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The Politics and Poetics of Transgression 

denied at the level of political organization and social being whilst it 
is instrumentally constitutive of the shared imaginary repertoires of 
the dominant culture. This is evidenced by the history of the rep
resentation of 'low' entertainment and the carnivalesque, to which 
we now turn. 

FROM CARNIVAL TO TRANSGRESSION 

The new historian, the genealogist, will know what to make of this 
masquerade. He will not be too serious to enjoy it; on the contrary, 
he will push the masquerade to its limits and prepare .the great
carnival of time where masks are constantly reappearing. Gen
ealogy is history in the form of a concerted carnival. 

(Foucault 1977: 160-1) 
In the world of carnival the awareness of the people's immortal
ity is combined with the realisation that established authority and 
truth are relative. 

(Bakhtin 1968: ro) 

There is now a large and increasing body of writing which sees 
carnival not simply as a ritual feature of European culture but as a 
mode of understanding, a positivity, a cultural analytic. How is it 
that a festive ritual now virtually eliminated from most of the 
popular culture of Europe has gained such prominence as an epis�e
mological category? Is there a connection betwe�n the fact of i�s
elimination as a physical practice and its self-consc10us emergence m 
the artistic and academic discourses of our time? For both Michel 
Foucault in the passage cited above and for Mikhail Bakhtin in his 
seminal study Rabelais and his World, the Nietzscheian study of 
history leads to the ideal of carnival. Everywhere in literary and 
cultural studies today we see carnival emerging as a model, as an 
ideal and as an analytic category in a way that, at first sight, seems 
puzzling. . . . , 

Undoubtedly it was the translation of Mikhail Bakhtm s 
monumental study of Rabelais and the carnivalesque which initially 
catalysed the interest of Western scholars (albeit slowly- th� book 
was only translated into English in 1968) around the not10� of 
carnival, marking it out as a site of special interest for the analysis of 
literature and symbolic practices. Since the 1970s there has b.een an 
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increasing number of literary and historical studies devoted to the 
topic. In 1978 Krystyna Pomorska could write with every justifi
cation that 'Mikhail Bakhtin is today one of the most popular, if not 
the most popular, figures in the domain of humanistic studies' 
(Pomorska 1978: 379). More recently Tony Bennett averred that 
Bakhtin's study of Rabelais should hold an exemplary place in 
materialist cultural criticism (Bennett 1979: 90-2). This is surely 
correct: Rabelais and his W arid is ostensibly a scholarly study of 
Rabelais's popular sources in carnivalesque folk-culture which 
shows how indebted Rabelais is to the popular, non-literary, 'low' 
folk humour of the French Renaissance. His intention in the study 
was self-consciously iconoclastic. 

No dogma, no authoritarianism, no narrow-minded serious
ness can coexist with Rabelaisian images; these images are 
opposed to all that is finished and polished, to all pomposity, to 
every ready-made solution in the sphere of thought and world 
outlook. 

(Bakhtin 1968: 3) 
Naturally this reading of Rabelais has not gone unchallenged by 
conventionally learned scholars (Screech 1979: 1-14, 479; also 
19 84: 11-13, but in this latter article, 'Homage to Rabelais', Screech 
is much closer in spirit to Bakhtin than in the earlier book). But 
although Bakhtin'

I 
is

. 
deeply concerned to elucidate the sources of 

Rabelais's work, the main importance of his study is its broad 
development of toe 'carnivalesque' into a potent, populist, critical 
inversion of all official words and hierarchies in a way that has 
implications far beyond the specific realm of Rabelais studies. Car
nival, for Bakhtin, is both a populist utopian vision of the world seen 
from below and a festive critique, through the inversion of hierarchy, 
of the 'high' culture : 

As opposed to the official feast, one might say that carnival 
celebrates temporary liberation from the prevailing truth of the established order; it marks the suspension of all hierarchical rank, 
privileges, norms and prohibitions. Carnival was the true feast of 
time, the feast of becoming, change and renewal. It was hostile to 
all that was immortalized and complete. 

(Bakhtin 1968: 109) 
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