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Introduction

The whole text of Joseph’s sura tells the story of the
prophet Joseph. Of course, the narrative structure is one of the features
of its importance which seems to be unaffected by the passing of time.
Joseph’s story is a very good example in its plot structure compared
with the stories of other prophets in the Holy Quran. It is really a
complete artistic text. This story is rich with topics for study
and has all the elements of the story (characters, plot, setting, etc.).

This study deals with the plot structure because the story is
deliberately built on the Arabic linguistic style and has a complete
artistic structure. Another reason for choosing this story relates to its
similarity with the prophet Mohammed’s story: both prophets are
orphans, both are fought by their relatives, both are forced to leave
their countries and restart a new life in another country, both get the
authority and power later on, and finally they both forgive their
enemies at the end of their stories. The Holy Quran is the last and
most important holy book which tells about the human society from
Adam’s creation till the everlasting life after doomsday. As for
Joseph’s story, the Holy Quran produces several topics within one
text. The study will try to analyze the plot of the story so as to
find out some of its linguistic sides and details.



The Plot: An Overview

Since the plot of a story is well known term for most readers, the
study will give a brief overview to this term. The plot is the backbone
of fiction. It includes all the elements of the literary work. Gray
(1984:159) asserts that " to reveal the plot of a novel involves
something more than simply explaining the sequence of events: ‘Plot'
suggests a pattern of relationships between events”. The plot is how
the author arranges events to develop his basic idea; it is the sequence
of events in a story or play (short story elements, 2009).

A plot is what mostly happened in the story or novel or
what the story's general theme is based on, such as the
mood, characters, setting, and conflict occurring in a story
(Wikipedia, 2009). Gray (1984:159) thinks that "though plot and
character seem separable elements, in fact they are often utterly
interdependent”. Quick (2009) considers that “plot should have
unity of time, place, and action; it should be brief, compact, and
plausible”.

Dickinson (1959:18) mentions that the plot of a story is
"a pattern of  actions involving conflict”. A conflict in a story
is the struggle of characters with each other, or a character against
himself. Stanton (1965:16) writes that" these specific conflicts
are in turn subordinate to the central conflict, which may be
internal, external, or both". Hewitt (2008) asserts that “a story
without conflict 1s no story at all”.

Abrams (1957:69) writes that Aristotle believes that the
unified plot is “a continuous sequence of beginning, middle, and end”.
In Wikipedia (2009), we read that” because of their length, short
stories may or may not follow this pattern. For example, modern
short stories only occasionally have an exposition”. At the
beginning, the writer tells a situation which may have some
conflict; he introduces all (or some) of the characters.
The middle is the part of conflict of characters so as to
accomplish some end. The middle of a story points out the
problem that directs the events towards a solution.

At the end of the story, the conflict comes to a solution
so as to have some sort of settlement. It is sometimes called
“denouement”. Of course, not all stories have a solution. Coles
(1980:190) mentions that the term 'solution' is "used in place of
denouement to indicate the outcome of a piece of fiction”.
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Also, Stanton (1965:15) ascertains that "like all other elements of
story, the plot has its own laws: it must have a true beginning, middle,
and end". In older stories, there generally was a resolution. But many
modern stories end without a resolution. They provide us with
enough information so that we may draw our own inferences as to
how the conflict will be resolved (Everyday Fiction, 2009:3).

It is necessary for the reader of a story to understand
that the share of any part of plot is not necessarily equal to the other
parts. For its brevity, a short story may or may not follow such
arrangement of: beginning, middle, and end. (For more information
about the term “plot”, see Stanton,1965; Coles, 1980; Ghailan,1999;
Annenberg,2009; Mackean,2009; Short story elements,2009;
Wikipedia,2009,etc.)

Text Analysis

As for the sura’ under study, there are several important points:-

1-1t is the only sura devoted to the character of the prophet Joseph,
while other suras consist of several stories about several prophets.

2- No mention of the names of other characters in this story except his
father(prophet Jacob)who is mentioned three times in this sura(verses
6,38, and68) while the name of the prophet Jacob is mentioned 13
times outside the sura in the Holy Quran . But the name of the prophet
(Joseph) is mentioned 25 times along the sura.

3-The role of the female character is somewhat limited in this sura;
therefore, there’s no mention of Joseph’s mother. The only mention is
that of the minister’s wife (she is a bad example of the female
character in Egypt at that time).

4-This story develops through the dreams of the characters. There are
three dreams:-The dream of the prophet Joseph, The dream of the
prisoners, and the dream of the king.

The important of these dreams for the plot structure is dreams 1 and3.
5-Another important feature is the mention of Joseph’s shirt along the
story. It is mentioned three times: A- after the throwing of Joseph into
the well, B- during the temptation of the minister’s wife, and C-the
recovery of the blindness of the father Jacob.

