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The Function of Poetry in Our Lives: Roman Jakobson's Legacy and Challenge to Poetics
Jakobson's main legacy to poetics is the notion of "the poetic function." His seminal idea that language has several functions, and that one of them is the poetic function, is found throughout his work, from the long sketch on Khlebnikov's poetry (1919) to the "locus classicus" on the poetic function, the article "Linguistics and Poetics" (1960).

But some of Jakobson's most famous work on poetry may tempt us to look too exclusively at the internal functionings of language in poetic texts. When we talk about how a thing functions, e.g., an engine or a word processor, we should not just talk about how the thing is structured; we should remember that it is structured as it is in order to do something. So we should not only ask, "How is poetry structured?" but also, "What does poetry do?"

Jakobson asked both of these questions. He was more than a structuralist: he was a functionalist. In poetry as in anything else, structure follows function. The structures of poetry are determined by its functions in human life. Many of Jakobson's followers have given rather more emphasis to the idea that poetry has structure, and rather less to the idea that it has function. But Jakobson believed both. 

There is a remarkable passage in the Czech paper "Co je poezie?" ("What is Poetry?"), of which a shortened English version has been printed in the Selected Writings under "Early Sketches." It is not so early and hardly a sketch. It was a lecture read in 1933 to an audience of artists and writers in Prague. 

Here Jakobson launches a stinging attack on what he calls the "inflation of linguistic signs"--the belief that language is a representation of reality. The typical intellectual trends of the early 20th Century--he names "Positivism and naive realism in philosophy, liberalism in politics, the Junggrammatiker school in linguistics"--try to "conceal this inflation at any cost and shore up faith in the paper word with all available means." (Selected Writings V, 749). But poetry helps counteract this illusion. Poetry can have this function by virtue of its structural features, its "poeticity" (básnickost). Jakobson says: 

Poeticity is present when the word is felt as a word and not a mere representa​tion of the object being named or an outburst of emotion, when words and their composition, their meaning, their external and inner form acquire a weight and value of their own instead of referring directly to reality. ... besides the direct awareness of the identity between sign and object (A is A1), there is a necessity for the direct awareness of the inadequacy of that identity (A is not A1). The reason this antinomy is essential is that without contradiction there is no mobility of concepts, no mobility of signs, and the relationship between concept and sign becomes automatized. Activity comes to a halt, and the awareness of reality dies out. 

The English version in the Selected Writings ends here, but the original goes on: "It is precisely poetry which protects our formulas for love and hate, resistance and reconciliation, faith and denial, from automatization and rust." 

Jakobson never abandoned the conviction that poetry is a vitalizing force in our mental life. Often he rises to tones of pathos--nowhere more movingly than in the obituary article "On a Generation that Squandered its Poets." He does not shy away from big words like "revolutionary" or "immortal." This pathos should puzzle those who see him only as the cool connoisseur of structure.

Jakobson's main legacy to poetics is that he has analyzed the peculiar linguistic structures of poetry with more penetration than anyone. But how exactly do these structures help poetry serve the vital function Jakobson had in mind? In what way does structure follow function? To this question Jakobson has only given us scattered and partial answers. To answer it more fully is his challenge to poetics. 

How the Poetic Function Makes Possible the Function of Poetry

In "Linguistics and Poetics," Jakobson defines the poetic function as "the set (Einstellung) towards the message as such, focus on the message for its own sake" (Selected Writings III, 25). But the "message as such," I submit, is not the expression side of the message alone. By "the message as such" Jakobson means exactly what those words say. He refers to what was always the characteristic focus of European Structuralism: the semiotic unity of Expression and Content. 

