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This study examines a recent letter by Ayatollah Khamenei addressed
to university students in the United States who are actively
participating in protests against U.S. foreign policy and its support
for the Zionist regime. The central research objective is to analyze
the discourse structures within the letter to determine how they
function in advancing specific messages within a defined ideological
framework. Additionally, the study explores how the letter constructs
notions of power and identity, and how these constructions may
influence public perception. Employing James Paul Gee’s discourse
analysis methodology (2014, 2018), the study investigates both the
textual and ideological dimensions of the letter. The findings
highlight several key themes: the dichotomy between political
entities (e.g., the Zionist regime versus Palestine), the praise of
American students for supporting the people of Gaza, and the
advocacy for Palestinian human rights in the pursuit of peace and
independence. These themes are embedded within the broader
context of global political conflict. The analysis also identifies
multiple identity constructs, including the U.S. government and its
political allies, American youth and student activists, Muslims, the
Axis of Resistance, and the oppressed, particularly women and
children, in occupied Palestine. Through this discourse, the letter
seeks to persuade, commend, and galvanize American students,
urging them to remain on what is portrayed as “the right side of
history”.
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1. Introduction

Letters authored by heads of state and political leaders hold significant importance due
to their international media influence and communicative potential. These letters serve as
official articulations of a nation's policies and positions, functioning as platforms through
which leaders can express national viewpoints and strategic stances. As such, they represent
a powerful and effective tool for advancing political objectives and conducting public
diplomacy on the global stage.

A review of the existing literature reveals that the analysis of political letters tends to
focus on one or more of the following dimensions:

1. Rhetorical Aspects: Scholars have examined the use of rhetorical devices such as
ethos, pathos, and logos to understand how persuasion is constructed in political
communication.

2. Framing and Narrative Construction: Discourse analysis has been employed to
investigate how political figures frame issues and build narratives within their letters.

3. Language and Power Dynamics: Research has explored how language reflects and
reinforces power structures and social hierarchies.

4. Comparative Studies: Comparative analyses have highlighted differences in
rhetorical style, cultural values, and the role of political letters across various political and
cultural contexts.

On May 25, 2024, Ayatollah Khamenei issued a letter addressed to the youth and
university students of the United States. In this letter, he criticized the U.S. government's
political stance in support of the Zionist regime and called on American youth to intensify
their opposition to these policies. The rationale for selecting this particular letter as the
subject of analysis lies in its historical and political relevance, as well as its embedded
Islamic ideological content, which warrants closer examination. The central research
problem of this article concerns the discourse structures employed in the letter and their
effectiveness in conveying specific messages within a defined ideological context.
Furthermore, the study explores how the notions of power and identity are constructed in
the letter and how these constructions might influence public opinion. In the evolving
landscape of political communication, gaining insight into the discourse strategies utilized
in such letters is vital for understanding their broader impact on political awareness and civic
engagement.

The research questions guiding this study are as follows:

e What key topics and concepts are emphasized in the letter, and what is their
significance?

e To which fundamental ideological frameworks within the Islamic world do these
emphasized themes correspond?

To address these questions, the study adopts James Paul Gee’s discourse analysis
framework (2014, 2018). This approach is particularly suited for answering the following
sub-questions:
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e  What topics are foregrounded in the text, and why are they emphasized in the leader’s
discourse?

e  What identities are constructed and highlighted in the letter, and for what purpose?

o  What kinds of relationships and distributions of social goods are established through
the letter's discourse?

e  What is the semiotic system or format used in the letter, and what is its significance?

Gee’s analytical and theoretical framework is therefore introduced and justified at the
outset of the study as the primary tool for analysis.

1.1. Why writing a letter?

According to Swanson and Nimmo (2014), political communication encompasses a
variety of forms, including letters, which serve to establish a connection between leaders
and the public. Political letters—ranging from formal addresses to personal
correspondence—have historically functioned as crucial tools for leaders to communicate
with their audiences. These letters are recognized as important historical documents that
reflect the values, ideologies, and priorities of political figures. Morris (2017) emphasizes
that letters often convey policies and national narratives during pivotal moments, thereby
shaping public sentiment and engagement. The role of political letters becomes especially
significant in times of crisis. Benoit (1995) outlines how leaders use letters to address crises,
provide reassurance, and outline responses aimed at maintaining public trust. This
perspective is echoed by Coombs (2007), who argues that effective crisis communication
can reduce damage to public perception and foster a sense of unity.

An open letter is a type of letter intended for a wide audience, often written to a specific
individual but disseminated publicly through newspapers, websites, or other media. Open
letters usually take the form of correspondence addressed to a particular person but are meant
for public consumption. Critical open letters addressed to political leaders are especially
common. Two of the most prominent and influential examples include J accuse...! by Emile
Zola, addressed to the President of France and accusing the government of wrongfully
prosecuting Alfred Dreyfus for alleged espionage; and Martin Luther King Jr.’s Letter from
Birmingham Jail, which includes the famous line: “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice
everywhere”.

In past centuries, letter writing was a significant form of communication, typically
reserved for private exchanges between the sender and the recipient. Consequently, an open
letter, usually published in a newspaper or magazine, offered a rare glimpse into a public
figure’s message directed at another prominent individual. Open letters began to appear
more frequently in newspapers during the late 19th century. By the 21st century, the concept
of the open letter has evolved significantly, often resembling a press release. Today, large
volumes of open letters are distributed automatically to numerous newspapers and media
outlets. In many cases, blog posts or social media posts are also considered open letters.

A notable contemporary trend is the increasing prevalence of open letters with multiple
signatories, resembling online petitions. In academic settings, scientists who publish open
letters about scientific matters may adopt conventions typical of scholarly communication—
such as seeking informal peer review prior to publication or viewing the act of public
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engagement itself as a valuable academic contribution. The practice of political leaders
authoring open letters, established as a norm since World War I, remains highly relevant
today. While many open letters are politically motivated, they are by no means exclusive to
political actors. Once their function and influence in public discourse became apparent, open
letters gained traction among a broad range of social groups. Today, thousands of open
letters are issued for cultural, social, and civic purposes, often as appeals to change societal
conditions or to challenge official decisions.

In the contemporary era, leaders of various government bodies and departments continue
to regard the letter as a highly effective medium of communication. Despite the proliferation
of digital and media platforms, the written letter retains a unique authority and permanence
that cannot be easily replicated by a contentious public statement or even an article published
in one of the world’s most renowned newspapers. A letter is often considered “hard
evidence”, a concrete and traceable record that directly reflects the voice and intent of the
individual or institution behind it.

At the same time, some scholars and commentators evaluate the significance of
correspondence from a historical perspective. They argue that, just as historians have
reconstructed past events by interpreting inscriptions and analyzing letters written by
previous generations, the letters composed today will hold substantial historical value in the
future. While the rise of technology has introduced alternative means of documentation,
such as video and photography, letters remain invaluable for their narrative quality and
depth. For future historians, today’s correspondence may serve as a credible source of
insight into the social, cultural, and political landscape of the early 21st century. It is not
difficult to imagine that simple letters written in our time could help future generations
understand the complexities of contemporary life, or that novelists and filmmakers might
draw upon these documents to recreate a vivid portrait of this period.

There are several motivations for choosing the format of an open letter. An individual
might write one to publicly criticize a person or policy, to express a personal opinion in a
direct and visible manner, or to initiate, or attempt to conclude, a broader public dialogue on
a contentious issue. Open letters may also be intended to draw focused public attention to a
particular recipient, thereby prompting action or response. In other cases, they function as
tools in public relations crises or reputation management efforts. Finally, some
communications are composed as open letters out of necessity or formality, especially when
the subject matter requires the structure or decorum of traditional letter-writing, but with a
desire for public exposure.

The importance of political letters can be understood across several key dimensions. First,
they hold considerable historical significance, often serving as enduring records of a leader’s
thoughts, policies, and interactions with their constituents. For instance, the letters of U.S.
presidents during pivotal periods—such as Abraham Lincoln’s correspondence during the
Civil War—offer valuable insight into the political and social climate of their times. Second,
political letters function as a means of communicating policies and values. Leaders
frequently use this medium to articulate national narratives and ideological positions, aiming
to persuade or mobilize the public. Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “Fireside Chats,” though
delivered via radio, can be interpreted as a modern evolution of the political letter, intended
to inform and reassure the American public during the Great Depression.

Additionally, political letters often aim to establish an emotional connection with their
audience. By employing rhetorical strategies rooted in ethos, pathos, and logos, leaders
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attempt to evoke solidarity, foster national identity, and inspire civic engagement. Scholars
have noted the effectiveness of these strategies in building trust and resonance with the
public. Finally, in moments of crisis, letters serve as essential communication tools. Whether
addressing national emergencies, political upheaval, or social unrest, such correspondence
is used to reassure citizens, clarify government actions, and maintain public confidence.
Research underscores that the tone, framing, and content of these messages can significantly
influence how the public perceives and responds to a crisis.

2. Literature Review

This literature review synthesizes existing research on the role of political letters, the
discourse strategies employed by political leaders, and their impact on public perception.
The background investigation of the topic is organized into the following sections:

2.1. Discourse Strategies in Political Letters:

Discourse analysis has emerged as a vital methodology for examining rhetorical
strategies in political letters. Fairclough (1995) provides a framework for analyzing
language within its social context, enabling researchers to uncover how leaders construct
meaning through discourse. Wodak and Meyer (2001) emphasize the role of rhetorical
devices, such as ethos, pathos, and logos, in shaping public perception, highlighting how
leaders often leverage emotional appeals to mobilize support. In analyzing U.S. presidential
letters, Baker (2019) identifies strategies such as inclusive language and narrative framing,
which foster rapport with audiences. Similarly, Harris (2021) explores how political leaders
frame issues in letters, demonstrating how strategic language choices shape public discourse.
Several studies have employed discourse analysis, including Gee’s framework, to examine
political texts, both written and oral, as outlined below:

Ghasemi (2015) explores how discourse analysis, specifically Gee’s framework, can
enhance understanding of identity construction in international relations texts, proposing
Gee’s method as a coherent and precise approach for analyzing identities within such texts.
Pahlavannezhad and Estahbanati (2008) analyzed the 2006 United Nations General
Assembly speeches of the presidents of Iran and the United States, applying speech act
theory to identify key rhetorical strategies. Noori (2012) and Keyvani (2012) examined
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s speeches at the UN General Assembly, highlighting the core
diplomatic messages conveyed. Salimi and Zargarbashi (2013) analyzed speeches by four
Iranian presidents at the UN General Assembly, focusing on their discourse strategies.
Moosavi and Nayeri (2014) applied Austin’s speech act theory to compare the speeches of
the presidents of Iran and the United States, identifying performative elements in their
rhetoric. Mazidi, Soltanifar, and Soroushpour (2015) used discourse analysis to compare the
UN General Assembly speeches of Ahmadinejad and Khatami, aiming to clarify Iran’s
foreign policy under different administrations. Mojtahedzadeh and Mojtahedzadeh (2016)
analyzed Hassan Rouhani’s first UN General Assembly speech using a discourse analysis
approach. Ansarian, Davari Ardakani, and Bamshadi (2019) applied Gee’s discourse
analysis framework to examine President Rouhani’s 2017 UN General Assembly speech,
focusing on identity and rhetorical strategies.

2.2. Iran's Supreme Leader s Letters Using Discourse Analysis

This section investigates significant letters, particularly those authored by Iran’s supreme
leaders, through a discourse analysis approach. Key studies include:
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Bashir and Aghayan Chavoshi (2019) conducted a discourse analysis of all the letters sent
by Imam Khomeini and Ayatollah Khamenei to the Hajj Congress. They identified the
central themes of Imam Khomeini’s discourse diplomacy as monotheism, the inseparability
of religion and politics, Muslim unity, opposition to Western arrogance, support for the
oppressed, and the revolution. In contrast, Ayatollah Khamenei’s discourse diplomacy
emphasizes support for Palestine, Islamic awakening, resistance to cultural invasion, and
steadfastness. Arab Yusufabadi, Seifi Qara Yataq, and Arab Yusufabadi (2015) analyzed the
letter addressed by the Leader of the Islamic Revolution to the youth of Europe and America.
This letter invites youth to engage in informed research about Islam and the life of the
Prophet. According to the authors, among various speech acts employed, the representative
speech act is the most prevalent, used to explain and clarify Islamic principles and offer an
accurate portrayal of Islam to the younger generation.

Rahdar (2022) argues that the discourse analysis of the Supreme Leader’s letter to
Western youth enhances the potential influence and effectiveness of its message. Sadeghi,
Mirzaei, and Tateian (2020) conducted a study focusing on keywords associated with anti-
arrogance discourse—such as “arrogance” and “anti-arrogance”—in the speeches of the
Supreme Leader. Their findings suggest that identifying these discursive elements reflects
the Leader's realistic perspective and situational awareness, which in turn promotes
informed and active resistance against perceived enemies.

2.3. Impact on Public Perception

The impact of discourse strategies in political letters on public perception has been widely
studied. Iyengar and Kinder (1987) demonstrate how framing effects can significantly shape
public opinion, indicating that the way issues are presented in political letters influences
citizens’ attitudes and beliefs. Similarly, Goffman (1974) emphasizes that the presentation
of self in political letters contributes to shaping the leader’s public persona, thereby affecting
how audiences perceive their authority and credibility.

More recent research has examined the effects of digital communication on political
letters. Boulianne (2015) highlights how social media transforms traditional communication
by enabling leaders to interact with the public more directly and informally. This
transformation prompts critical questions about the continued effectiveness of traditional
discourse strategies in the digital era and their influence on public perception.

Overall, the literature underscores the importance of political letters as a communicative
medium that reflects historical contexts, articulates policies, and shapes public opinion. The
discourse strategies used in these letters play a vital role in determining how messages are
received and interpreted. As political communication evolves, further research is necessary
to understand the changing dynamics of political letters within digital communication
frameworks and their implications for public engagement and perception.

3. Theoretical Framework

As Brown and Yule (1983) explain, discourse is a system that guides how we use and
understand language in real-world contexts and specific situations. Discourse analysis,
therefore, is the study of language use in these real-life settings. This type of investigation
holds that language is not only a tool for expressing ideas but also a means of performing
actions and effecting change in the world. The logic behind the “weak” version of discourse
analysis is that the world exists objectively and independently; however, our access to it is
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mediated through language, which is primarily an interpretive and narrative process.
According to this view, nothing comes into existence without being expressed either orally
or in writing. Thus, ontology is narratively oriented—things only exist as they are formed
through language. In contrast, proponents of the “strong” version of discourse analysis argue
that language is everything. They claim that language creates reality, and there is no reality
outside of language that can exist or be understood independently. Some approaches to
discourse analysis focus closely on purely linguistic factors, such as the syntactic structure
of sentences, to uncover hidden meanings within the text. This represents a purely linguistic
approach, based on the premise that certain issues are rooted primarily in language itself.
Other approaches extend beyond language to examine the relationship between texts and
broader institutions of knowledge, such as social sciences, philosophy, or psychology. The
theoretical framework adopted in this study aligns with the former approach to discourse
analysis, which emphasizes the interpretive and narrative role of language in accessing
reality.

James Paul Gee’s framework for discourse analysis is a well-known approach that
highlights the connection between language, social practices, and identity. According to Gee
(2014, 2018), humans perform certain actions through language that bring things into
existence, create, or even destroy. Gee’s methodology for discourse analysis, which is
employed in the present study, includes several theoretical tools. These tools consist of seven
types of acts that language can perform and six guiding questions whose answers help reveal
the function of a given text. Thus, discourse analysis involves examining the interplay
between these acts and questions. In Gee’s view, language is used to perform one or more
of the following acts:

1. Attaching significance: use of language to give meaning and value to entities.
Foregrounding is one way of attributing value to things and using highly frequent linguistic
items is one way of foregrounding. Marginalizing them equates to degradation. What
discourse analysis tries to do is to clarify what is that a text tries to attach significance to?

2. Doing actions: Language is used to say things and to do things too. This does not
contain only physical actions, but informing for instance is another way of doing things.
Here, what discourse analyst is doing is to answer this question: What the text is doing?

3. Assuming and adopting identities to entities: Language is used to create new identities.
Identity can refer to the writer/ speaker’s social group or institutions. Means of creating new
identities can be spotted by questions like: What identity the writer/ speaker is trying to show
others? What identity the writer/ speaker is trying to attribute and create for others? What
linguistic tools/ mechanisms are used for the assumption of new identities?

4. Forming, building, and developing relations/ relationships: Language is used to form
relations, to develop them, or to continue them. Relations between human beings and
between human beings and objects or even between objects are built by the language. The
question which a discourse analyst may ask to recognize relations is that how linguistic
mechanisms (lexical or syntactic) are used to maintain and continue relations between
identities created?

5. Adopting and specifying policies: Policy does not refer to the nations’ behaviors, but
it refers to the distinction which a text is trying to make between fair and unfair, good and
evil. Here, the analyst will ask: What are the social goods and how are they distributed? “The
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social goods”, here means either public values like freedom, respect, equality or values
specified to a certain group or community like the right to carry gun in the United States.

6. Making connections: The connections and relations between things in the world will
be manifested in language, too. The analyst will ask: How can linguistic means be used to
create or lose connections?

7. Inserting sign system and knowledge systems: Sign systems like linguistic systems such
as languages, language varieties or non-linguistic systems like maps, graphs can signify
meaning. These sign systems reflect belief and knowledge systems. So the analyst will ask:
How linguistic items are used to create or introduce a sign or knowledge system?

Then Gee comes up with this new idea that the analyst can take advantage of some
theoretical means too:

1. situated meaning: a word or sentence meaning in context which can be different from
their meaning in isolation or in a dictionary or their current and common use

2. social languages: Different styles or varieties of a language related to certain and
specified social identities like literary, political, or even forensic language.

3. intertextuality: a quotation from another related text or a reference to it

4. figured world: the cognitive systems rooted in being a participant or member of a
certain culture or community. In every world and realm there can be found certain actions,
agents, and values.

5. Discourse: discoursal beliefs, values, and insights

6. Controversies: current disputes and topics surrounding us which are publically
common to wide population of people and mass media.

The main aspects of this theory are as follow:

1. Discourses: Gee distinguishes between “discourse” (with a lowercase ‘d’), which
refers to language use in context, and “Discourses” (with an uppercase ‘D’), which
encompass broader social practices, identities, and power relations associated with language
use. Discourses involve ways of being, acting, and valuing in society.

2. Social Language: He emphasizes that language is not just a tool for communication
but a means of enacting social identities and relationships. Different contexts and social
settings shape how language is used, and these usages can reinforce or challenge power
structures.

3. Four Perspectives: Gee suggests analyzing discourse from four perspectives:
o The Interactional: How individuals interact through language.
o The Contextual: The social and cultural contexts influencing language use.

o The Institutional: The role of institutions in shaping discourse.
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o The Ideological: How language reflects and perpetuates ideologies.

4. Building Tasks: He also discusses “building tasks”, which are the ways in which
individuals use language to construct their identities and relationships in discourse. This
involves examining how language choices can create different meanings and relationships
among speakers and listeners.

5. Power and Identity: Gee’s framework highlights the interplay between language,
identity, and power. It examines how language can be a site of struggle for power and how
individuals negotiate their identities through discourse.

Gee’s approach is often used in various fields, including linguistics, education, and
sociology, to analyze how language functions in social contexts and how it shapes our
understanding of identity and power dynamics.

4. Textual analysis

The following is Ayatollah Khamenei’s letter addressed to American university students
following their courageous defense of the Palestinian people:

In the Name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful

I am writing this letter to the young people whose awakened conscience has moved them to
defend the oppressed women and children of Gaza.

Dear university students in the United States of America, this message is an expression of our
empathy and solidarity with you. As the page of history is turning, you are standing on the right
side of it.

You have now formed a branch of the Resistance Front and have begun an honorable struggle
in the face of your government's ruthless pressure—a government which openly supports the
brutal Zionist regime.

The greater Resistance Front which shares the same understandings and feelings that you have
today, has been engaged in the same struggle for many years in a place far from you. The goal of
this struggle is to put an end to the blatant oppression that the brutal Zionist terrorist network has
inflicted on the Palestinian nation for many years. After seizing their country, the Zionist regime
has subjected them to the harshest of pressures and tortures.

The apartheid Zionist regime's genocide today is the continuation of extreme oppressive
behavior which has been going on for decades. Palestine is an independent land with a long
history. It is a nation comprised of Muslims, Christians, and Jews.

After the World War, the capitalist Zionist network gradually imported several thousand
terrorists into this land with the help of the British government. These terrorists attacked cities
and villages, murdered tens of thousands of people and pushed out multitudes into neighboring
countries. They seized their homes, businesses and farmlands, formed a government in the
usurped land of Palestine and called it Israel.

After England's initial help, the United States became the greatest supporter of this usurper
regime, ceaselessly providing it with political, economic and military support. In an act of
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unforgivable recklessness, the United States even opened the way and provided assistance for the
regime's production of nuclear weapons.

The Zionist regime used an iron-fist policy against the defenseless people of Palestine from
the very beginning and has, day by day, intensified its brutality, terror and repression in complete
disregard of all moral, human and religious values.

The United States government and its allies refused to even frown upon this state terrorism
and ongoing oppression. And today, some remarks by the US government regarding the horrific
crimes taking place in Gaza are more hypocritical than real.

The Resistance Front emerged from this dark environment of despair, and the establishment
of the government of the Islamic Republic of Iran expanded and fortified it.

The global Zionist elite — who owns most US and European media corporations or influences
them through funding and bribery — has labeled this courageous, humane resistance movement
as "terrorism".

Can one call a people a terrorist nation for defending themselves on their own land against the
crimes of the occupying Zionists? And is helping such a nation and strengthening it, an act of
terrorism?

The oppressive leaders of global hegemony mercilessly distort even the most basic human
concepts. They portray the ruthless, terrorist Israeli regime as acting in self-defense — yet they
portray the Palestinian Resistance which defends its freedom, security and the right to self-
determination, as terrorists!

I would like to assure you that today the circumstances are changing. A different fate awaits
the important region of West Asia. The people's conscience has awakened on a global scale, and
the truth is coming to light.

Moreover, the Resistance Front has grown in strength and will become even stronger.
And history is turning a page.

Besides you students from dozens of American universities, there have also been uprisings in
other countries among academics and the general public.

The support and solidarity of your professors is a significant and consequential development.
This can offer some measure of comfort in the face of your government's police brutality and the
pressures it is exerting on you. | too am among those who empathize with you young people, and
value your perseverance.

The Qur’an’s lesson for us Muslims and all of humanity, is to stand up for that which is right:
"So be steadfast as you have been commanded" (11:112).

The Qur’an's lesson for human relations is: "Do not oppress and do not be oppressed" (2:279).

The Resistance Front advances by a comprehensive understanding and the practice of these
and hundreds of other such commands — and will attain victory with the permission of God.

My advice to you is to become familiar with the Qur’an.
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Sayyid Ali Khamenei
May 25, 2024
5. Analysis

This section presents an analysis of the letter text, guided by the selected theoretical
framework.

1. Discourses vs. Discourses:

o Lowercase “d” discourse: Analyze the language and rhetorical strategies used in
the letter (e.g., persuasive techniques, emotional appeals) depicted by the phrases like Dear
university students in the United States of America, you are standing on the right side of it.

Uppercase “D” Discourses: Identify the broader social practices and identities that
Khamenei is invoking, such as Islamic solidarity, anti-imperialism, and youth
empowerment. depicted by the phrases like brutal Zionist regime, this message is an expression
of our empathy and solidarity with you.

2. Building Tasks:

o Examine how Khamenei constructs identities for both himself and the recipients
(American university students). Here some identities are created and built:

o  oppressed women and children of Gaza
o university students in the United States of America/ you
o  Zionist regime
o  England/ British government
o  Resistance Front
o Palestine/ Palestinians
o Islamic Republic of Tran
3. Four Perspectives:

o Interactional: Assess how Khamenei addresses the students and engages with
them through the letter. by the phrases like Dear university students in the United States of
America, you are standing on the right side of it.

o  Contextual: Situate the letter within the contemporary political climate regarding
Palestine and U.S.-Iran relations.

o Institutional: Discuss the implications of the letter for Iranian authority and its
position in global politics.

o Ideological: Analyze the ideological underpinnings of the letter, including themes
of resistance, justice, and anti-Western sentiment.
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1. Attaching significance:

In this letter, language is used for the purpose of defending the oppressed and the
innocent and fighting against the wrong policies of the oppressors.

2. Doing actions:

In this letter, US students and young people are encouraged to defend and support the
goals of the Palestinian resistance front, and their empathetic actions in the nationwide
protests are praised. Also, the changing situation of the West Asian region is emphasized,
and American youth and students are encouraged to support the always weak side of the
Palestinian resistance.

3. Assuming and adopting identities to entities:

In this letter, two opposite identities are placed in front of each other. The first identity is
related to the Muslims and the Palestine Axis of Resistance, which has been reduced to titles
such as we are Muslims, the great Axis of Resistance, Oppressed children and women,
residents of the independent land, the usurped land of Palestine, defenseless people of
Palestine has been addressed. The other identity that is opposed to the first identity is the
American government, the partners of the American government, the United States
government, the British government, the Zionist leaders. In the meantime, American
students are mentioned as a strong independent wise identity, and the letter tries to praise
their support for the Palestinians and encourage them to show more empathy towards the
Palestinians. This identity is therefore admired by the writer of the letter, who aims to violate
and suppress the policies of the American government that support the Zionist regime.

Table 1. The main identities in the text of the letter

Identities Frequencies Reference
oppressed women and children of Gaza | Palestinian women and children
university students i.n the United States 17 Young American students
of America/ you
Zionist regime 1 Israel Government
I 1 Ayatollah Khamenei
We/ our/ us 3 Muslims especially Iranian Muslims
England/ British government 2 English government
Resistance Front 5 The Axis of Resistance
Terrorists 3 Zionist regime
Palestine 3 Palestine
1

Islamic Republic of Iran Islamic Republic of Iran

4. Forming, building, and developing relations/ relationships:

This letter tries to create a conflicting relationship between the identities that include the
Palestinian state and the United States government, in the meantime, American students and
young people who are inclined towards the Palestinian state are encouraged.

