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Abstract

Responsibility is a vital concept closely tied to human life, as
various aspects of human identity and daily existence are shaped
through personal and social obligations. Given that the Holy Qur’an is
the primary and most comprehensive source of Islamic teachings, it is
fitting to examine this issue through its verses. This study aims to
analyze the concept of responsibility in the Qur’an using a descriptive-
analytical method. It focuses on the semantic usage of four terms—
makin (firmly established), amin (trustworthy), hafiz (guardian), and
‘alim (knowledgeable)—as found in verses 54 and 55 of Surah Yusuf.
Through lexical analysis and interpretations by both Shi’a and Sunni
scholars, the research seeks to identify the semantic criteria for
responsibility outlined in these verses. The findings suggest that the
phrase makin amin, used by the king of Egypt in verse 54 when
assigning a position to Prophet Yusuf (Joseph), reflects a non-divine
and non-infallible perspective. Semantic analysis of the term makin
indicates that Joseph’s position was based on the ruler’s perception of
status and was prioritized over amin. The use of the expression
§ il LGN (T will appoint him exclusively for myself” — Yusuf:
54), along with the absence of words such as “appointment” (ja /) and
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“sovereignty” (sultan), reinforces this non-divine interpretation. In
contrast, in verse 55, where Yusuf himself uses the phrase hafiz ‘alim,
a genuine and divinely aligned criterion for responsibility is presented.
Semantic and contextual analysis suggests that, compared to other
titles such as wakil (representative) or ragib (overseer), these
attributes reflect a more profound and qualified sense of
responsibility. Moreover, the pairing of this phrase with the term ja 7
implies divine selection for the position.

Keywords: Surah  Yusuf, Divine Perspective, Non-Divine
Perspective, Responsibility, Semantics

1. Introduction

From a monotheistic perspective, responsibility is rooted in a
proper understanding of one’s duties—an idea extensively elaborated
in Islamic teachings through Qur'anic verses and prophetic traditions.
Since human beings possess free will, they consciously assume
responsibilities and act upon them. In essence, responsibility arises
from this element of choice. It is also one of the key distinctions
between humans and other creatures—animals are not accountable for
their actions and, as such, are not subject to judgment in this world or
the next.

Furthermore, the components and dimensions of responsibility
form a crucial part of a person’s identity, especially regarding
individual and social obligations (Mesbah Yazdi, 2001, p. 122).
Although responsibility can be explored on both individual and
societal levels, this study places primary emphasis on social
responsibility. In today’s modern world—where most relationships are
impersonal and extend across global networks—social responsibility
holds increased significance.

Because the Qur’an is a sacred text, its semantic dimensions—such
as the harmony of letters within words, the coherence and composition
of phrases, and the alignment between meanings and expressions—
can be examined to extract the most beautiful and precise meanings.
These meanings appear as though they are inherently constructed from
the words themselves (Abu Zayd, 1992, p. 120).

Moreover, the story of Prophet Joseph (Yusuf) and his acceptance
of responsibility, along with the clearest expression of traits associated
with responsibility, are mentioned in several verses of Surah Yusuf.
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Therefore, to analyze the theme of responsibility in the Qur'anic
revelations, one can explore the cognitive beauty of the four words
makin (firmly established), amin (trustworthy), hafiz (guardian), and
‘alim (knowledgeable) in verses 54 and 55 of Surah Yusuf. These
terms, as spoken by Prophet Yusuf when accepting responsibility in
Egypt, provide insight into Qur’anic values related to responsible
leadership.

This study aims to explore not only the specific features of these
words in the Qur’an but also various aspects of its semantic and
linguistic structure, thereby highlighting the importance of this
research.

Research Questions

1. What are the views of linguists and Qur'anic commentators on the
four words makin, amin, hafiz, and ‘alim?

2. How can semantic science and the theory of context help
differentiate the meaningful distinctions among these words?

3. In these two verses, how do divine and non-divine perspectives
differ in defining the criteria for responsibility?

2. Methodology

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach to examine the
theme of “responsibility” in the Qur’an. It focuses on the semantic
usage of the four terms makin, amin, hafiz, and ‘alim in verses 54 and
55 of Surah Yusuf by conducting a linguistic analysis and reviewing
interpretations from both Shia and Sunni scholars. Through a semantic
lens, the study aims to derive the Qur’anic criteria for assuming
responsibility.

Findings

Based on the views of linguists and commentators, and the analysis
of paradigmatic (substitutional) and syntagmatic (combinational)
relationships, as well as the linguistic context of the words makin,
amin, hafiz, and ‘alim, the following conclusions can be drawn:

« Since the words are spoken by the king of Egypt, they carry a more
worldly implication.

e The use of makin suggests that Yusuf, in the king’s view, is someone
capable of minimizing conflicts and disruptions or managing them in
favor of the king. This is reinforced by the term amin being
mentioned alongside it.
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« The king could have used the term ja I (to appoint), but this word
carries eschatological and spiritual connotations (Turayhi, 1996, Vol.
5, p. 338).

e In the worldview of non-divinely guided rulers, preserving the
dignity and authority of the monarchy is a foundational and
immutable principle. Thus, in the syntagmatic context, makin (status)
is prioritized over amin (trustworthiness), implying that status is
more important than integrity. However, in the next verse, the
Qur’an completely refutes this view, asserting that true leadership
belongs to divine authority, not individuals.

e One may argue that Yusuf’s statement “hafiz ‘alim” is a further
elaboration of “makin amin.” In this view, the latter expressions have
hidden meanings clarified by the former. However, a closer analysis
reveals that the Qur’an quotes Yusuf’s statement as an independent
utterance to emphasize that mere possession of status and trust is
insufficient for assuming important responsibilities. Instead, one
must also have the qualities of preservation and knowledge.

« Therefore, the real criteria for responsibility are being a hafiz
(protector) and ‘alim (knowledgeable). A person who has reached
this level has undoubtedly also acquired status and trust (Tabataba'i,
2011, Vol. 11, p. 216).

« The precedence of hafiz before ‘alim suggests that preservation can
exist without knowledge and vice versa, but effective responsibility
practically requires first the ability to preserve and then the
knowledge to support it (Tabris1, 1993, Vol. 5, p. 223).

« The term ‘alim indicates elevation and mastery, achieved only when
a person is truly and fully characterized by the qualities of Zafiz and
‘alim.

e Yusuf’s use of the phrase “Indeed, I am a knowing guardian” (inni
hafiz ‘alim) affirms that the acceptance or granting of responsibility
must only occur when these qualities are fully realized in an
individual.

e The Qur’an’s use of hafiz and ‘alim in the intensive active participle
form (fa7l) indicates a present and actual state of being,
underscoring that leaders must possess these traits fully and
presently to guide responsibilities effectively.

4. Conclusion
The two traits, makin and amin, reflect the worldly criteria used by
rulers—primarily centered on material benefit and personal gain—
Yot
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when assigning responsibilities. In contrast, the traits kafiz and ‘alim
point toward the preservation of societal welfare and reflect divine
standards, where ‘ilm (knowledge) is often seen as divinely sourced.

The precedence of hafiz over ‘alim implies that while safeguarding
the public interest is a priority, it must be informed by knowledge.
This order reflects foresight and proper planning for the protection of
resources, while also dispelling any suggestion of heedlessness on
Yusuf’s part.

Ultimately, the Qur’an rejects the worldly ruler’s perspective—who
favored makin and amin—and instead, through Yusuf’s words,
presents hafiz and ‘alim as the true criteria for responsible leadership.
These should serve as guiding principles for all those who seek truth
and justice in their social conduct.
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