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ABSTRACT 
 

This paper aims to explore how translators translate both the connotative and denotative meanings of near-
synonyms from the Quran into English language. The article will shed light on the phenomenon of near-synonymy, 
as well as its connotative and denotative meanings and how the translator’s background could have influenced 
their translation. There has been a dearth of attention on the translation of near-synonyms in the Quran; 
accordingly, this study examines three pairs of near-synonyms from the Quran and their particular translations 
in the following three English translations of the Quran itself: 1) The Koran Interpreted by Arberry; 2) The Quran: 
A New Translation by Abdel Haleem; and 3) The Sublime Quran by Bakhtiar. These translations were chosen due 
to the significant differences in style and translators’ backgrounds. The analysis aims to highlight the difference 
in meaning of each pair of near-synonyms by distinguishing both their connotative and denotative meanings. This 
will be followed by an examination of the translations to recognise whether the near-synonyms were accurately 
translated in these given instances or lost some, or even all, of their meaning during the translation process and 
discuss if translator’s background could have influence on it. Based on the discussion and analysis of these 
examples, it is evident that all three translations failed to distinguish between the pair of near-synonyms and to 
capture the accurate meaning throughout the Quran, leading to a semantic void. It is similarly clear that the 
linguistic complexity of the Holy Quran has created a challenging mission for translators, which has ultimately 
led to loss of accuracy and meaning. The results have shown that each translator chose their own approach based 
on their translational goal or their educational and personal backgrounds. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 
According to Desilver (2013), about twenty-five per cent of the world’s population is Muslim, 
and over eighty per cent of Muslims do not know Arabic, but rather use translated versions of 
the Quran. The Quran is one of the most translated books worldwide, having been translated 
to various languages, but especially into English. This is not only due to the great number of 
non-Arab Muslims but also because of the increasing interest in Islam as a religion in recent 
years.  

To Muslims, the Quran is an extraordinary book revealed to the Prophet Mohammad 
by the archangel Gabriel - an archangel sent down by God - in the early part of the seventh 
century AD. The Quran consists of 114 chapters (Suras), 6,218 verses (Ayas), 77,437 words, 
and 321,000 letters (cited in Abdul-Raof 2003: 113). The Quran is considered as the core 
message of Islam and is highly respected by all Muslims, who regard it as a fundamental source 
of reference for the Islamic religion, its rituals, ethics, and laws. “It is the book that 
‘differentiates’ between right and wrong, so that nowadays, when the Muslim world is dealing 
with such universal issues as globalization, the environment, combating terrorism and drugs, 
medical ethics, and feminism, evidence to support the various arguments is sought in the 
Quran” (Abdel Haleem 2004: ix).  

Classic Arab scholars state that the word Quran, نارقلا , is morphologically derived from 
one of two roots. Scholars such as Mohammad al-Rāzī, al-Farra’ (cited in al-Saleh 2000), and 
al-Asfahani (2009) believe that the word Quran is derived from the verb نرق , as in ‘collecting’ 
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and ‘gathering’, whereas other scholars, such as Al-Qattan (1990), argue that it is derived from 
the verb أرق , which means ‘recite’ or ‘read’.  

Historically, Muslims and non-Muslims alike have debated on the ‘untranslatability’ of 
the Quran. While some people believe it is a holy text that cannot be translated, others pointed 
to the importance of providing translated versions to non-Arabs. Therefore, we can surely see 
the different types and the considerable variations of translations available today. For instance, 
some translators opted to create an explanation and commentary in addition to the Arabic text, 
while some translated the meaning rather than the text itself, and others tried to translate the 
text whilst maintaining its linguistic beauty. Fatani, who strongly opposed to the translation of 
the Quran, notes, “How could one possibly translate a linguistic miracle. ...”. (Fatani, 2006: 
657). On the other hand, Ali (2006) argues that translating the Quran is a ‘moral duty’, and 
whilst any translation of the Quran can never be an exact representation of the Quran itself, 
such a translation is crucial to carry the meaning into other languages. It is perhaps due to the 
linguistic miracles found in the Quran, as manifest in the sophisticated formation of the 
sentences and the use of musical sounds that create a marvellous euphony, that one can only 
argue how it is quite impossible to produce a translation with similar linguistic features.  

Hussein Abdul-Raof - a contemporary scholar of Quran translation - states: 
 

Quranic discourse is a linguistic scenery characterised by a rainbow of syntactic, semantic, rhetorical, 
phonetic and cultural features that are distinct from other types of Arabic discourse. Through the coalition 
of these features, a unique linguistic texture unfolds to the reader dominated by harmony on the syntactic, 
semantic and prosodic levels: in fact, interfertilisation among these elements could not be better achieved. 
Most of these features are alien to the linguistic norms of other languages.                               (2004, p. 92) 

 
He further clarifies that any translations will inevitably suffer from loss of meaning at 

a certain level, which is mainly due to adopting either a semantic or a communicative 
translation approach. Abdul-Raof claims, “A semantic translation attempts to render as closely 
as the semantic and syntactic structures of the target language allow, the exact contextual 
meaning of the source language message. A communicative translation, by contrast, attempts 
to produce on its readers an effect as close as possible to that obtained on the reader of the 
source text.” (Abdul-Raof 2004:93). He further (Abdul-Raof 2003:21) stresses, “The beauty of 
Quran-specific language and style surpasses man’s faculty to reproduce the Quran in a 
translated form”, and thus illustrates several of the reasons that underlie the untranslatability 
of Quranic discourse, namely semantic, structural, and rhetorical voids.  This study will mainly 
focus on sematic voids, which are defined as a full or partial loss of meaning or semantic 
proprieties during the translation process; for example, voids in translating religious or cultural 
terminology, voids in translating near-synonyms and voids in translating metaphor. near-
synonyms in particular was chosen because they share similar semantic proprieties that can 
confuse native speakers similarly to non-natives, in addition to the fact that Quranic discourse 
has its own lexicon that are culturally bound.   

