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The Arabic Defective Verb  كان:Some Syntactic/
Semantic Problems in Translation with
Reference to the Glorious Quran
Ma'an Mamdouh Ahmed(*)

1. Introduction
In translation, there are different kinds of problems which the
translators face : linguistic and non-linguistic. When a translator is not
a complete master of both the source language and the target language,
linguistic difficulties may arise.The defective (substantive, incomplete,
relative) verb ُ مبis syntactically and semantically problematic for it is
illusionary; in form it indicates past, and in Arabic it is called ٜفعو ٍبض

 ( ّبقصpast defective verb ). Consequently, it is often rendered by most
translators into the past. But the question is: Does it always indicate past
or it can show other syntactic and semantic functions?
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It is the concern of the current study to explore this issue and try to
prove that this verb indicates other syntactic and semantic functions.
The best authentic Arabic text is the Holy Quran on which this study is
based as ُ مبis frequently used in it. The Holy Quran, as a religious
text, has the characteristics of sacredness which is based on faith; both
the message and the words expressing it are sacred (Aziz and
Lataiwishi, 2000: 10). It is not possible to translate such a text for the
sacred words of the source text cannot be rendered into the words of the
target language without losing their divine value. Moreover, all
religions have a long history, which means that the language of the
original text has passed through several stages of development resulting
in considerable changes in the meanings of words and expressions and
in grammar.

1.1 The Perfect Verb in Arabic
The 3rd pers. sing. masc. Perf.  فعو, being the simplest form of the
verb, is commonly used by the Arab grammarians as paradigm, but for
shortness' sake it is always rendered into English by the infinitive; قزوٝ
(to kill), instead of (he has killed) (Wright, 1971, Vol.2: 29). From this
paradigm several other forms are derived in different ways which
express various modifications of the idea it conveys. As an absolute
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verb, it indicates past and is coloured by other tenses when used in a
certain context or influenced by certain factors that may change its
tense such as the subjunctive, jussive and conditional particles,
expanding its circle to imply the present and future (Abdul-Kareem,
1999: 50).
Aziz (1989: 44) states that this tense has the following uses:
1. All types of acts completed before the present moment: long acts,
short acts, repeated acts, etc. which indicate past time.
Maughmam lived in Paris when he was a child.

ظ ٕٗ٘ طفوٝ ثبسٜعبػ ًٍ٘ ف
2. Past actions in the indefinite past,
The plane has arrived.

ىقذ ٗصيذ اىطبئشح

3. Wishes, prayers and curses,
' May God have mercy on him.

سحَٔ هللا

God bless you.

لٞثبسك هللا ف

God curse him.

ىعْٔ هللا
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1.2 . The defective verb كان
Ma'alouf (1975:704) gives the following definition of this verb:

ُ( مبwas), ُ٘نٝ (is, to exist, to be), ( مّ٘بbeing), بّبٞ( مentity), ّْ٘خٞم
ءٜ( اىشexistence): ( حذسhappened, occurred, took place), ( ٗجذto be, to
exist) and ( صبسhas become). When ُ مبis defective, it precedes a
subject (indicative) and a predicate (subjunctive). It indicates that the
predicate has happened or existed by the subject: ذ قبئَبٝ( مبُ صZaid was
standing up). It could be ( ربٍخperfect), ( ّبقصخsubstantive or defective),
and it may mean ( صجذto be firm, stable), ( حضشto be present), ( ٗقعto
happen), ْٜجغٝ (ought to, should), ( االعزقجبهfuturity),  اىَْقطعْٚ( اىَعpast),

( اىحبهpresent), and ( اىذٗاً ٗاالعزقجبهtimeless).
It is claimed by some modern researchers that defective verbs
imply all the elements of other Arabic verbs; they denote an action
accompanied by a certain time reference. It is only that these verbs have
developed that their subjects are not enough, as is the case with مبُ اىزبٍخ
(the perfect), seeking for a subjunctive which may complete the
meaning required by the new meaning (Abdul-Kareem, 1999: 204). But
it can be claimed that theses verbs are a good general frame in which
time is superior and limited. They indicate general actions implying,
and accompanied with, time. This explains why such verbs are used in
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the Holy Quran with various specific time references prominent to, and
more effective than, their dictionary meanings according to the
sentence construction, the particles that precede or follow, and the
context they are found in.
Badawi (1404 A H.: 74) states that it is agreed upon by all
grammarians that ُ مب, as a defective verb, indicates time but not an act
indicated by other verbs. He adds that most grammarians have denied

ُ مبthis action saying that its action is different from the actions of the
verbs; general not specific. ُ مبis not confined to the past; actually it
indicates other time references which are made possible by the
influence of the context and the underlying construction. In قزوٝ ذٝمبُ ص
(Zaid was killing or used to kill), ُ مبand قزوٝ are verbs but they are
different. ُ مبis just a sign which indicates a relationship not an action or
event, while قزوٝ indicates an action, and together they indicate one event
and one time. In this way, ُ مبhas an influence on the predicate (present
tense verb here) not on the subject.

