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A commentary on Surah al-Baqarah, exploring the context in which it was Revealed (according to Islamic sources) and how it informs ideas of religious practice and identity 

Introduction
Even for those unacquainted with the tenets of Islam, the Qur’an needs no introduction. This holy book of the Muslims forms the central authority of the Islamic faith, no matter what the sect of the believer. Everyone, from the majority Sunnis to minorities like the Shias, Ahmadiyas, Wahabis or Sufis, everyone accepts the Qur’an as the final word. It was revealed to the Prophet Muhammad through the archangel Gabriel or Jibril over a period of 23 years between the years 610 CE, when Muhammad was 40 years of age, and 632 CE, the year he died (Haleem xxxvii). The Revelations were in Arabic, and although Muhammmad was known to be illiterate, they were recalled, uttered, recorded, and memorised by his followers during his lifetime. The Qur’an comprises 114 chapters or Surahs, which are further subdivided into verses or Ayahs.
The Al-Baqarah is the second surah of the holy Qur’an and the longest with 286 ayahs or verses. It has been classified as a Medinan surah i.e. one revealed to the Prophet Muhamad after the hijra and deals with a diverse set of subjects. It has been called among the most important surahs of the Quran with the Prophet himself recommending its recital, calling it ‘the luminous one’ (along with al-Imran).’ (Murad 9) With an expansive scope, it may indeed serve as a crash course in Islamic faith and ethics and reading it may be equated to a mini reading of the Qur’an. For this reason, this surah makes for an important subject of study for any aspiring or serious scholar of Islam.
For the purposes of textual analysis of the Surah al-Baqarah in this paper, the English (Haleem) by M.A.S. Abdel Haleem has been primarily referred to, and it aims to understand and explain the context in which this Surah was revealed and used. 
Nomenclature
Translated from Arabic, ‘al-Baqarah’ means ‘the Cow’ or ‘the Heifer’, although it is not the subject of the Surah. The reference to a cow occurs between verses 67 and 73, in which Moses asks Jews to slaughter a cow, but it appears to be a story fragment. 
The expanded version of the story occurs in a tafseer or interpretation by the famous Syrian exegete, Ibn Kathir (Kathir). It is important to know the full story to understand its relevance in the Surah al-Baqarah. The story states how there was once a rich but impotent man who had no heirs. His greedy nephew killed him, placed his uncle’s body at the doorstep of another man and cried foul. People got into a fight with each other about who was guilty, but then it was suggested that they seek guidance from God’s messenger, Moses, who was living right among them. Moses then asked the Israelite Jews for the slaughter of a cow that would help settle the question about a murder. 
Although any cow would have served the purpose, the Jews got suspicious and were convinced of Moses’ ordained method only when they were asked to procure a specific kind of cow with difficulty. The cow was eventually obtained, its owner was given its skin’s fill of gold, and the animal was slaughtered as a ‘measure’ for judgement. When a part of the dead animal was touched to the corpse of the rich man, it came alive momentarily. The wise men asked him who had killed him, and he pointed to this nephew. As the truth was revealed, the man died once again, and the nephew was charged as guilty and he received no inheritance. 
The story is illustrative of the fallacy in certain kinds of ritual behaviours. Because it becomes a metaphor for all the irreverent, arbitrary and impious religious activities prevalent among the Jews of Medina at the time, the surah seems to be named thus. We shall come back to the motivations for this Revelation later in the paper. As far as the question of nomenclature is concerned, it could also simply be a case of symbolism. As with many other Surahs in the Qur’an, the name ‘Al Baqarah’ is just a symbol – perhaps a shortened colloquialism for something like ‘the surah in which the story of the cow appears’. 
Classification and Order
The questions around naming conventions lead us into the next common question about Quranic chapters – that of order. Before the Qur’an was codified into the present structure by the third Caliph, Uthman, whereby it came to be known as the Uthmanic Codex, it existed as uncollated written pieces. These pieces were written by a group of 29 scribes and companions known collectively as the Sahabah. The Prophet’s son-in-law, Abu Bakr, had it all compiled into one copy after the Prophet’s death, and Uthman ordered several copies of it to be made and distributed throughout the Islamic world (Haleem xv-xvii). 
For a lay reader, the apparent lack of thematic or chronological order even in the Uthmanic Codex can seem confusing. Reams have been written by scholars over the centuries trying to justify the sequence of the compilation, but there seem to be no universally accepted answers. Since the surahs don’t make much thematic sense, one explanation is that the Sahabah merely arranged them in descending order of their length (the first surah is an exception) placing the longest surah i.e. the al-Baqarah first (Britannica). Another explanation is that each surah is complete unto itself and can be read in isolation (Murad). Hence, there is no apparent need for thematic coherence. 
However, a more common system of organisation is one based on the location of their respective revelations. Surahs revealed to the Prophet Muhammad while he lived in Mecca are called the Meccan/ Makki/ Makkiyah surahs, while those revealed to him after the hijra (622 CE) or move to Medina are called the Medinan/Medini/ Madaniyyah surahs. Apart from Muhammad’s own geographic labelling of the surahs in his lifetime, they can be distinguished by theme too. 
Broadly speaking, the Meccan surahs deal with the fundamental tenets of the new faith, whereas the Medinan surahs instruct about the ways of living. The Surah al-Baqarah is decidedly a Medinan surah and offers fairly detailed instructions on the practice of religion, social norms and legal regulations. As mentioned earlier, this surah is the second and the longest one in the Qur’an. 
Revelation, themes and structure in the surah
Speaking about the revelation of the surahs and their contexts, Murad (Murad) quotes the great 18th century Quranic scholar, Shah Waliullah of Delhi: “the only (and always) valid ‘occasion for revelation’ for any part of the Qur’an is ‘to guide mankind to right beliefs and conduct’.” This is an assertion of the general belief of the Muslim believer in the universality of the Qur’an’s message (Haleem xxii). That the divine revelations were not meant only the Prophet and his contemporaries but also for all people in all times. 
However, for purposes of textual analysis, some contextualisation and categorisations are necessary. As the most important piece of literature and authority in Islamic history, the Qur’an forms the social, cultural and legal basis of life in places where people practise Islam. The voluminous surah with 286 verses deals with numerous subjects. Various tafsirs offer explanations about the occasions of revelation for the verses of the al-Baqarah and other suras. These are often useful for understanding the specific sociocultural contexts in which certain ayahs or sections were revealed. It is claimed that barring some small sections, which may have been revealed at other times, a major chunk of the surah al-Baqarah was revealed to the Prophet in the months leading up to March 624CE or Ramadan 2AH, when a clash between him and his followers and the Meccan Quraysh forces took place. Muhammad had just about moved to Medina and was trying to organise the first community of followers into something resembling a society. They faced hostilities from the resident Jews and Christians as also the indigenous polytheistic Meccan tribes (Farrin). It is under these circumstances that the Qur’an offered all manner of guidelines necessary to establish a coherent framework of faith and law. 
Some of the thematic classifications offered by scholars in their analysis of the structure of the Surah al-Baqarah are as under. These have been compiled by Farrin in his paper on the same subject (Farrin). 
According to Islahi, the surah can be broken up into the following components:
Introduction: 1–39
Address to the Israelites: 40–121
The Abrahamic Legacy: 122–62
The Shari‘a or Law: 163–242
Liberation of the Ka‘ba: 243–83
Conclusion: 284–86

