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INTRODUCTION TO
THE QURAN
TRANSLATION BY
YUSUF ALI

The Quran, the holy
scripture of Islam, has
been translated into
numerous languages,
but among English
translations, few have
achieved the enduring
recognition of the
Quran Translation
By Yusuf Ali.
Published in its first
complete form in 1934,
this translation by
Abdullah Yusuf Ali
remains one of the
most widely read and

referenced English
versions of the Quran.
For decades, it has
served as a gateway
for millions of English-
speaking Muslims and
non-Muslims seeking to
understand the
profound message of
Islam. What sets this
translation apart is not
merely its linguistic
accuracy but its effort
to capture the spiritual
and literary beauty of
the original Arabic text.
This article explores
the background,
features, strengths,
and lasting impact of
the Quran Translation
By Yusuf Ali, offering
insights into why it
continues to resonate


https://everybodystreet.com/

with readers

worldwide.

THE LIFE AND
MOTIVATION OF
ABDULLAH YUSUF
ALl

To fully appreciate the
Quran Translation By
Yusuf Ali, it is essential
to understand the man
behind the work.
Abdullah Yusuf Ali
(1872-1953) was a
British Indian scholar,
author, and civil
servant. Born in
Bombay (now Mumbai)
to a wealthy merchant
family, he received a
rigorous education in
both traditional Islamic
studies and Western

learning. He later
studied at the
University of
Cambridge and

became a member of
the Indian Civil Service.
His deep knowledge of
Arabic, Persian, English
literature, and

comparative religion
uniquely equipped him
to undertake the
monumental task of
translating the Quran.

Yusuf Ali’s motivation
stemmed from a desire
to bridge the cultural
and linguistic gap
between the Muslim
world and the West. He
observed that existing
English translations
often lacked either
accuracy or readability,
and he believed that
the Quran’s message
needed to be
presented in a style
that could be
appreciated by modern
readers while
preserving its spiritual
depth. His translation
was also intended to
serve as a resource for
Muslims living in
English-speaking
countries, helping
them connect with
their faith in a new
linguistic environment.
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KEY FEATURES OF
THE QURAN
TRANSLATION BY
YUSUF ALI

The Quran Translation
By Yusuf Ali is
characterized by
several distinctive
features that have
contributed to its
popularity and
longevity.

Rich
Comment
ary and
Footnotes

One of the most
valuable aspects of
Yusuf Ali's work is the
extensive commentary
that accompanies the
translated verses. His
footnotes provide
historical context,
explanations of

theological concepts,
cross-references, and
insights from classical
Islamic scholarship.
This commentary
makes the translation
not just a linguistic
rendering but a
comprehensive study
tool. Readers do not
need to consult
multiple texts to
understand the
background of a verse;
much of the necessary
explanation is
embedded within the
translation itself.

Vocabular
y and
Style

Yusuf Ali employed a
formal, literary English
that echoes the
eloquence of the King
James Bible, which was
a deliberate choice to



convey the Quran’s
dignified and often
poetic tone. While
some modern readers
find his language a bit

archaic—words like
"thou," "doth," and
"hath" appear

frequently—many
appreciate the sense of
sacred reverence it
imparts. The
translation is known for
its rhythmic cadence,
which is especially
noticeable in shorter
chapters. However, it is
important to note that
Yusuf Ali also aimed for
clarity; his sentences,
though sometimes
complex, are generally
understandable to a
patient reader.

Arrangem
ent and

Presentat
(0]

The original edition of
the Quran Translation
By Yusuf Ali presents
the Arabic text
alongside the English
translation, with the
commentary placed as
footnotes. This side-by-
side format allows
readers to compare the
original and the
translation. Many later
editions have
replicated this layout,

although some modern
versions have removed

the Arabic or
reorganized the
footnotes. The

inclusion of an
extensive introductory
chapter covering the
history of the Quran,
its compilation, and
key themes further
adds to its educational
value.
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Usesr
Parenthet
Ical
Clarificati
ons

Yusuf Ali often inserted
words or phrases in
square brackets within
the translation to
clarify meaning without
distorting the flow. For
example, he might add
"[the Angel]" to
indicate the speaker in
a verse where the
context is implicit. This
technique helps
readers understand the
intended reference
while maintaining a
natural English
structure.