ُ مبis called defective only within a construction. It is similar to
verbs in form, but in action it is only a time particle. That is why it is,
together with its sisters, called زبدٞ( اىز٘قchronometricals) (Ibid; 79). It
is mostly used to indicate past where there is no element that may
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The Arabic Defective Verb  كان: Some Syntactic

Ma’an Mamdouh Ahmed

convert its time reference which is not limited by a certain past period
of time (morning or evening).

1.3 The functional meanings of  كان:
a. annulling ))اىْغخ: giving a special functional meaning to the subject and
predicate.
b.

a notion denoting a relative location ( )اىجٖخ, where the relative
location can be extracted from the linguistic form- from the function.

ُ مبis characterized by defining tense and explicating the relative
location of the action.
it acts as a binder or connector (  )اىشثظwhich can be described as an

c.

alternative to the action or the verb and the tense.
d.

Time ( ُاىضٍب: giving a certain time reference to a sentence which
had none on the basis of its construction and context. (Badawi,
1404 H.: 81).

2.  كانthat refers to the past
It is almost agreed upon by grammarians that ُ مبrefers to the
past unless there is something that indicates otherwise. Single ُمب
indicates what has happened and what has not,
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(Abdullah was your brother). The sentence talks about brotherhood,
and ُ مبis used to denote that this was in the past.

ْ َّْخُ فَ َنبِٞ(أَ ٍَّب اى َّغف
ُ  ْاىجَحْ ِش فَؤ َ َس ْدَِٜ ْع ََيَُُ٘ فٝ ََِٞذ ىِ ََ َغب ِم
ٌْ ُٕجََٖب َٗ َمبَُ َٗ َسا َءٞد أَ ُْ أَ ِع
ً َبّبُٞشْ ِٕقَُٖ ََب طُ ْغٝ ُْ ََْب أٞ ِِْ فَخَ ِشٍَِْٞ َْ ٍخ غَصْ جب ً َٗأَ ٍَّب ْاى ُغال ًُ فَ َنبَُ أَثَ َ٘آُ ٍُ ْؤَِٞؤْ ُخ ُز ُم َّو َعفٝ ل
ٌ ٍَِي
ِِْ ٍَٞ ة سُحْ َب ً َٗأَ ٍَّب ْاى ِجذَا ُس فَ َنبَُ ىِ ُغال
َ ْشاً ٍِ ُْْٔ صَ َمبحً َٗأَ ْق َشٞ َُ ْج ِذىَُٖ ََب َسثُُّٖ ََب خٝ ُْ ََٗ ُم ْفشاً فَؤ َ َس ْدَّب أ
َ ْجيُغَبٝ ُْ َصبىِحب ً فَؤ َ َسا َد َسثُّلَ أ
َ َْ ِخ َٗ َمبَُ رَحْ زَُٔ َم ْْ ٌض ىَُٖ ََب َٗ َمبَُ أَثُُٕ٘ ََبٝ ْاى ََ ِذِٜ ِِْ فََٞ َِٞزٝ
.)82-79:َ ْغز َْخ ِش َجب َم ْْضَ ُٕ ََب َسحْ ََخً ٍِ ِْ َسثِّلَ ) (اىنٖفَٝٗ أَ ُ َّذُٕ ََب
As for the boat,
It belonged to certain
Men in dire want:
They piled in the water;
I but wished to render it
Unserviceable, for there was
After them a certain king
Who seized on every boat
By force.
" As for the youth
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His parents were people
Of Faith, and we feared
That he would grieve them
By obstinate rebellion
And ingratitude (to Allah and man).
" So we desired that
Their Lord would give them
In exchange (a son)
Better in purity (of conduct)
And closer in affection.
" As for the wall,
It belonged to two youths,
Orphans, in the Town;
There was, beneath it,
A buried treasure, to which
They were entitled: their father
Had been a righteous man:
134
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So thy Lord desired that
They should attain their age
Of full strength and get out
Their treasure- a mercy
(And favour) from thy Lord.
I did It not of my own
Accord. Such is the interpretation
Of (those things) over which
Thou was unable
To hold patience." (Ali, 2002: 729-731)

