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Abstract 

 

Quranic Homonyms in English translations indeed require further studies due to the 

insufficient attention paid to this issue. However, this thesis aims at scrutinizing and 

examining some homonymy cases in Quranic verses translated into English. The present 

study compares four well-known English translations, namely those of Pickthall, N. J. 

Dawood, Yusuf Ali and King Fahd Complex for the Printing of the Holy Quran translation. 

It attempts at finding the best translation that has managed to convey the implied meanings 

of the homonymous term. The comparison has been made in light of four authorised and 

great tafsirs by Al-Tabari, Al-Zamakhshari, Al-Razi and Al-Qurtubi. The aforementioned 

comparison intends to examine the accuracy of each homonymy interpretations, which 

should be as much akin as possible to the studied exegesis. The present study argues that 

the most accurate translation amongst the studied ones is King Fahd Complex translation. 

This may be due to the fact that the translation in question has been achieved by more than 

one translator, the translation concerned has shown sensitivity with regard to interpreting 

the homonymous terms, which presents the richness of the source text to the target reader. 

This has been accomplished through including some of the plausible meanings, to enhance 

the accuracy of the interpretation, in order to deliver the intended meaning(s) of the verse 

without having translation loss. The present study also claims that the translation of sacred 

texts should be institutionalized to be accurately interpreted. 
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I. Introduction: Homonyms and Other Cognates 
 

This chapter provides a working definition of homonyms and cognate terms. Relevant 

literature in both Arabic and English will be reviewed. Homonyms have always been a 

language-specific feature that has defied cross-cultural traffic. For instance, the English 

expression, “The enjoyment of life depends on the liver,” may not be easily translatable 

into Arabic because the word liver contains a pun. The liver here refers either to an organ 

by that name in the human body or to a living person. Unfortunately, Arabic does not have 

one single word for both meanings of liver. Likewise, one of the distinctive features of the 

Holy Quran is its ubiquitous use of homonyms that are both polysemous in nature and 

Arabic-specific.  

Those homonyms were the subject of various debates among Muslim scholars and 

exegetes since the early days of Islam. For example, the last word in the following Quranic 

verse: َُوّللَاُه
َ
ْزَواًجاَُوَجَعَلُل

َ
ْمُأ

ه
ك سِّ

نفه
َ
ْنُأ ِّ مُم 

ه
ك
َ
مُكمَُجَعَلُل

ه
ك ْزَواجِّ

َ
ْنُأ ِّ يَنَُوَحَفَدُُم  ةَبنِّ  (sura 16: verse 72) can be 

deceptively simple. The most obvious meaning that crosses the mind of an ordinary 

contemporary reader and translator is that ََةَ َحَفد  means “grandchildren,” but that is only one 

meaning. Other meanings equally sanctioned by mainstream exegesis are “helpers,” “step-

children,” and “sons- and daughters-in-law” (Ibn Manzur). 

The obvious question is: where can a translator find a single English word that would 

capture all of those possible meanings? Other examples of a similar nature abound in the 

Holy Quran. Such homonyms are bound to spawn potentially insurmountable hurdles for 

any translator. However, judicious translators can resort to various strategies to capture the 
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richness of the source text, especially through paratext (ample footnotes, interpolations, 

commentaries, etc.) to make up for the lacuna in the target language. 

 

I.I. Rationale of the study  
 

In translating sacred texts, adequate and careful analysis of the meanings in context is 

vital. Moreover, the linguistic aspects of the source language are what the translator of the 

Quran has to take into consideration in order to render the message accurately into the target 

language. There is no question that non-Arab Muslims from all over the world have always 

needed to understand Islam properly by understanding its sacred book. Understanding it is 

not easy, even when it is available in translation, as a translation can never hope to 

approximate the original. To my knowledge, the issue of source text homonyms has not 

been studied, or at least not given sufficient attention, in English Quranic translations. By 

examining four English translations of the Holy Quran, this thesis will, therefore, attempt 

to redress this shortage and contribute to the ongoing debate about the translatability of 

Islam’s sacred book. As no translation is innocent, it is important to investigate the potential 

impact of translators’ backgrounds and ideologies on their renditions. Furthermore, the 

rationale behind choosing these translations is to preview and analyze the translation of the 

verses from different perspectives due to the variety and diversity of the background of 

each translator, and how the ideology of each of them is involved in the process of their 

process of translation. 

By comparing four English renditions of Quranic homonyms, it is hoped that the 

comparative approach will highlight the strengths and shortcomings of the translations. 
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Based on the data gathered about the strengths and weaknesses of the translations, the thesis 

will propose approaches that would build upon the strengths and avoid the otherwise 

avoidable serious mishaps found in the translations. The significance of accurately 

translating homonyms will not only serve as a guide to future Quranic translators but will 

also enlighten source/target text readers about the inimitable richness of the original text of 

the Quran. Examining four products may be beneficial for future readers/ translators to see 

the different perspectives on the source text.  

  

I.II. Aims of the study  
 

The Holy Quran is a sacred book revered by Muslims around the globe who, especially 

those outside the Arab world, may not have access to it except through translation. Thus, 

any mistranslation of any portion of it can result in serious misunderstanding, distortion, or 

insufficient knowledge of its original message. That is why constant care must be taken to 

evaluate existing translations, both authorized and otherwise. With this goal in mind, and 

by comparing four English translations of selected homonyms in the Holy Quran, this study 

aims to: 1) differentiate between the various types of homonyms (simple or complex) in 

the Holy Quran; 2) examine the strategies followed by the four translators in rendering the 

homonyms in question; 3) gauge the extent to which the four translators managed to grasp 

the polysemy of the source text in their renditions; and 4) propose the most suitable 

approach to translate such a problematic issue. 
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I.III. Research questions 
 

In order to achieve the aims of this thesis, the following questions will be examined: 

• What are the types of homonyms in the selected Quranic verses? 

• What is the level of accuracy in translating the said homonyms of the four 

selected translations? 

• How can the translator solve the problematic issue of translating homonyms and 

render the intended meaning of the source text? 

 

I.Ⅳ. Scope and limitations of the study 
 

The study will examine only a selection of homonyms. Moreover, the translations will 

be limited to four translations of the Holy Quran: Pickthall and Yusuf Ali’s translations are 

taken from the well-known website “Quran Explorer.” While N. J. Dawood’s translation is 

taken from his book, The Koran, and the King Fahd complex translation is taken from their 

official website, “Quran Complex.” In addition, all of the Quran’s tafsirs (interpretations) 

included in this study are from the well-known website “Great Tafsirs.” Such mainstream 

tafsirs have been put forth by the great Muslim scholars Al-Tabari, Al-Zamakhshari, Al-

Razi, and Al-Qurtubi. On the other hand, the dictionaries used to explain the homonyms 

chosen for study in this thesis are those by Ibn Manzur, Al-Razi, Al-Zabidi, and E. W. 

Lane. 
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1. Chapter One: Literature Review 
 

There is no question that the Holy Quran is considered the supreme authority in Islam. 

The Quranic discourse is a very sophisticated one that lends itself to various interpretations. 

Thus, translators are expected to be aware of what lies beneath the verses and their intended 

meanings. Homonyms, like many other rhetorical devices in the Holy Quran, have been a 

source of perennial controversy among exegetes since the early days of Islam, as there has 

never been a unanimous agreement about their intended meanings. Even on the authority 

of the Prophet Muhammad himself, it is acknowledged that the Quran is open to various 

interpretations. It is also a fact that the Holy Quran can be understood and explained by 

itself. In fact, the great disagreement among Muslim exegetes about Quranic homonyms 

was a natural result of the ambiguity that attends the homonymous words in Quranic verses. 

As such, it is no wonder that the translation of such homonyms is likely to reflect the 

disparity of opinion surrounding the original text.  

Homonyms may be a confusing semantic phenomenon for a lot of translators, especially 

of the Holy Quran, who might face one term that could be interpreted in several different 

ways. One single term could be interpreted in different ways, all of which could be true and 

accurate, and this is usually regarded as an aspect of the eloquence of the Quran. A thorough 

examination of four English translations of the sampled homonyms shows that translators 

have, on the whole, given primacy to one meaning of the homonymous words over the 

other possible meanings, which may be as weighty and valid as the specific one they have 

used. In this, one can see that just as Muslim exegetes in Arabic have disagreed over the 

full intended meanings of Quranic homonyms, so have Quranic translators. The choice of 
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translators of one meaning over all other possible meanings might be a conscious choice—

not a result of negligence or oversight but of a desire to provide a proper translation instead 

of an interpretation of the Quran. In other words, such choices might be an attempt on the 

part of the translator to mirror the structure of the original as closely as possible. Thus, the 

importance of the element of context and its role in understanding the meaning of the terms 

plays a great role. 

However, such multiple meanings and interpretations of one single word could be 

confusing and challenging, especially if the context could lend itself to various legitimate 

interpretations. Translating the Holy Quran has always been one of the most controversial 

issues. An accurate translation requires a careful analysis of meaning in context and 

attention to the linguistic aspects of the source language (SL). Owing to the rhetorical 

nature of the Quran, Quranic discourse is akin to literary discourse and, thus, can be 

analyzed as such. In other words, both discourses, Quranic and literary, use various kinds 

of devices to deliver the intended meaning. The devices used in both are legion. One such 

device is homonymy, defined by the Online Etymology Dictionary as “a word pronounced 

and sometimes spelled exactly the same as another but with differences in meaning.” Also, 

Shaher and Kaddouri provided another definition of homonymy: “one utterance that has 

two or more different meanings” (2012: 33).  

According to Löbner (2002: 42), the word homonym comes from the conjunction of the 

Greek word homo (same) and the suffix onymos (name). “Homonymy is a term used in 

semantic analysis to refer to lexical items which have the same form but differ in meaning” 

(Crystal, 2008: 231). According to Yule (1996: 120), “homonymy is used when one form 

(written and spoken) has two or more unrelated meanings. Homonyms are words which 
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have quite separate meanings, but which have accidentally come to have exactly the same 

form.” Here, Yule mentions a vital point regarding homonyms, which is that they have 

unrelated meanings, which indicates that one might find homonyms with contrasting 

meanings, like the ones this thesis will examine. Homonymy is, thus, a semantic relation 

that exists among and between words that have the same spelling and pronunciation, 

meaning that they have the same form but unrelated meanings. 

