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On the representation of conceptual metaphors of time
in selected narratives of the Holy Quran: A cognitive
approach to narrative discourse of the Quran.

Reza Rezaei™!, Zahra Baridi?, Mozhgan Hooshmand?

Abstract

Cognitive linguistics is one of the branches of contemporary
linguistics that offers new methods for analyzing various texts,
including religious texts, with a particular focus on the Quran. One of
these methods is the use of theories of conceptual metaphors proposed
by Lakoff and Johnson (1980). The present research aims to identify
the conceptual metaphors of time in selected narratives from the Holy
Quran, relying on eight surahs (Dhahr, Yusuf, Juma, Falaq, Zuhi, Lail,
Fajr, Asr), which primarily focus on the concept of time in various
ways. Research method is decriptive, analytical and all data have been
extracted from Jami al —Tafasir Nour .The representation of these
metaphors makes you understand the resurrection better, because
according to the theory of conceptual metaphors, man thinks
metaphorically.After examining the verses of the surahs mentioned in
the Quran in terms of the use of conceptual metaphors of time from
the cognitive semantics theoretical framework, the researchers
successfully extracted conceptual metaphors of time. The results
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indicate that the most frequent metaphors used in these narratives are
ontological metaphors that refer to the Day of Resurrection.
KeyWord: cognitive semantics, conceptual metaphors, time, Quranic
narratives

1.Introduction

Cognitive linguistics consists of two fields: cognitive semantics and
the study of grammar. Cognitive semantics is a part of cognitive
linguistics and is considered the scientific study of “meaning.”
Cognitive semantics emerged around 1980 as a part of cognitive
linguistics and has become a prominent research area in linguistics.
This field includes various theories such as conceptual metaphor,
categorization, conceptual blending, and others. In the theory of
“conceptual metaphor,” a new definition of metaphor is proposed,
according to which metaphor is not limited to language or words but
rather constitutes a major part of human cognitive processes. (Habibi,
Fattahizadeh & Afrashi, 2020: 17).From the perspective of cognitive
semanticists, humans store the experiences they acquire from their
environment in the mind as concepts. These concepts are used for
communication with others and, more importantly, for thinking;
therefore, they must be conventional. Langacker (1987) stated that he
has accepted Saussure’s concept of the linguistic sign in his studies,
with the difference that Saussure applied the sign at the word level,
while Langacker (1987) generalized this concept to larger units up to
the sentence level. The fundamental idea of cognitive semanticists is
that linguistic knowledge is part of general human cognition. Given
the productivity of conceptual metaphors of time in the Holy Quran,
which have a high frequency in religious texts, the present study
examines the metaphors of time in eight Surahs named Dabhr,
Jumu’ah, Fajr, Layl, Duha, ‘Asr, Falaq, and Yusuf in the Quran within
the framework of cognitive linguistics. It is worth mentioning that no
research has yet been conducted in this regard, thereby highlighting
the necessity of this study. Hence, the main issue of the present
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research is to analyze the semantic and conceptual mechanisms of
metaphorical structures of time in the narratives of the Holy Quran
within the framework of cognitive semantics, and therefore, it is
considered an innovative study. The main aim of this research is to
analyze and categorize the types of conceptual metaphors of time in
explaining the semantic-conceptual structure of time in the Holy
Quran. The research questions are as follows: 1. How is the
metaphorical conceptualization of time formed in the Holy Quran? 2.
Among the conceptual metaphors related to time, which ones have the
highest frequency of occurrence?

2.Literature review

Since the background of research in cognitive semantics is vast and
beyond the scope of this study, the present work focuses on analyzing
conceptual metaphors in the Qur’an within the framework of cognitive
linguistics and semantics, aiming to classify cognitive meanings in
selected verses.

. Hejazi et al. (2017) studied movement metaphors in the
Qur’an. They found that verbs such as ja’a, ata, taba, arsal, anzala,
huda, and dalal serve as source domains for understanding abstract
concepts like revelation, prophecy, blessing, misguidance,
resurrection, punishment, death, and actions. These metaphors are
unified under the core metaphor “Life is a journey.”

. Amini et al. (2018) analyzed the conceptualization of “good
deeds” in the Qur’an, examining how metaphor structures shape the
understanding of virtuous acts.

. Talebi Anvari et al. (2018) explored similarity-based
metaphors in the last eleven parts of the Qur’an. They categorized
metaphors into domains of social life, nature, and the mind,
distinguishing between apparent similarities (perceptual) and non-
apparent similarities (behavioral or abstract patterns). They found a
dominance of nature-based metaphors, reflecting the Arabs’ natural
environment.
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. Ghaemi & Zolfaghari (2019) investigated time metaphors in
the Qur’an, showing that time as an abstract concept is conceptualized
through ontological, directional, and motion metaphors, often
grounded in source domains like body, object, path, place, and
container.

