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FOREWORD

When Rabelais and His World, Mikhail Bakhtin’s first book to
be published in English, appeared in 1968,! the author was totally
unknown in the West. Moreover, his name, his biography, and his
authorship were a mystery even in his native Russia. Today, Bakh-
tin (18g5-1975) is internationally acclaimed in the world of letters
and the humanities generally. His biography is gradually becoming
better known as scholars from both East and West discover infor-
mation and reconstruct the data. His books, previously neglected
or unkown, are being republished, such as the one introduced here.

What accounts for the new popularity of this theoretician who
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wrote his pioneering works half a century ago and whose deep
concern was a subject as “‘enigmatic” as literature? In response, we
must look to his fundamental ideas about art, its ontology, and its
context. His roots in the intellectual life of the turn of the century,
Bakhtin insisted that art is oriented toward communication.
“Form” in art, thus conceived, is particularly active in expressing
and conveying a system of values, a function that follows from the
very nature of communication as an exchange of meaningful mes-
sages. In such statements,?2 Bakhtin recognizes the duality of every
sign in art, where all content is formal and every form exists
because of its content. In other words, “‘form” is active in any struc-
ture as a specific aspect of a “‘message.”

Even more striking are Bakhtin’s ideas concerning the role of
semiosis outside the domain of art, or, as he put it, in the organiza-
tion of life itself. In opposition to interpretations of life as inert
“chaos” that is transformed into organized “form” by art, Bakhtin
claims that life itself (traditionally considered “content”) is orga-
nized by human acts of behavior and cognition (postupok i poz-
nanie) and is therefore already charged with a system of values at
the moment it enters into an artistic structure. Art only transforms
this organized “material” into a new system whose distinction is
to mark new values. Bakhtin’s semiotic orientation and his pio-
neering modernity of thought are grounded in his accounting for
human behavior as communication and, eo ipso, his recognition
of the goal-directedness of all human messages.

As a philosopher and literary scholar, Bakhtin had a “language
obsession” as Michael Holquist calls it, or, as we might also say, a
perfect understanding of language as a system; he managed to use
language comprehended as a model for his analysis of art, spe-
cifically the art of the novel. Besides his revolutionary book on
Dostoevsky, his essay “Discourse in the Novel”3 (“Slovo v romane”),
written in 1934-35, belongs among the fundamental works on
verbal art today. In it Bakhtin argues first and foremost against the
outdated yet persistent idea of the “randomness” in the organiza-
tion of the novel in contrast to poetry. He proved this assertion by
demonstrating in his works the particular transformations of
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language necessary to produce the genre labeled the “novel.” In
contradistinction to poetry, Bakhtin defines the novel as a “multi-
plicity of styles” (mnozhestvo stilei) in their mutual echoing, or as
the word constantly reinvolved in a dialogue (which he calls
romannoe slovo—the “novelistic word”). Behind each reply in this
dialogue stands a “speaking man,” and therefore the word in the
novel is always socially charged and thus necessarily polemical.
There is no one-voiced novel, and, consequently, every novel by its
very nature is polemical.

Another of Bakhtin’s outstanding ideas connecting him with
modern semiotics is his discovery that quoted speech (chuzhaia
rech’) permeates all our language activities in both practical and
artistic communication. Bakhtin reveals the constant presence of
this phenomenon in a vast number of examples from all areas of
life: literature, ethics, politics, law, and inner speech. He points
to the fact that we are actually dealing with someone else’s words
more often than with our own. Either we remember and respond
to someone else’s words (in the case of ethics); or we represent them
in order to argue, disagree, or defend them (in the case of law); or,
finally, we carry on an inner dialogue, responding to someone’s
words (including our own). In each case someone else’s speech
makes it possible to generate our own and thus becomes an indis-
pensable factor in the creative power of language.