However, homonyms that share the same pronunciation but have different forms and 

meanings are called homophones, e.g., bare/bear, meat/meet, flour/flower, pail/pale, 

right/write, sew/so and to/too/two (Yule, 1996: 120). Homophones are often the basis of 

puns, e.g., “Seven days without chocolate make one weak.” “The sign said, ‘Fine for 

parking here,’ and since it was fine, I parked there” (Arsenteva, Born, Fussel, & Polkina, 

2015) 

Homonyms, which are pronounced and spelled alike but have different meanings, are 

called homonyms proper, e.g., bear (to have children), bear (tolerate), bear (to carry), and 

bear (animal); tear (to rip), and tear (to fill with tears); and others. One of the notions that 

are relatively connected to homonymy is polysemy. Cambridge Dictionary defines 

polysemy as “A polysemous word has more than one meaning;” the dictionary also lists an 

example of polysemous term: play, which is considered as a highly polysemous term. Also, 

"right" is considered to be ambiguous and polysemic. Furthermore, Merriam Webster 

Dictionary has provided the following meaning: polysemy is derived from the word 

polysemous, which refers to words having multiple meanings. “Polysemy is a highly 

noticeable feature of Semitic languages. As the morphology of these languages is root-

based, typically tri-consonantal and, to a lesser extent, quadri-consonantal, various 
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meanings would spring out from such roots. For example, the Arabic word ‘to write’ is 

from the tri-consonantal root ‘k-t-b.’ This simple root gives birth to numerous semantically 

related words: a writer is called ‘katib,’ a book is called ‘kitab,’ a letter is called ‘maktub,’ 

a library or bookshop is ‘maktabah,’ and an office is ‘maktab.’ However, understanding the 

exact meaning of one those terms is not always semantically obvious as it may sometimes 

depend on the context to understand what the term specifically refers to. For example, 

‘kitab’ could be a reference to a book, or even a letter (especially in reference to 

communications between government agencies, heads of states, governors, etc.), and a 

‘katib ‘adl’ would refer to a notary public. Those are just few definitions of the term and 

its morphologies” (Galadari, 2013: 5). 

Polysemy refers to the occurrence of two or more words with the same form and related 

meanings, “Polysemy can be defined as one form (written or spoken) having multiple 

meanings that are all related by extension. Examples are the word head, used to refer to the 

object on top of your body, froth on top of a glass of beer, person at the top of a company 

or department, and many other things. Other examples of polysemy are foot (of person, of 

bed, of mountain) or run (person does, water does, colors do)” (Yule, 1996: 117). 

 Baldinger (1980: 14) argues that polysemy is “a case where one acoustic image 

symbolizes different realities, in that it can possess different contents or 13 significations.” 

Al-Hadithi (2002: 15) provides a broad definition, stating, “Polysemy is a case where a 

single lexeme possesses a set of different synchronically related meanings.” (Leech, 1976: 

230) also stated that polysemy is the “existence of more than one semantic specification for 

the same lexical item.” 
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If one is not sure whether different uses of a single word are examples of homonymy 

or polysemy, one can check in a dictionary. If the word has multiple meanings (i.e., if it is 

polysemous), then there will be a single entry, with a numbered list of the different 

meanings of that word. If two words are treated as homonyms, they will typically have two 

separate entries. In most dictionaries, bank, mail, mole, and sole are clearly treated as 

homonyms whereas face, foot, get, head, and run are treated as polysemic words. Of course, 

it is possible for two words to be distinguished via homonymy and for one of the forms also 

to have various uses via polysemy. The words date (an edible fruit) and date (a specific 

point in time) are homonyms. However, the “specific point in time” sense is polysemous 

in terms of a particular day and month (on a letter), an arranged meeting time (an 

appointment), a social meeting (with someone, or a business or work meeting), and even a 

person (a romantic date). So, the question, “How was your date?” could have several 

different interpretations (Yule, 1996: 120). 

According to Finch (2000: 165), it is difficult for linguists to distinguish between 

polysemy and homonymy. At the theoretical level, the distinction is clear in that homonyms 

are separate lexical items and the relation among them is purely accidental. On the other 

hand, Löbner (2002: 44) refers to homonymy as a rare and accidental phenomenon while 

polysemy is independent of homonymy: any two given homonyms can be polysemous. 

According to Newmark (1998), the main issue of homonymy, one of the many types of 

ambiguities, is creating a case of ambiguity and uncertainty. Ambiguity can be caused by 

homonymy or polysemy. In his dictionary, Homophones and Homographs, Hobbs provides 

the following categorizations: homonyms, homophones, and homographs. He also defines 

a homonym as “one of two or more words spelled and pronounced alike but different in 
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meaning. A homophone is also defined as “one of two or more words pronounced alike but 

different in meaning or derivation or spelling.” Meanwhile, a homograph is “one of two or 

more words spelled alike but different in meaning or derivation or pronunciation” (7). 

Several linguists have addressed the question: Do homophones tend to self-destruct 

because of their tendency to create confusion and ambiguity? Jules Gilliéron has provided 

the following explanation: “two words of different origin that become homophones by 

regular sound changes may, because of ambiguity and confusion, interfere with each other 

to such an extent that one is ultimately driven from the vocabulary of a particular dialect” 

(Hobbs, 1988: 7). 

Scholars refer to this hypothesis as a conflict of homophones; however, Robert Menner 

has argued that if there was a loss of a homophonous word, it should not be attributed only 

to a conflict of homophones. He believes that “two homophones are unlikely to interfere 

unless they belong to the same part of speech, and if they do, then words must fall within 

the same sphere of ideas and be likely to appear in similar contexts” (Hobbs, 1999: 8). 

Menner asserts it is possible that “a combination of alike sounds representing two 

different words could become ambiguous, and the resultant confusion is so marked as to 

lead to [the] elimination of one of the words”. (Hobbs, 1999: 8)  

Thus, homophonous words may disappear not only because of a conflict of 

homophones but also because they may become obsolete in the course of language 

development. 

Both phenomena of polysemy and homonymy are but two features of ambiguity in 

language. There is, however, a grey area where concepts of polysemy and homonymy 

overlap. There is no doubt that polysemy makes communication easier but then confusion 
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can arise when senses shift. Dictionaries also differ in their decisions whether to list a word 

as a polysemous entry or a homonymous one. Newmark (1988: 218) and Leech (1969: 206) 

argue that ambiguity may result from polysemy or homonymy. In Arabic, it is polysemy 

that is the cause of ambiguity not homonymy, stated El-Zeiny. She added, that the cause of 

the issue is because the root of an Arabic term covers all the derivatives and gives no 

vacancy for any other root having the same shape. Further, “All Quranic ambiguities are 

intentional. The purposes of Quranic ambiguity are richness of style, giving a full load of 

information and ever newly born meanings” (El-Zeiny, 2009) 

According to Löbner (2002: 42), homonyms are divided into two categories: total and 

partial.  

 

• Total (absolute) homonymy is when two lexemes share all the distinctive properties 

(grammatical category and grammatical properties, the set of grammatical forms, 

sound form, and spelling) such as the two adjectives light and light, where the first 

one is the opposite of dark and the second one is the opposite of heavy or difficult.  

• Partial homonymy is when two lexemes with different unrelated meanings coincide 

in some but not all their grammatical forms such as the verbs lie (lay, lain) and lie 

(lied, lied). Partial homonyms can give rise to ambiguity in some contexts, like 

(don’t lie in bed) but can be distinguished in others (he lay/lied in bed) (Löbner, 

2002: 43). 
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1.1. Homonyms in Arabic 
 

Studies of homonymy in the Holy Quran are considered one of the oldest in the field. 

They have been utilized effectively in developing Arabic language studies. Moreover, Al-

Wujooh wa Al-Naza’ir Wujooh refers to polysemes and homonyms, and naza’ir refers to 

synonyms or analogs. These are considered a Quranic science, which is related to the 

Quranic commentary, and it is deemed one of the fields that deal specifically with 

homonymy and polysemy in the Holy Quran. Thus, they have a great impact on the field. 

The Muslim scholar Muqatil ibn Sulayman is believed to be the first author of the field of 

Al-Wujooh wa Al-Naza’ir (Berg, 2004). 

Plus, some significant early wujooh works are those of “Ibn Qutayba (d. 889AD), Al-

Damaghani (d. 1085 AD), and Ibn Al-Jawzi (d. 1200AD). Of course, the subject is treated 

by Al-Zarkashī (d. 1391AD) and Al-Suyuṭi (d. 1505AD) in their works on the sciences of 

the Qurʾan” (Berg, 2004, n.p.1). 

The Holy Quran has always been related to the Arabs and their language, of course, 

because it was revealed in the Arabic language. Thus, some ancient scholars have focused 

on the understanding of the old-fashioned Arabic literature to be aware of the Quranic 

meanings (Aziz, 2014).  

Aziz cited in his paper that in order to understand the Holy Quran perfectly, certain 

Quranic and Arabic language fields of science should be studied. He also mentioned the 

importance of the Al Wujooh wal Naza’ir field of science. Aziz concluded his paper by 

providing suggested solutions in order to comprehend the homonyms in the Quran. He 

 
1 n.p.: this abbreviation stands for “no page number”. 
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started with the acknowledgment of Al Wujooh wa Al Naza’ir and mentioned how it is 

considered in analyzing the expressions of the Quran, their roots, and their branches. He 

also discussed how it is considered an essential Quranic science privileged with its own 

uniqueness. In addition, Aziz explained that this field of science is more into explaining the 

Quran by the Quran method, which is considered to be one of the oldest methods in tafsir.  

However, the works that are related to this field of science should gain adequate care 

and must be updated frequently. Such is especially true because the translations of the Holy 

Quran rely heavily on Al Wujooh wa Al Naza’ir, which may cause inaccurate translations. 

