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Résumé: Nous sommes parfois réticents à croire que la théorie puisse avoir quelque 
chose en commun avec l’histoire, bien qu’il y ait beaucoup de preuves sur le lien 
profond entre les deux. Mon objectif principal est de montrer que le discours théorique 
est enraciné dans son contexte historique, parce que les concepts théoriques ne viennent 
jamais de nulle part, mais ils ont une origine chronotopique. Ca veut dire que l’histoire 
provoque, souligne et finalement éclaire les approches théoriques. Bakhtine et Auerbach 
sont des exemples ravageurs de la façon dont «les crises intérieures et extérieures de 
l’Europe» (Auerbach) dans le XXe siècle ont déterminé un changement théorique majeur.
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“Is the historical rubble something which can be brushed off the surface of works that 
will stand on their own? Or are these texts so closely bound to their own painful history 
that they cannot be separated from it without losing the very thing that lends them their 
truth?
The reconstruction of Bakhtin’s work now taking place in Russia seems guided by the 
first perspective; I think the second is closer to the mark. No one doubts that Bakhtin’s 
work was warped and garbled by Stalinism. He could not publish what he would have 
liked to publish. Even a tragic history, however, cannot be cleanly separated from those 
who did their best to resist it. […] Bakhtin did not have a coherent argument to make 
apart from the history he lived through, which is to say that history did not just get in the 
way, but gave him both something to think about and the means to do so. And this is so 
even though Bakhtin himself sometimes denies it.” 

Hirschkop, “Bakhtin in the Sober Light of Day  
(an Introduction to the Second Edition)” 10

The assumption that theory lacks a historical dimension is, to my opinion, false. It 
wrongly implies that the theoretical approach has no connection with a particular time 
and place. Yet if we look at the way in which literary theories supersede each other in 
the course of the long 20th century, we may find that the relationship between the 
theoretical text and its context (be it cultural, social, political or historical) is of utmost 
importance. In spite of the apparent indifference of theory toward the real world, 
detachment does not imply that the literary theorist is a deracinated being, severed from 
his/her epoch and from his/her surroundings. I dare say that theoretical thought is fed 
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by context to the same degree that a literary work is nourished by the author’s constant 
living and thinking within a particular space and time. It seems to me erroneous to 
sustain that the theoretical text is a neutral one, lacking historical depth, since starting 
from each and every such text we eventually reach the human voice, we “bump into” 
the human being behind it. Isolating the Bakhtinian concept of “chronotope” as a theme 
of my paper, my attempt is precisely to show that, far from being ahistorical and context 
free, literary theory is fully embedded in a spatial and temporal reality. This is to say 
that the “historical rubble” cannot be brushed off theoretical works as long as it is 
closely interwoven within the deep structure of theory as such. 

Therefore, is Bakhtin’s thesis about the importance of the chronotope in under‑
standing literary works also applicable to literary theory? In Bakhtin’s terms, “we are 
taking language not as a system of abstract grammatical categories, but rather language 
conceived as ideologically saturated, language as a world view, even as a concrete 
opinion…” (“Discourse in the Novel” 271). The same holds true for theory, since a 
particular existential situation generates a certain articulation of theoretical concepts. 
To paraphrase Bakhtin, we may say that theory is not a system of abstract concepts, but 
discourse conveying a contextual vision upon literature and the world at the same time. 

Taking this idea further, I have chosen two significant authors whose works reveal 
how history informs theoretical thought. So what do Mikhail Bakhtin and Erich 
Auerbach have in common apart from the fact that they are two of the most influential 
literary thinkers of the 20th century? Among other things, it is perhaps the deep 
connection between their lives, on the one hand, and the way they approach literature 
and the oblique method of reading they practice, on the other, since Auerbach’s Mimesis 
and all of Bakhtin’s works reveal the multiple layers of theoretical discourse and its 
dialogic nature. Nonetheless, Auerbach’s concept of Jederzeitlichkeit – that is the 
“omnitemporality of an event fixed in a remembering consciousness” (544) – suggests 
that human consciousness is not only enrooted into a spatial and temporal matrix, but 
also that it is shaped by the multiple layers of time (time experienced in a subjective 
way) which structure our memory. 

