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The theory of functional grammar of Ahmed Al-Mutawakkil in the twentieth
century was influenced by functional linguistics. This theory considers the
unit of syntax analysis of the text as a part of speech that expresses the
intentions of the speakers’ discourse. Functional grammar studies speech
structures at three levels: semantic, syntactic, and pragmatic. The pragmatic
level is the most important aspect of this theory because it has a fundamental
function in producing meaning and constructing discourse. This research,
which followed the descriptive analytical approach, attempted to explain the
most important aspects of functional syntax and the extent of its application
to religious texts. To achieve this goal, the thirty-first epistle of Nahj al-
Balagha was chosen as the research corpus. Among the results reached: The
focus plays the most important role, and the accumulation of the focus
expresses the cognitive aspect of the message and the verbal effort to build a
religious identity. The focus also plays a fundamental role in establishing the
meaning, determining the scope of the discourse, and creating a conclusion
for the discourse. In this message, the communicative preacher, in addition to
the communicative role, plays a major role in casting the structure and
weaving the discourse. Descriptive tail, according to pragmatic reasons to
Imam Ali’s words, it is applicable. Also, due to the large focus of the
message, there is no trace of the beginning of the theme in it.
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Introduction

Language—whether manifested through speech, writing, or other communicative symbols—both
reflects the orientation of the speaker and influences the listener as the recipient. The realization of
language in the form of discourse requires the process of sentence construction, through which
dialogue, or meaning exchange, between speaker and listener is established. It is evident that the
communicative intentions of participants in discourse affect the positioning of lexical items at the level
of speech and sentence structure. In other words, the syntactic relations among linguistic constituents
are shaped by the situational and discoursal context of communication.

Among modern grammatical theories shaped by the dichotomy between formalism and functionalism
(including cognitive and functional approaches), Ahmad Al-Mutawakkil’s functional grammar,
following Simon Dik’s model and grounded in functional linguistics, posits a pragmatic level for every
utterance. This level constitutes the most decisive dimension in determining the placement of
constituents within the chain of discourse.

unctional grammar analyzes the components of a sentence based on their communicative roles, in
contrast to traditional or structural grammar, which xamines syntactic concepts according to their
structural functions in sentence formation—without regard to communicative purpose, discourse
context, or the situational framework of speech. Functional grammar, by considering discourse and
situational factors, provides a more purposeful understanding of the relations among syntactic elements
at the level of discourse and regards syntax as an instrument for producing meaning within a social
context. It is a descriptive—interpretive grammar operating at a macro-communicative level, offering a
comprehensive and integrative view of discourse rather than a mere account of linear syntactic
arrangements.

Letter 31 of Nahj al-Balaghah represents a religious discourse articulated through a coherent textual
system, in which the discoursal subject is fully aware of the communicative situation. Each expression
is purposefully selected, and linguistic and syntactic resources are consciously utilized. The language of
Nahj al-Balaghah is rich, and its propositions serve discursive functions. Based on this characteristic,
Letter 31 has been selected as the corpus of this study.

This research aims, through applying the components of functional grammar to Letter 31 of Nahj al-
Balaghah, to answer the question: what discoursal achievements can be gained through the application
of functional grammar in text analysis?

Methodology

The present study aims to examine Letter 31 of Nahj al-Balaghah based on the grammatical principles
of functional grammar, employing a descriptive—analytical method. It is assumed that through the
grammatical tools proposed within this theoretical framework, meaningful discoursal results can be
obtained.

Results

Ahmad Al-Mutawakkil’s functional grammar, following Simon Dik’s framework, is classified among
modern grammatical theories within the broader field of functional linguistics. This theory assumes that
the syntactic structure of an utterance is shaped by discoursal intentions and pragmatic purposes, and
that the deep structure generates the surface structure. It postulates three principal functions for
linguistic constituents: semantic, syntactic, and pragmatic. Among these, pragmatic functions represent
the most significant dimension of functional grammar, as they serve as grammatical tools through
which discoursal outcomes can be derived.

In this study, beyond defining and explaining the foundational principles of functional grammar—the
theoretical part of the research—Letter 31 of Nahj al-Balaghah was analyzed as the main corpus for
practical application. The findings revealed that the focus (al-kawn / al-mabhiir) is the most frequently



used and the most essential element in structuring the discourse. It defines and identifies the discoursal
subject, functioning as the medium through which the speaker (discoursal agent) articulates meaning
about the world. The information transmitted through the focus delineates the boundaries of discourse
and simultaneously foregrounds the self-referential aspect of the speaker’s discourse.

Conclusion

Semantic roles, as the foundation of syntactic and pragmatic roles, can serve to delineate the emotional
dimensions of discourse. In Letter 31, the recipient role of the discoursal subject—the son—is depicted
in proportion to his degree of submission to worldly matters: he desires but fails to attain, reflecting a
state of inertia. This sense of stillness, extracted from semantic roles, aligns with an emotional pattern
of passivity within the discourse.

Furthermore, the letter contains more than fourteen vocative constructions accompanying directive and
declarative speech acts. The vocative element fosters discoursal cohesion and reinforces the emotional
undertones of affection and love within the communicative exchange. Additionally, it performs a
superstructural function, initiating new semantic dimensions in the discourse and contributing to textual
coherence.

No instance of error or repair structures—forms of speech correction—was identified in the letter,
which is justifiable in light of the miraculous eloquence (balaghah mu jizah) of Imam ‘Ali (peace be
upon him). Conversely, explanatory structures, which complement the Imam’s eloquence, were
observed in the text.

Moreover, the initial construction stands in contrast to the focus construction: the greater the frequency
of focus structures, the fewer initial constructions appear. Since the dominant sentence pattern in Letter
31 is of the focus type, the initial construction was not functionally employed.
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