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Introduction 
The (re )turn of world literature 

No other approach to literary studies has known as spectacular a success in 
the new millennium as that which goes by the name of "world literature." In 
fact, both the term and the study of what it covers have a long history. Until 
recently, though, these led a rather hidden existence. Most students of litera­
ture were aware, even if often only vaguely, that Goethe, somewhere rather 
early in the nineteenth century, had used the term Weltliteratur. Beyond the 
rather narrow circle of comparative literature scholars the concept had never 

. really gained much currency until recently. 
Even within comparative literature, for a long time the subject remained a 

minority concern at best, for much of its history restricted to a small elite of 
Europe'J,n academics, or European-born literary scholars exiled or self-exiled 
in the United States of America. Moreover, regardless of its "global" claim, 
world literature in its orthodox guise largely limited itself to the comparative 
study of some major, and sometimes sorne minor, European literatures. In 
the 1970s to early 1990s the subject seemed almost dead and buried. As of the 
turn of the twenty-first century, though, world literature has suddenly resur­
faced. In fact, it is not only rapidly becoming the new paradigm for the study 
of literature in the USA, but also increasingly around the world - in Europe 
and in the fast-developing academic environments of, for instance, East and 
South Asia. 

The return of interest in the subject was heralded in 1994 by the collective 
volume Reading World Literature: TheorYJ HistorYJ Practice, edited by Sarah 
Lawall. In 1999 there followed Pascale Casanova's République mondiale des 
lettres. Franco Moretti in 2000 published "Conjectures on World Literature" 
in the New Left Review. This article immediately drew heavy critical fire, and 
became the focus of much vigorous debate springing up in English on world 
literature. The various reactions to his article by Christopher Prendergast, 
Jonathan Arac, Emily Apter, and others provoked Moretti to "More Con­
jectures on World Literature," published in the New Left Review again in 
2003. Prendergast in 2004 collected a number of articles, some of them, like 
his own leading off the volume, reactions to Casanova and Moretti, in 
Debating World Literature. Moretti continued the debate with GraphsJ MapsJ 
Trees: Abstract Models for Literary Study (2005), and "Evolution, World 
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Systems, Weltliteratur" (2006). In the meantime had appeared David Damrosch's 
2003 What is World Literature? which quickly became the reference for 
most further discussions of the subject. In 2004 there appeared the English 
translation, The World Republic of Letters, of Casanova's 1999 French 
volume. 

The 2004 American Comparative Literature Association report on the state 
of the discipline, prepared by Haun Saussy, with reactions by a number of 
leading Anlerican comparatists, among whom David Damrosch, Emily Apter, 
Djelal Kadir, and Françoise Lionnet, largely concentrated on the question of 
world literature. The expanded version, published in 2006 as Comparative 
Literature in an Age of Globalization, added further reactions from the likes 
of the eminent structuralist scholar Jonathan cuner and the postmodern 
specialist Linda Hutcheon. John Pizer in 2006 gave The Idea of World 
Literature. The same year also saw the publication of Elnily Apter's The 
Translation Zone: A New Comparative Literature, which, even though its title 
makes no mention of it, is also heavily concerned with world literature. Mads 
Rosendahl Thomsen's Mapping World Literature appeared in 2008. Mean­
while, most leading journals in the field of comparative literature had also 
jumped on the world literature bandwagon. The British comparative literature 
journal Critical Comparative Studies published a whole issue on "Compara­
tive Literature and World Literature" in 2006, with contributions by David 
Damrosch, Susan Bassnett, Jonathan Culler, Tomas Docherty, Djelal Kadir, 
and Linda Hutcheon. Many other journals carried important articles on 
world literature too, as did for instance Comparative Literature Stu.dies. And 
the pace keeps accelerating. In 2009 Damrosch, who had quicklyestablished 
himself as the most productive scholar in the field, published a smaH booklet 
on How to Read World Literature, for use in class, or by students. That very 
same year he followed up with an edited volume, Teaching World Literature. 
At the very moment of my writing the book you are now holding, a Routle­
dge Companion to World Literature and a Routledge Reader in World Lit­
erature are in press. How did an this come about so suddenly, and where did 
it all st art? What do es it nlean for how literature is read, taught, studied, and 
thought about worldwide? 

Although the term "world literature," or more accurately Weltliteratur, 
may not have quite originated with Goethe, his use of it certainly made an the 
difference as from then on it spread like wildfire aH over Europe. Unfortu­
nately, though, Goethe never clearly defined what he meant by the term, and 
consequently it assumed various guises as the nineteenth and twentieth cen­
turies wore on. Goethe probably simply meant the term to refer to the 
increased circulation of works of literature among European writers and 
intellectuals. Very rapidly, though, it also canle to stand for the totality of all 
works of literature in the world, past and present. Hence, the nineteenth cen­
tury saw the rise of comprehensive, at least so in intention, histories of world 
literature. In the beginning this was a German specialty, but the German 
example was widely followed almost everywhere, and this down to the 
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present. Most of these works paid scant attention to developments outside of 
Europe. Sorne paid them no attention at aH. Many of these histories gave 
their own nationalliterature disproportionate space. Almost aH concentrated, 
besides, on a few "major" European literatures. Chapter 1 traces the early history 
of Weltliteratur, discusses the various translations of the term in a number of 
European languages and literatures, and briefly preludes upon the discussion 
of its relationship with comparative literature to foIlow in another chapter. 

Alternatively, over the nineteenth century there also arose the interpretation 
of world literature as the canon of the world's literary masterpieces. This 
canon was largely confined to European works. The aesthetic ideal largely 
determining the criteria for the selection of the canon was heavily indebted to 
humanism. Moreover, Goethe himself was heavily influenced by the c1assical 
tradition underlying humanism. AIl this has led to the charge that world literature 
is inherently Eurocentric. Chapter 2 examines this charge. 

Almost concurrently with the spread of the term and idea of world litera­
ture there also emerged the beginnings of the discipline of comparative lit­
erature .. In Chapter 1 l already briefly review how within comparative 
literature the issue of world literature led to a quest for terminological preci­
sion. In Chapter 3 l discuss how comparative literature, over the course of its 
history, has dealt with world literature. The first half of the chapter con­
centrates on the period up to, roughly, WWII and the continental European 
tradition, or on what is commonly labeled the "French" school of compara­
tive literature. The second half focuses on the so-caHed "American" school 
rising to dominance after WWII. 

A major difference between European and American ways of dealing with 
world literature lies in how research in, and the teaching of, world literature 
have been incorporated into university curricula. Until very recently in 
Europe interest in the subject has almost exc1usively been the province of 
research. In contrast, in the USA it has, from very early on, informed course 
work on aH levels of university education, and most particularly so under­
graduate survey courses. The specificaIly American pedagogical investment in 
world literature is the subject of Chapter 4. 

In Europe, the focus on research has led to systemic, rather than, as in the 
USA, pedagogical approaches to world literature. Chapter 5 discusses a 
number of these systemic approaches, briefly stopping at sorne Central and 
Eastern European theories from the middle of the twentieth century, and then 
quickly proceeding to more recent theories of French and ltalian origin. The 
latter have significantly re-invigorated the debate on the subject. As such, they 
form the main interest of Chapter 5. 

Already for Goethe, translation was an essential ingredient of world litera­
ture. Much neglected in most earlier study of literature, translation since the 
last quarter of the twentieth century has developed into a major field of study 
of its own. With the renewed interest in world literature translation studies 
has come to occupy a central position in literary studies. Chapter 6 traces the 
rise of translation studies in relation to the study of world literature. 



