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ENGLISH TEXTUAL GRAFFITI IN THE CONTEXT
OF LANGUAGE FUNCTIONS

The present paper is an attempt to view Englistugdxgraffiti in the light of the
theory of language functions suggested by R. JacoliSraffiti is a unique medium of
communication between different members of a gociEBble message graffiti text
conveys is expressed with the use of a numbemgtigtic units that collectively
realize one of the functions of language. The afrthe paper is to reveal how each
function is performed in graffiti texts and whandi of semantic and pragmatic
properties theirconstituent parts may possess.
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Graffiti is a rather old phenomenon and is congdeo reflect a number of
ideas, views and opinions prevalent in a societa apecific time. It is mainly
created to raise various concerns, from strictiyspeal to socio-political. Graffiti
stands out for the variety of topics covered anel timique way of encoding
messages. These messages can be encoded usiag tegtl as other modes of
communication. Textual graffiti stands out for lisguistic features and for its
relationshipwith other modes of communication. This papernagts to highlight
some of the linguistic characteristics of Englistittial graffiti according to the
language functions performed and to reveal thaulst means of their realization
in this specific type of discourse. Examples of lismgtextual graffiti are taken
from various internet sources as well as have baetained from personal
observations.

Before proceeding to the analysis proper we thimkasonable to consider the
definition of the ternygraffiti. It derives from the Italian nouraffio (literally “to
scratch”) and means “incised inscriptions” /Encpéeledia Britannica/. The dict-
ionary definitions of the term focus on differemhiacacteristics of the phenomenon
of graffiti. The Meriam-Webster Dictionary definésas “usually unauthorized
writing or drawing on a public surface /https://wwmerriam-webster.com/
dictionary/graffiti/, while the Cambridge Dictionastresses the content of the wall
writings defining the term as “words or drawingspecially humorous, rude,
or political, on walls, doors, etc.” /https://dmtiary.cambridge.org/dictionary/
english/graffiti/. The Oxford Advanced Learners’cBonary gives a more laconic

13



OoSur L62NhLGNre AUMACUSNR3L Y NPNSNRU 2020, 2 (29)

definition of the word: “drawings or writing on aall, etc.” /https://www.
oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/ engligtaffiti?q=graffiti/.

The American Heritage Dictionary stresses the ingume of visibility of the
graffiti and defines it as “drawings or inscript®omade on a wall or other surface,
usually without permission and so as to be sedhdyublic” /https://ahdictionary.
com /word/search.html?q=graffiti/.

As far as the concept of graffiti is concerned,istiniction should be made
between the following related termgraffiti, street art, urban art.The term
street artis sometimes defined as “All art on the streett'shaot graffiti”
/Lewisohn, 2008: 23, cited from Blanche, 2015/ adsually believed not to be
synonymous withgraffiti, sincestreet art“consists of self-authorized pictures,
characters and forms created in or applied to sesfan the urban space that
intentionally seek communication with a large @rof people” /Blanche, 2015:
33/. The termurban artis considered to be much broader ttsreet artand
usually includes legal works as wdllrban artseems to be “more appropriate as
an umbrella term for any art in the style of Stragt Style writing or mural art”
/Blanche, 2015: 38/.

The majority of researchers are of the opinion tia main functions of
graffiti creation are to challenge the authoritiés, let the weaker and more
marginalised groups of the society express th&asdand concerns, as well as to
voice their deeply personal or social-political [gens that cannot otherwise be
voiced /Mwangi and others, 2015: 3; Farnia, 208}:Rodriguez and Clair, 2009:
3; Nwoye, 1993/.

The theoretical and analytical study of graffitggests that any type of graffiti
performs certain functions manifested in the mofleoonmunication it is created
by. In textual graffiti the mode is the languagatthelps the author to reach his
purpose -to perform a function the graffiti has been destyher. Below we'll
focus on the functions textual graffiti perform atrgt to explore the linguistic
means employed to realize them. For that purpostkeas a basis R. Jakobson's
model of the functions of language.

