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Introduction

In the history of Quranic interpretation, various exegetical currents have emerged, each
attempting to offer a reading of the revealed text based on its own epistemological premises.
Among these, the literary approach to Quranic exegesis has a long-standing and significant
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tradition within Muslim scholarship. In the contemporary era, however, influenced by biblical
studies, modern hermeneutical developments, and Western literary criticism, this approach has
undergone a conceptual and methodological transformation, giving rise to a new trend known as
the Contemporary Literary School of Quranic Interpretation.

Key figures such as Amin al-Khouli and Taha Hussein played a decisive role in the formation of
this school. By emphasizing the literary nature of the Quran and the necessity of analyzing it
within the framework of literary texts, they laid the groundwork for a discourse later expanded
by their students and other Quranic scholars. Although this new approach is rooted in classical
Arabic linguistics and rhetoric, it differs fundamentally from traditional literary exegesis in terms
of hermeneutical foundations, the nature of the text, and its relationship with historical reality.
These differences have gradually transformed it into an independent school with its own
principles and followers.

One of the most important arenas where this school has manifested itself is the analysis of
Quranic narratives. Proponents argue that Quranic stories, beyond their instructive function,
utilize artistic elements and narrative structures. Consequently, some have tended to view these
stories as allegorical, mythical, or non-historical, considering them effective tools for
transmitting profound theological concepts. This tendency, however, has led to radical readings
that undermine the factual and historical credibility of the Quran. The present study critically
examines the epistemological and methodological consequences of this interpretive approach.

Materials & Methods

This research employs a descriptive-analytical method based on library sources. The primary
data consists of the works and views of major theorists of the Contemporary Literary School,
including Muhammad Ahmad Khalafallah, Amin al-Khouli, Taha Hussein, and later figures
influenced by them, such as Abdolkarim Soroush and Ali Shariati. Classical and contemporary
Muslim commentators (e.g., Allameh Tabatabai, Morteza Motahhari, Abdollah Javadi Amoli,
Mohammad Hadi Ma'refat) are also used as comparative and critical references.

The analytical framework is organized around the consequences of the literary school’s views on
Quranic narratives. The study identifies and categorizes these consequences into five main areas:

1. Symbolism and allegorism — treating Quranic stories as purely symbolic or allegorical.

2. Denial of the authority of the apparent meaning (Hujjiyat al-Zawahir) — undermining the
literal, apparent sense of verses.

3. Reduction of historical credibility — questioning the factual occurrence of events and
persons in the Quran.

4. Denial of prophetic miracles — reinterpreting miracles as metaphors or natural
phenomena.
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5. Excessive hermeneutical interpretation (Ta'wil) — imposing subjective, non-literal
meanings without disciplined criteria.

Each consequence is analyzed, critiqued, and compared with the views of mainstream Muslim
scholars who affirm the historical reality of Quranic narratives while recognizing their literary
and educational dimensions.
Discussion & Results

The study demonstrates that the Contemporary Literary School, despite its valuable contributions
to highlighting the rhetorical and aesthetic dimensions of the Quran, has produced several serious
epistemological and methodological problems in its more extreme readings.

1. Symbolism and Allegorism

The school tends to view Quranic language as symbolic in an ontological sense: the stories lack
any historical referent and function purely as literary devices for moral or spiritual effect.
Khalafallah explicitly distinguishes between two types of allegory: one that follows a real
concept and one that is entirely imaginary. He considers stories such as the Companions of the
Cave (Ashab al-Kahf), the dispute of David, and the resuscitation of the dead (Q. 2:259) as
essentially allegorical and ahistorical.

In contrast, mainstream scholars such as Allameh Tabatabai and Javadi Amoli advocate
epistemological symbolism: symbols and allegories are real and point to deeper truths without
negating the historical event itself. The story of Abraham and the birds (Q. 2:260), for example,
is both historically real and symbolically rich.

2. Denial of the Authority of Apparent Meanings (Hujjiyat al-Zawahir)

By treating many verses, especially narrative ones, as metaphorical or allegorical, the literary
school effectively undermines the authority of the apparent meaning of the Quran. This leads to a
situation where any literal reading is considered naive, and interpretation becomes unmoored
from linguistic and textual constraints. Classical hermeneutical rules — such as subordinating
ambiguous verses to clear ones, considering context, and using authentic hadith — are set aside.
This has direct implications for Islamic law, theology, and ethics, which rely on the apparent
meanings of verses.

