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Abstract 
 

The prophet Muḥammad’s marriage to Zaynab bint Jaḥsh has been viewed as one of the 

more controversial events in the life of Muḥammad. In the West, Christian authors have 

long used the events surrounding the marriage to attack Muḥammad’s character, 

suggesting a lack of morals and unquenchable sexual appetite. 

This thesis explores whether these negative portrayals of the marriage has been carried 

over into modern depictions of Muḥammad’s life. A close examination of the historical 

sources and a discussion of the concept of “Orientalism” precede an analysis of three 

prominent 20th century English biographies of Muḥammad’s life.  

The thesis concludes that there is little in way of “Orientalism” to be found in these 

works. Instead, the authors examined go to great length to exonerate Muḥammad from 

any immoral acts, motives or intentions, with regard to his marriage to Zaynab bint 

Jaḥsh. 

 

Keyewords: Islam, Muḥammad, Zaynab bint Jaḥsh, Orientalism. 
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Transliteration and translations 
 

In this study a number of Arabic names and phrases will be used. For the purpose of 

transliterating the Arabic words, this study will employ the transliteration system for 

Arabic literary studies which is used at the Section for Semitic Languages at Uppsala 

University (Isaksson, 2014). 

The translations from the Qurʾān are made by Mohammad Habib Shakir and the verses 

are arranged according to the so-called Cairo edition.  For the ḥadīth collection of Ṣaḥiḥ 

Bukhārī and Ṣaḥiḥ Muslim the translations made by M. Muhsin Khan and Abdul Hamid 

Siddiqui respectively, have been used.  

Besides the Qurʾān and ḥadīth, two Arabic sources have been consulted: The Kitāb at-

Ṭabaqāt written by Ibn Saʿd and the exegetic work of at-Ṭabarī. Translations from these 

two works were made by the author himself. There exists a partial translation of the 

part of Ibn Saʿd’s Kitāb at-Ṭabaqāt used in this work, called the Woman of Madina, made 

by Aisha Bewley. However, the author was not able to access that book before the 

completion of this study.  
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1. Introduction 
 
Few aspects in Western biographical writing on Muḥammad’s life have been as 

controversial as his marriages. In particular, Muḥammad’s marriage to ʾĀʿisha has been 

subjected to much criticism by Western writers,1 and it remain a common point of 

criticism in the modern anti-Islamic discourse.2 Another marriage that has been deemed 

controversial by Western writers is the one to Zaynab bint Jaḥsh (Watt, 1961: 156; 

Peters, 1994: 296).  

Zaynab, who was Muḥammad’s cousin, was married to Zayd ibn Ḥāritha. Zayd was a 

former slave who had been adopted by the prophet. However, Zayd came to divorce 

Zaynab. According to some sources the divorce occurred after Muḥammad happened to 

stumble upon Zaynab, when she was in a state of being thinly dressed. After the divorce 

Muḥammad received a revelation abolishing the idea that an adopted son was to be 

counted as a real son. The revelation cleared the way for Muḥammad to marry Zaynab 

without breaking the taboo of marrying a son’s divorcee.3  

Although the marriage has been a source of ridicule and scorn in many pre-modern 

Christian polemical writings about Muḥammad, little has been done in order to examine 

how more modern biographies have treated the episode. 

The aim of the present study is to examine whether the polemical attitudes of 

Western biographers in pre-modern times have been carried over into modern 

biographical writings on Muḥammad’s life. 

Since the publication of Edward Said’s book Orientalism (1978/2003), Western 

scholarship on Islam has come under much scrutiny. Many scholars have claimed that 

Western writing on the life of Muḥammad has been unfair and under the influence of 

“Orientalist” attitudes, steeped in colonialism (Bauben, 1996; Ali, 1997; Reeves, 2000; 

Gunny, 2011). However, there have been few attempts to examine whether such 

statements are applicable to biographies written in the 20th century. The present study 
                                                        
1 For two elaborate studies of the life of ʾĀʿisha and her legacy, see Spellberg, D. A., Politics, 
Gender, and the Islamic Past - The Legacy of 'A'isha Bint Abi Bakr, New York: Columbia University 
Press. 1996, and Abbot, Nabia, Aishah - The Beloved of Mohammed, London: Saqi Books. 
1942/1998. 
2 According to many historical sources, Muḥammad married ʾĀʿisha when she was around nine 
years old. This has led some, such as the Dutch Politian Geert Wilders, to accuse Muḥammad of 
pedophilia. See, Steyn, Mark, “The Spirit of Geert Wilders”, National Review Online. 2012.  
3 For an indebt analysis of the different implications of Muḥammad’s abolition of the traditional 
concept of adoption, see Powers, David, S., Muhammad Is Not the Father of Any of Your Men - The 
Making of the Last Prophet, Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press. 2009. 
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seeks to make a small contribution to fill this vacuum by examining whether 

“Orientalist” attitudes can be found in 20th century Western descriptions of Zaynab bint 

Jaḥsh’s marriage to Muḥammad.    

 

2. Methodology 
 

This chapter explains the general methodology used in the study, with the method being 

explained in reference to the disposition. Finally, the research questions and the 

limitations are presented and discussed.   

 

2.2. Method 

The aim of this study is to answer a number of research questions regarding the 20th 

century depictions of Zaynab bint Jaḥsh’s marriage to the prophet Muḥammad. For this 

purpose the thesis will employ the method of qualitative content analysis. This method 

can be described as “a research technique for making replicable and valid inferences 

from texts (or other meaningful matter) to the context of their use” (Krippendorff, 2004: 

18). The purpose of content analysis is thus to make possible a systematic description of 

a text’s contents (Bergström, 2005: 44).  

What distinguishes the qualitative content analysis from the quantitative is that the 

former does not quantify its results. Thus, this method can be used when the material is 

difficult to quantify or a quantification of the material might even lend itself to 

misleading conclusions (Ibid). However, because of the lack of quantitated data, it is of 

utmost importance in qualitative content analysis that the researcher clearly presents 

the criteria used, both in the choice of data and in the analysis of the material, as well as 

why some parts of the texts are reproduced in the study while others are not. Another 

researcher, making use of the same data and employing the same criteria, should thus 

reach similar results (Ibid).  

 

According to Krippendorff (2004: 29), the framework in which a content analysis can be 

set to operate might be subdivided into a six-pointed scheme. 
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 A research question that the analysts seeks to answer by examining the body of 

text. 

 An analytical construct that operationalizes what the analysts know about the 

context. 

 A context of the analyst’s choice within which to make sense of the body of text. 

 A body of text, the data that a content analyst has available to begin an analytical 

effort. 

 Inferences that are intended to answer the research question, which constitute 

the basic accomplishment of the content analysis.   

 Validating evidence, which is the ultimate justification of the content analysis. 

