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Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
interpretation calls for re-evaluating some crucial aspects of the Qurʾānic story of Joseph. 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān by heart. Ideally, a pupil was primed to memorize the entirety of the Holy
Book—a feat known as khatma or h. adhqa. The successful learner would earn the prestigious sobriquet
of “h. āfiz

˙
”, for which he/she was to be proudly known for the rest of his/her life. Muslim youngsters

continue up to present times to memorize the Qur
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ān, in conceivably more or less the same way, in
traditional Qur
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ānic schools. In a sense, this practice developed into a symbol of Islamic conservatism
and nationalism in the face of modern non-Islamic ideological forces. Against this backdrop, recent
pedagogical trends tend to lay blame on rote learning as a markedly ineffective teaching method.
The pedagogical issues of contemporary educational apparatus in the Muslim countries and the
traditional Qur
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ānic preschools in and beyond the Muslim world are usually ascribed to persistence
of “abortive” medieval practices in such institutions. However, this hypothesis and the lingering
presumptions related to it are based on defective modern applications of such medieval educational
practices and inaccurate conceptions of how these practices are described by the sources. Generally,
the intrinsic characteristics of traditional Islamic pedagogy have been explored, albeit partly, by
only a limited number of Western surveys. This paper seeks to re-evaluate the efficiency of the
pedagogies related to memorizing the Qur

 
 

 

 
Religions 2021, 12, x. https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx www.mdpi.com/journal/religions 

Article 

Why Did the Egyptian Noblewomen Cut Their Hands? Amīn 
Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
Mustansir Mir 

Youngstown State University, Youngstown, OH 44555, USA; mmir@ysu.edu 

Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
interpretation calls for re-evaluating some crucial aspects of the Qurʾānic story of Joseph. 

Keywords: Qurʾān; Qurʾānic exegesis; Iṣlāḥī; Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī; Joseph; Zulaykhā; Potiphar’s wife; 
Egyptian noblewomen 
 

1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 

  

Citation: Mir, Mustansir. 2021. Why 

Did the Egyptian Noblewomen Cut 

Their Hands? Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs 

Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31.  

Religions 12: x. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx 

Academic Editor: Roberto Tottoli 

Received: 24 May 2021 

Accepted: 27 July 2021 

Published: 9 August 2021 

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neu-

tral with regard to jurisdictional 

claims in published maps and institu-

tional affiliations. 

 

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors. 

Submitted for possible open access 

publication under the terms and con-

ditions of the Creative Commons At-

tribution (CC BY) license (http://crea-

tivecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 

ān in medieval Muslim primary schools. It opens the vista
to explore the extent to which such pedagogies resonated with the educational and cultural milieus
of the time. To that end, the paper applies literature and theoretical analysis of classical scholars.
It also examines primary and secondary Islamic texts as well as the Qur
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ān, h. adı̄th and fragments
of poetry. The main finding is that, contrary to modern misconceptions and generalizations, rote
memorization was intertwined in the classical Islamic pedagogy with the ability to contemplate,
reflect and understand. It was a multidimensional learning experience that was set to advance a
plethora of cognitive, linguistic and intellectual abilities.

Keywords: medieval Islam; primary education; scripture; rote learning; reasoning and reflection;
kuttāb

1. Introduction

In pre-modern Muslim societies, primary educational practices laid special emphasis
on learning the Qur
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ān by heart in educational institutions called katātı̄b (sing. kuttāb).
While such institutions also taught literacy and arithmetic, their chief emphasis was on
learning the Qur
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ān by rote—hence they were known as “Qur
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ānic schools” among later
Western observers (see Landau 1986, p. 568; Günther 2005, p. 642; Kadi 2006, p. 313;
Ohlander 2006, p. 641; Wagner and Lotfi 1980; Boyle 2004). Typically, a pupil was primed to
memorize the entirety of the Holy Book, which consists of 114 chapters (sūras) comprising
6236 verses, divided into thirty similar-sized units (ajzā
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)—a feat known as khatma or h. adhqa.
Successful learners earned the prestigious sobriquet of “h. āfiz

˙
”, for which they would be

proudly known for the rest of their lives. In this context, success was assayed according to
the perfection of memorization (h. ifz

˙
) and precise abidance by the phonetic rules of Qur
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ānic
recitation, which were passed down orally through generations. However, for various
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reasons (not least a weak memory), many pupils could fall behind in this aspirational
vocation, and would thus satisfy themselves, and their parents, with memorizing only a
part of the Holy Book. Children of lower socio-economic status had less scope to undergo
this education, due to the need to undertake economic activities to support their families.
However, Muslims in general aspire to learn portions of the Qur
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān by heart for liturgical
purposes, i.e., performing their own prayers, and this would include all illiterate people in
traditional Muslim societies.

Generally perceived to be rooted in overarching Islamic “scripturalism”, traditional
learning of the Qur
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ān by youngsters continues to persist, in conceivably more or less the
same way, in many Muslim societies today. It also developed into a symbol of Islamic
conservatism and nationalism in the face of modern non-Islamic ideological forces (see
Boyle 2004, pp. 39–82; Tawil 2006; Abbas 2018). Against this backdrop, recent pedagogical
trends tend to lay blame on rote learning as a markedly ineffective teaching method. For
example, memorization resides in the bottom of the well-known, albeit debatable, Bloom’s
Taxonomy of educational learning objectives as well as the revised version of the taxonomy,
which was put forward by a group of scholars in 2001 (Bloom 1956; Harrow 1972; cf. Ander-
son and Krathwohl 2001). This paper seeks to re-evaluate the efficiency of the educational
practices related to memorizing the Qur
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ān in medieval Muslim primary schools. It also
opens the vista to explore the extent to which such pedagogies responded to the educational
and societal needs of the time. The paper indicates that a healthy memorization of the
Qur
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ān was highly valued and practiced in medieval Islam, which, according to many spe-
cialists, covered the period between the third/ninth and the seventh/thirteenth centuries
(see Saunders 2002; Bray 2006; von Grunebaum 2010; Lambton 2013). For reasons beyond
the scope of the present article, this practice started to lose its rigorous traditions afterward
and tended, since the late medieval period (1250–1500 CE), to lay utmost emphasis on
memorization, as such.

While we should not look in the past for ready-made answers for questions asked by
present-day school systems, investigating the history of such questions could definitely
help us understand them better, and thus deal with them more effectively.1 The pedagogical
issues of the contemporary educational apparatuses in many Muslim countries are usually
ascribed to persistence of “abortive” medieval practices in such systems. However, this
hypothesis and the lingering presumptions related to it are based on defective modern
applications of such medieval educational practices and inaccurate conceptions of how
these practices are described by the sources. Speaking of premodern kuttāb learning,
Landau, for example, states:

Since independent thinking was frowned upon, as liable to lead to the weakening
of belief and disobedience, learning by rote was customary. This method was,
to a large extent, self-defeating, as it meant studying difficult subject-matter in a
barely understood language. Literary Arabic was hardly known even by Arab
children, not to speak of non-Arab Muslims. (Landau 1986, p. 568. See also
Hassim 2010, pp. 162–63)

The negative outlook on traditional Muslim primary education is further enhanced
by accounts in the autobiographies of modernist Muslim thinkers, such as the leading
Egyptian intellectual Taha Hussein (1889–1973 CE), and Fatima al-Mernissi (1940–2015 CE),
a prominent Moroccan feminist writer, who themselves underwent that type of traditional
Muslim education. However, the most critical position in this regard is perhaps represented
by Bassam Tibi, an advocate of liberalism and progressivism within Islam, who writes:

Muslim children go to the Qur’an school, as did I myself in Damascus, and learn
how to read and write using the text of the Qur’an. They are too young to grasp
its complex meaning, but nonetheless are compelled to memorize the text even
though they often do not understand its content. This rote learning of the Qur’an
is transmitted to other realms of knowledge. (Tibi 2009, pp. 49–52—esp. at p. 49)
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According to some, the large-scale adoption of such a traditional teaching method
led to stagnation of Muslim intellectualism. Some went so far as to blame the per-
ceived “discomfiture” of Arab Spring of 21st century on that traditional type of education
(Huff 2017, p. 171); conversely, independent, critical, and entrepreneurial thinking are usu-
ally linked with positive socio-political values as democracy and freedom of speech.2 This
tendency, however, approached the issue at stake with the a priori assumption that rote
learning is a pedagogical malpractice—an idea that has only been a mainstream consensus
among modern Western curriculum designers since the 1960s, although some outliers had
criticized it for centuries.3

Conversely, the majority of Western studies by historians, ethnographers and an-
thropologists since the start of the present millennium usually refer commendably to the
oral/aural characteristics of the classical Islamic pedagogies—even if practiced in modern
settings (Nelson 2001; Messick 1992). Generally, the relevant anthropological studies in the
West show no reservation in expressing fondness for orality and memorization as integral
features of learning the Qur
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ān in traditional learning contexts (Ware 2014; Boyle 2006;
Nelson 2001). Rosowsky (2008) went so far as to argue that pure memorization of the
Muslim Holy Book by non-Arabic speaking pupils in the UK was a main reason for them
to cultivate the faculty of liturgical literacy, which in turn imparted an array of constructive
learning practices.4 Some recent writings focused on a so-called ‘Islamic soundscape’ that
is typically generated by stylized recitals, underlining the role of somatic movements and
observances related to the spiritual ‘voice’ in summoning deific attendance and enabling
worshipful auscultation (Sabki and Hardaker 2013; Harris 2014; Hirschkind 2006; Graham
and Kermani 2006; Gade 2006; Eisenlohr 2018; de Vries 2008). This is in addition to recent
empirical advances in understanding traditional and non-Western forms of pedagogy.

There has been a trend of Western appreciation of the lost art of learning by rote,
lamenting its abandonment for the sake of new educational fads. However, such accounts
are often romanticized. Nor do they pay adequate attention to the potential adverse effects
of ritualized, didactical approaches (Sahin 2018, p. 4). The critical tendency, on the other
hand, projects the issues of modern-day rote learning to medieval Muslim primary teaching
and fails to appreciate the peculiar features of the latter, or to see it in the wider educational
context of different times and places. Generally, the intrinsic characteristics of traditional
Islamic pedagogy have been explored, albeit partly, by only a very limited number of
Western surveys (Gent 2018).

