Monica Tran, SID: 16478025 
Professor Frederick M. Dolan 
Rhetoric 10 
March 18, 2004 

Roman Jakobson‘s writings entitled Linguistics and Poetics and Two Aspects of Language, present revolutionary ways of looking at poetry.  Concentrating on the two aspects of language which he calls equivalence and contiguity, Jakobson is able to account for a number of linguistic and metaphysical phenomenons.  In an attempt to gain a comprehensive understanding of not only Jakobson’s definition of poetry, but of its greater implications, one must examine the key ideas behind the Model of Verbal Communication, as well as the concepts of equivalence and contiguity. 
Before venturing to discuss Jakobson’s conception of poetry, it is first of importance to lay down the foundations upon which he builds his ideas.  Similar to the conduit model of communication, Jakobson presents his theory by breaking down the communication into six elements or what he calls factors. For communication to occur there must be a point of contact between addresser and addressee, which can take the form of anything from a physical encounter to a virtual liaison via the World Wide Web.  Furthermore, the addresser and addressee need to share a common code through which they can communicate.  Often, for humans, this code takes form through the common knowledge of a language—meaning English, Chinese, German, etc.  The addressee, who is the receiver of the message, must decode the message being sent by the addresser.  This often requires the addressee to make use of the context within which the message is uttered to facilitate his understanding of the addresser’s intention.        

Each factor of language has a corresponding function.  For example, the Metalingual function highlights the code and is primarily concerned with uses of language for the clarification of the code.  As an illustration, a Cal student may start to speak of the concept of irony with her rhetoric professor.  The student, intending for irony and sarcasm to mean the same thing, uses the words interchangeably and is met with confusion by the professor who understands the two words to have altogether different meanings.  They go about their discussion for some time before the professor must interrupt the student to clarify what she means by her use of the word “irony”—he is surprised to find that they were not communicating under the same code all that time.  Given that every other factor also has its respective function in language, Jakobson’s poetic function is of most interest for the purposes of this paper.  The poetic function centers about the message where stress is placed on what is being said.  The goal of one who communicating by the poetic function is to illuminate his or his utterance through the use of all available resources that buttress the message itself.  This all-encompassing technique of capturing the essence of the message results in a richly textured utterance that illuminates the message in its entirety.

      
Jakobson is careful to make the distinction between poetry and the poetic function because the latter is broader in its applications.  Where poetry defines a certain genre of literature, the poetic function is a mere tool that can be utilized in every act of linguistic production.  Jakobson argues that every form of communication will have a dominant function that governs the utterance.  Therefore, those utterances that place the poetic function first can classified as poetry.  

Jakobson builds upon his definition of language, and subsequently poetry, using the concepts of equivalence and contiguity.  Where writing is governed by grammar and spelling or poetry by rhyme and meter, Jakobson proposes that the production of linguistic acts in their totality is governed by the equivalence and contiguity.  Equivalence refers to the act of matching a sensation to words that replicate it through similarity in meaning.  Given the breadth of T.S. Eliot’s vocabulary, he could choose to substitute girl, harlot, or lady in his sentence, “In the room the women come and go / Talking of Michelangelo 
.”  The task of the addresser is to choose from these words (which all convey a person who is biologically female) the one which he feels best conveys his message.  Contiguity, then, refers to the process of combining words on the basis of their nearness and associations to each other.  It would not be hard to combine the words in the sentence “The woman spoke,” as this is concrete, observable truth of the physical realm.  However, the substitution of the word “spoke” for the word “barked” would create a discontinuity in the way one expects humans to communicate.  In short, equivalence is selection on the basis of similarity while contiguity is combination on the basis of nearness
.  


While equivalence and contiguity are universal principles guiding all functions of communication, their applications are markedly different in the poetic function.  While the other five operate mostly by the norm of equivalence, poetry places equal emphasis on both equivalence and contiguity.  In the formulation of a coherent utterance (except of a poetic one), a speaker will first look for words which are similar in meaning to the physical sensation he is trying to express.  He will first choose his nouns, verbs, predicates, etc. before combining them through the associations of contiguity.  On the other hand, poetry reverses the significance in which these two principles must apply by placing priority on contiguity’s combination of the equivalencies of words—meaning the equivalency of not only a word’s meaning to its sensation, but also the word’s similarity to its appearance, semantics, physical and non-physical properties.