5. Adopting and specifying policies:
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In this letter, the foreign policies of the United States and England and the diplomacy of
Zionist leaders are considered as evil.

6. Making connections:

One of the goals of writing this letter is to establish a connection between the youth,
American students, and the oppressed people of Palestine, as well as the ideals of the
resistance front. By writing this letter, reconciliation is established between these two groups
of people which seems to be separate and apparently strangers.

7. Inserting sign system and knowledge systems:

The semiotic system used in the text of this letter is the natural Persian language and the
English language, the purpose of the Persian language is to communicate with the Persian-
speaking audience inside Iran, and the purpose of the English language is to communicate
with American students. There is also another purpose for the use of English in the text of
the letter, which is that since English is universally considered an international language, in
this way the letter can appeal to non-American audiences of other countries.

Then Gee comes up with this new idea that the analyst can take advantage of some
theoretical means too:

1. situated meaning:

Words like Zionist and Axis of Resistance, which can be used in the political context of
the Palestinian land, are meaningful words that have a situational meaning, as well as words
like Leaders and partners possess contextual meaning conveying power and Complicity in
conspiracy respectively.

2. social languages: political, or even forensic language and terminology has been used
here. The formal standard English language as the native tongue of the American students
has been used here.

3. intertextuality: Since two verses of the Holy Qur’an are mentioned in the thesis, it is
possible to find connections between the teachings and moral principles of the Holy Qur'an
and the text of the letter as depicted in “So be steadfast as you have been commanded” and
“Do not oppress and do not be oppressed”.

4. figured world: Because in the text of the letter, concepts and social goods that have
positive values, such as justice, peace, tranquility and defense of the concept of justice, are
proposed and the world is in opposition to each other, a world in which everything is in its
proper place and in which justice, peace, tranquility and justice prevail and the world which
is idealistically described. This ideal world is in contrast with the real world in which the
Palestinian society lives in war, does not enjoy peace, and there is no justice and fairness for
1t.

5. Discourse: In the text of this letter, values such as creative conscience, peace, justice,
tranquility and defending the rights of the oppressed are praised

6. Controversies: The text of this article considers the war crisis in Palestine and
instability in the Middle East region as well as the oppression of Palestinians as conflicts of
a global format.
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6. Concluding Remarks

Political letters are significant artifacts of leadership communication, offering insights
into historical contexts, emotional appeals, and policy narratives. Through discourse
analysis, we can uncover the rhetorical strategies, power dynamics, and cultural frameworks
embedded within these texts. Such analysis deepens our understanding of political
communication and its broader societal impact. The letter under discussion advocates for
the rights of the Palestinian nation, aiming to inspire American students and promote a global
sense of justice. It employs language that constructs a binary between the oppressed and the
oppressor. Positive lexical choices are used to portray the Palestinian people and their
struggle, including phrases such as “the awakened conscience,” “children and oppressed
women,” “the honorable struggle,” “the great axis of resistance,” “the independent land with
a long history,” “the usurped land of Palestine,” “defenseless people,” ‘“continuous
oppression,” and “humane and brave resistance”. Conversely, the letter uses strongly
negative language to describe the Zionist regime, reinforcing its role as the oppressor. Terms
include: “the ruthless flow of the usurping,” “ruthless regime,” “terrorist and ruthless
network,” “occupation,” “pressure,” “torture,” ‘“genocide,” “oppressive behavior,”
“ruthlessness,” “Zionist occupiers,” “terror,” and “suppression”. This strategic use of
emotionally charged vocabulary serves to frame the conflict in stark moral terms, shaping
readers' perceptions and mobilizing political sentiment.

29 ¢¢ 99 <6
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Figure 1. below illustrates the foregrounded topics, constructed identities, and dominant
conversations within the letter text:

created identities

*University students in
the United States of
America defending

people of Gaza

*The Axis of Resistance
*Islamic Republic of Iran
*Oppressed women and
children of Gaza

*Zionist regime
*England/ British
government
*The US government
*Terrorists

foregrounded topics

1. the opposition
between two political
parties: Zionist regime

vs. Palestine

2. the appraisal of US
students defending
people of Gaza

3. Supporting the
human rights of
Palestinians
seeking peace and
independence

dominant conversations

*Enhancing the
desire for justice

*Seeking
independence for
Palestinians
*Desiring justice and
ceasing oppression

*Committing genocide
*Defending terrorism
and applying ongoing

oppression
*Seeking global
hegemony

Figure 1. The illustration of foregrounded topics, created identities, and dominant

conversations in the letter text
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The letter presents several key themes that reflect its broader political and rhetorical aims.
Foremost is solidarity with the Palestinian cause, as the text underscores the importance of
standing with the Palestinian people and highlights the moral and political dimensions of
this support. It also includes a pointed critique of Western policies, particularly targeting the
United States for its role in Middle Eastern affairs and its support of Israel. Another central
theme is the empowerment of youth, with a clear call to action directed at young people—
especially students—encouraging them to engage in social justice movements and resist
oppression. The letter’s impact on public opinion is particularly notable in two areas: it seeks
to influence the perceptions of American university students, challenging their views on U.S.
foreign policy and the Palestinian struggle, while also aiming to resonate with a broader
international audience, potentially contributing to global discourse surrounding justice,
resistance, and the future of Palestine.
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1. Introduction

Context plays a vital role in the comprehension of language and communication. In the
realm of translation, a deep understanding of the context in which a word or sentence appears
is essential for accurately conveying the intended meaning. This process involves not only
analyzing the linguistic elements but also considering the cultural, social, and historical
factors that shape interpretation. By thoroughly examining the background of the source text
(ST), translators can capture the nuances and subtleties embedded in the original message.
Such attention to contextual detail distinguishes a successful translation from a mere word-
for-word rendering.

In essence, context serves as a bridge between the source and target languages, enabling
a more accurate and meaningful transfer of information. Linguistic context, in particular,
refers to the surrounding linguistic elements that influence the interpretation of a word,
phrase, or sentence. No word exists in isolation; rather, words interact within a broader
textual framework, and this interaction ultimately shapes meaning. For example, consider a
word from Surah Al-Imran, verse 185 (see Excerpt 1). Arberry translates the term as “wage”,
while Shakir uses “reward”, highlighting how different linguistic contexts inform lexical
choices. The key distinction between “wage” and “reward” lies in the nature of
compensation. A “wage” typically refers to a fixed payment given for work over a specific
period, whereas a “reward” implies compensation based on merit or performance. Thus, the
choice of one term over the other carries different connotations, emphasizing how context
guides translators in capturing both literal and implied meanings.

A sentence is often regarded as the basic unit of translation. However, this does not imply
that sentence-for-sentence translation equates to element-for-element substitution (Lotfi
Gaskaree et al., 2023). According to Lotfi Gaskaree et al., context-bound translation equips
translators with both semantic and pragmatic cues, enabling them to render precise or near-
equivalents in the target text (TT). Linguistically relevant features may not always contribute
directly to the communicative function of an utterance, but they still reflect the structural
characteristics of the source or target language. A context-bound translation framework
proves particularly effective in cross-cultural translation, where literal renderings may fail
to capture cultural nuance. Other translation theories have also highlighted the importance
of context in determining equivalents. Nida’s (1964) theory of dynamic equivalence and
Toury’s (1995) descriptive translation studies both stress the pragmatic dimension of
language in translation. Nida and Taber (1969) emphasized meaning and effect over formal
correspondence, advocating for translations that reflect the intended impact on the target
audience. Similarly, Toury’s descriptive translation studies theory adopts an empirical,
target-oriented approach that analyzes existing translations, viewing translation as a
culturally and socially embedded practice rather than a prescriptive process.

According to Peachy (2013), translating any literary text, such as the Holy Qur’an, from
its original language into another requires not only advanced proficiency in both languages
but also a deep understanding of their respective literatures and cultures. Each language
functions as a unique relational system, wherein linguistic units (such as sounds, words, and
meanings) derive their identity and significance from their relationships with other units
within the same language system. These units do not possess inherent or independent
meaning outside of this network. Rather, they serve as points of reference within a structured
system of relations, and their interpretation is contextually bound to the linguistic and
cultural framework in which they operate.
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The interpretation of a sentence or utterance is shaped by the speaker’s intended effect
on the listener, often conveyed through adherence to social conventions (Obeidat et al.,
2020). Intentional, communicative, and conventional speech acts are heavily influenced by
the specific circumstances in which they occur. During social interactions, interlocutors face
various constraints that affect their use of language. As a result, linguistic utterances may be
interpreted differently depending on contextual factors and communicative goals.
Pragmatics, as a branch of linguistics, examines elements such as implicature,
presupposition, illocutionary force, and deixis. In essence, pragmatics incorporates both
linguistic knowledge and extra-linguistic (encyclopedic) knowledge to fully interpret
meaning in context. It bridges the gap between language form and language use,
emphasizing how meaning is shaped by situational and cultural context.

Translators of the Holy Qur’an must apply appropriate translation techniques and
procedures when dealing with micro-translation units, whether at the word, phrase, clause,
or sentence level. The acceptability of a Qur’anic translation depends on fulfilling several
key aspects: accuracy, clarity, naturalness, relevance, and the preservation of pragmatic
meaning. Consequently, the translator bears the responsibility of ensuring acceptable
equivalence between the source language and the target language, whether in terms of form,
meaning, or intended meaning. Translation failure—or untranslatability—occurs when it
becomes impossible to reproduce functionally relevant features of the original text within
the contextual meaning of the target language. When the target language lacks formal or
structural equivalents, certain texts or items become untranslatable, resulting from
fundamental differences in the linguistic substance of the source language and the target
language. To address this, the translator must grasp the essence of each sentence within its
co-text and context—that is, in relation to the sentences that precede or follow it, as well as
the broader physical and extra-linguistic factors. This understanding should then be
expressed in the target language without resorting to element-for-element replacement or
overly rigid adherence to the source form (Ahoud Aldhafeeri, 2022).

There is no direct one-to-one correspondence between elements of the source and target
languages; in other words, source language units cannot simply be replaced by their
supposed equivalents in the target language. This is due to inherent differences in linguistic
form and substance, including variations in denotational and collocational ranges, as well as
figurative and idiomatic usage. As Obeidat et al. (2020) note, different text types and
translation purposes necessitate the use of different strategies. Cultural untranslatability
arises when a situational feature that is functionally appropriate in the source language text
does not exist in the culture associated with the target language. In such cases, the translator
faces the challenge of rendering meaning in a way that preserves functional equivalence,
even when a direct cultural counterpart is lacking.

The purpose of this study is to compare selected lexical equivalents of expressions in the
Holy Qur’an in order to examine translators’ approaches to rendering appropriate
translations. Among the various forms of language variation, not all are equally evident in
the translation process. In particular, style, register, and social varieties play a significant
role in shaping translation choices. To effectively represent the source language variety, a
word-for-word translation is often insufficient. Once the translator identifies the variety
present in the ST, they must determine how such variation can be appropriately realized in
the target language. This is crucial because linguistic variety carries both meaning and
sociocultural value. Therefore, the translator must strive to reflect the source language
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variety in the target language to preserve the communicative and cultural significance
embedded in the original (Imran Khan, 2016).

Denotatively identical lexical items across languages often differ in their lexical forms
and layers of meaning. They vary in their lexicalization strategies and employ diverse
grammatical devices to express the same concepts. These differences can be characterized
in terms of connotative and stylistic meaning (Al-Awd, 2024). The quality of a translation
improves as the number of situational features shared by both the ST and TT increases. The
speaker’s intended meaning is inherently tied to contextual meaning, and the choices and
intentions of language users significantly impact effective communication.

The research gap addressed in this study concerns the underexplored influence of
translators’ worldviews on their selection of lexical equivalents in nine Surahs across five
different English translations of the Holy Qur’an. Existing English translations often
struggle to accurately convey the messages of the Arabic ST. This difficulty arises partly
from translators’ insufficient familiarity with either the source or target languages, resulting
in a lack of mastery over the subject matter and content. Such deficiencies are evident in
both the comprehension of the source language and the transfer of meaning into the target
language. To investigate the variations in lexical equivalence across these well-known
translated versions, the following research question is proposed:

RQ: How do translators’ cultural worldviews influence lexical equivalence in Qur’anic
translations?

2. Methodology

A comparative, corpus-based approach was employed to analyze English and Arabic
equivalents in nine Surahs of the Holy Qur’an. This approach was chosen to investigate how
translators’ worldviews influence their strategies for rendering the same words in the TT.
Data were selected through purposive sampling from among the 114 Surahs. Five widely
used English translations of the Holy Qur’an, all published in the 20th century, were non-
randomly selected for this study: Rodwell (1974), Pickthall (1930), Yusuf Ali (1977),
Arberry (1972), and Shakir (1982). These versions were chosen primarily based on their
popularity in university translation courses. Students enrolled in courses such as “Review of
Translated Islamic Texts I and II” study these translations to learn how to render Qur’anic
verses and critically evaluate the quality of equivalents across different versions. Rendering
contextually and culturally appropriate equivalents is a central focus of these courses,
making these five translations foundational teaching materials. Ethical considerations
guided the selection process to ensure the inclusion of versions translated by both Eastern
and Western translators, providing a balanced perspective for comparison.

2.1. Data Collection Procedure

Data were collected based on the above-mentioned versions of the English versions of
the translated Holy Qur’an that are popular among other versions. They were regarded as
the corpus that is compared and contrasted following Lotfi Gaskaree et al (2023). The
comparison and contrast were made from linguistic, semantic, and pragmatic perspectives.
The purpose of comparing the translated texts was to display the main differences in
translations regarding meaning, style, and message. The selected verses for comparison were
purposive, but all the verses were checked in the five copies by the researcher and his
colleague to arrive at the reliance on qualitative comparisons with the intercoder reliability
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index. The result of the intercoder reliability indicated an agreement with the value of 95
percent based on Pearson Correlation Analysis. Thus, the data were analyzed via two main
criteria, including Western vs. Eastern cultural backgrounds and frequency of contested
terms. All the bodies of the compared verses are not used in the excerpts of the article since
the space of the article is very limited. More than 250 verses were examined to check the
comparisons of ST and TT. But some of them are presented in the paper.

It should be noted that if the principles of translation can be taken into account, the most
frequently translated texts use the literal translation. There are various types of translation,
including literal, formal (grammatical), semantic, dynamic, communicative, and free. Most
of the translations of the Holy Qur’an (from literal to free) have remained unchanged in their
literal translation. e.g., in the translation of the chapter ‘Al-Kosar’, Shakir translated it as
‘the Heavy Fountain’. While Shakir presented its phonetic translation, ‘Al-Kauthar’. Also,
in finding the English equivalent for the Arabic word ’Aye’, Arberry used the equivalent’
Sigh’. But Shakir employed ‘Communication’. Accordingly, we may regard the varieties of
Islamic translation styles as types of translation continuum in Islamic text, ranging between
literal, contextual, and free translations displayed in Figure 1.

Literal translation === Semantic translation === Free translation
(Lexical-based) (Context-based) (Conceptual-based)

Figure 1. Types of Translation Continuum in Islamic Texts
3. Results

Tables 1 to 4 present several excerpts illustrating the variations in vocabulary equivalents
related to the translators’ Western and Eastern worldviews. These samples are drawn from
nine Surahs. By examining the English translations of the Glorious Qur’an by Rodwell,
Arberry, and other translators who were not native Arabic speakers, we observe differing
interpretations at both the sentence and text levels. This lack of native proficiency often
leads to misinterpretations of key lexicons and results in literal translations. In this type of
translation—considered a subfield of linguistics—translators transfer structural elements
from the source language to the target language, frequently neglecting the semantic depth of
the Qur’anic texts. The following excerpts (see excerpts 1 to 4) have been selected to
highlight the importance of preserving meaning within context. Bold-faced words and
phrases emphasize the variety of lexical equivalents.

As Excerpt 1 illustrates, in the first example Arberry and Shakir translated “fj’ ¥ as “be
paid in full wages” and “paid fully your reward.” In the second sample, they used “God-
fearing” and “guard against evil” as verbs for “\si55”, and “surely that is true constancy” and

surely this 1s one of the affairs which should be determined upon” for the original Arabic

) jd SNE S35 487, In the third example, they both use the same translation: “whenever
you may be, death will overtake you” for the clause “&,l! g{,x 1§55 L. For the fourth
sample, Arberry translated “Iigs Al ij to English as “God suffices for a witness.” He
tends to use verbs rather than adjectives, as in Shakir’s “Allah is sufficient as a witness.”
For the verse rﬂ T 3h 5l lea JQ\ €5 Arberry gave the equivalent “Yet it may happen
that you will hate a thlng which is better for you,” using a comparative adjective. But Shakir
translated it as “And it may be that you dislike a thing while it is good for you.” For the sixth
sample, they used “upon those” and “those on whom” for the Arabic “V‘,@n“ ﬂj?” in “... 3
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&5 o Sk mﬂp”. In the last example, for the Arabic “Olesd ax 5 ‘ga:u éj’, Arberry
employed “raised some of you in rank,” and Shakir used the phrase “raised by various
grades.”

Table 1. Arberry’s and Shakir’s English Translations of Verses (Excerpt 1)

Arberry’s Translation

Shakir’s Translation

Verses

1. You shall surely be paid
in full wages on the Day of
Resurrection

1.and you shall only be
paid fully your reward on
the resurrection day

(VAD :5),# 1) c.ailgd

2. but if you are patient
and God-fearing, surely
that is true constancy

2. and if you are patient
and guard against evil,
surely this is one of the
affairs which should be
determined upon

;g} C)B K} \3:;:3 \\j}:aﬂ’ O\ 9
1ol D) oYl tF o
(\AS

3. Whenever you may be,
death will overtake you

3.Whenever you are,
death will overtake you

«:)jl\ %Jﬁ \jfj% L;fj»

4. God suffices for a
witness

4.and Allah is sufficient as
a witness

5. Yet it may happen that
you will hate a thing
which is better for you

5. and it may be that you
dislike a thing while it is
good for you

(V#2021 ..

6. upon those rest
blessings and mercy from
their Lord,

6. Those are they on
whom are blessings and
mercy from their Lord,

(VOV 1 2l) «..4a

7. and has raised some of
you in rank above others,
that He may try you in
what He has given you.

7. and raised some of you
above others by various
grades, that He might try
you by what He has given
you.

Pless s 5 K 5 5 0
(190 sl &1 T 3 55

In the second excerpt, we observe that Arberry used “and made them testify touching
themselves, ‘Am I not your Lord?”” while Yusuf Ali rendered it as “and made them testify
concerning themselves, ‘Am I not your Lord who cherishes and sustains you?’” for the
Arabic “Vﬁj ELT VQM’M Je é.&;‘fg...”. For the phrase “o\W! |2 in the second sample, they
provided the English equivalents: “distinguish the signs” and “explain the signs in detail.”
Arberry and Yusuf Ali translated the Arabic “L&,&}: 5Wa5 Y” as “pressed for her child” and
“treated unfairly on account of his child,” respectively. As seen in the sixth sample, Arberry
rendered the sentence “..4; ¥ Lus JKE Y. as “We charge not any soul save to its
capacity,” whereas Yusuf Ali translated it as “No burden do We place on any soul, but that
which it can bear.” In the fourth sample, they translated the phrase “...’?SY ;\ lsuo judd...” as
“nursing for your children” and “foster-mother for your offspring,” respectively. In the
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seventh example, “God’s covenant” and “the covenant of Allah” were given for the Arabic
phrase “Zilaa”.

Table 2. Arberry’s and Yusuf Ali’s English Translations of Verses (Excerpt 2)

Arberry’s Translation

Yusuf Ali’s Translation

Verses

1. and made them testify
touching themselves,”
Am | not your Lord?”

1. and made them testify
concerning themselves,
“Am | not your Lord who
cherishes and sustains
you?”

ki;«j rga-::ij (.;é é@a\ 3 e
(VYo ey «SJ

2. So we distinguish the
signs; and haply they will
return.

2. Thus do we explain the
signs in detail! and
perchance they may turn
unto us.

A 5 ol e SV L
( \YY Q\JG\/\) «C)j:’*’,'f

3. a mother shall not be
pressed for her child

3. no mother shall be
treated unfairly on

:a}.,j\) «Uhjj{ a.g\b J’\;a:" g

account of his child (YYY
4. And if you desire to 4. If ye decide on a s
seek nursing for your foster-mother for your g2 e o £ ) 5o

children

offspring

(VYY) . $5Y,)

5. and that you slay not
the soul God has
forbidden, except by
right.

5. take not life, which
Allah hath made sacred,
except by way of justice
and law

(Vo) s, 5]

6. We charge not any soul
save to its capacity.

6.No burden do We place
on any soul, but that
which it can bear.

«...Qi..ué ‘9} (s ;:a.& NI
(VoY ;r\,ﬂ\)

7. And fulfil God’s
covenant

7.and fulfill the covenant
of Allah.

r\a&\) «...\;9;\ 4&5\5\@ FRR
(oY

The third excerpt shows that Arberry and Pickthall had different lexicalizations in their

translations. In the first sample, they used “wage and sorrow” and “reward and grieve” for
the Arabic words “ ;" and “;§4”. In the next example, Arberry translated the sentence
“ 3 i B0 e i Sma5 Uy jes Ush...” as “Honourable words and forgiveness are better than
a freewill offering followed by injury,” while Pickthall rendered it as “A kind word with
forgiveness is better than almsgiving followed by injury.” For the third sentence, “... 5.3 &5
}’;_};’;”, both translators used the same equivalent: “and God is All-embracing and All-
knowing.” In sample four, Arberry and Pickthall translated the Arabic word “aé” as
“excellent” and “well,” respectively. For the Arabic adverbs “Zgﬂ’;j ¥..”, they used “secretly
and in public” and “stealth and openly.” In the sixth example, they shared the same
equivalent—“He is the best of providers”—for the Arabic “...;;i5\ %5 325”. In the final
sample, for the Arabic verb “|5”, Arberry used “expend,” while Pickthall used “spend”.
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Table 3. Arberry’s and Pickthall’s English Translations of Verses (Excerpt 3)

Arberry’s Translation Pickthall’s Translation Verses
1.Their wage is with their | 1.Their reward is with | <. o 0 A% 25
Lord, and no fear shall be | their Lord, and there shall | ~> ° Vf) ,%,(P/ﬁ "@
on them, neither shall they | no fear come upon them, o ll) «§y 554 @ Y3 r@‘k‘
SOrrow. neither shall they grieve. (YFY

2.Honourable words and
forgiveness, are better
than a freewill offering
followed by injury.

2. A kind word with
forgiveness is better than
almsgiving followed by
injury

P S SR § Cyjan b
(YPY 20 2d)) (31 it %85

3. and God is All-
embracing and  All-
knowing

3. Allah is All-embracing
and All-knowing

o ll) e fuly Al o
(YFA

4. If you publish your
freewill offering is
excellent; but if you
conceal them, and give
them to the poor that is
better for you.

4. If ye publish your
almsgiving, it is well, but
if ye hide it and give it to
the poor, it will be better
for you.

o) 5 plasd BN 1,43 b
o idl) ol @il B 5 Bgas
(YY)

5.Those who expend their
wealth night and day,
secretly and in public,

5. Those who spend their
wealth by night and day,
by stealth and openly,

Sl I s 558 il
(YVY 2o ad)cande 5\

6.He is
providers.

the best of

6. And He is the Best of
providers.

(V“\ ;L..») «CJ;DL’JG\;- }3:3 ce»

7. You will not attain piety
until you expend of what
you love.

7. You will attain unto
piety until ye spend of that
which ye love.

s s G 01l
(AY :oLf Mo iysis

Arberry and Rodwell translated the verb “;4c2” in the first example as “perform” and
“observe,” respectively. In the next, they used “Hereafter” and “the life to come” for the
Arabic equivalent “3;»3L”. In the third verse, “\;5a J5t; |y ?L’;\&’?j’, Arberry presented the
translation “and appointed you races and tribes, that you may know one another,” while
Rodwell rendered it as “and We have divided you into peoples and tribes that you might
know one another.” The fourth example, “ T3\ 116 Jas \fG of Je G415 ) casir) 0 57, was
translated by Arberry as “Say: If men and jinn banded together to produce the like of this
Koran, they would never produce its like,” and by Rodwell as “And say: Verily, were men
and Djinn assembled to produce the like of this Koran, they could not produce its like.” For
the sentence “Jbl\ 3355 3! & [55..", Arberry translated it as “falsehood has vanished
away,” while Rodwell wrote “falsehood is vanished”. For the verse “§j \;ﬁ\ S Lr\ 5, both
translators provided similar renderings: “O men, fear ye your Lord.” In the final example,
“Lol o j L;b oxd (s ,48 g7, Arberry translated it as “no soul knows what it shall earn
tomorrow,” while Rodwell offered “but no soul knoweth what it shall have gotten on the
morrow.”
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Table 4. Arberry’s and Rodwell’s English Translations of Verses (Excerpt 4)

Arberry’s Translation

Rodwell’s Translation

Verses

1. who believe in the
Unseen and perform the
prayers,

1. who believe in the
unseen, who observe
prayers

(\‘ :aﬂ\)«,,,aﬂ'\)’“"ﬂ\

2. and have faith in the
Hereafter;

2. and full faith have they
in the life to come;

(\G :DJE.?S\) “jS%ji é’ ag};ﬁ\{j»

3. and appointed you races
and tribes, that you may
know one another.

3. and we have divided
you into peoples and tribes

that you might have
knowledge one of
another.

«...\;sj\;ii dls 5 Lji_: ?Lﬂ:«.{»...j»
(VY o b))

4. Say: if men and jinn
banded  together to
produce the like of this
Koran, they would never
produce its like.

4. Say: Verily, were men
and Djinn assembled to
produce the like of this
Koran, they could not
produce its like

(/\/\ :;«Lﬂ»ﬁ)ﬂ)«ow\ 6.1.5: g}‘“‘l", \jﬁi

5. and say: The truth has
come, and falsehood has
vanished away;

5. and say: truth is come
and falsehood is vanished

EORRIEENES
(/\\ ;«\jwy\)«;ua\ﬂ\

6. O men, fear your Lord,

6. O men, fear ye your

371

Lord (77 roldl) « & 158 st
7.but no soul knoweth
what it shall have gotten

on the tomorrow;

7. no soul knows what it

shall earn tomorrow;

(Y¥ :GUJ\)

5. Discussion

The research question explores how translators’ cultural worldviews influence lexical
equivalence in Qur’anic translations. One significant challenge in translating the lexical
items of the Holy Qur’an lies in their context-bound nature. Factors such as time, place, and
historical events can affect the selection of lexical equivalents by translators. Another layer
of complexity arises from differing Islamic translation styles, which can be viewed as
existing along a continuum, as illustrated in Figure 1. Additionally, translators with Islamic
backgrounds may tend to select more accurate equivalents, although this may occur without
accounting for certain confounding variables.

