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A.]J. Wensinck: His Life, Scholarship, and Critical
Perspectives on Islamic Theology
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Abstract

Arent Jan Wensinck (1882-1939), a prominent Dutch scholar, made significant
contributions to Islamic and Christian mystical theology, Semitic languages, and
oriental history. His academic journey spanned universities in Utrecht, Leiden,
Berlin, and Heidelberg, where he developed expertise in Arabic, Hebrew, Syriac, and
Aramaic. Wensinck is renowned for his monumental work on Hadith indexing, al-
Mu‘jam al-Mufahras li Alfaz al-Hadith al-Nabawi, which remains a critical resource
for Islamic studies. However, his research on Islamic creeds, notably in The Muslim
Creed: Its Genesis and Historical Development, introduced controversial ideas, such
as the historical evolution of Islamic beliefs. Wensinck argued that Islamic creed was
not fully formed during the Prophet Muhammad’s (PBUH) lifetime and developed
over three centuries. His analysis of the Qur'an and Hadith also raised criticisms,
particularly his interpretation of repetitive verses and varied narrations as
contradictions. This paper critically examines Wensinck's methodology, highlighting
his intellectual gaps, such as his misunderstanding of Qur'anic repetition and Hadith
variations. It further explores how Wensinck’'s Western lens influenced his
conclusions about Islamic theology, failing to appreciate the contextual and
situational delivery of Islamic creeds. Despite these shortcomings, Wensinck's
contributions, especially in Hadith scholarship, remain invaluable, and his work
continues to be a subject of both admiration and critique in contemporary Islamic
studies.

Keywords: A.]J. Wensinck, Islamic Creed, Hadith Indexing, Orientalism, Qur'anic
Repetition, Islamic Theology
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A letter to Rashid Rida written by Arent Jan Wensinck (September 1, 1920). The letter is

preserved at the Rashid Rida family archive in Cairo.
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WorldCat, “What is WorldCat?” (n.p.: worldcat.org, 2016 CE), https://www.worldcat.org.

* . Wensinck, Arend Jan, Concordance et indices de la tradition musulmane: les six livres, le Musnad

d’al-Darimi, le Muwatta’ de Malik, le Musnad de Ahmad ibn Hanbal (Leiden: Brill, 19361988 CE),
1-8.
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. Wensinck, Arend Jan, Muhammad and the Jews of Madina (Freiburg im Breisgau: K. Schwarz,
1975 CE).

7. Wensinck, Arend Jan, The Muslim Creed: Its Genesis and Historical Development (London: Frank
Cass, 1965 CE), 304.

® . Wensinck, Arend Jan, 4 Handbook of Early Muhammadan Tradition, Alphabetically Arranged
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1971 CE), xviii, 268.

’. Wensinck, Arend Jan, La pensée de Ghazzali (Paris: n.p., 1940 CE), ii, 201.

""", Wensinck, Arend Jan, The Ocean in the Literature of the Western Semites (Wiesbaden: Sindig,
1968 CE), xi, 66.

"', Wensinck, Arend Jan, Some Semitic Rites of Mourning and Religion: Studies on Their Origin and
Mutual Relation (Amsterdam: Johannes Miiller, 1917 CE), xi, 101.

>, Wensinck, Arend Jan, Legends of Eastern Saints: Chiefly from Syriac Sources (Piscataway, N.J.:
Gorgias Press, 2005 CE), 2 vols.

" . Wensinck, Arend Jan, Semietische Studién uit de nalatenschap (Leiden: A.W. Sijthoff, 1941 CE),
212.
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Wensinck, Arend Jan, The Ideas of the Western Semites Concerning the Navel of the Earth
(Amsterdam: Johannes Miiller, 1916 CE), xii, 65.

""", Wensinck, Arend Jan, Arabic New-Year and the Feast of Tabernacles (Amsterdam: n.p., 1925
CE), 41.
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His cast of mind was not that of a law-giver, or that of a
philosopher; three centuries were yet to elapse before the juristic
and theological system of Islam could be completely worked out.

*.Al-Mufti, Muhammad Mukhtar, A/-Sira al-Nabawiyya fi kitabat al-mustashriq al-Hilandi Arind
Jan Finsink, 94.
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In the course of these centuries there would be occasion for it to
formulate its creed. We must not seek to find it in Muhammad.
Neither his nature, nor the course of his life, can justify us in

2 expecting a creed from him
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After the first half of the tenth century A.D., in which the Figh
Akbar II probably originated, several doctors composed creeds of a

more or less varying structure.”
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... the Kuran does not proclaim a compendium of faith that could

serve as a characteristic description of Islam, either in contrast with
other religions, or as a means of distinction from the peculiar

doctrines of the sects.”
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The idea of the unity of Allah does not occupy so large a place in
the earliest parts of the Kuran ; later, however, it occurs many
times. Sura cxii has become very popular in the Muhammadan
world : " Say, He is one God; God the everlasting. He begetteth
not, and He is not begotten, there is none like unto Him ". Still,
these verses have not the form required for a brief phrase, nor are
they elaborate enough for a creed?.