Such an approach allows us to classify the graéfitis under study according
to their functional significance and helps us teoea what kind of linguistic
organization those texts have and what languagetiturs different forms of
linguistic organization are designed to serve.

In his work “Linguistics and poetics” /1960/, R.kdason distinguishes
between 6 functions the language performs accordinghe six respective
components necessary for communication to takeefflsee the Figure below).

As can be seen from the figure each function foguse the following
components of communication: addresser, messagiressie, context, code,
contact. Accordingly the model discriminates the llofging  six
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functions:emotive, poetic, conative, referential, metalingduatic.It is generally
believed that there exists no uttere performing only one function, hence ¢
classification of graffiti texts will be based dmetprevalence of o function over
the others.

Graffiti textscan betaken as means of verbalization of differemotion: on
the walls to make them more visible and “audiblet those whom they a
addressed to This does
not mean, however, th
all the graffiti texts CONTEXT
perform the entive (REFERENTIAL FUNCTION)
function of the languag

The graffiti texts ADRESSER MESSAGE ADRESSEE
realize  the emotive (EMOTIVE F-N) (POETICF-N) (SR

function of language
when the focus i®n the )
addresser (the conv- (ESI'UTC*FC;
sation starter) when they
express the speake
direct attitude toward CODE

. . (METALINGUAL F-N)
what s/he is speakir
about /Jakobson, 196(
354/. When realizinghe R Jakebson
emotive  function, the
language of graffiti ofte
sounds ironic. The ideaconveyedare mostly constructed upon oppositic
Consider the following examy: “Congratulations! You have surpassed the v
of youth nav we speak through pair. Though the wordongratulationsnormally
expresses some kind of praise for an achievemere it is usedronically to
realizethe emotive function of the language. Obviouslgnirthe speaker’s poi
of view “surpassing the vice ofyouth” is not an achievement or even iwere the
speaker is not happy with that at all. In this ddeword “congratulations” is ust
as a kind of a contronyra word that conveys contradictory and reverse msgs
depending on the context ts use.

The following graffiti text is another example af &onic and contronymi
use of words and expressio“Merry crisis and happy new fear'Here the word
“crisis’ and “fear’” are used as purto “unite’ the conative and emotive functio
andexpress the writer's emotic, on the one hand, and puzte reader’'s minc
on the other.
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The emotive function of
language is realized in the
following graffiti as well (Picture
1). Here we see two different
modes of communication: an
image and a text. Visually the
image is bigger in size and
covers most of the space, the
textual component is comparably
smaller and is in the secondary
plane. The inverted commas
make the graffiti more “dialogic”

"I d like to thank google, and “talkative”, as they prompt
"“‘P‘d‘“mmﬁt—- direct speech and ascribe it to the
man. This graffiti is a vivid
Picture 1 example of the interconnection

and interdependence of the two

modes of communication applied in it. The pictusechkgrounds the role of the
language in the message, at the same time it lye@hés on the language itself,
otherwise the whole graffiti would have been inctets Irony and sorrow are one
of the most common topics touched upon in graffitiey mostly rely on the
performance of the emotive function of language ditdate the choice of the
means and techniques of expression.

Here is an example from the
Armenian language to prove the
graffiti texts are mostly based ol

I.
the expression of the authors wu ul{ums

emotions. Right after the outbrea Um
of COVID-19 in Armenia
followed by many restrictions mlm um!
implemented after the first few :
cases a textual graffiti appeared
Yerevan (Picture 2). :
The given graffiti alludes to the reality W|th tmelp of a demonstrative
pronounu w (this) referring to COVID-19. Note that the letters e tfirst part of
the text are bigger in size. They highlight the aripance of the message rather than
the underlying reasons prompted by the smallerdgiters. Big-size letters also
intensify the communicative effectiveness of th@aémative mood used here. This

example shows that not only one mode of commuminatioregrounds or
backgrounds the role of the other, but also thatamd the same mode (in this case
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the text) may possess certain means that can slomindnce of one of its
components over the other. Though in such a tondmearginal situation this text
is more like a request, it is written in the imgam mood and expresses order not
to one but to all the members of the society. This be deduced from the second
person plural verb formu(h p & p/love), which is visually and conceptually the
centre of the utterance.

