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Some Problems of Translating Past Tense
Forms in the Glorious Qur’a:n
into English
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Abstract

The present paper aims at (1) studying the past tense forms in the
Glorious Qur'a:nic verses, (2) showing how these forms are rendered into
English by different translators, (3) finding out if there are any significant
differences between a new effective rendering whenever the syntactic

structure of these forms do not coincide with their semantic functions.

In an attempt to solve the problems that arise from translating the
past tense forms, it is hypothesized that an effective translation can be
achieved when a translator is familiar with tense system as well as the uses
of past tense in Arabic and English. It is also hypothesized that translators
of these forms who adopt communicative translation are more successful

than the translators who adopt semantic translation.
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1. The Past Tense

In Arabic, the past tense is defined as lhat tense which denotes a state

(314 (s 15l (K PUVRA AAS))

(( He taught Adam the names of His attributes )) (Khan, 1975:9). It's uses

can be summarized as follows:

1. It is used in narration (Nur Al-Dcen, 1984: 55 and Al-
Mansouri,1984:58), e.g.

(14:0anadll) (Cpiminll (g 320 AU, Lale’y LA SUE (g gul’s 330 41 Guly)

((When he readied full age, and was firmly established (in life), We
bestowed on him wisdom and knowledge: for thus do We reward those

who do good )) (Ali. A. Y., 1993:964)

2. It indicates a remote action if it is used with 'S (Abdul-Qadir,1958:69),

(i 8 1 515 Lty (o3 (13) s 20 o e L)
(14 -13 )

((But We bore him on an (Ark) made of broad planks and caulked with



| ADAB AL-RAFIDAYN vol. (45) 1428 /2007 |

palm-fibre: she floats under Our eyes (and care): a recompense to one

who had been rejected (with scorn)!)) (Ali. A. Y., 1993: 1389)

3. Two actions occur in the past, the first is realized at the same time

when the second is located ( Nur Al-Deen, 1984:67), e.g.

((...had I said such a thing, thou wouldst indeed have known it. ...))
(Ali. A. Y., 1993:286)

4. It refers to an indefinite past ( Hamid Abdul-Qadir, 1958:67), e.g.

W Dy ey LS el el 3 e Gl Gl 03 )

((when Joseph said to his father, "father, I saw eleven stars, and the sun
and the moon; 1 saw them bowing down before me.)

(Arberry,1980:254)
5. It expresses a definite past. The reference may be anaphoric or
cataphoric, indicating an emphasis (Abdul-Qadir, 1958: 69), e.g.
(12569 o 2ol (.. 38 e onl ) 4 i ')
((And We oidained that he refused suck, at first ...))
(Ali,A.Y., 1993: 963)
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O Ul Ol 5o o 4 L] (o201 W) al) 451 &l 18 (37,00 48500 1Y) s )

((...when overwhelmed with the flood, he said: "I believe that there is

no god except Him Whom the children of Israel believe in: I am of
those who submit (to Allah in Islam)" (It was said to him:) "Ah now! -
but a little while before, wast thou in rebellion!- and thou didst mischief

(and violence)! )) (AH,A.Y.,1993:503)

6. It is used with particles such as "WIS" to indicate a repeated action in the

(374N o 0 yee (... B, e 375 Gl Al U85 Lale ALK )
((..... whenever Zachariah entered her chamber, he found some
provision with her... )) (Khan, 1 975:52)

7. It may refer to a single situation in the past ( Aziz, 1998:25), e.g.
(15549 (e sl e V) (. Elhad ST (il 408 o sa AT

((Moses chose seventy men of his people for Our meeting))

(Khan, 1975:157)
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8. It expresses a timeless action in the following cases:
A. When it is used with 4 JS " (Abdul - Qadir, 1958:71), e.g.
(549 e i a ) (e Tyt 4 OS5y )
((... Allah is Most forgiving Every Merciful)) (Khan, 1975:4 10)

B. When it is attributed to Allah J=s > and denotes a universal

Ul 3 08T a4 b3 AT s Lol Gl )6 38500 (o3 (K 1K)

((Their similitude is that of a man who kindled a fire; when it lighted all

around him, Allah took away their light and left them in utter darkness.
So they could not see)) (Ali, A.Y., 1993:20)

(el gl 8500 a1l 1)) sl 815 el & g b7 a Tl () seal A0 sl ) ()

(( ...The hypocrites seek to deceive Allah and He will chastise them for

their attempt at deception. When they stand in prayer they are slack ))
(Khan, 1975:94)
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C. It expresses an action or state as a series of many anterior events
(Nur Al-Deen, 1984:62); e.g.
(TARI (0 Al (il i 0 L)

((... The path of those on whom thou hast bestowed thy favouors
(Khan, 1975:5)

2. Text Analysis:

Regarding The distribution of the date, 12 different Qur'ainic verses

will be analysed in terms of semantic function, syntactic structure and

translation method.
SLTEXT (1):
(126:eluill) (Tasma {5 U8 Al K5y ) Y1 3 Ly ) 8 G 4l
TLTEXT:
1. And to Allah belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is in the

earth; and Allah encompasses all things (Ali, S., 1955:91).