4 Introduction 

Chapters 1 through 6 are mostly concerned with theories, methods, and 
approaches to world literature that have come to fruition in sorne of the major 
countries or linguistic communities of Europe and America - practically speak­
ing France, Germany, and the United States - with only occasional pointers 
to developments elsewhere. In the final two chapters of this book the focus 
shifts to what is happening in sorne smaller, or in any event less hegemonic, in 
literary-theoretical terms, countries or regions in Europe, or to sorne larger 
areas beyond Europe and the United States. Chapter 7 concentrates on the 
relationship of postcolonial studies to world literature. In Chapter 8 we take a 
look at sorne exciting new initiatives taking place in Scandinavia, Portugal, 
Spain, and China. 

Throughout it will bec orne clear that world literature is not an arcane 
subject for ivory tower scholars. On the contrary, the debate over world lit­
erature as it has developed, and sometimes raged, over the last two centuries 
closely reverberates with the changes taking place in the world itself over that 
same period. What constitutes world literature, for whom, and when, 
and how one should describe it, study it, and teach it reflect changing con­
stellations of power around the world: literary, intellectually, but also, and 
perhaps even forernost, economically, politically, and militarily. That is why 
world literature is such an interesting subject. 
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Overview 

In this first chapter we take a look at how "world literature" got its name, 
and at some of the fluctuations that name, and the idea or ideas it has stood 
for, have undergone over the past two centuries or so. Put at its simplest, we 
see the story of world literature coming full circle over these two centuries, 
with the more recent and most influential commentators adopting a position 
that is close to that of the man who first made the term popular. That man 
was the German writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832). Until 
recently it has been commonplace to assert that he coined the term "Weltliteratur." 
We now know that this is not correct. August Ludwig von Schlozer (1735-
1809), a" German historian who aiso wrote a world history, already used the 
term in print in his 1773 Islandischen Literatur und Geschichte (Icelandic 
Literature and History; Schamoni 2008, Gossens in press). Yet another 
German, the writer Christoph Martin Wieland (1733-1813), certainly used it 
early in the nineteenth century in a handwritten note to a translation of 
Horace's letters (Weitz 1987, Pizer 2006). However, none of these earlier uses 
has had the impact that Goethe's has had. Goethe first recorded the term in his 
diary on 15 January 1827. In his Gesprache mit Goethe (1836-48; Conversations 
with Goethe) Johann Peter Eckermann (1792-1854) notes Goethe on 31 January 
of the same year as saying that "national literature has not much meaning 
nowadays: the epoch of world literature is at hand, and each must work to 
hasten its coming" (Strich 1949: 349), and he would regularly retum to Welt­
literatur over the next 4 years, almost up to his death in 1832. In all, we have 
twenty-one rather brief passages from Goethe's own writings and his recorded 
conversation in which the term appears (Strich 1957: 369-72, 1949: 349-51). 
Ever since the publication of Conversations with Goethe, these passages 
have served as the inevitable point of departure for all further discussions on 
the topic. Yet nowhere in his voluminous writings does Goethe give a precise 
definition of Weltliteratur. In fact, Hendrik Birus (2000) details the notorious 
ambiguity or polysemy of Goethe's utterances on world literature. It is not 
surprising, then, that these utterances have given rise to ambiguities. These 
ambiguities, moreover, largely stem from Goethe's own historical situation. In 
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what follows we enter into the twists and turns these ambiguities have led to 
with regard to "world literature." 

Goethe's Weltliteratur 

At the time of Goethe's taking an interest in Weltliteratur Europe had only 
relatively recently emerged from a period of violent warfare occasioned by the 
French Revolution and the N apoleonic Wars. Goethe had himself been 
actively involved in some of these events. Germany at the time was divided 
into numerous smaller, and a few larger, kingdoms, principalities, duchies, 
and the like. For the better part of his adult life, Goethe had been living in 
Weimar at the court of the Dukes of Saxe-Weimar. After the final defeat of 
Napoleon in 1815 Europe had entered into a period of pacification and poli­
tical restoration. Goethe noted that under the se circumstances an increase in 
the production and circulation of periodicals facilitated the exchange of ideas 
across Europe. In his own journal Über Kunst und Altertum (On Art and 
Antiquity Vol. 6, part 1), in an 1827 article on a French adaptation of his own 
play Tasso, he commented upon this as a sign of "the progress of the human 
race, of the wider prospects in world relationships between men," and it led 
him to the "conviction that a univers al world literature is in process of for­
mation in which we Germans are called to play an honourable part" (Strich 
1949: 349). In an 1828 issue of Über 1(unst und AltertUl11 (On Art and Antiquity, 
Vol. 6, part 2), in an article on "Edinburgh Reviews," he elaborated: "these 
journals, as they gradually reach a wider public, will contribute most 
effectively to the univers al world literature we hope for; we repeat however 
that there can be no question of the nations thinking alike, the aim is simply 
that they shaH grow aware of one another, understand each other, and, ev en 
where they may not be able to love, may at least tolerate one another" (Strich 
1949: 350). The "honourable part" Goethe saw reserved for the German lan­
guage and its literature lay in German literature mediating between the 
world's literatures because of what he esteemed to be the German language's 
unique gift for translation. This, Goethe thought, would also enhance the 
prestige and standing of German literature in a Europe in which, contrary to 
the English and French cases, German literature did not enjoy the support of 
a strong nation state, and could not invoke a robust national identity. 
Through the use of the German language, then, and with German literature 
acting as a sort of arbiter for the dissemination of work in foreign languages 
throughout Europe, a transnational literature would come into being that 
would serve the cause of understanding and toleration among nations and 
peoples. 

Weltliteratur, "letters" and literature 

In an address to the Congress of Natural Scientists in Berlin, in 1828, Goethe 
further refined his earlier ideas. "In venturing to announce a European, in 
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fact a universal, world literature," he said, "we did not mean merely to say 
that the different nations should get to know each other and each other's 
productions; for in this sense it has long been in existence, is propagating 
itself, and is constantly being added to" (Strich 1949: 350). "No, indeed! The 
matter is rather this," he claimed, "that the living, striving men of letters 
should leam to know each other, and through their own inclination and 
similarity of tastes, find the motive for corporate action" (Strich 1949: 350). 
In the original German, Goethe uses "Literatoren," which is a rather neutral 
term. Goethe's translator's use of the term "men of letters" in this passage, 
though, accurately points to the double frame of reference Goethe seems to 
invoke here, and hence perhaps to his own final indecision as to what precisely 
he meant with Weltliteratur. 

On the one hand, the term "men of letters" suggests that Goethe, while 
thinking of Weltliteratur, may have been harking back to the concept, pre­
dating the French Revolution, of the "Republic of Letters." This term refers 
to the communities of intellectuals, writers, and philosophers that during 
especially the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries kept in touch with one 
another, across Europe, by the exchange of, precisely, letters. What they cor­
responded about, more importantly, were "letters" in the sense of any writing 
about any kind of "knowledge," stretching from poetry to politics, from 
astronomy to astrology. The impact these writers had can best be gauged 
from the fact that it is their ideas, especially those of the so-called lumières or 
Enlightenment philosophers of the eighteenth century, that led to the French 
Revolution. In fact, they acted as a kind of independent "republic" next to, 
and often ln disagreement with, the official state powers across Europe. In 
Goethe's day, periodicals had replaced letter writing as the main medium of 
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intellectual exchange. The men writing and reading these journals in Goethe's 
view should assume the mantle of their earlier counterparts of the Republic of 
Letters, and strive for the same impact. Weltliteratur would then refer to an 
updated form of transnational communication among, in first instance, European, 
and in further instance "world," intellectuals, to use a term that in Goethe's 
days had not yet been coined. 