The issue of the Quran’s untranslatability will be analysed throughout this article, mainly 
by addressing the semantic void. This is mainly because the study aims to understand both 
connotative and denotative meanings of pairs of near-synonyms and how they were translated 
into English, and further whether the translation resulted in a semantic void. This study aims to 
analyse three pairs of near-synonyms that have slightly different meanings yet ones that are very 
significant in the Quranic context they exist in. Unlike previous studies, that mainly focused on 
one pair of near-synonyms and how they were translated in various English translations of the 
Quran without any emphasis on the translations or the translator’s background, this study aims 
to highlight both connotative and denotative meanings of the three different pairs and their 
translation in three different official translations of the Quran itself; and further highlights 
whether the translators’ backgrounds influenced their translations or otherwise. Furthermore, 
the article aims to elaborate on the various strategies used by these translators to signify the 
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difference in meaning between the pair of near-synonyms in their connotative and denotative 
meanings, and whether they rendered these meanings in their translations 

 
SEMANTIC VOIDS 

 
Arabic is known for its sophisticated and rather different linguistic features, which when 
translated would result on rhetorical and structural voids. Rhetorical voids are occurred when 
certain Arabic linguistic strategies exist like called iltifāt تافتلا .  To Zamakhsharī, iltifāt is a 
stylistic feature that has a rhetorical effect and can be understood as the transition from 
addressing one person to another (in Lane, 2005). On the other hand, structural voids are seen 
when specific linguistic features are difficult to render with the same style and carrying the 
same meaning; such as alliteration, assonance and epizeuxis. Although structural and rhetorical 
voids share a similar importance, semantic voids can in fact change the meaning or convey it 
incorrectly to the target text audience. 

In order for translators to translate specific lexical items, they should first process these 
words into their culture in an attempt to find the right equivalence in the target language. Most 
importantly, they should understand both the denotative and connotative meaning of these 
words. For instance; in translating near-synonyms certain differences can exist depending on 
the context these words appear in, and how they have different meanings. Certainly, some 
words can be easily translated into the target language; regardless of whether they carry the 
same connotative meaning, or mainly the denotative meaning. For instance, the word Allah 
 when translated into ‘God’ loses its significant concept of oneness. It ‘fades away’ when ”الله“
replaced by God, especially given that in the Bible the word God may refer to the father, the 
Son and the Holy Spirit, not to mention that it can be used in a form of a plural, as in gods 
(Abdul-Raof, 2001).  

In contrast, there are words that need proper clarification to the target language 
audience, since they are mainly only known and understood as concepts in the Islamic culture 
or in the Arab region. According to Abdul-Raof (2005:168), an example of such words is ممیت 

 which if translated to English might be seen as near-synonyms ,(ablution/ sand ablution)  ءوضو/
with a slight difference in the way they are performed. These cultural references are mainly 
understood by Muslims because they are among the rituals they are requested to do before 
prayer. For instance, the word ءوضو  - (wudu) ablution is to wash parts of the body before 
praying, while the word ممیت  – (Tayammum) sand ablution is to perform the same ritual but 
with sand when water is not available.  

 
 

NEAR-SYNONYMS  
 
This article sheds light on one of the more significant features of the Quran, which is its 
linguistic richness and beauty. It highlights the importance of near-synonyms and their 
particular translations in various English translations of the Quran itself. While synonyms are 
defined as a semantic relation that binds two terms with the same denotative meaning that 
belong to the same word category but differ in form (Matulewska, 2016), near-synonyms have 
similar but not identical meanings and are, in fact, considered the most common type of 
synonyms (cited in Abdul-Ghafour, Awal, Zainudin & Aladdin, 2019:130). Near-synonyms 
are defined by Cruse as lexical items whose meanings are relatively close to each other and which 
are sometimes difficult to differentiate between, such as fog/mist (Cruse, 2000:159). According to 
Cruse - who refers to near-synonyms as plesionyms - it is rather complicated to describe where 
near-synonymy crosses into non-synonymy. “The limits of plesionyms in the opposite 
direction along the scale of synonymity are more difficult to specify; as the semantic distance 
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between lexical items increases, plesionyms shades imperceptibly into non-” (Cruse, 1986: 
286). He further remarks that near-synonyms have two important characteristics: the first is 
that language users should be able to differentiate between different words and to realise which 
pairs are considered synonyms, and the second is the insufficiency in referring to the semantic 
scale, i.e., the precise differences between words’ meanings (Cruse, 1986). Perhaps this is the 
reasons why Edmonds and Hirst (2002) argue that dictionaries cannot give the exact meaning 
of particular words due to the different connotations they have, and this is how near-synonyms 
are created. In their attempt to explain near-synonyms, Edmonds and Hirst emphasize that 
“Usually, words that are close in meaning are near-synonyms (or plesionyms) almost 
synonyms, but not quite; very similar, but not identical, in meaning; not fully inter-
substitutable, but instead varying in their shades of denotation, connotation, implicature, 
emphasis, or register” (Edmonds and Hirst, 2002: 107). 

