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Article type: Objective: This research conducts a critical re-reading of
Research Article Toshihiko Izutsu’s views in the field of Qur’anic semantics. Its
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Introduction

This study undertakes a critical examination of the semantic methodology
of the renowned Japanese philosopher and Islamic scholar, Toshihiko Izutsu
(1914-1993). Izutsu instigated a fundamental transformation in contemporary
Islamic studies by introducing a novel approach to Qur’anic semantics,
blending philosophy of language, Heideggerian phenomenology, and
historical analysis. He conceptualizes the Qur’an not as a collection of
disparate statements but as a linguistic-existential construct weaving a
network of key concepts (like Rabb, ‘Abd, Iman, Kufr) to reconstruct the
monotheistic worldview of Islam. However, despite claims of scientific
neutrality, the article identifies two fundamental gaps in Izutsu’s intellectual
project.

First, Izutsu’s analysis of Qur’anic concepts is deeply reliant on Sunni
exegetical sources (e.g., Tabari, Zamakhshari, Fakhr al-Razi), while
overlooking the richest Shiite sources—including Imami Qur’anic exegetical
works like al-Mizan by ‘Allamah Tabataba’1, hadiths from the Imams in al/-
Kafi and Bihar al-Anwar, and theological-mystical works like Khwajah Nastr
al-Din Tast’s Tajrid al-I tigad. This omission raises serious questions: Can
Izutsu’s semantic system, centered on concepts such as lordship (rubitbiyyah)
and servanthood ( ‘ubiidiyyah), accommodate foundational Shiite concepts
such as Imamate (as the axis of Islamic ontology), divinely bestowed
knowledge (the Imams’ God-given knowledge), and esoteric interpretation
(ta’wil)? For example, [zutsu reduces the concept of Wildyah to a vertical
“God-human” relationship and overlooks its horizontal dimensions (such as
the authority of the Imam over the community), whereas in Shiite discourse
Wildayah operates simultaneously at theological, political, social, and mystical
levels.

Second, despite Izutsu’s claim of breaking from the classical Orientalist
paradigm, his approach remains unconsciously entangled within Orientalist
assumptions. Does his focus on the Qur’an as a "self-sufficient system"—
without attention to the role of Shiite interpreters in forming the exegetical
tradition—reproduce the Orientalist trope that views Islam as a "fext-centric
religion" lacking a "living interpretive tradition"? For example, while
Orientalists like Goldziher saw the Qur’an as a product of Judeo-Christian
influences, Izutsu traces the roots of /man (faith) to Christian culture in
Ethiopia, whereas Shiite hadiths inextricably link /man to the "recognition of
the Imam.” How 1is such historical reductionism compatible with his
ontological view of the Qur’an as a "locus for the manifestation of Being"?



209 Lzutsu’s Semantic Principles Based on Exegetical Hadith Sources ...| Fatemeh Rezaei et al

The article thus pursues two key objectives: 1) A critical rereading of
Izutsu’s method by relying on Shiite sources to reveal its untapped potential
for analyzing concepts like Imamah, Ghaybah (occultation),
and Mahdawiyyah (Messianism). 2) A critique of the latent Orientalist
foundations in his project through a comparative analysis with the views of
both classical (Goldziher, Schacht) and contemporary (Neusner, Watt)
Orientalists. The ultimate research question is whether a new model for
studying the Qur’an and Shiite religious texts can be presented by integrating
"Izutsu’s Semantics," "Shiite Hermeneutics," and "Critique of Orientalism,"
one that avoids both historical reductionism and the dichotomies of Orientalist
discourse.

Research Methodology
The research employs an integrative analytical methodology:
-Qualitative Content Analysis: A deep textual analysis of Izutsu’s major

works, principally God and Man in the Quran and Ethico-Religious Concepts
in the Qur’an, to extract his semantic principles and methodological
assumptions.

-Comparative Textual Analysis: A systematic comparison between the

semantic networks identified by Izutsu and the conceptual frameworks present
in key Shiite sources. This includes Shiite exegetical works (notably
Tabataba'1’s al-Mizan), hadith compendiums (Bihar al-Anwar, al-Kaft), and
theological-philosophical texts (e.g., by Khwajah Nasir al-Din Tiist). The
comparison focuses on core concepts
like Wilayah, Imamah, Iman, ‘Adl (justice), and Ta 'wil.

-Critical Discourse Analysis: An examination of the points of convergence

and divergence between Izutsu’s methodological presuppositions and the
Orientalist discourse, both classical and modern. This involves analyzing how
Izutsu’s approach may inadvertently perpetuate certain Orientalist themes—
such as textual objectivism, historical genealogism at the expense of
theological self-understanding, and the application of Western philosophical
standards (e.g., Kantian ethics) to Islamic concepts.
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Findings
The investigation yields several key findings:

1. The Shortcomings of Izutsu’s Methodology vis-a-vis Shiite Theology:

- Selective Source Utilization: [zutsu’s almost exclusive dependence on
Sunni 7afsir creates a significant blind spot. His semantic mapping fails to
account for the transformative role that Shiite doctrine assigns to the Imams
in defining the Qur’an’s semantic field. For example, his analysis
of Iman lacks the dimension of Ma rifat al-Imam (knowledge of the Imam),
which is central to Shiite creed.

