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Corpus-based critical discourse analysis studies have gained momentum in 

the last decade. Corpus Linguistics allowed critical discourse analysts to 

avoid bias in data selection and enlarge their samples for more representative 

findings. Critical Discourse Analysis, on the other hand, gave depth to corpus 

linguistic analysis by contextualizing it. The present study combines the two 

approaches to analyze the semantic prosody of Islamic keywords common to 

John Updike's Terrorist published in 2006 and Jonathan Wright’s translation 

The Televangelist published in 2016. The results of corpus-based analysis 

show that while the semantic prosody of Islamic keywords is negative in 

Updike’s novel, it is highly positive in the translated novel. The conclusion is 

that Van Dijk’s proposition of the polarized representation of ‘us’ versus 

‘them’ holds for Updike’s fundamentalist Islamic discourse which negatively 

represents Islam and Muslims. However, Van Dijk’s proposition holds only 

partially for Wright's tolerant Islamic discourse which positively represents 

Islam and Muslims without misrepresenting the other. 
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1  Introduction 

 

Corpus-based critical discourse analysis studies have gained momentum in the last decade thanks to the increasing 

numbers of corpora and concordance software. Corpus Linguistics (CL) allowed critical discourse analysts to avoid 

bias in data selection and enlarge their samples for more representative findings. Critical Discourse Analysis, on the 

other hand, gave depth to corpus linguistic analysis by contextualizing it because CDA is concerned with the 

investigation of how language reflects social practice and highlights “the underlying ideologies that play a role in the 

reproduction of or resistance against dominance or inequality” (Van Dijk, 1995). As Wodak & Meyer (2009), note, 

CDA is “fundamentally interested in analyzing opaque as well as transparent structural relationships of dominance, 

discrimination, power and control as manifested in language” (10), and “identifying and defining social, economic 

and historical power relations between dominant and subordinate groups” (Henry & Tator, 2002) with the aim of 

deconstructing such hegemonic relations & ideologies.  

Using corpus-based critical discourse analysis, the present study aims at comparing Islamic discourse in two 

novels written after 9/11: the first is John Updike's Terrorist (2006); the second is Jonathan Wright’s The 

Televangelist (2016), the translation of Ibrahim Essa's Arabic novel Mawlana (2012). Updike (1932-2009) is a well-

known American novelist, poet, short-story writer, and literary critic. Winner the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction more than 

once, Updike published more than twenty novels, more than a dozen short-story collections, as well as poetry, art 

and literary criticism. Terrorist is Updike's twenty second novel. It tells the story of Ahmed born of an American 

Catholic mother, Teresa, and an Egyptian Muslim father, Ashmawy. Rejecting his mother's dissolute life and 

Americans’ materialism and sexual freedom, Ahmed turns, in the absence of his father, to the fundamentalist Muslim 

Sheikh Rashid for guidance. Under the influence of that sheikh, Ahmed becomes a truck driver rather than going to 

college. Having been brainwashed by Sheikh Rashid, Ahmed agrees to drive his truck into the tunnel and blow 

himself up to kill infidels. Fortunately, he is dissuaded from this terrorist act by Jack Levy, his Jewish guidance 

counsellor. As for Jonathan Wright, he was the Reuters bureau chief in Cairo and translated Alaa Al-Aswany, 

Youssef Ziedan, and Hassan Blassim. Wright won the Independent Foreign Fiction Prize and the Saif Ghobash–

Banipal Prize for Arabic Literary Translation. The Televangelist, translated from Essa’s Arabic novel Mawlana 

which was shortlisted for the 2013 International Prize for Arabic Fiction, tells the story of Sheikh Hatem, imam of 

Sultan Hassan Mosque, who becomes a famous TV preacher and is entrusted with the task of persuading Hassan, 

brother-in- law of the president's son, to re-embrace Islam having converted to Christianity. Sheikh Hatem finds out 

that Hassan is not a fervent convert to Christianity, but is confused and in need of affection. At the end of the novel, 

however, the reader discovers that Hassan is a terrorist who has been pretending to be a Christian convert only to 

bomb the church. The two novels therefore have similar plots and protagonists but two different endings. More 

importantly, they are characterized by their Islamic discourse that involves the use of a number of common keywords 

that reflect the writers’ attitude toward Islam. To uncover this attitude the present study uses Critical Discourse 

Analysis. It might be argued that CDA is not a traditional tool of literary analysis; however, as Van Dijk (2001), 

emphasizes,  
CDA is not a direction of research among others, like TG grammar, or systemic linguistics, nor a subdiscipline of 

discourse analysis such as the psychology of discourse or conversation analysis. It is not a method, nor a theory 

that simply can be applied to social problems. CDA can be conducted in, and combined with any approach and 

subdiscipline in the humanities and the social sciences … CDA is a critical perspective on doing scholarship: it is, 

so to speak, discourse analysis `with an attitude'. It focuses on social problems, and especially on the role of 

discourse in the production and reproduction of power abuse or domination. (96) 

 

Literature Review 

 

According to a survey conducted by Mark Nartey & Isaac N. Mwinlaaru (2019), studies that set the stage for the 

integration of CL and CDA include Hardt-Mautner (1995); Morrison & Love (1996); Flowerdew (1997); Sotillo & 

Starace-Nastasi (1999); Simon-Vandenbergen (2000); and Downs (2002). These studies drew on small corpora and 

focused on the analysis of frequencies and key-word-in-context (KWIC) Concordances. It is Baker et al., (2008), 

however, that marked a turn in the development of corpus-based CDA studies drawing on a large corpus of 140 

million words that included the discourse of refugees, asylum seekers, immigrants and migrants in the UK press from 

1996 to 2005. In addition to wordlist and concordance analyses, Baker et al., (2008), used other corpus methods 

including the analysis of colligations and collocations, keywords/key cluster analysis, semantic preference, semantic 

prosody and/or discourse prosody, normed vs. raw frequencies, dispersion plot as well as lemmatization and 

standardization. Studies that followed the eclectic approach of Baker et al., (2008); Nartey & Mwinlaaru (2019) 

https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Literary_critic
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pulitzer_Prize_for_Fiction
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maintain, include KhosraviNik (2008); Mulderrig (2008); O’ Halloran (2008); Taylor (2009); Prentice & Hardie 

(2009); Augoustinos et al., (2010), Freake et al., (2011), and Subtirelu (2013). 

