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When Sound Meets Sense: The Art of Translating Syrian Proverbs 
 
This study investigates the translation of Syrian proverbs, highlighting their phonological features, 
such as rhyme, assonance, and alliteration. These features are essential to study as they reflect their 
rhetorical impact and memorability (Seyidov, 2024; Issa, 2017). The study derives its data from a 
corpus compiled by Joubin and Hreib (2014), which presents and discusses many Syrian proverbs. The 
analysis of the data employs Nida’s (1969) equivalence theory to investigate how these phonological 
features are handled in translation. The findings revealed that translations usually follow a more 
dynamic procedure, often at the expense of the musicality of the proverbs. This trade-off highlights the 
challenges of translating orally rooted expressions and the extent to which identity is usually lost in 
translation. 
 
Keywords: Syrian proverbs, equivalence theory, sound-related devices 

 
1. Introduction 
Syria is often depicted as a battlefield where people fight horrendously, flee 
their destroyed homes reluctantly, and immigrate on a large scale. The Syrian 
crisis has left the country shattered and dismembered; nonetheless, it shall never 
define Syria or Syrians. This paper is a humble attempt to highlight a more vivid 
aspect of Syria: its rich Syrian folklore, specifically Syrian proverbs. Proverbs, 
unlike turmoil and political atrocities, summarize a society’s mindset and 
behavioral patterns (Mieder, 2004). As Mieder (2004) notes, proverbs are a 
powerful means of summarizing a society’s beliefs, serving as "kernels" of 
traditional knowledge (Obiechina, 1975). 

Proverbs are more than just statements of wisdom; proverbs are 
“self-contained, pithy, traditional expressions with didactic content and fixed, 
poetic form” (Norrick, 1985, p. 31). Their euphonious identity plays an 
important role in their visibility throughout history. Nonetheless, translating 
these proverbs stylistically and culturally poses a challenge. Translators are put 
in a position where they need to convey the original meaning while retaining the 
stylistic features that make these proverbs easily identifiable and memorable. As 
Dickins et al. (2002) point out, an effective translation should not only capture 
the cultural essence of the proverb but also preserve its distinctive sound 
patterns. 

In this light, Nida’s (1969) theory of translation would be a valuable 
framework for understanding how these translations work. Nida (1994) 
distinguishes between formal equivalence and dynamic equivalence. Formal 
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equivalence serves word-for-word translations, taking into consideration the 
formalistic properties of a proverb. Dynamic equivalence seeks an equivalent 
that sounds culturally appropriate in the target language without giving much 
attention to the specific words or formalities of the source language. This study 
examines how translators handle the delicate balance between these approaches 
when dealing with the phonetic elements of proverbs, such as rhyme, assonance, 
and alliteration. In other words, in this study, I explore how these phonic 
features are retained or altered in the translation of Syrian Arabic proverbs into 
English, and whether the translations lean more towards formal or dynamic 
equivalence. Two questions guide the research: 

 
1. What translation strategies (formal or dynamic equivalence) do 

translators employ to preserve or modify phonetic features, such as 
rhyme, assonance, and alliteration, in Syrian Arabic proverbs? 

 
2. What recurrent patterns emerge in the translation of Syrian Arabic 

proverbs, specifically regarding the retention or alteration of phonetic 
features? 

 
To address these questions, the study first identified 85 proverbs featuring 

sound-related devices. From this collection, 22 proverbs were selected for 
analysis as they each included at least two phonic devices. These 22 proverbs, 
along with their English translations, were then examined to determine how the 
phonetic features were maintained or modified. The translations were evaluated 
to assess their adherence to formal or dynamic equivalence, according to Nida’s 
(1969) framework. Then, recurrent patterns in translation were identified. 

 
2. Literature Review  
Proverbs are inherent in the identity of people’s cultures and help express mutual 
wisdom and values. Apart from their own unique linguistic identity, proverbs 
serve as vessels of tradition that shape moral understanding and guide social 
behavior (Mammadova, 2024). Moreover, recent research revealed the 
relationship between cognition and proverbs. Belkhir (2024) asserts that 
proverbs are processed through conceptual metaphors, which help people 
organize them into different themes. These metaphors not only make proverbs 
memorable but also adapt to other cultures. 