ُ مبin these verses refers to the past:
ِٞمبّذ ىَغبم

It belonged to certain men
there was after them a certain king

مبُ ٗساءٌٕ ٍيل
ٍِْٞمبُ أث٘آ ٍؤ

His parents were people of Faith

ٍِٞمبُ ىغال

It belonged to two youths
There was, beneath it, a buried treasure
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مبُ أثَٕ٘ب صبىحب

It refers to the past because it comes in a narrative context which
begins this way:

)60: ُحقُجب ً) (اىنٖفَٜ ض
َ َ( َٗ ِ ْر ق
ِ ٍْ َ ِِْ أَْٗ أٝ أَ ْثيُ َ ٍَجْ ََ َع ْاىجَحْ َشَّٚ ىِفَزَبُٓ ال أَث َْش ُ َحزٚبه ٍُ٘ َع

Behold, Moses said,
To his attendant, " I will not
Give up until 1 reach
The junction of the two
Seas or (until) I spend
Years and years in travel. (Ibid: 725)
1.

ْ ّ ٌٌ َرىِلَ ثِؤََُّّٔ َمبِٞبه أَ ٍْ ِش ِٕ ٌْ َٗىَُٖ ٌْ َع َزاةٌ أَى
َذ
َ ََِ َمفَشُٗا ٍِ ِْ قَ ْج ُو فَ َزاقُ٘ا َٗثَٝؤْرِ ُن ٌْ َّجَؤ ُ اىَّ ِزٝ ٌْ َ(أَى
)6-5خٟٝ ٍِ ا:َِِّْبد) (اىزغبثَٞ ِٖ ٌْ ُس ُعيُُٖ ٌْ ثِ ْبىجِٞرَؤْر
Has not the story
Reached you, of those
Who rejected Faith aforetime?
So they tasted the evil
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Results of their conduct;
And they had
A grievous Penalty.
That was because there
Came to them messengers
With Clear Signs, (Ibid: 1477)
2 .

ْ َّ ٍخ َمبٝ ْص ََْْب ٍِ ِْ قَش
)11
:بءَِٞ ) (األّجَٝذ َبىِ ََخً َٗأَ ّْ َشؤَّْب ثَ ْع َذَٕب قَْ٘ ٍب ً خَ ِش
َ َ( َٗ َم ٌْ ق

How many were the populations
We utterly destroyed because
Of their iniquities, setting up
In their places other peoples? (Ibid: 797).
3.

ْ ُّ٘ك ا ٍْ َشأَ َعْ٘ ٍء َٗ ٍَب َمب
)28:ٌّٝب ً) (ٍشَٞذ أُ ٍُّ ِل ثَ ِغ
ِ َب أُ ْخذَ َٕبسَُُٗ ٍَب َمبَُ أَثٝ(

"O sister of Aaron'
Thy father was not
A man of evil, -nor thy
Mother a woman unchaste!" (Ibid: 750)
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4 . )ٙبس
َ ْحب
َ َص
َ ّ َْٗ٘ة َٗ ْاألَ ْعجَبطَ َمبُّ٘ا ُٕ٘داً أ
َ َُ ْعقَٝٗ ق
َ و َٗ ِعٞ
َ  ٌَ َٗ ِ ْع ََب ِعِٕٞ )أَ ًْ رَقُ٘ىَُُ٘ ِ َُّ ِث َْشا
(140خٟٝ ٍِ ا:(اىجقشح
Or do you say that
Abraham, Isma.il, Issac,
Jacob and the descendents were
Jews or Christians? (Ibid: 56)

َّ ة
5.  ِِْ ٍِ ِْ ِعجَب ِدَّبٝع ْج َذ
َ َ٘ط َمبَّزَب رَحْ ذ
ٍ َُِ َمفَشُٗا ا ٍْ َشأَحَ ُّ٘ ٍ َٗا ٍْ َشأَحَ ىٝهللاُ ٍَضَالً ِىيَّ ِز
َ ض َش
َ )
(10خٟٝ ٍِ ا:ٌِْٝ) (اىزحشٞصب ِى َح
َ
Allah sets forth,
For an example
To the Unbelievers,
The wife of Noah
And the wife of Lut:
They were (respectively)
Under two of our righteous
Servants......... (Ibid: 1494)
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3.  كانthat refers to the present
Though ُ مبmostly indicates past time, as grammarians agree,
preceding the subject and the predicate and telling that something
happened in the past, we can confirm that it indicates the present as well
(Abdul-Kareem,1999: 208). To some grammarians,  فعوand ُ( مبwas
and did) to Allah -mean the same as the present (Ibn Mandour, WD:
247). This is based on ُ( غفش هللا ىفالMay Allah forgive him). When ُمب
indicates present, it is a sign to future, and the past is used in stead only
for easiness.