During the third phase (2011 – 2016), Nartey & Mwinlaaru (2019) remark, corpus-based CDA studies departed 

from Baker et al., (2008), by drawing on a bilingual and/or comparative corpus (e.g. Freake et al., 2011; Jaworska & 

Krishnamurthy, 2012), examining key function/grammatical words (e.g. Pearce, 2014), and using other analytical 

models and/or theories; for example, functional theory (El-Falaky, 2015; Lee, 2016; Lindayana et al., 2018), 

translation theory (Murphy, 2013), social theory (Mulderrig, 2008; 2011), critical stylistics (Jeffries & Evans, 2013), 

contrastive analysis (Schroter & Storjohann, 2015), sociolinguistics (Chiluwa, 2012), critical literacy pedagogy 

(Abid & Manan, 2015), multimodality (Edwards & Milani, 2014), topic modeling (Tornberg & Tornberg, 2016; 

Iswanto et al., 2018; Jurgaitis, 2018), pragmatics (Triebl, 2015), genre theory (Skalicky, 2013), theory of 

governmentality (MacDonald & Hunter, 2013) and theory of argumentation (Lippi & Torroni, 2016; Azhari et al., 

2018). Nevertheless, as Nartey & Mwinlaaru (2019) note, “It seems ... that the main aim of many studies in 

combining corpus methods and CDA is to arrive at more accurate, insightful, objective, and generalizable findings 

rather than contributing to a specific discourse-oriented theory” (11). 

Ten domains were identified by Nartey & Mwinlaaru (2019), in the database of studies integrating corpus 

linguistic methods with CDA: business and administration, education, healthcare, history, law, media, media and 

politics, politics, religion and culture, and social media. From the database, seven key issues have received special 

attention: gender (13, 10.7%), identity (4, 3.3%), ideology and power (73, 60.3%), immigration (8, 6.6%), Islam and 

race (8, 6.6%), nationalism (4, 3.3%) as well as war and security (3, 2.5%). The findings of Nartey & Mwinlaaru 

(2019), show that politics and media are the most represented domains and that ideology and power (73, 60.3%) is 

the dominant topic of coverage, thus reinforcing the principal thesis underlying CDA. While this is the case, Nartey 

& Mwinlaaru (2019), recommend venturing into other domains such as religion and culture to study such hot issues 

as terrorism using corpus-based CDA and create critical awareness. 

Following September 11, “Islamic terrorism” has emerged as one of the most ubiquitous discourses in the 

modern era. Jackson (2007), traces the origin of the current discourse of “Islamic terrorism” to studies of “religious 

terrorism,” a subject founded by David Rapoport’s seminal article “Fear and Trembling: Terrorism in Three 

Religious Traditions” published in 1984.  Jackson (2007), maintains that the assumptions, labels and narratives of 

this discourse were driven from the work of such orientalist Middle East scholars as Bernard Lewis, Noah Feldman 

and the late Raphael Patai. However, it is Samuel Huntington’s influential essay “The Clash of Civilizations” (1993) 

that is considered the antecedent of the current “Islamic terrorism” discourse.  

Among the most prominent approaches to CDA is Van Dijk’s socio-cognitive approach which focuses on social 

cognitions "socially shared representations of societal arrangements, groups and relations, as well as mental 

operations such as interpretation, thinking and arguing, inferencing and learning" (Van Dijk, 1993).  He argues that 

"groups have (more or less) power if they are able to (more or less) control the acts and minds of (members of) other 

groups" (Van Dijk, 2003). He explains that groups exercise control over others through a strategy of positive self-

presentation and negative other-presentation. Van Dijk’s studies, therefore, focus on the ideological dimension of 

“Us” versus “them” and highlight the discursive strategies used to exercise dominant control. 

In “Multidisciplinary CDA: A Plea for Diversity” (2001), Van Dijk recommends that the analysis of a large text 

start with the “semantic macrostructure;” that is, the topics or global meanings that are often expressed in the title, 

summary, thematic sentences or conclusions. Next, local meanings such as “the meaning of words (a study that also 

may be called lexical, depending on one's perspective), the structures of propositions, and coherence and other 

relations between propositions” (Van Dijk, 2001) should be studied.  

One of the local meanings to analyze and compare in literary discourse is that of semantic prosody. Coined by 

Louw (1993), from the Firthian term that refers to phonological colouring, semantic prosody is defined as “a 

consistent aura of meaning with which a form is imbued by its collocates” (157). Louw (1993), studied a number of 

lexical items such as the adverb utterly, the phrase bent on and the expression symptomatic of, and found that they all 

have a negative semantic prosody because they are followed by nodes that have a negative meaning such as 

destroying, ruining, depression, etc. Louw (1993), uses the phrase set in as an example of the connection between a 

lexical item and its collocates, which he calls colouring. When a lexical item consistently has collocates belonging to 

a certain semantic field, it is coloured by its collocates. Such semantic consistency may be already established as in 

the case of the phrasal verb set in, or it can be built up by an author to convey a certain attitude. In her MA thesis, 

Semantic Prosody in Literary Analysis:  A Corpus‐based Stylistic Study of  H. P. Lovecraft’s stories, Hannah 

Spencer argues that “an author or narrator may choose to build up their own unique semantic prosody around a 

lexical item to convey an attitude” (Fitri et al., 2018; Kawangung, 2019). 
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Although Louw notes the inseparability of form and meaning, his definition does not refer to the function of 

semantic prosody or its pragmatic aspect. John Sinclair (1996), on the other hand, points out that semantic prosodies 

are “attitudinal and on the pragmatic side of the semantics-pragmatics continuum” (87). Semantic/discourse 

prosodies can help create a topos or “a line of argument;” that is, they can lead the reader from premise to conclusion 

without explicit argumentation. Sinclair, therefore, recommends exploring a broader ‘unit of meaning’ than two 

nodes to the left or right of the node in order to reach conclusions within a synchronic framework.  