In the Arabic language, many scholars believe that the existence of synonyms dates 
back to the second century after Hijra, where scholars started discussing the idea of the slight 
differences between words in any language (Anis, 2003). Similarly, Omar (2001:102) 
emphasised the existence of synonyms in both Arabic and Quranic discourse, arguing that there 
are two types of synonymy: 
 
1- Full synonymy, where words are almost identical in their meaning. Omar (2001) 
demonstrates this with an example from the Quran, where the words لضف / رثآ  carry the same 
meaning:  

91 -  ةیآ فسوی ةروس كَرََثآ  نَیئِطِاخََل اَّنكُ نْإِوَ اَنیَْلعَُ َّ+   دَْقَلِ Eَّاَت اوُلاَق
They said: By Allah! Indeed, Allah has preferred you above us, and we certainly have been (deliberate) 
sinners – Yusuf 12:91  

 
253 –  ةیآ انلضف  ىلع مھضعب ضعب ةرقبلا ةروس   لسرلا كلت

Those are the messengers some of whom We have given excellence over some others. Al Baqarah 2: 253 
 
2- Near synonymy, where words might have similar meanings in the language but certainly 
have different meanings in the Quranic discourse, such as  
 

44 -  ةیآ فسوی ةروس مِلاَحَْلأْا  نَیمِلِاَعبِ ۖ  لِیوِْأَتبِ نُحَْن امَوَ  مٍلاَحَْأ ضَْأ اوُلاَق ثُاَغ    
They replied, “These are confused visions and we do not know the interpretation of such 
dreams - Yusuf 12:44 
 

43 -  ةیآ فسوی ةروس اَیؤُّْرللِ   نَورُُبعَْت يَاَیؤْرُ  مُْتنْكُ نْإِ   يفِ ينِوُتفَْأُ لأمَلْا اھَُّیَأ اَی
O chiefs! Tell me the meaning of my dream if you can interpret dreams – Yusuf 12:43 
 

In this regard, Abdul-Ghafour, Awal, Zainudin & Aladdin (2019) state that there are 
certain lexical items in the Quranic discourse that might appear to be full synonyms, but with 
a deep semantic analysis actually appear to convey different meanings. These are usually 
referred to by the majority of Arab Scholars as Quranic near-synonyms, and defined as lexical 
items that share some, but not all, shades of meaning (Omar 2001).  

There have been several research efforts that have examined the connotative and 
denotative meanings in the Quranic discourse and that, most importantly, discuss near-
synonyms in the Quran. Among these are Abdul-Raof’s (2018:109) discussion of semantic 
meaning, where he states:  
 

Each lexical item in the Holy Qur'ān has its own inherent semantic componential features which can be 
slightly distinct from another lexical item that has its own innate semantic componential features claiming 
that the context and semantic componential features are the major factors in the selection of one word rather 
than the other. 
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In a similar vein, Al-Shacrāwī (1993) argues that near-synonyms can be understood as 
a different phenomenon in the Quranic discourse. This is mainly due to the different nature of 
the Quranic Discourse has than other discourses. Al-Shacrāwī (1993) further elaborates that 
two words might have different meanings and cannot be used interchangeably.  

In the field of Translation Studies, various scholars have attempted to study meaning 
and its relation to translation due to the particular impact it has on the translation process. 
According to Dickins, Hervey and Higgins (2002), meaning is divided into two basic types: 
denotative meaning and connotative meanings. They further remark that denotative meaning 
is the literal meaning of words, although it could mean something else when applied to figures 
of speech such as metaphors (Dickins, Hervey & Higgins, 2002). Dickins, Hervey and Higgins 
define denotation as, “that kind of meaning which is fully supported by ordinary semantic 
conventions, such as the convention that ‘window’ refers to a particular kind of aperture in a 
wall roof.” (Dickins, Hervey & Higgins, 2002, p. 52). On the other hand, they define 
connotative meaning as various and varied, and consider aspects of meaning in addition to the 
denotative meaning of a lexical item and can vary depending on the context they exist in 
(Dickins, Hervey & Higgins, 2002, p. 66). This is probably amongst the reasons why many 
translators suffer when translating Quranic verses due to the complexity of the process and the 
particular and rather unique context the words exist in. It does not only require an 
understanding of the denotative meaning but also the connotative meaning of the words in 
addition to the context they exist in, which evidently requires an in-depth knowledge of Islamic 
culture itself.  

Although there has been little focus on the examination of the phenomenon of near-
synonyms and their translation in a Quranic discourse, some researchers have chosen to analyse 
the way these near-synonyms have been conveyed into English in various translation of the 
Quran. For instance, Abdellah (2010) chose to examine the way the pair ( ثیغلا / رطملا   ) is 
translated in five different translations based on the context they existed in, ultimately 
concluding that four translators did not differentiate between the pair and translated both into 
one English equivalent, ‘rain’, while only one translator chose to add adjectives in the attempt 
to explain what type of rain it was. Although Abdellah’s examination of these five different 
translations is very thorough, it lacks a contemporary translation of the Quran since the five 
were made in 1954, 1964, 1983, 1984 and 1999. In addition, Abdellah’s study mainly focuses 
on an understanding of near-synonyms in the contexts they exist in.  

Likewise, Abbas and Al-Khanji opted for an analysis of the word pair ( عاطتسا /عاطسا ) 
because they share the same root. The study chose to analyse five different translations that the 
authors believe to be very popular in the Muslim world. Abbas and Al-Khanji concluded that 
the pair were translated inconsistently and without any justification for such (Abbas and Al-
Khanji, 2019, p. 132). Furthermore, they emphasised that some Quranic words are 
untranslatable and cannot be rendered into another language. The inconsistency is perhaps 
based on the context these verbs exist in, and the extent of the differences between Arabic and 
English language norms and connections. One can argue that maintaining the same level of 
linguistic beauty whilst simultaneously rendering the meaning of the Quran into another 
language would be almost impossible, but transferring the message and rendering the meaning 
via a communicative approach would be rather more feasible.   

