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Abstract

he verse Fa'arahu al-Ayata al-Kubra'{So he showed him the great-
T est sign, 079:20) is a symbolic Quranic verse in Sirat al-Nazi ‘at
that recounts part of the confrontation between Moses and Pha-
raoh. Throughout Islamic history, it has given rise to a wide range
of interpretations and understandings. This study, using an analytical-interpre-
tive method and drawing on the theoretical frameworks of Roland Barthes'
semiotics and Foucault's discourse analysis, re-examines the multi-layered
meaning and discourse of this verse. An examination of approximately one
hundred exegetical works shows that commentators' views on the meaning and
referent of the verse can be classified into nine distinct categories, including
the staff, the shining hand, and others. Semiotic analysis, by distinguishing
three levels of signification (denotation, connotation, and myth), reveals how
commentators' interpretations have led to the consolidation and reproduction
of different cultural, doctrinal, and ideological meanings. Furthermore, using
Foucault's approach to power discourse, the relationship between the interpre-
tation of the verse and structures and institutions of religious, political, and
cultural power in their historical context is examined. The findings show that
Ul-Ayat al-Kubra"is not merely a physical miracle but a field of discursive
struggle that reflects the complex interaction of religion, power, and culture in
divine societies. This study emphasizes the importance of multi-layered under-
standing of Quranic verses through interdisciplinary approaches and high-
lights the necessity of paying attention to historical and discursive context in
the analysis of sacred texts.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The verses concerning the miracles of the prophets in the Holy Quran have always been
a central focus of exegetes, theologians, and Quranic scholars, for while narrating historical
events, they also bear profound theological, epistemological, and discursive implications.
Among these, the verse "Fa'arahu al-Ayata al-Kubra" (Q79:20), as part of the narrative of
the confrontation between Moses and Pharaoh, holds a special place. Despite its linguistic
brevity, this short phrase has given rise to a wide range of different interpretations throughout
the history of exegesis, such that commentators have not reached a consensus on the referent
or even the semantic function of this verse.

Much of these interpretations have focused on the lexical, narrative, and historical levels,
paying less attention to the mechanisms of meaning production, semiotic layers, and the
connection of this verse with structures of power and discourse. Therefore, the main question
of this research is: How can we go beyond traditional exegesis and re-read this verse within
a theoretical and interdisciplinary framework?

The aim of this study is to provide a multi-layered semantic and discursive analysis of
the phrase "al-Ayat al-Kubra" using two theoretical frameworks: Roland Barthes' semiotics
and Michel Foucault's analysis of power discourse. This will reveal both the semiotic mech-
anisms of meaning production and their connection to relations of power, legitimacy, and
resistance.

The innovation of this research lies in the simultaneous application of Barthes' semiotics
and Foucault's discourse analysis to a Quranic verse, as well as in providing a comprehen-
sive and systematic classification of exegetical views. This approach makes it possible to
move beyond traditional readings and offer a multi-layered, discourse-oriented analysis. The
findings of this research can be used to expand interdisciplinary Quranic studies, particularly
in the fields of semiotics, cultural studies, and religious discourse analysis, and can provide
a methodological model for analyzing other symbolic verses.

Method

This research employs a descriptive-analytical approach based on interpretive analysis. In
the first stage, a wide range of exegetical sources, including early, later, and contemporary
commentaries, was consulted to extract commentators' views on the meaning and referent of
"al-Ayat al-Kubra." In total, approximately one hundred exegetical works were examined to
provide a comprehensive picture of interpretive diversity.

In the second stage, these views were classified into nine main categories based on con-
ceptual similarities. This classification served as the basis for subsequent analyses and en-
abled systematic comparison among different readings.

In the third stage, semiotic analysis was conducted based on Roland Barthes' model. With-
in this framework, each interpretive category was examined at three levels of signification:
denotation, connotation, and myth, in order to reveal the process of meaning production and
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stabilization in each reading.

In the fourth stage, using Foucault's theory of power discourse, these interpretations were
analyzed in their historical and institutional context. At this stage, the relationship between
interpretation, production of religious knowledge, legitimation, and discursive resistance
was considered. Furthermore, the context of the verses (Q79:15-25) was taken into account
as a discursive background so that meaning could be understood within the overall narrative
context.

Results

The findings show that exegetical views on "al-Ayat al-Kubra" can be classified into nine
main categories, including: interpretation of the verse as referring to all of Moses' miracles,
specific reference to the staff, the shining hand, a combination of the two, preference of one
over the other, or even rare opinions proposing different referents. This diversity indicates
both the lack of exegetical consensus and, at the same time, the semantic richness of the
verse.

Semiotic analysis based on Barthes' model revealed that these interpretations operate on
three levels of signification. At the denotative level, the verse is understood as a report of
a miraculous event, with referents such as the staff or the shining hand presented as its ob-
jective manifestations. At the connotative level, these referents become signs of proof of
prophethood, the superiority of the prophet, and confrontation with tyrannical power. At the
mythical level, these signs go further and transform into symbols of divine power, the col-
lapse of Pharaoh's dominance, and the consolidation of Moses' religious legitimacy.

Within Foucault's discourse analysis framework, it also became clear that these interpreta-
tions are not mere reflections of the text but have been shaped within the context of religious,
political, and cultural discourses. Commentators, as producers of religious knowledge, in the
process of interpretation reproduce or sometimes redefine power relations. Some interpre-
tations have served to consolidate the dominant religious discourse and legitimate it, while
others have provided capacities for the concept of resistance and critical re-reading.

Conclusions

The results of this research show that "al-Ayat al-Kubra" is a multi-layered and dynamic
concept that has been interpreted in various ways throughout history in interaction with so-
cial, cultural, and discursive conditions. This verse cannot be regarded merely as a report of
a physical miracle, but rather as a discursive event in which meaning, power, and legitimacy
are intertwined.

The combination of Barthes' and Foucault's theories enables a deeper analysis, such that
on the one hand the mechanisms of meaning production, stabilization, and naturalization are
revealed at the semiotic level, and on the other hand the connection of these meanings with
power structures and historical discourses becomes clear.

Accordingly, the different interpretations of "al-Ayat al-Kubra" can be seen as reflections
of diverse religious, historical, and ideological discourses that have been formed and stabi-
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lized over time. Consequently, meaning in this verse is not a static thing, but the product of
interaction between text, commentator, and discursive contexts.
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