In fact, this story has one main character around which all the
events revolve. It is a deliberate description of the events happening to
the prophet Joseph. It starts with describing the nature of the life of the
prophet, Joseph, with his family. Joseph is the dearest child. He is also
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the only child who inherited the prophecy from his father. Another
important thing is the tensive relation of the character of Joseph with
his brothers. Therefore, his father advised him not to tell anyone
about his dream. From the beginning, his father foretells the
conspiracy of his sons against their brother, Joseph. All such
information about the family of the prophet Joseph and his father and
brothers’ relation with him is mentioned in the beginning of the story.

Table.1 Plot Structure of Joseph’s Story

Episode [J Story Level [fl From -to
No. Structure

Problem 1 -
olution 1 9-22

Problem 2 3-32

Solution 2 3-42
Problem 3 3 -46

Solution 3 7 -55

Evaluation [J|56 -57

58 -88
89 -101

2

In Annenberg Media (2009), “a plot structure is the way in which
the story elements are arranged”. Table 1 shows the whole structure of
the story. Checking the table carefully, several facts about the text are
stated clearly. The spaces assigned to the episode level structures are
not equal. The situation level is apparently short (4 verses) compared
with other levels. This may reflect a fact that there is no much
attention paid to the situation as the interest in stating the problems
and solutions. A good approval to this opinion is the fact that the
setting in the situation level is different from that of other levels. This
may show the importance of the character of Joseph because he turned
to Egypt in the other story level structures. So, it can be said that the
character of Joseph directs the plot of the story. Another important
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point is the fact that the situation level may not be in focus because
the concern in this story is to describing the series of problems
(4 problems) happening to the character of Joseph and finding
suitable solutions (also 4 solutions) to them at the end of the
story. Mackean (2009) sees that “the opening of the story should
establish a situation which is unstable and contains within it the
necessity for change, and the ending should show the results of
that change, and the achievement of some form of stability.

The importance of the character of Joseph justifies the praise and
approval of his father in the situation level of the story. The situation
level also shows Joseph’s isolation and loneliness in his early years of
childhood and furthermore his brothers’ hostility towards him. All this
is expressed through the dialogue between Joseph and his father.
At the beginning of the story, Joseph was an orphan child; therefore,
he was given most of the care and attention of his father. He is the
main character in the story. His tragedy is his father’s fondness for
him because he loves him more than other sons. Joseph has
an intellectual thinking and he is described sympathetically. As a
result, the brothers feel a lot of hatred towards their brother Joseph.

It is clear that Joseph is unhappy because of the problems facing
him along the story on one hand and his being aloof from his family
on the other one. Since the story consists of four problems, there
should be a solution for each. Such type of division emphasizes the
problem-solution structure and also provides a method to differentiate
“episode” from the events which do not have episodes. Fries
(1985:305) mentions that “episodes devote some space to evaluation,
while mere sequences of events do not”. He continues that
“terminology for parts of the story which emphasizes the role of
problems and evaluation is taken from  Winter1976”.

In this story, we have several conflicts between the character of
Joseph on one side and other characters on the other one. All these
conflicts are represented through the problems facing Joseph and the
suggested solutions for them. With the beginning of Joseph’s
problems in the story, he does not feel happy and does not know how
to get out of his bad situation. In each stage of his life, Joseph has a
conflict with different characters. When he was a child, his conflict
was with his brothers (probleml) and how they threw him into the
well as an attempt to put an end to his life and take him away from his
father. The character of the father first talks to his sons about Joseph
and patiently listens to them. Then, he expresses his fret about this
assassination doing. So, speech can be considered as the best means
for the father Jacob to control his sons and family. Another important
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point is that Jacob’s speech to his sons in this story shows the
superficial relation and the lone distance between Jacob and his sons.
He feels so tired because of the treatment of his sons to their brother
Joseph. He laments his tiresome situation in verses: 18, 64, 83, and 86
along the story (see the appendix). This problem is solved by saving
Joseph and taking him out of the well (solutionl). Because of the
father’s disattachment to Joseph, he lives desperately and it seems
there is no end for his sadness. He comes to realize that his love for
his son is deep-rooted. Joseph represents life for his father. As a result,
he can’t finish his sadness as long as Joseph is far away. The father is
not the only tragic character in the story. Rather, Joseph lives in
misery of slavery, imprisonment, and being a stranger; a feeling which
remains till the end of the story when he gets the reunion with his
family. Joseph’s suffering continues along the story. Such suffering
can be attributed to several reasons: his being faraway from his father
and family, being a prisoner, the famine and its problems, etc.

