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Abstract

This study investigates the phenomenon of reference shift (iltifat) in selected verses of
the Glorious Qur’an from a pragma-syntactic perspective, with particular emphasis on
its rendering in English translations. Reference shift refers to changes in grammatical
person, number, tense, or addressee within the same discourse, and constitutes a salient
rhetorical feature of Qur’anic style that serves important communicative and pragmatic
functions. The study adopts a qualitative descriptive approach and analyzes purposively
selected Qur’anic verses that exhibit clear and recurrent instances of reference shift.

An integrated analytical framework is employed, combining insights from syntactic
theory, pragmatic analysis, and cohesion theory, with particular reference to Speech Act
Theory and the grammatical model proposed by Quirk et al. (1985). The analysis
focuses on identifying the main types of reference shift, explaining their syntactic
realization, and interpreting their pragmatic and rhetorical effects in Qur’anic discourse,
such as emphasis, cohesion, audience engagement, and thematic progression.

Four widely recognized English translations of the Qur’an—those of Abdullah Yusuf
Ali, Pickthall, Hilali and Khan, and Mustafa Khattab—are examined in order to
evaluate how reference shifts are represented in the target language. Selected classical
Qur’anic exegeses are also consulted to support the interpretation of the pragmatic
functions underlying these shifts. The study further examines the strategies adopted by
translators to deal with reference shift and assesses the extent to which the original
communicative and rhetorical functions are preserved in English.

The findings reveal that reference shift is a systematic and context-sensitive
phenomenon rather than a stylistic irregularity. Shifts in person emerge as the most
pragmatically significant type, followed by shifts in number and tense. The study
concludes that reference shift constitutes a central pragma-syntactic feature of Qur’anic
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discourse and poses a considerable challenge for translators, highlighting the need to
move beyond formal grammatical equivalence toward a function-oriented approach in
Qur’anic translation.

Key words: (Reference shift, English translations, Rhetorical features).
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1.Introduction

The Qur’an i1s widely recognized not only as a religious scripture but also
as a linguistic and rhetorical masterpiece whose stylistic features have
attracted the attention of both Muslim and Western scholars. Among these
features, one of the most distinctive and frequently discussed is iltifat, or
reference shift, which refers to sudden changes in person (first, second,
third), number (singular, plural), and sometimes tense within a single
passage. These shifts are not grammatical mistakes but deliberate rhetorical
devices that enhance the emotional impact, clarify the addressee, and
reinforce the divine authority of the text. The present study aims to conduct
a pragmatic—syntactic analysis of iltifat in selected Qur’anic verses and to
examine how four prominent English translators Abdullah Yusuf Ali,
Muhammad Muhsin Hilali and Muhammad Tahir al-Khan, Marmaduke
Pickthall, and Mustafa Khattab—render these shifts into English.

The significance of this study lies in its attempt to bridge the gap between
classical Arabic rhetoric (balagha) and modern translation studies. While
many scholars have analyzed iltifat from a purely rhetorical or grammatical
perspective, relatively few have systematically explored how such shifts
are translated into English and how different translation strategies affect the
pragmatic force of the original text. By focusing on person, number, and
tense shifts, this research seeks to contribute to the fields of Qur’anic
stylistics, discourse analysis, and Bible—Qur’an translation comparison.
The study is structured as follows: after a brief theoretical background on
iltifat, it presents a syntactic and pragmatic analysis of selected examples,
followed by a discussion of tense shifts and their translation, a comparative
analysis of the four translators’ strategies, and finally a conclusion that
summarizes the findings and suggests directions for future research.
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2. Theoretical Background: Iltifat in Qur’anic Rhetoric
2.1 Definition and Types of Iltifat

[ltifat is a term borrowed from classical Arabic rhetoric that denotes a shift
in grammatical reference within a single discourse. In the Qur’an, this
typically involves shifts in person (from first to second or third person, or
vice versa), number (from singular to plural or plural to singular), and
occasionally tense (from past to present or future). These shifts are not
random but serve specific rhetorical purposes, such as intensifying
emotion, highlighting divine authority, or reorienting the audience’s
attention. Scholars have identified several types of iltifat in the Qur’an,
including shifts from third person to first person (e.g., God speaking about
Himself in the third person and then switching to “We”), from first person
to third person, and from third person to second person (direct address to
the audience).