* . Wensinck, Arend Jan, The Muslim Creed: Its Genesis and Historical Development (New York:
Routledge, 2008 CE), 19.

* . Wensinck, Arend Jan, The Muslim Creed: Its Genesis and Historical Development, 2.

27 Wensinck, Arend Jan, The Muslim Creed: Its Genesis and Historical Development, 4.

28 Wensinck, Arend Jan, The Muslim Creed: Its Genesis and Historical Development, 4.
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We may call him a Prophet, or a politician, or both; he was
certainly no religious philosopher?.
ILLWGW‘LC%%U/»MJb.«/ﬁ/“'].))yf/,[c)lfud/ﬂ-/lﬂ:?

... the words " I am unto you all the Apostle of God " mean that
Muhammad here extends his mission to mankind in general. This
extension would, however, contradict other passages of the Kuran,
such as sura 1v. 169, in which Muhammad calls himself one of the
Apostles, their "seal", it is true, but not different from them in other
respects. Just as the Apostles were sent to their Ummas, so he, as

-

the Arabian Prophet, was sent to Arabia. *°
sz_u‘me‘adWK‘unﬂsff/wmmu/Je/(“uﬁ’ﬁw,[L@f’?ﬁg”j]”
&rf;éut’/".w:ﬁumw;,-wcajg)wu}chUleJ"zrf[ﬁ?]j
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2 Wensinck, Arend Jan, The Muslim Creed: Its Genesis and Historical Development, 17.
30 Wensinck, Arend Jan, The Muslim Creed: Its Genesis and Historical Development, 6.
s b Y :u;ng;LiJ!LL/?+l%q/qi'u(;b”!‘o‘zrcdrgf?g:,[}fUz/LLliég;L».@J-LL&J/@AML&J&{JW,- 3
(169) s 4ll1 Jio U5 &85e1 051 (i il
Giallad ks datedlly (s (v iy £l 13060525 431 (05 st W1 U7 P2 e TS U ham il b S 767 ks 2
(47)
SE G S L P e AT i el e Ut S e t S S5 et P S U st T E 6 093 5100 2
(40) Lz (o5 UK, Al G850l 55 4l Tyl 505 8025 (3 w1 i Sk
32 | Cf. Snouck Hurgronje, Mohammedanism, p. 46, note, who émphasizes the misuse of the term al-
'tilamina in the Kuran, and Buhl in Islamica, ii. 135 sqq. Of the limited sense of the term al-nas we
shall find an instance, infra, p. 13, note 3.
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In this connection it is important to consider the term Ummi, one of
the favourite epithets Muhammad gives himself in the Kuran. Later
writers usually explained this term as meaning "illiterate" and
connected it with the problem of Muhammad's ability to read and
write. Umma conveys the meaning of "people". When the term is
used in a religious sense it means community; .... When
Muhammad called himself Ummi, he meant thereby that he was the

Arabian Prophet of the gentiles, speaking to the gentiles to whom
33 no Apostle had ever been sent before
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In the same sense Muhammad emphasizes that the Kuran is an "

Arabian book" or an " Arabian verdict" .
e b aG AU LTS S e N[ 2 ot
e tolos_ e L Kl S AL AP By S5 AFA LAY Hlag){,lﬁ—"
Here it reaches its most characteristic expression in the story of
how Muhammad sent letters to the Great Powers of his time, the

Emperor at Byzantium (Qaisar), the King of Persia (Kisra), the
Negus of Abyssinia (al-Najashi), the Governor of Egypt (al-

33 Wensinck, Arend Jan, The Muslim Creed: Its Genesis and Historical Development, 6.

b Land
Al-‘Ugayqi, Najib, AI-Mustashrigin (Al-Qahira: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1980 CE), 4.
¥ . Al-‘Uqayqi, Najib, 4I-Mustashriqiin, 6.
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Mukawkis), inviting them to embrace Islam. These letters are,
however, of a doubtful authority, if indeed they are not wholly
legendary. Signora Dr. Vacca is probably right in supposing that
these and similar tales were invented to furnish the Prophet's
exequatur for the conquerors who conducted the Muhammadan

