NEKLII
BIAOMUX YKPATHCbKUX TA 3APYBI?)KHUX YYEHUX

Y/IK 82.091:165.6
DOI: 10.28925/2311-2425.2019.13.1

FOREGROUNDING THEORY:
AN OLD MODEL FROM A NEW PERSPECTIVE

Willie van Peer
Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich
Geschwister-Scholl-Platz 1, 80539
w.vanpeer@gmail.com
ORCHID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6099-3716

Anna Chesnokova
Borys Grinchenko Kyiv University
13B, Marshal Tymoshenko St.
a.chesnokova@kubg.edu.ua
ORCHID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8941-1900

The authors offer an overview of the theory of foregrounding from its origin in the philosophy of Aristotle
and later development in the works of the Russian Formalists and then the Prague Structuralists. The focus
is made on the benefits of Empirical Study of Literature that enables researchers to apply a more rigorous
and accountable methodology in investigating both the content and the form of literary texts as well
as readers’ reactions to them.
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Binni eaH Mip, AHHa YecHokosa
Teopisa ouyAHeHHA: HOBMIA NOMNAL Ha CTapy MoAesb

Asmopu po32s1a0arome meopito 04yOHeHHA y ii sUMoKax i3 ginocogii Apicmomens i nodanswiti po36y-
008i y npaysax pociticekux gpopmanicmia i npasskux cmpykmypasnicmis. AKueHm pobumsCa Ha nepesazax
eMnipUyHo20 Nlimepamypo3Hascmeaa, Memo0os102is AKO20 YMOXIIUBIIIOE 06’EKMUBHUL | KOHMPOIbOBA-
HUU hioxi0 00 8UBYEHHA AK 3MiCMYy, Mak i hopMu XYOOXKHIX MeKCmis, a MAKOX peakyii yumaya Ha HUXx.

Kntouoei cnosa: meopis ouyOHeHHs, eMmnipuyHe siimepamypo3Hascmeo.

Bunnu eax Nup, AHHa YecHokoea
Teopus ocTpaHeHUA: HOBbI B3MNAA Ha CTapylo Mofenb

Asmopebl 0ailom 0630p meopuu ocmpaHeHus 8 eé ucmokax u3 ¢unocogpuu Apucmomens u daneHetiweu
paspabomke 8 mpyodax pycckux popManucmos U Npaxckux cmpykmypaaucmos. BHumaHue akyeHmu-
pyemca Ha NnpeuMyuwecmeax SMnUpUYecKo2o umepamyposedeHus, Memooosio2us Komopozo Oesaem
803MOXHbIM 06BeKMUBHbIU U KOHMPOJIUPYeMblli NOOX00 K U3y4YeHUIO KaK COOePXaHUS, Mak u hopmabl Xy-
00XKecmaeHHbIX MeKCmos, a MAkxe peakyuu Yyumamesis Ha HUX.

Knioyesole cnosa: meopud oCmpdaHeHud, SMmnupu4yeckoe numepamyposeaeHue.

1. Introduction. Foregrounding in Literature in the philosophy of Aristotle. So also does
We must begin at the beginning. And about the notion of “foregrounding”. In his Poetics (2013)
everything in Western culture takes its origin Aristotle proposes that a piece of literature will
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have more impact if the diction of the literary work
is “distinguished”, and that this effect is arrived
at through the use of unfamiliar terms, metaphor,
strange words, or lengthened forms. Through
the influence of Aristotle’s work from the Renaissance
onward, this view of literature has gained a wide
dissemination in Western thought, and in this light
the theory of foregrounding can be seen as a more
precise and more methodical elaboration of these
ideas.

The first systematic exploration of this notion
occurred at the eve of the Russian Revolution,
in the years 1916 and 1917, both in Saint Petersburg
and in Moscow. Especially the famous essay “Art
as Technique” (“Iskusstvo kak priem”) by Victor
Shklovsky (1917/1965), together with Roman
Jakobson’s view on the poetic function (1981), laid
the foundation of a theory, which was very old,
but now is pursued in a much more organized way.

Basically, the notion of foregrounding was
formed through deviations of a norm or parallelism,
so that these two devices employed by authors
created the “literariness” we recognize in literary
texts. The Russian Formalists’ work was only
processed in the West in the 1960s and later, but
under the influence of British stylisticians, such
as Geoffrey Leech (1969) and Roger Fowler (1966),
the notion of foregrounding quickly got established
in linguistically oriented work on literature.
Following the introduction of the Formalists’
ideas (later those of the Prague Structuralists)
in the West, a plethora of analyses of the devices
of deviation and parallelism in a multitude of literary
texts was undertaken, showing the ubiquity
of foregrounding — which was then also claimed
as the source of “literariness”.

What remained unclear, however, was whether
those literary devices were there in the texts for the
purpose for which the Formalists had held them

Theory (=3 Predictions [€=———> Data I

responsible. According to Shklovsky (1917/1965: 12),
they are there to “refresh” our view of the world.
In his own words:

“Art exists that one may recover the sensation
of life, it exists to make one feel things, to make
the stone stony. 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, to increase the difficulty and length
of perception because the process of perception
isanaestheticend in itself and must be prolonged.”

