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Translations of the Qur'an (Part One) 

Meaning and Development

The  Qur'anic  words  are  considered  sublime. 
Allah  challenged  the  Arabs  to  produce  a 
literary  work  of  a  similar  caliber  like  the 
Qur'an. The Arabs found it an unapproachable 
task  despite  their  well-known  eloquence  and 
literary prowess. If this was the case with the 
native-speakers  of  Arabic  in  theArabian 
Peninsula,  then  we  can  safely  assume  that 
translation  of  the  Qur'an  is  an  extremely 
difficult  endeavor  in  trying  to  reflect  the 
shades of meaning in another language. This inevitably changes the original text.  

 
The Qur'an has been translated into many languages including English. What is the  
meaning of translation in reference to the Qur'an? How did  
translations of  the Qur'an develop? Can we find a dignified 
and faithful expression in the English language that matches  
the majesty and grandeur of the Qur'an? Was the versatility of  
Qur'anic  lexemes  and  styles  captured  in  any  of  the  English 
translations  of  the  Qur'an?  These  and  other  questions  are  tackled  in  this  three-
part article which is based on interviews with Dr. Jamal Badawi concerning the issue  
of translating the Qur'an. 
 
Meaning of Translation in Reference to the Qur'an

Tackling "translation" in reference to the Qur'an, some scholars (like Mannaa` Al-
Qatan in Chapter 24 of his Studies in the Qur'an) make a distinction between 
three meanings: the literal, the non-literal, and the interpretive translations.
 
Literal translation. This is to try to translate from one language into another 
fully literally, including the style and the order within which the word appears in 
the sentence and so on. This proves to be almost impossible in any language 
because  of  a  number  of  reasons.  

For example, the order in which the word may appear varies from one language 
to another. In English, when we describe a rose as red, we do not say "rose red," 
we say "red rose." In Arabic, it is the opposite; we say wardatun hamraa', which 
if you translate very literally will mean "rose red."  So, the meaning and structure 
vary from one language to another.
 
Besides, no matter how much the person tries to translate, he or she cannot fully 
take everything in the context and put it in so many words in another's language. 
That is general, I suppose, for any translation. But this difficulty is even magnified 
and more so in the case of translation of the Arabic language because Arabic has 
certain unique characteristics.
 

Part  1
Part  2
Part  3 
Part 4 (soon)

http://www.islamonline.net/servlet/Satellite?c=Article_C&cid=1209357137936&pagename=Zone-English-Living_Shariah%2FLSELayout
http://www.islamonline.net/servlet/Satellite?c=Article_C&cid=1203758500721&pagename=Zone-English-Living_Shariah%2FLSELayout


That is even more difficult in the case of [translating] the Qur'an because the 
Qur'an actually  is  the standard of  eloquence in  the Arabic  language.  For  this 
reason many jurists are of the opinion that anyone who claims to make literal 
translation  of  the  Qur'an  is  really  mistaken  and,  moreover,  this  is  forbidden, 
because, after all, the word of Allah, which is the Qur'an, according to Muslim 
belief, is the word of Allah as it came to Prophet Muhammad (peace and blessings 
be upon him) through Angel Gabriel.  So, any translation of the word of Allah 
cannot be the word of Allah, rather, it is the translation of the meaning of the 
word of Allah.
 
Non-literal translation.The second meaning of 'translation' as it relates to the 
Qur'an is the non-literal translation of the Qur'an. This refers to a translation that 
attempts to convey the meaning, but, even here, only conveying the meaning 
depends on what kind of meanings one is talking about. One could talk about 
basic conclusive type of meanings or messages which anyone can understand 
once  he  or  she  understands  the  meaning  of  the  word.  This  is  possible,  but, 
sometimes, there are also secondary or implicit meanings in one language which 
are  almost  impossible  to  translate  into  another  language,  especially  if  one 
considers eloquence. For instance, a word might be dropped or added to maintain 
the  eloquence  in  the  style  of  a  certain  language;  those  words  cannot  really 
translate fully.
 