Apart from their cultural and cognitive significance, proverbs are often 
remembered for their succinct, melodic form (Juraev, 2022; Načisçione, 2020). 
As Jesenšek (2014, p. 138) mentions, proverbs can be considered the “ornatus of 
speech,” and that is due to their pleasant and melodious composition. This 
characteristic plays an important role in their prevalent usage in communication. 
Proverbs, hence, are complex linguistic structures that combine both content and 
form, featuring not only meaning and cultural significance, but also aesthetic 
appeal (Benczes, 2019). 
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Arabic proverbs, in particular, embody proverbial expression, deep cultural 
significance, and distinct linguistic structures (Seyidov, 2024; Issa, 2017). 
According to Al-Muhaizi (2014), Arabic proverbs originate from several spheres 
of cultural expression, but mainly from folklore, classical and oral literature, and 
religious teachings. For example, the folkloric saying “القديمة لـ عادتها   ”عادت حليمة 
(ʿādat Ḥalīma li ʿādatihā al-qadīma), meaning ‘Ḥalīma returned to her old 
ways’, references a well-known Arabian fable. The tale features Ḥalīma, a frugal 
woman married to the generous Ḥātim Ṭāʾī. Despite her husband’s endeavors to 
persuade her to become more gracious, Ḥalīma’s stingy nature leads to her 
losing her son. 

The literary tradition of Arabic poetry is another major source of proverbs, 
with famous poets such as Imruʾ al-Qays (501–565), Al-Khansāʾ (575–645), and 
Al-Mutanabbī (915–965) shaping both language and cultural thought (Sneineh, 
2021). One well-known proverb attributed to Al-Mutanabbī is “  ما كلُّ ما يتمناه المرء
السفن تشتهي  لا  بما  الرياح  تجري   **  mā kullu mā yatamannāhu al-marʾu) ”يدركه 
yudrikuhu – tajrī al-riyāḥu bimā lā tashtahī al-sufun), which translates as ‘One 
does not attain all one’s desires, for the winds do not blow as the vessels wish’. 
This saying is usually used to relieve the pain when someone is feeling 
despondent. 

A third significant source of Arabic proverbs is the Qurʾān, which contains 
numerous expressions that have entered everyday language as proverbs. For 
instance, the verse “عسُۡرِ يسُۡرٗا  [Qurʾān 94:6] (fa-inna maʿa al-ʿusri yusran) ”فَإنَِّ مَعَ ٱلۡ
translates as ‘For indeed, with hardship comes ease’. This phrase reflects the 
notion that patience is rewarded with relief. 

Apart from their cultural significance, Arabic proverbs are famous for their 
melodic qualities. They often feature sound patterns such as alliteration, 
assonance, and rhyme, which showcase both their memorability and rhetorical 
force (Issa, 2017). Alliteration, the repetition of initial sounds or sound clusters, 
appears in the proverb “ كل معروض مرفوض وكل ممنوع مرغوب” (kull maʿrūḍ marfūḍ 
wa kull mamnūʿ marghūb), meaning ‘All that is permitted is refused, and all that 
is prohibited is desired’; here, the /m/ sound is repeated across four key words. 
Similarly, assonance, or the repetition of internal vowel sounds, is evident in the 
proverb “شامية ياخد  هنية  عيشة  يعيش  بدو   illī baddo yaʿīsh ʿīshah haniyyeh) ”اللي 
yākhod shāmiyyeh), translated as ‘He who wants a blessed life should marry a 
Damascene woman,’ where the repeated /i/ sound creates a rhythmic effect. 
Rhyme also plays a prominent role, as in “غيره تجرب  حتى  خيره  بتعرف   mā) ”ما 
bitaʿrif khayru ḥattā tujarrib ghayru), or ‘You won’t know how good someone 
is until you’ve experienced others,’ where the words khayru and ghayru share 
the same final sound, enhancing the proverb’s musicality. 