2.2 Pragmatic Functions of Iltifat

From a pragmatic perspective, iltifat serves several functions. First, it
intensifies divine majesty by using the plural “We” (majestic plural) to
refer to God, thereby emphasizing His omnipotence and sovereignty.
Second, it creates immediacy and personal engagement when the text shifts
from third-person description to second-person address, making the
audience feel directly addressed and accountable. Third, it objectifies
listeners when shifting from second to third person, allowing them to see
themselves from God’s perspective and reflect on their actions.

These functions are not mutually exclusive and often overlap, contributing
to the overall rhetorical richness of the Qur’an.

3. Syntactic and Pragmatic Analysis of Selected Examples
Text 1: Person Shift (2nd—3rd) in Quran (108:1-2)
Y ) SN 6y g (V) A3 Sl Jad (1) KD Sl | )
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1.Translations

To thee have We Granted the Fount (of Abundance). Therefore, to thy Lord
Turn in Prayer and Sacrifice. [Yusuf Ali,1946/2025].

Verily, we have granted you (O Muhammad((¥ Al-kawthar (a river in
paradise), Therefore, turn in Prayer to your Lord and sacrifice (to Him
only)” [Hilali & Khan,1997].

Lo! We have given the Abundance; So pray unto thy Lord, and sacrifice.
[pickthall,1930].

Indeed, we have granted you, O Prophet, abundant goodness. So pray and
sacrifice to your Lord alone’. [ Khattab,2015].

2. Explanation of the Reference Shift (lltifat) in Quran 108:1-2

A clear and rhetorically significant example of reference shift (iltifat) is
found in Surat al-Kawthar (108:1-2), where the grammatical person is
changed from first-person plural divine reference to second-person singular
address. This change is essential for defining the relationship between
heavenly benefaction and human response, as well as the surah's pragmatic
power. "Indeed, We have granted you al-Kawthar," according to verse

1. The verse uses the first-person plural reference (“We"), which is
frequently recognized as the plural of majesty in Qur'anic discourse. This
form emphasizes divine source, authority, and charity rather than numerical
plurality, according to current linguistic analysis and classical rhetoric. The
syntactic decision highlights the divine source of blessing and increases its
importance. The addressee (“you”) is the Prophet Muhammad, but the
speaker remains prominently divine and authoritative. In verse 2, the
discourse shifts: “So pray to your Lord and sacrifice”.

Here, the syntax moves to a second-person singular imperative. The
addressee becomes syntactically central, and the divine speaker recedes
grammatically. lltifat in person is this change from divine self-reference to
direct command. The particle fa- ("so"), which creates a causal and
practical connection between the divine act of giving and the human duty
of devotion, strengthens the transition.
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All things considered, Qur'an 108:1-2 serves as an example of how iltifat
functions as a primary discourse method as opposed to a decorative stylistic
element. By connecting divine benefaction to human obligation, the
transition from first-person plural divine reference to second-person
singular imperatives improves pragmatic meaning. This syntactic device
strengthens the surah's devotional and persuasive power while using
grammatical form to reinforce its theological content

Text 2: number Shift in Qur’an 23:99
(‘\‘1) OJ..\A}AMSJJH(OJ&_A‘)‘ t_\‘)d&k_\}d\ eﬁh\ ela \J\ u_"ta) é\.ﬁ.ﬁd\.ﬁ

1.Translations

(In Falsehood will they be) Until, when death comes to one of them, he
says: “O my Lord! Send me back (to life) — [Yusuf Ali,1946/2025].
“Until, when death comes to one of them (those who join parteners with
Allah), he says, My lord send me back” [Hilali & Khan, 1997].

Until, when death cometh unto one of them, he saith: My Lord! Send me
back, [pickthall,1930].

When death approaches any of them, they cry, “My Lord! Let me go back.
[Khattab,2015].

2. Explanation of the Reference Shift (Iltifat) in Qur’'an 23:99

Here, the speaker uses the single form of address "Rabbi" (My Lord) before
suddenly shifting to the plural imperative "irji‘'uni" (send me back [plural]).
This is a blatant example of iltifat—that is, a change from singular to plural
addressee in the same sentence. This verse's reference shift, which is used
for pragmatic and rhetorical impact, is best understood as a change in the
addressee number from singular to plural. It enhances the verse's
communication impact, communicates emotional urgency, and reaffirms
divine majesty. This instance of iltifat is an

example of the Qur'an's clever use of syntax to express meaning beyond
propositional content, not a grammatical irregularity.
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Text 3: Addressee Shift in Qur’an 65:1
(slutl) aiilla 1) ail) L L) Mo JU8
(V) Ul 5 ) gu

1.Translations

O Prophet! When ye Do divorce women, Divorce them at their
Prescribed periods, [Yusuf Ali ,1946/2025].

