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Abstract
Semantic prosody refers to lexical items that collocate with semantic classes of words that are
either positive or negative. It is the tendency of words to occur in a certain semantic
environment. The semantic environment in which words collocate could be positive or
negative or sometimes neutral. This phenomenon provides clear pictures of principles of
co-selection of words. In addition, it gives a text harmony and cohesion by keeping the
discourse together. There has been little work done on collocation and semantic prosody on
Arabic. Accordingly, this study participates in shedding the light on the collocational
behavior of the Arabic lexical item neighbors, specifically the lexical items in Qur‟an. The
researcher attempts to answer the following question: Is there semantic prosody in Qur‟an?
What are the features of this prosody? In other words, do words have a specific semantic
behavior such as positive, negative or sometimes neutral? To Answer this question, and
with the help of the Qur‟anic corpus, the researcher analyses the semantic behavior and the
implied attitudinal meanings of four verbs in Qur‟an which are:  راقdhāqa tasted , َكَشف
kashafa removed, َ َيظmassa touched and َ جَبءjāa came.
Keywords: Semantic prosody, Collocation, Context
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1. Background
Semantic prosody refers to the tendency of certain words to collocate with certain semantic
classes of words that have either positive or negative meanings. For example, the verb cause
collocates with unpleasant things such as death, problem, fire, harm, trouble, confusion,
accident, etc. This concept has been discovered by (Louw, 1993) when the need for
computerized studies into language have been raised.
Semantic prosody studies are connected with the phenomenon of collocational sequence of
lexical items that frequently appear together. In other words, this phenomenon is focused on
the tendency of words to occur in a certain semantic environment. The semantic environment
in which words collocate could be positive or negative or sometimes neutral. In other words,
semantic prosody is concerned with tendency of co-occurred words to share either a positive
or a negative connotation. For example, you facilitate good things such as, support, aid,
service, information, money, assistance, care, food, protection, security, etc.
Stubbs (1995) stated, “Words may habitually collocate with other words from a definable
semantic set” (p:25). Hunston and Francis agreed with the previous definition and stated, “[A]
word may be said to have a particular semantic prosody if it can be shown to co-occur
typically with other words that belong to a particular semantic set” (2000, p. 137).
Louw was the linguist who introduced the term semantic prosody to the linguistic field. He
defined it as “consistent aura of meaning with which a form is imbued by its collocates”
(1993, p. 157). He mentioned several examples to explain this linguistic issue, such as the
adverb utterly, which carries negative semantic prosody. Most of collocates that combine
with utterly are undesirable things, such as depression, sins, destroying, running, etc. His
understanding of semantic prosody is based on two significant points, the consistency of
collocates and the attituditional function.
A semantic prosody refers to a form of meaning which is established through the
proximity of a consistent series of collocates, often characterisable as positive or negative,
and whose primary function is the expression of the attitude of its speaker or writer
towards some pragmatic situations. (Louw, 2000, p. 60)
Although Louw (1993) contributed the term semantic prosody to the linguistic field, Sinclair
was the first to draw attention to it. He remarked that “Many uses of words and phrases show
a tendency to occur in a certain semantic environment. For example, the verb happen is
associated with unpleasant things, accidents and the like” (1991, p. 112). He gave this
phenomenon a functional feature. He claimed that “The initial choice of semantic prosody is
the functional choice which links meaning to purpose; all subsequent choices within the
lexical item relate back to the prosody” (1996, p. 86). Sinclair‟s point of view is that
prosody is the reason behind selection of an item rather than another. This is due to the pre
evaluation of the action by listener or reader (2000, p.201). It is obvious that Sinclair
described semantic prosody from pragmatic level, which means that “the word is associated
not with a particular collocating word, but with an attitude which can be expressed in a
variety of ways” (2004, pp. 33- 34).
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Conversely, Partington (1998) considered semantic prosody as “connotational coloring
beyond single word boundaries” (p. 68). He connected strongly between semantic prosody
and connotation. He claimed that semantic prosody is a property of a word, and a feature that
distinguishes near –synonyms. It is due to the positive or negative meaning a word has or
what he called the attituditional meaning. Partington clarified the purpose of semantic
prosody, stating that “It evaluates the topic and indicates to the hearer (sometimes
unconsciously) how a part of the utterance „is to be interpreted functionally” (2004, p. 150).
Hunston agreed with the attitudtional meaning a word has when it collocates with a specific
semantic set. He saw that this semantic set gives the word the positive or negative prosody
(2000,p. 137). He confirmed that:
Most simply put, it has been argued that if a lexical item most frequently occurs in a
context of clearly positive or negative attitudinal meaning, then when it occurs in a
