Themes in Surah al-Baqarah

The opening verses of al-Baqarah (The Qur’an 2: 2-5)[footnoteRef:1] identify certain practices and attitudes which characterise a believer, and introduce readers to some fundamental assumptions which inform many of its subsequent arguments. An apparently central theme is that of ‘belief’, together with the dichotomy of ‘doubt’ and ‘certainty’. The ideal believer is someone who truly trusts in God’s guidance and Muhammad’s revelation, who lack doubt in these sources, and lets him-/herself be guided by them onto that which is good. The verses that follow, 6-20, define the disbeliever; highlighting such traits as an unwillingness to listen to and have trust in revelation, a blind denial of God, and a tendency to lie or deceive. Together, these introductory verses clarify that ‘belief’ is not simply a matter of proclaiming something openly, but is rather characterised by one’s sincere trust in God and His prophets.  [1:  As interpreted in the translation of Abdel Haleem 2005. This translation has been used throughout this essay.] 


Having identified some fundamental characteristics of both believers and disbelievers, the surah proceeds through a discussion of examples which illustrate certain dynamics of doubt, denial, temptation, and arrogance. In other words, of things which may lead people astray. 
     We are told about how pride overtook Iblis (i.e. ‘Satan’), so that he refused to obey God’s command and prostrate to Adam (The Qur’an 2: 30-34). Instead, he insisted on the correctness of his own judgement, even though the superiority of God’s knowledge is undeniable (e.g. the Qur’an 2: 30). Among other things, this story reminds us of the need to re-evaluate one’s religion once God complements it with new commands, for Iblis’ unwillingness to recognise the change brought on by the creation of Adam facilitated his slip from belief. This message is arguably crucial, as it relates to subsequent discussions on peoples’ denial of prophethood (see below).
     In what follows, the Israelites are addressed and encouraged to “[b]elieve in the message I have sent down confirming what you already possess” (The Qur’an 2: 41). With certain echoes from the story about Iblis, this builds into an argument about how God’s religion may be complemented through new revelations and the abrogation of earlier verses; an argument which is supported by elaborate discussions on ways in which previous prophets were either doubted or met with denial. Here, one is warned of clinging to worldly inherency in the face of prophetic revelation, and it is argued that the revelations of both Moses and Jesus were met with related objections. Such denial of prophecy is identified as a form of disbelief, informed by arrogant negation of God’s superior knowledge and “envy that God should send His bounty [i.e. Prophethood] to any of His servants He pleases” (The Qur’an 2: 90).
     Thus, the disbelievers are not simply people identified as open idol-worshippers, but may also be nominal believers who practically deny God and His prophets for reasons related to worldly position, tradition, and pride. 

Following this discussion on doubt and denial, al-Baqarah moves onto identifying some of the characteristics of Islamic faith. Here, believers are encouraged to “[k]eep up the prayer and pay the prescribed alms” (The Qur’an 2: 110), and true faith is almost immediately contrasted with the supposedly narrow sectarianism of certain misguided Jews and Christians.[footnoteRef:2] Those who are misguided differentiate between prophets, focus on mere details of religion, and thereby treat God’s revelation selectively. In contrast, the following is expected of Muslim believers:  [2:  It is worth noting that the Qur’an seemingly contrasts the ‘misguided’ among the People of the Book (ahl al-kitab) with those among them who truly understand the revelation contained within their scripture. Thus, the occasional pronouncements of enmity towards Jews and Christians (e.g. the Qur’an 5: 51) should perhaps be interpreted as directed at the former of these groups – i.e. the ‘sectarians’, who believe that only their specific interpretation of scripture is the valid one. For more on this topic, see Vajda 2012. ] 


So [you believers], say, ‘We believe in God and what was sent down to us and what was sent down to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, and the Tribes, and what was given to Moses, Jesus, and the prophets by their Lord. We make no distinction between any of them, and we devote ourselves to Him.’ (The Qur’an 2: 136).