O Prophet 2! When you divorce women, divorce them at their ‘Iddah
(prescribed period [Hilali & Khan,1997].

O Prophet! When ye (men) put away women, put them away for their
(legal) period. [pickthall,1930].

O Prophet! 'Instruct the believers:' When you intend to' divorce women,
then divorce them with concern for their waiting period, [Khattab,2015].
2. Explanation of the Reference Shift (Iltifat) in Qur’an 65:1 This type of
[ltifat is from singular to plural address. A well-known and significant
instance of iltifat (reference shift) can be found in this verse, where the
addressee changes from singular to plural. The verse's first singular
addressee is "O Prophet!"It immediately changes to a plural addressee
when you (plural) divorce ladies. The second-person plural has taken the
place of the second-person singular. This change has significant
grammatical and rhetorical benefits, such as:

1. An honorific introduction. The Prophet's stature, authority, and function
as the messenger of divine law are initially highlighted by calling him L=
plus g e,
2. Transition from private to public law: Although the Prophet is named,
the decision itself is not exclusive to him. It is meant for every Muslim. "O
Prophet"
4. Tense Shift
I. From present to past
Text 4: present to past

A 23988 sm (3 sall )5l G JUl aaa ) o8 Al a5 4 8 a0dy)
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1.Translations

He will go before his people on the Day of Judgment, and lead them into
the Fire [as cattle are led to water]: [Yusuf Ali ,1946/2025]

He will go ahead of his people on the Day of Resurrection, and will lead
them into the Fire, [Al-Hilali& Khan,1997]

He will go before his people on the Day of Resurrection and will lead them
to the Fire for watering-place. [Pickthall ,1930]

He will be before his people on the Day of Judgment and will lead them
into the Fire. What an evil place to be led into! [Khattab,2015]

2. Explanation of the Tense Shift in Qur’an 11:98 Syntactically, the verse
exhibits a shift in tense within an eschatological context, moving between
present/future reference and pasttense Despite appearing in the present
tense, the verb ~21"he leads" refers to a future Event Pharaoh leading his
people on the Day of Resurrection. Similar to English grammar, Arabic
grammar allows the present tense to be employed with future reference,
particularly in specific or vivid forecasts.Even if the verb "and he brought
them" refers to the same future eschatological occurrence, it is formally in
the past tense. This is an obvious example of tense shift, in which the
discourse shifts from present-form prediction to past-form portrayal.ii.
From past to present

Text 5: past to present p0;

i) 5 il s e 0l (oo Ll g a1l o3a (e L g QU oas g il sl ) a3 JUG
(0o 515 8y 85 S Ly 8 o3 il 2S5 563 Ly J gy aSelan LalSd) il = 50
AV3 yal)

1. Translations
We gave Moses the Book and followed him up with a succession of
Apostles; We gave Jesus, the son of Mary, clear (Signs) and strengthened
him with the holy spirit. Is it that whenever there comes to you an Apostle

with what ye yourselves desire not ye are puffed up with pride?Some ye
called impostors and others ye slay! [Yusuf Ali ,1946/2025] And indeed,
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we gave Musa (Moses) the Book and followed him up with a succession of
Messengers. And We gave ‘Isa (Jesus), the son of Maryam (Mary), clear
signs and supported him with RuA-ul-Qudus [Jibrail (Gabriel) 2l 4:le]. Is
it that whenever there came to you a Messenger with what you yourselves
desired not, you grew arrogant? Some you disbelieved and some you killed.
[Al-Hilali &Khan ,1997].

And verily We gave unto Moses the Scripture and We caused a train of
messengers to follow after him, and We gave unto Jesus, son of Mary, clear
proofs (of Allah's sovereignty), and We supported him with the holy Spirit
Is it ever so, that, when there cometh unto you a messenger (from Allah)
with that which ye yourselves desire not, ye grow arrogant, and some ye
disbelieve and some ye slay? [Pickthall,1930] .

Indeed, We gave Moses the Book and sent after him successive
messengers. And We gave Jesus, son of Mary, clear proofs and supported
him with the holy spirit Why is it that every time a messenger comes to you
"Israelites™ with something you do not like, you become arrogant, rejecting
some and killing others? [Khattab,2015].

2.Explanation of reference shift in Quran 2: 87

“ And We certainly gave Moses the Book and followed him up with
messengers. And We gave Jesus, the son of Mary, clear proofs and
supported him with the Holy Spirit. Is it that whenever a messenger came
to you with what your souls did not desire, you became arrogant, and a
group you denied and another group you killed?”” (2:87)

From a syntactic perspective, the verse shifts from the past tense to the
present tense.

