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cited above in the first example.

Conclusion

The examples cited provide useful observations for applied translation
studies and contrastive linguistics. This brief discussion also lends further
support for the orthodox Muslim view that the Qur’an is translation-resistant
(cf. Abdul-Raof, 1999). This view is also held by renowned Muslim and
non-Muslim Qur’an translators like Pickthall (1969) and Arberry (1980).
This widely-held view rests on the fact that Qur’an-specific linguistic and
rhetorical textural elements constitute linguistic and rhetorical voids in any
given TL. Arberry (1980:24) concedes that the rhetoric and rhythm of the
Arabic of the Qur’an are so characteristic, so powerful, so highly emotive,
that any version whatsoever is bound in the nature of things to be but a poor
copy of the glittering splendour of the original. We believe that the orthodox
Muslim view is also supported by the fact that skewing of valuable
information is inevitable when rendering takes place between two culturally
and linguistically incongruous languages, that translation theory fails to
provide a solution to problems similar to the ones cited above, that
translation is no more than an act of interpretation and an approximation,
and that there is no total equivalence. According to Nida (1964:2),
underlying all the complications of translation is the fundamental fact that
languages differ radically one from the other. When perfect translation is
impossible, in the view of Smalley (1991:3), because no two languages are
the same, no two cultures are the same, the world views of no two peoples
are the same, and when translation involves some kind of loss of meaning
(Newmark, 1982:7), one therefore ought to concede that the translation of
the Qur’an should be looked at as only an interpretation and an aid to
understanding the Qur’an and should not be taken as a substitution. There
are other numerous Qur’anic examples which represent a unique case for
the non-equivalence of inter-textual translation. In the view of Welch
(1990:273) many Arabic words that are central to the teachings of the
Qur'an are rich in their connotations, and require a variety of English
renderings in different contexts.
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Where we have two stress particles: (Cf)before the subject (4-‘-“) and (d)
which is attached to ('-iJ:’J); the TT has not managed to keep the second
stress particle(d) which highlights the epithet (’-iJ:’J -Most Kind) and
strongly confirms the notion of ‘extreme kindness of God’.

The other translation-resistant Qur’anic stress mechanism is where we

have triple stress particles: (pronoun+0‘+Yi) as in:

(Flghaad) pa agdl V)

[Surely they are the fools. Q2:1]

Where the TT has managed to introduce no more than one stress word
(surely) for (Cf) but failed to produce the other two ST stress particles (Yi)

and .(pR)

Repetition of Pronoun: Pronouns, especially those which are coreferential
with the noun ‘God’ are repeated to perform the semantic function of
confirmation and stress the main thesis of a statement, as in:

(Sh38 LAY e Wi g U

[Tt is We Who have sent the Qur'an down to you as a revelation. Q76:23]

Where the pronouns (‘—" - we) and (CP-.' - we) are employed to double
confirm the notion that ‘the Qur’an is sent down and revealed by God’.
From a psycho-linguistic point of view, the use of double pronouns is
employed for a psychological purpose which is that of ‘reassurance’; in this
example, the double pronouns convey reassurance to the Prophet
Muhammad. The TT has used the dummy subject ‘it” which is normally
used for the inanimate and non-human nouns. This can be taken as a

misrepresentation of the ST emphatic pronoun (L'J)_ Most important is the
loss of the interesting prosodic (phonetic) effect of the repetition of the nasal
sounds represented by the nasal letter /n/ throughout the words of the

statement (except for the word (‘5-1.\59) in this six-word Qur’anic
statement, we have saturated nasalisation where we have eight nasal sounds.
Moreover, a significant rhetorical function which is that of polyptoton is also

lost in the TT; this is represented by the repetition of the words ( ul ) and
( 3“...)3) which have the linguistic function of lexical cohesion.

Similarly, we have (d:U ul qs\)[l am your Lord. Q20:12] where we have
repeated pronouns (g-s! =1)and (L-"1 - I) employed for the same reasons
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sound grammatical alternative, we find that the past participle is used instead
because it signifies a different intended meaning, as in:

G SSEEEUTR PP

[The family head must support women. Q2:233]

The ST deliberately employs the past participle (-U-‘J-‘n- the family head, or

‘the father’ in Ali’s translation) rather than the present participle (2l s)
which also means ‘father’ to signify that ‘children are born for the fathers',
i.e., the children will inevitably be bearing their father’s name, and not their
mother’s. For this reason, the father must bear the cost of the mother’s food.
The TL does not distinguish between the two available, yet semantically
distinct, SL alternatives. (It is important to note that this example is part of a
larger Qur’anic text on divorce when the mother is pregnant.

