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ABSTRACT

Western scholarship on the Seerah of the Prophet (SAW) has its roots deeply embedded
in trends and circumstances of time. Originating from the first encounter of Christianity with
Islam, a perception developed by the initial Christians was reinforced overtime. With the military
conquests of Islam the Christians embarked upon the task of protecting Christianity and
humiliating Islam. The two facet strategy resulted.in.writings on Seerah of the Prophet of Islam
(SAW) with the objective to defame-him and malign his personality. Orientalism thus developed
came to focus on Islam only. However all possible care and attention was given to the scrutiny of
the sources used criticizing them [the sources] thoroughly to finally separate the historical Jesus
from the Christ of faith. Historical scholarship as developed by the west was rigorously followed

in deciphering the events of the life of Jesus.

Nineteenth century sa§v the rise of Imperialism, making British the leaders of the world.
They focused Q‘E- \propagating Christian views and the natives of the colonized areas were
encouraged to accel;t Christianity. Orientalism and Imperialism started ‘their work hand in hand
to degrade the personality of the Prophet of Islam (SAW) by writing extensively on Seerah

ignoring the Muslim sources.
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The selected writers present the nineteenth century paradigm of the western writers in
general and British in particular. The style of writing, the choice of similar events to be
highlighted and same line of argument throughout the studies points to the continuity of thought
process from the medieval times. The objectives of writings emphasize the broader perspective
of political and economic advantages on one hand and a sub conscious desire to damage the
reputation of the Prophet of Islam (SAW) on the other. This was done ignoring the western
scholarly criteria of objectivity, contemporarity and historicity. This also indicates certain well-

defined imperialist objectives in the backdrop of orientalism.
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““any story which puts Muhammad in a bad light must be true and that which shows him
in a good light is false™.

N s
-~ This issue was of great concern for the Islamic scholars, as put by Muhammad Asad,

“The fact that there were numberless spurious ahadith did not in the least escape the attention of the
Muhaddithun, as European critics naively seem to suppose. On the contrary, the critical science of Hadith

was initiated by the necessity of discerning between authentic and spurious...... The existence, therefore,

of false Ahadith does not prove anything against the system of Hadith as a whole....”®,

These western writers ignored and deliberately avoided to evaluate the Muslim sources and gave
their verdicts on the basis of the incomplete information available to them*. Muhammad Asad
was of the view that the criticism on Hadith done by a group of Muslim critics provided them an
opportunity to interpret Quran in any way they wanted. According to him this was done under
the western influence to “suit the spirit of western civilization” ignoring the strict criteria
developed and applied by the Muhaddiseen*’. Unfortunately western/British writers like Muir
took it as an opportunity to ignore the second largest source of information. It seems that by
doing this he and others like him set aside sources that could negate their detrimental treatment
of Islam and Muhammad (SAW). This western thesis was accepted without questioning the
criteria of its formation, totally ignoring the yardsticks of western historical scholarship i.e.,

objectivity, historicity and contemporarity.

*“ Ibid.

“ Muhammad Asad, Islam at the Crossroads ( 1975), 127-8.

* For detailed discussion on the authenticity of Muslim Sources See Sayid Sulaiman Nadwi, The Life and Message
of the Holy Prophet Muhammad translated by Mohiuddin Ahmad (Karachi: Idaratul Quran,N. D)

# Muhammad Asad, 129-130.
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Johnstone, out - rightly accused Islam of being hostile in nature. He compared
Islam and the Prophet of Islam (SAW) with Buddhism and Christianity®®' and deduced that
Buddha and Christ both were against violence but Muhammad the Prophet of Islam (SAW)
motivated his followers to become uncompromising and destructive. He traced this aggressive
nature to the hard climatic conditions and deduced that environment created the “stern warrior-
faith of Islam™®% Norman Daniel confirms this view that developed in the initial stage of
western thought calling Islam a “religious fraud” developed to incite “aggression and lust™%’,
This approach persisted and Johnstone proved his argument by declaring Muslims to be fierce
and ready to attack, with the prospects of subjugating the hostile Makkans and “enriching
themselves™%, Stobart is of the same opinion and for him Muhammad (SAW) wanted
“employment for the eager passions of his disciples”**but for him reason was less economic, he
assumed that the companions of the Pro;;het (SAW) disliked the environment of_ Madina and
longed for their return to Makkah. Whatever the cause may be, both agreed that Muslims once

established in Madina sought to enlarge the premises of their rule and this finally led to the battle

of Badar.
While narrating the war of Badar both agreed on the following points:

* Muslims initiated the war
» They violated the sanctity of the sacred month and then legalized it through a revelation
e They attacked the peaceful trade.caravan of the Makkans for plundering

» It marked the beginning of Jihad for the Muslims

38! Johnstone,4.

362 Ibid,, 6.

%3 Norman Daniel, 17,
34 Johnstone, 91.

365 Stobart,154.
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attack at any time. Allama Shibli Naumani and Syed Suleman Nadwi have quoted many Ahadith
from Bukhari and Muslim in this regard explaining the particular time>”°. Interestingly when war
was allowed it was specially meant to be against those who waged war against Muslims as is
said in Al Baqarah, “and fight in the way of Allah those who fight you”*"!, Therefore to put
pressure on them The Prophet of Islam (SAW) arranged attacks on the trade caravans of the
Makkans as these were of extreme importance to them. In other words one can say that this was
a strategy used to relieve Muslims of Makkah from the life threats they were facing and to force
them to remain peaceful®’>. Many expeditions were conducted against the Quraish with the
intention of disturbing their trade and history proves that in almost all not a single person was

killed nor any wealth taken from them*’".

While narrating the events of the war it’s quite apparent that they took sides of the
non-Muslims/ Makkans. They tried to justify the defeat of Quraish by providing reasons. For
example they claimed that Quraish had all the disadvantages as water wells were destroyed by
the Muslim army and during the fight sun was shining in the eyes of the Makkans thus partially

blinding them®’*

. Muhammad (SAW) was accused of playing the role of only a commander thus
avoiding actual fight'”. They failed to provide any logical reason for the victory Muslims
enjoyed after the war neither could they justify how three hundred Muslims defeated three times
bigger enemy in their first ever battle after the establishment of their state. Johnstone mockingly

hints on the claim of the Quran that a group of angels was sent by Allah to help the Muslims and

fight against the non-believers by saying that Muhammad (SAW), “transformed the fierce blasts

%79 Shibli Nomani, Syed Suleman Nadwi, Seerat un Nabi, part 1&2. 200-201.

7! Al Quran Al Baqarah, 190,

*7 Shibli Nomani, Syed Suleman Nadwi, Seerat un Nabi, part 1&2, (Lahore: Idara Islamiat,2002), 201,
3" Ibne Khuldun, vol 1, 74-77

374 Johnstone, 93

375 Ibid.
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falling below that standard was considered as evil. Stobart on the other hand in the beginning of
his work narrated his resolve to find the facts only and not the motives, yet throughout the wbrk
commented on the motives of the Prophet of Islam (SAW). In his conclusion he tactfully
summarized the entire work and his biases while leaving the decision on the independent opinion

of the intelligent reader’®

. Even after going through the entire life history of the Prophet of Islam
(SAW) his stance remained the same as he called Islam a creed and the Prophet of Islam (SAW)
its founder. This depicts the nature of the oriental writings which were conducted to prove the
notions well established in the occidental/British mind as Stobart declared Islam “one of the

greatest evils which have afflicted humanity”*®!.

Their affiliation with their religion seems to hinder unbiased judgment and
objectivity for example, Johnstone laments that after taking full benefit from the Christian and
Jewish scriptures, Muhammad (SAW) claimed that Quran was revealed. Again for him the
Prophet(SAW) pretended about the revelation and this strengthened his belief that he (SAW) was
an imposterm. Stobart also indirectly supported the view of Muhammad’s (SAW) imposture®®?,
For him Islam owe its emergence to the enmity he (SAW) felt towards Christianity, progress,
civilization and truth®®*. Both called Christianity the “purer” faith®*> which they lamented, could
not attract him (SAW). One can conclude from this that these writings were not research based

and were not written with an intention to find truth. Neither were they founded on the primary

Muslim sources which were available to them.

