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This paper examines phraseology as a lexical feature from a Quranic perspective. It
explores the importance of demystifying the phraseological theoretical base in order to
facilitate the task of translators and second language learners and deal more efficiently
with the challenging language aspects of phraseology. Despite prolific publications and the
growing interest that research on phraseology generates, too many grey areas still prevail,
and many questions remain unanswered. There is a degree of inconsistency and stalemate
in the phraseology debate, often yielding fragmented literature and inconclusive evidence.
Research on phraseology remains stuck at the level of description and prescription.
Similarly, research on translation studies seldom moves beyond comparative analysis of
language pairs, examining cross linguistic and cultural differences. The literature does not
have a strong theoretical base and is largely anecdotal, lacking empirical data from which to
draw clear-cut conclusions on the key issues of translating phraseology. This paper focuses
on five selected English translations of the Quran to assess the degree of faithfulness and
accuracy in rendering the Quranic phraseology into English. Findings suggested that the
five selected translators of the Quran fell short of checking exegesis of the Quranic text.
The findings revealed that translations of the Quranic phraseological units gave an echo
at best. Results showed the literal translation method was frequently used for translating
phraseology; however, this often led to inaccurate and stilted English. The findings suggest
that the translation of the Quran in English is still a work in progress, and it needs to be
periodically evaluated and updated to address the flaws identified by researchers from
different perspectives. Findings are polarised between those who advocate as close a
rendering of the Quranic text as possible and those who believe in a ‘natural style’ in the
target text. This study is pertinent because it has several practical implications. Firstly, it
will benefit translators of the Quran by providing fresh insights on how to deal with some
of the challenges of translating Quranic phraseology. Secondly, it will provide a platform
for further research on translating Quranic phraseological units and addressing the current
shortcomings. This study has also expanded the extant literature on translating Quranic
collocations to benefit future researchers.

INTRODUCTION

The way language users conceptualise and perceive re-
ality through various linguistic manifestations and mecha-

This paper aims to investigate phraseology as a lexical fea-
ture from a Quranic perspective. It explores the importance
of demystifying the phraseological theoretical base in order
to facilitate the task of translators to deal more efficiently
with the challenging language aspects of phraseology. De-
spite the ongoing research and interest that translation and
phraseology generate, there is no real consensus and a degree
of inconsistency regarding the way phraseology and transla-
tion are defined and explained, making conclusive empirical
evidence difficult to find. too many grey areas still prevail,
and many questions remain unanswered. There is a degree of
inconsistency and stalemate in the phraseology debate, often
yielding fragmented literature and inconclusive evidence.
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nisms has long generated interest from both linguists and
educationalists. Phraseology can be said to be one of those
pervasive language functions that speakers make use of to
express a specific communicative purpose. These are used
either spontaneously or intentionally to make conversations
‘interesting.’ It is what makes people actually engage in and
enjoy conversations (Nerlich, and Clarke 2001). Different
tags have been attached to refer to this word association:
recurrent word-combination, word association, recurrent
multi-word sequence, set expression, set phrase, idiomatic
phrase, multi-word expression, multiword utterance, phra-
seological unit, formulaic language, phraseme, idiomatic
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expression, idiom, collocation, and/or poly-lexical expres-
sion, etc. What adds to the tangle is that these labels are
used by authors in differing and often random and inter-
changeable ways.

Research on phraseology is sometimes conflicting,
sometimes complementary, and at times overlapping,
saying what has already been said time and time again
(Cowie 1991, Howarth 1998; Kjellmer 1994, Sinclair
1991, Stubbs 2001, etc.). As a result, the phraseology
debate appears at times blurred and its terminology en-
twined, partly because of the nature of the topic itself and
partly because of an insufficient knowledge base regard-
ing phraseological units. This can be corroborated by the
fact that different authors have come to similar findings
and conclusions. For instance, Kunin (1970:210) refers
to phraseological units as ‘semi-idioms’ and ‘a stable
combination of words with a fully or partially figura-
tive meaning.’ Phraseology units are often described as
constrained multiword expressions with emotive nuance
through metaphoric or idiomatic meaning. According
to Mel’¢uk (1995:7) ‘A phraseological expression, or
phraseme, is thus a multiword utterance featuring some
unpredictable properties, i.e. a constrained utterance, or
a multiword utterance that is not free.” Similarly, Moon
(1997:43) views multiword units as ‘sequences of words
which semantically or syntactically form a meaningful
or inseparable unit...that can be lexical units or idiom
like phrases.’ Take for instance, ghost writer, basket case,
rogue state, miscarriage of justice, etc.

