
Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences 
Volume (4), Issue (7): 30 July 2020 

 P: 106 - 119  
ISSN: 2522-3380 

 الإنسانية والاجتماعية مجلة العلوم
 م 2020 يوليو  30 :(7) العدد ،(4)المجلد 

 119 - 106 :ص

 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.26389/AJSRP.N250220  (106) https://www.ajsrp.comAvailable at:  
 

Translating Figurative Language in the Quran: An Analytical Study 

Najla Abdulrahman Alasbli 

Bisha University || KSA 

Abstract: Translating the Holy Qur’an poses a serious challenge for translators for different reasons; the most important of 

these is that any mistake or distortion, whether intentional or unintentional, cannot be overlooked or tolerated. 

Mistakes such as, translation loss, semantic inaccuracy, absence of an accurate equivalent, etc are all to be expected in 

rendering a linguistically-rich and figuratively-loaded book like the Holy Qur'an. Therefore, rendering figurative language is 

one of the challenging problems that lie at the heart of translation.  

This paper will carefully explore and review the difficulties encountered by translators in rendering examples of figurative 

language in the Chapter of Taha, with the aim of providing suggestions that will assist in decreasing translation loss. It will 

also present an analysis of the choices made by some translators and how each of them tries to keep the effect of figurative 

language and reduce the amount of loss. This paper will put effort to plumb the depths of reviewing the difficulties faced by 

translators rendering figurative language in one Chapter of the Qur'an, and raises the question of whether or not the 

translation choices opted for by two selected translators reflect and achieve the level of the acceptability in expressing the 

intended meaning of figurative language. This paper may open up new horizons for translators in their future studies, and 

for researchers to follow suit and a fulcrum on which future researchers could depend.  
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 دراسة تحليلية: الكريم القرآنترجمة التعابير المجازية في 

 نجلاء عبد الرحمن العسبلي

 ة العربية السعوديةجامعة بيشة || المملك

 بالغ الصعوبة للمترجمين وذلك لأسباب  القرآنتشكل ترجمة  الملخص:
ً
لا يمكن التغاض ي عن أي  أهمها أنهومن  مختلفة؛الكريم تحديا

 سواء كان  ،خطأ أو تحريف
ً
وعدم  ،الدلاليةترجمة بعض التعابير المجازية وعدم الدقة  فإن خسارةومع ذلك  ،عمدأو بغير  هذا عمدا

الكريم. لذلك  القرآنترجمة كتاب غني لغويًا بالتعابير المجازية ك حدوثها عندمن الأخطاء المتوقع  ذلك تعتبر إلى  مكافئ وماوجود مرادف 

 وعرض الصعوبات الدراسة لكشفالترجمة. وتهدف هذه  قلب عمليةتكمن في  الجسيمة التيالمشكلات  إحدىالمجازية  ترجمة اللغةتعتبر 

بهدف تقديم بعض الاقتراحات التي من شأنها  ،الكريم القرآنإحدى سُوَر ا المترجمون عند ترجمة بعض الأمثلة المأخوذة من ههالتي يواج

 للخيارات التي قام بها بعض المترجمين وكيف يحاول كل منهم  ترجمة بعض التعابير المجازية. كما ستقدم من خسارةأن تقلل 
ً

تحليلا

لإبراز عمق الصعوبات التي يواجها  جازية وتقليل مقدار الخسارة الواقعة عند الترجمة .كما أنها تبذل جهدًاالحفاظ على تأثير اللغة الم

وتثير مسألة ما إذا كانت خيارات الترجمة التي اختارها المترجمان  ،الكريم القرآنالمترجمون خلال ترجمة اللغة المجازية في أحدى سور 

ا جديدة للمترجمين في  أم لا .وقد تفتح هذا الدراسة في ترجمة المعنى المقصود مجازيابول وتحقق مستوى الق المختاران تعكس
ً
آفاق

  .وتكون بمثابة حجر الأساس ونقطة ارتكاز للباحثين يمكن أن يعتمدوا عليها في المستقبل ،دراساتهم المستقبلية

 الترجمة. ،المجازيةالتعابير  ،الكريم القرآن :المفتاحيةالكلمات 
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Introduction: 

This paper is concerned with reviewing the difficulties faced by translators rendering figurative 

language in the Chapter of Taha, and raises the question of whether the translation choices suggested by 

the two selected translators to express the intended meaning of the figure of speech in question are 

appropriate ones or not. Hence the major concern of this paper is acceptability: do the suggested choices 

achieve the level of acceptability targeted by the two translators or not? 