Aziz’s examination of some verses with homonymous terms has resulted in the following 

findings: firstly, the variation in the level of accuracy as some translations are poor and 

have mistranslated the homonyms, and sometimes the translations were not correct at all. 

Secondly, the translations seem to follow the literal approach only, so they are too cautious. 

They have not even reviewed the context of the verses nor the natural flow of the verses 

overall. This had a negative effect on the Quranic meanings. Additionally, the Quranic 

discourse’s uniqueness relies heavily on its context and the non-direct meanings, thus not 

only the meaning of a single term but also the verse altogether, with all its linguistic aspects. 

He further emphasized the importance of the fact that the translator should be mastering 

the Arabic language and all its related science. On the contrary, throughout this history, all 

of the English translators of the Quran have not been Arab natives, which affected their 

translation negatively. 

This work was written about homonyms and polysemy in the Holy Quran specifically 

(Al-Dulaimy, 2017). In fact, homonyms can be considered a form of ambiguity in the 

meaning, as Al-Khuli argues. Al-Khuli divides Arabic homonyms into the following types: 
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• Homonyms with only two meanings. For example, qadam قدم means part of the 

body or unit of length. Also, lisan لسان refers to tongue and language (Al-Khuli, 

2001: 143-4). 

• Homonyms which have more than two meanings. A typical example is the word 

fusoul فصول that means book chapters, seasons of the year, semesters in school, 

acts of a play, etc. Another example is the word ain عني which refers to the hole 

of a needle, a human being’s eye, fountainhead, and a spy (Al-Khuli, 2001: 

143). The word sada صدى has the meanings “echo,” “extreme thirst,” and “to 

save money.” The word hawb حوَب has more than thirty meanings: It may mean 

“sin,” “sister,” “daughter,” “sadness,” “need,” “haughtiness,” and “heart 

softness.” 

• Homonyms that are semantically related. For instance, the word yad يد may refer 

to a part of the human body and also power; the word ذراع is both an organ in the 

human body and a unit of measurement. In fact, this is known as polysemy in 

English (Al-Khuli, 2001: 143). 

• Homonyms that are semantically unrelated. The word khal خاَل may refer to a 

maternal uncle or a mole (Al-Khuli, 2001: 144). 

• Homonyms that fall into two types of homonyms. A case in point is the term 

sahir ساحر which is considered a homonym with two meanings that are not 

related.  
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1.2. Translatability of homonyms in the Holy Quran 
 

Translatability is usually defined as “a relative notion that has to do with the extent 

to which, despite obvious differences in linguistic structure (grammar, vocabulary, etc.), 

meaning can still be adequately expressed across languages” (Hatim & Munday: 15) 

In fact, there are various debates among Muslims regarding the translatability and 

untranslatability in the Holy Quran. Abu Mahfouz stated that “The rhetoric and rhythm of 

the Arabic of the Quran 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 

splendor of the original” (2011: 65). 

Also, the Holy Quran discourse might be considered even more complex than literary texts. 

In addition to that, as explained by Pedro (1999: 546–559), the degree of translatability of 

a text depends heavily on both its genre and style, the researcher adds also that terminology 

has a great impact as well. Pedro clarifies that he believes in the idea that some discourses 

are easier to translate than others, especially if the discourse was an informative one. These 

are usually easier to translate than the other genres. He stated, “A text with an aesthetic 

function will contain elements which will make its reproduction in a different language 

difficult, whereas a text with a merely informative function will be easier to translate” (De 

Pedro, 1999: 552-553). Furthermore, Pedro classified the translatability degree of texts into 

four different categories: 1) Texts which are exclusively source language oriented: 

Relatively untranslatable. 
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2) Texts that are mainly source language oriented (literary texts, for example): Partially  

translatable. 3) Texts that are both source language and target language oriented (such as 

the texts written in a language for specific purposes): Optimally translatable. 4) Texts that 

are mainly or solely target language oriented (propaganda, for instance): Optimally 

translatable. 

Also, one of the translation beliefs that Pedro stated in his article is that “absolute 

untranslatability, whether linguistic or cultural, does not exist” (Pedro, 1999: 556-557). 

However, he also added that the literary translator should consider the fact that the perfect 

translation without any losses of the source language is unattainable. Thus, Pedro cited, “a 

practical approach to translation must accept that, since not everything that appears in the 

source text can be reproduced in the target text, an evaluation of potential losses has to be 

carried out” (1999: 556-557). 

 

In his article “Translating the Quran,” Fazlur Rahman argues that obstacles to 

adequately rendering the Holy Quran into other languages are mainly attributable to two 

reasons. The first one is related to the style of the Quran, form, and unique expression. The 

second reason is the fact that this holy book is “not really a single book because nobody 

actually wrote it: It is an assembly of all the passages revealed or communicated to 

Muhammad by the Agency of Revelation, which the Quran calls Gabriel and ‘The Trusted 

Spirit’ or ‘The Holy Spirit’. This agency, according to the Quran itself, emanates from the 

‘Preserved table,’ the Book on High, and ‘descended upon your heart’ (2: 97). Clearly, the 

divine messages broke through the consciousness of the Prophet from an agency whose 
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source is God” (1988: 24). Fazlur Rahman believes that translators of the Quran 

“unanimously agree on the untranslatability of The Book” (1988: 24). 

However, religious texts have their own features which impose certain difficulties on a 

translator of such texts. These texts appeared in the remote past. Therefore, their meaning 

cannot be determined easily. Religious texts are characterized by lexical and grammatical 

ambiguities (Ilyas, 1989: 89). Sanctity is another important feature of religious texts which 

requires additional consideration on the part of translators. It is a difficult task to translate 

the religious texts which have specific features and cannot be treated easily and 

superficially (Al-Khafaji, 1998: 11).  

As stated by Catford (1956: 29), if the lexical substitutes in the target language are 

unavailable, equivalence is not achieved. For this reason, it can be said that some 

homonyms in the Quran are untranslatable. 

But also, Catford (1965) has maintained that untranslatability could be divided into two 

types: cultural and linguistic. He “believes that untranslatability is considered as a 

translational failure, which occurs when the functionally relevant features of a given text 

are formal ones and there exists no formal corresponding of these features between the 

source language and the target language”. (Aldahesh, 2014) 

Catford considered the untranslatability in the source language as constituting puns, where 

ambiguity is considered a feature of functional relevance. He also explained that cultural 

untranslatability usually “occurs when the functionally relevant features of a given text are 

cultural ones, and there exists no cultural correspondence of these features between the 
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source language and the target language. Catford considers this type of untranslatability as 

less ‘absolute’ than linguistic untranslatability”. (Aldahesh, 2014). 

 

1.3. Why Homonyms in the Holy Quran? 
 

In translating sacred texts, adequate and careful analysis of the meanings in context is 

vital. Also, attention to linguistic aspects of the source language is what the translator of 

the Quran has to consider in order to render the message into the other language accurately. 

“Homonymy is one of the most remarkable phenomena in the Glorious Quran. Each 

homonymous word in the Holy Quran has its own different meaning. The translators 

should fully comprehend and understand those homonymous words so as to be able to 

convey the implied meanings of those words. The readers of the Glorious Quran should 

also recognize these homonymous words and try to understand each meaning. 

Homonymy causes serious difficulties for the translators of the Glorious Quran. This kind 

of difficulty that the translators face in the process of translation produces an ambiguity” 

(Al Salihi, 2017). 

According to Al-Dulaimy, some classical Arab linguists (such as Al-Khalil Ibn Ahmad, 

Sibawayh, Abu Zaid Al-Ansari, Abu Obaid, Ibn Qutaibah, Ibn Al-Anbari, and Ibn 

Khalawayh) neither admitted the existence of homonyms in Arabic nor did they deny it. 

Al-Dulaimy adds that homonymy emerged mainly because of six reasons, and they are as 

follows: 
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• The variety of Arabic dialects and accents. As a consequence, a considerable 

amount of homonymy terms exists in the first place because of the variations in 

usage across the different tribes. These various meanings were compiled in the 

dictionaries without referring each and every meaning to the tribe that used it. 

• Some of the terms were transferred from their original meaning into other 

figurative meanings for some reason. Then, they were used repeatedly until the 

figurative meaning became dominant. Therefore, the figurative meaning became 

known as one of its strongest meanings. 

• Linguistic development. For instance, there might be two words that initially 

appear to be different in form and meaning, but then they evolve phonetically and, 

by coincidence, became similar. As a result, they have similar forms but different 

meanings. For instance, the word marada مرد means to “become tyrannical” and 

also “to soak bread in water.” This latter meaning actually refers to the word 

maratha مرث. According to the dictionaries, it means soaking in water until it 

becomes soupy, but the θ phoneme was substituted with t. Thus, two originally 

separate words became homonymic as a result of phonetic evolution and 

coincidence. 

• Borrowing from other languages where the loan word might sound similar to an 

Arabic word, even if they mean two different things. 

• The development of Islamic terms and expressions (such as zakah, salah, huda, 

riba, kufr = alms, prayers, guidance, usury, and disbelief, respectively). Thus, a 
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vast amount of new vocabulary words formerly unknown to Arabs have been 

added to the old ones. 

 

In light of the foregoing argument and given the ambiguity that attends homonymous 

words in Quranic verses, great disagreement among Muslim exegetes is both natural and 

expected.  

Baker (2001: 201) believes that most translations of the Quran are considered source 

language oriented; the reason behind that is the sensitive nature of the sacred text, so 

accommodating TT readers basically should not be considered an option. 

 

1.4. Studies of homonymy in the Quran 
 

To my knowledge, the translation of Quranic homonyms has not been sufficiently 

studied, if at all. There are only scattered instructions here and there on how to translate the 

Quran in general.  

Al Isa (2014: 3) discusses the role of context in the disambiguation of homonymous 

words in the Holy Quran. Basically, her paper explains the role of explication and how it 

affects the process of discovering the intended meaning of the homonymous words, which 

is an issue that many exegeses disagree upon. In addition, her study seeks to emphasize the 

impact of the contextual connotation in distinguishing between the denotations of the 

homonymous word. Further, she mentioned “Stringing theory” which can be defined as “a 

theory that deals with the way the terms [relate] to one another in one sentence and [prefer] 

one meaning than the other.” 
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In addition, this can be comprehended through the context of the Quranic texts. Al-

Jabari (2008) claims that the existing renditions of the Quran suffer from serious 

shortcomings that cause incomprehensibility of certain parts of the text. These renditions 

contain some elements that make the reader struggle to understand the meaning of the text. 