Arabic proverbs pose substantial challenges for translators, as effective 
translation requires not only an understanding of their cultural and contextual 
significance but also a sensitivity to their distinctive stylistic features and sound 
patterns. In other words, an effective translation of proverbs must balance all of 
these aspects (Ghazala, 2014). 
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A central translation theory that discusses these challenges is Equivalence 
Theory. Nida and Taber (1969) suggest that translation should aim to reproduce 
the closest natural equivalent in the target language. They also advised that 
translators should first reproduce meaning and then focus on style, if needed. In 
their view, equivalence in meaning is important to ensure that the source text's 
message is conveyed in the target language. While Nida’s theory of equivalence 
originated in the mid-20th century, its principles continue to offer insights into 
the challenges translators face today. Recent research asserts that although the 
binary of formal and dynamic equivalence may appear reductive, it remains a 
useful heuristic for examining translator choices, especially in the translation of 
less widely documented dialects of Arabic, such as Syrian Arabic (Alawdi, 2025; 
Mounadil, 2023). 

Nida (1969) identified two types of equivalence: formal and dynamic. Formal 
equivalence refers to a translation that keeps both the form and content of the 
original proverb. Dynamic equivalence focuses primarily on meaning and 
disregards the form. For instance, the English proverb "A friend in need is a 
friend indeed" can be translated into Arabic as " الصديق وقت الضيق" (alṣadiq waqit 
alḍiq), which literally means ‘A true friend is for the time of trouble.’ This 
translation retains both the content and the stylistic feature of rhyme, making it 
an example of formal equivalence. In contrast, the Arabic proverb " من حفر حفرة
فيها وقع   may be (He who digs a hole for his brother will fall into it) "لأخيه 
translated as ‘Hoist with his own petard’ in English. This translation preserves 
the meaning but loses the original's rhyme and can be considered a dynamic 
equivalence. 

While equivalence theory offers practical and unique guidelines for 
translators, it also has limitations. For example, some proverbs may not have a 
direct equivalent in the target language, requiring the translator to be creative. In 
some cases, it may be challenging to preserve both the meaning and form. 
Therefore, translators often need to choose one. This study attempts to describe 
how translators deal with these challenges by focusing on the strategies they 
employ to preserve both meaning and phonetic features.  

 
3. Method 
The data for this study were derived from the book Your Mother-in-Law Loves 
You: And Other Proverbs and Expressions from Syria (Joubin & Hreib, 2014). 
This book is a collection of Syrian expressions and proverbs. In the book, 
proverbs are mentioned in the Syrian dialect and standard Arabic. The book’s 
author translated the proverbs from Arabic into English word-for-word, and she 
also attempted to paraphrase them or provide dynamic equivalents. As a 2014 
publication, it features modern uses of proverbs across the region. 

A total of 22 proverbs were chosen from this collection. The selection criteria 
were guided as follows: proverbs that contain rhyme and either assonance or 
alliteration.  
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Rhyme occurs when similar sounds at the end of words are repeated. For 
example, the proverb "مابتعرف خيرو حتى تجرب غيرو" (Ma bita’rif khairu ḥta tjarib 
ghairu), which means you would not realize how good he was until you have 
experiences with others (Joubin & Hreib, 2014). The two words /khairu/ and 
/ghairu/ rhyme as they both end with the same sound structure. Assonance is the 
repetition of vowel sounds within words. For example, " اللي بدو يعيش عيشة هنية ياخد
 meaning, he who wants to (elli badu ya’ish ‘isheh hanieh yakhud shamieh) "شامية
live a warm and blessed life should marry a Damascene woman (Joubin & Hreib, 
2014). Alliteration is the repetition of initial consonant sounds. For example, "  كل
 ,(Kul mā‘ruḍ mā‘rfuḍ w kul māmnu’ mārghub) "معروض مرفوض وكل ممنوع مرغوب 
which means all that is permitted is refused, and all that is prohibited is desired 
(Joubin & Hreib, 2014). Here, the sound /m/ is repeated at the beginning of four 
words. 

It is worth mentioning that although the selected sample was specific, its 
limited size naturally limits the generalizability of the findings. Henceforth, this 
study aims to uncover nuanced patterns in these proverbs and their translations 
in this specific book, rather than to provide a statistical representation of Arabic 
proverbs in general. 
To analyze the translation strategies applied to the selected proverbs, the study 
employed Nida's (1969) equivalence theory as a framework. 
 