Definite/Indefinite Nouns: The indefinite noun can also signify a semantic
function in the Qur’an, as in:

(e 3 Ll 53,835 oS0 Lglaadl
[So We might set it up as a Reminder for you and so (your) attentive ears retain it.
Q69:12]
Where the word (C)Ji- ear) is used as an indefinite noun to signify that
‘only few people will listen to this reminder, while the rest will take no
notice'. Also, the indefinite noun has a rhetorical signification which is that
of rebuke and censure. These interesting semantic and rhetorical aspects of

the ST indefinite noun are lost in the TT; the TL stands helpless and can
only provide a plural noun as a linguistic requirement.

Stress Particles: Stress in Qur’anic discourse plays a semantic role of
emphasising a given notion; there are quite a few stress particles used in the

Qur'ansuchas: ( O -verily) (22 - must, will), ( &L will never), etc., which
are all possible to render in a given TT. There is, however, a stress
mechanism used recurrently in the Qur’an where the translation-resistant

stress particle ( J ) is employed, as in:

(P isis s il A1 0y
[Verily God is Most Kind and Most Merciful to mankind. Q22:65]
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Qurtubi, 1997: 12-3).

Foregrounding/Backgrounding: This is recurrently used in the Qur’an and
plays a significant semantic role, as in:

. B2 Cr iy
(58l pal2 5 ) Law )
[And (they) spend out of what We have provided for them. Q2:3]

The linguistic unit ((M—EJJ Laa § - of what We have provided for them) is
foregrounded as a semantic prerequisite for this Qur’anic statement; the
linguistic requirement of the TT, however, does not allow this to happen.
Thus, the intentionality of the ST is not met. The ST focuses on the fact that
‘God’ is the original Provider of what they are ‘spending’ rather than on
‘expending’; in other words, this foregrounded unit functions like a topical
theme. The TT provides a different thematic organisation and consequently
a significantly different meaning.

Qur’anic word order is always semantically oriented; al-Jurjaani

(1984:133) draws attention to the structures in which the theme ( Gianall

458 ) je., ‘what is being talked about’ and the ‘point of departure for the
clause as a message’ ( Halliday, 1967:212 and 1985:39) is placed, for a

semantic reason, before the negated rheme ( 2l _what follows the
theme), as in:

(O3S Y pga s pa G2l )
[And those who do not associate anything with their Lord. Q23:59]

Where the noun ( pd=Utwith their Lord) acts as the theme of the statement

and placed before the negated rheme ( (9S4 Y -do not associate

anything). The good reason for this type of thematic order is that it is more
‘powerful’ in delivering a strong-worded negation of the action denoted by
the verb(OJSJ-‘:“.-é) . Thus, placing the theme in this position followed by

the negative article Y) - not) produces negation which is much more
powerful than the ordinary alternative word order:

(M Q584 Y Gl )
The TT, however, fails, because of the linguistic gap, to maintain the ST
semantically oriented word order. The TT is in fact a translation of the
alternative SL word order which is neither powerful nor emphatic.

Past Participle/Present Participle: Although the present participle is a
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In this example, the noun (‘;"JeAJ1 - the apartments) is used in the plural
form to signify ‘respect’ and ‘esteem’ for the Prophet Muhammad. A
singular noun does not have this semantic function. Although the TT
employs a plural noun as well, it does not signify the same semantic value of
the ST plural noun.

Morphological Form: The selection of one form rather than another is also
based on semantic grounds, as in:

(Gu.«'aj Las dau ya JS JAdT g g 58 o)
[On the day when you see it, every nursing mother will neglect whatever she is
nursing. Q22:2]

In this example, the word ( Z-'-"A,J»ﬁ- nursing mother) is selected in this form

rather than in the other possible, but semantically distinct, form (@'4,)-‘)
because the first form illustrates vividly the on-going action of breastfeeding
a baby while the second alternative signifies a habit, i.e., a mother who

breastfeeds her baby, yet she is not performing it now; the first form,
therefore, is employed for a rhetorical purpose as well as that of hyperbole
to enrich the warning depicted in this Qur'anic statement. Again, the TT
cannot cope with this semantically oriented morphological variation.