This distinction is reflected in the study’s findings, where Western translators often
favored literal translation more than their Eastern counterparts. Literal, context-bound, and
free (or communicative) translations occupy different positions on a spectrum of strategies
used to convey Islamic terminology in the target language. Among these, semantic
translation is often regarded as a more reliable style of Qur’anic interpretation, as it
prioritizes conveying the meaning of the text over a word-for-word rendering. By focusing
on contextual meaning, translators can ensure that the overarching message of the Qur’an is
effectively communicated to a broader audience, taking into account the specific
circumstances in which the verses were revealed. The study’s results suggest that a context-
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bound approach can be considered a successful translation strategy, as it involves a careful
analysis of each word's meaning within its original context, along with an awareness of how
context shapes lexical choices in the target language. Through such deliberate consideration,
translators are better positioned to maintain high translation quality and faithfully preserve
the message of the Holy Qur’an. Therefore, context-bound translation emerges as a highly
appropriate method for rendering Qur’anic expressions. In contrast, free or communicative
translations—focused on conveying general concepts—may result in less accurate
equivalents, as the interpretive nature of such translations can distort intended meanings.
Arberry’s translation, for instance, exemplifies a more communicative style in which
meanings are conveyed without strict adherence to the original context of the words.

What makes the differences in the comprehension of Qur’anic words and expressions
more significant is the issue of lexical ambiguity. Analyzing various translations reveals that
when translators encounter objective lexicons, they tend to choose denotative meanings over
connotative ones. For example, in the case of the Arabic word “Al-‘Ankabiit” (The Spider)
in the chapter titled Al-‘Ankabit, all translators uniformly rendered it as “The Spider”,
reflecting a clear and unambiguous term. However, the main difficulty arises when
translators face subjective or abstract terms. In such cases, they often resort to connotative
meanings, primarily due to unfamiliarity with the deeper semantic layers of the word or
uncertainty surrounding its ambiguity. This results in divergent translations, influenced by
the translators' varying religious, cultural, or scientific backgrounds. A notable example is
the word “Al-Qadr” in the chapter Al-Qadr. Arberry and Shakir provided different
equivalents such as “Determination”, “Power”, and “The Majesty”, reflecting the layered
and interpretive nature of the term. In contrast, for more concrete and universally understood
terms, such as “Al-Tin” in the chapter Al-Tin, all translators consistently agreed on the
English equivalent “The Fig”.

There is no doubt that one of the fundamental principles of translation is mastery of the
source language, the target language, and the subject matter of the text. In the case of
Qur’anic translation, accurate recognition and comprehension of the text require the
translator to possess a high level of proficiency in both Arabic and English, as well as an
understanding of the cultural and linguistic relationships between the two languages.
Without such mastery, it becomes extremely difficult to convey the concepts of the Holy
Qur’an accurately and meaningfully. Beyond linguistic proficiency, the translator must also
be well-versed in religious and Islamic texts, including prayers, divine commands,
supplications, blessings, and classical Qur’anic exegesis (tafsir). Familiarity with these
elements is essential for capturing the depth and spiritual nuance of the original.
Additionally, the translator must be able to identify appropriate religious equivalents in the
target language to maintain theological and doctrinal integrity (Alhaj, 2021).

There is no doubt that one of the fundamental principles of translation is mastery of the
source language, the target language, and the subject matter of the text. In the case of
Qur’anic translation, accurate recognition and comprehension of the text require the
translator to possess a high level of proficiency in both Arabic and English, as well as an
understanding of the cultural and linguistic relationships between the two languages.
Without such mastery, it becomes extremely difficult to convey the concepts of the Holy
Qur’an accurately and meaningfully. Beyond linguistic proficiency, the translator must also
be well-versed in religious and Islamic texts, including prayers, divine commands,
supplications, blessings, and classical Qur’anic exegesis (tafsir). Familiarity with these
elements is essential for capturing the depth and spiritual nuance of the original.
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Additionally, the translator must be able to identify appropriate religious equivalents in the
target language to maintain theological and doctrinal integrity (Alhaj, 2021).

The adoption of appropriate lexical equivalents is closely tied to context-bound
translation, which plays a crucial role in conveying the intended meanings of the Holy
Qur’an. The analysis of the excerpts suggests that many translators of the Qur’an may lack
sufficient background in religious, scientific, and interpretive Islamic traditions. As a result,
they may fail to grasp the implicative or deeper meanings of certain words, often resorting
to formal or literal translations, as observed in the work of Arberry. In such cases, the
equivalents are translated word-for-word, and the broader contextual and cultural nuances
are lost in the target language. In contrast, translators with Islamic backgrounds, such as
Shakir and Yusuf Ali, tend to provide more accurate and appropriate equivalents. For
instance, in translating the term “Al-‘Asr” in the chapter Al-‘Asr, Arberry and Shakir offer
the renderings “Afternoon” and “Time,” respectively—both literal interpretations that may
fall short of capturing the full theological and temporal implications embedded in the
original Arabic.

Another issue arises when different translators assign varying equivalents to the same
word, resulting in inconsistent interpretations. For example, the word “Al-Takwir” in the
chapter “At-Takwir” has been rendered as “The Folding,” “The Darkening,” “The
Overthrowing,” and “The Covering Up” by Arberry, Pickthall, and Shakir. Each of these
translations reflects a different understanding and interpretation of the term. Consequently,
for English-speaking readers, such inconsistencies can lead to confusion and make it
difficult to discern the precise and intended meaning of “Al-Takwir” in its Qur’anic context.

These examples highlight how differing linguistic, religious, and cultural backgrounds of
translators significantly influence their lexical choices. They also reinforce the importance
of context-bound translation in ensuring that the richness and depth of the Qur’anic message
are faithfully conveyed to readers in the target language.

Context-bound translation offers a practical solution to the challenges posed by suggested
meanings in Qur’anic interpretation. This approach acknowledges the polysemous nature of
certain Arabic words, which often leads to vagueness and ambiguity in translation. By taking
into account the cultural and linguistic context of the original text, context-bound translation
ensures a more accurate rendering of Qur’anic expressions. One strategy employed within
this approach is the use of phonetic transliteration, particularly for words that lack direct
equivalents in English. For example, Shakir uses the phonetic form “Al-Takwir” instead of
translating the term “Takvir”, thereby preserving both the sanctity and original form of the
word.

Although phonetics is not, in itself, a form of translation, it can serve an important
supplementary function. Through the use of explanatory footnotes, the translator can provide
readers with the intended meaning of the transliterated term. Proponents of this method
argue that transliteration upholds the holiness and authenticity of Islamic and Qur’anic
concepts—especially in cases where a direct English equivalent is absent or inadequate. In
such contexts, phonetics is not only inevitable but also respectful of the ST’s sacred nature.

There is no doubt that one of the fundamental principles of translation is mastery of the
source and target languages, as well as deep knowledge of the subject matter. In the context
of Qur’anic translation, this means that the translator must have a thorough command of
both Arabic and English, including an understanding of their respective cultural frameworks.
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Without such linguistic and cultural competence, accurately conveying the Qur’an’s
complex meanings becomes exceedingly difficult.

Moreover, the translator should be well-versed in Islamic scholarship, including Qur’anic
interpretation (tafsir), prayers, divine injunctions, blessings, and the stylistic and
performative dimensions of religious language. In the target language—here, English—the
translator must be able to identify or formulate religious equivalents that convey not just the
literal, but also the semantic, emotive, and performative aspects of the original expressions.
As Abdelaal and Rashid (2015) argue, while it may be possible for a translator working from
a foreign language into their native language to compensate for linguistic gaps with partial
familiarity, translating from a native language into a foreign one requires complete mastery
of both languages. This is particularly true in religious texts, where precision and nuance are
essential.

Literal translation of the Holy Qur’an, combined with a lack of mastery of the target
language, often leads to significant problems. Translators who possess sufficient linguistic
knowledge of Arabic—whether as their native or a second language—demonstrate a clearer
understanding, as seen in the translations of Shakir and Yusuf Ali compared to those of
Arberry and Rodwell. Literal translation faces challenges in accurately interpreting and
conveying the messages of the Qur’anic texts, regardless of whether the translator’s
language is Arabic or English, and even if they are not bilingual. A successful translator
must consider all fundamental principles of translation. Their goal is to reproduce in the
target reader the same impact that the original text’s author creates in the source language
reader. Achieving this requires multiple competencies, including linguistic expertise,
subject-matter knowledge, familiarity with the conventions governing speech acts and
language use, and sensitivity to social interactions, cultural norms, and values.

The results of the study indicate two distinct translation processes: first, reading and
comprehending the ST (Arabic); second, conveying its message in the target language. The
first process involves deep engagement with the text—structural, semantic, and
performative comprehension occurs mentally within the translator. The second process
requires reconstructing and expressing the understood message in the target language. These
two stages are more complex and delicate in Qur’anic translation than in literary or
nonliterary translation because divine revelation and the speech of the Lord are considered
fundamentally untranslatable. Interpretation inevitably depends on the translator’s linguistic
competence, even if this can only be achieved partially. Constructing and organizing the
divine text in a language other than Arabic is a complex and challenging task. Interpreters
and translators hold varying perspectives on how to comprehend the connotative meanings
of the verses of the Holy Qur’an. This Sacred Book was revealed over fourteen hundred
years ago, and many of the difficulties stem from early interpreters and translators of the
divine speech. Additional challenges arise from metalinguistic factors related to the
reverence of the Qur’anic revelation, as well as the regional, political, social, and economic
contexts of the Muslim community fourteen centuries ago, along with their interactions with
other religions—elements essential for understanding and accurately translating religious
texts.

Literal and semantic translations that overlook these metalinguistic and pragmatic
dimensions often cause confusion among English readers, hindering their comprehension of
the Qur’anic message. Another factor impacting the quality of English translations of the
Glorious Qur’an is the nature of performative expression. While the Sacred Book conveys
an expressive tone in the source language, this is frequently replaced by a purely informative
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tone in the target language. This discrepancy may be due to the unique stylistic features of
the Qur’anic text. Transferring the rhythm, emotional depth, and spiritual resonance of the
original Arabic, experienced by Arabic or Persian Muslims, is nearly impossible in English
translation. As a result, the emotive power and richness of historical and religious events are
often diminished or lost. Many translations thus neglect the metalinguistic dimension
essential to conveying the divine message fully.

Underlying these difficulties is often a lack of familiarity with the Islamic background,
which profoundly affects understanding the ST’s messages. This gap explains why many
translators struggle despite their mastery of the target language. If the translator of the Holy
Qur’an is a bilingual Muslim equipped with the necessary qualifications, they must address
a third critical challenge: the linguistic and metalinguistic differences between Arabic and
English. Successfully overcoming these barriers is key to faithfully transferring all aspects
of the Glorious Qur’an’s verses into the target language.

6. Conclusion

Since translators generally agree that no translation of the Holy Qur’an is entirely
complete, various styles and approaches to its translation exist. This aligns with the view of
Lotfi Gaskaree et al. (2023), who emphasized the importance of finding the closest meaning
to the original equivalents. This perspective is particularly applicable to the translation of
the Holy Qur’an, a divine Book that transcends human speech. As a miracle from the LORD,
it possesses a unique dignity of revelation, making translation especially challenging. Many
experts maintain that the magnificent Qur’an is ultimately untranslatable, and even when
translated, some degree of deficiency is inevitable.

Some translators, such as Shakir, have focused primarily on transferring lexical
structures, employing semantic translation approaches that have proven more successful
than literal translations. However, communicative translations, which require greater
creativity on the part of the translator, remain largely absent.

From a pedagogical standpoint, this study suggests that translation courses should
emphasize lexical, structural, and discoursal equivalences between the ST and TT to enable
comparison and critical analysis. Certain bilingual sourcebooks, such as Elahi Ghomsheie’s
(1991), expose students to translations by both native and non-native translators, though
these materials are not without limitations. A significant problem lies in selecting
appropriate methods and techniques for teaching these texts. Often, such sourcebooks lack
guided translation exercises or creative activities, resulting in professors relying on personal
teaching methods without a strong theoretical or empirical foundation in translation studies.
Consequently, students may only identify lexical and structural differences without deeper
engagement or qualitative evaluation. Moreover, the absence of guidebooks for instructors
means that lessons are sometimes delivered without sufficient background knowledge of
Qur’anic and religious content.

The study’s limitations include a small sample size—only five translated versions and
nine Surahs—and a limited number of excerpts analyzed. These constraints can be addressed
in future research. The findings may not be generalizable to other Surahs or to non-Arabic
STs, highlighting the need for further studies involving a broader range of Qur’anic chapters.
Additionally, it remains challenging to find an English translation of the Holy Qur’an that
fully conveys the source language’s messages due to prevalent errors in the translation
process. Addressing these shortcomings requires continued efforts to develop new
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theoretical and empirical frameworks aimed at producing a higher-quality English
translation of the Holy Qur’an.

Since translators generally agree that no translation of the Holy Qur’an is entirely
complete, various styles and approaches to its translation exist. This aligns with the view of
Lotfi Gaskaree et al. (2023), who emphasized the importance of finding the closest meaning
to the original equivalents. This perspective is particularly applicable to the translation of
the Holy Qur’an, a divine Book that transcends human speech. As a miracle from the LORD,
it possesses a unique dignity of revelation, making translation especially challenging. Many
experts maintain that the magnificent Qur’an is ultimately untranslatable, and even when
translated, some degree of deficiency is inevitable. Some translators, such as Shakir, have
focused primarily on transferring lexical structures, employing semantic translation
approaches that have proven more successful than literal translations. However,
communicative translations, which require greater creativity on the part of the translator,
remain largely absent.

From a pedagogical standpoint, this study suggests that translation courses should
emphasize lexical, structural, and discoursal equivalences between the ST and TT to enable
comparison and critical analysis. Certain bilingual sourcebooks, such as Elahi Ghomsheie’s
(1991), expose students to translations by both native and non-native translators, though
these materials are not without limitations. A significant problem lies in selecting
appropriate methods and techniques for teaching these texts. Often, such sourcebooks lack
guided translation exercises or creative activities, resulting in professors relying on personal
teaching methods without a strong theoretical or empirical foundation in translation studies.
Consequently, students may only identify lexical and structural differences without deeper
engagement or qualitative evaluation. Moreover, the absence of guidebooks for instructors
means that lessons are sometimes delivered without sufficient background knowledge of
Qur’anic and religious content.

The study’s limitations include a small sample size—only five translated versions and
nine Surahs—and a limited number of excerpts analyzed. These constraints can be addressed
in future research. The findings may not be generalizable to other Surahs or to non-Arabic
STs, highlighting the need for further studies involving a broader range of Qur’anic chapters.
Additionally, it remains challenging to find an English translation of the Holy Qur’an that
fully conveys the source language’s messages due to prevalent errors in the translation
process. Addressing these shortcomings requires continued efforts to develop new
theoretical and empirical frameworks aimed at producing a higher-quality English
translation of the Holy Qur’an.
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1. Introduction

Given that the Holy Qur’an, as a lofty and exalted source, has always exerted a profound
influence on its audience, it has naturally attracted the attention of poets and writers seeking
to enrich their works. In Persian literature in particular, authors have drawn upon Qur’anic
content and language in various forms, such as allusions, allegories, citations, and
translations, both directly and indirectly. Abrams (1999) defines allusion as “a passing
reference, without explicit identification, to a literary or historical person, place or event or
to another literary work or passage” (p. 9). Similarly, Wheeler (1979) argues that allusion
helps to clarify a text’s meaning and reveals the literary modes and conventions within which
its author operates. Indeed, allusion is a figure of speech that establishes a connection
between elements in a text and references from history, mythology, literature, or religious
scriptures. As such, it serves as a rich source of meaning and connotation, enhancing the
semantic depth of a literary work.

Translating allusions can be particularly challenging, as their effectiveness relies on a specific
level of cultural and literary awareness from the audience. Allusions presuppose a certain kind of
participation on the part of the reader, who is expected to recognize and interpret the reference.
Indeed, it can be argued that allusions play a significant role in persuading readers to accept the
author's message, especially when they involve quotations from religious texts or renowned literary
works. In this context, Arberry (1974) notes that Hafiz, the celebrated Persian poet, frequently
employed refined literary devices such as allusion in his poetry. A review of existing studies reveals
a notable scarcity of research focused on this subject, particularly within the Iranian academic
context. Although comparative analyses of Hafiz’s translations have garnered increased attention in
recent years, relatively few studies have specifically addressed the role and translation of allusions.

As allusions play a crucial role in persuading readers to accept the author’s message, especially
when quoting religious texts or famous literary works, this study can be particularly significant and
useful for certain groups, such as translators and language learners, for several reasons. The first and
most important reason is that allusions enrich the texts in which they appear. As literary devices, they
introduce layers of meaning, ambiguity, or exaggeration. Additionally, translators will become more
aware of their responsibility to target text (TT) readers, as well as the strategies involved in
translating literary texts and bridging the gap between literary and Qur’anic contexts.

2. Literature review
2.1. Allusion translation strategies

It is axiomatic that theorists have continuously been debating on the best strategies for
rendering a translation. Considering this issue, a major problem is that without reference to
the context in which translating takes place, the social circumstances of translation may be
lost from sight. According to Hatim and Mason (1990), the beginning of a solution to the
problem will depend on who does it for whom, and when, where, why and in what
circumstances the translation takes place. In this regard, a competent and responsible
translator, after spotting an allusion in a passage of the ST and after analyzing its function
in the micro and macro contexts, must decide how to deal with it appropriately.

Leppihalme (1997) makes a distinction between proper-name allusions and key-phrase
allusions. This is motivated by awareness that the two groups require slightly different lists
of potential strategies (i.e., retention of the allusion, changing it somehow and omitting the
allusion altogether). Differences arise from the fact that key-phrase allusions may only
exceptionally be retained in their source-language forms, yet proper-name allusions are
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indeed based on retention of the name, replacement of the name by another name and
omission of the name. Each strategy may appear with some additional variants. According
to Leppihalme (1997, pp. 78-9), a translator has three basic strategies when encountering an
allusion. The translator may resort to the following techniques:

Retain name

(1a) retain unchanged, or in conventional TL form;
(1b) retain unchanged with added guidance;

(1c) retain unchanged with detailed explanation.
Replace name

(2a) replace with different SL name

(2b) replace with different TL name

Omit name

(3a) reduce to sense/meaning of the name

(3b) omit name and allusion completely

According to Leppihalme (1997, pp. 78-79), translators can employ three primary
strategies when handling proper-name allusions, each with specific techniques:

Retain the Name
e (la) Retain unchanged or in conventional target-language (TL) form

o Example: Joseph — ;5>

o Note: Commonly used for names with established TL forms, such as monarchs,
certain cities, books, or films.

e (1b) Retain unchanged with added guidance

o Example: Toth — L= 4l

o  Provides minimal context to aid understanding.
e (Ic) Retain unchanged with detailed explanation

o  Example: Israfil — il .| (the angel who will blow the last trumpet twice: first,

all living will die; second, all the dead will rise to be judged).
o  Uses footnotes or other explanatory methods.

Replace the Name
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e (2a) Replace with a different source-language (SL) name

o Example: Virgin — ..is o (Saint Mary, using a general term instead of

specific Catholic titles like "Gate of Heaven" or "Morning Star" to suit TL audience
familiarity).

o Adapts to a culturally relevant SL name.
e (2b) Replace with a target-language (TL) name

o  Example: Juliet and Romeo — § s 5 L

o  Substitutes with a culturally equivalent TL name.
Omit the Name
e (3a) Reduce to sense/meaning of the name

o Example: Jehosephat — _:ix. <l ~. (referring to the valley where, according to

Joel 3:2, God will gather nations for judgment).
o Conveys the meaning through a descriptive term.
e (3b) Omit name and allusion completely
o Removes the allusion entirely when it is not essential or translatable.

For key-phrase allusions, Leppihalme (1997) proposes a broader set of strategies to
address cultural and contextual nuances:

e (A) Use a standard translation

o Example: Refuge of Sinners — . ,» & > Apostles — 0,1~

o Relies on established translations for familiar phrases.
e (B) Minimum change (literal translation)

o Similar to (A), maintaining close fidelity to the original phrasing.
e (C) Add extra-allusive guidance

o Example: Use of typographical cues (e.g., inverted commas, italics) or
introductory phrases like “...and according to the Bible...” to signal cultural allusions.

e (D) Provide footnotes, endnotes, forewords, or other external explanations
o Adds detailed context outside the main text.

e (E) Simulated familiarity through internal marking
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o Uses stylistic contrast or existing translations of
e (F) Replacement with a preformed TL item

o Substitutes the source-language allusion with a culturally equivalent target-
language (TL) phrase.

o  Example: The elixir of life/youth — =t~ i

o Ensures the allusion resonates with the TL audience by using a familiar
expression.

e (G) Reduction to sense

e Conveys the connotation of the allusion using descriptive terms, omitting the specific
alluding words.

o  Eucharistic hymn — _sls 55, (a worship hymn)
o  Unreasonable fault-finding — LI .l . sl I (baseless criticism)

e (H) Re-creation using varied techniques

o Crafts a new expression to capture the meaning, tone, and cultural resonance
of the original allusion, resembling the author’s intent (Leppihalme, 1997, p. 122).

o This strategy is complex and requires creative adaptation to evoke a similar
effect in the TL.
o Example: Adapting a unique literary allusion to a TL equivalent that mirrors

its emotional or cultural impact.
e (L) Omission

o Removes the allusion entirely when it cannot be effectively translated or is
deemed non-essential.

o Used as a last resort to avoid confusion or irrelevance in the TL context.

In addition to the above nine strategies, Leppihalme suggests that it is possible that the
allusion is left untranslated, that is, it appears in the target text in its source-text form. The
use of a standard translation is obviously a choice only if one exists, and it may occasionally
be identical with the minimum change translation. Re-creation is a demanding strategy, so
it is not very likely to come up in my analyses. The potential strategies are organized on the
basis of Levy’s notion of minimax strategy’: a useful tool for translators pressed for time, as
they can put in a minimum of effort to achieve the maximum effect (in Leppihalme 1997, p.
26). Omission is placed last in the list for two reasons: firstly, it may be effortless, but it does
not result in a maximum of effect (p. 130), and secondly, she perceives omission, on the
basis of the norms discernible from her translator interviews, as the last resort; permissible
only when everything else fails (p. 88).
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2.2. Empirical studies

Pirnajmuddin and Niknasab (2011) investigated the strategies employed in translating
allusions, both proper-name and key-phrase allusions, in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young
Man, as rendered by Badi'ei (1380), Dariush (1370), and Jooya (1382). Following the
approach of Vahid Dastjerdi and Sahebhonar (2008), they utilized Leppihalme’s (1997)
taxonomy of translation strategies. Their findings revealed that the most frequently used
strategy was the retention of the original name, while omission was the least common.

Bahrami (2012) focused on the translation of allusions in the poetry of Hafiz, specifically
examining the strategies (based on Leppihalme, 1997) employed by Clark (1891) in
translating proper-name and key-phrase allusions. She found that the most commonly used
strategy for proper-name allusions was unmodified retention, while literal translation with
minimal change was most frequently applied to key-phrase allusions. Bahrami argued that
the translator’s tendency toward literal translation may reflect an intent to remain faithful to
the source text, although this approach can result in the loss of cultural connotations.

Khadem and Dastjerdi (2012) analyzed the translation of key-phrase allusions in the
poem The Wolf and the Fox Go to the Hunt in Attendance on the Lion, from Book One of
the Mathnawi. They compared the original Persian poem with its English translations using
Leppihalme’s (1997) framework to identify the strategies employed by translators and the
rationale behind them. Their analysis revealed that the most commonly used strategy was
the addition of extra-allusive material and footnotes, often including italicization and
explanatory notes. This was likely due to the fact that many key-phrase allusions in the
Mathnawi are Qur’anic verses.

In the field of comparative literary studies, which seeks to identify similarities and
differences in poetic works from diverse cultural backgrounds, Saleem (2015) examined the
use of allusions in the poetry of John Milton—particularly Paradise Lost—and Persian poet
Hafiz Shirazi. He emphasized that readers unfamiliar with a given culture may struggle to
understand allusions, leading to challenges in interpretation. Saleem concluded that poetry
acts as a "wine of minds," offering a parallel and more enchanting world. With the rise of
comparative literature and digital globalization, poetry has transcended geographic
boundaries, attracting global readership and analysis through diverse critical frameworks.

Salo-oja (2004) explored the translation of thematic and character-related allusions in two
of Reginald Hill’s detective novels—The Wood Beyond and On Beulah Height—and their
Swedish translations, Det mérka arvet and Dalen som drdinktes. Her close textual analysis
showed minor differences between the source and target texts. While some changes appeared
inevitable, she argued that divergent views on crime fiction in British and Swedish contexts
likely influenced how certain narrative elements were emphasized in translation and,
consequently, how the Swedish audience received them.

Mohaghegh (2013) adopted Reiss’s (1971) text-based model of translation criticism to
analyze Clark’s (1891) English translation of Hafiz’s Ghazal 167. Her linguistic analysis
revealed several mistranslations stemming from literal rendering and misinterpretation of
idiomatic expressions, which resulted in unintelligible or inaccurate translations.

Rahimkhani and Salmani (2013) addressed the treatment of Qur’anic allusions in the
English translations of Hafiz’s Divan. They analyzed selected instances using Venuti’s
(1995) concepts of domestication and foreignization alongside Leppihalme’s (1997)
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strategies. Their findings showed that Ordoubadian (2006) generally favored domesticating
the source material, while Clark (2005) aimed to preserve the original's cultural specificity.
As a result, the allusive language and underlying connotations were often overlooked or
inadequately conveyed.

