Journal of Linguistic

Research paper
4(4), Winter 2025

The Study of Ezafe Construction in Persian Based on Halliday’s
Systemic Functional Grammar

Faeghe Ebrahim Poornik'® Alieh Kord-e Zafaranlu Kamboziya?

Mohammad Dabirmoghadam3® Arsalan Golfam*

1 Ph.D. Student in Linguistics, Faculty of Humanities, Tarbiat Modares University, Tehran, Iran.
E-mail: faeqepoornik23@gmail.com

2 Associate Professor in Linguistics, faculty of humanities, Tarbiat Modares University, Tehran,
Iran E-mail: akord@modares.ac.ir

3 Professor in Linguistics, Allame Tabatabai University, Tehran, Iran.
E-mail: mdabirmoghaddam@gmail.com

4 Associate Professor in Linguistics, Tarbiat Modares University, Tehran, Iran.
E-mail: golfamar@modares.ac.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Research article

Article history:
Received: 18 August 2024
Accepted: 19 Dec.2024

Keywords:

Ezafe Construction,
relational clause,

head and dependent,
Functionalism,
grammatical metaphor

In present research, the Ezafe construction in Farsi is
investigated based on Halliday’s viewpoint on systemic
functional grammar. In this article, it is indicated that the
semantic relation of the head and dependent is diverse and the
semantic categorization is not necessarily in parallel with
traditional classifications. Also, the Ezafe construction in Farsi
is introduced as the degraded form of a clause which is usually a
relational one. In relational clauses, the participants and their
relation matter. In present article, the semantic relations of head
and dependent are grouped as: possession, assignment, access,
part, type, substance, purpose, quality, circumstance, identity
and process. The last type of this construction is also down
ranked form of the clause, but the process involved in this type
is non-relational and can be material, behavioral, mental etc. It
is also debated that; this last type of clause is downranked to
Ezafe construction by grammatical metaphor.
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Introduction

In present research, the combination of (head + e + dependent) known as Ezafe Construction in Persian
is investigated. The clitic (e) is attached to head to show dependency. The aim of this article is to study
this construction based on Halliday’s Systemic Functional Grammar. This approach helps us to show
how the Ezafe construction in Farsi is evolved. The advantage of this viewpoint is that we can set a
uniform origin for all types of »Ezafe« in Persian. Also, by employing this framework on the data, the
types of semantic relations between the head and dependent in Ezafe Construction are classified and

introduced.

A brief note of previous works

researches in this field can be divided into two general categories: The first group of studies consider
the Ezafe construction as a head - dependent structure, and the second group examines (e) clitic as an
element that plays a key role in the formation of the Ezafe construction.

Palmer (1970) uses Case Grammar Theory to divide Ezafe Construction in to a possessive and non-
possessive group. He believes the descriptive Ezafe comes from a relative clause with the predicates
{being} or {having}. Lazar (2005) presents the semantic relationship between the head and dependent
in this construction as: ownership, origin, purpose, partial and spatial relationships. Mostafavi (2012)
examines possessive predicative structure in contemporary Persian with a functional- typological
framework. Amuzade (2012) examines this construction with a cognitive view. He states that the basic
structure of Ezafe has come from the genitive case in old Persian. Tabatabai (2013) places Ezafe
construction in two main groups: 1. nominal propositional and non- propositional 2. descriptive
propositional and non-propositional. Razavian (2017) employs Construction Grammar to analyze the

possessive type of Ezafe. He classifies possessive Ezafe as: ownership, appropriation, addition.

Theoretical framework

Dabirmoqadam introduces Functional linguistics as one of the four dominant approaches in
contemporary linguistics (2018: 1). Functionalism states that, the basic role of language is to
communicate. Halliday believes the formal system of language is dependent on its communicational
and practical role. {text/discourse} is the unit of study in Systemic Functional Grammar and the
{Clause} is announced as the most important unit in the formation of text/discourse in this approach.
Halliday presents three main metafunctions in his approach: Textual, interpersonal and experiential. In
experiential metafunction, a clause expresses the flow of events, experiences and participants involved
in these experiences. Since experiences and events appear in the form of actions and processes, Halliday
introduces six different types of processes in experiential metafunction. These processes are called:
material, behavioral, mental, relational, existential, verbal. The material process deals with physical
actions. Halliday considers this process to be one of the three main processes (Holiday and Mathiesen,
2013: 124). Behavioral process implies actions that show some kind of mental and psychological

reaction. Crying and laughing are behavioral processes. The mental process arises from the origin of
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perception, thought and understanding: imagining, dreaming, understanding, etc. are considered as
mental process. Also, Verbs such as: saying, reading, asking, etc., are examples of verbal process. The
relational process is explained based on the relationship between phenomena. (Eggins, 2007: 140) and
the existential process is about being and existing (Ibid.: 211).

