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Linguistics and poetics 

(selections) 

Roman Jakobson 

I have been asked for summary remarks about poetics in its relation to 
linguistics. Poetics deals primarily with the question, What makes a verbal 
message a work of art? Because the main subject of poetics is the differentia 
specifica [specific differences] of verbal art in relation to other arts and in 
relation to other kinds of verbal behavior, poetics is entitled to the 
leading place in literary studies. 

Poetics deals with problems of verbal structure, just as the analysis of 
painting is concerned with pictorial structure. Since linguistics is the 
global science of verbal structure, poetics may be regarded as an integral 
part of linguistics. 

Arguments against such a claim must be thoroughly discussed. It is 
evident that many devices studied by poetics are not confined to verbal 
art. We can refer to the possibility of transposing Wuthering Heights into a 
motion picture, medieval legends into frescoes and miniatures, or 
L’aprés-midi d’un faune into music, ballet, and graphic art. However 
ludicrous may appear the idea of the Iliad and Odyssey in comics, certain 
structural features of their plot are preserved despite the disappearance 
of their verbal shape. The question whether Blake’s illustrations to the 
Divina Commedia are or are not adequate is a proof that different arts are 
comparable. The problems of baroque or any other historical style 
transgress the frame of a single art. When handling the surrealistic 
metaphor, we could hardly pass by Max Ernst’s pictures or Luis Buñuel’s 
films, The Andalusian Dog and The Golden Age. In short, many poetic 
features belong not only to the science of language but to the whole 
theory of signs, that is, to general semiotics. This statement, however, is 
valid not only for verbal art but also for all varieties of language since 

language shares many properties with some other systems of signs or 
even with all of them (pansemiotic features). 

Likewise a second objection contains nothing that would be specific for 
literature: the question of relations between the word and the world 
concerns not only verbal art but actually all kinds of discourse. 
Linguistics is likely to explore all possible problems of relation between 
discourse and the ‘universe of discourse’: what of this universe is 
verbalized by a given discourse and how is it verbalized. The truth 
values, however, as far as they are -- to say with the logicians -- extra-
linguistic entities’, obviously exceed the bounds of poetics and of 
linguistics in general. 

Sometimes we hear that poetics, in contradistinction to linguistics, is 
concerned with evaluation. This separation of the two fields from each 
other is based on a current but erroneous interpretation of the contrast 
between the structure of poetry and other types of verbal structure: the 
latter are said to be opposed by their ‘casual’, designless nature to the 
‘noncasual’, purposeful character of poetic language. In the point of fact, 
any verbal behavior is goal-directed, but the aims are different and the 
conformity of the means used to the effect aimed at is a problem that 
evermore preoccupies inquirers into the diverse kinds of verbal 
communication. There is a close correspondence, much closer than 
critics believe, between the question of linguistic phenomena expanding 
in space and time and the spatial and temporal spread of literary models. 
Even such discontinuous expansion as the resurrection of neglected or 
forgotten poets -- for instance, the posthumous discovery and 
subsequent canonization of Gerard Manley Hopkins (d. 1889), the tardy 
fame of Lautréamont (d. 1870) among surrealist poets, and the salient 
influence of the hitherto ignored Cyprian Norwid (d. 1883) on Polish 
modem poetry -- find a parallel in the history of standard languages 
which are prone to revive outdated models, sometimes long forgotten, as 
was the case in literary Czech which toward the beginning of the 
nineteenth century leaned to sixteenth-century models. 
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Unfortunately the terminological confusion of ‘literary studies’ with 
‘criticism’ tempts the student of literature to replace the description of 
the intrinsic values of a literary work by a subjective, censorious verdict. 
The label ‘literary critic’ applied to an investigator of literature is as 
erroneous as ‘grammatical (or lexical) critic’ would be applied to a 
linguist. Syntactic and morphologic research cannot be supplanted by a 
normative grammar, and likewise no manifesto, foisting a critic’s own 
tastes and opinions on creative literature, may act as substitute for an 
objective scholarly analysis of verbal art. This statement is not to be 
mistaken for the quietist principle of laissez faire; any verbal culture 
involves programmatic, planning, normative endeavors. Yet why is a 
clear-cut discrimination made between pure and applied linguistics or 
between phonetics and orthoëpy [the part of grammar that deals with 
pronunciation] but not between literary studies and criticism? 

