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Abstract

This research presents a problem-oriented assessment held by the skeptical views of
orientalists regarding the denial of the historical existence of the Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH). It examines whether textual and archaeological evidence from
the seventh century AD can confirm or refute this denial. The study employs a
critical-comparative analysis of the two main currents -critical approach and radical
skepticism- focusing on their methodological foundations and epistemological
assumptions. The investigation centers on the claim of a lack of contemporary
evidence. A coherent re-reading of the evidence shows that the dating and testable
extra-religious data are not compatible with the denial hypothesis, which appears to
be an extreme and unsupported interpretation rather than a documented analysis.
The findings, while emphasizing methodological caution, provide a realistic view of
the historical context of the Prophet (PBUH) and show that historical assessment
should be based on the integration of multiple sources of evidence rather than
single-source inferences.

Keywords: Historical existence of the Prophet of Islam, Radical skepticism, Non-
Islamic sources, 7th century AD, Archaeological evidence.

Introduction

Over the past decades, Orientalist analyses of Islam and its Prophet have
encompassed a wide range of approaches. One major current in this field has been
the critical rereading of Islamic sources. Many Orientalists, adopting a
historiographical and critical approach, have challenged the historical reliability of
traditional Islamic sources such as sira and hadith (Mohammadzamani & Aghajari,
2017: 145-147). This group, which maintains a skeptical stance toward dominant
narratives, does not necessarily deny the existence of the Prophet of Islam; rather, it
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is concerned with later accretions and ideological constructions reflected in Islamic
sources.

In contrast, a smaller yet more controversial group of Western scholars has gone
beyond critiquing the sources and, relying on limited evidence and particular
analytical frameworks, has cast doubt on-or explicitly denied-the historical existence
of the Prophet of Islam. This perspective, which may be termed “radical
skepticism” regarding the Prophet’s existence, although held by a minority, has
attracted increased attention over the past two decades, especially through certain
media-driven and pseudo-scholarly works.

Within Islamic academic literature, numerous analyses and critiques have
addressed the first approach (the critique of the credibility of Islamic sources), and
measured-sometimes well-substantiated-responses have been offered. Nevertheless,
the second approach-namely, the denial of the Prophet’s historical existence-has
received far less serious and systematic examination. This is despite the fact that
such views have had a considerable impact on intellectual, media, and public
discourse about Islam in the West.

Recognizing this gap, the present study focuses on this particular current within
Orientalist scholarship and analyzes the arguments, sources, and methodologies
employed to deny the historical existence of the Prophet. The aim is to demonstrate
that such views are not only weak in terms of historical evidence but also often
contradict fundamental principles of scientific historiography from a methodological
perspective. Accordingly, the main question of this article is: to what extent can
radical claims denying the historical existence of the Prophet of Islam be examined
and critiqued based on evidence independent of the Islamic tradition, such as
contemporary texts, early Qur’anic manuscripts, and archaeological evidence?

Methodology

This research adopts a qualitative, analytical—critical approach and is structured
around the analysis of documents and written sources. Data were collected through
documentary research and the examination of library-based materials. The sources
include works by Orientalists who deny or critically question the Prophet’s
existence, contemporary analyses in the historiography of Islam, as well as textual
and archaeological evidence from the early centuries. Data analysis is conducted
through critical content analysis.

Within this framework, the study first reconstructs and categorizes the arguments
advanced by proponents of denial, then examines and evaluates these views in light
of the principles of scientific historiography and the criteria for assessing
independent evidence-particularly extra-religious evidence-that supports the
historical existence of the Prophet of Islam.

Discussion & Resalts

An examination and critique of views denying the historical existence of the Prophet
of Islam show that this position, despite its seemingly scientific and skeptical
appearance, suffers from serious methodological problems, incomplete evidence,
and at times ideological bias. These views rest on four main premises: first, the
claim of silence or the absence of verifiable contemporary and non-Islamic
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evidence; second, the dismissal of traditional Islamic sources as historically
unreliable; third, alternative hypotheses regarding the origins of Islam and the
alleged removal of the Prophet’s figure from the Qur’an; and fourth, ideological
explanations that portray the emergence of the Prophet as a mythical construct
devised for purposes of legitimation.

In contrast to these premises, non-Islamic sources contemporary with, or close
to, the seventh century CE-despite their critical or even hostile tone-confirm the
existence of a historical figure named Muhammad in the Arabian Peninsula. These
sources are particularly valuable due to their chronological proximity and are
sufficient to refute the claim that there is a lack of contemporary evidence.

Moreover, substantial evidence supports the authenticity and historical reliability
of Islamic narratives. The rigorous system developed within the traditions of hadith
and stra for recording, evaluating, and filtering reports-based on criteria such as the
trustworthiness of transmitters, continuity of transmission, and modes of hadith
reception-constitutes a sophisticated form of internal criticism unparalleled in any
other premodern civilization.

Likewise, hypotheses such as the non-Arab origins of Islam or the deliberate
omission of the Prophet’s name from the Qur’an, when examined in light of
intratextual analysis of Qur’anic verses, the Qur’an’s narrative structure, and its
historical context, lack clear evidence and are largely grounded in abstract
speculation. Ideological explanations, on the other hand, fail to adequately account
for the historical consolidation of the sira and hadith traditions, which rest upon
multiple, diverse, and sometimes independent reports.

Conclusion

In sum, the wholesale denial of the historical existence of the Prophet of Islam is not
only unsupported by sufficient documentary evidence, but also stands in serious
tension with a substantial body of contemporary data, the meticulous mechanisms of
transmission within the Islamic tradition, and converging external and internal
evidence. From the standpoint of scientific historical inquiry, therefore, the
existence of the Prophet of Islam constitutes a well-documented and defensible
historical reality.
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