Niknasab (2014) conducted a study titled Translation and Culture: Allusions as Culture
Bumps, concluding that allusions are inherently culture-bound, and their intelligibility across
languages varies significantly. The translation strategies chosen play a critical role in how
allusions are understood and appreciated in the target culture. She emphasized that novice
translators may fail to preserve the connotations of allusions if they do not recognize their
cultural significance.

A review of the literature reveals that while many studies have focused on comparative
analyses of Hafiz’s Ghazals and their English translations, relatively few have examined
Qur’anic allusions within these poems. Given that literary texts—and particularly the
Qur’an—are rich in culture-specific references, this area warrants deeper investigation.
Therefore, the present study aims to compare the translation of Qur’anic allusions in Hafiz’s
poetry in two English translations: one by Clark (2005) and another by Salami (2016), using
Leppihalme’s (1997) model. Specifically, the study compares selected Ghazals from Hafiz’s
corpus and their English counterparts to identify the strategies each translator employed,
leading to the following research questions:

v What are the most/least frequently used procedures used in the translation of
Qur’anic allusions considering Leppihalme’s (1997) model?

v Is there any significant difference between the original Qur’anic allusions and each
English translation?

v Is there any significant difference between the two translations of Qur’anic
allusions?

3. Methodology

The present research is a corpus-based descriptive - analytic comparative study involving
the original Persian version of Hafiz poems and its two English translations. The content of
the original and the two English translations were analyzed and compared based on the
poetic elements presented in Leppihalme's (1997) model by applying Chi-square procedure.

3.1. Materials

For the purpose of this study, fifty Ghazals of Hafiz were selected based on random
sampling from three materials including “The Divan of Hafiz”, written by Hafiz (14"
century) in Persian and its two English translations by Clarke (2005) and Salami (2016).

“The Divan of Hafiz” is written by Khwaja Shams-ud-Din Muhammad Hafez-e Shirazi
known by his pen name Hafiz (14th-century).

It is translated by Henry Wilberforce Clark (2005) as one of the best Englsh translations
of this divan and published by Honar e Bistom publication. It is also translated by Ismail
Salami (2016) and published by Avardgah Honar va Andisheh publication, which is a
combination of collections and translation.
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3.2. Framework of the study

Leppihalme’s model (1997) was selected as the most relevant framework for this study.
It distinguishes between proper-name allusions and key-phrase allusions, with distinct
translation strategies for each category. The strategies for translating proper-name allusions
aim to:

e Retain the name unaltered

e Change the name

e Omit the name

These strategies are further divided into the following subcategories:

A. Retention of Name

e (a) Use the name as is

e (b) Use the name with added guidance

e (c) Use the name with a detailed explanation (e.g., via a footnote)

B. Replacement of Name

e (a) Replace with another SL name

e (b) Replace with a TL name

C. Omission of Name

e (a) Omit the name but convey the sense through other means (e.g., using a common
noun)

e (b) Omit both the name and the allusion entirely

The strategies for translating key-phrase allusions differ from those for proper names,
though the general approach is similar. According to Leppihalme (1997), a retentive strategy
for key-phrase allusions involves either a standard translation or minimal changes. The
potential strategies for key-phrase allusions include:

e Retention

e Literal translation

e Replacement by target-language equivalent

e  Omission

e Rephrasing

e Use of common words
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e Retention with added guidance
e Replacement by source-language equivalent
3.3. Data collection procedure

This study aimed to evaluate the quality of translation of Qur’anic allusions in Hafiz’s
work. Fifty ghazals from Hafiz’s Divan (source text, ST) were randomly selected as the
study’s corpus. The corresponding English translations (target texts, TT) from two versions
were identified. Each ST-TT pair was analyzed sentence by sentence to detect and categorize
translation strategies. For data analysis, the translations of Qur’anic allusions were classified
into eight categories based on Leppihalme’s (1997) model:

1. Retention

2. Literal translation

3. Replacement with target-language equivalent
4. Omission

5. Rephrasing

6. Use of common words

7. Retention with added guidance

8. Replacement with source-language equivalent

For instance, in the following verse both Clarke (2005) and Salami (2016) translated the
word ;. and 4 as Kausar and Huris. Based on Leppihalme’s (1997) model they are
categorized as Literal Translation.

BB ER L
(VAL o) (o ol 5 Su e Bl 3 5l

In another example, while Clarke (2005) and Salami (2016) translated the word s L. as
Sameri, which is categorized as literal translation, Clarke (2005) also adds the word Moses
in his work in order to convey the exact meaning, which is not observed in Salami’s (2016)
translation.

bl 5,8 o S Lis s odnd e O
QY 52) 25 oo b b s Lo oy g ol

3.4. Data analysis procedure

In order to carry out this study, both quantitative and qualitative content analysis were
employed to investigate and evaluate the extent to which English translators applied
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different translation strategies in the light of Leppihalme’s (1997) model in translating
Qur’anic allusions. In this regard, descriptive statistics including the mean, standard
deviation as well as the frequency and percentage were applied to describe the collected data
and to determine the most frequent strategies used by English translators. Inferential
statistics including Chi-Square test was run to find out whether Clarke’s (2005) and Salami’s
(2016) translation procedures differed from each other significantly or not. In order to check
the inter-coder validity of the data extracted, an expert in Applied Linguistics was requested
to comment on the initial content analysis as well. The results were presented via tables and

figures. The statistical procedures were done through Statistical Package for Social Sciences
(SPSS), version 22.

4. Findings

4.1. Clarke’s (2005) translation

In the following, some examples of Hafiz poems, their translation as well as related
Qur’anic allusions and their Persian translation together with the translation procedures used
by Clark (2005) are as presented.

Example #1:

ST:

ol Kle a3 a8 Ol 5,38 &Sl Ol i s gl S

TT: Oh Sufi! Pure, becometh wine at that time: when, in bottle, it bringth forth a forty
days’ space.

Allusion in the Qur’an (Surah Al-A’raf:142)

5825 3 G oalle asY o050 06 5 M Gl Dl B0 sl 5 B 008 e b,
Gt Je 38

PT:

ot S RS b es 03531 L ij;,;uf sde s o o g 3L 5oy Cnle gl wse U
QLM)JCAEQ))LAU.LJJ\J:M&)&ogﬁuﬁﬂmﬁhfcmw}ﬁ)@ﬁuhuwkMuil-)gb)}ﬁegitx_m

uﬁ.ﬁéﬁﬂQUM.:LAulvj)job)‘jﬁ}jcw\ﬂuju&buﬂw@b#)}
Here, the translator used the strategy of retention by guidance

Example #2

ST:
Jelst (655 45 Ol Ol oS 5 e s O 3 &S 55Tl L

TT:


http://tadabbor.org/?page=quran&SID=7&AID=142
http://tadabbor.org/?page=quran&SID=7&AID=142
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O Lord! This fire (of separation) that within my soul is, make cool (to give me escape
from separation; and to cause to attain union with Thee) in that way that to Khalil Thou
didst.

Allusion in the Qur’an (Surah Al-Anbya: 68-69):
ali) Je Lol 5oy 5Tk L
PT:
Qb ol 55 ol ol 15T (o oS Loy sl i5T a1y el ) il = (OLD)

Here, the translator used the strategy of literal translation.

Example #3
ST:

o Pt ST s 4y Sl 5 5l e 01
TT:

From the direction of Tur, lightening flashed; to it, I inclined: perchance, thee, a brand of
bright flame, I may bring.

Allusion in the Qur’an (Surah Al-Qasas: 29):

5is J‘ﬁ\ngu\*‘bb v-«ﬁd“}g“ f\!izﬂl@’bb;m Sl e T Al Sl 5 de W) push B 6

PT:
SHlesl il s 35T b e Sl S S slesl gl bs dle, OLL 1y 555 oy gl S L se 355
(g5 0 S OTL G 55T 51 labad b posky Led sl 50t L plods (25T g iS50 10
Here, the translator used the strategy of retention.
Example #4
ST:
L33 @z oo ol JUb a2 3 A28 ol bl L Ola]
TT:

The lode of deposit, the sky could not endure: in the name of helpless me, the dice of the
work, they cast.

Allusion in the Qur’an (Surah Al-Ahzab: 72):
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o5 Lol 878 Sl 5 L 5881 5\ o ol Jlad 5 oo 5 oladl Je ALl ke §)

PT:

j,u;,-,-pﬁ;ﬂW,-tu;,hm;.:uuﬁmjs)wwwwiﬂb(@tqﬁyj}uﬁm ) ool Le

g Ol s Rt sl sl ey 4 0dS i o 1 O 0Ll Bl sl 0T

Here, the translator used the strategy of rephrase.
Example #5

ST:
AT od ol bl e 5 0 e el o315 ST
TT:

From Wadi Ayman’s fire, cheerful, not only am I: there, Moses in hope of a fire comes.

Allusion in the Qur’an (Surah Taha: 10):
b 8 Je ol 3Tty U S I T Ecsdl ) 180 4 8 Tt 515 3)
PT:

Leosle e ¢l O 5l glaked s (plods ST e 1S Ko e el gl w s |y 5T o8 oK

((.V.:L; &Mb U':JI )L'S L
Here, the translator used the strategy of common words.

Overall, in Clarke’s (2005) translation, literal translation was the most frequent strategy
(6 instances, 27%), followed by replacement by target equivalent, rephrase, and replacement
by SL equivalent (each 4 instances, 18%). Retention occurred twice (9%), while common
words and retention by guidance each appeared once (5%). No instances of omission were
used. For similarities and differences, literal translation, common words, and retention by
guidance showed 100% similarity. retention and replacement by source language equivalent
had equal similarity and difference (50% each). Replacement by target equivalent had 75%
similarity and 25% difference, while rephrase showed 67% similarity and 33% difference.
no omission was observed. Chi-square procedure was run to show if there are statistically
significant differences between similarities and differences between Hafiz and Clarke (2005)
in terms of translation procedures. Since the similarity of literal translation, common words
and retention by guidance are estimated as 100%, chi-square was not calculated. as
indicated, the percentages of similarities and differences in Retention and Replacement by
SL Equivalent are equal; therefore, there was no need to calculate Chi-square. The chi-
square test results for Clarke’s (2005) translation procedures show that replacement by target
equivalent had a chi-square value of 1.429 (df = 1, p = .232), indicating no statistically
significant difference. In contrast, rephrase had a chi-square value o 2.857 (df =1, p <.001),
suggesting a statistically significant difference. Therefore, it can be concluded that the
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differences between similarities and differences for rephrase procedure is statistically
significant.

4.2. Salamis (2016) translation

Some examples of Hafiz poems, their translation as well as related Qur’anic allusions
and their Persian translation together with the translation procedures used by Salami (2016)
are as presented below.

Example #1

ST:

35 o b ks bae Sl b bl 55 (0 45 5 § sdiad e
TT:

The tricks that we ourselves behold, by juggling Reason planned: were played by Samiri,
who opposed the Staff and the White Hand.

Allusion in the Qur’an (Surah Al-A‘raf: 107):
G B g BB sz 6
PT:
L Tl olassl Ol WGl 1 545 glas

Here, the translator used the strategy of omission.

Example #2
ST:
o5 o2 OS & SHEIIPLELIX QU N
s o OkdS (6555 258 Ol S
TT:

Do not grieve: Joseph, lost, returns to Canaan; the hut of sorrow turns to a rose garden, do
not grieve.

Allusion in the Qur’an (Surah Yusuf: 99):
Sl 01 5\B ) ae LIS I8 il ) 05T 2 e e s
PT:

454.,\..{).\5)@&}5-‘:L&A))ijc@;&fijbbJJ})JLAJJH\.;)M.,UJuiJ)bWﬁﬂ45&@&_5

s g deal gt Olal 5 cpal s U1 S L2
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Here, the translator used the strategy of literal translation.

Example #3
ST:
35 3 g o 45 03 4y g e L
S5t g 0l 55 4 sy oS
TT:

Sell not the Beloved for the world, for it profited not: the one who sold Joseph for base
gold.

Allusion in the Qur’an (Surah Yusuf: 20):
Gl Do 42 1965 33,300 23 o3 o 8755

PT:

QL@)&leT);Jd;ﬁ}aJﬁimeirm);J;g-AJ.SJJ\LgL@%gb;l.l;:;’-}}}

Here, the translator used the strategy of rephrasing.

Example #4
ST:
Ssr 9l Ll Jlsl aan 5 Jag
55 o Ll 55 5l s A e
TT:

In every state, God was with the heart-lost one, most dear: yet he saw Him not and called to
God as if far away.

Allusion in the Qur’an (Surah Qaf: 16):
2l J e ) O 25 B 20 G g e WS S

PT:

Here, the translator used the strategy of replacement by target equivalent.

Example #5

ST:
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TT:
When the water of life is in your hand, let not the thirsty die: “Die not, for from water
everything is living.”

Allusion in the Qur’an (Surah Al-Anbya: 30):

D S8 Tp o5 BTSN e Wy Tad (5 WK 2515 00 g1 1538 5l 5 )
PT:

,r;;unkﬁj\\),mm,x;ﬁmﬁrw,;,ﬁw;,@wismu@gw,ﬁs@uu

5T oms Ologl [ LT LT sl iy T 51 sl oy s 5
Here, the translator used the strategy of retention.

Overall, in Salami’s (2005) translation, literal translation was the most frequent strategy
(6 instances, 26%), followed by replacement by target equivalent and replacement by source
language equivalent (each 4 instances, 18%). Rephrase had 3 instances (14%), retention had
2 instances (9%), and omission, common words, and retention by guidance each had 1
instance (5%). For similarities and differences, retention, omission, common words, and
retention by guidance showed 100% similarity. Literal translation and rephrase had 67%
similarity and 33% difference, while replacement by source language equivalent had 75%
similarity and 25% difference. Conversely, replacement by target equivalent showed 25%
similarity and 75% difference. Overall, similarities between source and target texts were
more frequent than differences. The chi-square test for translation procedures used by Salami
(2016) compared to Hafiz shows significant differences across all tested strategies. Literal
translation had a chi-square value of 1.352 (df = 1, p < .001), replacement by Target
Equivalent 1.229 (df = 1, p <.001), rephrase 1.629 (df = 1, p <.001), and replacement by
source language equivalent 1.657 (df = 1, p <.001). With a significance level of .000 for all
procedures, the results indicate that similarities between the source and target texts are
dominant over differences.

Given the third research question, inferential statistics was applied to identify whether
two English translations of Hafiz poets are similar or not. The inferential statistics applied
to compare the English translations of Hafiz’s Qur’anic allusions by Clarke (2005) and
Salami (2016) show a high degree of similarity. It appears that 19 instances (86%) were
similar, while only 3 instances (14%) were different, out of a total of 22. The chi-square test
yielded a value of 1.645 (df = 1, p = .020), confirming a statistically significant difference
between similarities and differences. This suggests that the translation procedures used by
Clarke and Salami, based on Leppihalme’s (1997) model, are predominantly similar, with
similarities far outweighing differences.
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5. Discussion

The present study aimed to do a comparative analysis of two translations of Qur’anic
allusions in Hafiz poems based on Leppihalme’s (1997) model. Accordingly, it was
attempted to find out which procedures were used more and less by the two translators and
whether there were any differences between the translated texts and the original text as well
as the translated texts themselves. In order to answer the first research question, the
descriptive statistics was applied to determine the frequency and percentage of different
translation strategies for Qur’anic allusions. Thus, it was revealed that the frequency and
percentage of literal translation in Clarke’s (2005) work was more than other strategies. After
that, replacement by target equivalent, rephrase and replacement by SL equivalent had the
highest frequency and percentage. Finally, retention, common words, and retention by
guidance had somehow the same frequency and percentage.

In Clarke’s (2005) translation, Literal Translation was the most used strategy (27%),
followed by replacement by target equivalent, replacement by source language equivalent,
and rephrase (each 18%). Retention (9%), common words (5%), and retention by guidance
(5%) were less frequent, with no instances of omission. In Salami’s (2016) translation, literal
translation was also the most frequent (26%), followed by replacement by target equivalent
and replacement by source language equivalent (each 18%). retention was used in 9% of
cases, while omission, common words, and retention by guidance were the least frequent
(each 5%). As a whole, literal translation was the most frequently used procedure, while
omission was the least used in both English translations by Salami (2016) and Clarke (2005).
Other common methods included Replacement by Target Equivalent, Replacement by SL
Equivalent, and Rephrase. According to Leppihalme’s (1997) model, both translations
showed similar use of translation procedures.

Given the second research question, the similarities between the original text book and
its translation were more than the differences. In this vein, the results of the Chi-square test
revealed the significant difference between similarities and differences, showing that the
similarities were dominant which indicated that there was no significant difference between
the two English translations in comparing with the original Persian version.

Given the third research question, the percentage of similarities, in translation procedures
for illusions used by these two English translators were more than differences. The results
of the Chi-square test indicated that the differences between similarities and differences of
two English translations of Hafiz’s book were statistically significant. In this vein, the
procedures selected by two TTs were similar since the level of similarities was far higher
than the level of differences. Therefore, there was no significant difference between two
English translations of Qur’anic allusions based on Leppihalme's (1997) model in
comparing with each other.

This study’s findings align with Bahrami (2012), who found that in translating Hafiz’s
poems, the most common strategies were retention for Proper-Name allusions and literal
translation for key-phrase allusions. Similarly, Rahimkhani and Salmani (2013) noted that
Ordoubadian (2006) tended to domesticate Qur’anic allusions, while Clarke (2005)
preserved their cultural distinctiveness, often ignoring the original's connotations.
Mohaghegh (2013) found that Clarke’s (1891) literal translations led to misinterpretations
and unintelligible idioms. However, these findings contrast with Khadem and Dastjerdi
(2012), who found that the most common strategy for translating key-phrase allusions in
Mathnawi was the use of extra-allusive explanations and footnotes.
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6. Conclusion

It can be argued that translation is, for the most part, an invisible process, and thus it seems
necessary for an acceptable translation to produce the same (or at least similar) effects on the TT
readers as those created by the original work on its readers. Moreover, awareness of translation
strategies models is necessary for the translators in their translation practice, so that an open
discussion about translation can help translators by increasing consciousness of the task and
may be helpful to the students of translation who try to work on translation studies. In the
meantime, the translators, most often, do not appear to be successful in their challenging tasks of
efficiently rendering the allusions when they sacrifice, or at least minimize, the effect of allusions in
favor of preserving graphical or lexical forms of source language allusions. In other words, a
competent translator is well-advised not to deprive the TL reader of enjoying, or even recognizing,
the allusions either in the name of fidelity or brevity. Hence, the translator carefully searches for
strategies to cope with these problems. Consequently, the translator's choice of strategy for the
translation of allusive elements may subtly result in preventing the TT readers from spotting and
enjoying allusions and in failure to transfer the connotation the original author intended to evoke in
his/her readers. Personal and comparative descriptive studies can also offer a new point of
view by sharing an experience with others as they may help others who try to do comparative
study of literary texts.

Considering the above points, this study may be valuable to translators, translation
instructors, critics, and educators. In terms of implications, novice translators will recognize
that translating a text without a proper understanding of its allusions can result in the loss of
meaning for most target-text readers. At the same time, experienced translation teachers and
professional translators are expected to deepen their awareness of allusions and the
challenges they pose in translation. This study may also contribute to the field of literary
studies. One potential criterion for evaluating the quality of translated poetry could be the
range and effectiveness of translation strategies employed. Research such as the present
study can offer practical solutions by analyzing and assessing the strategies used for
translating allusions into English.

This study has several limitations, including its restriction to only 50 randomly selected
ghazals due to time constraints, which may affect generalizability. Locating complete
English translations of Hafiz’s work was also challenging, as many versions are abridged.
Future research could expand to the entire Divan and explore Hafiz’s theological, mystical,
and social allusions, the ethical aspects of his romantic philosophy (rindi), his influence on
Western poetry, and the cultural implications of different translation strategies.
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Appendix A:

Translation procedures used by Clark (2005) (ST= Source Text, QA= Qur’anic Allusion,
PT= Persian Translation, TT= Target Translation)

(EAY . 2) ownoyl Liles aid j3 45 qu;,:&ﬂu\,;:déyéls ST

wa,ﬂJb de)lhjul.wr.dfwuw‘} J“%J“’}“LJ‘“JJ

. QA
(1£Y u\ﬂ)bﬁm‘&m@ Skl s s il o
Retention by | 9333 L 1 O 5 @mdliS ooy o o Dy 5 L3 5035 sle lp g b
Guldance &&Aw}ﬁj@;gﬂibwl&@;:@u;:)gb‘)jﬁagbwuﬁ:ﬁb}&gwoé
PT
L5 AL o il e sd Ol 53 S8 pols sl Sy e olslas 4 oS
ug"LSJJ:i Oldade uij)jo\)jlj}:}ﬁcw\
Oh Sufi! Pure, becometh wine at that time: when, in bottle, it T

bringth forth a forty days’ space.

(Yoo, 0) s (65,5 &8 0lu 013 oS 3w e Ol 368 5T cpl b | ST

(W g;t)’mﬁl;lg;w;ﬁg;w%}uguﬁ QA

B pl o 53wt 15T g 0t b s 0SSl (55T a1 o) ploil e | PT
O Lord! This fire (of separation) that within my soul is, make cool
(to give me escape from separation; and to cause to attain union TT

with Thee) in that way that to Khalil Thou didst.

(VY. 02) 38 oo e 4l eSS a0 e b sk 5L wddll 255 23 | ST

735 S0y S £ 53 G o Ty Al i o By B 20 T 3T
mdwguu@‘wm QI
(AVDJ-G-') u-;':\j\.?j}«.b’,\i;\ » <(Q}'\“'\';’);j“:\{ S 5 a\‘;’:

SO P A USRI g N R [ IR CHPPUR Y (LT PIC) RN - PR e
Literal S G e bl s S AL el T s 4 sl sty sy BV e
Translation ) ks S S sl pl s c))}Twwﬁé‘}h OIS G Smly Oy A | PT
U5 a s e 5035 oSS 1 sl sde iy (W3 03 (o135 5l 4 03,550 Ol

Tl

Anyone who is touched by God’s grace can do what Christ,

. . TT
without fail

(YA ,2) Blas IS oo dl Sliw i1 8 b ok Slo by | ST

) Blay L8 5 (17 L) Wl colS 5 (Y L) Tst 5 s () L) Tlas il )

. I
(rets| ©
OVTE 1) Sl bl Jlaea 5 d5lon L5 5 L
Saki! Come: me, the heavy ritl give: God give thee to drink from a T

full cup.
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(O )J& )« éid"’gj"&fyw» QI
(OJ“G)C?"’CJ‘LLL’W\WQ‘)J&"%) PT

Tis the night of power; and closed is the book of separation: on the

. . . . . TT
other night, is safety to the rising of separation.

L 5 3 uz"uﬂwub{@k(w uu\) Lo 5 4 ww\‘("’b’j

(VY ol e U5 55 Al 5 43 e 5l @
uwjuxﬁﬁ\ﬁ);,\&u&lﬁasa\u;\;g@\)gyﬁ,g;he,
(Y Olasl) aas OLaEL W5, LSS

cpbt o, s Olalgnas 5 Sl it e s il Oliigy VL o
(YY) 0l Wl sy (ol 558 51118 5) S ol oliglas

To-morrow the wine of Kausar, and huris are mine And today there T

is also a beautiful tapster and a cup of wine.

e b OS50, 553 Ol 6 S e o8 DS 4 T 5L 4t iy

(. uﬁ) ST

(A% Cawg) fpesl D 2l &) \j\ps\ Je 5 my o\J\ So Wyk}c)b QI
:c,.a'S;‘c;_éJSu;j}\);b;y)suj).g}\‘.b.ub\}wﬁﬁas@&a}

sty Ol 5 oyl s Ul LSl aS ¢ i me Jtls Sem or

Back to Kinan, lost Yusuf cometh: suffer not grief: One day, the T

sorrowful cell becometh the rose-garden: suffer not grief.

(€70 . 0) L Slata ST ST s o Sl 5 yolall e 00 QS ST
g:‘i:ﬂ’k;/l}:(z MYJ\B\ J}u\w\p-wuuﬂd\\ﬁ\: ’L.u’&y dw}»d\aﬁ\ob

(Y4 uw)djkhw(ﬂ:) B e 5355 3 J«;\w@ JATu QA
G s ke 51 3l el 5l el e 5 dilay OLL 4 1y 355 Slle wge S oK
oo S S Koo S il esl gl o L 5T sk Gl 5l S S > (s

ST G Tl dad b ool ad (510 OF 51 s s Cpay o)l 25T o
dosi e 8

From the direction of Tur, lightening flashed; to it, I inclined: T

Retention | herchance, thee, a brand of bright flame, I may bring.

