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Temporal Reference in Arabic Grammarians
and Orientalists Approaches

Hafid Ismaili Alaoui
Mhammed Elmellakh

The history of thinking about Time (recall that tense and Time are homophonic
words in Arabic) has dragged behind itself a multiplicity of ideas that have been
adopted by various scientific disciplines including philosophy and logic, theology,
grammar, philosophy of language, psychology and the exact sciences. An inevitable
challenge that any researcher concerned with temporal reference will face is to
organize, evaluate and sieve these ideas both within a linguistic framework and within
prominent scientific disciplines related to linguistics such as cognitive science, artificial
intelligence and computational linguistics.

In this article we will try to explore the main properties characterizing the
approaches of ancient Arab grammarians who assigned a temporal content to the
contrast of verbs, basing themselves on a three-fold classification of tenses involving
the dimensions of the past, the present and the future. Like many other grammatical
approaches, however, this classification failed to receive the absolute consensus of all
old Arab grammarians.

We will also try to explore some analyses that were suggested by orientalists
who studied the temporal system of Arabic, basing themselves on the assumptions of
traditional comparative philology and historical linguistics. Themes that were common
in such a tradition are the question of origin, linguistic evolution, the typology of
linguistic families, etc.

Orientalist research on tense in Arabic, however, was evidently homogeneous .
Some of the orientalists accepted the traditional assumptions of Arab grammarians as
a starting point, re-analyzing their descriptions as an aspectual contrast between the
perfect aspect and the imperfect aspect, taking Aspect to be the foundation of the
Arabic verbal system. In an attempt to formulate the temporal properties of language
types, others used a heavily comparative methodology.

On the other hand, a third group of orientalists, tried to broaden their descriptive
framework to include facts about tense in Modern Standard Arabic and phrases such
as the noun phrase that has been traditionally neglected in the study of tense.

The orients lists’ research however, has sometimes been plagued by a tendency
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to read the properties of Indo-European or Slavic languages into Arabic and Semitic
languages in general. Such a tendency has had the effect of forcing descriptive tools
and concepts, such as those of Aspect and Modality, on languages where such tools
and concepts may prove to be analytically inadequate.

However, these critical observations, do not lessen the importance of the
orientalists’ serious contribution to the study of tense. Our purpose in making them is
simply to draw the reader’s attention to the fact that the study of temporal systems in
natural languages should be formulated within clear and well-defined descriptive
frameworks where concepts such as tense and aspect should be defined clearly and
where the principles generating temporal structures and the constraints regulating their
interpretation are well-construed. Such has been the ambitious objective of modern
linguistic approaches to temporal reference.






