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Abstract

This study reconstructs and critically evaluates the
evolution of Abdolkarim Soroush's theory of revelation
using a descriptive-analytical method. Its central
problem is the internal coherence of his three main
formulations of revelation and their interpretive
consequences for understanding the Qur’an. The study
identifies a shared epistemic foundation: the
presupposition-laden nature of understanding, the
historicity of religious knowledge, and the mediating
role of the human subject. In the first formulation,
human agency is confined to understanding religion; in
the second, it extends to formulating the revealed text;
in the third, the discussion shifts to the text's linguistic
and symbolic character, treating parts of the Qur’an as
dream narratives. The study argues that this trajectory,
while offering a coherent account of revelation's
historical and human dimensions, leaves unresolved
difficulties concerning textual authority, the distinction
between dream and waking language, inimitability, and
the historical reliability of Quranic narratives. It
concludes that Soroush's later existential engagement
with the Qur’an attempts to moderate earlier radical
implications rather than definitively resolve these
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Extended Abstract

This study examines the evolution of Abdolkarim Soroush's theory of revelation and
its interpretive consequences for understanding the Qur'an. The central question is
twofold: what epistemic and hermeneutical foundations underlie the development of
Soroush's thought on revelation, and what implications does this development carry for
Quranic interpretation? The study employs a descriptive-analytical method with a
critical orientation, focusing on the internal coherence of Soroush's positions rather
than evaluating them from an external theological standpoint. While the author
approaches the subject from within a broadly Islamic theological framework, the
analysis is conducted with methodological neutrality, assessing the arguments on their
own terms and examining their internal consistency and consequences.

The study identifies three interconnected stages in Soroush's thinking about
revelation. The first is the theory of the Contraction and Expansion of Religious
Knowledge, articulated in his work Qabd va Bast-e Te’orik-e Shari‘at. Here, Soroush
distinguishes between religion as a divine and unchanging reality and religious
knowledge as a human and historically conditioned understanding of that reality. The
theory emphasizes that all understanding of religion is shaped by presuppositions, that
religious knowledge is subject to historical change, and that the human subject plays an
active role in the interpretive process. At this stage, however, the question of the
nature of revelation itself is not the central concern; the focus remains on how religion
is understood rather than on how revelation is constituted.

The second stage is the theory of the Expansion of Prophetic Experience, developed
in Bast-e Tajrubab-ye Nabawi. Here, Soroush shifts his attention from the
understanding of religion to the revelatory experience of the Prophet itself. He argues
that revelation must be understood as a transcendent experience that occurs within the
existential horizon of the Prophet, and that the formulation of this experience is
inevitably shaped by the Prophet's personality, language, culture, and historical
situation. The study shows that this theory may be seen as an extension of the earlier
theory rather than a rupture with it: the same principles of presupposition-laden
understanding, historicity, and human agency are now applied to the constitution of
the revealed text itself. The implication is that the Qur’an, while divine in its content

and origin, is human in its formulation and expression.
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The third stage is the theory of Prophetic Dreams, presented in a series of writings
including “Muhammad, Ravi-ye Raya-ha-ye Rastlaneh” and “Zihi Maratib-e Khabi
keh beh az Bidari Ast”. Here, Soroush radicalizes his position by arguing that parts of
the Qur'an should be understood as the narration of the Prophet's dreams. The
language of the Qur’an, in this view, is not uniformly the language of waking
consciousness; it is, at least in some sections, the language of dream and symbol,
requiring not conventional interpretation (Tafsir) or allegorical interpretation (Ta'wil)
but rather the interpretation of dreams (Ta‘bir). The study identifies this as the most
consequential development in Soroush's thought, as it shifts the methodological
orientation from the interpretation of a text to the decoding of a dream narrative.

The study then evaluates the interpretive implications of each stage. The first theory
implies that religious understanding is inherently plural and subject to change, but it
preserves the divine origin and authority of the text itself. The second theory extends
human agency to the formulation of the text, raising questions about the relationship
between the divine content and the human form of revelation. The third theory
problematizes the linguistic and symbolic character of the text itself, with far-reaching
consequences for the authority of the Quran, the doctrine of its inimitability (Iaz),
and the historical reliability of its narratives. The study argues that while each stage
builds on the previous one, the cumulative effect is a progressive weakening of the
traditional grounds for the text's epistemic authority.

The study also examines Soroush's later turn toward what he calls the “heartfelt
reading” (Qira’at-e Qalbi) of the Qur’an. This late development, the study suggests,
should be understood not as a return to a traditional position but as an attempt to
moderate the radical implications of the earlier theories by shifting the focus from the
origin and nature of the text to the existential and transformative encounter between
the believer and the text. The study argues that this shift, while significant, does not
resolve the fundamental questions raised by the earlier theories regarding the authority
and interpretation of the Quran.

The study concludes that Soroush's project should be understood as a continuous
intellectual trajectory rather than a series of disconnected positions. The common
thread is the progressive extension of human agency and historical contingency from

the domain of understanding to the domain of the text itself. This trajectory has
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generated valuable insights into the human and historical dimensions of revelation, but
it has also created unresolved difficulties that call for further critical engagement. The
study suggests that any fair assessment of Soroush's contribution must distinguish
carefully between the epistemic conditions of understanding and the ontological status
of revelation, a distinction that becomes increasingly blurred in his later work. The
implications of this blurring for the authority of the Qur’an and the practice of
interpretation remain a central challenge for contemporary Islamic theology and
hermeneutics.

The findings of this study contribute to the broader scholarly discussion on the
relationship between revelation, interpretation, and historical consciousness in
contemporary Islamic thought. They also provide a framework for evaluating other
attempts to reconcile traditional theological commitments with modern historical and
hermeneutical sensibilities.
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