In the same vein, Gledhill (2011:1) defines phraseology
as involving: ‘the study of formulaic sequences of words,
including idiomatic phrases and proverbial expressions,
which stand in contrast to other more prosaic construc-
tions in the language in that they have a highly conven-
tionalised form and frame of reference.’ It seems therefore,
that some phraseology units carry a special meaning, often
consisting of figurative shades of meaning communicat-
ing an emotive language function. As argued by Nacisci-
one (2001:53), the cognitive and communicative purpose
of phraseology units is achieved because language users
make use of both the literal and the figurative meaning.
‘A phraseological unit may extend across sentence bound-
aries and even large stretches of text, creating a continu-
ity, a web of unique interrelationships of figurative and
direct meanings, and associative links.” There are some
word combinations and phraseological units which have
an emotive value, often used to convey a particular com-

municative function, for example: ‘The icing on the cake.’

The particular phraseological form by which meaning can
be expressed differs from language to language. For in-
stance, in French the imagery changes to La cerise sur le
gateau’ (for cherry on the cake), while Pied noir literally
means ‘black foot but actually refers to former French set-
tlers in Algeria.

Some word combinations or phraseology units may be
viewed as functioning as semantically inseparable word as-
sociations operating as single entities, as free combinations
or as ready-made units. (Moon 1997, Kunin 1970, Sinclair
1991 and Stubbs 2001). Consider for instance the following

examples: green light, green fingers, flesh and blood, blue
blood, bog standard, low life, back seat driver, break a leg,
keyboard warrior, etc. These phraseological units are a form
of loaded language whose main function is to persuade, ex-
press emotions or arouse feelings. Phraseological units con-
sist of a denotative meaning which refers to the primary or
literal meaning of the word combination as well as a con-
notative meaning which belongs to the whole word combi-
nation, such as ‘red tape, tiger mother.’ In other words, phra-
seological units refer to word combinations carrying both a
primary meaning and a secondary meaning or a literal and a
figurative meaning, where the figurative meaning is predom-
inant. Moreover, phraseological units are context specific
i.e. they are used in specific contexts and are non-variable,
or fixed sets: small fiy, dress to kill, bread and butter.

Phraseology is not an unexplored topic, but scholars
are still undecided about what criteria to use that determine
when a particular word combination can be classified as a
phraseological unit. Although the phraseology debate has
been investigated from a wide range of perspectives, key
issues remain: the lack of strong theoretical base, sporadic
literature on phraseology, vagueness and diversity of defi-
nitions and interpretations of phraseology and inadequate
criteria for demarcating the boundary and measurement of
phraseological units.

THE MUDDLE THAT IS PHRASEOLOGICAL
UNITS

Research on phraseology has provided interesting insights
and useful knowledge benefitting both linguists and lan-
guage learners, yet it is still one of the most challenging
language features. The muddle starts with determining
why a certain set of words enjoy each other’s company
and bond well together while others clash. What is the
boundary between collocation as a free word combination
and a fixed set of phraseological units with a figurative
shade of meaning? Although Sinclair (1991), one of the
leading authorities on word combinations, indicates that
there are two levels which can be used to determine and
interpret the meaning of a language text, namely, the Open
Choice Principle and the Idiom Principle, there is a fine
line between the two options as they are neither uniform
nor standardised. As a result, the phraseological units de-
bate is still open, and different labels will continue to be
used randomly and interchangeably: set expression, idiom,
set phrase, word association, fixed word-groups, multi-
word expressions (MWEs) and multiword (MW) patterns,
readymade phrases, phraseological units etc. They func-
tion as a vehicle to convey all possible nuances of mean-
ing without a chance of reaching a consensus regarding
a universal term for these word combinations. Thus, the
boundary between collocations and phraseological units
with a hint of figurativeness is not clear cut; it is more
of a hybrid mix. However, this terminological vagueness
is just a reflection of language in a real communicative
setting and attaching a particular label is of little impor-
tance because what is in a name? A phraseological unit by
any other name is just a word combination. Most phraseo-
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logical units overlap because communication takes place
in interactive and varied ways. As Steyer (2015:7) points
out: ‘Multiword expressions (MWEs) and multiword (MW)
patterns are not clear-cut and distinct entities. On the
contrary, fragments and overlapping elements with fuzzy
borders are typical for real language use. This means that
there really are no MWESs as such. In real communicative
situations, some components are focused while others fade
into the background.”

In short, phraseological units may consist of a range of
figurative hints aimed at achieving special effects. Consid-
er for instance the following examples cheap and nasty or
cheap and cheerful, fish and chips, airing cupboard. In the
case of ‘airing cupboard’, it would not make sense when
translated in Arabic because it is difficult to conceptualise or
have a mental image of what the phrase relates to.

PHRASEOLOGICAL UNITS IN THE QURAN

Arabic is the language of the Quran. Delisle and Woodworth
(1995:17) point out there are ‘several koranic verses [that]
explicitly state that Arabic, and no other language was in-
tended to be the vehicle of the divine word.” According to
Pickthall (1935:vii), the Quran is an ‘inimitable symphony,
the very sounds of which move men to tears and ecstasy.’
The rhythmic and melodic verses of the Quran have been
acknowledged by many scholars. Most of the Quranic text
is formulaic language and is self-contained by nature con-
sisting of subtle use of style and diction and the Quran is
characterised by frequent repetitions of structures or the
same phrases, to the extent that it may be considered, as
Arberry (2008:1) put it, ‘neither prose nor poetry, but a
unique fusion of both.” Some word combinations such as
3Lall al-hayat (Life) is repeated 145 times, as is <4l al-
mawt (Death).