ْ  َْش أُ ٍَّ ٍخ أُ ْخ ِش َجٞ َ) ُم ْْزُ ٌْ خ
(110خٟٝ ٍِ ا:ُبط ) ( ه عَشا
ِ َّْذ ىِي

6.
Ye are the best

Of Peoples, evolved
For mankind,

(Ali,2002: 155)

Most scholars think that ٌ( مْزyou were) is used here to mean ٌاّز
(you are), thus it refers to the present (Abdul-Kareem, 1999: 208 and
Ibn Mandour, WD: 247).
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َّ ٌُ ُٕ قُيُ٘ثِ ِٖ ٌْ ٍَ َش ٌ فَضَ ا َدِٜ)ف
) ََُُ٘ ْن ِزثٝ  ٌٌ ثِ ََب َمبُّ٘اِٞهللاُ ٍَ َشضب ً َٗىَُٖ ٌْ َع َزاةٌ أَى
( 10:(اىجقشح
In their hearts is a disease;
And Allah has increased their disease:
And grievous is the penalty they (incur),
Because they are false (to themselves) (Ali, 2002: 18)

8.ُٗ
ٍ ْٝ  َسِٜ) َٗ ِ ُْ ُم ْْزُ ٌْ ف
َ  َع ْج ِذَّب فَؤْرُ٘ا ثِغَٚت ٍِ ََّب َّ َّض ْىَْب َعي
ِ ُ٘س ٍح ٍِّ ِْ ٍِ ْضيِ ِٔ َٗا ْد ُع٘ا ُ َٖذَا َء ُم ٌْ ٍِ ِْ ُد

َّ
)23:َِ ) (اىجقشحِٞصب ِدق
َ ٌْ ُهللاِ ِ ُْ ُم ْْز
And if ye are in doubt
As to what We have revealed
From time to time to Our servant,
Then produce a Surah
Like thereunto;
And call your witnesses or helpers
(If there are any) besides Allah,
If your (doubts) are true. (Tbid: 21)
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) 33خٟٝ ٍِ ا:) َٗأَ ْعيَ ٌُ ٍَب رُ ْج ُذَُٗ َٗ ٍَب ُم ْْزُ ٌْ رَ ْنزُ ََُُ٘ ) (اىجقشح
........ and I know what ye reveal
And what ye conceal. (Ibid: 25)

4.  كانthat indicates future in the past ()ماضي المستقبل
The verb ُ مبis used in the Holy Quran to refer to a special time
which is not pure future nor is it present or past; it indicates that some
events had happened and will happen and which will be talked about in
the future. If you say to your son;  اىعطيخٜق٘ه ىل اىَعيٌ مْذ ٍَٖالً فٞع

خٞ( اىَبضThe teacher will say to you, "You were careless last holiday"),
this means that the teacher has not yet said this; it will be said in the
future. The carelessness of the son would have been happened at the
time when the teacher would speak to the pupil. So, ( مْذyou were)
refers to future in the past.
Let us examine the following verses from the Quran:
10.

َّ َِّ ََ ََِ فِٞ أَ ْٕيَِْب ٍُ ْشفِقِٜ(قَبىُ٘ا َِّّب ُمَّْب قَ ْج ُو ف
)27
:ً٘) (اىط٘س
َ َْب َٗ َٗقَبَّب َع َزْٞ َهللاُ َعي
ِ َُ اة اى َّغ
They will say: " Aforetime,
We were not without fear
For the sake of our people.
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But Allah has been good
To us, and has delivered us
From the Penalty
Of the Scorching Wind. (Ibid: 1371)
The whole context of the verse indicates far future; the events that
will happen in the day of Judgement which is made clear by the verse at
the beginning of the Surah:

)10-9 :ْشاً) (اىط٘سٞ ُش ْاى ِججَب ُه َعَْٞ٘ ًَ رَ َُ٘ ُس اى َّغ ََب ُء ٍَْ٘ ساً َٗر َِغٝ(
On the Day when
The firmament will be
In dreadful commotion.
And the mountain will fly
Hither and thither. (Ibid; 136S)
The word, ً٘ٝ (day) is used in the Holy Quran to mean