1. Formal Equivalence: This type of translation attempts to closely 
reproduce the original structure, including its phonetic and syntactic 
features. In the context of proverbs, a formally equivalent translation 
seeks to retain rhyme, alliteration, and assonance while preserving the 
original phrasing as much as possible. 

2. Dynamic Equivalence: This approach prioritizes meaning and cultural 
context over structural fidelity. A dynamically equivalent translation may 
deviate from the original phonetic features to ensure that the proverb 
remains comprehensible, culturally relevant, and impactful for an 
English-speaking audience. 

 
The analysis procedure involved categorizing the selected proverbs according 

to these translation strategies. Once classified, patterns in translation choices 
were detected.  

 
4. Results 
In this section, I will explore the type of equivalence used in translation and 
whether it represents a more formal or dynamic procedure. Then, I will examine 
whether or not there is a trend in the translations presented. The table below 
shows the first text in Syrian Arabic, accompanied by its transliteration, with 
rhyme and alliteration clearly marked: rhyme highlighted, and alliteration 
underlined. Then, the translation of the collection of proverbs is presented, with 
an indication of whether it is formal (F) or dynamic (D). 
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Table 1. Proverbs Featuring Rhyme and Alliteration 

N. 
Source text 

(Syrian Arabic) 
Transliteration 

Literal 

translation 

Translation in 

the source 

Equivalence 

Type 

1. 
كل معروض مرفوض  

 وكل ممنوع مرغوب 

Kul mā‘ruḍ mā‘rfuḍ 

w kul māmnu’ 

mārghub. 

All that is permitted 

is refused, and all 

that is prohibited is 

desired. 

Forbidden fruit is the 

sweetest. 
D 

2. 
تغدى وتمدد وتعشا  

 وتمشا 

Taghda w tamadd 

w ta’asha w 

tamasha. 

After lunch, rest; 

after dinner, go for a 

walk. 

After dinner, sit a 

while, after supper, 

walk a mile. 

D 

 الولد ولد ولو حكم بلد  .3
Al-walad walad 

walaw ḥakam balad. 

The young boy is a 

boy even if he rules 

a country. 

A leopard can’t 

change its spots. 
D 

4. 
الحمير حمير لو لبست  

 حرير

Al-ḥamir ḥamir 

law lbsit ḥarir. 

A donkey is a 

donkey even if it 

wears silk. 

A donkey is a donkey 

even if it wears silk. 
F 

5. 
ي ضرب ضرب لال

 والذي هرب هرب

Elli ḍarab ḍarab w 

elli harab harab 

The one who hit, hit, 

and the one who 

escaped, escaped. 

What’s done is done 

and what’s gone is 

gone. 

D 

6. 
كلام كالعسل وفعل 

 كالأسل

Kalam kal’asal 

w f’l kal`sal 

Words like honey 

but actions like a 

spike. 

A honey tongue, a 

heart of gall. 
D 

 يتمسكن حتى يتمكن  .7
Yatamaskan ḥata 

yatamakan 

He presents himself 

as weak and then 

shows his reality. 

She stoops to conquer. D 

 المكتوب ما منو مهروب  .8
Al-maktūb ma 

mnū mahrūb. 

The written cannot 

be escaped. 
Fate is inescapable. D 

9. 
عادتها ـ عادت حليمة ل

 القديمة

’adat Ḥālima 

Li ’adtiha 

al-ādima. 

Ḥalīma returned to 

her old habit. 
Old habits die hard. D 

 يوم عسل ويوم بصل .10
Yawm ‘asal w 

yawm baṣal. 

One day honey, 

another day an 

onion. 

One day honey, 

another day an onion. 
F 

11. 
تيتي تيتي متل مارحتي  

 متل ما إجيتي 

Titi Titi mitl mariḥti 

mitl ma ejiti. 

