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Abstract

Optimism is an important psychological and ethical construct that influences how individuals respond to failure, wrongdoing, the future,
and the possibility of personal change. In positive psychology, optimism is generally understood in terms of positive expectations
regarding future outcomes, adaptive interpretations of negative events, and the maintenance of motivation and persistence in the pursuit
of goals. In the Qur’an and Hadiths, however, optimism is situated within a broader theological and moral framework and is closely
associated with good opinion of God, hope in divine mercy, avoidance of despair, moral responsibility, and the possibility of repentance
and self-reformation. The present study employs a descriptive-analytical method with a comparative approach to examine the concept of
optimism and its relationship with repentance from the perspectives of the Qur’an and Hadiths and to compare these perspectives with
positive psychology. The findings indicate that Islamic optimism is not merely an expectation of favorable outcomes, but a realistic and
responsible orientation in which individuals acknowledge their wrongdoing and its consequences while continuing to believe in the
possibility of moral change and return. Good opinion of God and hope in divine mercy can prevent despair and strengthen the motivation
to repent, abandon wrongdoing, compensate for past harm, and reform future behavior. Conversely, genuine repentance can reinforce
optimism by providing an experience of personal transformation, moral reconstruction, and renewed hope for the future. The comparative
analysis demonstrates that both Islamic teachings and positive psychology emphasize human changeability, the motivational function of
positive expectations, and the detrimental consequences of helplessness and despair. Nevertheless, Islamic optimism is broader in its
foundations, objectives, and ethical requirements, as it is grounded in divine mercy, accountability, moral reform, and spiritual salvation.
Accordingly, the relationship between optimism and repentance may be understood as reciprocal and mutually reinforcing: optimism
facilitates repentance, while successful repentance further strengthens hope and positive expectations about the future.
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Extended Abstract

Optimism is one of the important psychological and ethical capacities that influences how individuals perceive
themselves, others, the world, and the future, particularly when they encounter failure, guilt, uncertainty, and
the possibility of personal change. In positive psychology, optimism is not merely understood as superficial
positive thinking or the habitual expectation that everything will end favorably; rather, it is associated with
cognitive styles, expectations concerning future outcomes, persistence in goal pursuit, and adaptive responses
to adversity. Positive psychology, as an approach concerned with human strengths, virtues, positive emotions,
and well-being, gives optimism a central role because the individual’s interpretation of adverse events can
shape motivation, psychological adjustment, and continued effort (1). Seligman conceptualizes optimism in
terms of explanatory style, arguing that optimistic individuals tend to interpret negative events as relatively
temporary, specific, and changeable rather than permanent and pervasive indicators of personal inadequacy
(2). In the Islamic intellectual and ethical tradition, however, optimism operates within a broader theological
and moral framework. The Qur’an and Hadiths portray human beings as morally responsible agents who may
commit errors but are not permanently imprisoned by their past actions. Repentance, or tawbah, therefore
presupposes the possibility of return, transformation, and moral reconstruction. Lexically, tawbah is rooted in
the notion of returning or turning back (3), while in religious usage it refers to a deliberate return from
wrongdoing toward God, accompanied by remorse, abandonment of sin, and a sincere determination not to
persist in the wrongful act (4). The present study aims to comparatively examine optimism and its relationship
with repentance from the perspectives of the Qur’an and Hadiths and positive psychology, with particular
attention to the concepts of hope, good opinion of God, avoidance of despair, moral responsibility, and the
possibility of change. The study adopts a descriptive-analytical and comparative method and draws upon
Qur’anic interpretations, Hadith collections, Islamic ethical sources, and selected works in positive psychology
in order to identify both functional similarities and fundamental conceptual differences between the two
perspectives.