2. to Allah belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is in the earth; and
Allah encompasses all things (Khan, 1975:91)

3. All that 1s in the heavens and all that 1s on the earth 1s God's: and God
encompasseth all things! (Rodwell, 1978: 424)
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4. To God belongs all that is in the heavens and in the earth, and God
encompasses everything (Arberry, 1 980: 1 19)

5. Unto Allah belongeth whatsoever is in the heavens and whatsoever is in
the earth. Allah ever surroundeth all things (Pickthall, 1982:97)

6. But to Allah belongs ai! things in the heavens and on earth: and He it is
that encompasseth all things (Ali, A., 1 993:225)

TEXT ANALYSIS:
Semantic Function it is a timeless action / fact
Syntactic Structure
Title English (TL)
% 1|23 ]4|5]6
<,
Tense Past /
Present /N
Aspect Perfective
Progressive
Time Future
Type of Semantic
Translation |Communicative VA VA A RV A RV A V4

THE PROPOSED RENDERING:
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And to Allah belongs whatever is in the heavens and whatever is in

the earth, and Allah encompasses every thing.
STEXT (2):

(sLll 8 L s i Lol A ik 8T a i A gda ALK S0L AT 1 ylm AR T

TL TEXT:

1. Dost thou not see how Allah sets forth the similitude ofa good word?

It 1s like a good tree, whose root is firm and whose branches reach

into heaven (Alj, S., 1955:240)

2. Dost thou not see how Allah sets forth the case of a good word, which
is like a good tree whose root is firm and every one of whose

branches reaches into heavens (Khan, 1975:240)

3. Seest thou not to what God likeneth a good word? To a good tree:
its root firmly fixed, and its branches ..in the heaven

(Rodwell, 1978:228)

4. Hast thou not seen how God has struck a similitude? A good word is as
a good tree its roots are firm, its branches are in heaven

(Arbeny, 1980:277)
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5. Seest thou not Allah coineth a similitude: A goodly saying as a goodly

tree, its root set firm, its branches reaching into heaven.

(Pickthall, 1982:258)

6. Seest thou not how Allah sets forth a parable? A goodly word like a
goodly tree whose root is firmly firmly fixed, and its branches

(reach) to the heavens (Ali, A., 1993:610)

TEXT ANALYSIS:
Semantic Function 1t is a timeless action / fact
Syntactic Structure
Title 2 - English (TL)
S g
< 11213456
Tense Past /
Present / /NN
Aspect Perfective /
Progressive
Time Future
Type of Semantic
Translation |Communicative / /N

THE PROPOSED BENDERING:
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D

hd

Do not you see how Allah sets forth a parable a goodly word
like a goodly tree whose root is firmly Fixed, and its branches (reach)

to the heaven.

SL TEXT (3)
(13 261 mYT) (T e 8l8h GES Ll 27y Al o jads asie 88T sl () 1K)
TLTEXT:

And every man's work have We fastened to his neck ...

(All, S., 1955:265)

Every person's doings have We fastened firmly to his neck....

(Khan, 1975:265)

and every man's fate have we fastened about his neck

(Rodwell, 1978:166)

. And every man We have fastened to him his bird of omen upon his

neck.. (Arberry, 1980:303)

And every man's augury have We fastened to his own neck
(Pickthall, 1982:286)

Every man's fate We have fastened on his own neck

(AlL, A., 1993:677)

10
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TEXT ANALYSIS:
Semantic Function State leading up to the present
Syntactic Structure
Title o )
i English (TL)
v
< 11 2]3]4]|5]6
Tense Past /
Present /S
Aspect Perfective / /1 /1 /7
Progressive
Time Future
Type of Semantic
Translation |Communicative /NN

THE PROPOSED BENERING:
And every man's fate We have fastened on his own neck.
SL TEXT (4):

(2ol ) (yim (5 LS Laian L s T (o L i L i)

11
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TL TEXT:

1. And lower to them the wing of humility out of tenderness. And say
'My Lord, have mercy on them even as they nourished me in my

childhood'(Ali, S., 1955:266)

2. Be humbly tender with them and pray: Lord, have mercy on them, even

as they nurtured me when I was little (Khan, 1975:266)

3. and defer humbly to them out of tenderness; and say,'Lord, have
compassion on them both, even as they reached me when I was

little'. (Rodwell, 1978:167)

4. and lower to them the wing of humbleness out of mercy and say, 'My
Lord; have mercy upon them, as they raised we up when I was little

(Arberry, 1980:305)

5. And lower unto them the wing of submission through mercy, and say:
My Lord! Have mercy on them both as they did care for me when 1

was little (Pickthall, 1982:287)

6. And, out of kindness, lower to them the wing of humility and say: 'My
Lord! bestow on them Thy Mercy even as they cherished me in

childhood (All, A., 1993:681)

12
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TEXT ANALYSIS:
Semantic Function An action took place in the past/fact in
the past
Syntactic Structure
Title _§ - English (TL)
1213 ]4|5]6
Tense Past / /1 /1 /Y /
Present
Aspect Perfective
Progressive
Time Future
Type of Semantic /7 /]
Translation |Communicative

THE PROPOSED BENDERING:

And lower to them the wing of humility out of mercy and say "My

Lord! Bestow on them Your mercy even as they cherised me in

childhood.

SL TEXT (5):

(1:2eS1) (e A1 a1 LI oie JTe T30 (o3 411 B

13
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TL TEXT:

1. All praise belongs to Allah Who has sent down the Book of His servant
and has not put therein any crookedness (All, S., 1955:276)

2. All praise belongs to Allah who has sent down the Book to His servant
(Khan, 1975:276)

3. Praise be to God, who hath sent clown the Book to his servant, and hath

not made it tortuous (Rodwell, 1978:180)

4. Praise belongs to God who has sent down upon His servant the Book and
has not assigned unto Book and has not assigned unto it any

crookedness (Arberry, 1980:316)

5. Praise be to Allah Who hath revealed the scripture unto His slave, and
hath not placed therein any crookedness (Pickthall, 1982:299)

6. Praise be to Allah, Who hath sent to His servznt the Book, and hath
allowed therein no crookedness(Ali, A., 1993:707)

14
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TEXT ANALYSIS:
Semantic Function An action took place in the past
Syntactic Structure
Title 2 - English (TL)
Sy
< 1213 ]4|5]6
Tense Past /
Present [V /N /Y
Aspect Perfective /[ 1/ 1/
Progressive
Time Future
Type of Semantic
Translation |Communicative Y Y Y A A
THE PROPOSED RENDERING:

Praise be to Allah who has sent down the Book (Qur'a:n) to his

servant and has not put (herein any crookedness.
SL TEXT(6):

(58 (sl 0 S ()

TL TEXT:

15
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1. He 1s the Gracious God Who has settled Himself on the Throne
(AlL S., 1955:298)

2. The Gracious One Who has settled Himself on the Throne
(Khan, 1975:298)

3. The God of Mercy sitteth on his throne (Rodwell, 1978:94)
4. All-compassionate sat Himself upon the Throne (Arbcrry, 1980:339)
5. The Beneficent is established on the Throne (Pickthall, 1982:325)

6. (Allah) Most  Gracious is firmly established on the throne
(of authority) (Ali, A., 1993:765)

TEXT ANALYSIS:
Semantic Function State leading up to the present
Syntactic Structure
Title o .
i3 English (TL)
v
<% |1/2]3]4|5]6
Tense Past / / |/
Present / |/ / |/
Aspect Perfective / |/
Progressive
Time Future
Semantic /
Type of
Translation |Communicative /77 / |/

THE PROPOSED RENDERING

(Allah) Most Gracious has settled Himself on the throne.

16
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SL TEXT(7):
(80:5 ) (c1ith 56d (i 1o )
TL TEXT:

I. And when I am ill, it is He Who restores me to  health

(Ali, S., 1955:360)
2. and when 1 fall 111, it He who restores me to health (Khan, 1975:360)
3. and when I am sick, he healeth me (Rodwell, 1978:106)
4. and whenever 1 am sick, heals me (Arbeiry, 1980:68)
5. And when 1 sicken, then lie healeth me (Pickthall, 1982:393)

6. And when I am ill, il is He who cures me (All, A., 1993:918)

TEXT ANALYSIS:

Semantic Function Repeated

17
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Syntactic Structure
Title 3 )
s English (TL)
S¢
112134 |5]|6
Tense Past /
Present /1 / 1/ 1/ 1/ |/
Aspect Perfective
Progressive
Time Future
Type of Semantic
Translation |Communicative /N /77

