Biannual Journal Quran and Religious Enlightenment
VOI. 3, NO.2, Serial 6, Autumn & Winter 2022-2023 (pp. 23-31)

Original Research

iRy e

Applying the Theory of Symmetric Order in the Holy Qur’an; A Novel Approach to
Structural Coherence in Surah Yusuf

Hamidreza Fazeli*
Ph.D. Candidate in Qur’an and Hadith Sciences, Major of Comparative Tafsir, Yazd University, Iran

Received: 2022/09/24

Accepted: 2023/01/05

Cwgd 039w (SISl plruil 4 o8 BT f@; QT})O Q)l&oﬂ.&?q)&w;b’
* ol Loy
L')l):’.‘ S oKuisly « ;su...la; 5yl uwl/f Wod> g J/a r°9l“ L;);'S.) de

VRNV oD 5 b

VEeV/aV/oY el

10.30473/quran.2022.9383

Abstract

A type of Qur’anology in recent decades among
Orientalists and Muslims is innovative research in
recognizing new areas of order in the Holy Qur’an.
Based on symmetric order, some studies have been
significantly studied. The present article uses a
descriptive-analytical method to examine coherence
in Surah Yusuf. First, the concept of symmetrical
order is introduced, then a rhetorical analysis of
Surah Yusuf is provided. Surah Yusuf is divided
into sixteen sections connected inversely and
provides a general and comprehensive model of the
relationship between the sections. Based on the
results, we may mention a better explanation of the
beauty of the composition of the text of Surah
Yusuf, the development of the literary miracles of
the Holy Qur’an, and the development of new text
research topics to prove the non-distortion of the
Qur’an.

Keywords: Symmetrical Order, Surah Yusuf, Holy
Quran, Chiasmus, Semitic eloquenc.
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1. Introduction

As the last holy book, the Holy Qur’an is a
highly literary text, and from the perspective of
Qur’an scholars, the highest miracle of the
Qur’an is the miracle in the order of this divine
book and the miracle of expression.The study
of order and continuity of Qur’anic verses has
been a subject of debate among Muslims for a
very long time, and many books have been
published on the order of the Qur’an. However,
most Western scholars believe that Qur’anic
verses are scattered, discrete, and lack structural
and thematic coherence. They consider the
Qur’an as fragmented texts which are irrelevant
to the various subjects described within a surah.

Some Muslims have considered human
distortion as the cause of the text's
fragmentation and ambiguity and have stated
that "probably the curators of the Qur'an have
confused the connection between the Qur'anic
topics” (Khosh Manesh, 2009: 33-36).

In response to these problems, some have
accepted that the Qur'an has fragmented speech
and justified it in this way that this type of
expression is indicative of the miracles of the
Qur'an, or they have considered it to prevent
fatigue and boredom from the divine word, or
they have stated that literary unity Surahs make
up for the inconsistency of Qur’anic verses.
(Khamegar, 1381: 66). This article aims to
answer the fundamental question of whether the
Holy Qur'an structure is coherent.

2. Research Background and Necessity
There has been a significant increase in
Western knowledge about the thematic
coherence and structural unity of Qur’anic suras
in the last decades. Michel Cuypers, for
example, illustrates the value of using biblical
methods of symmetry, correlation, and ring
composition in Quranic verses (Cuypers, 2009).
On the other hand, such studies have been
criticized by some scholars, such as Nicolai
Sinai, for ignoring the objective text in
discovering ring composition (Sinai, 2017).
Surah  Yusuf amuses many scholars
investigating the suras' thematic unity and
structure. Mustansir Mir has written two

articles about the twelfth Surah while referring
to its ring-like structure (Mir, 1986, 2000).
Angelica Neuwirth offers a detailed analysis of
Surah Yusuf (Neuwirth, 1980). Neal Robinson
provides a helpful outline of Surah Yusuf but
does not consider the details (Robinson, 2003:
223). Michel Cuypers has devoted an article to
the ring structure of Surah Yusuf, which shows
a symmetrical structure similar to Robinson's
free structure (Cuypers, 1995). Jawad Anwar
Qureshi has also stated and analyzed the
structure of the symmetrical order of Surah
Yusuf (Anwar Qureshi, 2017). Raymond Farin
also referred to the structure of Surah Yusuf
(Farrin, 2014: 78).

