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Abstract:

This paper investigates how five English translations of Sūrah Maryam render illocutionary and 
perlocutionary dimensions of the text and how the selected translators convey pragmatic mean-
ing in Qur’ānic discourse. Grounded in Austin’s Speech Act Theory, the study adopts a qualitative 
analytical approach to examine a selection of Ayahs as translated by Arberry, Pickthall, Asad, Ab-
del Haleem and Shawkat Toorawa. The Study comprises three sections: a theoretical framework 
delineating Speech Act Theory and Qur’ānic performativity, an analytical section examining se-
lected translations, and a discussion of translational strategies and their pragmatic implications. 
The findings point out that the translators either prioritise formal adherence to the source text, 
limiting accessibility to target readers, or domesticate the source text to meet target-readers’ ex-
pectations, thereby compressing the performative force of the source text. The paper highlights the 
constraints inherent in translating sacred texts, notably the Qur’ān and underscores the need for a 
translation model that systematically accounts for the text’s pragmatic dimension..
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الملخص:

يتنــاول هــذا البحــث كيفيــة تمثيــل خمــس ترجمــات إنجليزيــة لســورة مريــم للأبعــاد الأدائيــة والتأثيريــة 

فــي الخطــاب القرآنــي. اعتمــدت الدراســة  التداولــي  للنــص، وكيــف ينقــل المترجمــون قيــد الدراســة المعنــى 

منهجًــا تحليليًــا نوعيًــا، حيــث تــم تحليــل مجموعــة مختــارة مــن الآيــات كمــا وردت فــي ترجمــات أربــري، بكثــال، 

وأســد، وعبد الحليم، وشــوكت توراوا. ينقســم البحث إلى ثلاثة محاور رئيســية: محور نظري يوضح نظرية 

أفعــال الــكلام والأبعــاد الأدائيــة فــي النــص القرآنــي، ومحــور تحليلــي يتجلــى فــي دراســة الترجمــات المختــارة، 

شــير النتائــج إلــى 
ُ
ومحــور يســعى إلــى مناقشــة الاســتراتيجيات الترجميّــة المطبّقــة وانعكاســاتها التداوليــة. وت

أن المترجميــن إمــا يفضلــون الالتــزام الشــكلي بالنــص الأصلــي، ممــا يقلــل مــن إمكانيــة وصولــه إلــى القــارئ 

القــوة  تقليــص  إلــى  يــؤدي  الــذي  الأمــر  المتلقــي،  توقعــات  لتلبيــة  النــص  صياغــة  يعيــدون  أو  المســتهدف، 

الأدائيــة للنــص الأصلــي. ويبــرز البحــث القيــود المرتبطــة بترجمــة النصــوص المقدســة، وخصوصًــا القــرآن 

الكريــم، ويؤكــد علــى الحاجــة إلــى نمــوذج ترجمـــة يراعــي المنهجيــة التداوليــة للنــص بشــكل منهجــي.

الكلمات المفتاحية:

 التكافؤ، الإنجازية، التداولية، القرآن الكريم، الترجمة.
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Introduction:

Qur’ānic discourse is arguably affiliated with the concept of alwaq ‘(resonance), a qual-

ity that accounts for the effective and experiential bearing of the text on the recipient, both 

cognitively and emotionally (Abd al-Raḥmān, 2014), which not only alludes to the cogni-

tive level of the text’s comprehension but also embodies the emotional resonance it may 

create. Sūrah Maryam, as an emotionally-laden text (Quṭb, 1987, Vol. 4, pp. 2298-2322), 

aims at inducting theological information and creating a state of self-reflection in the re-

cipient. This is served through the semantic weight of the Sūrah’s narratives, along with its 

performative force of speech.

Conversely, the pragmatic features of the Qur’ān, notably the performative acts of 

speech, represent an ever-challenging character to translate. The source text (ST) and the 

target text’s (TT) dynamics are constrained by what Abeysekara (2010) calls a “sovereign 

force of decision”. This refers to the translator’s agency of either to faithfully, yet merely, 

preserving the doctrinal semantic context of the ST or claiming agency over the latter to 

facilitate accessibility to the enactment dimension of the Sūrah, while risking domesticating 

the meaning.

The two translation strands of Sūrah Maryam reflect a zone of negotiation between the 

ST’s authoritarian tone carried through the performative dimension and the TT’s require-

ments of readability. Insofar as investigating how the selected translators render the illo-

cutionary and perlocutionary speech acts, Austin’s (1962) view is inspiring as an approach 

that offers critical insights into the translation of the pragmatics of the Qur’ānic discourse in 

the Sūrah under study.

The current study examines how illocutionary and perlocutionary acts are rendered in 

English Translation, with particular reference to Sūrah Maryam. It aims to investigate the 

extent to which pragmatic meanings are retained, modified, or lost in translation. By fore-
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grounding the role of pragmatics, the study contributes to Qur’ānic translation studies by 

demonstrating the necessity of attending to speech acts in order to achieve interpretive ac-

curacy and communicative fidelity.

1. Theoretical Framework:

1.1. Performativity in the Qur’ānic Discourse

Qur’ānic discourse is argued to be an expressive medium for communicating doctrinal 

truths, igniting emotional and spiritual experiences for the reader through its utterances 

(Abdul-Raof, 2001; Al-Youbi, 2025). According to Keane (1997), religious language is de-

fined by its intertwining quality of meaning and form, making structure, sounds, and lexis 

linguistic carriers of the sacred text and embodying utterances that enact a spiritual expe-

rience. Thus, the formal “markers” of religious language operate in establishing a relation 

between the divine and the recipient, negotiating concepts such as the invisibility of the 

Speaker. This concept, introduced by Keane, refers to the concealment of the sacred text’s 

source, relevantly Allah (God), which triggers a performative interaction between the text 

and the reader as opposed to a conventional act of reception. Qur’ānic discourse manifests 

this interaction through its linguistic features, namely speech acts that reflect a contextual 

authority: the divine word. 

The recipient (of the Qur’ānic text) is exposed to an unfamiliar communicative setting, 

for they do not have access to the speaker/source; by extension, they are unable to receive 

a direct response. “The supposed participants [in the spiritual speech] do not all share the 

same spatiotemporal context” (Keane, 1997, p.50). Invisibility of the divine is regarded as a 

defining characteristic of the religious language in general, and of the Qur’ān in particular. 

Accordingly, Qur’ānic discourse employs a metapragmatic language, through which there 

is a shift from a mere reporting narrative to an enacting speech, which “may help effect 
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communication with the spirit world or permit a textual world to direct concrete actions” 

(Keane, 1997, p.51). This is highly evident in the recitation of the Qur’ān, for instance, as the 

act is not only confined to conveying the message but also to enacting an emotional intensi-

ty for the reciter, through the performative dimensions of the language. In this sense, read-

ing the Qur’ān operates as an enactment of revelation, as the reader performs through the 

speech acts of submission, remembrance, worship, or supplication, among others, thereby 

allowing a perlocutionary effect and fostering real-time engagement.

In exploring whether translation can carry the performative weight of the Qur’ān, Aus-

tin’s Speech Act Theory (1962) is considered an insightful approach, arguing for the possible 

limitations of language translation in general and the transfer of religious language in par-

ticular. As opposed to the constative perspective, which defines language as a sign system 

operating to inform, Austin introduces a new angle: the performative quality of language. 