Literary studies, with poetics as their focal portion, consist like linguistics 
of two sets of problems: synchrony and diachrony. The synchronic 
description envisages not only the literary production of any given stage 
but also that part of the literary tradition which for the stage in question 
has remained vital or has been revived. Thus, for instance, Shakespeare 
on the one hand and Donne, Marvell, Keats, and Emily Dickinson on 
the other are experienced by the present English poetic world, whereas 
the works of James Thomson and Longfellow, for the time being, do not 
belong to viable artistic values. The selection of classics and their 
reinterpretation by a novel trend is a substantial problem of synchronic 
literary studies. Synchronic poetics, like synchronic linguistics, is not to 
be confused with statics; any stage discriminates between more 
conservative and more innovatory forms. Any contemporary stage is 
experienced in its temporal dynamics, and, on the other hand, the 
historical approach both in poetics and in linguistics is concerned not 
only with changes but also with continuous, enduring, static factors. A 
thoroughly comprehensive historical poetics or history of language is a 
superstructure to be built on a series of successive synchronic 
descriptions. 

Insistence on keeping poetics apart from linguistics is warranted only 
when the field of linguistics appears to be illicitly restricted, for example, 
when the sentence is viewed by some linguists as the highest analyzable 
construction or when the scope of linguistics is confined to grammar 
alone or uniquely to non-semantic questions of external form or to the 
inventory of denotative devices with no reference to free variations. 
Voegelin has clearly pointed out the two most important and related 
problems which face structural linguistics, namely, a revision of ‘the 
monolithic hypothesis of language’ and a concern with ‘the 
interdependence of diverse structures within one language’. No doubt, 
for any speech community, for any speaker, there exists a unity of 
language, but this over-all code represents a system of interconnected 
subcodes; each language encompasses several concurrent patterns which 
are each characterized by a different function. 

Obviously we must agree with Sapir that, on the whole, ‘ideation reigns 
supreme in language..’, but this supremacy does not authorize linguistics 
to disregard the ‘secondary factors.’ The emotive elements of speech 
which, as Joos is prone to believe, cannot be described ‘with a finite 
number of absolute categories,’ are classified by him ‘as non-linguistic 
elements of the real world.’ Hence, ‘for us they remain vague, protean, 
fluctuating phenomena,’ he concludes, ‘which we refuse to tolerate in 
our science’ (19). Joos is indeed a brilliant expert in reduction 
experiments, and his emphatic requirement for an ‘expulsion’ of the 
emotive elements ‘from linguistic science’ is a radical experiment in 
reduction -- reductio ad absurdum. 

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 demands 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 (‘referent’ in another, somewhat ambiguous, nomenclature), 
seizable by the addressee, and either verbal or capable of being 
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verbalized; a CODE fully, or at least partially, common to the addresser 
and addressee (or in other words, to the encoder and decoder of the 
message); and, finally, a CONTACT, a physical channel and 
psychological connection between the addresser and the addressee, 
enabling both of them to enter and stay in communication. All these 
factors inalienably involved in verbal communication may be 
schematized as follows: 

