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Introduction

This study presents an analysis of the non-temporal uses of the past tense in Arabic, drawing
upon examples from the Qur'an. Beyond representing actual time, grammatical tense serves
to convey other concepts—a function realized through varying patterns across languages
under the category of "modality." Furthermore, the conceptualization of time in terms of
space—a common pattern in conceptual metaphor theory for understanding abstract
concepts through concrete ones—manifests differently across various cultures. This study
aims to examine the use of the past tense in non-temporal contexts within the Arabic
language—focusing on Quranic examples—and to identify the link between these functions
and the conceptualization of time in the language. Comparing Arabic with Persian and
English in both respects can shed light on the relationship between these two phenomena.
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Materials & Methods

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach within the framework of Cognitive
Linguistics, drawing on Comrie’s account of grammatical tense and Langacker’s Cognitive
Grammar. The primary data consist of non-temporal uses of the past tense in the Holy
Qur’an, collected from Qur’anic commentaries, lexicographical sources, and previous
studies, together with additional representative examples. To highlight cross-linguistic
variation, corresponding uses in Persian and English are also examined. The data are
categorized according to their conceptual functions and interpreted in light of patterns of
temporal conceptualization to provide a cognitive account of the relationship between
Cognitive Semantics and Cognitive Grammar.

Discussion & Results

An examination of the non-temporal uses of the past tense in Arabic, particularly in the
Qur'an, shows that beyond its prototypical temporal function, the past tense is employed to
express timeless truths, the certainty of future events, inherent and stable characteristics,
and prayers concerning events whose fulfillment is regarded as certain. Collectively, these
uses convey the conceptual notions of certainty and fixity. By contrast, the non-temporal
uses of the past tense in English, and similarly in Persian, are primarily associated with
counterfactual and hypothetical conditionals, wishes and imagined situations, tentative
judgments, and expressions of politeness or social distance. These uses have been widely
analyzed in the linguistic literature in terms of epistemic distance. The findings therefore
reveal a fundamental cross-linguistic difference in the metaphorical extension of the
grammatical past tense, with Arabic predominantly extending the past toward certainty and
fixity, whereas English and Persian predominantly extend it toward epistemic distance.

Conclusion

The findings suggest that the different non-temporal extensions of the grammatical past
tense in Qur'anic Arabic, English, and Persian reflect distinct patterns of temporal
conceptualization. This study argues that these differences are cognitively motivated by the
underlying spatial models of time: while the temporal conceptualization underlying English
and Persian is based on a forward-motion perspective, the conceptualization reflected in
Qur'anic Arabic is grounded in the notion of evidentiality. These contrasting
conceptualization patterns provide a unified explanation for the different non-temporal
functions of the grammatical past tense across the three languages.
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