(£V~ f)fsw‘}sﬁw\w}w)bwww;m“bu‘mj% ST
;K M) o Uazg umt;;;;u 88" 2300 lleadl 411,58 ol 5 3

(Y- ¢M)Oj~oj) o1
3 Sl boge Wiski 5 40 oo 28 0t 5551 Jo L slsd ot )
(¥ pal)) 8 P2

Ol Lo 5 Lid gy g od 4 35 58 (e 5 Wlo o8 L2l g3 LS &5 SLS LT
o5 Olog! [ LT LT sl iy ST 315 (sl o3 s 8 5 el Il ea 51, 55 | PT



http://tadabbor.org/?page=quran&SID=76&AID=21
http://tadabbor.org/?page=quran&SID=76&AID=21
http://tadabbor.org/?page=quran&SID=12&AID=99
http://tadabbor.org/?page=quran&SID=14&AID=3
http://tadabbor.org/?page=quran&SID=14&AID=3

398

International Journal of Textual and Translation Analysis in Islamic Studies 2-4 (2024) 378-405

.u)\;&)-p\&abj\(brgf)Jm>¢@},J;Qﬁiﬂ\)@;x;«s@m

(Y‘(,,:A(Js\)'Md)})&\ﬁfj.)L@T&)Lﬂdﬁbé}obm‘?d/z}

When in thy hand, is the water of life, thirsty die not: di not; living

is everything from water. "
(IVO . ,2) L ailps (o ol g JB (5 a3 438 il Sl L olenl | ST
F 5 a5 02 3 6 Ja 5 25 o o el s
(Vo) Y55 Lyl g i | 27
oty a0 oS 5 e 5 Ll ) Caggdl Vs 5 0 ST ags) bl L
Sl 5l ES s 1y O 0Lt Ul a1 O 5 5 ¢ il O o= 51T | PT
(s 5 pawn g p clii 1) odae plis opl S5 055 ) cop Jalr 5 I
The lode of deposit, the sky could not endure: in the name of T
helpless me, the dice of the work, they cast.
v o L s 0 Al cpl e &S oS 3OO ahall Sl s s
(Yir . 2) -
e 5 U ) i 3l e ) gl 3 (53 G Bl ol s gl
' (€ell) |
855 o Siylisn [hs] OF i 3l s g 3l i aib 1) Olewsl i o Olea
Rephrase s oo [ba 5] gl LT Sl e ad [0 5] ol a
There is not any deviation in a circle even a point: tis as a matter of T
course, I see.
(2) 035 Uil 5 4S5 S e o sy sy oo e 1l S -
( YAy
(£005) Gslsdl Je Y HSI G 5 080 5 28l it 5 | Q1
OBsn mar s s Saos slewss Sl s uliad by ) o 0L Skl 5 e
Pl BSOS a
If Joseph brings up me is old I flourish: tis for my patience in my T
call of sorrow.
(V8. 2) 251 45t s 05l 5y oy 40T 3,80 05 oo S L3 4 s 0k | ST
(V) ) Gl (e 40 15875 oums 2L (o 8 85785 | Q1
Ol g 300 53 g 5 edd e et oa s N 4 Sl glp w5l s 3 5| PT
The Beloved, sell not for the world. For, much, it profited not: that T
one who, for bse gold, Yusuf, had sold.
(YA o) AT r o dal 4 byl e ot 5 07 e 6 ol o305 G515 | ST
b) b e st 5T sy L ST T Sl G UG Y J T 5 3)
Common (\+ QA
Words Z P N ~ z —
il oo Blas S K553 (o8 1S 5 ol 4 e s ) LT S elKs
Al T O alanls 4 b poske Lo gl 1 O 5l ole (o3152) Lls oL | PT
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From Wadi Aymans fire, cheerful, not only am I: there, Moses in

TT
hope of a fire comes.
) s LVl Lo (6 25 Sl (5 0 0d St (5o g2 OF el b 3 Bl i
ST
(vv
720 )80 3l I3 LN L e 6 £ Slis ollallle 515 ol o)
(\Y
P @ QA
Jey sl L ¢ ,\\\,J\VYL{sw@;u\p&\,MuMLA jléj Gl 5
(- 9\—.&!)%4)5 u&é;uba\unj\.a:-d&
253 g S Sl mlg plafl i Hlo fes 5 Olayl Jal &S SLS (6l Blas
S 2l 53 1 OF 33 ¢ il asls plnl Ao dlasl 5 &l o351 Olal &S LS 5
_ PT
;Lm_v) 'QMLJJ,‘«'.;JL& |J>'j|‘diiua.x.cjj)t§§).>45¢w5;w\ .JJ}\J&'— G edey
o
Below the roof of the palace of the beloved of Hun-nature, the eye
Hafiz: the way of paradise, beneath which streams are flowing, TT
held.
up)uz.,\iLJS}S Sls jado S s aly ol 38 Gl b s il 5 g p 4SS
ST
%
Replacement (v
by Target ’“u\,,,mf\é\,md\m’ A Je B3 o5 et Y Eis B
Equivalent . es o
r\w)ﬂu\u) V3l 5 Gl s «S—*’m}yw Jﬁ(‘v 3b) b”w“ﬂ QI
(yy
b G SK5 sl s Bl o i sl & AS e sl &S b Sl
[NV O TCSUN PR I PSSO g BV K PPNt S Lk i K NSNS
(¥ OMb) .ol o3l Sl 3 (gl o3l (g5 o (gl 1 5. by e cb.dl wlyse 81 PT
Obiler J83,5 5 Ll (gl aen ¢ (o S po 5 (S5 5 ¢ o lale plas 5 5l 55
(Y plail) o
In tarikat, reliance on piety and knowledge is infidelity: if a
hundred kinds of skill, the way-farer have, trust in God is TT
necessary for him.
(OY J8) oy &) 5d5k 5 ST W 2 Ll SE1, 8 K 5 5| Q1
LS o5 013 Bed Oz Oliulgetir L1y 5 Ay s 308 oSOLT 55 s
PT
(0 WL3) ol il g3 ) 4
Tis the correct of the assembly of friendship; and collected are
friends: and to! Those who disbelieve..read ye; wide the door make | TT
ye.
(VY . 2) 55 o Llas Hon 515 s el slag ol LI Jlg>l aen 53 Jus | ST
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o 4 s Lol s Al e e Lle Sl gl s ST SueS w

o O Bl ey B aade wse 5303 513 S Olean | 0T ¢ 5 S ol oS

(V1 3) a3l i e ) D31 0 5 a2B o Lo 5 QLAY S 0 5| Q11
Lo 253 3 23 S5 5l sl la 5ol o 1) 5l ol Ut s 5 s ST OLSI L | PT
Unknowingly, He was with me everywhere: I couldn’t see and my T
soul sleekest Him, made.
(\wy _,p>w§d«ji.wd,-uu@1 Ll axdls q2io bybaul o 3| ST
i e Y 8 S LR IR 5l T 5 A el st S OSY 6 oA
(0) plsl) &5 8a8 Yo 1 ) 5 £V (59208 Ja (5 )
)'l(<:j}.al.:...yw.\.).;‘-@T}e—)‘ijl&asjj\,u-wl}éﬁﬁ&qu»:}ij
o d5b oo s oo al Sl S plani b e S W led a sl ST | PT
AEAZ 1 o L oy 19 sles Ly 5 Ll LD 55 08 e
Behind the mirror me, they kept like the parrot: what the teacher of T
eternity without beginning said: Say; I say.
(10V . o) A3l 145 3 3wl iyl s e ol ) o s5dee Jb | ST
295 Al 5 (YA asly) 35505 i 3 (YY asly) ) S0 L el 1T 5
(Ya aly) | QI
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1. Introduction

In his book Fables of the Ancients: Folklore in the Qur’an (2003), Alan Dundes argues
that the story of the ant who speaks and causes Prophet Sulayman (peace be upon him) to
smile resembles global folktales. He also identifies two other Qur’anic narratives that, in his
view, correspond to international tale types: the story of the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus in
Surah Al-Kahf aligns with Type 766, and the account of Miisa’s encounter with the
Righteous Servant parallels Type 759 in the Aarne—Thompson index. These claims have
been examined and analyzed by the present author in two separate articles. Dundes appears
to imply that the Qur’an, in presenting such stories, may have drawn upon external sources,
particularly from Jewish and Christian traditions. However, it is important to note that his
intent is not to undermine the Qur’an’s authority. On the contrary, he acknowledges that God
may employ such examples—or, in modern terms, folktales—for the purpose of instructing
and enlightening humanity. As he writes, “Surely the fables of the ancients have been
divinely included in the Qur’an to be filled with moral teachings for future generations” (p.
203).

Nonetheless, the manner in which Dundes presents his claims may raise certain concerns,
particularly given his effort to trace parallels not only within Judeo-Christian traditions but
also across global mythologies and the folktales of various cultures. While such comparisons
may appear straightforward, they carry potentially significant implications for both Qur’anic
studies and folklore scholarship. The Qur’an itself affirms its use of parables—even those
based on seemingly insignificant elements, such as “a gnat or something even smaller” (al-
Bagara 2:26)—to illustrate its teachings. Parables (amthal) and narratives (gasas) are among
the Qur’an’s primary rhetorical and pedagogical strategies. Although the Qur’anic language
is divine and revelatory, its intended audience is human; thus, it naturally employs familiar
storytelling techniques—including established narrative structures and genres—to convey
its message effectively.

As Mir (1988) observes, the language of Qur’anic revelation often overlaps with literary
language, and literary devices such as narration and parable function as vehicles for
transmitting divine discourse. Moreover, unlike the Hebrew Bible or other sacred texts that
may present more continuous narrative arcs, the Qur’an is not a storybook in the
conventional sense. Rather, it uses stories as theological instruments, aimed at conveying
moral and spiritual truths. These narratives are not isolated or incidental but are deeply
embedded within the thematic and rhetorical architecture of each surah, contributing to the
organic coherence of the surrounding verses. More importantly, they are integrally linked to
the Prophetic mission and the socio-historical context of the Prophet Muhammad’s (PBUH)
time.

Thus, even when Qur’anic narratives exhibit similarities to stories found in other
religious or folkloric traditions, their adaptation within the Qur’anic framework is both
distinctive and theologically intentional. The Qur’an employs storytelling not for
entertainment, but as a means to convey core religious principles, spiritual insights, and
prophetic ethics—each aligned with the thematic goals of the respective surah and the
overarching prophetic mission. This study critically examines Juan Eduardo Dundes’s claim
regarding the Qur’anic account of Solomon and the speaking ant, with the aim of exploring
the uniqueness of this narrative within the Qur’anic discourse. Adopting a qualitative and
explanatory approach, the research relies on textual and library-based sources for data
collection and analysis.
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The study begins with a literature review, followed by a close reading of the story of
Solomon and the ant (Qur’an 27:18-19). It then compares this narrative with analogous
motifs found in global folklore traditions. The primary focus, however, is on identifying and
elucidating the specific narrative strategies and theological functions of this story within the
Qur’anic framework. The significance of this research lies in its effort to respond to
prevailing critiques by highlighting the structural, thematic, and doctrinal depth of Qur’anic
storytelling. In doing so, it contributes to a more nuanced understanding of how this
particular narrative functions within the Qur’an’s revelatory logic.

2. Literature Review

The existing scholarship on Qur’anic narratives may be broadly categorized under four
main approaches: traditional exegetical readings, Western Orientalist perspectives, Muslim
scholarly interpretations, and comparative and interdisciplinary methodologies.

2.1 Traditional Exegetical Approaches

Since the revelation of the Qur’an, its narratives (qasas) have received sustained attention
from classical Muslim exegetes. Early exegeses primarily sought to interpret these stories
within the broader framework of Islamic theology, ethics, and moral instruction. Over time,
the exegetical tradition expanded to incorporate Isra’iliyyat, narratives of Jewish and
Christian origin, leading to increased comparative engagement with parallels found in the
Hebrew Bible and other Judeo-Christian sources.

2.2 Western Orientalist Approaches

Beginning in the 19th century, Western scholars such as Theodor Noldeke (1860) and
Hartwig Hirschfeld (1902) began examining Qur’anic narratives through the lenses of
philology, historical criticism, and biblical studies. Noldeke sought to contextualize
Qur’anic stories within the life of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), linking them to specific
historical and biographical events. Hirschfeld, on the other hand, emphasized their
resemblance to Jewish and Christian traditions, suggesting shared narrative motifs. In the
20th century, this line of inquiry was continued by scholars such as Richard Bell (1937) and
W. Montgomery Watt (1970). Bell argued that certain Qur’anic narratives may have been
adapted from earlier Judeo-Christian sources but were reconfigured within a distinctively
Qur’anic framework. Watt, while acknowledging these influences, highlighted the moral and
spiritual purposes of these narratives within the Qur’anic message.

2.3 Muslim Scholarly Approaches

Among Muslim scholars, Amin al-Khli (d. 1966) was a pioneer in analyzing Qur’anic
narratives from a literary and aesthetic perspective. He proposed a typology of narratives—
such as historical, allegorical, and others—which laid the groundwork for subsequent
literary and narratological explorations. Over time, this initial interest developed into more
nuanced and methodologically sophisticated narrative-analytical approaches within
contemporary Muslim scholarship.

2.4 Comparative and Interdisciplinary Approaches

In recent decades, the study of Qur’anic narratives has increasingly incorporated insights
from literary theory and narratology. Scholars such as Hari (2009) have examined specific
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features of Qur’anic storytelling through a narratological framework, highlighting its
structural and rhetorical complexity. In the field of comparative folklore, Alan Dundes
(2003), in his book Folklore in the Qur’an, argued that certain Qur’anic narratives resemble
global folktale types. His claims generated significant responses from both Muslim and non-
Muslim scholars. Hari (2020) reviewed many of these critiques, offering an assessment of
their validity. In more recent work, Hari (forthcoming) has further analyzed Dundes’s
arguments, particularly with regard to the stories of the Sleepers of the Cave and Moses’s
encounter with the Righteous Servant. Additionally, Penchansky (2021) examined various
Qur’anic narratives, including the story of Solomon and the ant, with particular attention to
the significance of Solomon’s laughter.

Despite the extensive scholarship on Qur’anic narratives, a comprehensive and critical
analysis of Dundes’s claim regarding the resemblance between the Qur’anic account of
Solomon and the ant and the global folktale motif of “talking animals” remains lacking. This
study aims to fill that gap by closely examining the Qur’anic narrative in relation to Dundes’s
folkloristic hypothesis, with particular emphasis on the cause and significance of Solomon’s
laughter. In doing so, the paper seeks both to evaluate Dundes’s thesis and to illuminate the
unique features of Qur’anic narrative structure and theological purpose. To the best of our
knowledge, no previous study has offered a focused, in-depth analysis of this specific
narrative comparison. Storytelling holds a central position in the Qur’an, functioning as one
of its primary means for conveying divine messages. One of the most illustrative examples
of this narrative distinctiveness is the story of Solomon (Sulaiman) and the ant, which
introduces the Qur’anic concept of mantiq al-tayr: the language of the birds. This concept
not only highlights Solomon’s extraordinary ability to communicate with the natural world
but also embodies the Qur’anic worldview, in which all elements of creation participate in
the transmission of divine truths.

In parallel, the Aarne-Thompson classification system (1961), a widely recognized
framework in folklore studies, provides a useful tool for comparing global folktales. It offers
a valuable lens through which to evaluate claims such as those made by Alan Dundes, who
argued that certain Qur’anic narratives resemble typological patterns found in world
folklore. Nevertheless, even when superficial similarities are apparent, the Qur’anic
rendition of these stories remains distinct, shaped by theological purpose and the prophetic
context of its revelation. This narrative distinctiveness underscores the importance of close,
context-sensitive readings of each story within the Qur’anic corpus, with careful attention
to its placement within the surah and its alignment with the overarching mission of the
Prophet.

3. Analysis and Discussion

Since ancient times, the interaction and relationship between humans and animals have
been central to the cultures of various civilizations. Animals have played significant roles in
human life, and people have long sought to reflect animal behavior, characteristics, and
temperaments in both oral and written narratives. Through these stories, they symbolically
convey ethical, social, historical, and political concepts. One of the most prominent
expressions of this is found in the genre known as the beast fable.

Additionally, many cultures contain accounts of mythological, religious, and historical
figures who communicate with animals. The earliest references to such interactions are
noted by James Frazer (1888), who cites certain historical sources. Frazer mentions the
ancient belief that animals—and even plants—could communicate among themselves and,
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more broadly, with humans (p. 93). This belief, once common due to the close bond between
humans and nature, gradually declined as humans began to distinguish themselves from the
natural world, viewing themselves as superior and thus distancing themselves from it
(Frazer, 1888). Frazer argues that the primary difference between human and animal
language lies in structure: human language is governed by rules, whereas animal
communication lacks such formal organization (p. 94). Just as speakers of one language may
not understand another, humans cannot comprehend the language of animals (p. 93).
Nevertheless, Frazer maintains that animals and birds possess their own distinct forms of
communication, and in some cases, different species have unique systems of linguistic
exchange (Frazer, 1888). He also claims that certain peoples and ethnic groups have
particular abilities to communicate with animals. For instance, he notes that Arabs are
especially attuned to ravens, and the Etruscans, who lived in the Italian Peninsula 700 years
before Christ, were believed to communicate with eagles (Frazer, 1888).

Frazer goes on to recount several folktales and legends from different cultures concerning
the language of animals. For instance, he cites a Syrian legend involving the ability to
understand the speech of lions and bears. In Swabian folktales, a man is said to comprehend
the language of geese (p. 95). Frazer also references various mythical and historical figures
reputed to have communicated with animals and birds. One example is a Sth-century French
prose legend about Alexander the Great, who was allegedly born in a glass case carried by
eight giraffes, accompanied by a magician capable of speaking the language of animals (p.
95). He further refers to the Qur’anic account of Solomon and the ant, as well as an Arabic
legend claiming Solomon could converse with all animals. Quoting Gustav Weil (1845),
Frazer notes the Islamic belief that “all birds and many (if not all) animals communicate in
their own language” (p. 96). However, he points out that such beliefs are not unique to
Islamic tradition, as many other cultures have held similar views. Frazer continues by
recounting numerous stories from diverse traditions, including tales from The Parrot Book
(Tuti-nama) and The Thousand and One Nights, that explore the idea of animals possessing
their own form of language.

Roheim (1953) analyzes several cross-cultural tales of animals—particularly snakes—
communicating with humans, interpreting them through a psychoanalytic lens. In many of
these stories, a person gains the ability to understand the speech of animals but is bound by
the condition that they must not reveal this secret. Notably, upon acquiring this ability, the
individual often begins to laugh—an involuntary reaction that signals to those nearby that
something unusual has occurred. This laughter typically prompts others, especially the
person’s spouse, to demand an explanation. The individual warns that revealing the secret
would result in their death. Interestingly, a similar motif appears in both the Bible and the
Qur’an: when Solomon understands the words of the ant, he also bursts into laughter.
Mustansir Mir (1991) cites Solomon’s encounter with the ant in Surah An-Naml as an
instance of Qur’anic subtlety (lata’if). Folklorist Alan Dundes links the motif of laughter in
Solomon’s story to Type 456 in the Aarne—Thompson classification system of folk
narratives.

Dundes identifies what he considers the earliest recorded version of the animal language
tale in a 3rd-century Buddhist narrative. In this story, a king is granted the ability to
understand the language of animals after saving the king of dragons—on the strict condition
that he never reveal this secret. Later, the king overhears two butterflies discussing food and
laughs aloud. When the queen questions the cause of his laughter, it leads to a crisis (p. 102).
Dundes also cites an Indian variant of the tale, in which a king earns the gift of animal speech
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after rescuing the king of serpents. While eating honey, a drop falls, and an observing ant
calls to its fellows, proclaiming that the king's honey jar has broken and they should come
feast. The king laughs at the ants’ conversation, prompting the queen to demand an
explanation (p. 193). In another version, a snake bestows the gift of animal speech on a man,
who later laughs after overhearing ants discussing how to hide from him. When his wife
insists on knowing the reason and he refuses to tell her, she dies of heartbreak (cited in
Frazer, 1888, pp. 171-172). Frazer also records two Jewish versions of the tale, including
one in which a man is granted the ability to speak with animals by the Prophet Solomon (p.
456).

The Thousand and One Nights includes a tale about a peasant who understands the
language of animals, with his knowledge of their conversations driving the plot forward. In
The Parrot Book—originally the Indian Suka Saptati (“Seventy Tales”), a parrot recounts
the story of a lady and a laughing fish. In this tale, a prince offers grilled fish to his wife,
who refuses to touch or even look at the foreign fish. Suddenly, the fish laughs so loudly
that the entire city hears it. The prince then sets out to uncover the reason behind the laughter,
and the narrative unfolds in a story-within-a-story structure, a hallmark of Tuti-nama and
similar works (Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar, 1994, p. 23). Zia al-Nakhshabi (8th century AH)
includes this tale in a chapter titled “The Lustful Woman and the Laughing Fish” (p. 203).
In the 37th story of his collection, a prince becomes the servant of a snake and, in return,
gains immense wealth. In the 43rd tale, a man cuts off the tail of a female snake. The male
snake initially seeks revenge but, upon learning that the female was at fault, rewards the man
by teaching him the language of animals. Frazer also references this narrative, as preserved
in the Turkish translation of the Tuti-nama (p. 449). Tale 45 recounts the story of “The
Benevolent Prince and the Black Snake.” A similar motif appears in Lorimer’s collection of
Kermani and Bakhtiari folktales, in a story titled The Black Snake and the White Snake.

As Dundes observes, the Aarne—Thompson Tale Type Index categorizes “The Language
of Animals” under Type 670 (p. 233). In this tale type, a man acquires the ability to
understand animal speech, and his wife becomes determined to discover his secret. A rooster
eventually offers the man advice on how to handle the situation (ibid). The Aarne—
Thompson system also identifies thematic parallels between this tale and other types,
notably Type 517 (“The Boy Who Learned Many Things”) (p. 186) and Type 671
(“Learning Three Languages™) (p. 234). In Type 517, the protagonist is a boy who learns,
among other things, the language of birds, who then foretell his future wealth and even the
subservience of his parents.

3.1. The Qur’an's Account of the Story of Solomon and the Ant in Surah An-Naml

Surah An-Naml is the 27th chapter of the Qur’an in the canonical order of the mushaf,
situated between Surah al-Shu‘ara and Surah al-Qasas. Chronologically, it is considered the
48th surah revealed and is classified as Meccan. The surah opens with an affirmation of the
Qur’an’s divine origin, describing it as a revelation from the All-Knowing, All-Wise. Its
central theme revolves around the retelling of stories concerning earlier prophets, including
Moses, the people of Thamud, and Lot. A recurring narrative pattern connects these
accounts: God sends a prophet to guide a community; the people, however, reject the
prophet’s message due to arrogance and injustice. Despite growing opposition, the prophet
gathers a small group of believers. Eventually, the prophet prays for divine intervention. A
punishment is then inflicted upon the disbelievers, who are destroyed, while the faithful are
saved.
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In Surah An-Naml, the prophetic narratives are recounted in a condensed form, likely
because they are addressed in greater detail elsewhere in the Qur’an. These accounts may
be characterized as "punishment stories," where the central theme is divine retribution. What
sets this surah apart, however, is the inclusion—for the first time—of a narrative not centered
on punishment: the story of Solomon and the ants. In this account, Solomon overhears an
ant warning its companions to take cover lest they be trampled by his army. Hearing this,
Solomon smiles in amusement and gratitude. The narrative begins in verse 14, following a
reference to Moses and Pharaoh. This earlier passage reiterates the familiar pattern: the
disbelievers reject the truth out of arrogance and injustice and ultimately suffer the
consequences of their corruption. Yet, after this warning, the surah shifts in tone and presents
an image of divine favor and joy: the special knowledge and insight granted to David and
Solomon:

“Indeed, We gave knowledge to David and Solomon, and they said, ‘Praise be to Allah,
who has favored us over many of His believing servants.’” (27:15)

“Until, when they came upon the Valley of the Ants, an ant said, ‘O ants! Enter your
dwellings, lest Solomon and his soldiers crush you while they do not perceive.”” (27:18)

“So [Solomon] smiled, laughing at her words, and said, ‘My Lord! Inspire me to be
grateful for Your favor which You have bestowed upon me and my parents, and to do
righteousness that You approve, and admit me by Your mercy among Your righteous
servants.”” (27:19)

The story continues with the episode of the hoopoe (hudhud), who brings Solomon news
of the Queen of Sheba (verses 20-22). This leads to a diplomatic exchange and culminates
in the Queen's arrival at Solomon’s court and her eventual submission to the One God
(verses 29-44). Following this account of wisdom, diplomacy, and divine guidance, the
surah shifts once again—this time returning to the theme of prophetic rejection. It recounts
how the people of Thamud plotted to kill the prophet Salih (verses 45-53), followed by the
story of the people of Lot, who conspired to expel him from their town (verses 54—58). The
surah then turns to address the Prophet Muhammad directly, encouraging him not to be
disheartened by the deniers. It concludes with a reflection on the Day of Resurrection,
reminders of divine judgment, and an exhortation to worship God and recite the Qur’an.

Exegetical sources have offered extensive commentary on the various dimensions of
Solomon’s encounter with the ants. In Tafsir Nemuneh, Makarem Shirazi (1992, vol. 15, p.
431) notes that some commentators interpret Solomon’s smile as an expression of joy upon
realizing that the ants recognized the justice and piety of his army. Others suggest that his
smile was one of amazement at his God-given ability to hear even the faintest voices, such
as that of an ant despite the grandeur and commotion of his military procession (p. 434).
Makarem himself highlights the remarkable nature of the ant's behavior: that it not only
spoke but also issued a warning to its companions with foresight and concern. It is this sense
of wonder, he argues, that most likely elicited Solomon’s smile (p. 433).

In Tafsir Noor, Qara’ati (2009, vol. 6, pp. 402—407) presents a series of moral and ethical
lessons drawn from the story of Solomon and the ants. He highlights Solomon’s response as
exemplary leadership—reacting with patience and good humor upon hearing the ant’s
warning that the army might unknowingly trample them. Qara’ati emphasizes that God
humbles Solomon, despite his immense power, through the voice of a tiny ant, thereby
preserving his spiritual equilibrium. He suggests that one should find joy when even the
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smallest creatures recognize and appreciate one’s justice. Additionally, Qara’ati notes that
the laughter of prophets is marked by calm smiles (tabassum) rather than loud laughter or
mockery (p. 406). Similarly, in al-Mizan, Allameh Tabataba’i (1995, vol. 15, p. 503) refers
to Ruh al-Ma‘ani (vol. 19, p. 179) to distinguish between tabassum (a gentle smile) and
dhahik (ordinary laughter). He affirms that Solomon’s gift of understanding the language of
birds naturally extended to that of ants, highlighting the consistency of this extraordinary
knowledge (p. 502).

Most exegetical works focus primarily on the immediate verses of this story, often
overlooking the broader narrative structure of the surah—particularly the relationship
between this episode and other punishment-based narratives involving Moses, Salih, and
Lot. This oversight prompts several critical questions:

e What is the connection between the story of Solomon and the ant—and the
subsequent episode involving the Queen of Sheba—and the larger narrative framework of
Surah An-Naml, especially in relation to the prophetic model it presents?

e How does this story differ from the types of folktales categorized by Dundes?
e  What distinguishes the Qur’anic retelling from other versions or parallels?

o If the motif of laughter serves as a point of similarity between this story and the
aforementioned folktales, how might this laughter be interpreted within Qur’anic or Islamic
theological discourse?

e How does the inclusion of this non-punitive story within a surah otherwise
dominated by punishment narratives affect the overall thematic coherence of the chapter?

e Regarding inter-sural relationships, what narrative or thematic connections exist
between Surah An-Naml and its immediate neighbors, Surah al-Shu‘ara and Surah al-Qasas?