Al-Jabari discusses the reasons why English readers of the Holy Quran struggle to 

understand and comprehend the meanings of certain parts and verses. Al-Jabari identifies 

seven factors, which are likely to cause incomprehensibility: “1) Peculiar style; the original 

text was rendered in a difficult style, which is why it is difficult to follow.” Unusual 

translations require unusual readers to understand and follow the text. Thus, it will be 

avoided by the target readers. “2) Literal translation; some terms, idioms, and fixed 

expressions were rendered literally or denotatively.” Some literal translations might cause 

an odd and strange rendering that might distort the message that has to be delivered. “3) 

Cultural differences; Quranic cultural expressions were translated through either 

transliteration or literal rendering. 4) Use of archaic and old-fashioned words; using 

obsolete words fails to transfer a clear meaning and generates tedium. 5) Transliteration; 

transliterated forms do not convey any meaning to target readers because they are merely 

a conjunction of English letters. These letters represent alien words, which are neither 

lexicalized in the English language nor are familiar in English-speaking cultures. 6) 

Unusual orthography; the absence or misuse of punctuation marks confuses the English 

reader in that he cannot know where the sentence starts and where it ends. He cannot 

understand which clause follows which. It also means that ideas may be mixed up and the 

text difficult to follow.” This mistake is somehow related to the editing process, and it 

reflects the importance of the editor’s mission in the successfulness of the process of 
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delivering the message of the source text. “7) Excessive use of explanations between 

brackets; the insertion of long phrases or clauses between brackets without conjunctions or 

other linkers breaks the flow of these phrases and clauses in the text, negatively influencing 

coherence and cohesion, which are basic factors in readability.” 

Al-Jabari’s study does not consider any issues of ambiguity in the Holy Quran, although 

it discusses the problems of translating the words in the Quran. Al-Jabari argues that words 

have connotative meanings as well as denotative ones; therefore, the translator should 

analyze the context in order to discern the intended meanings of the words. Also, a 

comparative and analytical study was done by Yasmeen Abedelrazq (2014) regarding the 

problems of translating homonymy in the Quran, which sheds light on whether certain 

translators of the Quran captured the right meaning of the verses and transferred them 

properly or not. Then, the study finds that the translators, in most cases, missed the 

homonymous sense in the repeated words. Abedelrazq concluded her research with some 

important findings. She emphasized the necessity for the translators in “embarking on 

rendering the Quranic text in another language to initially resort to the authentic exegeses.” 

It is such an important point that the translator uses an authorized resource for the sake of 

accuracy of his production. Moreover, she added that it has to be done in order to 

comprehend the interpretations of the homonymous words in the Holy Quran and to convey 

them with a high degree of accuracy and naturalness required in translating such a sacred 

type of text. Also, she added a significant note regarding the attitudes of the translators 

while translating the Holy Quran: “Translators must exercise caution in dealing with the 

concept of homonymy, since not every two similar words imply an actual use of homonymy 
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or a covert intention to create a homonymic effect for producing a greater awareness on the 

part of the reader and a more aesthetic value in the text itself” (Abedelrazq, 2014). 

 Abedelrazq came up with the idea that the best way to ensure the rendering of 

homonymy perfectly and accurately is to “paraphrase in the main text in the form of 

parentheses or footnotes.” Also, she noticed that translators “incur serious mistakes while 

translating homonymous words in the Holy Quran possibly assuming that the second word 

is but a repetition of the first one due to their lack of knowledge of the exegeses and their 

different culture.” Jaber (2010) stated an interesting point that the process of translating the 

Holy Quran should not be adopted by individual translators only, it must be 

institutionalized. Such a great responsibility and a highly demanding task should be 

entrusted to an authorized organization (Jaber, 2010: 85). 

In the next chapter, there will be a brief summary of the chosen tasirs, dictionaries, and 

translators.Also, the researcher will examine seven verses with homonymous terms and 

find out how each translator handled this problematic issue while translating the Holy 

Quran. And the reason of choosing only seven verses is because of the limitation of space 

and time. 
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2. Chapter Two: Can Quranic Homonyms Survive the 
Cross-Linguistic Passage? 
 

This thesis is product-oriented in that it discusses and explores the accuracy of the 

product of translation. Moreover, it is qualitative research. In terms of directionality, it will 

be from Arabic into English. In particular, this study will examine four translations of the 

Holy Quran: those of Marmaduke Pickthall, N. J. Dawood, Yousef Ali, and the authorized 

translation issued by the King Fahd Complex for the Holy Quran. The Quranic verses to be 

investigated will be listed according to their degree of complexity starting from least 

complicated homonyms (ساحر = sorcerer, scholar) to the more complex ones (قسورة = a 

lion, a hunter, a group of hunters, the clamoring of people, and night darkness). Finally, it 

will develop translational critical thinking and decision-making skills.  

Beginning with defining the concept of the translator, who is the translator? According 

to Youzi (2016: 1), "it is the translator who translates the elites of foreign literature into his 

own language and introduces them to his compatriots. The translator conducts the code-

switching between two different languages and reproduces the content and spirit of the 

source text into the target text. The translator also presents a vivid picture of the exotics 

and ensures its survival after hundreds of years.” Furthermore, Taft (1981: 75) provided a 

definition from his point of view: “a person who facilitates communication, understanding 

and action between peoples whose language and/or culture is different.” 

Al Jabari (2008: 233) illustrates in his paper what approach the translator of the Holy 

Quran should follow in order to achieve his goal of obtaining a perfect translation:  
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The translator should start translating the Quranic text on the word level. He 

has, if possible, to find an exact meaning that corresponds to each word 

according to the context. To achieve an accurate translation of the verses as 

a whole, the exact meaning of the individual words should be considered 

first. This is because understanding the individual words is the basic element 

in achieving a successful and accurate translation on the verse level. As a 

matter of fact, the Quranic text is rich with very complex words whose 

meaning cannot be precisely expressed in any other language. Thus, 

translating on the word level will result in an absolute lack in the target 

language. 

According to Nida & Taber (1969: 4), “anything that can be said in one language can 

be said in another.” This statement includes the Holy Quran, but unfortunately, “the recent 

opinion of Muslim scholars is that none of the existing translated versions is wholly 

acceptable,” meaning that existing translations of the Quran are not fully accurate and do 

not deliver the intended message of the Quran. The translators of the Quran “all attribute 

this to the impossibility of finding a language equivalent to the Arabic original which is 

able to express what the Quran says” to explain the gaps and loops in their production. 

However, it is not an impossible task to do, according to what Nida reported: “Once a gifted 

translator is found, then transferring the meaning becomes an easier task”. (Al-Jabari, 2008) 
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2.1. Translators and their translation 
 

It is widely known that Muslim and non-Muslim translators were part of the process of 

translating the Holy Quran in the past century. This study aims not only to explore how 

each of the four translators approached this work but also the ideology, if any, and 

circumstances of each translation. “Archaism and over adherence to SL lexical peculiarities 

such as repetition and synonymy. Such are the traits of the translations by Pickthall and Ali 

whose aim was to maintain the rhetorical strategies and mystical effects of the Holy 

Scripture”. (alQinai, 2012) 

 

Al-Qinai also added that some translators followed a less complicated method in 

translating the Quran, which is the communicative translation method. Mainly, it is about 

using contemporary English, which is known as simple English, like the translation of N. 

J. Dawood, “with the aim of making the translations intelligible to the masses and the young 

generation.” On the other side, Al-Qinai agreed with the difficulty in translating the Holy 

Quran and the challenges the translators face regarding that matter; “no matter how accurate 

or professional a translator attempts to be, Quranic translation has always been fraught with 

inaccuracies and the skewing of sensitive theological, cultural and historical connotations 

owing to the peculiar mechanism of stress, semantico-syntactic ambiguity, prosodic and 

acoustic features, the mesh of special rhetorical texture and culture-bound references.” He 

also suggested that translators might adopt the pragmatic translation approach in order to 

render the meanings of the Holy Quran, which could “give approximate linguistic and 

rhetorical patterns for communicative purposes without claiming to be a true translation of 
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the underlying subtleties of the original.” AlQinai, in his article, stated that he did not prefer 

what he called “redundant synonyms and recurrences,” and he pointed out that a better way 

exists to transfer Quranic terms without distortion: “synonymous expressions in the Quran 

are used to convey certain implicated meanings which can only be rendered efficiently if 

the translator resorts to communicative functional equivalence”. (alQinai, 2012) 

 

Muhammad Marmaduk Pickthall was born in Suffolk in 1875. A Christian who 

converted to Islam, Pickthall was a novelist, journalist, teacher, and political activist. He 

was the first British Muslim to translate the Quran into English. Given the significant role 

played by Lahori-Ahmadi Muslims in the foundation of the British Muslim community in 

London, the question of Ahmadi’s influence on Pickthall himself has been very much a 

topic of discussion for researchers. Pickthall “tolerated the liberal Lahori Ahmadis” but 

“was critical of their rivals, the Qadiani Ahmadis.” Pickthall’s Islam was “self-taught” and 

drew inspiration from a variety of Islamic sources. (alQinai, 2012) 

Speaking of his own English translation of the Quran and out of integrity, Pickthall 

(1930: vii) stated: 

The Quran cannot be translated, the book is here rendered almost literally, 
and every effort has been made to choose befitting language. But the result is 
not the Glorious Quran, that inimitable symphony, the very sounds of which 
move men to tears and ecstasy. It is only an attempt to present the meaning 
of the Quran-and peradventure something of the charm in English. It can 
never take the place of the Quran in Arabic, nor is it meant to do so. 
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Regarding Pickthall’s methodology in translating the Holy Quran, Kidwai in his book 

claims that while translating the verses literally, he occasionally leaned towards a modernist 

interpretation (Kidwai, 2017: 231-248). 