Translating the Holy Qur’an poses a significant challenge for translators for different reasons the 

most important of these is that any mistake or distortion, whether intentional or unintentional, is not 

forgiven by those who believe in that Holy Book. Mistakes such as, translation loss, semantic inaccuracy, 

absence of an accurate equivalent, etc are all to be expected in rendering a linguistically-rich and 

figuratively-loaded book like the Holy Qur'an. This is why “translators should not agonize over the loss, 

but should concentrate on reducing it” (Dickins, Hervey, & Higgins, 2002). 

A simple definition of the translation process is that it is crossing barriers; in other words, during 

the translation process, the translator tries to fill in many gaps: semantic, figurative, cultural, syntactic, etc. 

to win the target reader's approval. These gaps represent the obstacles or the barriers that the translator 

has to overcome. Rich texts are the ones that contain more barriers. Under rich texts definitely come Holy 

Books in general and the Holy Qur'an in particular. The Qur'an provides readers with distinctive and 

unique realms of meanings, connotations, interpretations, insights, etc. that really overwhelm them even 

those who are non-Muslims or non-Arabs. 

Translators of the Qur'an in their introductions or prefaces admit that rendering the Qur'an is 

really a hard task that involves an expected amount of loss on the different levels: semantic, cultural, 

figurative, etc. In the introduction to his translation, (Arberry, 1996) writes that translating the Qur’an is 

similar to measuring “the ocean of prophetic eloquence with the thimble of pedestrian analysis” 

(Introduction: XI). 

Theoretical Framework: 

The use of language had been divided into two types: literal and figurative. Literal use of language 

means using the actual, denotative meaning of words, e.g. the language of science and law. However, 

figurative use of language conveys the meanings and symbolic values beyond the literal meaning of 

words. Writers and authors usually use figurative language to have more insight into a character or 

situation. For example, a metaphor like “time is money” is expected to instill the idea of the preciousness 

and importance of time in its reader’s head than the literal sentence “time is important”. 

Figures of speech are so deeply rooted in daily usage that users of language are hardly aware of 

their metaphorical origin or nature e.g. ‘running water’, ‘vicious circle’, ‘leg of the table’, ‘heart of the 

matter’, ‘flow of electricity’, etc. The same fact applies to Arabic like الوقت من ذهب،  
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وجه الماء ،كبد الحقيقة ،قلب الموضوع ،عين الحق لا تنام , etc. People use figures of speech in daily 

communications because they may be more effective than literal expressions without being aware of this 

fact.  

A metaphor is usually used either to convey meanings and connotations beyond the literal 

meanings of words, or because the literal meaning alone cannot convey what the speaker wants to 

express. It is an integral part of human language: man’s language contains metaphorical expressions 

beside the solid facts of daily life.  

This means that figures of speech are not simply ornamental substitutes for literal expressions: 

they are usually used when they express more than the literal meaning of words can do, or to express an 

abstraction in a comprehensible way. It (figurative language) is productive of meaning within a 

metaphorical framework that addresses both the heart and mind of the readers as metaphor creates a 

being-in-the-world atmosphere that increases the emotional response of the reader and increases the 

effect of the illocutionary force. It also “has the virtue of clothing tired literal expression in attractive new 

garbs of alleviating boredom” (Soskice, 1985). 