Altematively, the use of such a term as "men of letters" also hints at 
Goethe's unease with what he saw as unwelcome developments in his already 
increasingly "modem" and commercialized world, of which the enhanced 
circulation of journals and peridodicals was in itself a telling instance. In an 
1829 essay on a German translation of Thomas Carlyle's Life of Schiller, and 
after having mentioned the inevitability of the coming of world literature, 
Goethe writes that "what suits the masses will spread and will, as we can already 
see now, give pleasure far and wide ... but what is really worth-while will not 
be so popular" (Strich 1949: 25). So, "the serious-minded will form a quiet, l 
might almost say an oppressed community," and find their main consolation, 
"in fact the greatest encouragement" in the fact that "Truth has its function 
and performs it ... if they discover this for themselves and can point it out to 
others, they will have a profound effect on their generation" (Strich 1949: 25; 
for a slightly different version of the same passage see Goethe, ed. John 
Gearey 1986: 227). 

Weltliteratur here assumes the double guise of on the one hand signaling, 
positively, the intimate "commerce" or exchange of ideas between like-minded 
writers around Europe and on the other hand, negatively, that of the ever­
faster and ever-increasing commercialization, inc1uding in the province of 
"letters," that Goethe saw taking place all around him. Later ages would 
rephrase this distinction as the opposition between Literatur and Lektur, or 
Unterhaltungsliteratur (Schneider 2004), that is to say between literature and 
popular literature. Goethe's aversion to the latter would eventually translate 
into the rejection of mass culture by, for instance, Theodor Adorno (1903-69) 
and Inost of the Frankfurt School, as well as their American followers, foremost 
Fredric Jameson. 

The "commercial" reference of Weltliteratur is picked up by Karl Marx 
(1818-83) and Friedrich Engels (1820-95) in their Con1munist Manifesto 
(1848), where they posited that "in place of the old wants, satisfied by the 
productions of the country, we find new wants, requiring for their satisfaction 
the products of distant lands and c1imates. In place of the old local and 
national sec1usion and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, 
universal interdependence of nations. And as in material, so also in intellectual 
production. The intellectual creations of individual nations become common 
property. National one-sidedness and narrow-mindedness become increasingly 
impossible, and from the numerous national and localliteratures, there arises 
a world literature" (Marx 2010:16). In essence, the opposition between these two 
concepts of "world literature" - the one referring to the circulation of what 
are in essence "high" cultural goods among an international elite of 
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"connaisseurs," the other embracing aIl works of literature everywhere - keeps 
running through the subject's further history. 

The use of the word "literature" in the final sentence of the. previous para­
graph points to a further ambiguity in Goethe's various pronouncements on 
world literature, namely that related to the uses of "letters" and "literature." 
Discussion of Goethe's Weltliteratur almost from the very beginning became 
caught up in a more general discussion about the concept of "literature" 
raging at the beginning of the nineteenth century (Hoesel-Uhlig 2004). In fact 
it is only at that moment that "literature" gained its present meaning, at least 
as used in Europe and by extension in the West, or in Westem-inspired 
thinking on the issue. Until the end of the eighteenth century it was "letters" 
that covered all forms of written knowledge. At the end of the eighteenth 
century, largely as a result of the German philosopher Emmanuel Kant's 
intervention, "literature" cornes to designate only that part of the overall 
mass of written material that is ruled· by the aesthetic sense, or "taste," and 
not by any objectively verifiable claim to "truth." Implicitly, the question then 
shifts to what is "good" literature and what is not. Goethe's own unease with 
Weltliteratur in his 1829 essay on Carlyle's The Life of Schiller quoted above 
as possibly designating all "literature" regardless of "quality" reflects this 
shift. At the same time, the rise of literary historiography as a branch of the 
newly emerging "science" of history at the end of the eighteenth and the 
beginning of the nineteenth centuries redirected attention to "literature" as 
the archive of everything ever written that fits the category of literature newly 
defined. Consequently, after Goethe the interpretations put on Weltliteratur 
have mostly tended to vacillate between the aesthetic and the archivaI, 
between an exclusive canon of what is· deemed aesthetically most valuable in, 
and as comprehensive a coverage as possible of, "all" literature. Only recently 
has there been a return to Goethe's original concept of Weltliteratur as a 
form of circulation - albeit, of course, with a difference. 

World literature versus nationalliterature 

At first sight the greatest ambiguity of all is that Goethe pushed the idea of 
world literature in an age of intense nationalism. In Germany as in the rest of 
Europe, and later also in the Americas, during the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries most effort would go into the writing of national literary histories. 
This was the logical cultural counterpart to the relentless process of political 
nation-building or consolidation going on across Europe. According to the 
tenets of Romanticism, each nation strove to ground its legitimacy in its own 
literary antecedents. Consequently, we see the first systematic histories of 
Europe's various national literatures appearing in the first part of the nine­
teenth century. This is not to say that there had been no earlier national lit­
erary histories. Haly, until beyond the middle of the nineteenth century, 
remained subdivided into a motley quilt of larger and smaller political enti­
ties, with no hope of political unification in sight. The unit y of a political 
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"patria" or "fatherland" thus lacleing was looleed for in literature, and parti­
cularly in what Claudio Guillén (1993: 27) calls a "common poetic patri­
mony." Guillén cites Giaconto Gimmâ's Idea della storia dell'Italia letterata 
(1723; The Idea of the History of Literary !taly) and Marco Foscarini's Storia 
della letteratura veneziana (1752; History of Venetian Literature) as the ear­
liest examples of such histories. In France a multivolume Histoire littéraire de 
la France (Literary History of France) started appearing in 1733. The latter, 
an encyclopedia rather than a proper "history," was inaugurated by the Ben­
edictine monles of Saint Maur, continued by the Institut de France in 1814, 
and still later by a French academy, and continues until today. Involeing the 
authority of the Histoire of the Benedictines, next to that of, for 
instance, the French sixteenth-century writer and philosopher Michel de 
Montaigne, the early nineteenth-century author René de Chateaubriand, and 
others, Matthieu Richard Auguste Henrion (1805-62) published a one­
volume Histoire littéraire de la France au n10yen âge (Literary History of 
France During the Middle Ages) in 1827, with a second edition in 1837. In his 
foreword Henrion justifies his enterprise by saying that whereas French youth 
in the course of their studies are familiarized with Greele and Latin letters, 
they remain strangers to the various phases of "our country's civilisation" 
(1827: i; civilisation de notre pays). Shnilarly, he daims, whereas "the better 
leind of people" (les gens du monde) are weIl up on matters political, they 
"bare1y 1cnow anything about our literary history" (Henri on 1827: i; con­
naissent à peine notre histoire littéraire). The very first pages of Henrion's 
Histoire set the tone for much of what is typical of nineteenth-century 
nationalliterary historiography. He immediately starts by claiming for French 
literature the succession to the giants of Greele and Latin literature. In a' 
similar vein, albeit perhaps not always with the same aplomb, all national 
literary histories glorified their own literature. Henrion qualifies his worle as 
an "Essai," "sufficiently brief not to lay daim to the attention for too long, 
yet sufficiently thorough to cover aIl essentials" (Henrion 1827: i; assez rapide 
pour ne pa,s détourner trop long-temps l'attention, assez détaillé pour qu'il 
renfermât les notions les plus essentielles). 