The visual and the textual forms of graffiti ardalding in linguistic as well
as extra-linguistic contexts. Context in graffgia crucial element. Graffiti is not
only simply unfolding in a context, but can also“bentext-inducing”. Context in
this type of discourse can serve as the main motifar the graffltl creation.

Conext-sensitive utterences realizs
thereferential function of language.

To illustrate this point let us conside
a recent example of graffiti (Picture
created right after the outbreak of t
coronavirus.

The graffiti obviously reflects theg_
context in which it appears. The first thin__
that might be noticed here is th
intertextual reference to the famous no
by George Orwell (“1984”) based on th
graphic similarity of the utterances.

After realizing these intertextual relations, wencstate that this piece of
graffiti reflects the context of the situatidollowing the COVID-19 outbreak,
where the surveillance over citizens boosted, aet twhereabouts and contacts
could be legally traced. This directs us to the damlines of the novel “Big
brother is watching you”. So we can conclude the teferential function of
language in the graffiti discourse=—
can be realized by means == : !
intertextual relations especiall——
with the use of the famou:s
narratives that are more than ev | DON'T RELIBE IN
trendy at that particular time .
Modern tendencies and events a
primary motivators of graffiti
creation.

The following graffiti (Picture
4) displays the referential functiod
of the language by means of g
appropriate context. The textua

il
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component of the graffiti closely cooperates wiike tontext being unfolded in
an environment which shows a 'cause and effecttioakhip'. The whole
utterance expresses sarcasm based on a paraddkRe@ne hand, the speaker
“doesn’t believe in global warming”, on the othemid, the consequences of the
global warming (melting of ice) “drown” his spee¢hpugh he tries to “rescue”
it by capitalizing and darkening the letters. listhase the context can be seen
as another “mode” of communication, as far asribregly cooperates with the
text and takes part in the meaning-making procddse paradox of the
utterance is created by the linguistic compondm ftegatlve conjugatlon)

We observe the samgms »
regularity in the following
graffiti as well (Picture 5).

In order to express h
conviction (emotive funct-
ion) and make it more
attractive for the addressejgs
(conative  function) the
creator of the graffiti ha
selected the correspondin
environment for the
utterance (referential func
tion). The speaker skilfully
uses the mirroring effect o
the water by writing his
message upside down on the
wall, thus making it more persuasive. Here two s#tinally different words —
truth andperspectiveare represented as the two ends of the opposBiesides,
the word truth is written in plural andperspective— in singular. This slight
though very skillful techniqgue encompasses a rabigconcept for the “truth” to
be numerous and various but for the “perspectioei¢ one and only. Certainly,
the message wouldn’t have been complete and thecesa- so visible if another
context had been selected.

The graffiti discourse is rather diverse both inrte of the themes touched
upon, as well as in terms of the language emplolyedraffiti discourse the aim
of most of the writings is to influence the variedadership, and as most
researchers believe, to puzzle their minds makiregt think over the content
conveyed and take into account different factsidedlogies. In graffiti texts the
role of the potential audience is brought to the flostering the realization of the
conative function of the language.
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As is known, the conative
function of language focuses on tr
addressee. In graffiti texts thi¢
function is mainly carried by:
interrogative and imperative sentence 4

with certain characteristic features EWTHO
Graffiti texts, in which this function’ st‘w

prevails, are marked by the emotiv.
function of language, as in the
following example (Picture 6). [

Here the utterance begins with ¢
negative imperative sentence which sharpens trees#ithe utterance and directs
the vector of the speech to the potential addre@beeimperative mood, as we
know, implies the use of the second person). Tleeofishe imperative mood in the
sentence projects the events into futurbe whole utterance is based upon the
opposition of ideas and actions. The word pelirandshow on the one hand, and
loveanddo, on the other, create the path of actions theesdee should walk in by
pointing out his main task (‘believing’), that apgpe in the middle of the utterance.
In order to obtain the desired effect, that is reate a strong impact on the reader

the “name” of the addresse@() is used several times, though it has already been

prompted by the use of the imperative mood.
The graffiti discourse here

Picture 7 |« & { : (Picture 7) contains'contrasting

: ideas created with words

SN sharing some semantic

2 “ageE. o commonalities. In this example,

\nw‘;,lzg.lgog g aarq the contrast is created with the

2LUghICr ™~ J vist [,[‘(L help of an antonymic pair
NAtUTre - Withou+t (visible-invisible) as well as

