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Objective: This study presents a critical analysis of William
Montgomery Watt’s perspective on Qur’an 10:47 in light of the
views of Muslim exegetes. The verse, which states, "There is an
apostle for every nation; so when their apostle comes, judgement is
made between them with justice, and they are not wronged," serves
as a focal point for examining the clash between socio-historical and

revelatory approaches to the Qur’an.

Method: This study employs a descriptive—analytical method and, with
reference to authoritative Islamic exegetical works (Tafsir), examines
and explicates William Montgomery Watt’s interpretation. Influenced by
the historical-critical method and the dating scheme of his teacher
Richard Bell, Watt interprets this verse as a reflection of the specific
socio-political circumstances of Medina and portrays the Prophet of

Islam (PBUHH) primarily as a social reformer and political arbiter.

Results: The findings reveal that Watt’s reading is fundamentally shaped
by empiricist, historicist, and reductionist presuppositions regarding
revelation and the nature of the Qur’an. In contrast, Muslim exegetes,
citing textual context, revelatory foundations, and interpretive traditions,
understand the verse as articulating a transcendent, timeless divine
principle: that prophets are sent to convey God’s message and execute
His just judgment among nations.

conclusion: The conclusion asserts that while Watt and Muslim
interpreters superficially agree on the social function of the
prophecy, they are fundamentally divergent in their epistemological
bases, methodological approaches, and ultimate understanding of the
verse’s meaning. This study thus offers a clear case study of the
differences between Orientalist and Islamic hermeneutics.
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Introduction

The Qur’an, as the foundational scripture of Islam, and the figure of the
Prophet Muhammad (PBUHH), as its final messenger, have long been
subjects of intense scholarly scrutiny. In recent centuries, Western Orientalists,
notably William Montgomery Watt, have proffered interpretations that often
stand in stark contrast to traditional Islamic understandings. Watt’s oeuvre,
particularly his socio-political and historical analyses, has significantly
influenced Western Quranic studies. This article focuses critically on Watt’s
interpretation of Surah Yunus (Qur’an 10), verse 47, a verse that addresses the
universal mission of messengers and the establishment of divine justice upon
their advent. Watt, building upon the historical-critical framework of Richard
Bell, posits that this verse primarily reflects the historical circumstances of the
Prophet in Medina, where he acted as a social arbitrator and political leader to
resolve internal conflicts. This perspective, the article argues, is part of a
broader Orientalist tendency to situate the Qur’an’s genesis within a purely
human and historical context, potentially undermining its claimed divine
origin and universal message.

The necessity of this research stems from the increasing influence of such
Orientalist readings and the importance of providing critical, scholarly
responses grounded in Islamic intellectual tradition. By dissecting Watt’s
methodology and presuppositions through the lens of classical and
contemporary Muslim exegesis (7afsir), this study aims to clarify the profound
hermeneutical differences at play. The core research questions are: What are
the critiques from Muslim exegetes regarding Watt’s views on Qur’an 10 verse
47, particularly in relation to Qur’anic dating? And what is the critical analysis
of Muslim scholars concerning Watt’s view of the nature of the Prophet
Muhammad’s (PBUHH) mission? The article positions itself within existing
scholarship that critiques Watt’s general theories on revelation and prophecy
but distinguishes itself through a focused, verse-centric analysis that explicitly
links his interpretation to Bell’s dating project and contrasts it systematically
with the principles of Islamic tafsir.

Research Methodology

This research adopts a descriptive-analytical method. It begins by
delineating Watt’s specific views on Qur’an 10:47, drawing primarily from his
works such as Muhammad at Mecca, Muhammad at Medina, and Muhammad:
Prophet and Statesman. His interpretation is contextualized within his broader
methodological commitments, including his reliance on Richard Bell’s
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historical dating of the Qur’an and his socio-political lens. Subsequently, the
study engages in a critical analysis by juxtaposing Watt’s reading with
interpretations from a range of authoritative Muslim exegetical sources. These
sources include classical commentaries such as those by al-TabarT, al-Tabrist
(Majma°“ al-Bayan), Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (Tafstr al-Kabir), and the modern
philosophical exegesis of Muhammad Husayn Tabataba'i (al-Mizan),
alongside others like al-Ttsi, al-Huwayzi, and contemporary scholars. The
analysis employs content analysis to compare and contrast the underlying
assumptions, hermeneutical principles, and conclusions of both approaches.
The study is library-based, relying on primary texts from both the Orientalist
and Islamic traditions.

Findings

The analysis yields several key findings that highlight an irreconcilable
divergence between Watt’s historical-reductionist approach and the
theological-hermeneutical framework of Islamic Tafsir.