different context that positive or negative meaning will colour the interpretation of the
given instance. The result is that an additional Attitudinal meaning, derived
intertextuality, is implied (2000, p. 205.)
It is obvious that Hunston demonstrated that semantic prosody depends upon context.
Context provides a word with positive, neutral or negative assessment prosody. Accordingly,
semantic prosody is not a property of the word, as the word can collocate with different
semantic prosodies in different contexts. In other words, context plays an essential role in
determining the semantic behavior and the attituditional meaning of words. This view draws
attention to the significance of context not only in giving words specific meanings, but
collocations and expressions as well.
The notion of semantic prosody was expanded by Stubbs (2001) who called it discourse
prosody. He looked at the phenomenon from a pragmatic perspective and saw that semantic
prosody reflects speaker‟s attitude; therefore, it identifies functional discourse units.
Accordingly, this term is chosen because of its relation with the speaker and hearer from one
side, and its function in creating discourse coherence from the other (Stubbs, 2001, p. 66).
Summing up the above, linguists have connected strongly between collocations and semantic
prosodies of lexical items. Colloational restrictions play a significant role in determining
what goes naturally with what. Collocates that are determined by these restrictions have
mostly the same semantic behavior or what is called prosody. This prosody has different
functions, according to the views of different linguists. Sinclair and Stubbs believed that this
phenomenon has pragmatic function, while Partington said that semantic prosody has
attituditional function. Others, like Hunston, see that the semantic prosody of a word is
determined by context.
In this paper, the researcher studies four verbs in Qur‟an to see the attituditional meanings
they have and the role of context in determining this semantic behavior. The researcher
attempts to study the attituditional prosodies of these four verbs and the contextual role
behind these prosodies.
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2. Semantic prosody in Arabic
There has been little work done in Arabic on collocation in general and semantic prosody in
particular. There are plenty of examples of collocations in Arabic ancient books; however,
the phenomenon itself has not taken a place under a linguistic term in these books.
Accordingly, we cannot find studies addressing semantic prosody in Arabic. Recently, some
work has been done in the field of collocation; however, semantic prosody as a branch of this
phenomenon has not been studied or discussed so far.
The researcher found a study titled by Collocation and Synonymy in Classical Arabic (Elewa,
2004) that is an attempt to explain some issues in semantic relations, particularly synonymy,
which can be accounted for in terms of collocations by using a computerized concordance
that enable large quantities of text to be searched for all occurrences of a particular lexical
items. Through corpus analysis, the researcher wanted to show whether two items are
intended absolute synonyms or not by checking their relations in all available contexts. In his
study, he mentioned the term semantic prosody when he compared between two synonyms,
sanah, year, and „aam, year. He noticed that the corpus provides many unpleasant
collocates that occur with sanah. The unpleasant or negative words that collocate with sanah
are punishment, inflation, hardship, drought, infertility, destruction, worse, wars, weakness,
and epidemics. These lexical items refer to bad experience or common crisis that happened
during a year. Conversely, the corpus shows positive examples that collocate with „aam, such
as goodness, bride, provision, fertile, support. He did not give more details or other examples
for the semantic behavior or prosody of other lexical items (p. 64).
This linguistic area is still new in Arabic. It needs more studies to cover its semantic
implications. As what has been mentioned before, this paper is considered as one of the early
studies in semantic prosody in Arabic in general and in Qur‟an in particular.
3. Methodology
The attituditional functional approach by Partington was adopted in this study. In addition,
the researcher used Hunston‟s approach that is based mainly on the context in determining
the semantic behavior of lexical items.
The researcher looked up four verbs in the exegesis (the explanation books of Qur‟an) and
the books of meanings to know their central and marginal meanings. The four verbs were
َ َيظmassa touched,  راقdhāqa taste ,  َكشَفkashafa removed and َ جَآءjāa brought. Then the
frequent co-occurrence of each verb was extracted and the collocates that come with them as
well. The analysis of the four verbs was based not only on collocates which are immediately
next to the focal word, but the researcher also looked for collocates that are found within a
contextual window, which is called span. This contextual window is the four or five words to
the left and to the right of the core word. Accordingly, the researcher used the context or the
long distance from the node (focal word) to extract collocates to which the nodes refer. Some
nodes do not have collocates; rather they refer to collocates which are mentioned in previous
verses. Finally, the researcher compared the dictionary meanings of the verbs with the
Qur‟anic meanings to see if the meaning is desirable or undesirable. By the comparison, the
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researcher answered two specific questions:
1.