F\%?\ll‘\'zel Q’S ‘7‘?3 t {h|5 with conceptual antonymic pair
) ‘n@ mv%i LLEU%EI“N (god-naturg. The subject of the
WQ Wor‘)\“[’. J = sentence is the pronouwe,

: ' u,/;\ which indicates some integrity

with the readership, creates a

sense of togetherness and thus intensifies thecingbdhe text on the readers. The

semantic centre of the utterane@tiout realizing is in an intermediary position
and contains a negative message expressed wittegh@f the connectiveithout.
This message mainly realizes the conative funaifolanguage and contains some
elements typical of the poetic function, such a&sdareful choice of words and the
overall structure of the message.
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We can  also pmem |
observe the conative:‘:"_- g
function of language |n____ .
graffiti  carried by ——
interrogative sentences=——

that are believed to=——
attract the readers’=—=
attention and make him/=—=
her think of different ===
issues. The following ==
example (Picture 8)F——
contains an interrogativeE
sentence in the presen__—:__'._
perfect tense form. Wesel 1
think that the tense form
) icture 8
is not chosen randomly.,
It is generally believed
that dialogues usually start with present perfectsé forms. We can therefore
conclude that the graffiti creator not only meantiiake the reader think, but also
to initiate a conversation with him/her. In suclafiti narrations we can observe
M. Bakhtin’s concept of dialogismiBakhtin, 1981/. According to this theory the
speaker’s imagination starts talking to himself &mgbers the potential answers of
the interlocutor. In the example under analysis dmticipatedanswer to this
question is “yes”, which can be inferred from tlemtence to followyou are not
along. The conative function is displayed here in thst Isentence as well, since
the speaker refers to the first predicate of theramce lfave you noticéd pointing
out the addressee, not to the second time gystem is pathologigal

In the graffiti discourse the messages can beeulday the author himself or
cited some from other sources. The text can alse h@ertextual relations with
other texts. In all the three cases the stressi®iutterance can be either on the
message itself, or on its linguistic/textual orgation proper. When the message
becomes the primary focus of the utterance, itizeslthe poetic function of the
language. Below we will try to observe the pecities of its realization.

Thepoetic function of language is realized by keeping thessage on focus.
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The following  graffiti z= y
(Picture 9) contains allusion t¢| Picture 9
the Bible (“the truth shall set ==
you free”): the whole content of :
the graffiti is based on this
allusion. The text aims al
puzzling the reader's mind an
disharmonizing with his ‘ %
intentions and expectations. Th /\/‘V

message is constructed upon y/

=2

=Ny

opposition, the two poles of :
which constitute the wordgee |
and hurt. The timeframe of the"rf’f

actions is expressed with a ‘ - S
ordinal numeralfirst) indicating
an initial action and an auxiliary verish@l) indicating a future action. This
example clearly shows that graffiti texts may ofiggrform the poetic function
using figurative language. In this case the figuealanguage is embodied with the
use of conceptual metaphoiidhg truth shall set free ... [and] hiurt

Here is a piece of graffiti text which is consteattupon contrast by means of
words, expressions and ideas that usually do rextesany semantic boundaries:
“When the power of love is greater than the lovepotver, the world will know
peace”. The opposition in this graffiti realizes the podiimction of the language.
The marker of the poetic function here are the maons(power and lovejhat are
in a mutual comparison expressed by an adjectivéhén comparative degree
(greater). The temporal vector of the utterance is directethe future (the future
simple tense), which brings about more concreterlege and motivation in the
utterance, that could not be achieved if the presiemple tense form was used in
the secondary clause of time. The warorld is the centre of the utterance placed
in an intermediate position and the wgreaceis the purpose of the utterance in
the final position. The wordgpower and love, do not share any semantic
similarities, rather they are used together inetdléht quotes.