Nature of the Verse and Revelation: Watt interprets Qur’an 10:47 as a
historical document, a reflection of the Prophet’s political role in Medina,
crafted to address communal disputes and legitimize his authority as a judge.
For him, the "judgment" is a social mechanism. Conversely, Muslim exegetes
universally understand the verse as declaring a permanent, transcendent divine
principle (sunnat Allah). It affirms that God’s justice is enacted through His
messengers—a cosmic, rather than merely social, reality. The judgment is
God’s (a Qada’ Takwini), implemented through the Prophet, not originating
from him as a political solution.

The Role of the Prophet: Watt’s portrayal minimizes the Prophet’s
revelatory function, presenting him instead as a "creative genius" and political
"statesman" who skillfully used religious ideas to unify Medina. He suggests
the Prophet’s ideas were influenced by the Judeo-Christian milieu. Muslim
commentators, in stark contrast, uphold the Prophet’s role strictly as the
Messenger of God—a recipient and transparent transmitter of divine
revelation (Wahy). His judgment is an extension of his prophethood, not a
separate political vocation. His socio-political actions are viewed as
applications of divine command, not their source.

Methodological Divergence: Watt’s method is fundamentally external and
historicist. He prioritizes the historical context of the verse’s supposed
revelation period (late Mecca/early Medina) as the primary key to its meaning,
following Bell’s dating. This represents a chronological (7anzilt) approach
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driven by secular history. Islamic Tafsir, while acknowledging occasions of
revelation (Asbab al-Nuzil) as a contextual tool, employs an internal
hermeneutic. Meaning is derived from the Qur’an’s own textual coherence
(sivaq), intertextuality with other verses, the explanatory tradition of the
Prophet and his household (where applicable), and established linguistic and
theological principles. History serves understanding but does not confine or
generate meaning.

Concept of "Qada™ (Judgment): A semantic analysis reveals the core of
the dispute. Watt reduces "qudiva baynahum bi-al-qist" [ “Judgment was
rendered between them with justice”’] to an act of social arbitration. Muslim
exegetes, exploring the term’s lexical and Qur’anic ranges (encompassing
divine decree, completion, and decisive command), argue it signifies a final,
just settlement ordained by God. It is the inevitable consequence of accepting
or rejecting a messenger, a moment of ultimate truth and differentiation (fas/)
in the divine plan, applicable to all nations throughout history.

Presuppositions and Their Impact: The study identifies that Watt’s
interpretation is underwritten by a suite of presuppositions alien to the Islamic
tradition: an empiricist and phenomenological view of revelation as a human
"religious experience"; a materialist outlook that seeks socio-economic causes for
religious phenomena like the Prophet’s mission; and a laicist tendency to separate
the "religious" from the "political” as distinct domains, then viewing their fusion
in Islam as a strategic calculation. Muslim exegesis operates on contrary axioms:
the divine origin and inerrancy of the Qur’anic text, the infallibility of the Prophet
in receiving and conveying revelation, and the integrated nature of religion as a
comprehensive system governing all aspects of life.

Critique of Watt’s Sources and Blind Spots: The analysis notes that Watt’s
reliance on Western sources and selective use of Sunni historical narratives,
while largely ignoring the rich corpus of Shia exegetical and theological
literature (including concepts like Imamate and events like Ghadir), leads to a
partial and incomplete understanding. Furthermore, his dismissal or
inadequate handling of the Islamic hadith sciences (e.g., ‘llm al-rijal) when
evaluating reports on the Qur’an’s chronology (Tarikh al-Nuzil) is seen as a
major methodological flaw from an Islamic scholarly perspective.

Conclusion

This critical examination demonstrates that the disagreement between
William Montgomery Watt and Muslim exegetes over Qur’an 10:47 is not
merely a difference in opinion on a single verse, but a manifestation of a
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fundamental clash in worldviews and hermeneutics. Watt’s approach, rooted
in historical positivism and socio-political reductionism, seeks to explain the
verse (and by extension, the Qur’an) as a product of its time. In doing so, it
drains the concepts of messengership and divine judgment of their
transcendent, metaphysical significance, confining them to the sphere of 7th-
century Arabian social history.

In contrast, the Islamic interpretive tradition, as represented by its major
commentators, approaches the verse from within a framework of faith that
accepts the Qur’an as the eternal, uncreated speech of God. From this vantage
point, verse 10:47 reveals a timeless divine law: the sending of guides to
humanity and the establishment of ultimate justice upon their message being
delivered. The Prophet Muhammad (PBUHH) is the final link in this chain,
and his role as a judge in Medina is one specific, historical manifestation of
this universal principle, not its origin.

The study concludes that any superficial agreement on the social
description of the Prophet’s actions in Medina is overshadowed by a profound,
irreconcilable disagreement at the levels of foundation (divine vs. human
origin of the text), methodology (theological vs. historicist interpretation), and
ultimate meaning (transhistorical truth vs. historical artifact). This research,
through its focused analysis, provides a clear and concrete example of the
epistemological divide between Orientalist and Islamic Qur’anic scholarship,
underscoring the necessity of recognizing these foundational premises in any
comparative study of the Qur’an.
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