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Abstract

In this study, Ahmed Mattar’s poems are studied phonopragmatically to

unveil the way pragmatic functions interwoven with sound structure. In his
political poetry, the different themes such as resistance, irony and satire recur in
many poems, and they are achieved through auditory and pragmatic imagery.
Mattar is known for his critique for authority, but less attention is paid to his
sound choices and their pragmatic effect. Using phono-pragmatic lens, Mattar
shows that sounds are not aesthetically only, but they are used for resistance.
Findings show that phonological and pragmatic integration serve as an
interpretive tool for analysing political Arabic poetry. Phonological and
pragmatic elements act as portrayals of oppression to represent the poet as a
witness and a challenger to authority.

1. Introduction

Since the appearance of literature, its concern is human beings' issues.
Literature is a mirror for depicting different human affairs; political, social,
historical, etc. Many genres and styles had appeared since its emergence by the
appearance of humanity. Literary schools with their styles and the major elements
that each literary school is advocated of had influenced literature. Many writers
and poets have written novels, stories, songs and poems in a humorous way to
portray the pity of humans in the modern age.

Ahmed Mattar is an Iraqi poet born in Basra who wrote poems criticizing the
ruler and authority. Then, he was exiled to Kuwait and there he worked as a
teacher. As a result of writing poems lampooning the Arab rulers, he has been
exiled again to London in 1986 (Mattar, 2016:1). Mattar presents a language to
show the worst reality that the Arabs live in. It is a humorous and bad reality that
the Arabs live. He shows a world which can be seen not only with envy but with
black humour. He writes many poems in Arabic and they have been translated
into English like: “Our Leader’s Esteemed Dog”, “Emir of the informants”,
“Abba’s story” and “To Whom Should We Complain? . The newly emerging
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field, phono-pragmatics, has attracted different scholars as it deals with

phonology from a pragmatic perspective. This study focuses primarily on
phonopragmatically analysing Mattar’s poems.

Language does not carry meanings only but also serves aesthetic and moral
purposes. Messages are loaded with feelings, sounds and resilience in Arabic
poetry. This study presents phonopragmatics—an assembly of phonology,
pragmatics—as a theoretical structure for analysing Matar’s poetry. The different
questions to be answered in this study are; how do sound patterns serve pragmatic
functions? In what ways does prosody contribute to the delivery of messages?
How do phonopragmastylitic elements enhance the persuasiveness of poetry?
The auditory and pragmatic instruments serve as a form of resistance together
with the other elements. Sound structures affect pragmatic functions to deliver the
appropriate message.

2. Literature Review

Studies on Mattar’s poetry has paid attention towards the pragmatic aspect of
his poetry and the stylistic one. Yet, the phonological aspect is somehow has not
been tackled enough. Previous studies in prosodic pragmatics (Couper-Kuhlen,
1986; Gussenhoven, 2004), stylistics by (Crystal, 1969; Leech, 2014) and
pragmatic frameworks such as Speech Act Theory (Searle, 1969), Grice’s
Cooperative Principle (1975) all combined for understanding how irony
implicature, and other aspects contextually work. The integration of phonology,
pragmatics and stylistics leads to the centring phonopragmatics within.

2.1 Phonology

Phonology is a subfield of linguistics which studies the sound system of a
language. Such a field can be defined by contrasting it with other fields such as
syntax, morphology and historical linguistics (Odden, 2005). While prosody is
related to emotional meaning and studies meaning beyond the traditional one
(Tseng, 2006; Liebenthal, Silbersweig, & Stern, 2016; Sauter, Eisner, Calder, &
Scott, 2010). Moreover, intonation is a primary suprasegmental feature delivers
different strategies in communication as it represents implicit meanings. It
portrays the way people rise and lower their pitch to create melodies and
employed in conversations (Mahmoud & Al-Thalab, 2025).

The ToBI system- which is used in this study- is an annotation scheme for
prosody categorizing used for labelling phonological tones and breaks. It is
widely adopted for studying prosodic syntax (Veilleux, 1994; Price et al., 1991),
semantics (Hirschberg, 2004), information structure (Grice & Savino, 1997),
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dialog structure (Hirschberg, Litman, & Swerts, 2002), and segmental acoustics

(Cole, Choi, Kim, & Hasegawa-Johnson, 2003).