In what follows, the paper attempts to redefine and re-evaluate the practice of learning
the Qur
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ān by heart, which was far more than just repeating, after the schoolmaster, a
daily morsel of the holy text until it took root in students’ memory. The paper also tries
to identify the nuances related to such a practice in the light of broader cultural milieus.
In particular, this paper responds to claims in modern scholarship (Western and Muslim)
that early Qur
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ānic memorization was a mere rote exercise that had no bearing whatsoever
on understanding and reasoning. Applying theoretical analysis of classical scholars and
critical reading of primary and secondary Islamic texts, the paper maintains that the
memorization of the Qur
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ān was intertwined in the classical Islamic pedagogy with the
ability to contemplate, reflect and understand. As we shall see, certain pedagogies and
recitation techniques were applied to ensure a minimum of comprehension. The article
investigates the divergent perspectives which existed and interacted in medieval Islamic
scholastic circles regarding the memorization of the Qur
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ān in (early) childhood. This is
complemented by examination of the internal scholarly discourse among Muslim theorists,
jurists and polymaths who debated the appropriate age in which young Muslims should
memorize the Qur

 
 

 

 
Religions 2021, 12, x. https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx www.mdpi.com/journal/religions 

Article 

Why Did the Egyptian Noblewomen Cut Their Hands? Amīn 
Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
Mustansir Mir 

Youngstown State University, Youngstown, OH 44555, USA; mmir@ysu.edu 

Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
interpretation calls for re-evaluating some crucial aspects of the Qurʾānic story of Joseph. 

Keywords: Qurʾān; Qurʾānic exegesis; Iṣlāḥī; Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī; Joseph; Zulaykhā; Potiphar’s wife; 
Egyptian noblewomen 
 

1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 

  

Citation: Mir, Mustansir. 2021. Why 

Did the Egyptian Noblewomen Cut 

Their Hands? Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs 

Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31.  

Religions 12: x. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx 

Academic Editor: Roberto Tottoli 

Received: 24 May 2021 

Accepted: 27 July 2021 

Published: 9 August 2021 

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neu-

tral with regard to jurisdictional 

claims in published maps and institu-

tional affiliations. 

 

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors. 

Submitted for possible open access 

publication under the terms and con-

ditions of the Creative Commons At-

tribution (CC BY) license (http://crea-

tivecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 

ān. They also debated where to place the memorization of the Qur
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ān
among other subjects to be taught in childhood and adolescence.

The article then makes use of relevant classical literature to shed light on the posi-
tions taken by Muslim scholars from various intellectual tendencies (from conservative
traditionists and pedagogues to liberal thinkers and philosophers) regarding the position
of understanding and reflection in post-kuttāb education in the medieval Islamic cultures.
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The main finding here is that analytical analysis and reflection were integral features of
post-kuttāb education, and that pupils in the kuttāb were being prepared through ‘meaning-
ful’ rote learning to fit successfully in that dynamic higher education, where they could
make utmost use of the (sacred) material which they had memorized in their early years.
The article also looks into how relevant medieval Muslim writings were inspired by older
reports on an earlier and a more effective learning of the Qur
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ān, and how they used such
retrospective perceptions to make the case in their time for a healthier memorization prac-
tice. In addition to classical literary accounts, the article examines fragments of medieval
poetry and excerpts from the Qur
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān and h. adı̄th as well as their interpretations by classical
and modern pedagogues and theorists.

2. Medieval Perspectives on Early Memorization of the Qur
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ān

Medieval Muslim pedagogues and scholars from multidisciplinary backgrounds laid
much emphasis on early education, likening the child’s mind to a blank slate that is naturally
primed to be impressed by concepts and information—a drift already grounded in Greek
philosophy. In medieval civilizations, there was no more valuable material to be taught
to youngsters than holy scriptures, including the Bible and the Qur
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ān in Christendom
and the Islamic world respectively (Günther 2006, p. 370). In the Muslim conscience,
the Qur
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ān is the final and undisputable word of God; it is also the ultimate source of
knowledge and impetus for its pursuit. With that in mind, medieval Muslim theorists
tended to accentuate the superlative merits of learning the holy text. However, studying
the Book of God was not vouched for on spiritual grounds only; medieval Muslim scholars,
such as al-Ghazālı̄ (d. 505/1111) and Ibn Khaldūn (d. 808/1406), made an interesting case
for studying the Qur
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ān as a foundation and an incentive for gaining literary and scientific
types of knowledge—as definable in today’s learning cultures.5

In addition to practical stimuli of the time (infra), the medieval perspectives on learning
the Qur

 
 

 

 
Religions 2021, 12, x. https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx www.mdpi.com/journal/religions 

Article 

Why Did the Egyptian Noblewomen Cut Their Hands? Amīn 
Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
Mustansir Mir 

Youngstown State University, Youngstown, OH 44555, USA; mmir@ysu.edu 

Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
interpretation calls for re-evaluating some crucial aspects of the Qurʾānic story of Joseph. 

Keywords: Qurʾān; Qurʾānic exegesis; Iṣlāḥī; Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī; Joseph; Zulaykhā; Potiphar’s wife; 
Egyptian noblewomen 
 

1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 

  

Citation: Mir, Mustansir. 2021. Why 

Did the Egyptian Noblewomen Cut 

Their Hands? Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs 

Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31.  

Religions 12: x. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx 

Academic Editor: Roberto Tottoli 

Received: 24 May 2021 

Accepted: 27 July 2021 

Published: 9 August 2021 

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neu-

tral with regard to jurisdictional 

claims in published maps and institu-

tional affiliations. 

 

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors. 

Submitted for possible open access 

publication under the terms and con-

ditions of the Creative Commons At-

tribution (CC BY) license (http://crea-

tivecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 

ān by rote was informed by the fact that its memorization through repetition was
already rooted in H

˙
adı̄th literature. One h. adı̄th, of a high degree of authenticity, likens the

bearer of the Qur
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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2. Traditional Muslim Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
The generally accepted answer to the question just posed is that the women were 

“stunned by his [Joseph’s] beauty.” According to some interpreters, the women, dazzled 
by Joseph’s beauty, thought that they were using knives to cut some food item, like fruit, 
but accidentally cut their hands. Others leave the food item out and simply say that the 
women, awestruck by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands. But the difference between the 
two positions is only one of detail, both representing the same essential interpretation, 
namely, that the women’s cutting of their hands was an involuntary act on their part, a 
position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 
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This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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alā qirā
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know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān and memorizes it is to be assembled [on the Day
of Judgement] with the noble and righteous people [. . . ]’ (al-Bukhārı̄, Kitāb al-tafsı̄r, bāb
sūrat
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān (Ibn Sah. nūn, pp. 75–83; al-Qābisı̄, pp. 74–90. See also al-Ghazālı̄, p. 77). To that end,
they usually allude to prophetic reports on the merits of learning it at an early age, where
immense heavenly retribution is promised for those engaged in this enterprise, including
pupils, parents, teachers, and patrons. Another rationale for early memorization of the
holy text had to do with stability. A well-known h. adı̄th states: ‘The Qur
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ān mixes with the
flesh and blood of him who learns it at a young age. However, it keeps on running away
from the memory of him who learns it at an old age [. . . ],6 even though the latter would
have double the reward if he did not quit’ (Ibn Sah. nūn, p. 81, as translated by Ayyad 2021,
p. 6. See also al-Bukhārı̄, Kitāb al-tafsı̄r, bāb sūrat
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ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
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āhada

Religions 2021, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 2 of 8 
 

 

2. Traditional Muslim Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
The generally accepted answer to the question just posed is that the women were 

“stunned by his [Joseph’s] beauty.” According to some interpreters, the women, dazzled 
by Joseph’s beauty, thought that they were using knives to cut some food item, like fruit, 
but accidentally cut their hands. Others leave the food item out and simply say that the 
women, awestruck by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands. But the difference between the 
two positions is only one of detail, both representing the same essential interpretation, 
namely, that the women’s cutting of their hands was an involuntary act on their part, a 
position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān and the Sunna should be approached and put to use
in jurisprudence and life issues. However, there is an unequivocal unanimity between
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
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Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān at an early age.
This notion was endorsed by the actual practices—as reported by key Muslim informants.
According to a detailed account by the noted Maghrebi intellectual Ibn Khaldūn on primary
school curricula throughout the medieval Islamic world, and aside from some qualitative
disparities, the memorization of the Qur
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ān was given utmost priority (Ibn Khaldūn,
ii, pp. 353–55). Ancillary subjects included reading and writing, arithmetic, and some
grammar and Arabic language. While this represented the overarching ethos of medieval
Islamic pedagogy, it was not utterly safe from criticism, especially in that some parents
tended to send their children to the kuttāb at an exceedingly early age.

Sometimes, this was impelled by pietistic motives; in other cases it was a prosaic way
for parents to be rid of young children for a while. In either case, the practice was criticized.
Nonetheless, while criticism of the latter case was recurrent and overt (see for example Ibn
al-H

˙
ājj, ii, pp. 315–16), that of the former was rare and reticent. The renowned jurist and

founder of the Mālikı̄ school of law imam Mālik b. Anas is reported to have denounced the
incident of a seven-year child memorizing the entirety of the Holy Book, which implied he
must have begun this task at the age of five or so (al-Nafarāwı̄, i, p. 50. See also Ayyad 2021,
p. 29). The justifications put forward by early Mālikı̄s for their master’s judgement reflected
concerns of different types: a faulty pronunciation of the holy text by young children; stress
being exerted on them to achieve such a task; and depriving them from the entertainment
essential for their psychological and kinesthetic formation. Abū Bakr al-Abharı̄ (d. 375/985),
a Mālikı̄ scholar, opined that imam Mālik was most probably concerned that at such a very
early age, the child would not naturally be able to have a handle on the Qur
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ānic text—let
alone the rules it comprises and the wisdom it preaches. Both al-T

˙
urt.ūshı̄ (d. 530/1136)

and Ibn Raslān (d. 844/1440), a prominent Mālikı̄ jurist and a notable Shāfi
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Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
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(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
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3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
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Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
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is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
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ite respectively,
associated Mālik’s judgement with the Companions’ negative outlook on memorizing the
Qur
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ān without understanding and careful consideration (fiqh/tafaqquh) (infra). Al-T
˙
urt.ūshı̄

even counted this ‘malpractice’ as one of the detested innovations (bida
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from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
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urt.ūshı̄, pp. 68–69; Ibn Rushd al-Jadd, xviii,
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Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
interpretation calls for re-evaluating some crucial aspects of the Qurʾānic story of Joseph. 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 

  

Citation: Mir, Mustansir. 2021. Why 

Did the Egyptian Noblewomen Cut 

Their Hands? Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs 

Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31.  