Hunston (2007), argues that describing semantic prosody as positive, negative or neutral is an oversimplification 

because there are instances where it can be described as frustrating or surprising. Hunston (2007), discusses two 

types of semantic consistency: “(a) consistent co‐occurrence of (types of) linguistic items (Partington, 2004) or (b) 

consistency in the discourse function of a sequence of such items (Sinclair, 2004; Prasetyo, 2017; Suyanu et al., 

2017)” (251). For example, Hunston (2007), examines the verb cause and finds that it has a negative semantic 

prosody if human self-interest is involved; however, this is not the case in a scientific register where human self-

interest is not evaluated. Thus, she concludes that a node does not necessarily have the same semantic prosody in 

every context.   

In so far as the identification of the semantic prosody of a lexical item is concerned, the present study is corpus-

based. In the analysis, however, Van Dijk’s approach to CDA is adopted to compare Islamic discourse in Updike’s 

Terrorist (2006) and Wright's The Televangelist (2016). Being a corpus-based CDA study of fiction, it attempts at 

answering the following questions: is there any difference between the two novels in terms of Islamic discourse? 

Does Van Dijk’s proposition of the polarized representation of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ hold for the two novels? How do 

the two novelists build up semantic consistency to convey their attitude towards Islam? 

 

 

2  Materials and Methods 

 

Methodology 

 

In order to identify keywords in each novel, the 100-million-word British National Corpus (BNC) was used as a 

reference corpus because, as Mike Scott recommends in Archer’s What’s in a Word List (2009), it contains several 

different genres and texts of varying lengths. Using Sketch Engine, the BNC Word list was generated, then AntConc 

was used to compare each novel to the reference word list and generate keyword lists. A p-value of 0.0001 was set, 

which indicates a 99.99 percent confidence that the outcome of the keyword analysis is not due to chance. This cut-

off point is reasonable given the size of the two corpora under study: The Televangelist (900459 words); Terrorist 

(540015 words). Once the two keyword lists were generated, common content keywords were identified and 

classified into “fictional world signals,” keywords that relate to concrete characters and objects, and “thematic 

signals,” keywords that require interpretation, following Mahlberg & McIntyre’s (2011) model. Fictional world 

keywords like television in The Televangelist and truck in Terrorist were not chosen for analysis because they refer 

to concrete objects and do not belong to Islamic discourse. Only commonly used thematic signal keywords; that is, 

keywords that require interpretation and are related to Islamic discourse, were selected for analysis (See Appendix 

A). KWIC searches of these thematic signal keywords were conducted using AntConc. In Contextual Prosodic 

Theory: Bringing Semantic Prosodies to Life, Louw (2000), notes that: “Most semantic prosodies accumulate and 

concentrate their power within the nine‐node window of acknowledged collocational force” (4). Accordingly, four 

nodes on each side of the keyword were examined to identify the unique semantic prosody built up by Updike and 

Wright around these keywords. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

The analysis of commonly used thematic world keywords that are related to Islamic discourse (God, faith, believe, 

un/believers, religion, Islam, prophet, Qur'an, sheikh, imam, preacher, mosque, prayer, Muslims, Christians, convert, 

woman/ women) will run as follows: sample concordance lines resulting from KWIC searches in both novels will be 

analyzed to find out how each writer creates his own semantic prosody that reflects his attitude. In Terrorist, for 

example, Updike creates a negative semantic prosody for the keyword God is evident from the following 

concordance lines: 
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Figure 1. God in Updike's Terrorist 

 

God here co-occurs with such blasphemous nodes as: -lessness, -like men, sinking into the morass of, blasphemously 

assigning a face, compete with, to create themselves, untrustworthy promises of an unseen, big on promises, sloppy 

job. This negative semantic prosody is created in the novel by fundamentalists who view Western culture as Godless. 

By creating this negative attitude towards Western culture, fundamentalists are able to exercise control over others. 

Thus Shaikh Rashid succeeds in making Ahmed become a truck driver rather than go to college to study academic 

subjects and assimilate into a culture that is determined to “take away" his God. Echoing his imam, Ahmed says: 

“Western culture is Godless. ... And because it has no God, it is obsessed with sex and luxury goods” (38). 

In Wright's The Televangelist, however, the keyword God has a highly positive semantic prosody whether it 

appears in the context of prayer and invocation or in the context of worship and glorification as in the following 

concordance lines: 

 

 
Figure 2. God in Wright's Televangelist 

In this tolerant Islamic discourse, the keyword God co-occurs with such positive expressions as worshipping one, 

serves, Almighty, more worthy to be feared, gatherings were solely for the sake of, accept rulings obediently, 

Muslims don’t debate injunctions, revel in closeness to, was standing by him, degrees of piety and closeness to, we 

are slaves only to. Rather than evaluating other cultures or religions, there is an emphasis on worshipping and fearing 

God. This is significant because tolerant Islamic discourse, in contrast to the fundamentalist one, has no targets other 

than calling for the worship of one God. In the context of prayer and invocation too, the keyword God co-occurs with 

positive expressions such as bless you, the blessings of, the grace of, mercy of, pleased with, bring you good news, 

bless you and preserve you as appears from the following concordance lines. 
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Figure 3. God in Wright's Televangelist 

In Updike’s Terrorist, the keyword faith has a negative semantic prosody as appears from the following concordance 

lines:  

 

 
Figure 4. Faith in Updike's Terrorist 

Faith co-occurs with: disbelief is more resistant than, lack true, they are not on the Straight Path, they are unclean, it 

frightens, I am not of your, had gone sour and musty, divide, funny, the people had no, you lacked the, they didn't 

have, a world that mocks, severe, a puzzle, a curiosity, the enemies of the true, a shallow and starkly innocent. 

