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Language must be investigated in all the variety of its functions.
Before discussing the poetic function we must define its place among
the other functions of language. An outline of these functions de-
mands a concise survey of the constitutive factors in any speech event,
in any act of verbal communication. The ADDRESSER sends a MESSAGE
to the ADDRESSEE. To be operative the message requires a CONTEXT
referred to (the “referent” in another, somewhat ambiguous, nomen-
clature), graspable by the addressee, and either verbal or capable of
being verbalized; a cODE fully, or at least partially, common to the
addresser and addressee (or in other words, to the encoder and de-
coder of the message); and, finally, a CONTACT, a physical channel and
psychological connection between the addresser and the addressee, en-
abling both of them to enter and stay in communication. All these
factors inalienably involved in verbal communication may be schema-
tized as follows:

CONTEXT
ADDRESSER MESSAGE ADDRESSEE
CONTACT
CODE

Each of these six factors determines a different function of language.
Although we distinguish six basic aspects of language, we could, how-
ever, hardly find verbal messages that would fulfill only one function.
The diversity lies not in a monopoly of some one of these several func-
tions but in a different hierarchical order of functions. The verbal
structure of a message depends primarily on the predominant func-
tion. But even though a set (Einstellung) toward the referent, an ori-
entation toward the context—briefly, the so-called REFERENTIAL, “de-
notative” “cognitive” function—is the leading task of numerous
messages, the accessory participation of the other functions in such
messages must be taken into account by the observant linguist.

The so-called EMOTIVE or “expressive” function, focused on the ad-
dresser, aims a direct expression of the speaker’s attitude toward what
he is speaking about. It tends to produce an impression of a certain
emotion, whether true or feigned; therefore, the term “emotive,”
launched and advocated by Marty,* has proved to be preferable to
“emotional.” The purely emotive stratum in Janguage is presented by
the interjections. They differ from the means of referential language
both by their sound pattern (peculiar sound sequences or even sounds
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elsewhere unusual) and by their syntactic role (they are not compo-
nents but equivalents of sentences). “Tut! Tist! said McGinty™: the
complete utterance of Conan Doyle’s character consists of two suction
clicks. The emotive function, laid bare in the interjections, flavors to
some extent all our utterances, on their phonic, grammatical, and lexi-
cal level. If we analyze language from the standpoint of the informa-
tion it carries, we cannot restrict the notion of information to the cog-
nitive aspect of language. A man, using expressive features to indicate
his angry or ironic attitude, conveys ostensible information, and evi-
dently this verbal behavior cannot be likened to such nonsemiotic, nu-
tritive activities as “eating grapefruit” (despite Chatman’s bold simile).
The difference between [big] and the emphatic prolongation of the
vowel [br:g] is a conventional, coded linguistic feature like the differ-
ence between the short and long vowel in such Czech pairs as [vi]
“you” and [vi:] “knows,” but 1n the latter pair the differential infor-
mation is phonemic and in the former emotive. As long as we are
interested in phonemic invariants, the English /i/ and /i:/ appear to be
mere variants of one and the same phoneme, but if we are concerned
with emotive units, the relation between the invariants and variants 1s
reversed: length and shortness are invariants implemented by variable
phonemes. Saporta’s surmise that emotive difference is a nonlinguistic
feature, “attributable to the delivery of the message and not to the
message,”S arbitrarily reduces the informational capacity of messages.
A former actor of Stanislavskij’s Moscow Theater told me how at
his audition he was asked by the famous director to make forty differ-
ent messages from the phrase Segodnja vecerom (This evening), by di-
versifying its expressive tint. He made a list of some forty emotional
situations, then emitted the given phrase in accordance with each of
these situations, which his audience had to recognize only from the
changes in the sound shape of the same two words. For our research
work in the description and analysis of contemporary Standard Rus-
sian (under the auspices of the Rockefeller Foundation) this actor was
asked to repeat Stanislavskij’s test. He wrote down some fifty situa-
tions framing the same elliptic sentence and made of it fifty corre-
sponding messages for a tape recording. Most of the messages were
correctly and circumstantially decoded by Moscovite listeners. May I
2dd that all such emotive cues easily undergo linguistic analysis.
Orientation toward the addressce, the CONATIVE function, finds its
purest grammatical expression in the vocative and imperative, which
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syntactically, morphologically, and often even phonemically deviate
from other nominal and verbal categories. The imperative sentences
cardinally differ from declarative sentences: the latter are and the for-
mer are not liable to a truth test. When in O’Neill’s play The Fountain,
Nano “(in a fierce tone of command)” says “Drink!”—the imperative
cannot be challenged by the question “is it true or not?” which may
be, however, perfectly well asked after such sentences as “one drank,”
“one will drink,” “one would drink.” In contradistinction to the imper-
ative sentences, the declarative sentences are convertible into interrog-
ative sentences: “did one drink?” “will one drink?” “would one
drink?”