According to Bannister’s study (2014: 230) An
Oral-Formulaic Study of the Quran, the Quran is imbued
with phraseological units, and it also displays many of the
features of oral composition: ‘the Quran is steeped in for-
mulaic diction.” Thus, much of the language of the Quran
consists of short discrete units which need to be understood
as formula or phraseological units and not as individual
words. This unique rhythmic style of the Quran makes it
easier to memorise, which has been the main source of its
preservation.

POSITIONING QURANIC PHRASEOLOGY
WITHIN THE BROAD WORD COMBINATION
DEBATE

This section attempts to link the general theoretical base of

collocation to that of the Quran in order to find out where

Quranic collocations fit within the broad collocation debate.

It also seeks to demonstrate whether Quranic collocations are

in line with the widely accepted set of criteria for determin-

ing collocations. Although research on phraseological units

is pervasively acknowledged as an established area in almost

all language fields (e.g. Cowie 1994, Baker 1992, Granger &

Meunier 2008, Meunier & Granger 2008, Romer & Schulze

2009), there is a paucity of collocational and phraseological

studies in Arabic/English. The following examines whether

Quranic collocational and/or phraseological units are consis-

tent with the following collocation norms:

1. Strings of words that seem to have a certain mutual ex-
pectancy

2. Frequent co-occurrence of two or more words

3. An expression consisting of two or more words with a
sense of figurativeness

4. Anidiom like lexical unit

5. Arbitrary language items recurrent in context whose
meaning cannot be inferred from individual words

6. Word association, word partnership with a hint of figu-
rativeness not intended to be understood literally

The above list is informed from the literature and is by no
means set in stone.

It can be argued in light of the above criteria, that Quranic
phraseology is considered as one of the most influential and
inspiring sources in Modern Standard Arabic as it possesses
a large stock. Although Arabic and English have different
thought processes and operate from different mind-sets, they
may share some features in how phraseological units are
used in terms of function and key components. In the case
of the Quran, phraseological units fit well within the broad
phraseology criteria. The following is a small sample of the
vast number of formulaic expressions used in the Quran:

The above formulaic units show regularity and consisten-
cy combining with the collocate Js& Al-qawli. This word
association which is regularly used under the same metrical
rhythm is deeply woven into the fabric of the Quran and
aims to express a specific communicative purpose. The den-
sity and pervasiveness of rhymed prose and phraseological

Collocate/ J 8 Sura

Translation

Transliteration

i) J gl | gial cpdll all) ity Ibrahim,14:27

God will give firmness to
those who believe in the firmly

Yuthabbitu Allahu Al-Ladhina ‘Amani
Bil-Qawli Ath-Thabiti

rooted word

Y 8 Lag JB 5 Lad s V5 il Lagd Ji5 DU
Lo S

Al-Isra, 17:23

Ll W gl y i
A Y & el )

Taha, 20:44
Al-Muzzammil,73:5

o J il 4] At-taariq,86:13

Be not harsh with them but
speak to them respectfully

Speak to him gently

We shall send a momentous
message down to you

This is truly a deceive

Fala Taqul Lahuma ‘Uffin Wa La
Tanharhuma Wa Qul Lahuma Qawlaan
Karimaan

Faqula Lahu Qawlaan Layyinaan

‘Inna Sanulqi ‘Alayka Qawlaan
Thaqilaan

‘Innahu Lagawlun Faglun

statement
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units in the Quran create, in many verses, a mesmerising ef-
fect which is inimitable in any other form of literary work.
What transpires from the above sample is that Quranic phra-
seological features are consistent with the broad theoretical
base on word combinations with a hint of figurativeness, but
they are also unique in the sense that they are used in a divine
and creative way to convey a particular purpose. They are
formulated in a distinctive way and their meaning is distrib-
uted and emphasised often rendering them untranslatable in
English.

