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Objective: This study aims to investigate the concept of deixis within the framework of
George Yule’s theory of deixis and to explore its pragmatic functions in discourse. More
specifically, it seeks to analyze how deictic expressions operate in Imam Ali’s letter to
his son Al-Hasan (peace be upon them), with the purpose of uncovering the intended
meanings, implicit messages, and communicative intentions embedded in the text. The
study also aims to show how deixis contributes to shaping interpretation and guiding the
reader’s understanding of the discourse.

Method: The study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach. It begins by presenting the
theoretical foundations of deixis as defined in pragmatic studies, particularly drawing on
George Yule’s classification and interpretation of deictic categories. These include
personal, temporal, and spatial deixis, among others. After establishing the theoretical
background, the study proceeds to analyze selected excerpts from Imam Ali’s letter to
Al-Hasan. The analysis focuses on identifying deictic expressions and examining their
contextual functions in relation to speaker, addressee, time, and place within the
communicative setting.

Results: The findings indicate that pragmatic deixis plays a central and effective role in
structuring and interpreting discourse. In Imam Ali’s letter, deictic expressions are not
merely linguistic elements of reference, but functional devices that reveal deeper layers
of meaning. They contribute to enhancing textual cohesion, reducing repetition, and
increasing clarity of expression. Personal deixis is particularly prominent in strengthening
the relational bond between the speaker and the addressee, creating a direct
communicative connection. Temporal deixis situates the discourse within a meaningful
time frame, while spatial deixis helps anchor the message within a contextual and
situational environment. Together, these forms of deixis guide the reader through the text
and support the interpretation of its implicit meanings.

Conclusions: The study concludes that deixis is a crucial pragmatic tool that significantly
contributes to the interpretation and coherence of discourse. In Imam Ali’s letter to his
son Al-Hasan, deictic expressions function as powerful mechanisms for conveying
intended meanings and enhancing communicative effectiveness. They not only clarify
linguistic reference but also encourage deeper reflection on moral and existential themes
such as life, death, and human responsibility. Ultimately, deixis enriches the text by
linking linguistic form with contextual meaning, thereby ensuring a more effective and
meaningful transmission of ideas.
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Introduction

This study investigates the pragmatic function of deixis in Imam Ali’s letter to his son Hasan
in Nahj al-Balagha, with particular attention to how deictic expressions construct meaning
through context, speaker intention, and communicative relations. The paper begins from the
premise that pragmatics is concerned not merely with linguistic forms, but with language in
use, especially the relation between utterance, speaker, addressee, context, and intended effect.
Within this framework, deixis is treated as one of the most productive pragmatic mechanisms
because its meaning cannot be determined outside the situation of discourse.

The study situates pragmatics historically and conceptually, tracing its development from
Peirce, James, and Dewey to later linguistic formulations by Morris, Austin, Searle, Grice,
Levinson, and Yule. It emphasizes that pragmatic interpretation depends on recovering the
speaker’s intention and the contextual conditions that make an utterance meaningful. This
theoretical orientation is particularly relevant to literary and religious discourse, where meaning
often exceeds explicit wording and emerges through social, psychological, ethical, and
rhetorical relations.

The paper argues that Imam Ali’s letter is a rich site for pragmatic analysis because it is
structured as an intimate yet authoritative act of advice. The discourse brings together the roles
of father, son, moral guide, believer, and future actor in society. Its deictic system therefore
does more than identify persons, times, or places; it organizes the ethical relationship between
sender and receiver and enables the transmission of wisdom, warning, affection, and
responsibility.

Methodology

The study adopts a descriptive-analytical pragmatic method, relying primarily on George
Yule’s theory of deixis. The analysis focuses on personal, social, temporal, spatial, and
discourse deixis as they appear in the selected letter. Rather than treating deictic items as
i1solated grammatical forms, the paper reads them in relation to the communicative situation in
which they function: a father addressing his son through a testamentary discourse shaped by
love, authority, experience, and moral urgency.

The corpus of the study is Imam Ali’s letter to Hasan in Nahj al-Balagha. The researcher
examines pronouns, vocatives, demonstratives, temporal markers, spatial expressions, and
explicit nominal references such as “the father” and “the born child.” These expressions are
interpreted according to their ability to point beyond themselves toward contextual participants,
shared knowledge, emotional proximity, social rank, spiritual authority, and the movement
between life, death, this world, and the hereafter.