A further domain of Bakhtin's interest, and the source of his
methodology, is folk culture. Even more than language and semi-
otics,? his concern with folk culture derives from the Russian tra-
dition of his youth. Just as the Montpellier school of Rabelais’s
time promoted the importance and developed various theories
of laughter, so Russian scholars in the early 1920s, including
Zelenin, Trubetzkoy, Jakobson, Bogatyrev, and Propp, emphasized
the importance of the “lower” strata of culture as opposed to the
uniform, official “high culture.” The prohibition of laughter and
the comical in the epoch prior to the Renaissance parallels the
rejection of “subcultures” in the years prior to the Second World
War. As Trubetzkoy showed in his unjustly neglected book, Europe
and Mankind (Evropa i chelovechestvo),’ this cultural “centrism”
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pertains not only to a social but also to an ethnic hierarchy. The
danger of European cultural “centrism,” the recognition of the
multiplicity of cultural strata, their relative hierarchy, and their
“dialogue” occupied Trubetzkoy all his life.6 The same is true of
Bakhtin, as manifested in his works from the study on Dostoevsky
(1929) to the Rabelais book (1965). This interest ties the author of
Rabelais and His World to modern anthropology in America and
in Europe.

Bakhtin’s ideas concerning folk culture, with carnival as its
indispensable component, are integral to his theory of art. The
inherent features of carnival that he underscores are its emphatic
and purposeful “heterglossia” (raznogolosost’) and its multiplicity
of styles (mnogostil'nost’). Thus, the carnival principle corre-
sponds to and is indeed a part of the novelistic principle itself.
One may say that just as dialogization is the sine qua non for the
novel structure, so carnivalization is the condition for the ultimate
“structure of life” that is formed by “behavior and cognition.”
Since the novel represents the very essence of life, it includes the
carnivalesque in its properly transformed shape. In his book on
Dostoevsky, Bakhtin notes that “In carnival . . . the new mode of
man’s relation to man is elaborated.”? One of the essential aspects
of this relation is the “unmasking” and disclosing of the unvar-
nished truth under the veil of false claims and arbitrary ranks.
Now, the role of dialogue—both historically and functionally, in
language as a system as well as in the novel as a structure—is exactly
the same. Bakhtin repeatedly points to the Socratian dialogue as a
prototype of the discursive mechanism for revealing the truth.
Dialogue so conceived is opposed to the “authoritarian word”
(avtoritarnoe slovo) in the same way as carnival is opposed to
official culture. The “authoritarian word” does not allow any other
type of speech to approach and interfere with it. Devoid of any
zones of cooperation with other types of words, the “authoritarian
word” thus excludes dialogue. Similarly, any official culture that
considers itself the only respectable model dismisses all other cul-
tural strata as invalid or harmful.

Long before he published his book on Rabelais, Bakhtin had
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defined in the most exact terms the principle and the presence of
the carnivalesque in his native literary heritage.# However, the
presence of carnival in Russian literature had been noted before
Bakhtin, and a number of earlier critics and scholars had tried to
approach and grasp this phenomenon. The nineteenth-century
critic Vissarion Belinsky’s renowned characterization of Gogol’s
universe as “laughter through tears” was probably the first observa-
tion of this kind. The particular place and character of humor in
Russian literature has been a subject of discussion ever since. Some
scholars have claimed that humor, in the western sense, is pre-
cluded from Russian literature, with the exception of works by
authors of non-Russian, especially southern, origin, such as Gogol,
Mayakovsky, or Bulgakov. Some critics, notably Chizhevsky and,
especially, Trubetzkoy, discussed the specific character of Dostoev-
sky’s humor,? and came close to perceiving its essence; yet they did
not attain Bakhtin’s depth and exactitude.