  The above is best illustrated with an example, but it is first of interest to note Jakobson’s formal definition of poetry.  He states, “The poetic function projects the principle of equivalence from the axis of selection to the axis of combination.”  Instead of placing emphasis on similarity, Jakobson proposes that poetry is the act of combination.  In poetry, every detail of the poem must serve to reinforce its meaning—starting with the literary content and ending with the smallest details of punctuation.  

For example, told as a dramatic monologue, T.S. Eliot’s The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock, discusses the ills plaguing a man who is at odds with his heart and his mind.  Many moments in the poem refer to instances where Prufrock has spent too much of his time thinking and presumably, not enough time loving and expressing emotion.  For example,



And indeed there will be time 



To wonder, ``Do I dare?'' and, ``Do I dare?'' 



Time to turn back and descend the stair, 



With a bald spot in the middle of my hair-- 



[They will say: ``How his hair is growing thin!''] 



My morning coat, my collar mounting firmly to the chin, 



My necktie rich and modest, but asserted by a simple pin-- 



[They will say: ``But how his arms and legs are thin!''] 



Do I dare 



Disturb the universe? 



In a minute there is time 



For decisions and revisions which a minute will reverse. 

In this short excerpt, Jakobson’s definition of poetry is exhibited through the reinforcement of message in its totality.  The profusion of commas throughout makes the poem read very slowly and calculated—much like the thought processes of Prufrock.  Furthermore, he can only seem to ask questions without providing solutions.  These first two techniques complement Prufrock’s frustration with thinking too much by adding an exhaustive tone to the poem.  Furthermore, the last two lines of the poem create a circular argument.  No matter what Prufrock does, he cannot escape his logical mind—it is a continuous circle with no beginning and no end.  This state of being is reinforced by the repetition of the word “minute” and the sounds in “decisions and revisions.”  As they work together to unite the lines in from start to finish, the repetition creates that same feeling of inescapable closure.  Lastly, the shape of the passage is mostly comprised of lines similar in their long lengths.  Once again this emphasizes the meaning of the poem by replicating the weariness of Prufrock’s thoughts, which are long-winded and never-ending.  


The shift to the axis of combination may have been illustrated through the use of a poem, but because the poetic function is much more comprehensive, combination based on contiguity extends to all forms of media.  Horror movies are reinforced by cinematography that includes strategic use of lighting (or lack thereof), shaky camera shots, and lenses that mute color vibrancy to contribute to the unfolding of a creepy plot.  Foreboding music may further enhance the movie goers experience by accompanying moments of suspense in the plot.  Another mode of expression, novels often have motifs that reoccur throughout the text to reinforce their themes (messages).  As a final example, a Democrat making a speech admonishing the Republican Party for its failures, may speak quickly to create a sense of urgency, loudly to convey anger and frustration, and lower his hand firmly to show that a change is needed now.  The combination of these devices allows for the politician (movie, novel, etc.) to enhance and buttress his key argument beyond the linguistic content of his message.
Far from being abstract tools for the lofty discussion of linguistic theories, the concepts of equivalence and contiguity retain their applications on a larger playing field.  As an introduction of not-quite, but almost new terminology, Jakobson also discusses metaphor and metonymy, which he roughly defines to mean equivalence (the governing force of poetry) and contiguity respectively.  The two concepts orient thinking by guiding the methods through which thought processes take place.  Furthermore, if metaphor and metonymy can account for all mental processes, it follows that they are present in the productions of anything requiring thought—which is most everything under the cosmos.  Although at times Jakobson’s ideas appear to be broad generalizations, they have provided a useful framework for the analysis of linguistic creation and continue retain their influences for current scholarly minds. 
� From here on out, examples will be taken from T.S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” (See attached)
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