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The Significance of the Use of Absolute Honorifics in
Some Verses of the Holy Quran (Sura Al Wagiah)

Abstract

This paper tried to examine the use of absolute honorifics in
Sura Al Wagiah of the Holy Quran. The paper tried to unveil the
reasons behind God's use of absolute honorifics. It tried to
investigate the significance of the use of absolute honorifics in Sura
al Wagiah By absolute honorifics the researcher meant the use of
plural pronouns by the speaker to refer to himself. God used
extensively absolute honorifics in this sura to refer to Himself in
relation to mankind. God wanted to compare His power with the
powerless human beings. One of the manifestations of God's power
in Sura Al Wagiah is that He has created mankind. Also God created
the semen out of which humans reproduce. Furthermore, God
predestined who is going to die and who is going to live among
human beings. Moreover, God brought the crops humans cultivate
into beings and He could turn the crops into ashes if He wanted to.
Also, God brought drinking water to the humans and He could turn
this water bitter so it became unsuitable for drinking. God also
created the trees out of which the humans make fire. So, God
provided mankind with the resources of living. The paper utilized a
descriptive-qualitative approach in analyzing the sample verses of
sura Al Wagiah. The study was conducted because of the rarity of
the analyses of absolute honorifics in the language of the Holy
Quran.
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Introduction:

The objective of this paper is to examine the use of absolute
honorifics by God in referring to himself in Sura Al Wagiah. The
research question to be answered is:

Why did God use absolute honorifics in referring to Himself in Sura
Al Wagiah?

This paper is an attempt to fill in the gap in the area
concerning the use of absolute honorifics in the language of the Holy
Quran. By absolute honorifics the researcher means that the speaker
uses plural pronouns like "we" in referring to himself instead of
using the singular pronoun "I".

Honorifics is defined as "Politeness formulas in a particular
language which may be specific affixes, words or sentence structures
(Richards et al. 1992, p.169). Crystal (2003) also defined it as

A term used in grammatical analysis of some languages (e.qg.
Japanese) to refer to SYNTACTIC or MORPHOLOGICAL
distinctions used to express LEVELS of politeness or respect,
especially in relation to the compared social status of the
participants. The pronoun system of several European
Languages expresses a contrast of this kind, e. g. French tu
versus vous. ( p. 167)

Brown and Gilman (1966) were the first to conduct research
on the use of honorifics. They noticed the use of two different
pronouns in the European languages. They are T pronouns (second
person singular pronouns) and v pronouns (second person plural
pronouns). They found out that T pronouns are used to communicate
with intimates and inferiors while V pronouns are used with
strangers and superiors. They came to the conclusion that the
employment of pronouns is influenced by power and solidarity
between the speaker and addressee.
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Fillmore (1971) referred to the concept of honorifics under
the category of social deixis. He pointed out that social deixis
include the tools for referring to persons such as the pronouns of
English and many other languages. He also clarified that there are
different ways in which names, titles and kinship terms differ in
form and usage depending on the relationship among the speaker,
the addressee, the audience and the person referred to.

Levinson (1983) discussed the concept of honorifics. He
restricted honorifics to the cases in which the relationships between
speaker-referent, speaker-addressee, speaker-bystander reflect
specific positions in society or show respect. He pointed out that
there are two types of social dexis; namely relational deixis and
absolute dexis. Under the category of relational deixis he included
four sub-categories. They are (1) speaker and referent (2) speaker
and addressee (3) speaker and bystander and (4) speaker and setting.
The first sub-category which is speaker-referent has to do with the
relation of speaker to things or persons referred to (e. g. referent
honorifics). He explains that referent honorifics includes relative
position and respect. Levinson explained that the second sub-
category i. e. speaker and addressee has to do with the relation of
speaker to hearer. As for the third sub-category, i. e. speaker and
bystander it has to do with the relation of the speaker with
bystanders or over-hearers. The fourth sub- category has to do with
the formality of the setting which affects language choice. As for the
second type of social deixis i.e. absolute honorifics, Levinson (1983)
indicated that there are certain linguistic forms allocated for specific
speakers and he called those speakers authorized speakers. He gave
an example of the Thai language in which the morpheme khrab is a
polite form that can be used by male speakers. He pointed out that
there is a form of the first person pronoun specially reserved for the
use of the Japanese Emperor. Furthermore, Levinson talked about
forms reserved for authorized recipients such as your honour and
Mr. President.

Parkinson (1985) conducted a research on the use of terms of
address in Egyptian Arabic. He analyzed the conversations of
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different individuals from different social classes. He found out that
the terms of address in Egyptian Arabic are employed based on the
type of addressee and the type of relationship between the addressee
and the speaker.

Dickey (1997) conducted a similar research on the use of
terms of address and reference in English, Italian and German. He
interviewed and observed 28 native speakers. He found out that
relations of power and solidarity between the speaker and addressee
affect the choice of terms of address and terms of reference.

Keshavarz (2001) conducted a study on the effect of social
context, intimacy and distance on the choice of Persian terms of
address. He found out that Persian language has two addressee
pronouns. The pronoun "to" which shows inferiority and informality
and the pronoun "some" which indicates distance and respect. He
concluded that education, age, gender, social status and occupation
have an overwhelming impact on the choice of terms of address.

Afful (2007) examined the address system among university
students in Ghana. He focused on spontaneous and deliberative
spoken discourse. He discovered that there is a strong connection
between the use of address terms and differences in mood, gender,
domain, purposes and setting.