In Halliday’s Systemic Functional Grammar, Clause is considered the main unit of language. A
clause can be free or dependent. Dependent clauses are usually attached to an independent clause.
Halliday points out that, dependent clauses can be omitted. Also, dependent clauses can be downgraded
to appear in the structure of the nominal or adverbial group. downgraded dependent clauses can be

finite or non-finite.

Method

This study, using a descriptive-analytical approach within Halliday’s Systemic Functional Grammar
framework, was conducted with data extracted from a 30,000-sentence Persian corpus obtained from
the Peykaregan database. This study examines the variety of semantic relations between the head and
the dependent in Persian data. Part of the data was taken from the corpus, and part was gathered from
examples in related studies. A total of 200 »Ezafe« constructions were collected. This paper describes
and analyzes the formation of »Ezafe« constructions and the types of semantic relations between the
head and dependent based on Halliday’s approach

The “Ezafe” construction in Persian often represents a downgraded relational clause, commonly
signifying the concepts of »having« and »being«. In Halliday's terms, the relational clause usually
contains a copular verb, with two participants functioning as core elements that form a relationship. A
key point about relational clauses is that, in these clauses, “being” does not mean “existing”, as it
involves "being" as an element that establishes a relationship between two components. To make Ezafe
construction, these clauses downgrade, which means, the main participants remain, while the process
(verb) is eliminated.

One common semantic relation in this structure is the possessive »ezafe«, where one of the
components (X or Y) is the possessor, and the other one is the possessed. So, possessive »ezafe« is
considered a downgraded form of a possessive clause. However, the concept of ownership can be more
complex and cover multiple aspects. In »Ali’s bag«, Ali owns the bag, but in “Animal’s farm”, the farm
does not belong to animals, in other words, the farm legally belongs to someone and this place is
allocated to animals by the owner. So, in the second example, a weaker degree of ownership is seen.
So, the type of semantic relation between head and dependent can be considered as »allocation«. Other
semantic relations of the head and dependent can be part-whole relationship (e.g., fingers of the hand),
feature relationship (e.g., leather shoes), or situational including location and time (e.g., Tehran market
or Yalda night ceremony).

As mentioned earlier, most Ezafe constructions in Persian are extracted from a relational clause, but
some of them can come from a non-relational clause. In this type of Ezafe, the original clause might

include material, mental, verbal, behavioral and other type of processes introduced by Halliday, but
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there is no copular verb. As an example, »shekaste time melli« (national team’s defeat) is extracted
from a non-relational clause. In this type of Ezafe, the non-relational process (verb) is not eliminated
but is turned to a noun through nominalization process. Halliday represent this procedure as a type of
grammatical metaphor.

Another type of Ezafe is very frequent in Persian literature, but it is also used in standard Persian.
traditional grammarians separated this type based on it’s structural features into two groups: simile and
metaphor. With a functional viewpoint, both types have something in common: the head and dependent

share one or more common attribute. Also, in second type a conceptual transition occurs.

Conclusion

In present article it was shown that Halliday’s view about clause degradation can be generalized in
Persian and this downgrading often appears in the form of Ezafe construction in Persian. Also, in this
research various »Ezafe« constructions in Persian were classified by analyzing the semantic
relationships between the head and dependent. This study represents that most »Ezafe« constructions
in Persian are downgraded form of a relational clause.
Here are examples of various semantic relationships between the head (X) and the dependent (Y):

- The grandmother's house (X: house, Y: grandmother) — ownership.

- The farm belongs to the animals (X: farm, Y: animals) — allocation.

- The SUV is a type of car (X: car, Y: SUV) — category/type.

- The fingers are part of the hand (X: fingers, Y: hand) — part-whole.

- Drinking water (X: water, Y: drinking) — purpose.

- Leather shoes (X: shoes, Y: leather) — material composition.

- A thrilling journey (X: journey, Y: thrilling) — quality.

- The Tehran market (X: market, Y: Tehran) — location.

- The Yalda night ceremony (X: ceremony, Y: Yalda night) — time.

- Live broadcast (X: broadcast, Y: live) — state.

- The Louvre Museum (X: museum, Y: Louvre) — name.

- Paying the installment (X: paying, Y: installment) — process.

- A flood of tears (X: flood, Y: tears) — resemblance.
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