Abdullah Yusuf Ali, a civil servant and Islamic scholar, was born in 1872 in India. His 

father was a Shi'ite in the Dawoodi Bohra tradition. Ali’s translation of the Quran remained, 

fifty and more years after his death, one of the two most widely used English versions, the 

other being the translation by Marmaduke Pickthall (2017, p, 231-248). In his translation, 

Yusuf Ali tried to avoid theological debates. As a modern interpreter, he attempted to 

contextualize the verses with current social conditions (2017: 231-248). 

Yusuf Ali relies completely on the old dictionaries to understand the meanings of the 

Quranic terms. Moreover, Ali’s interpretation sources are the old and the recent Arabic, 

Urdu, and Persian Quranic tafsirs. In addition, he took advantage of the translations that 

were published before, he also went back to the Bible and the Torah, and also he used the 

Arabic, English, and Persian dictionaries and orientalism books in order to complete his 

translation of the Quran. Ali believes that the Holy Quran is best interpreted and explained 

by Quran itself and nothing else. (El-Khatib, 2010) 

Nassiem Joseph Dawood is a Jewish-Iraqi translator. Born in Baghdad, Dawood moved to 

England in 1945 and graduated from London University. He is best known for his 

translation of the Quran. His translation was deemed as the first in contemporary English 

idiom, and it was first published as a Penguin Classic in 1956 and has since sold over one 

million copies. An illustrated hardback edition was published by Allen Lane in 1978. In his 

book, the organization of suras follows the traditional sequence. Dawood (2015: 260) says 

in the introduction of his translation that while he was working in his own translation, his 
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aim and primary principle is to provide the modern English-speaking reader with a 

comprehensible version of the Holy Quran in natural and contemporary English. Dawood’s 

translation was first published in 1956, and it has been frequently revised “in the light of a 

life-long study of the style and language of the Koran,” as he provided. Also, he added to 

this translation. Dawood admitted to replacing some terms and expressions in order to 

match the methodology and criteria he was following in translating the Quran. Some basic 

changes were made such as “God” as opposed to “Allah,” although he reckoned that it was 

more logically to call God Allah since the Muslims use “Allah” in their daily lives. He also 

did that for the sake of the general English reader, who is not acquainted with the term 

“Allah.” Dawood also preferred to replace “Lord of the Universe” with “Lord of the 

Creation” and “alms levy” with “alms tax.” Dawood also stated his point of view about the 

previously translated versions of the Quran, which followed the literal translating approach 

in rendering the Arabic idioms, adding that they “failed to convey both the meaning and 

the rhetorical grandeur of the original.” Further, he seemed to believe in the existence of 

homonymy and polysemy in the Quranic discourse by stating that this holy text contains 

some parts that explain themselves, meaning that they should be rendered altogether, which 

helps lead to the accurate translation; otherwise, they might lead to more than one 

interpretation. He insisted upon the idea of the uniqueness of the Quranic text and how “[i]t 

is universally acknowledged that the Koran is one of the most influential books of prophetic 

literature” and is also known as “a literary masterpiece in its own right, flawless and 

inimitable” (Dawood, 2015: 262). 

In his translation of the Quran, Dawood followed the commentaries of Al Jalalayn and Al 

Baydawi closely. This led to the limitation of his translation on only these two 
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commentaries. And throughout his life, Dawood had regularly revised his translation of the 

Quran for fifty-seven years in order to match the connotations of the modern English reader 

and the usage of modern and up-to-date English expressions and words. He stated that he 

took pains to “reproduce these ambiguities wherever they occur and [he] provided 

explanatory footnotes in order to avoid turning the text into an interpretation rather than a 

translation.” Moreover, Dawood stated the following:  

Here a word should also be said about the cryptic Arabic letters which head 

certain chapters of the Koran. Various theories have been put forward by 

Muslim and Western scholars to explain their meaning, but none of them is 

satisfactory. The fact is that no one knows what they stand for. Traditional 

commentators dismiss them by saying ‘God alone knows what He means by 

these letters.’ In the foregoing paragraphs I have endeavoured to confine 

myself to a bare outline of the facts regarding the genesis of the Koran and 

its subsequent preservation. It is the text itself that attempts to reconcile the 

‘literal’ with the ‘liberal.’ It may help the English-speaking general reader 

to get a better glimpse of the stylistic mannerisms and distinctive structural 

patterns characteristic of the Quranic text; it may also help the student to 

understand the Arabic by direct reference to the English. 

 

On the other side, the fourth translation of this study is the authorized translation of the 

King Fahd Complex for Printing the Holy Quran in Al Madinah Al Munawwarah. Further, 

the foundation stone was laid in Al Madinah in 1982, and it was launched in 1984. The 

rationale behind choosing the translation of the King Fahd Complex is that it is considered 

to be the authorized translation of the Holy Quran in Saudi Arabia. And this translation is 
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the one that is available each year for millions of visitors of the Prophet’s Mosque in Al 

Madinah Al Munawwarah and in the Holy Mosque in Makkah Al Mukarramah. Moreover, 

King Fahd Complex is considered the largest complex in the world whose specialty is 

printing the Holy Quran. This complex has already translated the Holy Quran into more 

than seventy-two foreign languages. The researcher contacted the complex and learned of 

the respected scholar Vaniyambadi Abdur Rahim, who is an expert in translation and 

speaks twelve languages. He is also responsible for the translation department in King Fahd 

Complex, and he stated that the translation produced by the complex is done by both 

Muḥammad Muḥsin Khan and Muhammad Taqi-ud-Din Al-Hilali. 

The translation department is also considering spreading the Holy Quran and all of its 

translated versions through user-friendly electronic applications and websites for no charge. 

In addition, the methodology followed in the King Fahd Complex translation basically 

relies on already available translations. To make sure Quranic verses are accurately 

rendered, the Complex contacts institutions and individuals with whom translations may 

be available. After the Complex obtains the translation of a certain language, an expert 

committee is formed of qualified people in both languages who are known for their 

religious knowledge and sound belief to obtain objectivity. This committee is entrusted 

with the study of the concerned translations from all aspects: theological, juridical, and 

linguistic. If the translation needs amendments, the committee asks the translator to modify 

his translation. If he agrees to carry out the modifications, his translation is approved; 

otherwise, it is rejected.   

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muhammad_Taqi-ud-Din_al-Hilali
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2.2. Arabic Dictionaries 
 

In this study, four Arabic dictionaries are utilized as references to determine the 

meanings of the chosen homonymic terms to be investigated. They are Lisan Al-Arab by 

Ibn Manzur, Mukhtar Al-Sihah by Zayn Al-Din Al-Razi, Taj Al-Arous by Murtadha Al-

Zabidi, and the Arabic-English Lexicon by W. E. Lane. All of them were chosen on the 

basis of their comprehensiveness and reliability.  

In the following section, we will investigate the selected dictionaries and their 

compilers. The first compiler is Ibn Manzur, and his full name was Muḥammad ibn 

Mukarram ibn Ali ibn Aḥmad Al-Anṣari Al-Ifriḳi Al-Miṣri Jamal Al-Din Abu Al-Faḍl. He 

authored the distinguished dictionary Lisan Al Arab. He was born in 1233 and died in 

1312. His place of birth was Tunisia, the capital city of Tunisia. His dictionary was 

completed in 1290 and is considered one of the most comprehensive Arabic dictionaries 

published to date. It was based on five previous dictionaries, among them, Azhari’s Tahd̲h̲ib 

Al-lug̲h̲a, Ibn Sida’s Muḥkam, and D̲jawhari’s Ḳamus. (Fück, 2007) 

Unlike the usual dictionaries, Ibn Manzur’s dictionary is not arranged in the typical 

alphabetical order. Instead, it is arranged according to the latter part of the roots. 

Al-Zabidi’s dictionary Taj Al-Arus min Jawahir Al-Qamus is also considered one of the 

most remarkable Arabic dictionaries. His full name is Sayyid Muhammad Murtada Al-

Husayni Al-Zabidi. He was born in 1732 and died in 1790. His place of birth was Bilgram, 

a region in India. Al-Zabidi was a Muslim lexicographer; his work Taj Al-Arus is deemed 

as the second most comprehensible dictionary after Lisan Al Arab of Ibn Manzur. 
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Yet a classic Arabic dictionary has been chosen for this paper, Mukhtar Al-Sihah by Imam 

Muḥammad ibn Abi Bakr Muhammad ibn Zakariyya Al-Razi. He was born in 854 and died 

in 925 or 932. His place of birth was Rayy, a city in Persia, which is now called Iran. 

 He was a distinguished scholar, philosopher, alchemist, polymath, and physician. His 

dictionary Mukhtar Al-Ṣiḥaḥ is actually compiled as an abridgment of Al-Ṣiḥaḥ by Al-

Jawhari. (Hussain, 2014) 

It is believed that the quality of Al-Razi’s dictionary is such that it can be easily memorized, 

which has led to Mukhtar Al-Ṣiḥaḥ becoming such a widely used and widely known 

dictionary. Al-Razi includes only words of fairly common usage or those which are used 

in the Quran. (Hussain, 2014) 

The fourth dictionary was written by Edward William Lane, a British lexicographer, 

translator, and orientalist. He was born in 1801 and died in 1876. His place of birth was 

Hereford, which is in England. Lane’s dictionary consists of Arabic words that were 

defined and explained in the English language. 

Yet Lane used neither his own explanations nor his knowledge of the Arabic language to 

present definitions of the words and their roots in the dictionary. Instead, the definitions are 

originally taken from previous well-known Arabic dictionaries, primarily medieval ones. 

Lane also translated the definitions in the dictionary into English, and he carefully noted 

the dictionaries that were offering definitions and explanations. As for books of tafsirs, four 

canonical compendia are used: i.e., those of Al-Tabari, Al-Zamakhshari, Al-Razi, and Al-

Qurtubi.  
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2.3. Quran exegesis 
 

In the following discourse, we will survey the selected works of Quran exegesis (tafsir). 

