed the meaning of the proverb “Happy is he what is happy in his children” by citing a
verse from the Quran: "Ll sball 435 o 5ully JWI”. He also employed the Prophetic Hadith

"OLASIL aSadl e Ll e siaiul M oas an equivalent to “He that keeps his secret gains his
object.”

In the translation of the proverb “Years know more than books,” the translator was
inspired by the Arab heritage and chose the proverb "Lse s 5 La ) (ie" as an equivalent. The
word "<a)" refers to the seventh month in the Islamic lunar calendar. The translator chose
this old Arabic proverb as a cultural equivalent which conveys the original meaning.

2- Ecology

In the Arabic translation of the proverb “All’s fish that comes to the net,” the
translator substituted the animal name “fish” with the word "au=" which implies the meaning
of hunting or fishing. Domestication here aims at ensuring that the text resonates with the
target language environment since fish may not be a common cultural reference in certain
Arab regions located in the desert.

In the translation of the proverb “As well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb,” “sheep” is
replaced by ">a" which means camel since this animal is more culturally significant than
sheep in the Arab culture. In the past, people living in the desert used camels for
transportation and a source of food. Domestication here offers accessibility, authenticity and
cultural alignment for the target reader.

3- Material culture

The translator applied the domestication strategy to convey the meaning of proverbs
by adapting them to the target material culture. The fruit apple is cited in a figurative way in
the English proverb “The apples on the other side of the wall are sweetest”, suggesting that
things which are out of reach are always more desirable and attractive. To convey this
meaning, the translator chose an Arabic proverb which expresses the same idea with different
words.

The proverb “Adam’s ale is the best brew” indicates the idea of preferring pure water
than any other kind of beverages. "Adam™ here has a biblical reference, implying that the
first man on earth drunk pure water. In the Arabic translation, the translator employed the
domestication strategy by giving a functional explanation of the original meaning in order to
clarify it for the target audience.

The combination of “bread and butter” is common culinary staple in the source
culture. In the proverb “Don’t quarrel with your bread and butter,” it has a figurative
meaning, referring to the main source of income. In the Arabic translation, it was replaced by
functional equivalent "3 ,a=s", which conveys the same meaning in the target language.

The word “cowl” is a cultural term that symbolizes material culture in certain
religions including Christianity. In the Arabic translation, domestication strategy was applied
by substituting it with "ssLe" which is more relevant to the target culture since it represents a
traditional garment worn by Muslims.

Foreignization

In the translation of some proverbs, the translator applied the foreignization strategy
by adopting literal equivalents to the original words and expressions.
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1- Religious terms
The proverb “Talk of the angel and you will hear his wings” reflects a religious and
spiritual aspect, indicating the belief in angels. It was translated by foreignization as the
translator transferred this religious aspect to the target reader.
2- Ecology
In the translation of cultural words which fall into the category of ecology such as
“crocodile,” “horse” and “apple,” foreignization strategy was employed, conveying the
original meaning with the same structure and expression forms.
3- Historical terms
In both proverbs “All roads lead to Rome” and “Better starve free than to be a fat
slave,” the translator transferred the historical context of the source text. Foreignization here
ensures cross-cultural communication, enabling the target reader to be in touch with the
source culture.

Conclusion

In this paper, we explored domestication and foreignization strategies in the
translation of proverbs from English into Arabic through the analysis of selected examples
and their cultural categorization.

In translating proverbs that contain cultural words, both domestication and
foreignization can be employed. The analysis of the selected proverbs reveals that
domestication is predominantly used in translating proverbs that contain religious terms. The
aim is to create an equivalent effect between the source language and the target language,
provide better understanding and produce a natural target text.

Domestication can also be employed in translating cultural words which fall into the
categories of ecology and material culture since the focus is on the target language culture.
As seen in the selected proverbs, the translator did not transfer the same cultural words and
re-expressed the meaning in different forms.

Foreignization of cultural words which fall into the categories of religious terms,
ecology and historical terms facilitates cross-cultural communication, enhancing the
understanding of diverse cultural contexts.
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