Salihu (2014) examined the use of the address system of the
Hausa society. He made a list of the Hausa terms of address and
found out that each class of address terms has its specific use for
certain class of people under specific conditions. He clarified that the
use of address terms in the Hausa society is influenced by factors
such as personality, gender, age, social status, religion and family
relations.

Method: The methodology employed will be a descriptive-
qualitative approach. The verses will be analyzed in order to show
the significance of using absolute honorifics by God in sura Al
Wagiah. The study came as a response to the rarity of the studies
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conducted on the use of absolute honorifics in the language of the
Holy Quran

Limitations of the Study:

This study tried to investigate the significance of one type of
honorifics, namely absolute honorifics which is the use of plural
pronouns by the speaker. So its findings can only be generalized in
relation to the use of absolute honorifics.

Analysis and Discussion:

ST (a5 A assfas e (58) )osisd b el (57) bt Vil IR (s
(59)

Translated as "we, (only) we created you. Will you then not
sincerely admit (the Truth)? (57) (Ghali, M., 1997, trans.). In verse
(57) God used the plural pronoun "o~ translated as "we" which is
called an absolute honorific to refer to Himself in order to glorify
Himself and to show his power and his ability to create and stressed
this ability by using the past verb e&sla " in relation to the powerless
humans. In verses (58) and (59) translated as "So, have you then
seen what you ejaculate?"(58) "Is it you who create it, or even are
we the creators?" (59) (Ghali, M. 1997, trans) God emphasized his
power by again using the plural pronoun "¢~" translated as "we"
which is an absolute honorific to stress his power to create the semen
out of which humans reproduce. Moreover, the rhetorical question "

43 435 £z reinforced God's power to create and denied the human
ability to create like God.

In verse (60) O silwas (A5 L &zall A UG58 535 translated as
"we (only) we have determined among you Death, and we (only)
are in no way outstripped" (Ghali, M., 1997, Trans) God moves to
another topic. He talks about Death, specifically about his ability to
decide who dies and who lives. He used the plural pronoun "¢~
we" which is an absolute honorific to emphasize his power and He
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used the negative article "W" to stress that nobody has decided who
dies and who lives before but Him.

Ll sl £l 31 (64) kil (30 Al st Al (63) ol b il
(65)0sikis Zllzd

In the above verses translated as "have you seen (whatever)
you till? (63) Is it you who plant or are We ever the planters? (64) If
We had (so) decided we would indeed have made it crushed to
pieces; then you would linger on (bitterly) exclaiming." (Ghali, M,.
1997, Trans) (65) God used the absolute honorific plural pronoun

o~ to show his power to bring the crops humans cultivate into
belng and to deny the human ability to cultivate Wlthout God's will.
God also employed a rhetorical question " Qf—))‘ A3 Al A58 555 e
to emphasize his power in cultivating and creating the plants which
were planted by human beings.

Furthermore, God used a threat in verse (65) to emphasize his
power over humans because if God wanted to destroy the crop He
would do so very easily " 558 zillb Lhad afaal sl 5,

The same honorific use continues in verses (69)

sl 31(69) dsbyall (a5 2l 3all G 55205 Adfe (68) Gsids all Sl Zaedl
(70)55K%5 3l 1alal ailea

These verses are translated as "Have you seen the water you
drink?" (68) Is it you who have sent it from the rainy clouds or are
We even the (ones) Who sent it down? (69) If we had (so) decided,
We would have made it bitter; so will you only thank (Us)! (Ghali,

. 1997, Trans). In verse (69) God used the honorific term "o=3"
WhICh is a plural pronoun to glorify Hlmself and at the same time the
rhetorical question in the same verse " G35 & 03al G b5 gilen
u;bml\ emphasized God's ability as He is the only one who sends
drinking water to human beings. Furthermore, in verse (70) God
used a threat to remind the human beings of his power as He is able
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to make the drlnklng water bitter and thus it becomes unsuitable for
drinking."cs 55 ¥ 388 Ll Adfas s v

\.@.ﬁu Cad (72) UM\ ?\ \4_1);“ e.ILu.u\ ?‘L’\; (71) U}lﬁ" G\S\ )U\ e.u;)e\
(73) il s 5

In the above verses translated as "Have seen the fire you
strike out?" (71) Is it you who brought its tree into being, or are We
The Ones Who brought it into being?"(72) We, even We, have made
it for a Reminder, and an enjoyment for the denizens in the desert
(Ghali, M., 1997, Trans.). In verse (71) God used a rhetorical
question to show his ability in creating even the fire humans strike
outu;-ﬁuﬁ‘ 2l sl 2l Zile | He also utilized the plural pronoun

"o~3" which is an absolute honorific to show his power in creating
even the tree humans strike out for fire.
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Conclusion:

The present study examined the use of absolute honorifics by
God in some verses of Sura Al Wagiah. The reasons behind the use
of absolute honorifics manifested in the pronoun "o~" were many
but center around showing God's power in relation to the powerless
humans. First, God reminds human beings that He created them.
Then, God reminds human beings that He created the semen which
comes out of men and which results in human reproduction.
Furthermore, God reminds them that He predestined who will die
among human beings. Moreover, God reminds human beings that he
is the one who brings their crops into being and that he could turn
their crops into ashes if He wanted to. Also, God refers to the
drinking water and reminds humans that He is the one who brings
this water out of the clouds; adding that he could turn this water
bitter so that humans can not drink it. God also reminds humans that
He created the trees out of which humans make fire.
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Appendices

Appendix 1
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