According to Robinson, the ayahs can be divided as under:
The prologue: 1–39
Criticism of the Children of Israel: 40–121
The Abrahamic Legacy: 122–52
Legislation for the new nation: 153–242
The struggle to liberate the Ka‘ba: 243–83
The epilogue: 284–86

As per Zahniser, the arrangement is as follows:
Prologue: 1–39
Islam is for the People of the Book: 40–152
(subdivided as “Children of Israel,” 40–121, and “Unite,” 122–52)
Hinge: 153–62
Law and Liberation: 163–283
(subdivided as “Communal Guidance,” 163–242, and “Free Ka‘ba,” 243–83)
Epilogue: 284–86

Whereas Smith’s perceived arrangement is:
Establishment of the Authority of the Qur’an and Muhammad: 2–39
Failure of the Children of Israel: 40–118
Reaffirmation of the Authority of the Qur’an and Muhammad: 119–67
Basic Islamic Legislation: 168–284
Reaffirmation of Muhammad's Authority and Concluding Prayer: 285–86

Like other scholars before him Farrin analyses the surahs on recurrent patterns, which are called Ring Compositions. A ring composition has been defined (Dane) as “the repetition and sequence of motifs that lead into and out of a digression in a narrative text, and, in some scholarship, to the sequence of the motifs within those digressions.” The motifs in this case are thematic, which may be inferred from some of the analytic blocks listed above. With its luxury of expanse, the Surah al-Baqarah proposes and reiterates certain ideas over and over as if in alternating concentric circles. This is what is understood to be a ring – strategic repetitions not only as literary but also mnemonic devices. The following diagram is illustrative of a ring-style composition analysis of this surah.
[image: ]
Figure 1: Illustration of the Surah al-Baqarah's ring composition via https://integralisme.wordpress.com/2015/07/28/double-ring-structure-of-al-baqara/
The divinity of the design aside, it is useful to bear in mind that such works are always meant to be recited and hence the usefulness of such structure in composition. Roughly speaking, the surah starts with the assertion of authority, moves on countering Jewish practises, offers rules and laws (Sharia) for a new society, offers more counterpoints to Judaism by way of establishing new prayer rules (with respect to the Ka’ba) and rounds off again by reinforcing the authority of Muhammad and of itself (i.e. the Qur’an). Thus, sections one and five correspond, as do sections two and four, with a unique section three at the centre. 
The idea of a ring composition is especially applicable to a certain ayat of the Surah al-Baqarah, from the point of view of verse symmetry. Occurring towards the end, ayah number 255, known as the Al-Kursi or the Throne Verse is one of the most well-known of Quranic verses. It speaks about the majesty and splendour of Allah and hence the allusion to the throne. It is considered powerful and with talismanic qualities with many Muslims reciting it before embarking upon a journey or keeping its framed prints in their homes. 
Applications and ramifications
Coming back to the broader point of ring compositions, the first and the fifth sections that are about establishing authority follow on from the Meccan surahs. As Haleem says, the Meccan suras establish the “basic beliefs in Islam––the unity of God as evidenced by His ‘signs’ (ayat), the prophethood of Muhammad, and the Resurrection and Final Judgement––and these themes are reiterated again and again for emphasis and to reinforce Quranic teachings.” 
Although they are chronologically revealed sooner than the Medinan ones, the reiteration of these ideas becomes important in the scheme of written records. One encountering the written/printed Quran would reach the Meccan messages later, and therefore the inclusion of these fundamental ideas right at the beginning (section 1) of what is effectively the first chapter makes perfect sense. It primes the reader to the idea of authority and rounds off the chapter (section 5) just the same. It ascertains that the reader reposes complete faith in what is about to transpire in the rest of the chapter and the book. Quoted below are some random verse selections that are examples of such assertions.
Verse 21: People, worship your Lord, who created you and those before you, so that you may be mindful [of Him]
