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	Text-oriented Literary Criticism: Russian Formalism  


Introduction: A Brief History of Formalist Criticism

By then end of the 19th century, no single school of criticism dominated literary studies. For the most part, literary criticism was not even considered an academic activity. In the early part of the twentieth century, a radical break occurred in the traditional ways of interpretation with the emergence of a group of Russian scholars who articulated a set of interpretive principles known as Russian Formalism. In the middle of the second decade of the 20th century, two distinct groups of Russian schools emerged in Moscow and Petrograd (St. Petersburg) who radically changed the direction of literary theory and criticism. Founded in 1915, the Moscow Linguistic Circle included Roman Jakobson, Jan Mukarovsky, Peter Bogatyrev, and G.O. Vinokur. The following year in Petrograd, the Society for the Study of Poetic Language (OPOYAZ) was formed, including in its membership Victor Shklovsky, Boris Eichenbaum, and Victor Vinogradov. Although the adherents of both groups often disagreed about the principles of literary interpretation, they were united in their rejection of many 19th century assumptions, especially the belief that a work of literature was the expression of the author’s worldview and their dismissal of psychological and biographical criticism as being irrelevant to interpretation. These Russian scholars boldly declared the autonomy of literature and poetic language, advocating a scientific approach to literary interpretation. Literature, they believed, should be investigated as its own discipline, not merely as a platform for discussing religious, political, sociological, or philosophical ideas. 
1. Constants of the Formalist Approach: Some Key Concepts and terms

a) Form (formal): the shape and structure as well as the manner in which a literary work is made, as opposed to its substance or paraphrasable content (‘what is said’). Shklovsky, Tomashevsky and Jakobson were the first to argue that the formal dimension of literature, from rhythm patterns in poetry to narrative strategies in fiction, should be the primary concern of literary study. In fact, early Russian formalists could go as far as to assert that content was merely an effect of form.
b) Literariness (Jakobson, literaturnost): Literariness is the sum of "devices" that distinguish literary language from ordinary language. It is a concept which emphasizes that the defining features of a literary work reside in its form.
c) Defamiliarization (Shklovsky, ostranenie, ‘making strange’): broadly speaking, defamiliarization means making what is known and familiar new, different, strange, fresh; in a narrow sense, this terms denotes modifying the reader’s habitual perceptions by drawing attention to the artifice of the text through literary technique, i.e. ‘laying bare’ (exposing) the techniques and devices by which a work is constructed (e.g. Lawrence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy). In Art as Technique, Viktor Shklovsky wrote: 
The purpose of art is to impart the sensation of things as they are perceived, and not as they are known. The technique of art is to make objects ‘unfamiliar’, to make forms difficult…. Art is a way of experiencing the artfulness of an object; the object is not important.

d) Foregrounding (the pre-war Prague School, Czech aktualisace): the abnormal use of a medium relative to the conventions which regulate its ordinary use, its obtrusion against a background of automatic responses; the artistic use of devices and techniques pushes the act of expression to the fore, so that language draws attention to itself, which, in its turn, draws attention to the way that language represents reality. According to Jan Mukařovský, a Czech linguist originally affiliated with the Prague School, foregrounding occurs especially in poetic language, which “is not used in the services of communication, but in order to place in the foreground the act of expression, the act of speech itself” (Standard Language and Poetic Language). There are two major ways to achieve foregrounding: deviation and parallelism. Deviation, which represents the qualitative aspect of foregrounding, refers to the deviation from the language code itself such as neologisms, live metaphors, oxymoron, metonymy, simile, ungrammatical sentences, etc. Parallelism is associated with the quantitative type of foregrounding. It involves the repetition of sentence structure and some words in several sentences. The quantitative aspect can manifest itself in not only syntactical or lexical, but also phonetic repetitions such as alliteration, assonance, rhyme, etc. Foregrounding in narrative works applies rather at the level of generic features such as theme, character, plot, setting, point of view, etc. 
e) fabula vs. syuzhet: The method for analysis and the literariness of poetry cannot be applied exactly for prose narrative as well. They have different constructions. Fabula is the actual sequence of a story’s events as they happen, whereas syuzhet is the way that those events are presented to us in the texts. For example, the fabula is always chronological, moving from beginning to end, whereas the syuzhet may start in the middle (in media res) and then jump back and forth within the chain of events. Syuzhet creates the defamiliarizing effect. We could have a crime story and it could be told in its chronological sequence: there was a crime, the police went to investigate, they had to seek for the help of a world-famous detective, and he solves the crime. From point A, it ends to point D. That is the Fabula. Manipulation of the Syuzhet though, allows it to be told in a different, more defamiliarized way. We could start with the ending wherein the crime was already solved, or we can start in the middle of the sequence of events wherein the detective receives a request for his assistance. In some texts fabula and syuzhet would correlate, but the formalists were far more interested when they do not. They were interested in the way an author would scramble the sequence of events for the sake of storytelling. Shklovsky believed that great literature happened in moving away from story and into plot. For this reason, formalism greatly favoured modernist texts to realist texts.
2. Applying Russian Formalism to a Literary Text
When applying the formalist method, the critic often asks a number of the following questions:

a. Identify the formal devices of the text (e.g. the use of rhyme, rhythm, euphony and alliteration, figures of speech and of thought in poetry, and narration and plot construction in fiction).

b. Does this work follow a traditional form, such as the Petrarchan sonnet, or does it chart its own development?
c. How are the events of the plot recounted—for example, in sequential fashion or as a flashback?

d. How does the work’s organization affect its meaning? 

b. Explain how these formal devices act as defamiliarizing agents by foregrounding the workings of literary language and/or story-telling, and establish whether or not the defamiliarizing effects instantiate any crucial procedures at work throughout the text.

c. Establish the meaning such defamiliarization leads to.

3. Criticisms against Formalism
A lot of criticisms have been levelled against the formalist theory of art. For instance, it does not assign any significance to the author, the world outside, or even thought. No recognition is given to the relation between text and reality which are key elements in some other critical theories. Another criticism against formalist critical theory is that it does not recognise the traditional dichotomy between Form and Content. It is interested only in Form. Formalist theory reversed the traditional priority of content over form and exclusively promoted the importance of form over content. Content then becomes dependent on form. Content does not have any separate or independent existence in literature. Form itself is determined, not by content, but by mother forms. Form predetermines content.

Conclusion

Using linguistic principles, the Formalists asserted that literature, like all sciences, is a self-enclosed, law-governed system. To study literature is primarily to study its form: form is superior to content. As a group, the Russian Formalists were suppressed and disbanded in 1930 by the Soviet government because they were unwilling to view literature through the Stalinist regime’s political and ideological perspectives. Most of the Russian Formalists moved to Europe and America where they paved the way to the emergence of another literary movement that is more relevant to Russian formalism.
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