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Unraveling the Metanarrative of  Moral Choice through Surat Yusuf 
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Yusuf, the beloved prophet, is not a moral exemplar. While academic approaches to the 
Qur’an have assessed its metanarrative, or worldview, as one of black-and-white moral choice, 
the tale of Yusuf is not one of positivistic morality, but rather of enacting and reconciling less-
than-moral actions. By this I do not only mean immoral, or wrong action, but also non-moral, or 
actions standing apart from even being understood as moral or immoral. Surat Yusuf is thus not 
the story of a prophet’s righteous behavior, but rather the manifestation of God’s will 
transcending the actions of individuals. 
 
 To understand this, I will first lay out the traditional formulation of the Qur’anic 
worldview, reframing it as one of metanarrative. Since this conception is one of ahistoric 
morality, I will subdivide its critique into examinations first of time, then of favoritism among 
Yusuf, the Brothers, and Zulaikha, and the moral and non-moral actions they take to gain favor 
of others. 
 
Historical Standards and the Metanarrative 
 
 In Genesis, wherein we find the Qur’anic story’s antecedent, there is a complication in 
understanding the incident of seduction. Yusuf refuses to lie with Zulaikha because it would be 
a sin against God, but while adultery is indeed a sin in both Judaism and Islam, the Jewish 
injunction against adultery was actually promulgated in the Decalogue, which had at his time 
yet to be revealed.1 Midrashic accounts, however, attempt to resolve this issue of knowledge by 
claiming that Yusuf had received instruction from his father Ya’qub about this yet-to-be law,2 
justified by an exegetical culture in which the Bible was considered to be economical in its use 
of language and therefore required unpacking—which often involved poetic liberties.3 
  
 In reading Surat Yusuf, then, to which standard are we to hold the namesake hero 
morally? Pre-Mosaic law, esoteric knowledge taught by Ya’qub, or some eternal religion (a 
pre-Qur’anic islam)? Furthermore, if we accept one of the latter two, to which standard should 
we hold the other characters? Qur’anic exegetes have used pre-Biblical (Egyptian, Indian, and 
Pahlavi) morality tales about the “guile of women” to retroactively ground that thematic;4 can 
we therefore hold Zulaikha morally culpable for her lust? 

                                                
1 Chronology between Genesis 37-45 and Exodus 34 is established by Exodus 1-2. 
2 James Kugel, In Potiphar’s House: The Interpretive Life of Biblical Texts, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

1994), 99, 102-6, 112. 
3 Luis M. Girón-Negrón and Laura Minervini, Las Coplas de Yosef: Entre la Biblia y el Midrash en la Poesía 

Judeoespañola, (Madrid: Editorial Gredos, 2006), 37. 
4 Gayane Karen Merguerian and Afsaneh Najmabadi, "Zulaykha and Yusuf: Whose 'Best Story'?" International 

Journal of Middle East Studies 29.4 (1997): 486. 
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 This points us in the direction of Fred Donner who, in his work on early Islamic 
historiography, articulates an ahistoric view of the Qur’an, in which “courses of action” are 
bipolar; to him,  
 

The very concept of history is fundamentally irrelevant to the Qur’an’s concerns, 
because all people have been, and will be, confronted with the same eternal moral 
choice—the choice between good and evil, with the guidance of the revelation 
and of the prophets as the criteria provided by God.5 
 

Along similar lines, Abdoljabad Falaturi—also arguing for an ahistoric Qur’an—points the way 
by noting the absence of zaman (the Arabic translation of Greek linear time, chronos) and its use 
instead of waqt, a “spatial” and “unalterable where of an event.”6 The Qur’anic conception of time 
makes no distinction between vertical and horizontal orientations, between temporal sequence 
or spatial co-incidence.7 Or, to quote Thomas Mann’s epic retelling of the story of Yusuf, 
 

What concerns us here is not calculable time. Rather it is time’s abrogation and 
dissolution in the alternation of tradition and prophecy, which lends to the 
phrase “once upon a time” its double sense of past and future and therewith its 
burden of potential present.8 
 