3.2. The Qur’anic Logic of Birds and the Language of Animals in Non-Qur anic
Narratives

The Qur’anic concept of mantiq al-tayr (the language or logic of birds) both parallels and
diverges from non-Qur’anic traditions that explore the theme of animal communication. As
noted by Frazer and others—and clearly evident in the international tale types classified by
Aarne, Thompson and later by Marzolph, a common motif features a human protagonist—
often a young man, a Brahmin prince, a nameless wanderer, or someone of humble origin—
who earns the ability to understand the language of animals as a reward for an act of kindness
toward a creature, typically a snake, dragon, or king of snakes. However, this gift usually
comes with a condition: the protagonist must not reveal this secret, often to his wife, or he
will die. Upon understanding the speech of animals, he frequently bursts into laughter after
uncovering a hidden mystery. His wife persistently demands to know the cause of his
laughter. At first, he resists but eventually concedes—only to withhold the secret at the final
moment, thereby preserving his life. Interestingly, these tales never explain how the
protagonist acquires the ability to understand animal speech; the knowledge simply appears,
granted by the grateful creature.

Because humans are generally incapable of understanding animal speech, this knowledge
bestows upon the protagonist an extraordinary, often magical power. In many of these
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stories, the protagonist responds with laughter or a loud guffaw upon overhearing the
animals. In some versions, particularly Indian variants like the Tutinama (Tales of a
Parrot)—it is the animals themselves, such as a fried fish, who laugh at an inappropriate
reaction from a woman upon seeing a man, with the sound heard by all. By contrast, the
Qur’anic account of mantiq al-tayr is of a different nature. The Qur’an first mentions a
special kind of knowledge granted to David and Solomon, then refers to Solomon as David’s
heir, who proclaims:

“Solomon inherited David, and he said: ‘O people, we have been taught the language of
the birds, and we have been given everything. Indeed, this is a clear favor.”” (Qur’an 27:16)

Solomon regards his knowledge of the language of birds as a divine favor. As Allameh
Tabataba’i explains—while engaging with other interpretations—there is no contradiction
between Solomon’s understanding of bird speech and his comprehension of the ants’ speech
in the same narrative; in fact, the surrounding verses support this view (al-Mizan, p. 503).
Unlike human folklore, where the protagonist earns the ability to understand animal speech
through an act of kindness, the Qur’an presents Solomon as receiving this knowledge—
along with dominion over the winds and jinn—because he is a devout servant, penitent and
in constant worship of God. Furthermore, Solomon asks for forgiveness, and in response,
God grants him a vast kingdom.

In human tales, this knowledge often leads to personal wealth and success. In the Qur’an,
however, Solomon uses his God-given powers to invite others, such as the Queen of Sheba
to accept the truth. Thus, divine gifts are directed toward theological and ethical purposes.
In the same surah, the story of Moses and his confrontation with Pharaoh is also recounted.
Pharaoh, despite his wealth and power, ultimately gains nothing because he exploits others,
especially the Children of Israel. Similarly, in the story of Salih, his opponents seek to expel
him and accuse his followers of bringing misfortune. They plot to kill him, but God counters
their schemes with a greater plan and destroys them all. Likewise, the people of Lot are
annihilated for their wickedness.

At first glance, the three stories of punishment—Pharaoh, the people of Salih, and the
people of Lot—may seem unrelated to the story of Solomon, which is often seen as one of
divine mercy. Yet, by juxtaposing these narratives, the Qur’an accomplishes a dual purpose:
warning disbelievers, particularly the Prophet’s contemporaries, while offering hope and
glad tidings to believers. The story of Solomon and the Queen of Sheba exemplifies divine
mercy and success, whereas the accounts of Pharaoh and the others convey divine
retribution. Notably, the phrase la yash‘uriin (“they perceive not’) appears both in the story
of Solomon and the ants and in the story of Lot’s people, though in different contexts: the
ants warn each other that Solomon’s army might unknowingly crush them, while the
disbelievers among Lot’s people remain unaware of God’s impending judgment. This subtle
repetition underscores the Qur’an’s rhetorical cohesion.

Ultimately, what makes the Qur’anic account both original and distinctive is the organic
interconnection between Solomon’s story and the broader themes of the surah, including the
Prophetic mission. The narrative of Solomon and the ants, situated between accounts of
destruction and salvation, functions both as a lesson in mercy and as a subtle reminder of
the fate awaiting those who either heed or disregard divine guidance.
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3.3) Solomon's Laughter

Another element that has led Dundes to associate the story of Solomon and the ant with
global folktale motifs is the motif of laughter: in both traditions, the protagonist laughs at
the speech of an animal. Meir (1991) refers to Solomon’s laughter as an example of Qur’anic
subtlety, while Tamer (2009) considers it a manifestation of mutual wit and humor:

The ant, having grasped the gravity of the threat, utters a humorous line, implying that
Solomon and his army might trample over the ants unintentionally and without realizing it.
This brief utterance unveils a dignified form of humor, which arises from the hidden contrast
between the grandeur of Solomon’s army and the minuteness of the ants. The humor is
further intensified by the fact that it occurs in an essentially serious context. On the other
hand, Solomon, who perceives the ant’s ironic tone mixed with caution, responds in kind
with laughter. He smiles and laughs at the ant’s words and, through his subsequent prayer,
demonstrates his full awareness of God's grandeur and omnipotence. Thus, the story reveals
two distinct types of humor: humor that arises within serious situations, and humor derived
from a voluntary relinquishing of power by a figure {Solomon} whose authority, in this
context, is absolute (p. 14).

Scholars have long discussed the causes and functions of laughter and humor under three
major theories: Relief Theory, Superiority Theory, and Incongruity Theory. Relief theory,
one of the most prevalent psychological and physiological explanations for laughter, is
associated with Herbert Spencer and Sigmund Freud. According to this view, laughter serves
as the release of accumulated psychic energy resulting from daily stress, anxiety, inner
conflict, and frustration. Through laughter, this pent-up energy is discharged, bringing about
a sense of ease and emotional relief. This theory posits that the physical jolt experienced
during laughter, and the intensity of loud or uncontrollable laughter, are direct expressions
of the quantity of released energy. Therefore, laughter is primarily a mechanism for
alleviating anxiety and internal tension, aimed more at the receiver of humor (the laugher).

The superiority theory, attributed to Plato and Aristotle, holds that laughter arises when
an individual feels superior to another person or situation. In contrast, incongruity theory
shifts the focus from emotional to cognitive dimensions of humor. Here, laughter is seen as
a rational reaction to unexpected or illogical situations or juxtapositions. It emerges when
two elements, ideas, situations, or perceptions, that are usually incompatible suddenly
appear to be connected. Interestingly, both Superiority and Incongruity theories agree that
laughter stems from a form of contrast or duality. However, in Superiority Theory, this
duality is comparative and often involves the laugher’s assessment of themselves in relation
to others or their former self. In incongruity theory, while superiority may not be entirely
absent, the contrast does not necessarily require such comparison.

So how might Solomon’s laughter be interpreted within this theoretical framework?
Without delving into excessive detail, it becomes evident that neither Solomon’s laughter,
nor the laughter seen in folk tales, fits well with the Relief Theory. The characters in such
stories, including Solomon, do not laugh as a means of releasing internal stress or conflict.
That said, Solomon’s smile may reflect a moment of tension reduction: upon hearing the
ant’s concern and taking steps to avoid harm, he may have felt a sense of comfort and relief
that prompted a gentle smile.

Nevertheless, the primary causes of his laughter are arguably better explained through
Superiority Theory and, more convincingly, Incongruity Theory. According to the former,
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laughter occurs when the individual perceives themselves in a dominant or superior position.
In the latter, it arises from the contradiction between the laugher’s situation and that of the
humorous object. In practice, these two theories are often intertwined, and their functions
overlap to the extent that a sharp boundary between them is difficult to maintain. In folktales,
the laugher’s superiority is usually marked by the acquisition of magical knowledge or
power that sets them apart from others. For example, when a character gains the ability to
understand the speech of non-human creatures, this knowledge places them in an elevated
position and may elicit a smile or laughter that signals this newfound superiority. Yet, the
underlying cause of laughter is not just this sense of superiority but the comic incongruity
created by the contrast between the magical character and the mundane world around them.

In the story of Solomon and the ant, Solomon’s dominion over all creatures and natural
forces, granted to him by God, makes him a uniquely powerful figure. When he enters the
Valley of the Ants, flanked by his immense army of humans, jinn, and birds, he is fully aware
of the power he wields. Still, as a prophet, Solomon never flaunts this might arrogantly. On
the contrary, the Qur’an depicts him as humble, devout, and repentant—an appreciative
servant of divine grace who possesses wisdom and can understand the language of animals.

Thus, his laughter might stem not from boastfulness, but from a profound awareness of
his role in the cosmos and his responsibility over creation. The core of Solomon’s laughter
likely lies in the stark incongruity between two opposing situations: the grandeur of his
massive army and the concern of a tiny ant worried about her fellow ants. The idea that a
single, minuscule ant would fear being crushed by such a formidable force—one that she
assumes may not even notice her existence—creates a humorous paradox.

The first layer of incongruity lies in the sheer disproportion between the size of
Solomon’s army and that of the ant colony. The second lies in the contrast between the
commander of the army—Solomon, likely mounted on horseback and commanding
legions—and the “commander” of the ants, herself tiny but astute, efficiently leading her
colony. Like Solomon, the ant leader seems aware of every individual under her care. The
fact that Solomon later in the story inquiries about the absence of the hoopoe (hud-hud),
showing his detailed oversight of his forces, parallels the ant’s concern for her own.

These multilayered incongruities, of scale, speech, command, and cognition, collectively
contribute to the subtle humor of the episode. They transform what is initially a serious and
potentially perilous encounter into a moment of reflection, humility, and gentle amusement,
captured in Solomon’s smile. (Table 1).

However, some scholars, including Penchansky (2019), offer a divergent view. Based on
Solomon’s interrogation of the hoopoe bird and his treatment of the people and queen of
Sheba, Penchansky argues that Solomon’s laughter is an expression of anger and wrath. He
even claims that Solomon’s troops trample the ants as they march on. It is worth exploring
why Penchansky makes such a claim. First, Penchansky sees parallels between the Qur’anic
Solomon and the Solomon of the Book of Kings in the Hebrew Bible (p. 113). According to
him, in both sources, Solomon is a majestic and glorious king. Secondly, he finds a stronger
resemblance between the Qur’anic Solomon and the Solomon of the Song of Songs: a
powerful king who commands all. Penchansky argues that this overwhelming power links
the Biblical Solomon with the one depicted in Surah An-Naml (Penchansky, 2019).
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Table 1. Contrasts and Incongruities Between the Army of Solomon and the Army of Ants

Aspect Solomon’s Army Army of Ants Contrast and Incongruity
A mighty army A vast yet small The grandeur of
. marching with and orderly army | Solomon’s army contrasts
Size and . . .
Magnitude military order, of ants, each with the minuteness of the
dominating both earth | minding its own ants; the great must be
and sky. task. mindful of the small.
Solomon, the supreme The ant The giant figure of
commander, .
Power and | commander, leads the oL Solomon versus the tiny
. . though tiny in size, .
Authority army with boundless . ant queen; both exercise
effectively leads s .
strength and power. efficient leadership.
the ant army.
Solomon is fully The ant leader Solomon’s command over
aware of his army’s addresses the a vast army mirrors the ant
Command ) ,
and presence and entire army, leader’s control over a
absence—even instructing them to small one; both
Awareness . .. .
noticing the missing return to their demonstrate
hoopoe. nests. comprehensive awareness.
. Commands an Rules over a Leadership in both large
Leadership . and small realms; both
. enormous army of highly structured o L
Capacity . exhibit organization,
humans and jinn. ant army. R :
discipline, and authority.
The ant says: "Lest | Solomon hears this . .
, . . The ant imagines Solomon
Ant’s Solomon and his and ensures his ) .
. 1s unaware, while the
Perception troops crush you troops are careful o .
. : .o reality is that he is fully
vs. Reality unknowingly" (la not to harm the ) :
o2 conscious and considerate.
yash ‘urin). ants.
The juxtaposition of the
Overall A grand and majestic | A minuscule yet immense and the minute
Situational army moving with disciplined and generates wonder and
Contrast splendor. efficient force. ultimately makes Solomon
smile.

Referring to the various portrayals of Solomon in texts such as the Book of Wisdom and
the Proverbs, Penchansky argues that Surah An-Naml introduces new dimensions to
Solomon’s character, depicting him as a king commanding vast supernatural army. He
observes that Muslims and the Islamic exegetical tradition generally present Solomon as a
just ruler. Accordingly, Solomon instructs his troops to be mindful of the ants and avoid
trampling them (p. 115). However, Penchansky contends that, given Solomon’s treatment
of the hoopoe and the Queen of Sheba, it is unlikely that he and his armies would have
passed by the ants without crushing some. Nonetheless, he considers such behavior natural
and expected of a powerful commander, who, by definition, must exercise firm authority
over subordinates (p. 122).

However, in light of Solomon’s prayer to God—overflowing with love, gratitude, and
thankfulness—it seems unlikely that his laughter was anything but joyful. He rejoices at
seeing how a tiny ant warns its fellow ants of Solomon’s approaching army and guides them
back to their nest. More importantly, from an intertextual perspective, this story stands in
contrast to the punishment-centered narratives in the surrounding surahs—such as those of
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Moses, Lot, Salih, Hud, Abraham, Noah, and Shu‘ayb in Surahs al-Shu‘ara’ and al-Qasas.
In contrast, the narrative in Surah An-Naml is mercy-centered, offering believers glad
tidings of God’s mercy and forgiveness—especially for those who, like the Queen of Sheba,
despite her power and wealth, ultimately submit to God and embrace faith.

In this light, it is not far-fetched to interpret this mercy-centered story, placed amidst so
many punishment-centered ones, as a form of comic relief—a story that lifts the reader’s
spirits with a moment of joy and hope in the midst of tales of destruction and rebellion.
Therefore, in concluding reflections on Solomon’s laughter in Surah An-Naml, one may
argue that this moment contains layers of meaning that deepen our understanding of this
Qur’anic episode. These can be summarized as follows:

=  Wonder at the Ant’s Intelligence: As a prophet endowed by God with immense
wisdom and the ability to understand the language of animals, Solomon's laughter may
reflect astonishment at the insight of a tiny ant—able to perceive danger and warn her peers
to avoid harm.

*  Qratitude to God: Solomon’s laughter may also signify his thankfulness to God for
granting him the extraordinary ability to comprehend the speech of animals. This divine gift
enables him to be aware of the ants’ condition and prevent them from being harmed, making
his laughter a joyful expression of gratitude.

* Divine Power and Majesty: The laughter might also represent Solomon’s
contemplation of God’s greatness—how He has empowered even the smallest of creatures,
like the ant, with the capacity to communicate and recognize threats. It reflects the divine
wisdom and order of the universe, in which every creature has a role and purpose.

* Calm and Assurance: Solomon’s laughter could reflect a sense of calm and
confidence. He is pleased that he can use his gift to prevent harm to even the smallest beings,
revealing his prophetic compassion toward all creatures. It follows that if a prophet shows
such sensitivity toward tiny beings, he would be even more attentive to the well-being of
human beings, the most honored of God's creation, striving for their welfare in both this
world and the next.

*  Moral Instruction: This laughter offers moral insight to the Qur’anic audience across
all times. Though Solomon is a powerful king and prophet, he pays close attention to the
words of a small creature and treats it with respect. Readers, too, are taught to value all of
God’s creation regardless of size or strength. Just as Solomon offers thanks to God, readers
are invited to always express gratitude for divine blessings. It is noteworthy that gratitude is
one of the main themes of Surah An-Naml, emphasized as a quality of those who are rightly
guided—those who establish prayer, give zakat, and are certain of the Hereafter (v. 2). The
Qur’an, as a clear Book, offers glad tidings for such guided souls.

4. Conclusion

The story of Solomon and the ant, as narrated in Surah An-Naml, appears for the first
time in the Qur’an and, unlike many other Qur’anic narratives that may share parallels with
earlier religious texts, this episode has no known equivalent in other sacred scriptures.
Therefore, the claim made by Alan Dundes—namely, that this story resembles the global
tale-type of “The Language of Animals”—is inaccurate, if by this he intends to suggest a
direct influence on the Qur’an. However, as Dundes himself clarifies, his aim is not to argue
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for Qur’anic dependence but rather to highlight certain thematic similarities. Nonetheless,
given the antiquity and stature of the Qur’an, if any influence is to be proposed, it would be
more plausible to suggest that global tale-types may have drawn motifs and themes from
sacred texts, including the Qur’an rather than the other way around. Even if similar motifs
appeared in pre-Islamic stories from other cultures, such as Indian folklore, the mere
existence of one or two examples cannot justify the claim of Qur’anic borrowing. It is also
notable that, despite the extensive treatment of David and Solomon in the Hebrew Bible and
other Jewish texts, no mention is made of an episode involving Solomon and an ant.

The Qur’an does not employ such narratives for entertainment or mere storytelling.
Rather, the clear intention is to use these stories as vehicles for conveying theological,
ethical, and didactic messages. Often, these stories are intricately connected to the context
of the Prophet’s own life and mission. Therefore, even if some thematic similarities between
the Qur’anic story of Solomon and the ant and certain folkloric traditions from other cultures
can be traced—as Dundes suggests—what truly distinguishes the Qur’anic narrative is its
deep intertextual coherence. Specifically, this story is interwoven with the larger narrative
structure of Surah An-Naml and is also connected to the stories in adjacent chapters such as
Surah al-Shu‘ara and Surah al-Qasas. These interconnections reveal a broader design in
which Qur’anic stories are not isolated fragments but are part of a cohesive, organically
structured narrative system.

In summary, this study arrives at several key conclusions. While the Qur’anic story of
Solomon and the ants shares some superficial similarities with global tale types, it exhibits
significant differences that reflect the unique features of Qur’anic storytelling. The Qur’an
does not recount stories merely for entertainment; rather, it uses them as vehicles to convey
profound religious and moral principles. The internal coherence of the narrative, along with
its close connection to the surrounding verses, highlights its special role within the structure
of Surah An-Naml. Moreover, the story gains additional significance when considered in
light of the Prophet’s biography and the socio-historical context of the revelation.
Importantly, the narrative’s rhetorical structure and literary formulation are not borrowed
from folklore but arise from the Qur’an’s own theological and literary logic. This is further
emphasized by the use of literary devices such as metaphor, symbolism, and elevated
language, which reveal the sophisticated artistry embedded in the Qur’anic discourse and
underscore the depth of its revelatory message.

In light of these findings, it is recommended that future research approach other Qur’anic
narratives with a similarly comprehensive methodology—one that takes into account
intertextual patterns, prophetic context, and the historical setting of revelation—to deepen
our understanding of the unique character of Qur’anic storytelling.

References
Al-e Ahmad, J., & Daneshvar, S. (1994). Forty parrots. Mitra Publishing.

Bell, R. (1937). The Qur’an: Translated, with a critical re-arrangement of the Surahs. T. &
T. Clark.

Dundes, A. (2003). Fables of the ancients? Folklore in the Qur’an. Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers.



420 International Journal of Textual and Translation Analysis in Islamic Studies 2-4 (2024) 406-420
Dundes, A. (2017). Ancient myths: Folklore in the Qur’an (M. Hossein Golzar, Trans.).
Falah. (Original work published 2003)

Frazer, J. G. (1888). The language of animals. The Archaeological Review, 1, 81-91, 161—
181.

Hirschfeld, H. (1902). New researches into the composition and exegesis of the Qoran.
Royal Asiatic Society.

Khalafallah, M. A. (2023). The art of storytelling in the Holy Qur’an (M. Armin, Trans.).
Ney Publishing.

Mir, M. (1991). Humor in the Qur’an. The Muslim World, §1(3—4), 179—-193.

Noldeke, T. (2013). Geschichte des Qorans [The history of the Qur’an] (W. H. Behn, Ed. &
Trans.). Brill Academic Publishers. (Original work published 1860)

Penchanski, D. (2021). Solomon and the ant: Qur’an in conversation with the Bible.
Cascade Books.

Roheim, G. (1953). The language of birds. American Imago, 10, 3—14.

Tamer, G. (2009). The Qur’an and humor. In G. Tamer (Ed.), Humor in Arabic culture (pp.
3-28). Walter de Gruyter.

Watt, W. M. (1970). Bell's introduction to the Qur’an. Edinburgh University Press.



International Journal of Textual and Translation Analysis in Islamic Studies 2-4 (2024) 421-433

International Journal of Textual and Translation Analysis

Journal homepage: http://ttais.akhs.bou.ac.ir/

in Islamic Studies

Investigating the Impact of Explicitation of the Situational
Context on the Quality of Qur’an Translation into English

Safiyeh Aqel Seyek Ab!, Ebrahim Davoudi Sharifabad™?"" and Mohammad Yazdani'

1. Department of English Language, Imam Reza International University, Mashhad, Iran
2. Department of English Language, Baqir Al-Olum University, Qom, Iran

* Corresponding author: e.davoudi@bou.ac.ir
d.) https://doi.org/10.22081/ttais.2025.70546.1048

ARTICLE INFO

ABSTRACT

Article history:

Received: 18 December 2023
Revised: 17 February 2024
Accepted: 22 July 2024

Keywords:
Explicitation,

Occasion of Revelation,
Qur’an Translation,
Situational Context,
Translation Quality.

Situational context plays a crucial role in translation studies. In
Qur’an translation, understanding Asbab al-Nuzil (occasions
of revelation) is essential, as misinterpretations may arise
without it. This qualitative study explores the impact of
situational context explicitation on the quality of English
translations of the Qur’an. Four Shia translations, Nasr, Shakir,
Saffarzadeh, and Mir, were selected due to their shared
exegetical sources. Klaudy’s (2008) explicitation typology
provided the framework for classifying types of explicitation.
Analysis of 100 randomly selected verses revealed that
explicitation of situational context, particularly the occasions
of revelation, is present in all four translations. Pragmatic
explicitation was the predominant type observed. The findings
suggest that incorporating situational context into translations
enhances readers’ comprehension of the Qur’an’s meaning.

How to cite this article: Agel Seyek Ab, S., Davoudi Sharifabad, E. and Yazdani, M. (2025). Investigating the Impact of
Explicitation of the Situational Context on the Quality of Qur’an Translation into English. International Journal of Textual and
Translation Analysis in Islamic Studies, 2(4), 421-433. doi: 10.22081/ttais.2025.70546.1048

© 2024 The Authors. Published by Akhiind-e Khorasani Center for Graduate Studies affiliated with Bagir

al-Olum University of Qom.

This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://ttais.akhs.bou.ac.ir/
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1804-7769
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1525-9774

422 International Journal of Textual and Translation Analysis in Islamic Studies 2-4 (2024) 421-433

1. Introduction

The Holy Qur’an, as one of the sacred texts, continues to attract a growing number of
readers among both Muslims and non-Muslims worldwide. It is read in its original Arabic
form as well as through translations of its meanings into various languages. Revealed to the
Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him and his family) over a period of 23 years, this
divine book possesses remarkable linguistic, stylistic, rhetorical, and textual features that
distinguish it from other scriptures, elevating it as a timeless miracle intended to guide
humanity across all eras. Like other sacred texts, the Holy Qur’an addresses both specific
and general audiences. The specific audience refers to the Arab communities during the
Prophet’s lifetime, while the general audience encompasses all of humanity from the time
of revelation until the Day of Judgment. Many members of this latter group — non-Arabs
with diverse languages and cultures — often face challenges in fully understanding the
meaning of the Qur’an.

Translators of the Qur’an have long sought to produce accurate renditions of its
meanings. However, due to the text’s unique linguistic, rhetorical, and cultural features, no
translation can fully substitute for the original Arabic. As Islam spread beyond the Arabian
Peninsula and attracted non-Arabic speakers, the need for translation became inevitable.
Early translations often relied on a word-for-word approach, which frequently failed to
convey the intended meanings effectively. While previous studies on Qur’an translation have
primarily concentrated on lexical choices and semantic equivalence, they have paid
comparatively less attention to the situational context in which the verses were revealed.
Although some research has examined aspects of Qur’anic discourse, the role of
explicitation in enhancing translation quality remains underexplored. This study addresses
that gap by investigating how the explicitation of situational context—particularly through
the inclusion of Asbab al-Nuziill (occasions of revelation)—affects the quality and
comprehensibility of English translations of the Qur’an. By analyzing four Shia translations
through the lens of Klaudy’s explicitation typology, this research offers new insights into the
role of pragmatic explicitation in making the Qur’an more accessible to non-Arabic-
speaking audiences. The findings contribute to translation quality assessment frameworks
and offer practical guidance for future Qur’an translators.

This study offers valuable insights for translators seeking a more accurate understanding
of Qur’anic meanings by highlighting the importance of explicating situational context in
translation. By addressing this aspect, the study helps to dispel ambiguity and bridge the
informational gap often caused by word-for-word translation methods, thereby facilitating
better comprehension for non-Arabic readers. An additional contribution of this research is
its emphasis on raising translators' awareness of potential errors and misunderstandings that
may arise from neglecting contextual factors. More significantly, the study engages with
translation quality assessment (TQA) theories within the field of Qur’an translation, offering
a foundation for future research aimed at developing a comprehensive model for evaluating
translation quality. The application of a TQA model in this study serves as a guide for other
assessors, encouraging the use of objective theoretical frameworks rather than relying on
subjective opinions when evaluating translated texts. Ultimately, this research aims to
conduct a thorough analysis of how situational context explicitation can enhance the quality
of English translations of the Qur’an, grounded in established translation assessment
theories.
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2. Review of the literature
2.1. The notion of equivalence

Equivalence is considered a central concept in translation theory. However, translation
scholars have yet to reach a unified, clear, and universally accepted definition of this notion
within Translation Studies. As Catford (1965, p. 21) stated, “the basic problem of the
translation process is to find equivalents, and the important task of translation theory is
defining the nature and conditions to reach the equivalence in translation”.

