what 1s formalism in literature

what is formalism in literature is a fundamental question for understanding a
major critical approach that emphasizes the form and structure of literary
works over external contexts such as author biography or historical
background. Formalism focuses on analyzing the intrinsic features of texts,
including language, style, narrative techniques, and literary devices, to
uncover how meaning is constructed within the text itself. This approach
emerged prominently in the early 20th century and has influenced various
branches of literary criticism and theory. Exploring what formalism in
literature entails involves examining its origins, key principles,
methodologies, and its impact on literary analysis. This article provides a
comprehensive overview of formalism, highlighting its defining
characteristics and significance within the broader field of literary
studies.

Definition and Origins of Formalism

Key Principles of Formalism in Literature

Methods and Techniques Used in Formalist Analysis

Major Formalist Theorists and Their Contributions

e Applications and Criticisms of Formalism

Definition and Origins of Formalism

Formalism in literature is a critical approach that concentrates on the
formal elements of a text, such as its structure, language, and literary
devices, rather than external factors like historical context or authorial
intent. It posits that the meaning of a literary work is encoded in its
formal features and can be understood through close textual analysis. The
roots of formalism trace back to early 20th-century Russia with the
establishment of Russian Formalism, which laid the groundwork for systematic
literary analysis based on form.

Russian Formalists sought to distinguish literary language from ordinary
language by studying the devices and techniques that make literature unique.
This movement later influenced Western literary criticism, particularly the
New Criticism movement in the United States during the mid-20th century. Both
approaches share a commitment to focusing on the text itself as an autonomous
object of study.



Key Principles of Formalism in Literature

Understanding what formalism in literature entails requires a grasp of its
central principles, which prioritize the text’s internal mechanics over
external influences. These principles guide formalist critics in their
analysis and interpretation of literary works.

Focus on the Text Itself

Formalism insists that the primary source of meaning resides within the
literary work itself. The text is treated as a self-contained entity whose
meaning can be revealed through careful examination of its components.

Emphasis on Literary Devices

Literary techniques such as imagery, symbolism, metaphor, rhyme, meter, and
narrative structure are considered essential elements that shape the meaning
and aesthetic experience of a text. Formalists analyze how these devices
function and interact.

Rejection of External Contexts

Unlike historical or biographical criticism, formalism deliberately excludes
factors such as the author’s life, historical events, or cultural background.
The approach maintains that such contexts are irrelevant or secondary to
understanding the work’s intrinsic value.

Literary Language as Distinct

Formalists argue that literary language differs from everyday language
through its defamiliarization effect—a technique that makes the familiar
strange to heighten perception and engagement with the text.

Autonomy of the Literary Work

The text is viewed as an autonomous artifact whose meaning and artistic form
are inseparable and should be analyzed accordingly.

Methods and Techniques Used in Formalist
Analysis

Formalism employs specific analytical methods designed to dissect the text’s



structure and language systematically. These techniques help uncover the
underlying principles that govern the literary work.

Close Reading

Close reading is the cornerstone of formalist analysis. It involves
meticulous, detailed examination of a text’s language, syntax, and stylistic
elements to interpret meaning and uncover layers of significance.

Analysis of Plot and Structure

Formalists study how narratives are constructed, focusing on plot devices,
chronological order, pacing, and the arrangement of scenes to understand how
they contribute to thematic development.

Examination of Poetic Devices

In poetry, formalist critics analyze rhyme schemes, meter, alliteration,
assonance, and other sound patterns to determine how they enhance meaning and
aesthetic pleasure.

Identification of Patterns and Motifs

Recognizing recurring themes, symbols, and motifs within a text is vital for
understanding its coherence and artistic unity.

Defamiliarization Technique

Formalists pay special attention to moments where the text disrupts ordinary
perceptions, making the reader see familiar things in new ways.

Major Formalist Theorists and Their
Contributions

The development of formalism in literature owes much to key theorists whose
ideas shaped its direction and methodologies. Their contributions remain
influential in literary studies today.

Viktor Shklovsky

Shklovsky introduced the concept of “defamiliarization” (ostranenie),



emphasizing how literature makes the familiar appear strange to renew the
reader’s perception. His work is foundational to understanding the formalist
approach.

Roman Jakobson

Jakobson contributed significantly to the study of language and poetics,
analyzing how linguistic functions operate within literary texts. His
theories expanded formalism to include structural linguistics.

Cleanth Brooks

A leading figure in New Criticism, Brooks emphasized paradox, irony, and
ambiguity in poetry. His close readings demonstrated how formal elements
create complex meanings.

John Crowe Ransom

Ransom advocated for the autonomy of the text and formal analysis, arguing
against historical and biographical interpretations. He was instrumental in
shaping American formalist criticism.

Applications and Criticisms of Formalism

Formalism has been widely applied across literary genres and periods,
offering valuable insights into the mechanics of texts. However, it has also
faced various critiques that challenge its limitations.