To take an example from another narrative, we find in Surat an-Naml that the Queen of Sheba, 
who shames herself by baring her legs, is generally considered to be the victim of her own 
ignorance about religion.9 This could be sustained with Zulaikha: the fact that she does not 
know about a divine morality is her downfall; that is to say, despite applying an arbitrary or 
potentially anachronistic moral standard, we are nevertheless allowed to condemn her in the 
Qur’anic (con)text. She is asking him to sin or act immorally—an encounter, like all others in 
the Qur’an, in which Mustansir Mir finds “a genuine test of moral fiber and affording an equal 
opportunity of meeting with success and failure.”10 Not only, then, is the Qur’an concerned with 
good and evil, but Yusuf’s moral success is just as likely as his failure—and, as we shall see, he 
indeed fails. 
 
 This attempt to classify narrative-bound action on an overarching paradigm can be 
framed as the Qur’an’s metanarrative. In the strict sense proposed by Jean-François Lyotard, 
“metanarratives” are those stories which “claim to be able to legitimate the story and its claims 
by an appeal to universal reason.”11 This claim to truth, however, slants the metanarrative as 
                                                
5 Fred M. Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins: The Beginnings of Islamic Historical Writing, (Princeton: The Darwin 

Press, 1998), 80. 
6 Abdoldjavad Falaturi, “Experience of Time and History in Islam,” in We Believe in One God: The experience of God 

in Christianity and Islam, ed. Annemarie Schimmel and Abdoldjavad Falaturi, (London: Burns & Oates, 1979), 
68. Emphasis in the original. 

7 Falaturi, “Experience of Time,” 69. The designation of “vertical” as being linear progression and “horizontal” as 
spatial co- incidence is opposite the Western conception of time as a horizontal number line with 
simultaneous events stacked at the same point, though the idea is ultimately the same. 

8 Thomas Mann, Joseph and His Brothers, trans. H. T. Lowe-Porter, (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1939), 29-30. 
9 Jacob Lassner, Demonizing the Queen of Sheba, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 89. 
10 Mustansir Mir, "Dialogue in the Qur'an." Religion & Literature 24.1 (1992): 1, 6. 
11 James K. A. Smith, “A little story about metanarratives: Lyotard, religion, and postmodernism revisited,” in 

Myron B. Penner, ed., Christianity and the postmodern turn: six views, (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2005), 125. 
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necessarily hegemonic. For an alternative conception, we can consider Beatrice Skordili, who 
defines it instead as “the kind of story that underlies, gives legitimacy, and explains the 
particular choices a culture prescribes as possible courses of action.”12 If we replace “text” for 
“culture”, then the Qur’anic metanarrative is that which explains possible courses of action for 
its characters and readers; this can either be read on its own, or still considered in hegemonic 
terms, since the Qur’an notes that Muhammad is only reenacting a prophetic message which is 
not new (as in 21:24, for example). 
 
 Kevin Vanhoozer however, in a Biblical context, is wary of associating scripture with 
metanarrative because “there is more in scripture than narratives” and he wants “all forms of 
biblical discourse to have authority and not one conceptual scheme only.”13 We will find, 
however, that all three forms of Qur’anic discourse—narrative, exhortative, and legal14—will 
also have validity, though not in the context of a morality metanarrative, only one of divine 
will. 
 
Time(s): Reading and Re-reading Sequence 
 
 In the Qur’an, we find that narratives are fragmentary (occurring across multiple 
passages) and elliptical (omitting details presumed to be known by the audience). Here the form 
emphasizes theological content, denying narratives the textual space to exert their own 
atomistic identity. Surat Yusuf, however, contains just that—a single, coherent narrative which, 
in nearly a hundred lines, has both an exposition and conclusion, rather than an isolated 
episode. In other words, the sura organizes itself across zaman, rather than waqt. In this way, 
the “best of stories” (ahsan al-qisas) has suddenly usurped the ahistoric aspect of our 
metanarrative. Mieke Bal challenges this, however; she notes that 
 

Even within the most narrative parts, that is, the bits that are internally 
chronological, such as the Yusuf sura, the different episodes may be 
chronologically tied together without that chronology being important at all.15 
 

