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Abstract

The topic of Hajj, as one of the most influential obligations in
elevating individual and collective spirituality, has always attracted
the attention of Muslims. The ritual of sacrifice (qurbani), as one of
the manifestations of worship in the pilgrimage, is a significant and
constructive factor in nurturing the soul and fostering self-restraint
against sins. God Almighty explicitly addresses this matter in
Qur’an 22:37 (Surah al-Hajj), stating that neither the blood nor the
flesh of the sacrificial animals reaches Him; rather, it is your taqwa
(piety, God-consciousness) that reaches God (Qur’an, 22:37).
Considering that the verses of the Qur’an, alongside their guiding
function, can also be evaluated through linguistic and semiotic
perspectives, this study reexamines Qur’an 22:37 — regarding
tagwa in the context of Hajj — using Roland Barthes’ semiotic
theory. The aim of this research is to determine the precise meaning
of the word tagwa in this verse and to analyze its signification at
two levels: denotative and connotative/mythical. By moving
beyond the text through the linguistic context, syntagmatic
sequence, and situational background of the verse, the study
explores the pragmatic implications of the sign. The findings reveal
that there is a logical relationship between the signifier (dal)
“taqwa” and its signified (madlil), “al-wiqayah” (self-protection),
which leads to the implied meaning — God-consciousness — as the
first (denotative) level of signification. At the second, mythical
level of signification, the pre-Islamic Jahiliyyah ideology of
smearing the blood of sacrifices on the Ka‘bah sharply contrasts
with the Islamic practice; the purpose of sacrifice in Islam is to
increase the sacrificer’s taqwa and faith rather than material gain.
Thus, the obligatory act of sacrifice in Hajj is inherently contingent
upon tagwa; this interdependence demonstrates that the
acceptability of a sacrifice depends on it being performed by a
person characterized by tagwa.

Keywords: Holy Qur’an; Surah al-Hajj; Tagwa; Semiotics;
Barthes; Denotative Meaning
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The Qur’anic concept of tagwa (God-conscious

self-restraint) stands at the heart of Islamic ethical
thought and is inseparable from the higher aims of
worship. Its semantic field has long been debated
among exegetes, philosophers, and linguists, yet
contemporary approaches increasingly explore
tagwa through interdisciplinary perspectives such
as semiotics and cultural theory. One of the most
fruitful analytic tools for uncovering the
multilayered meaning of Qur’anic language is
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Roland Barthes’ semiotic model, which
distinguishes between denotative and
connotative/mythical levels of signification (Allen,
2006; Barthes, 1977; Lyons, 2004; Makaryk,
2009). In this view, a word like tagwa functions
first as a signifier whose immediate signified points
to al-wigayah—self-protection from harm—but
then extends into culturally loaded mythic
meanings shaped by religious, historical, and
ideological contexts. When applied to Qur’an
22:37, a verse central to the rituals of Hajj, this
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approach illuminates how God reorients the
sacrificial act away from pre-Islamic material
notions of piety and toward an inner disposition of
consciousness and sincerity. Thus, while the plain
text declares that “neither their meat nor blood
reaches Allah, but your tagwa reaches Him,” the
deeper semiotic reading shows how this linguistic
shift delegitimizes Jahiliyyah-era practices and
establishes a divine-centered ethic of worship
(Alusi, 1994; Ibn Kathir, 1998).

Linguistically, tagwa derives from the triliteral root
“waqga,” meaning to guard or protect, a nuance
preserved across classical lexicography (Raghib
Isfahani; Tar1hi, 1996). Scholars have emphasized
its original connotation as an existential defensive
stance—an inner shield against destructive forces
(Izutsu, 1999). The semantic trajectory of the word
thus integrates both rational self-regulation and
heightened awareness of divine presence
(Mutahari, 1989; Qa'imi, 2007). However, many
modern renderings reduce tagwa to ‘“fear” or
“piety,” obscuring the more dynamic sense of
vigilant self-preservation oriented toward God.
Barthes’ semiotic grid allows for recovering this
vitality: at the first level of signification, the
signifier “al-tagwa” fuses with the signified “self-
protection,” producing a denotative meaning of
God-awareness as moral armor. Yet meaning does
not stop there. Through cultural coding, this sign
then enters a second-order system where it contests
and replaces mythologies of ritual physicality. The
Qur’an’s declaration that meat and blood do not
reach God directly subverts the Jahiliyyah rite of
smearing sacrificial blood on the Ka‘bah to curry
divine favor (Alusi, 1994; Ibn Kathir, 1998). This
semiotic rupture reframes sacrifice as an inner
offering of obedience and ethical transformation
rather than a transaction of tangible substances.
The historical-social backdrop strengthens this
analysis. Pre-Islamic Arabs interpreted sacrifice as
a material exchange and a magical proximity to
their deities. Some early Muslims, unfamiliar with
Islam’s ethical reorientation, attempted to replicate
these customs during Hajj, prompting Qur’an 22:37
to intervene and redirect their symbolic vocabulary.