THE PROPOSED RENDERING:
And when I am sick, it is He who cares me.
SL TEXT (8):
(Lipadl) (s 1 2305)
TL TEXT:

1. By the stemless plant when it falls (All, S., 1955:530)

2. We cite the Pleidas as evidence, when it will draw close (Khan,
1975:530)

3. By the star when it setteth (Rodwell, 1978:69)

18
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4. By the star when it plunges (Arberry, 1980:244)
5. By the star when it setteth (Picklhall, 1982:585)
6. By the star when it goes down (Ali, A., 1993:1377)
TEXT ANALYSIS:
Semantic Function General fact
Syntactic Structure
Title Q9 :
e English (TL)
<~ |l1]2/3]4/5]6
Tense Past /
Present / / /1
Aspect Perfective
Progressive
Time Future
Type of Semantic /
Translation |Communicative /NN

THE PROPOSED RENDERING:

By the star when it goes down.

19
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V808 (Y gl ULl (e ) 8 (f el ¢ s Gl i L

TLTEXT:

1. O company of Jinn and men! If you have power to go beyond the
confines of the heavens and the earth, then do go. But you cannot go

save with authority (Ali, S., 1955:532)

2. O company of jinn and men, if you have the capacity to penetrate
beyond the confines of the heavens and the earth by all means do so;

but you cannot do so except with authority (Khan, 1975:532)

3. O company of djinn and men, if ye can overpass the bounds of the
heavens and the earth, then overpass them. But our leave only shall ye

over pass Ihcn (Rodwecll, 1978:75)

4. O tribe of jinn and of men, if you are able to pass through the confines

of heaven and earth, pass through thou! You shall not pass through
except with an authority (Arberry, 1980:252)

5. O company of jinn and men, if ye have power to penetrate (all) regions
of the heavens and the earth, then penetrate (them)! Ye will never

penetrate them same with (Our) sanction (Pickthall, 1982:596)

20
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6. O ye assembly of jinns and men! If it be ye can pass beyond the zones of

the heavens and the earth, pass ye! Not without authority shall ye be

able to pass (Ali, A., 1993:1401)

TEXT ANALYSIS:
Semantic Function Reference to Futurity
Syntactic Structure
Title o .
§ é English (TL)
11 2]3]4|5]6
Tense Past /
Present [/ N/
Aspect Perfective
Progressive
Time Future
Type of Semantic
Translation |Communicative /N7

THE PROPOSED RENDERING:

O you assembly of jinns and men! If you can pass beyond the zones

of the heavens and the earth, pass you! Not without authority shall you be

able to pass.

3. Findings and Conclusions:

21
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As it has been already mentioned in this research, past tense forms
were investigated in (12) Glorious Qur'amic Verses taken from different
Surahs with their six renderings by different well-known translators of
different nationalities. The specified Verses which have past tense forms
with their renderings were analysed in terms of semantic function (based
on the interpretation of the Glorious Qur'ain by different Arab and
Muslim scholars), syntactic structure, and type of translation. The past
tense form in each Verse was compared with its six English rendering in

order to see how these forms arc realized in the TL.

The main findings and conclusions arrived at in the present study are

as follows:

1. All translators used both semantic and communicative translations with

varying percentages.

2. The findings shows that (16.5%) percent of the data under discussion has
been translated semanlically, i.e., in terms of finding equivalence.
While (83.5%) percent of the data has been translated communicatively,
i.e., in terms of transference of meaning. Obviously, the percentage of
communicative translation is higher than that of semantic one. This is
due to the fact that all translators have depended on the contextual

effect.

22
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3. The problems that were faced by the translators when translating past
tense forms into English are due to the fact that past tense in Arabic and

English exhibts numerous differences in terms of meaning and use.

4. Other problems arose in the process of translation due to the fact that
tenses in Arabic are used both relatively and absolutely, whereas in

English they arc used absolutely.

5. The findings show that there are some areas of differences between the
uses of tense in Arabic and English. These differences resulted in

different realizations on the part of the translators.

6. Our findings confirm the claim that (he Glorious Qur'a:n cannot be
translated in terms of equivalence, but its meanings can be transferred

into other languages.

7. Translating the Glorious Qur'a:nic Verses without knowing their semantic
function results in some translational problems such as grammatical,

lexical, etc.

8. Ambiguity might arise from the possibility of having a lexicon or a
syntactic structure which is liable to be interpreted in more than one

way.

23
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