 Thus Surat Yusuf is not the story of Yusuf per se; the textual focus moves sometimes 
instead to episodes involving, for instance, only his Brothers (Q 12:8-10, 80-2), the Brothers 
with Jacob (12:63-8), or Pharaoh (12:43-5). If we attempt to read chronologically, we will find 
that when Zulaikha attempts to seduce her slave, Aziz says it is part of women’s guile (keyd); 
but when Zulaikha calls an Assembly of Ladies (as it is known in the Midrash) who also marvel 
at him, it is decided that “in the end, after seeing the signs of his innocence, they saw it fit to 
imprison him for a while” (12:35). In this reading, despite his innocence from seducing 
Zulaikha, the way he makes other ladies of the city feel (and bleed) for him means he should be 
confined. 
 
 Bal, however, suggests that the shift from the seduction-command to the ladies gossiping 
                                                
12 Beatrice Skordili, “Grand Narrative,” Encyclopedia of Postmodernism, ed. Victor E. Taylor and Charles E. 

Winquist, (London: Routledge, 2002), 164-5. 
13 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, “Disputing about words? Of fallible foundations and modest metanarratives,” in Penner, 

Christianity and the postmodern turn, 191-2. 
14 Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins, 64-7. 
15 Mieke Bal, Loving Yusuf: Conceptual Travels from Present to Past, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008), 

171. 
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is spatial, not temporal;16 that is, it is a waqt disjunction, not zaman progression, freeing up the 
chronology of the event. Thus when the ladies say that Zulaikha “is trying to seduce her slave” 
(12:30), it is not referring to the instance of her locking the door and commanding, “lie with 
me.” Instead, the “trying” or “seeking to seduce” (tur!widu) indicates an ongoing process—she 
is not suddenly overcome with desire but rather, as in Midrash Tanhuma where she changes her 
clothes throughout the day to attract Yusuf,17 she has for a period already been after him. This 
is the event (or, rather, chain of events) of which the ladies seem to have received word. 
 
 Zulaikha, then, need not call the Assembly after the seduction-command, only after the 
initiation of the ongoing-seduction when it leads to gossip. We may then read this textual unit 
between the seduction-command and the imprisonment as not being a chronological space, but 
really a deliberative space, of Aziz considering what he should do with Yusuf in light of this 
immediate instance of Zulaikha attempting to seduce him (for, indeed, some say Aziz had 
already been aware of the process).18 He is thus contemplating what to do, and—upon 
remembering the ladies of the city—decides to have Yusuf imprisoned. 
 
Seeking Favor 
 
 Mustansir Mir notes the “involution and evolution in reverse” of the sura, in which he 
sees events mirrored between the first and last half, with different outcomes in each case. He 
does not, however, carry out the logic to its full extent. For example, whereas he notes direct 
analogues—the Brothers taking a son of Rachel twice or huddling twice, both the Brothers and 
Zulaikha using intrigue to attain love—he proceeds to claim that certain other episodes, such as 
the caravan or prison-mates, are “of incidental importance.”19 He has, in fact, just juxtaposed 
their analogues: both the caravan and the interpretation of the prisoners’ dreams deliver Yusuf 
from his debasement (to use Bal’s term) toward ascendency in the house of Aziz and the court 
of Pharaoh, respectively. 
 
 We can also complicate some of the supposed “evolutions in reverse.” In the instance of 
taking a son of Rachel, Mir notes that in the first case, it is with ill intention (to be rid of 
Yusuf), and in the latter, with good intention (to get more grain).20 This is made to do double-
duty, however, for the ridding of Yusuf is also compared to Zulaikha using intrigue to attain 
love; here the intention (love) and method (intrigue) are the same, while in the comparison 
between taking each of the sons of Rachel, we find that their intention differs. There, in taking 
Yusuf to “play” or “sport” (12:12), the Brothers seek to gain favor from their father; in taking 
Yusuf’s younger brother, they seek to gain favor from Yusuf in the form of more grain. Thus, 
the search for favor has shifted from Ya’qub to Yusuf. Relatedly, we must be wary of the 
potential conflation or confusion of Ya’qub’s favor and Yusuf’s being cast into the well. Here, 
the Brothers are not reacting to their father’s favoritism, but to God’s favoritism, as evidenced 
by the dream whose telling is the incitement to the episode. They become reconciled to Yusuf, 
like Zulaikha, when confronted by Yusuf’s new position of power as prophesied in the dream. 

