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• This presentation is based on 
T. Izutsu (d. 1993) study of 
the Quran 

• He is an accomplished 
Japanese linguist and 
philosopher with particular 
interest in Quran 

• He translated Quran for the 
first time to Japanese. 

• He authored five books on 
Islam, Quran and sufism.
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WHY STUDY IZUTSU?
•  Semantic approach reveals interesting aspects. 

• Neutral analysis from a non-muslim. 

• Meaning of words: direct translation is unfair.  

• To capture the meaning: observe the atmosphere, 
how it is used. Each word has a world. 

• Deep-rooted “ethnic” words are hard to translate. 

• Example: Kafir does not have an equivalent in 
English 

• The method is contextual interpretation.
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METHOD AND FOCUS
• The aim is the value of words of the Qur'an in 
the field of conduct and character. 

• Try to to make the Quran interpret its own 
concepts and speak for itself 

• Layers of moral discourse: 
• Ethical nature of God 

• Attitude of man towards God 

• Relations in a religious community.
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GOD’S MAIN CHARCTERISTICS
• God is of an ethical nature, and man’s needs to 
respond in an ethical way (which is the religion). 

• God is not an oppressor zalim 

• God is merciful (raheem/rahman)



GENERAL ATMOSPHERE OF QURAN
• Quran worldview is theocentric. 

• The image of God pervades the whole of it, and 
nothing escapes His knowledge and providence. 

• No major concept in the Qur’an exists quite 
independently of the concept of God. 

• The sphere of human ethics each one of its key 
concepts is but a pale reflection a very imperfect 
imitation-of the divine nature itself. 

• Concepts reduce to two basic contrasting concepts:  
absolute trust in God and pious fear of Him.
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QURAN AS ABROGATING JAHILIYYA
• Jahiliya is usually translated as “Age of Ignorance” 

• In Arabic, Jahl (ignorance) is the opposite of I’lm 
(knowledge) 

• But also it is the opposite of hilm (imperturbability) . 
What it is it? 

• Islam was aiming at a complete reformation of life 
based on the abolishment of the jahili practices 
and their replacement with conduct derived from 
hilm. 

• Jahiliya is not a period of time. Rather it is a 
psychological state driven away by Islam.



JAHL VS HILM
• Hilm is “the state of the soul remaining tranquil, so anger cannot 
move it easily and its being unperturbed by any calamity that 
occurs.”  

• More generally it is the “moral reasonableness of a civilized man” 

• Hence Jahl is the implacable reckless temper; a blind passion.It 
overbearing haughtiness of a tribal man, the staunch pride, the 
spirit of stubborn resistance against all that shows the slightest test 
sign of injuring their sense of honor and destroying the traditional 
way of life.  

• It tends to get stirred up on the slightest provocation and which 
may drive  man to all sorts of recklessness; this passion tends to 
manifest itself in a very peculiar way in the 

• Jahl: Ignorance of the moral code of hilm (stories of aws/khazraj, 
banu-Juthaima)



JAHL / JAHILIYYA IN QURAN
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BASIS OF MORALITY IN JAHILIYA
• Jahiliya was not immoral. Pagan Arabs were in reality richly endowed 

with an acute sense of morality. 
• But it had to theoretical basis. The guiding principle of the pre-

Islamic moral life bad been tribal tradition, or “the custom of our 
forefathers”.



PESSIMISTIC VIEW OF LIFE (NIHILISM)
• Arabs used to 1) die quickly/continuously fight. 2) travel and 

move. 
• The evanescence of earthly life was clear to them. 
• Both Islam and Jahiliya agree on: vanity, emptiness and 

ephemerality of life.