This entails three dimensions of speech acts: the locutionary act, involving the production 

of sounds and utterance of words; the illocutionary act, referring to the action performed 

through saying something, for example, requesting; and finally, the perlocutionary act, con-

cerning the effect the utterance has on the listener, for instance, convincing or scaring.

A text, in general, may have different acts of speech in accordance with the context, the 

speaker, the authority of the speaker and the message. The Qur’ānic text is arguably distin-

guished by its performative discourse, which is characteristically rich in stories, warnings, 

commands and guidelines. They convey theological content to the reader while simulta-

neously provoking emotional and spiritual resonance within them. This double-layered 

function is viewed as a compelling reason for a successfully performative language, notably 

when it encompasses the convenient context and the equally appropriate form of expres-

sion. 

The Qur’ān’s translation is argued to have “new structural, textual and rhetorical fea-

tures ad hoc to the target language” (Abdul-Raof, 2001, p. 10). This may challenge a faithful 
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transfer of the performative quality of the ST. The non-equivalence between the Qur’ān 

and the transitions can be explored through the following two elements: (a) the varied di-

mensions and definitions of the speaker’s authority between the two languages. The source 

language (SL) holds a divine character according to individuals, namely believers, while the 

TT is typically regarded as a humanly accessible speech. (b) The variations of expressive 

form and the situational context. Consequently, these linguistic and contextual shifts or 

“misfires”, as Austin (1962) refers to, may lead to reducing or distorting the text’s meaning 

and effect.

Through applying Austin’s analytical framework to the English rendition of Sūrah Mar-

yam, one is motivated to a) evaluate whether the target readership receives an equivalent 

semantic transfer, and b) assess the extent to which translation reproduces the illocutionary 

force and perlocutionary effect of the original. The following model suggests examining 

the Sūrah with lenses that encompass what is beyond the literal meaning and include the 

sensory nuances of the text. Prophet Zakariyyā’s (Zechariah) intensified supplication to 

Allah for an offspring, despite his old age and his spouse’s infertility, alongside the mirac-

ulous birth of Prophet ‘īsā (Jesus), particularly his speaking to people while still in the cra-

dle, highlight the performative and extraordinary aspects of the Qur’ān broadly and Sūrah 

Maryam specifically. These stories condition the recipient to reflect upon them and develop 

a spiritual resonance with the text’s underlying message. This immersion, on one hand, op-

erates in accordance with the Tafssir traditions, while conceding a personal experience of 

individuals constructed by their questions, motivations, and curiosity. On the other hand, 

such spiritual and cognitive engrossment are enhanced due to the language’s performative 

quality, leading it to be a living language. Thus, rendering this embodiment of spirituality 

into linguistic representations in the TT without the ST’s defining formal features, speech 

acts may dilute the meaning and hinder the Sūrah’s pragmatic communicative function.

The notions of agency and performativity in communication offer critical insights into 
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the challenges of translating the Qur’ān. Tavaast (2024) argues that meaning is not particu-

larly encoded in words, but rather emerges through the intentional actions of individuals 

or human agents, as he refers to them. In the context of Qur’ān translation, this signifies 

the impactful role of the translator, as they arguably reconstruct the meaning into a new 

linguistic model, instead of merely transferring it from one language to another. Meaning 

is believed to be created instead of contained. Consequently, the translator’s linguistic and 

stylistic choices directly influence the target readership’s response. In other words, the more 

agency the translator carries over the source text, notably in Sūrah Maryam, the less com-

parable the target audience’s response becomes to that of the source audience. When con-

sidering the emotionally and ontologically charged-passage of the Sūrah, Tavaast’s model 

underscores that it is not only about what is translated, but equally how it is translated. The 

call is to assess semantic fidelity to the text as well as the preservation of performativity.

2. Review of the Literature

2.1. Pragmatic Equivalence in Translation

The concept of equivalence has been one of the most pertinent quandaries in the field 

of translation studies. Translators often find themselves required by several factors, notably 

the target audience’s expectations, to create a spitting image of a source text – technically 

speaking, an equivalent. The complexity is further aggravated when the source text is a re-

ligious discourse. The sanctity, holiness, and particularity of these texts necessitate paying 

attention to the target texts’ readers while simultaneously satisfying the source texts’ audi-

ence, who are usually willing to criticise any translation that they deem strips their spiritual 

discourse of its holy spirit. Yet, in a world where there are nearly seventy thousand languag-

es with different lexicons, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics, achieving equivalency and 

correspondence at all levels–namely, linguistically, ideologically, and, most importantly, 
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performatively–seems rather challenging. Nida (1964) and Baker (1992) are among the 

pioneering books that tackled the concept of equivalence from different angles.

By shifting the focus from formal correspondence to communicative effect, Nida rev-

olutionised the field of translation studies. He was the first to propose the technical terms 

“formal equivalence”, which emphasises structural similarity, and “dynamic equivalence”, 

which prioritises message naturalness and response of the target reader. Nida (1964) de-

fended dynamic equivalence and emphasised that translators should not ignore it. His 

framework revolves around one major token: a good translation is one where the target 

text’s audience is impacted in the same way the original audience once was affected, or 

in Nida’s words, “the relationship between receptor and message should be substantially 

the same as that which existed between the original receptors and the message” (1964, 

p. 159). Although Nida’s work focused specifically on dynamic equivalence, he called for 

formal equivalence when possible. Yet being aware of the structural differences between 

languages and cultures, he recognised that aiming solely for equivalence at the surface lev-

el was meant to strip the receptor of the target text of something that was granted to the 

original reader. Taken all together, Nida’s influential contributions mirror Austin’s theory 

of performativity. They both seem to acknowledge that communication goes beyond the 

literal and surface structure of words.

In her influential book In other words, Mona Baker (1992) agrees with Nida’s proposi-

tions that formal correspondence between languages is quite rare. Throughout the book’s 

chapters, she demonstrates how differences between languages in terms of symbols, gram-

mar, and semantics pose significant challenges in the translation process. Baker acknowl-

edges that words are sometimes culturally bound and usually do not have an equivalent 

counterpart in another language. Cream tea, a term familiar to English people, does not 

have an equivalent in German, forcing the translator to either transliterate it or substitute it 

with a culturally familiar term, according to Baker.
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Influenced by Grice, Austin, Searle and others, Baker observes the paramount relation-

ship between pragmatics and translation. For her, the translator should focus on conveying 

the communicative effect of the original text rather than aiming to replace each linguistic 

item with an equivalent one in the target text. In simple words, Baker suggests that trans-

lators pay attention to implications and presuppositions in the original work and help the 

target reader understand them by replacing them with familiar ones in the target culture. 

Baker’s framework, like Nida’s, is oriented towards the target reader and recognises the key 

importance of making the target text accessible as well as relatable. Translating a presuppo-

sition, for instance, literally without considering the cultural, contextual, and even political 

conventions of the target culture risks the reception of the message by the target reader. 

Building on these two frameworks, this paper aims to investigate the extent to which trans-

lators of religious discourse, specifically Sūrah Maryam, balance form, function, and prag-

matic dimensions of the original text.

2.2. Qur’ān, Pragmatics & Translation

Research linking Qur’ān translation to pragmatics remains underdeveloped, leaving a 

notable gap in the literature. This section begins with a synthesis of two general studies that 

examine the Qur’ān in relation to translation and pragmatics. Later on, the scope narrows 

to discuss research that specifically addresses Sūrah Maryam.

