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UNDERSTANDING THE
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE
TRANSLATION OF THE HOLY
QURAN IN ENGLISH

The Quran, the central religious text of
Islam,  is  revered  by  over  a  bill ion
Muslims worldwide as the literal word of
God  (Allah),  revealed  to  the  Prophet
Muhammad  in  classical  Arabic  over  a
period  of  approximately  23  years.  For
centuries, the Arabic text has served as
the  sole  liturgical  language  of  Islam,
chanted  in  prayers  and  studied  by
scholars.  However,  as  Islam  spread
beyond the Arabian Peninsula and into
diverse linguistic communities, the need
for a Translation of the Holy Quran in
English—and other languages—became
undeniable. Today, the availability of the
Quran  in  Engl ish  is  not  merely  a
convenience; it is a vital bridge between
the  I s lamic  fa i th  and  a  g loba l ,
multicultural  audience.
A translation of the Holy Quran in English
allows  non-Arabic  speakers  to  engage
directly  with  the  scripture’s  profound
theological, ethical, and legal teachings.
It  opens  doors  for  academic  study,
interfaith dialogue, and personal spiritual
reflection.  However,  it  is  crucial  to
understand  that  any  translation  is
inherently an interpretation. The Arabic
Quran  is  celebrated  for  its  linguistic
inimitability (i'jaz), its layers of meaning,

and its poetic cadence, which cannot be
perfectly replicated in another language.
Therefore, English translations are often
accompanied by extensive footnotes and
commentaries (tafsir) to explain cultural
contexts,  linguistic  nuances,  and
theological  implications.
This  article  provides  a  comprehensive
overview of the history, methodologies,
significance,  and  challenges  associated
with the translation of the Holy Quran in
English.  Whether you are a student of
religion,  a  new  Muslim,  or  simply  a
curious  reader,  understanding  these
translations is essential for a respectful
and  informed  engagement  with  the
Quranic  text.

A HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF
ENGLISH QURAN TRANSLATIONS

The journey of bringing the Quran into
the  English  language  is  a  fascinating
story  that  spans  several  centuries,
marked  by  shifting  motives—from
polemical  refutations  to  scholarly
objectivity  and  finally  to  devotional
accessibility.

Early Attempts in
the 17th and
18th Centuries
The  first  significant  translation  into
English was produced by Alexander Ross
in  1649,  but  i t  was  not  a  d i rect
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translation  from  Arabic.  Instead,  Ross
translated a French version by André du
Ryer. This indirect approach, combined
with the translator’s openly critical and
hostile attitude toward Islam, resulted in
a work that was highly inaccurate and
polemical. The goal was not to present
the Quran fairly but to refute it.
In 1734, George Sale produced a more
scholarly,  yet  still  biased,  translation
directly from Arabic. Sale’s work, titled
The Koran: Commonly Called the Alcoran
of  Mohammed,  included  a  lengthy
preliminary  discourse  that  provided
valuable context. While a step forward in
terms of  scholarship,  Sale’s  translation
was  still  framed  within  a  Christian
apologetic  perspective,  serving  to
confirm  the  superiority  of  Christianity
over  Islam.

The Shift Toward
Scholarly
Objectivity in the
19th Century
The  19th  century  saw a  turning  point
with  the  work  of  Western  Orientalists
who, while often not Muslim, employed
rigorous  philological  methods.  The
translation  by  John  Medows  Rodwell
(1861)  is  notable  for  its  attempt  to
arrange  the  surahs  (chapters)  in  a
chronological  order  of  revelation.
Similarly,  E.H.  Palmer’s  translation
(1880)  aimed  for  a  more  literal  and
straightforward rendering of the Arabic,
though it still lacked the spiritual depth
that a Muslim reader would recognize.
These  scholarly  translations  were
invaluable for academic study, but they

often missed the spiritual and devotional
essence of the text. They were written
for  a  Western  academic  audience,  not
for Muslims seeking to understand their
faith.  The  need for  a  translation  by  a
Muslim, from a faith-based perspective,
became increasingly apparent.

The Advent of
Muslim English
Translations in
the 20th Century
The 20th century marked a watershed
moment with the emergence of the first
English translations by Muslims. This was
driven  by  the  global  spread  of  Islam,
particularly  among  English-educated
Muslims in South Asia, and a desire to
counter  the  biases  found  in  earlier
Orientalist  works.

