
 101 

EMERSON CARYL (Принстон, США) 

 

COMING TO TERMS WITH BAKHTIN’S CARNIVAL: 

ANCIENT, MODERN, SUB SPECIE AETERNITATIS 

 

Кэрол Эмерсон – профессор славистики Принстонского университета, до 2002 года 

президент Американской ассоциации преподавателей славянских и восточноевропейских 

языков (AATSEEL), автор, соавтор и редактор полутора десятков книг, большого количества 

статей, опубликованных на английском и русском языках, посвященных русской и 

центрально-европейской культуре, философии и музыке, в частности творчеству Пушкина, 

Толстого, Достоевского, русской опере. Ее книга «Первые сто лет Михаила Бахтина» (The 

First Hundred Years of Mikhail Bakhtin, 1997) стала классикой бахтиноведения – 

междисциплинарной области гуманитарного знания, посвященной осмыслению творческого 

наследия выдающегося русского мыслителя, литературоведа, культуролога Михаила 

Михайловича Бахтина (1895-1975), основоположника концепций полифонизма 

(многоголосия), народной смеховой культуры и карнавальности. Многочисленные 

публикации К. Эмерсон о творчестве Бахтина оказали глубокое и продолжительное влияние 

на славистику и на литературоведение в целом. Статья «К вопросу о бахтинском карнавале: 

античность, модерн, вечность» была любезно предоставлена для публикации в нашем 

журнале во время 15-ой международной Бахтинской конференции, информацию о которой 

вы также можете найти в этом номере. В статье К. Эмерсон ставит проблему 

терминологического прояснения концепта карнавала и его места в бахтинской философии, 

что, на ее взгляд, может внести существенный вклад в литературоведение. 

Смех по сути своей обусловливает перманентную открытость к новым прочтениям 

того пространства, которое сформировано наличествующими в нем смыслами и 

коннотациями. Ранее опубликованные статьи Эмерсон, как и вся полемика вокруг Бахтина, 

показывают, что как не определены и бесконечны границы карнавала и всей смеховой 

культуры, как они сопротивляются дефинициям, так многовариантна и в то же время 

неуловима природа карнавальных персонажей, таких как шут, трикстер, юродивый. Все они 

одновременно бытийствуют в разных мирах, и смех – знак этого всеприсутствия. При этом 

Эмерсон и другие исследователи еще в 1990-е годы предостерегали против всеприсутствия 

самого Бахтина в гуманитарных исследованиях, что было свойственно в большей степени 

западной версии бахтиноведения. На сегодняшний день уже нет оснований говорить о 

чрезмерной апологии карнавала, этот этап в истории гуманитаристики пережит, но все 

больший интерес вызывают именно пограничные области реализации карнавальных 

смыслов, отсылающие нас к политике и вообще идеологии, с одной стороны, и к религии, с 

другой. Об этом свидетельствует, собственно, и тематика выступлений на вышеупомянутой 

Бахтинской конференции. 

Именно выход бахтинского дискурса в пространство теологии осуществляет в своей 

статье Кэрил Эмерсон. Пространство, в котором взаимодействуют средневековье с его 

фундаментальными религиозно-философскими вопросами, Возрождение с его христианским 

гуманизмом, модерн и постмодерн с их незавершенной секуляризацией и современная т.н. 

постекулярность. 

Особое внимание Эмерсон уделяет критической репрезентации взглядов 

представителей жанровой теории Даллаского института гуманитарных наук и культуры, 

которые прочитали Данте через призму Бахтина. Вместе с ними исследовательница проходит 

через все круги дантовского универсума (ад, чистилище, рай) в их отношении к комедии. 

Так, мир инфернальной комедии населен жульем, трикстерами, обманщиками, циниками. 

Это зло настолько всеобъемлюще, что его можно уничтожить только остроумием, обманом 

по отношению к самим обманщикам. Комедия чистилища представляет собрание менее 

злобных и агрессивных характеров, прибегающих к практике путаницы, подозрения, 

прерывания. Это зона отдыха и восстановления от повседневных стрессов. Обман, к 
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которому здесь прибегают, направлен не на то, чтобы ранить людей, но помочь легче 

переносить тяготы мира, побудить к улыбке и смеху. Комизм рая обусловлен тем, что мы 

возносимся туда не благодаря собственным усилиям и получаем больше, чем заслуживаем. 

Здесь тема обмана и сокрытия ассоциируется с благодатью, волшебством и искусством. 

Таким образом, комедия всегда о надежде быть любимым, поэтому не само полученное 

откровение, но его принятие человеком возвышает последнего. Хотелось бы добавить, что 

комедия еще и о надежде быть свободным. Не случайно освящение смеха происходит 

именно в тех направлениях постмодерной теологии («теология смеха», «теология радости», 

«теология игры»), которые оказываются чрезвычайно близки либеральному богословию ХХ 

века и тем новациям, прежде всего в католической и протестантской мысли, которые 

открыли не реализованный в полной мере в институтах церкви дух свободы ранней 

христианской общины и сблизили его с даром фантазии, творчества и удивления (прежде 

всего Харви Кокс, «Празднество шутов»). Этот дух воплощен в разделенном смехе, смехе 

симпатии. Совсем другой смех, который выполняет роль то ли самозащиты, то ли, наоборот, 

неприкрытой агрессии. Последнее происходит прежде всего в тоталитарном обществе в 

разных его вариантах. Так, Эмерсон заключает, что Бахтин мог смеяться над сталинизмом, 

не преуменьшая величину воплощенного в нем зла. Носить маску, проявлять гибкость 

мышления и умножать собственные образы было способом выживать в этом аду физически и 

морально. Чистилище – пространство, замершее в ожидании новых значений и перспектив. 

Его населяют, в соответствии с подходом Даллаской школы, Санчо Панса, герои Чехова и 

Гоголя, не совершающие злодейств, но проявляющие малодушие, переменчивость, попусту 

расходующие свое время и жизнь. Рай – средоточие наиболее экстатических моментов духа, 

которые переживал, например, князь Мышкин Достоевского. 

Изменчивость вещей и мира свидетельствует о комедии и требует ее. Комедия не 

расчищает, а загромождает пространство, приводит все в движение и в конечном счете ни к 

чему не приводит. Подобная энергия движения и отсутствие развязки отличает бахтинское 

пространство, в котором жизнь должна продолжаться несмотря ни на что. В карнавале 

ничего не закончено и не определено окончательно – «случай или чудо могут все изменить в 

любой момент». Именно в этом, по Эмерсон, состоит карнавальная этика Бахтина. Мы 

всегда должны добавлять и обогащать, а не уменьшать и упрощать, всегда ставить новые 

цели; пока мы живем, никакое событие не означает финал.  