The verse's opening uses past-tense verbs to describe completed historical
events related to divine revelation and prophetic succession, such as "We
gave,"” "We followed," and "We gave." These past-tense constructions
serve a narrative purpose by firmly placing the occurrences in historical
context. The verse then shifts to present-tense verbs, such as "you kill."
Syntactically, this is a significant departure from the expected continuance
in the past tense. Such a shift is not accidental, but rather deliberate and

\ AN



dofadndf wlawlyadf dlswo

L.‘J J QSS P-ISSN(Print) : 2663-2284
&olaLualllulalldlao E-ISSN(online): 2663-7413

DY £89= pT+ 11 diaaad glasnss (1) sa20 (A) ol (A) disasly

stylistically motivated, according to classic Arabic rhetoric. In terms of
syntax, the present tense is employed here with a generic and habitual
value, as described by Quirk et al., enabling it to convey recurring,
distinctive, or timeless behavior even when referring to past actions.
Pragmatically, the tense shift has a potent rhetorical purpose; the speech
eliminates the temporal gap between the past and present by shifting from
past narration to present tense accusation. Historical wrongdoing is
transformed into current, ever-relevant activity in the present tense. Instead
of hearing only about what their ancestors did, the audience is now directly
presented with those acts as if they were happening right now. This
intensifies the illocutionary force of censure and produces what pragmatics
calls discourse immediacy.From a speech-act perspective, the verse
transitions from a representative act (telling historical facts) to an
expressive and directing act that enacts moral conflict, reprimand, and
blame. Thus, the tense shift eliminates the audience's attempt to
disassociate oneself from past mistakes and strengthens accountability.

4.Findings
Text | Quranic Meaning Type of Syntactic Pragmatic
Expression Referene Shift Function
Shift
1 inna We indeed gave | Person rom 1st Divine—Prophetic
a‘taynaka you shif person Relation
(Sisae il ) plural
—2nd
singular
fa-salli li so pray (you | Person from 1st Direct obligation
rabbika J—) | singular) shift person of
(b to your Lord)) plural worship
—2nd
singular
2 (<) Rabbi My Lord Number shift | singular reaffirms divine
addressee majesty
(irji‘un send me back | Number from sign of reverence
(0s=2))) (you shift singular and
plural). addressee exaltation
— plural
Addressee
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ya ayyuha al Addressee vocative Authoritative
nabi O Prophet 2nd person Initiation
() el ) shift singular
tallagtum you (pl.) divorce | Addressee from 2nd Legal
(Pl ) singular — | generalization
shift 2nd plural

4 yaqdumu he leads / goes | Tense shift Present Vivid future
(%) before [future portrayal
fa then he led them | Tense shift Present/futu | potent moral
awradahum into re — past warning
(2054) :

5 Atayna We gave Past | tense shift Past  tense | Historical
(L) tense perfect verb | grounding

(perfect
verb)
gaffayna We sentinin Tense shift Past  tense | Continuity of
(st ) succession perfect verb | messengers
Atayn( Ll ) We gave Tense shift Past  tense | Repetitio
perfect verb
tagtuluna you kill Tense shift Past to | Habitual
(05kiE) Present accusation
tense

5.Discussion of Findings

The current study aims to explore and examine the phenomenon of
reference shift (Iltifat) in the Glorious Qur'an from a pragma-syntactic
perspective, with specific regard to how this phenomenon is addressed in
some English translations of the text. The discussion of the findings will
lead to some significant insights concerning the relationship between
syntax and pragmatics.

Some of the most significant findings of this research are related to how
this phenomenon acts as an important pragmatic device in Qur'anic
discourse. It can be noted that this phenomenon is closely related to
contextual and pragmatic factors rather than grammatical factors. This can
be seen as an indication of how dynamic and pragmatic Qur'anic syntax
Is..From a pragmatic viewpoint, the reference shift has considerable effects
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on the relationship between the speaker and the addressee. To exemplify,
the shifts from third-person reference to first-person plural tend to increase
the sense of divine authority, power, and immediacy, while the shifts from
first-person singular/plural to third-person singular/plural tend to create
distance, warning, objectivity, etc. All these shifts function as guidance for
the reader’s interpretation and emotional response, thereby supporting the
claim that the meaning in the Qur'an is not only contained in the word
choices, but also in the structural choices.

