
128

ISLAM AND CIVILISATIONAL RENEWAL

Halal Diets

Marco Tieman*

Introduction

Throughout the world, major shifts in dietary patterns are occurring, from 
carbohydrate-rich staples (cereals, roots, tubers) to vegetable oils, animal 
products (meat and dairy foods) to sugar. There is also an intake of increased 
energy supply from cheaper, processed food products.1 These new diets are a 
leading cause of cardiovascular disease,2 hypertension and stroke,3 obesity and 
type 2 diabetes,4 food allergies5  and some cancers.6 In order to prevent these 
diseases, research shows that vegetables and fruit should be the basis of our 
diets.7 However, our current food systems are providing us with high levels of 
salt, sugar and fat.8 Moreover, intensive meat and fish farming methods are using 
antibiotics in animal feed, both to prevent diseases in industrially raised animals 
and make those animals grow faster (therefore increasing feed efficiency). A side 
effect of this process is that these antibiotics also enter the human food chain. 
Various studies show that antibiotics significantly increase weight and body fat 
levels. The result of our current diets has been an increase in obesity, diabetes 
and associated diseases, reaching epidemic proportions in regions like Asia and 
the Middle East.9 

Although the holy Quran prescribes equal importance to halal (lawful) and 
tayyib (wholesome: good and pure), the halal certification system today requires 
tayyib in the context of hygiene and food safety only, and not in the broader sense 
of wholesome (i.e. healthy, nutritious, sustainable, organic, etc.). As a result, the 
halal logo today cannot be blindly followed as an indicator of a healthy lifestyle 
choice for the consumer. 

The halal certification of nutritionally deficient products is therefore 
misleading, as the holy Quran teaches us: ‘Eat of what is on earth, lawful and 
good’ (2:168). This situation allows manipulative marketing of halal products 
and sabotages effective government interventions, such as the introduction of 
sugar drink taxes or the banning of junk food advertising in Muslim countries. 
Healthy food options must become the easy choice for the consumer, which 
should be supported by the halal certification system.

The objective of this viewpoint paper is to understand the halal dietary laws 
and dietary recommendations from the holy Quran and Hadith and propose a halal 
certification system that better facilitates a healthy lifestyle choice for the consumer.

MARCO TIEMAN



129

ICR 7.1  Produced and distributed by IAIS Malaysia 

Dietary Guidelines from the Holy Quran and Hadith

Allah encourages humans to conduct research into their food: “Then let men 
look at his food, (and how We provide it)” (80:24). Also, the Prophet (PBUH) 
frequently emphasised the importance of medicinal plants and various other 
foods.10 According to the holy Quran, an important basis of our diet is water, 
corn, olives, date-palms, grapes and every kind of fruit (6:99; 16:10-11; 23:19; 
80:24-32). Certainly, olives, date-palms and grapes have proven medicinal 
properties.11 

The holy Quran also mentions the use of vegetable oil for food (23:20). The 
Prophet (PBUH) has said: ‘Use the olive oil in your meals and also use it for 
massage. For this oil is obtained from a tree full of blessings’.12 Current research 
shows that the use of (extra virgin) olive oil in our daily diet, also associated with 
the Mediterranean diet, has clear health benefits.13

Turning to Ramadan, this is a twenty-nine to thirty day fast in which food, 
fluids, medications, drugs and smoking are prohibited during the daylight 
hours, which can extend between thirteen and eighteen hours, depending on 
the geographical location and season. Scientific evidence shows the benefits of 
fasting for healthy aging.14 

The holy Quran is clear on another point: “Eat and drink: but waste not by 
excess, for God loves not the wasters” (7:31). Therefore, reducing food waste 
is an important obligation to better feed the world. The current food supply 
chain, however, is characterised by high levels of waste in postharvest handling, 
storage, processing and packaging, distribution and consumption. Causes for 
high waste levels include poor storage facilities, poor logistics infrastructure 
and transportation, inadequate market facilities, poor packaging, high aesthetic 
standards for fruits and vegetables, poor temperature management, poor planning, 
short and confusing ‘best-before-dates’ (versus use-by-dates), and finally food 
leftover by the consumer.15

 
Conclusion and Recommendation

Despite more sophisticated medical technology and improved hygiene standards, 
we are going through an unprecedented epidemic of obesity and chronic diet-
related diseases, with no end in sight. 

A healthy diet is based on a greater variety of unprocessed foods, particularly 
vegetables, fruits, olive oil, nuts, prebiotics, fibre and polyphenols. Bright coloured 
vegetables and fruits contain high levels of polyphenols. Selecting healthy foods 
on the basis of colour – counting ‘colouries’ rather than ‘calories’ – therefore 
makes sense. Also, the consumption of herbs can provide important medicinal 
benefits, with these plants having both disease preventing and curing attributes. 
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Research shows that eating less meat is another important building block for a 
healthy diet, and one which will automatically reduce the intake of antibiotics 
from the industrial-scale antibiotic-dependent fish and meat industries.

Current halal logos are intended to provide insight solely into the compliance 
a product has with Shariah: is the food and its components lawful? Current halal 
logos do not integrate dietary requirements: is the food wholesome for you to eat? 
As noted, it can therefore be argued that the halal certification of nutritionally 
deficient products is misleading the consumer. Problems with our current food 
system make it clear that the Maqasid al-Shariah – in particular the protection 
of life and lineage – are not being sufficiently safeguarded by the current halal 
certification system. Therefore, a so-called traffic light system is proposed to 
integrate nutrient profiling into the halal logo.16

Under a traffic light system, the halal logo would have different colours: red, 
orange, or green. The colour would indicate if a product is a key building block of 
a healthy diet (green); a product with low levels of salt, sugar and/or fat (orange); 
or a product with high levels of salt, sugar, and/or fat (red). According to extensive 
research, the key building blocks of a healthy diet, or those things worthy of a 
‘green’ certification, would include such products as plain oats, vegetables, fruits, 
beans, seeds, fish, white meats, healthy oils, water, tea, coffee, plant-based milk 
and yoghurts, sugar replacers, and very dark chocolates (beyond 70% cocoa).17 

Foods with high levels of salt, sugar and fat, on the other hand, would earn ‘red’ 
certification, as these ingredients have been related to many of today’s most 
serious diseases.18 

Integrating nutrient profiling into the halal logo has a number of advantages. 
First of all, it makes it easier for the consumer to choose healthy food while 
shopping. Hence, the logo system could become an effective instrument in 
fighting the epidemic in obesity, diabetes and associated diseases. Secondly, 
government interventions, such as the introduction of sugar drink taxes or the 
banning of junk food advertising, can be more effectively implemented in Muslim 
countries which have a clear identification of nutritionally deficient products. 
Third, integrating nutrient profiling into the halal logo would motivate the food 
industry to innovate and offer healthier products.

Next to the clear advantages, however, there are also some disadvantages to 
integrating nutrient profiling into the halal logo. First, next to the possible costs 
of changing packaging, the fast food industry (which has a strong lobby) does 
not like their products being publicly branded as unhealthy, especially in the fast-
growing Muslim market. Much opposition from the fast food industry can thus 
be expected. A second disadvantage is that when a country introduces this new 
measure, it could be regarded as a non-tariff trade barrier by exporting countries, 
possibly affecting trade negotiations. 
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Despite such disadvantages, however, the principles from the holy Quran and 
the Hadith, as well current medical dietary knowledge, suggest that incorporating 
nutrient profiling into the halal logo will eventually bring about health benefits 
and reduce healthcare costs. It will result in a more sustainable food system 
founded upon the actual sense of halal and tayyib.
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