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Abstract

The Holy Qur’an, as a revelatory text rich in semantic indications,
employs a network of linguistic signs that enables the discovery of
profound layers of meaning. Within this framework, Qur’anic
characters function as dynamic signs, each representing a distinct
discourse. The present study focuses on the semiotic analysis of the
character of Prophet Zakariyya (peace be upon him) in the Holy
Qur’an—a prophet praised among the righteous, whose narrative
encompasses meanings that extend beyond a mere historical report.
Examining this character from a semiotic perspective not only
illuminates the mystical, pedagogical, and theological dimensions
associated with him, but also reveals the Qur’an’s expressive strategies
for conveying elevated concepts through human symbols. Accordingly,
re-reading the story of Prophet Zakariyya as a “sign” opens a window
into the Qur’an’s system of meaning-making. In this study, the
character of Prophet Zakariyya is analyzed through a semiotic approach
derived from Philippe Hamon’s model of character semiotics,
examining the signifier (onomastics, syntactic and rhetorical analysis),
the signified (verbal and behavioral actions, quantitative and qualitative
criteria), and the levels of character description (biological,
psychological, social, and symbolic). Based on Hamon’s theory of
character semiotics, this research explores the diverse dimensions of
Prophet Zakariyya’s character in the Qur’an through the analysis of
signifier (name and verbal signs), signified (concepts and meanings),
and his attributes. The findings indicate complete congruence between
the name and attributes of this character and his narrative function and
role within the Qur’anic discourse. Considering the deep connection
between semiotics and Qur’anic exegesis, this study, by analyzing the
semiotic structure of Zakariyya’s character, takes a step toward a deeper
understanding of the Qur’an’s expressive subtleties and rhetorical
nuances. Such an approach can serve as a model for the re-examination
of other Qur’anic characters and for explaining the systematic
relationship between the form and content of verses
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The semiotic study of Qur’anic characters has

emerged as an important interpretive methodology
that moves beyond classical exegesis toward a
nuanced reading of narrative structures, symbolic
layers, and linguistic sign-systems. Within this
framework, the character of Prophet Zakariyya
occupies a distinct position as a narrative sign that
embodies theological, spiritual, and pedagogical
meanings expressed through a system of Qur’anic
signifiers and signifieds. The theoretical bases of
semiotics, traced from early reflections of Plato and
Aristotle to modern formulations in Saussurean
linguistics and Peircean philosophy, have provided
an analytical foundation for examining the Qur’an
as a text structured by symbolic networks and
layered significations. As the Islamic scholarly
tradition further integrated notions of signs,
indicators, and meanings into its discourse, the
sophistication  of  sign-based  hermeneutics
deepened. In modern scholarship, this trajectory is
connected to studies that emphasize the Qur’an’s
reliance on linguistic, symbolic, and narrative
mechanisms to communicate  transcendent
meanings. Semiotic approaches in contemporary
Qur’anic studies engage both the linguistic form of
revelation and the conceptual content that the
narrative structure conveys (Mehregan, 2013). In
this context, the contributions of prominent
medieval thinkers who classified signs into natural,
conventional, intentional, and interpretive
categories enriched the semantic understanding of
language and its symbolic implications, building a
foundation for subsequent inquiries into Qur’anic
signification (Ghaeminia, 2014). Thus, the story of
Zakariyya emerges as a site where the convergence
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of linguistic form, narrative function, and symbolic
representation can be systematically studied. The
present extended abstract situates Zakariyya’s
portrayal within the semiotic model of Philippe
Hamon, whose structural analysis of character
offers a methodological apparatus for disentangling
the interrelation of signifier, signified, and
descriptive  levels of characterization. By
examining the morphological structure of his name,
the syntactic distribution of the term, the rhetorical
force of its placement, and the embedded set of
verbal and behavioral actions, the study exposes
how Qur’anic discourse constructs Zakariyya not
merely as a historical figure but as a multilayered
symbol embodying remembrance, supplication,
purity, and divine favor. Such an analytical
approach highlights the Qur’an’s sophisticated
narrative architecture and illuminates the
mechanisms through which divine discourse
shapes prophetic identity.