Fundamentalists, like Shaikh Rashid, regard people who believe in other religions as unclean enemies who lack true 

faith. Again this negative attitude is created by fundamentalists to control vulnerable youth, like Ahmed, and drive 

them to do terrorist acts against those whom they view as enemies. It is not a coincidence, therefore, to find the 

keyword unbelievers more frequently used than believers in such a fundamentalist Islamic discourse. 

Fundamentalists regard followers of other religions as insects that need to be crushed and destroyed altogether. This 

is clear from the negative semantic prosody of the keyword unbelievers in the following concordance lines: 
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Figure 5. Unbelievers in Updike's Terrorist 

Although faith is not a strong keyword in Wright's The Televangelist, it has a positive semantic prosody: 

 

 
Figure 6. Faith in Wright's Televangelist 

Faith co-occurs with the ultimate, devotion, his reserves of patience, much higher, their health, their knowledge, and 

their happiness, made him committed to Christ his redeemer, is in the heart, reflected a deep, transcended any desire 

for human intervention, isn’t in the Qur’an or the Bible, is in your mind or in your heart. Tolerant Islamic discourse 

emphasizes faith is in the heart or mind, not in books of religion. It calls for accepting others because, as mentioned-

above, it has no other agendas: it does not aim at misrepresenting others to gain any worldly power. It is also worth 

mentioning that the  keyword believers in this tolerant Islamic discourse is more frequent than unbelievers and has a 

positive semantic prosody as in the following concordance lines: 

 

 
Figure 7. Believers in Wright's Televangelist 

Similarly, the keyword believe has a positive semantic prosody. It co-occurs with in equal citizenship for everyone, 

in the church, in Christ and love Him, in Christ and in all the prophets, God in His glory and His greatness, Whoever 

wants to, let him, and whoever wants not to, let him not, in God and in what has been revealed to you, in God and the 

Last Day, those who follow Jesus are above those who don’t, that the light of the Virgin Mary has come to me, in the 

light of the Virgin as well as Christians, is the Prophet of God, in him as Muslims.   



           ISSN: 2455-8028 

IJLLC   Vol. 5, No. 6, November 2019, pages: 1~27 

8 

 

 
Figure 8. Believe in Wright's Televangelist 

Unlike fundamentalist Islamic discourse that regards followers of other religions as unbelievers who should be 

crushed, tolerant Islamic discourse preaches love and equality, respects Christians, and stresses that to be a true 

believer, one needs to believe in all prophets.   

Although religion is not a strong keyword in Updike’s Terrorist, it has a negative semantic prosody: It co-occurs 

with don't take seriously, their dishevelled, disrespect, the wrong one, grotesquely mistaken and corrupt, had shed all, 

a relativistic approach that trivializes, doesn't take all that seriously, a ridiculous new, hated, a victim of the 

American, evil, blamed for the world's misery, images now attract hatred, and meant nothing to him. 

 

 
Figure 9. Religion in Updike's Terrorist 

Fundamentalists have influenced Ahmed in a way that made him view those who are not Muslims as irreligious or at 

best not taking religion seriously. He tells his friend Jorlyeen: “All America wants of its citizens, your President has 

said, is for us to buy—to spend money we cannot afford and thus propel the economy forward for himself and other 

rich men” (72). This negative attitude drives Ahmed to isolate himself rather than assimilate into a culture that 

preaches sexual freedom, materialism and consumerism. 

In Wright's Televangelist, on the other hand, religion is a very strong keyword, ranking number 20 and occuring 

163 times with 3597.7 keynness compared to the BNC. However, its semantic prosody differs according to the 

context. For example, when Sheikh Hatem, the televangelist, is having a debate about religion with Hassan, the 

alleged Christian convert, the keyword has a positive semantic prosody as appears from the following concordance 

lines: 
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Figure 10. Religion in Wright's Televangelist 

Tolerant Islamic discourse stresses that there is no compulsion in religion: that people are free to choose whatever 

religion they like. When, however, the keyword is used in the context of describing men of religion, it has a negative 

semantic prosody as appears from the following concordance lines: 

 

 
Figure 11. Religion in Wright's Televangelist 

Thus there is a clear distinction between religion and the behavior of some men of religion who use it to serve their 

own purposes. In other words, tolerant Islamic discourse emphasizes that one should not devalue any religion based 

on the behaviour of its followers or scholars.  

In Updike’s Terrorist, the keyword Islam has a negative semantic prosody as appears from the following 

concordance lines: It co-occurs with nodes like coming after, ridicules, meant nothing, less than nothing, ends at the 

mosque, apostate adherents, anciently afflicted, anti-, a lazy matter of ethnic identity, less a faith, a filigreed doorway 

into the supernatural, a facet of their condition as an underclass, alien in a nation, chastise, under surveillance, 

pressure each other with, slay and inconvenience many unbelievers. 

 

 
Figure 12. Islam in Updike's Terrorist  

Updike's anti-Islamic discourse is typical of most post 9/11 Western fiction. As Hartnell argues, despite Updike’s 

“apparently genuine attempt to displace reductive readings of Islamist violence, ‘Islam’ does ultimately emerge as 

other” in his novel (2011: 479). Similarly, Samuel Thomas claims that Terrorist “ends up reinscribing many of the 

ideological patterns ... that it at least seeks to interrogate, if not debunk” (2011: 442). The concordance output 
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reinforces this claim because the negative attitude created by Updike does not distinguish between fundamentalist 

and tolerant Islam. Rather, it stigmatizes Islam as a whole as a superstitious and violent religion. 

In Wright's The Televangelist, however, the keyword Islam has a defensive semantic prosody as the following 

concordance lines show: It co-occurs with nodes like: condemns this cowardly terrorism, allegations propagated by 

the opponents of, knows how to defend, understood the facts of, what he says about is really bad and offensive, 

won’t be upset by the offensive things he says about, apart from what you’ve heard from sheikhs, or from priests on 

the Internet insulting, when you lash out and attack, I don’t represent. 

