Foregrounding

In stylistics, the notion of foregrounding, a term borrowed from the Prague School of Linguistics, is used to refer to ‘artistically motivated deviation’.
The term foregrounding, when used in a literary sense, is a linguistic strategy that refers to the act of shifting attention away from a main action or thought, by giving prominence to something else that is occurring in the storyline. It is commonly used in poetry as a means to deviate from normal speech patterns and bring attention from the typical everyday subject being addressed, drawing attention instead to the use of language, metaphors and alliteration.
Foregrounding is a significant literary stylistic device based on the Russian Formalist's notion that the very essence of poeticality lies in the "deformation" of language. The Prague scholar Jan Mukarovsky (1891-1975) shaped the notion of foregrounding into a scholarly literary concept.
"Foregrounding" literally means "to bring to the front." The writer uses the sounds of words or the words themselves in such a way that the readers' attention is immediately captivated. The most common means employed by the writers is repetition. Our attention is immediately captivated by the repetition of the sounds of certain words or by the words themselves and we begin to analyse the reasons why the writer is repeating this particular sound or word.
In the tongue twister, "she sells sea shells on the sea shore" it is plain that 's' and 'sh' are foregrounded for their euphonic effect.
In Julius Caesar Act III Sc.2 Mark Antony in the famous funeral speech mocks at Brutus by repeatedly referring to him as "honorable" and each time ironically implying the exactly the opposite.
According to formalist critics, foregrounding is a stylistic device that draws attention to itself by way of its defamiliarization from everyday speech. It is the practice of making something stand out from the surrounding words or images. It is “the ‘throwing into relief’ of the linguistic sign against the background of the norms of ordinary language. It refers to the range of stylistic effects that occur in literature, whether at the phonetic level (e.g., alliteration, rhyme), the grammatical level (e.g., inversion, ellipsis), or the semantic level (e.g., metaphor, irony). As Mukarovský pointed out, foregrounding may occur in normal, everyday language, such as spoken discourse or journalistic prose, but it occurs at random with no systematic design. In literary texts, on the other hand, foregrounding is structured: it tends to be both systematic and hierarchical. That is, similar features may recur, such as a pattern of assonance or a related group of metaphors, and one set of features will dominate the others
There are two main types of foregrounding: parallelism (grammar) and deviation.
Parallelism can be described as unexpected regularity, while deviation can be seen as unexpected irregularity. As the definition of foregrounding indicates, these are relative concepts. Something can only be unexpectedly regular or irregular within a particular context. This context can be relatively narrow, such as the immediate textual surroundings (referred to as a 'secondary norm' or wider such as an entire genre (referred to as a 'primary norm'.
For example, the last line of a poem with a consistent metre may be foregrounded by changing the number of syllables it contains. This would be an example of a deviation from a secondary norm.
In the following poem by E. E. Cummings, there are two types of deviation:
“light’s lives lurch
a once world quickly from rises
army the gradual of unbeing fro
on stiffening greenly air and to ghosts go
drift slippery hands tease slim float twitter faces
Only stand with me, love! against these its
until you are, and until i am dreams...”
Firstly, most of the poem deviates from 'normal' language (primary deviation). In addition, there is secondary deviation in that the penultimate line is unexpectedly different from the rest of the poem.
Nursery rhymes, adverts and slogans often exhibit parallelism in the form of repetition and rhyme, but parallelism can also occur over longer texts. For example, jokes are often built on a mixture of parallelism and deviation. They often consist of three parts or characters. The first two are very similar (parallelism) and the third one starts out as similar, but our expectations are thwarted when it turns out different in end (deviation).
Foregrounding can occur on all levels of language. It is generally used to highlight important parts of a text, to aid memorability and/or to invite interpretation. Verdonk states that foregrounding is the psychological effect a literary reader has as s/he is reading a work of literature.
The purpose of foregrounding is to sharpen readers' vision and understanding of the event, feelings, circumstance, concept, etc. that the author wants to point out in the hope of giving readers new clarity, epiphany or motivation etc. The favored techniques for creating foregrounding are patterns, such as repetitions; ambiguity, in which meaning is clear but conclusions may be variable; metaphor; tone; parallelism; and diction. Structural elements may also be foregrounded, such as character development and plot structure. Any of these devices may be used to defamiliarize the literary work through linguistic dislocation (i.e., atypical language usage) so that the reader is struck by the author's points and aims while submerged in a "strange" perspective of life and the world.
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| 1.1 Factors Contributing to Foregrounding