Современный поворот в исследованиях бахтинского карнавала означает внимание к 

тем интерпретациям, которые видят в карнавале прежде всего личностное отношение, 

определяемое симпатией к надежде, юмору, подвижности и малым вещам. Этим Эмерсон 

объясняет нелюбовь Бахтина к эпическим формам и относительное безразличие к вопросам 

теории. Возможно, по той же причине бахтинский смех не содержит нравственных 

императивов, не говорит о добре и зле, он утверждает гибкость духа. 

Карнавальный смех – не просто знак нашего превосходства, реакция на противоречия 

мира или потребность тела в релаксации, это прежде всего энергия, стимулирующая нас к 

творчеству и роднящая художника с мудрецом, с одной стороны, и шутом, с другой. Те, кто 

не могут смеяться, не могут познавать и создавать. А значит, они обделены в возможностях и 

полноте своего общения. Общения с Другим, миром, Богом. Общения, через которое 

открываемся мы сами, сбрасывая шелуху собственной значительности и необоснованных и 

эгоистических претензий, и в этом нам помогает смех. Как отмечает Эмерсон, и эта мысль, 

по ее мнению, проходит через все творчество Бахтина, смех позволяет нам посмотреть на 

себя извне, так как нас видит Другой – личность, для которой мы «не более чем временная 

условность или мимолетный символ». Это переживание становится своеобразным 

«моментом истины» и в то же время моментом веры, который «не есть универсальное 

средство для спасения, но для Бахтина он был возвышенным». 

Мы предлагаем вашему вниманию статью К. Эмерсон на языке оригинала. Редакция 

позволила себе лишь опустить значительную часть сносок, большей частью посвященных 

полемике с западными авторами или уточнению нюансов, не имеющих принципиального 
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значения для понимания статьи. 

 

Protean carnival has long held center stage in debates over Bakhtin’s legacy. In the post-

communist period alone, Russian readings present us with a remarkable spectrum. Some see Bakh-

tin’s enthusiasm for carnival as Christian, godly, eucharistic, inspired by the reverence for transfig-

ured matter that is characteristic of the Eastern Orthodox Church. Others, equally visionary, see 

carnival as sinister energy – demonic, violent, nihilistic, indifferent to individual pain and death, 

and thus in its essence and its effects Stalinist. Still others have classified carnival as a form of play 

– either the dangerous, disobedient sort of playfulness that strategically opposes itself to centralized 

power, or the more stupefied sort of foolishness that emerges in a population already traumatized by 

terror. A final, more sober group of scholars has investigated the carnival worldview in a neutral, 

hermeneutic way, as part of the academic study of folklore or theories of literary evolution. 

These are all worthy, if incompatible, readings. But Bakhtin’s legacy in this realm deserves 

more than a mere catalogue. Carnival logic is too organically prominent, too omnipresent as that 

which stitches together his religious and secular concerns. Coming to terms with carnival and its 

place in Bakhtin’s philosophy would also bring real benefit to literary studies. It would help disci-

pline the cult and trim back those ideas that now have the force of sanctified truth (for example, the 

canonical authority of Bakhtinian carnival for all types of “magic realism” in the Latin American 

lands), – it might also help us to separate fact from fiction in Bakhtin's biography, so strewn with 

the heroic grotesque of rumor and legend that one is tempted to dismiss the life itself as hopelessly 

carnivalized. Happily, a mass of archival material, in Bakhtin's own hand and by the hands of stu-

dents and friends, has been published in the last ten years. The intellectual sources of Bakhtin’s the-

ories are being filled in by scholars and sleuths. Much of this testimony is contradictory, however, 

and even seems calculated to mystify: as Ken Hirschkop  put the matter in his recent study: “For a 

long time, we knew very little about Bakhtin's life. Thanks to the efforts of postglasnost Bakhtin 

scholarship, we now know even less.” In one area, however, there is no dispute. Bakhtin was devot-

ed to the carnival idea throughout his life. He associated it not only with the medieval feast and the 

public square but with a more general freedom from institutions – and also, increasingly, with grati-

tude. During the war years at Petrograd University, he and his brother ran a mock study circle, 

“Omphalos” [Navel], whose members took pride in being “jesters from scholarship”, near the end 

of his life, Bakhtin frequently remarked on the “purely carnivalesque good fortune” of his fate – a 

political exile who survived Stalinism and spent his final years in a well-equipped hospital through 

the intervention of Andropov’s daughter, one of his devoted students, in this essay, I will ask what it 

means to see and to feel life in a carnival way. I will also point out several paradoxes in Bakhtin’s 

attitude toward the comic, suggest how contemporary genre theorists and philosophers of laughter 

might provide a context for Bakhtin’s sacralized carnival idea, and wonder out loud whether such a 

spread of sensitivities and concerns can ever be reduced to an ethics. 

 

Carnival: A Defense 

It has seemed to many that the dynamics of carnival contradict the responsible and individu-

alizing impulses of dialogue. Bakhtin himself saw no fatal contradiction, however. At no point did 

he consider the carnival mode necessarily disrespectful of personal freedom or indifferent to real 

history. Quite the contrary, he loaded an enormous number of virtues onto carnival space and time – 

and we might remind ourselves of some of them. Carnival-type laughter dissipates fear, encourages 

free inquiry, and is thus a route to knowledge. What is more, laughing on the public square is radi-

cally democratic: everyone is free to participate in it, there are no entry requirements except an open 

mind and a thick skin, nothing has to be learned or earned. But in an odd twist, laughter – especially 

when incongruous or unexpected – can also be elitist and aristocratic. As with the early Christians 

who laughed while being fed to the lions, under certain conditions it takes fantastical discipline, 

spiritual courage, and a degree of self-confidence that approaches arrogance to be able to laugh. 

Bakhtin, like Freud in his fragment “Humor”, surely sensed that ridiculing oneself – that is, ”laugh-

ing down” the coward in oneself – can preempt (or better, usurp) another’s unfriendly response. As 
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such, self-ridicule is a resoundingly healthy gesture, a profound form of self-affirmation and even of 

self-praise. 

In a curious way, then, laughter can enable us and empower us – but not as our contempo-

rary theorists of power assume. Carnival laughter, which is based on modesty, inclusivity, and a 

sense of our relative smallness and transitoriness in the world of others (or in God’s world), is in 

fact a rebuttal of power-based etiologies. Laughter, in Bakhtin's use of it, alters personal attitudes, it 

does not change the givens of material existence. It facilitates what Epicurus held to be the proper 

limit of our pleasure, namely the removal of pain, understood as both physical discomfort and men-

tal anxiety. We know that Bakhtin stubbornly adhered to this beneficent, transfiguring view of 

laughter throughout his life, insisting – despite all the demonstrated meanness of satire and all the 

potential for hurt in parody – that the central moment of true laughter was the moment of relief and 

joy. Among the archival fragments published in the first volume to appear of Bakhtin’s Collected 

Works (volume 5, the writings of the 1940s-1960s), we find a brief and rather critical reference to 

Le rire, Henri Bergson’s 1899 study of laughter (Bergson 1959): “Bergson’s entire theory knows 

only the negative side of laughter,” Bakhtin writes. “[But] laughter is a corrective measure, the 

comic is the nonobligatory.” 