The first is a tafsir that is considered to be a legendary work through the centuries up to 

today, Jamiʿ al-bayan ʿan taʾwil ay Al-Quran. As such, regarding “The sum of clarity 

concerning the interpretation of the verses of the Quran,” and of all exegesis, it is believed 

that it is a Sunni key source based on prophetic traditions. Al-Tabari's full name is Abu 

Jaʿfar Muḥammad ibn Jarir Al Ṭabari. He was a Muslim scholar born in Tabaristan in 839, 

which is a region in Iran also known as Tapuria. Tabari died in 923 AD. Al-Ṭabari is 

considered to have laid down the foundations for both the Quran exegesis and historical 

Islamic science. One of his major works is his voluminous commentary of the Quran. His 

work follows the method of juxtaposing all of the explanations of the Holy Quran in all 

aspects, whether lexicographical, juridical, or historical, reported from the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH), his companions, and those following them. Al-Tabari is also known 

for following the Quranic texts, word by word (Waines, 2009). In his tafsir, Al-Ṭabari cites 

a saying quoted from Ibn ʿAbbas stating that “Tafsir has four aspects: an aspect which is 

known to the Arabs through their speech, a tafsir of which no one can plead ignorance, a 

tafsir which the learned know, and a tafsir known only to God” (Berg, 2004).  

It is known that Al-Tabari, in some parts of his commentary, adopted the tone of 

Mutakallim (dialectical theologian); Hanbali followers did not agree with this and made his 

life difficult in Iraq, Baghdad. (Gilliot, 2002) 
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Al-Zamakhshari is yet another famous Quran exegete. He was born in 1075 and died in 

1144 AD. He was originally from Zamakhshar, Khwarezm, which is in Central Asia and 

shared borders with what is now called Uzbekistan. His full name is Mahmud bin ‘Omar 

bin Mohammad bin ‘Omar. He was known as “Jaru-Allah,” meaning “neighbor of God,” 

because he lived in Makkah for a long period of time. Al-Zamakhshari was also known for 

his subscription to the Muʿtazilite theological doctrine. He was strict about his beliefs and 

religious opinions and was a great authority of the Arabic language and its poetry. His most 

famous work is his Quranic commentary known as Al-Kashshaf ʿan ḥaqaʾiq Al-tanzal wa 

ʿuyun Al-aqawil fī wujuh Al-taʾwil, “The unveiler of the truths of revelation and of the 

essences of utterances concerning the aspects of exegesis,” which was criticized for its 

Muʿtazilite theological views, for he was one of its foremost leaders (Al-Zamakhshari, 

2009). 

Al-Zamakhshari in his tafsir clearly employed the methodology “of interpreting the 

Qurʾan by the Qurʾān (tafsir al-Qurʾan bi-l-Qurʾan). He states that ‘some parts of the 

Qurʼan interpret other parts’, also, In the Kashshaf, he uses this method to clarify and 

elucidate any given verse of the Qurʾan by quoting other verses” (Ullah, 2015). 

Additionally, Al-Zamakhshari’s main goal is to “explain, illustrate, and reinforce his 

viewpoint through evidence taken from other verses. He is always precise and does not 

repeat his arguments if he finds the same issue later on in the text” (Ullah, 2015) 

As a matter of fact, Al-Zamakhshari’s commentary is deemed as “a model of 

Muʿtazilite exegesis” (Gilliot, 2002), and he was also appreciated by Sunnites because of 

his literary and rhetorical criticism and philosophical views.  

https://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/encyclopaedia-of-the-quran/verses-EQCOM_00211
https://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/encyclopaedia-of-the-quran/verses-EQCOM_00211
https://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/encyclopaedia-of-the-quran/verses-EQCOM_00211
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Another well-known Quran exegete is Al-Razi, Fakhr Al Din Mohammad Ibn Omar Ibn Al 

Hussain Ibn Al Hasan Al-Razi, a Muslim philosopher and theologian. He was born in 1149 

and died in 1209. His place of birth was Rayy, a province in Iran near Kharasan. He was 

also known as Abu Abdullah and Abu Al Ma’ali. His work Mafatih Al-Ghayb or Kitab At-

Tafsir Al-Kabir, often translated as Keys of the unseen or “his great commentary, is 

considered one of the authoritative tafsirs of the Holy Quran and also one of the greatest 

works in Islam. He is considered an Ashʿarite theologian and Sunni and Shafiʿite jurist who 

lived in an era during which Islam was divided into two main groups, Sunnites and Shi’tes 

(Haywood, 1998). In his commentary of the Quran, he adopted the methodology of 

presenting the different issues of (masaʾil) scholastic quaestiones, where he lists the 

scholar’s different opinions, concluding with his own. It appears that, at first, Al-Razi was 

an anti-Muʿtazilite, yet he used their exegetes as references in his work. (Gilliot, 2002) 

The fourth Quranic commentary used in this paper is considered a classic one, which is Al-

Jamiʿ li-aḥkm Al-Qurʾn (“The comprehensive legal commentary of the Qurʾan”) of 

ʿAbdallah Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad ibn Abi Bakr ibn Farḥ Al-Anṣari Al-Khazraji Al-

Qurṭubi, who was born in 1214 and died in 1273. He was born in Cordoba, which is a city 

in southern Spain, Andalusia. That is why some modern-day researchers believe that he 

was a Sunni Maliki scholar, especially because of his place of birth, Andalusia, where he 

was a student for Maliki scholars. It is stated that “Al-Qurṭubi conceived of intellectual 

engagement with the Qurʾan as both the key to supreme truth and the supreme devotional 

activity”. (Ruano, 2016) 
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3. Chapter Three: Methodology 

 

 In order to achieve the accurate results of this study, the researcher adopted a 

specific methodology. The methodology in choosing verses samples depends on the level 

of complexity of the homonymous term, starting from the least complex, the simple, 

ending with the most complex verse.  

 Moreover, the discussion of this paper begins with highlighting the verse which 

contains the homonym in the source text, in Arabic, and then presenting the translation of 

the same verse done by Pickthall, Dawood, Yusuf Ali, and King Fahd Complex for The 

Printing of The Holy Quran. These translations were chosen according to different 

backgrounds of each translator. Pickthall, was Christian and then converted to Islam and 

was influenced by the Qadiyani’s beliefs. Dawood was Jewish, Ali was Sunni, and the 

Complex is the Authourized translation in Saudi Arabia. 

After that, the research included the meanings of the homonyms which are mentioned in 

four Arabic dictionaries selected by the researcher because they are authorized and well-

known, due to their inclusivity. Next, this explanation is followed by an examination of 

four tafsirs of the verse. The chosen tafsirs were four from the great tafsirs of the Holy 

Quran, and they are of, Al-Tabari, Al-Zamakhshari, Al-Razi, and Al-Qurtubi. These steps 

were taken in order to compare the four English translations of Quranic homonyms, and 

how much the translated meanings are similar to which were provided by the term 

meanings in the Arabic dictionaries, and the possible interpretations of the verse, which is 

provided by the studied tafsirs. 
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4. Chapter Four: Discussion 
 

In the following chapter, the researcher will sample controversial homonyms in the original 

Arabic text of the Holy Quran, followed by their English translations. Each homonymous 

word will be explained by reference to the above-mentioned lexicons and discussed in light 

of canonical compendia of exegesis. In this section, the researcher discusses the following 

homonyms: ‘sahir’, ‘asarru’, ‘salwa’, ‘najm’, Ill, ‘hafadah’ and ‘qaswara’. 

 

4.1. Sahir 

اِحرَُ﴿َوَقاُلواََياََأيَُّهَ  (49:َ 43اْدُعََلَناََربََّكَِبَماََعِهَدَِعنَدَكَِإنََّناََلُمْهَتُدوَن﴾َ)سورةَالزخرفَالسَّ

Translations: 

• Pickthall: And they said: O wizard! Entreat thy Lord for us by the pact that He hath 

made with thee. Lo! We verily will walk aright. 

• N. J. Dawood: “You, sorcerer,” they said, “pray for us to your Lord and invoke the 

promise He has made you. We will accept your guidance.” 

• Yousef Ali: And they said “O thou Sorcerer! Invoke thy Lord for us according to 

His covenant with thee; for we shall truly accept guidance.” 

• King Fahd Complex: And they said [to Mûsâ (Moses)]: “O you sorcerer! Invoke 

your Lord for us according to what He has covenanted with you. Verily, we shall 

guide ourselves (aright).” 

Ibn Manzur interprets the term sahir as referring to an enchanter and scholar. Al-Zabidi 

defines it as a superb intellectual as well as a magician. Al-Razi defines the word as a 
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scholar. Lane defines it as an enchanter only and describes it as a person who creates false 

illusions in the form of truth and reality. 

Al-Tabari argues that an intellectual and a scholar each used to be called a sahir. Al-

Zamakhshari says that one might be confused after knowing that the tribe of the Israelites 

requested that the Prophet Moses pray to his God, saying that they would accept his 

guidance, and he wonders how one might be guided by a sahir. He then adds that this does 

not contradict the meaning of the term. Instead, it confirms it because they used to do so 

with scholars. Al-Razi concurred with both Al-Tabari and Zamakhshari. Al-Qurtubi stated 

that the followers of Moses used to call him so, either because they realized he had already 

defeated the Egyptian magicians by his own sihr or out of admiration when Moses knew 

what they meant and did not object. Al-Razi saw that the term sahir meant “scholar.” In 

conclusion, all four exegetes seemed to agree that sahir meant “scholar.”  

The above case shows that the homonymous word has two semantically unrelated 

meanings. Pickthall interpreted it as “wizard” while N. J. Dawood, Yousef Ali, and the 

authorized translation of King Fahd Complex used “sorcerer.” These renditions deliver a 

wholly different meaning and also a different concept of Moses as Prophet. This is because 

the notion of prophethood contradicts the connotations of a wizard or sorcerer. The 

translators appear to have avoided going deeper into the meanings of the term sahir and its 

modern connotations. 

