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      Abstract

      The (presumed) author of books on Dostoevsky and Rabelais, Mikhail Bakhtin was elevated to the rank of “the greatest theoretician of literature in the twentieth century” by a two-pronged process: the publication of a number of his old manuscripts, and the assertion that he was also the true author of most of the texts published in the 1920s under the names of his “friends” P.N. Medvedev and V.N. Voloshinov, who both died at an early age. Even though the theory of authorial substitution rests entirely on the declarations of Bakhtin, this dual process gave birth to the “Bakhtin Industry,” involving the elaboration of extremely creative hypotheses as to how exactly the works signed by his friends were written, and numerous studies aiming to demonstrate the unity and coherence of the Bakhtinian corpus. But at the end of the 20th century, the publication of archival texts and interviews with Bakhtin revealed that he had lied about his biography and about his participation in the writing of the disputed texts. Further research showed that the supposed dates of his early manuscripts had been falsified, and that many of these writings consist largely of plagiarism. Jean-Paul Bronckart and Cristian Bota’s conclusions lead us to investigate the motivations behind Bakhtin’s usurpation of other people’s work, as well as the true origin of the various texts that appeared under his name. They also call for reflection as to why belief in the existence of a single and homogeneous Bakhtinian corpus persists among many literary scholars, alongside their continued celebration of its author’s many-sided genius.
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PREFACE

      
        In the summer of 1961, three brilliant young scholars at the Institute of World Literature of the Academy of Sciences in Moscow set out by train to see Bakhtin for the first time, in the far-off provincial town of Saransk, where he taught Russian and foreign literatures at the University of Mordovia […] The three devoted admirers were Sergey Georgyevich Bocharov […], Georgy Dmitryevich Gachev, and Vadim Valeryanovich Kozhinov (the enterprising and resourceful leader of the group). 

        They had recently discovered Bakhtin’s 1929 book on Dostoevsky, assuming initially that the author had perished long before. They had also discovered that their institute held (behind leaden doors) a copy of Bakhtin’s dissertation on Rabelais (submitted in 1940 and defended in 1946 and 1949). 

        The meeting of the three enthusiasts with Bakhtin may be regarded as the beginning of a campaign, a long and strenuous campaign that drew Bakhtin out of obscurity and eventually established him as an internationally celebrated theorist in philosophical anthropology and the philosophy of culture.

        The campaign soon involved a community of friends and admirers […] and the group’s first achievement was the publication, in 1963, of a revised and enlarged edition of the Dostoevsky
 book, prepared by Bocharov. The second victory, in 1965, was the publication of a revised version of Bakhtin’s dissertation on Rabelais. […]

        A further significant factor in the spreading popularity of Bakhtin’s thought in the West was the publication of English translations of such controversial texts as Voloshinov’s Marxism and the Philosophy of Language
, in 1973, and Medvedev’s The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship
, in 1978. (Liapunov 1994: 1009-10)

      

      Although it was only published in 1994 (a year earlier in Russian), this introduction to the English translation of Bocharov’s article “Conversations with Bakhtin” (which we discuss at length in Chapter 5) perfectly sets the scene for the affair that is the subject of this book.

      As Liapunov says, in 1961 three young Russian academics discovered that Mikhail Bakhtin, the author of Problems of Dostoevsky’s Art
 in 1929 and a doctoral thesis on Rabelais, was still alive. Soon supported by a group of admirers, they undertook to publish or republish the two books, while at the same time establishing their author as a brilliant and profoundly innovative theorist who the literary world was quick to celebrate.

      
The two books were revised (largely by Kozhinov), and rapidly translated into several languages. For example, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics
 appeared in French in 1970 and English in 1973, while Rabelais
 came out in English in 1968 and French in 1970. The translations were generally very well received, though major reservations were also expressed, such as those put forward by Kristeva in her introduction to the French translation of the Dostoevsky book, called “The ruin of a poetics.”



      

      However it was a whole decade after this rediscovery and the initial circulation of Bakhtin’s two books that the most important aspect of this affair – which today generally goes by the name “the problem of the disputed texts” – was loosed upon the world. Which is to say that Bakhtin’s Muscovite admirers had a full ten years of access to the man, his memories, and his manuscripts in which to prepare their stunning revelation that Bakhtin was in fact the real author of three important books – Freudianism
 (1927) and Marxism and the Philosophy of Language
 (1929), both signed by Voloshinov, and The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship
 (1928) signed by Medvedev – as well as several articles published under the name of Voloshinov. Thus Voloshinov (who died of tuberculosis in 1936), and Medvedev (who was executed in 1938) had just been front-men or masks
 for Bakhtin.