Interpretive translation. According to Mana` Al-Qatan,  there is also a kind of 
translation in relation to the Qur'an that is called interpretive translation. This 
refers  to the case when a person tries to translate a verse or chapter in the 
Qur'an but finds it impossible to convey the full meaning, and thus applies some 
kind of understanding of his or her own. This kind of translator is telling people 
that "This is not even the translation of the meaning of the Qur'an, this is more or 
less like my understanding of that verse of the Qur'an" without claiming that this 
covers all possible meanings of that verse.
 
But that is all assumed even that the translator has reasonable command on both 
languages, the Arabic and English, for example, in case of translating the Qur'an 
into English. This problem is even much greater in the case of people who tried to 
translate the Qur'an,  not  from the original  Arabic  text,  but,  from some other 
translation that was made before. This is, in fact, the problem that happened 
historically in this regard.
 
The Development of the Translations of the Qur'an Through 
History   

Avery  nice  review  on  that  particular  issue  is  presented  in  Dr.  Muhammad 
Khalifah's  book  The  Sublime  of  the  Qur'an.  This  book  presents  a  very  good 
summary about this subject. It indicates that in the very beginning, that is in the 
days  of  Prophet  Muhammad,  there  was  no  need  really  for  translation  of  the 
Qur'an, or the meaning of the Qur'an for a number of reasons.
 
First, in the immediate environment of the Prophet, the initial recipients of the 
message through whom it was supposed to spread to others, knew the Arabic 
language. The Arabic language at that time actually reached its ultimate maturity 
and was highly developed. So, they had full understanding of the message of the 
Qur'an.
 
Second, one might ask how about other nations or peoples who embraced Islam 
later when it spread to other lands. Historically speaking, when Islam spread to 



other lands the residents of these lands were very eager to learn Arabic, and 
many of  those whose mother tongue was not Arabic became as good and as 
conversant in Arabic as the Arabs themselves.
 
Third, in the initial period of Islamic history and actually for hundreds of years 
thereafter, Islam became perhaps the Super Power in the world at that time. It 
became the language of science and civilization. Today, for example, in order to 
master modern sciences, one would have to learn English or French or whatever, 
German, for example, as the languages of the science. The reverse was true at 
that time. It was the Arabic language that was the language of civilization and 
sciences.  A  good  reference  in  this  field  is  the  multi-volume  excellent  work 
Introduction  to  the  History  of  Sciences  by  George  Sartom  from  Harvard 
University.
 
As Islam, or, rather, Muslims, were as powerful as it was at that time of course, 
Arabic became perhaps the second language for many people regardless of their 
linguistic backgrounds. Now, as far as the West is concerned, we find that the first 
translation of the Qur'an in some of the European languages took place in 1143, 
so we talk about the mid twelfth century. However, amusingly enough, it took 
almost 4 hundred years before that translation was available in print. I am not 
acting here as a historian trying to analyze possible reasons, but I think possibly 
the attitude toward Islam and Muslims in medieval time could have been possibly 
one of the contributing reasons, not necessarily the four reasons, but some of the 
reasons why some institutions were not very much particular about other people 
having access to the Qur'an.
 
Whatever the reason was, we find that this initial translation which was into Latin 
that other translations began to emerge. For example, in 1647, a translation of 
the Qur'an into French was made, but as some scholars, including non-Muslim 
scholars like George Sale, indicated that this translation was full of errors. Almost 
in  every  page there  are  additions and deletions  from the text  of  the Qur'an. 
However, strangely enough, this French translation of the 17th century was a 
basis for another English translation in 1649 by Alexander Ross which, of course, 
was as bad as the one it was based on, i.e., the French translation.
 
Then  many  other  translations  into  English  used  the  Latin  version  mentioned 
above as its basis, especially the one that was made by Father Maracci in 1698. 
One example of a very famous translation of the meanings of the Qur'an based 
on this Latin translation was the one by George Sale, published in 1734. But 
contrary to the belief held by some scholars, George Sale did not really master 
the Arabic language, and may be this was the reason he used the Latin as a base 
for translation. But, in spite of the numerous errors in Sale's translation, it went 
through 30 printings. It was translated also into Dutch, German, French, Swedish, 
Bulgarian, etc..
 
