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The Orientalist Critique of the Wives of

the Prophet Muhammad (Peace Be Upon Him)

Tabarak Qusay Abdullah
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Tikrit University / College of Education for Girls

Abstract

This study examines how French-school Orientalists have problematized
the Prophet Muhammad’s ¥ marriage(s) and the household of the Mothers of the
Believers, and it evaluates the critical instruments through which these judgments
are produced—namely axiological projection, selective appropriation of riwayat,
and reading events outside their legislative horizon. Through close readings of
representative texts (e.g., Maxime Rodinson’s socioeconomic reading of the
Prophet’s marriage to Khadija, and Gustave Le Bon’s trope of an “excessive
inclination”), the article reconstructs the claims in their original wording, situates
them within nineteenth—twentieth-century intellectual frames, and then tests them
against the established Sira corpus, sound hadith, and legal-hermeneutic principles.
The analysis finds that the dominant French critiques rest on anachronistic ethical
standards and narrative selectivity that overlook the public, norm-setting functions
of the Prophetic household: (i) legislative ends (e.g., abolishing adoption in the
case of Zaynab bint Jahsh, Qur’an 33:37), (i1) pedagogical transmission of private-
law rulings by the Mothers of the Believers, and (ii1) social consolidation through
care for widows, migrants, and inter-tribal alliance. The study proposes a typology
of recurrent argumentative moves in these critiques and articulates criteria for
historically grounded, methodologically symmetric comparison. It concludes that
framing the Prophetic marriage as a moral liability represents an interpretive bias
that collapses under source-critical scrutiny; rather, the Prophetic marriages
functioned as instruments of proclamation, legislation, and community-building.

Keywords: French Orientalism, Prophetic Marriages, Mothers of the
Believer, Orientalist Allegations, Legislative Objectives.
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