Religions 12: x. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx 

Academic Editor: Roberto Tottoli 

Received: 24 May 2021 

Accepted: 27 July 2021 

Published: 9 August 2021 

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neu-

tral with regard to jurisdictional 

claims in published maps and institu-

tional affiliations. 

 

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors. 

Submitted for possible open access 

publication under the terms and con-

ditions of the Creative Commons At-

tribution (CC BY) license (http://crea-

tivecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 

ān, lest they should feel bored (al-Qast.allānı̄, xi, p. 309).
The most resilient, and comprehensive, position in this regard was held by the eminent

judge of Seville Abū Bakr b. al-
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position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
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(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 

rāb 1987, pp. 9–49; Robson 1986) did not prevent him from expressing
reservation against an established Qur
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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Arabı̄’s
main contention was that children ought to learn literacy and arithmetic as well as Arabic
language before they could move on to learn the holy text. He maintained that such
preliminary educational preparation was a prerequisite for them to benefit from learning
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
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Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
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Arabı̄, as cited by Ibn Khaldūn, ii, p. 355.
See also Ayyad 2021, pp. 27–28). In his classical book al-
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qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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teaching method he would recommend for pupils, as he saw being applied in some of the
eastern Islamic lands which he visited:

The people’s method in education is remarkable, according to which the child is
taken to the maktab [where literacy is learned] once he becomes sensible. After
he passes the maktab, he would be taught penmanship, arithmetic and Arabic
language. After he masters all that, or part of it, he would be consigned to the
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call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
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(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
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he would turn to whatever God has destined of education, or he would discard
it in toto. [. . . ] Others of them, who are the majority, would [even] delay the
memorization of the Qur
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This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
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schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
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Arabı̄’s above approach, indicated why it
was hard to adopt under the dominant religio-cultural traditions and practices of the time.
According to such traditions and practices, learning the Qur
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān by heart was given ultimate
priority for the blessings it would incur upon the child and his parents, as Ibn Khaldūn
explained. Because it was not always guaranteed that the pupil would commit himself
to this blessed task, childhood years were thought of as the most auspicious time to do
it (see also Tritton, p. 85; Graham and Kermani 2006, p. 121; Ayyad 2021, pp. 27–30). As
such, childhood was utilized to teach the pupils things which they would only be able to
understand in the years to come; ‘only children are capable of learning a text that they
do not understand now and will understand later’, opined Ibn Khaldūn (as quoted and
translated by Bouzoubaa 1998, p. 3. See also infra). The memorization of the Qur
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ān in
childhood was made even more urgent by the fact that in medieval times the kuttāb learning
was the only educational stage for many individuals. However, Ibn Khaldūn (ii, p. 355)
insisted that Ibn al-
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Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
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(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
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Arabı̄’s approach would certainly be advisable in case the pupil was
primed to continue education and not to quit after the kuttāb stage.

That being said, the tendency of some parents and teachers to attach highest impor-
tance to memorization at the expense of a minimum requirement of understanding was
strongly criticized by Ibn Khaldūn. He attributed the poor Arabic of the people of the
Maghreb region to them being urged to memorize the Qur
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  
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she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān, in childhood, without even
being taught literacy. He blamed parents and teachers for considering the memorization of
the Qur
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ān, as such (regardless of the children’s ability to read it) as adequate primary edu-
cation. This ‘erroneous’ practice was formerly endorsed by his traditionist fellow-citizen,
al-Qābisı̄.7 If children did not know reading and writing, the learning of the Qur
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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heart would not lead them to advancing properly in linguistic skills. This, as Ibn Khaldūn
believed, was because the language of the Qur
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ān is so superlative that it is not comparable
to any of the people’s discourses, and so memorizing it would not help learners advance
in linguistic skills through, for instance, coming up with comparable linguistic styles or
textual fabric (Ibn Khaldūn, ii, pp. 354, 167–68. See also Baer 2001, p. 86, n. 35).

3. The Position of Reasoning and Reflection in Post-Kuttāb Education

In medieval Islam, learning cultures were institutionalized in the interpretation of
Islamic religion, with the mujtahid being qualified to derive original legal rulings. In
‘secular’ areas of knowledge, as the scholar advanced in age and learning competences,
priority was expected to be shifted from rote learning to analytical thinking. Those who
were particularly gifted would be expected to make original contributions. Rote learning
was not superseded altogether but relegated to an effete, rather than central, position
in the educational practice. This shift, however, was not made by all medieval Muslim
learners, of whom quite a wide spectrum continued for the rest of their academic lives
to lay utmost emphasis on memorization. They were criticized by Ibn Khaldūn for being
‘superfluously engrossed in memorization’, and thus would never be able to cultivate
what he called malaka
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3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
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pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 

ilmiyya, ‘intellectual aptitude’. For Ibn Khaldūn (ii, p. 166), this
form of knowledge is more superior than just awareness and understanding; it is only
attainable by proficient scholars through debate and argumentation and not a listen-and-
comply approach. Speaking of such ‘passive’ learners, i.e., those continuing to prioritize
memorization for the rest of their lives, Ibn Khaldūn observed:

They would still be reluctant to speak or argue after spending most of their lives
attending academic sessions. They care much about memorization and thus end
up falling short of the skill to process knowledge. When one of them claims he
studied a certain branch of knowledge, he is usually found incompetent in that
field once he is put in a position to argue, debate or teach [. . . ]. Otherwise, their
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memorization is better than that of others due to their high proficiency in it, and
their belief that it is the purpose of intellectual aptitude (malaka
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ilmiyya), but it is
surely not. (Ibn Khaldūn, ii, pp. 167–68)

An old axiom cited by al-Jāh. iz
˙

(d. 255/868) acclaims logical reasoning (especially
when practiced in a group) as being conducive to the ‘pollination’ of learners’ minds, in
contrast to the atrophying impact of memorization:

Wise people, those of reasoning and analysis, disapprove perfect memorization
as it is usually heavily relied on by learners and because it leads to depriving
the mind of developing a sensus communis. It is even said: ‘memorization leads
to eradication of the mind (

Religions 2021, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 2 of 8 
 

 

2. Traditional Muslim Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
The generally accepted answer to the question just posed is that the women were 

“stunned by his [Joseph’s] beauty.” According to some interpreters, the women, dazzled 
by Joseph’s beauty, thought that they were using knives to cut some food item, like fruit, 
but accidentally cut their hands. Others leave the food item out and simply say that the 
women, awestruck by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands. But the difference between the 
two positions is only one of detail, both representing the same essential interpretation, 
namely, that the women’s cutting of their hands was an involuntary act on their part, a 
position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 

adhq al-dhihn)’, because he who normally counts
on memorization cannot be but an impressionistic individual. [Methodical]
reasoning, on the other hand, would guide one to the sphere of certitude and
the prosperity of trustfulness [. . . ]. (al-Jāh. iz

˙
, p. 29. See also El Bagir 1953, p. 175;

Günther 2006, p. 372; 2016, p. 75)

This view was not just held by ‘liberal’ thinkers such as al-Jāh. iz
˙
, a prominent litterateur

and Mu
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tazilı̄ advocate, and Ibn Khaldūn, a notable historian and theorist; it represented
the dominant position in medieval Muslim educational thought. It was shared and cham-
pioned by numerous theorists from different intellectual streams, including those of the
tradition (ahl al-sunna wa-l-jamā
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a). Al-Ghazālı̄ (Minhāj, p. 95), for instance, commended
argumentation (mutārah. a) as a most effective basis for successful studying. He also advised
students in the post-kuttāb stage to start with grammar. This is because, he explained, it is
only through understanding and proper usage of words (alfāz

˙
) that scholars could reach

their academic objectives. (al-Ghazālı̄, Minhāj, pp. 85–86). Al-Zarnūjı̄, a notable partisan
of traditional Muslim pedagogy in the sixth/twelfth century, attached great importance
to awareness and comprehension: ‘a learner should not write down something which he
does not understand, as this causes dullness, devitalizes percipience and wastes one’s
time’. Al-Zarnūjı̄ added that if the learner takes the question of understanding lightly and
does not exert the needed effort in this regard time and again, he/she would get used to
negligence and end up not making out even the simplest discourses. He advised students
to seek to decrease their assigned work (sabq) so as to give way to such healthy learning
practices as cogitation and reflection. He also underpinned the efficiency of such techniques
as collective studying (mudhākara), forensics (munāz

˙
ara), and literary debates (mut.ārah. a)

(al-Zarnūjı̄, pp. 101–6).8

Although Ibn Sı̄nā (d. 428/1037) was considered fortunate to have received private
tutoring in childhood, as a theorist he was an ardent proponent of classroom teaching.
According to him, the classroom environment provides the most conducive format for
learning due to ‘motives for competition,9 pomposity (mubāhā), debate and simulation,
which are all helpful in getting their [i.e., the pupils’] manners polished, their fervour
stimulated, and their good customs practiced’ (Ibn Sı̄na, pp. 85–86. See also Mirbabaev
2000, pp. 34–35; Gil
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adi 2005, p. 115; Günther 2006, p. 380; Tritton, p. 83). This approach
is strikingly reminiscent of the so-called ‘maieutic method’, as developed by Socrates
and Plato, and its role in evoking and activating pupils’ ’already-known‘ knowledge
and skills (see Günther 2016, pp. 88, 91). Generally, the ideas put forward by early
Muslim educationalists, as Günther (2006, pp. 385–86) concludes, ‘displays an awareness
of principal issues, an open-minded approach, and a preference for analytical reasoning’.

