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This article aims at introducing the critical rationalist approach to Quranic studies.
Following some preliminaries concerning the Quran and Quranic studies in the first
section, a summary account of critical rationalism will be presented in the second
one. Then, the critical rationalist view of religion will be briefly presented in the
third section. In section four, a set of interrelated concepts, namely, ‘algorithmic
compressibility’, ‘complex systems’, and ‘logical depth’, will be introduced.
Building on the results of the earlier sections, in section five, it will be argued that
the Quran is a complex system with a considerable logical depth whose message can
be best understood with the help of critical rationalism. Section six contains a short
discussion concerning the Quran and semantical and hermeneutical approaches.
Section seven is dedicated to a brief critical comparison between Imam Ali’s method
of understanding the Quran, known as ‘the method of istintaq (interrogation)’ and
the critical rationalist’s approach. Some possible criticisms of critical rationalism are
discussed in section eight and section nine recaps and summarizes the discussions
in the article.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The Quran constitutes the backbone of the Islamic civilisation. The majority of Muslims regard this book
to be the words of God which were revealed to the Prophet Mohammad over a period of twenty-three years.
Since the revelation of its first verses in Mecca some 1400 years ago, the Quran has remained a constant
source of inspiration for all Muslims. It has not only impacted scores of intellectuals, thinkers, men of
literature, artists and professionals throughout the ages, it has also given rise to a number of novel disciplines
which are collectively known as ‘the classic Islamic sciences.

Thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of books and papers have been written about various aspects of
the Quran by Muslims and non-Muslim scholars in the past (almost) one and a half millennia. But these
works have not exhausted what the Quran has to offer. The secret of the longevity of the Quran and its
freshness for all times and places and every generation is one of the issues | wish to discuss in this paper .

The general aim of the paper is to introduce a critical rationalist approach to studying the Qur'an. Critical
rationalism is a theoretical framework and also a form of life. It was the brainchild of the Austrian-British
philosopher, Karl Popper. It endeavours to, among other things, accomplish the following three main
objectives: 1) it is a quest for knowledge and truth, for ‘emancipation through knowledge’ and ‘spiritual
freedom; 2) it seeks undogmatically to subject all attitudes, ideas, institutions, and traditions (including
one’s own tradition), along with knowledge claims and claims about freedom, to critical examination and
appraisal, and 3) it emphasise the need to recognise everybody with whom one communicates as a potential
source of argument and of reasonable information and take the attitude that | may be wrong and you may
be right, and by an effort we may get nearer to the truth.

Chapter three deals with a brief account of religion according to critical rationalists. The chapter presents
and defends the conjecture that all religions, and at the very least those that belong to the Abrahamic
tradition, consist of two principal parts: ontological-epistemological and technological. The first part
consists of an ontological and an epistemological statement. l.e. (a) There exists a non-human, Supreme
Being who is regarded as the Creator and Sustainer and/or the Lord and Master of the whole realm of being,
and (b) We can, in principle, learn more and more about this Being. The second part of all religions consists
of rituals and religious practices, ethical norms, rules and regulations devised to assist the managing of the
worldly affairs of the faithful.

The paper then discusses a set of important and closely related notions, namely, ‘algorithmic
compressibility,' 'complex systems,' and ‘logical depth,' that collectively provide an explanation for the
miraculous richness of the Quran.

In chapter five, three ways of approaching the Quran and benefiting from it, according to critical
rationalists, are discussed. It is argued that the Quran is not a book of science. It complements the book of
nature. Both books are authored by God. The content of the Quran is mostly about ‘the human conditions’.
It is also argued that, as Imam Ali has stated in his Nahj al-Balagah, the Quran is silent, and the method of
istintag (interrogation), introduced by the Imam, and should be adopted to make sense of the Quran. This
method, according to critical rationalists, and in contradistinction to the views of some other scholars such
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as Mohammad Bagir Sadr, is based on referring to the Quran in the light of a genuine problem and a
conjecture which is developed as a provisional solution to the problem at hand. The Quran then can help us
in three distinct ways: 1) it can play the role of a critic of our conjecture, 2) it can act as a source of heuristic
for finding novel solutions for our problem, and 3) it can provide us with novel problems related to the
problem we have had in mind.

In the last chapter of the paper, some possible criticism of the critical rationalist approach to studying
The Qur'an will be considered. Two main criticisms are in direct reaction to the set of views which are
promoted by critical rationalism. Namely, all knowledge claims are conjectural and remain so forever, and
that certainty is not an epistemic virtue; it belongs to the realm of personal psychology. It is argued that the
Quran only rejects some types of conjectures zann (1), but there are many verses in the Quran in which
the notion of conjecture (zann) is used in the positive sense of a proper knowledge claim. As for the notion
of certainty yaqgin (;——w) itisargued that the Quran corroborates the conjecture that certainty is subjective,
it comes in degrees and of various types and it enjoys a dynamic status, in that people are constantly moving
from one level of certainty to other levels.

The article also offers examples of the application of the method of critical rationalism to the
understanding of the Quran by discussing many different verses.
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Nehad Khanfar, “A Critical Examination of the Legal Position of ‘Mulk Al-Yameen’ in Islamic Family law, the Law of War
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