 

2.3. Disposition 

The disposition of the present study closely follows the six pointed scheme above. The 

research questions will be presented in the last part of this chapter (section 2.3.), where 

the limitations are likewise outlined and motivated. The analytical construct is found in 

chapter 3 under the heading “theoretical frameworks”. In chapter 4, the context of the 

study is presented, while the analysis proper is found in chapter 5. The analysis presents 

the body of texts that the study will analyze. The texts have been chosen in order to 

answer the research questions. Chapter 6 will present the inferences made in the 

analysis under the heading “conclusions”. A final discussion in chapter 7 concludes the 

study and serves as the ultimate justification of the content analysis 

 

2.4. Research questions and limitations 

This study will try to answer a number of questions regarding how modern Western 

biographies have treated the episode of the marriage of Zaynab bint Jaḥsh to the 

prophet Muḥammad. However, due to the scope of the study, it will be limited to a 

selected number of biographies. Furthermore, it will be limited to describing modern 

biographies written in English. The choice of 20th century English literature is not only 

made out of convenience. Together with France, Britain was the main colonial power in 

Muslim world in the 20th century, and it has been suggested that the British attitudes 

towards Muḥammad and Islam have been less compromising and more in line with the 
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very polemical attitude of the Middle Ages (Daniel, 1960/2000: 326); a suggestion 

which makes a examination of English biographical literature particularly warranted. 

For the purpose of this study, the modern area will be regarded as beginning with the 

20th century. 

 

This study will aim at answering the following research questions: 

 

Main research question: 

 How have three modern Western biographers described the events surrounding 

the marriage between Zaynab bint Jaḥsh and the prophet Muḥammad? Are there 

traces, of what Said has called Orientalism. in these works? 

 

Subordinate research questions: 

 How have modern Western biographers treated the main historical sources of 

the marriage between Muḥammad and Zaynab bint Jaḥsh? 

 What conclusions, if any, have modern Western biographers reached regarding 

the marriage between Muḥammad and Zaynab bint Jaḥsh? 

 Do modern Western biographies treat the marriage between Zaynab bint Jaḥsh 

and Muḥammad differently from earlier Western writings? 

 

3. Theoretical framework 
 

The theoretical framework of this study is the concept of “Orientalism”. The first section 

of this study will explore what the meaning of Orientalism as described by one of its 

most well known proponent, Edward Said, and look specifically at how Said argues that 

Orientalism has affected Western writings on the prophet Muḥammad.  

The second section of the chapter will describe how some 20th century Muslim 

writers have accused Western biographers of being “Orientalist” in nature when 

describing the event surrounding the marriage of Zaynab bint Jaḥsh to the prophet 

Muḥammad.  
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3.2. The concept of Orientalism 

The concept of Orientalism has been closely associated to the work of Edward Said by 

the same title (1978/2003). However, Said was not the first to discuss it. A. L. Tibawi 

wrote on the subject as early as 1963, and some would suggest that the topic was in fact 

discussed by Muslim reformers such as Jamāl ad-Dīn "al-Afghānī" and Muḥammad 

Abduh: as early as in the late 19th and in the beginning of the 20th century  (Escovitch, 

1983: 1). 

According to Said, Orientalism is the “ineradicable distinction between Western 

superiority and Oriental inferiority” (Said, 1978/2003: 42). A distinction promoted by 

the Western imperial project in the Muslim world. According to Said, Great Britain and 

France dominated the Orientalist discourse up until the Second World War (Ibid: 4).   

With regard to Muḥammad, Said describes how Muḥammad has been vilified in the West 

since medieval times, when Dante placed him in the 8th circle of hell in his Divine 

Comedy (Ibid: 62). The vilification continued into the early modern period and the “Age 

of Enlightenment” (Ibid: 65-67, 71, 104, 268) by scholars such as D’Herbelot and even 

into the 1970’s when Said’s book was published (Ibid: 287). Said adds that in his own 

time, the writings of Sir William Muir on Muḥammad are still considered “reliable 

monuments of scholarship” (Ibid: 151), and about some of the more famous early 20th 

century scholars of Islam he writes: 

“Ignaz Goldzigher’s appreciation of Islam’s tolerance towards other religions was 

undercut by his dislike of Muhammed’s anthropomorphism and Islam’s too-exterior 

theology and jurisprudence; Duncan Black McDonald’s interest in Islamic piety and 

orthodoxy was vitiated by his perception of what he considered Islam’s heretical 

Christianity: Carl Becker’s understanding of Islamic civilization made him see it as a sadly 

undeveloped one; C. Snouck Hurgronje’s highly refined studies of Islamic mysticism 

(which he considered an essential part of Islam) led him to a harsh judgment of its 

crippling limitations” (Ibid: 209). 

 

Another scholar who has written about the Western perception of Islam and who Said 

willingly refers to (Ibid: 60) is Norman Daniel, who in 1960 wrote Islam in the West: The 

Making of an Image (1960/2000). Although Daniel mainly deals with medieval views of 

Islam and Muḥammad, he suggests that many of the negative stereotypes of the 

medieval age were carried over into the Enlightenment. He writes: 
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Even so, the more ‘Enlightened’ approach did not disturb the basic line established in the 

Middle Ages: Muhammad was seen as the inventor of a religion made up of bits and pieces 

acquired from round about; he was a deliberate deceiver, or at least a partly culpable 

deceiver who established by force. (Ibid: 312). 

However, Daniel also suggests that there was more of an ambiguity in the 18th century 

Enlightenment period with regards to Islam: an idea, at times also nurtured by Said 

(Said, 1978/2003: 120). 

Even though Daniel holds Said’s Orientalism in high regard, he claims Said sometimes 

“overstates his case” and in particular overstate his case “in individual judgment and 

perhaps understate it in his lack of structure” (Daniel, 1960/2000: 324).     

A harsher critic of Said, Jalal al ʿAzm, views Said’s exposé of “Orientalism” as 

“Orientalism in reverse”, suggesting Said is guilty of the same essentialism of the West 

that Said finds in the Western depictions of the Orient (al ʿAzm, 2000).  

Another critic of Said is the historian Bernard Lewis. Subjected to many attacks in 

Said’s Orientalism (Said, 1978/2003: 315-321), Lewis suggests that Western scholarship 

on the Orient bears little of the dubious intentions proposed by Said. Instead, Lewis sees 

the scholarly tradition of the Orient in the West as one of genuine curiosity and 

sympathy. According to Lewis scholarly biases is a universal phenomenon, by no way 

restricted to the Western study of the Orient (Lewis, 2000). 

 

3.3. Modern claims of Orientalism with regard to the story of Zaynab 

bint Jaḥsh 

Criticism towards the Prophet Muḥammad is a practice with old traits in Europe 

(Reeves, 2000). The Christian clergy of Europe in particular, reacted towards the 

description of Muḥammad’s private life and his many marriages. For the Christian clergy 

it was inconceivable that a prophet could behave in the way Muḥammad did (Roded, 

2006: 60), marrying such a large number of wives as well as having concubines.  

In the prudish 19th century much Western literature described the Middle East “as a 

hotbed of sexuality” (Roded, 2006: 62; Reeves, 2000: 235), and Muḥammad’s marriage 

life came to be a focal point of criticism in biographical writing on the prophet.  