On the other hand, Abdul-Ghafour, Awal, Zainudin and Aladdin (2019) aimed to 
examine the translation of the interplay of synonyms in Quranic discourse. They investigated 
the word pair رافسلأا بتكلا -   that exhibit two semantic relations, synonymy and polysemy, and 
their contextual meanings in Quranic discourse and how they were translated in two English 
translations. Both translations are by American translators, but each of whom had different 
religious backgrounds, unfortunately the translators’ backgrounds were not part of the analysis. 
The analysis conveyed the idea that there are some semantic differences between near-
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synonyms, and that these differences were not conveyed when the pair was translated into 
English by each of the translators.  

In this study, however, I intend to analyse three different pairs that have very prominent 
differences in meaning. I have chosen the first pair, ھتأرما / ھجوز  because it has not, to date, been 
highlighted in any previous analysis yet has a significant difference in the Quranic discourse 
and has been widely discussed in the Islamic Studies discipline, particularly in Quran Exegesis. 
In contrast, the second pair, ثیغلا / رطملا , has previously been examined by Abdellah but with 
older translations, and I would like to see if the translation approaches differed in rendering the 
denotative meaning in more recent translations. Lastly, the reason to examine the pair مسجلا / 

دسجلا  which was translated to several different translations, is to examine whether it was 
translated based on the context it existed on or simply because of an inconsistency in the 
translation. The objectives of this study are, firstly, to highlight whether there are any semantic 
voids created by lack of accuracy in rendering the denotative meaning of these near-synonyms; 
secondly, to understand whether the translator’s background can, in fact, influence their 
translation; and, lastly, the comparison between old and contemporary translations should 
highlight whether the latter are more accurate and communicative.  
 

APPROACHES TO TRANSLATING THE QURAN 
 
Over the years, the variety of translations of the Quran have adopted different styles and 
approaches. Regardless, scholars argued that the majority of the translations lack the linguistic 
uniqueness of its original wording. According to Fatani (2006), most translations have adopted 
a semantic approach, which is known in Translation Studies to focus on the textual function, 
in both form and content, in a similar manner to the formal equivalence. This would essentially 
be intended to translate solely the denotative meaning, rather than both the denotative and 
connotative meanings, of the near-synonyms. “Most translators aim at ‘functional 
equivalence’, where the emphasis is on communication of message at the expense of lexical 
equivalence” (Fatani, 2006, p. 660). In an attempt to explain the semantic approach adopted by 
translators, Abdul-Raof (2001) asserts that in this approach, translators adopt an archaic form 
of language and, for the most part, literal word order translation. An example of these 
translations is those by Arberry (1962), Asad (1980), and Ali (1983). These literal translations 
have “adopted an approach to translation that allowed the source language to have dominance 
over the target language” (Welch, 1990, p. 272). 

Contrary to the previous approach, the communicative approach is mainly concerned 
with conveying the message from the Quran, and the denotative meaning of near-synonyms 
and what they mean in a Quranic context. Hence, translators used a communicative 
contemporary version of the English language instead of the archaic language used by other 
translators. A famous example of a communicative English translation of the Quran is The 
Quran - A New Translation by Muhammad Abdel Haleem in 2004.  
 
 

DATA AND METHODOLOGY 
 
This article aims to examine the phenomenon of near-synonyms in the Quranic discourse and 
the way they have been rendered in several of the translations of the Quran; this is simply to 
explore how the existing translation conveyed their meaning. In addition, it analyses the level 
of accuracy in translating near-synonyms in the Quran. The level of accuracy is defined in this 
study as the conveyance of both the connotative and denotative meaning of both near-
synonyms in a similar manner to that in the Quranic context. This analysis will enhance our 
understanding of the ongoing debate about the untranslatability of the Quran, in particular 
regarding semantic voids. Indeed, Abdul-Raof (2001) was among many scholars who argued 
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that numerous translations opted for a poetic translation similar to the linguistic style of the 
Quran, which resulted in significant distortion of meaning. In a similar vein, Faiq believes that 
the array of the poetic linguistics features that distinct the Qur’anic discourse from other Arabic 
discourse could not be achieved (Faiq, 2004, p. 92). 

The data will be extracted from three different translations: 1) The Koran Interpreted 
by Arthur J. Arberry in 1962, p. 2) The Quran: A New Translation by Mohammad Abdel 
Haleem in 2004; and 3) The Sublime Quran by Laleh Bakhtiar in 2007. There are two main 
reasons behind choosing these three particular translations. First, they are by people with 
different educational, religious, and linguistic backgrounds, for instance Arberry is a British 
orientalist, while Abdel Haleem is a Muslim Egyptian scholar in Islamic studies, and Bakhtiar 
is an American/Iranian feminist Muslim. As previously discussed, this article aims to analyse 
whether the translator’s background has influenced their translation, their word choice, or even 
their understanding of both the connotative and denotative meanings of the Quran. For 
instance, it was often suggested that Arberry attempted to recreate the Quran with its linguistic 
and unique language into Arabic, bearing in mind the different linguistic styles used in the 
Quranic discourse. According to Siddiek “despite all his efforts, Arberry was not able to get all 
the truth about the Quran, but he confirmed his belief that the Quran represented a literary 
masterpiece unparalleled in its literature of the whole world.” (Siddiek, 2018, p. 48). By 
contrast, Abdel Haleem studied and memorised the Quran his entire life with the purpose of 
creating a simple English version of an interpretation of the Quran for English speakers. Shah 
praised Abdel Haleem’s translation stating “No other translator of the Holy Qur’an has such 
mastery of both languages” (Shah, 2010, p. 4). Bakhtiar was the first American woman to 
translate the Quran, and her translation took a female perspective; however, it was also intended 
to create an understanding between Muslims and non-Muslims. It was quite clear that 
Bakhtiar’s translation was influenced by her feminist background in translating some verses in 
the Quran (Maliki, 2001), and thus it was important and of significant interest to see how she 
translated the pair ھتأرما / ھجوز , which has a reference to women in a marriage context. 

