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Abstract

This study addresses a long-standing tension in the
interpretation of Qur'an 12:31 (Surat Yasuf), where the
women of Egypt respond to Joseph with the verb
akbarnabu and cut their hands. The dominant
exegetical tradition reads the term as denoting cognitive
awe or wonder (izam). A report attributed to Ibn
‘Abbas, however, links it to a physiological reaction,
specifically bleeding (bayd). This apparent contradiction
has led most classical commentators, including T'abari,
to reject the report on grammatical and lexical grounds.
The present article argues that this interpretive impasse
stems from a confusion between two levels of
signification. Drawing on the principles of wusil al-figh
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Extended Abstract

The thirty-first verse of Sarat Yasuf describes the reaction of Egyptian women upon
encountering Joseph: “So when they saw him, they greatly admired him and cut their
hands” (Q 12:31). The verb akbarnabu, rendered here as “they greatly admired him,”
has generated a long-standing interpretive dispute. The predominant exegetical reading
understands it as azamnabu (“they considered him great”), a purely cognitive and
emotional response of awe and wonder. A report attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas, preserved in
sources such as Al-Durr al-Manthar and Al-Kashbshaf, associates the term with a
physiological reaction described as payd (menstruation or bleeding). This report has
been largely marginalized in the history of interpretation, with authorities such as
Tabari rejecting it on grammatical grounds, since the verb’s object pronoun (hu) would
render the sentence nonsensical if payd (an intransitive state) were intended.

The present study approaches this impasse from a methodological perspective that
distinguishes between two levels of linguistic signification. Drawing on the theoretical
apparatus of wusil al-figh, and specifically the category of al-dalalab al-iltizamiyyah
(implicative signification), the article argues that the Ibn ‘Abbas report does not
propose a new primary meaning for akbarnabu. Instead, it reports a causal consequence
of the psychological state denoted by the word’s primary signification. The lexical
meaning of akbarnabu remains izam (holding in awe). What the report describes is a
physiological effect that follows necessarily from that psychological state. The
relationship between the two is not one of synonymy but of implication: the
psychological shock serves as the lazim (that which implies), while the physiological
reaction is the malzam (that which is implied). This distinction dissolves the apparent
contradiction. Tabarf’s grammatical objection loses its force because the report never
claimed that akbarnabu means “they menstruated.” It claimed that the awe they
experienced produced a physiological consequence.

The study further argues that the relation between psychological shock and
physiological response, while not immediately evident to the ordinary mind (luzam
bayyin bi-al-ma‘na al-akhdss), becomes evident when a brief scientific premise is
supplied. This qualifies it as luzam bayyin bi-al-mana al-a‘amm (evident implication in
the broader sense), which is a valid basis for inference. The article thus mobilizes a

category from Islamic legal theory to legitimize the integration of empirical scientific
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findings into the interpretation of a Quranic passage.

The scientific component of the argument draws on two well-established
physiological phenomena. The first is stress-induced hemorrhage. While the common
reproductive effect of acute stress is amenorrhea (cessation of menstruation),
experimental studies on animal models have demonstrated that acute restraint stress
can trigger endometrial breakdown and shedding through corticosterone-mediated
progesterone withdrawal. The study acknowledges that direct clinical documentation of
instantaneous uterine bleeding triggered by visual shock in humans is lacking.
However, it argues that rarity of a phenomenon does not entail its physiological
impossibility. The Qur’an narrates an exceptional event, and neuroscience can explain
its mechanism of possibility.

The second phenomenon is stress-induced analgesia (SIA). The article cites research
demonstrating that acute stress activates the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis and
the sympathetic nervous system, leading to the release of endogenous opioids such as
beta-endorphin, which block ascending pain pathways in the spinal cord. This
mechanism provides a physiological explanation for the otherwise puzzling detail that
the women cut their hands without apparent pain. The morphological form of the verb
gatta‘na (form II, indicating intensity and repetition) further supports this reading,
since repeated deep cuts would ordinarily provoke a reflexive withdrawal response that
must have been suppressed.

The article situates this psychosomatic reading within the broader thematic
structure of Sarat Yusuf. The narrative presents a consistent pattern of psychological
states producing physical effects. Jacob’s profound grief over Joseph’s loss culminates in
blindness (Q 12:84), and the restoration of his sight follows the receipt of good news
(Q 12:96). The women’s encounter with Joseph follows the same pattern, with
aesthetic shock replacing grief and temporary analgesia replacing blindness. This
structural coherence, the article argues, supports the plausibility of the proposed
reading.

The author explicitly situates this study within a framework that accepts the
theological presuppositions of Islamic exegesis. The argument does not claim
theological neutrality. It proceeds from the premise that the Quranic text is a source of

truth and that classical exegetical reports, when properly understood, cohere with one
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another and with reality. The appeal to neuroscience is not intended to subject the
Qur’an to external verification, but to demonstrate that a report preserved in the
exegetical tradition, when read at the proper level of signification, describes a
mechanism that modern science recognizes as possible.

In terms of methodology, the study combines three approaches. The first is lexical
and exegetical analysis, examining the semantic range of akbarnahu in classical Arabic
dictionaries and the history of its interpretation in works such as Jami‘ al-Bayan, Al-
Tibyan, and Al-Mizan. The second is the application of categories from usial al-figh,
particularly the distinction between al-dalalab al-mutabaqiyyah (primary signification)
and al-dalalah al-iltizamiyyab (implicative signification), to clarify the logical structure
of the Ibn ‘Abbas report. The third is the integration of findings from neuroscience
concerning stress-induced hemorrhage and stress-induced analgesia, drawn from both
animal studies and human research.

The article’s findings are threefold. First, the apparent contradiction between the
psychological and physiological readings of akbarnabu is not a genuine semantic conflict
but a confusion of levels of signification. Second, the Ibn ‘Abbas report, when read as
an implicative rather than a primary signification, describes a physiologically coherent
sequence: psychological shock producing both hemorrhage and analgesia. Third, this
psychosomatic model integrates the exegetical tradition with contemporary scientific
knowledge without compromising the lexical integrity of the Quranic text or the
theological commitments of the interpreter.

The study concludes by acknowledging the limits of its evidence. It does not claim
to have proven that the historical event occurred exactly as described. It claims only
that the exegetical report, when properly understood, describes a mechanism that is
physiologically possible and consistent with the narrative context. The article suggests
that this methodological framework could be extended to other Quranic passages
involving complex interactions between psychological states and physical effects.
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1. Chrousos & Gold “The Concepts of Stress...”.
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1. Butler & Finn, “Stress-induced analgesia...”.
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27- Butler, R. K., & Finn, D. P., “Stress-induced Analgesia’, Progress in

Neurobiology, vol. 88. no. 3, July 2009.
https://doi.org/10.1016/.pneurobio.2009.04.003

28_ Chrousos, G. P., & Gold, P. W., “The Concepts of Stress and Stress System

Disorders: Overview of Physical and Behavioral Homeostasis”, Journal of the

American Medical Association, vol. 267, no. 9, March 1992.
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