Reacting to such criticism modern Islamic apologetic literature has accused Western 

writers of misrepresenting the domestic life of the prophet Muḥammad. The episode of 
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the marriage between Zaynab bint Jaḥsh and Muḥammad thus became a central episode 

for the polemicists and the apologists alike.  

One of the more influential books on the life of Muḥammad, written in the Islamic 

world in the 20th century was Ḥayyāt Muḥammad or The Life of Muḥammad 

(1933/1976), originates with the Egyptian intellectual Muḥammad Ḥusayn Haykal.4 

Criticizing how Western writers have described Zaynab’s marriage to Muḥammad he 

wrote: 

“As for the story of Zaynab, daughter of Jahsh, the chroniclers, Orientalists, 

andmissionaries have mixed it with such products of vivid imagination that they have 

made of it a story of love and passion […]For a repudiation of the whole story of Zaynab as 

reported by these chroniclers or Orientalists and missionaries, it is sufficient to realize that 

the said woman was the daughter of Umaymah and grand-daughter of `Abd al Muttalib the 

uncle of the Prophet of God-may God's peace and blessing be upon him. It is sufficient to 

remember that this woman was brought up in sight of Muhammad and under his care […] 

This historical relationship between Zaynab and Muhammad rules out as utterly fictitious 

and groundless all the stories which have been attributed to Zaynab's 

attractivenes.”(Haykal, 1933/1976: 294-295) 

“Western Orientalists and missionaries pause in order to give full vent to their resentment 

and imagination. In this chapter of Muhammad's biography, some of them take inordinate 

pain to paint a sensual portrait of Zaynab. They relate that when Muhammad saw her, she 

was half-naked, that her fine black hair was covering half her body, and that every curve of 

her body was full of desire and passion. Others relate that when Muhammad opened the 

door of the house of Zayd the breeze played with the curtains of the room of  Zaynab, thus 

permitting Muhammad to catch a glimpse of her stretched out on her mattress in a 

nightgown. They then tell their readers that this view of her stormed the heart of 

Muhammad who was extremely passionate in his love and desire for women. They relate 

that Muhammad had hidden his secret desire, though he could hardly bear to conceal it for 

long! This and many like pictures have been painted arduously by Orientalists and 

missionaries and may be read in the work of Muir, Dermenghem, Washington Irving, 

Lammens, and others. It cannot be denied that these stories are based upon reports in 

fanciful Muslim biographies and Hadith books. But these books are questionable. And it is 

extremely regrettable that our authors have used them without scrutiny.” (Ibid: 286-287) 

                                                        
4A critical study of Haykal’s book, that also discusses Haykal’s criticism towards the Orientalist 
portrayal of Zaynab bint Jahsh’s marriage to Muḥammad, has been conducted by Antonie 
Wessels in, A Modern Arabic Biography of Muḥammad: A Critical Study of Muḥammad Ḥusayn, 
Leiden: E.J. Brill: 1971. 
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Another critic of the “Orientalist” portrayal of the Zaynab’s marriage to Muḥammad, 

Mazheruddin Siddiqi, added: 

“Much criticism has been directed against the holy Prophet because of his marrige [sic] 

with Zainab b. Jahsh. It is said that once when he visited her at home, he saw her in a 

condition of disarrary [sic] and was overcome by her physical beauty. But it is forgotten 

that Zainab was a cousin of the Prophet. He had seen her many times before but he was 

never attracted by her physical beauty, else he would have married her, instead of 

insisting on her that she should marry Zaid. Why, on this particular occasion, he should 

have been unduly attracted by her is not clear.” (Siddiqi 1980: 163) 

 

Nabia Abott, a Turkish born scholar wrote:  

The story of Zainab’s marriage to Mohammed, as told by most Western scholars, is one 

that gives most offense to Moslems the world over. These scholars use it generally to show 

to what extent Mohammed had become the slave of sensual passion. (Abbot, 1998: 16) 

 

And in a book written on the lives of the prophet Muḥammad’s wives, Muḥammad Fathi 

Mus’ad wrote:  

“[that] there is no truth what was fabricated by some orientalist and those who bear spite 

against Islam and the Prophet (peace be upon him). They fabricated the devilish idea that 

it was the obsession of love that made the Prophet (peace be upon him) marry Zaynab and 

that he concealed this love until he made Zayd divorce her.” (Mus’ad, n.d. : 134-135) 

 

The writings cited above can be said illustrate how Muslim writers in the last century 

have tended to view Western writings on the Zaynab affair.  

They have all pointed out that the Zaynab story has been used by “Orientalists” in 

order to slander the Prophet and portray him as a sensualist. This is the most common 

charge against the Western portrayal of the events surrounding Muhammad’s marriage 

to Zaynab. The next chapter will demonstrate that such accusations aren’t without merit 

with regard to 19th century Western bibliographic writing.  

As seen in the cited works above Muslim writers can differ somewhat in their view on 

how Western authors have used the sources. When Muḥammad Fathi Mus’ad suggests 

that Western writers have fabricated the idea of Muḥammad’s attractiveness to Zaynab, 

Haykal readily acknowledges that these ideas are based on Muslim sources but describe 



12 
 

these sources as fanciful and unreliable. The different approaches en valuations of the 

historical sources will be discussed in the next chapter.   

 

4. Context 
 

This chapter will provide context to the Zaynab story. The context is necessary for a 

number of reasons. Much of the modern debate around Zaynab’s marriage to 

Muḥammad, as well as literature on Orientalist depictions of Muḥammad, has centered 

on works written in the 19th century. Furthermore, this is the century that proceeded 

the 20th century from which the biographies examined in the analysis was written. This 

chapter will therefore offer a brief exposé over the some of the more important and 

influential works on Muḥammad written in English in the 19th century. 

But before doing so, this chapter will discuss the historical sources of the Zaynab 

story. In order to be able to understand the Western 19th as well as the 20th century 

depictions of the Zaynab story it is essential to understand what the different historical 

sources are and what the different historical sources say, and equally importantly don’t 

say about the Zaynab affair. For someone unfamiliar with the story of the affair itself, the 

description of the sources will also serve as an introduction to the different and 

sometimes contentious descriptions of the events surrounding Muḥammad’s marriage 

to Zaynab bint Jaḥsh.  

 

4.2. The historical sources 

This section presents the different historical sources of the episodes surrounding the 

marriage of Zaynab bint Jaḥsh to Muḥammad. The sources can be classified as belonging 

to four different categories of literature; the Qurʾān, the biographical literature on the 

life of the prophet Muḥammad, the ḥadīth literature and the exegetic literature.  

The historical sources will be discussed in the chronology in which they appeared 

historically, with one exception; the exegetic literature will be discussed before the 

ḥadīth literature even thou the ḥadīth literature analyzed in this thesis was complied 

earlier than the exegetic literature analyzed in this thesis. This arrangement will be 

favored because the ḥadīth-literature provides very little additional information to the 
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story on Zaynab’s marriage to Muḥammad. However, the lack of material in the ḥadīth-

literatur is important in order to understand why Western and Islamic scholarships 

have viewed the story so differently, a topic that will be explored further when 

discussing ḥadīth-literature.  