Do Qur‟anic words have negative or positive properties?

2.

What is the role of context in determining the semantic prosody of lexical items?

4. Analysis and Discussion
4.1 The Verb َ َيظMassa -- Touched
The verb َ يظtouched in the Qur‟anic corpus occurs fifty-six times in the Qur‟an. The
meaning of touch is to put the hand on something; however, it is used metaphorically in the
Qur‟an, in sense of befalling disbelievers with evil and calamity (Ibn Ashoor, 1984). It is
noticed that the verb َ يظtouched comes in the Qur‟an collocating with different lexical
items such as evil, hell, man and good. The meaning of the verb is changed according to
collocates they occur with touch. Table 1 clarifies these collocates and the meanings.
Table 1. Frequency of Selected Collocates in the Qur‟an
No.
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14

Language
Arabic
َبس
ضشاء
َغبء
عٕء
عزاة
لشح
ضَش
شش
ثشش
َصت
نغٕة
انكجش
ٌطبٛانش
شٛ خ،حغُخ

Frequency
English
Hell , fire
Adversity
Women
Harm
Penalty or punishment
Wound
Affliction
Evil
Man
Toil
Weariness
Old age
Devil
Good

4
5
3
6
8
2
11
4
2
2
2
1
2
3

Table 1 shows that negative collocates of َ يظare in the majority (85%), compared with the
positive collocate (good) and neutral collocates (women and men) of touch, with percentages
of 5% and 9 % respectively. Table 2 summarizes these results.
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Table 2. Distribution of Semantic Prosody of Massa -- Touch
Massa – touch

Positive
3
5.3%

Negative
48
85.7%

Neutral
5
9%

Among the times the verb touched is mentioned in Qur‟an, it has a negative attituditional
meaning or negative prosody fifty times. Even in the verses that do not include direct
collocates; the context itself reflects a negative prosody, which gives the verb this
attitudtional meaning. In other words, the verb َ يظtouched is mentioned mostly in contexts of
mentioning disbelievers or the punishment in the Day of Judgment.
4.2 The Verb  راقThaqa -- Tasted
 راقtasted occurs thirty-six times in the Qur‟an. The direct meaning of this verb is to taste;
however, in the Qru‟an, the verb is used metaphorically in most of its appearances. It is used
to show that the feeling of pain and suffer is like a person‟s sense of foods‟ taste (Ibn Adel,
1998). For that, it is noticed that taste collocates most frequently with undesirable meanings
of words such as penalty, torment, hell and fire (Table 3).
Table 3. Frequency of Collocates of Dhāqu Tasted in the Qur‟an
No
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12

Language
Arabic
عزَاة
َ
كِٚعزَاة انحَش
َ
َِٔثَبل أيْش
انجَؤط
ة انَُبس
ُ عزَا
َ
 انَُبس،عَمَش
خهْذ
ُ عزَاة ان
َ
َٗانًْٕرَخ األُٔن
انفِزَُْخ
انغُٕء
انشَجَشَح
ًٓب) ثَشْداٛزُٔلٌٕ فٚ (ال
ً(ٔال) ششاثب