Thus, Muslim belief is contrasted with that of people who differentiate, cling to specifics, and refuse to open their hearts to new parts of God’s true revelation. These are identified as people who value their worldly inherency above the word of God, and therefore lack in their understanding of (and respect for) the workings of the divine. This stubborn clinging to tradition is illustrated by debates surrounding the changed direction of prayer (qiblah). The command, which tells Muslim to face towards Mecca instead of Jerusalem, is here framed as a sort of test aimed at identifying those who prioritise tradition above submission to the will of God (The Qur’an 2: 143). Echoing previous argument about how God knows best, it is argued that He is in His full rights to change the qiblah to whichever direction pleases Him, and that human beings should not interject.

Thus, a non-selective understanding of God’s revelation, coupled with an insistence on submission to His command, are established as characteristics of correct belief. ‘Submission’ entails practice, the details of which are the subject of a great number of subsequent verses which discuss the practicalities of proper worship and right conduct.[footnoteRef:3] They deal with such things as fasting, pilgrimage, prayer, dietary requirements, gambling, marriage, and warfare; framing prescribed conduct as something commanded by God, and the fulfilment of these commands as a token of proper worship. A recurring theme, in the context of discussions around practice, is the promotion of ‘steadfastness’ as a virtue (e.g. the Qur’an 2: 214-216). The fulfilment of practical commands entails both personal sacrifice (in terms of time and wealth) and possible persecution. Muslims should therefore cultivate an unwavering conviction, so that they may face tribulation and still maintain their faith. [3:  The larger portion of verses 2: 158-241.] 


In summary, al-Baqarah identifies Muslims as sincere believers who approach God’s revelation holistically and respect all His prophets. They are framed as people who understand that God knows best, realise the dangers of worldly clinging, and demonstrate their conviction through submission to divine commands. These ideas do, in various ways, relate to the context in which the surah was revealed. 


The social and political context of al-Baqarah’s revelation to Muhammad

The sirah of ibn Ishaq, written during the first century after Muhammad’s death (Raven 2011), indicate that al-Baqarah’s revelation was a protracted process. The first mention of some of its verses being sent down occurs in descriptions of the so-called ‘pledge of war’ at Aqabah (Guillaume 1955: 212-213), right before the Muslim emigration to Yathrib (Medina) in 622 CE.[footnoteRef:4] Other verses were reportedly revealed around the time of the battle of Badr (Guillaume 1955: 286-289), roughly two years after the hijrah (Athamina 2011).  [4:  See Watt 2012b, who places the events of the ‘pledge of war’ in the summer of 622 CE.] 

     This indicates that the surah was revealed during the first few years of Muhammad’s presence in Medina. Among interesting contextual factors are Muhammad’s interaction with the tribes of Medina, his religious debates with local rabbis, the consolidation of Islamic practice and identity, and the run-up to a military confrontation with the Quraysh of Mecca. All these can possibly be connected to the religious themes discussed above. 

Before moving to Medina, Muhammad had secured the support of several clans in the area, which was made possible by successful proselytization before his arrival (Lings 1991: 108-112). With the support of these clans, together with that of the Muslim emigrants who had accompanied his move from Mecca, Muhammad became one of the most powerful figures in Medina. This, together with the further spread of Islam and its message of solidarity, enabled for a certain sense of unity among the area’s population, which had previously been divided by clan-related rivalries. People who had benefited from the dividing effects of such rivalries were therefore reluctant to give Muhammad their full support (Lings 1991: 127-129). Fearing for their political standing and status, they engaged in extensive criticism of his message, and parts of al-Baqarah can be read as a response to this situation. 
     In a broader sense, the surah’s condemnation of a clinging to worldly power and possessions may be read as a response to the supposed greed demonstrated by elements of Medina’s pre-Islamic elites. Certain people who had been influential before Muhammad’s arrival were unwilling to accept the new power dynamics, which put them at odds with what the Muslims considered to be divine revelation (e.g. Watt 2012a). Read as related to the thematic content of al-Baqarah, the resentment of these people is thereby framed as something which facilitates disbelief; as an insistence on transient, worldly, and political things at the expense of divine favour. 
     The people identified as resentful come in various forms; both as pagan clan-leaders and Jewish rabbis (although neither of these groups were wholly opposed to Muhammad). The rabbis are especially interesting, as their critique was framed in explicitly religious language and elicited a theological response which stressed the examples of previous prophets. 