HEDONISM
• The conclusions drawn are poles apart. 
•  

• For Jahiliya, Hedonism is the only possible conclusion. 
• Jahili peotry: 1) crying for the beloved 2) praise of the 

drink 
• Drinking is a supreme rite. It used to bring great joy and 

pleasure. “I am a noble who remains soaked in drink all 
his life”



ISLAMIC RESPONSE
• Recognition of the next life.  
• Not desperate hedonism but absolute earnestness. 
• It is precisely in the midst of such thoughtless 

generation that the Prophet rose to proclaim the 
new belief in the future life and the final judgment. 
He saw nothing around him but levity, worldliness, 
and pleasure seeking.
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TRIBALISM
• The right and wrong lack a theoretical basis.  
• Survival climate and social conditions of the desert push 

for solidarity existing between members of a tribe.  
• Tribal spirit is the foundation of all fundamental moral 

ideas. 
• Asabiya عصبية to your follow tribesman is the code. 

(patriotism is a lukewarm version) 
• Support your brother oppressed or oppressor (انصر أخاك 

 (ظاملا أو مظلوماً

• Tribe is the alpha and omega- of the human existence. It is 
the true religion of the desert.



ISLAMIC REVOLUTION
• Superiority of religious relationship over ties of blood. 
• Abu-Jahl: “one who more than anyone else has cut 

the bond of kinship by blood and wrought that which 
is scandalous' . 

• The prophet himself is a prime beneficiary of the 
tribal code —> He is a traitor to his class as he sought 
to abolish the code



ISLAMIC INDVIDUALISM
• On the day of judgment all blood ties are useless. 
• Ethically: It is a proclamation of the principle of 

individualism. Everybody is summoned to God as an 
individual 

• In Islam,  moral virtues as personal qualities inherent in the 
individual. 

• In Jahailya, moral virtues were rather precious communal 
possessions inherited from fathers and forefathers. 

• Your glory has to do with your forefathers -> A cast system.



NOBILITY IS IN FEARING GOD

• We can hardly overemphasize the revolutionary nature of re-
evaluating semantically an old moral word. No one before Islam 
could have thought of defining 'nobility' in terms of 'fear of 
God’. 

• In Jahiliya “nothing is more intolerable than serving a master” 
• Islam is submission/surrender. Humbleness, patience, trembling 

fear, avoidance of ostentation are weaknesses in Jahiliya 
• Humbleness is an anti-thesis for Jahiliya’s proud and haughty 

warriors  
•



THE POOR AND THE OPPRESSED
• Noble blood in one's veins was the prerequisite to the 

development of noble personal qualities 
• In Jahiliya’s social system, the weak and the oppressed 

have no share in honor 
• In Islam, on the contrary, stressed from the very outset the 

universal grace and goodness of Allah. 
• The Prophet’s prayer “O’ Lord of the Oppressed” 
•  No distinction at all between rich and poor, the powerful 

and the uninfluential.  
• In the presence of this God, all men are equal, irrespective 

of distinctions of rank and lineage.



VENGEANCE AND TAWAKKUL
• Vengeance Supreme law of the desert. 
• In Islam: 

• limited it to narrow legal framework, and it is “better” 
not to seek it.  

•  it ultimately goes from human to divine hands: God is 
the Lord of vengeance 

• Reliance in Jahiliya is on your tribe members.  
• In Islam, it is solely on God.
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GENEROSITY IN JAHILIYA
• In desert conditions the act of charity is given a high place. 

It stems from genuine nobility 

• It was first and foremost an act of chivalry.  
• Generosity in this sense was a master passion of the Arabs.  
• It was not so much a virtue as a blind, irresistible impulse 

that was deeply rooted in the Arab heart.  
• The generous should perform acts of liberality for the joy of 

playing the dandy. And, to inspire the greatest degree of 
admiration in the minds of the onlookers



GENEROSITY IN ISLAM
• Quran agrees in the admiration of charity. It is one 

of the five pillars. 
• But Quran dealt a blow to this semantic category by 

redefining it in terms of piety and fear of God. 
• Islam denied all value to acts of generosity aiming 

at making a show.



GENEROSITY AS A VICE

• Chivalry in its own sake is a satanic passion. 
• Generosity becomes a vice if it becomes wasteful.