It is significant that Jan Mukarovsky refers to
foregrounding as "the esthetically intentional
distortion of the linguistic components."
(Mukarovsky, 1985:18).

This definition signifies two important aspects of
foregrounding:

first, poetic foregrounding , being 'intentional',
presupposes some motivation on the part of the poet
which in turn demands careful attention from the
reader,

and second, distortion of any 'linguistic component'
may bring about foregrounding.
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Thus concentration of any linguistic features -
phonological, syntactic, or semantic - which are
rare or unnoticed in ordinary speech but brought
into prominence deliberately in the literary text
with the purpose of contributing to its total effect
can result in foregrounding.

This "calling of the reader's attention to linguistic
structures", quite different from the way in which
a non-literary writer will emphasize the language
elements, " is an essential part of literary
""creation." (Chapman, 1982:5).
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Parallelism provides another example for this over-
regularity of a particular choice within the system
(Leech and Short,1981:142). Parallelism is identified
as "structural repetition in which variable elements
occur'". Short (1985:9)quotes the following line from
Shakespeare's Othello as the "best example ever"
of parallelism:

I kissed thee ere I killed thee
The line consists of two parallel clauses linked by
ere:
< [SPO] cj [SPO] > . The Words I and thee are
repeated. This leaves 'kissed' and 'killed' which are
parallel, as shown below:
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iglphonetic - / kist/ . / kild/
ere is phonetic parallelism through alliteration (the
repeated word-initial / k / and the similarity of word-final /
d / and / t / ) and assonance (the repeated / i / bowel).
Further both the words are monosyllabic and have the same
structure, CVCC.

(i) orthographic - kissed 3 killed
The only orthographic difference between the words lies in
the presence of double 's' and double ' I'in 'kissed' and
'killed' respectively. Even here there is parallelism due to
doubling.
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(iii) morphological -  kiss-ed s kill-ed

Both the words consist of two morphemes, the second of
which is a past tense marker.

Both kissed and killed are predicators within the parallel
clauses.

Short concludes that it is this parallel linguistic pattern in
the line that makes it foregrounded and therefore
important interpretatively(Ibid.).
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1. Foregrounding

Taken as a predominantly literary feature, the term
foregrounding refers to an effect brought about in the
reader by linguistic or other forms of deviation in the
literary text(Leech, 1985:47).

The deviant features of the text, being unexpected,
come to the foreground of reader's attention against
the background of its normal linguistic features.

The Prague School linguists consider foregrounding,
which confers unexpectedness, unusualness and
uniqueness on literary texts, as the differentiating
factor between poetic and non-poetic language
(Mukarovsky, 1958:19).
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| They consider the maximization of foregrounding as

the function of poetic language. Leech (1965:68)
analyzes the poem "This Bread I Break" by Dylan
Thomas and recognized the expressions "the oat was
merry", and "broke the sun" in it, figuring in the
stanza quoted below, as foregrounded.

Once in this wind the summer blood

Knocked in the flesh that decked the vine,

Once in this bread

The Oat was merry in the wind;

Man broke the sun, pulled the wind down.
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In the expression '"the Oat was merry ", the noun
which normally has the feature of inanimacy in the
language code is given an animate and more precisely
2 human feature in the poetic context, thereby creating
a deviation which is foregrounded against normal
expressions like '"'the man was merry'"' , ''the teacher
was merry'' etc.

Foregrounding occurs here because the semantic
features of these items in the language code do not
correspond with those which are bestowed upon them
by the contextual environment in which they appear.