Currently, the term sahir is rendered as “magician.” Both Al-Qurtubi and Al-Tabari 

noted that during the time of Prophet Moses and his foe, the pharaoh of Egypt, scholars 

were called “sorcerers,” which was neither offensive nor insulting then. Instead, it 

expressed respect and admiration for a well-educated person. On the other hand, Al-Razi 
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states that out of exaggeration, the people of Prophet Moses used to call skillful and 

proficient scholars sorcerers because they regarded sorcery with dignity and viewed it as 

both praiseworthy and glorious. 

 

4.2. Asarru 
 

وا﴿ َسرُّ
َ
اَب﴾َُوأ

َ
َعذ

ْ
اُال وه

َ
اَُرأ

َ َ
َُل
َ
ُ(54:  10)سورةُيونس الَنَداَمة

Translations: 

• Pickthall: And they will feel remorse within them, when they see the doom. 

• N. J. Dawood: They will rue in secret when they behold the scourge. 

• Yousef Ali: They would declare (their) repentance when they see the Penalty. 

• King Fahd Complex: And they would feel in their hearts regret when they see the 

torment. 

Ibn Manzur argues that the verb asarru  أسروا in this particular verse may be taken to 

mean both declaring and concealing feelings. Though the word is lexically related to the 

word  سر (secret), the context of the verse suggests otherwise. Thus, it seems more 

appropriate for the disbelievers to declare, rather than conceal, their regrets when they are 

faced with hellfire on the Day of Judgment. Al-Zabidi agrees with Ibn Manzur but prefers 

the meaning of “declaring.” Al-Razi holds a similar view maintaining that this term may 

refer either to hiding feelings or revealing them. However, it is noteworthy that none of the 

four lexicographers interprets this homonymic expression with absolute certainty. 
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According to Lane, the term asarru carries three different meanings. The first intended 

meaning is that the polytheists will manifest repentance, the second is that they will conceal 

their repentance from their chiefs, while the third is that the chiefs of the polytheists will 

conceal repentance from the lower classes of their people, whom they have misled. 

Al-Tabari notes that the verse above refers more specifically to hiding. It explains that 

the chiefs and heads of polytheists, out of shame, will hide their remorse from their 

followers. Al-Zamakhshari, however, voices two possible interpretations for the verse. The 

first is that polytheists will conceal their regrets without intending to; however, their 

attitudes will show a reaction to the imminent torment they will experience on the Day of 

Judgment. The second is that the polytheists will reveal their regrets. And although Al-Razi 

says that asarru holds both meanings, he is more inclined to agree with the view that this 

verse is more about ‘hiding regrets.’ He argues that the shocked polytheists will try to keep 

their emotions secret. They will conceal them out of fear of reprimand from their lowly 

followers. Though Al-Qurtubi, reaches a similar conclusion to earlier exegetes, he adds a 

third probable explanation, implying that regret is written on the faces of the polytheists. 

Thus, it appears that Quran exegetes do not agree on one common interpretation. 

In this case, it is evident that the homonymous word is amenable to two different, indeed 

contradictory, interpretations. Al-Zabidi argues that this verse contains a contronym (aka, 

a Janus word), i.e., a word which has two opposite meanings. Thus, the simultaneously 

contrary significations in this verse create a sense of ambiguity. As such, translating this 

verse is no easy choice. In light of this confusion, it is understandable that translations of 

Pickthall, N. J. Dawood, and the King Fahd Complex opted for the sense of concealment, 

while only Yusuf Ali opted for the opposite sense. 
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According to Al-Razi, asarru is indeed a contronym, suggesting that both 

interpretations are plausible. That the polytheists, shocked by the staggering prospect of 

their imminent torture, will conceal their feelings is understandable. Accordingly, they will 

have no choice but to conceal their regrets. But on the Day of Judgment, the polytheist 

leaders, now stripped of their worldly sway over their followers, will have no choice but to 

declare their regrets. 

In sum, as the context can lend itself to both interpretations, no one can have a clear 

conclusion or explanation of what is intended by this homonym. Readers of the TT have 

the right to know the plausible meanings of the verse. However, the burden of delivering 

this falls on the shoulders of the translators, and such issues should be explained clearly to 

TT readers. 

 

4.3. Salwa  
 

َنُ
َ ْ
ُاَل مه

ه
ْيك

َ
َناَُعل

ْ
نَزل

َ
َماَمَُوأ

َ
غ
ْ
ُال مه

ه
ْيك

َ
َناَُعل

ْ
ل
َ
ل
َ
ُ﴿َوظ َوى 

ْ
َُوالَسل

ه
ل
ه
ْمُُۖ﴾ُ)سورةُالبقرةُُۖك

ه
َناك

ْ
َُماَُرَزق َباتِّ ِّ

ي 
َ
نُط  (57ُ:   2واُمِّ

• Pickthall: And We caused the white cloud to overshadow you and sent down on 

you the manna and the quails, (saying): “Eat of the good things wherewith We have 

provided you.” 

• N. J. Dawood: We caused the clouds to draw their shadow over you and sent down 

for you manna and quails, saying: “Eat of the wholesome things We have given 

you.” 
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•  Yousef Ali: And We gave you the shade of clouds and sent down to you manna 

and quails saying: “Eat of the good things We have provided for you.” 

• King Fahd Complex: And We shaded you with clouds and sent down on you Al 

Manna and the quails, (saying): “Eat of the good lawful things We have provided 

for you.” 

Ibn Manzur is of the view that salwa refers to a white bird known as the rallidae, which 

resembles the quail and appears usually during rainy seasons. Al-Zabidi interprets the term 

into two meanings: a certain bird and honey. Al-Razi believes that salwa is a bird. Yet, he 

does not specify what kind of bird it is. He also upholds the opinion that it means honey. 

He adds that the reason for calling honey salwa is because of its sweetness. Like Al-Razi, 

Lane renders it as honey and justifies the name on account of its sweetness, because salwa 

is originally derived from the root suluw, which means comfort. So, one who tastes honey 

will be comforted and pleased by its sweetness.  

According to Al-Tabari, salwa is a bird which is similar to the quail. Both Al-

Zamakhshari and Al-Razi support Al-Tabari’s interpretation, whereas according to Al-

Qurtubi, the term salwa could refer to a bird in general, or could refer to a quail or 

something similar in particular, or could possibly refer to honey in the tribal Arabic dialect 

of Kinana. 

We notice here that the homonym has two semantically unrelated meanings: quail and 

honey. However, both meanings belong to one semantic field: that of food. We also noticed 

that in all of the above translations, salwa was unanimously rendered as “quails” to the 

exclusion of “honey.” Given the context of the verse, “honey” might be as valid as “quails.” 
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In such cases, it behooves translators to explain to their TT readers the other possible 

meanings of the term in order to give them a taste of the original verse.  

 

4.4. Najm  
 

﴾ُ)سورةُالرحمنَُوالَنْجمهُ﴿ َدانِّ
َُيْسجه َجره

َ
 (6:  55َوالش

• Pickthall: The stars and the trees adore.  

• N. J. Dawood: The plants and the trees bow down in adoration. 

• Yousef Ali: And the herbs and the trees-both (alike) bow in adoration. 

• King Fahd Complex: And the herbs (or stars) and the trees both prostrate 

themselves. 

Ibn Manzur provided several meanings for najm. He argued that it refers to anything 

with a stem, especially plants. It could also mean “stars.” With regards to this verse, the 

word could simultaneously carry both meanings. Al-Zabidi maintained that the term najm 

basically refers to stars or to plants that do not grow vertically. He noted that najm could 

refer to all planets that appear in the sky. Al-Razi agreed with the previous interpretations, 

while Lane noted that najm also means Triticum repens or dogs’ grass. Interestingly, all 

four dictionaries agree upon the same meanings of the word and that the verse could hold 

both meanings. 

Al-Tabari believes that the term najm in the above-mentioned verse refers to grass 

which has no stem or stalk. It also refers to whatever has been laid down on the ground. He 

added that najm may refer, in this particular verse, to stars. Al-Zamakhshari agrees that the 
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term signifies grass and plants with no stem. He further notes that it might refer to the stars 

in the sky. Al-Razi agrees that the term means herbs. He provides a logical explanation 

stating that since the preceding verse is about the sun and the moon, both of which are in 

the sky, it follows logically that the following verse would talk about things of the earth, 

like herbs and trees. Al-Qurtubi agrees with Al-Razi. However, Al-Qurtubi adds that it 

might also mean the sky or stars. 

As a homonym, najm refers to two things, both of which are elements of nature. Yet 

there is no agreement as to whether they belong to earth or to earth and sky. Thus, it cannot 

be conclusively determined whether the implied meanings are semantically related or not. 

Pickthall chooses the customary meaning of the word stars, the one that comes to the mind 

of a modern reader, without considering other possible meanings. Dawood and Ali, on the 

other hand, give primacy to plants. Only King Fahd Complex renders najm as plants and 

stars. However, placing ‘stars’ in parentheses suggests that this meaning is of secondary 

importance. 

 

4.5. Ill  
 

ٍنُ مِّ
ؤْ يُمه وَنُفِّ

به
ه
َُيْرق

َ
ُ﴿َل

ً
َل ﴾ُإِّ

ً
َمة ُذِّ

َ
 (9ُ:10ُ )سورةُالتوبة َوَل

• Pickthall: And they observe toward a believer neither pact nor honour . 

• N. J. Dawood: They break faith with the believers and set at nought all ties of kin. 

• Yousef Ali: In a Believer they respect not the ties either of kinship or of covenant! 
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• King Fahd Complex: With regard to a believer, they respect not the ties, either of 

kinship or of covenant! 

Nearly all four dictionaries agree on the same meaning of the term ill. The common 

interpretation is that ill essentially refers to 1) anything which has a quality requiring it to 

be regarded as sacred or inviolable, which has some right pertaining to it; 2) fulfiller, 

performer, or keeper of the pact; or 3) covenant. Ibn Manzur points that it might refer to 

loyal friendships. However, Al-Zabidi, adds another meaning: deism or godhead. Al-Razi 

confirms only three meanings; namely, 'Allah,' 'covenant,' and 'kinship.' Lane adds 

‘neighbor’ as a potential meaning. 

