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Critical discourse analysis (CDA) emerged in the 20th century as an approach
to discourse analysis that examines the social and cultural functions of dis-
course. Various scholars have contributed to the development of this approach
including Dutch linguist Theo van Leeuwen who has discussed important theo-
retical issues in the field of CDA. Legitimation is one of his theoretical notions
which is based on four components, namely, authorization, moral evaluation,
rationalization, and mythopoesis. This theory is a suitable framework for the
analysis of legitimation in different texts. The present study uses this theoretical
framework to examine the debate of Imam Reza with two prominent Christian
and Jewish figures. The research method is descriptive-analytical and the aim
is to understand the method of legitimation as well as its effectiveness in Imam
Reza’s discourse. The significance of the study lies in the fact that the debate
between a major Islamic scholar, i.e. Imam Reza, and two prominent Christian
and Jewish figures unveils some truths about Islam, Christianity, and Judaism.
The findings show that legitimation in Imam’s debate is mostly manifested in
the authorization component which helps to resolve controversial issues such
as the prophethood of Prophet Muhammad, the prophethood of Jesus Christ,
slanders against Jesus Christ, and the lack of divinity of Jesus Christ. In fact,
by using a method that fits the religious beliefs of the audience, Imam Reza’s
legitimation in discourse has successfully led to the persuasion of the audience.

critical discourse analysis, van Leeuwen’s theory, legitimation, Imam
Reza’s debate, two prominent Christian and Jewish figures.
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Introduction

Criticism is a longstanding field of study which has given rise to a wide range
of terminology in the last century. One of these terms is ‘discourse analysis’
which is a very broad concept adopted by various disciplines. This has led to a
variety of definitions and approaches including structuralist discourse analysis,
functionalist discourse analysis, and critical discourse analysis (CDA). In spite
of some similarities, these three approaches differ in terms of using intralinguis-
tic and extralinguistic factors in their analysis. From among these approaches,
CDA “is aimed at interpreting the complex relationships among writing, speech,
social cognition, power, society, and culture” (Van Dijk, 2003: 184), “analyzing
texts and applications of language in social interactions” (Jorgensen & Phillips,
2019: 113), and “exploring the function of discourse in terms of social and cul-
tural issues such as race, politics, gender, and identity” (Paltridge, 2020: 289).

In CDA, therefore, extralinguistic factors like power and sociocultural issues
that affect the formation of discourse are investigated. CDA 1is associated with
names of thinkers such as “Fairclough, van Dijk, Wodak, Kress, and van Leeu-
wen” (Aghagolzadeh, 2013: 58). These theorists have developed theoretical
frameworks that have made major contributions to the field. One of the most
influential figures in CDA is Dutch linguist Teun van Leeuwen. His theory of
the legitimation of discourse is based on four key components, namely, authori-
zation, moral evaluation, rationalization, and mythopoesis (van Leeuwen, 2018:
212). These components are defined below:

“Authorization: legitimation by reference to the authority of tradition, custom,
law, and/or persons in whom institutional authority of some kind is vested;

moral evaluation: legitimation by (often very oblique) reference to value sys-
tems;

rationalization: legitimation by reference to the goals and uses of institution-
alized social action and to the knowledges that society has constructed to endow
them with cognitive validity.

mythopoesis: legitimation conveyed through narratives whose outcomes re-
ward legitimate actions and punish nonlegitimate actions.” (ibid.: 212).

These four components have different subtypes. The clearly stated principles
underlying van Leeuwen’s theory make it a proper framework for the investi-
gation of legitimation in different text types. The present study uses this frame-
work to examine the debate of Imam Reza, as a major Islamic scholar, with two
prominent Christian and Jewish figures, namely, Jathliq and Ra’s al-Jalut. This
study is significant in that it reveals the ability to debate of these three figures
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as well as their viewpoints on Islam, Christianity, and Judaism. The main aim is
to examine Imam Reza’s method of discursive legitimation and its efficiency in
persuading the audience.

Research Method

The method adopted in this study is descriptive-analytical. After stating the
problem, van Leeuwen’s framework of legitimation in discourse and its compo-
nents is explained. Next, those components of legitimation and their subtypes
are discussed for which we have found evidence in the mentioned debate be-
tween Imam Reza and the Christian and Jewish scholars. The selected compo-
nents include authorization (subtypes of personal authority, expert authority, and
role-model authority), moral evaluation (analogies), and rationalization (instru-
mental rationalization). Finally, the instances of these components in the text are
described and analyzed.

Conclusion

Below are the findings of our analysis of legitimation in the debate between
Imam Reza and the two prominent Christian and Jewish scholars:

- The most remarkable instances of legitimation in Imam’s discourse are man-
ifested in the component of authorization (personal authority, expert authority,
and role-model authority). Personal authority stems from Imam’s deep knowl-
edge of the debated subjects. Expert authority and role-model authority are due
to the fact that Imam Reza selects a method of debate proper to the audience’s
religious beliefs and makes reference to religious figures whom the audience
believes in.

- The prophethood of Prophet Muhammad, the prophethood of Jesus Christ,
slanders against Jesus Christ, and the lack of divinity of Jesus Christ are proved
by means of expert authority (with reference to the ideas of Christian scholars),
role-model authority (with reference to quotations from the prophets), analogies,
and instrumental rationalization.

- Utilization of a method that fits the audience’s religious beliefs, quotations
that create expert authority and role-model authority, rational arguments that cre-
ate personal authority, analogies, and rationalization increases the effectiveness
of Imam’s debate and helps to persuade the audience more effectively.
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