3% Stobart, 227.

381 Stobart, 228.

382 Johnstone, 227.

383 Stobart, 231.

384 Stobart, 228.

35 Johnstone, 227, Stobart, 228.




v,

W

o«

2

o
\

91

Their favorite topic appears to be the position of Women in Islam which they
believed was “degraded”*®® to being a slave and a puppet in the hands of her husband. Lack of
knowledge about Muslim sources is apparent from this claim. Quran has identified the position
of women and numerous Ahadith accentuate the status of women as a daughter, sister, wife and a
mother®®’. It also appears that the writeps were unaware of the condition of women in Arab

society before Islam*®. Quran refers to this in Surah Al Nah!*®,

“And when the news of (the birth of) a female (child) is brought to any of them, his face becomes
dark, and he is filled with inward griefl. He hides himself from the people because of the evil of that whereof he has

been informed. Shall he keep her with dishonor or bury her in the earth? Certainly evil is their decision”

Quite contrarily Stobart quoted Muir in a foot note claiming that Women were in a better

condition before Islam>%.

Another issue that caught their interest was the Islamic law. Different penalties
were declared as inhuman and barbarous without pondering for a second on the logic behind
these laws. Once more, ignoring the Hadith of the Prophet of Islam (SAW) saying that try to

391 This saying obviously

avoid the verdict on hadd as much as possible on the basis of doubts
indicates the nature and reason of the punishments. The purpose was to create the fear of

punishment in the hearts of the people to refrain them from committing such heinous crimes. It

3¢ Johnstone, 227, Stobart, 229.

%7 For a detailed discussion on the topic see, Abul Ala Maududi, A/ Hijab and the Status of Women in Islam
translated and edited by Al-Ash’ari (Lahore: Islamic Publications(Pvt.)Ltd. 1979) '

%% Shibli Naumani, Syed Suleman Nadwi, Seerat un Nabi, vol. 4. 184-186.

3% Al Quran, Al Nahi, verse no. 58-59.

3% Stobart, 229.

! Abu Bakar Jabar Al Jazaeri,Minhaj ul Muslim translated in Urdu by Muhammad Rafique Al Asari (Lahore: Dar
us Salam Publishers and Distributors,N.D), 751.
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was a preventive measure. The Prophet of Islam (SAW) made it clear that even if his (SAW)

daughter commits the crime she will have to suffer the same punishment*®2,

. Both agreed that power corrupted him (SAW) and his initial moral standing
suffered a huge blow after the establishment of a state in Madina. Both presented this regression
in morality by his (SAW) marriages. The topic seems to enjoy the attention of majority of
Orientalists. The reason for these marriages was not sexual lust has been proven by many
Muslim writers*®. Yet it’s apparent that these writers were not ready to go through the Muslim
sources to find the reasons or truth but grabbed every instance they could to degrade the Prophet
of Islam (SAW). Stobart could not hide his animosity against the Prophet of Islam (SAW) and
referred to his (SAW) “earth-born passions and secret motives” behind his actions especially
after the Hijra394. The only criterion-acceptable to him was the ideals of Christianity and he

persisted to gauge the truth of Islam on that criteria.

His entire thought revolved around the sacrifice Jesus made for the salvation of
mankind. It seems that he could not comprehend the Islamic teachings regarding the efforts of a
person for his own redemption. He considered it as the basic difference between Islam and

Christianity.

A comparison between Quran and the Gospels was done to prove the simplicity of
the Gospels and the complicate nature of the Islamic injunctions for which he used terms like
“burdensome, toilsome, severe, and mechanical” concluding that the observance of these rituals

were away from the “purity of life”?*’., Intérestingly while criticizing the Quran he forgot that

2 Ibid., 750.

3% For detailed discussion on the topic see Karam Shah Al Azhari, Zia un Nabi vol. 7.
94 Stobart, 232.