The official prohibition of certain kinds of laughter, irony, and
satire was imposed upon the writers of Russia after the revolution.
It is eloquent that in the 19g0s Anatoly Lunacharsky, the Com-
missar of Enlightenment, himself wrote on the subject and orga-
nized a special government commission to study satiric genres. The
fate of Mayakovsky, Bulgakov, and Zoshchenko—the prominent
continuers of the Gogolian and Dostoevskian tradition—testifies
to the Soviet state’s rejection of free satire and concern with na-
tional self-irony, a situation similar to that prevailing during the
Reformation. In defiance of this prohibition, both Rabelais and
Bakhtin cultivated laughter, aware that laughter, like language,
is uniquely characteristic of the human species.

Krystyna Pomorska

NOTES

1. Translated from the Russian by Héleéne Iswolsky, foreword by Kry-
styna Pomorska (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1968).
2. Voprosy literatury i estetiki (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura,

1975).
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8. In The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by M. M. Bakhtin, ed.
Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), pp. 259-422.

4. See V. N. Voloshinov, Marksizm i filosofiia iazyka (Leningrad, 1930);
Marxism and the Philosophy of Language (New York, 1973).

5. (Sofia, 1920); German edition, Europa und die Menschheit (Munich:
Drei Masken Verlag, 1922).

6. See his K probleme russkogo samopoznaniia (Evraziiskoe knigoiz-
datel’stvo, 1927).

7. Problemy poetiki Dostoevskogo (Moscow, 1963), p. 164, my transla-
tion.

8. In Problemy poetiki Dostoevskogo.

9. See I. I. Lapshin, “Komicheskoe v proizvedeniiakh Dostoevskogo,’
in O Dostoevskom, ed. A. L. Bem (Prague, 1933).



PROLOGUE

Although the word “intelligentsia” is originally Russian, it was
best defined by Karl Mannheim when, in Ideology And Utopia, he
wrote, “In every society there are social groups whose special task
it is to provide an interpretation of the world for that society. We
call these the ‘intelligentsia.” ! So large a task is difficult at any
time, but there are periods when events threaten to outstrip any
capacity to interpret them. The Chinese had in mind periods of
this kind when they politely wished their friends, “May you not
live in interesting times.” The Russian revolution was just such an
interesting time. The political discrowning it accomplished was
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merely the most obvious of several simultaneous inversions for
which “1917” has become a homogenizing metaphor. Those who
lived through it were willy nilly thrown into the work of his-
tory. No one was allowed the luxury of a spectator’s role. Those
who normally seek the safety and anonymity of the gallery, such
as peasants, workers, and—perhaps especially—intellectuals, to
watch the kings, generals, prophets, and other public figures who
occupy center stage go forward to volunteer their blood at Hegel’s
“slaughter bench of history,” discovered they could not sit back
and eat popcorn—or read books. The revolution gave a particu-
larly Russian twist to Joyce’s line, ““Here comes everybody.”

The unique species of historical event we call a revolution occurs
when everything changes at once, not excluding the very categories
used for gauging and shaping change. During the first decades of
this century the whole Russian cultural system experienced an
identity crisis. The generations that lived through those years had
to work out for themselves fresh categories by which the utterly
new and bewildering universe into which they had been thrust
would let itself be known. It is in the nature of revolutions that no
one can be an experienced citizen of the new order they bring into
being. Those who fought for change, as well as those who resisted
it, are confronted with the postlapsarian mandate to live their lives
without a usable past.

