Vol: 9, No: 4, Winter 2025 Quarterly Journal of Quranic studies and Islamic culture
VEr0 Sl ol osled qeas Jl Ol Kn s 15 Sldllas als aoldas

(GO

DOI: https://doi.org/10.22034/isqs.2026.54215.2479
Print ISSN: X2588-414

Online ISSN: X2783-5081

Pages:1-25

Received:
Accepted:

N\
Original Research \

Thematic Rise and Decline of Contemporary Qur’anic Interpretation:

A Historical-Analytical Study ofilnterpretive Paradigms

Professor Of Department of Quranic and Hadith
Mohsen Gasempour Ly Sciences, Allameh Tabatabai University, Tehran,
Iran
Parvin Shenasvand ° assistant professor of Azad University, Karaj, Iran
N\
N\

Introduction

The Qur’an, as'the ﬁna}divine revelation and an enduring guide for humanity, claims to be a
comprehensive exposition (*tibyan li-kulli shay’*), capable of addressing human intellectual,
moral, and practical concerns across all times and places. This universal claim necessitates a
dynamic and continugus engagement with the Qur’anic text rather than a static or historically
confined understanding. Consequently, Muslim scholars throughout history have grappled with
the question of how Qur’anic meanings can remain relevant amid changing intellectual, social,
and scientific circumstances.

Within this broader discourse, *contemporary interpretation* has emerged as a key concept in
modern Qur’anic studies. It refers to an approach that emphasizes interpreting the Qur’an in light
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of the prevailing conditions, questions, and challenges of each era. While proponents view this
approach as a means to actualize the Qur’an’s universal guidance, critics warn against relativism,
excessive subjectivity, and the imposition of external frameworks onto the sacred text.

This article seeks to move beyond this polarized debate by examining contemporary
interpretation from the perspective of the *history of interpretive paradigms*. The central
argument is that every major exegetical school has, implicitly or explicitly, engaged in an era-
based reading of the Qur’an shaped by its own historical context. By tracing the emergence,
dominance, and decline of these paradigms, the study aims to clarify the conceptualfoundations,
legitimacy, and limits of contemporary interpretation.
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The study adopts a **historical-analytical methodology**, combining,descriptivetand critical
analysis of key interpretive paradigms across different periods of Islamic, intellectual history.
Primary sources include classical and modeém tafsir works, theological writings, and
methodological reflections on Qur’anic interpretation. Secondary sources consist of
contemporary scholarly studies on tafsir methodology, intellectual history, and hermeneutics.

Materials & Methods

The research focuses on selected case studies representing influential paradigms, including
rationalist, literalist, philosophical-mystical, social-reformist, literary-historical, and scientific
approaches. These paradigms are analyzed in relation to their historical contexts, theological
debates, epistemological assumptions, and social needs.<The aim is not to evaluate individual
interpretations in detail, but rather to“identify the broader patterns and factors that contributed to
the rise and transformation of contemporary-oriented interpretations.
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The analysisyreveals that .contemporary interpretation has manifested in different forms
throughout Islamic history, each responding to specific intellectual and social challenges. In the
early centuriesp,Mu‘taZilite rationalism emphasized allegorical interpretation (*ta’wil*) to
address theological ‘debates concerning divine justice, free will, and the role of reason. This
rationalist paradigm emerged as a response to pressing doctrinal questions of its time but later
declined due to theological and political shifts.

Discussion & Results

In contrast, Hanbali literalism and later Salafi approaches arose as reactions against excessive
rationalism, emphasizing adherence to the apparent meaning of the text and early tradition. This
paradigm gained prominence in periods marked by concerns over doctrinal purity and religious
innovation.

The flourishing of Islamic philosophy and mysticism introduced philosophical-mystical
interpretations that sought to harmonize Qur’anic meanings with metaphysical systems and
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spiritual experience. These approaches reflected the intellectual environment of their era and
contributed to deeper symbolic and esoteric readings of the text.

In the modern period, socio-political decline, colonial encounters, and intellectual confrontation
with Western modernity gave rise to reformist and social interpretations of the Qur’an. These
approaches emphasized the Qur’an’s role in social justice, political reform, and moral revival.
Parallel to this, literary-historical methods emerged under the influence of modern linguistics and
literary criticism, while scientific interpretation sought to correlate Qur’anic verses with
contemporary scientific discoveries.

Across these diverse paradigms, the study identifies several ‘recurring factors shaping
contemporary interpretation: theological controversies, socio-political transformati§1s, advances
in human knowledge, the emergence of new doubts and critiques, and c?hnging audience
expectations. Importantly, the findings indicate that no interpretation“has ever been entirely
detached from its historical context.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that contemporary Qur’anie,interpretation is neither a purely modern
phenomenon nor a deviation from classical tafsir tradition. Rather, it represents a persistent and
dynamic pattern in the history ofiQur’anic exegesis, rooted in the interaction between revelation
and the lived realities of Muslim societies. Interpretive paradigms have continuously evolved in
response to changing intellectual, theolegical, and social conditions, experiencing periods of
ascendancy and decline.

Contemporary interpretation, when‘understood as a disciplined ijtihad-based effort rather than an
imposition of external assumptions, does not undermine the Qur’an’s sacredness or
transhistorieal validity. On the\ontrary, it actualizes the Qur’an’s guiding mission for all
generations by enablingwmeaningful engagement with its message in diverse contexts. A
historically informed understanding of tafsir thus requires recognizing interpretations as
contextual yet Iegitima§ responses to the enduring divine text—responses that collectively
testify to the Qur’an’syvitality and universality across time.

Keywords

Contemporary Interpretation, Interpretive Paradigms, Historical Contextualism, Interpretive
Ijtihad, Comprehensiveness and Eternity of the Quran
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