All of Mohammed and Khadim (2023) and Al-Azab and Al-Misned (2012) acknowl-

edge the importance of pragmatics in translating the Holy Qur’ān. Yet, they approach the 

topic from different angles. Mohammed and Khadim’s (2023) micro-study investigate the 

translation of emphasis constructions in the Qur’ān. They analyse Ayahs containing rep-

etitions, rhetorical questions, the particle “Innā”, and other emphatic constructions that 

strengthen and reinforce the divine discourse. The study highlights the focal difference be-

tween Arabic and English, especially in terms of emphatic particles and assertive markers. 
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 Accordingly, it argues that, to retrieve the pragmatic force of these constructions in the tar-

get language, i.e. English translators are required to transcend formal equivalence and pay 

attention to the rhetorical context.

In contrast to Mohammed and Khadim (2023), Al-Azab and Al-Misned (2012) conduct 

a macro-linguistic analysis, investigating the general pragmatic losses in the translation of 

the Qur’ān in terms of genre, cultural terms, word order, ellipses, and the like. The authors 

argue that the Islamic Scripture’s language is endowed with pragmatic meaning. Each syn-

tactical structure highlights illocutionary and perlocutionary forces. Notice, for instance, 

the syntactical deviation in the following Ayah from Sūrah Al Baqara (The Cow): َٰٓوَإِذِ ٱبۡتَــى 
يَّــيِۖ قَــالَ لََا يَنَالُ ۖ قَــالَ إنِِِّيّ جَاعِلـُـكَ للِنَّــاسِ إمَِامٗــاۖ قَــالَ وَمِــن ذُرِّ هُــنَّ تَمَّ

َ
 إبِرَۡهٰـِـۧـمَ رَبُّــهُۥ بكَِلمَِـٰـتٖ فَأ

ــنَ لمِِ ــدِي ٱلظَّٰ -where the subject (rabbu ,(Wa-idh ibtalā Ibrāhīma rabbuhu bikalimātin) عَهۡ

hu) is preceded by the object (Ibrāhīma), which is a marked syntactical choice in Arabic. 

This construction helps emphasise the centrality of Ibrahim as the figure being tested and 

the vividness of the divine discourse. According to the authors, these pragmatic meanings 

are lost in Pickthall’s translation: “And (remember) when his Lord tried Abraham with (His) 

commands.” Al-Azab and Al-Misned (2012) accept that pragmatic losses are inevitable due 

to the undeniable differences between human languages.

All in all, these studies argue that the translation of the Qur’ān should pay attention to 

pragmatics as an important field. Therefore, focusing solely on replacing linguistic items 

with equivalent ones in the target language risks distorting the source text’s message. Mo-

hammed and Khadim (2023) and Al-Azab and Al-Misned (2012) emphasise that transla-

tors be mindful of pragmatic meanings and rhetorical context when translating the Qur’ān.

Regarding the focus of the present study, several studies have underscored the impor-

tance of Sūrah Maryam as a landmark chapter in the Qur’ān on theological, semantic and 

linguistic levels. However, few have explored the translation of the Sūrah in terms of the 

Qur’ānic performative speech. Accordingly, the remainder of this section considers two pa-
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pers that approach an interrelated though not entirely identical area of investigation.

In her Master’s thesis, Bajubair (2023) investigates instances of translation loss in five 

selected English renditions of Sūrah Maryam. The researcher is motivated by two main ra-

tionales: identifying the causes and manifestations of partial and complete translation loss. 

The study’s data scope concerns Sūrah Maryam as a source text and five internationally 

recognised translations: M.M. Ghali, N.J. Dawood, Hilali and Khan, G. Sale, and A.J. Are-

berry. The focus is narrowed to explore semantic loss in the five translations by examining 

semantic shifts at the lexical and phrasal levels.

The study reflects an organised research methodology and a quantitative documenta-

tion of data through which the readership can access the semantic loss samples in the TTs. 

Additionally, the study provides a structured interpretation of the correlation between se-

mantic loss and the lack of cultural context awareness of the source text or a feeble mastery 

of Arabic vocabulary terms by the translators. However, the paper falls short in incorporat-

ing Speech Act Theory to examine the function of the performative dimension of Qur’ānic 

discourse and whether it is preserved or compromised in translations. In other words, the 

study is merely limited to the semantic role of the words, especially as it exclusively ex-

amines the lexical level and is concerned with the rendition of what is said rather than the 

pragmatic level of the source text; in terms of what is achieved by the studied utterances.

Similarly, AlSwailem (2024) provides a comparative analytical study of the thematic 

progression of Sūrah Maryam in six English translations (Abdel-Haleem, Hilali and Khan, 

Maududi, Pickthall, Sahih International, and Yusuf Ali), employing the Hallidayan function-

al grammar approach. The objective of the study is to examine the semantic structure and 

thematic progression of the Sūrah in accordance with the selected six translations. Put an-

other way, the researcher analyses how the Sūrah’s themes are introduced, developed and 

altered across the ST and the TTs, assessing textual unity and coherence.

By contrast, this study considers, albeit to a limited extent, the phonological layer within 
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the thematic analysis of the same Sūrah. The thematic progression in comparison between 

the ST and the TT is examined through several thematic types and relevant phonological 

repetition. Thus, the comparison concludes that the Qur’ān’s frequent use of rhyme and 

sound in the Sūrah is lost in translation. While this insight is regarded as a significant remark 

and a refreshing study angle, it is considered limited to the semantic layer and textual cohe-

sion without exploring how the performative dimension is developed across the ST and the 

TT and how it is either preserved or compromised in translation.

3. Methodology

3.1. Corpus & Framework:

This paper adopts a qualitative approach to analyse the pragmatic dimension of Sūrah 

Maryam in five selected translations. The Sūrah’s rich, multilayered narrative progression, 

including supplication, admonition, and revelation, inspires an investigation into how these 

different types of utterances are rendered in translation. The Sūrah is notably distinguished 

by its narrative form, which is full of dialogues and interplay of speakers (Allah, Angels, 

and Prophets), allowing the scholars to examine the illocutionary and perlocutionary acts 

through several thematic and linguistic contexts. Additionally, regarding the universality of 

the Sūrah’s stories (Zakariyyā’s plea, Prophet ‘Īsā miraculous birth, and the miracles that fol-

lowed), the text offers a shared theological narrative, which is commonly recognised. This 

directly facilitates examining the adopted strategies of translation in a systematic pattern, 

focusing on the meaning rather than ensuring the TT’s credibility vis-à-vis the ST’s interpre-

tative traditions. Moreover, the Sūrah remarkably relies on a cadenced rhyme aligning with 

the thematic progression and the illocutionary and perlocutionary acts manifestation with-

in the text. The phonological, syntactic and semantic cohesion, which the Sūrah reflects, 

enhances the performative weight, providing an ideal case to investigate the TTs. In order to 

explore how performativity is altered, preserved or lost in the TT, the study selected a varied 
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corpus of translators who are widely recognised and critically acclaimed: Arberry, Pickthall, 

Asad, Abdel Haleem, and Toorawa. Renowned for its microscopic analytical lens that inves-

tigates not only what is said but also what it does, Austin’s Speech Act Theory allows the 

study to examine the extent to which translators keep the pragmatics of the Ayahs intact.

3.2. Questions and Objectives

To address the gap in the review of the literature, this paper aims to investigate how 

the illocutionary and perlocutionary forces in Sūrah Maryam are rendered in five selected 

translations. To this end, it seeks to answer the following questions:

1.	 How do different translators render the illocutionary and perlocutionary forces of 

God’s speech in Sūrah Maryam?