Among the many things Mikhail Bakhtin attempts to accom-
plish in Rabelais and His World is the job he, as a Russian intel-
lectual of his time, was called upon by history to undertake: to
interpret the world for his society. In the Rabelais book Bakhtin
works through his own experience of revolution to provide con-
ceptual categories for the aid of others finding themselves in a
similar gap between cosmologies. In common with everything
Bakhtin wrote, this book is double-voiced: it is doing two things—
at least two—simultaneously, for the multitude of shattered unities
we call revolution brings forth texts with peculiar forms of unity.
At one level Rabelais and His World is a parable and guidebook
for its times, inexplicable without reference to the close connection
between the circumstances of its own production and Soviet intel-
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lectual and political history. At another level, directed to scholars
anywhere at any time, it is a contribution to historical poetics with
theoretical implications not limited by its origin in a particular
time and place. These two levels are reflected in the contrast be-
tween the book’s cool official reception in the Soviet Union and its
extraordinary popularity in the West. The two differing attitudes
could be easily (in 1984, in the midst of what seemed increasingly
to be a Cold War 11, all too easily) explained away as yet another
demonstration of “our” openness versus “their” closedness. But to
do so is to misperceive much of the book’s distinctiveness. Soviets
who objected—and still object—to the book see in it a dimension
that foreign scholars often miss as they hastily note obvious par-
allels between Bakhtin’s scathing references to the Catholic church
in the sixteenth century and Stalinism in the twentieth before
focusing their attention on theoretical issues raised by the book.
Soviet critics are wrong, of course, to limit the book’s significance
to a peculiarly Soviet reality. And we would be wrong to do the
same thing. But not to perceive that significance in its full com-
plexity is another way to undervalue the historical relevance of
Rabelais and His World. For above and beyond the obvious dif-
ferences between Bakhtin and Rabelais, the Russian critic and the
French novelist have one fundamental feature in common: each
created a special kind of open text that they explored as a means
for inscribing themselves into their times.

Both Rabelais and Bakhtin knew that they were living in an
unusual period, a time when virtually everything taken for granted
in less troubled ages lost its certainty, was plunged into contest and
flux. Unlike Dickens in his famous opening to 4 Tale of Two
Cities, Bakhtin knew that all historical epochs are not essentially
the same. There were periods, such as his own, when certain gen-
erations were presented with unusual dangers and unique oppor-
tunities. He was deeply responsive to the Renaissance because he
saw in it an age similar to his own in its revolutionary consequences
and its acute sense of one world’s death and another world’s being
born. Thus, although Bakhtin is typically very modest, he never-
theless feels justified in claiming that in his book Rabelais, after
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four hundred years of incomprehension, is finally understood. He
bases this extravagant claim on what can only be called the unique
similarity of Rabelais and His World and Gargantua. Each springs
from an age of revolution and each enacts a peculiarly open sense
of the text. Bakhtin, unlike many others who have dealt with
Gargantua, can hear Rabelais laughing because Bakhtin knows
how Rabelais wrote his book and, in fact, writes one very much
like it. Rabelais and His World is, of course, about the subversive
openness of the Rabelaisian novel, but it is also a subversively
open book itself.

For example, in the fourth book of Gargantua the tale is told of
Master Villon, a rogue who wishes to organize a travestied passion
play. All that is lacking is a costume for the character who is to
play the role of God the Father. The local sacristan, shocked by
what Villon intends, refuses to lend any church vestments for so
devilish a purpose. The prankster Villon takes revenge by staging
a rehearsal just as the sacristan rides by: the actors create enough
commotion to frighten the churchman’s horse; the sacristan is
dragged along the ground until only the stump of his foot is left
in a stirrup. Bakhtin makes of this tale a structural metaphor for
what Rabelais does throughout his mischeivous novel: just as
Villon, the character, derides and destroys the humorless repre-
sentative of the Church through his parody of a play, so Rabelais,
the author, seeks to destroy the forces of stasis and official ideology
through his parody of a novel. As Bakhtin says, “In his novel, and
by means of his novel, Rabelais behaves exactly as did Villon. . . .
He uses the popular-festive system of images . . . to inflict a severe
punishment on his foe, the Gothic age” (p. 268).

This passage is one of the loopholes Bakhtin always left open
in his works: what he is saying about the relation of Rabelais to
Villon describes very accurately Bakhtin’s own relation to Rabelais.
Bakhtin, like Rabelais, explores throughout his book the interface
between a stasis imposed from above and a desire for change from
below, between old and new, official and unofficial. In treating the
specific ways Rabelais sought holes in the walls between what was
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held to be punishable and what unpunishable in the 1530s,
Bakhtin seeks gaps in those borders in the 193o0s.

