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This study critically examines one of the most controversial Western interpretations of
early Islamic history, namely, the view of William Montgomery Watt regarding the
alleged duality in the personality of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). By
distinguishing between the Meccan and Medinan periods, Watt argues that the Prophet
was a messenger of morality and compassion in Mecca but transformed in Medina into
a political statesman who resorted to violence and warfare in order to consolidate
power. The present study responds to this claim through an analysis based on the
chronological progression of Qur’anic revelation and demonstrates that the Holy
Qur’an, even after the Hijrah and during the height of the Prophet’s political authority,
presents a coherent, compassionate, and peace-oriented image of him. In this research,
Watt’s interpretive framework was first extracted and reexamined on the basis of his
three major works, Muhammad at Mecca, Muhammad at Medina, and Muhammad:
Prophet and Statesman. Subsequently, relying on the chronological order of revelation
of Qur’anic verses related to war and peace, the conduct and Qur’anic discourse of the
Medinan period were analyzed. The findings were explained at three levels. At the
ethical level, they reveal the continuity of such qualities as gentleness, mercy, and
forgiveness even at the height of political power. At the discursive level, they
demonstrate a persistent emphasis on constructive dialogue, peaceful coexistence, and
the prohibition of aggression. At the substantive level, they show that jihad was
fundamentally defensive in nature and considered legitimate only in response to
oppression and threat. Ultimately, the study concludes that the claim of the Prophet’s
inclination toward violence or a fundamental transformation of his character in Medina
is incompatible with the Qur’anic worldview. A revelation-oriented analysis of the
verses, combined with a three-dimensional ethical, discursive, and substantive
approach, provides a reasoned internal critique of Watt’s orientalist assumptions and
presents Islam as a religion grounded in mercy, peace, and moral values.

Keywords: Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), Militarism, Violence, Peace, Holy Qur’an,
Montgomery Watt.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The question of violence and peace in Islam has long occupied a central place in both Islamic
studies and Orientalist scholarship. Among the most influential Western interpretations of early Islamic
history is that of William Montgomery Watt, whose works Muhammad at Mecca (V3°Y), Muhammad at
Medina (V4°1), and Muhammad: Prophet and Statesman ()31)) have shaped modern discussions
concerning the Prophet Muhammad’s character and leadership. Watt proposed that a significant
transformation occurred between the Meccan and Medinan phases of the Prophet’s mission. According to
his interpretation, Muhammad in Mecca functioned primarily as a moral preacher, emphasizing patience,
compassion, and spiritual guidance, whereas in Medina he emerged as a political and military leader who
increasingly relied on organized force to secure and expand the nascent Islamic community (Watt, Y3°Y;
Watt, Y2e7; Watt, Y41)), This interpretation has contributed substantially to the broader Orientalist
narrative that associates the Medinan period with the institutionalization of violence in Islam. The present
study critically evaluates this claim through a revelation-oriented approach that prioritizes the
chronological order of Qur’anic revelation as the primary framework for understanding prophetic conduct.
Rather than interpreting the Prophet’s actions solely through historical narratives or sociological
reconstructions, the study employs a descriptive-analytical method centered on the Qur’an as the
foundational and most authoritative source for understanding the Prophet’s mission. By examining the
gradual development of Qur’anic discourse concerning ethics, dialogue, peace, warfare, and social
relations, the research investigates whether the Medinan revelations support the notion of a fundamental
transformation in the Prophet’s character or whether they instead demonstrate continuity in ethical
principles and objectives. The study also situates itself within the broader scholarly literature on Orientalist
interpretations of Islam and prophetic conduct, engaging critically with previous studies that have
challenged accusations of violence attributed to the Prophet and have emphasized the defensive nature of
Islamic warfare (Burji, Y+ *+ 1; Abdolmohammadi, ¥ + ) ¥; Abdolmohammadi & Akbari, ¥+ VY; Khoshfar et al.,
YoYY).

