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ABSTRACT

Human development is a complex process discussed in many texts, including the Qur’an. One
of the verses describing human embryology is Surah Al-Zumar, 39:6 (...He creates you in the
wombs of your mothers: creations after creation in three veils of darkness...). Exploring the
different anatomical aspects when translating Qur’anic terms is essential. These nuances often
carry unique interpretations and perspectives worth examining, revealing deeper layers of
meaning not fully captured in traditional translations. This manuscript aims to present a
biological perspective in translating the phrase or terms “three veils of darkness” used in the
Qur’anic verse with appropriate anatomical terminologies. The sources for this article include
the Qur’an, Hadiths, and published literature. Some Arabic words in the cited verse are
elaborated from a slightly different biological perspective compared to available translations.
In this manuscript, the “three veils” mentioned in surah Al-Zumar are defined as the uterine,
chorionic, and amniotic cavities. By refining and expanding the anatomical correlates of each
“veil,” this study intends to offer a clearer and more precise interpretation that builds upon
and improves the original hypothesis, while maintaining its original context and significance
across different linguistic settings. This additional viewpoint on the links between Qur’anic
words and modern anatomical terms highlights the remarkable language of the Holy Book,
bestowed upon us by Allah the Almighty.
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INTRODUCTION

The Qur’an has been proven to accurately describe the stages of human development,
including fertilisation, implantation and organogenesis (Zaheer, 2016). Islamic scholars and
well-known scientists have explored and described all human developmental stages mentioned
in the Qur’an (Khattak et al., 2006; Ahmad, 2024). There are 10 verses from the Qur’an
associated with embryological development. Among these, a verse from Surah Al-Zumar, 39:
Verse 6 is selected for further review:

38 lalls 8 512 s e Wi Sl 5kt 8 R4

This verse is chosen due to the inconsistency in its interpretation and the terminology
used by earlier scholars. This review also aims to provide a different perspective by associating
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the words of the Qur’an with suitable anatomical terms. The Qur’an is a sacred scripture from
the Almighty, with specific terminologies selected by Allah that carry meanings and
explanations. Therefore, translating the original Arabic words from this revered book is not
just a simple language conversion. In fact, most translations depend on Qur’an exegeses
alongside the linguistic skills of the translators (Al-Azzam et al., 2015).

The interpretation of the verse in Surah Al-Zumar presented in this study aligns with
the earlier work of Hassanein (2015). Hassanein justified his interpretation of the “three dark
zones” as the uterine, chorionic vesicle, and amniotic cavities, emphasising the importance of
these cavities in supporting normal embryological development through the absence of light
within them. Meanwhile, the present work provides a more detailed clarification by
incorporating embryological and anatomical insights into these structures. Nonetheless, it is
hoped that the discussion offered in this review will encourage further exploration of the
Qur’an, which continuously amazes us with its contents.

METHODOLOGY

Apart from the Qur’an, Hadiths, and relevant books, articles describing the key area of
interest were collected from various databases and published sources. The approach was to
retrieve all pertinent references by searching for citations or established writings that contain
the following keywords: “human embryology and Al-Qur’an” (Title/Abstract), or “Three veils
of darkness” (Title/Abstract), OR “Three darknesses and Al-Qur’an” (Title/Abstract).
Additional information was obtained using a combination of the keywords “<lls” and 3k
in the Qur’an and Hadiths. The selected Qur’anic verse and Hadiths were reviewed and
approved by two authors of this manuscript, experts in Qur’an and Hadith studies, respectively.
Suitable references were identified by examining the titles and abstracts, and some references

cited by the sources were further explored for supplementary information.

AL-QURAN AND EMBRYOLOGY

The Qur’an was revealed to humanity more than 1400 years ago and is said to contain
scientific knowledge across various fields (Anwar and Ansar, 2018; Rehman, 2003). The fact
that the Qur’an appeared when the Arabs lacked modern devices or technology strongly
supports the idea that this revelation came from Allah S.W.T (Mir, 2019).