After that, several attempts were made to translate the meanings of the Qur'an 
into English. But again, the translators took George Sale's translation as their 
basic  reference,  or  they  used  any  other  non-Arabic  version.  Thus  they  have 
suffered from the same kind of problems. This, in fact, is a second-hand type of 
translation, simply multiplying or continuing with the same errors. Examples of 
these are Rodwell's translation (1861), Palmer's (1880), and Bell's one (1939).
 
In  about  1955,  Arberry  published  a  translation  based  on  the  original 
text, differing from the second-hand type of translation that preceded it. That was 
acclaimed  by  many  Orientalists  like  Wat  and  William  as  a  very  good  and  a 
pleasantly acceptable translation.



 
Finally, in the 20th century, there have been several translations attempted by 
individuals who were either born Muslims, or those who have become Muslims 
from  European  origins,  including  people  like  `Abdel-Hakim Khan,  Muhammad 
`Ali,  and  `Abdullah  Yusuf  `Ali  whose  translation  is  very  popular  and  readily 
available in North America.

Also among those translators who embraced Islam are the British Marmaduke 
Pickthall, Muhammad Asad, an Austrian, and Ton Ervent, a Canadian. I do not 
know whether or not Ervant's translation was published, but I knew from him that 
he completed this work.

Translations of the Qur'an (Part Two) 

Problems of Translation

Many problems are likely to occur when translating between any two languages. 
Some aspects of translation are quite difficult regardless of which language you 
are translating to or from.

However, we should elaborate on the fact that the Arabic language has certain 
characteristics that make it even more difficult to translate, in addition to other 
characteristics that are peculiar to the  Qur'an itself as a standard of the Arabic 
language.

According to Dr. Khalifah, Arabic is a terse, rich and forceful language when used 
expertly  and  meticulously.  I  quote  him,  namely,  as  saying,  "It  [Arabic]  is  a 
remarkably terse, rich and forceful language".  Other descriptions given by him 
are "sticking, vivid, tender and breath-taking".

This is not necessarily just the opinion of an enthusiastic believer. In fact, even 
the enemies of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) at his time - who 
used to fight him, trying to discredit him and the Qur'an and everything else that 
represented Islam - they themselves used to slip quietly at night to be closer to 
the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) and listen to him while he was 
reciting the Qur'an. This means that they were greatly impressed with its power 
and strength, not only its meanings, but also the irresistible style of the Qur'an.

Even some scholars, who were both non-Arab and non-Muslim, like the Orientalist, 
Gibb, said, "No man has ever played on that deep tone 
instrument  with  such  power,  such  boldness,  such 
range  of  emotional  effects…"  Later  he  said,  "To 
anyone who has not heard the sonorous majesty of an Arab reciting the Qur'an, it is 
impossible to convey what the Book lacks in English, French, or German." 

In this statement, Gibb actually came very close to admitting that the origin of 
the Qur'an cannot be human, but that it must be divine in origin, even though he 
did not say it outright. This is because, according to his own words, there is no 
parallel in history to the Qur'an; that no person or speech ever had the impact 
and power of the Qur'an.

The origin of the Qur'an cannot be 
human; it must be divine



Therefore, if there is no parallel whatsoever with the Qur'an, why do we have to 
say that this is a unique case, especially if we remember that Prophet Muhammad 
(peace and blessings be upon him) was unlettered and was not known to be 
either a writer or a poet. Even his own words - other than the Qur'an - meaning 
what was beyond what he uttered by way of dictation from the Angel of revelation 
– Gabriel -  is quite different in style from the Qur'an. Therefore, this leads us to 
this question: Where did the Qur'an come from?

It is not really strange, despite all these problems with translation, that in some 
of half-decent translations of the Qur'an, there was an honest attempt to convey 
as many of its meanings as possible. Although these translations are not part of 
the style of the Qur'an, they were powerful enough to motivate non-Muslims, who 
did not know Arabic, to embrace Islam.