Let me repeat a key phrase from the quotation above. In the poetic function, Jakobson says, "words and their composition, their meaning, their external and inner form acquire a weight and value of their own" (my emphases). Linda Waugh, Jakobson's collaborator, describes the poetic function as follows: "in poetry the relation between word and object is called into question"; what is foregrounded is "the inner relation between signans and signatum" (Waugh 1985, 153-4). The poetic function means that the reader foregrounds the Express​ion/Content relation as such. The "set towards the message as such" focuses on the fact that this Expression signifies this Content. Expression is not a mere vehicle for content, no matter how interesting that content might be; but expression as such is not the sole object of interest either. Jakobson is more radical than that. In the poetic function, the reader is engrossed in the relation between expression and content, the semeiosis, the sign function. 

In consequence, I suggest that poetics and semiotics should be engrossed in sign functions as well. Although Stanley Fish (1980: 355) has said, "interpretation is the only game in town," interpretation was not Jakobson's game. Following his example, we should be less ambitious to determine in a scientific way what poetry means; on the other hand, we be more ambitious to understand how poetry means. Poetics has only just begun to understand the scope and variety of foregroun​ded sign functions, and to analyze the fascinating semiotic phenomena that this concept subsumes. I shall discuss a few of them and try to bring out how they may give poetry a unique function in our lives. 

Foregrounded Sign Functions, I: Connotation 

We all know the moments when, in reading poetry, we are struck by the fact that a given content is expressed in a given way. This phenomenon is aptly described by Louis Hjelmslev's concept of connotation (1943, 106). Roland Barthes, in his Élements de sémiologie (1964), has adopted this concept and introduced his inverted "staircase" model to illustrate how the connotative sign function works. 

As an example, let us look at Walter Savage Landor's famous four-line poem "On His Seventy-Fifth Birthday":

I strove with none, for none was worth my strife:

Nature I loved, and next to Nature, Art:

I warmed both hands before the fire of life;

It sinks; and I am ready to depart.

Consider the metaphor "I warmed both hands before the fire of life." Hidden away as a presupposition in the "fire" metaphor is a cold and aristocratic view of life: the view that one is a mere bystander to life, able at most to approach it cautiously, warming one's hands, but never truly in it as a participant. 

Now what the poem does is not to express and explain this view of life in direct terms, as I have just done; that would make it a rather trivial philosophical statement. Instead, the poem presupposes this view of life--in making a statement about another topic, namely the things in life that the poet has loved. Presupposing a view means taking for granted that the addressee shares it; rather than telling us that this is so, it makes it our common point of departure. By presupposing this view the poem represents it as an unshakeable condition of life, and involves us readers in it. While paying tribute to life on the level of denotation, the poem connotes an icy, unbridgeable distance to life. Now such a view is hardly one that I would like my children to adopt; it is scary and misanthropic. But by foregrounding the way this view is expressed the poem ensures that the reader will not just be told about it; he will, in a glimpse, be brought to share it--and thus perhaps be warned against it. I suggest that the poetic value and poetic function of Landor's poem crucially depends on the this view being expressed connotatively, not denotatively. In other words, much of the value of the poem has to do, not with content, and not with expression, but with a foreground​ed sign function. 

A simple model of how this utterance denotes a certain content and presupposes another is this:

	E1: 
I warmed both hands before the fire of life
	stated content (C1): 

[I enjoyed all the good things in life that I could]

	
	presupposed content (C2):

[we stand by life, not in it]


If we insert this analysis in Barthes' staircase model (turned right-side up), it looks like this:

	E2:

C2 is pre​supposed 
	C2:

[life is a fire: we stand by life, not in it]
	
	

	E2/C2 = E3:

the fact that C2 is expressed by E2, i.e., presupposed 
	C3:

(?) cold, distanced, misanthropic view of life 


Notice the question mark in the box containing C3. Connoted content is always questionable; it is not encoded in the same way as denotative content. This indeterminacy is a characteristic feature of other central poetic sign functions, as we shall see further on.