A conceptual examination of optimism, hope, good opinion, and repentance demonstrates that these notions
overlap without being completely synonymous. In Islamic thought, hope refers to the expectation of a desirable
future whose realization is considered possible, but genuine hope is distinguished from mere wishful thinking
by its connection with effort, action, and moral preparedness. Hope that is detached from corrective action can
become an illusion rather than an ethical virtue (5). Good opinion of God, or husn al-zann bi-Allah, is likewise
not identical with generalized optimism. It concerns the believer’s positive expectation of divine mercy,
wisdom, generosity, and acceptance while preserving awareness of personal responsibility. In Hadith literature,
good opinion of God is explicitly linked with hope in God and fear of one’s own wrongdoing (12). This
relationship is significant because it prevents optimism from degenerating into moral carelessness. The
believer is encouraged to trust divine mercy, yet this trust does not eliminate the need for remorse, reparation,
and behavioral change. In positive psychology, optimism is commonly approached either as a generalized
expectation that good outcomes are more likely than bad ones or as an explanatory pattern through which
individuals interpret success and failure. Optimistic people are more likely to perceive difficult goals as still
attainable and therefore continue striving toward them (17). In explanatory-style theory, pessimism is
characterized by interpreting negative events as stable, global, and closely tied to an enduring personal defect,
whereas optimism tends to frame such events as more temporary, limited, and open to change (11). This
distinction has important implications for repentance. A person who interprets a moral failure as proof that he
or she is permanently corrupt may experience guilt without constructive change, whereas a person who accepts
responsibility for a wrongful act while also believing in the possibility of moral reform is psychologically more
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prepared to repent. Thus, repentance requires a form of realistic optimism that acknowledges the seriousness
of wrongdoing without reducing the individual’s entire identity to the wrongdoing itself.

The Qur’anic and Hadith-based perspective develops this realistic optimism primarily through the rejection of
despair and the affirmation of divine mercy. Despair from God’s mercy is not treated simply as a negative
emotional state; rather, it is presented as a cognitive and spiritual condition that may distort the individual’s
understanding of God and weaken the motivation to return. Qur’anic teachings repeatedly emphasize that even
those who have transgressed against themselves must not despair of divine mercy, and exegetical discussions
emphasize that such verses are intended to prevent sinners from construing their past as an irreversible barrier
to forgiveness (19). At the same time, the Qur’anic promise of forgiveness is accompanied by commands to
return, reform, and perform righteous deeds, demonstrating that hope precedes and supports action rather than
replacing it. The theological basis of this optimism is especially important. In Islamic thought, the possibility
of repentance is grounded not merely in the individual’s psychological need for reassurance but in divine
attributes such as mercy, forgiveness, wisdom, and acceptance of repentance. Good opinion of God is therefore
an epistemic and relational attitude, not merely a mood-enhancing strategy. Hadiths emphasize that a believer
should expect goodness from God while remaining attentive to the consequences of sin (21). This balance
establishes a middle position between despair and false security. Excessive despair can produce passivity, self-
condemnation, and continued wrongdoing because the person sees no meaningful difference between
persistence and reform. Conversely, false optimism can lead to negligence when the individual assumes that
forgiveness is guaranteed regardless of behavior. Islamic ethical thought rejects both extremes, insisting that
true hope must be accompanied by moral effort (14). Accordingly, repentance becomes possible when the
individual sees change as both necessary and achievable.

The relationship between optimism and repentance is also reciprocal. In the first direction, optimism facilitates
repentance. Good opinion of God weakens the belief that forgiveness is impossible, and this reduction of
despair allows the individual to imagine a morally different future. Once change is perceived as possible,
remorse can be transformed from a paralyzing emotion into a motivational force. The individual can then move
toward abandoning sin, compensating for harm, restoring violated rights, and restructuring future behavior.
Islamic exegetical and ethical literature consistently associates repentance with correction and righteous action
rather than with verbal regret alone (20). Similarly, the concept of sincere repentance implies that the return
should be serious enough to alter subsequent conduct (7). In the second direction, repentance itself can
reinforce optimism. When a person experiences the possibility of genuine moral return, the past is no longer
interpreted as a fixed determinant of future identity. Repentance can therefore reconstruct the person’s
relationship with the self by distinguishing between having committed a wrong and being permanently defined
by that wrong. This distinction is closely related to the psychological benefits of optimistic explanatory
patterns. Individuals who avoid global and permanent interpretations of failure are more likely to maintain
effort and recover from adversity (10). Repentance may operate in a similar manner by transforming moral
failure from an irreversible identity judgment into an event that requires acknowledgment, responsibility, and
correction. Islamic optimism also extends beyond the individual’s relationship with the self. It includes
optimism toward God, toward the meaningful order of the world, and toward others (8). This multidimensional
structure is especially important after repentance because lasting reform may depend not only on inner hope
but also on social reintegration, restoration of trust, and the possibility of rebuilding relationships.