2.	 To what extent do the five translators’ adherence or deviation from lexical, phono-

logical, and other linguistic choices in the ST shift the performativity of the original 

utterance? And what strategies do they employ in translating religious discourse?

4. Data Analysis

4.1. Supplication 

(Du’a) is a devotional and communicative act through which individuals request Allah 

for their needs. According to Lane (n.d.), the word duʿāʾ refers to the practice of calling Allah 

verbally and imploring Him spiritually.

Ayahs (Arabic)

 إذِۡ ناَدَىٰ رَبَّهُۥ
ا  ندَِاءًٓ خَفِيّٗ
)19:03(

 قَالَ رَبِّ إنِِّّيِ وَهَنَ ٱلۡعَظۡمُ مِنِّّيِ
كُنۢ

َ
سُ شَيۡبٗا وَلمَۡ أ

ۡ
أ  وَٱشۡتَعَلَ ٱلرَّ

بدُِعََائٓكَِ رَبِّ شَقِيّٗا )19:04(

 وَإِنِّّيِ خِفْتُ المَْوَالِِيَ مِن
تِِي عََاقرًِا

َ
 وَرَائيِ وَكََانتَِ امْرَأ

نكَ وَلِِيًّا ُ فَهَبْ لِِي مِن لَّدَّ
(19:05)
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Transliteration

Idh nādā 

rabbahu 

nidāan 

khafiyyā

Qāla rabbi innī wahana 

l-ʿaẓmu minnī washtaʿala 

l-rasu shaybā walam akun  

biduʿāika rabbi shakiyyā

Wa-innī khif’tu 

l-mawāliya min warāī 

wakānati im’ra-atī 

ʿāqiran fahab lī min 

ladunka waliyyā

Arberry

when he 

called upon 

his Lord 

secretly

Saying, ‘O my Lord, behold 

the bones within me are 

feeble and my head is all 

aflame with hoariness. And 

in calling on Thee, my Lord, 

I have never been hitherto 

unprosperous.

And now I fear my kins-

folk after I am gone; 

and my wife is barren. 

So give me, from Thee, 

a kinsman

Asad

When he 

called out 

to his Sus-

tainer in the 

secrecy of 

his heart.

he prayed: «O my Sustainer! 

Feeble have become my 

bones, and my head glistens 

with grey hair. But never yet, 

O my Lord, has my prayer 

unto Thee remained unan-

swered.

«Now, behold, I am 

afraid of [what] my 

kinsfolk [will do] after 

I am gone, for my wife 

has always been bar-

ren. Bestow, then, upon 

me, out of Thy grace, 

the gift of a successor

Abdel Haleem

when he 

called to his 

Lord secret-

ly, saying,

‘Lord, my bones have weak-

ened and my hair is ashen 

grey, but never, Lord, have I 

ever prayed to You in vain:

I fear [what] my kins-

men [will do] when I 

am gone, for my wife 

is barren, so grant me a 

successor––a gift from 

You––
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Pickthall 

When he 

cried unto 

his Lord a 

cry in se-

cret,

Saying: My Lord! Lo! the 

bones of me wax feeble and 

my head is shining with grey 

hair, and I have never been 

unblest in prayer to Thee, my 

Lord.

Lo! I fear my kinsfolk 

after me, since my wife 

is barren. Oh, give me 

from Thy presence a 

successor

 Toorawa

when he 

called to his 

Lord, calling 

secretly

saying, ‘My Lord, my bones 

have weakened and my head 

blazes grey, but never in pe-

titioning You, my Lord, have I 

felt despondency.

I fear my heirs who 

shall come after me, 

and my wife is barren. 

Bestow on me, from 

You directly, an heir 

and accessory,

Analysis of the Source Text

The three Ayahs reflect the theme of supplication, which inaugurates Sūrah Maryam. 

Zakariyyā, the Prophet, engages in an act of pleading to Allah for offspring. Across the texts, 

the selection of words, syntactic structures, and phonological features reinforces their se-

mantic depth and intensifies their performative force.

While the first Ayah (19:03) takes a past-tense narrative form, through which the Proph-

et is depicted as praying in concealment, it carries directive and assertive tones. The Ayah 

opens with a depiction of Prophet Zakariyyā’s earnest call to God, expressed through the 

verb nādā. According to the Mukhtar Sahih Dictionary (n.d.), the verb means to cry out to 

someone or sit down with a company in an assembly. However distinctive the two mean-

ings may be, they contradict the manner in which the Prophet-God interaction is described 

in the Ayah through the use of the adjective khafiyyā (secretly or privately). Such referential 

conflict may be resolved by underscoring the emotionally intertwined condition of the ad-

dressee himself. According to the Tafsir traditions (Al-Qurṭubī, n.d.; Al-Shawkānī, n.d.; Ibn 



Volume 10- Issue 1 / 1 المجلد 10 - العدد

   March 2026 مارس
373

Kathīr, n.d.), the action verb is regarded as a catalyst that actualises the active sensibility of 

the supplicatory act.

The prophet’s call took an intense yet intimate way, for the prophet was either worried 

to be ashamed before his people for asking for children at an old age or to show a sincere 

devotion towards Allah. Accordingly, nidāan describes and transfers the intensity of the 

event. 

As for Ayah (19:04), it comes as a follow-up detail to the preceding one. Zakariyyā, the 

prophet, unfolds his fragile state by providing a vivid delineation of his weakened bones 

and grey hair. According to Al-Bayḍāwī (n,d), the bones represent the supporting core of 

the body and its most rigid part. The word ‘āẓm is employed in the singular form, which 

indicates the entirety of bones, implying that his old age is an obstacle to having children. 

Furthermore, through istiʿāra (metaphor), the whiteness of the prophet’s hair is depicted 

as a flame, strengthening the directive and assertive acts of the text and highlighting the 

text’s reliance on figurative language. This directly evokes the reader’s curiosity and enhanc-

es their interaction. Additionally, as noted in Al-Rāghib al-Iṣfahānī (n.d.) and Ibn Manẓūr’s 

(n.d.) dictionaries, shaqiyā refers to shakāwa or shakā (a distressed state in this life and af-

terlife). Lane (n.d.) further elaborates that shaqiyyā is to be in a state of distress or difficulty.

The third Ayah aligns with the concepts of devotion, supplication and humility, which 

the first juz` (part) of the Sūrah embodies. In this context, the prophet reveals his fear and 

concerns about the faith of his family or/and people. Therefore, he asked Allah to grant him 

an heir. The text fosters the performative dimension of the preceding ones, as it asserts the 

prophet’s request and provides a reason, namely his concern about the faith of his relatives. 

The direct appeal of the prophet is additionally motivated by the fact of his barren wife.

From the perspective of pragmatics, the three Ayahs serve an illocutionary force of sup-

plication, depicting the vulnerable state of Prophet Zakariyyā, emphasised through several 

segments in the text, notably the employment of the verb nādā (he called) and the cognate 
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noun nidāan (a call). Also, the verb hab (grant) intensifies the illocutionary act of the text, 

viewing that its meaning– denoting limitless and unconditional giving (The Arabic Lexicon, 

2025) –mirrors the desperate state of the prophet and his unexceptional request.

Equally important are the rhymed words that each of the three Ayahs closes with khafi-

yyā, shakiyyā, and waliyyā. The performative relevance of these words lies in their open 

syllables and final elongation, as these phonological features amplify the meaning and fa-

cilitate the transformation of an abstract narrative into a dynamic experience.