Muhammad Abdul Hakim Khan
(1905): One of the earliest Muslim
efforts, but not widely adopted.
Maulvi Muhammad Ali (1917):
An Ahmadiyya scholar whose
translation, The Holy Qur'an:
Arabic Text and English
Translation, was accompanied by
an extensive commentary. It
gained significant circulation but
faced criticism from mainstream
Muslims due to the translator’s
sectarian affiliations.
Abdullah Yusuf Ali
(1934-1937): This is arguably the
most widely distributed and
beloved English translation in
history. Yusuf Ali’s work, The Holy
Qur'an: Text, Translation and
Commentary, combines a faithful



Translation Of The Holy Quran In English 3

3

translation of the Arabic with
detailed explanatory notes. His
poetic, almost Shakespearean
English, alongside the original
Arabic text in parallel columns,
made it a standard for decades.
His commentary draws heavily on
classical tafsir, providing deep
theological and historical context.
Marmaduke Pickthall (1930):
Pickthall, an English convert to
Islam, produced a highly respected
translation titled The Meaning of
the Glorious Koran. He deliberately
used archaic, stately English
prose, which some find beautiful
and others find challenging.
Pickthall famously stated, "The
Koran cannot be translated," and
therefore his work is an
"interpretation" aimed at
conveying the plain meaning of
the text without embellishment.

NOTABLE AND WIDELY USED
ENGLISH TRANSLATIONS TODAY

The  landscape  of  Engl ish  Quran
translations  is  rich  and  diverse,  with
different  versions  catering  to  various
needs:  academic  study,  devotional
reading,  da'wah  (outreach),  and
comparative religion. Below are some of
the  most  influential  and  widely  used
contemporary  translations.

1. The Noble
Quran by Dr.
Muhammad

Muhsin Khan and
Dr. Muhammad
Taqi-ud-Din al-
Hilali
This  translation  is  perhaps  the  most
aggressively  literal  and  is  heavily
dependent  on  the  in terpret ive
framework  of  the  Salafi  school  of
thought.  It  is  notable  for  its  extensive
interpolations—words  and  phrases
added directly into the text in brackets
to  clarify  meaning  from  a  specific
theological perspective. For example, it
frequently  adds  "(Sunnah)"  or  "(the
Prophet's  Traditions)"  to  verses.  While
highly popular  in  certain circles for  its
"clarity," it has been criticized by other
scholars and translators for imposing a
particular interpretation onto the text.

2. The Message
of the Quran by
Muhammad Asad
Muhammad Asad (born Leopold Weiss)
was  a  Jewish-born  Austrian  convert  to
Islam who became a prolific scholar. His
t rans lat ion  i s  renowned  for  i t s
i n t e l l e c t u a l  d e p t h ,  p r o f o u n d
commentary, and use of modern, literary
English.  Asad’s  work  is  particularly
valued  by  those  seeking  a  rational,
philosophical,  and  deeply  contextual
understanding  of  the  Quran.  He
extensively explains the linguistic roots
of  key  Arabic  terms  and  addresses
difficult  theological  concepts  with
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scholarly  rigor.

3. The Clear
Quran by Dr.
Mustafa Khattab
Published  in  2015,  this  is  a  newer
translation  that  has  quickly  gained
popularity  for  its  modern,  clear,  and
reader-friendly  English.  As  the  title
suggests, it  prioritizes accessibility and
removes the archaic language found in
older  translations.  Dr.  Khattab,  a
Canadian-Egyptian  scholar,  aimed  to
produce  a  translation  that  sounds
natural to the modern English ear while
remaining faithful to the original Arabic.
It includes brief footnotes to clarify key
points  and is  widely  recommended for
new Muslims and young readers.

4. The Study
Quran by Seyyed
Hossein Nasr and
a Team of
Scholars
This  is  a  monumental,  comprehensive
work intended for the modern age. It is
not  just  a  translation  but  a  complete
study tool. The Study Quran presents a
new,  scholarly  English  translation
a longs ide  the  o r ig ina l  A rab ic ,
accompanied by an extensive verse-by-
verse commentary drawn from the entire
spectrum of classical Islamic scholarship,
including Sunni, Shia, and Sufi traditions.

It  is  an  indispensable  resource  for
serious students of the Quran, providing
multiple  perspectives  on  complex
passages.

5. Saheeh
International
Translation
Prepared  by  three  American  Muslim
women  (Umm  Muhammad,  Amina
Assami, and Mary Kennedy), the Saheeh
International  translation  is  one  of  the
most  widely  distributed  translations
today. It uses clear, simple, and modern
English  and aims to  be  a  faithful  and
linguistically  accurate  rendering  based
on  the  classical  Arabic  meaning.  Its
stra ight forward  sty le  and  easy
readability  make  it  a  staple  in  many
mosques,  Islamic  centers,  and  digital
platforms like Quran.com.