The carnival spirit, then, is not only democratic, aristocratic, a carrier of knowledge, an 

agent for self-correction and relief, it is also healthy. Since it laughs down the bad, and since it con-

tains no well-developed categories of memory, it does not look backward for its answers, as do 

most psychoanalytic therapies – which would explain, at least to a Bakhtinian mind, their mediocre 

rates of cure. Carnival laughter is simply not equipped to look for scapegoats or to glorify old hurts. 

It is not designed to keep us endlessly in analysis. What is more, although carnival is group oriented 

and strenuously interpersonal, still, in contrast to many archaic primal cures, there is no trace in it of 

that impersonal, violent, maniacal element associated with some Nietzschean variants of the Diony-

sian impulse. Carnival laughter does not complain, nor will it embarrass us in public or in private. 

And since it does not remember, it has nothing to forgive. 

Finally: throughout his writings, Bakhtin hints that laughter serves as a precious means for 

deflating the genuinely corrosive emotions: regret, envy, disappointment, anger. As far as we can 

tell, Bakhtin was not especially alert to the benefits a given culture might reap from the results of 

collective anger, or envy, or disgust – such benefits, say, as political reform movements, cleanup 

campaigns against public corruption, or revolutionary social change. Such responses he tended to 

denigrate as satire, “one-sided,” and thus uncreative: a merely instrumental response to the world. 

Bakhtin was a personalist. In addition he was something of a phenomenologist. He knew that anger 

and envy hinder perception. Obstruction of vision is a serious handicap, for, like his early mentor 

Kant, what Bakhtin values above all is clarity of perception, so essential to the scope and calibration 

of intellect. One theme that runs through all Bakhtin’s writings is the immense difficulty of seeing 

ourselves soberly, from the outside, as another person might see us – a person for whom we are pe-

ripheral, no more than a temporary convenience or a passing stimulus. In a rueful insight appended 

to some notes toward an essay on Gustave Flaubert, composed in 1944, Bakhtin wrote: “Everything 

gets in the way of a person having a good look back at his own self.” 1 

Precisely laughter will help us to get this “good look,” since it promotes modesty and scales 

down pretensions to authority. In his personal behavior, Bakhtin was a Stoic, in his values and liter-

ary tastes, this admirer of Diogenes and Menippus was most certainly a Cynic. When disgusted, dis-

illusioned, or angry, he would recommend silence – or laughter. Such options are absolutely in 

keeping with everything we know about Bakhtin’s personality and relations with the world: dis-

tanced, dignified, apolitical to the extent that this was possible, nonresponsive to negative criticism, 

ungoadable, andhonorable in the old-fashioned, condescending sense that he expected little self-

control from others but large amounts of it from himself. Bakhtin desired and respected dialogue – 

but doubtless felt that not everyone in his immediate environment deserved it; if the interlocutors on 

hand did not measure up, then it was no less real to hold dialogues with Socrates, Dostoevsky, or 

Rabelais, personalities far less dead and far more available for responsible exchange. Under stress, 

in public situations, when answers are expected, the words we utter tend to explicate things and thus 
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to obligate us. Laughter, in contrast, is “the realm of the nonobligatory.” A laugh is responsive – but 

it preserves the privacy and multiple meanings of the response. It loosens up definitions, but with-

out insisting on any specific replacement terms. It cannot insist on them, because laughter, as a re-

flex of muscles and lungs, is in principle dynamic, that is, destructive of fixed states. One cannot 

engage in this activity for long or at the same level of intensity without appearing (and perhaps even 

becoming) hysterical or possessed. It works in bursts. Since a burst of laughter – like a burst of 

shame – is a bridge to a new state or perception, it is always transitory.2 

Thus laughter is a wonderful human resource. It should be stressed, however, that the virtues 

Bakhtin sees in carnival are not unique to his vision: they are the mainstream arguments on behalf 

of laughter routinely made by literary theorists and psychologists who would rescue the comedic 

genres from the millennia of neglect they have suffered through Aristotle’s casual dismissal, at least 

in his extant texts, of all that is “nontragic.” Of the three basic theories about why we laugh—

because we feel superior (the view of Plato and Aristotle), because we are struck by an incongruity 

(the view of Kant, Kierkegaard, Schopenhauer, Bergson), and because we seek relief (Freud’s psy-

chophysiological explanations)” – Bakhtin would have endorsed the second and sympathized, prob-

ably, with the third. Where he departs from these classic theorists and contributes an intonation of 

his own is in his emphasis on the sanity, goodness, and normalcy of a self that is split and “alienat-

ed” by laughter. Laughter not only makes me feel good (and bonds me with other laughers), it is 

also the most reliable means at my disposal for remaining “noncoincident with myself."11 This is 

the most ordinary move in the world, Bakhtin insists, not at all the stuff of trauma. When I look 

back (or over) at my own self, it is only natural that what I see – the noble shadow, as it were, cast 

by Hegel’s self-alienated Subjective Spirit – will appear to me as “someone else.” Such self-

alienation, celebrated with gusto in the essay “Epic and Novel,” caused Bakhtin little anguish. He 

saw in it an endless potential for rejuvenation and an exciting new understanding of wholeness. But 

his attachment to the carnival idea, so rich in distancings, is nevertheless paradoxical within the 

context of his thought as a whole. 

 

Several Paradoxes 

First, Bakhtin is committed to laughter – as a physiological, psychological, and sociological 

truth – but in general, he is not a rigorous student of the passions. (The closest we can come to plac-

ing him in a “school” is probably alongside David Hume and Adam Smith, who also held that 

communication is pleasurable and natural, and inspires us toward sympathetic coexperience.) Sen-

timents other than pity and love are hardly ever invoked in Bakhtin’s writings, much less are the 

passions examined, ranked, or sequenced. Again like his mentors Hegel and Kant, Bakhtin believed 

that human understanding of a culturally valuable sort – and the survival of culture was the highest 

priority for philosophers of the Marburg school – is not mystically emotive or untranscribable. Un-

derstanding is knowable, conscious, and cognitive. But unlike his august predecessors Hegel and 

Kant, Bakhtin never systematically discussed the relation between the comic and tragic passions, 

between laughter and tragedy, or between comedy and ethical duty. And so our first paradox: laugh-

ter and the comedic are reflexes that the highly cerebral, morally astute Bakhtin embraces and plac-

es at the center of his carnival scenarios. What sort of knowledge can they offer, and are there any 

duties that come with the terrain? 