In a nutshell, the language of the three Ayahs enacts the complexity of being in a des-

perate condition, yet maintaining an unwavering faith, through the lexical and phonolog-

ical choices. A religious text is characterised by its function of evoking an emotional and 

spiritual experience (Keane, 1997); in consequence, the Ayahs’ linguistic features enhance 

their performativity and transmit the intended pragmatic effect to the reader.

Assessment of the Translations

Examining the provided target texts, the translators render the Ayahs prioritising the se-

mantic fidelity and attenuating, on several occasions, the performative function of the text. 

The employed strategies vary according to the translators’ end-goal in rendition; thus, the 

TTs display different tones.

Except for Toorawa, the four translators omit the cognate noun nidā’an, which is an ac-

centual marker that emphasises the meaning through sound familiarity. This collapse re-

configures the performative force of the Ayah. Concerning the adjective khafiyyā, Arberry 

and Abdel Haleem employ “secretly” imitating the ST’s coherence, which lays the Qur’ānic 

strategy into displaying the scenery at loss. Asad and Pickthall’s choice of an interpretative 

approach–in the secrecy of his heart and a cry in secret, respectively–aligns with the Tafs-

sir’s commentary, retaining the semantic content of the original.

Toorawa takes into consideration the ST’s reliance on a rhythm thread, the sound roots 
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repetition, and cadence. Accordingly, he attempts to reproduce an approximate phonolog-

ical structure “called…a calling secretly” of the ST’s based on sound echo “call” and preserv-

ing a rhymed end-word (secretly). Toorawa’s rendition is considered structural and provides 

a closer sound composition to the Ayah. However, it lacks the performative act’s intensity 

of the text, as it does not describe the totality of the scenery: the secrecy and the sincerity 

of the experience and the intensity of the supplication. Furthermore, Toorawa’s approach 

smoothens the act of reading and facilitates the capture of the meaning. Prioritising the 

phonological form, yet appears to reconfigure the performative function of the Ayah, nota-

bly in the examples of “despondency” and “accessory”. The former refers only to emotional 

distress, while the ST implies a comprehensive experience. The latter mistranslates the ST, 

introducing a diverging adjective.

Abdel Haleem, Arberry, Asad and Pickthal interpretively render the Ayahs, maintaining 

a mirroring syntactic scope of the ST and selecting semantically accessible clarifications of 

the ST, e.g., feeble, hair in grey, and all aflame. Although the translations achieve a faithful 

semantic transmission, the performative intricacies of the Ayahs are diluted. The lack of an 

apparent rhythmic thread, sound harmony, and uninterrupted flow of the speech reconfig-

ures the illocutionary essence of the text.

4.2. Admonition

 (waʿẓ) is a discursive and rhetorical act by which texts or speakers warn, exhort, or re-

mind others of their moral, ethical, and spiritual obligations. It is communicated essentially 

by invoking the repercussions of human behaviour and appealing to divine sovereignty, as 

mentioned in Lane (n.d.). The Qur’ān is a fertile area of admonition where Allah seeks to 

guide the believers and warn the disbelievers. The following is a reflective examination of 

three Ayahs of admonition.
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Ayahs (Arabic)
ــمْۖ   ــلْ عَلَيهِْ ــاَ تَعْجَ فَ
ا  ــدًّ ــمْ عَ ــدُّ لهَُ ــا نَعُ مَ إنَِّ

)19:84(

ــنَ إلََِى  ــرُُ ٱلمُْتَّقِ ــومَْ نََحْ يَ
ــنِ وَفدًْۭا )19:85( ٰـ ٱلرحَّْْمَ

وَنسَُــوقُ المُْجْرمِِــنَ إلََِىٰ 
)19:86( ورِْدًا  جَهَنَّــمَ 

Transliteration

Falā taʿjal ʿalayhim 

innamā naʿuddu la-

hum ʿaddā

Yawma naḥshu-

ru l-muttaqīna ilā 

l-raḥmāni wafdā

Wa nasūqu l-mu-

jrimīna ilā jahannama 

wirdā

Arberry

So hasten thou not 

against them; We are 

only numbering for 

them a number.

On the day that We 

shall muster the god-

fearing to the All-mer-

ciful with pomp

and drive the evildoers 

into Gehenna herding,

Asad

Hence, be not in 

haste [to call down 

God’s punishment] 

upon them: for We 

but number the num-

ber of their days.

On the Day when 

We shall gather the 

God-conscious unto 

[Us,] the Most Gra-

cious, as honoured 

guests,

and drive those who 

were lost in sin unto 

hell as a thirsty herd is 

driven to a well

Abdel Haleem

There is no need for 

you to be impatient 

concerning them: We 

are counting down 

their [allotted] time.

On the Day We gather 

the righteous as an 

honoured company 

before the Lord of 

Mercy

and drive the sinful 

like a thirsty herd into 

Hell

Pickthall

So make no haste 

against them (O Mu-

hammad). We do but 

number unto them a 

sum (of days).

On the day when 

We shall gather the 

righteous unto the 

Beneficent, a goodly 

company.

And drive the guilty 

unto hell, a weary 

herd,

Toorawa

So do not make haste 

against them We 

keep close count

The day We round up 

the pious for the Lord 

of Mercy as a contin-

gent

And the sinful, like a 

thirsting herd, to Hell 

all send
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Analysis of The Source Text

According to Ibn Kathīr (n.d.), in Ayah (19:84), Allah addresses the Prophet Muhammad, 

commanding him not to hasten the punishment of disbelievers and assures him that all 

actions, whether good or evil, are indeed recorded. The use of the verb naʿuddu (we count) 

followed by the verbal noun ʿaddā (counting) conveys emphasis and reinforces the Ayah’s 

stylistic solemnity and inevitability.

The last two Ayahs portray a comparative scenery between the rewarded good desti-

ny of believers and the deserved evil destiny of disbelievers in the afterlife. Ayah (19:85) 

describes the honourable state of the God-fearing and promises them the rewards of their 

righteous actions. Al-Qurṭubī (n.d.) and Al-Ṭabarī’s (n.d.) exegeses support this by stating 

that the noun wafd (delegation) has positive connotations, namely honour, privilege, and 

tribute.

In contrast, Ayah (19:86) describes the disgraceful state of the sinners and warns them 

of the harsh consequences of their wrongful actions. Al-Qurṭubī (n.d.) explains that the 

use of the verb nasūqu (We drive) and wirdā (herding) signifies humiliation and coercion. 

Through examining the positive connotations of the linguistic items (naḥshuru & wafdā) in 

the former Ayah and the negative connotations of the latter (nasūqu & wirdā), Al-Razī (n.d.) 

acknowledges the eschatological contrast between the two Ayahs. The structural parallel-

ism of the two Ayahs creates a situational dichotomy, facilitating the audience’s engage-

ment and apprehension.

From a pragmatic perspective, these three Ayahs create a religious scenery where sever-

al speech acts are not only adjacent but also complementary. The first Ayah has a directive 

and assertive force, the second a promissive force, and the third a threatening or cautionary 

force. Accordingly, each one of them seems to impact the receptor in a particular way: the 

first Ayah fosters and reinforces the prophet’s confidence in God, the second Ayah reassures 
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believers that their deeds are to be rewarded, and the third Ayah instils fear in the disbeliev-

ers by warning them of the consequences of their wrongdoings.

