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Abstract

In order to convey the intended meaning of God accurately, translations of the
Qur’an must be based on a precise and correct understanding of the verses.
Inaccurate translations, especially given the general audience’s limited
familiarity with Qur’anic sciences, may lead to incomplete understanding or the
emergence of misconceptions. Therefore, in addition to considering the lexical
meanings of words, the context of the verses, and internal textual clues, the
translator must also be well acquainted with Qur’anic sciences, particularly the
literary and rhetorical features of the Qur’an, and employ them in clarifying
ambiguous passages. Foregrounding and delay (taqdim wa ta’khir) constitute
one of the causes of ambiguity and appear frequently throughout the Qur’an.
This study analyzes the views of Qur’anic commentators and comparatively
examines most of the available translations of verse 71 of Surah Hud, including
201 translations in 26 living languages. Using a descriptive-analytical approach,
the research demonstrates that a case of foregrounding and delay occurs in this
verse, resulting in an apparent ambiguity and inconsistency in the expression.
Attention to this rhetorical feature resolves the discrepancy and confirms that
Sarah’s laughter occurred as a reaction of surprise following the angels’ glad
tidings. The findings further reveal that a significant majority of the examined
translations in various languages rendered the verse without considering the
element of foregrounding and delay, and consequently failed to present an
accurate and coherent understanding of the verse.

Keywords: translation, foregrounding and delay, translators, laughter, Verse 71
of Surah Hud

Extended Abstract (ChatGPT, OpenAl, 2026)

Introduction

The Quran repeatedly emphasizes its freedom from contradiction,
inconsistency, and discord, and many scholars regard this internal coherence as
one of the principal aspects of its linguistic and rhetorical miracle. Quranic
discourse is rich in literary and rhetorical devices that contribute to the precision
and depth of meaning. Since exegetes have adopted different theological,
linguistic, and interpretive approaches throughout Islamic history, divergent
interpretations of many verses have naturally emerged. While works of tafsir
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allow detailed analytical discussion and the presentation of multiple viewpoints,
Quran translation functions within a more limited framework. Translators must
usually choose one interpretation and render it into another language without
extensive explanation. Because the audience of translations often lacks
familiarity with Arabic rhetoric and Quranic sciences, any interpretive error in
translation may lead to misunderstanding or the emergence of doubts regarding
the Quranic text itself rather than the translation.

One of the important causes of ambiguity in Quranic discourse is the rhetorical
phenomenon of taqdim wa takhir, or foregrounding and delay. In such
constructions, words or clauses are intentionally placed before or after their
expected syntactic position for rhetorical or semantic purposes. Accurate
translation therefore requires awareness of these structures and their
implications for meaning. This study examines verse 71 of Surah Hud, which
narrates the encounter between Prophet Ibrahim, his wife Sarah, and the angels
who announced the birth of Isaac and Jacob. The verse contains the phrase
“fadahikat fabashsharnaha,” literally meaning “she laughed, then We gave her
glad tidings.” The apparent sequence creates ambiguity because Sarah’s
laughter seems to occur before the announcement that logically caused it. The
research investigates whether the verse should be interpreted according to its
surface structure or through the principle of taqdim wa takhir.

The study comparatively analyzes 201 Quran translations in twenty-six living
languages, including Persian, English, German, French, Russian, Turkish,
Spanish, Kurdish, and Indonesian. It seeks to determine which translations
successfully conveyed the intended meaning of the verse and which interpretive
approaches are most consistent with Quranic context, rhetorical principles, and
classical exegetical traditions.

Methodology

The research adopts a descriptive-analytical and comparative approach
grounded in Quranic linguistics, rhetoric, and translation studies. A wide range
of classical and modern tafsir works were examined in order to classify the
main interpretive views concerning the verse. These interpretations were then
analyzed according to the linguistic mechanism proposed for resolving the
apparent inconsistency in the phrase “fadahikat fabashsharnaha.”