Titi Titi as you left 

you came back. 
Back to square one. D 

*Refer to Appendix A to check the scheme of transliteration 

 

The table above shows that many translations follow a more dynamic 
approach, prioritizing meaning over form. For example, the proverb 1. "  كل
مرغوب  ممنوع  وكل  مرفوض   Forbidden fruit is the sweetest’ features both‘ "معروض 
rhyme and alliteration. The rhyme is evident in the words /mā‘ruḍ/ and /mā‘rfuḍ/, 
and the alliteration is in the repeated sound /mā/ in the words /mā‘ruḍ/, /mā‘rfuḍ/, 
/māmnu’/, and /mārghub/. However, in the English translation, the translator 
chooses the dynamic equivalent 'Forbidden fruit is the sweetest,' which conveys 
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the meaning but completely ignores the identity of the Syrian proverb. Another 
example is proverb 3. " الولد ولد ولو حكم بلد" ‘A leopard can’t change its spots. In the 
translation, again, the rhyme is lost, and the meaning is conveyed instead 
through the English idiomatic expression 'A leopard can’t change its spots,' 
which is a familiar saying in English but does not preserve any of the original’s 
phonetic characteristics. 

Similarly, the proverb 11. " تيتي تيتي متل مارحتي متل ما إجيتي" ‘Back to square one’ 
demonstrates a rich phonetic structure. The transliteration shows that the letter 
/t/ is repeated across two words, as well as the letter /m/. Assonance is also 
featured in the repetition of the sound /i/ across four words. However, the 
translation 'Back to square one' does not retain any of these phonetic features. It 
is a common English expression that delivers the same meaning but without the 
rhyme, alliteration, or assonance that were essential to the Arabic version. 

The proverb 9. "عادت حليمة لـ عادتها القديمة" ‘Old habits die hard’ involves another 
interesting case of lost cultural and phonetic elements. In the Arabic version, the 
name "Ḥālima" is significant, referring to a figure known for her stinginess. This 
name has cultural meaning that is not immediately noticeable to an 
English-speaking audience. Phonetically, the words /‘adat/ and /‘ādatiha/ rhyme; 
moreover, the repetition of the /‘a/ sound in "‘adat" and "‘ādatiha" contributes to 
the alliterative effect, which is characteristic of many proverbs in Arabic. In the 
English translation, however, the name "Ḥālima" is replaced by the more general 
'Old habits die hard,' a common English expression. 

Table 2 below depicts proverbs with assonance (bolded) and rhyme 
(italicized). 

 
Table 2. Proverbs Featuring Rhyme and Assonance 

N. 
Source text 

(Syrian Arabic) 
Transliteration Literal translation 

Translation in the 

sources 

Equivalence 

Type 

1. 
الي بدو يعيش عيشة هنية 

 ياخد شامية 

Elli badu ya’ish 

‘isheh hanieh 

yakhud shamieh 

He who wants to 

live a warm and 

blessed life should 

marry a 

Damascene 

woman. 

Happy wife, happy 

life. 
F 

 ياغريب كون أديب .2
Ya ghareeb kun 

adeeb 

Oh, stranger, be 

polite. 

Oh, stranger, be 

polite. 
D 

 دوام الحال من المحال  .3
Dawam alḥal mn 

almuḥal 

The continuation of 

the present is 

impossible. 

This too shall pass. D 

4. 
غابت السباع ولعبت  

 الضباع

Ghabat alsiba’ w 

l’bat alḍba’ 

When the lions 

were absent, 

hyenas played. 

When the cat is 

away, the mice will 

play. 

F 
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5. 
أنا أمير وأنت أمير مين  

 يسوء الحمير 

`na `mir w `nta 

`mir, meen yasw` 

alḥamir 

I am a prince and 

you are a prince, so 

who will steer the 

donkey. 

I am a prince and 

you are a prince, so 

who will steer the 

donkey. 

D 

6. 
ضربني وبكى سبقني 

 واشتكى

ḍarabani w baka 

sabaqani w ishtaka 

He hit me and 

cried. He was the 

one who 

complained about 

me. 

The whip cries as it 

lashes. 
D 

 .Elli fat mat The past is dead للي فات مات  .7
Let bygones be 

bygones. 
D 

8. 
العلم في الصغر كالنقش  

 على الحجر 

Al’lm fi alṣighar 

kalnaqsh ‘ala 

alḥajar 

Learning in youth 

is like carving on 

rock. 