It is worth noting that these effects are phonologically reinforced through the remark-

able display of alliteration and assonance. In Ayah (19:84), for example, the glottal stop ʿ 

(ayn), the dental d, and the imperative verb accentuate God’s firmness and sovereignty. The 

parallelism (naʿuddu, naḥshuru, and nasūqu) enhances the agentivity, control, and inevita-

bility of the divine entity. Equally interesting is the sound dā at the end of each Ayah, which 

creates a rhythmic cohesion.

Assessment of the Translations

Although all of Arberry, Pickthall, Abdel Haleem, Asad, and Toorawa retain most of the 

propositional exposition of the original Ayahs, their fidelity varies when it comes to illocu-

tionary and perlocutionary forces. Acknowledging the importance of the linguistic items, 

Arberry attempts earnestly to recreate a similar form to naʿuddu…ʿaddā, opting for number-

ing…a number. This translational choice risks the target reader’s comprehension, who, argua-

bly, will find this formula inaccessible. In addition to this, by employing archaic language, e.g., 

hasten thou not, Arberry aims to preserve the directive, assertive, and declarative acts of the 

source Ayahs. All in all, these choices display his steadfast commitment to the original text.

Pickthall’s translation navigates between loyalty to the source text and the target read-

er. He opts for a slightly archaic form, e.g., make no haste, maintaining the judicial form. 

In parallel, he adds information between brackets, seeking to facilitate the target reader’s 

processing of the text. Asad’s translation is nearly an interpretive version of the original. 

He adds semantic clarifications, such as to call down God’s punishment when necessary, 

to clarify the meaning of the Ayah to the target reader; this compromise does affect the 

performativity of the Ayahs. Abdel Haleem distorts the directive tone of the original first 

Ayah by opting for a moderated choice, i.e., There is no need for you to be impatient, which 
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softens the firmness of the divine discourse.

Toorawa succeeds in retaining the rhythmic and phonological resonance of the original 

Ayahs. The sounds /k/ in the first Ayah, /h/ in the third Ayah, and /t/ at the end of all Ayahs 

create a similar impact on the target readers. That being said, the creation of this rhythmical 

resonance comes hand in hand with the abandoning of the firm tone of the original Ayahs. 

Driven by the legitimate impulse to end all Ayahs with the sound /t/, the translator back-

grounds the verb “send”, which makes the action no longer performed by the divine agency, 

resulting in the distortion of the Ayah (19:86).

All in all, motivated by their loyalty to the source text or the target reader, the five trans-

lators opt for different strategies. Arberry and Pickthall try to conform to the form and mes-

sage of the ST. Through the insertion of explanations, Asad and Abdel Haleem aim to make 

the TT accessible to the target reader. Finally, Toorawa’s dedication to imitating the reso-

nance of the ST sometimes causes pitfalls.

4.3. Revelation (waḥy) refers to the act of a divine source communicating knowledge, 

truth, and will to a recipient, often through a celestial intermediary such as an angel. Fol-

lowing Austin’s (1964) words, “to say something is, in the appropriate circumstances, to do 

something” (p.94), it seems that revelation is not merely a transmission of information, but 

rather a performative act of divine discourse, warning, informing, creating, etc. The follow-

ing analysis will illustrate how language can shift from representing reality to producing it 

and the extent to which translators succeed in recreating this in translation.
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Ayahs (Ara-

bic)

ــمۡ  ــن دُونهِِ ــذَتۡ مِ َ فَاتَّخَّ
رسَۡــلۡنَآ إلََِيۡهَــا 

َ
حِجَابٗــا فَأ

لهََــا  فَتَمَثَّــلَ  رُوحَنَــا 
ــويِّٗا )19:17( ا سَ ــرَٗ َ ب

نـَـا۠ رسَُــولُ 
َ
مَــآ أ قَــالَ إنَِّ

هَــبَ لـَـكِ 
َ
رَبّـِـكِ لِِأ

ــا )19:19( ۭ ــا زَكيًِّ غُلَمًٰۭ

ــوَ  ــكِ هُ ــالَ رَبُّ ِــكِ قَ ــالَ كَذَلٰ قَ
ءَايـَـةٗ  ٓۥ  وَلِِنجَۡعَلَــهُ  ۖ ٞ هَــنِّ  َّ عََلَيَ
وَكََانَ  مِّنَّــاۚ  وَرحَۡۡمَــةٗ  لّلِنَّــاسِ 

)19:21( قۡضِيّٗــا  مَّ مۡــرٗا 
َ
أ

Translitera-

tion

Fattakhadat min 

dunihim ḥijaban 

fa-arsalnā ilayhā 

rūḥanā fatamathala 

lahā basharan saw-

iyyan

Qāla innamā 

anā rasūlu rab-

biki li-ahaba laki 

ghulāman zakiyyan

Qāla kathāliki qāla rabbuki 

huwa ʿalayya hayyinun 

wa-linajʿalahu āyatan 

li-nnāsi wa-raḥmatan min-

nā wa-kāna amran maqḍi-

yyan

Arberry

and she took a veil 

apart from them; 

then We sent unto 

her Our Spirit that 

presented himself to 

her a man without 

fault.

He said, ‘I am but 

a messenger come 

from thy Lord, to 

give thee a boy 

most pure.

He said, ‘Even so thy Lord 

has said: \»Easy is that for 

Me; and that We may ap-

point him a sign unto men 

and a mercy from Us; it is a 

thing decreed.

Asad

and kept herself in 

seclusion from them, 

whereupon We sent 

unto her Our angel 

of revelation, who 

appeared to her in 

the shape of a well-

made human being.

[The angel] an-

swered: «I am 

but a messenger 

of thy Sustainer, 

[who says,] ‘I shall 

bestow upon thee 

the gift of a son 

endowed with pu-

rity’».

[The angel] answered: 

«Thus it is; [but] thy Sus-

tainer says, ‘This is easy for 

Me; and [thou shalt have 

a son,] so that We might 

make him a symbol unto 

mankind and an act of 

grace from Us». And it was 

a thing decreed [by God]
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Abdel Hal-

eem

and secluded herself 

away; We sent Our 

Spirit to appear be-

fore her in the form 

of a perfected man. 

but he said, ‘I am 

but a Messenger 

from your Lord, 

[come] to an-

nounce to you the 

gift of a pure son.’

and he said, ‘This is what 

your Lord said: “It is easy 

for Me– We shall make him 

a sign to all people, a bless-

ing from Us.”’ And so it was 

ordained

Pickthall

And had chosen se-

clusion from them. 

Then We sent unto 

her Our Spirit and it 

assumed for her the 

likeness of a perfect 

man.

He said: I am only 

a messenger of thy 

Lord, that I may 

bestow on thee a 

faultless son.

He said: So (it will be). Thy 

Lord saith: It is easy for Me. 

And (it will be) that We may 

make of him a revelation 

for mankind and a mercy 

from Us, and it is a thing 

ordained.

Toorawa

She placed a screen 

between them and 

her. Then We sent 

her Our Spirit, who 

appeared to her as a 

man, formed fully.

I am only a mes-

senger from your 

Lord,’ he said, 

‘come to bestow on 

you a son of great 

purity.

‘It shall be so!’ he said. ‘Your 

Lord says, “It is easy for Me! 

– We shall make him a

Sign for people and a Mer-

cy from Us”.’ This is a firm 

decree.