Some Quranic phraseological units are transparent and
explicit. They have become part of everyday language; many
people who use them are unaware of their Quranic origin.
Consider for instance the following examples:

Bannister’s (2014) study suggests that ‘Medinan’ Qura-
nic verses generally have higher formulaic densities, making
more consistent use of formulaic diction as demonstrated in
the above phrases or word combinations. They possess a figu-
rative meaning which cannot be deduced from the individual
components or literal meaning of the constituent parts. It is

this blend of divine character and linguistic specificity that
gives the Quranic language its central untranslatable essence.
Phraseology in the Quran is a linguistic force and thought-pro-
voking word combinations to express or describe specific sit-
uations. Collocations or phraseology units serve a specific
communicative function. Phraseological units are an integral
part of the language of the Quran and must be interpreted in
the context in which they occur; they cannot be translated in
isolation. Consider the following phraseological units:
Many parts of the Quran are characterised by the use of:
a) formulaic and emotive language such as phraseology
units which enrich Modern Standard Arabic which ad-
opted them
b) phraseology units express a range of emotions and
evoke feelings
c) the components of Quranic phraseology units are used
in such a creative and sophisticated way that the mean-
ing they carry or emphasise may well be untranslatable
in another language. Consider the following examples
which demonstrate the use of figurative meaning:

Phraseological Sura Translation Transliteration

collocations

A5 Ll ) g S5 o e Al-bagara,2:216 You may dislike something although Wa *Asa ‘An Takrahti Shay’aan Wa Huwa
PSS it is good for you Khayrun Lakum

sl 5 ) Cionaca Al-Hajj,22:73

el 4 il sl S agllac
Chuale as b

Ibrahim,14:18

Al (e )
Lo Ll elin caadd a5l Lala
O Y b S el aiy

Ar-Ra’d,13:17

Loea A Jasy | seaie ) Al-Imran,3:103

Al-Hujuraat,49:12

How feeble are the petitioners and
how feeble are those they petition!

The deeds of those who reject their
Lord are like ashes that the wind
blows furiously on a stormy day

Some assumptions are sinful

The froth disappears, but what is of
benefit to man stays behind

Hold fast to God’s rope all together,

Da'ufa At-Talibu Wa Al-Matlibu

‘A'maluhum Karamadin Ashtaddat Bihi
Ar-Rihu Fi Yawmin Asifin

‘Inna Ba'da AZ-Zanni ‘Ithmun

Fa’amma Az-Zabadu Fayadh/habu
Jufa’an Wa ‘Amma Ma Yanfa'u An-Nasa
Fayamkuthu F1 Al-’ Ardi

Wa A'tasimi Bihabli Allahi Jami aan Wa

185 Y do not split into factions La Tafarraqii

Phraseological Sura Translation Transliteration

collocations

335 Loy e A5l aley Ghafir,40:19 God is aware of the most furtive of Ya'lamu Kha'inata Al-’A’yuni Wa Ma

Dsaall glances, and of all that hearts conceal = Tukhfi As-Sudiiru

4l st J<b of aaf ol Al-Hujuraat,49:12 Would any of you like to eat the flesh  Ayuhibbu ‘Ahadukum ‘An Ya’kula Lahma

Ui of your dead brother? ‘Akhthi Maytaan

L (el ) il Maryam,19:4 And my hair is ashen grey. Qala Rabbi ‘InnT Wahana Al-"Azmu Minni
Wa Ashta’ala Ar-Ra’su Shaybaan

Phraseological Sura Translation Transliteration

collocations

Cstlaally Uall Connia Al-Hajj,22:73

LLal) a8 Jaall =l s Al-A’raaf,7:40

Al-Hajj,22:30
Lugman,31:18

03N J B ) saial 5

How feeble are the petitioners and how
feeble are those they petition!

Even if a thick rope were to pass through the

eye of a needle.
Shun false utterances.

Do not turn your nose up at people

Pa'ufa At-Talibu Wa Al-Matlibu

Hatta Yalija Al-Jamalu FT Sammi
Al-Khiyati

Wa Ajtanibi Qawla Az-Ziiri

Wa La Tusa''ir Khaddaka Lilnnasi
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d) Phraseology units extend the use of language to include
figures of speech, imagery, metaphor etc.

Today’s reality and world view is constantly changing,
and language is used in a creative and innovative way to
match and keep pace with these changes. Thus, language
goes through a process of recreating, readjusting, adapting
and accommodating the new jargon so that it fits with current
norms and usage, e.g. noughties, multi-tasker, solution-pro-
vider, web-master, chip and pin; but the language of the
Quran is immutable and timeless. Its message is regarded
by Muslims as eternal and universal, transcending time and
place, providing guidance on every aspect of human life. In
terms of translation, conclusions about what the components
of the phraseological units mean by themselves should not
be jumped at, but what these word combinations are saying
needs to be carefully considered. The spirit, not the form,
of the word should be conveyed. Language by its nature
is inherently ambiguous, making the expression or under-
standing of the written or spoken word difficult at times, and
grasping the true meaning of the Quran is no exception.

For the purpose of this study, five translations were se-
lected to evaluate the accuracy of rendering phraseological
units:

Which English version of the Quran is better or more
accurate than another is a matter of debate. Each has its

strengths and weaknesses. The five selected translations rep-

resent some of the most referred to English translations of

the Quran. The rationale for selecting them is summed up
as follows:

*  Arberry’s (2008) translation is the first English trans-
lation by a scholar of Arabic. Arberry managed to pre-
serve the faithfulness of the original text by keeping
close to the Arabic text. Western scholars consider Ar-
berry’s translation as one of the most respected transla-
tions achieved by a non-Muslim translator.