One of the specific topics explored in the book is the peculiarity
of the novel among other literary genres. This theme had a par-
ticular urgency in the 193o0s because the novel had become the
primary focus of the government’s efforts to bring Soviet intellec-
tual institutions into line. In 1932 all authors, no matter what their
style or politics, were forced to join the new Union of Writers. Two
years later there was a concerted effort to cap this institutional
unity with a stylistic unity based on the Socialist Realist novel: one
leader, one party, one aesthetic. As part of the campaign in 1934 to
advance Socialist Realism, the Communist Academy organized a
series of discussions on the nature of the novel, considered the most
important genre for defining the new obligatory style. Transcripts
of these discussions, in which a number of leading intellectuals,
including George Lukacs, then resident in the Soviet Union, par-
ticipated, were published in 1935 in the major theoretical journal,
The Literary Critic. It was not by chance that Bakhtin’s new con-
cern with the genre of the novel dated precisely from 1934-1935.

Although now widely known as a theorist of the novel, Bakhtin
actually had done very little work in that area before the thirties,
with, of course, the exception of his 1929 book on Dostoevsky.2 The
overwhelming majority of his publications in the 1920s not only
were devoted to topics other than the novel, they were not pri-
marily literary criticism at all. Only after 1934, the year in which
he began on the series of studies that culminated in Rabelais and
His World, did novels become a major preoccupation for Bakhtin.
He was, in effect, proposing his vision of the novel genre as a cele-
bration of linguistic and stylistic variety as a counter to tight
canonical formulas for the novel (and for other genres and even
media, such as films or painting) proposed by official spokesmen for
the Soviet government. The “‘grotesque realism’” of which so much
is made in this book is a point-by-point inversion of categories used
in the thirties to define Socialist Realism.

In the Rabelais book Bakhtin also initiated a specific dialogue
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with the man who presided over the foundation of Soviet culture,
the Commissar of Enlightenment, Anatoly Lunacharsky. Shortly
before his death in 1933, Lunacharsky had set up a government
commission to study satiric genres and was himself at work on a
book called The Social Role of Laughter. Two years earlier he had
addressed the Academy of Sciences on the historical importance of
satire, especially its connection with folk festivals such as carnival.
Published in 1935, this speech had a galvanizing effect on Bakhtin,
who was at that point still in exile in Kazakhstan. Lunacharsky,
after all, had written a positive review of Bakhtin's Dostoevsky
book, which had helped lighten Bakhtin's original sentence after
his arrest in 1929; and Lunacharsky’s basic argument, that carni-
val was a kind of safety valve for passions the common people
might otherwise direct to revolution, flew directly in the face of the
evidence Bakhtin was then compiling for his first sketches of the
Rabelais book.

Bakhtin’s carnival, surely the most productive concept in this
book, is not only not an impediment to revolutionary change, it is
revolution itself. Carnival must not be confused with mere holiday
or, least of all, with self-serving festivals fostered by governments,
secular or theocratic. The sanction for carnival derives ultimately
not from a calendar prescribed by church or state, but from a force
that preexists priests and kings and to whose superior power they
are actually deferring when they appear to be licensing carnival.