In the graffiti discourse, as in daily life, thep&akers” have to keep certain
minimal contact with other “speakers” or “listerier&s in daily conversations, in
graffiti discourse as well this minimal or formabrdact is maintained with the
realization of the phatic function of the language.

Some graffiti texts, when performing tphatic function of the language, aim
at establishing and savingsychological contact between the members of the
society. Unlike the daily communication, in thesgt$ more existential issues are
being questioned. The creator of this graffiti agksught-stimulating and vital

Ly s
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questions, though the purpose is the sa
— to keep physical or psychologica
contact. Consider textual graffiti (Pictur
10). The question heréAe you happyf?
is short and straightforward, unlike th
abstract nature of other questions used
daily conversations that usually perfor
the phatic function of language. ’

This regularity is observed in othe
plecg§ of graf_fltl as wcill. The foI_Io_vvm
graffiti text (Picture 11"Are you living
your dream?)) is using a general questio
and though its function is to keep the minimal gasscontact with the reader, the
question put is much deeper and a more philosopbice, rather than simple
“What's up?” or “How are you doing?”, that are knows usual “performers” of
the phatic function in daily conversations. Theibafference between the phatic
function as performed in dail
conversations and in graffiti texts i
that in daily communication th
phatic function is simply limited to
the formal maintenance of 3
contact, while in graffiti the
message poses more fundame
and existential questions. The uj
of the present continuous tense
this very example creates th
context of “here and now”. The
pronounsyou and your intensify the role of the addressee thus perfogmntime
conative function as well.

Graffiti is a discourse, where linguistic, semiptigisual and textual
components are closely interconnected. To makenteesage more concrete,
logical and influential the “speaker” makes a cbanong these components. This
expansion of the use of various modes of commubpitaometimes generates the
problem of clarification for the sake of the adeguaterpretation of the message.
That is where the metalingual function of the laagglis realized.

The metalingual function of language is performed when more dlzatfon
or ambiguity resolution is needed. In graffiti texhis function is performed a bit
differently and with certain semantic and semigtculiarities. In Picture 12, for
example, there is a hybrid text constructed witlreptextual and semiotic
components. The hybridity of the text is realizhtbtugh the visual similarity of
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the sign of the British pound wit of
the letter E (in this case-r
symbolizing a sum of money). Tht.,
text cites a famous quote abor
love, at the same time it puzzle;
the readers’ mind and doesn|
meet his/her expectations due -ﬁ.-
the internal contradiction of it
linguo-semiotic components. Th o -
semiotic component of the graffitif( as the Brltlsh pound S|gn) pomts to the
meaning of the polysemantic woifdee appropriate in this context -€dsting
nothing’. Here the metalingual function is realized in thedter's mind”, when
s/he tries to resolve the ambiguity caused by ytoeidity of the text.

We can “observe” the metalingual function when ghafiti uses both modes
of communication, visual and textual. In Picture, Mge again observe the
“puzzling of the reader’s mind” by modifying a wddhown saying There is no
plan B. The author of the graffiti proceeds from the evation of the common
stem “plan” in both of the words
(PLAN, PLANet). As for the
visual component of the graffiti
one can say that it is also based
on the similarity with the textual
component (letter O). On the
whole, the graffiti raises an
environmental issue by
capitalizing the  secondary
component of the message
(PLAN) and foregrounding the

primary message (planet) on the

visual component.

Picture 12

Summing up our observations we can conclude thatathguage of graffiti is
a unique platform for combining various semanti@mimena, where linguistic
and non-linguistic realities realize the function$ language through close
cooperation with each other. The implementationthafse functions in graffiti
discourse manifests itself both in the use of punguistic units as well as in the
interconnection and interdependence of differentd@soof communication. The
performance of the functions of language doesrotate the traditional linguistic
rules or regularities, rather it makes a skillfatlavell-thought use of them in order
to convey the desired meaning as well as to achiexelesired impact over the
target audience both in the textual and visual dosna
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