 
Figure 13. Islam in Wright's Televangelist 

The co-text of Islam, therefore, conveys the writer's defensive attitude. Like the original novelist, the translator has 

assumed the responsibility of defending Islam against all the attacks and allegations of the West that associate it with 

terrorism and violence.  

In Updike’s Terrorist, the keyword prophet has an unfavourable semantic prosody. Prophet Mohammed is 

described as too supernatural to believe as is shown in the following concordance lines: 

 

 
Figure 14. Prophet in Updike's Terrorist 

The keyword prophet, which refers to Prophet Mohammed, co-occurs with ultimate, adventures, miracle, perfect, 

blazing and divinely inspired words, visionary descriptions, in letters of gold, brought back to Earth after the night 

journey, grips the soul with its own spiritual, during one night-journey travelled on the supernatural horse Buraq. 

In Wright's The Televangelist, however, the keyword prophet has a favourable semantic prosody:  
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Figure 15. Prophet in Wright's Televangelist 

It co-occurs with human being, wanted Zeinab for himself, voice, physical and moral qualities, doubted, put up with 

ridicule from their enemies, mission, teaching his companions, Companions and wives. Thus the prophet is described 

as human with physical and moral qualities. 

In Updike’s Terrorist, the keyword Quran has an unfavourable semantic prosody as is shown in the following 

concordance lines:  

 

 
Figure 16. Qur'an in Updike's Terrorist 

It co-occurs with flocks of elementary-school-age children, many obscurities of, may not have eternally pre-existed 

in Paradise, a shell of violent shorthand, causeth you to die, neglect, the devils, have a voice in, be ruthless to 

unbelievers. This negative attitude towards the Holy Qur'an together with the incredulity surrounding Prophet 

Mohammed’s miracles reinforce the anti-Islamic discourse in Updike's novel.  

In Wright's The Televangelist, on the other hand, the keyword Qur’an has a very positive semantic prosody as is 

obvious from the following concordance lines: 

 

 
Figure 17. Qur'an in Wright's Televangelist 

It co-occurs with eloquently, by heart and you know how to recite it, had memorized the whole, is recited from high 

above the seven heavens, we can be proud, as taught us to be completely transparent, by which we worship when we 

pray, the miraculous, Holy, schools produced ulema who served their communities. This veneration of the Holy 

Qur'an is characteristic of pro-Islamic discourse.   

As for the keyword Shaikh in Updike’s Terrorist, it has an unfavourable semantic prosody as appears from the 

following concordance lines: 
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Figure 18. Shaikh in Updike's Terrorist 

Shaikh co-occurs with negative words such as: admonishes, leaving on his face a crust of unease, with his thin off-

center smile, in a recess of facial hair, at last left him alone, concerned gaze, ugly, a disfiguring little twist, in a war, 

if the soldier beside you falls, hurried and troubled, seemed troubled, something was pressing on him, sardonically 

puts forward the analogy, is so furiously absolute in his doctrines, his master has few disciples, indolently concedes, 

provocative moods, satiric, movies are sinful and stupid, testy tone, a man slight and slim as a dagger, is kind of 

creepy, dry, half-smiling allusions, has come sharply out of his trance. Islamic sheikhs are thus stereotyped as ugly 

and dubious. Again Updike’s description of the dubious Shaikh Rashid who controls Ahmed is generalized to  all 

Islamic sheikhs and thus creates an anti-Islamic attitude.  

Although the keyword Sheikh has an unfavourable semantic prosody in Wright's Televangelist, Islamic sheikhs are 

stereotyped as gluttonous and materialistic as in the following concordance lines: 

 

 
Figure 19. Sheikh in Wright's Televangelist 

Sheikh co-occurs with nodes that emphasize the stereotypical image of gluttony such as: had voracious appetites and 

could be bought with, plenty of fat, we want to see some meat in front of our, greedy, waiting for their dinner, gorge 

themselves on all the meat and fat, jokes that had long been made about obsession with food, being gluttonous, who 

would never say no to a good dinner. As for sheikhs’ materialism, it is emphasized through the co-text of closer to 

them than to God, coming to earn a few pennies, would be hired for other events, would travel long distances for 

these funerals, lived in a mansion and owned cars and spent money, who tried to flatter and curry favor, who took 

religion into the world of adolescents, tries to please the customer, showing off his watch on his right hand, the 

Arzaqia (opportunists). The keyword Imam, however, has a favourable semantic prosody in Wright's The 

Televangelist as appears from the following concordance lines: It co-occurs with the works of recognized, active in 

the early years of Islam, prominent, the great, who codified Islamic law after them, and led the people in dawn 

prayer, and he seemed proud to be among the, inside the historic mosque where he worked as, who is a very 

important, to have security clearances, his book is a major reference, of the pious, may God be pleased with him, say 

it belongs to the twelve, who were grand themselves, the legal precepts of, the coming of the long-awaited, After 

declaring allegiance to, who looked happy that the Grand, was treating him with such honor. 



IJLLC                 ISSN: 2455-8028   

Othman, A. A. M. (2019). Fundamentalist and tolerant islamic discourse in john updike’s terrorist and jonathan 

wright’s translation the televangelist: a corpus-based critical discourse analysis of semantic prosody. International 

Journal of Linguistics, Literature and Culture, 5(6), 1-27. https://doi.org/10.21744/ijllc.v5n6.747 

13 

 
Figure 20. Imam in Wright's Televangelist 

Unlike sheikh which is a title of respect for religious and unreligious persons, the word imam refers to the person 

who leads prayers in a mosque and is used as a title of various Muslim leaders. This difference in use explains the 

difference in the semantic prosody that shades the meaning of the two words. Whereas sheikhs are stereotyped as 

greedy and materialistic, imams are venerated and respected. 