Once we raise the specter of “duty,” another paradox follows. The carnival experience is de-

fined as humanizing, consoling, wisdom-bearing. But try as we might, it is difficult to picture for 

long a laughing carnival face. Does carnival have a face? Does that face have eyes? If it does, then 

those eyes don’t make eye-contact. It’s the mouth and the cheeks that matter, a sort of buttocks 

promoted to above the neck. Eye contact is heavy with obligation, and laughter is “the realm of the 

non-obligatory.” In fact, this realm is so effaced that Bakhtin’s carnival laughter appears not to be 

attached at all to individual bodies with histories or memories of their own. What does the carnival 

body want? It is not overtly political or greedy for material goods. Least of all is it allowed to be 

mean-spirited, superior to others, aggressive, or satirical, even when it is the featured hero of those 

sadomasochistic passages in Rabelais. What is more, Bakhtin intimates that there is something pre-
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cious about “carnival experience” that we are no longer able to appreciate – something that people 

of earlier historical epochs were able to grasp, but that modern humanity no longer can. We have 

now arrived at the second paradox, which feels like an inconsistency in Bakhtin’s sense of history. 

In general, Bakhtin was an optimist about the growth and differentiation of human con-

sciousness overtime. If we take as normative his essay on the chronotope and his drafts for a study 

of the bildungsroman, we see how profoundly Bakhtin believed that over time, meaning must al-

ways grow. As literature matures, the consciousness and initiative of its heroes are ever more indi-

viduated and personally  

“voiced”: slowly, the disjointed moments, interchangeable fates, and blind chance of a Greek ro-

mance give way to metamorphosis and then to genuine agency, culminating in the fully distinct and 

answerable personalities created by Goethe and Dostoevsky. One of Bakhtin’s most thoughtful crit-

ics, Graham Pechey, has even suggested that Bakhtin, after putting forth several successive and 

provisional “candidates for immortality” in his work (the personality, the common people), ulti-

mately cast meaning itself in the role of major hero. “The story of meaning,” Pechey writes, “is, like 

much of Bakhtin’s own story, a tale of exile which is often the richer in outcome for the length of 

its duration.” That is, no matter where we start or end our journey, the longer we take to get there, 

the more of value we will have to say. Ideas, as they age, are not purified or reduced to a single 

point. Duration itself is a virtue. In Pechey’s words, this cumulative, unregulated, unsystematized 

concept of historicity – what Bakhtin calls “Great Time” – reflects a faith in the “eternity of seman-

tic potential.” 

This faith that Bakhtin professed in the antientropic growth of meaning Pechey calls “the 

epistemological sublime.” I will return to this idea, for such a sublime state of affairs can be said to 

characterize an entire subset of literary-genres, all of which feature a mode of laughing self-

awareness that insists on seeing the world as chaos. This is chaos not so much in the negative, 

stressful sense of that word as in the positive sense that the term enjoys in classical Chinese philos-

ophy, where it indicates not the absence of order but the sum of all orders, chaos understood as a 

field that can always accept one more variable and not be violated by it.14 Such a chaotic mode of 

being, I believe, can house all that is truly essential in Bakhtin’s carnival. In the Western tradition, 

we glimpse such a worldview at work in Diogenes and Menippus. Closer to our own time – and to 

philosophers dear to Bakhtin’s heart – it is the Kunstchaos of the German Romantics, especially 

Friedrich Schlegel, who struggled to elevate the genre of the fragment into a genuine art form. This 

“chaotic” principle is also germane to Hegel's discussion of the aesthetic shape of history. What re-

mains to us after tragedy has exhausted itself, removed its masks, replaced its masks, and – willing-

ly or no – had a good look back at its own self? That precious residue Hegel calls “The Self-

Conscious Language: Comedy.” 

If, however, laughter and the comic are so indispensable to Bakhtin, and if the steady growth 

of meaning over time is a central preoccupation of his philosophy, one cannot help but notice that 

carnival laughter is radically unlike other historically developing entities in Bakhtin’s cosmos. To 

this general growth pattern of good things, laughter is the major exception. Looked at over histori-

cal time, laughter has gotten thinner and worse.3 It is “reduced,” collapsed into satire, moved from 

day to night, from Eros to Thanatos, from the public square to the smutty closet. Elsewhere in 

Bakhtin’s scenarios, the future is favored over the past; the forward-looking novel preferred to the 

“closed-down” epic. But here, in the realm of carnival, there is nostalgia and regret. The past of 

human laughter is rich – and irretrievable. How might we explain this grim vision? 

Several hypotheses are possible. Gary Saul Morson has suggested that political cunning 

might have played a role. According to Morson, Bakhtin celebrates an archaic, anarchic, Dionysian 

vision of carnival in his study of Rabelais but ignores the more documentable influence of Attic 

comedy – because, in the Stalinist 1930s, Bakhtin himself was playing the role of Aristophanes, – 

he too was a cultural conservative in a Saturnine state corrupted by mob rule, and that fact had to be 

masked.17 Another explanation, hinted at earlier in this essay, might lie in the relationship between 

laughter, privacy, and modesty. During the Stalinist years, when lyrics were being routinely polit i-

cized and epics (even opera libretti) Sovietized, it could well have seemed to Bakhtin that only 



 107 

laughter of the most primal, unreworked sort stood a chance of resisting the distortions of “progres-

sive” historical treatment. Some have even suggested that carnival was part of a larger archaic pro-

test on Bakhtin’s part against industrialization and modernization. From what we can tell, Bakhtin 

did not particularly welcome industrialized society, whether communist or capitalist. Imperfectly or 

partially realized, modernization meant economic hardship. And when successful, it smoothed out 

difference, stuffed people with ready-made things, taught you to swallow and hoard what you 

earned, harnessed you to the golden calf, and killed carnival. 

Against that philistine model, Bakhtin would advise us to cultivate the ability to put our-

selves in many different places – rapidly, sequentially, and at will. We should struggle against the 

natural tendency to affirm our own I as a fixed center of anything, and withhold from the experience 

of that I anything like a final word. We must, he insists, accomplish a Copernican revolution on our 

own self – not, note, by denying that self or by discrediting its experience (to do so would simply 

dissolve the self) but by multiplying its experience, by moving it continually and temporarily out-

side of itself, and by striving to “look back in at itself” from an outside position. And this must be 

done joyfully, gratefully, with the awareness that all these athletic maneuvers will never change the 

material givens of the world. 

Conceived of in this way, and invoking the religious imagery that permeates many of Bakh-

tin’s most intimate scenarios, a carnival attitude (again displaying its archaic side) can bring to a 

person the same benefits that gazing at an icon can bring to a soul in distress. We turn toward an 

icon in a needful state, when the spirit requires new ways out. Gazing at an icon is not a denial of 

the world. Nor is it a seriously intended substitute for the world. Least of all is it the “bad gaze” of 

contemporary literary theory, which is supposed to reify, objectify, rigidify, and thus insult the thing 

it looks at. Gazing at an icon always consoles and transfigures the one on the outside. Transfigura-

tion occurs in part because the holy image is not merely an object. In itself it contains dialogic ener-

gy – which is to say, the icon is gazing back. (The two parties look into each other, not at.) Also, the 

proper reading of iconic space, like a proper orientation of the body during carnival, requires that 

we dislocate ourselves from single-point perspective. 1 must free myself from the prejudice that my 

body is at some focal center of the universe, poised along a visual corridor, ready to “walk into” the 

painting on my own terms. In short, we must be liberated from the thought that the comfortable per-

spective on things from my body is the only perspective that is real. 