- Reductionism in Conceptual Analysis: Concepts with multi-layered
meanings in Shiism are often flattened. Wilayah is analyzed primarily as a
divine attribute, neglecting its essential extension to the Imamate and its socio-
political and mystical functions. Similarly, 7a 'wil is approached through
linguistic philosophy, bypassing the Shiite belief in the Imams’ divinely
inspired, esoteric hermeneutics ( ‘I/m Ladunni).

- Neglect of the Hermeneutical Authority of the Ahl al-Bayt: The article
emphasizes that from a Shiite perspective, authentic interpretation of the
Qur’an is inextricably linked to the guidance of the Imams, as per
the Tradition of the Two Weighty Things (Hadith al-Thagalayn). 1zutsu’s
method, which treats the text as a self-contained system analyzable through
linguistic tools alone, is found insufficient because it marginalizes this "living
interpretive tradition" considered integral to the revelation’s continuity.

2. The Latent Orientalist Components in Izutsu’s Approach:

- Text-Centric Objectivism: Despite his phenomenological leanings,
Izutsu’s method shares with Orientalism a tendency to treat the Qur’an as a
closed textual object to be dissected, downplaying the role of the community’s
lived hermeneutics—especially the Shiite narrative tradition—in constituting
meaning.

- Historical-Genealogical Reductionism: In tracing the semantic evolution
of concepts, Izutsu occasionally mirrors the Orientalist propensity to seek
origins in pre-Islamic or external (e.g., Christian) contexts. This can
undermine the sui generis theological worldview that the Qur’an claims to
establish, a point of tension with Shiite interpretations that emphasize the
divine origin and unique epistemological framework of the Imam’s
knowledge.
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- Uncritical Imposition of Western Frameworks: The analysis finds that
Izutsu, at times, evaluates or frames Qur’anic ethical concepts using
benchmarks from Western philosophy (like Kant or Hegel), without a parallel
serious engagement with the internal ethical system developed within Shiite
theology and mysticism (e.g., ‘Ad! Ilahi - Divine Justice, and Akhlag Wila 't -
ethics based on guardianship). This echoes, albeit subtly, the Orientalist
presumption that the "East" lacks a rational ethical system.

3. The Potential for Integration and Synthesis:

Despite these critiques, the study does not reject [zutsu’s methodology
outright. Instead, it identifies its strengths—such as the sophisticated analysis
of semantic fields and conceptual oppositions—as valuable tools. The finding
suggests that these tools can be productively repurposed and enriched when
placed in dialogue with Shiite exegetical sources.

Conclusion

This research concludes that Izutsu’s semantic methodology, while
philosophically rich and groundbreaking in its linguistic analysis, is
incomplete for capturing the totality of the Qur’anic worldview due to its
exclusion of Shiite conceptual frameworks and its unacknowledged
entanglements with Orientalist paradigms. The article demonstrates that his
reduction of Wilayah and his external genealogies for concepts
like Iman reveal both a methodological limitation and a latent alignment with
certain Orientalist modes of thought.

However, moving beyond mere critique, the study proposes a constructive
way forward: the establishment of a three-level model for a "Comparative
Semantics of Religions" with a critical approach to Orientalism:

1. Linguistic Level: Applying Izutsu’s technical analysis of semantic fields
and key terms to Shiite concepts (e.g., Imamah, Ghaybah) to reveal their
internal systematicity.

2. Trans-Linguistic (Hermeneutical) Level: Integrating the findings from the
first level with the hermeneutical principles and narrated interpretations (riwayat)
from the Shiite tradition, particularly those concerning the esoteric dimensions
(butiin) of the Quran, thus compensating for Izutsu’s context-blindness.

3. Critical (Discursive) Level: Subjecting both the semantic analysis and
the hermeneutical integration to a critique informed by post-colonial theory
(e.g., Edward Said) to identify and neutralize any lingering Orientalist or
reductionist assumptions, paving the way for a more authentic, self-referential
reading of Shiite texts.
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This model opens new horizons for interdisciplinary studies, bridging
Qur’anic semantics, Shiite theology, and critical theory. It suggests a path
where Izutsu’s analytical tools are not discarded but are critically assimilated
and expanded within an indigenous hermeneutical framework. As a future
research direction, the article proposes applying this model to analyze more
complex Shiite concepts such as Mahdawiyyah (the Mahdiism) and Wahdat
al-Wujiid (the unity of existence) in transcendent theosophy (Hikmat al-
Muta ‘aliyah), thereby contributing to a more nuanced and self-aware field of
comparative religious semantics.
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