Particular attention was devoted to the semantic analysis of the words “dahikat,”
“bashsharna,” and “imraatuhu.” Lexicographical and exegetical sources indicate
that the root dahika generally denotes laughter in Quranic usage and is
associated with joy, mockery, amazement, or divine power. Some exegetes,
however, interpreted the word as meaning “she menstruated,” arguing that
Sarah’s menstruation served as a sign confirming the angels’ message. The
study evaluates this interpretation through lexical evidence and Quranic usage
patterns.
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The narrative context of verses 69-74 of Surah Hud was also examined
carefully. Several contextual indicators suggest that Sarah’s laughter resulted
from astonishment after hearing the glad tidings. Expressions such as “Ya
waylata,” “inna hadha lashayon ajib,” and “atajabina” all emphasize amazement
and surprise. The article additionally compares the Quranic narrative with the
parallel account in the Book of Genesis, where Sarah’s laughter explicitly
follows the announcement of childbirth in old age. This comparative reading
strengthens the interpretation based on chronological reversal within the
Quranic expression.

The translations analyzed in the study were classified into five categories. Some
translators preserved the literal sequence without recognizing foregrounding and
delay. Others interpreted “dahikat” as menstruation, while another group
explained Sarah’s laughter through omitted contextual causes such as Ibrahim’s
fear or the angels’ unusual behavior. A smaller number of translators adopted
the interpretation based on taqdim wa takhir and translated the verse
accordingly.

Results

The findings demonstrate that the most coherent interpretation of the verse is
based on the occurrence of taqdim wa takhir. According to this reading, the
meaning of the verse is effectively: “We gave her glad tidings, and then she
laughed.” Sarah’s laughter therefore emerges as a natural reaction of
astonishment upon hearing the miraculous news that she would bear a child
despite her old age and previous infertility. This interpretation resolves the
apparent inconsistency in the verse and preserves the coherence of the
surrounding narrative.

Alternative explanations proved less convincing both linguistically and
contextually. The interpretation that Sarah laughed because of Ibrahim’s fear or
because the angels refused food does not adequately explain the repeated
references to amazement in the following verses. Likewise, the interpretation of
“dahikat” as menstruation lacks strong lexical support in Quranic usage, since
the Quran consistently employs the root hayd when referring to menstruation.
Even if this interpretation were accepted, it would still imply a connection
between Sarah’s physical condition and the announcement of childbirth,
indirectly supporting the idea that the glad tidings preceded her reaction.

The comparative analysis of translations revealed that most translators did not
account for the rhetorical structure of the verse. Out of the 201 translations
examined, 140 followed the literal sequence and translated the verse without
recognizing foregrounding and delay. Eleven translations interpreted “dahikat”
as menstruation, while twenty-two explained the laughter through omitted
contextual factors such as Ibrahim’s fear or the angels’ arrival. Only twenty-five
translations clearly reflected the interpretation based on taqdim wa takhir and
successfully conveyed Sarah’s laughter as a response to the glad tidings.
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The study also found that translations recognizing foregrounding and delay
produced more coherent and contextually accurate renderings. These
translations aligned more closely with the broader narrative structure of the
passage, the rhetorical logic of the Quranic discourse, and the dominant
contextual indicators emphasizing astonishment and wonder.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates the crucial role of rhetorical analysis in Quran
translation. Verse 71 of Surah Hud provides a significant example of how
tagdim wa takhir functions within Quranic discourse to create rhetorical
emphasis without undermining semantic coherence. Translators who rely solely
on the surface grammatical order of the verse risk producing interpretations that
obscure the intended meaning and create confusion for readers unfamiliar with
Arabic rhetoric and Quranic sciences.

The analysis of exegetical traditions, lexical evidence, contextual indicators, and
comparative scripture strongly supports the interpretation that Sarah’s laughter
occurred after the angels announced the birth of Isaac and Jacob. Her laughter
was therefore an expression of astonishment at the miraculous nature of the
news rather than a reaction to Ibrahim’s fear or any unrelated event. The
interpretation based on foregrounding and delay offers the most coherent
understanding of the verse and resolves the apparent inconsistency in the
narrative sequence.

The findings further reveal a broader methodological issue in Quran translation
studies. Many translations prioritize literal syntactic order at the expense of
rhetorical and contextual meaning. Such an approach may compromise the
communicative and interpretive accuracy of the translation, particularly in
verses involving ambiguity or complex rhetorical structures. Accurate Quran
translation therefore requires familiarity not only with vocabulary and grammar
but also with tafsir, balagha, Quranic discourse analysis, and the interpretive
tradition of Islamic scholarship.

Ultimately, the study concludes that the translations recognizing taqdim wa
takhir provide the most faithful representation of verse 71 of Surah Hud. By
acknowledging the rhetorical structure of the verse, these translations preserve
the coherence, subtlety, and communicative power of the Quranic narrative
while offering readers a clearer understanding of the intended meaning.