Foregrounded Sign Functions, II: Freud's Joke Techniques 

The foregoing discussion of sign functions in Landor's poem is structurally similar to Freud's analysis of jokes (1905). Freud demonstrates that the point of a joke is crucially dependent on a certain content being expressed by means of what he calls a technique. One important technique is to express a salacious content by not expressing it, thus allowing the reader to infer it (this is similar to what we saw in the Landor poem). Saying something "by omission," as Freud calls it, it is a characteristic and peculiar sign function, and the foregrounding of this sign function is crucial to the effect of many jokes. This insight is reflected in the saying, "A joke explained is a joke destroyed." We all know that this is so; the interesting point is why it is so. The answer is this: by explaining a joke we delete the foregrounded sign function that creates the joke.

Foregrounded Sign Functions, III: The fantastic according to Todorov 

Foregrounded sign functions may account for central, generic effects in lyric poetry and in jokes, but the principle also applies to narrative prose. Tzvetan Todorov (1970) has tried to distil those elements which are constitutive of the genre of the fantastic. As is well known, Todorov defines the fantastic as an uncertainty or hesitation between two ways of interpreting the same event: either it is a supernatural phenomenon, or it has a natural explanation after all. Todorov goes on the emphasize: 

Le fantastique ... se définit par la perception qu'a le lecteur même des événements rapportés. ... La perception de ce lecteur implicite est inscrite dans le texte, avec la même précision que sont le les mouvements des personnages. 

L'hésitation du lecteur est donc la première condition du fantastique. (1970, 35-36.)

Classic instances are James's The Turn of the Screw and Nerval's Aurélia. In each of these cases, the reader confronts one text which signifies two mutually exclusive contents. This is a fascinating sign function indeed. The hesitation which is constitutive of the fantastic comes is another way of saying that the reader's foregrounding of the ambiguous sign function, that is, the relation between the one text and its two mutually exclusive readings. 

Foregrounded Sign Functions, IV: Immediate Meanings

A sign function which is central to poetry and which Jakobson consistently put in the foreground of his own work on poetics is the tendency of language to function iconically. He defended linguists like Jespersen and who held the unfashionable view that language is far from being arbitrary, because it is permeated with iconic features, both in the lexicon, in grammar, and in phonology. The most elaborate version of this defence is the chapter "The Spell of Speech Sounds" in Jakobson & Waugh (1979, 177-231).

But there is more to it. In poetry language not only is iconic, but becomes iconic in new and unseen ways. One area in which Jakobson has explored such phenomena is that of versification. As he notes in his study of the great Czech poet Mácha:

verse structure becomes a direct component of symbolism; meter in itself gains meaning. Individual meters have their own potential symbolic value in the literary tradition. ... The contract among several meters in the framework of the same poem quite obviously heightens their sematic charges (Selected Writings V, 466).

This means the ad hoc triggering of semantic charges that are potentially and naturally inherent in verse: 

special thematic and special emotional coloring are potentially inherent in the iambic form ... The varied internal contradictions moving the iamb and providing it with its forceful dynamicity are the rhythmical basis of iambic semantics (474).

The interest in grasping such semantic charges does not reside in the semantic charge as such that the meter or any given passage may have, for these are stock themes in romantic poetry: strife and divergence, monotony and unchanging​ness; what is fascinating is the experience of the meter acquiring its ad hoc semantic charge.

What we have to do with here is the inherent, potential iconicity of language as foregrounded by poetry. As Jakobson and Linda Waugh put it: "In poetry speech sounds spontaneously and immediately display their proper semantic function" (1979, 222). Iconicity in poetry means more than Pope's line, "The sound must seem an Echo of the sense." Poetry does more than exploit known iconic relations between sound and sense. The poetic function also implies new relations between Expression and Content. They do not follow any semiotic convention, so we must decode them in an "immediate" fashion. In the immediate sign function, there are no binary oppositions, and no reduction of sounds to distinctive features; iconicity is suprasegmental and holistic. This also implies that decoding will usually be tentative and subliminal. When grappling with the iconic function in poetry, the reader ventures on an uncertain but creative journey--creative in the sense that new sign functions are being created as he goes along, and uncertain as to what the expression, the content and the relation between them are.