It should be noted in this regard that the Qur

 
 

 

 
Religions 2021, 12, x. https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx www.mdpi.com/journal/religions 

Article 

Why Did the Egyptian Noblewomen Cut Their Hands? Amīn 
Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
Mustansir Mir 

Youngstown State University, Youngstown, OH 44555, USA; mmir@ysu.edu 

Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
interpretation calls for re-evaluating some crucial aspects of the Qurʾānic story of Joseph. 

Keywords: Qurʾān; Qurʾānic exegesis; Iṣlāḥī; Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī; Joseph; Zulaykhā; Potiphar’s wife; 
Egyptian noblewomen 
 

1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān itself enjoins reflection and careful
consideration (infra). The importance of argumentation and polemics in the Muslim intel-
lectual life was further enhanced by the rise of schools of jurisprudence (fiqh) and theology
(kalām) in the second-third/eighth-ninth centuries, and by foreign intellectual influences
in the course of the translation movement which took place between the second half of
the second/eighth and the late fourth/tenth centuries. It is interesting that argumentation
and polemics were supported personally be some of the
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is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
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slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 

Abbāsid caliphs, who wanted
to immunize the Muslim entourage and personnel against the emergence of non-Islamic
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disputations in the state administrative apparatus. In about 166/782, the caliph al-Mahdı̄ (r.
158–69/775–85) commissioned his courtier Timothy I, the Patriarch of the Church of the
East, to translate Aristotle’s Topics, which discusses dialectics and the art of argumentation
in general (Brentjes and Morrison 2011, p. 568).

In classical Arabic usage, jadal (also jidāl and mujādala), which has the general meaning
of ‘debate’, could denote a good or a bad intellectual practice—depending on the context
and methods. This is already reflected in the Qur
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān, 2. 197; 4. 109; 6. 25; 8. 6; 11. 32, 74; 16. 111, 125; 18. 56; 22. 8; 29. 46; 40. 4, 5;
43. 58).10 Some tended to differentiate between jadal (to mean learned argumentation) and
each of jidāl and mujādala (connoting quarrelling). The latter two practices are detested,
primarily in polemics, seeing that they are usually done not to reach the truth but to either
defeat the disputant or obfuscate the issue. The term and the practices related to it were
particularly demoralized by certain tendencies, as well as the public, in days when the Mus-
lim communities were overwhelmed by non-Islamic theological and philosophical drifts.
The misapplications of jadal further enhanced an already persistent idea that independent
thinking is difficult to reconcile with a believer’s compliance to the divine truth (rational vs.
spiritual knowledge). Against this backdrop, al-Zarnūjı̄ praised the ahl al-sunna wa-l-jamā
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a
for being guided to the truth and immunized against heresies, as a reward for them having
appealed to God to guide them through the tempests of spurious doctrines. The people
of aberrance (ahl al-d. alāla), on the other hand, were beguiled by their minds and opinions
(ra
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y), and so they were led astray (al-Zarnūjı̄, p. 107).

4. The Dichotomy of Memorized versus Scripted Knowledge in Islamic Pedagogy

For an adequate appraisal of the tradition of learning the Qur
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ān by heart, it needs to
be related to the overall Muslim intellectual culture. Both orality and aurality are archetypal
Arab-Islamic features, which are deeply grounded in pre-Islamic practices and conditions
of life.11 Illiteracy was the norm among nomads as well as townspeople in pre-Islamic
Arabia, yet they achieved the apex of Arabic literary skill with their oral poetry tradition.
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˙
ı̄rite and Syrian schoolmasters (see
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ān and H
˙

adı̄th sciences, and as a literary medium. A hybrid
culture emerged which combined the spoken word with written texts in a general milieu of
teaching and learning. Scholars attended study circles and sessions (h. alqāt and majālis) of
notable informants and sought their permission to be allowed to write down the knowledge
they received from them, which they would then use to pass such knowledge down to
others. Audition came to be critically associated with manuscript culture. Known as wijāda,
transcribing a written text was nevertheless viewed as the least trustworthy of the eight
traditional methods of obtaining and transferring knowledge (collectively referred to as
t.uruq tah. ammul al-
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(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 

ilm), as it involved no personal contact between master and student
(see Goldziher 1971, ii, 188; Robinson 2003, p. 176; Schoeler 2006, pp. 29–30; Hassim 2010,
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p. 163; Ayyad 2019, pp. 99–100, 122–23). In this connection, it is interesting to know that
the 1924 ‘official’ Egyptian edition of the Qur
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
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Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 

  

Citation: Mir, Mustansir. 2021. Why 

Did the Egyptian Noblewomen Cut 

Their Hands? Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs 

Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31.  

Religions 12: x. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx 

Academic Editor: Roberto Tottoli 

Received: 24 May 2021 

Accepted: 27 July 2021 

Published: 9 August 2021 

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neu-

tral with regard to jurisdictional 

claims in published maps and institu-

tional affiliations. 

 

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors. 

Submitted for possible open access 

publication under the terms and con-

ditions of the Creative Commons At-

tribution (CC BY) license (http://crea-

tivecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 

ān was not assembled by checking extant
manuscripts against one another, but on the testimony drawn from audition as well as
the literature of readings (Paret 1986). It was usually books which were checked against
memories, and not the other way round.

The oral/aural learning of the Qur
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ān is deeply rooted in the Muslims’ perception
of their holy book as a recital in Arabic, which is the literal meaning of the term Qur
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ān, 12. 2; 20. 113. See also Jones 2003, pp. 587–93;
Reichl 2011, p. 23). While the first verses of the Revelation specifically highlighted the role
of the pen (and subsequently writing) as a divine gift to teach humans, ‘acoustic’ verbs
are commonly used when referring to how the divine wisdom of the Revelation is to be
conveyed and received. This is in recognition of its oral composition style and its initial
audiences’ oral culture. Therefore, recitation came to be ‘the backbone of Muslim education’
(Bloom 2011, p. 671; Sahin 2018, p. 4). Even after paper and papermaking were introduced
to the Muslim world in the second/eighth century, orality and memorization still had
their own central place in Islamic learning culture. Having been thought of as a built-in
register, memory was normally (even if surprisingly) more trusted than scripts, which at
that time were habitually prone to wear and tear. For example, memorized knowledge
cannot be stolen. When a burglar broke into al-Ghazālı̄’s house, the latter begged him to
take whatever he would wish for but his books, yet the thief came up with the rejoinder:
‘How can you claim to know these books when by taking them, I deprive you of their
contents?’ Having taken this unfortunate incident as a divine lesson, al-Ghazālı̄ decided to
memorize all of his writings, a task that reportedly took him three years (see Bloom 2011,
p. 675; Makdisi 1981, p. 100).

In addition, memorized knowledge was usually deemed to be of special quality.
It is reported of Mus.
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ab b. al-Zubayr (d. 72/691) to have said ‘the finest knowledge
is what is taken from scholars’ mouths, for they [normally] memorize the best of what
they hear and say [i.e., promulgate] the best of what they memorize’ (al-Ghazālı̄, Minhāj,
p. 87; al-Zarnūjı̄, p. 123). With this ethos, the most highly admired scholars were those
with well-stocked memories and sharp recall, whereas those with mediocre ability of
knowledge preservation were downgraded (see Hassim 2010, pp. 162–63; Boyle 2006). In
medieval Arab-Islamic culture, the tendency to trust memory over script was so popular
in certain scholastic milieus that it passed down into an established idea, which was also
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tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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mūrik khayrun min alfin fı̄ dustūrik)’ (al-Jı̄t.ālı̄, i, 103)—also, in modern Egyptian vernacular:
‘al-
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If you do not know knowledge by heart and understand it, then your collection of
books is of no use. Why should I attend with ignorance in [academic] gatherings,
while my knowledge is reserved in books? (al-Jı̄t.ālı̄, i, pp. 103–4; al-Abrāshı̄ 1976,
p. 197; Makdisi 1981, pp. 101–2)

The last verse combines both memorization and understanding. In medieval Islamic
culture, memorization was contrasted with writing (based on how knowledge is to be
preserved), not reasoning (based on how it is to be processed) as in today’s learning culture.
In other words, memorization was thought of as a mental receptacle for knowledge, not a
way of dealing with it. There was a stark distinction in the Muslim learning culture between
riwāyat al-
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This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 
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in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 

ilm, ‘transmission of knowledge’, which is the task of the fool, and dirāyat al-
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ilm,
‘assessment of knowledge’,14 which is the task of perceptive scholars—according to one
h. adı̄th and a saying by the Companion
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pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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al-qamar (memorizers)—the latter tradition enabled many blind scholars to flourish in
Islamic civilizations. He who memorized what he did not understand was commonly
derided as a ‘donkey’ carrying valuable volumes (ka-mathali-l-h. imāri yah. milu asfārā)—as
stated by the Qur
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Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
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women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
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Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
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Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
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Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
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Āmilı̄, p. 267; al-Ghazzı̄, p. 269).
Encouraging adherents and disciples to understand properly the wisdom embedded in the
knowledge they would disseminate, the Prophet pointed out that an attentive recipient of
knowledge might be more aware of its purport than the informant would be (al-Bukhārı̄,
Kitāb al-fitan, bāb qawl al-nabı̄ lā tarji
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(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 

ū ba
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dı̄ kuffārā, 8 [h. adı̄th no. 7078]). According to the early
historian Ibn Qutayba al-Dı̄nawarı̄ (d. 276/889), the phases of learning are five: silence,
listening, memorization, understanding and dissemination.
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Abd Allāh b. al-Mubārak (d.
181/797) had put forward a more sensible progression: intention, listening, understanding,
memorization, practice, and dissemination (al-Abrāshı̄ 1976, pp. 196–97). As such, learning
by rote should not conflict with reasoning and reflection in the classical Islamic paradigm,
rather it should service them.16 As Boyle (2004, p. 85) puts it: ‘memorization was the first
step in a lifelong enterprise of seeking understanding and thus knowledge. It did not
seek to replace understanding with dogmatism, but to plant the seeds that would lead
to understanding’.