Frequency
English
Penalty
The burning fire
Evil consequences
Wrath
Torment
Hell
Hell of eternity
The first death
Trial
Evil
The tree
(No) cool or drink

10
3
4
1
6
5
2
1
1
1
1
1

Table 3 shows that negative collocates of  راقtaste in the majority in the Qur‟an (97.2%) as
compared with positive uses. Even when it collocated with positive words such as cool or
drink, the verb comes in its negative form (not). Conversely,  راقtaste collocates with a
positive meaning once, which is with the tree. Thus, the percentage of collocating with
positive meanings is very low (Table 4).
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Table 4. Distribution of Semantic Prosody of Dhāqu

Dhāqu – taste

-- Taste

Positive

Negative

Neutral

1

35

0

2.8%

97.2%

0%

Context plays a very significant role in determining the attituditional semantic meaning of
lexical items. Some of the verses the verb Dhaqa tast is used in do not include a direct
collocate; However, the context reflects the semantic prosody of this verb. For example:

ٌَٔ﴾رَِٰنكُىْ فَزُٔلُُِٕ ََٔأ٣﴿ ِذُ ا ْنعِمَبةِٚشَبلِكِ انهَـَّ َٔ َسعُٕنَُّ فَِإٌَ انهَـَّ شَذُٚ ٍَرَِٰنكَ ثِؤََُٓىْ شَبلُٕا انهَـَّ َٔ َسعُٕنَُّ َٔي
﴾ٔ٤﴿ ٍَِ عَزَاةَ انَُبسِٚنِ ْهكَب ِفش
This because they contended against Allah and his messenger, If any contend
against Allah and His messenger, Allah is strict in Punishment * That (is the
award) so taste it and (know) that for disbelievers is the torment of fire. (Qu‟ran
8:13-14)
In the previous Qur‟anic verses, the central meaning of the two verses is the punishment for
disbelievers who opposed Allah and his messenger. Accordingly, the verb taste refers to
something mentioned in the verse before, which is the punishment (Al-zamakhshari, 1995).
Another example is:

ٍجضِ٘ كُمَ كَفُٕس
ْ َ َخَفَفُ عَ ُُْٓى ّيٍِْ عَزَا ِثَٓب كَزَِٰنكُٚ ًُٕرُٕا َٔنَبَٛ َِٓىْ فْٛ َُمْضَٰٗ عَهٚ جََُٓىَ نَب
َ ٍَُ كَ َفشُٔا َنُٓىْ ََبسَِٚٔانَز
َِِّٛزَ َز َكشُ فٚ شَ انَزِ٘ كَُُب َ ْعًَمُ أََٔنَىْ َُ َع ًِّ ْشكُى يَبْٛ َخ ِشجَُْب َ ْعًَمْ صَبِنحًب غ
ْ َٓب سَثََُب َأِٛط ِشخٌَُٕ ف
َ َْصٚ ْ﴾َُْٔى٣٦﴿
﴾٣٧﴿ ٍشٍَِٛ يٍِ َصًِٛشُ فَزُٔلُٕا َفًَب نِهّظَبِنِٚيٍَ رَ َز َكشَ َٔجَب َءكُىُ انَُز
But as for those who disbelieve, for them is fire of hell: No term shall be
determined for them, so should they die, nor shall its penalty be lightened for
them. Thus do we reward every ungrateful one * They will cry (for assistance)
“Our Lord! Release us: we will do right. Not the deeds we used to do. Did not
we grant you a long life, so that whosoever would receive admonition, could
receive it? And the warner came to you. Now taste, for evil doers have no helper.
(Qu‟ran 35:36-37
It is obvious that the context of the two verses is about the punishment disbelievers get
because of their deeds; thus, the verb taste means to taste the flavor of their deeds, which,
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according to the verses before, is the fire of hell. The verb comes as an order to them to show
that they cannot get rid of that hell (Ibn Ashoor, 1984).
4.3 The Verb  َكشَفKashafa – Removed
Kashafa removed occurs twenty-times in the Qu‟ran, in five derived forms; fourteen times
as the verb َ َكشَفkashafa, once as the noun  َكشْفkashf, and five times as the active participle,
 كَبشِفkāshif,  َٰكشِفَٰذkāshifā,  كَبشِفَخkāshifat). The dictionary meaning of  كشفremoved is to
lift the cover (Ibn Ashoor, 1984). It is a metaphor to mean removal (Ibid). It has been
collocated mostly with negative words. The meaning of  كشفremoved is to remove
something good or bad; however, when it collocates with negative words in Qur‟an, the
meaning of the collocation or the sematic prosody of the expression became positive. For
example, penalty has a negative semantic prosody, but it becomes positive when it collocated
with the verb remove to mean end the punishment.
Table 5. Frequency of Collocates of Kashafa Remove in the Qu‟ran
No.
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Language
Arabic
عزَاة
َ
انغُٕء
انشجض
ٓبٛعبل
عبق
غطبء
انضُش
األصِفخ