The character of Joseph and his future life after leaving his father’s
house represents the most important episode for the reader to think
about. He leaves all of the family behind and starts another new life in
another place. He always remembers his father because he represents
the real warmth to himself. Of course, one of the useful things of the
departure of Joseph from his family is that the new settings and people
intensify the abilities of Joseph and polish his personality which
makes him ready for the job of a minister later on. His adolescence
and manhood are not fulfilled at his home but outside it. All that he
remembers is the memories of his childhood. But his living in Egypt
affects his personality. Another important feature of the setting in this
story is Joseph’s living in Egypt most of his life which endows him a
civilized life aloof from the badwin life of his family.

The second problem is the temptation of the minister’s wife and
other women of the city (see table 1 and the appendix). Her
appearance initiates the conflict in this story level. Joseph faces this
problem during the adolescence stage of his life. This problem is a
very difficult test to know the type of belief and resolution of the
prophet Joseph against such temptation. For his honesty, he cannot
follow the temptation of the minister’s wife. On the other side, he is
unable to face the authority and prestige of this woman because he is
her slave at that period of his life. The minister’s wife and other
women do anything possible to make Joseph respond to them. But he
was really very resolute in his treatment to them. Therefore, he was
considered to be an angel, not a human, in his resistance to their
temptation (see verses30-32). Solution 2 to this problem is represented
by the imprisonment of the prophet Joseph. Of course, it is surprising
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to consider the prison together with all of its sufferings and tortures as
a solution. But this becomes acceptable if we know that the prophet
Joseph himself asks God to permit his entrance into the prison as a
runaway from the temptation of the minister’s wife and other women
of the city. This is very clear from the verses (33, 34) in the sura. The
prison was really the only resort from this problem because this
desolate place changed Joseph’s life for ever. It turned his life from
slavery to freedom, from anxiety to comfort, from living with several
enemies to living with friends and followers. The prison was the first
place for advocating Joseph’s prophecy and finding the first
believers in his religion (see verses 37- 40). Also, it will be the means
for approving his innocence and his ministry when he interprets the
dream of the king later on. It will help to solve all other problems in
the story and making Joseph a minister of Egypt at the end. The prison
has a relation to the leadermen of Egypt at that time. This shows that
the thinking of the prisoners, with Joseph, is unusual. So, the prison
turned to be a place of interpretation and a centre of prophecy
because of the presence of the prophet Joseph inside it.

With the third problem (the problem of the dream of the king), the
character of Joseph comes to be in contact with other characters (the
king and one of the prisoners).This third problem doesn’t concern the
character of Joseph only but, rather, the king and all the people of
Egypt. At that time, the interpretation of the dream of the king
represents a challenge for all the interpreters of dreams. The solution
to this problem was represented by the interpretation of the dream and
putting a plan for facing the future years of famine. Another result of
this third solution is the release of Joseph and his becoming prime
minister after that. It renews the relation of Joseph to the people
because they were waiting for him to find the interpretation as an
approval for his prophecy. The interpretation of the dream is really a
reflection of Joseph’s scientific ability which defies all the interpreters
of Egypt at that time. Such interpretation really makes Joseph the only
character able to face the problem of future famine. This will actually
happen due to Joseph’s close relation with God. Of course, this part
(solution3) is a period of change in Joseph’s life and it will affect all
the future events in the story. It solves his problems of the accusation,
imprisonment, and prophecy. Thus, he thanks God for all His blesses
on him. There is an evaluation (evaluation 1) after this solution. This
evaluation represents a commentary to the changing events in Joseph’s
life and how he gets the authority and money after being a prisoner.

Problem 4 does not concern the prophet Joseph directly. Rather, it
has a relation with his brothers and family and how they can have a
trade with the minister Joseph. With this problem, the contact of the
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character of Joseph with his cunning brothers came into life again. But
he has the authority and power at this time. So, he is very
powerful in this part (problem 4) while his brothers seem to be very
weak and hungry. On the contrary with the first problem,
Joseph’s brothers seem to be frail in this problem. They exercise no
control over Joseph. They look at him as a minister. Therefore, the
prophet Joseph tries to exploit his brothers’ need for food to
make a reunion with his family (especially the father) and to
redeem his relation with his brothers. He works reconciliation with his
brothers forgiving them together for their wrong doing. All this is
made in solution 4 which is the end of all Joseph’s problems. Of
course, with the end of this solution, all of Joseph’s problems were
solved so as to complete the plot of the story. After this solution, there
is an evaluation level (evaluation2) which links the beginning of the
story with the end. Evaluation 2 contains verses from the very
beginning of the story and other verses from the end (see table 1 and
the appendix). At the end, nothing left incomplete for the events
of the story and the main character “Joseph” could achieve
everything and have a happy end. Mackean (2009) suggests
that the pattern of the central character’s action and its outcome
could follow  one of two  fundamental courses:-

1-The central character struggles against limitations, and makes a
breakthrough towards fulfillment.