Figurative language is vital in talking about God with His infinite power, dominance and glory: it 

simply “guides our thought about God and is in some sense descriptive and explanatory” (ibid: 104-105) 

e.g. " "يد الله فوق أيديهم ،كمشكاة"مثل نوره  " . Such metaphors not only “retain their metaphorical nature, 

but they have become more than simpler metaphor, they are almost emblematic” (ibid: 158). Therefore, 

reader must master the figurative language of Qur’an to fully understand the Qur’an and enjoy its 

rhetorical excellence (1). Boullata (1988) comments on the role of figurative language in the Qur’an: 

The Qur’anic style imparts vividness, immediacy, and dynamism to its images so that abstract 

ideas take on shape or movement; psychological states become perceptible tableaux or spectacles; events 

and scenes, and stories turn into actual and dramatic appearances; human types are fleshed out as present 

and living beings; and human nature becomes embodied and visible. (15) 

Research Problem 

Rendering figurative language is one of the ultimate problems that lie at the heart of translation. 

Therefore, when translating a text, the translator should do the best and consult more than one 

interpretation of the Qur'an in order to opt the most accurate meaning of each figure of speech. This is 

special for the Qur'an and other rich texts where figurative meaning needs certain linguistic knowledge to 

be understood; that is why "in most of the English interpretations of the Qur'an, cases of non-equivalence 

and untranslatability will be more frequent with plenty of scope for ambiguities, obscurities and fuzzy 

boundaries." (Alqinai, 2012). 
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Objective of the Research:  

This paper will pull back the curtain of thedifficulties which are encountered by translators in 

rendering examples of figurative language in a particular Chapter in the Qur’an withproviding suggestions 

that will assist in decreasing translation loss. In addition, it will present an analysis of the choices made by 

some translators and how each of them tries to keep the effect of figurative language and reduce the 

amount of loss. 

Research Questions: 

1- What are the types of figures of speech in the selected verses of a particular Chapter in the Qur’an? 

2- What are the problematic types? 

3- What are the strategies which are followedby the two translators in rendering figurative language? 

4- How far did the selected translators succeed in rendering figurative language while translating such 

verses?  

Research Methodology 

In this research ,the researcher used descriptive qualitative research .The researcher want to study 

and analyse the translation of figures of speech in a particular the Chapter of Taha according two 

translators; namely, Arberry’s The Koran Interpreted (1955) and Ghali’sTowards Understanding the Ever 

Glorious Qur’an(Arberry, 1996). This in turn poses a comparative, rhetorical approach to Arabic, the 

source language (SL), and English, the target language (TL). 

These two translators are characterized according to the two approaches of translation suggested 

by (Newmark, 1988)in his book said, the semantic approach and communicative one pointing out their 

merits and demerits and how adopting the most recommended approach by many translation scholars 

including Reiss which is a functional approach. 

The functional approach is highly required in translating the figurative language of the Qur’an 

due to its faithfulness to the source text content and its familiar and acceptable style in transferring the 

content to the target reader. The steps of analysis include the following:  

1- Comparing the two translation offered by Arberry and Ghali. 

2- Looking up for the meaning of the selected verse in authorized exegeses/interpretations. 

3- Searching for the meaning of words in reliable Arabic and English dictionaries. 

4- Consulting another translation when needed to see how other translators rendering the same 

figure of speech. 
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Context and Data: 

For this study, two translations have been selected, namely, those of (Arberry, 1996)’s The Koran 

Interpreted published in 1955 (edition used is that of 1983 and(Ghali, 2003)Towards Understanding the 

Ever Glorious Qur’an published in 1997, but my selection was not haphazard for the following reasons: 

1- The linguistic backgrounds of the two translators represent an area of interest: (Arberry, 1996)is a 

native speaker of English and learnt Arabic, and (Ghali, 2003)is a native speaker of Arabic who 

learnt English. Thus they differ in their innate sense of the source language, Arabic, and the target 

language, English.  

2- The religious backgrounds of the two translators are of equal interest to any researcher: (Arberry, 

1996)is a Christian and (Ghali, 2003)is a Muslim. 

3- Their translations display a high level of objectivity as both try to present, through their 

translations, the closest version of the original. 

4- Both translators differ in their use of trouble shooters (i.e. introduction, footnotes, bracketing and 

endnotes) that help to explain, clarify or comment on the verses: they provide the reader with a 

lengthy introduction in which many Islam-related and Qur'an-bound features are explained in 

detail to fill in cultural, theological and historical gaps between the Qur'an and the target reader. 