 

4.2.1. The Qurʾān 

The oldest reference to Zaynab bint Jaḥsh’s marriage to Muḥammad is to be found in the 

Qurʾān. Even though the incident is not narrated in full in the Qurʾān, a couple of verses 

in Surat al-Aḥzāb (Sura 33: Verse 37-40) are widely believed to refer to Zaynab bint 

Jaḥsh’s marriage to Muḥammad:  

“And when you said to him to whom Allah had shown favor and to whom you had shown a 

favor: Keep your wife to yourself and be careful of (your duty to) Allah; and you concealed 

in your soul what Allah would bring to light, and you feared men, and Allah had a greater 

right that you should fear Him. But when Zaid had accomplished his want of her, We gave 

her to you as a wife, so that there should be no difficulty for the believers in respect of the 

wives of their adopted sons, when they have accomplished their want of them; and Allah's 

command shall be performed.” (Verse 37) 

“There is no harm in the Prophet doing that which Allah has ordained for him; such has 

been the course of Allah with respect to those who have gone before; and the command of 

Allah is a decree that is made absolute:” (Verse 38) 

“Those who deliver the messages of Allah and fear Him, and do not fear any one but Allah; 

and Allah is sufficient to take account.” (Verse 39) 

“Muhammad is not the father of any of your men, but he is the Messenger of Allah and the 

Last of the prophets; and Allah is cognizant of all things.” (Verse 40) 

 

The verse preceding the verses of Sura 33:37-40 likely also refer to the Zaynab affair, 

even though some exegetes, such as Ibn Kathīr5, have doubted this: 

“And it behoves not a believing man and a believing woman that they should have any 

choice in their matter when Allah and His Messenger have decided a matter; and whoever 

disobeys Allah and His Messenger, he surely strays off a manifest straying.” (Verse 36) 

 

                                                        
5 Ibn Kathīr’s exegesis is arguably the most popular Sunni work of exegesis in the Muslim World 
today, and has long served as a favorite exegesis for Sunni orthodoxy.    
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It is also possible that verse 52 of the same Sura refers to the Zaynab affair, even though 

few exegetes have held this opinion. Verse 52 comes just before the famous verse of the 

ḥijāb (veil) of the same Sura: which most exegetes hold to refer to another story about 

Zaynab. Verse 52 goes as follows:    

“It is not allowed to you to take women afterwards, nor that you should change them for 

other wives, though their beauty be pleasing to you, except what your right hand possesses 

and Allah is Watchful over all things.” (Verse 52) 

 

Although there has been attempts in Western scholarship to question the overall 

authenticity of the Qurʾān (Wansbrough, 1978), Western scholars in general view most 

of the material as being a more or less authentic rendering of the revelations of 

Muḥammad (Watt & Bell, 1995). Still, there has been more debate as to the meaning of 

the qurʾānic passages and what historical circumstances they refer to.  

The following parts of this section will deal with the different forms of literature that 

deals with these historical circumstances.  

 

4.2.2. The biographical literature 

The oldest biography on Muḥammad’s life, The life of Muḥammad, was written by Ibn 

Isḥāq (d. 761 or 767).  Ibn Isḥāq’s work has survived in an edition made by Ibn Hishām 

(d. 828 or 833) as well as in quotations in other works. In Ibn Hishām’s edition of Ibn 

Isḥāq’s work, Ibn Hishām mentions the story of Zaynab’s marriage to Muḥammad in a 

commentary. The brief statement goes as follows: 

“He married Zaynab d. Jaḥsh b. Riʾāb al-Asadīya. Her brother Abū Aḥmad married her to 

him and the apostle gave her four hundred dirhams. She had been previously married to 

Zayd. Hāritha, the freed slave of the apostle, and it was about her that God sent down: ‘So 

when Zayd had done as he wished in divorcing her We married her to you [Ṣura, 33:37]” 

(Guillaume, 1955/2006: 793) 

 

The first biographical work to describe the events in some detail is the The book of 

classes [Kitāb at-Ṭabaqāt al-Kabīr] written by the traditionist Ibn Saʿd (d. 845). The book 

of classes is a compilation of some 4250 persons that had been involved in the 

transmission of ḥadīth, from the prophet’s lifetime to Ibn Saʿd’s days (Fück 2014). 
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This story, as Ibn Saʿd has narrated it, has been the main source used by Western writers 

describing the events surrounding Zaynab bint Jaḥsh’s marriage to Muḥammad, and it 

will be summarized here:  

According to Ibn Saʿd, Zaynab was a cousin of Muḥammad who had married her of to 

Zayd ibn Ḥāritha. Zayd was a freed slave who Muḥammad had adopted and Zaynab had 

objected to marriage with reference her high lineage.  

Ibn Saʿd relates that Muḥammad went looking for Zayd one day. When Muḥammad 

came to the house of Zayd he was met by Zayds’s wife Zaynab. She had dressed quickly 

as Muḥammad has approached the house, and Ibn Saʿd says, Muḥammad “admired her” 

when he saw her.  She greeted Muḥammad and invited him in, but Muḥammad refused 

to enter the house and left. As he left he mumbled something inaudible with the 

exception of the phrase “Glory be to God the Almighty! Glory be to God who causes 

hearts to turn”. When Zayd returned home Zaynab told him what happened. Zayd then 

went to Muḥammad and Zayd told Muḥammad he had heard that he came to his house 

and said “perhaps Zaynab has excited your admiration, and so I will separate myself 

from her?” Muḥammad answered by instructing Zaid to stay with his wife, but Zayd 

went on and divorced her any way. After a period of time had passed Muḥammad got 

the revelation (verse 37 in Sura al-Aḥzāb) that God had married Zaynab to him (Ibn Saʿd, 

2014).   

 

At-Ṭabarī (d. 923) was a Muslim historian who wrote a lengthy chronicle of the history 

of the Muslim community up until his own time, called The History of the Prophets and 

Kings [Tārīkh ar-rusul wa al-Mulūk]. At-Ṭabarī is often viewed as one of the more 

accurate Muslim historians, and despite living in the 10th century, his work contains 

many early traditions on the Prophet (Bosworth, 2014). An illustrative proof of this is 

that in The History of the Prophets and Kings we find many stories from Ibn Isḥāq that we 

don’t find in Ibn Hishām. At-Ṭabarī probably had access to a better copy of Ibn Isḥāq’s 

work but more importantly we don’t find any tendencies in at-Ṭabarī to censure stories 

of parts of stories one could have found offensive.  This is an sharp contrast to Ibn 

Hishām who in the beginning of his edition of Ibn Ishaq’s work, clearly states that he has 

omitted things that could have been viewed as offensive (Guillaume, 1955/2006: 691).   