Analysis of the Source Text

Applying Austin’s Speech Act Theory sheds light on the deep performative nature of the 

three Ayahs: sending, informing, promising, and reassuring. Ayah (19:17) opens with an 

insinuation of the chastity and devotion of Maryam (Mary), a girl who leaves her people 

and heads to a secluded place to worship Allah. Later on, the Ayah mentions an angel sent 

by the Almighty, whom Al-Ṭabarī (n.d.), Al-Qurṭubī (n.d.) and Ibn Kathīr (n.d.) agree is Jibril 

(Gabriel), who appeared to Maryam as a well-proportioned man. Al-Razī (n.d.) states that 

this miracle of “tamathul” aimed to reassure Maryam, arguing that if he were to appear in 

his supernatural nature, she would have been terrified. This Ayah portrays the very first 
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moments of human-divine interaction.

It is worth noting that the following two Ayahs serve to clarify Maryam’s inquiries, un-

folding a dialogue between a messenger of God and a human being; thus portraying the 

hierarchical nature of revelation. In Ayah (19:19), the angel reassures Maryam of his iden-

tity as a messenger of God, who will grant her a pure son. Muslim scholars acknowledge 

the difficulty posed by the verb li-ahaba in that it suggests that the angel is the one who 

will grant Maryam Prophet ‘Īsā. Al-Tabarī and Ibn Kathīr (n.d.) disagree with this interpre-

tation, emphasising that God is the sole creator, and the angel is acting in accordance with 

the divine commands. This Ayah, therefore, enacts the announcement of one of the most 

remarkable events in theological history, the miraculous birth of Jesus.

According to Al-Ṭabarī (n.d.) and Ibn Kathīr (n.d.), the third Ayah (19:21) depicts the 

omnipotence of the Almighty, as a miraculous child is to be born from the womb of a vir-

gin. The word hayyin (easy), as Al-Ṭabarī mentions, affirms that what seems impossible to 

human reason is trivial to Allah. The Ayah closes with amran maqḍiyyā (a matter already 

decreed), which declares that the divine wish had already been enacted, and no further 

discussion would abrogate it. This Ayah, therefore, reassures Maryam and the audience of 

the power, omnipotence, and inevitability of God’s will.

Each of the three Ayahs contains a powerful verb, fa-arsalnā, li’ahaba, and kāna amran 

maqḍiyyan, respectively, which does not merely represent a linguistic item but carries illo-

cutionary force. Hence, these verbs ascend description to action. In other words, fa-arsal-

nā functions as a performative declaration, where the acts of sending and announcing are 

performed, li’ahaba communicates a divine promise, and kāna amran maqḍiyyā serves a 

perlocutionary closure, securing acceptance and acquiescence in the listener. 

All the speech acts displayed in the previous three Ayahs are accompanied by compel-

ling phonological choices that enhance the perlocutionary force of the divine message. The 

voiceless sounds /s/, /h/, and /n/ in the first Ayah mark the fear and secrecy of Maryam. The 



Volume 10- Issue 1 / 1 المجلد 10 - العدد

   March 2026 مارس
383

second Ayah opts for the sounds /k/, /q/, /ɣ/, and /ʔ/, enhancing the angel’s divine author-

ity. The most interesting part of the third Ayah is the majestic conclusion; the use of /q/ and 

/ḍ/ reassures Maryam and the audience of God’s sovereignty.

Assessment of the Translations

Analysing the translations through the lens of Austin’s (1964) Speech Act Theory allows 

us to weigh the extent to which the performativity of the original Ayahs is preserved. As 

alluded to in the previous paragraph, the verbs fa-arsalnā, li’ahaba, and kāna amran maqḍi-

yyaā not only describe actions but also enact them. Arberry and Pickthall manage to pre-

serve the immediacy of God’s speech, whereas Asad, Abdel Hallem, and Toorawa do not 

convey this aspect.

Arberry’s translation reproduces the same speech acts of the original three Ayahs and 

preserves the archaic quality of the language, allowing the modern reader to experience 

the exoticness of the speech. Arberry, through the use of archaic English, mirrors the locu-

tionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary forces of the original Ayahs. The reader can sense 

the revelation happening while reading; hence, language is no longer merely reporting, but 

is already performing. Pickthall’s translation is nearly similar to Arberry’s; it uses a semi-ar-

chaic language and preserves the general message of the original Ayahs. However, he often 

softens the tone, causing the Ayahs to lose some of their performative force. To illustrate, by 

adding may in the second and third Ayahs, i.e., that I may bestow on thee a faultless son and 

that We may make of him a revelation for mankind, he shifts the original Ayahs’ certainty 

and inevitability to a human-like hesitation, stripping the divine speech of one of the most 

important qualities, omnipotence.

In contrast, Asad domesticates the speech act by inserting explanations such as the an-

gel, who says, and thou shalt have a son, apparently to facilitate the target reader’s engage-

ment. As much as these explanations are beneficial, they attenuate the performativity of 
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the original Ayahs. Asad’s translation gives the impression of reading a narrative, where the 

immediacy and directness of the divine entity become shallow. That being said, it is worth 

mentioning that Asad’s translation is the only one that addresses the quandary we encoun-

tered when analysing the second Ayah. It was noted that the verb li-ahaba suggests that the 

miraculous pregnancy is to be granted by the angel himself. Asad clearly solves the problem 

by inserting “who says” in the Ayah: [The angel] answered: “I am but a messenger of thy 

Sustainer, [Who says,] ‘I shall bestow upon thee the gift of a son endowed with purity”, 

emphasising that the miraculous birth is performed by God only.

Following the same path as Asad, Abdel Haleem attenuates the performativity of the 

original Ayahs by adding information. Thus, the speech’s sharpness often fades away be-

cause of his commitment to modern clarity. One of the most interesting cases is noted in 

Ayah (19:19), where he adds to announce, causing the speech to be merely informative, 

whilst it had an illocutionary act of giving in the original Ayah. This translational choice 

jeopardises the essence of the holy message and undermines God’s authority. God is no 

longer acting; he’s merely informing. It is clearly apparent that Abdel Haleem opts for such 

choices in pursuit of facilitating the target reader’s reception of the narrative. However, his 

approach attenuates the text’s performativity, leading to a loss in translation.

Among the five translations, Toorawa is the only one that attempts to replicate the rhyth-

micality of the original Ayahs, allowing the target reader to experience a similar sense of as-

sonance and musicality as the original reader. This translation also manages to preserve the 

essence of the message, the speech acts, and most of the performativity. However, similarly 

to Asad and Abdel Haleem, Toorawa blurs the qualities of the divine speech. In the second 

Ayah, for example, he opts for “come” in come to bestow on you, which makes the divine 

promise pending, causing the divine action to appear less immediate.

In brief, Arberry and, to a lesser extent, Pickthall preserve the archaicness, immediacy, 

and inevitability of the original Ayahs by preserving the illocutionary act of saying is doing. 
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Toorawa manages to replicate the rhythmicality but slightly attenuates the performativity 

of the originals. Asad and Abdel Haleem preserve the general message but dilute performa-

tivity in the process.

5. Discussion and Findings

This section interprets the findings through the lens of Speech Act Theory, underscor-

ing its utility in accounting for illocutionary and perlocutionary forces operative within 

religious discourse. At the same time, it ought to be acknowledged that its application to 

the Qur’an is constrained by methodological limitations. As the theory in question initially 

emerged from the need to navigate human language in terms of its pragmatic dimension, it 

may not fully capture the Qur’anic text’s nuanced theological and ritual features. Qur’anic 

utterances are perceived as manifestations of divine revelation no less than as communica-

tive acts, being situated in oral recitation, memorisation, and worship rituals. Such uncon-

ventional characters arguably transcend the conventional speaker-hearer communication 

proposed by Austin’s framework. Moreover, the theory does not adequately account for the 

sacred status of the speaker in religious texts, especially in the Qur’an, where this dimension 

is central to its discourse for Muslim believers. Henceforth, the present study adopts Speech 

Act Theory as a descriptive framework rather than an explanatory model. Within these ac-

knowledged limits, the analysis remains focused on how translators negotiate illocutionary 

and perlocutionary aspects in Sūrah Maryam.