STRENGTHS OF

TRANSLATION

The lasting appeal of
the Quran Translation
By Yusuf Ali can be
attributed to several
concrete strengths:

e Spiritual
Depth: The
translation is
infused with a
sense of
devotion. Yusuf
Ali's personal
faith and his
respect for the
Quran’s sacred
nature are
palpable on
every page,
making the work
spiritually
engaging for
readers.

e Comprehensive
Commentary:
Few other
English
translations
provide such
detailed



footnotes. For
anyone doing
serious study of
the Quran, Yusuf
Ali's commentary
is an invaluable
resource that
explains
ambiguous
verses, historical
references, and
legal rulings.
Accessibility
for Its Time:
When first
published, Yusuf
Ali’s translation
was among the
most reader-
friendly English
versions
available. It
struck a balance
between literal
accuracy and
readable prose.
Global Reach:
Due to its early
publication and
endorsement by
various Islamic
organizations,

this translation
became the
standard in many
mosques,
libraries, and
online platforms.
It is often used in
interfaith
dialogues and
academic
introductions to
Islam.

Poetic Beauty:
Despite criticism
of its archaic
style, many
verses in Yusuf
Ali’s translation
have a lyrical
quality that
mirrors the
rhythmic nature
of the Quran.
Passages
describing
Paradise, for
instance, have a
sublime
elevation that
resonates with
readers.
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WEAKNESSES AND
CRITICISMS

No translation is
perfect, and the Quran
Translation By Yusuf Ali
has its share of
criticisms:

1. Archaic
Language: The
use of Early
Modern English
can be a barrier
for contemporary
readers,
especially
younger Muslims
or non-native
English speakers.
Words like
"hath," "sayeth,"
and "thee" are
no longer
common, making
the translation
feel outdated.

2. Inconsistent
Interpretation:
Some scholars
have pointed out
that Yusuf Ali’s
commentary

sometimes
reflects a
particular
theological
perspective that
may not align
with all schools
of thought. For
example, his
notes on certain
eschatological
verses have
been debated.

. Lack of Arabic

Scholarship in
Footnoting:
While Yusuf Ali
was highly
educated, he was
not a classical
scholar of
Quranic exegesis
(tafsir) in the
traditional sense.
Some of his
footnotes have
been criticized
for relying on
secondary
sources or
personal opinion.

. Revisions and



Controversies:
After Yusuf Ali's
death, various
publishers made
alterations to the
text, sometimes
removing or
changing his
footnotes without
proper
attribution. This
has led to
confusion about
what constitutes
the "original"
Yusuf Ali
translation.

COMPARISON
WITH OTHER
ENGLISH
TRANSLATIONS

To understand the
unique position of the
Quran Translation By
Yusuf Ali, it is helpful to
compare it with other
popular English
translations.

Marmadu
ke
Pickthall’
S
Translatio
n

Pickthall's translation,
known as "The
Meaning of the
Glorious Koran," was
published in 1930, just
a few years before
Yusuf Ali’s. Pickthall
aimed for a more
literal, less
interpretative

rendering, using a
formal but slightly less
archaic style than

Yusuf Ali. However,
Pickthall’s work lacks
the extensive

commentary that
makes Yusuf Ali's
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translation so valuable
for study. Therefore,
readers who want
background
information often
prefer Yusuf Ali.

Sahih
Internatio
nal
Translatio
n

The Sahih International
translation, produced
by three female
American converts in
the 1990s, wuses
modern,

straightforward English
without archaic
pronouns. It prioritizes
linguistic accuracy and
clarity. While it is
excellent for quick
reading and
understanding the

plain meaning, it does

not have the
commentary or
spiritual resonance

that Yusuf Ali's work
provides. Many modern
readers prefer Sahih
International for daily
recitation but turn to
Yusuf Ali for deeper
study.