Despite his aforementioned criticism of paying utmost attention to memorization, as
an end in itself, al-Jāh. iz

˙
acknowledged that memorization and reasoning complement one

another. Directly after his above cited criticism of ‘perfecting’ memorization, he stated
that: ‘If the learner neglects contemplation, meanings would not flow smoothly into his
mind, and if he neglects memorization, meanings would not attach firmly to his heart
[here to mean ‘mind’] and their sojourn in his chest would be momentary [. . . ]. There is no
excellence [in learning] without these two skills’ (al-Jāh. iz

˙
, pp. 29–30. See also Günther 2006,

p. 372; 2016, p. 75). In this connection, al-Jāh. iz
˙

(like many other Muslim scholars from
different tendencies) proceeded to advise students on successful memorization and the
most suitable times and ambience for study and leisure (al-Jāh. iz

˙
, p. 30. See also al-Zarnūjı̄,

pp. 100–1; Günther 2016, pp. 85–86). Al-Ghazālı̄ even spoke of recommended food and
drinks as well as dietary (and other living) habits that are useful for memorization, and
those causing forgetfulness (al-Ghazālı̄, Minhāj, pp. 90–94. See also al-Zarnūjı̄, pp. 96–98,
126–27, 130–33; Ibn Jamā
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˙
ūsı̄ (d. 672/1274).
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Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
interpretation calls for re-evaluating some crucial aspects of the Qurʾānic story of Joseph. 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
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ān memorization and the divine rewards promised
for those who achieve it, there were indeed material reasons that enhanced this learning
practice in early Islam—not the least commanding of which was the relative scarcity of
manuscripts of the Qur
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surate expense of illuminated manuscripts. Some believed that by their memorization
of the Qur
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ān they would help fulfill a divine will: ‘We have, without doubt, sent down
the Revelation; and We will assuredly guard it (from corruption)’ (Qur
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ān 15. 9). Also,
in early and medieval Islam the memorization of the Qur
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ān was regarded a prerequisite
for post-kuttāb learning, as early Muslim scholars did not reportedly teach h. adı̄th or fiqh
unless the learner had already memorized the Holy Book (al-
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In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
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women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
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Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
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This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ānic verses to defend their positions and win legal polemics—especially in that a
scripted copy may not be always available. In that case, having the Qur
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ān memorized
allowed scholars to recognize the prooftexts that were to be used in law or theology. In
addition, they were required to be as quick and witty as possible in citing apt Qur
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ānic
verses in debates, which were germane to the issue at stake. The best way to do so was
to retrieve it from memory, a mental record that is best charged with information at an
early age. The same was true for learners of grammar and literature, as the Qur
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān. For example, it would be expensive and/or
cumbersome for everyone to have or carry a hand-written manuscript of the Holy Book
everywhere (which also required ritual purity etc.). In addition, books in general were
expensive, and the prodigious and well-trained memories of Muslim scholars enabled
them to memorize whole texts that they could subsequently analyse.

In the same vein, it was also standard in the late medieval period in Egypt and Syria,
for example, for young students to memorize a short textbook in each of the standard
fields, such as Alfiyyat Ibn Mālik in grammar, Alfiyyat al-
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This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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ard. ’. The idea was that, having memorized such materials, the
student would go on to understand them in detail later (Stewart 2004). The tendency to
take advantage of childhood years in learning by heart material that is to be scrutinized and
used in later life stages was apparently common in medieval Islamic cultures. Speaking
of the tendency of some parents to unduly encourage their children to learn nomadic
pre-Islamic poetry by heart, al-Qābisı̄ (p. 123) remarked that this was done so that the
latter would commit their memorized poetic material to analysis and contemplation in
later stages of their career. He, however, did not recommend laying much emphasis on
that at the expense of learning the Qur
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 

  

Citation: Mir, Mustansir. 2021. Why 

Did the Egyptian Noblewomen Cut 

Their Hands? Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs 

Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31.  

Religions 12: x. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx 

Academic Editor: Roberto Tottoli 

Received: 24 May 2021 

Accepted: 27 July 2021 

Published: 9 August 2021 

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neu-

tral with regard to jurisdictional 

claims in published maps and institu-

tional affiliations. 

 

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors. 

Submitted for possible open access 

publication under the terms and con-

ditions of the Creative Commons At-

tribution (CC BY) license (http://crea-

tivecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 

ān. While criticizing rote learning, the above Abū
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3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
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Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
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the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
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Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
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is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
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rāb 1987, pp. 186–87), and admitted that he later benefitted from things he learned by
rote in childhood and adolescence:

Having been a naïve youth by then, I used to gather of these piles of knowledge
what can and cannot be stocked, while destiny caches them in my possession so
that I would make use of them [one day] in responding to the atheists and paving
the way to setting the principles of Islam (us. ūl al-dı̄n). (A
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This approach is best described by al-Ghazālı̄ who remarked:

[The] creed ought to be taught to a boy in the earliest childhood, so that he may
hold it absolutely in memory. Thereafter, the meaning of it will keep gradually
unfolding itself to him, point by point, as he grows older. So, first, is the commit-
ting to memory; then understanding; then belief and certainty and acceptance.
(al-Ghazālı̄ as quoted and translated by Chamberlin 1975, p. 148. See also Wagner
1983, p. 185; Boyle 2004, pp. 84–85)
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ān was highly advisable,
for it would mean a less onerous task and a steadier record. Among the skills which
are suggested by Ibn Sı̄nā to be gained by a young learner due to early memorization of
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ān are more competent use of expressive language, greater familiarity with life
issues, and improved intellectual aptitude. Other things to be taught to youngsters by the
Qur
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ān, according to him, include morals, archetypal traditions, ethics, and good conduct.
As already hinted, memorization of the Qur

 
 

 

 
Religions 2021, 12, x. https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx www.mdpi.com/journal/religions 

Article 

Why Did the Egyptian Noblewomen Cut Their Hands? Amīn 
Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
Mustansir Mir 

Youngstown State University, Youngstown, OH 44555, USA; mmir@ysu.edu 

Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
interpretation calls for re-evaluating some crucial aspects of the Qurʾānic story of Joseph. 

Keywords: Qurʾān; Qurʾānic exegesis; Iṣlāḥī; Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī; Joseph; Zulaykhā; Potiphar’s wife; 
Egyptian noblewomen 
 

1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 

  

Citation: Mir, Mustansir. 2021. Why 

Did the Egyptian Noblewomen Cut 

Their Hands? Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs 

Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31.  

Religions 12: x. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx 

Academic Editor: Roberto Tottoli 

Received: 24 May 2021 

Accepted: 27 July 2021 

Published: 9 August 2021 

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neu-

tral with regard to jurisdictional 

claims in published maps and institu-

tional affiliations. 

 

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors. 

Submitted for possible open access 

publication under the terms and con-

ditions of the Creative Commons At-

tribution (CC BY) license (http://crea-

tivecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 

ān was advised not only by conservative
traditionists but also thinkers and philosophers. There was apparently a common consensus
in medieval Islam that the teaching method to be applied for primary education should
revolve around learning by rote not only for the Qur
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ān, but also for the rudiments of basic
types of knowledge, which together were indispensable for the making of future scholars
at that time.

In this regard, the Brethren of Purity, or Ikhwān al-S
˙
afā (ca. third-fourth/ninth-tenth

centuries), stated that after kuttāb learning the pupil would no longer need the tools,
which he had used to memorize material, including the Qur
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ān. It was time in the higher
educational stages for that memorized material to be analysed and put to proper use (Rasā
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il
ikhwān al-s. afā, iii, p. 60). In this sense, memorization was thought of as an essential loading
process and memory was considered a reservoir of ‘raw’ material that would be utilized at
different stages and in different ways throughout one’s life. This is reminiscent of Michael
Wood’s discerning comment on Shakespeare and the making of his intellectual character
and oratorical brilliance:

Shakespeare was the product of a memorizing culture in which huge chunks of
literature were learned off by heart. Today we no longer live in such a culture,
but learning by rote offers many rewards, not least a sense of poetry, rhythm and
refinement—a feel for heightened language. It forms habits of mind too: what
they called the ‘art of memory’ was an invaluable tool when it came to composing
speeches. (Wood 2003, p. 52)
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grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
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ān by Heart

In medieval Islam, as in other cultures, childhood was looked upon as the most
opportune stage of life to start education, but there were some debates on preferable ages
for beginning education and for escalating its various stages. The primary school age in
medieval Muslim communities varied across places and times, as well as socio-cultural
parameters. According to one h. adı̄th quoted by al-Ghazālı̄, but whose chain of transmitters
is ranked faulty by later specialists, disciplining/cultivation (ta
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dı̄b) should begin once
the child attains the age of six years—Ibn H

˙
ibbān’s narration of the same h. adı̄th speaks of

‘seven’ years’ (wa-addibūhu li-sab
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2. Traditional Muslim Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
The generally accepted answer to the question just posed is that the women were 

“stunned by his [Joseph’s] beauty.” According to some interpreters, the women, dazzled 
by Joseph’s beauty, thought that they were using knives to cut some food item, like fruit, 
but accidentally cut their hands. Others leave the food item out and simply say that the 
women, awestruck by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands. But the difference between the 
two positions is only one of detail, both representing the same essential interpretation, 
namely, that the women’s cutting of their hands was an involuntary act on their part, a 
position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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Abdarı̄ advised parents in his time to emulate the early Muslim generations
in sending their children to the maktab to learn the Qur
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they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān, at the age of seven—and not
any earlier (Ibn al-H

˙
ājj, ii, pp. 315–16. See also Tritton, p. 82; Wagner and Lotfi 1980, p. 239).

