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On the Meaning of Poetry and the Novel as Concepts in M. M. Bakhtin’s Works:
Perspectives on Socratic Dialogues and Carnivalesque Laughter

Atsushi TAJIMA

Summary

The present study investigates the meaning of “poetry” and the “novel” as concepts in Rus-
sian literary theorist M. M. Bakhtin’s work on “monologue” and “dialogue.” Bakhtin’s view of
the novel is based on a perspective that promotes intersubjective “dialogues” between speakers
from different backgrounds, whereas poetry, for him, suggests “monologic” communication be-
tween parties who share similar backgrounds.

the fools’ laughter in medieval carnivals are important to an understanding of his ideas of the
novel (dialogue) and poetry (monologue). However, his ideas on these topics cannot be clearly
understood without knowledge about the history of ancient and medieval literature, since he
rarely cites specific examples in his argumentation. Furthermore, his descriptions of these ideas
were not systematically given but were developed in fragments in several of his works.

Bakhtin’s investigation of the relationship between Socratic dialogues in ancient Greek and
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In this study, I organize Bakhtin’s fragmented ideas on poetry and the novel in his significant
works; I also cite specific examples of Socratic dialogues, carnival laughter, and other discourses
relevant to his arguments, and examine the meanings of dialogues in today’s world. The works
analyzed in this study are mainly Bakhtin’s Discourse on the Novel, Epic and Novel, Problems

of Dostoevsky s Poetics, and From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse.
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