Second, each translation has been characterised differently: Arberry’s as linguistically 
rich that copies the same linguistic beauty found in the Quran; Abdel Haleem’s as the 
communicative and clear interpretation of the Quran; and, finally, Bakhtiar’s, as the 
contemporary translation from a feminist perspective.  

In order to understand how near-synonyms were translated and whether they were 
accurately conveyed in these different translations, I choose three main pairs of near-synonyms 
and their translations in the three given translations. As previously mentioned, the pairs are 

ھتأرما / ھجوز  / ثیغلا / رطملا  / دسجلا / مسجلا  . They were certainly chosen due to the significant 
differences between the two words in each pair, and because of the immense differences in the 
translations, as I have previously clarified. The data are first explained with regard to the 
Quranic discourse in which they exist, and later a comparison of how they were translated is 
given. The aim of the comparison is to demonstrate that translating the Quran can frequently 
mean elaborating and translating an interpretation rather than trying to mimic its style and 
linguistic features.  

 
 

TRANSLATING NEAR-SYNONYMS IN THE QURAN 
 
This section will demonstrate how near-synonyms are translated into the three mentioned 
translations. This is to understand how near-synonyms were perceived by the translators, and 
how they translated them by analysing the denotative and connotative meanings of the near-
synonym in the source and target texts.  
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ھتأرما / ھجوز .1  
As mentioned before, near-synonyms have slight differences of meaning that are barely 
noticeable to most readers. To demonstrate this further, we need to first understand the meaning 
of each word in the Quranic context it existed in. The word ھجوز  refers to a perfect pair and an 
equal relationship between a man and his wife, whereas the word ھتأرما  is only used to refer to 
an unequal relationship. Both the Majma' al-Lughah al-'Arabiyah (1969) and Lisān al-ʿArab 
(Ibnur Manzur, 1968) dictionaries define the word جوز  as the opposite of a singular, and thus 
any woman married to a man is called a ھل جوز  - which can also be ھجوز  . By contrast, the 
Mukhtār al-Ṣiḥāḥ (2006) dictionary stresses that the word  ھتأرما is derived from the word ؤرمأ , 
which means a human being. Therefore, the word هأرما  is the feminine form of the word ؤرمأ , 
and ھتأرما  indicates a women’s relationship with a man, i.e., someone’s wife.  

According to the Arabic –English Dictionary of Quranic Usage (Abdel Haleem & 
Badwai 2008, p. 406) and The Dictionary and Glossary of the Quran (Penrice, 2006, p. 98), 
both define the word جوز  as “the dual, wife, husband, and spouse”, which is an individual being 
with another, in which they are united. On the other hand, the word هارمإ  is defined as a woman. 
In this regard, al-Asfahani (2009) states that the word جوز  can be seen as an equal pair, unlike 

ھتأرما , which might lose the connotation of equality. In his explanation, al-Asfahani (2009) 
argues that the word ھتأرما  and ھجوز  both donate a matrimonial relationship between a man and 
women in the Quranic discourse; however, each word has a different connotation. He further 
explains the in the Quran, the word ھجوز  is only mentioned in reference to an equal relationship 
between a husband and a wife, whether in religion or age, while the word ھتأرما  is used to refer 
to an unequal marriage, or one with an ‘unbeliever’ wife. The examples below demonstrate 
how this pair was translated by each of the three translators.  
 

TABLE 1. Translation of the word ھجوز  

 
Bakhtiar Abdel Haleem Arberry ST - al-Baqarah 2:35 

Inhabit the Garden, you and 
your spouse (2007, p. 6) 

We said, ‘Adam, live with 
your wife in this garden’ 

(2004, p. 7) 

And We said, ‘Adam, 
dwell thou, and thy wife, 
in the Garden’ (1962, p. 

5) 

 – كَجُوْزَوَ  ةََّنجَلْا  تَنَأ نْكُسْا مُدَآ اَی اَنلُْقوَ
35 ةیآ – ةرقبلا ةروس  

 
TABLE 2. Translation of the word ھتأرما   

 
Bakhtiar Abdel Haleem Arberry ST – at- Tahreem 66:10 

God has propounded an 
example for those who were 
ungrateful like the wife of 
Noah and the wife of Lot. 