Here, we first refer to the semantics of
symmetrical order theory. After providing
some explanations about Surah Yusuf, we
examine the coherence of the structure using a
descriptive-analytical approach.

3. Theoretical Research Foundations

The theory of symmetrical order, also called
Semitic rhetoric and Chiasmus, roots in
Qur’anic studies and dates back two hundred
and fifty years ago. Robert Lowth, an English
scholar (d. 1787 AD), published a book entitled
“Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews”
in 1753 AD and showed that the Psalms and
other biblical texts are a combination of parallel
verses with synonymy, contradiction and
complementary connections. A few years
earlier, the German scholar Johann Albrecht
Bengel (D. 1752 AD) also spoke of the
characteristic of chiasmus, or inverse
parallelism, in a book entitled “Gnomon of the
New Testament.” Bengel showed that the order
in these texts sometimes forms a concentric or
ring-like composition.

Following this trend, two other English
scholars, John Jeb (d. 1833 AD) and Thomas
Boyce (d. 1880 AD), took a practical step in the
evolution of this idea; however, the first Semitic
rhetoric theory was named biblical rhetoric, but
after other Semitic texts in addition to the Bible
were proven to be compatible in recent decades,
it was theorized as Semitic rhetoric by Ronald
Mint, a professor of biblical interpretation at the
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University of Rome, and, its principles and

rules were systematized (Igbal, 2013: 58).
According to Semitic rhetoric, texts are

based on complex symmetries at different text
levels. This theory, known as rhetorical
analysis, explains the order of texts. Based on
the fundamental principle of balance, the
rhetorical analysis explains the text's
composition and determines its structure. To
determine symmetries, one must understand the
relationships between the constituent elements
of the text. These relationships are limited to
two types: a) conformity or consistency, b)
conflict or inconsistency. Without a systematic
and precise distinction between their factors,
these adaptations, conflicts, and indicators,
have each been considered in lexical,
morphological, syntactic and discourse aspects.
By recognizing the relationships between the
text's constituent elements and proving the
word's coherence, the rhetorical analysis seeks
to determine various forms of symmetry. These
symmetries form the structure of the text. There
are three types of balance which are explained
as follows;

1. Parallelism or parallel construction:
Parallelism or parallel construction refers to
the units of a text appearing in the same
order it first emerged; that is, the structure of
the content in the text is repeated regularly.
For example, the speaker or writer first
arranges and discusses three subjects up to
the middle of the speech; then, the first
subject is repeated and summarized. The
second subject is then repeated and
summarized, and the same goes for the third
subject. Finally, there is a conclusion (ABC
/| A'B'C).

2. Concentric or ring composition: The purpose
of a concentric or ring pattern in a text
(concentric or ring composition) is that the
subjects of a text are arranged in a concentric
circle, and the sub-theme is inserted between
the first and second sections of the text.
(ABC/x/CBA"),orAlx/A'

3. Mirror composition or Chiasmus: Chiasmus
or mirror composition refers to a design with
no central element. The structure of the

content in a text should be based on ; (ABC
/| CB'A") (Cuypers, 2011, Khoshmanesh,
Abulfazl,  (2009), "Examining  the
Compilation and Integration of Qur’anic
Verses from the Perspective of Orientalists
and Avyatollah Taleghani,” Journal of
Science and Education, No. 8, 26-39. 35 ;
Mint, 2004, p.20).

4. Qur’anic examples in the study of
symmetrical order

Michel Cuypers used the method of rhetorical
analysis for the first time in the Qur’an. He uses
his most extensive work in this field, entitled
“The Banquet: A Reading of the Fifth Sura of
the Qur’an to prove order and coherence in
Surah Ma'idah (Makvand & Shakir, 1394, pp.
14-12). Here we provide an example of all three
parallel, concentric, and chiasmus structures:

4-1. Parallel structure: verse 21 of Surah Nur
A 1525 U155l 1,301 6T (O believers! Do not obey)
B. wlsls (the steps)
C. ey (of the Devil)
A'. &% oo 5 (and whoever follows)
B'. wijls (the steps)
C'. Kily clazeilly oy €6 ] (Of the Devil, he
commands to sin)

In this example,“obedience, sin, and evil”
are repeated in a parallel structure, in the same
order as it is first mentioned.