Furthermore, it was given to a man widely known to be illiterate and lacking formal
education. This demonstrated that the Qur’an was revealed by the Almighty through Prophet
Muhammad (peace be upon him), opening doors to the pursuit of knowledge. Additionally,
early historical sources about Prophet Muhammad's (peace be upon him) life highlighted and
emphasised the integrity of his character. The idea that he plagiarised Hellenic embryology
while claiming the Qur’an as the word of God is implausible (Tzortzis, 2011a). There are
several reasons for this. For example, his enemies even recognised him as the “Trustworthy”
(Lings and Barrett, 1983). Furthermore, many claims made by the ancient Greeks have been
proven incorrect and are not present in the Qur’an. For instance, Aristotle’s idea that
fertilisation results from a mixture of semen and menstrual blood is not reflected in the Qur’anic
text (Tzortzis, 2011b).

The Qur’an revelation enabled researchers and Muslim scholars to comprehend
different stages of human development. These facts were later confirmed by scientists,
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including the modern embryology expert Professor Keith Moore and other non-Muslim
scientists (Mohsen et al., 2011; Ansari, 2001). Every event described in the Qur’an consistently
contains specific details in its words or expressions. For example, Surah Al-Mu’miniin, 23:
Verse 12-14, was examined in detail a decade ago, revealing Allah the Almighty’s unmatched
knowledge.

We created man from a quintessence of clay. Then we placed him as a drop of sperm
in a secure resting place. Next, we transformed the sperm into a clot of congealed blood; from
that clot, we formed a lump of flesh; afterwards, we shaped bones from that lump and clothed
them with flesh; finally, we developed another creature from it. So, blessed be God, the best of
creators (Ali, 2016).

Apart from Surah Al-Mu’mintin, Surah Al-Zumar 39: Verse 6 is another verse that
mentions embryology or human development.

SURAH AL-ZUMAR

&Mw&é@\u}h@éﬂx C\JJ\MLA"EL"'Y\U’“("ﬁd)"\JLGA})LG—“d’A?"°h‘}U‘“U’°?Sﬂ;
uﬁp@u*ﬁy\u\yi‘u\ue&)meﬁf"xuwa@

(Qur’an: Surah Al-Zumar, 39: Verse 6)

He created you all from a single person, then made, of similar nature, his mate; and He
sent down for you eight heads of cattle in pairs. He develops you in your mothers' wombs in
stages, one after another, within three veils of darkness. Such is God, your Lord and Cherisher:
to Him belongs all dominion. There is no god but He; then how are you turned away (from
your true Centre)?” (Ali, 2016).

For this review, we will focus only on the part that contains the biological terms:
"l a3 gl ok e i gl 5 3 Al

Indeed, the words of the Qur’an are of a higher level of quality. They are consistently
elaborated upon by earlier Islamic scholars, which is later supported by modern scientific
knowledge. Surah Al-Zumar 39: Verse 6 is no exception, but it is noted that the translations
and explanations of this part of the verse have slight variations.

Other English translations of this verse are as follows:

..... He creates you in the wombs of your mothers, a creation after a creation, in triple
darkness..... (Shakir, 2014).

..... He creates you in the wombs of your mothers, creation after creation, within three
darknesses..... (http://quran.com/39/6-16?translations=20).

English translations define the word “Q}Li” (butun) as womb (uterus) and belly. In
Bahasa Melayu and Indonesia, it was translated as “perut” or belly:

...... Dia menciptakan kamu di dalam perut ibu-ibu kamu dalam keadaan suatu ciptaan
sesudah sesuatu ciptaan dalam kegelapan yang tiga ......( Amrullah, 2017).



An Anatomical Description of The Quranic Verse: Three Veils of Darkness in Surah Al Zumar

..... Dia (Allah) menjadikan kamu dalam perut ibumu, kejadian demi kejadian dalam
tiga kegelapan ..... (Nasution, 2020).