Frequency
English
Penalty
Evil
Terror
Legs
Shin
Cover
Harm
The day of resurrection

5
1
2
1
1
1
8
1

Table 5 shows that the verb  كشفremoved collocates with negative words eighteen times.
These negative collocates in the Qur‟an comprise 83.4% of the total number of uses, compared
with neutral collocates (leg, shin, cover) representing 16.6%. No positive prosodies of lexical
items collocate with the verb  كشفremove (Table 6).
Table 6. Distribution of semantic prosody of kashafa – removed
kashafa removed

Positive
0
0%

Negative
17
83.4%

Neutral
3
16.6%

It is obvious that the verb  كشفremoved does not have this positive or negative meaning. What
we are trying to say here is that the short context (the collocational context) and the general
context of the surahs (chapters) and verses are the ones that give the verb this attituditional
meaning or the specific sematic prosody. To clarify, collocates that come with remove (Table
5) are mostly undesirable (penalty, evil, harm, terror). In spite of this fact, meanings of the
combinations are positive, which is to remove bad things. This fact proves that the verb itself
does not have this prosodic meaning. The short context inside the overall context gives the verb
this specific prosody. The following example clarifies this point.
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ٌََُٕبُِ رَ ْذعِٚ﴾ثَمْ إ٤ٓ﴿ ٍَِٛشَ انهَـِّ رَ ْذعٌَُٕ إٌِ كُُزُىْ صَبدِلْٛ َْ َزكُىْ ِإٌْ أَرَبكُىْ عَزَاةُ انهَـِّ أَْٔ أَرَ ْزكُ ُى انغَبعَخُ َأغَٚلُمْ َأسَأ
﴾٤ٔ﴿ٌَُٕشك
ِش
ْ ِّْ إٌِ شَبءَ َٔرَُغَ ٌَْٕ يَب ُرَٛ ْكشِفُ يَب رَ ْذعٌَُٕ إِنَٛ َف
Say: can you see yourselves, if the punishment of Allah comes upon you or the Hour
come upon you, (calling upon other than Allah)? Do you then call for help to any other
than Allah? (Answer than) if you are truthful. * No, on Him would you call. And if it is
His will, He would remove (the distress) which occasioned your call upon Him, and you
would forget (the false god) which you join with Him (Qu‟ran 6:40-41)
The context is about the punishment on disbelievers who claim that other gods than Allah can
cause good or harm (Attabari 2000.) so that when the hour of punishment comes, disbelievers
call Allah to remove their suffering and pain. The punishment was mentioned in the first
verse and the verb remove in the next verse refers to it.

﴾٥٨﴿ ٌْظَ َنَٓب يٍِ دٌُِٔ انهَـِّ كَبشِفَخَٛ﴾ن٥٧﴿ َُأصِفَذِ انْآصِفَخ
The day of resurrection draws near * There shall be none besides Allah to
remove it. (Qu‟ran 53: 57-58)
Alazifah is the day of resurrection (Ibn Ashoor, 1984) and no one can reveal its time but
Allah, so  كشفremove refers to the day of resurrection, which has been mentioned in the
verse before.
4.4 The Verb َجَآء

jāa – Brought

The root jīm yā hamza (  )ج ٘ أoccurs two-hundred seventy-eight times in the Qu‟ran as the
verb jāa (َ)جَآء. The literal meaning of the verb is came; however, it has other contextual
meanings, such as, brought, came, did, reached and produced. The researcher focused on the
verb meaning of brought. The verb occurs twenty-nine times in the Qur‟an having the
meaning brought. It collocated frequently with positive prosodic meanings such as: the book,
the prophet, the proof, the guidance, the witness and the truth.
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Table 7. Frequency of the Collocates of َجَآء
No.