4-2. Concentric composition: verses 1-3 of
Surah Al-Qadr
A. 38| s oW1 ) (We sent the Qur’an on the
Night of decree) (Declarative sentence)

B. il & & T3l & 5 (what do you know of the
Night of decree?) (Imperative sentence)

A'. s Gl e ws il 3 (The Night of decree is

better than a thousand months) (Declarative
sentence)

In this example, the verses relate to two
declarative and imperative sentences.
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4-3. Chiasmus composition: verse 1 of Surah
Al-Munafiqun
A. sl 26 ) (When the hypocrites come to
you)
B. ki 16 (They say we testify)
C. dl JowJ ) (Surely you are the
Messenger of God)
C'. Jgwy I Hl 4l 5 (And God knows that
you are His Messenger)
B'. \ai il 5 (And God bears witness)
A'. 5K astadl ) (Indeed, the hypocrites are
liars)

In this example, the words “hypocrites, lack
of testifying, the Messenger of God” have
reappeared reverse. In this way, the term
«;.),3,;@» at the beginning of the verse has

symmetry with the word «’o,j%ﬁlﬁ» at the end of
the verse. Also, the word «xz» corresponds to
the word «xi», and the word «all g
corresponds to the word «ds..,».

Another example of the reverse order of the
Verse is « i o 1] oy oo o5 U5 o i Uyl T
«ls, wil; Wo». The word «Jy.3b> with the word
«adlp»; The word «g» is synonymous with the
word «zdl; Li»  and the phrase « . <J] U3 G
o is similar to the phrase « &5 o ,» which
is another example of a mirror structure
(reversed) in the Holy Qur'an.

5. Introducing Surah Yusuf in the Holy
Qur’an

Surah Yusuf is the twelfth surah of the Holy
Qur’an (Abu Hayyan Andalusi, 1412 AH, vol.
6, p. 234). This Surah consists of 7079 letters,
1776 words, and 111 verses (Thalabi, 1422 AH,
vol. 5, p. 196) and is placed after Surah Hud
(Qutb, 1425 AH, vol. 5, p. 2872). This Surah
was sent in Mecca (Fazlullah, 1419 AH, vol. 12,
p. 157); some believe verses 1, 2, 3, and 7 were
sent in Medina (Fakhr Razi, 1412 AH, vol 11,
P. 416). Due to the unity of context, Allameh
Tabatabai believes this surah was entirely sent
down in Mecca (Tabatabai, 1412 AH, vol. 11,
p. 100).

It is narrated from Prophet Mohammad
(PBUH) that whoever recites this surah will
have an easy passing (Ibn Kathir, 1412 AH, vol.
4, p. 313). Also, Imam Sadig (AS) mentions
that: “Whoever recites this surah each day and
night, God will associate him with Yusuf on the
Day of Judgment, and he will be one of God's
special servants” (Hoveizi, 1415 AH, vol. 2, p.
408). Ayatollah Makarem Shirazi says: “The
narrations that express the virtue of the Qur’an
in recitation do not mean superficial reading or
without any thought and action; rather, it
requires thought, which is the beginning of an
action. According to the content of this surah, if
one makes this Surah their role model and
rejects lust, wealth, position, and power, to the
extent that the dark and gloomy dungeons
precede the King’s filthy palace, their soul will
be as beautiful as Yusuf. His tremendous inner
beauty will be revealed on the Day of
Resurrection, and they will be one of the
righteous servants of God” (Makarem, 1937,
vol. 9, p. 297).

6. Symmetrical order of Surah Yusuf
Surah  Yusuf has a mirror composition
(Chiasmus) (ABC/C'B’A") which is as follows:
Section A (verses 1-2) is about the Holy Qur’an
and emphasizes that this book is sent from God
in Arabic. In section B (verse 3), God tells
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) that he will tell
him stories he has never known. In section C
(verses 4-6), the first section of Prophet Yusuf’s
story is told, where he recounts his dream to his
father, Yaqub. He dreamt of the sun, moon, and
eleven stars - representing his parents and
brothers - bowing before him.