The Geschichte der poetischen Nationallitteratur der Deutschen (1835-42, 5 
vols; History of the National Literature of the Germans) by Georg Gottfried 
Gervinus (1805-71) is a totally different affair in its comprehensiveness as weIl 
as thoroughness. Not for nothing does Michael S. Batts choose the date of 
appearance of the first volume of Gervinus's history (as of the fifth edition, by 
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Karl Bartsch, renamed Geschichte der deutschen Dichtung, 1871~74; History 
of German Literature) as the starting date for his own A History of Histories 
of German Literature) 1835-1914 (1993). For Batts, Gervinus's Geschichte is 
"quite different from anything that had appeared before and [ ... ] set a 
standard for the future" (Batts 1993: 1). In fact, Batts situates Gervinus's 
work as at the start of "Germanistik," that is to say the academic discipline 
of the study of German language and literature. Most other, at least Western, 
European countries followed suit in the course of the nineteenth century. In 
Holland, for instance, we have W.J.A. Jonckbloet's (1817-85) multivolume 
Geschiedenis der N ederlandsche letterkunde (1868-70; History of Dutch Lit­
erature). Although, as we briefly saw earlier, Goethe himself wanted to pro­
pagate world literature at least partially because he thought that German 
letters would be enhanced if they should succeed in playing a central role in 
the circulation of the world's literatures, and because in this way the relative 
inconsequence of the numerous but mostly small German entities in the 
political realm would be at least partially offset by the increased weight of 
German literature in the cultural realm, his aims in aIl this were cosmopolitan 
rather th an narrowly nationalistic. In fact, for at least a number of commen­
tators Goethe would have insisted upon his ideas on world literature in reac­
tion to what he perceived as the narrowly patriotic concerns of his Romantic 
coevals. Perhaps it is more correct to say that he did so in a limited "window 
of opportunity," when Europe was still in recoil from the excesses of the 
N apoleonic period, and before the onset of the nationalist movements that 
would erupt across Europe as of about 1830, with the Greek rising of the 
early 1820s serving as ignitor. 

Goethe so to speak bypasses the level of the nation because "Germany" in 
his day is not a unified country, and therefore in the eyes of Goethe German 
literature is at a disadvantage in comparison to English and French literature, 
both of which can count on the backing of a powerful national identity which 
they can and do give expression to. Understandably then, Goethe con­
centrates on the complementarity of the local and the univers al, of the regio­
nal, expressive of the kind of identitarian realities operative in his own 
immediate context, with the univers al, which in his case is primarily the 
European, level. In this he was partially undoubtedly also inspired· by 
the early forms of Romanticism that emphasized the local or regional as the . 
expressions of a genuine popular sense of "belonging," inspired by the rising 
nostalgia for a "home" in time and space brought about by accelerating 
modernity in the form of the twin forces of industrialization and increased 
mobility, or in other words precisely the increased "commerce" that Goethe' 
saw as facilitating the advent of Weltliteratur. To use the terminology of 
Aleida Assmann (2010), Goethe lived in an age when Romanticism, in the 
figures of the brothers Schlegel and Grimm, building on the work of Herder, 
could still combine short-term individual and social memory alive in "folk­
culture" with long-term cultural memory as embodied or enshrined in the 
works of artists and scholars built upon this folk-culture. After Goethe, 
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national literary histories would start to serve as institutionalized forms of 
national memory. 

Heine and world literature in nineteenth-century Germany 

What are the various offshoots, then, to which Goethe's thoughts on world 
literature, and particularly the ambiguity imbued in them, gave rise? For John 
Pizer, in his The Idea of World Literature: History and Pedagogical Practice 
(2006), only one German writer active in Goethe's own lifetime practiced 
anything resembling Goethe's own original idea of world literature as signal­
ing and at the same time promoting an intensified cultural exchange among 
nations. That writer, according to Pizer, is Heinrich Heine. . 
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Heine, in a number of essays written during his Parisian years (1831-56), 
strove to make German culture better known to the French, and French cul­
ture to the Germans, and did so in both German and French. Heine herewith 
sought to update Mme De Staël's. (1766-1817) views on Germany as pre­
sented in her famous De l'Allen'lagne of 1813, a work with which she had 
wanted to promote the understanding of German culture among the French, 
and that in many ways can be seen as having been the prelude of Goethe's 
Weltliteratur, but that had also propagated the German Romantic national­
ism Goethe shied away from and Heine abhorred. At the time of Heine's 
writing, several other German essayists, such as Ludolf Wienbarg (1802-72) 
in an 1835 article (Wienbarg 1982), and Karl Gutzkow (1811-78) in an 1836 
book, still defended Weltliteratur, and Goethe. Both Wienbarg and Gutzkow 
were members, with Heine, of what came to be known as the Young Germany 
movement. Even though he defended Goethe, with Gutzkownevertheless 
there already emerges an emphasis on the national within world literature. 

After Heine, if Goethe's Weltliteratur was invoked, it was either in the 
service of nationalism, or to reject it as a threat to national culture. The 
former we find with the already-mentioned Gervinus, who in his Geschichte 
praised Goethe for the important role the latter saw German language and 
literature playon the scene of world literature, but only in so far as it 
strengthened German nationalism and advanced German politics. A rejection 
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of Weltliteratur as a threat to German national character we find in 
Geschichte der Literatur der Gegenwart (1840; History of Contemporary Lit­
erature) by Theodor Mundt (1808-61) (Pizer 2006: 63). Mundt was yet 
another member of Young Germany, the adherents of which, as nationalist 
fervor mounted in a Germany on the road to unification, finally achieved in 
1871, increasingly tumed against the cosmopolitanism of a Goethe and a 
Heine, in favor of a nationalist and patriotic stance. As Gossens puts it, 

Drawing upon the ideas of Herder, Schlegel and Hegel, Mundt, in a 
series of literary histories, elaborates a concept of world literature in 
which literature becomes representative of a nation's development. Thus, 
M undt actively contributes to a literary historical approach that sees a 
world literary canon as consisting of the cumulation of national canons. 
This approach heavily marked the world literary histories written in the 
second half of the nineteenth century, and continues to be significant even 
for our contemporary views of the subject 

(Gossens in press: 8; Unter Rückgriff auf Herder, Schlegel und Hegel 
entwickelt Mundt in einer Reihe von Literaturgeschichten ein Konzept 
von Weltliteratur, bei dem die Literatur zum Reprasentanten nationaler 
Entwic1dung wird. Mundt tragt damit wesentlich zu einer literaturge­
schichtlichen Fundiering eines additiven, national orientierten Weltliter­
aturkanons bei, der die WeItliteraturgeschichten in den zweiten Halfte des 19. 
Jahrhunderts, aber auch noch unser heutiges WeltliteraturversHindnis 
nachhaltig pragt) 

Philarète Chasles and world literature in nineteenth-century France 

If in Germany, and in German, according to Pizer, only Heine can be taken 
to follow Goethe's lead in actively furthering Weltliteratur even without ever 