Scholars did their best to argue (in their analyses)
how those literary devices might indeed exert that
kind of influence on readers. Only, in most cases
this was just a “construction” of the analysts — and
one remained in the dark whether their views indeed
corresponded to the experiences of real readers.
And that, precisely, was the next — important —
step in the development of the theory: to empirically
investigate the reactions of real readers, and see
whether they corresponded to what the theory
of foregrounding says about such literary experiences.
But how do you do that? Fortunately, there are good
models for such research in the social sciences. Let us
look at such a widely used model first.

2. A General Model of Empirical Research.

The model in Figure 1 above should be read
from left to right: we start with a “theory”, which
in our case, is the theory of foregrounding,
as it was synthesized from its initial conception
into the more elaborate construction it later
became. The most important step in the model is
the next one: treating the “theory” as a prediction,
which will enable us to explicitly formulate
a hypothesis based on predictions logically derived

Statistical
Analysis

<.05 p>.05

Figure 1: Theory testing model
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from theoretical insights. This prediction can take
the form of an if — then statement: if the theory is
correct, then the following things should happen —
and be observable. For instance, if the theory is
correct, and deviations are observed in a literary
text, these very deviations should cause surprise,
or reflection, or other psychological experiences
in the reader. So the evident next step in the model is
precisely the following: collecting evidence for such
psychological experiences. These are called data,
and evidently they must be provided not by us,
but by readers themselves. These data that have
been acquired independently are then confronted
by the concrete predictions that we derived from the
theory at an earlier stage. Unless we do so, we will not
deal with a real (scientific) theory, which demands
that it can be falsified. The data should be in line
with the predictions, but they may also contradict
them, and that is the meaning of them being
“independent”.

Subsequent thorough analysis of the data is then
needed, and in many cases this will involve a statistical
analysis so that we can answer the question how
probable the results are and whether generalisation
beyond the experimental sample is possible. In other
words — how representative the data are for the
world at large. In this way we will be able to find
evidence in favour of the theory — but also to observe
inaccuracies, which may later lead to revision
of the theory concerned.

3. The Beginnings

The work that set it all in motion was
the book Stylistics and Psychology: Investigations
of Foregrounding (van Peer 1986). Highly detailed
linguistic analyses were made of a number of poems,
identifying all (or most) of the features of deviation
and parallelism. On the basis of these extended
analyses differences in density of foregrounding
within different locations within the poem were
made, allowing a hierarchy of density within each
of the poems. Actual readers were then asked, among
other things, to underline any (part ofa) word that they
found striking. Quantifying these reactions, averages
for each of the lines of each poem were calculated
and compared with the index of foregrounding
density drawn up before. This then is the final stage
of the model: calculating the statistical probability
of the overlap between the two hierarchies by means
of a statistical analysis, providing a method to decide
whether the overlap was large enough to conclude
that the two are related (or not).

The method applied by van Peer was later followed
by numerous replications that used finer-grained
methodology. The first — and maybe most inspiring
one, was the study by Miall and Kuiken (1994), and
later there were other investigations, with different
respondents and materials, in different countries,
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in different circumstances and under different
conditions. All in all, one can now say that in most
of these studies the claims made by the foregrounding
theory have been corroborated by the data, though
in reality we have come a long way from Shklovsky’s
initial formulation, and also a long way from the first
empirical studies that established the validity of his
claims.

Thus in a series of more recent experiments
(Chesnokova and van Peer 2016; van Peer and
Chesnokova 2017) the predictions discussed above
were not confirmed, which in itself is quite puzzling,
as most efforts at corroborating the foregrounding
theory so far had been successful. Partly as a result
of these experiments a breakthrough has been
made in the field, and, by both quantitative and
qualitative measures, a new, complementary model
of the reading processes in foregrounding has been
proposed. It is this model that we will detalise and
explore in the proposed course.

4. Further developments.
Outline of the 2020 course

In the eight sessions of the course, we will
make students familiar with the new model
of the research on foregrounding. Additionally, apart
from theoretical suggestions and insights, we will
carry out some research to probe the validity and
reliability of this new model. Below is the outline
of the course:

o Session 1. Introductory lecture
on foregrounding.

o Session 2. Experiment probing the validity
of the new model.

o Session 3. Introduction to the new model:
what are its ingredients and innovation?

o Session 4. Discussing the results
of the experiment conducted in Session 2.

o Session 5. Students involve in group work,
setting up similar experiments.

+ Session 6. Discussion of the design
of the experiments.

o Session 7. Toward a synthesis of the current
standard model of foregrounding and the newly
proposed “failed foregrounding model”.

o Session 8. Conclusion and outlook.

Thus we will make explicit the need for empirical
methods in the pursuit of the emotional
workings of literature and in testing the theory
of foregrounding, in particular. The methodology
we suggest provides reliable, insightful, but
sometimes also counter-intuitive results, which
can subsequently corroborate or falsify the theories
and thus ensure further development in our
understanding of literature, of the world at large,
and of ourselves in the world.
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