The traditional model of language as elucidated particularly by
Biihler® was confined to these three functions—emotive, conative, and
referential—and the three apexes of this model—the first person of the
addresser, the second person of the addressee, and the “third person”
properly (someone or something spoken of). Certain additional verbal
functions can be easily inferred from this triadic model. Thus the
magic, incantatory function is chiefly some kind of conversion of
an absent or inanimate “third person” into an addressee of a conative
message. “May this sty dry up, tfu, tfu, tfi, tfie” (Lithuanian spell).”
“Water, queen river, daybreak! Send grief beyond the blue sea, to the
sea bottom, like a gray stone never to rise from the sea bottom, may
grief never come to burden the light heart of God’s servant, may grief
be removed and sink away” (North Russian incantation).® “Sun, stand
thou still upon Gibeon; and thou, Moon, in the valley of Aj-a-lon. And
the sun stood still, and the moon stayed” (Joshua 10.12). We observe,
however, three further constitutive factors of verbal communication
and three corresponding functions of language.

There are messages primarily serving to establish, to prolong, or to
discontinue communication, to check whether the channel works
(“Hello, do you hear me?”), to attract the attention of the interlocutor
or to confirm his continued attention (“Are you listening?” or in
Shakespearean diction, “Lend me your ears!”—and on the other end
of the wire “Um-hum!”). This set for contact, or in Malinowski’s terms
PHATIC function,” may be displayed by a profuse exchange of ritual-
ized formulas, by entire dialogues with the mere purport of prolong-
ing communication. Dorothy Parker caught eloquent examples:
““Well!” the young man said. “Well!” she said. “Well, here we are,’ he
said. ‘Here we are,’ she said, ‘Aren’t we?’ ‘I should say we were.” he said,
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‘Eeyop! Here we are’ ‘Well!” she said. ‘Well!” he said, ‘well”” The en-
deavor to start and sustain communication is typical of talking birds;
thus the phatic function of language is the only one they share with
human beings. It is also the first verbal function acquired by infants;
they are prone to communicate before being able to send or receive
informative communication.

A distinction has been made in modern logic between two levels of
language: “object language™ speaking of objects and “metalanguage”
speaking of language.!® But metalanguage is not only a necessary
scientific tool utilized by logicians and linguists; it plays also an impor-
tant role in our everyday language. Like Moliére’s Jourdain who used
prose without knowing it, we practice metalanguage without realizing
the metalingual character of our operations. Whenever the addresser
and/or the addressee need to check up whether they use the same code,
speech is focused on the code: it performs a METALINGUAL (i.€., gloss-
ing) function. “I don’t follow you—what do you mean?” asks the ad-
dressee, or in Shakespearean diction, “What is’t thou say’st?” And the
addresser in anticipation of such recapturing question inquires: “Do
you know what I mean?” Imagine such an cxasperating dialogue: “The
sophomore was plucked.” ‘But what is plucked?” “Plucked means the
same as flunked.” “And flunked?” “Tb be flunked is to fail an exam.” “And
what is sophomore?” persists the interrogator innocent of school vocab-
ulary. “A sophomore is (or means) a second-year student.” All these equa-
tional sentences convey information merely about the lexical code of
English; their function is strictly metalingual. Any process of language
learning, in particular child acquisition of the mother tongue, makes
wide use of such metalingual operations; and aphasia may often be
defined as a loss of ability for metalingual operations.