Brought

1

Language
Arabic
ّحك
َ ان

Frequency
English
Truth

2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18

ٍٛٛانُج
كِزَبة
َبدٚ أ، َخٚآ
 ثَُِبد،َُِخَٛث
ذٛٓش
خِشحٜٔعذ ا
عجم
انصِذق
اإلفك
انجحش
دو
انغحش
ٍٛء يجٙش
ٖثؤْذ
ًبٚئبً فشٛش
صٕاع انًهك
ثكى

Messengers
Book
Revelations
Proof
Witness
Promise of the hereafter
Calf
The truth
Lie
The sea
Blood
Sorcery
Something clear
Better guidance
Terrible unheard thing
The great beaker of the king
(Jussive‟s family)

5
1
2
1
3
4
1
1
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

Table 7 shows that the positive prosodic attitude of the verb  جبءbrought is mentioned
twenty-two times, representing 76% of its uses (Table 8). Conversely,  جبءbrought appeared
with negative attituditional meanings (lie, terrible thing, sorcery, blood) four times (14%).
The verb collocates with other words that do not have obvious semantic prosody three times
(calf, the beaker of the king, Jussive‟s family (10%).
Table 8. Distribution of Semantic Prosody of َجَآء

jāa brought

Positive
22
76%

-- Brought

Negative
4
14%

Neutral
3
10%

As mentioned before, collocates may appear directly after the focal word or appear three or
four words before or after. What helped to understand the reference of the verbs is context as
in the following example.

ٍَشكٍّ ّيًَِب جَب َءكُى ثِِّ حَزَٰٗ إِرَا ََْهكَ لُهْزُىْ ن
َ َُِِّٙبدِ َفًَب صِنْزُىْ فَُٕٛعُفُ يٍِ لَ ْجمُ ثِبنْجٚ ََْٔنمَذْ جَب َءكُى
﴾٣٤﴿ ٌغشِفٌ ُيشْرَبة
ْ ُضمُ انهَـُّ يٍَْ َُْٕ ي
ِ ُٚ ََ ْج َعثَ انهَـُّ يٍِ َثعْذِِ سَعُٕنًب كَزَِٰنكٚ
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And verily Joseph came to you with clear Signs, but you ceased not to in doubt
concerning what he brought to you till, when he died, you said: Allah will not send any
messenger after him. Thus Allah deceived him who is a prodigal, a doubter. (Qu‟ran
40:34)
The verb brought is mentioned two times in the above verse. In the first time, it collocates
with signs. In the second time, no lexical item collocates with it; however, the contextual
meaning shows that it refers to the same collocate signs that is mentioned in the first usage.
5. Conclusion
From what has been discussed above, the following points could be concluded:
1) The four verbs under study have negative and positive sematic prosodies, not because
they have these attitudes, but rather that they are surrounded by a negative or positive
sematic environment. We call this environment collocates, or the textual window a word
has. Textual window, or what is called span, is the four or five words before and after the
core word. These collocates give the focal word a specific prosody because of the
desirable or undesirable meanings they have.
2) Context plays an essential role in determining the semantic prosody of words. In this
paper, the analysis was based mainly on the short context (collocations) in the external
context and the general context to determine the semantic prosody of the four verbs.
3) Semantic prosody is one of the most important semantic issues in the study of text
meaning because it uncovers the semantic behavior of words and the semantic set around
these words, which in its turn create harmony and cohesion for the text.
The study of this phenomenon is new in the Arabic linguistic field. More research is required
to understand the different dimensions of this issue and its role in linguistics in general and
semantics in particular.
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