2.2 Pragmatics
Language within context is what matters concerning pragmatics such as
speech acts (Searle, 1969 and Austin,1962), cooperative principles (Grice, 1975),
and implicature. Searle (1979), speech acts are of five types; representatives,
which state facts; directives, include appeals and commands; expressives, include
apologies and thanks; commissives, include promises and threats; and
Declarations which is related to institutional acts like marriage. In literature,
pragmatic aspects define the way utterances create humour, defiance and
resistance. Pragmatics, as defined by Levinson (2017), deals with how people
interact using language in society, particularly how they perform specific
purposes in communication. Grice (1975) proposed the Cooperative Principle that
Is about a successful communication follows four maxims: maxim of quantity
delivers the right amount of information, maxim of quality to be honest and avoid
untruths, maxim of relation — to be proper with the conversation, maxim of
manner — be clear and evade vagueness.
2.3 Toward Phonopragmatics
Phonopragmatics combines two dimensions ‘phonology and pragmatics into a
two-dimensional framework. This amalgamation drives us to study how sounds
function as both stylistic enhancement and pragmatic approach, predominantly in
literary works:
e Phonological dimension: deals with sound devices (rhythm, alliteration,
etc).
e Pragmatic dimension: deals with functions and how they operate on the
level of context (irony, persuasion, defiance).

3. Methodology
Data are chosen depending on four selected poems by Ahmed Matar that
demonstrate his political opinions and irony. The analytical framework in this
study is the following:
Phonological dimension: is the sound devices used such as stress, meter,
consonance and alliteration. Frameworks such as (Pierrehumbert, 1980)
Autosegmental-Metrical (AM) Theory with ToBI and PRAAT are used to
show the phonological aspect.
Pragmatic dimension: how such sounds serve the communicative purpose
(irony, satire, etc). Pragmatic frameworks such as Speech Act Theory
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(Searle, 1969) and Grice’s Cooperative Principle (1975) are used in the

pragmatic aspect.

To analyse poems, prosodic analysis using AM, ToBI , PRAAT, and
pragmatic categorization used in the poems are all gathered for such an analysis.
¢ e L& ¢ i) (i The following poems are analysed: The following poems (
) are recited by the poet himself (Ahmed Mattar) and centered n_sdall jual ¢ sadia
around political themes. The analysis scheme is as follows:
1. Data were chosen depending on their political theme, and downloaded
from www.youtube.com.
2. The videos then converted to WAV format and clipped to meet the criteria
of PRAAT.
3. They were played and analysed, then analysed using Autosegmental-
Metrical theory.
4. The chosen parts were analysed and categorized using speech act theory.
5. The Cooperative Principle was applied to data show the maxims.
6. Finally, the results were discussed.
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”), Meals 8 Jiies Liilh 5/ 5 o 4P, Pragmatic Layer: speech acts such as assertives (
assert the inescapability of a person ) & ala LdMe 5 jlual (5 u (ud Liilda gl 8 ¢ jall(
) is repeated by the poet to indirectly ...s_, Ufrom him/herself. Directives such as (
express ) €l o), (<l 2L Y L, Lealls for hopelessness. Expressives such as (

) is repeated to 85 sLadgppeal for divine justice. Commissives/Declarations (
show how authorities declare events as ‘fate’. The Maxims such as quality is

) and the poet _ s« led 4ulsil/ ) sa Ll ailaasflouted as the regime surveys people (

) as it ¥ 5 <Lsfemphasize the idea. Maxim of quantity is violated by repeating (
signals irony. The relevance maxim is called here as concepts of ‘fate, sin, hell’
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) ¢4l cplare politically employed to produce sarcasm. Manner maxim is in (

which is a direct question with no violation of the maxim to highlight urgency.