(2007, p. 655) 

God has given examples of 
disbelievers: the wives of 

Noah and Lot (2004, p. 338) 

God has struck a 
similitude for the 

unbelievers -- the wife of 
Noah, and the wife of 

Lot; (1962, p. 228) 

َةَأرَمْاِ  حٍوُن  اورَُفكَ نَیذَِّلّلِ لاًَثمَُ Kَّ بَرَضَ
10 -  ةیآ :میرحتلا ةروس َة  طٍوُل َأرَمْاِوَ  

 

 
As noted in the tables above, both Arberry and Abdel Haleem used the word ‘wife’ to 

translate both near-synonyms, regardless of the slightly different connotation each word has. 
Perhaps the reason why the word ھتأرما   was not translated literally to ‘his woman’ is due to 
the incorrect connotation it might have since there is no form of relationship outside the frame 
of marriage in Islam. It seems likely that Arberry’s goal to reproduce a poetic English version 
of the Quran made him focus on linguistic beauty rather than exact meaning. Yet one cannot 
argue that Arberry’s different background – being non-Muslim or Arab – may have influenced 
this particular translation since even Abdel Haleem opted for the word ‘wives’, regardless of 
the known Quranic interpretation of the differences between this pair of near-synonyms. I 
would argue that Abdel Haleem’s intention to simplify the Quran affected his word choice, and 
he thus chose to translate both words to what they represent in English regardless of their 
different meanings in the Quranic discourse. Unfortunately, in both translations, the connation 
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of inequality intended in the Quranic discourse of both words has been lost, leading to a 
semantic void despite the existence of other equivalences such as: ‘spouse’ or ‘partner’.  

In contrast, Bakhtiar makes a distinction in her translation between ھتأرما / ھجوز  , as she 
translates the word ھجوز  using the English equivalent spouse in the majority of cases, while 
translating the word ھتأرما  into wife. I believe that Bakhtiar’s translation stands out since she 
chose to use the literal meaning of the word جوز  as in a pair that has the sense of equality, and 
translated the word ھجوز  into spouse, whereas she translated the word ھتأرما  into ‘his wife’. I 
would argue that to Bakhtiar, understanding the differences in this context in particular is rather 
significant due to her feminist background. To further explain, Bakhtiar mainly used the word 
wife to refer to what has been highlighted as a married woman, yet used the word spouse to 
indicate that the word might be a reference to both men and women.  
 

ثیغلا / رطملا .2  
In the Arab region, the word رطم  is often used to refer to rain, whilst the most likely use of ثیغ  
would be specifically to refer to rain after a period of drought. The word ثیغ  is derived from 
the stem توغ , which originally means to save. This is especially true since in the Arab region, 
rain usually only comes after a long period of drought. According to the Mu'jam al-Wajiz 
(1969) dictionary, the word ثیغ  can be defined as the rain of mercy that comes from God after 
months of drought. Similarly, Lane remarked that the word ثیغ  is the rain that brings a lot of 
good with it (Lane, 1968, p. 2314).  

With regard to the word رطم , Abdellah (2010) believes that Arab lexicographers agreed 
that it means any type of water coming from the sky. al-Asfahani (2009) further explains that 
using the word رطم  in Quranic discourse simply means the rain, while the word رطمأ is the verb 
of the noun رطم  meaning a “punishing rain”. Hence, using the word رطم  can have a negative 
connotation in Quranic discourse, unlike the positive connotation the word ثیغ  has. (Abdellah, 
2010: , p.). Consider the following translations of both words in the tables below:  

 
TABLE 3. Translation of the word رطملا  

 
Bakhtiar Abdel Haleem Arberry ST – al-A'raf 7:84 

And when We rained down a 
rain on them so look how had 
been the Ultimate End of the 
ones who sin (2007, p. 183) 

And We showered upon [the 
rest of] them a rain [of 

destruction]. See the fate of 
the evildoers (2004, p. 100) 

And We rained down 
upon them a rain; so, 

behold thou, how was the 
end of the sinners! (1962, 

p. 181) 

ارًطَمَ  نَاكَ فَیْكَ رْظُنْاَف  مْھِیَْلعَ اَنرْطَمَْأوَ
 ةیآ :فارعلأا ةروس - نَیمِرِجْمُلْاُ ةَبقِاعَ

84 
 

 
TABLE 4. Translation of the word ثیغلا  

 
Bakhtiar Abdel Haleem Arberry ST – Ash-Shūrā 42:28 

And He it is Who sends 
down plenteous rain water 

after they have despaired, and 
unfolds His mercy. And He is 
The Protector, The Worthy of 

Praise. (2007, p. 564) 

it is He who sends relief 
through rain after they have 
lost hope, and spreads His 

mercy far and wide. He is the 
Protector, Worthy of All 

Praise. (2004, p. 313) 

And it is He who sends 
down the rain after they 
have despaired and He 

unfolds His mercy; 
He is the Protector, the 
All-laudable. (1962, p. 

195) 

 اوطَُنَق امَ دِعَْب نمِ ثَیَْغلْا لُزَِّنُی يذَِّلا وَھُوَ
 - دُیمِحَلْا ُّيلِوَلْا وَھُوَُ ھَتمَحْرَ رُشُنَیوَ

28 ةیآ :ىروشلا ةروس  

 
It is noticeable that in translating both words ثیغلا / رطملا  translators chose a variety of 

words and sometimes combined the word rain with an adjective to describe its connation. For 
instance, Arberry choose to translate both words to rain, regardless of their negative or positive 
connotation, which eventually led to a loss of meaning and the importance of differentiating 
between a saving or punishing rain. Due to Arberry’s cultural background, I believe that, for 
him, the use of the word rain maintained the meaning of the word ثیغلا , which simply signifies 
rain. In addition, unlike Arabic where words have many synonyms and near-synonyms; 
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English, by contrast, is rather simpler and probably the reason why Arberry did not choose to 
differentiate between this pair of near-synonyms.  