Applications in Literary Analysis

Formalism is used to:

e Analyze poetry and prose through close reading

Understand narrative techniques and plot development

Explore symbolism and stylistic devices

Teach literature by focusing on textual features

Develop literary theory and criticism frameworks



Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its strengths, formalism has been criticized for:

Ignoring historical, cultural, and social contexts of literary works

Overlooking authorial intention and reader response

Potentially reducing complex texts to mere formal exercises

Being too rigid or mechanical in analysis

e Marginalizing interdisciplinary approaches

These critiques have led to the emergence of other critical theories that
incorporate broader contexts, although formalism remains a foundational
methodology in literary studies.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is formalism in literature?

Formalism in literature is a critical approach that focuses on analyzing the
form, structure, style, and literary devices of a text rather than its
content or historical context.

Who are the main proponents of formalism in
literature?

Key proponents of formalism include Russian Formalists like Viktor Shklovsky
and Roman Jakobson, as well as New Critics such as Cleanth Brooks and T.S.
Eliot.

How does formalism differ from other literary
theories?

Unlike theories that emphasize author biography, historical context, or
reader response, formalism concentrates solely on the text itself and its
intrinsic features.

What are some common techniques used in formalist
literary analysis?

Formalist analysis often includes close reading, examining narrative



structure, rhyme schemes, meter, imagery, symbolism, and other literary
devices.

Why is close reading important in formalism?

Close reading is essential in formalism because it allows critics to
carefully analyze the language, syntax, and literary techniques that create
meaning within the text.

Can formalism be applied to all types of literary
works?

Yes, formalism can be applied to poetry, prose, drama, and other literary
forms by focusing on their formal elements and how these contribute to the
overall effect.

What is the main goal of formalist criticism?

The main goal is to understand how the form and structure of a literary work
generate meaning and affect the reader's experience.

How does formalism view the relationship between
form and content?

Formalism often argues that form and content are inseparable, with form
shaping and enhancing the content's meaning.

Is formalism still relevant in contemporary literary
studies?

Yes, formalism remains relevant as it provides essential tools for text-based
analysis and complements other critical approaches.

What are some criticisms of formalism in literature?

Critics argue that formalism can be too narrow, ignoring historical,
cultural, and political contexts that influence a literary work's meaning.

Additional Resources

1. “Literary Theory: An Introduction” by Terry Eagleton

This foundational text offers a comprehensive overview of various literary
theories, including formalism. Eagleton explains how formalism focuses on the
structure, language, and literary devices within a text itself rather than
external contexts like author biography or historical background. The book is
accessible for beginners and provides critical insights into understanding
literature through formalist lenses.



2. “Russian Formalism: History — Doctrine” by Viktor Shklovsky

This collection of essays by one of the pioneers of Russian Formalism delves
into the principles that define this literary movement. Shklovsky emphasizes
techniques such as defamiliarization and the importance of literary form over
content. It serves as an essential resource for understanding the origins and
theoretical foundations of formalism in literature.

3. “The Formalist Criticism” edited by David Lodge

A compilation of key essays and critical pieces that highlight the
development and impact of formalist criticism. The book includes writings
from prominent formalists and provides explanations of how formalism analyzes
narrative structures, language, and style. It’'s ideal for students and
scholars seeking a focused study on formalist approaches.

4. “Theory of Literature” by René Wellek and Austin Warren

This classic text covers a wide range of literary theories, with significant
sections devoted to formalism. Wellek and Warren discuss how form and content
interact and the importance of analyzing the intrinsic features of literary
works. Their approach has influenced modern literary criticism and remains a
valuable resource for understanding formalist perspectives.

5. “Russian Formalism and Anglo-American New Criticism: An Essay in
Comparative Literary History” by Peter Steiner

Steiner explores the connections and distinctions between Russian Formalism
and the Anglo-American New Criticism movement. This book highlights
formalism’s emphasis on close reading and textual analysis, tracing its
influence on later critical methodologies. It’s beneficial for readers
interested in the evolution and cross-cultural impact of formalist ideas.

6. “The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative” by H. Porter Abbott

While primarily focused on narrative theory, this book incorporates formalist
principles by analyzing how stories are constructed. Abbott discusses
narrative techniques, structure, and the role of form in shaping meaning. The
text is helpful for those wanting to see formalism applied to narrative
analysis specifically.

7. “Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics and the Study of
Literature” by Jonathan Culler

Culler's work bridges formalism and structuralism, exploring how literary
texts can be understood through their structures and codes. The book builds
on formalist ideas about form and focuses on language systems within
literature. It’'s a key text for readers interested in the theoretical
progression from formalism to structuralism.

8. “Close Reading: The Reader” by Jane P. Tompkins

This book delves into the practice of close reading, a technique central to
formalist criticism. Tompkins discusses how attention to detail in language,
syntax, and literary devices reveals deeper meanings within texts. The work
emphasizes the formalist belief that the text itself is the primary source of
interpretation.



9. “The Art of Stylistics” by Geoffrey Leech and Mick Short

Focusing on style and linguistic choices in literature, this book aligns
closely with formalist interests in language and form. Leech and Short
provide tools for analyzing stylistic elements that contribute to a text’s
meaning and effect. It’'s an excellent resource for understanding how
formalism applies to the study of literary style.
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