Jackobson's Communication Model 

  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, 
however, hardly find verbal messages that would fulfill only one 
function. The diversity lies not in a monopoly of some one of these 
several functions but in a different hierarchical order of functions. The 
verbal structure of a message depends primarily on the predominant 
function. But even though a set (Einstellung) toward the referent, an 
orientation toward the CONTEXT -- briefly the so-called 
REFERENTIAL, ‘denotative,’ ‘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 
ADDRESSER, 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 language is presented by the interjections. 
They differ from the means of referential language both by their sound 
pattern (peculiar sound sequences or even sounds elsewhere unusual) 
and by their syntactic role (they are not components but equivalents of 
sentences). ‘Tut! Tut! 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 lexical level. If we analyze language from 
the standpoint of the information it carries, we cannot restrict the notion 
of information to the cognitive aspect of language. A man, using 
expressive features to indicate his angry or ironic attitude, conveys 
ostensible information, and evidently this verbal behaviour cannot be 
likened to such nonsemiotic, nutritive activities as ‘eating grapefruit’ 
(despite Chatman’s bold simile). The difference between [big] and the 
emphatic prolongation of the vowel [bi:g] is a conventional, coded, 
linguistic feature like the difference between the short and long vowel in 
such Czech pairs as [vi] ‘you’ and [vi:] ‘knows’, but in the latter pair the 
differential information 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 invariant and the 
variants is reversed: length and shortness are invariants implemented by 
variable phonemes. Saporta’s surmise that emotive difference is a non-
linguistic feature, ‘attributable to the delivery of the message and not to 
the message,’ 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 different 
messages from the phrase Segodnja vecerom ‘This evening,’ by diversifying 
its expressive tint. He made a list of some forty emotional situations, 
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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 Russian (under the 
auspices of the Rockefeller Foundation) this actor was asked to repeat 
Stanislavskij’s test. He wrote down some fifty situations framing the 
same elliptic sentence and made of it fifty corresponding messages for a 
tape record. Most of the messages were correctly and circumstantially 
decoded by Moscovite listeners. May I add that all such emotive cues 
easily undergo linguistic analysis. 

Orientation toward the ADDRESSEE, the CONATIVE function, 
finds its purest grammatical expression in the vocative and imperative, 
which 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 former 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 
imperative sentences, the declarative sentences are convertible into 
interrogative sentences: ‘did one drink?’ ‘will one drink?’ ‘would one 
drink?’ 

The traditional model of language as elucidated particularly by Bühler 
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, tfu, tfu’ (Lithuanian spell). ‘Water, queen river, 
daybreak! Send grief beyond the blue sea, to the sea-bottom, like a grey 

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...’ (Josh. 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 ‘Urn-hum!’). This set for CONTACT, or in Malinowski’s terms 
PHATIC function, may be displayed.by a profuse exchange of ritualized 
formulas, by entire dialogues with the mere purport of prolonging 
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, "Eeyop! Here we are." 
"Well!" she said. "Well!" he said, "well." The endeavor 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 modem 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 important role in 
our everyday language. Like Molières Jourdain who used prose without 
knowing it, we practice metalanguage without realizing the metalingual 
character of our operations. Whenever the addresser and/or the 
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addressee need to check up whether they use the same code, speech is 
focused on the CODE: it performs a METALINGUAL (i.e., glossing) 
function. ‘I don’t follow you – what do you mean?’ asks the addressee, 
or in Shakespearean diction, ‘What is’t thou say’st?’ And the addresser in 
anticipation of such recapturing questions inquires: ‘Do you know what 
I mean?’ Imagine such an exasperating dialogue: ‘The sophomore was 
plucked.’ ‘But what is plucked?’ ‘Plucked means the same as flunked.’ ‘And 
flunked?’ ‘To be flunked is to fail in an exam.’ ‘And what is sophomore?’ persists 
the interrogator innocent of school vocabulary. ‘A sophomore is (or 
means) a second-year student.’ All these equational sentences convey 
information merely about the lexical code of English; their function is 
strictly metalingual. Any process of language learning, in particu1ar 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. 

We have brought up all the factors involved in verbal communication 
except the message itself. The set (Einstellung) 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 poetic function to poetry 
or to confine poetry to poetic function would be a delusive 
oversimplification. Poetic function is not the sole function of verbal art 
but only its dominant, determining function, whereas in all other verbal 
activities it acts as a subsidiary, accessory constituent. This function, by 
promoting the palpability of signs, deepens the fundamental dichotomy 
of signs and objects. Hence, when dealing with 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, as far as no rank problems 

interfere, the precedence of the shorter name suits the speaker, 
unaccountably for him, as a well-ordered shape of the message. 