بٍخًٞ٘ اىقٝ (the Day of Judgement), but ُ مبis used here to refer to
events, compared with this far time in the future (the Day of
Judgement), which are in the past. In other words, ُ مبdenotes
world events which embrace all the world times and they extend
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from this deep past into the future that extends to man's life on
earth; thus ( قجوbefore) indicates that this state happened in the past
of that time.
The real time connotation of the two verbs in this verse is
made clear in the following figure (Abdul-Kareem, 1999: 211):
Past Present Near Future
Pa st Fut ure

Far Future

ُ٘زغبءىٝ  ثعضٚٗاقجو ثعضٌٖ عي
25 :بٍخ) اىط٘سًٞ٘ اىقٝ(
They will advance to each other,
engaging in mutual enquiry

11.

ُ ْْ  َٗقَ ْذ ُمََٚ  أَ ْعَِْٜبه َسةِّ ىِ ٌَ َحشَشْ ر
(125 :ٔشاً) (طـٞص
َ َ)ق
ِ َذ ث

He will say: " O my Lord!
Why hast thou raised me
Up blind, while. I had
Sight (before)? (AH, 2002: 790)
This verse refers to the Doomsday (which is a far future), for it
follows this verse:
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)124:ٔ) (طـََٚ َب ٍَ ِخ أَ ْعَِْٞ٘ ًَ ْاىقٝ ُٓض ْْنب ً ََّٗحْ ُش ُش
َ ً َشخٞ فَإ ِ َُّ ىَُٔ ٍَ ِعٛ( َٗ ٍَ ِْ أَ ْع َش َ ع َِْ ِر ْم ِش
"But whosoever turns away
From My Message, verily
For him is a life narrowed
Down, and We shall raise
Him up blind on the Day
Of Judgement." (Ibid)
The verb. ْٜ( حششرraised me up) is a past tense verb but it indicates
future, and ( مْذI had) indicates the past of this future. The time
reference of  مْذis the time of life which is past in the Day of
Judgement. The meaning of َٚ أعْٜ( ىٌ حششرwhy hast thou raised me up
blind) is I have no excuse, and I was aware of my pretext.
12.

(126 :ٔ) (طـٚغ
َ ْْ َُْ٘ ًَ رٞزََٖب َٗ َم َزىِلَ ْاىَٞبرَُْب فَْ َِغٝ َبه َم َزىِلَ أَرَ ْزل
َ َ)ق
(Allah) will say: Thus
Didst thou, when Our Signs
Came unto thee, disregard
Them: so wilt thou.
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This day, be disregarded." (Ibid)
This means that when our signs came to you in life, you did not
consider them; rather you neglected them,
The following figure shows the time position of the verb مْذ
(Abdui-Kareem, 1999:212):
Past

Present
Pa st

Fut

Near Future
ure

شاٞمْذ ثص

َٚ أعْٜىٌ حششر
Why hast thou raised
me up blind.

I had sight (before)

13.

Far Future

)37خٍِٟٝ ا:َِ ) (ألعشافٝ أَ ّْفُ ِغ ِٖ ٌْ أََُّّٖ ٌْ َمبُّ٘ا َمبفِ ِشَٚضيُّ٘ا َعَّْب َٗ َ ِٖ ُذٗا َعي
َ (قبىُ٘ا
They will reply, 'They
Have left us in the lurch,"
And they will bear witness
Against themselves, that they
Had rejected Allah. (Ali, 2002: 353)
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 كانthat refers to future

5.

In certain contexts,  فعوis used to indicate future, and as ُ مبis a
verb that has the same time references  فعوhas, we have found out, while
studying the uses of ُ مبin the Holy Quran, that it indicates, in certain
linguistic environments, a future time reference the same as  فعوdoes:
14.

(:14
الً) (اىَضٍوِٖٞ ٍَ ً جبِٞذ ْاى ِججَب ُه َمض
ِ َُّ َٗ ْاى ِججَب ُه َٗ َمب

ُ َْ٘ ًَ رَشْ جٝ
ُْف ْاألَس

One Day the earth
And the mountains
Will be in violent commotion
And the mountains will be
As a heap of sand
Poured out and flowing down. (Ibid: 1553)

ُ مبhere indicates future due to the context, and ً٘ٝ denotes
بٍخًٞ٘ اىقٝ ( the Day of Judgement ) mentioned in the two
previous verses:

)13-12:َب ً) (اىَضٍوِٞص ٍخ َٗ َع َزاثب ً أَى
َّ َب ً َٗطَ َعبٍب ً َرا ُغَْٞب أَ ّْ َنبالً َٗ َج ِحْٝ ( ِ َُّ ىَ َذ
With Us are Fetters

146

ADAB AL-RAFIDAYN vol. (45)

1428 / 2007

(To bind them), and a Fire
(To burn them),
And a Food that chokes.
And a Penalty Grievous. (Ibid: 1552)
To scholars, the meaning of these two verses is that there is in the
hereafter every thing opposite to all the bliss they had in life.
15.