Moreover, the research findings also support the claim that the realization
of the syntactic reference shift cannot be detached from the pragmatic
effects. Firstly, the research findings suggest that the grammatical changes
in person/number tend to align systematically with the changes in discourse
function. This supports the claim that the proposed pragma-syntactic
analysis is particularly appropriate for the analysis of the language of the
Qur'an, as it integrates form and function within one analytical framework.

In terms of practical takeaways, what this means is that there is a built-in
tension between getting linguistic accuracy right and getting pragmatic
meaning right. For instance, in terms of English translations of the Qur’an,
there is a tendency for the reference shift to be lost as a result of
maintaining consistent pronouns throughout a verse. This makes the
translation easier for readers to understand, but in so doing, they lose the
reference shift. What this means is that while they are able to communicate
the message of the verse in their translation, they are not able to
communicate the same level of rhetorical punch as is present in the Arabic
version.

In terms of comparing translators' approaches, what this means is that there
are different philosophies at work in different translators' approaches. For
instance, translators that are more literal in their approach tend to maintain
the formal features of reference shift in their translation. This makes their
translation more difficult for readers not familiar with Islamic discourse to
understand. By contrast, translators that are more meaning-oriented in their
approach tend to make the intended message of the verse clearer but lose

AR



Aol ! Colalyadl Al

L.‘J J ﬁSS P-ISSN(Print) : 2663-2284
et E-ISSN(online): 2663-7413

Journal of Sustainable Studies DY EEV- Pf. P diaad lauss (1) 2a2f (A) ,|§’ 1(A) daaasdt

some of the stylistic and pragmatic punch of the reference shift. What this
means is that there is no single approach that is able to fully capture the
complex nature of reference shift.

What this study also shows is that reference shift is not disruptive of
Qur’anic discourse but rather helps to create a sense of coherence within
that discourse. For instance, what this means is that while there is a certain
level of abruptness in terms of the reference shift in certain verses of the
Qur’an, this is not disruptive of the discourse as a whole. Rather, this helps
to create a sense of coherence within that discourse as a whole. What this
means is that there is a certain level of communicative intent that is being
signaled by this shift in reference. What this means is that Iltifat is not a
grammatical oddity but rather a meaningful discourse strategy. What this
means is that reference shift is a very important part of Qur’anic rhetoric
and has very important implications for linguistic analysis. What this
means is that there is a need for pragmatic awareness in terms of Qur’anic
analysis and translation. Without such awareness, the deeper
communicative purposes encoded in syntactic structures risk being
overlooked or misunderstood.

6. Conclusion

This research examines the phenomenon of reference shift (Iltifat) in the
Glorious Qur’an from a pragma-syntactic perspective, particularly with
regard to certain English translations of the Qur’an. The results highlight a
number of linguistic, pragmatic, and translation-related issues associated
with this phenomenon.

This study illustrates three important aspects regarding reference shift in
Qur’anic discourse. Firstly, reference shift is not haphazard or arbitrary; it
is a deliberate and intentional process, a useful tool that influences
pragmatics, determining where the reader or listener’s attention should be,
heightening emotions, and enhancing the impact of the message. Secondly,
reference shift, such as a change from first to third person, or from singular
to plural, or from addresser to addressee, reworks the interplay between
speaker, audience, and message. Such a shift may involve nuances like
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glorification, warning, intimacy, blame, reassurance, or authority, based on
contextual considerations. Thirdly, as a result of the pragma-syntactic
analysis, it is clear that syntax and pragmatic meaning go hand in hand in
Qur’anic discourse. A change in reference through grammar results in a
corresponding change in pragmatics, thus it is necessary to consider both
syntax and pragmatics to interpret meaning correctly . It is also seen from
the study that the English translations of the Qur’an do not necessarily
convey the full pragmatic force of reference shift. Indeed, the translators
often seek to smooth out the pronominal reference in order to facilitate
better understanding and readability, but in doing so, they may lose the full
force and style of the original text, the Iltifat included.

As a whole, the comparative analysis conducted in the study reveals the
differences between the translators in their approach to the use of the Iltifat.
While some translators stick to the literal approach and maintain the
grammatical shift, others seek a more explanatory approach, which, again,
loses the full force and style of the Iltifat itself. The study, therefore,
concludes that the use of the Iltifat is a unique hallmark of the Qur’anic
discourse and a dimension of the linguistic inimitability of the Qur’an. To
understand this phenomenon, one has to take a holistic approach, which
encompasses various aspects of the Qur’anic text, its syntax, and its
pragmatics. The subject is not only of interest to the linguistic scholarship
of the Qur’an; it is also significant from the point of view of the
improvement of the quality of the English translation.
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