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Grammatical complexity in the language of science: A comparison
of complex clauses in research articles in the humanities and basic
sciences, a functional approach

Mohsen Nobakht
PhD in General Iinguistics5

Abstract

Academic writing is one of the science language register that has different types,
including textbooks, research articles, academic thesis, etc. The goal of this article is
to compare the linguistic structures of research articles in the humanities and basic
sciences. In doing so, we investigate abstracts of 30 articles in psychology,
linguistics, and sociology (overall 90 abstracts), and 30 article’s abstracts of physics,
biology and chemistry (overall 90 abstracts). Then we compere the structure of their
complex clause from the perspective of systemic functional linguistics theorized by
M. A. K. Halliday. Our research method is quantitative, and the data has recorded
and calculated statistically by SPSS. In order to analyze the data, we used ANOVA,
and to investigate the normality of data we used Kolmogorov-Smirnov test. Findings
show that the use of complex clauses in the humanities articles was more than the
same use in basic sciences' articles. Complex clauses, within the humanities, were
mostly used in sociology than linguistics, and in linguistics more than psychology.
Within sciences, complex clauses were used in biology articles more than physics
and chemistry, but this difference was not significant. On the one hand, the
difference in distribution of complex clauses in the humanities and science can be
attributed to stylistic variety of them. On the other hand, academic writing in the
humanities pays more attention to text comprehension and cohesion than science.
Finally, according to findings, it seems that the humanities tend to use logical
argumentation devices in writing more than science.

5 Department of Linguistic Studies, faculty of Research and Development of Human

Sciences, Organization for the Study and Compilation of Academic Books in Islamic and
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10 meaning potential
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11 form

12 rank constituent structure
13 metafunction

14 transitivity structure

15 ideational function

16 mood structure

17 interpersonal

18 thematic and information
19 textual

20 clause

21 group/phrase

22 clause complex

23 cohesive and coherent devices

24 grammatical metaphor
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25 logico-semantic relations
26 modifier

27 cohesion

28 interdependency

29 embedding

30 adversative addition

31 projection

32 multifunctional construct
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33 parataxis

34 hypotaxis

35 expansion
36 elaboration
37 extension

38 enhancement
39 locution

40 idea
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