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There is a broad consensus among Western scholars that the long Medinan siras
exhibit neither coherent structure nor thematic unity; they are baskets of leftovers,
ragbags of originally unrelated material.? Recent attempts by some Muslim com-
mentators, including the late Amin Ahsan Islahi,® to prove the contrary, are usually
dismissed on the grounds that they are a reaction against Western criticisms of the
Qur’an and against. the verse-by-verse approach of the classical commentators.* In
addition, Welch alleges that the subjectivity of their work is evident from the fact that
‘various writers ... identify different central themes for the same sira’.

Elsewhere, I have broken with the consensus and argued that there is at least one long
Medinan siira, Sirat al-Bagara, which does have a coherent structure.® Although
I consider that my analysis was substantially correct, I acknowledge that I failed to
pay sufficient attention to the problem of identifying the main sections of the siira,’
with the result that my work may have appeared somewhat impressionistic. For this
reason, in the present article, which is devoted to Sirat al-Ma’ida, 1 will focus
primarily on the macro-structure of the Sira. This will entail suggesting criteria by
which the main sections may be identified and their interrelationship described.
Questions concerning the thematic unity of the Sira, its purpose, the stages of its
composition, and its historical context, will be discussed on a later occasion.

1. The Proposed Plan of the Siira

It will be argued that the Sira comprises eleven main sections. In addition there
are two identical freestanding ayas (designated x and x' in the plan) that give dire
warning of Gehenna. Sections 2, 5 and 11 each have similar endings characterised
by an accumulation of theological formulae that stress Allah’s omnipotence and all-
embracing sovereignty. The similarity between the beginning of Section 6 and the end
of Section 8 implies that Sections 6, 7 and 8 form a larger sequence. The first ten sec-
tions are arranged chiastically, with Section 1 corresponding to Section 10 as A to A,
Section 2 corresponding to Section 9 as B to B', and so forth. The second member of
each pair of corresponding sections is invariably longer than the first. The eleventh
and final section might seem to fall outside the chiasmus. It will be shown later,
however, that it corresponds both to Section 2 and to Section 9. The overall plan
of the Sira is summarised in Figure 1. Note that the brief descriptions of the
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Figure 1: Plan of the Siira

Plan of Sura 5 Showing the Chiastic Structure

f————————] A wvl-9 Reg and exh ions for the believe
x vio Wamning of Gehenna
2. B wll-19 Reminder of carlier covenants; appeal to Scripturists / ————y
3 C vv20-26 Narrative of the people’s unbelief in Moses” time
4. D w27-32 Narrative of Adam’s two sons: the first fratricide
i 5 E vv33-40 Punishments for antisocial crimes //
6. E vvd1-50 /Messenger must judge in accordance with revelation
——7. D vl Belicvers should avoid alliances with the Scripturists
E— c vv59-68 ‘Messenger inust coavey the message entrusted to him/
EE—— B vv69-85 Reminder of earlier ; resp of .Scripnn'ists e
——————— X v86 Waming of Gehenna
D—— (1} A vv87-108 Reguiations and exhortations for the believers
1L B" vv109-20 The messengers are called to account; Jesus’ mission // eme—-,

sections, to the right of the verse numbers, have been furnished for ease of reference.
The reader should not infer that each section has a single theme or that the descrip-
tions are definitive