The comparative analysis reveals both substantial convergences and important differences between the Islamic
perspective and positive psychology. One major convergence concerns the rejection of helplessness. Positive
psychology emphasizes that explanatory patterns influence whether individuals persist or withdraw after
setbacks, and learned optimism is intended to challenge cognitive interpretations that render failure permanent
and universal (11). Qur’anic teachings similarly challenge the conclusion that moral failure permanently closes
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the possibility of change. Both perspectives therefore affirm human changeability and recognize that
interpretations of failure can either sustain or destroy motivation. A second convergence concerns the role of
optimism in goal-directed behavior. When future success is perceived as possible, individuals are more likely
to persist in effort, whereas pessimistic expectations encourage disengagement (16). Repentance is also goal-
directed, since it involves moral reconstruction, restoration, and the pursuit of a different pattern of life.
Nevertheless, the two frameworks differ significantly in their foundations and purposes. Positive psychology
primarily explains optimism through psychological processes such as expectation, attribution, motivation, and
well-being (1), whereas Islamic optimism is grounded in theological beliefs about divine mercy, wisdom,
forgiveness, and the meaningfulness of existence (14). Their ultimate objectives also differ. Positive
psychology generally emphasizes psychological flourishing, life satisfaction, resilience, and adaptive
functioning, while the Islamic framework situates optimism within moral purification, nearness to God,
salvation, and the fulfillment of ethical obligations. Moreover, Islamic optimism imposes a stronger normative
condition on hope. The mere expectation of a positive outcome is not necessarily virtuous; the desired outcome
and the means used to pursue it must themselves be morally legitimate (22). This point becomes especially
clear in repentance, where optimism cannot be separated from accountability. A person may avoid pathological
self-condemnation, but cannot evade responsibility by attributing moral wrongdoing entirely to external
circumstances. The Islamic model can therefore be described as a form of responsible optimism: it preserves
hope without denying guilt, emphasizes forgiveness without trivializing sin, and affirms change without
removing the obligation to repair past harm.

In conclusion, the comparative analysis indicates that optimism and repentance are connected through a
dynamic and mutually reinforcing process. Optimism creates the cognitive and emotional conditions necessary
for repentance by preventing despair, maintaining belief in the possibility of moral change, and enabling the
individual to imagine a future not fully determined by past wrongdoing. Repentance, in turn, can strengthen
optimism because successful moral return demonstrates that identity is not permanently fixed by failure and
that meaningful reconstruction remains possible. The resulting pattern is cyclical rather than linear: good
opinion of God supports hope, hope encourages repentance, repentance produces behavioral and moral reform,
and the experience of reform reinforces future-oriented optimism. At the same time, the Islamic understanding
differs from a purely psychological model because optimism is grounded in theological beliefs, embedded in
moral responsibility, and directed toward spiritual as well as psychological transformation. The most
significant contribution of this comparison is therefore the identification of a model of responsible and realistic
optimism in which neither wrongdoing nor divine mercy is denied. Such optimism avoids both despair and
complacency: it does not minimize the seriousness of moral failure, but it also refuses to regard failure as the
final definition of the person. Within this framework, repentance can be understood as a reconstructive process
that integrates acknowledgment of the past, responsibility in the present, and hope for the future, while
optimism functions simultaneously as one of the principal conditions for initiating repentance and one of the
important outcomes of its successful realization.
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