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Objective: This study presents a Qur’anic-critical analysis of
Orientalist perspectives on the ethical principles of the Prophet
Muhammad (PBUHH) in his dealings with enemies. It aims to
systematically critique contemporary Orientalist views by comparing
them with the Qur’anic foundations of Prophetic conduct .

Method: Employing a qualitative content analysis and comparative
approach, the research extracts key ethical principles—mercy
(rahmah), forgiveness (‘afw), justice (‘adl), and peace-seeking
(sulh)—from Qur’anic verses and authoritative exegeses. It then
critically examines the interpretations of prominent Orientalists such
as W. Montgomery Watt, Karen Armstrong, John Esposito, Wilferd
Madelung, Bernard Lewis, Michael Cook, Annemarie Schimmel, Fred
Donner, and Maxime Rodinson .

Results: The findings reveal that the Qur’an establishes a coherent
ethical framework for interacting with enemies, manifested in the
Prophet's actions like the general amnesty at the Conquest of Mecca,
his prayer for the people of Ta'if, just dealings with Banu Qurayza, and
acceptance of the Treaty of Hudaybiyyah. Contrary to the reductionist
analyses of many Orientalists, who often attribute mercy and
forgiveness to political motives or personal character, justice to tribal
considerations, and peace-seeking to secular diplomacy, this study
demonstrates that these principles are rooted in divine revelation
(wahy) and aim solely at guidance and reformation .

Conclusion: The conclusion emphasizes the necessity of rereading the
Prophet's biography (Sirah) through authentic Islamic sources,
particularly the Qur’an, to avoid Orientalist distortions and present a
timeless model for human interaction.
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Introduction

The ethical conduct (Sirah) of Prophet Muhammad (PBUHH) in his
encounters with enemies, as a manifestation of Qur’anic teachings, has been
a central subject in both Islamic and Orientalist studies. Despite its elevated
status within Islamic ethics, contemporary Orientalist analyses, often
influenced by secular, political, or tribal frameworks, have diverged from its
revelational logic. This research aims to provide a methodological critique of
Orientalist views regarding the Prophet's ethical principles in dealing with
adversaries through a comparative study with Qur’anic foundations. The
central research question is: Do contemporary Orientalist analyses of
Prophetic conduct align with Qur’anic principles? The study posits that
Orientalist readings, due to their secular premises and neglect of the revelatory
paradigm, offer a reductionist and often distorted understanding of the
Prophetic ethical model, which is fundamentally grounded in the Qur’an's
divine guidance.

Research Methodology

This research is analytical-critical in nature and adopts a comparative
approach. It utilizes qualitative content analysis as its primary method. The
process begins with extracting the core ethical principles governing the
Prophet's interaction with enemies directly from the Qur’anic text, supported
by classical and modern Islamic exegeses (7afsir). These principles—Mercy,
Forgiveness, Justice, and Peace-seeking—form the primary conceptual
framework of the study. In the second stage, the views of contemporary
Orientalists (including Watt, Armstrong, Esposito, Madelung, Lewis, Cook,
Schimmel, Donner, and Rodinson) on the Prophet's wartime and ethical
conduct are collected and analyzed from their key works. Subsequently, under
each ethical principle, the relevant Orientalist perspectives are subjected to
critical examination. The critique employs the principles of Qur’anic
hermeneutics, the historical contextuality of the verses, and the internal logic
of Islamic ethics to avoid unwarranted generalizations or reductionist
readings. The ultimate goal of this method is to evaluate the validity and
analytical coherence of Orientalist viewpoints in light of revelatory
foundations.

Findings

The research yields several key findings through a structured, principle-
based critique:
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1. The Principle of Mercy and Prophetic Leniency: The Qur’an establishes
mercy as the core of the Prophet's mission: "We did not send you but as a
mercy to all the nations” (Qur’an 21:107). This universal mercy was
operationalized in commands like "Repel [evil] with what is best" (Qur’an
41:34). The Prophet's conduct, such as his general amnesty at the Conquest of
Mecca and his prayer for the guidance of the people of Ta'if despite their
abuse, exemplified this Qur’anic mandate. Orientalists like Watt analyze this
mercy as a political strategy for social cohesion and consolidating power.
Armstrong views it as an attribute of the Prophet's benevolent personal
character, while Arnold sees it as a tool for religious propaganda. The critique
reveals that these interpretations, by secularizing or personalizing mercy, strip
it of its ontological status as a divine attribute and its strategic role in the
divinely-guided mission of moral reformation.

