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Abstract

Attar’s Tadhkirat al-Awliya is one of the most significant works of Persian mystical prose from the sixth century
AH, narrating the lives and spiritual stations of Sufi masters through a rhythmic and rhymed prose style (saj ).
Among its various sections, the introductory biographical notices that precede each chapter occupy a distinctive
discursive position, as Attar employs balanced and rhymed language to represent the spiritual status and authority
of the saints. Drawing on Halliday’s Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL), particularly the three metafunctions
of ideational, interpersonal, and textual meaning, the present study investigates the discourse of these rhymed
introductory notices. The research adopts a descriptive-analytical approach based on qualitative textual analysis.
The corpus consists of seventy-two introductory notices extracted from Tadhkirat al-Awliya, in which syntactic
structures, lexical choices, and discursive contexts were examined. The findings indicate that, based on the
interaction of linguistic metafunctions and the predominance of particular process types, Attar’s rhymed
introductory notices can be classified into four discourse patterns. The first is the Status-Oriented pattern, in which
the mystic is represented through a stable and established spiritual identity. The second is the Agentive pattern,
characterized by radical movement and transformative action. The third is the Experiential pattern, which reflects
the inner psychological experiences of mystical ecstasy and spiritual passion. The fourth is the Functional-
Integrative pattern, in which a balanced relationship is established among different dimensions of spiritual
perfection, and material, mental, and relational processes are employed in relatively equal proportions. The results
further demonstrate that, through the use of rhymed structures, material and mental processes, and carefully
selected referential pronouns, Attar constructs a sacred, didactic, and laudatory discourse in which language
functions as a means of representing the mystical path and reinforcing the spiritual authority of the saints. The
ideational metafunction relies primarily on descriptive structures and transitive processes; the interpersonal
metafunction highlights relationships of reverence and humility between the narrator and the represented subject;
and the textual metafunction maintains linguistic coherence and balance through the coordination of rhythm and
rhyme. Overall, the functional analysis reveals that Attar’s thymed prose is not merely aesthetic in nature but also
profoundly functional, reproducing mystical and ideological meanings through the linguistic system itself.
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Introduction

Tadhkirat al-Awliya is one of the most significant works of Persian Sufi prose from the sixth century
AH. Beyond its historical and mystical value, the text is distinguished by its sophisticated linguistic and
stylistic features. At the beginning of each chapter, Attar introduces the Sufi saint through a brief,
rhythmic, and rhymed biographical notice that outlines the spiritual status and virtues of the figure under
discussion. These introductory notices are not merely biographical summaries; rather, they constitute
condensed and purposefully crafted discourses through which the author constructs and legitimizes the
spiritual authority of the saints. Through lexical selection, syntactic organization, semantic networks,
and rhymed prose (saj ‘), Attar creates a distinct mystical discourse that serves both aesthetic and
ideological functions.

In recent decades, the study of mystical literature has increasingly moved beyond traditional literary
criticism and benefited from modern linguistic and discourse-analytic approaches. Among these,
Halliday’s Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) provides an effective framework for examining how
language constructs meaning within social and cultural contexts. According to SFL, language
simultaneously fulfills three metafunctions: the ideational metafunction, which represents experience;
the interpersonal metafunction, which establishes social relations; and the textual metafunction, which
organizes discourse into coherent communicative units.

Drawing upon this theoretical framework, the present study investigates how the rhymed
introductory notices of Tadhkirat al-Awliya construct mystical discourse through the interaction of these
three metafunctions. The research seeks to determine whether these introductions follow distinct
discourse patterns and how such patterns are linguistically organized across ideational, interpersonal,
and textual levels.

Literature Review

Most previous studies on Tadhkirat al-Awliya have focused on Attar’s mystical thought, prose style,
narrative techniques, characterization of saints, and historical dimensions of the text. More recently,
discourse-analytic approaches have been applied to various works of Persian mystical literature. Studies
examining allegorical structures in Sufi texts, stylistic analyses of selected narratives from Tadhkirat al-
Awliya, Faircloughian analyses of mystical supplications, and Hallidayan or van Leeuwen-inspired
readings of Attar’s Mantiq al-Tayr have demonstrated the considerable potential of discourse theories
for interpreting mystical texts.

