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The despair of divine messengers represents one of the principal objections raised against
the doctrine of prophetic infallibility (‘iSmah), as articulated in verse 110 of Surah Yusuf.
Based on this verse, some exegetes and contemporary-minded scholars have contended
that prophets, by virtue of their human dimension, may experience despair and
hopelessness in the face of divine providence. Regardless of the underlying origins of
such interpretations, the verse in question poses considerable hermeneutical difficulties
due to its multiplicity of pronouns and ambiguous referents. Consequently, a precise
exegesis of this verse, grounded in available contextual indications and the correct
understanding of its expressions, appears to be an imperative undertaking.

Employing a descriptive-analytical method, the present article arrives at the conclusion
that, although the verse in its wording leaves the object of the messengers' despair
unspecified, the contextual evidence from other verses and the prophet’s quotes indicate
that the object in question is the faith of the people. Moreover, the identification of the

=n

subject of the verb "zannii" (they thought) and the variant reading of "kudhiba" (they were
lied to / they lied), corroborated by contextual evidence from verses and traditions
pertaining to this passage, renders it unequivocal that the despair and the act of denial
mentioned in the verse are reciprocal in nature. That is, the messengers despaired of their
people's belief, while their people, in turn, despaired of the descent of divine punishment
through their persistent denial of the prophets. This is because the literary structure of the
verse possesses the capacity to accommodate both semantic dimensions, and the Wise
Speaker (al-Mutakallim al-Hakim), through the deliberate creation of structural
ambiguity, seeks to convey that, through the despair of both the prophets and their
adversaries, divine succor was sent down for the prophets and divine chastisement for the

transgressors.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The question of the infallibility of prophets has long been one of the fundamentals in Islamic theology
and the exegesis of the Holy Qur'an. The majority of Qur'anic exegetes hold the belief that prophets,
both before and after their commissioning, are immune to any form of sin, as well as intentional or
unintentional errors. Nonetheless, certain verses of the Qur'an, such as verse 110 of Surah Yusuf: “Until,
when the messengers despaired and thought that they had been lied to, our victory came to them”,
appear on the surface to be in conflict with this general principle. This verse, which refers to the critical
predicament of the prophets when confronted with the denial of their people, has been a subject of
serious dispute among exegetes. Some have regarded it as an indication of the permissibility of doubt
or conjecture concerning the divine promise on the part of the prophets, while others, relying on various
contextual clues, have responded to the challenge raised against the prophets' infallibility. This research
aims to investigate the true intent of the despair of the divine messengers by examining the viewpoints
of commentators, taking into account literary and exegetical nuances.

Methodology

The present study is fundamental research conducted using a descriptive-analytical method. The
required data were gathered through an archival method, drawing from the authoritative exegetical,
theological, and lexical sources encompassing the works of both Shia and Sunni exegetes. The research
process consists of three main steps. First, the object of the divine messengers' despair and hopelessness
is determined, since attributing despair to the messengers, alongside their apprehension concerning the
promise of divine assistance, has given rise to the challenge against their infallibility. Next, the referents
of the three pronouns associated with the three words [representing zanniz, hum, and kudhibii | are
analyzed, because these pronouns can refer to either the messengers or their people, give a rise to a

different meaning. In the third step, the variant understandings of the verb kudhibii are examined.

Findings

A comparative analysis of the exegetes on verse 110 of Surah Yusuf reveals that the divergence of
opinion among exegetes is primarily concentrated on three key aspects, including determining the object
of the messengers' despair, identifying the referent of the pronouns in the phrase ‘wa-zannii annahum
qad kudhibii', and analyzing the phonetic recitation. Despite these variations, none of the plausible
interpretive angles suggest that the messengers despaired of God Almighty; indeed, such an
understanding is entirely incompatible with any of the contextual clues present in the verse.

Aspect 1: Analysis of the recitation with Tashdid

Under this recitation, the meaning of the verse is 'The messengers became certain that their nations
had rejected (denied) them'. Here, zann is interpreted in the sense of certainty, and all the three plural
pronouns refer to the messengers. This exhibits greater compatibility with syntactic cues, such as the
pronoun referents in the surrounding verbs and the semantic scope of takdhib (denial). It demonstrates
that the prophets' despair was due to their people's potential for faith, rather than to divine mercy.
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Aspect 2: Analysis of the recitation with Takhfif

Under this recitation, the meaning is construed as: 'Those to whom the messengers were dispatched
fancied that they had been lied to (given false promises)’. In this case, zann retains its standard meaning
of doubt or conjecture, and all the three pronouns refer to the nations of the messengers. This
interpretation aligns with the exegetical narrations transmitted from Imam Riza (peace be upon him),
and the reference of the pronouns (those mentally conceived) is understood implicitly based on context.

Aspect 3: Ambiguity of structure and the Theory of Polysemy (Plurality of meaning)

Given that the true speaker of the Qur'an is the Wise God, the ambiguity present in the verse seems
to be the speaker's deliberate intent rather than a product of stylistic or syntactic weakness. The literary
structure of the discourse is crafted so elegantly that it accommodates both recitations, even in light of
the surrounding contextual indicators. Consequently, both the despair and the denial mentioned in this
verse are mutual; the messengers became certain that their peoples had denied them, leading to despair
over their salvation, while the people accused the prophets of falsehood and despaired of divine
promises. In such critical circumstances, when the avenues of guidance were closed, divine assistance
arrived, delivering the believers and sealing the fate of the transgressors. This interpretive approach is
highly related to the theory of polysemy (multiplicity of meaning) in the Qur'an; when the speaker is
God, whose knowledge and will are infinite, there is no theological or logical limit to intending multiple

meanings through a single revelation.

Conclusion

A comparative study of the commentaries on verse 110 of Surah Yusuf clearly demonstrates that the
divergence of opinion among exegetes regarding the issue of the infallibility of the prophets is rooted in
their fundamental theological and methodological differences. In fact, the object of despair and
hopelessness attributed to messengers in this verse is stated in absolute (unconditioned) terms. Yet, in
light of the context and the contextual clues of other verses, it can be interpreted to mean that the
prophets despaired of their people ever believing.

Moreover, the plural pronoun in the phrase ‘wa-zannii' ('and they thought/assumed') can refer either
to the messengers (al-rusul) explicitly mentioned in the verse, or to the nation (al-gawm) which is
implicitly understood from the preceding verse. If referred to the messengers, it means the prophets
became certain that they had been rejected (denied) by their people; if referred to the nation, it means
the people believed that their prophet had lied regarding the promise of divine punishment. In neither
scenario, however, does it denote harboring a false or misleading assumption about God, which would
compromise the infallibility of the prophets.

In addition, two famous recitations of the phrase 'qad kudhibii’ have been transmitted. The first is
with takhfif (lightening of the consonant) in the passive voice (qad kudhibii), meaning 'the people fancied
that they had been given a false promise'. The second is with tashdid (doubling of the consonant) in the
passive voice (gad kudhdhibii), meaning 'the messengers became certain that their nations had rejected
them'. Neither of these two recitations supports the arguments raised against the infallibility of the
prophets.
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Ultimately, the literary structure of the discussed verse is capable of accommodating both semantic
facets. By creating a deliberate structural ambiguity, the Wise One sought to convey that despair and
denial were mutual between the prophets and their nations. Consequently, divine victory was sent down
to rescue the prophets, while divine wrath descended upon the transgressors.
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