These Malay and Indonesian translations of the verses refer to the creation of a human
being within the mother’s “butiin”, which is translated as “perut”’, meaning belly. The
environment of the belly where the stages of creation occur is described as three darknesses.
This contrasts with the English translation that defines the word “butiin” as a womb. Therefore,
further discussion on this matter is necessary to understand and clarify the meaning of the

words “butiin” and its connection to the mention of the three darknesses in the Qur’an.
The term “QjL; ?

Many verses in the Qur’an that contain the word “¢ sk, Some of these verses are
translated as 'belly' and others as 'womb', depending on the context of the verse
(http://holyquran.site/#1:1).

A more detailed linguistic analysis of the triliteral root &+ < (ba ta niin), which appears
25 times in the Qur’an, provides additional context for the interpretation in this study. This root
appears in five derived forms: twice as the verb (& (batana) and twice as the noun 4k (bitanat).
Additionally, it is mentioned 17 times as the noun ¢k (batn), three times as the active participle
ol (batin), and once as 43U (batinat). Notably, ¢4 (batn) frequently refers to the inner part
of something, such as a valley’s interior or the womb, highlighting the concept of inner depth
or concealment. This semantic pattern aligns with the interpretation of the “three veils of
darkness” as anatomical layers that enclose and conceal the developing embryo. Recognising
how the Qur’an consistently uses this root to signify inwardness, and internality underpins the
relevance of this term to embryological contexts and supports the proposed interpretation.

The word “0 sk was also mentioned in a Hadith recorded by al-Bukhart and Muslim
in their Sahih books. Translation of certain parts of the Hadith is as follows:

On the authority of Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman ‘Abdullah ibn Mas‘td (may Allah be pleased
with him), who said: The Messenger of Allah (peace be upon him), and he is the truthful, the
believed, narrated to us:

Translation: Verily, each of you is brought together in his mother’s abdomen for forty
days in the form of a drop of fluid. Then it is a clinging object for a similar period. Thereafter,
it is a lump looking like it has been chewed for a similar period. ... (Narrated by al-BukharT,
hadith number 6594).

The Arabic word used in this hadith is “butiin” or “gﬁaé”, which was translated as
‘abdomen’. However, in other narrations, the word “al/-Rahim” or “womb” is used. The word
“womb” is closely connected to “rahmah”, which means mercy, illustrating the association of
mercy towards kin. The Prophet (peace be upon him) said:

Translation: Verily, the womb (al-Rahim) has taken its name from al-Rahman (the All-
Merciful). Allah has said, “Whoever maintains your ties, I shall maintain his ties. Whoever cuts
you off, I shall cut him off’ (Narrated by Ahmad, hadith number 1659).

Lisan al-‘Arab, one of the most comprehensive dictionaries of the Arabic language,
authored by the philologist, historian, and Islamic scholar Ibn Manzir (died 1311 CE / 711
AH), interprets “0 sy as the plural form of “,Gk” which means “was hidden.” The dictionary
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also describes the word as “became big, distended or inflated,” aligning with the increase in
size of the uterus during pregnancy. According to the Modern Arabic Writing dictionary,
“'JL'-'” or “Ck” signifies belly, stomach, abdomen, womb, interior, inside, or inner portion
(Milton, 1974). It also defines “u;Lu ¥ as inside, within, or in. Referring to the subsequent
part of the verse, which explains the stages of development (creation by creation) occurring in
the “0 k¥ of your mothers, we understand that “( 555 in this context refers to the “interior of”
the womb or uterus, the specific site of development.

According to a mufassir like Ibn Kathir (1999), the three layers of darkness represent
protection and concealment within the mother’s womb. They highlight the complexity and
mystery of human creation, which only Allah fully understands. Al-Qurtubt (n.d.) notes that
these three layers serve as an essential form of protection for the foetus. The darkness is not
merely physical but also symbolises the stages of creation that occur secretly and are entirely
under Allah's control.