The study begins by reconstructing Watt’s interpretive framework and examining its assumptions
regarding the relationship between religion, power, and violence. Watt’s analysis rests on the premise that
the acquisition of political authority in Medina necessarily transformed the Prophet’s methods and
priorities, leading to the adoption of military strategies and political coercion as instruments of religious
expansion (Watt, Y427; Watt, Y31V). In contrast, the revelation-oriented methodology employed in this
research examines the Qur’anic discourse according to the chronological sequence of revelation, relying
on classical works concerning the order of Qur’anic chapters and verses, including the reports attributed
to Ibn Abbas and Jabir ibn Zayd as analyzed by later Qur’anic scholars (Al-Suyuti, Y ¢YY; Ma‘rifat, Y+ ) Y).
Through this approach, the study investigates Qur’anic passages related to warfare, peace, interreligious
dialogue, treaty obligations, and social coexistence across both Meccan and Medinan periods. The analysis
is conducted at three interconnected levels. The ethical level focuses on the consistency of the Prophet’s
moral character, particularly qualities such as mercy, patience, forgiveness, and compassion. The
discursive level examines the continuity of Qur’anic teachings regarding peaceful dialogue, coexistence,
reconciliation, and avoidance of aggression. The substantive level analyzes the nature and objectives of
jihad, evaluating whether Qur’anic legislation presents warfare as an instrument of expansion or as a
defensive response to oppression and existential threats. This tripartite analytical framework allows for a
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comprehensive assessment of whether the Prophet’s conduct underwent a substantive transformation after
migration to Medina or whether political authority merely provided new institutional means for
implementing enduring ethical principles rooted in revelation.

At the ethical level, the findings reveal a remarkable continuity between the Meccan and Medinan
periods. The Qur’an consistently portrays the Prophet as a figure characterized by extraordinary moral
excellence, mercy, and concern for humanity. Early Meccan revelations describe him as possessing “an
exalted standard of character,” emphasizing his patience and perseverance despite intense persecution and
hostility from the Quraysh (Al-Tabataba’i, Y¢)V; Al-Samarqandi, n.d.; Banooy-e Asfahani, )9AY),
Likewise, the celebrated Qur’anic description of the Prophet as “a mercy to all worlds™ establishes a
universal framework for understanding his mission, extending beyond believers to encompass humanity
as a whole (Al-Tusi, n.d.; Al-Tha‘labi al-Nishaburi, Y¢YY). The continuity of these characteristics is
evident in the Medinan period, where the Qur’an repeatedly emphasizes forgiveness, consultation,
gentleness, and concern for the welfare of others. The verse instructing the Prophet to pardon his followers
and consult them despite their mistakes after the Battle of Uhud demonstrates that political leadership did
not diminish but rather reinforced these ethical virtues (Abu al-Futuh-e Razi, )¢+ A; Al-Tabataba’i, Y£)V;
Al-Tabrisi, YYVY). Similarly, Qur’anic references to the Prophet’s profound sorrow over humanity’s
rejection of divine guidance portray him as motivated by compassion rather than domination (Al-Tusi,
n.d.; Mustafawi, Y+ +); Al-Tabataba’i, ) ¢ V). Historical accounts cited in the study further reinforce this
conclusion by highlighting his forgiveness toward former enemies, humane treatment of captives, and
refusal to pursue vengeance even when political and military circumstances would have enabled him to
do so (Al-Wagqidi, YYA4; Surabadi, Y+ +)). These findings challenge the notion that the Prophet’s ethical
orientation changed after the establishment of political authority and instead indicate a consistent moral
identity throughout his mission.