To be sure, if measured against the realistic optics of a photograph or a Renaissance portrait, 

Christian Orthodox icons do contain “inconsistencies.” The flat, inverted planes of an icon offer the 

viewer a set of incompatible, internally irreconcilable, “unrealistic” perspectives.19 Inconsistency 

and visual paradox are part of the strategy. Gazing along those strange planes can enrich our reper-

tory of responses and help us to survive. I believe that on some level Bakhtin – a devout Orthodox 

believer – hoped that carnival would function as an icon in just this sense. Of course, the incarna-

tions of carnival are governed by an aesthetics wholly opposite to that of Eastern Orthodox religious 

art: ample three-dimensional volumes (forbidden in the Orthodox sanctuary), folds of flesh in place 

of the ascetic and serenely seeing eye, scuffles – albeit always cheerful – on the public square in-

stead of contemplation and stasis. But the spiritual harvest is comparable. We become more agile 

and hopeful. For Bakhtin, carnival is a “moment of transfer” from one mood to the next, an organ, 

as it were, for the production of one’s own freedom of response. In this sense only can we speak of 

Bakhtin’s modernism. As regards literature there is hardly a trace of it. But twentieth-century mod-

ernist icons such as Picasso’s Cubist guitars, with their flexible mapping and overlapping of space, 

provide the sort of visual freedom that the carnival vision also holds out. Carnival is always surplus 

oriented (izbytocbnyi) and produces more ways in, and more unexpected ways out, than one needs. 

Thus such art can never be fully utilitarian, representational, or accountable in a strictly economic 

sense. 

The above argument is yet another reason why Bakhtin might have been so drawn to Dosto-

evsky. That great Russian novelist argued in much the same way against the economic materialists 

and nihilists of his own 1860s. If I am to be free – Dostoevsky wrote a propos of the radical jour-

nalists who boasted of valuing boots over Shakespeare and cabbage soup over the Sistine Madonna 
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– what I really need in my life is an unreachable ideal, not some balance sheet. An ideal will always 

grow alongside us, whereas a balance sheet breathes death. It also explains why Dostoevsky and 

Bakhtin, living out their lives in a materialist age, were almost clinically interested in miracles, 

those moments where the absolutely unaccountable occurs. Several fine studies have been carried 

out recently on the theme of Bakhtin and the “apophatic tradition” – which is, in effect, the ideal of 

not naming, of resisting any attempt to limit a thing through frames or definitions for it. At its ex-

treme point, apophatic practice approaches the ideal of a kenotic emptying-out. Such kenosis leaves 

the spirit nourished but the body, and the future, unencumbered. Key for Bakhtin, it appears, was 

the freedom to be found in plenitude without accumulation. 

Plenitude that does not pile up: such is the logic of carnival abundance. It comes, goes, does 

not stick, should not stick: it is useful only as a lubricant for the spirit. One can see, in Rabelais’s 

novel, how all those outrageous carnival catalogues – that menu of codpieces and arse swipes for 

Gargantua that we get in the opening chapters, for example – are hilarious precisely because they 

provide us with superfluous abundance, and a parody of both epic heroism and utilitarian bookkeep-

ing. Here is your list, since you require a list – but all it proves is that the richness of the material 

world is inexhaustible and not to be contained within it. Carnival writing takes the sober, archaic 

genre of the catalogue and the inventory and makes it joyous and fertile. And this, Bakhtin insists, is 

what all true novels do. 

 

Larger Contexts 

Let me now attempt to put Bakhtin’s “spiritualized” tasks for carnival into some broader 

perspective. As suggested earlier, the virtues that Bakhtin bestows on carnival laughter – fearless-

ness, flexibility, survival, ambivalence, mental and psychological relief – are the routine ones cele-

brated by philosophers of laughter and apologists for the comedic. To illuminate Bakhtin (and as a 

tribute to his classificatory mind), we will briefly consider sections of three other studies that, in 

defiance of Aristotle, raise the comedic to serious and even quasi-religious heights. 1 will then close 

on a concern that lies deep at the core of Bakhtin's thought, at the intersection of his most precious 

genres and modes: how a carnival approach to the world is inherently a theory of creativity. 

Our first case study is the third and final part of Peter Berger's Redeeming Laughter: The 

Comic Dimension of Human Experience (1997). Berger, an eminent sociologist of religion, shares 

Bakhtin’s positive vision of the comedic, but without any trace of Bakhtinocentrism. (Bakhtinian 

carnival gets only brief and dutiful mention, as part of a chapter entitled “Homo Ridicuhs: Social 

Constructions of the Comic”) Displaying the familiar reflex of dependence on Aristotelian criteria, 

Berger classifies the comic dimension according to the way it deals with its putative opposite, the 

tragic sense. Half a dozen types are identified. Benign humor – mellow, relaxing, valuable to us as a 

diversion – simply banishes the tragic. Black or gallows humor defies the tragic, laughing directly 

into its face. Grotesque humor absorbs the tragic into a generally absurd universe, usually without 

explanations. Tragicomedy, in contrast, aims to provide consolation within a recognizably real 

world – and thus balances the miserable and the marvelous, with the result that the tragic is, as it 

were, confused and “suspended.” There are also less evasive comedic strategies (many with real 

teeth in them): satire, for example, which turns the tragic side of life into a weapon. The final cate-

gory discussed, wit, transforms the potentially tragic into an intellectual game. In his final part, Ber-

ger addresses the “theology of the comic.” 

“Some religions,” Berger writes, “are more humorous than others” (1997: 197). Compared 

with the laughing gods of the Orient, the monotheistic, Abrahamic religions of Judaism, Christiani-

ty, and Islam are a mournful lot. But one counter-phenomenon catches Berger’s attention: the East-

ern or Byzantine Orthodox Holy Fool, or “Fool for Christ’s sake,” poised on the border between 

East and West. What appeals to Berger about holy foolishness is not so much its laughableness (in-

deed, the figure invites aggressive violence sooner than it does comedy) as its enduring, absolute 

otherness – and the rapture that such a nonbelonging, liminal, humiliated human being inspires in 

the faithful. There is no way that this exaggerated gap between self and other can be bridged: “Holy 

folly, in its grotesqueness, makes explicit the otherness breaking into ordinary reality, but also the 
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impossibility of containing this otherness in the categories of ordinary reality” (ibid. 188). In the 

context of the present essay, a Bakhtinian virtue akin to noncoincidence can be seen to radiate para-

doxically through this revered figure. Although a site of social exchange, the Fool in Christ does not 

offer rest or reconciliation, – regardless of the abundance that surrounds it, the fool’s body is an 

apophaiic site that must remain naked, restless, homeless. Nakedness is always a reproach – and 

always comic. In an Orthodox faith system (as, we might add, in cultures of the potlatch), these ges-

tures of nonaccommodation and nonaccumulation are uncommonly powerful. As we have seen, 

carnival creates its special buoyancy by similar methods. 