Philippe Hamon’s theory of character semiotics
provides the conceptual framework for analyzing
Zakariyya in the Qur’an. Hamon argues that
characters operate as structured signs composed of
linguistic markers, semantic values, and socially or
symbolically conditioned attributes that the
narrative activates through lexical choices,
syntactic roles, and rhetorical emphasis. For
Hamon, the character must be treated as a sign
whose signifier includes the name, morphological
features, pronouns, and descriptive labels, while
the signified includes all verbal, behavioral,
psychological, and social dimensions constructed
by the text. Hamon’s approach diverges from
traditional literary criticism by treating the
character not as a psychologically autonomous
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entity but as a functional composite encoded by the
narrative system (Hamon, 1972). His methodology
further distinguishes between quantitative criteria,
which concern the amount and distribution of
information  surrounding a character, and
qualitative criteria, which examine whether such
information is generated through direct self-
expression, narrative description, or inter-character
commentary (Bahrawi, 1990). When applied to a
sacred text whose characters are not fictive
inventions of an author but bear historical and
revelatory significance, Hamon’s model requires
careful adaptation. Nevertheless, it remains
methodologically useful because the Qur’an,
though divinely revealed, employs narrative
structures, character markers, and rhetorical
strategies that operate semantically in ways
semiotics can elucidate. The linguistic construction
of Zakariyya’s name, deeply rooted in Semitic
philology, embodies  the concept  of
remembrance—“God remembers”—and thus the
signifier itself encodes a theological message
inseparable from the narrative’s thematic purpose
(Hamon, 1990). Additionally, Hamon’s notion of
descriptive levels—physiological, psychological,
social, and symbolic—provides a structured basis
for analyzing Qur’anic references to Zakariyya’s
old age, physical frailty, spiritual sincerity, social
role as guardian of Mary, and symbolic function as
an exemplar of answered prayer. The Qur’an’s
integration of his verbal actions (supplication,
questioning, gratitude) and behavioral actions
(entering the sanctuary, observing miraculous
provision, engaging in private invocation)
demonstrates the narrative precision with which the
character is shaped. This semiotic decomposition
clarifies how Zakariyya is transformed into a
multidimensional sign that communicates divine
mercy, human devotion, and the transcendence of
natural limitations by divine decree.

The study’s semiotic analysis begins with the
signifier—namely, the linguistic form of
Zakariyya’s name. His name appears seven times
in the Qur’an, and its occurrences are not arbitrary
but strategically situated within narrative contexts

A

that foreground prayer, piety, and divine
remembrance. Etymologically derived from the
Hebrew root 121 (“to remember””) combined with
the theophoric suffix n! (Yah), the name
semantically signifies “God has remembered.” This
Semitic etymology aligns closely with the Arabic
root ,-2-3, reinforcing the lexical convergence of
remembrance and divine attention. Classical
Arabic  lexicons also define ‘“character”
(shakhsiyyah) in terms of dignity, nobility, and the
internal disposition of the self (Dehkhoda, 1998;
Moein, 1996), while Qur’anic terminology such as
shakilah, galb, and nafs associates inner character
with temperament, intention, and moral orientation
(Salari-Far et al., 2011). The syntactic distribution
of the name Zakariyya—appearing variously as
subject, object, or vocative—reveals how
grammatical positioning contributes to his
narrative function. The use of the explicit name
rather than a pronoun in rhetorically charged
contexts intensifies affective resonance, as in 3|
Las 211 L,S) 4y 6a0,” where the explicit naming
adds gravity and solemnity to the scene (Ra'di,
2018). Rhetorically, the Qur’an’s deployment of
the name underscores thematic harmony between
linguistic form and narrative meaning; the
character who embodies remembrance is
repeatedly invoked at moments of deep
supplication and divine response (Sobhani, 2006).
Such rhetorical strategy heightens the coherence
between signifier and signified, reinforcing the
semantic unity of the character’s identity and
mission.

