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Abstract

In the verses recounting the story of the slaughtering of the cow in the al-Baqgarah Chapter, the
word “bagarah” is among the disputed terms discussed by exegetes. Some have interpreted it
to mean “a female cow,” while others have understood it as “a single member of the bovine
kind” (without any specification of sex). This disagreement, which stems from differing views
regarding whether the final “¢@ ™ in “baqarah” indicates femininity or singularity, has different
understandings of the context of the verses, and differences in the citation and interpretation of
narrations transmitting the story. The present study aims to critically reexamine the formation
of these interpretive readings and is organized around the central question of what meaning the
final “za ™ in the word signifies and which contextual indicators are preferable for determining
its nature. Employing a descriptive-analytical method, the authors first extract and classify the
opinions of exegetes and their supporting arguments, and then critically evaluate each view by
utilizing linguistic and contextual evidence. The findings of the study indicate that the theory
interpreting “bagarah” as specifically denoting a female cow faces serious issues from the
perspective of linguistic rules and contextual analysis of the verses, and appears indefensible.
By contrast, strong linguistic indicators, together with evidence found in reliable narrations and
the context of the verses, emphasize that “bagar” is a collective noun and that “bagarah” is a
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singular noun of the genus marked by the “ta ”’: of singularity.”
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Introduction

Exegetes have consistently made extensive efforts to attain a correct and precise
understanding of the meanings of Quranic terms so that they might arrive at an accurate
interpretation of Quranic verses through this. Nevertheless, in many cases, no unified
understanding of Quranic terms has been achieved. The word “bagarah” is one such
Quranic term regarding whose precise meaning exegetes have disagreed. This article
seeks to present the various views proposed concerning the meaning of the word
“bagarah” and to critique the arguments supporting each view. Accordingly, the central
issue of this study is the analysis and semantic investigation of the word “bagarah”
from the perspective of both Sunni and Shiite exegetes, with the aim of evaluating and
critically examining the different opinions advanced on the matter. A review of the
existing literature indicates that no study matching the scope intended in the present
research has yet been produced. Therefore, given the importance of investigating the
precise meanings of Quranic terms and its role in accurate Quranic exegesis on the one
hand, and the absence of a work with the aforementioned scope on the other, research
in this area appears necessary. The innovative aspect of this study, in addition to the
lack of any independent work on the subject, lies in its comprehensive analysis and
semantic examination of all views presented by Sunni and Shiite exegetes regarding
the semantic indication of the word “bagarah.” This article adopts a descriptive-
analytical approach.

Research Findings
After presenting the key concepts, the present article is organized around five principal
sections. The first section is devoted to the views of exegetes who express no opinion
regarding the meaning of the word “bagarah.” The second section presents the views
of exegetes who mention two opposing interpretations concerning the meaning of the
word “bagarah,” yet do not offer any specific argument in support of or against the
opposing view. The third section is devoted to the view of those who maintain that the
word “bagar” denotes a female cow; this position is then critiqued in the fourth section.
The final section addresses the view of exegetes who believe that the word “bagarah”
does not indicate whether the cow is male or female. The various views are presented
and evaluated as follows:
First View - Non-specification of Gender: Many Sunni and Shiite exegetes make no
reference in their commentaries to the meaning of the word “bagarah,” nor do they
analyze or investigate its semantics. Rather, they simply continue recounting the story
with expressions such as “you must slaughter a cow” or “let us slaughter a cow.”
Second View - Reference to Both Female and Male Cattle: Some exegetes from both
traditions mention two meanings for the word “bagarah” in their commentaries.
According to one opinion, “baqarah’” means a female cow, and according to the second
opinion, the term carries no indication of femaleness.
Third View - “Bagarah” Denotes a Female Cow: Exegetes from both Sunni and
Shiite traditions, in their analysis and examination of the word “bagarah,” maintain,
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on the basis of the Arabic language and the context of the Quranic verses, that the word
means a female cow.

Fourth View - “Bagarah” Denotes Singularity: The final view is that of those who,
in their analysis and semantic study of the word “baqarah,” believe that the term
inherently does not denote a particular gender. This is the view adopted in the present
article. In support of it, one may appeal not only to linguistic evidence, but also to
narrative evidence and inter-textual or contextual indicators.

Conclusion
From the overall examination of the various views regarding the denotation of the term
bagarah concerning the gender of the cow, the following conclusions can be drawn:
1. Contrary to the opinion of some exegetes who regard the letter “za ™ in the word
bagarah as a marker of femininity and thus of a female cow, linguistic analysis shows
that this “ta ™ is not a marker of gender but rather indicates singularity; that is, it means
“one cow” or “a single unit of cattle.” On this basis, the word “bagar” denotes the
genus, whose singular form is “bagarah.” On the other hand, “bagarah” is not the
feminine counterpart of the word “thawr”, meaning “bull.” Rather, as explicitly stated
by lexicographers, the term corresponding to “thawr” is “thawrah,” meaning a female
COW.
2. Exegetic narrations indicate that the divine command to slaughter a cow emphasizes
the slaughter of a single cow from among existing cattle more than it indicates the
cow’s femaleness. The detailed questions posed by the Israelites concerning the
characteristics of the cow were primarily intended to identify a particular cow to be
slaughtered. Therefore, “bagarah” cannot be definitively restricted to the meaning of a
female cow.
3. The argument based on the context of the verses regarding the term bagarah as
denoting a female cow faces challenges. It is true that the descriptors “farid” (old),
“bikr”(young), and *“ ‘awan” (middle-aged) appear to indicate femaleness; however, the
phrase “Indeed, all cows are much alike to us”' [02:70] indicates that God did not
command the slaughter of a specifically designated cow. Likewise, the characteristic
described in “Indeed, she is a cow not broken to till the earth or to water the tillage”2
[02:71] appears to point to a male animal, since such attributes are typically applied to
bulls. On this basis, it may be argued that the animal was not required to be female;
rather, it may have been a bull that had not yet been trained for hard labor or had not
yet been used for such work.
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