14 Concise history of world literature 

mentioning the term himself, in France the same can be said of Philarète 
Chasles (1798-1873). Chasles, because of his father's involvement with the 
N apoleonic regime, spent some of his youth in exile in England after the fall 
of Napoleon. Later, he would become a prolific literary critic and university 
lecturer in France, holding the prestigious Chair of Foreign Literatures at the 
Collège de France from 1841 to his death. Chasles did much to further the 
understanding of foreign literatures, and particularly English literature, in 
France. His "Goethean" spirit can plainly be seen from the opening lecture to 
a course on "Foreign Literature Compared" he gave at the Parisian Athénée 
in 1835. "The entire idea of this course," he tells his audience, "the unique 
purpose of the studies with which [they] wish to associate· [them ]selves" is to 
demonstrate "the distant influence of one mind upon others, the magnetism 
of one thought for another" (Chasles 1973: 20). The "admirable study he is 
involved in," he announces, is "the intimate history of the human race, it is 
the drama of literature, for the drama is no more than the relationships of 
men with men; it is the exchange of inteHectual feelings among aH the nations 
of Europe" (Chasles 1973; 21). As such, he traces how Italy borrows from the 
Classics, France and Spain from Italy, England and Germany from France, 
and all from each other, nor does he forget to mention the influence of Arab, 
Gothic, Byzantine, and Provençal antecedents. To each of the literatures 
mentioned, Chasles ascribes specific characteristics, evocative of what today 
we would perhaps calI national characters, Italy being associated with the 
senses and the passions, Spain with lyrical genius, Gerrnany with the mind. 
Mentioning Goethe, next to Luther, Leibniz, and Kant, Chasles praises Germany, 
"this eminently critical country," for its "vast literary understanding," and its 
"magnificent comprehension of aH the intellectual phases of the world" 
(Chasles 1973: 25). Still, Chasles says, he is going to "concern [him]self 
primarily with France," because France is "the center, but the center of 
sensitivity; she directs civilization, less perhaps by opening up the route to the 
people who border her than by going forward herself with a giddy and 
contagious passion" (Chasles 1973: 21). "What Europe is to the rest of the / 
world," he daims, "France is to Europe; everything reverberates toward her, 
everything ends with her" (Chasles 1973: 21-22). France, Chasles maintains, 
is "always influenced by the foreign, always mistress of the influences she 
receives" (Chasles 1973: 22). Goethe had already been of the opinion that in 
the final analysis France stood to gain most from the dawn of Weltliteratur. 
In his own present, however, he had seen German literature as mediator for 
the world's literatures, a position that Chasles in his lecture, and in the 
remainder of his course, daims for France as "Grand-Sympathique of the 
civilized world" past, present, and future (Chasles 1973: 22). 

As the title of his lecture indicates, Chasles was implicitly inspired by the 
"comparative method" that in the-nineteenth century came to dominate sci­
ence, and that underpinned the findings of, for instance, the then new dis­
cipline of philology, but also of Charles Darwin later in the century. Although 
he himself never used the term, Chasles can therefore be considered one of 
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the founding fathers of the discipline we now refer to as comparative litera­
ture. It is nota coincidence, then, that the opening lecture from his 1835 
Athénée course from which l just quoted features as the first passage in Hans­
Joachim Schulz and Philip H. Rhein's 1973 anthology Comparative Litera­
ture: The Early Years. In fact, the relationship between world literature and 
comparative literature has been an intimate yet tangled one from the start. l 
will come back to this in Chapter 3. For the time· being, l will continue with 
the vicissitudes the term and concept of world literature underwent between 
Goethe's time and our present one. 

Towards the end of his 1835 lecture Chasles derides the study of "litera­
ture" as concerned with phrasing, metaphors, and style, and instead of 
the study of "literary history" advocates that of "intellectual history" and the 
"history of human thought" (Chasles 1973: 33 and 35). Potentially, this opens 
the door to aU kinds of writing being included, and indeed Chasles mentions 
"the Koran of Mohammed and the proclamations of Bonaparte; a madrigal 
of the Marquis de Pézay and the laws of Zoroaster" (Chasles 1973: 
33). He proposes however not to "follow a systematic synthesis," but rather to 
take "a pleasure trip, a random walk, not a geometric march bound by rigid 
cadence" (Chasles 1973: 36). During this "walk" he will concentrate upon 
the "great writers," Cervantes, Rabelais, Shakespeare, and others such, all 
"great men" (Chasles 1973: 36), whom, to use the term the American writer 
and philosopher Ralph Walso Emerson in 1850 used for one of his books, 
he aIso $aw as "representative men" for their times. Effectively speaking, then, 
this amounts to a canon, if not of "great works," then at least of "great 
writers." In the second half of the nineteenth century scholars and writers 
would more systematically work out what is only mooted with Chasles. By 
and large they abandoned the original Goethean concept of Weltliteratur as 
the transnational contemporary circulation of ideas among the authors 
and leading intellectuals of, in first instance, the nations of Europe. Instead, 
they interpreted world literature as meaning either the archive of aH that had 
ever been written, even if often, in spite of Chasles's proposaI, limited to 
belles lettres or "literature" in the more restrictive sense, or, more often, as the 
canon of "world masterpieces." TeHing in this respect is Great Writers: 
Cervantes} Scott} Milton} Virgil} Montaigne} Shakespeare, a work published in 
1907 by George Edward Woodberry (1855-1930), from 1891 to 1904 
Professor of Comparative Literature at Columbia University in New York. 
Moreover, while Chasles in his insistence on France being the "center" (Chasles 
1973: 21) could also find fault with French literature, blaming it for some­
times having made mistakes and even of having misled other European lit­
eratures into following its own wrong tums, and thus expresses "complete 
contempt for narrow-minded and blind patriotism," which he likens to the 
"love of an idiotic mother who suffocates her child in the diapers she wraps 
him in" (Chasles 1973: 23), later scholars often have no such scruples and, as 
the example of Mundt cited earlier shows, use world literature as a vehicle to 
implicitly promote their own nationalliterature. 
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Histories of world literature 

The center of world literary history writing throughout the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, though, was undoubtedly Germany. Anders Pettersson 
caUs Karl Rosenkranz's Handbuch einer allgem,einen Geschichte der Poesie 
(Handbook of General History of Poetry), published in 1832, the "first com­
pleted history of world literature" (Pettersson 2005: 57). For Gossens (in 
press: Il), the literary historians Rermann Rettner (1821-82), Johannes 
Scherr (1817-86), and Adolf Stern (1835-1907) were mainly responsible for 
popularizing and developing thinking on world literature in nineteenth-cen­
tury Germany. Instead of insisting on the utopian dimension of a Goethean 
concept of world literature furthering the intellectual exchange of ideas across 
Europe, aIl three basicaIly follow a cumulative approach, describing the lit­
erary production of discrete countries from a chronological point of view. In 
other words, with these literary historians world literature took a sharp turn 
towards standing for the en tire literary production of the world, to be descri­
bed by simply adding one to the other the national literatures of the various 
countries or cultures. In practice, coverage did not stretch to the entire globe, 
but usually remained focused on Europe, and even on a relatively limited part 
of Europe. In a series of works published from the mid-1850s through the 
early 1870s Rettner concentrates on the literatures of France, England and 
Germany during the Enlightenment. For Rettner these play the central role in 
the development of European and world literature during the period that 
interests him. Stern, in 1888, published the first literary history to. actually 
carry the word "Weltliteratur" in its title: Geschichte der Weltliteratur in 
übersichtlicher Darstellung (History of World Literature Clearly Explained). 
Most interesting and infiuential, however, was Scherr, whose Allgemeinen 
Geschichte der Literatur von den iiltesten Zeiten bis au! die Gegenwart. Ein 
Handbuch für alle Gebildeten (1851; General History of Literature fron? Anti­
quit y to the Present. A Manual for all Educated People) aimed at a compre­
hensive while at the same time geographically representative overview of "the 
achievements in poetry and literary prose" (Gossens in press: Il; die 
Erzeugnisse der Poesie und schonen Prosa) of humanity, and this in a truly 
transnational approach, looking for structural and historical developments 
that transcended national and linguistic boundaries. Some years earlier, in 
1848, Scherr had already published what in effect was an anthology of world 
literature with his Bildersaal der Weltliteratur (Picture Gallery of World 
Literature). Revised editions of this work appeared in 1869 and 1885. 