(Ghali, 2003)uses footnotes and bracketing to disambiguate in-text gaps whereas (Arberry, 

1996)ignores them. These trouble shooters are undoubtedly meant to help the target reader have 

a better understanding of the Qur'an. 

Translating non-Problematic Examples: 

Images with universal significance represent no problem to the translator. 

Translators usually do not face any problem with images with universal significance due to the 

fact that commonly-accepted meaning of such images are understood by the target reader. It means that 

such figures of speech are not expected to represent any translation problem if there are adequate 

equivalents in the target language capable of conveying the message with the same rhetorical force. The 

following example drives the whole idea home: 

" لساني يفقهوا قولي واحلل عقدة من " (27) 

Arberry's Translation: 

"Unloose the knot upon my tongue" 

Ghali's Translation: 

"And loosen the knot from my tongue" 

It is clear that both translators translate the image almost literally. This simply means that they 

seem to have found no difficulty in finding an English equivalent that conveys the message and keeps the 



 م2020 يوليو ــ بعساالالعدد  ــ رابعالالمجلد  ــالإنسانية والاجتماعية مجلة العلوم  ــالمجلة العربية للعلوم ونشر الأبحاث 

Translating Figurative Language in the Quran (111) Alasbli 
 

rhetorical effectiveness of the original image as long as the image is universal and its propositional content 

can be understood by any reader. The target reader feels at home with the translation. The Oxford 

Advanced Learner's Dictionary mentions a metaphorical idiom under the entry ‘loosen’: “to loosen sb's 

tongue make sb talk freely” (661). This simply means that the same image is idiomatically used in English 

confirming its universal significance and non-problematic nature.  

(Bell, 2016) stresses the same fact: "The fact that the proposition is universal (not tied to a specific 

language but underlying all languages) gives it central position in communication and provides us with a 

major clue in our attempt at making sense of the process of translation (109). 

Translating Problematic Examples: 

1- Culture-specific Figures of Speech: 

Translating is not a process of transferring meaning from one language to another. However, it 

involves transferring one culture (or frame of thought) to another. This simply means that the translator’s 

job is not confined to the search for semantic equivalents, but s/he should try to find functional 

equivalents and cultural substitutes that would help to maximally convey the message of the source text 

and bridge the gap between the source text and the target reader, especially if they belong to two 

completely cultural backgrounds. 

The translator, as (Enani, 2000) ) puts it, “is a cultural medium: no translator can hope to evade 

the cultural implications of his or her translated text” (36). This spotlights the importance of the fact that 

the translator should be well-acquainted with the cultural background of both the source and target texts. 

The difficulty of rendering culture-specific images stems from the fact that they describe “a culture remote 

from the second reader’s experience, which the translator wants to introduce to him, not the original 

reader who took or takes it for granted, but as something strange with its own special interest” ( 

(Newmark, 1988). 

Let us take a detailed example from the Chapter of Taha to plumb the depths of considering the 

cultural differences between two languages, namely, the translation of."تقر" "القر" in Arabic means "البرد", 

‘coldness’, and "القرور"means “الماء البارد" ‘cold water’. Out of this literal meaning, a metaphorical 

expression has been created, that is "تقر العين" as stated by IbnManzour and Al-Asfahani(2). The two 

definitions mentioned by them (IbnManzour and Al-Asfahani) refer to one of the Arabs’ beliefs: The Arab, 

who suffers from a hot environment, finds coldness nice and pleasant and this is why s/he believes that 

the happy tears are cold and the tears of pain and agony are hot: a belief created by the effect of his/her 

environment. The English man, who lives in freezing conditions, finds the above fact odd, weird or at least 

irrelevant to his cultural context. Thus, what is normal and common to an Arab seems totally abnormal to 

the English man. Eugene (Nida,1959)comments that “what is quite implicitly understood in one language 
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is not so understood in another, especially in those instances where the cultural context is very different” 

(24).  

The root-cognates, words derived from the same stem, of  

,namely ,"تقر"  are metaphorically used in the Qur’an in seven different contexts قرة"" and "قرى " ،

to refer to a state of happiness, satisfaction and contentment. The following verse from the Chapter of 

Taha is one of them: 

" تحزن فرجعناك إلى أمك كي تقر عينها ولا  " 

Arberry's Translation: 

"We returned thee to thy mother that she might rejoice, and not sorrow." 

