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Objective: Halliday’s functional grammar describes the way of conveying
meanings and establishing communication within society. This study examines
how meaning is exchanged in the alternating dialogues found in Surah Al-Fil.
Method: Using a descriptive-analytical method within Halliday’s framework,
this article analyzes Surah Al-Fil, consisting of five verses and six clauses from
the 30th part of the Quran, based on this approach.

Results: The results of the text analysis of this Surah showed that, in the
experiential metafunction, the material process had the highest frequency, which
aligns with the overall theme of the Surah. In the interpersonal metafunction,
the past tense is emphasized in the discourse of the Surah, since its use confirms
Abraha’s attack on the Kaaba as a certain and realized fact from the past. In the
textual metafunction, unmarked themes have a higher frequency.

Conclusion: Due to the simplicity of the verses’ structures, the unmarked
themes make it easy to understand the message and meaning of the verses.
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Introduction

Halliday’s systemic functional linguistics, often referred to as systemic grammar, assumes the existence
of a formal structure in language and links this structure to the communicative role of language. Using
this approach, interpreters can better understand the hidden meanings and conceptual subtleties of the
Quran, clarifying the complex relationships between words and phrases. Therefore, applying this
approach helps interpreters to examine the Quranic text not only lexically but also in terms of its
structure, roles, and deeper meanings, leading to a more comprehensive and multi-layered interpretation
of the Quran. In Surah Al-Fil, Almighty God narrates a grand and detailed story within a few verses.
The purpose of this Surah’s revelation is to awaken the rebellious and to demonstrate human weakness
in the face of God’s immense power. Additionally, its goal includes evoking reflection and lessons for
moral learning, recognizing truths, and warning the disbelievers of early Islam about divine punishment
and retribution. Surah Al-Fil has been analyzed from various perspectives, but none of these studies
have undertaken an analysis from the perspective of Halliday and Matthiessen’s (2004) systemic
functional linguistics. The primary aim of this research is to represent and analyze the three meanings—
experiential, textual, and interpersonal—in Surah Al-Fil and to explain the role of these three
metafunctions in interpreting this Surah. To achieve these objectives, the authors aim to provide
appropriate answers to the following questions:

1. Which metafunctions have been used in Surah Al-Fil to convey its message and enhance its impact

on the audience?
2. How does the frequency of occurrence of each constituent element of Halliday’s systemic
functional linguistic metafunctions in Surah Al-Fil affect persuading the audience?

A brief note on previous works

Relevant studies on analyzing the linguistic structure of the Quran include research titled “An Analysis
of Surah Al-Fil Based on Structuralist Thought” by Sayyadi-Nejad et al. (2022). Another study,
“Ideational and Textual Metafunctions in the Persian Translation of Surah Al-Mulk” by Bahrami
Rahnama (2020), also provides valuable insights. Furthermore, in their research, Fallah and Shafi’pour
(2019) analyze the ideational metafunction processes in Sermon 28 of Nahj al-Balagha. Fallah (2018),
in an article titled “The Role of Textual Metafunction in Surah Humazah Using Halliday’s Functional
Linguistic Approach,” examines the clauses in Surah Humazah from the perspective of textual
metafunction. In another study titled “Analysis of Interpersonal Metafunction in the Text and Its Role
in Translating the Quran,” Bazoubandi and Sahraece (2015) explore the method of meaning exchange
based on the interpersonal metafunction in Surahs A’raf, Hijr, Sad, and Isra. Additionally, Nabifar
(2013), in a study, analyzed seven Surahs from the 30th Juz of the Quran from the perspective of the
ideational metafunction. Tayeb and Mosaffa-Jahromi (2002), by examining the structure of themes in
the Quranic text based on functional theory, demonstrate that Halliday’s categories regarding themes
are not entirely applicable to the Arabic language due to differences in linguistic structures between
Arabic and English.

Theoretical framework

Halliday and Matthiessen (2004: 30) view language as a system or network of different meanings and
propose clause structure as a tool to examine these meanings. According to them, meaning is the product
of three metafunctions, all of which contribute equally and simultaneously to the meaning of a message:
ideational metafunction (logical and experiential), textual metafunction, and interpersonal metafunction.
Each of these metafunctions is realized through a specific structure: the ideational metafunction through
transitivity structures, the textual metafunction through thematic structures, and the interpersonal
metafunction through mood structures.