Barthes’ notion of myth as a system that
“naturalizes” cultural values is crucial here (Allen,
2006; Barthes, 1977). In the Jahiliyyah paradigm,
ritual slaughter “naturally” signified appeasement
of idols; Islam denaturalized that association and
reinscribed sacrifice with the ethical imperative of
tagwa. The shift is not merely lexical but
ideological: the new myth structures an inner
vertical relationship where human intentionality
and moral rectitude alone establish divine
proximity. This reinterpretation also resonates with
later theological and mystical readings, which
insist that the heart is the true locus of divine gaze
(Tusi, 1993). Thus, the semiotic journey of tagwa
in this verse reflects the Qur’an’s pedagogical
strategy—reprogramming cultural codes to elevate
internal spirituality above external ritualism.

This study’s methodological strength lies in its
integration of Qur’anic semantics with Barthes’
structural and post-structural refinements. While
classical Saussurean semiology focused on fixed
binary signifier-signified relations, Barthes moved
toward polysemy and ideological critique, enabling
scholars to map how scriptural signs interact with
shifting cultural matrices (Lyons, 2004; Makaryk,
2009). In the present analysis, Qur’an 22:37 is not
treated as an isolated lexical item but as a
networked sign embedded in historical practices,
narrative ethos, and theological discourse. The
research shows that at the denotative level tagwa
encodes rational self-guarding and conscious
obedience, while at the connotative/mythical level
it demythologizes pre-Islamic sacrificial ideology
and constructs a new ethical imagination.
Moreover, lexical studies confirm that perfect
taqwa transcends mere prohibition avoidance; it
advances toward active pursuit of higher goods and
full engagement in divine remembrance
(Mutahari, 1989; Raghib Isfahani). This insight
aligns with later exegetical interpretations that
portray sacrifice as an educational training in
altruism, humility, and gratitude (Fadl Allah, 1998;
Makarim Shirazi, 1995). Such an approach also
illuminates the pedagogical depth of Hajj rites:
each ritual, when semiotically decoded, functions
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as a transformative curriculum shaping believers’
inner moral landscapes.

Furthermore, by recovering the layered
signification of tagwa, the study contributes to the
contemporary discourse on Qur’an and culture.
Scholars of ijaz (miraculousness) have long
emphasized the Qur’an’s ability to transcend its
immediate milieu while simultaneously speaking
within it (Rezaei Esfahani, 2007—). Approaches
drawing from linguistic philosophy and cultural
semiotics show how the Qur’an systematically
retools inherited symbols rather than discarding
them. This dynamic is evident in the verse’s careful
rhetorical play: it does not abolish sacrifice but
redefines its telos and symbolic economy. Through
the very act of commanding believers to slaughter
animals, yet nullifying the meat’s divine relevance,
the Qur’an retains cultural continuity while
performing ideological revolution. By clarifying
that divine nearness is achieved through interior
states, it orients worship toward universalizable
spirituality, allowing practices like Hajj to evolve
beyond tribal markers and remain meaningful
across cultures and epochs (Javadi Amoli, 2020).
In this sense, the study exemplifies how semiotic
analysis deepens both textual fidelity and cultural
sensitivity, demonstrating the Qur’an’s enduring
capacity to speak through changing historical
codes.

In conclusion, exploring tagwa in Qur’an 22:37
through Roland Barthes’ semiotic framework
reveals far more than lexical nuance. It uncovers an
intentional theological strategy: transforming ritual
from material appeasement to ethical self-
transcendence, displacing mythologies of blood
and flesh with an inner architecture of
consciousness and surrender. Such analysis
strengthens our understanding of Hajj as a school
of moral autonomy and God-centered identity
formation. It also shows how semiotic tools, when
responsibly integrated with Qur’anic scholarship,
can bridge classical exegesis and modern theory,
helping contemporary readers discern the Qur’an’s
cultural reprogramming and spiritual priorities
without severing it from its historical context.
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