Ghali's Translation: 

"So We returned you to your mother so that she might comfort her eye" 

What is noticeable is that "تقر" is associated with "عين" to indicate the metaphorical origin. It is 

clear that the image is confounding to the translators: rendering it literally will not achieve the aim of their 

translations. Also the metaphorical meaning of "القر" is a cultureme: a common phenomenon in the 

Arabian Peninsula which will be irrelevant to the members of the other cultures as previously stated. 

Arberry solves this problem by reducing the image to its sense: he prefers to opt for a 

communicative choice, namely, ‘rejoice’ to avoid the cultural specificity of the image. Ghali, a native 

speaker of Arabic and seems quite aware of the cultural background of the image, prefers to choose 

“comfort” and “eyes” to reach a kind of middle ground: keeping the spirit and origin of the image in 

choosing “eye” and combining it with “comfort” aiming at reaching a functional translation that keeps the 

meaning-formulation process active and preserves, partly, the spirit of the image in question.  

He also resorts to footnotes in an attempt to remove any communication barriers that might be 

created by the cultural specificity of the image: he writes in his footnote that "تقر عينها" “literally: that her 

eye might settle down” (314). This footnote activates the communication between the source-text image 

and the target reader. Yet, it does not help to convey the origin of the image or its interrelationship with 

the culture in which it is born. 

2- Figures of Speech Involving a Word Having Two Opposite Meanings: 

There are three distinctive features of this type of ambiguous words: firstly, it is peculiar to Arabic 

(English does not have words that have two opposite and functional meanings at the same time and the 

only examples I can recall are “spouse” and “let”). Secondly, it represents no problem to translators who 

have to be decisive in this case: choosing one meaning and forsaking another. Yet, this deprives the target 

reader of one of the distinctive features of Qur'anic Arabic, that is, the figurative richness and multi-

layered nature of words; this is why a translation of the Qur’an “is only scratching the surface of the multi-
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layered Qur’anic meanings” (Abdul-Raof, 2001). Thirdly, in many cases, the context itself does not play 

any role in guiding or helping the translator to opt for one choice, i.e. preferring one choice to the other 

(3).  

On the level of semantic loss, this kind of ambiguity, as mentioned above, oblige the translators to 

choose for one of the two opposite senses which represents a kind of lexical and/or semantic loss that can 

be minimized by the use of trouble shooters representing the exegetic element palliating, to some extent, 

the expected loss. The following verse reveals this fact: 

"  من أهلي
ً
أشدد به أزري، هارون أخي، واجعل لي وزيرا ."(Taha: 29- 31)  

The word  (4) أزر in Arabic has two opposite meanings: "weakness" and "strength" (there is also a 

third uncommon meaning, namely, "back"). In the above verse, authorized exegeses of the Qur'an 

mention that Moses, peace be upon him, is praying to Allah to make his brother, Aaron, a prophet to 

increase his (Moses') strength or help him get rid of his weakness. Thus both meanings can be functional. 

Here the translator is free to opt for one of the two meanings provided that s/he should provide the reader 

with the other meaning in a trouble shooter. It simply means that the translator in such a case should 

realize that “every act of translating involves first recognizing the potential equivalents, and then selecting 

from them the one best adapted to the particular context” (Reiss: 2000). (Arberry, 1996)(Ghali, 2003) 

follow different strategies: 

(Arberry, 1996)Translation:  

“Appoint for me of my folk a familiar, Aaron, my brother; by him confirm my strength.” 

(Ghali, 2003)Translation: 

“And make for me a counsellor of my family, Harun, my brother, uphold my back by him" 

Arberry and Ghali seem decisive about one of the denotative meanings of  أزر in this verse: they 

translate it as “strength” and "back" respectively; the meanings mentioned in authorized exegeses and 

reliable Arabic dictionaries. However, neither of them provides the target reader with the other sense of 

the word, i.e. weakness by using any of the trouble shooters mentioned before. They seem to be satisfied 

with the translation provided, not trying to bother the reader with the third meaning of the word; a 

strategy that can be accepted but still causes figurative (and semantic) loss! This, however, might not be 

seen as “a betrayal of the ST effects, and therefore count as a serious translation loss” ( (Dickins, Hervey, & 

Higgins, 2002). 