The story of Zaynab bint Jaḥsh’s marriage to Muḥammad is referred to at length on 

two occasions by at-Ṭabarī (At-Ṭabarī, volume XXXIX: 180-182/2447-24448; volume 
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XIII:1-4/1460-1462) as well as on one shorter occasion (at-Ṭabarī, volume IX: 

134/1773). When presenting the chain of narrators of the lengthier stories, at-Ṭabarī 

relates how he got the stories from al-Wāqidi who was (d. 823) was one of the early 

biographers of the prophet Muḥammad. His biography of the prophet was mainly 

concerned with Muḥammad’s military expeditions and is therefore known as The book 

of raids [Kitāb al-Maghāzī] (Faizer, 2013). In The book of raids we have no references to 

the Zaynab story, but just as certain stories of Ibn Isḥāq is not to be found in the edition 

of Ibn Hishām, it may be that the story of Zaynab’s marriage to Muḥammad has not been 

preserved in the surviving edition of al-Wāqidī’s work. Al-Wāqidī was the teacher of Ibn 

Saʿd and it is therefore possible that his story of Zaynab, as it is found in Ibn Saʿd also 

comes from al-Wāqidī. 

With regard to the story itself, at-Ṭabarī describes how Muḥammad came to Zayd’s 

house and found Zaynab “dressed only in a shift” (at-Ṭabarī, volume XIII: 2/1461). 

Because of the scanty dress the prophet turned away from her and refused to enter. At-

Ṭabarī describes how she “excited the admiration of the Messenger of God”, how 

Muḥammad exclaimed “Glory be to God the Almighty! Glory be to God who causes hearts 

to turn” (Ibid: 2-3/1460-1462), and how she later related this to her husband. Upon 

hearing about it, Zayd went to Muḥammad saying “perhaps Zaynab has excited your 

admiration, and so I will separate myself from her” (Ibid). The prophet instructed Zayd 

to stay with his wife, but he decided to divorce her any way. Muḥammad then got the 

revelation of verse 37 in Sura al-Aḥzāb in the presents of ʿĀʾisha who is reported to have 

said on a later occasion:  

“I became very uneasy because of what we heard about her beauty and another thing, the 

greatest and loftiest of matters – what God has done for her by giving her in marriage. I 

said she will boast over us”. (Ibid: 3) 

 

The stories found in Ibn Saʿd and at-Ṭabarī are very similar to each other, at times they 

are identical, which would strengthen the theory of a common origin. 

At-Ṭabarī also relates an alternative version of the story, where Muḥammad saw 

Zaynab in the nude where Muḥammad saw Zaynab undressed, after the haircloth over 

the door was uncovered by the wind (at-Ṭabarī, volume XIII: 4/1462).  
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4.2.3. The exegetic literature 

Because the episode of Zaynab bint Jaḥsh’s marriage to Muḥammad is referred to in the 

Qurʾān virtually every Muslim exegete has an explaining of the events. However, the 

exegesis “par excellence” (Bosworth 2014) is written by at-Ṭabarī, who also wrote the 

famous work of history, referred to above.  

In his exegesis at-Ṭabarī says that the verse of Sura 33:37 refers to Zaynab bint Jaḥsh 

and how Muḥammad saw her and “admired her” (at-Ṭabarī, 2014) when she was 

married to Zayd. He describes how the prophet wanted Zayd to divorce her so he could 

marry her himself and how Zayd came to dislike her and wanted to divorce her.  He 

suggests, with reference to Sura, 33:37, that Muḥammad concealed his desire because he 

was afraid of what people might say. At-Ṭabarī then relates several variants of the story. 

In one version, Muḥammad stood outside calling for Zayd when the “light sheet” that 

covered the door of Zaynab’s house blew open and revealed her scantily clad (at-Ṭabarī, 

2014).  

 

After at-Ṭabarī, exegetes such as the popular exegesis of Ibn Kathir (based to a large 

degree on at-Ṭabarī’s exegesis) came to discard many of the details of the story as it had 

been related by at-Ṭabarī, but some of them, such as the exegete Zamaksharī (12th 

century) followed at-Ṭabarīs descriptions of the events and suggested that Muḥammad 

had come to admire Zaynab and therefore wished for Zayd to divorce her (Zamaksharī 

2014). A similar view was advocated by the 16th century writer al-Ḥaḍramī who 

suggested that Muḥammad came to admire Zaynab after having seen her smartening up. 

Al-Ḥaḍramī goes on to explain that God exposed the matter to the people by the Qurʾānic 

revelation because Muḥammad himself was shy to do so. Another reason for the 

revelation, according to al-Ḥaḍramī, was that God revealed the verses in order to quell 

Muḥammad’s sexual appetite, because “God loves what Muḥammad loves and hates 

what he hates” (Muhammad 2009: 147-148). 

At-Ṭabarī as well as Zamaksharī also narrates a story in which ʾĀʿisha says that “if the 

messenger of God had kept anything hidden of that which had been revealed to him of 

the book of God, he would have kept [this verse] hidden” (Wessels, 1971: 112), referring 

to Sura 33:37.  
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4.2.4. The ḥadīth literature 

In the ḥadīth-literature there are a couple of references to Zaynab bint Jaḥsh’s marriage 

to Muḥammad. In al-Bukhārī, the most popular collection of ḥadīth (and arguably the 

oldest, depending on what one defines as constituting a ḥadīth collection), composed at 

the end of the 9th century, it is said that Zayd came to the Prophet complaining about his 

wife, whereupon the prophet responded by telling him to say: “stay with your wife”. Al-

Bukhārī also adds that Aisha had said that if the prophet could have concealed any verse 

in the Qurʾān he would have concealed this verse (al-Bukhārī Vol. 9, Book 93, Hadith 

516); a statement we have seen was also narrated by at-Ṭabarī in his exegesis.  

In Ṣaḥiḥ Muslim, the second most popular book of ḥadīth, we find a tradition that says 

that after Zaynab’s waiting period [ʾidda] was over, Muḥammad told Zayd to propose a 

marriage to her (Ṣaḥiḥ Muslim, Book 16, Hadith 105).  

There seems to be very little additional information on Zaynab bint Jaḥsh’s marriage 

to Muḥammad in either Ṣaḥiḥ Bukhārī or Ṣaḥiḥ Muslim, nor does there seem to be much 

additional information in other books of ḥadīth. Thus, some of the more controversial 

details of the story that can be found in the biographical – and the exegetic – literature 

are clearly absent in the ḥadīth-literature. 

The fact that the ḥadīth-literature lacks many of the details that can be found in the 

biographical and exegetic literature is important in order to understand the different 

views on the episode of Zaynab bint Jaḥsh’s marriage to Muḥammad. Orthodox Sunni 

Muslims do not regard any stories about Muḥammad as necessarily true unless they are 

narrated in an “authentic” collection of ḥadīth, such as Bukhārī or Muslim, or with an 

“authentic” chain of narrators in other sources, be they ḥadīth or from another genre 

(such as biographical or exegetic literature). However, Western scholarship has held the 

books of ḥadīth in low regard and favored the older biographical literature.6 Western 

scholars have also favored incomplete chains of traditions – as is the norm in the 

biographical literature – over the more complete chains of narrators that can be find in 

the ḥadīth-literature.  