                                                
16 Bal, Loving Yusuf, 182. 
17 Kugel, In Potiphar’s House, 40. 
18 Kugel, In Potiphar’s House, 30. 
19 Mustansir Mir, "The Qur'anic Story of Joseph: Plot, Themes, and Characters." The Muslim World 76.1 (1986): 1-

4. 
20 Ibid 
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 The circumstance with Zulaikha, then, does not compare to the Brothers disposing of 
Yusuf (because she does not seek favor of Aziz) but rather it compares more, though not 
perfectly, with the instance of seeking grain. I say this is not perfect because while Zulaikha 
does want Yusuf to give her something, it is in defiance, not compliance, with Yusuf’s own 
statement—though, as we will see, not necessarily his internal desires. 
 
 In the second half of the story, the Brothers ask Ya’qub if they can take their younger 
brother in order to get more grain, and say they only have good intentions (12:63). Here they 
are telling the truth. It is worth noting that in the first instance, the Brothers have ill intention 
with the hopes of subverting a statement of Yusuf—that is, the (would-be) fulfillment of his 
dream. In the second case, though they do not know it, they have good intentions and hope to 
make good on a statement of Yusuf—that he will provide more grain if they bring their 
brother. A. H. Johns, then, believes that the Brothers commoditize Ya’qub’s love, and Yusuf 
tests them to see if they have changed—and, since they protest their brother’s detainment on 
his charge of theft due to their father being “advanced in age,” Yusuf accepts transformation.21 
This is not an entirely convincing interpretation, since he switches from the matter of Ya’qub’s 
(would-be) love towards the Brothers to the Brothers’ love toward Ya’qub, which had always 
been there—if, in the presence of Yusuf, tainted by jealousy. 
 
 This brings me to the important matter of disobedience. Not only did the Brothers lie and 
thus disobey their father by not caring for Yusuf, but Yusuf himself disobeyed Ya’qub by telling 
his dream to the Brothers22 despite being told not to (12:5). While this requires some 
interpolation in the Qur’anic version, the Brothers’ preoccupation with being rid of just 
Yusuf—rather than Yusuf and his brother, who they mention as both being in greater favor 
with their father (12:8)—emphasizes the prior point regarding love toward Ya’qub. This would 
make Yusuf’s subsequent debasement in the well, though caused by God’s favoritism as 
evidenced in the dream, most immediately his own doing.23 
 
 Perhaps it is because of a lesson learned, then, that Yusuf tells Zulaikha that he cannot 
transgress Aziz; in this sense, he has indeed become endowed with judgment (12:22). But this 
brings us to the story’s critical juncture—“She made for him and he would have succumbed to 
her if he had not seen evidence of his lord—We did this in order to keep evil and indecency 
away from him, for he was truly one of Our chosen servants.” (12:24) While the word “lord” 
(rabb) is ambiguous—possibly meaning Aziz or God24—it is nevertheless an intervention, not 
Yusuf’s own moral volition, which keeps him from sin. 
 
 Suddenly, we have lost our entire basis for understanding this aya, even the sura, in terms 
of a metanarrative of moral choice, more so since this not an isolated incident: Through our 
aforementioned waqt disjunction, we find that in the city, women are talking about the 
seduction and Zulaikha calls the Assembly of Ladies, gives them knives and fruit, and when she 
                                                
21 A.H. Johns, “Joseph in the Qur’an: Dramatic Dialogue, Human Emotion, and Prophetic Wisdom.” 

Islamochristiana 7 (1981): 37. 
22 Bal, Loving Yusuf, 175. 
23 From a Judaic and Biblical perspective, it is also important to note that Yusuf is guilty of telling on his 

brothers—a type of ‘bad report’ or backbiting which further condemns him; see Kugel 80. 
24 John MacDonald, “Joseph in the Qur’an and Muslim Commentary: a Comparative Study,” Muslim World 46.2 

(1956): 125. 
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calls out Yusuf to serve them, the ladies cry at his beauty, call him an angel, and Yusuf invokes 
God for protection lest he succumb to them (12:30-4). Thus, in the face of two sexually-
tempting situations, Yusuf is reliant on God (or, at least, a “lord”) for protection. He makes the 
moral decision, if we would like to call it that, to call upon God for protection (in the second 
instance), but really he has no agency to act morally on his own, to enact a moral decision—only 
to be a ladies-man restrained through prison or a sign. 
 