Scherr's Ristory, regularly updated by later scholars, went through eleven 
editions, with the la st of these appearing in 1921. As of the edition of 1895 
the work bore the tide Illustrierte Geschichte der Weltliteratur (Illustrated 
History of World Literature). As Scherr, for obvious reasons, had to be 
selective in his presentation of the world's literature, he had to institute a 
canon, which he did on aesthetic grounds. Stern's work, unlike that of Scherr, 
did not go through repeated editions. Still, together these two provided the 
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examples upon which most subsequent histories of world literature would 
model themselves, in Germany but also elsewhere. In Germany, according to 
Gossens, this took the form of a whole series of similar histories, mostly 
written by one single author and targeted for specifie audiences. These audi~ 
ences could be differentiated according to Ievels of difficulty and scholarship, 
that is to say they might be aimed at high school or university students. They 
might be meant for the use of the so-called "interested layman." But they 
might also select their canonical works according to the religious or philoso­
phical orientation of the readership they aimed at. Thus, different histories 
might be used in Protestant and Catholic schools, for instance. Gossens insists 
that in most of these works "the foundational value of the ideas of transna­
tionalism and cosmopolitanism needs qualification ... most often the aim is to 
foreground the special qualities of one's own nation" (Gossens in press: 13; 
die Denkfiguren von TransnationaliHit und Kosmopolitismus ... nur bedingt 
grundlegend sind ... meist geht es darum, die qualitativen Besonderheiten der 
eigenen Nation hervorzuheben). 

Beyond Germany, the genre of world literature histories, because such we 
can now calI it, as described by Gossens and modeled specifically upon Stern 
rather than Scherr, knew a great vogue especially in the Scandinavian coun­
tries, the Netherlands, and Britain, and also in the United States. lC. Brandt 
Corstius (1963) and Anders Pettersson (2005) enumerate and briefly discuss 
many of these histories. Interesting to find is that terminology often differs 
from one country or language to another, and that "world literature" re1a­
tively rarely figures in the titles to these works. Earlier, we aiready saw that 
even in Germany rVeltliteratur was only used late in the century in the title to 
such a worle In France, Chasles, while in effect writing what amounted to 
some sort of "world literature" history, preferred the word "comparaison" in 
his title. In Germany the term used most often in the tities to such works was 
"allgemein" (general), stressing the comprehensiveness and general reach of 
the work in question. 

Corstius (1963) signaIs that many of these works, although the ambition 
overtly was to write a history of he world's literatures, in fact, and in line with 
what Gossens suggests above, ended up giving inordinate room to their native 
liter ature s, at the expense of "foreign" and especially non-European litera­
tures. In order to forestall this possibility, authors sometimes opted to by-pass 
discussions of their native literature altogether. In this respect Corstius (1963) 
mentions Otto von Leixner's 1880-82 Illustrierte Geschichte der fremden 
Literaturen (Corstius refers to the 1899 2nd edition; Illustrated History of 
Foreign Literatures) as well as to Paul Wiegler's 1913 Geschichte der fremd­
sprachigen Literaturen (History of Literatures in Foreign Languages). In 1911 
Von Leixner's work was translated and revised for a Dutch public as Der 
Wereld Letterkunde voor Nederlanders bewerkt door P.A.M. Boele van Hensbroek 
(The WorldJs Literature Revisedfor the Use of the Dutch by P.A.M Boele van 
Hensbroek). In his foreword, dated 1909, Van Hensbroek insists that he has 
very much changed Von Leixner's original, and justifies this from the extreme 
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German chauvinism he finds with that original, and therefore the need to 
remake it "in line with the endeavor to make a book about Holland" 
(ïn overeenstemming met het streven, een boek voor Nederland te maken; 
Van Hensbroek 1911: vi). In fact, Van Hensbroek is not less chauvinistic than 
von Leixner, of course. At the same time, the Dutch book does carry the term 
"world literature" in its title. Yet, it exc1udes Dutch literature itself, while 
inc1uding the literatures of Holland's colonies. 

World literature and comparative literature 

In France, Corstius (1963) mentions Frédéric Loliée's 1903 Histoire 
des littératures comparées, translated in 1906 as A Short History of Com­
parative Literature from the Em'Uest Times to the Present Day. In fact, the 
change from Loliée's "littératures comparées" to the Ehglish version's "com­
parative literature" is not a coincidence. Towards the end of the nineteenth 
century the term "comparative literature" had gained entrance in the English­
speaking world first through a lecture course that Charles Chauncey Shack­
ford gave at Cornell University in 1871, and in the inaugural lecture to which 
he expatiated upon the discipline, and then through a book with the title 
Comparative Literature by Hutcheson Macaulay Posnett in 1886. In France, 
Germany, Italy, and other continental European countries the discipline 
of "littérature comparée," "vergleichende" or "allgemeine und vergleichende 
Literaturwissenschaft, " or "letteratura conlparata" had been building 
throughout the second half of the nineteenth century (Pichois and Rousseau 
1967). In England, Matthew Arnold (1822-88) translated the term, from the 
French, as "comparative literature" in 1848 (Pichois and Rousseau 1967: 19). 
From the very beginning, "world literature" almost inevitably became the 
province of this new discipline. This, however, was not Goethe's Weltliteratur, 
but rather that of Scherr and his contemporaries, and therefore in effect that 
of a representative canon. Moreover, as also indicated before, this canon lar­
gely was restricted to literatures in European languages, and even primarily in 
a few major European languages, foremost French, English .and German, 
with Italian and Spanish as distant seconds, and then the occasional other, 
smaller, European literature, often depending upon the provenance or lin­
guistic skill of the discipline's practitioner in question. l will come back to the 
relationship between world literature and comparative literature in a later 
chapter. For the time being l just want to point out that the systematization 
of the discourse on world literature occasioned by its assumption by com­
parative literature led to a distinction between various terms used to indicate 
sorne of the various offshoots to which Goethe's use of the term had given 
rise to be gin wi th. 

Shackford started off his 1871 lecture by positing that "literature is a vast 
subject, and what is called universalliterature is not only vast, but too often 
vague" (Shackford 1973: 42). Later on he also uses the term "generallitera­
ture," without it being entirely c1earwhether he simply sees this as 
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synonymous with univers al literature, or rather as equivalent to the French 
"littérature générale." When he speaks of "structural affinities" (Shackford 
1973: 43) this rather seems to indicate the latter, with its pursuit of the 
common traits of different literatures in their historical evolution and rela­
tions, a suspicion that is confirmed by his subsequent discussion of specific 
genres arising in comparable circumstances in different countries, or as pas­
sing from one country to another. Pichois and Rousseau warn that French 
"littérature générale" should not be confounded with American "General 
Literature" which, they say, should rather be likened to French "philosophie 
de la littérature" or German "Literaturwissenschaft" (Pichois and Rousseau 
1967: 94). For them, the only valid French translation for Goethe's Weltli­
teratur is "littérature universelle," which in English translation for them 
becomes "World Literature" (Pichois and Rousseau 1967: 102). 