2. Rationale of the Division into Sections

In the modern world, most literate people are accustomed to dealing with documents
that are furnished with subheadings and broken into paragraphs. Hence, when they
read the Qur’an, they tend almost instinctively to divide the siiras into sections on the
basis of changes in subject matter. In my experience, this is the case even with
Muslims who can recite many of the sizras from memory. Like everyone else, they are
part of a culture that has long been dominated by the conventions of the written word.
If approached with this mindset, Sirat al-Ma’ida is highly problematic for it seems
in places to be a mosaic of unrelated fragments. Consider, for instance, the first nine-
teen dyas. The first sentence, ‘O you who believe, fulfil your obligations’ appears
unrelated to what follows. The rest of vv1-5, although seemingly rather disjointed,
could be considered a little section dealing primarily with dietary regulations. They
are followed by v6, which deals with ritual purification, then by vv7-14, which focus
on the various covenants established by God. Finally, in vv15-19, there is a direct
address to the People of the Scripture. However, in the early days of Islam, the Qur’an
was primarily an oral-aural phenomenon. Therefore, if we wish to establish criteria
for identifying the siira sections, we must be attentive listeners. When listening to
someone reciting the Qur’an, it is hard to detect a change in subject matter unless
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there is a verbal cue, for instance a stereotyped formula of the sort that introduce the
narratives. On the other hand, the listener may often sense a transition in the discourse
on the basis of verbal cues, regardless of whether or not these are followed by
obvious changes in subject matter. I contend that anyone who approaches Sirat
al-Ma’ida with this in mind will arrive at an analysis very like the one that I am
proposing.

Most of the verbal cues on which the division into sections is based involve an
element of repetition. This usually takes one of the following six forms:

i. The first and last aya of the section may both begin in the same distinctive way.

ii. An unusual phrase that occurs in the second aya of the section may be
repeated in the penultimate @ya thereby forming an inclusion.

iii. The section may be rounded off by the recurrence of similar or identical
phraseology in the antepenultimate and penultimate @yas or in the last three
ayas

iv. A key word or phrase may recur repeatedly throughout the section but be
absent from the preceding and following sections.

v. The section may end in an eschatological climax expressed in stereotyped
formulae that are familiar from earlier revelations.

vi. The section may end in an accumulation of stereotyped theological formulae.

Let us now work through the siira section by section and note the verbal cues in the
order that they are encountered.

In Section 1, vv1, 2, 6 and 8 begin ‘O you who believe’1® (ya ayyih ‘ladhina amanii)
and vv2, 4, 7 and 8 include the expression ‘and be mindful of Allah (wa *ttaqii ‘lldha).
Both of these phrases are commonplace. They are found frequently in passages of
the Qur’an that contain regulations and exhortations for the Muslim community.
They serve to give cohesion to the section. However, as both expressions recur in vi1,
the reader may wonder why I do not consider that Section 1 continues down to the
end of that g@ya. Part of the answer will be given later, when we examine the various
ways in which consecutive sections are linked. For the moment, suffice it to note
that there are two verbal cues that indicate that the section ends with v9. The first
is the occurrence in both v2 and v8 of the words ‘let not detestation for a people
move you’ (la yajrimannakum shannii gawmin). This injunction is very distinctive as
it is not attested elsewhere in the Qur’an. It gives symmetry to the section, occurring
in the middle of the second aya and of the dya before last. On hearing this inclu-
sion, the attentive listener infers that the section is probably drawing to a close. The
correctness of this inference is confirmed by the second verbal cue, which is given in
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v9. This whole aya is found verbatim in two earlier revelations: Q.35:7, where it
marks the end of a section, and Q.48:29, where it is the conclusion of the sira.
Moreover, many other siiras have sections that end in a similarly worded eschato-
logical crescendo.

The eschatological note continues in v10, which warns that unbelievers are destined
for Gehenna. The same warning is repeated verbatim in v86. The decision to treat
them both as freestanding aya is based on recognition of the symmetrical structure of
Section 1, and of the overall chiastic structure of the Sira.

Section 2 extends from v11 to v19. The conclusion of the section is signalled by the
repetition of stereotyped phrases at or near the end of the last three gyas. Thus, vv17
and 18 both contain the phrase ‘Allah’ is the sovereignty of the heavens and the
earth’, and vv18 and 19 both end ‘Allah is able to do all things’. We noted earlier that
vv15-19 are addressed to the People of the Scripture and that some readers might
therefore think that they constitute a distinct section in their own right. For that analy-
sis to be valid, however, there would have to be grounds for thinking that the preced-
ing ayas, vv12-14, also constituted a section. As there are none, it is preferable to
treat vv12-14 and vv15-19 as two subsections of a single section. That this is correct
will be confirmed later when we examine how Section 2 corresponds to Section 9 in
the overall chiastic structure.