I consulted another translation of the Qur'an to see how other translators rendered the same 

problematic figure of speech. The one I consulted is the one published by Rodwell entitled The Koran and 

found the following choice: 
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(Rodwell, 1913) Translation: 

“And give me a counsellor from among my family, Aaron my brother; by him gird up my loins.” 

In contrast to (Arberry, 1996)and (Ghali, 2003), Rodwell seems to opt for an idiomatic choice, 

“gird up my loins”, which is “biblical or humorous to get ready to do something” (Summers, 

2003)(Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English). He seems to believe that this functional strategy, 

i.e. the use of this Biblical idiom “preserves the idiomaticity and essential message content” ( (Dickins, 

Hervey, & Higgins, 2002). To put it differently, he, like Ghali, chooses the uncommon meanings of the 

word, namely, 'back", more specifically, the lower part of the back as “loins” is “the part or parts of the 

human being or quadruped situated on both sides of the vertebral column, between the ribs and the 

pelvis” (The New Shorter Oxford: vol. I, 1621). This choice is emphasized by his comment in his endnotes, 

that is, “or strengthens my back” (463). This means that his translation “grid up my loins” is idiomatic and 

“Biblical” to win the target reader's approval. However, his choice is not common as that of (Arberry, 

1996), or even (Ghali, 2003), as revealed in authorized exegeses and reliable Arabic dictionaries.  

3- Translating Anthropomorphic Images: 

Translating anthropomorphic images is considered one of the risky and quicksandish areas in the 

Qur’an, that is, images that describe God in terms of human qualities. Such images are difficult to translate 

because the translator, in this case, is confused between two choices: translating the image literally (out of 

faithfulness to the original, or for fear of making a translational mistake) or opting for a communicative 

choice that might not communicate the meaning or significance of the source-text image because what 

such images name “may transcend human understanding so that our language cannot capture it” ( 

(Karsten, 1778). The translator has also to realize that "It is God Himself Who communicates His image. 

The diminished image ensures an imperfect and inadequate representation of the divine exemplar, half-

way between fusion in a single form and radical heterogeneity" ( (Ricoeur, 1981). A good example is verse 

No 5 in suraTaha: 

 "الرحمن على العرش استوى "

(Arberry, 1996)Translation: 

“The All-compassionate sat himself upon the Throne.” 

(Ghali, 2003)Translation: 

“The All-Merciful has upon the Throne levelled Himself.” 

Both Arberry and Ghali, for fear of opting for an unsuitable, less communicative choice, are 

satisfied to opt for a semantic, literal choice. Their literal, semantic choices make them avoid problems of 

ta’wil (different interpretations) (5). What affirms this view is the fact that Ghali in his footnote comments 

“the ‘how’ is known only to Him”.  
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I also consulted another translation of the Qur'an, namely, that of Ali (1999) entitled The Holy 

Qur’an: Text, Translation and Commentary and found the following choice: 

Yusuf Ali's Translation: 

“(God) most Gracious is firmly established on the throne (of authority).”  

In contrast to (Arberry, 1996)and (Ghali, 2003), Yusuf Ali adds a prepositional phrase ‘of 

authority’ which might communicate the upshot of the image. Furthermore, he comments on this image, 

in his footnote, to fully convey the upshot of the image to the target reader: 

If things seem to be wrong in our imperfect vision on this earth, we must remember that God, 

who encompasses all Creation and sits on the throne of Grace and Mercy, is in command, and our Faith 

tells us that all must be right. God’s authority is not like an authority on earth, which may be questioned, or 

which may not last. His authority is firmly established. (790) 

4- Figures of Speech involving a Special Use of Prepositions: 

Prepositions in both Arabic and English have similar roles or functions: typical and common 

usages involve referring to place (e.g. She put the book on the table), tool (e.g. He stabbed the old lady 

with a knife), direction (e.g. She went to school), etc. Arabic almost has the same semantic functions of 

prepositions and thus translators face no problem in such cases. However, problems arise when 

prepositions are used to convey a subtler figurative meaning or deeper connotations, different from those 

associated with the common usage of non- problematic ones. 