      Despite the extraordinary nature of this revelation, it was made almost indirectly, in a minor key, in two texts published in 1973. The first text, which literally began the affair, was a conference paper given by V. Ivanov in 1970 that was published three years later in Sign Systems Studies
, Tartu University’s journal of semiotics. An English translation appeared in Soviet Studies in Literature
 in 1975, and in an anthology the following year. This text (which we discuss at length in Chapter 3), devoted to glorifying the Bakhtinian œuvre, is followed by an appendix listing the books and articles mentioned above. In a final footnote, Ivanov states complacently that:

      
        
The basic texts of works 1-5 and 7 are by M. M. Bakhtin. His students V. N. Voloshinov and P. N. Medvedev, under whose names they were published, made only small insertions and changes in particular parts (and is some cases, such as [Marxism and the Philosophy of Language
], in the titles) of these articles and books. That all these works belong to the same author, which is confirmed by the testimony of witnesses, is evident from the texts themselves, as one may easily convince oneself from the preceding quotations. (Ivanov 1976: 366) 

      

      Yet a cursory glance at the texts and the quotations selected by Ivanov clearly reveals the crucial importance of this attribution of authorship. Of the multiple quotations that adorn his eulogy, 25 come from Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics 
and 23 from Rabelais
, while 47 are from Marxism and the Philosophy of Language
, 14 from The Formal Method
, and 13 from the articles signed by Voloshinov. There are also 28 quotations from six other texts actually signed by Bakhtin. Thus the celebration of the Bakhtinian œuvre is seen to be, from the outset, a correlative of the assertion that he was the true author of these disputed texts. Ivanov’s panegyric clearly shows that the extent and the grandeur of the “Bakhtinian” œuvre largely arise from the substance and the style of the books and articles published under the names of Voloshinov and Medvedev.

      One is immediately struck, however, by the absence of any discussion of the reasons for this rather unusual substitution of authors, and by the rather meager nature of the evidence. No formal or historical proofs are provided, and there is no mention of any declarations by Bakhtin on this matter. Instead, unidentified witnesses are invoked, and we are informed that obvious conclusions present themselves if one compares the texts signed by Bakhtin with the disputed texts. The substitution of authors is thereby naturalized
 at the outset, and presented as such a well-established fact that any explanatory commentary would be superfluous. Here is just one example of Ivanov’s method: in his second footnote he states that Kristeva, in an article in Semiotica
, had already drawn attention to the importance of Bakhtin’s work, whereas in fact in the passage in question, Kristeva (1969b: 197, note 3) is commenting on an aspect of Medvedev’s work, without in the slightest questioning his status as the author, and without ever mentioning Bakhtin.



      
The second seminal work is a short biography of Bakhtin, written in 1973 by Kozhinov & Konkin as an introduction to a collection of articles celebrating 75 years of the master’s research and teaching. In their “Brief account of the life and work of Bakhtin,” they confirm that he was indeed the originator of the disputed texts, using the same type of “evidence” as Ivanov, while providing a different, or at least more prudent, version of this authorial substitution. Commenting on the period in which Bakhtin lived in Vitebsk (1920-24), they state that:

      
        It was in Vitebsk that he began the books that were only completed and published much later, and it was at this time that he became friendly with P. N. Medvedev, who was President of the government’s Executive Committee in Vitebsk, as well as with V. N. Voloshinov and I. I. Sollertinsky, professors at the Vitebsk Conservatory, who became his friends and disciples. It was from their conversations with M. M. Bakhtin about the problems of philosophy and psychology and aesthetics that a certain number of articles and books were born. (Kozhinov & Konkin 1973/1980: 12).
 

      

      Thus the biographers present Voloshinov and Medvedev as Bakhtin’s “friends and disciples,” stating that the disputed books and articles were written on the basis of conversations with Bakhtin, but without formally pronouncing on the identity of the actual authors (while a footnote to the passage quoted refers to a bibliography of Voloshinov and Medvedev’s principal works that only mentions the original authors’ names).