ْ ّد ْاى ِججَب ُه فَ َنب
ْ ّذ اى َّغ ََب ُء فَ َنب
)20-19:َذ َع َشاثب ً) (اىْجؤ
ِ  َِّشَٞذ أَث َْ٘اثب ً َٗ ُع
ِ ( َٗفُزِ َح
And the heavens
Shall be opened
As if there were doors
And the mountains
Shall vanish, as if
They were a mirage. (Ibid: 1587)
Though ُ مبis past in form, it refers to the future in function as

shown in the previous verses:
( 3-1 : ِٔ ٍُ ْخزَيِفَُُ٘ ) (اىْجؤِٞ ُٕ ٌْ فٌٛ اىَّ ِزٞ
ِ ِ َزَ َغب َءىَُُ٘ ع َِِ اىَّْجَؤ ِ ْاى َعٝ ٌَّ ) َع
Concerning what
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Are they disputing?
Concerning the Great News,
About which they
Cannot agree. (Ibid: 1585)
And the following verses:

)18 -:17
٘س فَزَؤْرَُُ٘ أَ ْف َ٘اجب ً) (اىْجؤ
ِ ُّ اىصُِٜ ْْفَ ُخ فٝ ًَ َْ٘ٝ ً قَبربٍِٞ ََُْ٘ ًَ ْاىفَصْ ِو َمبٝ َُّ ِ )
Verily the Day
Of Sorting Out
Is a thing appointedThe Day that the Trumpet
Shall be sounded, and ye
Shall come forth in crowds; (Ibid: 1586)
The Great News which the people of Mecca were wondering
about is the Day of Resurrection which is in the future. ً٘ اىفصوٝ (the
Day of Sorting Out) and  اىص٘سْٜفخ فٝ ً٘ٝ (The Day that the Trumpet)
both refer to the day when life stops, thus ُ مبrefers to the future-the
Day of Judgement.
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ْ ّة َمب
ُ َُطَٝٗ )
(15:ُشا) (اإلّغبٝ
َّ َِ ٍخ ٍِ ِْ فِّٞ ِٖ ٌْ ثِآْٞ َبف َعي
ٍ ض ٍخ َٗأَ ْم َ٘ا
َ اس
ِ َ٘ ََذ ق
And amongst them will be
Passed round vessels of silver
And goblets of crystals. (Ibid: 1537)

17.

(7 :ُشاً) (اإلّغبَٞط
ِ َْ٘ ٍب ً َمبَُ َ شُّ ُٓ ٍُ ْغزٝ ََُُ٘خَ بفَٝٗ ُ٘فَُُ٘ ثِبىَّْ ْز ِسٝ)
They perform (their) vows,
And they fear a Day
Whose evil flies far and wide. (Ibid: 1572)

18.

) 98خٟٝ ٍِ ا: َحقّب ً)(اىنٖفِّٜ َج َعئَُ َد َّمب َء َٗ َمبَُ َٗ ْع ُذ َسثِّٜ)فَإ ِ َرا َجب َء َٗ ْع ُذ َسث
But when the promise
Of my Lord comes to pass,
He will make it into dust,
And the promise of
My Lord is true. (Ibid: 735)

149

The Arabic Defective Verb  كان: Some Syntactic

Ma’an Mamdouh Ahmed

6. Timeless (الزمه العام) كان
Grammarians have indicated this meaning of ُ مبin the Holy
Quran. For them, ُ مبis used to refer to the existence of something in the
past ambiguously, that is, there is no sign if it did not exist earlier nor did
it stop existing. Often, then, ُ مبindicates continuity and eternity.

َبٞ( مبُ هللا غف٘سا سحAllah is oft. Forgiving, most merciful),
َبٞضا حنٝ( ٗمبُ هللا عضand Allah is exalted in Power, full of Wisdom).
In this way, ُ مبis stripped from time and it shifts the context of the verse
off the desired meaning because it is ُ مبwhich has the competence of
limiting out the time connotation of the verse and making the
characteristics of Allah eternal extending from the past to the future
(Abduk-Kareem, 1999: 216). If we say: ٌٞ هللا غف٘س سحit would be just
indicative.
19.