Muhammad had reportedly, from early on in his preaching, linked his message to Judeo-Christian traditions, and the Qur’an identifies his religion as one shared with figures like Abraham, Moses, and Jesus.[footnoteRef:5] As Muhammad and his followers settled in Medina, it was decided that they should form a sort of covenant with the significant Jewish population of the area; “forming them into a single community of believers but allowing for the differences between the two religions” (Lings 1991: 125).[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  For more on the wider, cultural and historical, context of his preaching, see Berkey 2003: 39-69.]  [6:  For a retelling of commitments signalled by the covenant, see Guillaume 1955: 231-233.] 

     Given Muhammad’s influence, some Jews reportedly accepted such covenants simply out of political opportunism; a problem which extended to some of the converted pagans as well, who proclaimed their faith openly yet did not adopt it sincerely. This reportedly informed the Qur’an’s recurring denouncement of ‘hypocrisy’ (Guillaume 1955: 289; Lings 1991: 126). Jewish leaders who may have benefited from previous discord between the area’s Arab clans resented Muhammad’s message of unity , and certain rabbis were perhaps also wary of the possible implications that his revelations might have for their status as religious leaders (Buhl et al 2012). 
     Muhammad preached about the complementation of earlier revelations, argued that elements of the Jewish and Christian religions should be combined, and devalued the importance of worldly standing and traditional authority; themes which, as we have seen, are all present in al-Baqarah. All of this may have undermined the status of certain rabbis, who therefore engaged in extensive critiques of Muhammad’s message and (crucially) refused to recognise him as a divinely inspired prophet. Ibn Ishaq tells us that verses of al-Baqarah which discuss problems of sectarian and/or selective readings of divine revelation were sent down in relation to these debates, and implied that Muhammad’s Jewish detractors embodied the sort of ‘denial’ and ‘arrogance’ discussed in the surah.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  This debate, together with ways in which it informed certain verses in surah al-Baqarah, is retold in Guillaume 1955: 247-270. The following discussion is based on a reading of this retelling.] 

     The problematic rabbis were, in short, identified as misguided based on their supposed unwillingness to submit to the best- and all-knowing God (represented by Muhammad, as His messenger), as well as on how they clung to traditional ways because these awarded them with temporal status. Their unwillingness to recognise a non-Jew as a prophet can perhaps be related to the surah’s denouncement of “envy that God should send His bounty to any of His servants He pleases” (The Qur’an 2: 90). Moreover, it is argued that their denial of Muhammad’s prophethood relates to ways in which preceding peoples had disowned previous prophets, which served as a way of demonstrating both their fundamental misunderstanding of scripture, as well as their apparent slipping into denial and possible disbelief. Finally, it was argued that these rabbis read the revelation in a selective manner, to construct narratives which would benefit them politically (etc.) in the temporal world (e.g. Guillaume 1955: 252-253). 

It has been argued that these tensions with elements of Medina’s Jewish community contributed to the consolidation of a more separate, ‘Muslim’ identity (Buhl et al. 2012). As Muhammad had reportedly been keen on ensuring some form of Jewish and Christian recognition of his prophethood, these early Medinan developments were apparently a disappointment. They contributed to ideas about how parts of ‘the people of the book’ had lost touch with and misunderstood previous revelations, were unable to put its teachings into practice, and failed to see how the things brought by Muhammad were consistent with their own scriptures. In simple terms, this separated Muhammad’s followers from some of their Jewish and Christian contemporaries, and consolidated a separate identity. 
     Beyond this more explicit doctrinal separation from the Jews and Christians, the time around which al-Baqarah was revealed also witnessed the introduction of distinctly ‘Muslim’ practices – such as the new qiblah (Guillaume 1955: 289). This is clearly visible in the surah itself, as it contains (more or less) explicit references to all five of the so-called pillars of Islam, together with details about other commands and practices. Thus, it is likely that a more definitive understanding of what it meant to be a follower of Muhammad took shape in this context; something which may have contributed to the foundation (and continuation) of the separate religious tradition we call ’Islam’ today. And as Muhammad and his fellow believers consolidated their separate identity, further revelations directed their attention towards Mecca, as the location of “the Sacred Mosque” (i.e. the Ka’ba) established by Abraham and his son Ishmael.   