Since the mid-twentieth century, the concept of equivalence has been a central concern
in the work of many translation theorists. Among the prominent scholars who have explored
this notion are Nida, Catford, Vinay and Darbelnet, House, Baker, and others. Roman
Jakobson is often credited as the first theorist to introduce the term equivalence in a
translation context, in his 1959 work. Scholars commonly use the term to distinguish
between literal and free translation. Various perspectives have emerged regarding the
complex nature of translation. Some scholars view it primarily as a linguistic process, where
concepts in one language are directly rendered into another. This view aligns equivalence
with literal translation of words and concepts. In contrast, other theorists emphasize the
importance of cultural context, arguing that effective translation must convey the intended
meaning rather than just the words. From this perspective, equivalence is about meaning
rather than form. Furthermore, some specialists caution against using the term equivalence
altogether, asserting that absolute equivalence is unattainable and that, at best, translation
can only approximate the original meaning.

According to House (1997, p. 35), a translation should perform the same function in the
target language as the source text does in the source language; thus, functional equivalence
serves as the primary criterion for assessing translation quality. She also argued that covert
translation—a type of translation that adapts the text naturally into the target culture—can
help achieve functional equivalence. House emphasized that equivalence should not be
confused with absolute sameness, asserting that full equivalence is unattainable. Instead, she
proposed the notion of relative equivalence, which is influenced by various factors such as
lexical, structural, and macro-linguistic differences between languages. Similarly, Newmark
(1991) contended that ideal or perfect equivalence is an illusion, viewing translation
equivalence as, at best, an approximation. Other scholars, such as Abdul-Raof (2001), have
echoed this sentiment, stating that absolute equivalence at the lexical or textual level is
improbable, and the pursuit of such equivalence is ultimately a mirage. Despite ongoing
debates and theoretical challenges surrounding the concept of equivalence, translators often
encounter instances of non-equivalence, or even untranslatability, particularly in complex
areas such as syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic features across languages. This issue
becomes especially pronounced in the translation of the Qur’an, where the sacred and
multifaceted nature of the text adds further complexity to the quest for equivalence.

2.2. Qur’an translation quality assessment

In spite of advancements in the field of TQA and translation theories, there is still no
specific, inclusive, and clear theory for evaluating the quality of Qur’an translations. Most
translation theories are not applicable or effective in the case of the Qur’an, as the Holy
Qur’an is not comparable to other sacred texts. In Bible translation, communicative and
dynamic approaches can be effectively applied, since the Bible is considered the Bible in
any language—the primary goal being to convey the meaning. However, in the case of
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Qur’an translation, conveying meaning is crucial, but preserving the form is equally
important.

Some scholars insist on the non-translatability of the Qur’an, yet this raises the question:
how can the meaning be conveyed without translation? In response to this challenge,
translators have employed various methods to render the meaning of the Qur’an. Some have
adopted a literal approach, aiming to reflect the equivalence of the original Arabic source
text, while others have preferred to paraphrase the verses to ensure a clearer understanding
and more accurate conveyance of meaning—resulting in freer translations. But how can the
quality of these translations be assessed, especially when no translator of the Qur’an has
claimed to provide a fully accurate translation? And what criteria should be used to evaluate
Qur’an translations? To date, these translations have not been comprehensively evaluated
within a consistent theoretical framework. The unit of assessment is often limited to a verse,
phrase, expression, or even a single word. In such cases, translation theories may be
applicable.

Among the works in this area, one can refer to Evaluating English Qur’an Translation by
Sajadi and Manafi Anari (2008), which assesses the quality of rendering material and mental
verbs in several English translations of the Qur’an. Although the study discusses various
approaches to TQA, it is not clear which specific theory is actually employed. Another
relevant study is Assessing the Translation Quality of Qur’anic Lexical Synonymy by Al-
Ghazali (2015), which is based on an equivalence-based model of TQA. In this research, the
unit of evaluation is lexical items, and the applied method focuses on establishing
equivalence.

A valuable contribution in this field is Situational Context and Its Function in Qur’an
Translations by Motaveri and Masudi Sadr (2016), which draws on Halliday’s theory of
register and situational context. The authors illustrate their approach through practical
examples within the Qur’anic context. They also address Asbab al-Nuzil as a component of
the situational context and incorporate the viewpoints of Qur’anic scholars regarding its
significance for both translation quality and accurate interpretation. However, this study
primarily explores cultural factors and their role in translation quality from the perspective
of situational context, rather than treating Asbab al-Nuzill as its main focus.

2.3. Context of situation

One of the key terms in this study is context of situation. This concept has been examined
by various linguists from different perspectives, primarily within the fields of pragmatics
and systemic functional linguistics. Halliday’s approach to this concept is particularly useful
in Translation Studies. Within his framework, context is classified into three categories:
context of culture, context of situation, and co-text (Halliday, 1999, as cited in Hu, 2010).
The first two categories encompass aspects outside the language, while co-text, also referred
to as linguistic context, pertains to elements within the language itself (Hu, 2010).

Context is shaped by language choices, creating an interdependent relationship between
the two (Hu, 2010). Language, through its lexical items and grammatical structures, is
closely tied to cultural context, while a specific text and its components are connected to
situational context. In this framework, cultural context corresponds to genre, situational
context to register, and co-text to discourse. Situational context consists of three elements:
field, tenor, and mode. Field refers to what is happening—the nature of the social action
taking place. Tenor relates to the participants involved, including their status and social roles
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within the interaction. Mode concerns the role of language itself and the participants’
expectations regarding how language is used in a given situation. These three dimensions
together define what is known as register (Hu, 2010).

In translation, analyzing the linguistic features of a text allows us to identify its register,
and consequently, its situational context. Once the situational context is established,
appropriate words and expressions can be selected to produce the target text, thereby
reestablishing a corresponding situational context in the translation. Equivalence is not
limited to a single aspect of meaning; rather, achieving equivalence involves recreating the
situational context of the source text in the target language. Since languages differ to varying
degrees, some loss is inevitable in the process of translation. Therefore, translators must
carefully consider register variables and avoid making arbitrary or subjective choices. The
concept of register brings new insight to the ongoing debate over translation approaches. It
provides translators with a systematic framework that can guide their decisions and serve as
a method for producing more contextually faithful translations.

2.4. Explicitation

Vinay and Darbelnet first introduced the concept of explicitation in 1958, describing it as
“a process of introducing into the target language information that is only implicit in the
source text but can be inferred from context or situation” (Pym, 2005). The concept was later
developed by Blum-Kulka in 1986 and became known as the Explicitation Hypothesis,
which focuses on the use of cohesion markers. The redundancy that arises from the
translator’s interpretation of the source text—resulting in a more explicit and redundant
target text—is attributed to an increase in cohesive explicitness in the translated version.
This phenomenon, where translations tend to be more explicit than their source texts, is what
the Explicitation Hypothesis seeks to explain (Pym, 2001).

Explicitation is often considered inherent to the process of translation, and attention must
be paid to the linguistic quality of both the source and target texts. However, Pym (2005)
criticizes Blum-Kulka’s Explicitation Hypothesis, arguing that it is based primarily on
statistical analysis of textual occurrences rather than on cognitive processes of interpretation.
In other words, cohesive explicitness does not account for all aspects of language use—
particularly those that extend beyond the text itself, such as cultural references and context-
dependent meanings (Pym, 2005).

According to Klaudy (2003, as cited in Pym, 2005), explicitation occurs when a source
language unit with a general meaning is replaced by a target language unit with a more
specific meaning. In other words, the complex meaning of a single word in the source
language may be rendered as multiple words in the target language. As a result, the target
text may introduce new meaningful elements, and a single sentence in the source text may
be expanded into two or more sentences in the translation. Explicitation can also occur when
phrases in the source language are expanded or elevated into full clauses in the target
language. This process may be carried out through choices that are either conscious or
automatic, and either obligatory or optional.

Klaudy’s formulation of explicitation is highly praised by Pym (2005) for its
comprehensive scope, as it allows for the observation of explicitation across multiple
linguistic levels and its applicability to a wide range of language pairs. However, Pym (2005)
also introduces his own model of explicitation, aiming to offer a more rational explanation
for the occurrence of this phenomenon. He introduces the concept of risk in the translation
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process, framing explicitation as a strategy to manage potential undesirable outcomes. Pym
(2005) argues that the presence of multiple translation alternatives for a given sentence
influences subsequent choices in the text and determines the degree of risk, whether low-
risk or high-risk. He illustrates how translators may move from implicit to explicit
information to reduce ambiguity, often by inserting specific interpretive elements into the
target text. According to Pym (2005), explicitation may coexist with other so-called
translation universals, such as normalization and simplification, even if these processes
sometimes appear to contradict one another. Their coexistence reflects the complexity and
variability inherent in the act of translation.

In her concept of partial explicitation, Blum-Kulka (2001) distinguishes between reader-
based explicitation and text-based explicitation. In the former, the translator anticipates
potential misunderstandings or interpretive challenges in the target language and applies
appropriate strategies to minimize these risks. In the latter, the translator addresses issues by
closely analyzing and clarifying the source text itself, selecting suitable treatments to
manage these challenges (Blum-Kulka, 2005).

In his book, Becher (2011) reviews various approaches to explicitation, critiques some
scholars’ views on its use, and proposes his own perspective. He argues that the most
effective way to investigate explicitation is through examining lexico-grammatical and
pragmatic differences between the source and target languages to identify where
explicitation is likely to occur. Becher emphasizes the importance of a contrastive linguistic
approach in studying explicitation, drawing on the work of translation scholars Julian House
(1991) and Doherty (2001). While House focuses on pragmatic differences, Doherty
highlights syntactic differences between languages. Becher underscores that adopting a
contrastive linguistic perspective is essential for describing and explaining occurrences of
explicitation (House, 1991; Doherty, 2001, as cited in Becher, 2011).

Becher (2011) considers Vinay and Darbelnet’s definition of explicitation somewhat
vague and believes it leaves certain questions unanswered. To clarify, he initially defines
explicitness as “the verbalization of information that the addressee might be able to infer if
it is not verbalized” (p. 17). Building on this, he proposes his own definition of explicitation
as occurring when a target text is more explicit than its corresponding source text (Becher,
2011). However, he acknowledges that this is primarily a product-based definition and does
not explain how the degree of explicitness in the target text relates to the translation process.
Contrary to Becher’s critique, he also questions the validity of Blum-Kulka’s studies on the
Explicitation Hypothesis.

Although Becher criticized many studies supporting Blum-Kulka’s hypothesis for
methodological weaknesses and called for a more nuanced approach to explicitation, he was
unable to propose a fully comprehensive definition of the concept (Murtisari, 2014). In his
article (2010a), Becher described Blum-Kulka’s hypothesis as vaguely formulated and
insufficiently precise, arguing that explicitation may occur due to factors such as
simplification or normalization—not solely as a result of the translator’s interpretive process
applied to the source text (Murtisari, 2014).

In Klaudy’s typologies of explicitation shifts, she distinguishes between obligatory and
optional, pragmatic and translation inherent explicitation (2008, p. 107):

e  Obligatory explicitation is the result of lexico-grammatical differences between the
source and the target language.
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e  Optional explicitation caused by differences in stylistic options preferences between
the source and target language.

e  Pragmatic explicitation comes from differences in cultural and universal knowledge
shared among the source and target language members.

e Translation-inherent explicitation is motivated by “the name of translation process
itself

Types 1 to 3 are caused or motivated between the source and target language, these types
are predictable and have to be existed. It is obvious that there exist lexico-grammatical,
stylistic and cultural differences among every possible language pairs. While translation-
inherent explicitation is not predictable and in fact is postulated to be exist (Becher, 2011).

It is also worth mentioning that implicitation contrasts with explicitation. According to
Klaudy (2005, p. 15), implicitation occurs when a source text unit with a specific meaning
is replaced by a target text unit with a more general meaning. In fact, blending several source
language words into a single target language word can serve as an example of implicitation.

One of the main objectives of this study is to draw translators’ attention to the critical role
of exegesis in Qur’an translation. Specifically, it will examine the importance of using
authentic historical and exegetical references to accurately determine the occasions of
revelation, which ultimately leads to a proper understanding of the meaning. The study also
aims to identify translators’ slips and errors in rendering verses related to these occasions,
thereby highlighting the significance of extratextual elements in the translation process. This
investigation will serve as a testing ground for applying translation quality assessment
theories to Qur’an translation and will evaluate how effectively these theories can be
employed when dealing with a sacred text.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research design and corpus

Since this study is primarily descriptive and based on library research, a brief explanation
of this methodology is warranted. Descriptive research aims to systematically describe the
characteristics of a population or phenomenon under investigation. Given that this study
focuses on English translations of the Qur’an, four English translations were selected from
the available versions to form the corpus. Certain criteria guided this selection process,
which will be detailed below. The chosen translations are Study of the Qur’an by Seyyed
Hossein Nasr, The Qur’an by Tahereh Saftarzadeh, The Holy Qur’an by Mohammad Ali
Habib Shakir, and The Qur’an by Seyyed Mir Ahmed Ali. Therefore, the study focuses on
four Shia translations: Nasr, Shakir, Saffarzadeh, and Mir. The corpus consists of 100 verses
randomly selected from Asbab al-Nuziil sources (Mohaqiq, 1971) to ensure the presence of
situational context. These verses were analyzed to determine the extent and type of
explicitation applied by each translator.

The criteria and factors considered in selecting these four versions among all available
English translations are as follows. First, these translations are from among popular and
well-known translations. Their frequent publishing acknowledges this matter. Second, they
have been selected among the latest and recent versions and include both commentary
translation and non-commentary types. Finally, the last criterion but the most important one
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is that they have been chosen among Shia translation of the Holy Qur’an. Due to analyzing
situational context in this study, regardless the ideological presuppositions, the research
required to follow a united and unanimous, interpretation based on authentic exegetical
sources. Since there is oftn some diversity of opinions between Shia and Sunni scholars in
different subject matters and finding common accounts was too difficult, it was determined
to select one of the branches of Islam as the basis of analysis. According to the mentioned
reason, the researcher has used Shia references because of their accessibility.

3.2. Data analysis

This section outlines the methodological approach employed in analyzing explicitation
of the situational context in selected Qur’an translations.

The first step involved selecting four English translations of the Qur’an based on specific
criteria previously mentioned. Next, the focus shifted to identifying and selecting verses that
include occasions of revelation. Several factors guided this selection, including the number
of verses, the method of selection, and the use of an exegetical source to serve as a
foundation for reports on occasions of revelation.

After reviewing various references, two well-known and authentic Shia sources were
chosen. The first, Asbab al-Nuziil, compiled by Muhammad Hojati (1992), presents
interpretations from both Shia and Sunni perspectives. However, due to its limited coverage
of verses, a second source was also selected: Nemuneh Bayenat Dar Sha’ne Nuzule Ay’at,
compiled by Mohaqeq (1971). This collection is based on Sheikh Tousi’s Tafsir and
systematically lists all verses assumed to have an occasion of revelation, organized by the
chapters of the Qur’an. Sheikh Tousi’s commentary work, 7ebyan, identifies 436 such
verses. From these, 100 verses—also included in Mohaqeq’s compilation—were randomly
selected for analysis. This source further references additional exegetical works, enhancing
the depth of the analysis.

In the final step, each selected verse, alongside its occasion of revelation and its four
English translations, was analyzed and discussed to address the research questions. This
analysis was conducted through the lens of relevant translation theories, with comparisons
drawn in relation to the study’s primary objectives.

The analytical framework for investigating and categorizing cases of explicitation was
based on Kinga Klaudy’s typology of explicitation (2008), as noted earlier. Since translation-
inherent explicitation is not applicable to Qur’an translation, this study focused on the
remaining three types:

e Obligatory explicitation, arising from structural differences between Arabic and
English.

e  Optional explicitation, resulting from stylistic preferences in translation.

e Pragmatic explicitation, derived from cultural and contextual clarifications added by
the translator.

Each translation was assessed to identify occurrences of explicitation, and quantitative
data were collected to compare their frequency.
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The selected verses were analyzed in their original Arabic alongside their four English
translations. Each instance of explicitation was coded according to the following criteria:

e  Presence of explicitation (yes/no)
e type of explicitation (obligatory, optional, or pragmatic)
e  position in the translation (within the text, footnote, or commentary)

The categorized data were then quantitatively analyzed to determine which type of
explicitation was most prevalent across the translations.

5. Results and discussion

This section presents the findings of the study and discusses how explicitation of
situational context has been applied in the selected Qur’an translations. The results are first
summarized in a quantitative analysis, followed by detailed examples to illustrate different
types of explicitation observed in the translations.

5.1. Quantitative analysis

The frequency of explicitation types across the four translations was systematically
analyzed, revealing notable differences in how each translator approached the process.
Nasr’s translation exhibited 20 cases of obligatory explicitation, 15 of optional explicitation,
and 45 of pragmatic explicitation, totaling 80 instances. Shakir’s translation showed the least
use of explicitation, with 10 obligatory, 5 optional, and 20 pragmatic cases, amounting to 35
in total. Saffarzadeh’s version contained 18 obligatory, 12 optional, and 40 pragmatic
explicitation cases, summing to 70. Finally, Mir’s translation demonstrated the highest
frequency, with 22 obligatory, 17 optional, and 50 pragmatic explicitation instances,
culminating in 89 cases overall. This distribution highlights the varying strategies translators
employ regarding explicitation to clarify the Qur’an’s meaning. Therefore, pragmatic
explicitation was the most frequent type, indicating that translators often added contextual
clarifications to aid understanding. Among the four translators, Nasr and Mir employed
explicitation more extensively, whereas Shakir used it the least, favoring a more literal
translation approach. Optional explicitation appeared least frequently, suggesting that
translators generally prioritized accuracy over stylistic modifications in their renderings.

5.2. Examples of explicitation in translations

The following examples demonstrate the application of explicitation in various Qur’an
translations:

Example 1: Surah Al-Baqarah (2:104)

az

Al e ol 1y 6T s ety L i G
Context of Revelation:

The term Ra’ina was originally used by Muslims as a respectful request for the Prophet’s
attention. However, opponents of Islam, particularly some Jewish groups, deliberately
distorted its pronunciation to turn it into an insult. This verse instructs Muslims to use the
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alternative term Unzurna (“look at us”) instead, thereby avoiding any potential misuse or
offense.

The analysis of translations and explicitation reveals diverse approaches to the term
Ra’ina. Naser translates it as, “Do not say, ‘Attend to us,’ but say, ‘Regard us,’ and listen!”
This pragmatic explicitation replaces the original term with an English alternative,
supplemented by commentary on its historical context. Shakir, however, uses direct
transliteration, rendering the phrase as “Do not say: ‘Raena,’ but say: ‘Unzurna,”” without
further explanation. Saffarzade employs pragmatic explicitation, translating as “Do not say:
‘Raena’ [to the Messenger], but say: ‘Unzurna,’” and includes a concise footnote clarifying
Ra’ina’s meaning. Mir’s translation, “Say not: ‘Ra’ina,” but say: ‘Unzorna,’” is paired with
detailed commentary exploring phonetic variations and cultural implications, exemplifying
robust pragmatic explicitation.

Example 2: Surah Ali ‘Imran (3:100)
Kl 3 8555 S0t ol o B 1 3 13T 5 1 G
Context of Revelation:

This verse addresses the attempts by Jewish leaders to sow discord among the Muslim
community by manipulating two prominent Arab tribes, Aws and Khazraj. By invoking
memories of past conflicts, these leaders sought to weaken the unity of Muslims and
undermine their faith.

The translations and explicitation analysis of the verse demonstrate different translator
approaches. Naser translates it as, “If you obey a group among those who were given the
Book, they will render you disbelievers after you having believed,” accompanied by
pragmatic explicitation with commentary clarifying that the verse refers to Jewish leaders
inciting division. Shakir provides a more literal translation, “If you obey a party from among
those who have been given the Book, they will turn you back as unbelievers after you have
believed,” without adding any contextual explanation. Saffarzade’s translation, “if you
follow a group those who were given the scripture, they would indeed turn you disbelievers,
after you have believed,” also includes pragmatic explicitation, supported by a footnote
explaining the role of Jewish leaders. Mir’s version, “If you obey a group among those who
have been given the Book, they will turn you back into infidels after your believing,”
similarly uses pragmatic explicitation and is supplemented by a detailed commentary
describing the historical events related to the verse.

Example 3: Surah Al-Kawthar (108:3)
R 5 Jeld )
Context of Revelation:

This verse serves as a response to the Prophet Muhammad’s adversaries, who insulted
him by calling him Abfar—a term meaning “cut off,” implying that he would have no
descendants or lasting legacy.
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The translations and explicitation analysis reveal various interpretations of the phrase
involving the term “Abtar.” Naser translates it as, “Indeed, your enemy is the one cut off,”
accompanied by pragmatic explicitation, with a footnote explaining that “Abtar” was an
insult used against the Prophet. Shakir offers an obligatory explicitation with the translation,
“Surely your enemy is the one who shall be without posterity,” where “without posterity”
serves as a direct English equivalent of “Abtar.” Saffarzade’s translation, “Indeed your
enemy 1is truly cut off from any goodness,” employs pragmatic explicitation that broadens
the meaning to imply a wider social loss. Lastly, Mir translates it as, “Verily he who hates
thee shall be childless and cut off,” supported by pragmatic explicitation, with commentary
explaining the insult and its cultural significance.

6. Conclusion

This study examined the role of explicitation of situational context in the quality of
English translations of the Qur’an. By analyzing 100 selected verses from four Shia
translations—Nasr, Shakir, Saffarzadeh, and Mir—the findings reveal that pragmatic
explicitation was the most frequently employed type, especially in instances where cultural,
historical, and contextual clarifications were essential for comprehension.

e Pragmatic explicitation predominated, particularly when historical or cultural
context was necessary.

e Nasr and Mir’s translations were the most explicit, often supplemented by footnotes
or commentaries.

e  Shakir’s translation was the most literal, with minimal use of explicitation.

The study demonstrated that explicitation significantly enhances reader understanding,
particularly for verses containing historical references.

Specifically, Nasr and Mir applied explicitation more extensively, providing detailed
footnotes and commentaries to elucidate meaning. Shakir, in contrast, adhered closely to a
literal translation style with limited explicitation, while Saffarzadeh employed a moderate
approach, occasionally incorporating brief footnotes to aid comprehension. These results
underscore the critical role of explicitation in conveying the deeper meanings of Qur’anic
verses to non-Arabic audiences, ensuring that important historical and cultural contexts are
preserved in translation.

Furthermore, the study highlights limitations in current translation quality assessment
models, such as Klaudy’s explicitation typology. Although Klaudy’s framework effectively
categorizes different types of explicitation, it does not adequately address the historical,
exegetical, and theological complexities intrinsic to sacred texts like the Qur’an. Therefore,
there is a clear need for an expanded model that explicitly incorporates religious and
exegetical explicitation as distinct and essential categories in Qur’anic translation.
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1. Introduction

The development of civilizations is deeply intertwined with processes of knowledge
transmission and cultural exchange, in which translation has historically played a central
and dynamic role—particularly as a catalyst for scientific advancement (Mir Khalid &
Anjum, 2025). Rather than being seen solely as a linguistic activity, translation has been
recognized by scholars such as Gutt (2010) and Bassnett and Lefevere (1990, 1998) as a
form of intercultural communication. As Williams (2013) observed, translation performs
varied functions across historical and sociopolitical contexts, underscoring its evolving
influence on civilizational development. It has facilitated the assimilation, reinterpretation,
and transformation of scientific and philosophical knowledge across cultural and ideological
boundaries (Gutas, 1998; Bassnett & Lefevere, 1990). This is particularly evident during
pivotal historical moments—most notably the Abbasid Caliphate—when translation became
institutionalized and was integrated into the broader fabric of society (Frye, 2008; Rosenthal,
1975).

Contemporary translation theory increasingly views translation as a political and cultural
act, rather than merely a linguistic process. This shift, emphasized in the “cultural turn” of
translation studies, underscores the role of translators as agents of ideology and cultural
mediation (Bassnett & Lefevere, 1990, 1998; Venuti, 1995; Bedeker & Feinauer, 2006).
Adopting this perspective, the present study examines how historical translation movements
have functioned as instruments in the construction of Islamic civilization and explores their
relevance to current efforts aimed at reviving what Imam Khamenei (2012) terms the
“modern Islamic civilization”.

While extensive scholarship has addressed historical translation movements—
particularly the Graeco-Arabic tradition (Gutas, 1998)—relatively little research has linked
these historical episodes to contemporary civilizational agendas within the Islamic world.
Moreover, the specific mechanisms by which translation can advance this vision, including
the role of translators as cultural and ideological mediators, remain underexplored. This
paper seeks to address this gap by analyzing how historical translation dynamics can be
recontextualized to support the resurgence of civilizational thought in the 21st-century
Muslim world, with a particular focus on Iran’s evolving civilizational discourse (see
discourses by Imam Khamenei, 2012, 2016a, 2016b, 2019).

Accordingly, the research is structured around these five questions:

e  What factors contributed to the success of Islamic translation movements?
e How can these factors be reapplied in modern contexts?

e  What ideological and institutional frameworks are needed today?

e  What challenges limit translation’s civilizational function?

e How can translation be a conduit between past heritage and future vision?
2. Literature Review

2.1. Descriptive studies on Islamic translation history
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Pioneering works, such as Rosenthal (1975) and Gutas (1998, 2012) have extensively
analyzed the institutionalization of translation during the Abbasid era. Gutas (1998)
highlighted the Graeco-Arabic translation movement as a civilizational turning point, where
scientific and philosophical knowledge was systematically adapted into the Islamic
intellectual world. Similarly, Frye (2008) underscored the continuity between pre-Islamic
Iranian knowledge systems and Islamic learning, pointing to the foundational role of the
Sassanid Empire in shaping translation infrastructures. These studies, however, largely focus
on the what and how of translation rather than its civilizational purpose.

2.2. The cultural role of translation and translators

A more analytical layer is introduced by scholars, such as Bassnett and Lefevere (1990),
Lefevere (1992b), and Venuti (1995), who argued that translation operates within ideological
and cultural systems. According to this view, translators function as “rewriters” who shape
cultural narratives and mediate between systems of power (Lefevere, 1992a). This
perspective is echoed by Asghari (2011), who studied Iranian translators’ strategic role in
cultural transmission between the 2" and 4™ centuries AH, and Behzadi (2015), who
investigated narrative shifts in the Qajar-era translations as ideological reflections of Iran’s
modernization processes. These works situate translators as active agents rather than passive
intermediaries.