In Updike’s Terrorist, on the other hand, the keyword imam has an unfavourable semantic prosody as appears 

from the following concordance lines: It co-occurs with casts down his eyes, which are an unexpectedly pale gray, as 

milky and elusive as a kafir woman's, the devils gnawing within him tinges the imam's voice, of this hard-to-find 

place, helped you to waste your high-school years, a stern-faced, coffee-colored man with wireless glasses and a 

flashing tall bald head, showed a short temper with his pupil, presented half a face, the lower half being hidden, 

almost never came out to say hello, His black shoes, tiny and obdurate as a child's, twangs out a twist of Arabic as if 

sticking a dagger into the silent audience, a slight, impeccable man embodying a belief system that not many years 

ago managed the deaths of, the man in his white garb sticks like a bone in the throat of the occasion, drive a truck, it's 

an idea he picked up from his, with an impatience that bites off his words as precisely as his beard is trimmed, would 

tell me was blasphemy, deserving an eternity of Hellfire, rhetoric, delivered by a two-edged voice that seems to 

withdraw even as it proffers, shuts his eyes again as in a holy trance, looked down upon him, the hidden, with his 

featureless face. 
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Figure 21. Imam in Updike's Terrorist 

In Updike’s Terrorist, therefore, there is no distinction between sheikhs and Imams because the anti-Islamic 

discourse draws them both in an unfavourable light.  

Likewise, the keyword preacher has an unfavourable semantic prosody: it co-occurs with ascends into the high 

minbar decorated, the chuckles that greet this revelation, and heated crowd of dark-skinned knffar, in his blue big-

sleeved robe, taken off guard, hurries on, consulting his big Bible again, blue sleeves thrash and bits of spittle, 

slumps in the pulpit a little wearily, is proclaiming in a voice roughened by oratory, is not quite done with them, 

decides the time to close has come, didn't take none of the man's shit.  

 

 
Figure 22. Preacher in Updike's Terrorist 

Fundamentalists view Christian preachers as unbelievers and ridicule their oratory. Of special effect is dismissing the 

Christian names of objects and describing them in Islamic terms like “the high minbar.” 

In Wright's The Televangelist, however, the keyword preacher has a positive semantic prosody, but it refers only 

to Islamic scholars. It co-occurs with who gave fatwas was a man like them, in a government-run mosque, and 

Islamic scholar, who didn’t look like sheikhs, other well-known television, and even the stars of television serials, a 

television star, appointed to the big mosque, goes up in the pulpit every Friday, and Quran reader at funerals, people 
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who admire, charismatic, and melodious voices, seemed proud to be among the imams and Salafist from the nearby 

mosques, the historic mosque where he worked as imam, had probably been monitoring him, employed by the 

Ministry of Religious Endowments, monitored the mosque and the, who appear on this amazing box, people see me 

as modern, like the young, who wear suits and shirts, and being a scholar, You’re the young people’s, the most 

famous, from the satellite channels. 

 

 
Figure 23. Preacher in Wright's Televangelist 

In Updike’s Terrorist, the keyword mosque has a negative semantic prosody. It co-occurs with do I know where, I 

fear I don’t, was a domain of men, all unbelievers are our enemies, that would not do, writing the check for $89.50, 

Omar never went, this terrible teacher at, put him up to it, exploration of his Islamic identity ends at, the humblest of 

the several in New Prospect, took him in as a child of eleven, on the second floor, to get this boy out of the grip of, 

they’re like Baptist fundamentalists, shabby and fragile, friends as powerful as they are pious, so frail and scared 

when I’d drop him off, going up those stairs all by himself after three months of skipping his lessons, the nail salon 

below, whose windows have a view of only brick walls, license to drive a truck because the imam had asked him to. 
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Figure 24. Mosque in Updike's Terrorist 

The co-text of mosque imparts this feeling of fear and mistrust. This negative attitude towards mosques, the places of 

worship in Islam, can be said to stem from the more general Islamophobia and mistrust of Muslims in the West.  

In Wright's The Televangelist, however, the keyword mosque has a highly positive semantic prosody. In contrast 

to the mosques in Updike's Terrorist, which are portrayed as small and shabby, mosques here are described as grand, 

well-known places of learning and worship. The co-text includes nodes like: who came to hear his sermon in the 

Sultan Hassan, they filled every inch, which could hold several thousand people, would fill up and people recorded 

his sermons, of the most important local saints, whole delegation went through the square, the Hussein, el-Sayeda 

Zeinab, el-Rifai, the Sultan Hassan, big, where our ancestors are buried, where your father was the Sufi leader, the 

minaret of, in the oldest, that belongs to the Ministry of Religious Endowments, surrounded by warm welcomes from 

sheikhs and other people who were praying, lavished money and sympathy on the poor and servants, purged himself 

of pride and anger by cleaning the toilets, historic, a growing number of admirers and his remote, what required by 

the etiquette of sitting in, a gathering place, had to have security clearances, for the whole area oversaw and 

monitored, donate the land and have, and a Quran school built on it, gets bigger and bigger and the minaret goes up, 

verses of the Quran inscribed along the walls, at al-Azhar were giving their lessons in the courtyard, seated at the 

base of a column. 
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Figure 25. Mosque in Wright's Televangelist 

Mosques are thus described as sacred places where family members of the prophet are buried and where sermons are 

given to large numbers of people. Imams of such mosques have security clearances to make sure they do not belong 

to any terrorist groups.  

Like mosques, the keyword prayer has an unfavourable semantic prosody in Updike’s Terrorist. It co-occurs with 

long, offered by the Christian imam, the chorus is chanting the one word, the organist is bouncing up and down, just 

the five calls to, broadcast over a still slide of the great mosque, take it to the Lord, fussily, rug on the floor, its 

woven-in mihrab, the mock-mihrab in its abstract pattern.  