Section D (verses 7-18) refers to Yaqub’s
sons (AS) that intended to kill their brother
Yusuf. They agree to throw him in a well, fake
his death and deceive their father. In this
section, the caravans find Yusuf, get him out of
the well, and take him to Egypt. Section E
(verses 19-22) refers to Yusuf being an
enslaved person in Egypt, where Putifar (Aziz
Mesr) bought him and told his wife (Zulaikha)
to treat him well and that he may benefit them
one day or that they might adopt him. Section F
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(verses 23-31) retells how Zulaikha and other
Egyptian women tried to seduce Yusuf, which
he resisted and stayed loyal to Potiphar, who
raised him since he was a child.

In section G (verses 32-35), Zulaikha
becomes furious with Yusuf for his reluctance
and threatens to imprison him. Thus, Yusuf is
sent to prison for not obeying Zulaikha's
demands. Section H (verses 36-42) refers to the
story of the dreams of Yusuf’s two cellmates.
After speaking of monotheism and his
ancestors Abraham, Yaghub, and Isaac, Yusuf
interprets the dreams. He reveals that one will
be executed, and the other will become the
king's butler after his release. Section H (verses
43-49) refers to the king's dream where seven
fat cows are devoured by seven sleek cows and
seven ripe, healthy sheaves of wheat are
devoured by seven shrivelled, dry ones. The
released prisoner, now the king's butler, comes
to see Yusuf in prison and asks him to interpret
the king's dream.

In section G' (verse 50), the King
immediately orders Yusuf’s release. Still,
Yusuf opposes the King's request and says he
does not desire freedom until his innocence
about Egyptian women and Zolaikha has been
proven. In part F' (verses 51-53), Zulaikha and
other women declare his innocence, and Yusuf
is finally released.

In section E' (verses 54-57), it is mentioned
that the same Yusuf, who was once brought to
Egypt as an enslaved person, now reigns in
Egypt and is the King’s treasurer in Egypt. In
section D' (verses 58-98), the story returns to
family narratives between Yusuf and his
brothers. This time, however, Yusuf deceives
them and plots to join his brother Benjamin and
his father, Yaghub. In section C' (verses 99-
101), the end of the story is told as it began,
where Yusuf’s dream is fulfilled, and his father,
mother, and eleven brothers bow before him.
Section B’ addresses Prophet Muhammad
(PBUH) and tells him that this is an unseen and
untold story revealed to him, and he is now
aware of its content. It also warns those who
refuse to follow the Prophet. Finally, in section
A', the surah ends by stating that the Holy

Qur’an is a divine revelation and confirms all
previous prophets and books.

8 Description Verse
A Qur’an, the Divine Revelation 1-2
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH);

B Unaware of the history of the 3
prophets

C Yusuf’s dream 4-6

D The brothers’ plot; Well; Travelling 7-18
to Egypt

E Yusuf’s Slavery in Egypt 19-22

F| Women trying to deceive Yusuf 23-31

G| Zolaikha; Yusuf being sent to prison | 32-35

H Yusuf in Prl_son; Inlterpretatlon of the 36-42

Prisoners' Dreams
H Yusuf in Prlsgn;llnterpretatlon of the 43-49
King's Dream
.| King; Ordering Yusuf to be released
G . 50
from prison

F \Women apologizing to Yusuf 51-53

E' Yusuf’s reign in Egypt 54-57

D Yusuf’s plot; King's Cup; Travelling 58-98
to Egypt

C'| The realization of Yusuf’s dream | 99-101

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH);
B'| Learning about the stories of the |102-110
prophets through revelation
.| The Qur’an, a divine revelation that
A . ) 111
confirms previous books

Symmetry in sections A and A.'

Section A (verses 1 and 2) refers to the

revelation of the Holy Qur’an in Arabic:

(Yusuf: 1-2)

Section A' (Yusuf: 111) refers to the Qur’an’s

divinity and how it approves other previous

divine books:

s IS Jealiy 4y o sl 3o 5Ty oy s o5 U
gy podl do>)g sy

(Yusuf: 111)

So, the symmetry in these two sections refers to

the revelation of the Holy Qur’an.

Symmetry in sections B and B.’