2.3. Translation and civilization building

Although the political and cultural importance of translation is widely acknowledged,
few scholars have explicitly explored its role as a strategic tool for civilizational renewal.
Bsoul (2019) examines translation and acculturation in the medieval Islamic world, arguing
that translation enabled epistemic integration and growth. Similarly, Bahri (2011) views
translation as a mechanism for preserving cultural identity during periods of political
instability. However, these studies do not fully connect translation to a deliberate
civilizational strategy, particularly in the modern Islamic context as articulated by thinkers
like Imam Khamenei (2012, 2016a, 2016b, 2019).

2.4. Contextual studies of specific periods

The Abbasid translation movement has been most widely studied (Fani, 1981; Gutas,
1998; Jan Ahmadi, 2000; Jamili, 2001; Bsoul, 2019), followed by works focusing on
Sassanid precursors (Frye, 1984; Zarrinkoob, 2008) and the Qajar-era’s engagement with
Western knowledge (Parsa-Kia, 2009; Bahri, 2011; Behzadi, 2015). Jamshidi Sarai (2016)
explored the formation of translation movements in relation to socio-political demands,
while Roosta-Azad (2016) provided a comparative view of Persian and Greek translation
processes. These studies provide rich data but often lack a unified analytical framework.

Despite existing scholarship, several gaps remain. First, there is a lack of comparative
analysis across historical translation movements to identify shared structural or ideological
patterns. Second, the connection between historical translation strategies and contemporary
Islamic civilizational thought is underexplored. Finally, few studies apply modern
translation theories, particularly the cultural turn, to analyze historical movements within
their ideological contexts. This study seeks to address these gaps by integrating historical,
cultural, and theoretical perspectives. It uniquely applies the cultural turn theory (Bassnett
& Lefevere, 1990, 1998) and incorporates Islamic civilizational discourse to compare three
major translation movements—Sassanid, Abbasid, and Qajar. Additionally, it aims to derive
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practical insights for a contemporary Islamic translation agenda aligned with the
epistemological vision of modern Islamic civilization.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research design

This study utilized a qualitative, descriptive-analytical research design to examine the
civilizational role of translation movements in Islamic history. A qualitative approach was
chosen for its suitability in interpreting the cultural, ideological, and institutional dimensions
of the subject, which are not easily quantified. This design facilitates a critical exploration
of translation as a socio-civilizational process within historical and ideological contexts
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). The descriptive-analytical model aligns with the research
objective: to identify structural similarities and ideological patterns across the Sassanid,
Abbasid, and Qajar translation movements and assess their relevance to the goals of modern
Islamic civilization. The analysis integrated primary historical texts and secondary academic
sources to uncover recurring themes, strategic practices, and institutional mechanisms.

3.2. Corpus

The corpus consisted of archival texts, historical records, and scholarly analyses related
to three periods of translation movements:

e Sassanid Era: Focusing on Zoroastrian and Indian scientific texts translated into
Middle Persian (Frye, 1984; Gutas, 2012; Zarrinkoob, 2008).

e Abbasid Caliphate: Emphasizing the Graeco-Arabic translation movement, with
institutional support, such as Bayt al-Hikmah (Gutas, 1998; Rosenthal, 1975).

e Qajar Period: Engaged with European texts and modern sciences, often through
French and Russian mediation (Behzadi, 2015; Parsa-Kia, 2009).

Sources were selected using purposive sampling to identify texts that illuminate the
civilizational roles of translation, such as cultural identity formation, scientific
dissemination, and ideological negotiation in Islamic translation movements. The inclusion
criteria required texts to demonstrate relevance to these movements, evidence of institutional
or state involvement, discussion of translator agency and ideology, and temporal coverage
from the 3rd century CE to the early 20th century.

3.3. Data analysis

Thematic analysis was employed following the approach of Braun and Clarke (2006),
allowing for the systematic identification, classification, and interpretation of the key
themes. The process involved four key stages:

e Initial coding: The texts were read and annotated for relevant concepts, such as

99 ¢6

“translator as mediator,” “institutional patronage,” or “strategic selection.”

e Axial coding: The codes were grouped into broader categories under the cultural turn
framework, such as “ideological recontextualization” or “civilizational transmission.”
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e Thematic clustering: The emerging patterns were consolidated into six thematic
factors that defined successful translation movements across all the three historical periods.

e Comparative analysis: The three periods were compared using historical-
comparative methodology (Mahoney & Rueschemeyer, 2003), assessing continuity and
divergence in translation strategies and institutional support.

3.4. Validity and reflexivity

To ensure validity, triangulation was applied by cross-referencing multiple sources from
both Islamic and Western historiographies. The study also acknowledged researcher
subjectivity and applied reflexivity in interpreting ideological dimensions, particularly in
relation to contemporary civilizational discourses, such as those of Imam Khamenei (2012,
2016a, 2016b, 2019). The analytical categories were not imposed a priori but emerged from
the iterative reading of the data, enhancing conceptual robustness and grounding theory in
historical evidence. Furthermore, frequent back-checking with existing theoretical literature
ensured construct validity (Yin, 2018).

3.5. Theoretical model

This study applies the cultural turn in translation theory, as developed by Bassnett and
Lefevere (1990, 1998) to frame translation as an ideological and cultural act. Rather than
treating translation as a neutral linguistic transfer, this approach considers the broader
political, historical, and civilizational implications of translation practices. Translators are
seen as active agents embedded in networks of cultural power, capable of shaping discourse
and influencing civilizational trajectories (Lefevere, 1992a, 1992b; Venuti, 1995).

In parallel, the study drew on the civilizational discourse of Imam Khamenei, who has
been framing Islamic civilization as a multi-dimensional system, encompassing science,
ethics, governance, and identity (Imam Khamenei, 2019). In this discourse, translation is
viewed as a mechanism for epistemic revival and the reclamation of Islamic intellectual
sovereignty. Thus, translation becomes a future-oriented practice that enables the
assimilation of external knowledge within indigenous Islamic frameworks. Combining these
perspectives, the theoretical framework allowed for a nuanced understanding of translation
as:

e A mechanism of cultural mediation and ideological negotiation (Bedeker &
Feinauer, 2006, Lefevere, 1992b),

e A civilizational strategy for intellectual resistance and renewal (Venuti, 1995; Baker,
2009),

e A policy-dependent and institutionally driven endeavor (Hatim & Mason, 1990;
Gutas, 1998, 2012; Baker & Saldanha, 2020).

This dual theoretical lens enabled a historical-comparative and forward-looking analysis
of translation movements, linking their past successes to potential futures.
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4. Results
4.1. The Sassanid era (224-651 AD)

The first significant translation movement in Iran emerged during the Sassanid era,
notably with the founding of the Jundishapur Academy—a prominent center for medical and
scientific studies (Roosta-Azad, 2016). During this time, scholarly efforts led to the
systematic translation of texts from Sanskrit, Greek, Latin, and Syriac into Persian,
contributing substantially to advancements in medicine, astronomy, philosophy, and
mathematics (Behzadi, 2015). This intellectual legacy profoundly influenced later scholarly
pursuits, particularly during the Abbasid period, when Persian scholars played a pivotal role
in expanding translation activities and disseminating knowledge (Bahri, 2011). The Sassanid
dedication to intellectual and cultural exchange underscores the transformative power of
translation in shaping civilizations, marking this era as a foundational chapter in the history
of translation in Iran and the broader region (Bahri, 2011).

4.2. The Abbasid caliphate (750-1258 AD)

The second major translation movement flourished between the 2nd and 6th centuries
AH, during the Abbasid Caliphate, most notably with the establishment of Bayt al-Hikmah
(House of Wisdom) in Baghdad. This institution became a center for translating classical
works from Greek, Indian, and Persian scholars into Arabic (Fani, 1981; Roosta-Azad,
2016). In the early Abbasid period, non-Muslim intellectuals—Christians, Zoroastrians, and
Jews—drew upon their rich cultural heritages to lead translation efforts that transferred
scientific and philosophical knowledge from Greek, Persian, Indian, Syriac, and Nabataean
sources into Arabic (Zarrinkoob, 2008). The movement reached its peak under Caliph al-
Ma'mun, initially focusing on scientific and medical texts before expanding to encompass
natural sciences, philosophy, and religious studies. These efforts were carried out by
distinguished translators from diverse ethnic and linguistic backgrounds, including Iranian,
Greek, Indian, Syriac, and Arab scholars. This intellectual renaissance marked the height of
the Islamic Golden Age (Jamili, 2001; Behzadi, 2015). Among the most impactful
translation movements in history, the Abbasid initiative centered in Baghdad played a vital
role in the development and global dissemination of Islamic culture and civilization (Parsa-
Kia, 2009).

4.3. The Qajar era (18th-19th centuries AD)

The third major translation movement in Iran emerged during the Qajar era and is often
referred to as the Modernization Movement. This period was marked by significant
transformations across Iran’s literary, social, political, ideological, and cultural spheres
(Behzadi, 2015). Translation served as a critical tool for introducing Western science,
literature, and political thought into Iranian society. Each translation initiative during this
era was shaped by its institutional context, the agency of translators, ideological frameworks,
and its broader contribution to the evolution of Islamic civilization. The goal extended
beyond mere descriptive comparison; rather, it aimed to derive actionable insights to
revitalize translation as a strategic civilizational instrument in the contemporary Islamic
world.
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4.4. Factor analysis
4.4.1. Factor 1: Translators as cultural mediators

Translators across all three historical periods functioned not merely as linguistic
intermediaries, but as intercultural negotiators who actively shaped the ideological framing
of imported knowledge. In the Sassanid era, figures such as Borzuya (Burzoy) adapted
Indian philosophical and medical texts—most notably the Panchatantra—into the Persian
intellectual tradition, aligning them with Zoroastrian ethical cosmology (Frye, 1984; Gutas,
2012). These translations often entailed significant reinterpretation to fit the spiritual and
epistemological paradigms of pre-Islamic Iran. During the Abbasid Golden Age, this
mediatory role became even more pronounced. Scholars like Hunayn ibn Ishaq and his
associates were not only multilingual—fluent in Syriac, Greek, and Arabic—but also well-
versed in Islamic theology and contemporary rhetorical conventions. Their translations of
Galen, Aristotle, and Plato were ideologically nuanced, tailored to harmonize with the
Islamic worldview rather than serving as direct textual reproductions (Gutas, 1998;
Rosenthal, 1975). By contrast, the Qajar period saw a disruption in this tradition of cultural
mediation. Translators such as Mirza Malkom Khan and Mirza Fatali Akhundov endeavored
to introduce Enlightenment thought and European political philosophy into Iran but lacked
a coherent cultural or ideological framework to contextualize these ideas. This disconnect
often resulted in cognitive dissonance between Islamic traditionalism and imported
modernity, generating conflict rather than intellectual synthesis (Parsa-Kia, 2009; Behzadi,
2015).

4.4.2. Factor 2: Strategic selection of translated works

Translation during the Sassanid period was highly selective, focusing on texts of practical
and religious significance—such as treatises on medicine, ethics, and astrology. These
choices mirrored the strategic priorities of the Sassanid state: promoting health, moral
conduct, and effective governance (Zarrinkoob, 2008). By contrast, the Abbasid era
introduced a more systematic and ideologically driven approach to content selection. With
the establishment of Bayt al-Hikmah, translation priorities became institutionalized.
Philosophical, scientific, and mathematical works—particularly those compatible with
rationalist thought—were translated to support and enrich Islamic theological and scientific
discourse (Fani, 1981; Gutas, 1998). In this context, translation functioned not merely as a
conduit of knowledge, but as a deliberate instrument of epistemic sovereignty. During the
Qajar period, however, content selection became largely reactive, shaped by the immediate
imperatives of military modernization and bureaucratic reform. Although important texts in
technology and political science were translated, the absence of a cohesive civilizational
vision resulted in a fragmented and ideologically incoherent translation agenda (Bahri, 2011;
Behzadi, 2015).

4.4.3. Factor 3: Establishment of translation institutions

The institutionalization of translation was central to its role as a civilizational force. The
Sassanid Academy at Jundishapur served as an early prototype for cross-cultural knowledge
transfer, integrating Indian, Greek, and Persian intellectual traditions under royal patronage
(Frye, 1984; Najafpour, Giti-Pasand, & Khosropanah, 2011). Though more limited in scale,
it introduced an interdisciplinary ethos that would later flourish under Islamic rule. In
contrast, the Abbasid era represented the full institutional maturation of translation efforts.
Bayt al-Hikmah (House of Wisdom), established under Caliph al-Ma'mun, functioned as a
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state-sponsored center for translation and scientific inquiry (Jamshidi-Sarai, 2016). It offered
structured support through salaries, scholarly supervision, and ideological oversight,
effectively embedding translation within the machinery of state policy and making it a
cornerstone of the Islamic intellectual project (Rosenthal, 1975; Fani, 1981; Gutas, 1998).

During the Qajar translation movement, the first military translation institute was
established in Tabriz (Hashemi & Heydarpour, 2013), and the Dar al-Fonun translation
center flourished under the patronage of Nasir al-Din Shah. However, unlike the more
cohesive and ideologically grounded institutions of the Sassanid and Abbasid periods, Qajar-
era translation efforts lacked an overarching civilizational vision. They failed to integrate
translation into a broader ideological or religious framework, resulting in a fragmented and
utilitarian approach (Parsa-Kia, 2009). Consequently, these translation centers remained
decentralized, limited in institutional capacity, and largely disconnected from the traditional
Islamic intellectual tradition.

4.4 4. Factor 4: Resistance to overreliance on translation

A critical barrier to indigenous knowledge production in non-Western academic settings
is the overreliance on translation or translation dependency—the unfiltered importation of
foreign texts without contextual or ideological adaptation. This practice can lead to
epistemic fragmentation, intellectual eclecticism, and even cultural self-destruction (Abdi
Chari, Barazash, & Abdi Saghavaz, 2024). This concern is not new. Imam Khamenei (2006,
2008, 2013, as cited in Zeynaldini & Ghanaghi, 2022) has repeatedly emphasized that
intellectual dependency, mere imitation, and a spirit of translationism hinder the
development of genuine knowledge production in universities.

Historically, effective resistance to such dependency can be observed in the Sassanid and
the Abbasid translation movements, which exercised critical selectivity—translating only
those works that could be meaningfully integrated into their epistemic and cultural
frameworks (Gutas, 1998; Zarrinkoob, 2008). This strategic approach helped preserve
cultural coherence and avoid epistemological confusion. Conversely, during the Qajar
period, translation practices lacked such discernment. Initiated by Abbas Mirza, with the
noble aim of scientific progress, the movement gradually evolved into an uncontrolled influx
of Western texts—ranging from romance novels to political treatises—many of which were
ill-suited to the socio-cultural landscape of Iran (Behzadi, 2015; Abdi Chari et al., 2024).
Without adequate ideological filtering, the Qajar translation movement contributed more to
fragmentation than to civilizational advancement. This contrast underscores the importance
of resisting passive translationism and cultivating indigenous knowledge systems that
integrate external ideas critically and constructively, rather than wholesale.

4.4.5. Factor 5: Institutional patronage and policy-making

State patronage played a decisive role in the success of translation movements during
both the Sassanid and Abbasid periods. In the Sassanid era, translation was closely tied to
statecraft and religious education, with rulers actively endorsing the translation of scientific
and religious texts—particularly from Sanskrit and Greek—as a means of consolidating
imperial knowledge and reinforcing Zoroastrian doctrine (Gutas, 2012; Rosenthal, 1975).
Similarly, during the Abbasid period, Caliph al-Ma'mun institutionalized translation as a
cornerstone of intellectual and civilizational advancement, most notably through the
establishment of Bayt al-Hikmah. Under his leadership, the state provided generous
financial incentives and formal recognition for scholars, cultivating a vibrant environment
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for scholarly production and intercultural exchange (Frye, 2008; Baker & Saldanha, 2020).
In both cases, the strategic alignment of translation with state interests was key to its
institutional sustainability and cultural impact.

During the Qajar period, state support for translation was inconsistent. Although rulers
like Nasir al-Din Shah initiated reforms and supported institutions such as Dar al-Fonun,
translation efforts often lacked ideological grounding and long-term planning. More
frequently, translation was treated as a symbol of modernization rather than a tool for
structural reform (Khodaparast, 2019). In contrast, effective policy-making played a
significant role in shaping the translation movement during the Abbasid and Sassanid
periods. The Abbasid rulers, in particular, implemented structured policies to promote the
translation and study of foreign texts, ensuring that these efforts aligned with the broader
intellectual and scientific goals of the empire (Munday, 2016).

Translation policies extended beyond the mere selection of texts; they also encompassed
control over their dissemination. Political and ideological motivations shaped which works
were prioritized, reflecting the Abbasid rulers’ efforts to integrate diverse bodies of
knowledge into a cohesive intellectual framework (Parsa-Kia, 2009). Similarly, the Sassanid
Empire adopted a state-centric approach to translation, with texts rendered into Middle
Persian under royal patronage for purposes of religious consolidation—particularly the
promotion of Zoroastrian doctrine—and bureaucratic administration. In this context,
translation served both ideological unification and administrative rationalization (Daryaee,
2009). In contrast, translation policies during the Qajar period were sporadic and lacked
ideological or institutional continuity. While initiatives such as the establishment of Dar al-
Fonun signaled attempts at modernization, they were largely reactive and not part of a
coherent intellectual agenda. Translation efforts often relied on individual patronage and
were driven by political mimicry of Europe rather than a strategic cultural vision (Amanat,
1997; Khodaparast, 2019).

4.4.6. Factor 6: Ideological integration and reframing

Perhaps the most significant distinction among the three translation movements lies in
their approach to ideological reframing. A defining feature of Abbasid translation efforts was
the selective adaptation of Greek rationalism, which was not adopted wholesale but
reinterpreted to align with Islamic theology, particularly in the realms of kalam and
philosophy (Gutas, 1998; Bsoul, 2019). Similarly, the Sassanids filtered Indian and
Hellenistic ideas through the lens of Zoroastrian metaphysics, preserving cultural continuity
and reinforcing religious orthodoxy (Frye, 1984). In contrast, the Qajar period lacked such
ideological mediation. Western concepts were introduced with minimal filtering, resulting
in an intellectual dissonance between traditional religious structures and the influx of foreign
knowledge (Parsa-Kia, 2009; Bahri, 2011).

4.5. Synthesis and interpretation

When these six factors are viewed comparatively, a pattern emerges.
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Table 1. Comparative assessment of translation movement foundations across historical

periods.

Factor Sassanid Abbasid Qajar
cultural mediation strong strong moderate
strategic selection moderate—high very high low
institutionalization moderate very high | low—moderate

controlled translation high high low
patronage & policy moderate—strong strong inconsistent
ideological reframing high very high weak

Table 1 offers a comparative evaluation of six foundational factors that shaped the
translation movements across three pivotal historical periods: the Sassanid, Abbasid, and
Qajar eras. The selected factors—Cultural Mediation, Strategic  Selection,
Institutionalization, Controlled Translation, Patronage and Policy, and Ideological
Reframing—are assessed in terms of their relative strength and presence within each period.
The ratings (e.g., High, Moderate, Low) represent qualitative judgments based on historical
records and scholarly interpretations. This comparison highlights both patterns of continuity
and points of divergence. The Abbasid model emerges as the most comprehensive,
demonstrating how translation, when embedded within a coherent ideological, institutional,
and civilizational framework, can serve as a transformative force. The Sassanid period laid
important epistemic groundwork, whereas the Qajar era exemplifies the limitations of
translation efforts in the absence of ideological integration and strategic direction. These
results support and pave the ground for the proposition that translation can once again serve
as a civilizational engine—provided that modern efforts mirror the integration, selectivity,
and ideological clarity of the previous movements.

5. Discussion and implications

Based on a comparative thematic analysis, this study identifies six interrelated factors
that significantly contributed to the effectiveness of historical Islamic translation movements
(Bedeker & Feinauer, 2006). Translators across the Sassanid, Abbasid, and Qajar periods
did not function merely as linguistic intermediaries; rather, they engaged in active
ideological and cultural reframing, adapting texts to align with prevailing epistemologies.
The most successful movements—most notably during the Abbasid era—exhibited a
deliberate approach to content selection, prioritizing works that advanced broader
civilizational objectives over indiscriminate adoption of foreign materials. Centralized
institutions, such as the House of Wisdom in the Abbasid period and Jundishapur in the
Sassanid era, played a crucial role in facilitating coordination, ensuring quality control, and
fostering interdisciplinary collaboration.

Effective translation movements also imposed epistemic filters, maintaining cultural
coherence and avoiding content saturation by selectively integrating compatible knowledge
systems. State-led initiatives and policy-driven patronage provided translators with
institutional stability, intellectual legitimacy, and ideological guidance. Crucially, the most
impactful translations were not literal conversions but interpretative acts—embedding
foreign ideas within the metaphysical and ontological frameworks of the host civilization.
These findings underscore that translation is not a neutral conduit of information, but a
civilizational mechanism capable of either reinforcing or destabilizing cultural identity,
depending on its ideological orientation.
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5.1. Implications for modern Islamic civilization

The findings of this study hold important implications for contemporary Islamic societies,
particularly within the framework of modern Islamic civilization as articulated by Imam
Khamenei (2012, 2016a, 2016b, 2019). According to this vision, civilizational revival
necessitates the integration of science, ethics, culture, and governance within a coherent and
identity-preserving system.

Historical insights suggest that revitalizing translation today requires far more than
technical proficiency; it demands a comprehensive strategy rooted in ideological awareness
and civilizational purpose. This includes the establishment of centralized translation
institutions grounded in Islamic epistemology—such as modern equivalents of Bayt al-
Hikmah or ideologically informed think tanks—to coordinate and oversee translation
efforts. Furthermore, the formulation of clear translation policies is essential, ensuring that
translated content aligns with strategic scientific and ideological objectives.

Translators must be trained not merely as neutral transmitters of information, but as
ideologically conscious mediators capable of adapting foreign knowledge within an Islamic
framework. Strategic content curation is also critical, as indiscriminate adoption of Western
paradigms risks cognitive overload and epistemic disorientation. Just as Greek philosophy
was reframed through kalaam and falsafah during the Abbasid period, contemporary
translation efforts must similarly embed foreign knowledge within Islamic ontological and
metaphysical structures. Without adherence to these principles, translation may
inadvertently deepen cultural dependency rather than serve as a vehicle for intellectual
autonomy and civilizational renewal.

5.2. Strategic recommendations

To align translation efforts with the broader project of Modern Islamic
Civilization, this study proposes a set of strategic recommendations aimed at
restoring translation as a civilizational force. First, translation governance must be
situated at the policy level and embedded within national civilizational strategies to
ensure coherence, direction, and sustainability. This should be supported by the
development of ideological training programs for translators, combining linguistic
expertise with foundational knowledge in theology and civilizational studies.
Additionally, the creation of digital repositories housing high-quality, culturally
aligned translated works would enhance access and continuity. Clear criteria for
content inclusion should also be established, prioritizing materials that align with
Islamic worldviews and address the intellectual and societal needs of the Ummah.
Finally, translation initiatives must expand beyond purely technical domains to
encompass interdisciplinary fields such as science, philosophy, ethics, and
jurisprudence. These measures collectively can revitalize translation as a
transformative mechanism—bridging the rich legacy of Islamic thought with the
challenges and opportunities of contemporary global engagement.

6. Conclusions
This study set out to investigate the civilizational role of translation in Islamic history by

analyzing three major translation movements: the Sassanid, the Abbasid, and the Qajar
periods. Drawing upon the cultural turn (Bassnett & Lefevere, 1990, 1998) in translation
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studies and guided by the vision of modern Islamic civilization as articulated by Imam
Khamenei (2012, 2016a, 2016b, 2019), the research applied a qualitative thematic analysis
to identify the underlying factors that have shaped the effectiveness and ideological impact
of these movements. The findings clearly demonstrate that translation, when strategically
managed and ideologically grounded, has historically acted as a transformative engine of
civilizational growth. Six key factors—cultural mediation, strategic content selection,
institutionalization, filtering against overload, ideological integration, and state patronage
and policy-making—were identified as fundamental contributors to successful translation
efforts in the past.

Among the three periods analyzed, the Abbasid model emerged as the most complete and
impactful, integrating foreign knowledge within Islamic theological, philosophical, and
political frameworks. The Sassanid translation legacy provided the pre-Islamic foundation,
while the Qajar movement, despite its ambitiousness, lacked coherence and civilizational
vision. In light of these insights, the paper argues that any contemporary effort to revive
translation as a civilizational strategy must go beyond functional language transfer and
reestablish translation as a deliberate, policy-oriented, and culturally aligned activity. This
includes building institutional structures, training ideologically aware translators, and
aligning content with the epistemological needs of the Islamic world.

Ultimately, by learning from the past and grounding translation efforts in a cohesive
ideological vision, Islamic societies can re-enable translation to serve, not as an imitation
tool, but as a tool for epistemic sovereignty and civilizational revival. Building on the study’s
historical findings regarding the role of institutional support and ideological frameworks in
shaping translation movements, future research should delve into the specific mechanisms
by which translation has served as a vehicle for cultural preservation and religious
transmission during the Abbasid period. In particular, the influence of key Islamic figures,
such as Imam Kazem, Imam Reza, and Imam Javad, Divine peace upon them, warrants
focused examination—especially in terms of how their intellectual engagement within the
Abbasid court environment has implicitly or explicitly guided translation priorities and
epistemological integration.

Additionally, a promising area for future research lies in assessing the religious and
philosophical literacy of contemporary Iranian translators, particularly their familiarity with
Islamic principles and how such knowledge—or its absence—affects translation choices in
fields like Islamic ethics, law, and civilizational discourse. This can be approached through
empirical studies (e.g., translator interviews, textual analysis of religious translations) to
determine how Islamic frameworks are preserved, adapted, or neglected in modern contexts.
Finally, future inquiry could benefit from comparative analyses between historical
translation movements and current institutional translation policies in Iran, identifying
continuities and ruptures in state approaches, ideological orientations, and educational
structures related to translation. Such research would offer not only a historical bridge but
also practical insights into shaping more coherent and purposeful translation strategies
today.
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