I have brought up all the six factors involved in verbal communica-
tion except the message itself. The set (Ednstelluny) toward the message
as such, focus on the message for its own sake, is the POETIC function
of language. This function cannot be productively studied out of touch
with the general problems of language, and, on the other hand, the
scrutiny of language requires a thorough consideration of its poetic
function. Any attempt to reduce the sphere of the poetic function to
poetry or to confine poetry to the poetic function would be a delusive
oversimplification. The poetic function is not the sole function of ver-
bal art but only its dominant, determining function, whereas in all
other verbal activities it acts as a subsidiary, accessory constituent. This
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function, by promoting the palpability of signs, deepens the funda-
mental dichotomy of signs and objects. Hence, when dealing with the
poetic function, linguistics cannot limit itself to the field of poetry.

‘Why do you always say Joan and Margery, yet never Margery and
Joan? Do you prefer Joan to her twin sister?” “Not at all, it just sounds
smoother” In a sequence of two coordinate names, so far as no prob-
lems of rank interfere, the precedence of the shorter name suits the
speaker, unaccountably for him, as a well-ordered shape for the mes-
sage.

A girl used to talk about “the horrible Harry” “Why horrible?” “Be-
cause I hate him.” “But why not dreadfiul, tervible, frightful, disgusting?”
“I don’t know why, but horrible fits him better” Without realizing it,
she clung to the poetic device of paronomasia.

The political slogan “I like Ike” /ay layk ayk/, succinctly structured,
consists of three monosyllables and counts three diphthongs /ay/, each
of them symmetrically followed by one consonantal phoneme, / ..1..
k..k /. The makeup of the three words presents a variation: no conso-
nantal phonemes in the first word, two around the diphthong in the
second, and one final consonant in the third. A similar dominant nu-
cleus /ay/ was noticed by Hymes in some of the sonnets of Keats.!!
Both cola of the trisyllabic formula “I like / Ike” rhyme with each other,
and the second of the two rhyming words is fully included in the first
one (echo rhyme), /layk/—/ayk/, a paronomastic image of a feeling
which totally envelops its object. Both cola alliterate with each other,
and the first of the two alliterating words is included in the second:
fay/—1/ayk/, a paronomastic image of the loving subject enveloped by
the beloved object. The secondary, poetic function of this campaign
slogan reinforces its impressiveness and efficacy.

As 1 said, the linguistic study of the poetic function must overstep
the limits of poetry, and, on the other hand, the linguistic scrutiny of
poetry cannot limit itself to the poetic function. The particularities of
diverse poetic genres imply a differently ranked participation of the
other verbal functions along with the dominant poetic function. Epic
poetry, focused on the third person, strongly involves the referential
function of language; the lyric, oriented toward the first person, is
intimately linked with the emotive function; poetry of the second per-
son is imbued with the conative function and is either supplicatory or
exhortative, depending on whether the first person is subordinated to
the second one or the second to the first.
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Now that our cursory description of the six basic functions of verbal
communication is more or less complete, we may complement our
scheme of the fundamental factors with a corresponding scheme of the
functions:

REFERENTIAL

EMOTIVE POETIC CONATIVE
PHATIC

METALINGUAL

What is the empirical linguistic criterion of the poetic function? In
particular, what is the indispensable feature inherent in any piece of
poetry? To answer this question we must recall the two basic modes of
arrangement used in verbal behavior, selection and combination. If
“child” is the topic of the message, the speaker selects one among the
extant, more or less similar nouns like child, kid, youngster, tot, all of
them equivalent in a certain respect, and then, to comment on this
topic, he may select one of the semantically cognate verbs—sleeps,
dozes, nods, naps. Both chosen words combine in the speech chain.
The selection is produced on the basis of equivalence, similarity and
dissimilarity, synonymy and antonymy, while the combination, the
build-up of the sequence, is based on contiguity. The poetic function
projects the principle of equivalence from the axis of selection into the axis of
COMBINATION. ...,
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EVERYDAY FRAMEWORK OF LANGUAGE & COMMUNICATION

"poetic” functions of language

Grammar & Genre of Discourse and Lilerature

CLASSICAL & POST-CLASSICAL WAYS OF LOOKING AT ART & DISCOURSE

referential: The message in a context that the addressec can seize

emotive: Aim is the direct expression of the speaker's attitude about the message

conative: Part/Kind of message not liable to a truth test and/or that is performative

phatie: Parts of message used to establish, prolong, discontinue communication; to attract/confirm the attention of addressee
metalingual: Elements that make sure addresser and addressee understand each other