*  Ali’s (2000) translation is one of the most widely used
translations in English-speaking countries. It is one
of the most popular translations among Muslims and
non-Muslims as it is one of the earliest translations of
the Quran.

e Abdel Haleem’s (2004) translation is a comparatively
recent work. Abdel Haleem is a professor of Islamic
Studies at the University of London. One of the advan-
tages of Abdel Haleem’s translation is that it does not
use archaic language and the writing style is user-friend-
ly for readers.

*  Asad’s (1980) version of the Quran has a parallel Arabic
text, useful notes, and four appendices. However, Asad
used many footnotes in brackets explanatory words,
which, though useful, could have been used more

Phraseological Sura Translation Transliteration
collocations
e jeal g Allana g Al-Hajj,22:45 How many deserted wells; how many lofty =~ Wa Bi’rin Mu'attalatin Wa Qasrin

palaces
O gall A8 sy S
Asa Ja Slael 4l o

Aal-Imran,3:185
Al-Haaqqa,69:7

Every soul will taste death

So that you could have seen its people lying
dead like hollow palm-trunks

Mashidin

Kullu Nafsin Dhayigatu Al-Mawti
Sar'a Ka’annahum ‘A’jazu Nakhlin
Khawiyahin

Phraseological Sura Translation

collocations

Transliteration

owea oy WS Legen ) () By

Al-Israa,17:24

was little

e e eladl agie (pia i L Al-Israa,17:28

I Y 8 agd Jib o sa yi el

them

Y Slite ) A glie Gy Jaa3 Y
L sl 208 Jansd) JS Lghansss

Al-Israa,17:29

And lower your wing in humility towards
them in kindness and say, ‘Lord, have mercy
on them, just as they cared for me when I

But if, while seeking some bounty that you
expect from your Lord, you turn them down,
then at least speak some word of comfort to

Do not be tight-fisted, nor so open-handed
that you end up blamed and overwhelmed

Wa Akhfid Lahuma Janaha Adh-
Dhulli Mina Ar-Rahmati Wa

Qul Rrabbi Arhamhuma Kama
Rabbayant Saghiraan

Wa ‘Imma Tu'ridanna *Anhumu
Abtighaa Rahmatin Min Rabbika
Tarjiha Faqul Lahum Qawlaan
Maystiraan

Wa La Taj al Yadaka Maghlilatan
‘14 "Unuqika Wa La Tabsutha Kulla

|y puna with regret Al-]?as;i Fataq'uda Maltimaan
Mahsiiraan

Translators Titles Date of edition Publishers

Arberry The Koran 2008 Oxford University Press

Ali The Holy Quran 2000 Wordsworth Editions Limited

Abdel Haleem The Quran 2004 Oxford University Press

Asad- The Message of the Quran, Translated and Explained 1980 Andalus Press

Al-Hilali and Khan Interpretation of the Meaning of the Noble Quran 1983 Maktaba Dar-us-Salam
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sparingly. Asad’s approach triggered some criticism
from some Muslim theologians. According to Khaleel
(2005: 48), ‘Asad sought to depart from the traditional
exegetic approaches and reflected independent thought.’

e Al-Hilali and Khan’s (1983) translation, is the most
widely published translation as Saudi Arabia has reprint-
ed and distributed millions of copies of this translation
worldwide. Moreover, many Muslim scholars favour
this translation because it avoids the use of archaisms
and was undertaken by two experts.

TRANSLATING QURANIC PHRASEOLOGY

Understanding how the language of the Quran is communica-
tively used and how its collocations and rhyming patterns are
structurally distributed to convey a particular message, is a
prerequisite to translating. One of the salient attributes of the
Quran is that it is a closed corpus in the sense that since its
revelation and inception, it has not been subject to modifica-
tion, expansion or change. For Muslims, its authority, authen-
ticity and transparency are undisputed. ool & Jla ¥ (the
authenticity of the Quranic text is beyond dispute). As clearly
emphasised in the Quran, This is the Scripture in which there
is no doubt, containing guidance for those who are mindful of
God, who believe in the unseen...’ (Al-Baqara, 2:2-3)

Osafly ally Osialy ) Gaiall aa 4d ) ¥ Gl Al

Dhalika Al-Kitabu La Rayba Fihi Hudaan Lilmuttaqina
Al-Ladhina Yu uminiina Bil-Ghaybi Wa Yugimiina As-Salaa-
ta Wa Mimma Razagnahum Yunfigiina

Translating Quranic phraseology presents difficulties be-
yond those encountered in dealing with phraseology in other
languages owing to the style and complex structure of the
Quran. The translation of Quranic phraseology into English
is under-researched and limited to a few miscellaneous arti-
cles, proposing a number of different approaches to its trans-
lation (Bani-Younes 2015, Jabak et al 2016). All the transla-
tion theories, models and strategies provided by literature are
useful and offer insights into the translation process. How-
ever, there is a knowledge gap in terms of the applicability
of the existing theoretical base as most theories, models and
strategies are difficult to apply to Arabic/English translation
because of differences in the thought processes and mind-
sets and obviously the linguistic differences. The literature
review indicates that a number of studies which have been
conducted on Arabic collocations and phraseology lack sub-
stance and empirical data to support their findings.

