
Religion reflected on grammar: temporal organisation in world languages 
 
There are two major types of tense in the world languages, and what distinguish one 
type form the other is whether the future tense receives a special grammatical marking, 
e.g. the past v. non-past type and the past v. present v. future type. Dahl and Velupillai 
(2008) shows a distribution of these two types, suggesting that languages spoken in East 
and South-East Asia lack the future tense. It is argued in this paper that this distribution 
mainly depends on how speakers consider death and afterlife, i.e. whether death is the 
end of one’s current life, or the departure of a new one.  
 Our main argument is that fear and anxiety concerning the existence after death is a 
driving force to create a specific future tense. No one knows for sure what might happen 
after death. Some organised religions took advantage of this uncertainty and create an 
idea of heavenly dwelling and unearthly dwelling in order to appease followers’ fear. 
On the other hand, reincarnation is firmly assumed in some cultures and it is believed 
that our soul returns to this world and we all resume another life after death. 
Reincarnation is common in Asian countries, and this is not a coincidence that this is a 
region where the future tense is absent from grammar. Native cultures in this region 
assume future existence of their soul and people can take it for granted that they will 
return to this world after they die. This understanding of the world allows them to see 
the future as a mere continuation of present experience. They are also not afraid of what 
might happen, since they believe that they know exactly what happens when they die 
(cf. Tibetan Buddhism). Thus, they do not need a specific form for future.  
 Another piece of evidence can be found in the historical development of the future 
tense: The developmental path of the future tense has been identified (Bybee et al. 1994; 
Heine and Kuteva 2002) and a common pattern is verbs of desire (‘want’, ‘wish’ or 
‘desire’) turn into a future tense marker. This is a desire for future existence in heavenly 
dwelling. This desire is evoked when people do not know their fate, which leads to fear 
or anxiety.  
 Thus, fear concerning death and afterlife seems to have played an important role in 
forming a specific world view, which is reflected on a grammatical tense system.  
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