In an interview with Yusuf Islam (previously known as Cat Stevens), a super pop 
musician from Britain who became Muslim, he indicated that one of the most 
powerful things that really changed his life completely, even though he did not 
know anything about Islam, was reading the Qur'an. He did not read it from the 
original, but through some of the available English translations. Cat Steven's case 
is not the only one; there have been numerous others like that despite all the 
problems with translation.

Example of Translation Problems

In the Arabic language, there is rich vocabulary, perhaps richer than many other 
languages.  Moreover,  many  times,  the  very  same  word  in  Arabic  may  have 
different shades of meanings. For example, if someone attempts to translate, he 
simply  tries  to  select  one  English  word  or  to  find  an  English  term  that 
encompasses that meaning. However, this does not fully convey the meanings of 
the Qur'an.

Take for example the two Arabic words "istata`a" and "ista`a". These are both 
usually translated into English as (being able to), whereas, in fact, one of them 
has the sense of being able to do an easy task, while the other refers to being 
able to do a more difficult task. The subtlety of the meaning is clear here. In 
English, however, one simply says (able to).

What's more, there are a number of terms, for instance, that are more or less like 
divine attributes of Allah the Almighty, such as (Khaliq – Khallaq – Fatir – Badi` – 
Bari'). All of these terms are usually translated into (Creator or Originator), for 
example. However, in fact each one of them has a particular shade of meaning; a 
particular emphasis that is not exactly equal or equivalent to the other terms.

Furthermore,  when  one  describes  Almighty  Allah  or  talks  about  some  of  His 
attributes  such  as  (Malik –  Malek –  Maleek),  these  attributes  are normally 
translated as something like sovereign of the universe or king. However, there are 
actually variations in the meaning of each of these.

The same applies to a variety of other expressions. This, I think, illustrates that 
one cannot really find one single term in English, for example, that conveys all 
these shades of meaning, whereas the original can easily provide these kinds of 
variations of meaning.

Another problem is that there are some words in Arabic that even though their 
meaning could be understood by the English translator, there is no one single 



word that conveys their meaning in English. A translator has to form a sentence if 
he is to properly convey the meaning.

An example of this is when the Qur'an speaks about the origin of human beings. I 
am talking, particularly, about embryology. According to the Qur'an, the human is 
created from (nutfah); this is one single word in Arabic, but when one tries to 
translate it into English, the closest meaning, according to Dr. Maurice Bucaille, 
was a very small quantity of liquid needed in the fertilization process of the ovum.

Even in the case of words that have concise and specific meanings, sometimes 
there are errors in translation that change the meanings altogether. For example, 
the  Qur'an speaks  about  the  Qur'an as {wahyunyuha) (An-Najm 53:4).  The 
correct translation is (Revelation which is revealed). This is referring to revelation 
from Allah the Almighty.

However, a translator like Robinson translated it as "It is suggestion suggested" 
instead of (Revelation which is revealed). This is not the correct meaning of the 
term, and it is actually biased in its meaning by saying that revelation coming 
from Allah the Almighty is like suggestion. Suggestion can come from oneself, so 
that seems to be totally away from the meaning and context of the verse in the 
Qur'an.

Besides, a translation of one word, even though it could be correct literally, could 
mean something quite different from what the Qur'an speaks about unless one is 
extremely careful and is translating within the context of the Qur'an. An example 
of this is the following verse that reads, {Ta`alaAllahu`ammaYakulun`uluan 
kabiran.} (At-Tur 52: 43)

The correct translation of this is {Allah is highly exalted above those they 
associate with Him.} However,a translator wrote (how far is Allah above those 
they associate with Him). This is not a very concise meaning, as "how far" means 
that there may be some recognition of a hierarchy of gods but Allah is far above 
them.  Whereas,  the  other  correct  translations  removed  even  any  notion  of 
comparison,  and they simply said  that  Allah is  exalted above and beyond all 
human description or associating others with Him in His divine attributes.