Our second case study is Paul H. Grawe’s Comedy in Space, Time, and the Imagination 

(1983).22 Grawe is a genre theorist who would lay all the blame for the “bad press” of comedy at 

Aristotle’s door. Unlike Berger, he refuses to accept as self-evident the Aristotelian legacy. In fact, 

he faults Aristotle not only for making “the ludicrous a subdivision of the ugly” (Grawe 1983: 4), 

the linchpin assumption of the superiority theory that would equate comedy with the malformed, 

but also for enabling later theorists to define comedy merely by inverting the mode for tragedy 

while retaining identical criteria for dramatic action. If tragedy is serious (so the argument has 

gone), then comedy is trivial, and yet comedy continues to be understood as “the imitation of an 

action.” But according to Grawe, there is no specific comedic act akin to a tragic act; there is only 

comedic patterning. In Grawe’s view, tragedy entails that we die consciously and for a cause, urged 

on to fatal action by high moral concern. Comedy, in contrast, is about one thing only: getting on 

with it, getting over it, adjusting to what exists so as to survive (ibid. 16-17). Not a single string of 

irreversible acts but a whole fabric of attitudes and actions make up its plot. This comedy can be 

“hero oriented,” focused on the survival of the exceptional talent, or it can be comedy of the “eve-

ryman-societal” sort, where people working together is the key to survival (ibid. 35-37). In both in-

stances, comedy cannot be measured by some highlighted action of the sort one “dies for,” because 

comedy is a recurrent attitude toward life. It asserts not facts but a pattern of faith (ibid. 18). 

The fifth part of Grawe’s study is of interest to this essay, for it is cast on another and higher 

plane. “Comedy in Ultimate Reality.” What is “ultimately real” about the survivalist values of com-

edy turns out to resemble what is ultimate about Bakhtinian carnival, namely: one must know how, 

and under what circumstances, to laugh at oneself. Grawe too is made sober by the fact that the 

laughter reflex is so promiscuous and unpredictable. It does not describe objective reality but as-

serts.4 He distributes the ultimate “comedic assertions” of the Western tradition among four con-

texts: Old Testament Comedy, Gospel Comedy, Everyman and Pilgrim’s Progress, and Apocalyptic 

(Miltonic) Comedy. In each, mistakes and errors of judgment are the order of the day, – in each, my 

individual wisdom is never sufficient. But within a comedic framework, rectifying a wrong is com-

plex. A self-centered, heroic, or sacrificial resolution of conflict and sin is usually suspect. We are 

destined – that is, doomed – to survive. Whether as a people or as an individual personality, we con-

front trials that again and again compel us (in Bakhtin's formulation) to accomplish that most diffi-

cult of all tasks, to take “a good look back at our own self.” That self is always concrete but shape-

less, denied an elegant closure, and for that reason always more or less alive. 

In our attempt to place Bakhtin’s spiritualized carnival in context, our third and final come-

dic exemplar is in certain ways the most obvious, the one worldtext that comes immediately to 

mind. This is, of course, Dante’s Divine Comedy. Bakhtin himself devotes only a few provocative 

paragraphs to that masterwork, where he associates its structure with the vertically constrained un-

freedom of the medieval worldview in tense contradiction with real time.5 But his lead has been 

taken up by others. In the 1970s, genre theorists from the Dallas Institute of Humanities and Culture 

began to read Dante’s cosmos through a Bakhtinian lens, their essays are collected in a useful an-

thology edited by Louise Cowan, entitled The Terrain of Comedy (1984). In it Cowan provides an 

equivalent of Bakhtin’s chronotope, but without his egregious privileging of the novel. She distrib-

utes human affects and strivings equitably among the four major genres, or as she prefers, “ter-

rains,” of lyric, tragic, comedic, and epic.35 For her and her students, the most complex and interest-

ing of these terrains is the one closest to Bakhtin’s carnival chronotope: comedy. The work of this 

group, especially as it pertains to Dante’s Divine Comedy, suggests a possible common comedic 
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denominator among these disparate affects and passions. 

Indeed, only a cosmos as large as Dante’s, and ultimately as redeemable from the perspec-

tive of the mortal who travels through it, could encompass all the benefits that comedy is supposed 

to provide while spending so much time, as it were, “down below.” The terrain of comedy, Cowan 

affirms, is always “the realm of hope in a fallen world.” It is a place toward which we can be guid-

ed, even if the Inferno is our first and most protracted exhibit. Cowan and her colleagues spend 

some time on this topographical progression upward, with special attention to the types of heroes 

we can expect at each level: infernal, purgatorial, paradisal. Let us move quickly through them, and 

then adapt them to Bakhtin’s Russian context. How is comedy stratified, and what sort of survival is 

promoted at each level? 

In brief, their argument is this. The realm of infernal comedy is populated with rogues, trick-

sters, deceivers, cynical minds in tough, vigorous bodies. Wickedness is omnipresent and naturally 

multiplies. Since there is so much evil around, it cannot be defeated by frontal attack, which would 

be suicidal, it can only be outwitted. In infernal comedy, the only resistance possible is “deception 

and delay.” Only by deceiving the deceivers and by delaying the final word can we avoid abandon-

ing, for all time, all hope. 

The next tier, purgatorial comedy, offers a different cast of characters and plots. What reigns 

here is not malicious or aggressive evil but the gentler, more common delaying tactics of confusion, 

suspension, interruption, “waiting to see.” Although time can heal things, it rarely does so in a 

wholly coherent way. The world of purgatorial comedy is not all of one piece, and that, surely, is 

part of its comedic effect, part of the reason why it survives. It contains pockets of rest and restora-

tion, marked off from the stressful everyday world. (Consider the Forest of Arden in Shakespeare’s 

As You Like It.) In such gardens and forests, deception is again present, but only in its soft, “lover-

ly” variant, as disguise. Such deception is used not to hurt or punish people but to make things more 

bearable, to make the world smile and laugh, to help events work out. 

What about Paradise? Paradisal comedy is comedic precisely because we are lifted to this 

level not by our own efforts and receive there more than we know we deserve. The god of comedy 

is nowhere a jealous god. Thus in Paradise, the theme of deception and disguise – which, in infernal 

comedy, was straight-out cheating and lying, and in purgatorial comedy was lighthearted cross-

dressing – is at this ultimate level associated with divine grace, with magic, and with art. In connec-

tion with this highest realm, Louise Cowan makes a wonderful observation that is permeated with 

Bakhtinian intonations. The comedic terrain, Cowan writes, is always about “the hope . . . of being 

loved” (L. Cowan 1982-. 15). For this reason, “not revelation . . . but receptivity leads to its sum-

mit.” 

