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Introduction

The political and social roles of the wives of the Prophet of Islam have become a significant
subject of debate and contention within contemporary Orientalist and Islamic studies
regarding the historiography of early Islam. On one hand, this issue is intertwined with the
sanctity of revelation, the status of prophethood, and the structure of authority in the nascent
Muslim community; on the other, it relates to the distinguished position held by the Prophet
Mohammad's wives regarding the transmission of religious knowledge, the fulfillment of
social roles, consultative participation, and involvement in political events. Consequently,
Orientalist representations of their roles are not merely historical accounts; rather, they are
frequently shaped by theoretical presuppositions concerning gender, power, religious authority,
and the relationship between the public and private spheres. Indeed, some Western scholars
have analyzed issues such as Hijab, women's social presence, polygamy, and the political
participation of the Prophet Mohammad's wives through the lens of modern concepts (Ahmad,
2013; Mernissi, 2001; Stowasser, 1994).

The present study focuses on how Orientalist scholarship has narrated and evaluated the
political and social participation of the Prophet Mohammad's wives, and the extent to which
these narratives are influenced by the scholars' own epistemological, methodological, and
cultural presuppositions. Accordingly, this article neither seeks to deny the historical reality of
the presence and active roles of the Prophet Mohammad's wives in the developments of early
Islam, nor does it aim merely to reconstruct these roles historically; rather, its primary objective
is a critical analysis of the frameworks through which Orientalists have understood, categorized,
and represented these forms of participation. Such an approach gains particular importance
given the multifaceted nature of Orientalism. For Orientalism is not a monolithic movement
with a single foundation; rather, it encompasses a spectrum of methodologies, motivations, and
research outcomes (Watt, 1982; Zamani, 2008; Motzki, 2017).

Method

This research employs a descriptive-analytical method and a textual critique approach. This
library-based, documentary, and qualitative study is situated at the intersection of Islamic
history, women's studies, and the critique of Orientalism. The research corpus comprises selected
works by Orientalists and scholars influenced by the Western academic tradition regarding
the Prophet Mohammad's wives, relevant Quranic verses, narrative and historical accounts,
and contemporary Muslim critiques. Within this framework, the definition of Orientalism is
not based solely on the researcher's religious, ethnic, or geographic identity; rather, it pertains
primarily to the methodology, epistemological framework, and academic tradition in which the
research is grounded (Nafisi, 2019; Motzki, 2017).

Aisha and Umm Salama have been selected as prominent case studies for this research, as each
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represents a distinct type of female agency in early Islam. In the works of Orientalists, Aisha
is examined primarily on two levels: first, as a significant narrator and transmitter of narratives
and the Prophetic tradition; and second, as a political actor in events such as the Battle of
the Camel. Conversely, Umm Salama is highlighted more as an example of political wisdom,
strategic counsel, and crisis management, particularly regarding the Treaty of Hudaybiyyah
(Abbott, 1942; Stowasser, 2017; Shafiei, 2012).

As this study relies on textual analysis and does not involve fieldwork or the examination of
human subjects, it makes no use of statistical tools, quantitative sampling methods, or statistical
analyses. Sources were selected purposively, based on their direct relevance to the research
question. Therefore, this article falls within the category of qualitative and analytical studies
and does not employ a mixed-methods research approach.

Results

Research findings indicate that a significant portion of Orientalist analyses presents a
reductionist view of the political and social roles played by the Prophet Mohammad's wives.
In this view, their roles are frequently confined to the private sphere, informal influence, or
behind-the-scenes maneuvering; their public interventions are often interpreted as exceptional,
personal, or driven by familial rivalries. This approach is particularly evident in analyses that
view the verse of Hijab solely as a mechanism for the social restriction of women and their
exclusion from the public arena (Ahmad, 2013; Mernissi, 2001). Conversely, historical evidence
demonstrates that even after the revelation of the verse of Hijab, the Prophet Mohammad's
wives continued to play active roles in educational, advisory, religious, and political spheres.
Far from signifying social isolation, this ruling was intended to regulate the manner of their
presence and safeguard the unique dignity of the Prophetic household (Hedayatollah, 1399;
Abbott, 1942).

Regarding women's participation in the pledge of allegiance (Bay'ah) and war-related
activities, some Orientalist analyses characterize women's involvement as primarily marginal
or symbolic, whereas historical data points to a wider variety of participatory roles for women in
early Islamic society. Instances such as women pledging allegiance to the Prophet Mohammad
independently, their engagement in relief and support roles during military expeditions, and,
in certain cases, their direct involvement during crises, demonstrate that women's participation
cannot be confined merely to the private sphere (Abbott, 1942; Stowasser, 2017). Analyzing
these forms of participation requires distinguishing between the historical reality of women's
presence and the way that presence is represented in Orientalist literature. For some Orientalists,
particularly in their analysis of the Battle of the Camel, have interpreted events through the
lenses of power struggles or gender issues, rather than focusing on the complex political, tribal,
and religious fabric of early Islam (Mernissi, 2001; Stowasser, 1994).

Based on the analysis conducted, four primary methodological shortcomings can be identified
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in Orientalist approaches regarding the Prophet Mohammad's wives: first, a lack of sufficient
sensitivity to the internal religious meanings of concepts such as Hijab, obedience, Bay'ah,
authority, and consultation; second, a disregard for the historical-social context of early Islam,
particularly tribal structures, kinship ties, and the concept of religious legitimacy; third, an
underestimation of the ethical and spiritual dimensions of the actions taken by the Prophet
Mohammad's wives; and fourth, an overlooking of the diversity of interpretation within the
Islamic tradition, specifically, the neglect of Shia sources and perspectives (Ahmad, 1992;
Mernissi, 1991; Spellberg, 1994; Stowasser, 1994).

Conclusions

Research findings indicate that Orientalist studies regarding the political and social roles of
the Prophet Mohammad's wives, despite a gradual shift from overtly reductionist interpretations
toward more sophisticated analyses, continue to face significant methodological limitations.
The dominance of modern concepts concerning gender, power, and the public-private divide
has led some of these studies to selectively reconstruct historical data, thereby failing to achieve
a comprehensive understanding of the agency exercised by the Prophet Mohammad's wives
(Ahmad, 2013; Mernissi, 2001; Spellberg, 2014). Theoretically, this research demonstrates that
the critique of Orientalism in this field must move beyond the mere acceptance or rejection
of historical assertions to analyze underlying presuppositions, methodologies, and conceptual
frameworks. A valid historical interpretation requires attention to indigenous categories, the
plurality of sources, intra-Islamic diversity, and the interplay between the religious, ethical, and
social dimensions of actions. From a practical standpoint, the findings underscore the necessity
of drawing more extensively upon Shia and other Islamic sources to rectify the global image
of Muslim women during the formative period of Islam. Future research could build upon this
foundation through comparative studies of Sunni and Shia narratives or by examining other
female figures in early Islamic history, thereby presenting a more accurate and non-reductionist

portrayal of women's status in Islamic history.
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