In short, the Quranic text has a high density of phraseol-
ogy, rthythmic patterns and challenging syntactic structures.
The Quran is said to have unique features in terms of elo-
quence and style, which distinguish it from any other literary
Arabic text. Some word combinations of the Quran aim to
create several contextual meanings within the same verses.
The Quran encompasses a whole range of recurrent word
combinations and many of the words form part of a frequent
and habitual word-combination in one way or another. Some
authors (Dweik & Abu Shakra 2011, Abdel Haleem 2009)
argue that the Quran contains excessive collocational ex-
pressions in order to be persuasive, informative and to make

an impact. The way phraseology binds together with other
language elements, and how the different parts of the Quran
are interconnected and explain each other, makes any trans-
lation tentative. Every Quranic phraseology has ‘a cohesive
force’ and involves a unique encounter with language and
a process of conveying a specific communicative purpose.

A SAMPLE OF QURANIC PHRASEOLOGICAL
UNITS IN TRANSLATION

The process of translating Quranic phraseology involves
a unique encounter with language which is said to be both
inimitable and untranslatable. Pickthall (1935: vii) stresses
that the English translation of the Quran ‘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 pres-
ent 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.” The process of
translating is not a robotic operation of cloning the SL text
but an attempt at understanding, interpreting and conveying
the closest natural meaning in TL. The process of interpret-
ing the meaning using different sources in order to unravel
the expressive and meaningful nature of the intended mes-
sage is a prerequisite. Translating is exchanging of informa-
tion and interacting between the SL and TL texts. The aim is
to explain and make the meaning accessible. Quranic phra-
seological units are characterised by
a) the existence of extended meaning
b) conveying what the message means as opposed to what
the words mean
¢) understanding is whole phrasal unit-oriented information
processing, not a word matching between language items.
d) need to be understood in their actual context of occur-
rence.

Quranic collocations, phraseology units, are an amalgam of
complex, covert, figurative, associative and factual language
which can be challenging to understand let alone translate. They
come in different forms, types and definitions depending on the
focus, the communicative purpose and the author. This study
holds the view that the task of translating the Quran is too over-
whelming and important to be undertaken by one individual; a
collective and team effort and resources can help in achieving
a quality translation with confidence. Two views regarding the
current translations of the Quran emerged from assessing the
quality of the translations of collocations and phraseology units:
a) there is an assumption that translating the scripture of such
magnitude can be achieved successfully by one individual b)
the other view is that translating the Quran is much more com-
plex. There is no master plan and there are no fast-track solu-
tions to address the challenges except through joining forces to
form a task force involving a range of experts. Translating the
Quran involves a unique encounter with abstract and complex
language features conveying specific communicative purpose
and its translation is not so much about producing sameness be-
tween SL and TL, but it is about conveying the gist of what was
said in SL as efficiently and as closely as possible.

The following demonstrates how phraseological Quranic
units have been dealt with in translation.
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Many current translations of the Quran lack consistency,
while others are short on quality in terms of fluency and
readability. Some of the translators use archaic language
which makes it difficult for the reader to understand, e.g. And
swell not thy cheek (for pride) at men, while others use a
literal translation which often leads to the loss of the nuances
of meaning of language from SL to TL as can be seen from
this example: o4l dai puaiy g

Although the gist of what was said in the Quran comes
across in the above renderings, the lexical choice and ex-
pression leave much to be desired (Do not turn your nose
up at people And turn not your face away from men with
pride). The translators’ task is to convey the meaning with
clarity and simplicity. To be accessible to all, the Quranic
text in translation should be made as simple as possible. For
instance, the above could be expressed as do not show con-
tempt for people. In addition, Turn not thy cheek away from

men in scorn, And swell not thy cheek (for pride) at men are
not gender free which could have been avoided as the origi-
nal word JJclus does not specifically refer to specifically to
men.