Early learning is 

engraved in the 

mind. 

D 

 Klna blhawa sawa كلنا بالهوا سوا .9
We’re all in the air 

together. 

We’re all in the same 

boat. 
D 

 خيرها في غيرها .10
Khairaha fi 

ghairaha 

The better is in the 

other. 
Better luck next time D 

11. 
 اللي مالو كبير ما إلو تدبير 

 

Elli malw kabir 

malw tadbir 

Someone who 

doesn’t have an 

elderly person to 

guide him has no 

one to train him. 

If one can’t earn 

respect, he buys it. 
D 

 

Similarly, a clear pattern emerges: most translators opt for dynamic 
equivalence, focusing on conveying the proverb's meaning rather than retaining 
its original form, rhythm, rhyme, or phonetic devices. As a result, several 
phonetic features are often lost in translation, leading to a shift in the proverb's 
musicality and memorability. This is evident in several examples, such as the 
proverb 2. " أديب كون  غريب   Oh, stranger, be polite.’ The original Arabic‘ "يا 
version features assonance and rhyme between the words /adeeb/ (polite) and 
/ghareeb/ (stranger), which enhances the proverb's memorability and rhythm. 
The sound /ee/ appears in both words, creating an auditory connection between 
them. In the English translation, ‘Oh, stranger, be polite,’ the meaning is 
effectively preserved, but the rhyme and assonance are not reflected, 
highlighting the loss of the original musicality. The absence of these phonetic 
features in the translation shows how cultural and phonetic richness can be lost 
in the pursuit of simplicity and clarity. 

Similarly, the proverb 3. "دوام الحال من المحال" ‘The continuity of the present is 
impossible’ showcases the repetition of the vowel /a/ in the words /dawam/ 
(continuation), /alḥal/ (present), and /almuḥal/ (impossible). Not only do these 
words feature assonance, but they also rhyme, enhancing the overall musicality 
of the Arabic version. The English equivalent, ‘This too shall pass,’ while a 
well-known saying, loses the rhyme and assonance of the Arabic, offering only a 
conceptual translation. While the meaning is retained in the English version, the 
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Arabic proverb's memorable, rhythmic qualities are absent. 
Another example is proverb 4. "غابت السباع ولعبت الضباع" ‘When the lions were 

absent, the hyenas played.’ The Arabic version employs both rhyme and 
assonance, with the words /ghabat/ (absent) and /wl’bat/ (played) rhyming, and 
/alsiba’/ (lions) and /aldiba’/ (hyenas) also rhyming. Additionally, the repetition 
of the vowel /a/ in these words creates assonance, enhancing the proverb's 
musicality. In the English translation, the equivalent proverb "When the cat’s 
away, the mice will play" is a standard English saying that effectively conveys 
the meaning but omits the rhyme and assonance that are integral to the Arabic 
version. The Arabic proverb's phonetic aspects are sacrificed in favor of a more 
familiar, culturally resonant English expression. 

The proverb 5. "الحمير أمير مين يسوء  أمير وأنت   I am a prince, and you are a‘ "أنا 
prince; who is to drive the donkeys?’ also demonstrates a loss of phonetic 
elements in translation. The Arabic version includes both rhyme and assonance, 
with the words /amir/ (prince) and /hamir/ (donkey) rhyming, and the repeated 
/i/ sound in /amir/ (x2) and /hamir/ contributing to the assonance. The English 
translation, while preserving the basic meaning and metaphorical intent, does 
not replicate the rhyme and assonance of the Arabic version. The rhyme and 
assonance add a layer of musicality and rhythm to the Arabic version, but in the 
English translation, the form is sacrificed for clarity. 

Another case of phonetic loss occurs with the proverb 6. "  سبقني وبكى  ضربني 
 He hit me and cried, he preceded me and complained.’ The Arabic‘ "واشتكى 
version is both rhymed and assonated. The English translation, however, "The 
whip cries as it lashes," captures the meaning but omits the phonetic devices, 
thereby losing the rhythm and musicality of the original. The translation is a 
dynamic equivalent, focusing on conveying the essence of the proverb at the 
expense of the Arabic's phonetic richness. 