Section 3 is a brief narrative. Hence, there is an obvious change in genre. This is sig-
nalled by the standard Medinan narrative-introduction ‘And when ...” (wa ’idh). The
section is rounded off by the occurrence of the words ‘the transgressing people’ (al-
qgawmi’l-fasigin) at the end of the last two ayas, vv25 and 26.

Section 4 begins with another brief narrative, but it features different characters and
is introduced with a different formula. The narrative itself is rounded off by means of
repetition, although in this instance there is a slight variation in the wording: v30 ends
‘and he became of the losers’ (fa’asbaha min al-khasirin) whereas v31 ends ‘and he
became of the remorseful’ (fa’asbaha min al-nadimin). However, the section does not
end there but with v32, which mentions what God subsequently decreed. The first
words of v32, ‘Because of that’ (min ajli dhalika) indicate a close connection with the
preceding material. Moreover, this rider to the story is also found in the Mishnah.!!

Section 5, vv33—40, focuses principally on the punishments for antisocial crimes. The
rhyme clause of the second aya, v34, is ‘Allah is Forgiving, Merciful’. When this
recurs as the rhyme clause of v39, the listener suspects that this may be the penulti-
mate aya of the section. This is confirmed in v40 by the occurrence of the stereotyped
phrases, ‘Allah’s is the sovereignty of the heavens and the earth’ and ‘Allah is able to
do all things’, which were encountered earlier in the conclusion to Section 2. There
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is a further similarity between these two section endings: the statement, ‘He forgives
whom he wills and he punishes whom he wills’, which occurs in v18, is repeated in
v40 but with the order of the verbs reversed, ‘He punishes whom he wills and he for-
gives whom he wills’. Sections 3, 4 and 5 are thus framed by a series of inclusions.
From this, we may infer that they should constitute a single sequence.

In v41, there is a change of addressee signalled by the vocative formula ‘O
Messenger’. By itself this need not necessarily indicate the onset of a new section.
However, as we have already heard Section 5 draw to a close, there can be little doubt
that this is the beginning of Section 6. The section is dominated by the verb hakama,
‘to judge’, which occurs 9 times in the simple form, as well as once in the derived
form hakkama, ‘to appoint as judge’, and 4 times as the verbal noun hukm, ‘judge-
ment’. None of these forms is found in the previous section or the following section.
A second key word is the verb anzala, ‘to send down’, which occurs eight times. The
section is rounded off in v50 by two rhetorical questions, both of which include the
word judgement.

Section 7 begins with a further change of addressee, signalled by the words ‘O you
who believe’. The section is dominated by a new key word: awliya’, ‘patrons’ or ‘pro-
tecting friends’, which occurs 4 times in the plural, with the singular form wali and
the cognate verb tawalla each occurring once. The conclusion of the section is sig-
nalled by the presence of the words ‘they take ... in mockery and as a sport’ (ittakhad-
hii ... huzuwan wa la“iban) in both vv57 and 58.

The structure of Section 8 is highly complex. It begins, in v59, with yet another
change of addressee, this time signalled by the words ‘Say, “O People of the
Scripture’. The listener’s initial impression is that the section terminates in v63,
because v62 ends ... and their eating illicit gain, evil is what they have been doing’
(wa *aklihimu ‘l-sukhta labi’sa makanii ya“malin) and these words are repeated at
the end of the next aya, v63, except that ya°malin is replaced by a synonym,
yasna‘in. However, as the recitation continues, it becomes clear that this repetition
merely marks the conclusion of a subsection. The following @ya, v64, is very long. It
begins with an elegant sentence about the Jews that starts and finishes with the finite
verb ‘say’ (wa qgalat/qalir). This sentence, which we will analyse later, is the central
hinge of the whole section. The remainder of v64, together with vv65 to 68, com-
prises a second subsection. This is signalled by an inclusion: the repetition of the sen-
tence ‘that which was sent down to thee from thy Lord will certainly increase many
of them in contumacy and unbelief’ (wa layazidanna kathiran minhum ma’unzila
ilay’ka min rabbika tughyanan wa kufran) which occurs near the beginning and the
end. The cue for the eventual closure of the whole section is the repetition of the
phrase ‘the unbelieving people’ at the end of vv67 and 68. In addition, v68 echoes