With regards to the verse 4as il ¢ JU) zUa Lagd (28l 5, the
five translators struggled with carrying across the figurative
meaning J¥ gUa preferring to stay close to SL yielding some
stilted expression. A better option, would have been to take
the meaning across rather than the phraseology such as:
treating them with humility and kindness

In the verse b () Jaidl g e aliall cp g ) < J@ the
translators encountered phraseology which they rendered lit-
erally. L ul 1) J238) g resulting in rather strange phraseology
such as my head doth glisten with grey, head is all aflame with
hoariness, my hair is ashen grey. Khan and Hilali used a com-
mon-sense interpretation suggesting and grey hair has spread
on my head. As is the case of most phraseological units, a

Phraseological  Sura Ali Arberry Asad Abdel- Khan&Hilali
collocation Haleem
ol pmai¥s  Lugman,31:18  And_swell not Turn not thy And turn not thy Do not turn And turn not
thy cheek (for cheek away from cheek away from  your nose up your face away
pride) at men men in scorn people in [false] at people from men with
pride pride
ZUa Legl (il Al-Isra, 17:24  And, out of and lower to and spread over and lower And lower unto
daa )l (e JAN kindness, lower them the wing of  them humbly your wing them the wing
to them the wing  humbleness out the wings of thy in humility of submission
of humility of mercy tenderness towards them and humility
in kindness through mercy
DAy ey Ja Maryam, 19:4  Praying: “O my saying, O my he prayed: “O Lord, my Saying: “My
Jaidl g e alaal) Lord! infirm Lord, behold my Sustainer! bones have Lord! Indeed
Ll indeed are my the bones within ~ Feeble have weakened and  my bones have
bones, and the me are feeble become my my hair is grown feeble,
hair of my head and my head is bones, and my ashen grey and grey hair
doth glisten with ~ all aflame with head glistens has spread on
grey hoariness with grey hair my head
Uslao ey oy Al-Isra, 17:49  Make not thy And keep not And neither Do not be And let not your
Lot Y g liie ) hand tied (like a thy hand chained allow thy hand tight-fisted, hand be tied
Lo sla 22888 Jaad) JS niggard’s) to thy to thy neck, to remain nor so open- (like a miser) to
[BEWESY neck, nor stretch nor outspread shackled to handed that your neck, nor
it forth to its it widespread thy neck, nor you end up stretch it forth
utmost reach, so altogether, or stretch it forth blamed and to its utmost
that thou become  thou wilt sit to the utmost overwhelmed  reach (like a
blameworthy and  reproached and limit [of thy with regret spendthrift), so
destitute denuded capacity], lest that you become
thou find thyself blameworthy
blamed [by thy and in severe
dependents], or poverty
even destitute
Lagd :idl g Al-Isra, 17:24  And, out of and lower to and spread over and lower your And lower unto them

e QA Zlis kindness, lower to  them the wing  them humbly wing in humility  the wing of submission
il them the wing of of humbleness  the wings of towards them in ~ and humility through

humility

out of mercy

thy tenderness

kindness

mercy
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direct translation often leads to distortion and ambiguity. The
intended meaning of the above is simply my hair has turned
grey. Translating is not a form of duplication, particularly
when dealing with sensitive texts like the Quran, but a means
of conveying meaning. The translator’s main task is not so
much about recovery but the discovery of meaning. The best
approach when dealing with Quranic phraseology in transla-
tion is to consider the degree of translatability i.e. whether the
equivalent expressions enjoy the same stylistic value in their
respective contexts and cultures.

As regards the verse JS Wawti ¥ g dliic ) & glia &y JaaiVy
| gmuna Lagla 22838 Jaed), if translation is the art of negotiation
and compromise, Ali’s effort is far from achieving this pur-
pose, using terms which are not in common use in the mod-
ern era: Make not thy hand tied (like a niggards) to thy neck.
nor stretch it forth to its utmost reach, so that thou become
blameworthy and destitute.

The above phraseological unit carries a straightforward
meaning not different from its surface meaning. This literal
translation, without regard to the connotative or contextual
meaning can be erroneous. Often translating the form, not
the content or substance of what the Quran actually says and
means, has led to controversy. The basic message intended is
do not be tight-fisted nor lavish. In other words the message
could be simplified as And let not your hand be chained to
your neck nor open it completely lest you regret it.

The density and the way Quranic phraseology is formu-
lated and articulated is unique and it is a tall order to produce
a matching phraseology in English, as evidence shows from
the above small sample. The way meaning is distributed, and
the way phraseological components are emphasised in the
Quran should be rendered in meaning only, not in form.

To conclude, most translations have their limitations
and the translations of the Quran are no exception. A fur-
ther challenge is that the Quranic text transcends to some-

thing which may, in reality, be inexpressible in translation.
The five translations of the Quran are undoubtedly useful
but there is plenty of room for improvement for each one of
them. Vagueness, distorted meaning and incoherence in parts
seem to be evident in many of the translations of the Quran.

ANTONYMY IN THE QURAN

In addition to phraseological units, collocations and other
word combinations, the Quran makes extensive use of an-
tonymy. Antonymy is described as the close semantic re-
lationship that lexical items with opposite meaning form.
Antonymy is viewed by many authors as one of the most im-
portant semantic relations between words and/or word-sens-
es (Murphy 2003, Jones et al. 2012, Cruse, 1986). Antonyms
can be defined as lexical pairs which express opposite or
incompatible meanings, e.g. In sickness and in health, for
better or for worse, war and peace.

