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Roman Jakobson

Edward Stankiewicz
Yale University

Roman Osipovich JAKOBSON, one of the leading linguists of
the twentieth century,a literary theorist, Slavic philologist and semi-
otician; born in Moscow, October 11, 1896; died in Cambridge,
Mass. ,July 18,1982.

Jakobson is best known for his work in general linguistics and
as a co-founder and champion of structuralism, one of the leading
trends in modern linguistics. But his works, many times republished
by him and his followers and most fully represented in the eight vol-
umes of his Selected Writings (SW I—VIII, 1962 — 1982 show him
to be a master of a number of related disciplines, such as versifica-
tion, literary theory, aphasia, medieval culture, Slavic folklore and
mythology . His bold ideas, knack for terminological invention and as-
tute reinterpretations of traditional problems have left an imprint on
all of the above areas and some more (notably anthropology and psy-
chology. ) '

In 1914 Jakobson was graduated from the Lazarev Institute of
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Oriental Languages and entered the historical — philological faculty of

Moscow University where he came under the sway of F. F. Fortuna-
tov,an outstanding Indo-Europeanist and a student of contemporary
Russian. In 1915 he joined the Moscow Linguistic Circle dedicated to
the study of poetry and linguistic theory, the two subjects whose mu-
tual relation remained at the center of his scholarship to the end of
his life. After the Revolution Jakobson found himself in Prague
where he produced a number of studies that advanced the tenets of
structuralism and established the reputation of their author as one of
its leading theorists. He found support and a ready forum for his
work in the Linguistic Circle of Prague (founded in 1926) and in its
journal (the TCLP = Travaux du Cercle linguistique de Prague,
1929 — 1939, eight volumes) . During the decade or so of its existence
(the outbreak of the war terminated the publication of the journal),
the Circle became the fulcrum of contemporary linguistics, as it suc-
ceeded in attracting the collaboration of some of the most outstand-
ing linguists, psychologists, and philosophers of the interwar period
who in one way or another contributed to the advance of structural-
ism as one of the most vigorous and encompassing theories of lan-
guage. Jakobson, his closest collaborator, N. S. Trubetzkoy and the
Swiss-trained S. Karcevskij provided a special elan to the Circle as
mediators between Russian linguistics (especially the ideas of Bau-
douin de Courtenay) and the French school (inspired by the teach-
ings of de Saussure) . Jakobson himself never tired of proclaiming the
significance of Saussure in overcoming the atomistic and one-sided
historicism of nineteenth century linguistics, though much of his ef-
fort was directed against Saussure’s abstract formalism and the anti-
nomies he imputed to language (e. g. the alleged gulf between synchrony
i1
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and diachrony, competence and performance [ langue and parole ],

form and meaning, and an internal vs. an external study of lan-
guage) . In their effort to surpass the limitations of Saussure, the
Prague linguists, and especially Jakobson, profited from the more bal-
anced and deeper approach to language propounded by Baudouin. To
the latter they were also indebted for the main area of their re-
search , phonology and morphophonemics. It was in fact phonology
that according to Jakobson became the methodological model for all
other areas of linguistic analysis. The Prague School was also the on-
ly center of modern linguistics that incorporated the study of poetry
into its linguistic program. For that too it owed much to the Russian
tradition (to the works of Aleksandr Potebnj, Andrej Belyj, and the
Formalists. )

With the outbreak of the war Jakobson took refuge in Norway
and in Sweden where he wrote (in 1941) his famous Kinder-
sprache , Aphasie and allgemeine Lautgessetze . In 1942 he emigrated
to America. From 1942 until 1946 he taught at the Ecole Libre des
Hautes Etudes and from 1946 until 1949 at Columbia University. In
1943 he helped found the Linguistic Circle of New York and its jour-
nal Word with its follow — up The Slavic Word . From 1949 until
1967 he was Professor of Slavic Languages and Literatures at Har-
vard. Upon his retirement from Harvard he became Institute Profes-
sor at MIT.

By training and profession a Slavist, Jakobson was above all a
general linguist. His major effort was to advance a functional and
structural conception of language both in its synchronic and di-
achronic aspects. In this conception language is a complex system of

signs destined to perform a variety of cognitive and socializing func-
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tions. The signs themselves form a web of multiple intra — and inter-

level relations which are all used for the transmission of meaning.
The ultimate task of the linguist is the discovery of the relations that
make language a cohesive, economic and dynamic system. These rela-
tions were, according to Jakobson, subject to general, implicational
laws, and he devoted a lifetime of effort to prove the universal or
near — universal validity of these laws.

However, Jakobson’ s earliest studies were devoted to poetry,or
rather to the interface between linguistics and poetics. One of the
studies ( Novejsaja russkaja poezija [ Modern Russian Poetry | of
1921,SW V,299 — 354) dealt with the Futurist poetry of Velimir
Xlebnikov and his bold manipulations of the phonetic and grammati-
cal resources of language. These range from minor infringements on
Russian syntax up to the most ingenious experiments of zaum ’
[trans — sense] . Particularly memorable is the poem smeza ¢i [ the
Laughing Man] which exposes the remarkable flexibility of Russian
derivation. Xlebnikov’s play with language was to prove the Formal-
ist belief that true poetry (and especially modern verse) is language
devoid of its everyday referential function, or a message set on the
sign itself. Jakobson’ s monograph may still be remembered for some
of the sharpest formulations of the Formalist credo. “Poetry”, we
read in it, “is the emphasis on the message” ; “poetry makes palpable
the linguistic sign”; “ poetry lays bare the device”; “poetry is the
word in itself” ( Xlebnikov’ s slovo kak takovoe | the word as such]).

Jakobson’ s second study (1923, Czech Verse in Comparison
with that of Russian ,1923,SW V,299 — 354) is Jakobson’s earliest
venture into the field of comparative Slavic metrics. It is a compelling

demonstration of how the prosodic features of a language determine
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the metrical structure of a given system of verse. Modern Czech verse

is built, like that of Russian,on the regular alternations of stress, yet
the two languages implement this meter in a completely different
way: Russian verse implements the alternations by means of the
Russian mobile stress; this leaves it free to use the word boundaries
as an element of semantic and rhythmic variation; Czech verse, on
the other hand, implements its meter through the regular distribu-
tion of word boundaries using Czech quantity for semantic and
rhythmic variation.

The study of metrics and of poetry must have had a decisive in-
fluence on Jakobson’ s formation as a linguist, as he himself wrote,
“it is by dint of analyzing poems that I began to work on phonolo-
gy. "And indeed it appears that in dealing with the prosodic opposi-
tions which lie at the basis of verse he must have early realized that
the ultimate units of phonological systems are not the phonemes but
their distinctive features, while the difference between the metrical
downbeats and upbeats could have suggested to him the asymmetry
between the marked and unmarked members of a phonological oppo-
sition. On the other hand, Jakobson remained to the end faithful to
some of the Formalist ideas of his youth. His work on avant — garde
poetry might have suggested to him that the form of a modern poem
could resemble a Cubist collage, or that its phonetic texture may
claim priority over its structure.

In 1929 Jakobson published a monograph on Common Slavic
and Russian historical phonology and their relation to that of other
Slavic languages ( Remarques sur [’ évolution pholologique du russe
comparée a celle des autres langues slaves ; SWI,7— 116) . Although

the monograph marks a new phase in the phonological interpretation
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