      To complete this sketch of the origins of the affair, it must also be mentioned that in his book Psycholinguistics
 [Psikholingvistika] (1967: 86-8), A. A. Leontiev alluded to the existence of a “Bakhtin Circle.”
 This passage has since been copiously cited, and the phrase still prospers today. 

      The two articles triggered the “campaign” to celebrate and circulate the Bakhtinian corpus evoked by Liapunov, a campaign that was successful in every respect, rapidly finding prestigious supporters in Europe and the United States. The question of the disputed texts, and the concomitant question of the extent and status of Bakhtin’s own œuvre, were obviously always crucial. There were, however, various phases in the way the affair was treated, and the way biographical and historical details were established. Extravagant hagiographies confirming without any reservations 
Bakhtin’s “omni-paternity” or sole authorship alternated with prudent skepticism concerning the reality of the master’s work and his circle.

      

      In the first part of this book we attempt to trace the history of the reception of Bakhtin’s œuvre, and of course that of the disputed texts, drawing on the impressive body of work that has been devoted to this topic over the past three decades, particularly in the United States and France. In Chapter 1 we present the life and work of Bakhtin and his “friends” as it was reconstituted in the 1980s and 90s, particularly by Clark & Holquist (1984b). This involved a lot of biographical information that later turned out to be either fanciful or downright dishonest, but which is still believed to be true by many contemporary Bakhtinians. In Chapter 2 we analyze the first
 receptions of the texts signed by Bakhtin, Medvedev and Voloshinov, namely the discussions and reviews of their “rediscovered” and translated works before
 the propagation of the theory that Bakhtin was their sole author. Then we look at three phases that followed this proclamation. 

      The first phase consisted of the publication of articles and books glorifying Bakhtin’s genius, based on an amalgam of the ideas found in the writings of the three authors. In Chapter 3 we analyze in detail the panegyrics perpetrated by Ivanov, Todorov, and Clark & Holquist. The second phase was the emergence of the “Bakhtin Industry,” which we discuss in Chapter 4. This saw numerous commentators jumping on the bandwagon and debating the true meaning of the Bakhtinian corpus, as well as, of course, the affair of the disputed texts. In this second matter, early members of the “resistance” (such as Titunik 1973; 1976) were joined by various authors, in particular Morson & Emerson (1990), who strongly opposed the theory of Bakhtin’s sole authorship. The third phase consisted of the publication, at the beginning of the 1990s, of a collection of interviews with Bakhtin from twenty years earlier, an initiative taken by the affair’s Russian instigators with the aim of putting an end to debate by finally (and more than a little retrospectively) having the principal witness “speak.”

      But far from ending the affair, analyzing these interviews (which we do in Chapter 5) definitively brings to light hesitations, contradictions, and the multiple lies told by Bakhtin and those close to him. Taken as a whole, Bakhtin’s declarations clearly reveal that there never was a circle bearing his name, and that the disputed texts were conceived and written solely by the authors who signed then. They also provide information that throws light on the reasons for this fraud, involving the true authorship of the first Dostoevsky
 book (large parts of which Bakhtin later disowned), and the true status of the later writings published under his name.

      
The final chapter of Part One is about the current state of “Bakhtinianism.” Since the mid-1990s, new historical studies have made numerous corrections to the initial biography of Bakhtin, corroborating the conclusions that have to be drawn from reading the master’s interviews. But these new facts scarcely seem to bother the Bakhtinians, some of whom continue to support the theory of Bakhtin’s sole authorship in the face of all opposition. Others reveal a prudent skepticism, but rare are those who take the risk of calling their very profitable idol into question, or thoroughly re-examine the arguments, theoretical orientations, and overall concerns of the works of Voloshinov, Medvedev, and Bakhtin.

      In the second part of the book we re-examine a large part of this vast corpus, beginning with the texts written and/or published in the 1920s. Chapter 7 is devoted to a detailed examination of the texts Bakhtin wrote at some point in this decade, namely Toward a Philosophy of the Act
, “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity”, and “The Problem of Content, Material and Form in Verbal Art.” Next, in Chapter 8, we analyze all of Voloshinov’s articles and books, which are clearly part of an attempted Marxist renewal of the human sciences. In Chapter 9 we examine Medvedev’s The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship
, a work which is part of an analogous Marxist re-examination of the role and significance of works of literature. These three analyses allow us, in Chapter 10, to highlight the radical differences between Bakhtin’s initial approach and that of Voloshinov and Medvedev, in terms of their epistemological grounding, their theoretical frameworks and references, and their objectives.