* Ibid., 234.
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Bible was continuously changed and modified over time with political necessities*”®. While
Quran was recorded at the time of the Prophet (SAW) and not a single word has been changed in
it, Bible was initially an oral record and the Christians had no way of proving the authenticity of

it besides the consistency of a tradition in different accounts®”’,

Therefore it can be concluded from the above discussion that both writers put their
utmost effort in proving that Islam was essentially against Christianity and as Christianity was

and is the pure and true faith anything against it has to be false and evil.

The selected facts and the interpretations done by both writers discussed in the
present chapter undoubtedly prove that both writers had the same mind make-up while writing
the books. Both believed that Muhammad (SAW) was an imposter lacking originality; therefore
the religion he founded was not divine. They were of the view that he (SAW) took ideas from
Christianity and Judaism and combined them with his (SAW) own genius to create a new creed.
One can see that throughout the work Muhammad (SAW) and his-actions were judged on the
criteria of Christianity. No Muslim sources were consulted in writing on Seerah and whenever
Quran was consulted, it was done to prove something against Christianity. The continuation of

the thought process from the medieval times is the hallmark of these works.

3% g, M. Hafeez, 26.

7 Micheal Grant, 202-204, S. M. Hafeez, 1.
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Chapter 4

Explaining the Approach of the Authors: The influence of
the Nineteenth Century Imperialist interests on History

writing

As the two writers representing the group of writers focusing on maligning the
personality of the Prophet of Islam (SAW) during the 19" century in this work are British,
therefore focus will be on the British thought and methodology of historiography although they
were in close association with the general western intellectual tradition. Bhatti in his Ph. D thesis
identified different schools of thought prevalent among the British writers and claimed that all

had the same objectives namely

e To strengthen the British imperial rule in India
e To change the Indian society in European sense

o To westernize, Anglicize, Christianize the natives

Whatever the name of the school might be, they all agreed on considering Muslims as foreigners,

imperial, despotic, religiously prejudiced society of fighters. He is of the view that British
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historiography had an administrative course. They treated Muslim civilization as inferior to the

western civilization though their criteria were all self-generated®”,

Therefore to understand the British thought one have to delve into the colonial era, the
concept of imperialism, the factors leading to the rise of imperialism, its impact on the British
and their subjects residing in the colonized areas, as both books were published during British
rule of the sub-continent. This group of British writers followed the mind make up formed by the
early writers who had a deep impact of the socio-political conditions of that time. Edward Said is
of the opinion that the affiliation of a person with the Occident determined his attitude towards
the Orient®”, Thus in order to understand the reasons behind the particular trends in history
writing it is essential to focus on two concepts both dependent on each other and resulting in
what finally emerged as the trend of historiography to write on the Seerah of the Prophet of
Islam (SAW). These include Orientalism and Imperialism. This chapter intends to discuss these
two concepts to provide the framework of British thinking confined.to. somewhat the ruling class
and their cognitive level with the purpose to comprehend their writings on the Seerah of the

Prophet of Islam (SAW).

*** Muhammad Shafique Bhatti, “British Historiography of Muslim India 1800-1857 (Ph. D. Thesis, Department of
History, Bahauddin Zakariya University, Multan, 2005)
*% Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), 11.
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Orientalist Background:

As already discussed in chapter 1 of the present study Orient stands for the civilizations
of the east of the west including Islam, China, India and Japan. According to the Oxford
Dictionary, Orientalism is “style, artifacts or traits considered characteristic of the peoples and
cultures of Asia” or “the representation of Asia in a stereotyped way that is regarded as
embodying a colonist attitude™®, The Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary defines an
orientalist as “a person who studies the languages, arts etc. of orient countries™'. Orientalism is
also defined as “a quality, mannerism or custom specific to or characteristic of the orient” or
“scholarly knowledge of the Asian cultures, languages and peoples”®. Karam Shah Al Azhari
has defined orientalism as the research done on the religions, languages, cultures, history,
literature and resources of the countries of the east specially Islam by western writers in general
and Christian and Jews in particular to make these countries their slaves and to impose their
religion and culture on them and take advantage of their economic resources after politically
controlling them®®. Edward Said identified three overlapping spheres of Orientalism as a

concept and expertise being,

e Varying historical and cultural relations between east and west, encompassing over 4000

year old history

% www.oxforddictionaries.com

! 0ald8.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com

2 www.thefreedictionary.com

403 K aram Shah Al Azhari, Zia un Nabi, 123
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¢ A scientific approach developed in the nineteenth century to specialize in the culture and
tradition of the Orient
» Ideological foundations, beliefs, metaphors and fantasies of the oriental countries owing

to the political and economic importance of the area’"

It was the lure of the eastern world, the promising economic opportunities, its military
power, intellectual strength and cultural wealth that gave rise to Orientalism. The seeds of
Orientalism were sown with the encounter of Islam with Christianity when west developed its
vision of the east as “unfathomable, exotic and erotic place where mysteries dwell and cruel and
barbaric scenes are staged”™®. In reality orient became a place that could satisfy the hidden
desires of the west by providing all that was not available there. For that matter stories were
fabricated and imagination was used to its full to create a utopia, as in the words of Ziauddin
Sardar, “Orientalism is thus a constructed ignorance, a deliberate self-deception, which is

eventually projected on the orient™%®.

For Said, Orientalism refers to the relation of east and west revolving around power with
varying degrees of hegemony of the latter over the former based on the concept of racial

superiority*”’

. Orientalism was not developed because west was interested in discovering east for
the sake of knowledge but it emerged out of a fear of the unknown and depicted west’s
contemporary concerns*®. Orientalism was thus based on extensively studying the Asian

civilization including Islam, China, India and Japan, to identify, edit and interpret the

fundamental texts of the afore mentioned civilizations.

% Edward Said, “Orientalism Reconsidered” in Orientalism: A Reader ed. by A. L. Macfie (New York: New York

University Press, 2000), 346.

:2: Ziauddin Sardar, Concepts in the Social Sciences Orientalism (New Delhi: Viva Books Private Limited, 2002), 2.
Ibid., 4.

“7 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), 5-7.

“% Ibid., 13-14.
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Edward Said recognized some core issues while dealing with the Oriental studies. He
looked at thé nature and kind of people involved in studying the Orient, their social and political
environment which sets their frame of mind, and the audience they intended to cater with their
works. Secondly methodology of writing adopted and what service the knowledge produced was

going to serve and how these writers are affected by those with power in their hands*®.

One can easily notice that besides Islam rest of the civilizations were confined to
geographical territories. The concern about Islam is quite apparent as the encounter between
Islam and Christianity date back to the early expansion of the Muslim empire. P. K. Hitti while
discussing the place of Islam in western literature argues that although Zoroastrians and Budhists
also came in contact with the west/Christians but none suffered such condemnation as Islam
faced. He attributed it to the sense of dread, enmity and prejudice of the west because of the
political and military conquests of Islam. He also found language barrier another factor that
hindered the proper understanding of Islam*°. Ziauddin Sardar holds that “history of
Orientalism begins with the history of Islam*''. Abul Hasan Ali Nadwi is of the view that
although religious, political and economic factors have combined to produce the concept of
orientalism but religious factor has been of key importance*'. To Said Muslims presented an
arena of economic, political, cultural and religious interest to the west and attracted their

413

attention and because Muslim defied what were believed to be standard definitions™ . According

9 Edward Said, “Orientalism Reconsidered” 347.

419p_ K. Hitti, 49.

! Ziauddin Sardar, 17.

412 Abul Hasan Ali Nadwi, Western Civilization: Islam and Muslims (India: Academy of Islamic Research and
Publications, 1974),173.

43 Edward Said, “Orientalism Reconsidered”, 348.














































































