The Holy Qur'an is plentiful with examples of the second usage of prepositions. This notion leads 

us to a more important one, that is, a deep understanding of the Qur'an requires a lot of tools on the part 

of the readers or the listener, the most important of which is to read between the lines to reach the multi-

layered messages of the Qur'anic verses. In this process, prepositions are not passive participants, that is to 

say, they are key players in this meaning-formulation process. The following example is indicative of this 

fact: 

  (Taha:71)"ولأصلبنكم في جذوع النخل"

(Arberry, 1996)Translation: 

"Then I shall crucify you upon the trunks of the palm-trees." 

(Ghali, 2003)Translation: 

"And indeed I shall definitely crucify you upon the trunks of the palm-trees."  

The speaker in the above verse is the Pharaoh who threatens the sorcerers (the addressee) that he 

will punish them for believing in Allah and Moses and leaving worshipping him (the Pharaoh). One aspect 

of this punishment or torture is to crucify them 'on' the trunks of the palm-trees. Interpreters of the Qur'an 

almost agree that Allah uses the preposition "فى" (literally 'in') to indicate that the palm-trees will become 



 م2020 يوليو ــ بعساالالعدد  ــ رابعالالمجلد  ــالإنسانية والاجتماعية مجلة العلوم  ــالمجلة العربية للعلوم ونشر الأبحاث 

Translating Figurative Language in the Quran (116) Alasbli 
 

the graves of the sorcerers. (Dayf 1994) indicates that Allah "uses 'in' and not 'on' to indicate that their 

bodies will remain there for a long time"(translation is mine: 522) (6). The same interpretation is 

supported by Az-Zamakhshari and ATh-Thac alibi who indicate the same fact (7). 

(Arberry, 1996)and (Ghali, 2003)seem to ignore the original preposition and the comments of 

authorized exegeses and opt for 'upon' which deprives the target reader of the figurative meaning 

indicated. However, it should be mentioned that the target reader will easily understand the meaning, but 

a rhetorical figurative feature will be lost in the translation process. 

Reflections on the Nature of the Problem: 

It has become obvious that, figures of speech reflect the mentality, attitude, philosophy and frame 

of thought of a certain people. The same image, when translated, may not evoke the same atmosphere in 

the target language or cannot evoke the same emotive response from the target reader. Thus cultural 

considerations have to be taken into account when a figure of speech is translated. 

The translator’s role is not just a mediator between the source text and the target reader: s/he acts 

as a creator of new target-language figurative structures that do not sound odd to the target reader and 

preserve the rhetorical effect and metaphorical content of the message of the source text in order to 

properly convey the intended message. This makes it contextualized and pragmatically more appropriate. 

This is due to the fact that the effectiveness and the communicativeness of the image depend largely on 

the shared knowledge of the hearer (or target reader) and the speaker (or source text).  

The problem occurs when there is a discrepancy between the cultural background of the source 

text and that of the target reader. For example, the common image " ي أثلج صدر  ", which is part of daily 

usage, represents an example of culture-specific images. The cultural equivalent of this idiomatic 

expression is “it warmed my heart”. Paradoxically "أثلج" in Arabic is rendered as “warm” in English due to 

cultural differences. To make this point clearer, the Arab who lives in hot atmosphere, as previously stated, 

believes that "الثلج" is something pleasing and this is why " أثلج صدرى" refers to something pleasing to the 

speaker. In contrast, the English man who lives in a cold atmosphere considers warmth one of the 

pleasures of life and this is why s/he says “it warmed my heart”.  