As a case in point, consider Ezra Pound's two-line poem, "Alba." 

As cool as the pale wet leaves of lily-in-the-valley

She lay beside me in the dawn.

We may describe the sound shape of these lines in many ways, but one can hardly miss the predominance of continuants, especially the liquid phoneme /l/, and of front vowels or glides. But any clear sense of what makes this sound pattern special is probably subliminal, since it takes an expert phonetician to identify it. No matter how we describe the lines, we will have an impression of a strong predominance of some features; furthermore, it is hard to escape a sense of some iconic relation between sound and content. But what aspects of sound are iconic, and what aspects of content are they iconic of? What sort of connection is there? For example, what does the liquid /l/ have to do with a woman lying beside me in the dawn? And why? We find the same association in many writers, including James Joyce (as any reader of the epiphanic scene on the beach in A Portrait of the Artist of a Young Man will remember). The point about these questions is that they have no definite answers--and that makes them fascinating. All the reader can do is to foreground a sign function in which almost everything is indeterminate and subliminal. 

I suggest that the many intricate structures of expression found by Jakobson in his classic analyses of poems possess what we might call virtual iconicity. Although Jakobson and his co-authors usually do not hint at what the content side of these structures might be, the few indications we do find suggest that what they have in mind is unencoded, virtual iconic sign functions. For example, in a medieval Portuguese love poem Jakobson finds that a certain line with its "acute, high-pitched downbeats and its patently prevailing vowels against one single obstruent ... forms and ecstatic response to the abundance of seven obstruents" in the poem's beginning (Selected Writings III, 174). Again, what creates the power of the lines in question is the foregrounded sign function as such. The notion of erotic ecstasy is not new or original; but the immediate sign function that relies on the immediate iconic relation between this sound shape and this content is new--arising as it does at the moment of reading. 

Immediate meaning became a central concept to Jakobson in his last years, as we see in such works as The Sound Shape of Language (Jakobson & Waugh 1979) and Brain and Language (Jakobson 1980). Jakobson was thrilled with research on hemispheric functions which had shown the right hemisphere to be superior at grasping the "direct, immediate, ostensive relation between the external, material form and what is signaled" (1980, 19), whereas the left hemisphere, while handles distinctive features and encoded meanings, is powerless to do so. To the reader of poetry, the experience of grasping an immediate meaning, i.e., a meaning that is unencoded and which has hitherto not existed in the reader's brain, is central to the poetic function and the function of poetry. Metaphorically, we might say that it puts the reader in a situation comparable to Adam in Eden who gave all the animals new names. 

The special thing about any immediate sign function is that there is no saying where is ends or even where it begins. Some semioticians might take exception to this kind of meaning relation and even deny it the name of meaning, but Jakobson emphatically placed immediate meaning on the horizon of semiotics. 

Reuven Tsur in his book What Makes Sound Patterns Express​ive? The Poetic Mode of Speech Perception (1992) has helped us understand how it is that sound patterns may be expressive in a way that is not encoded and yet not arbitrary; he attempts to anchor the apparently inherent semantic potential in for example, back vowels in "a system of phonological universals" (1992, 53), or, in Morris Halle's phrase, in a "knowledge unlearned and untaught." If, for example, the axis back-front vowels co-occurs with the semantic axis darkness-light, the phonological formant structure of these vowels explains why they correlate with darkness rather than with light; on the other hand, if the same phonological axis is combined with another semantic axis, another natural semantic potential of the same phonological features comes to the fore, thus accounting for their baffling expressive ambiguity. 

From a semiotic point of view it is essential that the natural, or immediate, expressiveness of sound features is necessarily ambiguous and, as it were, virtual. With this, we see how poetry approaches the type of sign function peculiar to music. The philosopher Susanne Langer described music as "an unconsummated symbol" (240); because music reflects "the morphology of feeling" (238), it is potentially significant form--a form exceptionally apt to signify something, yet without any conventional signification, but with all the more potential for an immediate one.