Past/Present Tense: The present tense is selected in the Qur’an to signify
‘continuity’ and ‘renewal’ of an on-going action, as in:

(A i 8 Cugieay g 1908 Cudlll )
[As to those who rejected (God), and would keep back (men) from the Way of
God...Q22:25]

We can notice a tense shift in this Qur’anic statement: the first verb (‘J)is -

rejected (God))is in the past while the second ( = (1§24 would keep back)
is in the present tense to signify a habitual action: the unbelievers are
‘continually’ engaged in the same action, namely ‘keeping back people from
the way of God’. The TL requires a past tense and even if a present tense is
used, the intended semantic function of the ST present tense will not be
delivered to the TL audience. It is perfectly possible, from a syntactic point

of view, for the ST to use a past tense (‘JM) but the intended meaning
will be drastically different; a past tense form, however, will not signify
continuity but an action performed at a certain point in the past (cf. al-
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(PJJ“ il ) [The Roman Empire has been defeated. Q30:2]

Although the subject noun (eJ.)n ) is masculine, the ST employs a feminine

pronoun ( < attached to the verb (<% ). The semantic reason for using a
feminine pronoun which is coreferential with a masculine subject is to
indicate humiliation for the Romans under Heraclius because of the moral
corruption which led to their defeat by the Persians who were unbelievers
(cf. al-Biqaa’i 1995, 5:5840). The Romans were ‘people of the Book’ and
were expected to be morally good. The feminine pronoun also has a
rhetorical function of sarcasm. Although the TT meets the TL syntactic
requirements, it fails to inform the TL reader about an important piece of
information in the ST; this is due to the fact that the TL suffers froma
linguistic gap.

Singular/Plural Nouns: A singular noun can be used in the Qur’an
rather than a plural which indicates a generic sense, as in:

il A 020y cra02as sl g WD B i e 2 1 A L L)
(A clals cidi L
[And if all the trees on earth were pens and the Ocean (were ink), with seven Oceans
behind it to add to its (supply), yet the Words of God would not be exhausted (in the
writing). Q31:27]

Where the noun (SJ%-*:‘ - atree) is used in the singular to signify that
every single tree is included in making all of them into pens. The ST has not,

therefore, chosen the generic noun ( J‘é‘-‘ﬂ [ i trees) because it will
not convey the intended meaning. This semantic variation which is signalled
by the ST syntactic element of the singular cannot be delivered by the TT.

Similarly, the use of the noun (‘QL‘!-‘s - words) as plural of paucity has a
semantic function; it indicates that even if you are able to make all kinds of
trees into pens, you will exhaust no more than a few meanings of the words
of God; here lies the concept of paucity for which a plural of paucity is
employed. This semantic role cannot be conveyed by any TL (cf. al-
Zamakhshari 1995, 3:486).

Similarly, in:

(Coling ¥ o il il jaadl o g (e i galdy il

[Most of those who call out to you from outside the apartments do not use
their reason. Q49:4]
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OFFSHOOT.

Untranslatability of Semantically Oriented

Qur’anic Syntax
Hussein Abdul-Raof*

Introduction

Qur’anic discourse is characterised by unique and prototypical linguistic
and rhetorical textural features which constitute insurmountable translational
hurdles. During any translation process, features of this kind will force the
translator to manage the source text (ST); this in turn will eventually lead to
skewing of information of the (ST), undermining its intentionality, and most
importantly, reducing its informativity. The present discussion focuses on

-some syntactic elements which, from an exegetical perspective, play a
significant semantic role in the ST. It is important to recognise that these
syntactic elements are Qur’an-specific whose rendering to another target
language (TL) is impossible. This is the main thrust of this paper.

Looking at the Qur’an as a divine message to mankind, and taking into
account the fact that the target text (TT) cannot linguistically accommodate
these semantically oriented Qur’anic syntactic elements, the TL reader has
been denied significant information and the ST is seriously abused. The
translation of Qur’anic statements is taken either from Ali’s (1983) which
represents a literal approach using archaic English, or Irving's (1985) which
represents a communicative approach using contemporary English. The
semantic account of Qur’anic syntactic elements will be based on Qur’an
exegesis.

Limits of Untranslatability

The following discussion provides a number of cases which illustrate the
serious gaps that cannot be filled by the linguistic system of any given TL;
thus, the TT fails to convey to the TL reader what the ST is about. Among
the syntactic elements that constitute severe limitations on Qur’an translation
are:

Masculine/Feminine Nouns: We sometimes encounter in the Qur’an nouns
or pronouns which are used in the masculine rather than the feminine or vice
versa for a good and sensitive semantic reason, as in:

*Hussein Abdul-Raof, Department of Arabic and Middle
Eastern Studies, University of Leeds, Leeds LS1 9JT,
Britain.
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