Examples 1 and 4 stand out as cases in which formal equivalence has been 
applied, successfully preserving not only the core meaning but also the 
musicality and cultural concepts of the original proverbs. In example 1, الي بدو”  
ياخد شامية هنية   He who wants to live a warm and blessed life should‘ ”يعيش عيشة 
marry a Damascene woman,’ the Arabic version employs both assonance and 
rhyme, with the repetition of the vowel sound /i/ in the words ya’ish, ‘isheh, 
hanieh, and shamieh contributing to the proverb's rhythmic and musical flow. 
The cultural reference to a Damascene woman is deeply rooted in the 
Arabic-speaking world and highlights specific cultural values. In its English 
translation, Happy wife, happy life, the rhyme between wife and life echoes the 
phonetic devices of the original Arabic, maintaining the musical identity of the 
proverb. Although the reference to a specific cultural figure (Damascene woman) 
is lost, the translator preserves the proverb’s rhythm, ensuring the English 
version remains memorable and impactful. Similarly, in example 4,   السباع غابت 
الضباع  When the lions were absent, hyenas played,’ the Arabic proverb‘ ولعبت 
uses both rhyme and assonance, with the words ghabat (absent) and wl’bat 
(played) rhyming, and the words alsiba’ (lions) and aldiba’ (hyenas) also 
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rhyming, supported by the repeated /a/ sound in the middle of the words. The 
English translation, When the cat is away, the mice will play, preserves the 
rhyme between away and play, successfully maintaining the musicality of the 
original while shifting the animals to more culturally relevant figures for the 
English-speaking audience. The phrase retains the core meaning—that in the 
absence of authority figures, subordinates will take advantage of the 
situation—and much like the original, it remains familiar and easy to remember. 
In both examples, the translators deliberately preserved not only the meaning but 
also the musical identity of the proverbs, finding English equivalents that reflect 
the rhythm, rhyme, and cultural nuances of the Arabic versions. These 
translations exemplify formal equivalence at its best, carefully adapting the 
linguistic and cultural richness of the original proverbs to the target language 
without losing their memorability or impact. 

Two main themes emerged from the translations of the 22 proverbs. Dynamic 
equivalents were preferred and repeatedly used whenever an English standard 
proverb could be identified. For example, in the proverb “  سبقني وبكى  ضربني 
 He hit me and cried. He was the one who complained about me. The‘ – ”واشتكى 
English translation "The whip cries as it lashes" is a well-known expression that 
conveys the idea of someone complaining about being wronged while being the 
instigator of the wrongdoing. The English equivalent conveys the essence of the 
proverb’s meaning in a more culturally familiar form, even though it differs in 
structure and specific imagery from the original Arabic. Similarly, in the proverb 
بلد “ ولو حكم  ولد   The young boy is a boy even if he rules a country’, the‘ – ”الولد 
translation A leopard can’t change its spots is used, an English idiom that 
conveys the same meaning of inherent qualities being impossible to change, 
regardless of external circumstances, such as power or status. Both of these 
examples show how the translators used common English sayings to maintain 
the meaning, even if they didn't preserve the specific wording or phonetic 
elements of the original Arabic proverbs. 

The second recurrent theme asserts that formal equivalents were eschewed 
when culture-bound items are mentioned in the Arabic versions, such as names 
or well-known figures. In cases where the original Arabic proverb includes 
culturally specific elements or references to notable figures, the translator opted 
for dynamic equivalents that could communicate the same meaning without 
relying on these cultural markers. For instance, in a proverb, the “  لـ حليمة  عادت 
القديمة  Ḥalīma returned to her old habit,’ the name "Ḥalīma" is a‘ – ”عادتها 
folkloric figure in Arab culture who symbolizes a person who returns to old 
habits despite attempts at change. In the English translation, ‘Old habits die 
hard’ conveys the same idea of ingrained behaviors being difficult to change, but 
without the specific cultural reference to "Ḥalīma." Similarly, proverb 11 “  تيتي
 Titi Titi as you left, you came back’ relies on the‘ – ”تيتي متل مارحتي متل ما إجيتي
name "Titi," which is culturally significant in the Arabic-speaking world. In the 
English translation, ‘back to square one’ conveys the concept of returning to the 
starting point, but the name "Titi" and its cultural resonance are lost. In both 
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cases, the translators avoided formal equivalents that would have required 
maintaining the culture-bound references, instead opting for phrases that convey 
the underlying message in a culturally neutral way for English speakers.  