Nevertheless, a review of the existing scholarship reveals that no independent and systematic study
has examined the rhymed introductory notices of Tadhkirat al-Awliya through the lens of Halliday’s
Systemic Functional Linguistics. Previous research has primarily concentrated on narratives,
supplications, or macro-structural aspects of Attar’s works, while the introductory notices—despite their
crucial role in shaping the interpretive horizon of each chapter—have received little scholarly attention.
The present study aims to address this gap by uncovering the linguistic mechanisms through which
mystical experience and spiritual authority are represented in one of the most important texts of Persian
Sufi prose.

Methodology
This research adopts a qualitative descriptive-analytical approach. The theoretical foundation of the
study is Halliday’s Systemic Functional Linguistics, which analyzes language through the ideational,
interpersonal, and textual metafunctions. The corpus consists of all seventy-two introductory notices
found at the beginning of the chapters of Tadhkirat al-Awliya. Rather than sampling, the entire corpus
was analyzed.

Each introductory notice was treated as an independent discourse unit. Syntactic structures, process
types, lexical choices, referential patterns, evaluative strategies, rhymed prose structures, and cohesive
devices were identified and categorized. Subsequently, discourse patterns were determined based on the
frequency and interaction of material, mental, and relational processes, as well as the distribution and
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function of the three metafunctions. This analysis resulted in the identification of four major discourse
types: Status-Oriented, Agentive, Experiential, and Functional-Integrative introductions. These
categories are based not on the historical identities of the saints but on the linguistic representation of
mystical wayfaring within the texts.

Results

The findings indicate that the rhymed introductory notices of Tadhkirat al-Awliya can be classified into
four distinct discourse patterns, each characterized by the predominance of specific linguistic processes
and a particular configuration of metafunctional interaction.

The first and most prevalent pattern, accounting for approximately seventy percent of the corpus, is
the Status-Oriented Discourse. In this category, relational processes dominate, and the saint is
represented through stable spiritual identities and sacred ranks. Frequent titles such as “Sultan,” “Imam,”
“Proof,” “Pillar,” and “Treasure” demonstrate how language functions to legitimize spiritual authority.
Here, the ideational metafunction emphasizes status and identity, the interpersonal metafunction
foregrounds reverence and devotion, and the textual metafunction creates order and symmetry through
rhymed prose and parallel structures.

The second pattern is the Agentive Discourse, in which mystical life is represented as movement,
struggle, and transformation. Material processes predominate, and verbs denoting renunciation,
detachment, striving, and spiritual combat form the semantic core of the discourse. In this model, the
mystic is portrayed not as a possessor of status but as an active agent of transformation. The interpersonal
metafunction assumes a motivational role, encouraging readers to participate imaginatively in the
experience of spiritual journeying.

The third pattern is the Experiential Discourse, which foregrounds inner mystical experiences such
as love, ecstasy, longing, and annihilation. Mental processes are dominant, and lexical items associated
with passion, attraction, immersion, devotion, and self-loss highlight the experiential dimension of
mysticism. In this category, the relationship between speaker and audience is constructed through
empathy and emotional engagement, while textual coherence is achieved through networks of thermal,
luminous, and aquatic metaphors.

The fourth and least frequent yet most complex pattern is the Functional-Integrative Discourse. In
this category, material, mental, and relational processes occur in balanced proportions, producing a
comprehensive representation of the perfected mystic. Such figures simultaneously embody spiritual
rank, ascetic struggle, and experiential love. Consequently, all three metafunctions exhibit a high degree
of interaction and overlap, while the textual structure demonstrates multilayered cohesion and
complexity.

The study demonstrates that Attar’s rhymed prose is far more than an ornamental literary device.
Rather, it functions as a sophisticated meaning-making mechanism that actively constructs mystical
discourse. Through strategic deployment of syntactic structures, lexical choices, verbal processes,
referential forms, and rhythmic patterns, Attar develops a coherent linguistic system for representing
different stages of mystical development.

Within this system, the ideational metafunction structures mystical experience, the interpersonal
metafunction organizes relations of spiritual authority and discipleship, and the textual metafunction
ensures coherence and memorability through rhyme, parallelism, and balance. The findings therefore,
reveal that the introductory notices of Tadhkirat al-Awliya exemplify a profound integration of linguistic
aesthetics and ideological function, illustrating how language serves both to represent and to reproduce
the symbolic universe of Persian Sufism.
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1. Cohesion
2 Coherence
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