It is a fact that the historical and political circumstances of Baktin’s life and work 
left an indisputable mark on all his texts and on his thought. For one thing, Bakhtin’s 
recurrent insistence on the importance of the historical context for understanding a 
literary work reveals his constant preoccupation with the chronotopic nature of human 
creation. For another thing, living and writing in the shadow of Stalinism was a 
challenging experience, verging on tragedy, and it is under such very special cir‑
cumstances that Bakhtin’s theoretical discourse is built. Published under his own name, 
in 1929, the year he was sentenced to six years of exile in Kazakhstan, Problems of 
Dostoevsky’s Poetics shows Bakhtin’s complex use of literary concepts as a means of 
speaking about both literature and life. This tendency is even more salient in his other 
seminal book, Rabelais and His World, which was considered too subversive to be 
published before 1965, although it was written during World War II, and submitted in 
1946 to the Gorky Institute of World Literature in view of a postgraduate certification 
(it is worth mentioning that Bakhtin was denied a PhD at that time). In his study 
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dedicated to this book, Richard Berrong concludes that Rabelais and His World “is an 
allegorical work of political criticism and theory” (109), thus acknowledging that this 
particular theoretical work conveys a political message about the Stalinist regime. Yet, 
Berrong’s assertion that Bakhtin’s book has “no real value as historical criticism” (109) 
in its approach of Rabelais is, from my point of view, disputable. Bakhtin does not force 
his pre‑conceived ideas onto Rabelais’s work, but due to his own historical situation, 
the theorist is able to read anew a Renaissance text and to point out once more that 
“every entry into the sphere of meaning is accomplished only through the gates of the 
chronotope” (“Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel” 258). When reading 
a text, be it literary, critical or theoretical, temporal and spatial coordinates are at the 
heart of our understanding. What we see in a text, the way we read and interpret it is 
shaped by our background (individual and collective at the same time). In concepts such 
as “chronotope”, “carnival”, and “polyphony”, Bakhtin addressed the Stalinist attempts 
to suppress diversity, freedom and spontaneity, and in doing so he turned to an oblique 
method of reading. Actually, his is a very good example of the way in which the present 
can influence the past, an idea that T. S. Eliot upheld in his influential essay “Tradition 
and the Individual Talent”, although neither Bakhtin’s nor Auerbach’s works are 
committed to impersonality. On the contrary, their theoretical approaches have a lot to 
do with their biographies, namely with the particular circumstances of their work. The 
fact that Mimesis was written between 1942 and May 1945, in Istanbul, where Auerbach 
had settled after his flight from Germany, is of utmost importance for understanding not 
only the selection of literary works the theorist commented upon, but the very themes 
and concepts he dealt with. The same thing may be said about Figura, written in 1938, 
when the Nazi ideology was a genuine threat, and not only to a German intellectual with 
Jewish origins. Kader Konuk has even gone so far as to conclude that living and 
working in Istanbul had a decisive impact on Auerbach’s theory. Konuk draws on 
Auerbach’s key concepts – figura, which conceptualise history1, and mimesis as a means 
of representing reality in literature – to point out their contextual origin (or their 
chronotopic embeddedness, as one might say). Thus, Konuk quotes a footnote to the 
“Epilegomena” of Mimesis, where Auerbach confessed he was “able to write the works 
on figura and passio because an entire set of Migne’s Patrologia was located in an 
attic‑level library room of the Dominican monastery of San Pietro di Galata” where he 
had permanent access (qtd. in Konuk 142). In Istanbul, Auerbach reenacts Robinson 
Crusoe’s situation: isolated on his own “island”, Auerbach, like Robinson, reads some 
of the most important books of the Western canon without the help of a “guide”. In fact, 
he acknowledges that “the book was written during the war and at Istanbul, where the 
libraries are not well equipped for European studies. International communications 
were impeded; I had to dispense with almost all periodicals, with almost all the more 
recent investigations, and in some cases with reliable critical editions of my texts […] 
it is quite possible that the book owes its existence to just this lack of a rich and 
specialized library. If it had been possible for me to acquaint myself with all the work 
that has been done on so many subjects, I might have never reached the point of writing” 
(Auerbach 557).
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Undoubtedly, it is this embeddedness in space and time which assigns Bakhtin’s and 
Auerbach’s theoretical discourses their ethical as well as cognitive implications. The 
text‑context relationship is a problem which the theory of literature usually tends to 
overlook, since the focus of many theoretical schools was on the text as such, conceived 
as an autonomous object. Yet, even this kind of approach is to be seen in its connections 
with particular historical and political circumstances, shaped by a certain socio‑historical 
context. Thus, for example, in his chapter on “Auerbach’s Literary History”, included 
in Figural Realism: Studies in the Mimesis Effect (2000), Hayden White is quite explicit 
in interpreting Auerbach’s conception of the literary text as a “synecdoche of its 
context”, which is to say that “Auerbach tends to present the text as a representation not 
so much of its social, political, and economic milieus as of its author’s experience of 
those milieus; and as such, the text appears or is presented as a fulfillment of the figure 
of this experience”2 (92). And this is a remark that brings me to Bakhtin’s concept of 
dialogism (as presented in his study on Dostoevsky) – a principle of exotopy (see also 
de Man 102) which emphasises the relationship between fiction and reality, between the 
author and his text and, furthermore, between the author and the other. Or, as Paul de 
Man pointed out, dialogism “can, first of all, simply mean double‑talk, the necessary 
obliqueness of any persecuted speech that cannot, at the risk of survival, openly say 
what it means to say: there is ample evidence, from what is known of Bakhtin’s 
biography, that this meaning is entirely relevant in his case” (100). This is another way 
of saying that between text (be it narrative or theoretical) and its context there is always 
a connection, an implied dialogue which influences the meaning of the text. De Man 
expands on this idea and reproduces a quotation from Leo Strauss’s Persecution and 
the Art of Writing which he thinks fits Bakhtin’s case. Strauss suggests that the readers 
of oppressed thinkers “are to be led step by step from the popular view […] to the truth 
which is merely and purely theoretical, guided by certain obtrusively enigmatic features 
in the presentation of the popular teaching – obscurity of the plan, contradictions, 
pseudonyms, inexact repetitions of earlier statements, strange expressions, etc.” (qtd. in 
de Man 100).