THE LINGERING CHALLENGES OF
TRANSLATING THE QURAN

Every translator of  the Quran grapples
with  formidable  challenges  that  stem
from the  unique  nature  of  the  Arabic
language  and  the  sacred  character  of
the text. Understanding these difficulties
is key to appreciating the limitations of
any single translation.

1. The Challenge
of Linguistic
Inimitability



Translation Of The Holy Quran In English 5

5

(I'jaz)
The Quran’s language is considered by
Muslims  to  be  a  miracle  in  itself.  Its
unparalleled eloquence, rhythm, rhyme,
and use of  multiple  linguistic  registers
(legal,  narrative,  poetic,  prophetic)  are
impossible to replicate. A translation can
state the denotative meaning of a word,
but it  can never capture its sound, its
emotional  resonance,  or  its  literary
beauty. For instance, the word "taqwa" is
often  translated  as  "piety"  or  "God-
consciousness,"  but  neither  fully
encompasses  its  meaning  of  being
mindful  of  God  in  every  action  and
thought.

2. Multiple
Meanings and
Ambiguity
Many Arabic words have a wide semantic
range.  The  word  fitna,  for  example,  can
m e a n  " t r i a l , "  " t e m p t a t i o n , "
"persecution," "discord," or "civil strife."
A translator must choose a single word
based  on  their  interpretation  of  the
verse's context, thereby ruling out other
valid meanings. This is why a translation
is  always,  according  to  the  famous
dictum, "a translation of the meaning of
the Quran"  (Translation of the Holy
Quran in English is an interpretation of
its meanings, not the Quran itself).

3. Theological

and Sectarian
Interpretations
As  discussed  earlier,  translations  like
that  of  Khan  and  Hilali  are  heavily
colored  by  a  specific  theological  lens.
Whether  it  is  a  Sunni,  Shia,  or  Sufi
perspective,  a  translator’s  theological
background  inevitably  shapes  their
choice  of  words,  their  footnotes,  and
their  interpolations.  For  the  non-
specialist  reader,  this  can  lead  to  a
n a r r o w  o r  e v e n  m i s l e a d i n g
understanding  of  a  verse  that  is
interpreted  differently  by  other  schools
of  thought.

HOW TO CHOOSE THE RIGHT
TRANSLATION FOR YOUR NEEDS

Given the  wealth  of  choices,  selecting
the  most  suitable  translation  can  be
daunting.  The  best  approach  often
involves  using  multiple  translations  to
gain a broader perspective.

For the Beginner
or New Muslim
If you are new to the Quran, start with a
translation  that  prioritizes  clarity  and
readability.

Recommended: The Clear Quran
by Dr. Mustafa Khattab or Saheeh
International. These versions use
modern, simple language and are
easy to follow without getting
bogged down by archaic terms or
extensive theological footnotes.
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For the Student
Seeking Depth

and Context
If  you  want  to  understand  the  "why"
behind the text and explore its layers of
meaning,  choose  a  translation  with  a
strong commentary.

Recommended: The Study Quran
or The Message of the Quran by
Muhammad Asad. Collins Classics
Yusuf Ali is also a good starting
point for a classical commentary,
though his language is older.

For Comparative
or Academic
Study
For  a  purely  academic  or  comparative
approach,  consider  using  multiple
translations  side-by-side.  Digital
platforms  like  Quran.com  or  the
Islamicity  website  allow  you  to  view

several  translations  simultaneously,
which is  an excellent  way to see how
different  translators  handle  the  same
verse.

Best Practice: Compare
Pickthall’s literal but archaic style,
Yusuf Ali’s poetic and
commentary-rich approach, and
Asad’s modern intellectual
rendering for a single verse. This
will immediately reveal the range
of interpretive possibilities.

THE ROLE OF DIGITAL TOOLS
AND TECHNOLOGY

The digital age has revolutionized access
to the Translation of the Holy Quran
in  English .  Websites  and  mobile
applications  have  made  it  incredibly
easy  to  study,  search,  and  compare
translations.  Key  features  of  modern
digital Quran tools include:

Side-by-Side Comparison:
Instantly view up to ten different
English translations for any given
verse.
Audio Recitation: Listen to the
original Arabic recitation by world-
renowned qaris (reciters) while
reading the translation.