In al-Baqarah, the changing of the Muslim qiblah is partially explained as a test from God (see above). Beyond consequences of exposing the arrogant denial of certain Jews, this change may have also contributed to a strengthened sense of Mecca’s pre-eminence. The surah touches upon this subject at several occasions, in which the city and its Ka’ba is highlighted as a holy place connected to Abraham (The Qur’an 2: 125-129). In connection, the surah laments upon the fact that the sacred Ka’ba was, at the time, controlled by pagan oppressors – and it is suggested that the Muslims should mobilise to retake the city and restore the Ka’ba’s worship to the way in which God intended. It is in fact stated that God commanded Abraham to “[p]urify My House for those who walk round it, those who stay there, and those who bow and prostrate themselves in worship” (The Qur’an 2: 125); thereby framing the Muslim mission of conquering Mecca as a sort of extension of God’s command to Abraham. 
     Several of al-Baqarah’s verses suggest that Mecca’s pagan elites had obstructed Muslim worship at the Ka’ba; a situation which is used to legitimise certain forms of violent resistance (e.g. the Qur’an 2: 217). It is recurrently argued that “persecution is worse than killing” (The Qur’an 2: 191, 217), which seemingly relates the surah to the sort of religious discrimination that Muhammad’s followers had experienced in Mecca before they moved to Medina (Buhl et al 2012). This can perhaps be related to the surah’s way of stressing the need for steadfastness; as part of God’s/Muhammad’s way of preparing the believers for violent confrontation with the supposed oppressors in Mecca. Thus, previous experiences of persecution, as part of the social context of Islam’s early development, are referenced in al-Baqarah, where they are explicitly related to divine commands. By extension, they inform ideas about both identity and practice, as they frame ‘the believers’ as a group which does not accept persecution.


Conclusions

Given the complex nature of surah al-Baqarah, it is fitting that the here presented conclusion should be introduced with the help of an explicit disclaimer. For it should be noted that the preceding discussions have not been able to touch upon every aspect of the surah, and that a great number of its nuanced complexities have been treated only in passing. 

This essay has touched upon certain recurring themes presented in the surah, and has related these to some of the reported circumstances which have seemed especially relevant. It is argued that perceptions about some peoples’ stubborn clinging to temporal wealth and/or status can be related to the surah’s forceful condemnations of such attitudes. This informs ideas on Muslim practice and identity in the sense that the supposed sinfulness signalled by such clinging is contrasted with, for example, ways in which believers give away their wealth (through, for example, zakah). 
     Moreover, sectarian or otherwise selective readings of revelation are identified as an expression of one’s clinging to temporal tradition and the expense of divine commandment; something which is contrasted with the supposedly holistic reading of Muhammad and his fellow believers. The Muslims’ acceptance of the ‘new’ revelation delivered through Muhammad is understood as a token of sincere belief, and thereby contrasted with the stubborn denial of other people. In this, it reinforces ideas on Muslim identity with notions about the proper relationship towards the revelations of earlier prophets.
     Finally, actual experiences of persecution can be related certain parts of the surah. Proclamation about violent resistance are framed in relation to such afflictions, and thereby inform ideas about the practicalities of warfare. In terms of identity, it can also be interpreted as something which contributes to an ideal of not letting oneself be subjugated by oppressors, and thereby presents the Muslim community as one which is willing to fight for its beliefs. In this, “the Sacred Mosque” in Mecca plays a prominent role, as its liberation is presented as a central motivation. Thus, in combination with references to the pilgrimage, surah al-Baqarah clarifies the important role of Mecca for Muslim identity and practice. 
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