The ideational metafunction is divided into experiential and logical metafunctions. In the logical
metafunction, compound clauses are analyzed, while in the experiential metafunction, simple clauses
are examined. This metafunction focuses on how experiences and realities are expressed in language,
emphasizing the representation and occurrence of processes and participants in discourse clauses to
describe events and happenings in the real world (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004: 169). In the
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experiential metafunction, clauses are considered as representations of processes that include three main
elements:

* Process: Typically indicated by the main verb, processes include several types, such as material,

mental, relational, behavioral, existential, and verbal.

* Participants: Individuals or entities involved in the process.

* Circumstantial elements: Conditions and characteristics in which the process occurs, such as

location, time, etc. (ibid.: 175).

In the textual metafunction, the Theme plays a crucial role in the clause structure and is regarded as
the “point of departure for the message.” The remainder of the clause is referred to as the Rheme. The
Theme is divided into three categories: textual, interpersonal, and experiential. The experiential Theme
is the first element that appears in the clause and may include the participant, circumstantial adjunct, or
process. If the subject occupies the Theme position, it is considered an unmarked Theme. If the verb or
circumstantial adjunct (often realized as a prepositional group) appears as the Theme, the clause is
described as having a marked Theme (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004: 64). The element chosen as the
Theme in different languages is related to the clause’s mood, which can be declarative, interrogative, or
imperative. The interpersonal Theme relates to interpersonal relationships and is often used to express
the speaker’s or writer’s judgment about the meaning. The textual Theme deals with the coherence and
cohesion of the text, playing a significant role in organizing textual information. As a general rule, the
Theme of a clause is represented by the first group or phrase with a role in the clause’s experiential
structure. In the Theme position of a clause, a textual or interpersonal Theme can also appear, preceding
the experiential Theme (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004: 80).

The interpersonal metafunction pertains to interactions between speech participants. According to
Halliday, whenever language is used, a relationship occurs, referred to as an “exchange.” In other words,
humans constantly communicate with their surroundings based on their social and personal experiences,
thus forming the interpersonal metafunction. Halliday and Matthiessen (2004: 113) divide the “clause”
into two components, “Mood” and “Residue,” for analyzing text from the perspective of the
interpersonal metafunction. The “Mood” component consists of two elements: the “finite verbal
element” and the “subject.” The “subject” is the element on which the responsibility and validity of the
clause are based. The responsibility of the clause as an interactive event lies with the subject as a
semantic category. In Arabic, within verbal sentences, the “subject” and “verb” merge or integrate, with
the subject appearing as an implicit pronoun in the verb. However, nominal clauses lack a verb. The
finite verbal element has three primary roles: expressing “tense,” “polarity,” and “modality.” The
“Residue” includes the “predicate,” “complement,” and “adjunct.” In the concept of “polarity,” a clause
is either “positive” or “negative,” typically reflected in the finite verbal element. However, some
“complements” and “modal adjuncts” can also play a role in determining the clause’s “polarity.”

Method

This study employs a descriptive-analytical method within the framework of Halliday’s systemic
functional linguistics to examine the mode of meaning exchange in the text of Surah Al-Fil. First, the
verses of this Surah, which consist of five verses, are considered as individual clauses. Then, the
structure of each clause is analyzed based on the three metafunctions proposed by Halliday and
Matthiessen (2004). In the interpersonal metafunction, the clause structures are analyzed by identifying
the subject, tense, and dominant mood of each clause. In the textual metafunction, the structure of each
clause is determined by identifying theme-rheme components, different types of themes, and the
markedness of these elements. In the experiential metafunction, the type and frequency of each process
are identified, followed by a discourse-level analysis.

Conclusion
This surah specifically details the historical event of the attack by Abraha’s army and the sanctity of the
House of God. The extensive use of material processes significantly contributes to creating vivid and
tangible images of various aspects of this historical event. In the ideational metafunction, the
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predominance of material processes over other types of processes indicates that the surah focuses on the
outcomes and consequences of actions and deeds rather than inner thoughts and feelings. It also
emphasizes the boundless power of Almighty God. From the perspective of the interpersonal
metafunction, the rhetorical interrogative mood in the opening verses of this surah is designed to capture
the audience’s attention and focus on a specific subject. The declarative mood in other clauses of the
surah plays a crucial role in reinforcing religious beliefs and faith in the One God by providing decisive
messages about God’s power in protecting the Kaaba. From the perspective of the textual metafunction,
this surah narrates its account in an organized manner through its cohesive structure of verses. The
thematic structure of Surah Al-Fil is such that the events are narrated logically and sequentially,
effectively conveying its core message.
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