َّ َِ َخيَْ٘ ا ٍِ ِْ قَ ْج ُو َٗ َمبَُ أَ ٍْ ُشٝ اىَّ ِزِٜهللاِ ف
َّ َ( ُعَّْخ
)38 خٟٝ ٍِ ا:هللاِ قَذَساً ٍَ ْق ُذٗساً)(األحضاة
ُ مبhere does not indicate only past or only future, but it covers
all the times: past, present and future, because Allah's command was
and remains inevitable,
.........: It was
The practice (approved) of Allah
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Amongst those of old
That have passed away,
And the command of Allah
Is a decree determined. (Ali, 2002: 1069)

َّ َُّ ِ )
( 34خٟٝ ٍِ ا:شاً) (اىْغبءِّٞب ً َمجِٞهللاَ َمبَُ َعي

20.

Certainly, these are among the eternal characteristics of Allah,
and ُ مبcan but imply eternal and everlasting time reference that
is appropriate to the high prestige and greatness of Allah and
nobody else's:
For Allah is Most High,
Great (above you all). (Ibid: 196)

َّ َُّ ِ ًَ  رَ َغب َء ىَُُ٘ ثِ ِٔ َٗاالسْ َحبٛهللاَ اىَّ ِز
َّ ) َٗارَّقُ٘ا
21. ) 1خٟٝ ٍِ ا:جب ً)(اىْغبءِٞ ُن ٌْ َسقْٞ َهللاَ َمبَُ َعي
Fear Allah through Whom Ye damand
your mutual (rights), And (reverence) the
wombs (That bore you): for Allah Ever
watches over you. (Ibid: 183)
22.

َّ ( َٗ َمبَُ أَ ٍْ ُش
)37خٟٝ ٍِ ا:هللاِ ٍَ ْفعُ٘الً)(األحضاة
And Allah's co.mmand must
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Be fulfilled. (Ibid: 1069)
23.

(184خٟٝ ٍِ ا: ٍَّبً أُخَ َش)(اىجقشحَٝش فَ ِع َّذحٌ ٍِ ِْ أ
ٍ َ َعفَٚضب ً أَْٗ َعيٝ)فَ ََ ِْ َمبَُ ٍِ ْْ ُن ٌْ ٍَ ِش
But if any of you is ill,
Or on a journey,
The prescribed number
(Should be made up)
From days later. (Ibid: 73)

7.  كانwhich means ( صارhas become):
Scholars have taken notice of this specific meaning of ُ مبshifting
from its original meaning to mean ( صبسhas become) and converting
from one condition to another according to the time of the context it is
used in. If you say: ( صشد عبىَبYou have become a scholar), it is correct
if you say ٌ( أّذ عبىYou are a scholar [now]) because you are describing
what he really is now(Abdul-Kareem, 1999: 219)
24. ) َِٝش
َ ِ َد ًَ فَ َغ َج ُذٗا ِ َّال ِ ْثيِٟ ( َٗ ِ ْر قُ ْيَْب ىِ ْي ََالئِ َن ِخ ا ْع ُج ُذٗا
ِ ِ َٗا ْعزَ ْنجَ َش َٗ َمبَُ ٍَِِ ْاى َنبفَٚظ أَثٞ

)34:(اىجقشح
And behold, We said to the Angels:
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"Bow down to Adam," and they bowed down,
Not so Iblis. He refused and was haughty, and he
Was of those who reject faith. (Ali, 2002: 25)
Some scholars give preponderance to that ُ مبin this verse means

 صبسor close to it, because there is no dispute that Iblis was aware of
Allah before he denied Him. The meaning of this verse is that it was the
act of Allah that Iblis would be one of the unbelievers or infidels; in
other words, he became one of those who agreed with him (in rejecting
faith) later on. He, at first, believed in Allah and he only rejected faith
for his haughtiness thinking that he was right.

َّ  َذ اىْٞ ) ِ َُّ َم
( 76خٟٝ ٍِ ا:فب ً) (اىْغبءٞض ِع
َ َُبُ َمب
ِ َطْٞ ش

25.
.........: feeble indeed

Is the cunning of Satan. (Ibid: 208)
26.