2-The central character struggles against limitations,fails, and changes
direction.

Of course, the character of the prophet Joseph is of the
first type. He tries to change a lot of the conditions at his
time along his journey into life. Nothing could hinder this
main character from doing what he wants during the
slavery, imprisonment, or ministry periods.

By checking table (2) carefully, we have several facts about the
plot. First, the verses devoted to the episode levels are not completely
equal to each other and this relates to the nature of the story under
study and the way of looking at the events. Second, the situation
episode level is extremely short in comparison with other levels. This
may reflect a fact that there is no much attention paid to the situation
of the story. Third, the problem level is remarkably long because of
the many verses devoted to it as a result of the importance of this
episode in the plot: it dominates more than half of the episode levels
(56 or 50,45%). Fourth, the solution level comes next to the problem.
It has about a third (36 or 32, 44%) of the whole number. This shows
that all the problems facing the prophet Joseph should be solved
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finally. Despite the fact that Joseph is unable to solve his problems
easily, he is still very active character and quickly responds
to the actions of other characters and events happening
around him. He can solve all the problems at the end. Fifth, a
considerable share is given to the evaluation level. This has a
relation with the omniscient narrative method used in this text.
Since the text is written in the omniscient narration, there is
enough and sufficient evaluation to reflect the main idea. It also
allows a lot of freedom to show the influence of events on the
characters and to comment on the actions of the characters.

Table.2 Verses Devoted to the Various Story Level
Structures in Joseph’s Stor

Number Percentage
of Verses

3,60%

50,45%
32,44%

13,51%

100%

Another important point is the selection of details as one of
the important means for making the story clear to the reader.
The characters and events are described and evaluated
deliberately and carefully along the story. In the omniscient narration,
there should be many commentaries on the events and actions of
the characters and the appropriate evaluation of them. In addition,
in this story there is much interest to the evaluation level in
order to show the attitude towards the events and the characters
of the story. Because of the omniscient narration in this story,
a separate level of the story structure is used as a commentary
on the solutions (3 and 4) produced in the story.
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Conclusion

The Quranic text under investigation has a sequence of
episode level structures which makes it connected in its
events. The reader knows about the character and life of Joseph and
his behaviour with other characters in the story because all the
plot levels revolve around his character as the only important one.
Of course, such impression comes into the mind of the reader
from the title to the wvery end of the story.

It is correct that nothing important to mention about Joseph’s
brothers and the only mention of them is in the beginning (problem 1)
and at the end of the story (problem 4 & solution4). Obviously, the
plot has the main character in a very active role which enables him to
do something to resolve the conflict. Being a prophet, the character of
Joseph could redeem all the defects of the society at that time: he was
a redeemer when he resisted the temptations of the minister’s wife
and other women of Egypt, he was a redeemer when he could
affect other prisoners and make them his followers after that, and he
was a redeemer when he could interpret the dream of the king and
adapts the responsibility of being a minister so as to face the deadly
famine and make most of the Egyptians believers later on.

This text represents a good example of the relation of plot
to the main character. It is really a character-based story. He is present
and active from the beginning to the end of the story. Making the story
in this way clearly shows the main character as the capable one which
hides its real identity since the time of leaving the family till showing
itself to its small brother at the end. The names of the characters
in this story are not important as their actions; therefore, we find
no names to mention except Joseph and his father Jacob.

This text may be considered as a model of all the stories
of other prophets in the Holy Quran for it refers to them
at the end (namely verses110 and111).The end of Joseph’s story
directly relates to the beginning via the interpretation of Joseph’s
dream in the situation (verse 4). Therefore, the story has the
circular narration in which it comes back to the same
beginning but by producing a solution for all the problems.
Wiehardt (2009) ascertains:”’as with any type of writing, the
beginning and the end are the most important parts”. This motivates
the reader and makes him interact with the story. It represents
one of the miraculous artistic sides of this holy text.

10



Appendix

Joseph’s story is divided according to Fries’ model into the following
story level structures:-

From 4-7:- The situation of Joseph, the prophet, in his family and
his dream.

From 8-18:-Throwing off Joseph, the prophet, into the well.
From 19-22:-Taking Joseph out of the well and selling him in

Egypt.
From 23-32:-The temptation of the Minister’s wife and other
women in the city.

From 33-42:- The imprisonment of Joseph, the prophet, and other
two men.

From43-46:-The problem of the king’s dream.

From 47-55:-The interpretation of the dream of the king and the
end of Joseph’s imprisonment.

From 56-57:-Evaluation of solution 3 and the ministry of Joseph.
From 58-88:-The problem of the trade with Joseph, the minister.

From 89-101:-The reunion of Joseph’s family after the arrival of
his parent in Egypt.
Froml, 2, 3,102-111:-Evaluation of the whole story of Joseph.
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