3. Reduction of Historical Credibility

Khalafallah and Taha Hussein argue that the Quran does not aim to transmit history; rather, it
uses stories for artistic and persuasive purposes. Taha Hussein explicitly describes certain stories
(e.g., Ishmael learning Arabic from the Jurhum tribe) as myths invented to ease tensions between
Arab polytheists and Jewish tribes. Khalafallah uses the verse describing the sun setting in a
muddy spring (Q. 18:86) as evidence that the Quran cannot be interpreted as literal history.
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The response from mainstream scholars is that the Quran is both literary and historical. The sun
setting in a muddy spring is a description of what Dhul-Qarnayn saw — a valid eyewitness
perspective, not a cosmological claim. The Quran’s primary purpose is guidance, but it achieves
this through real events that carry lessons and moral examples.

4. Denial of Prophetic Miracles

A necessary consequence of extreme allegorism is the denial or metaphorical reinterpretation of
miracles. Sir Syed Ahmad Khan, influenced by similar rationalist tendencies, rejected miracles
that violate natural laws, interpreting the splitting of the sea as tides and Moses’ staff as
underground springs. While Rashid Rida maintained belief in miracles, he allowed allegorical
interpretation in some cases. Abdolkarim Soroush’s “dream theory” of revelation reduces all
prophetic experiences, including miracles, to subjective visionary states.

Critics argue that this contradicts clear Quranic statements and the universal understanding of the
Muslim community. Javadi Amoli offers a more sophisticated defense: miracles operate through
hidden causes (al- ‘ilal al-khafiyyah) — deeper laws of nature not ordinarily accessible to humans.
Thus, miracles do not violate causality but manifest a higher order of causality.

5. Excessive Hermeneutical Interpretation (Ta'wil)

Figures like Ali Shariati and Abdolkarim Soroush go beyond literary analysis to a form of
philosophical and mystical hermeneutics. Shariati interprets the story of Abel and Cain as an
eternal struggle between good and evil, and the tree of knowledge as a symbol of consciousness,
ignoring the Quranic details about clothing and shame. Soroush claims that revelation occurred
in dreams, and therefore all Quranic narratives are dream-like and require esoteric interpretation.

The study critiques this as subjective eisegesis (interpretation based on personal or ideological
preferences) rather than disciplined exegesis. If every story is merely a dream or symbol, the
Quran’s clear claim to be a guidance for humanity (Q. 2:185) and its challenge to produce a
similar text become meaningless.

Conclusion

The Contemporary Literary School of Quranic interpretation has rightly emphasized the literary,
rhetorical, and artistic dimensions of the Quran. However, in its more radical readings —
particularly regarding Quranic narratives — it has produced serious negative consequences:

1. Allegorism has been extended to the point where many stories are considered purely
fictional or mythical.

2. The authority of apparent meanings is rejected, undermining legal and theological
inference.

3. Historical credibility of the Quran is reduced, treating it as a collection of literary tropes
rather than a record of real events.
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4. Prophetic miracles are denied or explained away in naturalistic or subjective terms.

5. Excessive hermeneutical interpretation leads to uncontrolled subjective readings (tafsir bi
al-ra’y).

These consequences conflict directly with the Quran’s stated purpose: guidance, moral
instruction, and education through true and meaningful narratives. The study concludes that the
Quran employs epistemological symbolism — symbols that point to real events and deeper truths
— not ontological symbolism that negates reality altogether. A balanced approach, as exemplified
by scholars like Tabatabai, Javadi Amoli, and Ma'refat, preserves both the historical facticity and
the literary richness of Quranic stories. Any interpretation that sacrifices historical facticity for
literary effect ultimately weakens the Quran’s authority and its power to guide.

Keywords

Quranic Narratives, Contemporary Literary School, Allegorism, Symbolism, Historical
Verisimilitude, Authority of Apparent Meanings (Hujjiyat al-Zawahir), Prophetic Miracles,
Ta'wil (Hermeneutical Interpretation).
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