The musicologist and composer Deryck Cooke in his book The Language of Music (1959) has probably made the best bid for an specific semiotics of music. Cooke claims that since about 1400, Western music has been replete with sign functions--which differ from in crucial ways from those which constitute language. Further, he claims that these sign functions are what makes Western music more than an intellectual game, giving it the irreplaceable part in many people´s lives. We might say that the ways in which musical sign functions differ from those central to language is like the way immediate meaning, as processed by the right hemisphere, differs from encoded meaning processed by the left. 

Foregrounded Sign Functions, V: Unencoded Equivalence Relations

Another source of immediate expressiveness in poetry is the principle which Jakobson has singled out as constitutive of poetry altogether--the ubiquity of parallelism, or, is Jakobson's characteristic phrase from "Linguistics and Poetics," "similarity superimposed on contiguity." This principle implies that the syntagmatic dimension of the poetic text will be saturated with equivalence relations--i.e., paradigmatic relations between items which are to a certain extent similar, but also to some extent different. Rhyme is the obvious example of this pervasive poetic phenomenon. Another illustrative case in point is Poe's later poetry--for which Jakobson repeatedly expressed his admiration. Again and agin, we find two lines in a Poe poem that are nearly similar, but not quite. This constant play of differences will necessarily trigger a subliminal search for the meanings conveyed by the differences. The slight difference is there because there is a difference of meaning: such is the subliminal reasoning that will occur in many readers' minds. After all, the fundamental principle of structuralist semantics is that difference is constituttive of meaning. But what meaning? The point is that although poetic equivalences are supremely suited to carry meanings, they do not carry encoded meanings. What this results in is what Jakobson, in  "Linguistics and Poetics" has suggestively described as follows: 

Similarity superimposed on contiguity imparts to poetry its thoroughgoing symbolic, multiplex, polysemantic essence, which is beautifully suggested by Goethe's "Alles Vergängliche ist nur ein Gleichnis" ... (Selected Writings, III, 42).

Another way of saying this is that the countless equivalences, i.e., similarities-with-difference, in poetry constitute a virtual sign function which sends the the reader's subliminal mind searching for unencoded meanings in a darkening garden of forking paths. 

Foregrounded Sign Functions, VI: Metonymic World/Mind Sign Functions in Puškin and others

As a final instance of how the experience of a sign function in itself is in the foreground, I will point to a peculiar phenom​enon which Jakobson finds in Puškin's Eugene Onegin. In an astute commentary, Jakobson writes:

irony is the distinctive feature of the hopelessly skeptic​al hero, but it outgrows its characterizing function and, in fact, colors the entire plot of the novel, as if it were seen through the hero's eyes. ... 

Jakobson goes on to quote with approval a contemporary reviewer who said that Puškin "doesn't let a single one of our mental faculties slumber, but he doesn't hold onto any one and he doesn't satisfy any one" ("Marginal Notes on Eugene Onegin". Selected Writings V, 288).

We may ask: What is the semiotic function of this romantic irony that pervades the plot and everything else in the work? Presumably to suggest that this is Onegin's view of the world, as suggested by Jakobson's "as if it were seen through the hero's eyes." In that case we would have a very peculiar metonymic sign function: the whole fictional world--even the plot, which the hero presumably does not have the power to create--is pervaded by a world-view which is the one held by the hero. Thus, a property of the whole (the fictional world) here signifies a property of a part (Onegin's view of the world). 

This sign function is new and creative in Puškin. To the reader, the very decoding of such a sign function presents a special gratification--it is gratifying to be clever enough to understand, even subconsciously, that this expression signifies this content. The content itself--the understanding that Onegin is a romantic ironist--is not the end in itself; the end is the intuitive and gratifying grasping of the unencoded sign function as such.