 In this case, he is debased because he does not himself do the right thing; in the case of 
the well, he is debased on the basis of his doing the wrong thing. In the latter instance (by 
which I mean first, as though a timeline still mattered), he is sold into slavery; in the former 
instance, coming out of prison, he rises to a position of power. Thus we see that the well is an 
instance of punishment, the prison one of disgrace. 
 
 Yusuf is still favored through all of this, we should note, in a range of social positions: 
Yusuf the son, the slave, the servant of God (al-ibn, 12:5; al-fatan, 12:30; al-‘abd, 12:23); he is a 
sort of Matroyskha, packing together a number of potential reader-identifications, all of whom 
rise through the favor of his lord(s)—another nesting of characters. The story therefore applies 
to a range of situations. First: God has an intention for Yusuf which becomes manifest as 
foretold in the dream—the lord provides a narrative. Second: Ya’qub gives a directive for Yusuf 
not to tell his brothers—the lord provides an exhortation. Third: Aziz gives Yusuf 
management of his house, and when Yusuf’s presence incites disorder he is imprisoned—the 
lord provides a law. 
 
 We can shift the mode of identification to the historical, as well: Yusuf an-nabi is 
Muhammad (or vice versa): rejected by kin, migrating to a foreign city and rising to a position 
of power.25 Ours is now a metanarrative in which, as Skordili notes, “the posts of sender, 
addressee, and hero can be occupied by the same person at different times.”26 Muhammad 
receives the Qur’an as an addressee, identifies with and enacts the role of hero, and transmits the 
message to others as sender. Khalidi, in the same vein, refers to Qur’anic narratives as 
“allegories of the human soul” in which not only does the reader grasp the relevance of those 
stories to their own life, but in fact relives that experience.27 The metanarrative is now 
comprehensive in terms of both function and content, applying to all roles and textual 
materials. 
 
What Will Happen—To Morality, To Man 
 
 To return to Donner, the revelation and guidance of the prophets is the moral criteria 
provided by God, though I would reclassify these specifically as (historical or mythic) narrative 
instances of the metanarrative—they express an aspect of God’s will, which is, as a whole, 
unknowable.28 In particular, the Qur’anic story of Yusuf is one which calls the Muslim back to 
their position in the face of God29 (no matter which part of Matroyshka Yusuf reflects the 

                                                
25 Johns, “Joseph in the Qur’an,” 44. 
26 Skordili, “Metanarrative,” 165. 
27 Tarif Khalidi, Classical Arab Islam: the culture and heritage of the Golden Age. (Princeton: Darwin Press, 1985), 31. 
28 Majid Fakhry, A History of Islamic Philosophy, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), 26. 
29 Jacques Jomier, “Joseph vendu par ses frères dans la Genèse el le Coran,” Mélanges de l’Université Saint- Joseph 

(1984): 342. 
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individual). Moral choice fails as a metanarrative, however, not only because individuals do not 
in all cases enact moral decisions, but also because a notion of morality—what is right and 
wrong—is necessarily beyond our comprehension; in other words, it is not made explicit as to 
what the Qur’anically-guided (not necessarily Muslim) individual is to do in every situation. 
Even in the limited number of examples given in the Qur’an, it is sometimes ambiguous how or 
in what ways we should allow a character to be praised—as is evidenced by the amount of work 
necessary to settle an “infallible” prophet30 in a context of his own disobedience and 
debasement. God’s will, on the other hand, is made fully explicit—everything in the Qur’an is 
God’s will manifest. I find it important and fitting to note, then, that not only are we “told the 
best of stories,” but we are told what is the best of stories—the epigraph itself exemplifying 
God’s will. 

                                                
30 Paul E. Walker, “Impeccability,” in McAuliffe, Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, 2:507. 
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