Verse 25: [Prophet], give those who believe and do good the news that they will have Gardens graced with flowing streams. Whenever they are given sustenance from the fruits of these Gardens, they will say, ‘We have been given this before,’ because they were provided with something like it. They will have pure spouses and there they will stay.
Verse 285: The Messenger believes in what has been sent down to him from his Lord, as do the faithful. They all believe in God, His angels, His scriptures, and His messengers. ‘We make no distinction between any of His messengers,’ they say, ‘We hear and obey. Grant us Your forgiveness, our Lord. To You we all return!’
But the Qur’an does not stop at making a statement of authority in the first and last sections. It fortifies its authority by refuting certain extant ideas and confirming some others. In sections two and four, these happen by way of comparisons and contrasts with the Jewish and Christian communities, especially the former, as also the doubters and disbelievers. What is interesting about the Surah al-Baqarah is how it proffers recognition and legitimacy to the Judeo-Christian community by calling them “people of the book” or al-kitaab. It makes the effort to remind these communities of a shared ancestry and tradition as in the verses 139-140 below:
Say [Prophet] [to the Jews and Christians], ‘How can you argue with us about God when He is our Lord and your Lord? Our deeds belong to us, and yours to you. We devote ourselves entirely to Him. 140 Or are you saying that Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, and the Tribes were Jews or Christians?’ [Prophet], ask them, ‘Who knows better: you or God? Who could be more wicked than those who hide a testimony [they received] from God? God is not unmindful of what you do.’
That said, the acceptance seems to be laced with some wariness and suspicion. The following verse may allow one to infer that the relationships between the Jewish, Christian and new Muslim communities were tenuous at best at the time of the revelation. 
Verse 109: Even after the truth has become clear to them, many of the People of the Book wish they could turn you back to disbelief after you have believed, out of their selfish envy. Forgive and forbear until God gives his command: He has power over all things.
In fact, this fragile equation becomes more evident a little later in the Surah, when they are clubbed with disbelievers – a class of people the Surah al-Baqarah and the Qur’an have a very harsh opinion of. However, it must be noted that this derision for disbelievers is especially directed to the kind who would pretend to profess faith but had none, rather than those who did not believe or claim it in the first place. 
These double crossers may indeed have been a greater threat than polytheists and the Judeo-Christian community at a time when perfect faith and adherence will have been the requisite foundational qualities of a fledgling society. Speaking of which, it brings us to the centre of the ring which deals with rules and regulations needed to cohere this new social order in Medina. The surah al-Baqarah doles out many laws in areas such as food, bequests, fasting, superstition, fighting, spending, charity, marriage/divorce & children/orphans, intoxication, gambling and  quite importantly, the change in direction of the prayer (qibla) towards the Kaaba. The last diktat occurs in verse 144: 
Many a time We have seen you [Prophet] turn your face towards Heaven, so We are turning you towards a prayer direction that pleases you. Turn your face in the direction of the Sacred Mosque: wherever you [believers] may be, turn your faces to it. Those who were given the Scripture know with certainty that this is the Truth from their Lord: God is not unaware of what they do.
[bookmark: _GoBack]This change in the direction of prayer had a significant symbolical value in marking out Islam’s identity as a new and independent religion and gives its followers a unique identity. This declaration of a break in tradition, along with the setting of an authoritarian tone, and laying out essential rules in the first major surah of the Qur’an can be seen as definitive statements. It becomes a statement of faith, a code of ethics and a book of rules all rolled into one. Even if the order of revelation was something else, the placement of the Surah al-Baqarah serves an important purpose. It completely and irrevocably makes the Qur’an and the Prophet supreme symbols of the Islamic faith and hence the Surah al-Baqarah becomes the first among equals.  
Bibliography

Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. britannica.com. 13 September 2013. Encyclopædia Britannica, inc. 09 January 2020.
Dane, Joseph A. ““THE NOTION OF RING COMPOSITION IN CLASSICAL AND MEDIEVAL STUDIES: A Comment on Critical Method and Illusion.”.” Neuphilologische Mitteilungen, vol. 94, no. 1, (1993): 61. JStor.
Farrin, Raymond K. “Surat al-Baqara: A Structural Analysis.” The Muslim World (2010): 17-18.
Haleem, M.A.S. Abdel. The Qu'ran - A new translation . New York: Oxford University Press, 2005. Translation.
Kathir, Ibn. qtafsir.com. n.d. English translation. 09 January 2020.
Murad, Khurram. “Key to al-Baqarah: The Longest Surah of the Qur'an.” Murad, Khurram. Markfield, UK: Kube Publishing Limited, 2014. 9.


image1.jpg
YA B

A» g » < »104?141

21-39 w010 e

120 || SRR woces devers || Rk
oncompassing || 1aw to the children Abraham &
Knowlecge of Israel) 1| tmaot;
(regarding sins || responsesto
of Adem & Eva) || the peopleof

\ the book)

Faith Vs Allah’s

2 N Deliverance of
Unbelief Creation

law

\ Being
/" Tested

{Godts craton; 153-177
HE (Musis will e
encompak 178-253 Frssis
inouledge. || Prophat Mubammar ~ s
= (rogarding || peace andblessings be N
mzml upon him, delversew || resporsesto

financl toMusiine) polythass)

« s ]