Thus, Western scholarship is bound to first and foremost seek the answers to the 

Zaynab episode in the Qurʾān and biographical literature and to a lesser degree in the 

                                                        
6 Cf. the classic treatment of the ḥadīth-literature in: Goldzhier, Ignaz, ”On the Development of 
the Hadith.” in Stern, S., M., (ed) Muslim Studies, London: Vol 2, (1889/1971) & Schacht, Joseph, 
The Origins of Muhammadan Jurisprudence. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1950.  
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exegetical literature. On the other hand, many Muslim scholars will first and foremost 

look at what has been narrated in the “authentic” ḥadīth and are not bound by either 

dogma or scholarly tradition to accept what has been narrated in the biographical or 

exegetical literature. 

 

4.3. Pre-modern depictions of the story of Zaynab bint Jaḥsh 

The story of Zaynab bint Jaḥsh and Muḥammad has a long tradition in Christian 

polemics against Islam. As early as in the 8th century the Syrian monk John of Damascus 

wrote:  

“Muḥammad had a comrade called Zayd. This man had a beautiful wife whom Muḥammad 

fell in Love with. While they were once sitting together, Muḥammad said to him: ‘Oh you, 

God command me to take your wife.’ And he replied. ‘You are the apostle; do as God has 

told you; take my wife.’ Rather, in order to tell the story from the beginning, he said to 

him: ‘God commanded me (to tell you) that you should divorce your wife;’ and he divorced 

her. Several days later, he said, ‘But now God commanded that I should take her.’ Then 

after he took her and committed adultery with […] he made such a law: “Whosoever will 

may dismiss his wife. But if, after the divorce, he wants to return back to her let someone 

else marry her (first). For it is not permitted for him to take her (back) unless she is 

married by someone else…” (Muhammad, 2009: 141-142) 

 

The story of Muḥammad’s marriage to Zaynab was a favorite story throughout the 

Middle Ages in Europe (Roded, 2006: 59; Daniel, 1960/2000: 119-120) and many where 

the authors who wrote on the immorality and what were viewed as the incestuous 

nature of the marriage (Daniel, 1960/2000: 118-123). During the Middle Ages the fear 

of Islam was in one sense based on a real military threat from powerful Muslim states, 

neighboring Christian Europe. In the 19th century, however, The Ottoman Empire next to 

Europe was weak and fragmented. 

In the 19th century European states came to colonize many parts of the Muslim world 

and Islam was no longer viewed as a threat in Europe. Following upon the new 

geopolitical situation, the experience of the enlightenment and the beginning of critical 

scholarship with regard to other religious figures such as Jesus, one might have expected 

a more nuanced view of Islam too have taken root with European writers. However, 
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with regard to Zaynab bint Jaḥsh’s marriage to Muḥammad there were many polemical 

descriptions in the 19th century.  

 

In his criticism towards the Western Orientalist view of the episode, Muḥammad Haykal 

points out two 19th century biographers of Muḥammad’s life who wrote in English: the 

Scottish colonial administrator Sir William Muir, and the American writer Washington 

Irving. This chapter will look at the descriptions of these two writers, as well as the 

biography written by Samuel Green, as these biographies on Muḥammad life were some 

of the more popular during the 19th century.  

Sir William Muir was a Scottish colonial administrator in India for much of his life. He 

wrote several books on Muḥammad and Islam but was also criticized in his own time for 

his Christian bias (Powell, 2010: 166 & 256). Washington Irving was an American 

novelist who wrote a number of biographies of famous people, among them Muḥammad 

and Samuel Green was a Baptist minister in London who wrote a biography on 

Muḥammad in the mid 20th century and Samuel Green a British Christian minister.  

 

A major theme amongst many Westerners who wrote about Muḥammad in the 19th 

century was his perceived lusts and sensuality. The idea of a sensual and sexual Orient 

was a common idea in 18th and 19th century descriptions and portrayals of the “Orient” 

(Reeves, 2000: chapter 9).  

Concerning Muḥammad’s supposed lustfulness, Sir William Muir wrote that 

Muḥammad’s (or as he put it, “Mahomet’s”) “weakness for the sex seemed only to grow 

with age and the attractions of his increasing harem were insufficient to prevent his 

passion from wandering beyond its ample limits (Muir, 1887: 140). Washington Irving 

tells his readers that Muḥammad had a “heart prone to affection, and subject to female 

influence” (Irving, 1860: 148) and Green writes that Muḥammad’s behavior after his 

first wife Khadija had died was marked by “utmost license” (Green, 1840: 205). 

In describing the events that unfolded with regard to the Prophet’s marriage to Zaynab, 

Muḥammad is described as passionate and lusty. We are told by Muir that his “flame 

would not be stifled, “And so, casting his scruples to the winds, he resolved at last to 

have her” (Muir, 1887: 141). Samuel Green wrote that Muḥammad became “violently in 

love” with Zaynab (Green, 1840: 208) and the revelation of verse 33:37 was the result of   
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Muḥammad finding “the flame which consumed him was unconquerable” (Green, 1840: 

209). 

Washington Irving writes that; “Zeid knew the amorous susceptibility of Mahomet” 

and describes Zaid bin Ḥāritha as a rather pathetic figure who couldn’t wait to fulfill his 

Master’s every desire. According Irving, Zayd “loved his beautiful wife, but he venerated 

the prophet, and […] divorced himself without delay” (Irving, 1860, 192).  

 

5. Analysis of 20th century depictions of the story of Zaynab bint 
Jaḥsh 

 
In the 20th century the Ottoman Empire dissolved in the aftermath of the First World 

War. What followed was a European colonization of most of the Middle East, and in a 

sense, a complete subjugation of almost all Muslim lands. It was also an age in which 

critical scholarship evolved which came to be reflected in the descriptions of 

Muḥammad’s life (Oruçoğlu, 2012).  

 

This chapter will examine how three prominent 20th century biographers of the life of 

the prophet Muḥammad have described the events surrounding Zaynab bint Jaḥsh’s 

marriage to Muḥammad. The works that have been chosen are the biographies written 

by David Samuel Margoliouth, William Montgomery Watt and Karen Armstrong. It has 

been suggested that these are the three most prominent biographies of the prophet that 

has been written in English in the 20th century (Abo el Nagah, 2014.). 

Watt and Margoliouth together with the 19th century writer Sir William Muir were 

also the main recipients of criticism in Muhammad Jabal Buaben’s publication, Image of 

the Prophet Muhammad in the West: A Study of Muir, Margoliouth and Watt as well as 

Muhammad Mohar Ali’s Sīrat al-Nabī and the Orientalists: with Special Reference to the 

Writings of William Muir, D. S. Margoliouth and W. Montgomery Watt, published in 1996 

and 1997, respectively.  
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5.2. David Samuel Margoliouth 

Margoliouth places the story of Zaynab bint Jaḥsh’s marriage to Muḥammad in the 

context of other traditions that had been abolished by the new preaching.  He gives as an 

example, that Muḥammad had previously abolished the possibility for a man to marry 

his late father. According to Margoliouth, the story of Zaynab bint Jaḥsh’s marriage to 

Muḥammad came to abolish another old practice: that of the prohibition for man to 

marry a divorcee of an adopted son (Margoliouth, 1905/2003: 319-320).  