This, as he and others pointed out, was decided based on a well-known h. adı̄th designating
the age of seven as the one to train children on basic religious duties—most particularly
s.alāh. This in turn was based on the capability of an average child to understand and adopt
responsibilities (Ibn al-H

˙
ājj, ii, pp. 315–16).

Ibn al-H
˙

ājj (ii, pp. 315–16) and others elaborated on the centrality of understanding in
the education process and on how pointless it would be if children were sent to schools
before their ability to understand was established. Commenting on h. adı̄th no. 1485 in
S
˙

ah. ı̄h. al-Bukhārı̄ (Kitāb al-zakāh, bāb akhdh s.adaqat al-tamr, 57), al-Damāmı̄nı̄ (d. ca. 827/1424)
explained that when children are told not to do something, they should be told why, so
that they would get used to
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2. Traditional Muslim Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
The generally accepted answer to the question just posed is that the women were 

“stunned by his [Joseph’s] beauty.” According to some interpreters, the women, dazzled 
by Joseph’s beauty, thought that they were using knives to cut some food item, like fruit, 
but accidentally cut their hands. Others leave the food item out and simply say that the 
women, awestruck by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands. But the difference between the 
two positions is only one of detail, both representing the same essential interpretation, 
namely, that the women’s cutting of their hands was an involuntary act on their part, a 
position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  
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ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 

ilm al-sharı̄
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a (which is based on obedience as much as on
reason) (see al-Damāmı̄nı̄, iii, p. 483. See also al-Kattānı̄, ii, p. 201). It is telling, in this
connection, to note that the h. adı̄ths cited by those who call for early memorization of the
Qur
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Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
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Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
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sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
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terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
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pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ānic
verses and the wisdom they preach was a priority for the first ever learners of the Holy



Religions 2022, 13, 179 13 of 19

Book, i.e., the Companions. It is reported of

Religions 2021, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 2 of 8 
 

 

2. Traditional Muslim Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
The generally accepted answer to the question just posed is that the women were 

“stunned by his [Joseph’s] beauty.” According to some interpreters, the women, dazzled 
by Joseph’s beauty, thought that they were using knives to cut some food item, like fruit, 
but accidentally cut their hands. Others leave the food item out and simply say that the 
women, awestruck by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands. But the difference between the 
two positions is only one of detail, both representing the same essential interpretation, 
namely, that the women’s cutting of their hands was an involuntary act on their part, a 
position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
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(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān; when a verse was revealed, we tended to learn what it
allows and disallows as well as the resultant obligations. Nowadays, however, a
‘man’ would read out [presumably from memory] the entirety of the Holy Book,
while distinguishing none of its commands, warnings, or obligations. He just
throws its words as he would do with the daqal, ‘dried dates of the lowest grade’.
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p. 325; al-Suyūt.ı̄, p. 224)

A well-known h. adı̄th commends any group of believers who ‘gather in the mosque
to recite the Book of God and study it collectively as well as carefully (yatadārasūnahu
baynahum)’. Those are to be rewarded abundantly: ‘Mercy would surely overwhelm them,
tranquility would descend upon them, angels would escort them and God would mention
them in heaven’ (Muslim, Kitāb al-dhikr wa-l-du
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ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
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exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
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Keywords: Qurʾān; Qurʾānic exegesis; Iṣlāḥī; Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī; Joseph; Zulaykhā; Potiphar’s wife; 
Egyptian noblewomen 
 

1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān is self-described as ‘a Scripture that We have
revealed unto you, full of blessing, that they may ponder its revelations, and that men of
understanding may reflect’ (Qur
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ān, 38. 29). Listeners of the Holy Book are recurrently
asked to receive its wisdom with attentive senses (Qur
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ān, 3. 7; 7. 204; 22. 46; 41. 44; 69. 12.
See also Sahin 2018, pp. 3–4). Devious and heedless individuals, on the other hand, are
said to ‘read the Qur
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ān without it going past their larynges [i.e., not reaching their minds
and hearts]’ (al-Bukhārı̄, Kitāb fad. ā
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ān, bāb ithm man rā
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call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
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Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
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3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
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Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
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ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
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wa-l-sujūd, h. adı̄ths
nos. 4688–9. See also al-Ghazālı̄, Ih. yā
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In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
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Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān by heart ought to be complemented with a mini-
mum level of comprehension that is to be enhanced and built on in the higher educational
phases (supra). George Makdisi (1981, p. 103.) already referred to the fact that in the
medieval Islamic madrasas (a post-kuttāb stage), memorization was ‘not meant to be unrea-
soning rote learning’; rather, it had to be ‘reinforced with intelligence and understanding’
(see also Tan 2011, pp. 119–20; Leung 2008, p. 144). Any valid memorization of the Qur

 
 

 

 
Religions 2021, 12, x. https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx www.mdpi.com/journal/religions 

Article 

Why Did the Egyptian Noblewomen Cut Their Hands? Amīn 
Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
Mustansir Mir 

Youngstown State University, Youngstown, OH 44555, USA; mmir@ysu.edu 

Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
interpretation calls for re-evaluating some crucial aspects of the Qurʾānic story of Joseph. 

Keywords: Qurʾān; Qurʾānic exegesis; Iṣlāḥī; Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī; Joseph; Zulaykhā; Potiphar’s wife; 
Egyptian noblewomen 
 

1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 

  

Citation: Mir, Mustansir. 2021. Why 

Did the Egyptian Noblewomen Cut 

Their Hands? Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs 

Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31.  

Religions 12: x. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx 

Academic Editor: Roberto Tottoli 

Received: 24 May 2021 

Accepted: 27 July 2021 

Published: 9 August 2021 

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neu-

tral with regard to jurisdictional 

claims in published maps and institu-

tional affiliations. 

 

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors. 

Submitted for possible open access 

publication under the terms and con-

ditions of the Creative Commons At-

tribution (CC BY) license (http://crea-

tivecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 

ān
entailed precise knowledge of pausing (tawqı̄f ), which would in turn necessitate proper
understanding of the text, especially in that the older mus.h. afs, ‘Qur
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Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
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hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
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ānic manuscripts’, did
not include the punctuation marks one can find in today’s copies. Memorization is also
quicker and more stable when based on understanding.

In their manuals on schoolmasters’ rules of conduct, North African Mālikı̄ pundits,
such as Ibn Sah. nūn (p. 106) and al-Qābisı̄ (pp. 112, 133), insisted that pupils should not
be moved to the next sūra before their memorization of the preceding one is rounded
off with a precise awareness of desinential inflection and orthography, unless a parental
waiver of the latter requisite was granted (see also Ayyad 2021, p. 28). Precise awareness of
orthography was stipulated to guarantee correct enunciation of the Scripture, while syntax
and parsing have to do with a keen comprehension of its verses, especially in that parsing
entailed breaking each Qur
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ānic verse down into its component parts of speech with an
explanation of the form, function, and syntactical relationship of each part. To substantiate
the idea, Ibn Sah. nūn (p. 80) reported a h. adı̄th stating that: ‘He who reads the Qur
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ān with
[correct] syntax will gain the reward of a martyr’. The authenticity of this h. adı̄th is doubted,
but its existence in pedagogical Arabic literature is telling. The above techniques were
also applied to ensure that the sacred knowledge is preserved in the right form so that it
could be understood and analysed in due course (i.e., when the learner became qualified to
do so). In all cases, the necessity to understand and analyse the Qur
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well-established in Muslim pedagogical thought, especially in that it was agreed that many
of its verses could not be taken prima facie (al-Qābisı̄, p. 117).

Therefore, a ‘sound’ memorization of the Qur
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ān involved understanding, and certain
techniques were advised by specialists to ensure that. Of course, repetition was the most
basic procedure (see al-Bukhārı̄, Kitāb al-maghāzı̄, bāb ba
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This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
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is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
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slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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Religions 2021, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 2 of 8 
 

 

2. Traditional Muslim Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
The generally accepted answer to the question just posed is that the women were 

“stunned by his [Joseph’s] beauty.” According to some interpreters, the women, dazzled 
by Joseph’s beauty, thought that they were using knives to cut some food item, like fruit, 
but accidentally cut their hands. Others leave the food item out and simply say that the 
women, awestruck by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands. But the difference between the 
two positions is only one of detail, both representing the same essential interpretation, 
namely, that the women’s cutting of their hands was an involuntary act on their part, a 
position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 

ādh ilā al-Yaman,
61 [h. adı̄ths nos. 4341, 4344]). However, a healthy memorization practice is based on attentive
recitation which, in turn, is based on understanding. Schoolteachers were repeatedly called
upon by al-Qābisı̄ et al. to apply a thoughtful recitation of the Qur
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān so as to give pupils
the chance to understand and make out the grandeur of the holy text. Scholars in general
recommend two particular types of recitation: tah. qı̄q and tartı̄l. While tah. qı̄q serves as an
exercise for the tongue and refinement of phonation, tartı̄l, an approximate equivalent to
‘hymnody’, best supports contemplation, reflection and extrapolation (al-Suyūt.ı̄, p. 225).

According to medieval Muslim specialists, the least perfection of tartı̄l entails emphatic
pronunciation of words and articulation of letters/sounds so that no two consecutive ones
are assimilated (i.e., not to make a sound seem more like another in the same or the next
word). Also, a reciter should cut the text into sentences and employ a proper pause between
successive ones, so as to give himself a chance to take breath and understand the meaning.
The highest perfection, on the other hand, is to intonate the verses according to meaning;
i.e., the reciter should seem to be threatening [someone] if the verse he reads includes
minatory terms. Likewise, his voice should convey glory if the verse includes honorific
expressions (al-Zarkashı̄, p. 302; al-Bayhaqı̄, ii, 76; al-Suyūt.ı̄, p. 225). In all cases, scholars
agree that the holy text should be recited in a way that is supportive of understanding
and contemplation. As al-Suyūt.ı̄ (d. 911/1505) explained, this would be only obtainable
by having the heart/mind fully absorbed in the meaning of what is being recited and by
pondering on the commands and interdictions it includes (al-Suyūt.ı̄, p. 225). Also, loud
and collective recitation, as in kuttāb learning, is better than murmuring, because it kindles
the reader’s presence of mind and assimilative capacity.

