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Sirah al-Duha and the Qur’anic Historicity in
Orientalist Literature

Abdul Rahman Ubaid Hussain *
Abstract

This article critically analyzes the Orientalist scholarship on the
Qur’anic Historicity, while particularly focusing on the interpretations
of Sirah al-Duha. Orientalists have traditionally dismissed this Sirah
as a "crude primary product” due to its brevity and Meccan origin.
They use its ambiguous addressee to support theories of multiple
authorship, distinct compositional periods, and external influences.
These interpretations often overlook classical Islamic commentaries
and the context of revelation (asbab al-nuziul). A key point of
contention is the identification of the addressee in Surah al-Duha.
While some Orientalists, such as Rodwell, Bell, and Arberry,
followed classical exegesis in linking the pronoun to Prophet
Muhammad (peace be upon him), others like Margoliouth, Watt, and
Wans Brough have rejected this connection, revealing internal
contradictions within Orientalist approaches. This study employs a
descriptive-analytical methodology, examining both Orientalist
sources and traditional Qur'anic commentaries. The aim is to
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deconstruct Orientalist interpretations of Sirah al-Duha, exposing
their reliance on external sources and their disregard for Islamic
scholarly contexts. By scrutinizing the internal inconsistencies and
methodological flaws in Oriental scholarship, this research seeks to
contribute to a more nuanced understanding of these approaches and
their critiques, ultimately demonstrating the value of traditional
Islamic scholarship in interpreting the Qur'an and its historical
development.

Keywords: Sirah al-Duka, Orientalism, Qur'anic Studies, Qur’anic
Historicity, Qur’anic Interpretation, Asbab al-Nuzil

Summary of the Article

The Qur'an, as the sacred scripture of Islam, has long been the subject
of study, both by Muslim scholars and Western Orientalists. The latter
group often approached the Qur'an from a historical-critical
perspective, aiming to uncover the historical origins of the text and its
development over time. Their research was largely based on multiple
claims; including that the Qur'an was written during different periods,
that numerous authors contributed to it, and that Jewish and Christian
beliefs and legal traditions influenced its content. Oriental studies
frequently overlooked traditional Islamic commentaries and the
concept of Asbab al-Nuzil, particularly when analyzing shorter
Meccan Sirah’s. This paper critically examines the Orientalists’
approach, especially regarding Sirah al-Duha, and highlights the
contradictions and limitations in their methodology.

Orientalist research on the history and development of the Prophet
Muhammad (peace be upon him) often excluded the early Meccan
Surahs. These short, poignant chapters—such as Sirah al-Duha
were viewed as simplistic or "primitive"” products of Muhammad's
(peace be upon him) early prophetic career. Orientalists considered
them less significant than the longer, more complex Medinan Sirahs,
which they believed reflected the Prophet's (peace be upon him) later,
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more mature religious and political development. Sirah al-Duha
became a focal point for Orientalists' interpretations, precisely
because it was seen as a crude, primary product that lacked the
sophistication of later Sizrahs. Unlike traditional Islamic scholars, who
rely on classical commentaries and the reasons for revelation to
interpret the Qur'an, many Orientalists dismissed or neglected these
sources. As a result, their interpretations of the chapter often diverged
sharply from mainstream Islamic thought.

Siirah al-Duha addresses an unidentified person, using the second-
person pronoun. Classical Islamic exegesis has universally identified
this person as the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him), in line
with the Asbab al-Nuzil tradition, which relates that this Sirah was
revealed to comfort the Prophet (peace be upon him) during a period
when revelation had temporarily ceased. However, many
Orientalists—such as John Wansbrough, Richard Bell, and Arthur
Arberry—hesitated to accept this identification, seeking instead to
interpret the Sirah in a broader or symbolic context, often ignoring
the Prophet's (peace be upon him) connection to the text.
Interestingly, despite their reluctance, some Orientalists, including
Rodwell, Bell, and Arberry, were eventually compelled to align with
classical exegesis by linking the second-person pronoun to the
Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him). This inadvertent agreement
with the traditional interpretation created tension within the
Orientalist camp. Scholars focused on the Qur'an historicity and the
life of the Prophet (peace be upon him)—such as David Samuel
Margoliouth and Montgomery Watt—resisted this interpretation,
arguing that the pronoun should not be tied to Muhammad's (peace be
upon him) person. This disagreement highlighted a fundamental
conflict within Orientalist studies: whether or not to adopt traditional
Islamic explanations for Qur'anic verses.

This internal conflict led to contradictions in how Orientalists
approached the Qur'an and the life of the Prophet (peace be upon
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him). While some scholars, like Wansbrough, attempted to develop
theories about the Qur'an's historical “crystallization” over centuries,
others focused on Muhammad's (peace be upon him) personal
development. Wansbrough's theory of the Qur'an as a product of
gradual historical development starkly contrasts with scholars who
viewed the Qur'an as a direct reflection of Muhammad's (peace be
upon him) evolving thoughts and experiences. The contradictions that
arose from these diverging viewpoints can be seen in their treatment
of the Asbab al-Nuzil. Orientalists like Montgomery Watt, who was
more sympathetic to Islamic traditions, sometimes adopted the
reasons for revelation as a legitimate tool for interpreting the Qur'an.
Others, like Margoliouth, treated these traditions with suspicion,
viewing them as later fabrications designed to obscure the text's
original meaning. These differing attitudes toward Islamic sources
created a fragmented approach towards interpreting the Qur'an,
particularly concerning Sirah al-Duha.

The Orientalists' reliance on historical criticism and their disregard for
traditional Islamic commentaries have often led to interpretations that
lack nuance and context. The traditional Islamic approach to the
Qur'an, which includes a deep engagement with Tafsir and Asbab al-
Nuczil, provides a rich framework for understanding the text in light of
its historical and spiritual significance. By ignoring or downplaying
these elements, many Orientalists produced interpretations that were
disconnected from the socio-cultural realities of the Muslim
community and its long-established scholarly traditions.

Furthermore, the Orientalists' tendency to impose Western
philosophical frameworks on the Qur'an often resulted in flawed
conclusions. Theories like Wansbrough's, which propose that the
Qur'an was not fully formed until centuries after the Prophet's (peace
be upon him) death, ignore the overwhelming evidence of the Qur'an's
early compilation and transmission, as preserved in Islamic history.
These theories also failed to account for the deep reverence Muslims
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have for the Qur'an as the accurate and exact words of Allah
Almighty, revealed to the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him)
without human intervention.
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