MATIN

Imam Khomeini and the Islamic Revolution

Home page: https://matin.ri-khomeini.ac.ir

Volume 27, Issue 108, Autumn 2025

Print ISSN: 2423-6462

OnlineISSN:2676-5888 @

Research Institute of
Imam Khomeini and Islamic Revolution

Realism in Imam Khomeini’s Reading of Religion: Nature and Rationale

Khalil Aghili Faraj*', Mahdi Abdollahipour %, Morteza Shiroodi

1. PhD Graduate in Comparative Qur’anic Exegesis, University of Quranic Sciences and Teachings, Qom, Iran.

2. Assistant Professor, Department of Qur’anic Sciences and Hadith, University of Quranic Sciences and Teachings, Qom, Iran.

3. Associate Professor, Department of Islamic Civilization and Politics, Islamic Civilization Research Center, Qom, Iran.

Article Info

Abstract

Article type:

Research article

Article history:

Received: July 30, 2024

Received in revised from: October 22, 2024
Accepted: September 29, 2024
Published online: October 22, 2025
Keywords:

Realism, Imam Khomeini, language of religion,
Qur’an, Islamic state.

*Corresponding author:

k.aghili.f@chmail.ir

Within debates on the language of religion, realism constitutes a pivotal
issue. If religious texts are assumed to lack representational capacity,
a substantial portion of revelatory guidance loses epistemic credibility,
thereby undermining the political, social, and cultural structures
grounded upon it. This concern becomes particularly acute when the
legitimacy of religious propositions in shaping the foundations of
religious governance and the Islamic state is conditioned upon their
realism.

From this perspective, interpreting the language of religion as non-
cognitive would render Imam Khomeini’s reliance—along with that
of other Islamic political thinkers—on religious sources theoretically
flawed and practically ineffective. Employing both intra-religious and
extra-religious methodologies, this study first conceptualizes the notion
of realism, then argues for the cognitive and realist nature of religious
language. Finally, it examines why realism constitutes a foundational
principle in Imam Khomeini’s reading of religion.

The findings demonstrate that a realist reading of religion is supported
by rational, commonsensical, and scriptural evidence, particularly in
the context of establishing and administering an Islamic state within
Imam Khomeini’s intellectual framework.

Cite this article: Aghili Faraj, Kh. Abdollahipour, M. & Shiroodi, M.(2025) Realism in Imam Khomeini’s Reading of
Religion: Nature and Rationale. Matin Research Journal, 27(108), 85-113.
https://doi.org/10.22034/matin.2024.464988.2272

© The Author(s). Publisher: Research Institute of Imam Khomeini and Islamic.
This is an open-access article distributed under the CC BY

(license http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).



http:// ansari@ri-khomeini.ac.ir 
https://doi.org/10.22034/MATIN.2025.480733.2296 
http://www.ri-khomeini.ac.ir/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://matin.ri-khomeini.ac.ir

Volume 27, Issue 108, Autumn 2025, pp. 85-113 Matin Research Journal 2

1. Introduction

Assuming that religious propositions do not correspond to reality and generate distorted
awareness fundamentally weakens religion’s capacity to function as a basis for religious
governance. Given the centrality of realism in author-centered interpretations—where
textual meaning is confined to authorial intent—and considering Imam Khomeini’s
exegetical methodology, which seeks to uncover divine intent while rigorously rejecting
interpretation by personal opinion (tafsir bi’l-ra’y), realism can be regarded as a
presupposed principle in his reading of religion.

2. Literature Review

Previous scholarship has addressed realism in religious language primarily through
analyses of the meaningfulness of propositions in modern Western philosophy. While some
studies—often influenced by logical positivism—deny the cognitive status of religious
language, others critique such approaches and affirm its meaningful and realist character.
Islamic philosophical contributions generally align with the latter view, emphasizing the
epistemic legitimacy of religious propositions.

3. Conceptual Framework

Religion is understood as an integrated system of theoretical beliefs, practical rulings, and
ethical directives governing both individual and collective life, revealed by God through
prophets to guide humanity toward worldly and otherworldly felicity.

In hermeneutical terms, reading refers to interpretive engagement with meaningful signs. In
this study, realism denotes the intentional representational capacity of a text—specifically,
whether it is produced with the aim of corresponding to objective reality.

4. Realism and the Language of Religion

The emergence of linguistic philosophy—particularly in the works of Russell and the
later Wittgenstein—shifted philosophical attention toward the criterion of meaningfulness
as a prerequisite for realism. Empiricist approaches questioned the cognitive validity of
religious, ethical, and metaphysical propositions. In contrast, Muslim philosophers and
theologians have consistently argued for the meaningfulness and realist orientation of
religious language, grounding their position in three core assumptions:

1. The existence of objective reality

2. The transcendence of reality beyond sensory perception

3. The possibility of human knowledge of reality

Opposing non-cognitive theories reduce religious language to emotive or motivational
discourse, a reduction that fails to account for the epistemic claims embedded within
religious texts.

5. Realism in Imam Khomeini’s Thought
A close examination of Imam Khomeini’s works reveals that realism is a foundational
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principle in his understanding of religious sources. He treats the representational capacity
of linguistic expressions as a given, locating scholarly disagreement not in the principle
itself but in its justificatory grounds. Drawing on established principles of Islamic legal
theory—such as the presumption of apparent meaning (zuhtir)—he affirms that rational
agents conventionally rely on the apparent meaning of speech in communication and
argumentation.

6. Arguments Supporting the Realism of Religious Language

6.1. Rational Communicative Practice

Any theory of language that fails to align with rational communicative norms remains
practically untenable. Non-cognitive readings of religious language lack viability within
ordinary processes of understanding and explanation.

6.2. Scriptural Evidence

The Qur’an repeatedly affirms the possibility of knowing truth, encourages reflective
engagement with revelation, prohibits arbitrary interpretation, and presents claims that
correspond with established empirical findings.

6.3. Unity of Reality

Reality is singular, objective, and independent of linguistic or subjective frameworks.
Conflicting narratives cannot simultaneously correspond to the same reality, thereby
necessitating a realist interpretive framework.

7. Conclusion

Reality exists as an objective and stable domain. Although human knowledge is partial,
access to reality remains possible, and linguistic representation of reality—while fallible—
is attainable. Imam Khomeini’s reading of religion is grounded in the presupposition that
religious language is realist and cognitive. This assumption is substantiated through rational
convention, scriptural affirmation, and the practical requirements of religious governance.
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