Let us now walk through Dante's landscape, with our basic texts taken from Bakhtin’s Rus-

sia and Russian literature. First, the Inferno. This lowest tier of comedy helps us to grasp how Bakh-

tin could laugh at Stalinism while neither dismissing nor trivializing its evil. The Terror of the 

1930s and 1940s was beyond any punitive response. In an infernal realm, justice and virtue, if pur-

sued too rigidly, are positive handicaps. Naivete will simply perish. To survive not only physically 

but also in some sense morally – that is, to avoid being forced to compromise or betray others – the 

appropriate tools are masks, duplicity, and multiplicity. If one must perform some distasteful public 

act in order to stay alive (as Bakhtin had to do in the early 1950s, in his capacity as Chair of the De-

partment of World Literature at Saransk State Teachers’ College, prefacing each of his official 

presentations with a hymn of praise to Stalin), then make sure there is no concrete addressee who 

might be hurt by it; make sure that everyone who matters in that hellish landscape understands that 

words like this are merely phatic. For there is one prime, rock-bottom value respected in comedy of 

every type (and, 1 will argue, in Bakhtin’s carnival as well): that not everyone perish, that someone 

to whom we have made a difference be left alive. Only if that remains true, do our scattered selves 

have a chance to survive in the minds of others. 

Is purgatorial comedy also a haven for Bakhtin’s carnival vision? I believe it is: in five cen-

turies of amoral self-serving picaros, all those Sancho Panzas whom Bakhtin always prefers to the 

Don Quixotes. Such virtues also permeate Chekhov’s plays, which Chekhov intended as “come-
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dies” precisely in the purgatorial sense. Failure in them is caused not by malice but by an inability 

to connect, by bad timing, by weakness, and by weariness. And, of course, there are the petty ad-

venturers and resourceful pretenders of Bakhtin’s beloved Nikolai Gogol. As a rule, Gogol special-

ists are not enthusiastic about Bakhtin’s “carnivalization” of their writer's weird, demon-ridden 

landscapes. They consider Bakhtin too quick to lighten the situation up, to romanticize the effects of 

Gogol’s grotesque, to see humor and spiritual receptivity where in fact there is nothing but blank, 

voided space.6 But such benevolent readings are characteristic of Bakhtin. Dostoevsky is read 

through the same optimistic filter. A blank space for Bakhtin is not a void but only a temporarily 

cleared space, a space that is waiting for new meaning to flow in along newly available perspec-

tives – which is, indeed, the message of purgatorial comedy. All is not yet over, dying again is no 

longer possible so reconcile yourself to working off one sin at a time, keep your aspirations small, 

entropy can be reversed. By definition, all sinners are on an upward path. 

The highest realm, paradisal comedy, is also a crucial part of Bakhtin’s carnival mode. Per-

haps it is not so much a part, however, as it is a moment, because Paradise (like the Inferno) does 

not know true, developmental time. Thus this highest domain can explain, as no other locus can, 

carnival’s most ecstatic moments, those moments that Bakhtin unabashedly calls “miraculous.” 

Here belong the mass of “interpenetration” metaphors that have been traced throughout the text of 

Rabelais and His World – with their theological resonances of divine intercession.7 Here also be-

long the best moments of Dostoevsky’s Idiot, Prince Myshkin, who, in his foolishness and outside-

ness, resides in a “carnival heaven.” What is possible in paradisal comedy is not permitted in realms 

farther down – and one good index of this special status of Paradise is the vexed relationship be-

tween comedy and memory. 

Infernal comedy – or “carnival hell,” as Bakhtin calls it28 – knows the wrong sort of 

memory. It is static, obsessive, stuck on itself, like the “carnival hell” of Nastasya Filippovna in The 

Idiot or like Anna Karenina in her final moments, giving herself up to the punitive downward slide. 

Purgatorial comedy, in contrast, is time-sensitive, developmental, always potentially creative, and 

thus knows the right sort of memory. This is Konstantin Levin (to continue from Tolstoys novel) 

deciding to live and not to die when he realizes, quite by accident at the end of the book, that even 

sinners can be trusted to make the right choices and invest in the good, on the spot. Paradisal come-

dy, of course, is already at a height beyond earthly right and wrong. Thus it can transcend memory, 

even the tragic memory of an unjust death. Here, of course, belongs the glorious and transfiguring 

scene at the end of Dostoevsky’s final novel, Alyosha Karamazov at the Stone, rallying a group of 

enthusiastic young disciples who have gathered for the funeral of their prematurely departed friend. 

The Stone serves both as a gravestone and as a pulpit. 

One final word on this three-tiered Dantean model, which I have just filled up with literature 

from farther east. A theme underlying all these treatments of the comedic (Berger, Grawe, Cowan), 

and what explains its phenomenal variety, is that the genre of comedy always presumes abundance. 

Comedy is backed up with a mass of things, acts, and words. These words or things can be truths or 

lies, precious artifacts or simply junk, it doesn’t much matter, because comedy rejoices in sheer di-

versity and species survival, regardless of local outcome. Comedy is optimistic, again, not because 

it denies the existence of evil or trivializes it – comedy takes evil very seriously – but because it 

thinks it can engulf evil, outwit it, swamp it with a mass of things, dilute it, and thus terminally con-

fuse it. The comedic outlook thoroughly rejects the Platonic idea that true things don’t change. On 

the contrary, true things must change, and change constantly, otherwise evil (which is much more 

single-minded and humorless) will seek out the good and put it to death. If tragedy clears the stage, 

kills everyone off, and finds out the truth (consider Oedipus), then comedy in contrast clutters the 

stage, impregnates everything, and resolves nothing. Just this sort of clutter, transitional energy, and 

lack of resolution constitutes Bakhtin’s trademark landscape. 

In comedy, and in Bakhtin’s carnival as I have tried to reduce it to its essential energies here, 

life must be kept going at any cost. The continuity of life – the proliferation of options, the filling-

up of every possible niche, the Menippean refusal to die because the experiment is still going on – 

all this must be valued over the logic of life. It is this conviction that sits at the comedic core of 
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Dostoevsky and is tested in each of his great novels. 1 would even suggest that this rather crude cri-

terion is what keeps Shakespeare’s two dark “problem comedies,” Measure for Measure and The 

Merchant of Venice, within the realm of comedy. Although injustice in those dramas is everywhere 

and the lives of major heroes are saved quite by accident, by the final scene, barely, through all 

sorts of incongruous and imperious moves, marriages do occur – which is the dramatist’s shorthand 

for assuring us that not everyone is dead. 

