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In recent decades, hermeneutics and the assessment
of interpretative validity in religious and philosophical
texts have emerged as fundamental concerns within
the human sciences and religious epistemology. The
inquiry into the criteria for interpretative validity
and the possibility or impossibility of attaining the
text's original meaning—especially in the face of
contemporary relativistic and fluid approaches—has
intensified the necessity of rethinking objectivist and
originalist theories. E.D. Hirsch’s theory of Objective
Hermeneutics, with its emphasis on the authorial
intent and the fundamental distinction between
"meaning” and "significance," seeks to delineate
specific and scientific criteria for distinguishing
valid interpretation from invalid ones. Employing a
descriptive-analytical method and a comparative
approach, this research conducts a critical analysis

Cite this article  Akbari, M. (2026). A Critical Re-reading of Eric Hirsch's Objective Hermeneutics
in Light of ‘Allamah Tabataba’'s Principles of Interpretation. Philosophia et
Theologia: Dialogues in Criticism and Reflection, 31(1), pp. 182-210.
https://doi.org/10.22081/jpt.2025.72727.2270

Www.jpt.isca.ac.ir


https://doi.org/10.22081/jpt.2025.71855.2234
https://doi.org/10.22081/jpt.2025.71855.2234
https://orcid.org/0009-0006-2260-2186

of Hirsch’s epistemological framework and evaluates his proposed criteria
in light of Allameh Tabataba'i’s interpretative principles. The findings
indicate that Hirsch’s theory, by emphasizing the centrality of the author’s
intent and the rational reconstruction of the text's historical and linguistic
context, significantly facilitates the containment of radical pluralism and
relativism in interpretation. Methodologically, it underscores the
possibility of adjudicating between competing interpretations. However,
fundamental criticisms—such as the difficulty of ascertaining the author's
actual intent, the limitations of linguistic tools, and the probabilistic
nature of the interpretative process—have revealed methodological
shortcomings in Hirsch’s model, particularly within the realm of
revelatory and religious texts. In contrast, Allameh Tabataba'i’s Ijtihadi
and context-oriented approach—emphasizing the interpretation of the
"Qur'an by the Qur'an," the utilization of reason and tradition , and the
acceptance of multi-layered meanings—provides a framework for the
indigenization and contemporary enhancement of interpretative validity
criteria. Ultimately, synthesizing the strengths of both systems opens a
new horizon for resolving disputes over validity and method in the
interpretation of Islamic texts.

Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Undoubtedly, the introduction of hermeneutical discussions into the
fields of philosophy, interpretation, and religious sciences must be
considered one of the most significant theoretical achievements of the
modern era — a field which, simultaneously with linguistic developments,
epistemology, and the development of critical methods, necessitates a
fundamental re-reading of our approach to "meaning" and "understanding
the text." The current state of hermeneutical knowledge — especially given
the fluid and sometimes philosophically unregulated approaches to sacred
texts and interpretive traditions — has doubled the necessity of returning to
methodical and precise criteria. Among these, Eric Hirsch's theory of
objective hermeneutics represents a fundamental attempt to recover a
definitive and defensible basis for distinguishing valid interpretation from
invalid interpretation; an attempt that not only redefines the epistemic
boundaries of interpretation but also serves as a credible and controllable
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approach for confronting crises of relativism and pluralism in textual
understanding.

Despite the increasing importance of hermeneutical studies and the
proliferation of related research, the contribution of Hirsch's thought to
the philosophical scene and his normative model for assessing interpretive
validity deserves separate attention and in-depth analysis, especially since
most contemporary research has either passed over Hirsch's theory briefly
or treated and criticized it under the larger paradigms of Western
philosophy, particularly philosophical hermeneutics. Although some
authoritative works, such as Ahmad Vaezi's two books An Introduction to
Hermeneutics and The Theory of Text Interpretation, provide a relatively
extensive account of Hirsch's discussions, a methodical analysis of
Hirsch's objectivist system and its critical evaluation in relation to Islamic
interpretive principles, as well as its application in explaining the logic of
interpretive validity, remains a missing link in domestic studies.
Furthermore, research such as Mohammad Bahrami's article "Hirsch's
Hermeneutics and the Knowledge of Interpretation” or Mohammad
Hossein Mokhtari's doctoral dissertation (University of Durham), which
provides a comparative analysis of Hirsch's interpretation and the views of
‘Allamah Tabataba’i, indicates the existence of a specialized research
stream in this area, although these works either focus on one of the two
poles of the theory or do not offer a critical examination of the relationship
between Hirsch's system and the interpretive tradition of ‘Allamah
Tabataba’1.