Al-Tabari, Al-Zamakhshari, and Al-Qurtubi do not address this term. Al-Razi, 

however, lists four possible meanings: 'kinship,' 'covenant,' 'confederacy,' and 'God 

Almighty.' He further notes that some scholars believe that ill is an Arabized form of the 

Hebrew word for Allah.  

In total, homonymous word ill carries six meanings. However, all these meanings have 

one thing in common: that which is sacred and has to be respected. Interestingly enough, 

Pickthall renders ill as ‘honor,’ a meaning not listed in any of the dictionaries or compendia 

of exegesis. On the other hand, Dawood renders ill as ‘faith.’ This rendition is in line with 

his stated attempt, cited above, to render the meanings of the Quran in simple and modern 

English. As such, while his approach valorizes simplicity, it sacrifices accuracy and is 

guilty of distorting the intended message of the verse. Both the translations of Yusuf Ali 

and King Fahd Complex use the meaning most commonly listed in dictionaries, without 

adding any other possible meanings. 
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4.6. Hafadah  
 

يَنُ مَُبنِّ
ه
ك ْزَواجِّ

َ
ْنُأ ِّ

مُم 
ه
ك
َ
ْزَواًجاَُوَجَعَلُل

َ
ْمُأ

ه
ك سِّ

نفه
َ
ْنُأ ِّ

مُم 
ه
ك
َ
َُجَعَلُل ه

َ
ُ﴿َوّللا

ً
َدة

َ
 (72:  16النحل﴾ُ)سورةَُوَحف

• Pickthall: And Allah hath given you wives of your own kind, and hath given you, 

from your wives, sons and grandsons. 

• N. J. Dawood: God has given you spouses from among yourselves and, through 

your spouses, children and grandchildren. 

• Yousef Ali: And Allah has made for you mates (and companions) of your own 

nature. And made for you out of them, sons and daughters and grandchildren. 

• King Fahd Complex: And Allâh has made for you Azwâj (mates or wives) of your 

own kind, and has made for you, from your wives, sons and grandsons. 

In Ibn Manzur (3: 153-154), hafadah means 1) helpers, 2) servants, 3) man’s daughters, 

4) grandchildren, 5) sons in law, 6) a man’s step-children 7) man’s in-laws, whoever they 

were—father or brothers. In addition to the above meanings, Al-Zabidi adds another: 

embroiders, meaning those who make embroidered and colored fabrics. In Al-Razi, on the 

other hand, hafadah means helpers, servants, man’s in laws, sons in law, and grandchildren, 

whereas Lane maintains that the word signifies assistants, helpers, or auxiliaries and anyone 

who work, or labor, and had to obey orders and strive for quickness; servants; also, it means 

a man's male grandchildren because they are like servants while young. Additionally, it 

signifies a man's children, or his daughters—by which, as some say, are meant those who 

serve their parents in the house, or one's step-children. 
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Al-Tabari, Al-Razi and Al-Qurtubi,, follow the examples of the Arab lexicographers 

listed above. Al-Zamakhshari sees the word as referring to the sons themselves, who are at 

the same time also helpers to their fathers. 

The homonymous word in this verse is a complex one. It conjures up to eight 

semantically related meanings, all of which share the common sense of service and help. 

And the context of the verse itself is open to all potential meanings. Yet despite its 

polysemous significations, hafadah was rendered in all four translations as ‘grandsons’ or 

‘grandchildren.’ This is a stark testimony to the literal method of translation followed by 

the translators in question. Obviously, this method fails to capture the richness of the 

original verse.  

 

4.7. Qaswara 
 

ستنفرة ٌرُمه مه ن50ُ) ﴿كأنهمُحه َرْتُمِّ
َ
ْسَوَرةٍُ(ُف

َ
 ُ(51-50:  74اَلدثر﴾ُ)سورةُق

• Pickthall: As they were frightened asses (50) Fleeing from a lion! 

• N. J. Dawood: Like frightened asses (50) Fleeing from a lion. 

• Yousef Ali: As if they were affrighted asses, (50) Fleeing from a lion! 

• King Fahd Complex: As if they were (frightened) wild donkeys (50) Fleeing from 

a hunter, or a lion, or a beast of prey. 

According to Ibn Manzur and Al-Zabidi, qaswara means the following: 1) a bully, 2) a 

hunter, 3) archers, 4) a lion, 5) the brave one, 6) the beginning of the night, 7) some kind 

of trees, 8) a lion (in Abyssinian language), and 9) a beast of prey. Al-Razi, on the other 
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hand, agrees with Ibn Manzur and Al-Zabidi upon three meanings only: a lion, archers, and 

hunters. Moreover, Lane adds other meanings: hunters whose specific mission is to shoot, 

archers or bowmen, and the sound of men, their voices or cries. 

Al-Tabari stresses the fact that exegetes did not agree upon an explanation of the term 

qaswara. Yet Al-Zamakhshari and Al-Razi add a whole new meaning not mentioned by 

the lexicographers: the darkness of the night. Likewise, Al-Qurtubi also has a new meaning 

for this word, which is 'a league of men.' 

A homonymic word having twelve meanings, some related and some unrelated, is 

obviously a complex one. Yet, three translators (Pickthall, Dawood, and Yusuf Ali) choose 

to give primacy to one meaning only: a lion. Only the King Fahd Complex translation gives 

other plausible meanings (a hunter and a beast of prey), thus ignoring the inclination to use 

only the popular meaning by which qaswara is known. This choice indicates awareness of 

the homonymy latent in the word. Even though the King Fahd Complex translation does 

not give all the other possibilities, it at least hints to the TT readers that the ST is a closed 

text. 

 

The following chapter will be the conclusion of this study. The researcher will sum up 

the findings she came up with and suggest solutions to tackle the issue of homonymy in 

translating the Holy Quran. 
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5. Chapter Five: Conclusion  
 

Translating one aspect of the homonyms chosen for this study falls short of the implied 

meanings in the original text. Thus, translators of the Quran must exercise caution as to 

what the context might entail. Also, they must follow the mainstream and authorized 

commentaries of the SL. In other words, they should follow the authorized exegesis of the 

Quran and investigate the homonymous terms carefully to guarantee the full meaning in 

the TL. This entails going beyond the surface meaning of the particular verse in which the 

homonyms occur in order to grasp all the plausible meanings implied by the homonym. 

In this study, the introduction chapter offered the research rationale of this study, aims, 

research questions, methodology, and scope and limitations of her study. The introduction 

summarizes briefly what the reader would expect or anticipate. The following chapter 

discusses the homonyms and their translatability, and alongside draws on current studies in 

the field translation of the glorious Quran, particularly those about homonymy and 

polysemy, in addition to definitions and perspectives of notorious language sources and 

clarifications on the reasons underlying the existence of homonymy and their types in both 

Arabic and English. Chapter two addresses the survival of homonymy in the Holy Quran 

and what solutions researchers advance. Several examples of verses with homonymous 

terms are discussed, alongside their translations according to four Quran translators. The 

researcher used four different Arabic dictionaries to better grasp the meanings associated 

with homonymous terms and four authorized Quranic exegeses (tafasir) for each of the 

selected verses. 
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Dawood's statement informs his readers that he has provided explanatory footnotes in order 

to avoid turning the text into an interpretation rather than a translation. This could have 

been improved by adding possible meanings of homonymous terms so as to lessen the 

probability of delivering the reader a different message than the intended one. Adopting 

this commitment would not probably be considered a violation of the rules he has set for 

himself, in that his translation is dedicated to general English readers rather than being a 

complex translation. Moreover, the researcher suggests that homonyms should be pointed 

at and studied closely in translation and Islamic studies departments.  

Having examined four translations of a selected number of homonyms, we can safely 

conclude that the translation by King Fahd Complex seems to be occasionally more 

sensitive to the other meanings of the homonyms in question than the other translations. 

Obviously, this is the result of the approach followed by the Complex, which relies neither 

on a single translation nor a single translator to take care of this extremely sensitive task. 

The lesson to be learned from all of this is that, with Quranic homonyms, which are always 

a source of ambiguity, maximum care must be taken in order to approximate the original 

message. Procedurally, the inclusion of paratexts, such as footnotes, detailed annotations, 

or parenthetical interpolations is a recommended corrective measure.  

Further research should be done on other samples of Quran homonyms. Studies on 

hermeneutics in the Quran will certainly add more knowledge for translators and all of 

those interested in the field. Further studies on polysemy and ambiguity in the Holy Quran 

will be instrumental, as they will be considered eye-openers for translators and all of those 



59 
 

working in the field of translation. Also important is the vital role of inter-textuality, which 

might be linked to similar researches and studies in the same area of interest.  
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 بيروت: مؤسسة الرسالة.  جامع البيان عن تأويل آي القرآن.(. 1994ابن جرير الطبري. )

تفسير الجامع ألحكام  (. 1964أبو عبد هللا محمد بن أحمد بن أبي بكر بن فرح األنصاري الخزرجي شمس الدين القرطبي. )

 القاهرة: دار الكتب المصرية.  . القرآن

بيروت: دار   تفسير الكشاف عن حقائق التنزيل وعيون األقاويل في وجوه التأويل.(. 2009أبي القاسم جار هللا الزمخشري. )

 المعرفة.

 .دار إحياء التراث العربي :بيروت .تفسير مفاتيح الغيب أو التفسير الكبير  .(2010) .الرازي, ف. ا

   المشترك اللفظي وترجمة معاني القرآن الكريم: دراسة وتمهيد لمعجم عربي إنجليزي .(. 2014سماعيل عزيز. )المولودي بن إ
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مجلة تبيان للدراسات  (. السياق وأثره في الترجيح بين معاني المشترك اللفظي في القرآن الكريم. 2014خزامى محمد العيسى. )

 .248-175، لكريم وعلومهالقرآنية، الجمعية العلمية السعودية للقرآن ا 

. )بال تاريخ(. تم االسترداد من وزارة الشؤون اإلسالمية والدعوة  نبذة عن مجمع الملك فهد لطباعة المصحف الشريف

واإلرشاد:  

https://www.moia.gov.sa/AboutMinistry/Secretaries/qurancomplex/Pages/About-us-

.aspx 
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