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Abstract

Humans utilize language for communication and the transmission of
thought, structuring their objectives and intentions within its framework.
Pragmatics, or the study of language use, prioritizes the communicative
functions of language. One such function is persuasion, achieved through
argumentative techniques that influence the syntactic structure of
sentences. Among modern grammatical theories, Simon Dik’s Functional
Grammar, later adopted by Ahmad al-Mutawakkil, adopts a pragmatic
approach to sentence structure, emphasizing the pragmatic roles and
communicative goals of linguistic elements. This descriptive-analytical
study investigates the interplay between argumentative techniques and
components of Functional Grammar in the Thirty-First Letter of Nahj al-
Balagha. The findings reveal that the interrogative focus in the letter
overlaps with rhetorical questioning, serving as a strategy to internalize
beliefs in the audience’s mind. The complementary focus aligns with
textual citations, functioning as a mechanism to expand the audience’s
semantic horizon and encourage action. The focal chain resembles a
pragmatic continuum, grading the hierarchical levels of argumentation
from Imam Ali’s (AS) perspective. Additionally, contrastive focus,
through focalization, establishes the groundwork for argumentation and
stabilizes reasoning. Modal adjuncts in Imam Ali’s (AS) discourse,
reflecting his commitment to the occurrence of events, play a role in
reinforcing or weakening argumentative propositions.
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1. Introduction

Within the landscape of modern grammatical theories, Simon Dik’s Functional Grammar (FG)
stands as a prominent model that prioritizes the communicative function of language over formal
syntactic autonomy. Unlike generative approaches that emphasize universal syntactic structures,
Functional Grammar adopts a pragmatic perspective, analyzing sentence structure in terms of how
linguistic elements serve the communicative goals of speakers and hearers. This framework was
subsequently adapted and refined by Ahmad al-Mutawakkil, who applied its principles to the
analysis of Arabic syntax, demonstrating how pragmatic factors such as topic, focus, and
information structure shape grammatical choices. Central to this approach is the understanding that
language is not an abstract formal system but a tool for social interaction, where every utterance is
shaped by the speaker’s intention, the audience’s knowledge state, and the broader discourse context.
This study employs a descriptive-analytical method to examine how argumentative techniques in the
Thirty-First Letter of Nahj al-Balagha intersect with the core components of Functional Grammar.
Nahj al-Balagha (The Peak of Eloguence), compiled by Sharif al-Radi (d. 1015 CE), is a seminal
collection of sermons, letters, and sayings attributed to Imam Ali ibn Abi Talib (AS), the first Imam
of Shi’a Islam and the fourth Rightly Guided Caliph. Renowned for its unparalleled linguistic
beauty, rhetorical sophistication, and profound spiritual and ethical content, the text has been studied
for centuries as a masterpiece of Arabic prose. The Thirty-First Letter, in particular, is addressed by
Imam Ali (AS) to his son Imam Hasan (AS)—and, by extension, to humanity at large. It is a deeply
philosophical and ethical testament, integrating syntactic structures that are deliberately aligned with
pragmatic objectives. The letter addresses enduring themes such as divine piety (tagwa), moral
cultivation, monotheistic belief, the reality of mortality, and the transient nature of worldly life (al-
dunya).Through logical reasoning, compelling analogies, and emotionally resonant exhortations,
Imam Ali (AS) seeks to engage the audience intellectually, guiding them step by step toward
reflective contemplation and heartfelt acceptance of divine truth. The letter is not merely a passive
transmission of moral advice; it is an active rhetorical performance designed to persuade, transform,
and elevate the listener. In this sense, the Thirty-First Letter provides an ideal case study for
pragmatic analysis, as its linguistic features—question forms, focal structures, modal expressions,
and cohesive devices—are systematically deployed to achieve specific communicative effects.
However, a significant epistemological caution is necessary. Classical pragmatism, as developed by
philosophers such as Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, and John Dewey, is grounded in
materialist and utilitarian assumptions. Its core tenets—that truth is determined by practical
consequences, that meaning is equivalent to verifiability, and that metaphysical realities are
inaccessible or illusory—stand in fundamental conflict with the transcendental, revelation-based
worldview of religious texts like Nahj al-Balagha. Pragmatism’s skepticism toward absolute truths
and its anthropocentric focus on human experience as the sole measure of meaning cannot be
reconciled with Islamic epistemology, which affirms the existence of divine realities beyond
empirical verification. Therefore, this study employs pragmatic methodology in a strictly limited and
instrumental manner: solely as a linguistic and syntactic analytical tool. It adopts Functional
Grammar’s descriptive apparatus—such as the analysis of illocutionary force, topic and focus
articulation, and modal adjuncts—while explicitly rejecting the philosophical skepticism and
materialist foundations of pragmatism as a worldview. This methodological distinction is crucial:
one may use a pragmatic tool without endorsing a pragmatic philosophy, just as one can use a knife
without embracing the ideology of its maker. By maintaining this boundary, the study aims to
respect the theological integrity of the text while benefiting from modern linguistic precision.
2.Methodology