With regard to Abdel Haleem’s translation, this was rather fruitful since he opted for 
more than one equivalent to represent this pair of near-synonyms. The words were mainly 
translated in the context they existed in; thus, ثیغلا  was translated as rain and a relieving rain 
to demonstrate that this type of rain is a gift from God and not otherwise. As highlighted above, 
Abdel Haleem chose to explain the meaning of the word by restructuring the sentences it 
existed in using a different structure ‘sends relief through rain’, where he added an adjective to 
the word rain / رطملا , such as ‘dreadful, destruction, heavy and terrible’ to further emphasise 
the negative connotation behind the word and its usage in that context. This can be clearly 
noticed as one of Abdel Haleem’s strategies to highlight the difference between these words. I 
believe that Abdel Haleem’s understanding of Islamic culture, its discourse, and the Arabic 
language and its culture, helped here with regard to rephrasing the sentences into better 
structured sentences in English. Most importantly, Abdel Haleem maintained the meaning of 
the pair and rendered this to the target text audience in an accurate manner.  

Likewise, this method was also used by Bakhtiar who added adjectives to describe the 
connotation intended. For example, she added the word plenteous to describe the good rain 

ثیغلا , and sometimes used the word evil to refer to the rain that comes with punishment. 
Bakhtiar did not, however, convey the connotative meaning of the word رطم  in all its 
occurrences as seen above, but only used the phrase ‘evil rain’ three times because one verse 
used ‘ ءوسلا رطم  ’ in the Arabic verse in the Quran, while the other highlighted the punishments 
that come with the rain. It can be argued that, to Bakhtiar, her goal was to create an 
understanding between Muslims and non-Muslims, which was the reason why she attempted 
to recreate the linguistic beauty and yet maintain the connotative meaning of these near-
synonyms in the Quranic discourse.  
 

دسجلا / مسجلا .3  
Corresponding to the previous examples, the pair دسجلا /مسجلا  are among the various near-
synonyms found in the Quranic discourse. According to the al-Muhit dictionary, the word مسجلا  
and دسجلا  can be both defined analogously to the human body with its organs (Abādī, 2007, p. 
240). Nevertheless, al-Asfahani (2009) argues that both words have different meanings in 
Quranic discourse, while the word مسج   was used twice to refer to live human bodies, and the 
word دسجلا  to dead human bodies. Dawood (2008) further claims that there is a precise meaning 
behind each word, since the word مسجلا  denotes the body with a soul, while the word دسجلا  
means the body without a soul. This pair is examined through the following examples:  
 

TABLE 5. Translation of the word مسجلا  
 

Bakhtiar Abdel Haleem Arberry ST – al-Anbiya 21:8 
And We made them not 

bodies that ate not food, nor 
had they been ones who will 
dwell forever (2007, p. 373) 

We did not give them bodies 
that ate no food, nor were 

they immortal (2004, p. 203) 

Nor did We fashion them 
as bodies that ate not 

food, neither were they 
immortal (1962, p. 701 ) 

 - دسَجَ  مَاَعَّطلا نَوُلكُأَی لاً ا  مھُاَنلَعجَ ام
8   ةیآ :ءایبنلاا ةروس

 
 

TABLE 6. Translation of the word دسجلا  

 
Bakhtiar Abdel Haleem Arberry ST - al-Baqarah 2:247 

He said Truly God has 
favoured him over you and 
has increased him greatly in 
knowledge and physique.; 

(2007, p. 45) 

He said, ‘God has chosen him 
over you, and has given him 
great knowledge and stature. 

(2004, p. 28) 

He said, 'God has chosen 
him over you, and has 

increased him broadly in 
knowledge and 

body. (1962, p. 63) 

ً ةطَسَْب هُدَازَوَ مْكُیَْلعَ هُاَفطَصْاَ Kَّ َّنإَِ لاَق
–  ةیآ –  ةرقبلا ةروس مِسْجِلْا وَ مِلْعِلْا يفِ

247 
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As seen in the tables above, Arberry chose one equivalent to translate both words دسجلا / 
مسجلا  regardless of the different connotation each word had in the Quranic discourse and created 

a semantic loss. One can argue that regardless of Arberry’s knowledge of the Arabic language 
and Islamic Studies, he mainly attempted to render a purely linguistic meaning rather than 
examine the words in the Quranic context they existed in. Siddiek explains the reason behind 
the errors in Arberry’s translation stating “due to the fact that the translator was genuinely not 
Arab, so he might misunderstand the meaning of a certain word or phrase in its literal sense, 
or he might not realize the meaning of some of the Quranic expressions” (Siddiek, 2018, p. 
53).  

In a relatively different attempt, Abdel Haleem’s translation was mainly dependent on 
the context a given word existed in, hence each word was translated differently based on the 
sentence it was in. For instance, the word مسجلا , which signifies a living human body, was 
translated into appearance and stature, while the word دسجلا  – a dead body – was translated to 
body, shape, skeleton, and image. Abdel Haleem’s religious and cultural background has surely 
assisted him in understanding both connotative and denotative meanings and, later, in the 
translation process. This is probably the reason why he chose different words to convey the 
meaning based on the context the near-synonym appeared in. Abdel Haleem’s extensive 
knowledge of both English and Arabic Language as well as Islam and the Quranic language, 
in addition to his goal of creating a simple and reader-friendly translation of the Quran has 
influenced his word choice and the way he rephrased his sentences.  