6 Journal of Qur’anic Studies

v59 with which the section commenced: both these ayas begin ‘Say, “O People of the
Scripture”’ and both contain two references to ‘what was sent down’. There are two
further reasons for considering that vv59—68 constitute a single section. The first is
the cohesive effect of this expression ‘what was sent down’ (ma’unzila): it occurs
seven times in all but is absent from the adjacent sections. The second is the subtle
contrast between the central hinge, which highlights what the Jews ‘say’ about Allah,
and the opening and closing ayas, in which Allah instructs the Messenger concerning
what he is to ‘say’ to the People of the Scripture.

In Section 9, the subject shifts to the presence of believers and unbelievers among the
People of the Scripture. There is an element of repetition in vv83 and 84, which both
contain the words ‘of the truth’ (min al-haqqi)), ‘our Lord’ (rabbana/rabbuna) and
‘with’ (rma‘a), from which one might infer that the section is drawing to a close. That
this is the case is confirmed by the subsequent eschatological crescendo in v85, which
is composed of stock phrases.

The eschatological note is continued in v86, which gives warning of Gehenna. As
mentioned earlier, this whole aya is identical with v10.

There is a further change of addressee at the beginning of Section 10, signalled in v87
by the words ‘O you who believe’. The endings of the antepenultimate and penulti-
mate ayas of this long section exhibit repetition with variation: v106 ends ‘for then
we would surely be of the sinful’ (inna idhan lamin al-athimin) and v107 ends ‘for
then we would surely be of the evildoers’ (inna idhan lamin al-zalimin). The thyme
clause of v108, the final aya of the section, has a different syntactic structure but it
too ends with a plural participle denoting sinners: ‘Alldh does not guide the trans-
gressing people’ (Allahu la yahdi ‘I-qawma ‘I-fasiqin).

The onset of Section 11, the last section, is signalled by a dramatic temporal shift, for
the words ‘On a day when Allah gathers the messengers’, at the beginning of v109,
transport us in time to the Day of Resurrection. The grounds for holding that the
whole of vv109-120 comprise a single section will be given later.

3. The Links between Consecutive Sections

We have seen that the end of one section and the beginning of the next is invariably
indicated by at least one verbal cue, and sometimes by several. Nevertheless, it will
emerge on closer examination that each section is usually linked to its predecessor in
_such a way that the transition between them is relatively smooth. In some instances
the link is thematic. In most, however, one or more text-linguistic devices are
employed. G. H. Guthrie, an American biblical scholar, has detected similar devices
in The Epistle to the Hebrews. 1 shall therefore adopt his terminology and modify it
where this seems appropriate.'?




Hands Outstretched: Towards a Re-reading of Strat al-Ma’’ida 7

Section 1 ends in v9 with Allah’s promise of a reward for the believers. The warning
in v10 that the unbelievers are destined for Gehenna is stated in antithesis to this.

Section 2 is linked to Section 1 by what Guthrie calls ‘hooked key words’. These may
be of three types and are represented diagrammatically in Figure 2. In pattern #1, a
characteristic term of a section is introduced near the end of the section that precedes
it. In pattern #2, on the contrary, a characteristic term of a section is repeated at the
beginning of the section that follows it. In pattern #3, both these types of repetition
are present. It is pattern #3 that we have here. The word ‘covenant’ (mithdg) is a char-
acteristic term in Section 2, where it occurs in vv12, 13 and 14, but it is introduced in
Section 1, in v7. The expression ‘O you who believe’ (ya’ayyaha ‘lladhina amanii) is
a characteristic term of Section 1, where it occurs in vvl, 2, 6 and 8, but it is repeat-
ed at the beginning of Section 2, in vi1. The expression ‘and be mindful of Allah’
(wa’ttagii ‘llaha) which occurs in vv2, 4, 7 and 8, is likewise repeated in v11.

Figure 2: Hooked Key Words
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Hooked Key Words: Pattern #3.