7. Conclusions

In medieval Islam, the importance of learning the Qur
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Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
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women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān by heart in childhood
was almost unanimously agreed upon. Concomitant criticisms were limited and fortu-
itous—mainly honing in on the tendency of some families to send their children to the
kuttāb at an ‘exceedingly’ early age. Only a few voices opined that the memorization
of the Qur
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ān should be delayed until pupils were of sufficient cognitive and emotional
maturity to engage with the divine discourse of Scripture. However, such reservations
came from a different place to modern criticisms of the long-established Muslim learning
tradition—which still survives, albeit in variant forms. The majority of recent critiques
tend to view it in a negative light in comparison with modern pedagogical trends and
assumptions, which lay emphasis on such dynamic learning skills as critical, independent
and entrepreneurial thinking. However, these critiques are informed by faulty modern
applications of the classical Islamic pedagogical tradition of learning the Qur
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ān by rote.
While a prima facie look at Muslim sources may enhance the negative impression, a closer
reading of such sources reveals a more nuanced and multifaceted picture. Inaccurate
modern perceptions of the reality of traditional Islamic pedagogy skew recent criticisms
and admirations alike.

In order to evaluate the effectiveness of this peculiar Islamic learning tradition, we
should not see it in isolation from other historical cultural considerations. The memorization
of the Qur
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Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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ān by primary-age pupils was meant to fit within a larger picture, and resonate
with further educational and spiritual aspects. In terms of educational progress, early
learning of the Qur
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ān by heart should not be taken to inevitably represent renunciation of
reasoning and reflection, as insinuated by today’s dominant educational paradigm, any
more than the rote learning of the alphabet or nursery rhymes. Rote learning was intended
as a primer for the subsequent and sequential development of higher analytical learning
skills in later educational stages. Early learning by rote was a way of conservation rather



Religions 2022, 13, 179 15 of 19

than of studying, and childhood was seen as the most opportune stage of life to undertake
memorization due to biological cognitive features (i.e., the increased capacity of children to
learn and retain linguistic information). Memory was highly trusted in a culture whose
relationship with orality and aurality harked back to pre-Islamic times. The knowledge
that was gathered in childhood was set to be processed, analysed, and utilized in later
learning stages. As such, learning by rote was meant to be in the service of reasoning and
reflection, nor to substitute them, as some erroneously believed.

Such being the case, the early learning of the Qur
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ān by rote ought to be administered
in an effective way—a visibly absent procedure in most of today’s Qur
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ānic schools. In par-
ticular, it should involve initial processing (e.g., valuing and classifying) of the knowledge
memorized, to make it easy to retrieve in the right time and context. In this connection,
schoolmasters were urged to employ whatever method would help pupils understand the
holy text, and the stipulation to teach the desinential inflection and parsing of each chapter
and verse should be viewed in this context. Combined with the techniques mentioned
above for a meditative recitation, these should have enabled initial understanding of the
Qur
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ānic substance. Unlike the case in most modern Qur
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ānic schools, in medieval primary
schools numerous techniques were applied to satisfy the more rudimentary requirements
of understanding, which were to be expounded in subsequent educational stages. Such
learning places, however basic, seemed well-equipped to provide the young learners with
adequate mental preparation, especially in that the medieval kuttābs often taught much
more than most modern kuttābs do, including math, poetry, and so on. Also, those who
continued education after the kuttāb stage, particularly those who specialized in religious
disciplines, were helped by a plethora of vigorous learning practices to apply contemplation
to the knowledge they memorized in their childhood, including the Qur
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ān.
Now, the mental life of individuals is inseparable from their social lives; indeed, the

former is largely dictated by the latter. Until recent years, students had to memorize
a surplus of things, some were essential for their language and literary formation, e.g.,
fragments of poetry and prose; others were vital for their socio-cultural awareness, e.g.,
anthems, national poems and songs; and yet others were important for educational progress,
e.g., multiplication tables, the periodic table of chemical elements, as well as basic principles
and equations in mathematics, physics and chemistry, etc. However, while memorization
is essential for the learning process, it should not represent its terminal point. In the
religion-based societies of the medieval Islamic world, the Holy Scripture, per se, taught
youngsters the ethics and morals that would help them become fully integrated members
of the community—which is one chief goal of education in any time and place.
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Notes
1 As Albert Reble rightly remarks: ‘Today’s issues in education are often rooted deeply in the historical grounds of the past’ (see

Reble 2004, pp. 14–15—as translated by Günther 2006, pp. 386–87).
2 On the necessity of a reconciliation between Islam and modern education (as well as science and reasoning), see (Pickthall 1927).
3 Michel de Montaigne (1533–1592), for instance, strongly criticized rote learning, arguing that there is no knowledge with

memorization: ‘savoir par coeur n’est pas savoir’. See (Appelbaum 2007, p. 50).
4 The same judgment is also maintained by Hoechner (2018) based on a recent field survey which he conducted in Northern

Nigeria in 2018.
5 In this connection, see (Bloom 2011; Dallal 2004; Livingston 2018).
6 On the importance of receiving education at a young age, see also al-Jı̄t.ālı̄, i, pp. 102–3.
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7 According to Ibn Sah. nūn (p. 100), however, the tutor should teach the students writing (katb) and make them compete in that.
8 On such methodologies of learning, see (Makdisi 1981, pp. 99–149; cf. Tibi 2005, pp. 168–73) (esp. at p. 173); (Tibi 2009, p. 50). It is

interesting, in this regard, to make mention of Abū H
˙

anı̄fa’s statement that he benefitted a lot from the jurisprudential debates in
which he was involved with others while working as a mercer in Kūfa.

9 On how competition could facilitate the acquisition of knowledge, see also al-T
˙
aht.āwı̄, pp. 177–82.

10 There is also a separate chapter (sūra no. 58) that is named ‘al-Mujādala’ (the Debate) or ‘al-Mujādila’ (the Female Disputant).
11 For examples of prodigious memories, see (Bloom 2011, pp. 675–76; Makdisi 1981, pp. 100–1; al-Abrāshı̄ 1976, pp. 207–8;

al-Kattānı̄, ii, p. 202; al-Qast.allānı̄, xi, p. 309).
12 On the rising importance of books and the written word in medieval Muslim culture, see (al-Jı̄t.ālı̄, i, pp. 104–5; Roxburgh 2006,

pp. 114–17; Makdisi 1981, pp. 104–5).
13 For an interesting comparison between the importance of the pen/book and that of the tongue/memory, see al-Jāh. iz

˙
, pp. 27–28.

14 This same dichotomy is otherwise referred to as
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p. 166).
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al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
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Why Did the Egyptian Noblewomen Cut Their Hands? Amīn 
Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
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Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
interpretation calls for re-evaluating some crucial aspects of the Qurʾānic story of Joseph. 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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al-Ghazālı̄. 2010. Minhāj al-muta
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This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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2. Traditional Muslim Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
The generally accepted answer to the question just posed is that the women were 

“stunned by his [Joseph’s] beauty.” According to some interpreters, the women, dazzled 
by Joseph’s beauty, thought that they were using knives to cut some food item, like fruit, 
but accidentally cut their hands. Others leave the food item out and simply say that the 
women, awestruck by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands. But the difference between the 
two positions is only one of detail, both representing the same essential interpretation, 
namely, that the women’s cutting of their hands was an involuntary act on their part, a 
position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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2. Traditional Muslim Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
The generally accepted answer to the question just posed is that the women were 

“stunned by his [Joseph’s] beauty.” According to some interpreters, the women, dazzled 
by Joseph’s beauty, thought that they were using knives to cut some food item, like fruit, 
but accidentally cut their hands. Others leave the food item out and simply say that the 
women, awestruck by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands. But the difference between the 
two positions is only one of detail, both representing the same essential interpretation, 
namely, that the women’s cutting of their hands was an involuntary act on their part, a 
position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
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Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
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2. Traditional Muslim Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
The generally accepted answer to the question just posed is that the women were 

“stunned by his [Joseph’s] beauty.” According to some interpreters, the women, dazzled 
by Joseph’s beauty, thought that they were using knives to cut some food item, like fruit, 
but accidentally cut their hands. Others leave the food item out and simply say that the 
women, awestruck by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands. But the difference between the 
two positions is only one of detail, both representing the same essential interpretation, 
namely, that the women’s cutting of their hands was an involuntary act on their part, a 
position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
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1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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Religions 2021, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 2 of 8 
 

 

2. Traditional Muslim Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
The generally accepted answer to the question just posed is that the women were 

“stunned by his [Joseph’s] beauty.” According to some interpreters, the women, dazzled 
by Joseph’s beauty, thought that they were using knives to cut some food item, like fruit, 
but accidentally cut their hands. Others leave the food item out and simply say that the 
women, awestruck by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands. But the difference between the 
two positions is only one of detail, both representing the same essential interpretation, 
namely, that the women’s cutting of their hands was an involuntary act on their part, a 
position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 

ı̄l. Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-

Religions 2021, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 2 of 8 
 

 

2. Traditional Muslim Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
The generally accepted answer to the question just posed is that the women were 

“stunned by his [Joseph’s] beauty.” According to some interpreters, the women, dazzled 
by Joseph’s beauty, thought that they were using knives to cut some food item, like fruit, 
but accidentally cut their hands. Others leave the food item out and simply say that the 
women, awestruck by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands. But the difference between the 
two positions is only one of detail, both representing the same essential interpretation, 
namely, that the women’s cutting of their hands was an involuntary act on their part, a 
position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 

Ilmiyya.
al-Zarkashı̄. 2006. al-Burhān fı̄

Religions 2021, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 2 of 8 
 

 

2. Traditional Muslim Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
The generally accepted answer to the question just posed is that the women were 