. Habibi et al. (2020) compared metaphors of “word” (kalima)
and “speech” (qawl) in the Qur’an, showing how they draw on
domains of objects, containers, and motion. They highlight how
abstract concepts like creation and divine judgment are conceptualized
via human experiences of speech.

. Shadman et al. (2021) studied conceptual metaphors in the
translation of Sahifa Sajjadiya using Lakoff and Johnson’s model,
showing that translators employed different strategies: some used
creative metaphors, others rendered abstract ideas without metaphor.

. Khan & Ali (2021) reviewed theories of metaphor
interpretation in the Qur’an. They argued that linguistic approaches
often miss conceptual depth, while cognitive approaches neglect
rhetorical beauty. They called for a combined framework.

. Siregar et al. (2021) examined metaphors in the English
translation of Surah al-Nisa, showing how abstract divine guidance is
conveyed through concrete metaphorical expressions.

. Ahmad (2022) studied directional metaphors in the Qur’an,
especially upward vs. downward motion, concluding that such
metaphors are largely universal due to shared cognitive bases between
Arabic and English.

. Amraei (2022) analyzed motion metaphors in the Qur’an (e.g.,
min and fi), using cognitive linguistics to show how image schemas
based on human sensory-motor experience structure meaning.
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Theoretical Framework

Time is an abstract concept that has long been defined in many ways.
Linguists describe it as something that can be more or less (Mousavi
Karimi, 2000, p. 93).

In Western philosophy, most philosophers regard the characteristics
of time as relative, sequential, constant, and changeable. Aristotle
considered time as the number of movements based on before and
after. He further argued that time is the measure of movement,
numbered for comparison with the definition of motion (Mousavi
Karimi, 2000, p. 95). Kant, however, held a different view: for him,
time does not exist outside the framework of the mind but is a form
imposed by the mind on things (Mousavi Karimi, 2000, p. 99).

For Aristotle, time is based on movement and change and is
measurable. He defined it as “the number of movements in respect of
before and after” (Aristotle, 1984: 160). He also argued that time is
tied to human perception; without the mind to count movement, time
would not exist (Copleston, 2001: 1369, cited in Shokri, 2017).

Lakoff and Johnson (1980) see time as a complex and rich concept
that is not conceptualized on its own but largely through metaphor.
They argue that even if time exists objectively, we cannot observe it
directly; instead, we understand it through regular events, metaphor,
and analogy. Our conception of time depends on movement, space,
and events. Conceptual metaphor, in this sense, is the understanding
of one conceptual domain in terms of another, and it is embodied in
human experience, expressed through language.

Lakoff and Johnson outline features of conceptual metaphors:
1. Metaphor belongs to thought, not just words.

2. Its function is to facilitate understanding, not only for artistic
or aesthetic purposes.

3. It is not necessarily based on similarity.

4. Ordinary people use metaphors in daily life, not only poets or
artists.

5. Metaphor is a mental operation as well as an aesthetic one.
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In analyzing conceptual metaphors, the notions of source domain,
target domain, and mapping are applied.

. The source domain is more concrete and conventional.

. The target domain is more abstract (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980).
. Mapping refers to systematic correspondences between these
domains.

Cognitive linguists classify conceptual metaphors into three main
types: ontological, structural, and orientational.
. Orientational metaphors are grounded in spatial orientation
(up, down, forward, back, deep, shallow, central, peripheral). For
example, in English, happiness is oriented as “up.” These orientations
are culturally shaped but based on physical experience.
. Ontological metaphors allow us to understand events, feelings,
and ideas as objects or entities, often by giving human qualities to
non-human concepts.
. Structural metaphors involve organizing one concept in terms
of another, highlighting and hiding different aspects of meaning.
Among the most common metaphors for conceptualizing time are
metaphors that treat time as space, an object, a valuable resource, a
container, a force, or motion. These metaphors serve as the basis for
the corpus analysis of the present study (Evans & Green, 2006; Evans,
2013).

4. Research methodology

The present research is descriptive-analytical and examines the
conceptual metaphors of time in selected narratives from the Holy
Qur’an. The method of this study is corpus-based analysis, which
includes surahs from the Qur’an extracted from the Comprehensive
Qur’an Database. The sample corpus consists of eight surahs, namely
Al-Insan, Al-Jumu ‘ah, Al-Fajr, Al-Layl, Al-Duha, Al-‘4sr, Al-Falaq,
and Yusuf, in which the element of time is particularly prominent. This
research also makes use of the Noor Comprehensive Interpretation
Software, version 3 (which contains 572 titles in 2,413 volumes,
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including: the complete text of the Holy Qur’an and 452 Persian and
Arabic commentaries in 2,092 volumes). The purpose of using this
software was to avoid any incorrect, personal, or subjective
interpretation of the Qur’anic text, and it has proven to be highly
effective in the analysis.