Poem No.2

Phonopragmatic Analysis & Discussion
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” is repeated to show how ironic his u<ke 1. Phonological Layer: The name “

> the /s/ is also (bus 4xiie Liicharacter is, as he does nothing with 166 Hz. In «

repeated to give false impression and with high-low tone and a mean pitch of 142
” to mimic confusion usaul Lueal i aHZ. Fricatives and sibilants are here in
and the tone keep and low with a sudden high pitch of 176 Hz. The ironic

> is produced with a low tone to show how  sbe b i Jaai (uliquestion

expectation and reality are contrasted.
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) shows (! _sidl ¢l 55 osee2. Pragmatic Layer: speech acts such as assertives (“
") to do Lk L 381 Sattentiveness. Directives are shown in Abbas’s wife cries (“
an action. Expressives are shown in Abbas’s wife despair, while declarations

”) is a telegram of threat with no perlocutionary act. Maxim of g3 438 y Ju i(*
quality is in irony as it breaks truthfulness while quantity maxim is violated by

”) gives more information than the necessary ones. (s 4diie Lisrepeating (e.g.,
Relation Maxim is violated in which Abbas focuses on polishing his sword while
enemies commit crimes. Pragmatically speaking, false heroism is exposed using
violated maxims and speech acts.

Poem No.3
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Phonopragmatic Analysis & Discussion

cLiay (Lall 5 (laas (Ul &4 el Phonological Layer: The sound /na/ ending in
” are repeated to create a low tone with a relatively similar mean pitch of (el

142Hz. The uselessness is shown in the aforementioned words as it mimics

), &l smourning. The oppressor and the oppressed share the same ending /na/ in (

of people ” to display slaughter! s ¢ ;) > <xkd), Words like “Lul «Lipla(

) s aSanagd g/ Lis oSaats & ymetaphorically with a high to low tone, and lines (¢

create a rhythm to show emptiness with a sudden high tone at the end as it ends

with mean pitch of 189 Hz. Mocking is apparent tin using long vowels as in

” to imitate false congratulations. sl and “lules

i e e e L

150 0 88/ ©

0513

Chta

8511

S50
S00 Fuf

r ."'1 f "
Q’J "l" l‘ ‘l“'h ‘,n 191 e

| reasser aeesEr v-n-pnnmm AZEANTE 1DGTAZSTO
Totw dantesn 142 €£31542 secnndy

” is an expressive L Ll L jlad e o yai s “flanle S35 (1a12. Pragmatic Layer:

) is a directive speech act Ul sS4 2ay e sspeech act for complaining. (¢

” is a declarative speech act | L) oSl ashowing how plea ends in despair.
mimics official speeches which mocks blessing. The maxim of quantity is

") as it exceeds truth to Luile/ aiiis . /43 L 25/ javiolated by over-elaborating (“
produce sarcasm. Maxim of quality is violated by mentioning a false statement
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about the situation in Palestine. Also, the maxim of relation is violated by the

7, Ophaads Bapal | LS law il dlsirrelevance by mentioning

Poem No.4
(Gisia Cap o gl
I Glial I 38
Crdall (lany SIS (¢ i
Al gl 2
S i (o
il alal o) judiall A5
Cralsl)
i g5 ol ¢ daps a9
QA&\ sl 819 Cuall aal
el Q40 Bada Gpadl) ucdbi B

il
ralusall 33 cpa¥ly adS) Xl
) gitaka) (plil) Lol

e 08 (A A g e A8 gal ola

Phonopragmatic Analysis & Discussion

1. Phonological Layer : /m/ and /kh/ sounds are repeated throughout the poem in
to create a nasal-fricative soundscape. The /kh/ oseleal) « y3all ¢ pawords like
sound creates a choking effect to show how the regime inspects people and

) el (alSI e galall (5 is repeated with the sequence of (_=3«suffocate them. The
high — high tone )<ulls «&igito show rhythmic escalation. The contrast shift from (
) low- low is a shift from innocence to oppression. In the first, Gl ¢ »aslito (
the pitch was high with a mean pitch of 165Hz while in the second pitch was low
with a mean of 141 Hz. This contrast is reinforced with a contrast in tone from
mimics the Quranic Surah as it is displaced here ¢xisl a3 W slaséhigh to low.
because it is applied to a poem related to oppression and uttered with a relatively
low tone with a mean pitch of 109Hz.
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is pragmatically expressive satiric ¢ sl yul &) ka2 Pragmatic Layer:

il s ol Gilutterance to curse the figure of authority. Directive speech act
to mimic surveillance as they do not lead to a friend’s house. The last (!
mocks the propaganda where security is promised nut ol 2Skwexpressive

2ald > <o paall (g GBIA (6 iunothing happened only surveillance. The assertives “
describe the social situation in the poet’s land. The maxim “Cpelusall 230 (YL 233
by providing false information. »cuiel aSw W slaal | | siseklof quality is flouted
The quantity maxim is violated by mentioning the direction which provides more
information than the necessary.