As we saw, for Shackford univers al literature was the totality of literature, 
in fact, almost an oxymoron for "literature," regardless of language or loca­
tion. Even if Claudio Guillén is not quite fair when in his The Challenge of 
Comparative Literature he says that for Pichois and Rousseau "littérature 
universelle" is reduced to the" Who)s Who of the most illustrious authors" 
(Guillén 1993: 65), it is true that for them "world literature in essence aims to 
review and explain those masterpieces that are the patrimony of humankind" 
(Pichois and Rousseau 1967: 102; la littérature universelle .. ·. se propose au 
fond de recenser et d'expliquer les chefs-d'ouvre qui forment le patrimoine de 
l'humanité). Richard Moulton, in his 1911 World Literature and Its Place in 
General Culture, gives yet a further twist to the discussion. Admitting that the 
term "world literature" may "legitimately be used in more than one sense," he 
stipulates that he himself is "throughout attaching to it a fixed and special sig­
nificance" (Moulton 1921: 6). "Universal Literature" he takes to me an "the 
sum total of allliteratures," whereas "world literature," as he uses the term, "is 
this Univers al Literature seen in perspective from a given point of view, pre­
sumably the national standpoint of the observer" (Moulton 1921, 6), a scope 
he somewhat later enlarges to "the English-speaking peoples" (Moulton 1921,9). 
Albert Guérard systematized all this, at least in English, in his 1940 Preface to 
World Literature as follows: 

Certain authorities choose to establish a four-fold division: Univers al 
Literature, World Literature, Comparative Literature, General Literature. 
Universal Literature, in this scheme, stands for the fullest possible 
expansion of our field: it embraces allliteratures, of all ages, in aU lan­
guages, without insisting on their unit y or their relations. World Litera­
ture is limited to those works which are enjoyed in common, ideally by aIl 
mankind, practically by our own group of culture, the European or Western. 
In both these cases, the word Literature applies to a body of literary 
works, not to their critical study. Comparative Literature and General 
Literature, on the contrary, are methods of approach. The first is con­
cerned with the mutual influences between various national literatures; 
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the second with those problems that are present in the literature of every 
epoch and every country. 

(Guérard 1940, 15) 

Guérard's "comparative" and "general" Literature neatly correspond with the 
German vergleichende and allgemeine Literaturwissenschaft. Corstius (1963: 
Il) points out that already around 1920 the French comparatist Paul van 
Tieghem had called for a "littérature générale" in the sense meant by Guérard. 
In English, what Guérard calls general literature we would now probably 
sooner call the ory of literature, as Guillén also argues (Guillén 1993: 66). 
Without reference to Guérard or any other predecessor in the . matter, 
A. Owen Aldridge in 1986 largely reiterated Guérard's classification, with this 
difference that he defined world literature as comprising "the great works or 
classics of all times selected from ail of the various national literatures, " and 
Univers al Literature as comprising, in a restricted and more practical sense, 
"all works that contain elements cosmopolitan enough to appeal to the average 
person in any literate culture" (Aldridge 1986: 56-57). 

World literature, European literature 

The almost exclusive concentration upon European or Western literature that 
Guérard signaIs can be seen as extending the national bias signaled by 
Moulton and his contemporaries to a wider cultural perspective, while still 
"usefully bracketing" literatures other than European or Euro-American. In 
1901, in his inaugural lecture upon accepting the Chair of Comparative Lit­
erature at the University of Lyon, Pernand Baldensperger ironically com­
mented: "European literature! - or, with the more ambitious term our 
neighbors use, world, or universalliterature" (quoted in Corstius 1963: 7; la 
littérature européenne! - ou encore, selon la désignation plus ambitieuse 
qu'emploient nos voisins, la littérature mondiale, ou universelle). Although 
Baldensperger and Guérard were stating what was undoubtedly received 
practice in their days, Posnett, as well as a number of German scholars, 
had paid at least sorne attention to non-European literatures, albeit usually 
limited to (much) earlier periods, and often concentrating almost exclusive1y 
on works with a religious or mythological content. Still, the Dutch-Ianguage 
Der wereld Letterkunde referred to earlier opens with a 90-plus page section 
devoted to "Oostersche letteren" (Oriental literatures) , chronicling Egyptian, 
Babylonian and Assyrian, Chinese, Japanese, Hebrew, Arab, Persian, and 
lndian literature, as well as that of the then Dutch colonial East lndies, that is 
to say present-day lndonesia, and this up to the nineteenth century, albeit of 
course in summary form. An even greater summary is the treatment that 
Walter Blair metes out to these same literatures in his 1940 History of World 
Literature. He devotes seventeen pages to what he caUs "the beginnings of 
literature," and which in practice means discussing sorne early religious and 
philosophical texts, the most recent being the Quran, from non-Western 
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sources. He then st arts off bis "proper" literary chapters with the Greeks, and 
thence continues with the "Western" tradition as world literature. Peter Ulf 
M011er mentions that Francis Bull's 1940 Danish Verdens litteraturhistorie 
(World Literary History) too "dea1s exclusively with European writers, in 
spite of its title" (M0ller 1989: 20). 

Pretty much the same thing applied to n10st other histories of world lit­
erature written in Western languages during most of the remainder of the 
twentieth century, according to Corstius who in his 1963 article briefly 
reviews the Argentinian Ezequiel Martinez Estrada's Panorama de las litera­
turas (1946; Panorama of Literatures), the Dutch F.w. van Heerikhuizen's 
Gestalten der Tijden (1951 and 1956; Figures of the Ages), the Swiss Robert 
Lavalette's Literaturgeschichte der Welt (1948, 1956; Literary History of the 
World) , the latter's compatriot Eduard von Tunk's Illustrierte Weltliter­
aturgeschichte (1954-55; Illustrated History of World Literature), the German 
Erwin Laaths' Geschichte der Weltliteratur (1953; History of World Litera­
ture), and the Spanish Martin de Riquer and José Maria Valverde's Historia 
de la literatura universal (1957-59; History of World Literature; republished in 
2010). Slightly better when it cornes to including non-Western literatures are, 
still according to Corstius (1963), G. Prampolino's Storia universale della let­
teratura (seven volumes, 1948-53;World History of Literature), and the 
French three-volume Pléiade Histoire des littératures (1955-58; History of 
Literature) edited by Raymond Queneau. Typical for most of these histories 
continue.s to be that the y paya disproportionate amount of attention to their 
own nationa1literature. Queneau, for ex ample, devotes one of the three size­
able volumes of his history to (overwhelmingly) French literature and (sorne) 
other Francophone literatures. 

N or do things outside of the Euro-AmerÎcan ambit seem to have been 
much different. 

The lndian scholar Krisha Chaitanya (pseudonym of K.K. N air, 
b. 1918) wrote what is variously referred to as a nine-volume or a ten-volume 
History of World Literature (Bombay-Calcutta-Madras-New Delhi: Orient 
Longmans). l have only been able to consult the three volumes in the 
Harvard Library, published in 1964, 1965 and 1966, and which deal, respec­
tively, with Ancient Mesopotamian and Ancient Egyptian, Ancient Greek, 
and Ancient Roman Literature. From what l have seen, these follow the 
traditional pattern of earlier twentieth-century such overviews, especially as 
written in the United States. In fact, Chaitanya explicitly refers to the 
example of the American John Drinkwater's Outline of Literature (1923). 
Drinkwater also served as an ex ample for publications on world literature in 
China. 

Rabindranath Tagore and Maxim Gorky on world literature 

Closer to Goethe's original ideas on Weltliteratur, yet inflected by their particu1ar 
conditions, were those of Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) and Maxim Gorky 
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early in the twentieth century. On 9 February 1907 Rabindranath Tagore gave 
a lecture entitled "World Literature" to the lndian National Council of Edu­
cation in which he explicitly stated that, "Comparative Literature is the English 
title you [those that invited him] have given to the subject l have been asked to 
discuss ... in Bengali l shall call it world literature" (Tagore 2001: 148). In 
their note to this piece the edit ors of Rabindranath Tagore: Selected Writings 
on Literature and Language say that in this "he was probably influenced by 
Goethe's term Weltliteratur" (Tagore 2001: 376). In his lecture, Tagore went 
to great lengths to c1aim literature as the expression of all of humanity. "If we 
realize that universal humanity expresses itself in literature," he said, "we 
shaH be able to discern what is worth viewing in the latter" (Tagore 2001: 
148). Drawing upon Indian mythology, and extensively metaphorizing, 
Tagore construes literature as a "second world around the nlaterial one," in 
which humankind extends itself "through the creation of feelings and ideas" 
(Tagore 2001: 150). "It is time," he finds, that "we pledged that our goal is to 
view univers al humanity in univers aI literature by freeing ourselves from 
rus tic uncatholicity; that we shaH recognize totality in each particular author's 
work, and that in this totality we shaH perceive the interrelations alnong aH 
human efforts at expression" (Tagore 2001: 150). 