Section B (verse 3) refers to Prophet
Mohammad’s (PBUH) unawareness of the
history of the previous prophets and mentions
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that the Qur’an will tell him the most incredible

stories:

ols ol B Sl B oy paadll il S a0

(Yusuf: 3)

Section B' (verses 102-110) refers to Yusuf’s

unrevealed story, which the prophet has now

been informed of:

ool lxoad 3] (aptl w8 Loy (] amgp il Ly SISD
“o9rSer g

(Yusuf: 102)

So, the symmetry in these sections is the

Prophet’s unawareness and his awareness of

Yusuf’s story. The matching of the word

«BLJ» in verse 3 of Surah Yusuf with the word

«%.Jff“\» in verse 102 of Surah Yusuf shows the

reverse symmetrical order between these two
parts.

Symmetry in sections C and C.’

Section C (verses 4-6) refers to Yusuf’s dream
about the sun and the moon and eleven stars
which represent his parents and brothers,
bowmg before h|m

Sailly addly U85S e 2ol il L5,1 et MU w,, JE 5
«w%u < Mt,

(Yusuf: 4)

In section C' (verses 99-101), Yusuf’s dream is

realized, and his parents and brothers bow
before him:

LSL’B) J"?b lAA w‘ L Jls, ‘..\Dw dJ ]5)>5 u*’f-” L;LC 4.’941 @)3»

«Bs oy Gl 8 5 e
(Yusuf: 100)
So, the symmetry in these two sections is
dreams and their realization.

Symmetry in sections D and D.’

In section D (verses 7-18), the brothers plot
against Yusuf. They take him to the desert and
throw him in a well. After the caravans find
h|m he is taken to Egypt

m bty Codl colE 5 ogilly g, 1ol U naie 16 JB
«wifls rwS «Jl 5 L]

(Yusuf: 10)

In section D' (58-98), Yusuf plots against his

brothers. He hides the king's cup in Benjamin’s

bag and keeps him in Egypt. Contrary to section
D when Yusuf travels to Egypt, here, his
brothers travel to Egypt to retake Benjamln

Lozl %5 o313 ‘\0‘ J>) ] LG e rb‘”)LPU NS
«u9s )LMJ psql ,.,JI

(Yusuf: 70)

So, the symmetry in these two sections is the

brother's plot against Yusuf and Yusuf’s plot

against his brothers.

Symmetry in sections E and E."

In section E (verses 19-22), Yusuf is sold as a

slave in the Egyptian market and enters

Putifar’s home:

o iy o e ol oo ST &6Tal) Sime o ol,2l (il JEp»
iy iz

(Yusuf: 21)

In section E’ (verses 54-57) Yusuf, who was

once sold as a slave, is now the King or Aziz

Mesr:

(Yusuf: 55)

So, the symmetry in these two sections is

slavery and the reign of Yusuf in Egypt.

Symmetry in sections F and F."

In section F (verses 23-31), Zulaikha and other

Egyptian women try to seduce Yusuf, but Yusuf

resists their lustful desires and does not betray

Putiphar:

o155 el oy 48T T, Wb ale 2,31 <JBy L& cple
€S ST U] 3 ) 1 i Lo o

(Yusuf: 31)

In section F' (verses 51-53), Zulaikha and other

Egyptian women confessed to their sin and

declared Yusuf’s innocence:

Gole G all (b B 4 (e iy i3l 3] 50 o JB»

oo o 4le

(Yusuf: 51)

So, symmetry in these sections is Zulaikha and

other women’s efforts in seducing Yusuf,

asking for forgiveness, and declaring his

innocence.

Symmetry in sections G and G.’
In section G (verses 32-35), after Yusuf rejects
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Zulaikha, she orders Yusuf to be imprisoned:
€ pplall o

(Yusuf: 32)

In section G' (verse 50) the king orders for

Yusuf’s release after Yusuf interprets his

dream. Here, Yusuf says he will not be released

until his innocence has been proven:

o ol () ) ) JB Jgeol el W oy gl S JEg»>
Corle 0255 2 0] el o8 018531 0

(Yusuf: 50)

So, the symmetry in these two sections is

Yusuf’s imprisonment and release.