 

 
Figure 26. Prayer in Updike's Terrorist 

Fundamentalist Islamic discourse thus criticizes Christian prayers for the music element in them and refuses to even 

learn the names of sacred places in the church. This is significant because even though Ahmed has American 

citizenship and a Christian mother, he still uses words like the Christian imam and mock-mihrab, thus emphasizing 

his rejection of assimilation and alienation from what he views as. 
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In Wright's The Televangelist, on the other hand, the keyword prayer has a positive semantic prosody. It co-

occurs with all those people you lead in, your disciples, the people who ask you for fatwa, and give sermons, and 

raised his string of amber beads to his chest, asked him to grace him with a, he had proudly been fingering his, to 

sing a, raised the spirits of the audience, who was welcoming and attentive, in a sentimental tone, pulled him off to 

the imam’s niche, and woke him up to perform together in el-Hussein or Sayeda Zeinab, everyone stood behind him 

to perform the evening, holding his beads in both hands, instead he said a silent, at dawn they would perform the 

usual, together and then he would say a special, in the distance the muezzin gave the dawn call to, marks on their 

foreheads. 

 

 
Figure 27. Prayer in Wright's Televangelist 

Thus prayers in The Televangelist refer only to Islamic prayers which bring Muslims closer to God and unit them 

when performed in congregation.  

In Updike’s Terrorist, the keyword Muslim has an unfavourable semantic prosody: It co-occurs with: We were 

getting hate calls, Anti-, did you set out to raise him as, as a sop to, he thinks he’s. Updike here reflects the mistrust 

and hate of Muslims in the West especially after 9/11. Again he does not differentiate between fundamentalists and 

tolerant Muslims and hence he reinforces Islamophobia.  

 

 
Figure 28. Muslim in Updike's Terrorist 

In contrast, the keyword Muslim has a favourable semantic prosody in Wright's The Televangelist: it co-occurs with 

well-educated, strong, knowledgeable, devout and worshipped God, must accept God’s rulings obediently, don’t 

debate God’s injuctions, His greatness has compassion for all of humanity, have to fulfill particular obligations, the 

privileges given to, pious, inventors and explorers, free from slavery to anything and anyone other than God, 

scholars, save their country from chaos, believe in the light of the Virgin, who pray, develop a mark on their 

foreheads.  
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Figure 29. Muslim in Wright's Televangelist 

In tolerant Islamic discourse, Muslims are described as worshippers of God and followers of His orders. They have 

no prejudices against other religions and, like Christians, they believe in the light of the Virgin.  

Regarding the keyword Christian, it has an unfavourable semantic prosody in the fundamentalists' discourse in 

Updike’s Terrorist as appears from the following concordance lines: 

 

 
Figure 30. Christian in Updike's Terrorist 

It co-occurs with weak, committed genocide, attitude of lazily sitting erect as at an entertainment, disdains respect, 

barbarism, fear of scientific truth, God is a decrepit idol. Most remarkable is the ironic use of "Christian minbar” 

instead of pulpit and “Christian imam” instead of priest or preacher. The fundamentalists’ antagonistic attitude 

towards Christians is thus used to criticize Islam in general in Updike’s anti-Islamic discourse.   

In sharp contrast, the keyword Christian has a positive semantic prosody in tolerant Islamic discourse in Wright's The 

Televangelist as is demonstrated by the following concordance lines: 
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Figure 31. Christian in Wright's Televangelist 

The keyword Christian co-occurs with positive nodes like: has compassion for all humanity, aren’t infidels or 

polytheists, I’m against trying to convert, a Muslim talking about his friendship with, they’re not prejudiced against, 

the same simplicity and spirituality, we’re bound by promises not to harass, alike. Wright's establishment of a 

consistently positive semantic prosody for Christians characterizes his tolerant Islamic discourse which call for 

accepting the other and extending compassion to all humanity. 

With regards to the keyword convert, it has a favourable semantic prosody in Updike’s Terrorist: it co-occurs 

with as enunciated by the Prophet, like Elizabeth Taylor, to worship, her son's sacrifice may perhaps persuade her to, 

maybe you could.  

 

 
Figure 32. Convert in Updike's Terrorist 

One of the basic tenets of fundamentalists is to convert followers of other religions to Islam. Having created this 

positive semantic prosody for conversion, Updike uses it to criticize Islam in general because he does not draw a line 

between fundamentalists and tolerant Muslims who accept others. 

In Wright's Televangelist, however, the keyword convert has an unfavourable semantic prosody: It co-occurs 

with negative expressions such as: Hatem almost wet himself, a apostate from Islam, it would destroy all the good, 

accused of trying to, leaked by the organizations or people who, that would threaten a family, a spoiled brat who 

thinks it’s a game, was confused rather than determined to, mistaken, destroy the country, in protest, I’m against 

trying to, ignorant kids tricked into, I don’t want to, relished provoking the complacent, those in authority, they 

seemed very weak and fragile. Of special significance is Sheikh Hatem’s Ironic remark to Hassan, who pretended to 

have converted to Christianity: “I am really not losing any sleep because you’ve converted.” Objection to conversion 

when it is not based on true learning and conviction is made clear through the consistently negative semantic prosody 

in the following concordance lines: 
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Figure 33. Convert in Wright's Televangelist 

As for fundamentalists’ negative attitude towards women, it is obvious in Updike’s Terrorist in the negative 

semantic prosody of the keywords woman and women: the singular noun co-occurs with as milky and elusive as a 

kafir, a whale of, deep creases, a fat older, a skinny one the color of dried leadier, skinny dried-up, fat, drooping over 

her shoes, the very fat, should serve a man, shaky, impropriety and possible mockery, aging, sucking the life out of, 

dirty anyway, has ditched me.  

 

 
Figure 34. Woman in Updike's Terrorist 
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Thus women are viewed by fundamentalists as merely sex objects. Similarly, the plural, women, has a negative 

semantic prosody in Updike’s Terrorist: It co-occurs with purses were sinkholes of confusion and sedimented 

treasure, massive, do without, non-Heavenly flesh,  this earthly baggage, uncleanness, their menstruation, their 

suckling of infants, a pollution, separate yourselves therefore from, approach them not, until they be cleansed, 

nakedness, withdrew into wrinkles and a proud shapelessness, sex enhancement, the monstrous buttocks of, the fat 

black, bouncing and rolling with an intensity, oppression of, animals easily led, boring, his fields. 

