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Abstract

Philosophical hermeneutics has become one of the most important areas of discussion
in religious studies in recent decades. It demonstrates that understanding a text, especially a
religious one, is not a simple, linear, or once-and-for-all process, but rather one that takes
shape within the historical, linguistic, and cultural horizons of the interpreter. From this
perspective, the main issue is not merely “understanding” the text, but “how multiple
understandings emerge” from a single text. Religious texts, particularly the Holy Quran,
have throughout history been subject to diverse interpretations. This phenomenon raises a
fundamental question: Is this multiplicity a sign of the richness and high capacity of the
text, or evidence of deviation from its original meaning? The present article examines the
multiplicity of interpretations of religious texts from the viewpoint of contemporary Sunni
and Shia scholars of religion. It seeks to clarify the relationship between “the plurality of
readings” and “the possibility of arriving at a valid meaning.” The primary objective of the
research is to explain the intellectual, epistemological, and hermeneutical roots of the
multiplicity of interpretations of religious texts, especially the Holy Quran, and to compare
the views of contemporary Shia and Sunni scholars in this regard. The author aims to show
how the multiplicity of interpretations arises, what factors reinforce it, and how Muslim
thinkers evaluate this phenomenon. The study also seeks to determine whether this
multiplicity necessarily leads to relativism and the disintegration of meaning, or whether it
is possible to reconcile the diversity of interpretations with the preservation of the text’s
truth. The central issue of the article is why and how multiple understandings and readings
emerge in the process of interpreting religious texts, and what status this multiplicity holds
according to Muslim thinkers. Accordingly, the main question is formulated as follows:
What are the most important factors contributing to the multiplicity of interpretations, and
how should the relationship between this multiplicity and the possibility of accessing the
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authentic meaning of the text be understood? In essence, the research seeks to answer
whether a religious text possesses a single, fixed meaning, or whether, due to its linguistic,
historical, and interpretive structure, it inherently possesses the capacity to generate
multiple meanings. The research method is descriptive-analytical and based on the
collection of library data. The author first refers to the theoretical foundations of
philosophical hermeneutics in Western thought, then analyzes the views of some prominent
Western and Islamic thinkers regarding the interpretation of religious texts. In the first
section, the views of thinkers such as Gadamer, Ricoeur, Betti, and Ratzinger are examined
to clarify the relationship between understanding, interpretation (za 'wil), historical horizon,
and the truth of the text. In the second section, the opinions and positions of contemporary
Shia and Sunni scholars of religion concerning the possibility and limits of interpretive
multiplicity are investigated. Thus, the present study is not merely a report but an analytical
effort to compare viewpoints and extract their common and distinguishing foundations. The
findings of the research indicate that philosophical hermeneutics, by addressing the issue
of semantic horizons, the historicity of understanding, and the role of the interpreter’s
pre-understandings, has provided a significant theoretical framework for explaining the
multiplicity of interpretations. In Gadamer’s view, understanding a text is never complete,
and every text is open to readings within different horizons. Ricoeur also considers the text
open to multiple readings and emphasizes the creativity of interpretation in meaning
production, although he understands interpretation as a multi-stage and methodical process.
In contrast, Betti stresses the discovery of the author’s intention, while Ratzinger opposes
interpretive relativism and insists on the necessity of preserving the traditional and
authentic meaning of the text. Among Muslim scholars of religion, two general trends are
observable. A group of Shia and Sunni thinkers—such as Allamah Tabatabai, Muhammad
Hussein Fadlullah, Morteza Motahhari, Fazlur Rahman, Aisha bint al-Shati, Amin
al-Khuli, Mohammed Arkoun, and Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd—emphasize the multi-layered
and expansive semantic capacity of religious texts. According to them, linguistic, historical,
cultural, and methodological differences lead to the emergence of multiple interpretations
of a single text. In contrast, another group—including Muhammad Hussein al-Dhahabi,
Sayyid Qutb, Abul A’la Mawdudi, Muhammad Taqi Misbah Yazdi, and others—while
accepting the principle of the possibility of different interpretations, stress the need to
observe valid interpretive criteria and to preserve the authentic meaning of the text. They
warn against undisciplined or subjective interpretations. A key conclusion of the research is
that the multiplicity of interpretations should not necessarily be viewed as a threat to
religious truth. If a clear distinction is made between “methodical interpretation” and
“subjective impressions,” this multiplicity can be seen as a sign of the text’s richness and
an opportunity for deepening religious understanding. The study also shows that many
interpretive disagreements stem not from the text itself, but from differences in pre-
understandings, epistemological foundations, interpretive methods, and the historical
contexts of the interpreters. In the final conclusion, the present article regards the
multiplicity of interpretations of religious texts as a complex but understandable and
analyzable phenomenon. On the one hand, philosophical hermeneutics demonstrates that
textual understanding always occurs within plural horizons, and one cannot speak of a final
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and absolute reading. On the other hand, Islamic interpretive traditions also emphasize that
the diversity of understandings must remain within the framework of scientific, linguistic,
and rational criteria. Therefore, the multiplicity of interpretations is neither inherently a
sign of crisis nor necessarily evidence of the relativity of truth. Rather, it can serve as an
opportunity for dialogue, deepening understanding, and expanding the meaning of the
religious text—provided that the boundary between valid interpretation and undisciplined
ta 'wil (esoteric interpretation) is respected.

Keywords: Multiplicity of Interpretations, Hermeneutics, Shia and Sunni Thinkers,
Relativism, Holy Quran.
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