Another revealing example is Shakespeare’s famous line of verse “shall I compare thee to a 

summer’s day”. The beauty of the line is highly appreciated by an English man who considers summer one 

of the pleasures of life, but to an Arab, to whom summer is totally unpleasant, the comparison will be 

strange and alien. A good translator will be satisfied to translate summer here as "نسمة صيف" (the breeze 

of summer) which is a good functional choice. Similarly, the image)"جميلة كالقمر"She is as beautiful as the 

moon) in Arabic is functionally translated into English as “she is as beautiful as a rose”. The beauty of the 

moon is felt by people, Arabs, who live in the desert where the moon is the only source of light at night: it 

represents light, romance and love. The English man who lives in a foggy climate will hardly appreciate the 
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image in question. In the English culture, the moon is metaphorically used in some idioms to refer to a 

person’s changeability and moodiness e.g. “Jane is as changeable as the moon”. This is why (Nemerov, 

1985) points out this fact: “metaphor depends upon a compound of likeness and difference not always 

stable in the fashions of thought: one man’s metaphor may be another man’s foolishness” (115). 

(Baker, 1992) points out that a culture-specific concept “may be abstract or concrete; it may relate 

to a religious belief, a social custom, or even a type of food” (21). She mentions the word “privacy” as a 

difficult example to translate. The English concept of privacy “is rarely understood by people from other 

cultures” (ibid: 21). Another illustrating example is the English weather idioms: The English people are 

famous for using expressions related to the weather which are very difficult to translate such as “come 

rain”, “come shine”, etc. Another interesting example is the word “owl”, "البومة", and its different 

connotations in both Arabic and English. In Arabic, the word "بومة" is associated with ill-omen, gloom and 

jinx (8). In the English culture the owl is associated with wisdom and respectability: in Longman 

Dictionary of Contemporary English, the adjective “owlish” is defined as “serious and clever” e.g. 

“Professor Jay looked owlish in his horn-rimmed spectacles” (1014) meaning respectable and solemn. This 

meaning will be odd to the Arab reader who has totally different connotations of the same adjective, 

‘owlish’.  

Such examples reveal the cultural differences between languages: what is common and 

acceptable in one language or culture may be abnormal and weird in another.(Bell, 2016) mentions the 

word ‘dog’ as an example emphasizing cultural differences: 

Conclusion: 

Translation the figurative language of the Holy Qur'an cannot be considered as an easy task 

because it involves an expected amount of loss on the different level: semantic, cultural, figurative, etc. 

Therefore, the translator should try his/her best to keep and preserve the figurative language and reduce 

the amount of loss. Thispaper has opened up new horizon for the researcher to achieve the level of the 

acceptability in expressing the intended meaning of figurative language by keeping into the consideration 

the following suggestions and recommendations: 

1- Regarding Translating Qur’anic figures of speech, the translator has not only to comprehend the 

image in question, but also to find a cultural equivalent that wins the reader’s approval, whether 

problematic or non-problematic one, e.g. "loosen my tongue". 

2- Using trouble shooters is of prime importance to provide the reader with the background 

information s/he needs to fully understand figure of speech used in the Qur’an. (Newmark, 

1988)comments that “if the SL text is entirely bound up with the culture of the SL community … 

the translator has to decide whether or not the reader requires, or is entitled to, supplementary 
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information and explanation” (21). They are vitally important if the translator resorts to 

transliteration or reproducing the same image in the target language. 

3- Inappropriate and unacceptable choices should be avoided by adopting the functional approach. 

In other words, the translator, who adopts functional translation properly, will end up producing 

a translation that presents “a new offer of information in the target culture about some 

information offered in the source culture and language” (Nord: 26).  

4- In the case of translating culture-specific images, the translator has to first opt for a cultural 

equivalent that sounds familiar to the target reader. If s/he fails to do so, s/he may resort to other 

strategies such as transliteration, paraphrase, reducing the image to its sense, etc. But before 

making his/her decision, s/he has to decide which strategy will help to achieve the skopos of his 

translation. For example, a strategy like paraphrase “is only justified when an item of terminology 

(technical, institutional, cultural, ecological, scientific) cannot be handled in any other way” 

(Newmark, 1988). For example, an image like "تقر عينها" can be paraphrased “so that she may 

rejoice”. 

5- Adapting translating the image as a separate strategy negatively affects the translator’s choice, so 

the translator has to realize and comprehend the function that the image performs in the source-

text context and opt for an equivalent that performs the same function in the target language. 
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