“stunned by his [Joseph’s] beauty.” According to some interpreters, the women, dazzled 
by Joseph’s beauty, thought that they were using knives to cut some food item, like fruit, 
but accidentally cut their hands. Others leave the food item out and simply say that the 
women, awestruck by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands. But the difference between the 
two positions is only one of detail, both representing the same essential interpretation, 
namely, that the women’s cutting of their hands was an involuntary act on their part, a 
position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
interpretation calls for re-evaluating some crucial aspects of the Qurʾānic story of Joseph. 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
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(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
interpretation calls for re-evaluating some crucial aspects of the Qurʾānic story of Joseph. 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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2. Traditional Muslim Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
The generally accepted answer to the question just posed is that the women were 

“stunned by his [Joseph’s] beauty.” According to some interpreters, the women, dazzled 
by Joseph’s beauty, thought that they were using knives to cut some food item, like fruit, 
but accidentally cut their hands. Others leave the food item out and simply say that the 
women, awestruck by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands. But the difference between the 
two positions is only one of detail, both representing the same essential interpretation, 
namely, that the women’s cutting of their hands was an involuntary act on their part, a 
position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
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from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
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Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
Mustansir Mir 

Youngstown State University, Youngstown, OH 44555, USA; mmir@ysu.edu 

Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
interpretation calls for re-evaluating some crucial aspects of the Qurʾānic story of Joseph. 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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Why Did the Egyptian Noblewomen Cut Their Hands? Amīn 
Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
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Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
interpretation calls for re-evaluating some crucial aspects of the Qurʾānic story of Joseph. 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
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Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
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1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
interpretation calls for re-evaluating some crucial aspects of the Qurʾānic story of Joseph. 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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2. Traditional Muslim Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
The generally accepted answer to the question just posed is that the women were 

“stunned by his [Joseph’s] beauty.” According to some interpreters, the women, dazzled 
by Joseph’s beauty, thought that they were using knives to cut some food item, like fruit, 
but accidentally cut their hands. Others leave the food item out and simply say that the 
women, awestruck by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands. But the difference between the 
two positions is only one of detail, both representing the same essential interpretation, 
namely, that the women’s cutting of their hands was an involuntary act on their part, a 
position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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2. Traditional Muslim Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
The generally accepted answer to the question just posed is that the women were 

“stunned by his [Joseph’s] beauty.” According to some interpreters, the women, dazzled 
by Joseph’s beauty, thought that they were using knives to cut some food item, like fruit, 
but accidentally cut their hands. Others leave the food item out and simply say that the 
women, awestruck by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands. But the difference between the 
two positions is only one of detail, both representing the same essential interpretation, 
namely, that the women’s cutting of their hands was an involuntary act on their part, a 
position accepted by most classical and modern, Sunnī and ShīꜤī, mufassirūn (“Qurʾānic 
exegetes”), such as the following:  

ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤAbbās (d. 686–7). (Ibn ꜤAbbās 1987, p. 196); Abū l-Ḥajjāj Mujāhid 
ibn Jabr al-Qurashī (d. 722) (Mujāhid 2005, p, 117). Abū l-Ḥasan Muqātil ibn 
Sulaymān (d. 767) (Muqātil 2003, 2:147); Abū JaꜤfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) (Ṭabarī 1909, 12:122); Abū l-Layth al-Samarqandī (d. 983) (Samar-
qandī 1993, 2:159–160); Abū Isḥāq al-ThaꜤlabī (d. 1035) (Tha‘labī 2004, 3:372); 
Maḥmūd ibn ꜤUmar al-Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) (Zamakhsharī n.d., 2:253.); Ibn 
ꜤAṭiyya al-Andalusī (d. 1147) (Ibn ꜤAṭiyya 2007, 3:239); Abū ꜤAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (d. 1153) (Ṭabarsī 2006, 5:307); Abū l-Faraj ꜤAbd al-Raḥmān ibn 
ꜤAlī ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1200) (Ibn al-Jawzī 2002, 4:167); Fakhr al-Dīn Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn ꜤUmar al-Rāzī (d. 1210) (Rāzī 1938, 18:126–127); Abū ꜤAbdallāh 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī (d. 1272) (Qurṭubī 1967, 9:179–180); 
ꜤAbdallāh ibn ꜤUmar al-Bayḍāwī (d. 1286) (Bayḍāwī 1968, 1:493); Abū Ḥayyān 
al-Gharnāṭī (d. 1344) (Abū Ḥayyān 1992, 6:267–269); ꜤImād al-Dīn IsmāꜤīl ibn 
Kathīr (d. 1373) (Ibn Kathīr 1983, 4:23–24); Burhān al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥasan ibn ꜤUmar 
al-BiqāꜤī (d. 1480) (BiqāꜤī 2003, 4:34–35); Muḥammad ibn ꜤAlī ibn Muḥammad al-
Shawkānī (d. 1834) (Shawkānī 1996, 3:26); Abū l-Thanāʾ Maḥmūd al-Ᾱlūsī (d. 
1854) (Ᾱlūsī, 13:229–230); Rashīḍ Riḍā (d. 1935) (Rashīḍ Riḍā n.d., 12:293); 
Muḥammad Thanāʾullāh al-Maẓharī al-Pānīpatī (d. 1810) (Thanāʾullāh al-
Pānīpatī 2007, 4:24); Abū Muḥammad ꜤAbdu’l-Ḥaqq Haqqānī (d. 1911) (Ḥaqqānī 
n.d., 4:262); Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ꜤᾹshūr (d. 1973) (Ibn ꜤᾹshūr 1984, 12:263); 
Ashraf ꜤAlī Thānawī (d. 1943) (Thānawī 1935, 5:78); Muḥammad ShafīꜤ (d. 1976) 
(Muḥammad ShafīꜤ 1990, 5:50); Abū l-AꜤlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) (Mawdūdī 1949–
1972a, 1949–1972b, 2:397);4 Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1982) 
(Ṭabāṭabāʾī 2002, 12:149). 
This is not an exhaustive list of the mufassirūn who subscribe to the above-stated 

standard interpretation of verse 31 of sūra 12. It is a fairly representative list, though, and 
should suffice to show that the said interpretation has practically the whole weight of the 
exegetical tradition behind it. 

3. Iṣlāḥī’s Interpretation 
The Pakistani Qurʾānic exegete, Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī (d. 1418/1997), in his multivolume 

Urdu Qurʾānic commentary, Tadabbur-i Qurʾān (“Reflection on the Qurʾān”), differs 
from—or rather, rejects—the aforestated interpretation and presents his own understand-
ing of the verse (Iṣlāḥī 2001–2002, 4:208–210). Here, following, is his argument step by step: 
1. In verse 30, the women, criticizing Zulaykhā, say: innā la-narāha fī ḍalālin mubīnin “It 

is clear to us that she has gone astray!” This statement, says Iṣlāḥī, combines the 
elements of malāma, shamāta, and iddiꜤāʾ,5 that is, of reproach, malicious pleasure or 
schadenfreude, and boastful claim, respectively: reproach, in that it is quite strange, 
in their view, that the wife of a high-ranking official should fall in love with her 
slave—and stranger still, that she should fail to make him do her wish; malicious 
pleasure, in that she, like them a noblewoman, should suffer defeat at the hands of a 
slave and, as a result, incur disgrace; and boastful claim, in that, had they been in her 
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Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
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Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
interpretation calls for re-evaluating some crucial aspects of the Qurʾānic story of Joseph. 
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1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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Why Did the Egyptian Noblewomen Cut Their Hands? Amīn 
Aḥsan Iṣlāḥīʾs Interpretation of Qurʾān 12:31 
Mustansir Mir 
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Abstract: Sūra 12 of the Qurʾān, Joseph, tells the story of the prophet Joseph. He is bought as a slave 
by an Egyptian high official, whose wife—tradition calls her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful at-
tempt to seduce him, and is ridiculed by her peers for her failure to do so. She invites them to a 
banquet, hands them knives, and presents Joseph before them. Upon seeing him, the women cut 
their hands with the knives they are holding (Qurʾān 12:31). According to the generally accepted 
exegetical view, they do so because they were so awestruck by Joseph’s beauty that they did not 
know what they were doing and accidentally cut their hands while thinking that they were cutting 
some food item, like fruit. Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī differs from this view. He argues that the women 
wished to succeed where Zulaykhā had failed, and, unable to persuade Joseph in the beginning, 
they threatened to kill themselves if Joseph would not listen to them, and, to convince Joseph that 
they were serious in carrying out the threat, they deliberately cut their hands with knives. This ar-
ticle gives details of Iṣlāḥīʾs interpretation of the Qurʾānic verse in question and discusses how that 
interpretation calls for re-evaluating some crucial aspects of the Qurʾānic story of Joseph. 

Keywords: Qurʾān; Qurʾānic exegesis; Iṣlāḥī; Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī; Joseph; Zulaykhā; Potiphar’s wife; 
Egyptian noblewomen 
 

1. The Problem Stated 
In Sūra 12, which tells the story of Joseph, verses 23–29 relate how the wife of the 

Egyptian high official called ꜤAzīz (Potiphar of the Bible)—following tradition, we will 
call her Zulaykhā—makes an unsuccessful attempt to seduce him, whereupon some 
women in the city, very likely her peers, ridicule her, saying that “It is clear to us that she 
has gone astray” (innā la-narāhā fī ḍalālin mubīnin [verse 30]).1 A series of events follow 
(verses 30–34)2:  

Zulaykhā arranges a banquet, to which she invites those women; 
she hands each guest a knife; 
Joseph is presented before the women; 
the women are stunned by Joseph’s beauty, cut their hands, and exclaim that 
Joseph is not a mortal human but an angel; 
Zulaykhā, feeling vindicated before the women, says that Joseph will either do 
her wish or be imprisoned and humiliated; 
Joseph prays to God for protection against the women’s machinations, and God 
grants his prayer. 
This Qurʾānic passage (verses 30–34)—indeed, the whole of the sūra—raises, be-
sides the issues of interpretation of the incident of the women’s cutting of their 
hands, a number of general and specific issues.3 But our particular point of in-
terest, to which we will confine our discussion, is, Why did the women cut their 
hands with the knives that Zulaykhā had provided them? 
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