َّ ) فَيَْ٘ ال فَضْ ُو
(64خٟٝ ٍِ ا:َِ ) (اىجقشحٝش
ِ َ ُن ٌْ َٗ َسحْ ََزُُٔ ىَ ُن ْْزُ ٌْ ٍَِِ ْاىخْٞ َهللاِ َعي
ِ بع
Had it not been for the Grace
And Mercy of Allah to you,
Ye had surely been
Among the lost. (Ibid: 34)
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(31:ش) (اىقَش
َ ٌْ ِٖ ْٞ َ) َِّّب أَسْ َع ْيَْب َعي
ِ َٗ ً َْحخٞص
ِ ِ ٌَ ْاى َُحْ زِٞ اح َذحً فَ َنبُّ٘ا َمَٖ ِش

27.

For We sent against them
A single Mighty Blast,
And they became
Like the dry stubble used
By one who
pens cattle. Ibid: 1391)

ْ َّْبُٓ َٗأَ ْٕئَُ ِ َّال ا ٍْ َشأَرَُٔ َمبْٞ )فَؤ َ ّْ َج
( 83:َِ ) (ألعشافٝش
ِ َِذ ٍَِِ ْاىغَبث

28.
But We saved him

And his family, except
His wife: she was
Of those who lagged behind. (Ibid: 367)
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8. Summary and Conclusions:
1. The perfect verb in Arabic indicates past, and it is coloured by
other tenses when used in a certain context or influenced by
certain factors that may change its tense into the present and
future.
2. The defective verb ُ مبindicates time but not an action that is
indicated by other verbs. It is just a sign which indicates a
relationship not an action or event.
3. ُ مبis not confined to the past; it indicates other time references
which are made possible by the influence of the context and the
underlying construction.
4. In addition to the past, ُ مبmay refer to the present, future in the
past, future, contiguity and eternity (timeless), and the meaning
of ( صبسhas become).
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ملخص
الفعل املاضٌ الناقص (كان) :بعض املشكالت النحىية والداللية
باإلشارة إىل ترمجتها يف القرآن الكريم
معن ممدوح أمحد

(*)

"فـ َ َع َو" رذه ف ٜصٞغزٖب االفشادٝخ عي ٚاىَضٗ ٜرزيُ٘ ثؤى٘اُ صٍْٞخ عْذٍب
رزذسط ف ٜاىغٞبق أٗ رعزشٖٝب ع٘اٍو اىزجذٝو ٍِ صٍِ ى ٚصٍِ خش مؤدٗاد اىْصت
ٗاىجضً ٗاىششط ٗغٞشٕب ،فٖ ٜرزصشف عِ اىضٍِ اىَبض ٜى ٚاىحبه أٗ االعزقجبه.
ٗاىفعو اىَبض ٜاىْبقص مبُ ،ؤّٔ ؤُ ثقٞخ األفعبه اىْبقصخٝ ،فزقش ى ٚاىحذس ٗٝزَزع
ثطبقخ صٍْٞخ .اُ ٕزٓ األفعبه رصيح طبسا عبٍب ٝزشجح عي ٔٞاىضٍِ ٗٝزحذد ف ،ٔٞفٖٜ
أحذاس عبٍخ رحَو اىضٍبُ ٗرقزشُ ثٔ ٗىزىل جبءد ف ٜاىقش ُ اىنش ٌٝراد دالىخ صٍْٞخ
خبصخ ثحٞش ٝطغ ٚاىَعْ ٚاىضٍْ ٜفٖٞب عي ٚاىَعْ ٚاىَعجَٗ ٜرزْ٘ع اىذالىخ اىضٍْٞخ
ىٖزٓ اىص ٞف ٜاىقش ُ اىنش ٌٝحغت رشمٞت اىجَيخ اىز ٜرشد فٖٞب ٗحغت األدٗاد
)*( قغٌ اىيغخ اإلّنيٞضٝخ  -ميٞخ اٟداة  /جبٍعخ اىَ٘صو.
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اىز ٜرغجقٖب أٗ ريحقٖب ،مَب رز٘قف اىذالىخ اىضٍْٞخ عي ٚاىغٞبق اىز ٛرشد ف .ٔٞاّطالقب ٍِ
ٕزا اىَفًٖ٘ ٗجذّب اُ مبُ ،فضال عِ دالىزٖب عي ٚاىَبض ،ٜرذه عي ٚاىحبضش
ٗاىَغزقجو ٍٗبض ٜاىَغزقجو ٗاىضٍِ اىعبً ٗرؤر ٜأٝضب ثَعْ ٚصبسٕٗ .زا ٝغز٘جت
عي ٚاىَزشجَ ِٞاىعشة دسامٔ ىئال رزشجٌ مبُ ف ٜجَٞع األح٘اه مفعو ٝقزصش فٜ
ٍعْبٓ عي ٚاىضٍِ اىَبض ٜفقظ.
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