A more detailed commentary by Al-TabarT (1968) affirms that the “three layers of
darkness” are both literal and symbolic, representing physical layers and the mystery of the
creation process, which is entirely under the command of Allah. Meanwhile, al-Zuhayli (1991)
states that Allah (SWT) initiated the creation of human beings and shaped their development
in the womb through distinct phases. Initially, the human begins as a sperm, then progresses to
the stage of “alaqah (a blood clot), followed by mudghah (a lump of flesh). Subsequently, bones
start to form, later covered with flesh, veins, and nerves. Ultimately, the spirit is infused,
completing the transformation into a perfect human being. This creation occurs within three
layers of darkness, identified as the darkness of the stomach, the uterus, and the darkness of
the placenta.

The Qur’an uses the word u;-k-' (the plural of &k to describe where human
development occurs. This refers to the uterus and aligns with what modern science has verified
about pregnancy. Interestingly, this was revealed in the 7th century, long before scientists had
a comprehensive understanding of the womb and foetal development. Although ancient
physicians like Hippocrates (in the 5th century BCE) and Galen (in the 2nd century CE)
described the womb (Saadat, 2009; Singer and Rosen, 2024) and the membranes surrounding
the foetus, not everyone agreed with them. For example, Aristotle had a different and incorrect
view on how babies form. The Qur’an, however, accurately describes the concealed, dark
environment of the womb called “three veils of darkness,” which we now understand as the
uterine, chorionic, and amniotic cavities.

In fact, it is scientifically established that normal human implantation and development
take place within the uterus, the exclusive organ of females. The developmental process
encompasses pre-embryonic, embryonic, and foetal stages (Yahya, 1994; Sadler, 2012; Moore,
2013). This indicates that the Qur’anic description of human development was scientifically
precise and was revealed long before modern discoveries confirmed it.

Three darknesses

It is also interesting to note that “human development occurs in stages within three
darknesses” was mentioned following the statement of “inside the womb of your mothers”.
Therefore, the translation of the word “cuufls” in the verse should be closely associated with the
cavity of the uterus.
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All this while, “uL &—tmn ¥ has been translated into English as “in three veils of
darkness,” “within three darknesses,” “in threefold of darkness,” or “di dalam tiga kegelapan”
(in Bahasa Melayu). In the Qur’an, the word “cufl” is mentioned multiple times, and all
references share the same context of “,cxslls” which refers to a situation or environment lacking
light, whether it be faith or physical hght None of the verses translate <l as structures
(e.g., layers or coverings). However, some “Tafsir (further explanation)” for verse 6 of Surah
Al-Zumar interpret the word darknesses as three structures: namely, the abdominal wall,
uterine wall, and amnio-chorionic membrane (Moore, 1982; Syed, 1987; Syed, 2003; Ahmed,
2006; Saadat, 2009), or the amnion, chorion, and decidua (Mohamed, 1999; Mahdi et al., 2012).
The three veils are also likely to refer to the belly, womb, and the cavity enclosing the womb
(Lane, 2005).

Besides structures, the three darknesses were also believed to symbolise the three
trimesters of pregnancy (Sayska and Arni, 2016). However, this contradicts the definition of
darkness itself, which is described as a dark situation, area, space, or cavity. It is also important
to note that the three darknesses are mentioned alongside the stages of human creation. This
verse aligns with the spaces or cavities closely connected to different stages of prenatal
development. Undoubtedly, previous Qur’anic researchers have also referred to the “three
darknesses” as cavities, namely, the pelvic, uterine, and amniotic cavity (Ali, 2016; Amrullah,
2017).

The discussion on "&b ubdln " in the book of “Sharh al-Hadith” (Hadith
explanation) refers to the two hadiths narrated by al-Bukhari, (hadith numbers 6594 and 6595),
which describe the process of human creation from semen in the mother's womb until the soul
is blown by Allah SWT (Al-Bukhari, 8: 122). Consequently, Imam al-Bukhart placed these
two hadiths in Kitab al-Qadar, Chapter 1, indicating that they relate to the discussion of the
process of human creation. As Ibn Hajar explained regarding the main title (Kitab al-Qadar), it
shows that everything does not happen but is preceded by the knowledge of Allah and His will
(Tbn Hajar, 11: 481). Later, Ibn Hajar, in Fath al-Bari, again mentions that the phrase " <lall 3
¢ refers to the darkness of the placenta, the darkness in the womb, and the darkness in the
abdomen (Ibn Hajar, 11: 481). These are described as the three darknesses, likely because the
placenta is in the womb, within the abdomen.