INTENTION IS CENTRAL

• In order that generosity may become a genuine 
lslamic virtue, it must first of all be deprived of the 
thoughtlessness which characterized it in the days 
of Jahiliyah. 

• A man of true generosity is the one who expands 
his wealth in the way of God. 

•



NIGGARDLINESS

• This condemnation is in line with Jahiliyya’s morality. 
• But Islam condemns it in the way of God and views 

it as a fundamental tendency of the human soul. 

• Shuhh is the most degree of niggardliness. It state 
of mind
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COURAGE IN JAHILIYA
• In the desert courage/bravery rank highest among the 

virtues. 

• Islam also praised courage. 
• But Jahili  warriors showed dauntless, reckless courage on 

the battlefield only to gratify an irresistible desire. courage 
was then largely a matter of unrestrained and unrestrainable 
impulse.  

• In Islam it is no longer a blind, unruly impulse, groundless 
and directionless. It was now a noble, well-disciplined 
courage with a lofty aim serving the cause of the right 
religion: courage 'in the way of God.'
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LOYALTY
• It manifested itself as the most disinterested self-sacrifice 

on behalf of one's kinsmen the most faithful devotion to 
one’s friends, and also as keeping the covenant. (story of 
Samawa’al) 

• Islam also places high value to wafaa. We already 
discussed loyalty to believers 

• But it places loyalty at the human level and not just the 
tribe level.  

• There is also loyalty to God.



LOYALTY TO GOD (THE COVENENT)
• Covenant between “Yahweh” and people of Israel. 

• ”We delivered you from Pharaoh's family who were inflicting atrocious 
tortures .... We tore in two the Red Sea and delivered you, and drowned 
Pharaoh’s family before your own eyes.’” 

• But every covenant puts both parties under obligation. 

• The conception of religion as based on a covenant between two parties is 
indeed no less characteristic of the Qur'an than of the Old Testament.
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VERACITY الــصدق

• Veracity has two aspects: truth-telling and 
faithfulness. The second is tied to loyalty. 

• Veracity in the first mean is held in a high status 
among all people. 

• But for Islam lying has an extended meaning. 
• Truth is fundamental relationship between two 

poles: Haqq (objective reality) and Sidq (pertains to 
the speakers adherence to Haqq) 

•



WHAT JAHILIYA ATTRIBUTED TO GOD
• Jahiliya had an elaborate system of Taboos — some 

are halal and some are haram. 
• For Islam this constituted a forgery against God. 
• God is the only one who has the right to enjoin man 

in rules of conduct.
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PATIENCE
• Patience/steadfastness/endurance are high virtues 

in Jahiliya. 
• In Islam, it becomes “patience in the way of God” 
• Not only that, it becomes an integral part of Iman 

• Patience is the particular aspect of belief that shows 
in unfavorable conditions.
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THE MORAL DICHOTOMY
• Islam’s morality has a clear theoretical basis. 
• It is a dichotomy between two opposing concepts: Iman 

and Kufr. 
• They are classes of positive and negative moral 

properties. 
• Islam made it possible for the first time for the Arabs to 

judge and evaluate all human conduct with reference to 
a theoretically justifiable moral principle which is 
consistent enough to deserve the name of principle.



EXAMPLE OF CONCEPTS UNDER IMAN
• Muslim مسلم 

• Moufi موفي 

• Sabir صابر 

• Sadiq صادق 

• Khashi’ خاشع 

• Mutasadiq متصدق 

• Sa’em صائم

• Hafiz al-furuj 
 حافظ الفرج

• Dhakir ذاكر 

• Shakir شاكر 

• Ta’eb تائب 

• Awwab أواب 

• Munib منيب 

• Taghi  تقي 



CONCLUSIONS
• Historically, the expansion of Islam was like a “big 

bang” 
• Linguistically and culturally, Quran was another “big 

bang”. 
• A fountain of new ideas and redefined concepts has 

popped into existence to create a harmonious new 
system of thought.