Antonyms or pairs of words are often used in the Qu-
ran to achieve rhetorical effects. For instance, the term sky
‘slaw’ is often associated with its opposite, land, ‘02’ and
the term secretly ‘o=’ is combined with two different ant-
onyms: openly ¢ %3’ and openly ‘42¥&°, Consider the fol-
lowing sample of Quranic antonyms:

As the above table shows, there is a plethora of Quran
antonyms. This concurrent use of lexical combinations
with opposite meaning can be challenging to grasp and ren-
der efficiently in English, as highlighted in the above five
translations. This view is supported by Al-Kharabsheh and
Al-Jdayeh (2017:1) who point out that: ‘Quranic antonymy
represents a case of semantic non-identicality, where two
distinct levels of inverse semantic duplicity exist simultane-
ously: an overt one at the basic level, and a covert one at
the metaphorical level.” The above translations of Quranic
autonyms are inevitably just approximations. The incompat-

e Maryam, 19:4 Praying: “O my saying, ’O my he prayed: “O Lord, my Saying: “My Lord!
bl 8 Lord! infirm Lord, behold my Sustainer! bones have Indeed my bones
Jxildly e indeed are my the bones Feeble have weakened, have grown feeble,
L ol bones, and the within me are become my and my hair and grey hair has

hair of my head feeble and bones, and my is ashen grey spread on my head

doth glisten with my head is all head glistens

grey aflame with with grey hair

hoariness
Ay Jaai Vg Al-Isra, 17:49 Make not thy And keep not And neither Do not be And let not
JRI RPN hand tied (like thy hand chained allow thy hand to tight-fisted, your hand
Y, liic aniggard’s) to to thy neck, remain shackled nor so open- be tied (like
K lhaws thy neck, nor nor outspread to thy neck. nor handed that a miser) to
2283 o) stretch it forth it widespread stretch it forth you end up your neck, nor
1) puna Lo sl to its utmost altogether, or to the utmost blamed and stretch it forth
reach, so that thou wilt sit limit [of thy overwhelmed to its utmost

thou become
blameworthy
and destitute.

reproached and
denuded.

capacity]. lest

with regret

reach (likea

thou find thyself spendthrift),
blamed [by thy so that you
dependents], or become
even destitute. blameworthy

and in severe
poverty
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ible information contained in these autonym pairs is more
extensive than a translation can convey.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Research on phraseology as a recurring word combination
has a broad scope with the dual purposes of contributing to
the theoretical knowledge base on collocation and to make
collocation learnable and teachable to second language
learners. Research on collocations is polarised between those
who examined them from a statistical perspective, as fre-
quency-based lexical units, while others viewed them from a
conventional perspective as usage-based lexically restricted
units (Granger and Paquot, 2008). Although collocation in
its generic sense is understood to mean a close relationship
that words form and then frequently appear together, it is
often used as an umbrella term to refer to a wide variety of
labels such as: ‘phraseological units, language chunks, ex-
tended lexical units, fixed expressions, formulaic sequences,
predictable pattern, etc.” Many definitions of phraseological
units tend to overlap. Wray (2000: 465) highlighted some 50
terms that have been used to refer to phraseological units.
Many studies on collocations and phraseological units are
written in a language that is either ambiguous or highly jar-
gonistic. There is a need to demystify and standardise the
research and move it beyond what is already known and es-
tablished as the base.

The assessed sample of Quranic collocations across five
translations have their strengths, but also their weaknesses.
The English translations of the Quran, and its formulaic ex-
pressions in particular, tend to be influenced by ‘word-for-
word’ translation. In the main, the translators were not ex-
ploratory enough and stayed close to the source language,
rendering the word rather than the meaning, instead of trans-
lating the message and providing the gist of what was said
in Arabic, seeking to preserve the sense as much as possible.
A ‘thought for thought’ translation would be the best choice
to accurately convey what the original phraseological units
say. Some translators have underestimated the complexity of
translating Quranic formulaic expressions. The above small
sample shows that transferring just the words in English
leaves behind the meaning, the rhythmic and poetic effect
of the Quran. One of the major challenges of translating the
Quran is that each word has rarely a precise equivalent in
English. Thus, to transfer Quranic phraseological units lit-
erally, is not a sufficient guarantee of making the text ac-
cessible and understandable in the target language. Between
word-for-word or sense-for-sense translation approaches,
the translator of the Quran walks a tightrope; he/she must
have a grasp of the centre of gravity, a sense of balance. The
language of the Quran is used in an individual and creative
way in order to convey a particular meaning and strike a
chord to elicit and trigger a strong emotional response. Thus,
any future translation of the Quran should be a collective
effort, not an individual endeavour. The translator should
translate the embedded message of the phraseology, not the
form of the word combination, the matter not the manner. To
translate the meaning not the word should be the main aim
of the translator.
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