M.A.S.
Abdel
Haleem’s
Translatio
n

The Oxford World’s
Classics translation by
Abdel Haleem uses
contemporary English
and aims to convey the
Quran as a spoken,
living text. It is highly
readable and has
become popular in
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academic settings.
However, it too lacks
comprehensive
footnotes. Yusuf Ali's
work remains superior
for those who want a
translation that
doubles as a book of
knowledge.

In summary, the Quran
Translation By Yusuf Al
holds a middle ground:

it is more
interpretative and
explanatory than
Pickthall, more

elaborate than Sahih
International, and more
classic in style than
Abdel Haleem. This
distinct position
explains why it has
remained in print for
nearly a century.

HOW TO USE THE
YUSUF ALI
TRANSLATION
EFFECTIVELY

Whether you are a
Muslim seeking to

deepen your
understanding of the
Quran or a non-Muslim
exploring Islam, the
Quran Translation By
Yusuf Ali can be an
excellent resource if
used correctly. Here
are some suggestions:

e Read the
Introduction
First: Yusuf Ali's
lengthy
introduction
provides
essential context
about the
Quran’s
revelation,
compilation, and
major themes.
Understanding
this will enrich
your reading of
the translation.

e Study the
Footnotes: Do
not skip the
commentary.
The footnotes
are integral to
the work. They
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explain historical
events, clarify
meanings of
Arabic terms,
and offer cross-
references that
illuminate
connections
between verses.
Compare with
Modern
Translations:
For verses where
the archaic
English feels
confusing,
compare with a
modern
translation like
Sahih
International.
This will help you
grasp the literal
meaning while
appreciating
Yusuf Ali’s
interpretive
depth.

Use for
Reflection:
Yusuf Ali’s
literary style can

be meditative.
Read slowly,
focusing on the
rhythm and the
meaning. His
translation is
particularly
suited for
spiritual
contemplation
rather than
speed reading.
Be Aware of
Editions: Ensure
you have a
reliable edition.
The "original"
printed in 1934
by Sh.
Muhammad
Ashraf is often
recommended.
Avoid editions
that have been
heavily revised
or abridged by
publishers.

THE LEGACY AND
ONGOING
INFLUENCE OF



TRANSLATION

Decades after its initial
publication, the Quran
Translation By Yusuf Al
continues to be a
cornerstone of English
Islamic literature. It has
been digitized and
made available on
countless websites,
apps, and e-reader
platforms. Many
Islamic centers and
universities still use it
as a standard text for
introductory courses.
Its commentary has
been quoted in
academic papers,
sermons, and interfaith
discussions.

However, the
translation has not
been immune to
controversy. In the late
20th century, some
publishers—most
notably the Saudi-
based King Fahd
Complex for the

12

Printing oYUSYFAIM’S

Quran—introduced a
"revised and edited"
version of Yusuf Ali's
work. This edition
removed some
footnotes and altered
the language to be
more palatable for a
modern audience, but
it also incurred
criticism for distorting
the author’s original
intent. The debate over

which version s
authentic highlights
the continued

relevance of Yusuf Ali's
work: even its revisions
spark conversation.

Despite these
challenges, the Quran
Translation By Yusuf Ali
remains a beloved and
influential piece of
Islamic scholarship. For
many English-speaking
Muslims, it was the first
translation they ever
encountered. Its ability
to inspire, educate,
and connect hearts to
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the Quran is a
testament to Abdullah
Yusuf Ali’'s dedication
and vision.

CONCLUSION

The Quran
Translation By Yusuf
Ali is more than just a
linguistic rendition of a
holy book; it is a work
of devotion, learning,
and literary art. While
it is not without its
imperfections—the
archaic language and
occasional

interpretative biases
need to be
acknowledged—its
strengths far outweigh
its weaknesses. The
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extensive commentary,
the reverent tone, and
the historical
significance of this
translation have
cemented its place as
a classic in English
Islamic literature. For
anyone seeking a
deeper, more
thoughtful encounter
with the Quran, Yusuf
Ali's translation
remains an invaluable
companion. In an age
of countless modern
translations, the fact
that this nearly 90-
year-old work still
holds its own is a
powerful tribute to its
quality and enduring
soul.