Thus, the process of understanding is closely linked to the particular data of the 
socio‑historical context in which the author lived and wrote, since there is an implied 
dialogue between this chronotopic position of the author and his creation. The premises 
of this dialogue are built within the deep structure of the theoretical text, which is no 
less a “synecdoche of its context” than the fictional text. Therefore, the dialogic nature 
of meaning is essentially of a chronotopic sort. Or, to put it in Auerbach’s terms, 
meaning is a matter of the relationship between the implicit and the explicit, being 
unfolded into the necessary dialogue of an author with his/her reader. 

NOTES

1 In an extremely insightful study on “Erich Auerbach and his «Figura»: An Apology for the Old Testament 
in an Age of Aryan Philology” (2012), Avihu Zakai and David Weinstein show that “Auerbach’s 
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philological, historical and philosophical enterprise in «Figura» (1938) and Mimesis: The Representation 
of Reality on Western Literature (1946) was directed against a very specific and well‑defined crisis in 
Germany and Europe of his time”, being in fact “a rejection of Aryan philology and Nazi barbarism, based 
on racism, chauvinism and the mythologies of Blood, Volk and Soil, which eliminated the Old Testament 
from the Christian canon and hence from European culture and civilization” (320‑321).

2 “In this case, the relationship of the figure (the author’s experience of the context) to its fulfillment (the 
text) is that of the implicit to the explicit. It is exactly the kind of relationship that, according to Auerbach, 
Balzac posits in Le Père Goriot between Mme. Vauquer and the pension over which she presides as 
patronne. Thus, Auerbach quotes Balzac, who says of Mme. Vauquer’s relationship to her milieu: «Enfin 
toute sa personne explique la pension, comme la pension implique sa personne»” (92).
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