Statistical Analysis

Poem Layer Feature | Avg. Key Features / Examples | Integrated
Count | Intensity Effect
(1-5)

1 - Fate & | Phonological | 4 4.5 ? ¥ cLalRepetition of “ | Inevitable

Resistance (low pitch 122—-130Hz), oppression;

[ o8 elial(* plosives /g/, /t/, /d/ mimic | low pitch

)¢ iall beatings, final /r/ conveys
intonation closure, despair;
contrastive pitch in soundscape
questions and declarations | imitates

imprisonment

ARRE



YoYe Jsb 18A-1 aall

-

Print ISSN 2710-0952

alal) g Lo Laia¥) g Al & ganll 481 ) Uaal
No. 18A-1 — Sept 2025 Iraqgi Journal of Humanitarian, Social and Scientific Research

Electronic ISSN2790-1254

Q

Pragmatic 6 4.6 & Jii=aAssertives (¢ Speech acts +
W), Directives (“oala irony =
oY), Expressives (“v | hopelessness
7), Caall framed as
Commissives/Declarations | “fate”
), Gricean 8 5 ¢Lad(*
maxims flouted (quality,
guantity, relevance)
2 — False Phonological | 4 4.5 ” e Repetition of “ Soundscape
Heroism (166Hz), sibilants /s/, mocks
ol ( olea¥) o africatives in © | vigilance;
Yo el 5 » ironic question o+l | rhythm
) in low i Jaai Gl | shows
pitch (176Hz) futility; irony
through pitch
contrasts
Pragmatic 4 4.5 &) use Assertives (“ Pragmatic
a2”), Directives (“‘ws il irony
”), Expressives (s experiences
(wife’s despair), cowardice
), 13¢5 48 nDeclarations (““ | and false
maxims violated (quality, | attention
relation, quantity)
3—Lament | Phonological | 4 4.5 bl <& Laule/na/ thyme (¢ | Mourning
& Hollow ”), mock cadence, Lu intonation
Praise / Lilllong vowels in undermined
. Lla(e ”, tonal shifts from Lsles | by
7l low mourning to high exaggerated
mocking (142-189Hz) rhythm.
Pragmatic 6 4.6 sS85 oelExpressives (¢ Ritual praise
(«57), Directives (“bwle | exposed as
), Parodied = hypocrisy;
Ly oSl adeclaratives (“ pragmatic
), maxims flouted | 3 irony creates
(quantity, quality, biting satire

ARRE-




-

YeYe dsh) 18A-1 N g e laayl g Ayl ¢ gl 481 ) Alaal

No. 18A-1 — Sept 2025 Iraqi Journal of Humanitarian, Social and Scientific Research ((\ '
Print ISSN 2710-0952 Electronic ISSN2790-1254
e |
relevance)
4 — Phonological | 5 4.8 /m/ & /Kh/ repetition Nasal +
Surveillance ), thythmic celaell ¢ p3a(“ | fricative
S / Gaeall( «s2u «JsYlescalation ( sounds
) shia ), Qur’anic (<l ¢Sl mimic
intonation parody in suffocation;
” tonal (il a3 W slaslé | parody of
contrast high—low sacred tone
(165Hz—109Hz) —
oppression
Pragmatic 3 4.5 o alA uAgsertives (¢ | Directive
i), Directives (“0:<ll | speech acts
Suw™), Expressives (“I_ | parody state
), maxims Violated il | surveillance;
(quality, quantity) irony reveals
authoritarian
suffocation

5. Conclusions
The analyses reveal that:
1. This study contributes to the analysis of Arabic poetry and how it functions
as an act of resistance.
2. Sound devices in Matar’s poetry are systematically tied to pragmatic
effects which lead to the final effect.
3. Phonological elements are not merely acoustic but they act as portrayals of
oppression.
4. The statistical analysis shows how elements are distributed across the
poems yet the violations of maxims are employed by Mattar more than
other elements.
5. Pragmatic elements show the poet as a witness to the events and a
challenger to the authority.
6. The poems when analysed by the collective layers construct a meaningful
image.
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