Bakhtiar’s translations often employ a different strategy to convey the meaning in each 
linguistic item. In this example, Bakhtiar demonstrated the difference between this pair by 
referring to each word with one significant equivalent. She uses the word physique to render 
the word مسجلا  to refer to living human bodies, and the word body in reference to دسجلا , i.e., 
dead human bodies. In this analysis, it is clearly evident that Bakhtiar has distinguished or to 
some extent attempted to draw attention to the difference between the pair of near-synonyms. 
It is due to Bakhtiar’s feminist background, her attempt to translate the Quran was to create a 
more readable version that does not use ambiguous words or phrases that may create confusion, 
by using a clear scientific methodology rather than religious interpretations that might be bias. 
She also believed that it is rather important for non-Arabs Muslims -like herself- to be able to 
understand the Quran and read it in a simple language (Khan, 2018:6). It can be argued that for 
that particular reason, Bakhtiar used several strategies to render meaning by either choosing a 
pair of equivalents to render the near-synonyms, or by adding a descriptive adjective to 
describe the connotative meaning and hence distinguish between the near-synonyms.  

 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Among the various linguistic strategies, the Quran is famous for employing synonyms and 
near-synonyms to emphasize meaning. As previously discussed, near-synonyms are words that 
have different connotations and can vary in meaning. The subtle and complex meanings of 
such words are often difficult to translate, which is the reason why many scholars argue that 
translating both the denotative and connotative meaning of Quranic discourse into a clear 
English translation is essentially impossible.  

This study finds that the translators use different approaches to render the meanings of 
these near-synonyms. Arberry, Abdel Haleem, and Bakhtiar all attempted to draw the attention 
to the subtle differences in meanings between the near-synonyms in some cases, yet not at all 
times. In their approach to translate the near-synonyms, the translators chose to translate the 
pair with two different words, or simply by adding an adjective to distinguish the differences 
between both words. This approach has been used in translating the pair ثیغلا / رطملا , where 
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Arberry, Abdel Haleem and Bakhtiar added a negative adjective such as 
‘evil/heavy/destruction’ to the word ‘rain’ to emphasis the negative connotative the word rain 
has in the Quranic discourse, unlike the translation of the word ثیغلا , which carries a positive 
meaning and signifies relief and good. For instance, Arberry opted to add an explanatory 
adjective to the word رطملا  ‘evil rain’ to emphasis the punishment that comes with the rain, 
while translating ثیغلا  simply to ‘rain’, leading many scholars to argue that his translation 
lacked precision and accuracy. By comparison, Abdel Haleem opted for easy-to-read English 
translations yet wanted to capture the meaning of each word and convey it correctly to the 
reader. Hence, in translating the word رطملا  , Abdel Haleem described it using different 
adjectives based on the context the word existed in, such as  ‘destruction, dreadful, heavy, and 
terrible rain’, which was to emphasis the type of rain and the punishment that comes with it. 
Abdel Haleem clearly used to describe the near-synonyms to distinguish them from each other 
and based on the context they existed in. Likewise, Bakhtiar differentiated between the pair by 
only adding the word ‘evil’ to translate رطملا  . 

Regardless of the different attempts and approaches used by the three translators to 
translate the near-synonyms and differentiate between them, one may note that both Arberry 
and Abdel Haleem failed to distinguish between the near-synonyms ھتأرما / ھجوز  . Both 
translators chose one equivalent - the word wife - to translate the pair of near-synonyms. 
Although the word wife does in fact signify the right meaning in a general sense, it does not 
necessarily have the same precise connotative meaning as the associated Quranic discourse. 
Therefore, their translation lacked accuracy in translating this pair and eventually lost an 
important element of the overall meaning and created a semantic void. By contrast, Bakhtiar 
recognised the difference between the pair ھتارما / ھجوز  and translated them differently. She 
captured an accurate meaning by translating each word with one specific equivalent. In her 
translation, she used the word ‘spouse’ to translate ھجوز  , whereas she translated the word ھتارما  
into the word ‘wife’. I believe that the use of the word ‘spouse’, in particular, refers to the sense 
of equality the word ھجوز  has, unlike the word ‘wife’ which merely refers to a wife in 
translating the word ھتارما . 

From the data examined, it is evident that each translator chose their own approach 
based on their translational goal or their educational and personal backgrounds. While some 
chose a semantic approach and essentially translated only the denotative meaning, others opted 
for a communicative approach and attempted to distinguish between these near-synonyms and 
their conative meanings in the Quranic discourse. Translators often focus on the precise 
meaning and accuracy of the source text and how to convey this meaning in a rather 
understandable and acceptable way into the target text. This is especially true in dealing with 
religious and archaic forms of language that might be hard to understand and even harder to 
translate to other languages. Hence, one can notice that translators frequently add a description 
to the word they aim to convey its meaning, especially when there are no similar equivalences 
in the target language.  

Without doubt, translating the Quran is a rather challenging task for translators due to 
its linguistic complexity in combination with its linguistic beauty. The above analysis has 
proven the difficulty and perhaps the impossibility of translating the Quran without any voids, 
whether semantically or linguistically. This leads us back to the untranslatability of the Quran 
in general, though probably the difficulty rather than the unfeasibility of the attempt. I certainly 
believe that translating the Quran is a rather impossible task, but creating an appropriate 
interpretation of it is surely achievable. This is not only because of the linguistic barriers, but 
also the rhetorical ones. There are various linguistic tools that are hard to render; thus, many 
translators chose to translate the meaning of the Quran whilst neglecting its rhetorical devices 
and linguistic beauty, creating a rather ‘ordinary’ discourse, whilst many others have opted for 
a poetic style that created an awkward style in English and a very difficult discourse to read. 
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In this study, the analysis of the near-synonyms and their English translations are shown to 
create semantic voids in some cases. The difficulty in finding the proper translation 
semantically is mainly one of the many obstacles and challenges translators face when 
translating the Quran.  
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