The discussion of carnival inevitably raised another topic of
heated debate in the 1g930s, the nature of the anonymous mass, the
folk, in history. Rabelais and His World is a hymn to the common
man; at times it makes excessive claims for the people. But Bakh-
tin's utopian vision of the folk was not the only one abroad at
the time, and in order to appreciate it for what it was, we should
remember it was only one side of a dialogue about the nature of
the folk. Needless to say, Bakhtin was the unofficial side. The
official side was represented by the immensely powerful doyen of
Soviet culture, Maxim Gorky. At the fatal first All-Union Congress
of Writers in 1934, it was Gorky who urged the assembled ‘“‘culture
workers” to model their positive heroes on the heroes of folklore.
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We can date from that occasion a rapid Stalinization of Russian
folklore: the folk artists of Palekh were commissioned to paint
new enamels in their traditional style, with Lenin and Stalin ap-
pearing on the firebirds and flying steeds that had previously car-
ried the bogatyrs of the Russian epic. Bewildered bards from the
tundra were imported to Moscow and set to creating new epics
celebrating tractor drivers and Arctic pilots. Films starring Stalin’s
favorite actress, Lyubov Orlova, showed ersatz peasants from the
country triumphing over Westernized city slickers in All-Union
talent contests which were held in a stylized Moscow depicted in
these films as a second Kitezh, the underwater wonder city visited
by Sadko in the ancient bylina.

Bakhtin’s image of the folk is also open to the charge of idealiza-
tion, but he employs his most glowing colors to highlight attributes
of the folk precisely and diametrically opposed to those celebrated
in Soviet folklorico. His folk are blasphemous rather than adoring,
cunning rather than intelligent; they are coarse, dirty, and ram-
pantly physical, reveling in oceans of strong drink, poods of sau-
sage, and endless coupling of bodies. In the prim world of Stalinist
Biedermeier, that world of lace curtains, showily displayed water
carafes, and militant propriety, Bakhtin’s claim that the folk not
only picked their noses and farted, but enjoyed doing so, seemed
particularly unregenerate. The opposition is not merely between
two different concepts of the common man, but between two funda-
mentally opposed worldviews with nothing in common except that
each finds its most comprehensive metaphor in ‘“the folk.”

The question arises, if this book is so clearly at odds with official
culture in its own time and place, how did it ever get published?
The answer is—it almost did not. Bakhtin brought together the
many notebooks he had filled on Rabelais throughout the late
thirties into a single text in 1940 and submitted it as a thesis to the
Gorky Institute of World Literature in Moscow. The defense of
the thesis was delayed by a number of factors, primarily the out-
break of war. When, in 1947, Bakhtin finally received notification
that he should appear to defend the dissertation, the tone of the
letter from the State Commission on Degrees made it chillingly
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clear that defense in this case was to be more than a formal aca-
demic exercise, and that more than a mere degree was at stake for
a man already arrested once for unreliability. The defense took
place at the height of the “anti-cosmopolitan campaign,” a frenzy
of postwar xenophobia whose purpose was to let Soviet intellec-
tuals know that the relative liberalism that had marked the war
years had come to an end. On August 14, 1946, the Central Com-
mittee issued a resolution condemning ideological laxity in Soviet
literature and scholarship. In particular, kowtowing (nizkopo-
klonstvo) to the bourgeois West was attacked, a tendency that was
labeled ““Veselovskyism.” Alexander Veselovsky was one of Russia’s
greatest scholars, a profound student of romance philology and a
founder of the modern study of comparative literature. Although
he died in 1906, his example was still an inspiration to many Soviet
intellectuals, who were now revealed as stalking horses of Western
decadence. One of the major figures who led the attack on Vese-
lovskyism was the theorist of Socialist Realism and quondam
Dostoevsky expert, Valery Kirpotin. Not only was Bakhtin’s thesis
about a French writer, not only was it guilty of the heresy of
“formalism,” but Kirpotin himself was named as one of the official
opponents at the defense.