A girl used to talk about ‘the horrible Harry.’ ‘Why horrible?’ ‘Because I 
hate him.’ ‘But why not dreadful, terrible, 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, 
/….l…k…k/. The make-up of the three words presents a variation: no 
consonantal phonemes in the first word, two around the diphthong in 
the second, and one final consonant in the third. A similar dominant 
nucleus /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: /ay/ — 
/ayk/, a paronomastic image of the loving subject enveloped by the 
beloved object. The secondary, poetic function of this electional catch 
phrase reinforces its impressiveness and efficacy. 

As we 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 person 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 by 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 base of equivalence, similarity and dissimilarity, synonymity and 
antonymity, 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. Equivalence is promoted to 
the constitutive device of the sequence. In poetry one syllable is 
equalized with any other syllable of the same sequence; word stress is 
assumed to equal word stress, as unstress equals unstress; prosodic long 

is matched with long, and short with short; word boundary equals word 
boundary, no boundary equals no boundary; syntactic pause equals 
syntactic pause, no pause equals no pause. Syllables are converted into 
units of measure, and so are morae or stresses. 

It may be objected that metalanguage also makes a sequential use of 
equivalent units when combining synonymic expressions into an 
equational sentence: A = A (‘Mare is the female of the horse’). Poetry and 
metalanguage, however, are in diametrical opposition to each other: in 
metalanguage the sequence is used to build an equation, whereas in 
poetry the equation is used to build a sequence. 

In poetry, and to a certain extent in latent manifestations of poetic 
function, sequences delimited by word boundaries become 
commensurable whether they are sensed as isochronic or graded. ‘Joan 
and Margery’ showed us the poetic principle of syllable gradation, the 
same principle which in the closes of Serbian folk epics has been raised 
to a compulsory law. Without its two dactylic words the combination 
‘innocent bystander’ would hardly have become a hackneyed phrase. The 
symmetry of three disyllabic verbs with an identical initial consonant and 
identical final vowel added splendor to the laconic victory message of 
Caesar: ‘Veni, vidi, vici.’ 

Measure of sequences is a device which, outside of poetic function, finds 
no application in language. Only in poetry with its regular reiteration of 
equivalent units is the time of the speech flow experienced, as it is -- to 
cite another semiotic pattern -- with musical time. Gerard Manley 
Hopkins, an outstanding searcher in the science of poetic language, 
defined verse as ‘speech wholly or partially repeating the same figure of 
sound’. Hopkins’s subsequent question, ‘but is all verse poetry?’ can be 
definitely answered as soon as poetic function ceases to be arbitrarily 
confined to the domain of poetry. Mnemonic lines cited by Hopkins 
(like ‘Thirty days hath September’), modern advertising jingles, and 
versified medieval laws, mentioned by Lotz, or finally Sanscrit scientific 
treatises in verse which in Indic tradition are strictly distinguished from 
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true poetry (kavya) -- all these metrical texts make use of poetic function 
without, however, assigning to this function the coercing, determining 
role it carries in poetry. Thus verse actually exceeds the limits of poetry, 
but at the same time verse always implies poetic function. And 
apparently no human culture ignores verse-making, whereas there are 
many cultural patterns without ‘applied’ verse; and even in such cultures 
which possess both pure and applied verses, the latter appear to be a 
secondary, unquestionably derived phenomenon. The adaptation of 
poetic means for some heterogeneous purpose does not conceal their 
primary essence, just as elements of emotive language, when utilized in 
poetry, still maintain their emotive tinge. 

A filibusterer may recite Hiawatha because it is long, yet poeticalness still 
remains the primary intent of this text itself. Self-evidently, the existence 
of versified, musical, and pictorial commercials does not separate the 
questions of verse or of musical and pictorial form from the study of 
poetry, music, and fine arts. 

To sum up, the analysis of verse is entirely within the competence of 
poetics, and the latter may be defined as that part of linguistics which 
treats the poetic function in its relationship to the other functions of 
language. Poetics in the wider sense of the word deals with the poetic 
function not only in poetry, where this function is superimposed upon 
the other functions of language, but also outside of poetry, when some 
other function is superimposed upon the poetic function. 