There is a strange translation made by Lane of verse number 93 in the second 
chapter of the  Qur'an which describes the Israelites when they disobeyed Allah 
the Almighty and Prophet Moses (peace be upon him); the verse reads in the 
Arabic original {Wa ushribu fi Qulubehem Al-`Ijla.} (Al-Baqarah 2:93)

In Lane's translation, which is incorrect, he said, "They were made to drink down 
the calf into their hearts." This is a very strange translation, because the original 
wording of  the verse does not  have anything to do with drinking -  physically 
drinking the calf. However, 'Oshrebu' here means that the hearts of the Israelites 
were filled or soaked with love for the golden calf which they worshipped. As Dr. 
Khalifa observes, "This erroneous translation was apparently influenced by the 
translator's Biblical background; it is stated in the Book of Exodus in the Bible, in 
chapter 32, that Moses, when he returned, was very angry, so he ordered that 
the calf would be burned and made into powder and  that this powder be mixed 
with water. Then he asked the Israelites to drink it." However, this is not the story 
related in the Qur'an. The wording of the verse has nothing to do with this kind of 
erroneous translation.



Translations of the Qur'an (Part Three) 

Mistranslations

Effect of Judeo-Christian Background

Many of those who translated the Qur'an's meanings into English come from a 
Judeo-Christian background. This had a major impact on their approach to the 
Qur'an. An example of this is the totally erroneous assumption that the Qur'an 
was  copied  from other  divine  scriptures,  just  because  it  "appeared  after  the 
Bible." 

Many Orientalists wasted their lives trying to prove this false claim. Over decades, 
they have been striving so hard to prove, whether explicitly or implicitly, that the 
Qur'an is not really a divine revelation that was revealed to Prophet Muhammad 
(peace and blessings be upon him). They were vainly trying to prove that the 
Qur'an is a compilation of other scriptures.  As a consequence, many of them, 
especially  those  with  a  Judeo-Christian  background,  somehow  misinterpreted 
several  verses  from  the  Qur'an  to  make  them  parallel  or  similar  to  Biblical 
concepts.

An example of the effect of this Judeo-Christian background can be found in the 
translation of the following Qur'anic words:

(And He [Allah] has cast into the Earth firm mountains lest it 
quake with you.) (An-Nahl 16:15)

George Sale translated this to "God thrown on the earth. "Meanwhile, the original 
text does not say "on the earth" but (into the Earth). The translation should be 
corrected to read as shown above.

Also, the Arabic word  tamida in the original verse simply means  quake or  lose 
balance. Sale translated it to "move forever or move at all." This seems to be a 
reflection of his own Biblical background. In the Psalms of David, Psalm 104, 
Verse 5 reads "God laid foundations on Earth so that it should not move forever." 
But this is not the concept that the Qur'an speaks about in the above-mentioned 
Qur'anic verse. The verse simply says, (lest it quake [lose balance] with you).

But now we know that the Earth is actually moving in space. There are several 
verses in the Qur'an that clearly refer to the fact that the Earth is moving and 
that its shape is spherical.

Another example of such mistranslations can be found in E.H. Palmer's translation 
of Verse 65 of Surat Al-Hajj. The original Arabic verse simply means that Almighty 
Allah holds the heaven so that it will not fall on Earth:

(And He [Allah] holds back the heaven from falling on Earth 
except by His leave.) (Al-Hajj 22:65)

Palmer translated the word  sama' (Arabic for heaven) as rain. Nowhere in the 
Qur'an has the word  sama' ever been used to refer to rain. In fact, the Arabic 
original seems to give an indication of the concept of gravity — the gravitational 
system  that  holds  the  various  celestial  bodies  in  their  respective  orbits, 
preventing  them  from  collision  with  one  another.



Contextual Interpretation

Sometimes a problem arises when the context in which the Qur'anic terminology 
is used is overlooked. This leads to misinterpretations and erroneous conclusions.

The commentary made by Arthur Jeffrey on Verse 10 of Surat Al-Fajr is a clear 
example. The verse reads:

(And (with) Pharaoh of the stakes.) (Al-Fajr 89:10)

Speaking of Pharaoh, Jeffrey described him in his translation as the pharaoh, lord 
of  the  stakes.  The  original  Arabic  word  awtad does  literally  mean  stakes  or 
pegs. But  the  problem  is  that  Jeffrey  could  not  understand  the  word  in  the 
context of the Qur'an. With the word  stakes, some questions arise: What does 
this mean? Who is that pharaoh and who is the lord of the stakes?