It all looked very bad. But in the event, Bakhtin defended his
work with such rhetorical cunning that the examining committee
sought to have him awarded not only the normal degree of kan-
didat but also the more coveted title of Doctor. Conservatives on
the panel, led by Kirpotin, managed to block this move, and it was
not until 1951 that Bakhtin even received the lower degree. After
Bakhtin's “discovery” by a group of young scholars at the Gorky
Institute in the early 1960s, a campaign was mounted by Vadim
Kozhinov and other admirers to get the Rabelais dissertation pub-
lished as a book. The tactics were carefully orchestrated: Bakhtin
would first reappear on the Soviet scene in 1963 as author of a
second edition of the Dostoevsky book originally published in
1929. Bakhtin’s friends assumed—correctly—that it would be easier
to have this book published and then use the excitement its reissue
would create as an argument for bringing out his old dissertation
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than to battle for the latter’s immediate publication. There were
nevertheless many adventures between 1963 and 1965 when Rabe-
lais and His World (or, as it is called in Russian, Francois Rabe-
lais and the Folk Culture of the Middle Ages and Renaissance)
finally saw the light of day.

Although widely appropriated in the West by folklorists, literary
critics, and intellectual historians, Bakhtin's vision of carnival has
an importance greater than any of its particular applications in
any of these disciplines, for the book is finally about freedom, the
courage needed to establish it, the cunning required to maintain
it, and—above all—the horrific ease with which it can be lost.
What saves this celebration of liberty from bathos is the immediate
plausibility of the new relations between body, language, and
political practice it reveals. The decline of freedom in the Renais-
sance becomes apparent when it is charted as a proportionate rise
of new practices for repressing certain aspects not only of the body,
but of language. Rabelais is Bakhtin’s chosen subject because in
him is manifest for the last time the possibility of expressing in
literature the popular, chthonian impulse to carnival. Since then,
“the grotesque tradition peculiar to the marketplace and the aca-
demic literary tradition have parted ways and can no longer be
brought together. . . . The link with the essential aspects of being,
with the organic system of popular-festive images, has been broken.
Obscenity has become narrowly sexual, isolated, individual, and
has no place in the new official system of philosophy and imagery”
(p. 109). This decline is, above all, political: the conflict of official
versus unofficial forces is fought out not merely at the level of
symbols. Bakhtin leaves no doubt that the give-and-take between
the medieval church/state nexus on the one hand and the carnival
on the other was a very real power struggle. The state had its
temporal and spatial borders as did carnival. Bakhtin’s book de-
scribes the border clashes between these two hostile countries.
Carnival laughter “builds its own world in opposition to the official
world, its own church versus the official church, its own state versus
the official state” (p. 88). And it is clear what forms of governance
are typical of each. As Bakhtin says in his opening chapter, he
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“must stress” a striking peculiarity of carnival laughter, “its indis-
soluble and essential relation to freedom” (p. 89).

The significance of Rabelais in this view is not only the unique
place he occupies in the history of literature but also the lessons
he provides for political history: “Rabelais’ basic goal was to de-
stroy the official picture of events. . . . He summoned all the
resources of sober popular imagery in order to break up official
lies and the narrow seriousness dictated by the ruling classes.
Rabelais did not implicitly believe in what his time ‘said and
imagined about itself’; he strove to disclose its true meaning for
the people” (p. 439).

Bakhtin concludes his book by quoting from Pushkin’s Boris
Godunov, the section in which Dmitry, the false pretender to
Russia’s ancient throne, has a nightmare in which:

The people swarmed on the public square
And pointed laughingly at me,
And I was filled with shame and fear.

Bakhtin stresses that the relation between the fate of the pretender
and Rabelais’s attempts to laugh repression off the stage of history
is “not merely metaphoric.” By so doing, he makes it clear that his
own book is not just a scholarly exercise in poetics of the novel,
although it is, of course, quite brilliantly that as well. But it is also
an attempt to show the ways in which the Russian revolution had
lost touch with its roots in the people and a valiant effort to bring
the folk with its corrosive laughter back into the work of politics.
World history, says Bakhtin, is the kind of drama in which “every
act was accompanied by a laughing chorus.” But, he adds, not every
age was fortunate enough to have a Rabelais to focus the power of
this laughter. It is this role of Coryphaeus to his own age that
Bakhtin himself enacts when he reminds us that Rabelais “so fully
and clearly revealed the p