Linkages: no text is an island
 
The dialogue which is developed by M. M. Bakhtin in The Dialogic Imagination opens up a subject to develop the interrelation of words’ contexts in literature.  These contexts are specifically complex and multi-connected, as “no living word relates to its object in a singular way: between the word and its object, and between the word and the speaking subject, there exists an elastic environment of other, alien words about the same object, the same theme, and this is an environment that it is often difficult to penetrate.” (Schiller, p. 276)  The problem of the word therefore goes beyond its specific isolated meaning and rests within its relationship with other words.  The difficulty of penetrating into this environment rests in the immense number of the other words which hover about each part of a sentence.  As words burst with multiple associations, so does the texture of their meanings link with those surrounding fabrics of signification.  


The dance and play of these associations then not only comes into relations within itself, but also is linked to the larger discourses of meanings in the context of culture and history. In “Word, Dialogue and Novel,” Julia Kristeva elucidates how the combination of the voices in these discourses works in Bakhtin’s dynamic conception.  She describes how his “conception of the ‘literary word’” is “an intersection of textual surfaces rather than a point (a fixed meaning), as a dialogue among several writings:  that of the writer, the addressee (or the character) and the contemporary or earlier cultural context.” (Kristeva, p. 36)  In this way, not only the word and meanings have varied discourses, but the significance of the world that the text creates also has a dialogue with other “writings.”  Kristeva notes how, for Bakhtin, these continually discursive texts do not rest silent: “...any text is constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of another.” (Kristeva, p. 37)  Thus they are constantly interacting and bouncing off each other with their allusions, reverberations and characters formed from their specific cultural histories.  


The dialogical relationships thus take part of their strength from the foundations of historical narratives that hang in the air, effusing each new thought with its relation to past meanings.  Even when the subject is not noted directly, there is what Bakhtin calls an “alien utterance” which is speaking about it. 


In the case of Venus in Furs, this “utterance” continually refers back to an erotic history and the formation of sexual relations.  Kristeva’s conception that “History and morality are written and read within the infrastructure of texts” (Kristeva, p. 36) validates the basis of “alien utterances” within textual structures which both refer back to a historical discourse and found a present one.


The multiplicity of contexts and dialogues from these various “writings” thus evokes a dynamic world from the text.  An author’s specific involvement within the text’s context is of singular importance, as it makes their contribution change both society and history.  This relation is especially well-constructed and described by Kristeva:

...Bakhtin situates the text within history and society, which are seen as texts read by the writer, and into which he inserts himself by rewriting them.  Diachrony is transformed into synchrony, and in light of this transformation, linear history appears as abstraction.  The only way a writer can participate in history is by transgressing this abstraction through a process of reading-writing; that is, through the practice of a signifying structure in relation or opposition to another structure.  (Kristeva, p. 36)

In this way, the “writing” of the textual context is of primary influence on a writer’s work.  Discourses that have shaped the world they live in are both present and malleable; they are able to be transformed and recreated.  The focus on separate, diachronous time periods from which literatures are birthed is lessened as their relations, read by an author into a synchronous dialogue, become more evident.  In this way, a history of thought is as influential on a writer as is the writer’s change or reinforcement of it.  History is not written in stone and linearly constructed, but becomes a medium through which the writer can sing as the confrontation of the signifying structures unfolds. 
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