In the Qur'an, we find that the word awtad is used elsewhere:

(Have We not  made the earth  an even expanse? And the 
mountains as projections (thereon)?) (An-Naba' 78:6–7)

Here, the word awtad does not refer to the stakes of a tent; it is rather an Arabic 
metaphor  denoting  mountains,  which  are  to  Earth  just  like  the  stakes  to  a 
tent. And  that  is  why  awtad is  better  be  translated  to  projections to  avoid 
confusion.  The  mountains  do  stabilize  the  crust  of  the  earth. According  to 
geologists, mountains play an important role in maintaining the stability of the 
relatively thin crust of the earth.

Based on this understanding, we may conclude that a more correct equivalent for 
stakes in the context of Verse 10 of Surat Al-Fajr is pyramids. The pyramids were 
built  by  order  of  the  pharaohs.  These  pyramids are  mountainous in  terms of 
power. Historically speaking, the pyramids were the basic manifestation of the 
pharaohs' power, as well as the scientific development witnessed at their time. 
When  Verse  10  of  Surat  Al-Fajr  is  put  in  its  right  context,  the  reader  can 
comprehend  what  it  really  refers  to.

Arabic and Semitic Terms

There is similarity between many Arabic words and words from other languages, 
especially the Semitic ones, like Hebrew. Most of the similarity has to do with 
pronunciation. However, the similarity in the sounds of two words does not 
necessarily mean that the words have the same meaning.

For example, in the Qur'an, Verse 4 of Surat Al-Fath speaks about sakeenah:

(He it is Who sent down tranquillity into the hearts of the believers that 
they  might  have  more  of  faith  added  to  their  faith.) (Al-Fath  48:4)

This Arabic word, sakeenah, means tranquillity, peace, or assurance. But, Jeffrey 



has  confused  it  with  the  Hebrew  word  shekina. According  to  Dr.  Muhammad 
Khalifah, this word, shekina, means the invisible glory of Jehovah resting over his 
seat of  mercy.  Apparently,  there is no similarity in meaning between the two 
words, even though their sounds might be close.

Confusion can also occur between two Arabic words. In Surat Al-An`am, Verse 
59, Almighty Allah says that He has Mafateh Al-Ghayb:

(And with Him are the clues of the Unseen.) (Al-An`am 6:59)

This Arabic words  Mafateh Al-Ghayb mean the  clues of the Unseen, as shown 
above. In other words, this means that Almighty Allah knows everything that is 
not known to us. Palmer confused the Arabic word mafateh with the Arabic word 
mafateeh. The vowel after the  t is longer in the latter. For a person who is not 
familiar with the Arabic language, the sounds of the two words,  Mafateh and 
Mafateeh, are almost identical.

The word mafateeh, which has a longer vowel, has a different meaning, which is 
keys.  Palmer  seems  to  have  confused  the  Qur'anic  term  with  the  rabbinical 
tradition that God has three keys in His hands, which is totally irrelevant in Islam.

However, mix-ups are not restricted to the above-mentioned types. There is also 
a mix-up between Arabic and Syriac words. For example, the word qur'an means 
recitation, yet some Orientalists have mixed the word qur'an with the Syriac word 
qeryana, which means lectionary or a book that contains scriptural texts used for 
recitation  during  religious  service.  Obviously,  the  word  qur'an has  a  different 
meaning. The Qur'an is a divine book that is all-inclusive. It is not a collection of 
scriptural texts.

The term  furqan is another name of the noble Qur'an. The Arabic word  furqan 
means  a  criterion  that  discerns  right  from  wrong  and  truth  from  falseness. 
However, some Orientalists like Richard Bell and Arthur Jeffrey mix the term with 
the Syriac word ferqana. This latter actually means salvation. So, the two words 
are totally different in meaning. Again, similarity in sound does not necessarily 
mean similarity in meaning.

A translator may not be wrong when he or she uses the literal meaning of a 
certain word. However, the translator's own commentary on a foreign word should 
be  based  on  a  qualified  understanding  of  the  context. Otherwise,  erroneous 
conclusions might be reached.
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