However, as noted in the previous paragraph, the cavities should be found in the
specific organ related to the stage of human development (i.e., the uterus) based on an
anatomical view of the verse studied. Therefore, it is very likely that the three dark cavities are
the uterine, chorionic, and amniotic cavities. This is also supported by the fact that all three
cavities develop simultaneously during the early embryonic and foetal development stages
within the uterus.

Uterine cavity

Development begins after successful fertilisation, which occurs in the ampulla of the
uterine tube. The fertilised ovum, known as a zygote, undergoes a series of mitotic divisions;
during these divisions, the daughter cells become smaller (blastomeres). This series of cell
divisions is called “cleavage” (Sadler, 2012). As cell division progresses, a 16-cell blastomere
mass is propelled towards the uterus. The blastomeres form a compact ball called a morula,
just as it enters the uterine cavity around the fourth day after fertilisation. When the morula
enters the uterine cavity, it sheds its protective coat, enabling the formation of the next
developmental stage, the blastocyst. Blastocyst formation is a prerequisite for the process of
implantation into the endometrium (Moore, 2018).
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The uterine wall consists of three layers: the inner layer (endometrium), the middle
layer (myometrium), and the outer layer (perimetrium). Implantation of embryos occurs in the
endometrium (Figure 1). During pregnancy, the endometrium undergoes decidualisation,
whereby the endometrial cells transform into highly specialised cells under the influence of
progesterone. The modified endometrium, known as the decidua, later becomes part of the
maternal component of the placenta. The decidua persists throughout pregnancy and is shed
during childbirth. It is divided into three parts: 1) decidua basalis, the part of the endometrium
that supports the growth and development of the placenta; ii) decidua parietalis, the part that
extends over the embryo on the cavity side; and iii) decidua capsularis, which continues with
decidua basalis to encapsulate the embryo and the amniotic cavity (Sadler, 2012).

During pregnancy, the uterine cavity is the space between the decidua parietalis and
decidua capsularis. This space later decreases and nearly disappears as both decidua fuse
together, and the foetus gradually enlarges from the fourth month of pregnancy.

Myometrium
Endometrium (progestational stage)

Figure 1. Events during the first week of human development. 1) The oocyte
immediately after ovulation, 2) Fertilisation in the ampulla, 3) Pronuclei, 4) Spindle of the first
mitotic division, 5) 2-cell stage, 6) Morula, 7) Advanced morula, 8) Early blastocyst, and 9)
Early phase of implantation (Sadler, 2012; Moore et al., 2013).

Chorionic cavity

Once fertilisation is successful, a conceptus forms, encompassing all structures derived
from the zygote, both embryonic and extraembryonic. As the conceptus enlarges, a vascular
network begins to develop between the mother and the foetus. This process involves the
differentiation of the blastocyst into an outer cell mass, which will become the trophoblast, and
an inner cell mass, which will develop into the embryoblast. The trophoblast then further
differentiates into cytotrophoblast and syncytiotrophoblast (Sadler, 2012).

By the 11th to 12th day of development, the blastocyst is fully embedded in the
endometrial stroma. At the same time, cells of the syncytiotrophoblast penetrate further into
the endometrial stroma and erode the endothelial lining of the maternal sinusoids. As a result
of ongoing erosion, the maternal sinusoids connect with the syncytial lacunae. Maternal blood
then enters the lacunar system and eventually establishes the uteroplacental circulation (Figure
2) (Sadler, 2012; Moore, 2013).
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Figure 2. A) Day 8, B) Day 9, C) Day 13, D) Day 14 of development (Sadler, 2012;
Moore et al., 2013).