The Sūrah in question is notably an engaging discourse as it vividly reflects a performa-

tive quality, amplifying the recipient’s emotional and spiritual experience. The intertwining 

interaction of form and meaning in the Qur’ānic discourse hints at the core of the Speech 

Act Theory, integrating the utterances’ communicative function with performative force, 

which poses critical challenges to translators. The results obtained from analysing Sūrah 

Maryam’s supplicatory, admonitory, and revelatory Ayahs help to understand the challeng-
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es that arise when translating the performativity of the Qur’ān. This paper began by raising 

three essential questions, aiming to investigate how five of the most recognised translators 

of the holy Qur’ān retain or compromise the pragmatic effects of this sacred discourse. This 

section, thus, is devoted to eliciting the answers previously sought.

The five translators have seemingly struggled to balance the source text’s sacred charac-

ter and contextual tone (declarative, directive or assertive) with the communicative require-

ments of the target text. Driven by their loyalties to the source text at times, and to the target 

reader at others, some translators have retained the semantic frame of the source text and 

echoed its syntactic structure, while others pursued the rhythmic body. While the record at-

tempts benevolently to aim, on the one hand, at preserving the meaning, and on the other at 

engaging the recipient, they appear to be the translator’s Achilles Heel, as they compromise 

the transfer of the illocutionary and perlocutionary dimensions of the text. Asad, Abdel Hal-

eem, and Toorawa adopt the interpretive approach, prioritising the preservation of the per-

locutionary force of the ST in pursuit of eliciting a similar response and impact on the target 

reader; they simplify the language and insert explanations. For instance, in their translations, 

the directive tone in the supplicatory act or the assertive tone of the admonition’s Ayahs 

are transformed into formal reporting texts. Arberry and, to some extent, Pickthall’s trans-

lations, in contrast, clearly mirror the source text, aiming to preserve its linguistic, spiritual 

and reverent properties in the target text. They succeed in rendering the illocutionary force 

quite faithfully; however, they often risk compromising the readability and accessibility of 

the TT to the target reader, distorting the performativity of the ST, which actively establishes 

an enactment of speech that draws the recipient close. The translations of Asad and Abdel 

Haleem, which aim to draw the ST closer to the target reader, align with Baker’s (1992) sug-

gestion of not striking the recipient with unintelligible syntax or information.

As stated previously, the Qur’ān’s form, syntax, and phonology play a major role in en-

hancing the reader’s curiosity and engagement. Qur’ānic discourse in general, and the an-
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alysed Ayahs in particular, tend to use a systematic set of linguistic items that facilitate the 

utterances’ enactment as opposed to merely reporting them. The analysis suggests that the 

translators’ linguistic choices directly impact the performative force of the Qur’ānic utter-

ances in Sūrah Maryam.  However, one should note that the degree of transferring of the 

ST’s immediacy and enactment characters differs from one translator to another. On the 

one hand, Arberry and Pickthall’s translations retain in remarkable scales the ST’s illocu-

tionary speech act. The translators’ employment of archaic language and an economised 

lexicon creates an assimilating and direct encounter with the recipient. On the other hand, 

Asad and Abdel Haleem reframe the directive, assertive and declarative tones across the 

three thematic zones of the Sūrah into narrative and descriptive ones. While the transla-

tors provide a distinctly clarified and accessible transfer of the ST’s semantic context, they 

limitingly represent a commentary as opposed to the enacting quality of the Ayahs. As for 

Toorawa, he focuses on building sound-based coherence, relying on the English language’s 

linguistic code and rhetorical effects. His pursuit of rhythm often results in distorting the 

ST’s agency as shown in Ayah (19:86), where the agentive entity (God) is backgrounded, 

mitigating the divine authoritative performativity. Accordingly, attempting to echo the ca-

dence and rhythmicality of the Arabic versions, as much as it is nearly impossible given the 

differences between the two languages, results in mitigating the illocutionary and perlocu-

tionary forces of the original Ayahs.

The comparative analysis of the ST and the TTs reveals that the five translators have 

opted for different translation strategies. Arberry’s translation leans towards formal equiv-

alence (Nida, 1964) and foreignization (Venuti, 1995), echoing the syntactic and structural 

identity of the ST and jeopardising the accessibility of the TT to the target reader. Arberry’s 

translation succeeds in preserving most of the illocutionary force of the original Ayahs, es-

pecially those of admonition and revelation. Pickthall apparently navigates his loyalties, 

opting for a moderate style that preserves the reverent tone while also avoiding the alien-
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ation of the target reader. Asad aims for dynamic equivalence (Nida, 1964), attempting to 

engage the target reader through paraphrases and explanations. Similarly, Abdel Haleem 

domesticates (Venuti, 1995) the target text through the use of a modern English language 

that facilitates the readers’ understanding of the TT. Following the same path and aiming 

for dynamic equivalence, Toorawa tries to reproduce the resonance and musicality of the 

original Ayahs. Additionally, he opts for a modern English language that is familiar to the 

contemporary English reader.

In a nutshell, Arberry and, to some extent, Pickthall preserve the divine authority of the 

speaker; the TT’s revelation Ayahs still carry the sacredness and inevitability of the ST’s. 

However, the adherence to the form of the Arabic Ayahs and the use of archaic language 

challenge the target reader’s comprehensibility. In contrast, Asad, Abdel Haleem, and Toora-

wa’s translations aim to elicit in the recipient the same response as the original reader by 

using modern language and inserting extra information when needed. This, however, does 

not come without challenges. Their simplified language causes the TT’s Ayahs to lose the 

ST’s inevitability and authority.

6. Conclusion & Implications

This study aimed to investigate how pragmatic and performative dimensions were ren-

dered in five selected translations, with a special focus on illocutionary and perlocutionary 

forces. The findings suggest that there are two distinct patterns that translators of the Qur’ān 

follow. On the one hand, the translations of Arberry and, to some extent, Pickthall, are source-

text oriented, deliberately aiming to preserve the prepositional form of the original text. On 

the other hand, the translations by Asad, Abdel Haleem, and Toorawa are target-reader ori-

ented, inserting whatever necessary additions that will assist the target reader in compre-

hending the message. The performativity of the original Ayahs, however, was weakened or 

reduced by the five translators in several cases, either by neglecting the accessibility of the TT 

to the target reader or by diminishing the divine inevitability and authority of the ST.
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Austin (1996) long ago asserted that utterances convey more than they appear to do; 

human beings’ sentences, even words, are not simply phonemes flowing in the air, but 

they carry a performative force that affects the world around them. In the same vein, the 

Qur’ānic discourse carries a heavy pragmatic function that is clearly often overlooked in 

translation. By revealing the vulnerability of pragmatic loss in Qur’ān translation, this study 

seeks to affirm that translation should transcend focusing solely on imitating surface levels 

and instead aim to develop a model that helps capture the performativity of religious scrip-

tures, especially the Qur’ān. It should be noted that this current study analyses only several 

Ayahs from Sūrah Maryam; therefore, further research that analyses different Ayahs and 

Sūrahs is needed.
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