
A FORMALIST PATH TO THE COMPLEXITY OF 

LITERARY FORM 

 

 

 

 

RAVI SEKHAR CHAKRABORTY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DEPARTMENT OF HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 

INDIAN INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY DELHI 

OCTOBER 2022   



  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 © Indian Institute of Technology Delhi (IITD), New Delhi, 2022
 

  



A FORMALIST PATH TO THE COMPLEXITY OF 

LITERARY FORM 

 

by 

 

RAVI SEKHAR CHAKRABORTY 

 

Department of Humanities and Social Sciences 

 

Submitted 

in fulfilment of the requirements of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

to the 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

INDIAN INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY DELHI 

OCTOBER 2022 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dedicated  

to  

my mother  

Krishna Chakraborty 



I 
 

 
 

 

 

Certificate 

This is to certify that the thesis entitled, A Formalist Path to the Complexity of Literary Form 

being submitted by Ravi Sekhar Chakraborty to the Department of Humanities and Social 

Sciences, Indian Institute of Technology, for the award of Doctor of Philosophy is a record of 

bonafide work carried by him under my supervision. In my opinion, the thesis has reached the 

standards of fulfilling the requirements for submission relating to the degree. 

 

The contents of the thesis have not been submitted in part or full, to any other university or 

institute for the award of any other degree or diploma. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Sanil V 

Professor 

Philosophy 

Department of Humanities and Social Sciences 

Indian Institute of Technology, Delhi 

Hauz Khas, New Delhi – 110016 

12.06.2022 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 



                                                                                 II 
 

 

 

 

 

Acknowledgments 

 

I thank my supervisor Prof Sanil  for the last seven years of intellectual freedom and personal 

warmth.The playfulness and openness of philosophy which I peddle to the world today is stolen 

from his tutelage. Profs. Milind and Soumyabrata have always inspired with their endless 

erudition. My beloved friends Surya and Benu have made the brutalist interiors of IIT very 

comforting.But this thesis is dedicated to my mother for all the sacrifices she made for me and 

still does, even today. 

 

The thesis has taken a rather long time to crystallise itself. And it is fair to enlist the biographical 

factors that form a neat causal chain in their own right. Ever since my mother instilled in me the 

transcendental value of academics, my English teacher Sridevi Atluri played a huge role in 

validating my imaginative capacity in general and made me trust my ability to write in specific. 

Santhanam and Arumugamswamy spurred me to develop intuition in mathematics and physics. 

At IIT Kanpur,  Mini Chandran and G Neelakantan were profoundly effective enablers of my 

love for literature. With Nirmalya Guha and Prashant Bagad, I received a kind of mentorship that 

combined Socratic dialogism with personal concern.  

 

At IIT Delhi, I benefited from my intense intellectual quarrels and late-night hairsplitting with 

Shamik Chakravarty, Sandip Debnath, Anand Prakash, Robin E J, Alan Stanley and Shinod. It 

sounds lame to invoke the abused word “interdisciplinary” to describe my interactions with 

various scholars and professors in the department. I thank Arjun Ghosh, Simona Sawhney, Divya 

Dwivedi, Ravinder Kaur, Paroma Sanyal and Stuti Khanna. With Varsha Singh, the debate 

between philosophy and psychology rages on. For some rigorous training in philosophy in my 

earlier years, I owe a lot to Arudra Burra and Bijoy Boruah. I was lucky to have met Clement 

Lion at IIT and got to enjoy the pleasure of collaboration with him. I thank Elie During and 

Saumya Malviya for significant suggestions on the thesis. 

 

Bharat helped to make the research scholar’s room a home. Rituparna, Asmita, Mahendra,    

Angarika, Suchismita and Satanik have added their own colours to my long-winded doctoral     

 



                                                                                 III 
 

 

 

 

 

life. I owe a lot to the camaraderie with Ekta, the friendship with Vinayak and the love of Benu 

and Surya. I am fortunate to have Samaira and Yana as part of my life. My father has supported  

me quietly and firmly in his own way. But my mother’s sacrifice must be emphasised again one 

last time. Nothing could have been possible without her. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                                                 IV 
 

 

 

 

  

                                                            Abstract 

With the increasingly instrumental usage of computational techniques, the discipline of digital 

humanities  risks degenerating into another instance of scientism. Instead, the currency of these 

cultures of formalization calls for a fundamental reconsideration of formalisms.  The concept of 

complexity is appropriated to provide a telos  to this reconstruction of the formalist project. The 

thesis shows that formalisms in literature draw from the power of mathematical thought as a 

source of both metaphysics and method. There is an extended engagement with three thinkers: 

Albert Lautman for defining the notion of the ‘mathematical’ with which to interpret formalisms,  

René Thom for exemplifying a mathematically oriented metaphysics of literary form and Alfred 

North Whitehead for developing a critique of the mathematical and yet retaining the idea of 

formal thought. Starting from furnishing a basis for how formalisms engage with mathematical 

thought, the thesis progresses to detect the limitations of the mathematical in grasping the 

complexity of literary form. 
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सार 

यह थीिसस गिणत और सािह×य के बीच संबंधɉ की एक कठोर खोज है। मेरा तकर्  है 

िक गिणत सािहि×यक Ǿप की जिटलता को åयविèथत Ǿप से समझाने मɅ मदद कर 

सकता है। िजस प्रकार एक के बाद एक प्रितमान के उ×तरािधकार पर िवचार करके 

प्राकृितक घटनाओ ंकी जिटलता को समझने मɅ प्रगित होती है, उसी तरह हम 

सािहि×यक Ǿप के िसद्धांतɉ को उसी तरह के क्रम मɅ åयविèथत करत ेहɇ। 

 सािहि×यक Ǿप की प्रकृित को समझने मɅ गिणत की शिक्त को छोड़ने के 

बजाय, हम महसूस करत ेहɇ िक गिणत हमɅ सािहि×यक Ǿप की नई समèयाओ ंको 

èपçट करने मɅ मदद करता है। यह हमɅ िडिजटल मानिवकी को एक नए पिरपे्रêय मɅ 

देखने मɅ मदद करता है और ऐसा नही ंलगता िक यह िडिजटल तकनीक का अधंा 

अनुप्रयोग है। इसके बजाय, िडिजटल मानिवकी भिवçय के त×वमीमांसा का इनक्यूबेटर 

है। 
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