2. The Principle of Forgiveness and Pardon: The Qur’an repeatedly enjoins
the Prophet to gracious forgiveness: "So forbear with a graceful forbearance"
(Qur’an 15:85). The pinnacle of this was the Prophet's pardon of his former
persecutors in Mecca. Orientalist analyses often reduce this profound moral
victory to a calculative act. Watt interprets it as a shrewd political move to secure
tribal loyalties. Esposito, though more sympathetic, frames it within social
reform and community building. Donner and Rodinson view it through the lens
of realpolitik and strategic expansion. This study argues that such readings fail
to grasp the transformative, other-worldly dimension of forgiveness in the
Islamic paradigm, which seeks to break cycles of vengeance and is motivated
by the hope for the enemy's spiritual reform, as commanded by revelation.

3. The Principle of Justice in Hostility: The Qur’an mandates absolute
justice, even against one's own enmity: "And ill feeling for a people should
never lead you to be unfair. Be fair; that is nearer to Godwariness" (Qur’an
5:8). The Prophet's adherence to contractual justice with the Jewish tribe of
Banu Qurayza (despite their treachery), his fair treatment of prisoners of war,
and his strict adherence to the terms of the Treaty of Hudaybiyyah are key
examples. Orientalists like Madelung contextualize this justice within tribal
law, while Cook judges it by modern secular ethical standards, often arriving
at critical conclusions. Lewis frames it within political unification strategies.
The research demonstrates that the Prophetic standard of justice was not
merely tribal or political but was a rigorous application of a transcendent
divine command that prioritized equity over personal or tribal benefit.

4. The Principle of Avoiding Violence and Prioritizing Peace: The Qur’an
gives clear priority to peace: "If they incline toward peace, then you [too]
incline toward it" (Qur’an 8:61). The Treaty of Hudaybiyyah, where the
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Prophet (PBUHH) accepted seemingly disadvantageous terms to avoid
bloodshed, is a prime example of this principle in action. Orientalists like Watt
and Rodinson analyze this as astute diplomacy and pragmatic conflict
avoidance. Schimmel appreciates it as an aspect of the Prophet's
compassionate nature. The study contends that these views miss the
theological imperative behind the peace-seeking attitude. For the Prophet
(PBUHH), peace (sulh) was not merely a tactical pause but a positive Islamic
value that provided space for religious propagation (da'wah) and social
harmony, as long as core principles were not compromised.

Conclusion

This research concludes that the ethical principles of Prophet Muhammad
(PBUHH) in dealing with enemies—mercy, forgiveness, justice, and peace-
seeking—constitute a coherent, revelationally-grounded system aimed at
guidance, moral reform, and the establishment of a just social order. The
actions emanating from these principles, from the Conquest of Mecca to the
Treaty of Hudaybiyyah, were not isolated incidents of political genius or
personal magnanimity but were conscious implementations of divine
commandments.

The dominant trend in contemporary Orientalist scholarship, despite its
diversity and occasional empathy, largely fails to capture the depth and
universality of this Prophetic ethical model. This failure stems from a
fundamental methodological reliance on secular, socio-political, or
psychological frameworks that are inherently incapable of engaging with the
core premise of the Prophetic mission: its origin in divine revelation (Wahy).
Consequently, Orientalist analyses often resort to reductionism, interpreting
transcendent moral principles as mere tools of political strategy, tribal
management, personal character traits, or expansionist diplomacy.

Therefore, this study emphasizes the critical necessity of returning to the
primary sources of Islam—especially the Qur’an as the ultimate guide to
understanding the Prophet's conduct—for an accurate and holistic
comprehension of his Sirah. Relying solely on Orientalist frameworks, which
are filtered through non-Islamic epistemological lenses, risks significant
distortion and prevents accessing the timeless ethical paradigm that the
Prophet embodied. His conduct remains a universal model for human
interaction, conflict resolution, and ethical engagement with the "other,"
whose full appreciation requires an insider's perspective grounded in the
faith's own sources and intellectual tradition.
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