
methodological repertoire, and thus, in a sense, a joint 
venture with literary theory. This will enable us to fully 
realise literature’s social relevance, which early medieval 
literary figures like Gregory of Tours already considered 
of the highest importance.
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three Benedictine nunneries in the city of Metz. Even if he 
is still interested in the history of medieval religious women 
(especially in the function of monastic hagiography as a 
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ABSTraCT
It is an established yet still rather fresh issue of literary stu-
dies to think about the ways literature is embedded in its 
social context. Its origins can be traced back to the foun-
ding of sociology, but it only rose to greater prominence 
in the 1960s, and has since influenced or even initiated 
various fields of literary criticism and theory such as nar-
ratology or reader-response criticism. The epistemologi-
cal essence of a sociological approach to literature is the 
representational gap between literature and life-world. 
Even if the Marxist-inspired idea of literature as a mirror 
of society in its totality no longer holds currency, a work 
of literature is still more than (just) an aesthetic negation 
of a social context as Theodor W. adorno saw it. This is 
by no means a novelty, but it still poses major methodo-
logical problems to both literary scholars and historians, 
particularly those interested in periods with textual evi-
dence that is, to a large extent, provided by what could 
be called (in modern terms) a literary culture. This is the 
case, for example, with the Early Middle ages and its 
hagiographical traditions. 

In this paper, it is suggested that if literary texts (such as 
Martyr passions) are used as historical evidence, the his-
torian (like the literary scholar) has to see the character 
of literature as both an autonomous aesthetic system and 
a social fact. It is an invitation to enlarge the historian’s 
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