At the discursive level, the analysis demonstrates that peace-oriented communication and
coexistence remained fundamental features of Qur’anic teaching during both periods of revelation.
Meccan verses advocate respectful and rational dialogue, particularly through the principle of jidal bi-
allati hiya ahsan (arguing in the best manner), which encourages engagement with others through
reasoned discussion rather than coercion (Makarem Shirazi et al., Y3%¢; Al-Tabataba’i, ¢)V). Contrary
to Watt’s suggestion that such conciliatory discourse was merely a temporary strategy necessitated by
weakness, the Medinan revelations continue and deepen these principles. Numerous verses instruct
believers to honor treaties, pursue reconciliation, and coexist peacefully with those who do not engage in
hostility (Al-Tabrisi, VYVY; Najafi, Y+)4; Gavahi, Y+« +). The Qur’an explicitly commands acceptance of
peace whenever opponents incline toward it and establishes peaceful coexistence as the normative basis
of relations with non-hostile groups (Al-Baydawi, ) £ YA; Makarem Shirazi et al., Y 49°; Al-Tusi, n.d.). The
Constitution of Medina and subsequent agreements with neighboring tribes provide historical illustrations
of these principles in practice, reflecting efforts to establish a pluralistic and cooperative social order that
included Muslims, Jews, and other communities (Ibn Hisham, n.d.; Ibn Kathir, 3A%). Furthermore,
Qur’anic calls for reconciliation among believers and invitations to People of the Book to unite around
shared theological principles underscore the persistence of a dialogue-centered worldview (Ja‘fari, n.d.;
Makarem Shirazi et al., ) 93°). The evidence therefore suggests that the Medinan period was characterized




not by the replacement of peaceful discourse with coercive power but by the institutionalization of peace-
oriented principles within an emerging political community.

At the substantive level, the study finds that the Qur’anic conception of jihad remains consistently
defensive and ethically constrained throughout the Medinan period. The earliest permissions to engage in
warfare are explicitly linked to the experience of persecution and injustice, indicating that military action
was authorized as a response to aggression rather than as a means of expansion (Al-Tabataba’i, Y£)V;
Banooy-e Asfahani, Y4AY). Qur’anic injunctions repeatedly prohibit transgression, restrict warfare to
combatants, and emphasize the protection of non-combatants and religious freedom (Qurashi, )39A;
Balkhi, Y£YY; Al-Samargandi, n.d.). Verses addressing military preparedness stress deterrence and
collective security rather than conquest, portraying defensive capability as a mechanism for preventing
aggression and preserving social stability (Al-Tabataba’i, ) ¢VV; Balkhi, ) ¢YY). The study also highlights
the Qur’anic rationale for resistance against oppression, particularly the protection of places of worship
and the preservation of religious liberty, which frames jihad as a response to existential threats against
faith communities rather than an instrument of forced conversion (Surabadi, Y+ +); Mutahhari, Y33V).
Historical examples, including the Prophet’s instructions prohibiting the killing of women, children, and
the elderly, as well as his preference for negotiation and treaty-making whenever possible, further support
the defensive character of Islamic warfare (Al-Waqidi, YYA%). Consequently, the analysis rejects
interpretations that portray Medinan military engagements as evidence of a shift toward aggressive
expansionism and instead demonstrates that they were conducted within a coherent ethical and legal
framework grounded in the principles of justice, restraint, and legitimate self-defense.

The findings of this study indicate that the alleged duality between the Meccan and Medinan
phases of the Prophet Muhammad’s mission cannot be sustained when the Qur’an is examined according
to the chronological progression of revelation. The ethical qualities of mercy, forgiveness, patience, and
compassion remained constant throughout both periods, while the discourse of peaceful coexistence,
rational dialogue, and respect for human dignity continued to shape the Qur’anic message even after the
establishment of political authority. Likewise, the Qur’anic legislation concerning warfare consistently
framed military action as a defensive necessity conditioned by strict moral limitations rather than as a tool
of conquest or coercion. The revelation-oriented analysis therefore reveals a profound continuity in
prophetic conduct and demonstrates that political authority in Medina represented not a transformation of
the Prophet’s moral identity but an extension of the same ethical and spiritual principles into the sphere
of governance. By integrating ethical, discursive, and substantive dimensions, the study offers a coherent
alternative to Orientalist interpretations of prophetic history and presents Islam as a religious tradition
fundamentally rooted in mercy, justice, peace, and moral responsibility.
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