On the one hand, Hirsch's intervention — with his adherence to
"authorial intention" and his effort to revive the logic of interpretive
validity — caused hermeneutics to move away from fluidity and
philosophical excess toward measurable criteria and revived the
possibility of critical judgment in the face of pluralistic and relativistic
readings. On the other hand, the contemporaneity of interpretive studies
and the effort to discover the speaker's intended meaning, particularly in
the tradition of Qur'anic interpretation and the thought of ‘Allamah
Tabataba’1, has given new impetus to the necessity of such comparative
research. ‘Allamah Tabataba’i, through his method of textual
interpretation in Al-Mizan and his insistence on rational methodism,
linguistic context, and analysis of textual structure — although he never




uses the term hermeneutics — in fact achieves a renewed model for the
concept of interpretive validity within the Islamic context; a model whose
re-reading in relation to Hirsch's objectivist framework can open new
horizons for explaining and improving contemporary methods of
interpretation and religious understanding.

The present research seeks to answer this question and, using a
descriptive-analytical approach and relying on comparative analysis,
attempts to analyze the theoretical and functional dimensions of validity
criteria in Hirsch's paradigm and, subsequently, by relying on the
foundations and interpretive methods of ‘Allamah Tabataba’i, offers novel
solutions for re-reading and local adaptation.

2. Methodology

This research, using a descriptive-analytical method and a comparative
approach, critically examines Hirsch's epistemic system and critiques his
proposed criteria in light of ‘Allamah Tabataba’1's interpretive principles.

3. Results and Findings

Hirsch's theory, by emphasizing the centrality of authorial intention
and the rational reconstruction of the historical and linguistic context of
the text, makes it significantly possible to curb excessive pluralism and
relativism in interpretation and, from the perspective of methodical
principles, emphasizes the capacity to judge between multiple interpretations.
However, fundamental critiques — such as the difficulty of ascertaining
the author's true intention, the limitations of linguistic tools, and the
probability-centric nature of the interpretive process — have led to
methodological shortcomings in Hirsch's model, especially in the realm of
revealed and religious texts. In contrast, ‘Allamah Tabataba’1's ijtihadi and
context-oriented approach — with its emphasis on interpreting the Qur'an
by the Qur'an, the use of reason and tradition (sunnah), and the
acceptance of the layeredness of meaning — provides the ground for
localizing and contemporarily enhancing the criteria of interpretive
validity. Ultimately, the integration of the strengths of both systems offers
a new horizon for resolving disputes over validity and method in the
interpretation of Islamic texts.

4. Conclusion

Considering the comparative analysis conducted between Eric Hirsch's
theory of objective hermeneutics and the interpretive principles of
‘Allamah Tabataba’i, it can be concluded that the fundamental issue of
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interpretive validity — and, consequently, determining the boundary
between valid and invalid interpretation — remains the most essential
challenge in hermeneutical studies and the interpretation of religious
texts. Hirsch, by critiquing relativistic theories and emphasizing the
necessity of attaining the single meaning and intention of the author,
attempted, through designing rational mechanisms and linguistic-
historical evidence, to rescue interpretation from the grip of fluidity and
excessive pluralism and to provide a firm basis for the scientific and
defensible assessment of interpretive validity. By establishing the
distinction between "meaning" and "significance,” and adhering to the
independence of semantic meaning, he adopted a firm position against
philosophical approaches and sought to provide methodical principles and
objective tools for judging between various interpretations. In
comparative analysis with ‘Allamah Tabataba’l's system of Qur'anic
interpretation, it becomes clear that although both intellectual systems
emphasize the element of author/speaker intention as a foundation, there
are fundamental differences in the application of linguistic tools, the role
of historical context, and the possibility of the layeredness of meaning.
‘Allamah Tabataba’1 in Al-Mizan, while remaining faithful to the speaker's
intended meaning, has opened a new horizon for interpretive realism and
the avoidance of interpretation by personal opinion (tafsir bi al-ra'y)
through developing methods such as interpreting the Qur'an by the Qur'an
and paying serious attention to contextual clues (gara’in), linguistic
context (siyaq), and rational rules. At the same time, he takes seriously
the role of systematic presuppositions, narrative tradition (riwayat), and
the multi-layered capacity of revealed texts in the validation of
interpretation.
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