 
4.1 Discussion  
This study shows that the translators of this book often prefer dynamic 
equivalence, offering insights into the proverb's meaning rather than its original 
phone-related devices. This trend results in a loss of identity for these proverbs, 
represented in their unique representation of rhyme, assonance, and alliteration. 
The results align with Nida’s (1969) equivalence theory, which distinguishes 
between formal and dynamic equivalence. Another key finding is the translators’ 
tendency to avoid formal equivalence when culture-bound items, such as names 
or region-specific references, appear in the source text. This is evident in cases 
like "القديمة لعادتها  حليمة   Hālima returned to her old habit,’ which was‘ "عادت 
translated as "Old habits die hard." The translation translates the intended 
meaning but deletes the cultural reference to Hālima, which carries historical 
and narrative significance for Arabic-speaking audiences. This pattern suggests 
that when a direct cultural equivalent is unavailable, translators opt for an 
established proverb in the target language that conveys a similar message, even 
if it means losing the original’s cultural specificity. 

The findings highlight the complexities of translating proverbs that rely 
heavily on sound-based features. Translators face the challenge of balancing 
linguistic accuracy, cultural context, and poetic elements. The study emphasizes 
the need for a nuanced approach to translation that considers both meaning and 
form, rather than sacrificing one for the other. Future research could explore 
alternative methods, such as phonetic adaptation or hybrid translation strategies, 
that better preserve the stylistic features of proverbs. 

While the findings offer valuable insights into how phonetic features in 
Syrian proverbs are handled in translation, they are drawn from a relatively 
small sample. The selection of 22 proverbs enabled a close, detailed analysis, 
but necessarily limits the scope of generalization. The aim here is not to offer 
statistically representative conclusions but to explore nuanced patterns in the 
handling of phonetic features. This study calls for future research with larger, 
more varied corpora to expand on these findings and provide a broader 
perspective on translation trends in Arabic proverbs. 

 
5. Conclusion  
The results reveal a strong tendency toward dynamic equivalence, with phonetic 
elements often sacrificed for semantic precision. While this approach ensures 
that the proverbs remain understandable to English speakers, it also moderates 
their rhetorical and mnemonic qualities. The study also highlights the challenges 
posed by culture-specific references in proverbs, demonstrating that translators 
frequently substitute them with more universally recognized equivalents. This 
strategy facilitates comprehension but may lead to a loss of cultural nuance and 
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depth. These findings suggest that translators might benefit from a more flexible 
approach that blends dynamic and formal equivalence, depending on the 
linguistic and cultural characteristics of each proverb. 

This study has its limitations. The sample size of 22 proverbs may not fully 
capture the diversity of translation strategies used for Syrian proverbs. 
Additionally, the study focuses on a single set of translations, which may not be 
representative of broader translation practices. Further studies might benefit 
from analyzing a larger set of proverbs and examining how different translators 
approach these linguistic challenges. Additional studies could also explore 
computational approaches to translation that preserve phonetic features, such as 
rhyme-matching algorithms or phonological adaptation techniques. 

Ultimately, this study shows that translation strategies often prioritize 
semantic clarity over phonetic quality. It calls for a more nuanced approach that 
respects both the poetic identity and the cultural significance of proverbs. Future 
work in translation studies should continue to explore state-of-the-art strategies 
that bridge the gap between sound and sense, preserving the essence of oral 
traditions across languages. 
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Appendix A 

Scheme of Transliteration  

Consonants  

 ص ش س ز ر ذ د خ ح ج ث ت ب ء

` B T Th J Ḥ Kh D Dh R Z S Sh ṣ 

 

 ي و ه ن م ل ك ق ف غ ع ظ ط ض

ḍ ṭ ẓ ’ gh f q k l m n h w y 

Vowels  

‘-  ُُ   ُِ  ـوُ  ـيِ  ا 

a u i ā ī ū 

 

 