 

 
Figure 35. Women in Updike's Terrorist 

This misogynistic attitude towards women is typical of fundamentalist Islamic discourse that always speaks of 

women as unclean, inferior sex objects.  

In Wright’s The Televangelist, however, the keywords woman and women have a positive semantic prosody: 

 

 
Figure 36. Woman in Wright's Televangelist 

Woman co-occurs with irresistible, of high rank and good family, in her late thirties, a sexy young, a sensitive, an 

exhausted young, a strict and committed Muslim, a fully veiled, draped in black from head to foot, might be his wife, 

a pretty, he had thought was his angel. 

Similarly, the plural, women, has a positive semantic prosody in Wright’s The Televangelist: 

 

 
Figure 37. Women in Wright's Televangelist 
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It co-occurs with one of the finest, devout and worshipped God, wear the hijab, are pretty, the freedom of, wearing 

the niqab, stay at home, families are supported by working. Tolerant Islamic discourse in Wright's translated novel 

thus emphasizes women's freedom, chastity, beauty and protection. 

 

 

3  Results and Discussions 

 

To begin with, the topics or global meanings of the two novels are expressed in the title. The title of Updike’s novel 

refers to the protagonist, Ahmed, the would-be terrorist. Since Ahmed is a Muslim name, the first association the 

reader makes is between Islam and terrorism. It follows that the overall topic of the text is Islamic terrorism. This 

global meaning is reinforced through the negative semantic prosody of Islamic keywords: God, faith, belief, religion, 

Islam, prophet, Qur’an, sheikh, imam, preacher, mosque, prayer, Muslims, Christians & women. The text is thus 

polarized at both the global and local levels. In other words, there is a consistent strategy of “negative other 

presentation,” and the other in this case is Islam and Muslims who are misrepresented throughout the text. The result 

is that the reader generalizes the fundamentalist Islamic discourse and equates Islam with terrorism, animosity, 

intolerance & backwardness. In addition to the dominant fundamentalist Islamic discourse, there is a parallel anti-

Islamic discourse that criticizes Islam, Prophet Mohammed and the Qur’an, ridicules Islamic scholars, sheikhs and 

Imams, and misrepresents mosques, Islamic prayers and Muslims. In contrast, the title of Wright's translated novel 

refers to the tolerant Sheikh Hatem, who occupies the center of attention throughout the novel since he was the Imam 

of Sultan Hassan, the historic mosque, until he became a famous televangelist. At the global level, therefore, the 

topic of Wright's translation is Islamic tolerance. This global meaning is emphasized through the positive semantic 

prosody of the same Islamic keywords: God, faith, belief, religion, Islam, prophet, Qur’an, sheikh, imam, preacher, 

mosque, prayer, Muslims, Christians & women. Characteristic of this tolerant Islamic discourse is veneration of God, 

Islam and Prophet Mohammed, glorification of the Holy Qur’an, respect of mosques, preachers and women, and 

acceptance of followers of other religions. 

 

 

4  Conclusion 

 

To conclude, the analysis of the semantic prosody of thematic signal keywords in the two novels selected for 

comparison shows that there is a significant difference between Updike’s Terrorist and Wright's The Televangelist in 

terms of Islamic discourse. While Islamic discourse is essentially fundamentalist in Updike’s novel, it is highly 

tolerant in Wright's. Van Dijk’s proposition of the polarized representation of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ holds for Updike’s 

novel which negatively represents Islam and Muslims by establishing a consistently negative semantic prosody for 

Islamic keywords and making fundamentalist discourse stand for all Islamic discourse. However, Van Dijk’s 

proposition holds only partially for Wright's The Televangelist which creates a positive semantic prosody for Islamic 

keywords, thus positively representing Islam and Muslims, without misrepresenting the other. These results 

encourage researchers to combine CDA and Corpus Linguistics in the analysis of Literature to understand literary 

men's attitude towards the issues discussed in their literary works. 
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Appendix A 

# Keyword Rank Frequency Key Effect 

Televangelist Terrorist Televangelist Terrorist Televangelist Terrorist Televangelist Terrorist 

1 God 183 590 419 174 736.37 211.89 0.0002 0.0001 

2 Faith 328 32 22 51 485.56 1180.06 0.0003 0.001 

3 Believers 1000  5  110.35  0.0001  

4 Unbeliever  373  13  300.79  0.0003 

5 Believe 431 1611 16 4 353.13 92.55 0.0002 0.0001 

6 Religion 20 141 163 22 3597.7 509.04 0.002 0.0005 

7 Islam 12 110 217 25 4789.65 578.45 0.0026 0.0005 

8 Prophet 9 42 258 42 5694.67 971.81 0.0031 0.0009 

9 Qur'an 23 40 150 45 3310.76 1041.23 0.0018 0.0009 

1

0 

Sheikh/ 

Shaikh 

2 21 522 77 11522.61 1781.68 0.0063 0.0016 

1

1 

Imam 424 63 19 34 419.35 786.7 0.0002 0.0007 

1

2 

Preacher 206 318 31 14 684.2 323.93 0.0004 0.0003 

1

3 

Mosque 58 69 79 33 1743.63 763.56 0.0009 0.0007 

1

4 

Prayer 138 207 41 18 904.91 416.49 0.0005 0.0004 

1

5 

Muslims 43 348 100 13 2207.14 300.79 0.0012 0.0003 

1

6 

Christians 73 160 67 20 1478.77 462.76 0.0008 0.0004 

1

7 

Convert 128 1670 42 4 926.99 92.55 0.0005 0.0001 

1

8 

Woman 48 36 92 48 2030.57 1110.64 0.0011 0.001 

 


