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Abstract

This article offers a critical assessment of Paul Ricceur’s hermeneutic theory through a
comparative lens informed by the interpretive views of Ayatollah Khamenei. Employing
an analytical-comparative methodology grounded in library research, the study explores
the divergent foundations of these two interpretive frameworks. Ricceur, a prominent
French hermeneutic thinker, anchors his theory in the interrelated concepts of language,
reflection, understanding, and selfhood. He conceives of interpretation as a tripartite
process - explanation, understanding, and appropriation. In the second phase,
“understanding,” Ricceur emphasizes the autonomy of the text from the authot’s intent,
its detachment from historical context, the rejection of intentionalism, semantic
multiplicity, the precedence of the readet’s interpretation over the authot's, and the
notion of an “implied author.” In contrast, Ayatollah Khamenei’s interpretive model
regards the Quran as a revealed and objective text, grounded in divine authorship. Within
this framework, both the text and its Author (God) are central, while the interpreter
functions as a third element who, through engagement with the text, seeks to discern the
divine intent. Given its relativistic and pluralistic orientation—elements at odds with the
Quran’s teleological and guidance-centered character—Ricceur’s hermeneutics is viewed
as incompatible with the principles of Quranic interpretation.

Keywords: Hermeneutics, understanding, interpretation, Ayatollah Khamenei, Paul
Ricceur.
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Extended Absrtact Introduction
1. Introduction
Paul Riceeur (died in 2005), a prominent French philosopher, was one of the leading
figures in philosophical hermeneutics. He sought to develop a comprehensive theory of
interpretation and understanding by synthesizing diverse approaches. His primary
concern was to bridge the nature and reality of understanding with its operational
methods. Accordingly, Ricceur’s intellectual system encompasses a wide range of
hermeneutical thought, from the interpretation of sacred texts to the objectivist
hermeneutics of Hirsch and Betti.
Ricceur  conceptualizes interpretation as a three-stage process: explanation,
understanding, and appropriation - a model known as the “hermenecutic arc.” This arc
provides a phenomenological framework for explaining the process of successful
understanding, aiming to describe how interpretation actually occurs.
This study aims to comparatively examine Ricceur’s hermeneutic theory and Ayatollah
Seyed Ali Khamenei’s interpretive views. Within the Shia exegetical tradition, Ayatollah
Khamenei - recognized as a qualified jurist and a profound interpreter - has offered novel
foundations for understanding religious texts. This research, employing an analytical-
comparative approach, investigates the similarities and differences between these two
intellectual frameworks in their engagement with the concept of textual understanding.
The significance of this comparison lies in its potential to open new horizons in
interdisciplinaty studies and the interpretation of sacred texts. On the one hand, it
enriches theoretical philosophical hermeneutics; on the other, it offers a renewed
understanding of the foundations of religious exegesis in response to the epistemological
challenges of the modern world.
2. Methodology
This study employs an analytical-comparative method to critically evaluate Ricceur’s
theory of textual understanding in light of Ayatollah Khamenei’s interpretive principles.
Data was collected through electronic note-taking based on library resources.
3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Foundations of Ricceur’s Theory of Textual Understanding
Ricceur, through a synthesis of phenomenology, structuralism, and hermenecutics,
presents a coherent theoretical framework for understanding texts. His main concepts
include:
a. Autonomy of the Text from the Author
Drawing on Roland Barthes’ “death of the author,” Ricceur holds that once a text is
created, it becomes independent of the author’s intentions. Meaning is not located in the
author’s mind but is produced through the text itself and its interaction with the reader.
This allows for multiple, even contradictory, interpretations of the same text.
b. The Dialectic of Explanation and Interpretation
Ricceur asserts that understanding a text involves two complementary processes:
Explanation: The objective and structural analysis of the text using semiotics and
scientific methods.
Understanding: The subjective and existential grasp of the text, shaped by the
interpretet’s preconceptions and intellectual horizon.
The final understanding emerges from the dialectical interplay of these two levels.
c. The Active Role of the Reader in Meaning-Making
Unlike classical hermeneutics, which considered meaning to be fixed within the text,
Ricceur—under the influence of Hans-Georg Gadamer - emphasizes the readet’s active



role in constructing meaning. Every reader, shaped by their own experiences and pre-
knowledge, derives a unique interpretation from the text.

d. The Text as Written Discourse

Ricceur distinguishes between spoken and written discourse, arguing that the written text,
by virtue of its detachment from its original context, allows for broader interpretive
possibilities.

3.2 Ayatollah Khamenei’s Interpretive Foundations for Understanding the Text
As a scholar well-versed in both traditional Islamic sciences and contemporary
intellectual developments, Ayatollah Khamenei offers a distinctive approach to
interpreting religious texts, especially the Quran. His key interpretive principles include:
a. The Authoritativeness of Quranic Apparent Meanings

Contrary to trends of excessive esotericism, Ayatollah Khamenei upholds the evidentiary
value of the Quran’s apparent meanings. Interpretation must adhere to Arabic linguistic
rules and sound rational principles, thereby preventing arbitrary or deviant exegesis.

b. Reliance on the Prophetic Household’s Tradition in Exegesis

He considers the narrations of the Prophet’s household (Ahl-ul-Bayt), as the true
interpreters of the Quran, to be essential for a correct understanding of its verses. This
guards against excessive relativism in interpretation.

c. Dynamic Ijtihad within Principled Boundaries

While affirming the need for dynamic ijtihad (juristic reasoning) and the Quran’s capacity
to address contemporary issues, Ayatollah Khamenei emphasizes strict adherence to
interpretive principles. His approach secks to strike a balance between tradition and
innovation.

3.3 Critique of Ricceur’s Theory from Ayatollah Khamenei’s Perspective

By comparing the two frameworks, several points of divergence and critique emerge:

a. Critique of Textual Autonomy

Ricceur’s idea of the text’s independence from its author is incompatible with the Islamic
view of the Quran as the literal word of God. Understanding the Quran requires
attentiveness to divine intent and the context of revelation, which cannot be separated
from its meaning,.

b. Critique of the Reader’s Absolute Role in Meaning-Making

While Ricceur places the reader at the center of meaning construction, Ayatollah
Khamenei insists that Quranic interpretation must occur within strict parameters—such
as Arabic grammar, the context of revelation, and transmitted traditions—to prevent
subjective readings.

c. Critique of Unlimited Polysemy

Although Ricceur views the text as inherently polysemic, the Islamic tradition—while
recognizing multiple levels of meaning—Ilimits them within the bounds of reason,
revelation, and scholarly consensus.

d. Critique of Relativism in Understanding

Ricceur’s hermeneutics leans toward epistemological relativism. In contrast, Ayatollah
Khamenei affirms that many Quranic truths are definitive and cannot be subjected to
purely personal or interpretive discretion.

4. Conclusion

This comparative analysis reveals that while Ricceur’s theory is effective for interpreting
literary and philosophical texts, it requires substantial revision to be applicable to religious
texts. Ayatollah Khamenei’s interpretive framework emphasizes the need for
methodological rigor and safeguards against the excesses of modern hermeneutics. A
synthesis of hermeneutical approaches with the principles of Islamic exegesis may lead



to a more balanced model of textual understanding. Ultimately, Ayatollah Khamenei’s
approach - grounded in Islamic principles yet responsive to contemporary analytical
methods - offers a robust framework for engaging religious texts in the modern world.
Keywords: Hermeneutics, understanding, interpretation, Ayatollah Khamenei, Paul
Ricceur
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