Symmetry in sections H and H.’
Section H (verses 36-42) refers to the dreams of
Yusuf’s cellmates and Yusuf interpreting the
dreams; one of whom was executed and the
other became the king's butler:
[IERSE [ FER Y IRERIC S N [ A B P
€l 4 o a1 b al) e il ST
(Yusuf: 41)
Section H' (verses 43-49) refers to the king's
dream and its interpretation by Yusuf,
according to which there will be seven rainy
years and then seven years of drought in Egypt:
o 5 ) 3y i i U i e 5 U
(L5 ) ed 238 Lo BT Sl o S0 0 e 55 158G
(Yusuf: 48-49)

So, the symmetry in these two sections is the
prisoners’ and the king’s dreams and their
interpretation by Yusuf.

One section of Surah Yusuf (D’), verses 58-
98, reflects a concentric composition (ABC / x
/ C'B'A) which is as follow

A. 58-79 The brothers’ sin in calling Yusuf a
thief

B. 80-81 Yusuf’s oldest brother not exiting
Egypt

C. 82 The Caravan Exiting Egypt

D. 83 Yaqub hoping to reunite with his children

E. 84 Yaqub going blind

F. 85-86 Reprimanding Yaqub

G. 87 In search of Yusuf and his brother

H. 88-89 The brothers ask Yusuf for help

G’. 90 Finding Yusuf and his brother

F’. 91-92 The brothers feel guilty

E’. 93-95 Sending Yusuf’s shirt to Yaqub to
heal his eyes

D’. 93-95 Yusuf hoping to reunite with his
father

C’. 94-95 The caravan exiting Egypt

B’. 96 Yusuf’s oldest brother exiting Egypt

A’. 97-98 The brothers regret their sins

Section A refers to the brother’s sin of
calling Yusuf a thief:
(Yusuf: 77)
And section A’ refers to the brothers regretting
their actions against their father and brother:

bl S 0] gid W jaiiial GUT L 1506

(Yusuf: 97)
Section B refers to Yusuf's older brother not
exiting Egypt after losing Benjamin:
(Yusuf: 80)

Moreover, section B’ refers to his exit from
Egypt to take Yusuf’s shirt to Yaqub.

Sections C and C' refer to the departure of
the caravans from Egypt to Canaan; in C, the
second journey, Yusuf’s brothers fail to bring
Benjamin with them, and in C' the caravans
return from Egypt with Yusuf’s shirt.

Section D refers to Yaqub’s hope in reuniting
with his children:

oSl oalall 50 ] Lo ot il o el
(Yusfuf: 83)
Section D’ points to Yusuf and Yaqub finally
reuniting:

«7,,.’,;;. i pjil.mb & ;I;»

(Yusuf: 93)
As it has been determined, the phrase «_:sl» is
related to the words « 5Ty
Sections E refers to Yaqub losing his sight:
(Yusuf: 84)

And section E’ points to Yusuf’s solution to
Yaqub gaining his sight back:
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«l/w‘” u‘b & 4>9 e o5l i oy lgun3h>
(Yusuf: 93)
Section F refers to Yaqub’s entourage who
reprimand him for being upset due to Yusuf’s
departure:
I o 0 Lo 5 o L 45 5
(Yusuf: 85)
And section F' refers to the brothers who
reprimand themselves for their sins:
(Yusuf: 91)
Thus, the common denominator between the
two is “reprimand.”
Section G refers to the search of Yusuf:
(Yusuf: 87)
And section G’ refers to finding Yusuf and his
brother:
« 3 Ty gy Bl JB gy il S 15055
(Yusuf ; 90)
Section H in the center of the ring which
includes the verse:
‘mLM Ly vl Gy ),),Jl Gl G 16 ale NERRWE
il s 0 ) e iy S0 56 55
This refers to the excellence of Aziz Mesr
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forms: parallel, circular, and mirror. We
divided Surah Yusuf into sixteen sections; the
first eight are inversely related to the last eight
sections. This article proved the existence of a
coherent structure in line with the theory of
symmetrical order. Despite the commentators’
and researchers’ views towards Quranic
sciences, we were able to prove the structural
coherence of Surah Yusuf, the twelfth surah in
the Qur’an.
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