Puškin was not the only great writer of the nineteenth century to experiment with this metonymic sign function where properties of the whole fictional world may be taken to signify a property of the hero's mind. Dostoevsky's The Double, for example, paints a plot and a world of such a macabre and self-contradictory nature that the reader may readily feel he is going mad. That in fact is what is happening to the hero of the book; so again we have a peculiar metonymic sign function--this time one where properties of the whole world and plot seem to signify or at least resemble a property of a character's disintegrating understand​ing of the world. In a manner of speaking, Dostoevsky effectively puts us readers in poor Mr Golyadkin's shoes and forces us into a position of solidarity with a man who is losing his mind.

Flaubert, in l'Éducation sentimentale and Madame Bovary, meticulously painted fictional worlds peopled by such mediocre self-seeking characters that the reader's response is likely to be one of disgust and alienation. For example, all the major characters of l'Éducation, except one but including the hero himself, dabble in public life in ways that are so shameless and futile that one typically does not know whether to laugh or cry. What does this signify? One way of seeing such a peculiar fictional world is to read as signifying the way in which a person in love for the first and only time sees the world. To the juvenile lover the whole world of public life is altogether shameless and futile. And Frédéric Moreau is such a person. So arguably, the way we as readers see the world represented in this the way the world appears to the frustrated lover.

As a final example of this metonymic sign function where the world stands for a property of the hero, let us mention Nabokov, himself a Puškin expert. He repeatedly seems to use this sign function, especially in some of his Russian works, e.g., Invitation to a Beheading. The supreme distastefulness of the fictional world in this book seems motivated only by the fact that the hero, Cincinnatus, has turned his back on the world and is entirely fed up with it: the alienation he feels from the world is signified by the alienation the reader is likely to feel from the fictional world, grotesque and distasteful as it is. This is really a combination of metonymic and metaphoric sign functions: the distastefulness is contiguous to our alienation, being its triggering cause, and that alienation is again similar to the alienation felt by the hero.

These readings are of course contestable. I have in fact been using words like seems to signify, etc. So after all the peculiar sign function I have tried to exemplify may not be there. 

But that is part of what makes it fascinating. If a certain aspect of a work may signify​ a given content, then the hypothetical or virtual nature of the sign function helps foreground it and makes it interesting in itself. The fact that something in a work may mean something else has generally been taken as an bone of contention for interpreters; the hypothetical nature of certain meanings in literature is seen as a reason for further inquiry in order to determine meaning. But for readers a hypothetical or ambiguous meaning may not need to be determined. The very hypothetical​ness, ambiguity or virtuality of sign functions may be their most interesting feature--that which more than anything else foregrounds them in the reader's attention.

This is a view that professional literary interpreters sometimes seem to forget. But while many scholars may see ambiguous or otherwise indeterminate meanings as bones of contention or as grist to their professional mill, Roman Jakobson insisted that such indeterminacy, far from being a source of error, is part of what constitutes the value and function of poetry as such. Commenting on Puškin's lyric poetry, he says: 

Ambiguity, or more precisely multiplicity of meanings, is the basic component of Puškin's poetic works, and it would be futile, of course, to look for unified ideology in an echo. ... it is just this astonishing semantic plurality that has accorded the ingenious poet his place as a chosen one standing above time and nation. ("Marginal Notes on Puškin's Lyric Poetry", Selected Writings, V, 285.)

Admittedly, literary theory has long been aware that meaning in poetry may be ambiguous or indeterminate. In that sense, nothing new is revealed by pointing out that Jakobson has emphasized the same thing. But the underlying theory in much literary scholar​ship today is that the transmission of meaning is the end of poetic utterances, and that the finding of meaning is the main purpose of literary study; to this is added the incidental insight that meanings in poetry, perhaps the most interesting ones, may be ambiguous. 