armies to the four quarters of the world.™
J&}%lg[ﬁ&i]jw‘aﬁﬂfwjd/b/%ﬂu%[dg(&%;qﬁab/dj&lm]”
SRS P 2 1 2GS S Ui 8 L et GE e Ui S L U3
w,wufd;u%,,bﬂ,m‘a.f,@cgyu}m ST L s £
SURdSE iU u?i&u:ugg@/@/w/;1,f‘a£74gﬂy.>5/*,m;ﬂ/}?uﬁf
;tg'“iLJf“Ju}-“//dmﬁJg;wJppgw‘u;1;§Juf‘$%b%fuﬁd!}iu)/lg
KJ/G/:/;QL;;AM L&ET;«/G«S) Jéj’ﬁﬁg’;fi/‘)r/:g‘%"faul’*ubl;ﬂd;:’g)l—u)u?!—"
y/uW4J,Jai&w/JIQuﬂf[LZqud/»’ug:.{y)é.,@;,u%lKﬁm,w&sfj(‘;dwmwni/
ﬂ’a%»,f[ﬁnﬁ’fj/é@/w@wividgs,:aﬂ4w65a’viJ/@?f; uﬂ/,,g/_”u?.lf
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large part of This view is confirmed by the attitude assumed by a
death. . . . Which had the "islamized" tribes after Muhammad's
an act that was rather of a political nature and become current for
also was an economic revolt. Obviously there was no probably
bonds desire to sever the religious bonds with Madina, since the
with Muhammad were too loose to be felt. The contracts concluded
agreements made between had been regarded by the tribes as being

the community in Madina; with his themselves and the leader of
38 these agreements had ceased death the validity of

St E S B o i LSS 6L o § ot £ i S[8F 67
LS 28R E FonsimSEist CASS buet 6 e

* . Al-‘Uqayqi, Najib, 4I-Mustashriqiin, 6,7

:u}'b’iﬁ!Lu’!:ﬁ;.l((//}u'.fb.al:@;!/L/LL%J/&/!;/A'/,LF’WL 3
The enforcement of this obedience on the peoples of the Eastern world at the point of the sword was
justified by the tradition: "I am ordered to make war on people, till they say : There is no God but
Allah”. (Wensinck, Arend Jan, The Muslim Creed: Its Genesis and Historical Development, 19.)

* . Wensinck, Arend Jan, The Muslim Creed: Its Genesis and Historical Development, 12.
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Muhammad had neglected to nominate a successor or vicegerent,
or had deliberately refrained from doing so. No single man in
Arabia could tell what would become of the community of Madina
from the day when Muhammad should die. Could anyone expect
that the numerous tribes would be willing to follow the doubtful

authority of the new leader of a community entering a critical, or
possibly fatal, phase of its career>*?
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* . Wensinck, Arend Jan, The Muslim Creed: Its Genesis and Historical Development, 12.
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He says that the investigations of the orientalists have established that the
Prophet suffered from epilepsy, that the symptoms of the disease were all
present in him and that he used to lose consciousness, perspire, fall into
convulsions and sputter. After recovering from such seizures, the claim
continues, Muhammad would recite to the believers what he then claimed to

be a revelation from God, whereas that was only an aftereffect of the epileptic
fits which he suffered.*!

,J/f+:=«@de}f’-wifﬁwfuf)jy‘fglﬁlLgﬁ@uvéugf‘r/f‘aﬁ?tglﬁ)mgw
Ly ST LB Y e AL Ee o (e S 8 s
e B LEE T §ii &2 0 ST szl P e e o P P
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“_Jilani, ‘Abd al-Qadir, Islam, Payghambar-e-Islam aur mustashrigin-e-maghrib ka andaz-e-
fikr (n.p.: n.p., 2007 CE), 162, 319.

*'Haykal, Muhammad Husayn, The Life of Muhammad, trans. Isma‘il Razi A. al-Faruqi (n.p.: n.p.,
n.d.), 38.
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* “David Samuel Margoliouth,”
Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Samuel Margoliouth.

* . “Henri Lammens,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henri_Lammens.
*“ “Reynold A. Nicholson,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reynold A. Nicholson.

* Al-Mufti, Muhammad Mukhtar, A/-Sira al-Nabawiyya fi kitabat al-mustashriq al-Hiillandr Arind
Jan Finsink, Huda al-Islam (n.p.: n.p., 1433 AH), 56(8): 96.
“ Al-Ma’ida, 5:98.
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Y Al-Jundi, Anwar, Al-Mawsii‘at al-gharbiyya min akhtar a‘mal al-taghrib wa al-ghazw al-
thagafi, Minar al-Islam (n.p.: n.p., n.d.), 11(6).
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Firuzabadi, Majd al-Din, A/-Qamiis al-Muhit (Bayriat: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, n.d.), under
“Khamr”
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