Margoliouth writes that it is not known why Muḥammad wished to marry her, but 

suggest it might have been because of her piety. He informs the reader that Zaynab was 

the cousin of the prophet and that it appears that Zayd became aware of Muḥammad’s 

interest in his wife but that that all parties concerned refused to act until the verses of 

Sura 33 was reveled (Ibid, 1905/2003: 319-320). Without specifically referring to 

Zaynab, Margoliouth says that Muḥammad’s numerous marriages were the result of the 

need to forge political alliances rather than the prophet’s passion, as many previous 

European writers had suggested (Ibid: 176). 

 

5.3. William Montgomery Watt 

In 1953, William Montgomery Watt published Muhammad at Mecca, which was followed 

by Muhammad at Medina three years later. In 1961 Muhammad: Prophet and Statesman, 

a popular abridgment of the two previous works, was printed. Watt’s works on 

Muḥammad’s life are considered classics in the field (Daniel, 1960/2000: 330; Peters, 

1994: ix; Bauben, 1996; Reeves, 2000; 283 Hillenbrand 2000). Like Margoliouth, Watt 

was an ordained priest and also an accomplished scholar, being a professor of Arabic 

and Islamic studies at Edinburgh University.  

Similarly to Margoliouth, Watt suggests that the most natural explanation for 

Muḥammad’s marriage to Zaynab is the one he thinks is proposed by the Qurʾān; that 

Muḥammad saw it as a duty do marry Zaynab in order to demonstrate that the 

community should break with the old taboo.  

Much like Margoliouth, Watt also puts forward the claim that Muḥammad’s marriages 

were due to political concerns (Watt, 1956: 287 & 331-332; 1961: 157).  He goes as far 

as claiming that all of the prophet’s marriages were made out of political considerations, 

but admits that in Zaynab’s case a social factor may have outweighed the political one. 
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That social factor was the breaking of the social taboo of marrying a divorcee of an 

adopted son (Ibid: 287).  

Watt accepts the general outline of the story as Ibn Saʿd and at-Ṭabarī narrated it, 

however doubting the validity of many of their details, suggesting that the 

contemporaries of the Prophet seemed to have “touched up” (Watt, 1956: 329; 1961: 

158) the narrative in order to produce a “colorful story” (Watt, 1956: 332).  

In describing the events themselves, Watt points out that Zaynab was the cousin of the 

Prophet and that she was made to marry Zayd against her will. Watt also doubts the 

stories of Zaynab’s beauty pointing out that she is said to have been 35 years old, and in 

some sources even 38 years old (Ibid: 331).  

With regard to the idea that that Muḥammad might have aroused by seeing Zaynab, 

Watt proposes that this idea had been conjured up by later Muslims in order to 

demonstrate that the Prophet took a clear stand against ideas of asceticism and 

monasticism (common in Christianity and condemned in Islam); adding that it is 

unlikely that a 56 years old man would have been carried away by the not so young 

Zaynab (Watt 1961: 158). He writes that Muḥammad, being the cousin of Zaynab, might 

have seen her growing up and therefore is unlikely to have been surprised by her looks. 

Instead he proposes a mixture of political motives and a sense of responsibility on the 

part of the prophet towards his unmarried cousin (Watt, 1956: 331).   

Watt also tries to analyze how Zaynab might have viewed what happened. Watt 

thinks she might have worked towards securing a marriage to Muḥammad after 

Muḥammad’s visit to Zayd’s house. Even though her husband, Zayd, was a freedman, 

Watt still think he had a high status in the community; something that directly 

contradicts the description given by Ibn Saʿd who describe how she was proud over her 

linage and looked down on Zayd. Watt points out that Zayd led several military raids and 

mentions that he was one of the more prominent members of a new community where 

former slaves and free men had a more equal standing. However, Watt suggests that 

Zaynab was tired of Zayd and might have worked towards an even more prestigious 

marriage, as she was an ambitious woman (Ibid: 330-331). 
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5.4. Karen Armstrong 

In 1991 the author Karen Armstrong came out with Muhammad: A Biography of the 

Prophet. Armstrong herself is a former catholic nun and has become a much famed 

writer on religion, and her biography of the prophet has been translated to numerous 

languages.  

Armstrong begins the story about Zaynab’s marriage to Muḥammad by relating the 

story as it has been related in Ibn Saʿd.7 Armstrong makes Zaynab the main protagonist 

in this narrative. She writes that Zaynab “had never wanted to marry Zayd and now 

seized on Muḥammad’s admiration as a way out” (Armstrong, 1991/2001: 196). 

Armstrong describes how Zaynab told Zayd “frequently and vehemently about the 

electrical experience” after her meeting with Muḥammad at the house of Zayd (Ibid). 

This made Zayd’s his life impossible. Zaynab’s nag made Zayd so tired he eventually 

divorced her, despite having been told by Muḥammad to stay with her. 

In Armstrong’s reading of Ibn Saʿd it was Muḥammad who succumbed to Zaynab’s 

charms, who she says was described amazingly beautiful and just under 40 years old. 

Subsequently she informs the reader of the controversy of the marriage in Muḥammad’s 

own time, and how the verses of Sura 33:37-40 came down to exonerate him from any 

blame. She also relates ʾĀʿisha’s response to the revelation and notes that most 

Westerners have shared ʾĀʿisha’s skepticism (Ibid). 

Having related the outline of the story, she then offers a more critical assessment. She 

questions whether a woman who had lived in Arabia’s harsh environment for 39 really 

could have possessed such a beauty. She questions whether, the prophet, having been 

Zaynab’s cousin and presumably having known her since childhood, really could’ve been 

so taken by her all of a sudden. Instead Armstrong suggests that Muḥammad may have 

felt a responsibility for Zaynab after her divorce, as “we know he was concerned of the 

unprotected women in the umma” (Ibid: 197). She further suggests that Muḥammad had 

always been close to the Jaḥsh family and says that: “if he had wanted Zaynab for her 

sexual charms, he could have married her himself years earlier”. She also mentions the 

fact that the incident demonstrated new social conventions in that adopted sons were 

not to be equated to real sons (Ibid: 197). 

                                                        
7However, Armstrong is basing her description of the events on the story of Ibn Saʿd as Martin 
Lings related it in his book Muhammad: His Life Based on the Earliest sources (revised edition). 
Cambridge. Inner Traditions: 2006 (1983). 
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6. Conclusions 
 

It is clear that the authors examined were all aware of how the Zaynab story had been 

portrayed in earlier Western biographies, and it seems that the examined authors 

attempts to portray and explain the story in a different way from their 19th century 

precursors.  