A central methodological concern of the paper is to avoid reducing deixis to simple grammatical
reference. The study criticizes earlier approaches that limited deixis mainly to pronouns and
demonstratives or treated every word of time and place as automatically deictic. Instead, it
insists that temporal and spatial deixis must be connected to the speaker’s deictic center.
Accordingly, an expression becomes pragmatically deictic when its interpretation depends on
the speaker’s position, moment of utterance, communicative intention, or relationship with the
addressee.

Results
The analysis shows that personal deixis is the most prominent form in the letter. Imam Ali
constructs himself through expressions such as “the father,” as well as through first-person
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pronouns that reveal his existential awareness, experience, weakness, and approaching death.
These forms do not simply identify the speaker; they establish him as a compassionate guide
whose authority arises from age, experience, paternity, and moral insight. At the same time, the
addressee is constructed through second-person forms and through expressions that present him
as a continuation of the father’s self.

The frequent use of first- and second-person deixis produces a strong emotional bond between
sender and receiver. When the speaker says, in meaning, that he has found his son to be part of
himself, indeed his whole self, the deictic relation becomes affective and ethical. The son is not
addressed as a distant subordinate but as an extension of the father’s existence. This intimacy
explains the force of the many imperatives in the letter: they function less as commands of
domination than as paternal guidance intended to protect, discipline, and enlighten.

The study also identifies the pragmatic force of third-person deixis. References to God through
third-person forms assume shared religious knowledge between speaker and addressee. God is
not introduced as an unknown entity but invoked as the supreme authority whose mercy, power,
and nearness give weight to the father’s advice. Similarly, plural third-person references to
earlier generations connect the son to collective human experience. The past becomes a source
of instruction, and the deeds, traces, and outcomes of former people become evidence through
which the addressee is urged to think, compare, and choose wisely.

Social deixis appears especially in vocative expressions such as “my son” and “O my son.”
These forms combine affection, authority, and psychological closeness. The diminutive and
possessive construction expresses tenderness and belonging, while the vocative renews contact
and draws the addressee’s attention to the seriousness of the advice. The paper also discusses
gendered third-person plural references to women, showing how they reflect a traditional social
context and participate in the formation of social values, authority, and caution within the
discourse.

Temporal and spatial deixis deepen the existential dimension of the letter. Expressions related
to the passing of life, the retreat of the world, the coming of the hereafter, and departure
“tomorrow” are interpreted in relation to the speaker’s awareness of death. “Tomorrow” does
not function merely as a chronological marker; it conveys the speaker’s psychological nearness
to death. Spatial expressions such as “the dwellings of the dead” similarly place the living
speaker near the realm of mortality, allowing the addressee to perceive life as temporary and
morally urgent.

The study further shows that discourse deixis, particularly through expressions equivalent to
“that,” plays an important role in textual cohesion. Such expressions refer back to preceding
advice, arguments, and instructions, requiring the addressee to recover the internal structure of
the discourse. They activate the reader’s interpretive effort and contribute to the continuity of
the letter. Deixis therefore works not only at the level of reference but also at the level of
organization, persuasion, and reception.

Conclusion

The paper concludes that deixis is a central pragmatic mechanism in Imam Ali’s letter to Hasan.
Its function is not limited to identifying persons, places, or times; rather, it reveals the
communicative architecture of the text. Through deixis, the speaker’s position, the addressee’s
role, the authority of God, the experience of past generations, and the nearness of death are all
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brought into a coherent moral and rhetorical structure. Deixis thus enables the reader to
understand both the surface organization of the discourse and its deeper intentional meanings.
The analysis demonstrates that personal deixis establishes intimacy and responsibility, social
deixis expresses affection and hierarchy, temporal deixis frames life as a movement toward
death and the hereafter, spatial deixis turns place into a sign of mortality, and discourse deixis
strengthens textual cohesion. Together, these forms reduce repetition, intensify meaning, and
guide the addressee toward reflection, self-discipline, faith, and ethical conduct.

The study’s main contribution lies in showing that a pragmatic reading of classical Arabic prose
can uncover layers of meaning that are not accessible through grammatical description alone.
By applying Yule’s theory of deixis to the letter, the paper clarifies how linguistic signs become
effective only within context and how the relationship between speaker and addressee shapes
interpretation. Imam Ali’s letter emerges as a discourse in which language functions as
guidance, emotional connection, moral education, and social formation.

Ultimately, the research affirms that deixis in this text is an instrument of thought and conduct.
It links the son to the father’s experience, to divine authority, to previous generations, and to
his own future responsibility. In doing so, it transforms the letter from a set of individual
counsels into a comprehensive pragmatic act aimed at shaping consciousness, strengthening
faith, and directing human behavior toward wisdom and moral awareness.
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