The signified dimension of Zakariyya’s character
emerges through his actions, attributes, and
narrative roles as described in the Qur’an.
Historical and exegetical sources identify him as a
prophet of the lineage of Levi, guardian of Mary,
and a spiritual leader whose devotion and humility
distinguished him among the righteous (Tabari,
1977, 1992; Tabarsi, 1998; Tabarsi, 1988). His
custodianship of Mary, established through divine
selection, provides the narrative catalyst that
triggers his most intimate supplications. His
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observation of miraculous provision—fresh fruits
appearing out of season—awakens a renewed
certainty in divine omnipotence and leads him to
ask for a “pure offspring,” a supplication saturated
with spiritual sincerity and ethical purpose
(Tabataba’i, 2010). Traditional accounts describe
Zakariyya as a carpenter, a modest servant of the
sanctuary, and a martyr whose death exemplified
the persecution faced by prophets (Majlisi, 1983;
Shabestari, 2000). Reports concerning his burial
sites in Jerusalem or Aleppo point to his lasting
spiritual significance (Copeland, 1991,
Raminnejad, 2008). Semiotic analysis also
considers the extensive verbal actions attributed to
him in the Qur’an—calling upon the Lord,
questioning with reverence, expressing gratitude,
and requesting signs. His behavioral actions—
entering the sanctuary, observing miracles,
maintaining ritual prayer, and communicating via
gestures when rendered temporarily speechless—
compose a behavioral code through which the
Qur’an constructs his spiritual persona. Lexical
analysis of terms associated with his speech, such
as sles(supplication), </i(calling out), and _ie
(gesture), reveals a multilayered pattern of
devotion grounded in humility and deep faith
(Raghib Isfahani, 1995). Each action contributes
to the narrative’s semiotic architecture in which
Zakariyya becomes a symbol of unwavering
reliance on God despite physical frailty and adverse
circumstances.

At the descriptive level, Hamon’s categories—
physiological,  psychological, social, and
symbolic—allow for a holistic classification of
Zakariyya’s character. Physiologically, the Qur’an
portrays him as advanced in age, with weakened
bones and hair whitened like a blazing flame,
metaphors that convey both vulnerability and
spiritual luminosity (Makarem Shirazi, 1995).
Psychologically, he embodies serenity, trust, and
an unbroken history of answered prayers, as he
himself declares that he has never been
disappointed in his supplications to God. Socially,
his role as guardian of Mary situates him at the
heart of sacred history; his interaction with her

4

becomes the narrative hinge through which divine
mysteries unfold (Rezaei Esfahani, 2008).
Symbolically, Zakariyya stands as a paradigmatic
figure of divine remembrance, representing a
dialectic between human invocation and divine
attention. His temporary inability to speak,
imposed as a divine sign, functions semiotically as
both a physical restriction and a symbolic
elevation, redirecting communication toward
gesture, contemplation, and intensified
remembrance. Hamon’s theory posits that
characters acquire meaning not only through
explicit description but also through narrative
distribution, relational dynamics, and symbolic
associations. Zakariyya’s character is therefore
constructed as a multilayered symbol whose
experiential journey—frailty transformed into
hope, supplication answered with miraculous birth,
silence turned into praise—exemplifies the
Qur’anic principle that divine mercy transcends
natural limitations. This symbolic constellation
reinforces the narrative message that divine
intervention is intimately connected with moral
purity, sincerity of intention, and unwavering
invocation.

In conclusion, the semiotic analysis of Prophet
Zakariyya reveals a profoundly integrated narrative
structure in which linguistic form, narrative
function, symbolic significance, and theological
meaning converge to create a unified and
multidimensional portrait of prophetic identity. His
character operates simultaneously as a historical
figure, a moral exemplar, a symbolic embodiment
of divine remembrance, and a narrative mechanism
for illustrating God’s power to grant life where
natural means fail. By applying Hamon’s semiotic
model, the study demonstrates that Zakariyya’s
portrayal in the Qur’an is not merely descriptive but
structurally intentional, allowing his name, actions,
supplications, and experiences to function as
interconnected signs within a coherent semiotic
system. This extended analysis thus deepens the
interpretive understanding of the Qur’an’s
rhetorical and narrative sophistication and
highlights the ways in which sacred discourse
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encodes complex theological concepts through the
semiotic construction of prophetic characters.
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