In his criticism against the “Orientalist” portrayal of the Zaynab affair, Muḥammad 

Ḥusayn Haykal accurately points to the fact that many early depictions of Muḥammad’s 

marriage to Zaynab fail to point out her close kinship to the Prophet (Wessels, 1971: 

132); an idea also echoed by Mazheruddin Siddiqi. However, when we look at 

Marghouliouth, Watt and Armstrong, they all mention the kinship between Muḥammad 

and Zaynab. The three authors all imply that the fact that Muḥammad had been a close 

cousin of Zaynab makes it difficult to believe Ibn Saʿd’s and at-Ṭabarī’s claim that 

Muḥammad all of a sudden had been taken by her beauty. 

 If we are to accept this objection; one might suggest that the idea of women’s 

seclusion and the prohibition of close relationship between cousins of the opposite sex – 

both of which might have developed late in Islam – may have been read back at the story 

of Zaynab, at the time of the story’s compilation. 

 

As for why Muḥammad married Zaynab, Margoliouth suggests that Muḥammad married 

Zaynab due to her piety. This is a strange suggestion as nothing can be known of 

Zaynab’s piety; her position as one of the wives of the Prophet and thus one of the 

“mothers of the believers” (Qurʾān 33:6) necessities that she will be described as a very 

pious woman, just as all the other wives were.  

Watt and Armstrong both disregard the possibility that she might have been beautiful 

because of her age. The sources speak of her as being 35 years old or 30 odd (Watt, 

1956: 331) at the time of the hijra from Medina some five years earlier (Bernström, 

2002: 726). Watt takes this to mean that she was 35 or 38 and Armstrong takes this to 

mean that she was 39. As a cause for the marriage Watt suggests political reasons as 

well as a wish to take care of a relative. Armstrong proposes a scenario where 

Muḥammad wanted to take care of an aging cousin, as he was known to care for the 

unprotected women of the community. 
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These objections to Zaynab’s supposed beauty are all fair. However there are 

numerous references to Zaynab’s beauty that seems not to have taken into account or 

discussed by the authors. Both at-Ṭabarī and Ibn Saʿd mentions Zaynab’s beauty. Watt 

suggests that there might have been a wish to describe Muḥammad as more amorous 

than he was, in order to make a point about the lack of celibacy and asceticism in Islam. 

Why such a need would exist, with a prophet whom had at least nine wives and a 

number of concubines, is not explained. Furthermore Watt fails to explain why later 

Muslims writers did not feel such a need, as almost all of them unanimously discarded 

all the notions of the prophet being taken by admiration of Zaynab.  

There are also references to Zaynab’s high standing in Muḥammad’s household in the 

sources. In Ibn Isḥāq it is mentioned, by ʾĀʿisha, that Zaynab was the only wife that could 

rival Āʿisha in favor (Guillaume, 1955/2006: 495), and in the story of the slander of 

ʾĀʿisha8, it is related by ʾĀʿisha that the sister of Zaynab was involved in the slander in 

order to protect Zaynab, who was the only one who could rival ʾĀʿisha (al-Bukhārī Vol. 5, 

Book 59, Hadith 462).9 

 Furthermore most exegetes and ḥadīth-scholars, such as Ibn Kathīr and al-Bukhārī 

agreed that it was with regard to Zaynab that the verse of the ḥijāb (Qurʾān 33:53) came 

down. The verses of the ḥijāb made it obligatory for the prophet’s wives to screen 

themselves against other men, and it might very well have been the attention Zaynab’s 

beauty brought to the community that cause the versed of ḥijāb to come down.  

A final remark on the issue of Zaynab’s alleged beauty is the fact that it may be 

referred to in the Qurʾān (Ṣura 33: 52), something that is not mentioned by any of the 

authors examined.10   

 

Both Margoliouth and Watt suggest that one reason for Muḥammad to marry Zaynab – 

and for the revelation of the verses of Sura al-Aḥzāb – was to break with old taboos. Why 

                                                        
8 Although the slander is never verbalized in the sources, it clearly brought in the suggestion that Āʿisha 
had been unfaithful to the prophet. 
9 It should be mentioned that there is a possibility that the role of Zaynab and her sister in the slander of 
ʾĀʿisha is apocryphal. Ibn Isḥāq has the episode of the slander taking place well before Muḥammad’s 
marriage to Zaynab and in Bukhārī’s version of the story the companion Saʿd Ibn Muʿād appears in the 
story, even though Ibn Isḥāq describes his death as having taken place in the immediate aftermath of the 
battle of the trench, a battle that most sources agreed took place before Muḥammad’s marriage to Zaynab.  
10 Zaynab was not the only woman said to have been beautiful and that Muḥammad had married at the 
approximate time of the revelation of 33:52. Around the time of the incident of the slander of ʾĀʿisha, 
Muḥammad married Juwayriyya, a prisoner of war, who could be the one to whom the verses of 33:52 
refer.  
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such a revelation would necessitate a practical demonstration, on the part of the 

prophet, is unclear. Watt in particular, has been criticized for this explanation, as the 

opposite cause of event seem more likely (Rodinson, 1960/2002: 206-207; Wessels, 

1971: 139). That is, that because Muḥammad chose to marry Zaynab, the prohibition to 

marry the divorcee of an adopted son was abolished.  

 

In describing the events – surrounding Zaynab’s marriage to Muḥammad – the authors 

examined tend to favor explanations which exonerate Muḥammad charges of having 

acted unethical. Some of the explanations offered seem well founded whereas other 

seems far-fetched and do not pay the historical sources enough attention or credence. 

 

7. Final discussion 
 

The stories of the events surrounding the marriage of Zaynab bint Jaḥsh to the prophet 

Muḥammad have long been used in Christian and Western polemical writings on Islam. 

In the 20th century authors, such as Edward Said, have claimed that Western depictions 

of the Middle East and Islam was– and had for a long time been– closely tied up with 

colonialism and imperial ambitions.  

With regard to the prophet Muḥammad, Said and others have claimed that Western 

authors have treated the prophet unfairly in biographical writings. There is little doubt 

that this claim is correct with regard to biographical writings written before the 20th 

century, and many Muslim critics have regarded the story of the marriage of Zaynab to 

Muḥammad as a prime example of Western “Orientalism”. 

However, when looking at three prominent 20th century English biographies that 

deals with the subject, there is little bias or unfairness to be found. It seems that all the 

authors examined were aware of the polemical attitudes that preceded them in earlier 

depictions of Zaynab bint Jaḥsh’s marriage to Muḥammad. It also seems like the authors 

examined to some degree have tried to exonerate Muḥammad from any wrongdoing. It 

is at times questionable whether the authors examined have made ample use of the 

historical sources or paid them sufficient credence. It is therefore, at times, doubtful 

whether their benign descriptions and interpretations of the events are all that well 

founded.  
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This study therefore concludes that there is little in the way of “Orientalism” to be 

found – in the description the marriage of Zaynab to Muḥammad – in the examined 20th 

century English biographies of the life of Muḥammad. How these biographies, or for that 

matter, other modern biographies have treated other controversial episodes of 

Muḥammad’s life could be a topic that could warrant some future research. 
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