      Then, in the light of these analyses, we examine the substance and the status of two groups of later texts signed by Bakhtin. We begin, in Chapter 11, with a systematic comparison of the two versions of the book on Dostoevsky
: the 1929 one, and the reworked one published in 1963. Then in Chapter 12 we analyze the texts Bakhtin is said to have written between 1950 and 1970, in particular the well-known articles “The Problem of Speech Genres” and “The Problem of the Text.” These analyses raise some very serious questions as to the actual origin of these texts and/or their relation to the earlier works of Voloshinov and Medvedev.

      In our conclusion, we summarize the historical and textual reasons that call for a clear distinction to be made between Bakhtin’s works and those of Voloshinov and Medvedev; recapitulate the essential elements of the interpretive madness that arose from the belief – flying in the face of all the evidence – in the unity of the “Bakhtinian œuvre”; and outline the consequences this dismal affair had for the furtherance of textual and literary studies.

    

  

  
    p.14

    
      1

      
          
 After discussing the position of formalist criticism in the ideological and political context of the Soviet Union in the 1920s, primarily referring to the work of Medvedev and Voloshinov, Kristeva criticises the “theoretical limitations” of Bakhtin’s text, including its “psychologism” and “the unrecognised influence of Christianity” (1973: 106). She stresses the ambiguity of Bakhtin’s approach, “wavering between a vocabulary which is humanistic or crypto-Christian and a technical terminology; gliding between the careful documentation of the historian and brilliant insights in his reading of these texts; not literary or linguistic or philosophic, but all of these together; often repetitive, sometimes vague; constantly shifting the sense of linguistic terms without ever pinning them own […]” (p. 116).

          

        

      

    

    p.15

    
      2

      
          
Similarly, in Séméiotike, Recherches pour une sémanalyse
 (1969, Chapter 3, note 2), Kristeva discusses Bakhtin and Medvedev as separate authors, and explicitly borrows the concept of ideologeme
 from Medvedev’s major work, The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship
.
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 The quotations from Kozhinov & Konkin’s biography are translated from the French version, which appeared as a preface to Le Freudisme
 (1980). [Trans.]
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There is an Italian translation (Psicolinguistica
, 1972), in which this passage is on pp. 95-7. [Trans.]

          

        

      

    

  


		

    
		

  
    
      
WORKS OF BAKHTIN, MEDVEDEV AND VOLOSHINOV

      Most of the extracts from the works of Bakhtin, Voloshinov and Medvedev are taken from the English translations listed below. The original Russian publication date (in Bakhtin’s case, not
 the date of composition) is given in square brackets. 

      
        M. M. BAKHTIN

        
          Toward a Philosophy of the Act 
[1986], trans. V. Liapunov, eds. V. Liapunov & M. Holquist. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1993.

          Art and Answerability: Early Philosophical Essays
 [1975], eds. M. Holquist & V. Liapunov. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990.

          “Art and Answerability,” trans. V. Liapunov (pp. 1-3)
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PART II

      A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE WORKS OF BAKHTIN, VOLOSHINOV AND MEDVEDEV


    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      On the basis of all the facts about the history of “Bakhtinianism” that we assembled in the first part of this book, we have organized our comparative analyses as follows:

      In Chapters 7 to 9, we comprehensively analyze of a set of texts from the 1920s that can now be attributed, without any reservations, respectively to Bakhtin, Voloshinov and Medvedev. This will allow us, in Chapter 10, to make a definitive statement about the nature of the working relationships that could have existed at the time among the three authors. 

      Chapter 11 is devoted to the problem of the two books on Dostoevsky published under Bakhtin’s name, as the actual authorship of the first version of 1929 seems to us to constitute the very heart of the dismal affair of the disputed texts. This study will largely confirm the hypothesis, resulting from genuinely historical research, that Voloshinov played a decisive role in putting together this book, which was published in a collection directed by Medvedev.

      Chapter 12 deals with the later texts signed by Bakhtin, some of which are distinguished by their obvious, but unacknowledged...
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