Meanwhile, the extraembryonic mesoderm develops between the trophoblast externally
and the amnion and exo-coelomic membrane internally. Soon after, large cavities form in the
extraembryonic mesoderm that later merge to create the extraembryonic cavity, also known as
the extraembryonic coelom or chorionic cavity (Figure 3) (Sadler, 2012). This fluid-filled
cavity surrounds the amnion, which is the innermost membrane enclosing the amniotic cavity,
and the umbilical vesicle. The extraembryonic coelom divides the extraembryonic mesoderm
into the extraembryonic somatic mesoderm and the extraembryonic splanchnic mesoderm
(Figure 2). The extraembryonic somatic mesoderm and the two layers of trophoblast together
form the chorion. The chorion creates the wall of the chorionic sac, within which the embryo,
the amniotic sac, and the umbilical vesicle (yolk sac) are suspended by the connecting stalk.
The extraembryonic coelom is later called the chorionic cavity (Sadler, 2012).

Amniotic cavity

As the implantation of the blastocyst progresses into the endometrial stroma, the cells
of the inner cell mass or embryoblast differentiate to become a double-layered germ disc,
consisting of the epiblast and hypoblast. These germ layers are collectively referred to as the
bilaminar germ disc. As development continues, a small cavity then appears within the epiblast,
which later enlarges to form the amniotic cavity (Figure 2) (Sadler, 2012).

The amniotic cavity is a sealed sac that contains amniotic fluid, which surrounds and
cushions the developing embryo. As the amniotic fluid increases in volume, it causes the
amnion to expand and stick to the inner surface of the chorion, thereby obliterating the
chorionic cavity (Figures 3) (Sadler, 2012).

These three cavities (uterine, chorionic and amniotic cavities) surround the developing
embryo, and their sizes change correspondingly with the stages of the developing human
(Figure 3). This is consistent with the Surah Al-Zumar, 39: Verse 6:
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Translation: He creates you in the wombs of your mothers, in stages, one after another,
in three veils of darkness.... (Ali, 2016)

Fused decidua parietalis,
Decidua chorion laeve and .
Amniotic basalis amnion

Chorion

Placenta

{ it -
IS 1"/
o
cavity e
VS \ &
- i
s &
AN

Decidua Uterine

[\ cavity

Amniotic cavity

A B

Figure 3. A) End of the second month. Note the uterine, chorionic and amniotic
cavities. B) End of the third month of development. At this stage, the chorion and the amnion
have fused, obliterating the uterine cavity due to fusion of the chorion leave and the decidua
parietalis (Sadler, 2012; Moore et al., 2013).

The plausible interpretation of the three regions of darkness mentioned in Surah Al-
Zumar aligns with the explanation provided by Hassanein (2015), which is the only reference
sharing our opinion. Hassanein (2015) also observed that the Qur’an was highly precise in
describing the stages of creation passing through three dark zones: the cavity of the uterus, the
cavity of the chorionic vesicle, and the amniotic cavity (Hassanein, 2015). These three zones
only existed during the embryonic stages and disappeared after their completion.

The presence of various explanations of the verse highlights the extraordinary language
of the Qur’an, which aligns with scientifically validated modern embryological knowledge.
Indeed, only Allah knows the precise meaning of every word in the Qur’an, as stated in the
Surah Al-An’am verse 6: Verse 59.

Translation: He alone has the keys to the unseen treasures, which no one knows except
Him. He knows whatever is in the land and the sea; there is not a single leaf that falls
without His knowledge, there is neither a grain in the darkness of the earth nor anything
fresh or dry which has not been recorded in a Clear Book.

CONCLUSION

The term “three veils of darkness” most likely refers to the uterine, chorionic, and
amniotic cavities that develop simultaneously during the formation of the early embryo into a
foetus within the uterus. The interpretations of the studied verse in Surah Al-Zumar by the
authors were sincerely made to enrich existing interpretations by previous scholars. It is not
the authors' intention to dismiss other opinions regarding this verse. Nevertheless, we should
explore and properly understand this religious scripture to benefit human knowledge.
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