Jakobson's idea of ambiguity, like Todorov's concept of the fantastic, is more radical than that. The transmission of meaning is not the function of poetry, and hence the unravelling of meaning is not the function of criticism. What gives poetry a function in our lives is not it meanings, however ambiguous or otherwise interesting. The function of poetry is crucially dependent on how it makes us foreground sign functions as such. The very experi​ence of unresolvable ambiguity or capriciousness in signification is at the heart of what poetry can do for us. This is brought out clearly in the following comment by Jakobson on one of his heroes: Puškin.

different oppositions of images--oppositions of rest and motion, of free will and restraint, of life and death--recur again and again in Puškin's lyric poetry, while the mutual relationship of these pairs entices and surprises us with its constant, capricious transformations. ... It is just this unextinguished internal tension that is commonly called "the poet's immortality". (Selected Writings, V, 286)

What Jakobson says here about oppositions of images might be translated verbatim to refer to the grammatical and phonological oppositions in poetry that he analyzed so astutely. His studies of Baudelaire's "les Chats," written with Claude Lévi-Strauss, or that of Shakespeare's "Th'expense of spirit," written with Lawrence Jones, analyse how grammatical oppositions capriciously transform themselves; at the same time they are strangely silent as to what might be the content side of all these oppositions. 

Yet Jakobson's earlier studies, such as those of Puškin, show us that such structures in poetry are not there just to draw attention to the expression side; their function is to make the reader grapple for a corresponding content side, to search for semantic correlates for all these indeterminate grammatical oppositions and paradigmatic relations--"unextinguished internal tensions," to use Jakobson's phrase. What is foregrounded is not expression as such but sign func​tions--the relation of these patterns of expression to a network of latent and elusive meanings. 

It is in place here to quote some remarks Jakobson made in a little known interview in 1968:

les significations grammaticales, dans leur grande majorité, sont des phénomènes de signification, non pas du tout logique, non pas du tout intellectuelle. Or, ces significations, comme l'ont établi de nombreux linguistes, comme l'a démontré la poésie depuis le début de la poésie jusqu'à nos jours, ont pour notre vie quotidienne, pour notre vie émotionelle, pour notre vie poétique, et même pour nos créations scientifiques, une grande importance.

This is where the function of poetry comes in. It is important enough to make Jakobson use words that many of his structuralist pupils would shun, such as "immortality." If Jakobson is reluctant to discuss the content side of the patterns he has analyzed it is probably because the function of poetry is not to transmit meaning; hence the function of poetics is not to inter​pret meaning. The function of poetry comes about when the reader grapples with the foregrounded sign functions in the poem. 

This, I believe, is why Jakobson, in his last major work, written with Linda Waugh, defines poetry as "purposeful, mythopoeic play" (Jakobson & Waugh 1979, 236). Play is the ultimate instance of foregrounded sign functions. When a child pretends that a dishcloth is a baby, then that child enjoys the very dissimi​larity between expression and content; their is an iconic sign function that connects them, but only the child's own imagination brings that connection about, and that is precisely what makes the sign function so enjoyable. 

The function of poetry is similar to that of play. It ensures "mobility of signs," and hence protects our "awareness of reality." These phrases from Jakobson's 1933 lecture are echoed by Jakobson and Waugh (1979) when they describe the function of poetry in these terms--written out in verses like poetry: 

to overcome the palling flatness and univocity of verbal messages,

to curb the futile and impoverishing attempts at 'disambiguation',

and to affirm the creativity of language liberated from all infusion of banality. (Jakobson & Waugh 1979, 230-231.)

I wish to offer one final distinction here that may serve to identify Jakobson's greatness. He was certainly an intellectual humanist in the sense that he believed in applying the full powers of the human intellect to understand important human matters. But another thing is to be an intellectualist. To be that is to believe that all human matters are of an intellectual nature. Jakobson had too great an intellect to believe such a thing. His understanding of poetry, of its function in life and how that function comes about, identifies him as a great intellectual who was not an intellectualist.
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