For comedy to happen, then, final endings must be put off, or diluted, or – in the lighter and 

delightful varieties of the genre – shown to be arbitrary in their coming about. This, again, resem-

bles Hegel’s view of comedy, a universal solvent that does not renounce the real world but signifi-

cantly does not award that world any permanence.31 In comedy, as in Bakhtin’s carnival of Great 

Time, duration in itself matters, because at no point is a whole ever fully confirmed. Since nothing 

is fated in past or future, an accident or a miracle can change things at any moment. Heroes who 

take themselves and their acts with high seriousness – the types of hero that flourish in lyric, epic, 

tragedy and determine the plots of those genres – are rare in comedy. If they do appear, they strike 

us as inflated, self-absorbed, of limited vision, and they are immediately parodied. To work proper-

ly, both carnival and comedy need modesty, fertility, diversity, and slack: that is, they need a great 

deal of space to get lost in or hide away in, a rich and cluttered environment, and lots of time to 

change. Here, in closing, we return to the questions posed in the opening parts of this essay. 

Bakhtin is an ethical philosopher. Are there any duties that come with comedic or carnival 

terrain? The type of laughter that Bakhtin appears to have valued most is not verbal (that is, not sat-

ire, wit, wordplay, or the genius of Aristophanes, who goes almost unnoticed in Bakhtin’s world). It 

does not manifest itself in fixed structures or narratives. It will not tell you what is good and what is 

evil, it is an attitude, a flexibility of the spirit. What are its obligations? They reduce, I believe, to 

one: wherever we find ourselves, our duty is to add options to the terrain, not to subtract them. 

Since I always remain free to set a new goal for myself as long as I remain alive, nothing ever has 

to fail – and every event is always not yet over. 

One of the gains of the recent debates over carnival is that this omnibus concept is already 

asked much less often to answer for the big things: mass political rallies on the public square, the 

wholesale redemption of souls, their hopeless demonization. Carnival is beginning to be seen more 

as a personal attitude, an inner form of truth – and indeed, this is precisely how Bakhtin referred to 

carnival laughter in his book on Rabelais, a book which, Russian scholars have now determined, in 

its original version as a dissertation made no mention of the word “carnival” at all. This turn toward 

the hopeful, the humorous, the flexible, and the small makes good sense. It appears to have been an 

instinct for Bakhtin, which helps explain his lack of sympathy for the epic and his relative indiffer-

ence to formal problems that arise in more sculptured poetics. For the mission and obligation of 

comedy everywhere is to spread out, to return things to normal, to restore the natural order of 

things. What mattered to Bakhtin – who himself lost so much throughout his material life – was the 

survival of the field, its eventual repopulation and plenitude. 

Carnival laughter, therefore, does not break forth because we feel superior, and it is not 

merely a response to incongruity or the body’s need for relief. It is the energy that permits us to 

procreate in the broadest sense, to create. Arthur Koestler had just this idea in mind in his study The 

Act of Creation, a book that Bakhtin would have found deeply compatible. A burst of laughter, 

Koestler argues, is genetically akin to a burst of discovery and a burst of inspiration. All three are 

Aha! experiences that do not just release or rid us of things – although they are indeed experienced 

by us as a release of pressure; more important, they feed us cognitively, and in highly efficient 

ways. To laugh when we get a joke and to smile when we have solved a problem afford us much the 

same pleasure. Thus the minimum triad for humanness, Koestler suggests, is the sage, the artist, and 

the jester. Those who cannot laugh will have trouble knowing and creating. This point of faith is not 

everyone's idea of salvation, but for Bakhtin it was the sublime. 

 

Notes 
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1 “Vsyo prepiatstvuet tomu, chtoby chelovek mog oglianut’sia na sebia samogo” (“O Flobere” [“On 

Flaubert”], in Bakhtin 1996: 130-37, esp. 137). The Flaubert fragment ends on this sentence. These 

notes by Bakhtin were found clipped together with a bibliography (and additional commentary in 

another's hand), all of which suggests that Bakhtin projected a book on Flaubert during the Savelevo 

years. 
2 In his recent Russian treatment of the philosophy of laughter, Leonid Karasev argues that the 

opposite of laughing is not seriousness or weeping but rather a sense of shame (Karasev 1996: 67, 

“Shame is the reverse side of laughter, its symbolic inner seam.”). Since like can be compared solely 

with like, laughter should not be contrasted with weeping and seriousness. The latter modes can 

go on forever, they make sense in prolongation and can become “institutions.” But laughing and 

shame do not build lasting structures, both are instantaneous emotive explosions that sweep over 

us like little miracles, altering our moods radically. Although it is true that laughter – in the best of 

worlds – opens us up to new potential whereas shame (not to be confused with its more durable intel-

lectual 

counterpart, guilt) makes us cringe and closes us down, both laughter and shame are borderline 

states: responsive, transitory, transfiguring. If a burst of laughter brings relief and the bond of be-

nevolent communion, then the moment of shame is the moment of acknowledgment of one’s own 

participation in evil. “Authentic laughter,” Karasev writes (very much in the spirit of Bakhtin), “is born 

at the juncture of Good and Evil, as Good’s answer to Evil: a good-intentioned response to Evil’s 

opening line [“blagoi otvet na repliku zla”] (60).” For a complementary discussion 

of “why we laugh” by an eminent psychological critic who approaches the laughter reflex through 

stimuli and catharsis, see Holland 1982, part 1. 
3 This trajectory of impoverishment is especially troubling to those who look to Bakhtin as an ana-

lyst of Dostoevsky and Rabelais. Why would Bakhtin presume as central to the texts produced by 

these writers a construct or value that can work for them only in a hobbled way? Why would liter-

ary masters seek to make central to them an inevitably enfeebled tradition? 
4 If literally anything (superiority, cruelty, incongruity, pity, embarrass ment, joy) can make us 

laugh, then laughter itself cannot be a starting point for any ultimate thing: “Good comedic criticism 

must explain how the laughable works as 

part of a comedic assertion, not assume the presence of comedy from the presence of the laughable” 

(Grawe 1983: 269). And although “God is necessity” (ibid. 332) – a fact, Grawe asserts, that we do 

not always like but cannot live without – this necessity is not a neatly plotted structure 
5 See Bakhtin 1981: 158. The “extraordinary tension that pervades all of Dante’s world,” according 

to Bakhtin, is “the result of a struggle between living historical time and the extratemporal other-

worldly ideal. The vertical, as it were, compresses within itself the horizontal, which powerfully 

thrusts itself forward. There is a contradiction, an antagonism.” 
6 See Bakhtin 1976 for this “lightened-up” interpretation. Exemplary of this skepticism is the es-

say “Karnaval i ego okrestnosti” by Yurii Mann, dean of Soviet/Russian Gogol scholars, which 

concludes (1995: 181): “The forms of comedism which we have touched on here not only interact 

with the carnival tradition, but also resist that tradition and cast it off – at times rather strenuously.” 
7 See Mihailovic 1997, esp. chap. 5, “Carnival and Embodiment in Rabelais and His World,” esp. 149-

55. For a darker, more Protestant interpretation of Bakhtin's religious imagery, with an excellent dis-

cussion of Bakhtin’s distinction between “bad” (official) and “good” (open, tragic, pathos-

producing, unofficial) types of seriousness, see Coates 1998, chap. 7 (“Christian Motifs in Bakh-

tin’s Carnival Writings”). 