This research adopts a descriptive-analytical approach, firmly grounded in pragmatic principles
understood as linguistic techniques rather than philosophical doctrines. The descriptive component
involves systematically identifying the syntactic and information-structural features present in the
Thirty-First Letter, while the analytical component interprets how these features function in relation
to the Imam’s overarching argumentative strategies.Data were collected exclusively from the Thirty-
First Letter of Nahj al-Balagha, using a reliable Arabic edition and a verified English translation for
reference. All sentences, clauses, and discourse units within the letter were examined for features
relevant to Functional Grammar, including focus types (interrogative, complementary, contrastive,
and focal chains), modal adjuncts, topic structures, and illocutionary force markers. These data were
then categorized and processed through qualitative content analysis, which allowed for the
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identification of recurring patterns and thematic clusters. The argumentative techniques embedded in
the text—such as rhetorical questioning, exemplification, contrast, and logical sequencing—were
critically examined using the components of Functional Grammar as an analytical grid. This
methodological framework ensures that the analysis remains systematic, transparent, and replicable
while remaining sensitive to the unique rhetorical character of the text.

3.Results

The application of Functional Grammar analysis to the Thirty-First Letter of Nahj al-Balagha
yielded several significant findings, each demonstrating how syntactic choices serve pragmatic and
argumentative ends.Interrogative focus coincides with rhetorical questioning, aimed at eliciting the
audience’s acknowledgment of beliefs. Imam Ali (AS) frequently employs interrogative structures
not to request new information but to guide the addressee toward affirming already-known truths.
For example, rhetorical questions about the certainty of death or the futility of worldly attachments
compel the listener to internally assent, thereby strengthening their conviction.

Complementary focus synergizes with textual citations, broadening the audience’s understanding
and motivating action. By placing certain elements in complementary focus—such as contrasting the
fleeting nature of worldly pleasures with the permanence of the afterlife—the Imam expands the
cognitive frame of the audience. This technique, often reinforced by direct or indirect citations of
Qur’anic verses, serves not merely to inform but to move the listener from passive knowledge to
active moral commitment.Focal chains mirror pragmatic continua, hierarchically organizing
argumentative levels in Imam Ali’s (AS) discourse. The letter exhibits sequences of focused
elements that build upon one another in a logical cascade. For instance, a chain may begin with an
observation about human weakness, move to a reminder of divine omniscience, and culminate in an
ethical imperative. These focal chains reflect a hierarchical structuring of arguments, guiding the
audience through ascending levels of understanding.Contrastive focus, via focalization, stabilizes
argumentative meaning. Through the strategic use of contrastive particles and syntactic dislocation,
Imam Ali (AS) creates sharp oppositions—between believer and unbeliever, virtue and vice,
permanence and transience. This contrastive focus stabilizes meaning by eliminating ambiguity and
reinforcing the binary moral cosmology that underpins the letter’s message.Modal adjuncts reflect
Imam Ali’s (AS) epistemic commitment, either reinforcing or attenuating arguments. The use of
modal expressions (e.g., ‘“certainly,” ”

perhaps,” “indeed”) reveals degrees of certainty and
persuasive intent. Some modals strengthen assertions, communicating absolute conviction in divine
justice or the reality of resurrection. Others attenuate assertions, introducing humility or
acknowledging human limitation, thereby enhancing the Imam’s credibility as a compassionate
guide rather than a domineering preacher.

4.Conclusion

The Thirty-First Letter of Nahj al-Balagha exemplifies a rational, wisdom-oriented text that employs
strategies compatible with Functional Grammar to elevate the audience’s intellectual engagement,
foster deep contemplation, and achieve persuasive argumentation. Imam Ali (AS) masterfully
deploys interrogative focus, complementary focus, focal chains, contrastive focus, and modal
adjuncts to construct a discourse that is simultaneously logically rigorous and spiritually
transformative. The letter does not coerce belief but invites it through reasoned dialogue, emotional
resonance, and moral clarity.It must be reiterated that while pragmatic philosophy’s materialist and
skeptical assumptions fundamentally conflict with Islamic epistemology, which affirms revelation,
divine transcendence, and objective moral truth, the methodological tools of pragmatism—when
properly delimited—remain valid for syntactic and textual analysis. By rejecting pragmatism’s
philosophical foundations while selectively adopting its analytical framework, this study
demonstrates how Imam Ali’s (AS) discourse transcends mere linguistic structure to cultivate
profound moral and intellectual transformation. The Thirty-First Letter, therefore, stands not only as
a religious document but as a timeless model of how language, when wielded with wisdom, can
shape hearts and minds toward the highest ends. Future research might extend this pragmatic-
linguistic approach to other letters or sermons in Nahj al-Balagha, or compare the argumentative
techniques of Imam Ali (AS) with those of other classical moral philosophers from both Islamic and
Western traditions.
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