5. Results and Discussion

The results of this study, based on the categorization of conceptual
metaphors of time and their frequency, showed that time in the
narratives of the Qur’an can be understood in two senses. Time related
to this world is employed in its conventional meaning, i.e., as a
measure of motion, while time pertaining to the intermediate world
(Barzakh) and the Hereafter functions differently. In other words,
worldly time shares both verbal and conceptual meaning with the
conventional sense of time, whereas in the supra-material realm it only
shares a verbal similarity.

On the other hand, the verses concerning time in this world are
divided into two groups:

First group: In many of these verses, diverse components of time
are mentioned. These temporal divisions are categorized either
qualitatively—such as  morning, evening, dawn, etc.—or
quantitatively—such as day, week, month, year, etc—and also in
terms of temporal progression (yesterday, today, tomorrow).
Second group: Verses that describe the duration of creation. In these
verses, the creation of the world is said to have taken six days. All
such verses indicate the gradual emergence of the universe.

Similarly, verses regarding the intermediate world (Barzakh),
where temporal metaphors are used, fall into two categories: (1) verses
in which the duration of Barzakh is questioned, and (2) verses that
appear to indicate the existence of limited temporal elements such as
night and day.

Verses concerning time in the Hereafter are divided into three
categories: (1) verses referring to the time of Resurrection, (2) verses
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discussing the duration of the Resurrection, and (3) verses depicting
finite temporal elements such as day and night.

From the verses analyzed in the studied surahs, and in their broader
discourse, it can be concluded that time in this world depends on
motion and the speed of physical bodies, maintaining a direct
relationship: the greater the movement, the longer the measurable
time. However, time in Barzakh and the Hereafter depends on the
degree of separation from matter and materiality, also in a direct
relationship: the greater the detachment, the greater the elapsed time,
and vice versa.

A close examination of Qur’anic narratives in this study shows that
questioning the duration of stay in Barzakh indicates that, although
time exists there, it operates in a non-conventional sense, since its
measure depends on the extent of human detachment from materiality.
Because Barzakh lies between the material world and the immaterial
Hereafter—essentially a continuation of worldly life where the link
between soul and matter is not immediately severed—the degree of
detachment, and consequently time, is less than in the Hereafter. Thus,
in Barzakh, the perception of the passage of time exists in a non-
conventional way, varying according to the extent of people’s
detachment from matter. In other words, the more one is attached to
matter, the more strongly one perceives the passage of time; the
greater the detachment, the more fully one is encompassed by
timelessness. One’s degree and manner of detachment are determined
by one’s deeds in this world.

It is noteworthy that references to the duration of people’s stay in
the Resurrection suggest that the Hereafter too is not devoid of time,
and like Barzakh, the perception of time there depends on individual
detachment. According to these verses, some—such as the
disbelievers—experience time as long and extended, while others—
like the believers—perceive it as fleeting, like the blink of an eye.

Furthermore, regarding the existence of time in the supra-material
realms of Barzakh and the Hereafter, two opposing views emerge: one
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affirms their trans-temporal nature, while the other asserts their
temporality. Based on the verses analyzed, the material world
represents fixed temporal reality that corresponds to truth and
falsehood in the metaphysical world. The role of space in representing
time within the metaphors of Qur’anic narratives is also undeniable,
clearly reflected in verses announcing the nearness of the
Resurrection. Time can, on the one hand, be imagined as a place we
move toward, and on the other, as a moving body that advances
toward us while we remain fixed observers. Time thus has the
capacity to be personified, animated, and to generate multiple
analogies—a capacity evident throughout the verses of the Holy
Qur’an.

The findings of this study confirm that conceptual metaphors of
time are largely ontological metaphors. Dimensions such as volume,
gender, form, weight, distance, and surface are mapped onto concepts
like the world, sin, disbelief, faith, and others, producing novel
meanings. In these metaphors, characteristics such as weight, shape,
form, dimension, and surface are taken as source domains, while the
target domains represent abstract concepts like knowledge, life, truth,
falsehood, and sin.
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1.conceptual metaphor
2. Langacker

3. mapping

4. source domain

5. target -domain

6. center- periphery

7. route-goal relationship
8. Siregar

9. Amraei

10. Nisa

11. Suryadi
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12. ontological metaphor
13. structural metaphor
14. directional metaphor
15. movement/path

16. recipient
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