In 1919 the Moscow-based Soviet publishing house "World Literature" 
inaugurated, in Russian translation, a series comprising more than 1500 
book-Iength works dating from the French (1789) to the Russian (1917) 
Revolutions. The occasion led Maxim Gorky (pseudonym of Aleksey Max­
imovich Peshkov [1868-1936]) to write a celebratory essay. From his explicit 
mention that within the People's Commisariat for Culture a number of people 
have been appointed "to publish the works of the most important writers 
from England, America, H ungary, Germany, Italy, Spain, Portugal, the 
Scandinavian countries, France, etc." (Gorky 1969: 37; um die Bücher der 
bedeutendsten Schiftsteller Englands, Amerikas, Ungarns, Deutschlands, Italiens, 
Spaniens, PortugaIs, der skandinavischen Lander, Frankreichs usw. Her­
auszugeben), one might perhaps conclude that the publishlng venture under 
consideration would, in essence, be Eurocentric. Gorky states, though, that a 
further ainl is to acquaint the Russian people also with "the literary achieve­
ments of the East - the literature of India, China, Japan, and of the Arabs" 
(Gorky 1969: 38; dem literarischen Schaffen des Ostens - der Belletristik 
Indiens, Chinas, Japans und der Araber). What mattered most for Gorky, of 
course, was to recuperate the idea of world literature for the ideology of the 
newly created Soviet state in the interest of which he labored. This recupera­
tion ran along two lines. First, he claimed, "We notice, and we believe, that it 
is the aim of that powerful flood of creative energy embodied in images and 
words to wash away forever aH distinctions between races, nations and classes, 
to liberate aH peoples from the he,avy yoke of having to struggle with each 
other, and to link aU their powers in the struggle against the mysterious forces 
of nature ... and then it appears that the art of the word and of the inlage is 
the religion of all mankind, a religion that comprises aU that is written in the 
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sacred books of ancient India, in the Zand-Awesta, in the New Testament, 
and in the Quran" (Gorky 1969: 37; Angesichts des machtvollen Stroms der 
in Gestalten und Wotten verkorperten schopferischen Energie spürt und 
glaubt man, dass es das Ziel dieses Stromes ist, [ür immer alle Unterschiede 
der Rassen, N ationen und Klassen hinwegzuspülen, die Menschen von dem 
schweren Joch des Kampfes gegeneinander zu befreien und danach alle ihre 
Krafte auf den Kampf gegen die geheimnisvollen N aturgewalten zu lenken ... 
Und dann scheint es, aIs sei die Kunst des Wortes und des Bildes die Religion 
der ganzen Menschheit, eine Religion, die alles in sich aufnimmt, was in den 
Heiligen Schrift des alten Indiens, in Zand-Awesta, im Evangelium und im 
Koran geschrieben steht) . 

. ~~îdri,.· .• d~r~0~s\h~ ..•. pe~HarTie()fÂle.~S~Y;Ma~irn~vichf,~~~~?\t .(1868-
1936),':.~. Hu.~si,~;n· ... \Afriter: Bprn. p()()r, "and .',orp.~anéd ~ta.very,~'arIYé1ge, •. G?rkX ...• ···· 
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Next to this more general, vague and quasi-religious motivation (fitting at 
least one strain of Gorky's thought, aiming to recapture the power of religion 
for the purpose of a secular commonality of aIl people) there is, however, a 
more direct aim, especially in relation to a series of shorter paperbound edi­
tions aiming at the widest possible distribution among the masses: "The 
paperbound editions aim to acquaint the widest possible readership as exten­
sively as possible with the living conditions of the peoples of Europe and 
America, to show them which ideas, wishes and habits the y share, and in 
which they differ, and to prepare the Russian reader for the absorption of that 
knowledge of the worId and its peoples that literature so richly and vividly 
mediates, and that greatly facilitates mutual understanding between people 
using different languages" (Gorky 1969: 39; Die broschierten Ausgaben haben 
das Ziel, breiteste Leserkreise so allseitig wie moglich mit den Lebensbe­
dingungen der Vôlker Europas und Amerikas bekannt zu machen, ihnen die 
Gemeinsamkeit und die Unterschiede der Ideen, Wünsche und Gewohnheiten 
zu zeigen und den russischen Leser für die Aufnahme jener Kentnisse über 
Welt und Menschen vorzubereiten, die Belletristik so reichlich und lebendig 
vermittelt und die das gegenseitige Verstandnis der verschiedensprachigen 
Volker sehr erleichtern). Obviously, the kind of world literature here referred 
to answers to Gorky's socialist-realist desiderata under the guise of a Goe­
thian Verstandniss (understanding) between Europe's, and later the world's, 
various peoples. 
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World literature beyond Europe 

Gorky's name would later be given to a Moscow institute explicitly dedicated 
to the study and propagation of world literature along Soviet lines. It is under 
the auspices of the Gorky Institute of World Literature that the multivolume 
Istorija vsemirnoj literatury v devjati tomach (History of World Literature in 
Nine Volumes) started appearing from 1983 in Moscow. The project never 
reached its. full ni ne volumes, as the Soviet Union imploded after the eighth 
volume had appeared, and the work was discontinued. Nevertheless, the 
ambition was to pro duce a history in which aIl literatures would be "at 
home." M011er quotes R.M. Samarin, one of the early leaders of the project, 
as explicitly contrasting the endeavor he and his colleagues are engaged in 
with customary Western comparative literature practice privileging Western 
literature. Instead, he proclaims, "The Soviet History of World Literature will 
tell the story of how in the course of the centuries there arose a house of the 
literature of manldnd, unified and miraculously diversified, embodying the 
creative genius of aIl the peoples of the world" (M0ller 1989: 21). 

Especially in Scandinavia, where there is a long tradition of world histories 
of literature, SOlne histories of world literature published over the past few 
decades have explicitly aimed at presenting a non-Eurocentric picture of the 
world's literatures. However, as M011er demonstrates by a shnple tally of 
pages, neither the Danish twelve-volume Verdens Litteraturhistorie (Literary 
History of the World) of 1971-73, edited by Edvard Beyer, F.I Billeskov 
Jansen, Hakon Stangerup, and P.H. Traustedt, nor the later joint Scandina­
vian, though in fact mostly Danish, seven-volume Verdens Litteraiurhistorie 
(Literal'Y History of the Tif/orld) of 1985-94, edited by Hans Hertel, devote as 
much space to non-European literatures as does the Soviet History (M011er 
1989: 27-28). The Soviet History of World Literature, then, remains a fairly 
early example of the rejection of Eurocentrisln in literary history. Of course, 
after wwn the calI for a wider and fairer representation of the world's lit­
eratures has sounded ever louder the closer we approach the present, also in 
"the West." One of the most vocal advocates of opening up the canon of 
world literature to include non-Western works was the French comparatist 
René Etiemble (1909-2002), who as of the 1960s in numerous works and 
essays ridiculed the narrowness of a Western canon of world literature and in 
often provocative terms called for the inclusion of Asian and African works, 
not just from the remote past but also contemporary ones. However, it would 
take sorne time before Etiemble's injunctions were taken up. 

Eurocentrism would of course come fully under attack in postcolonialisln. 
Inspired by the work of Edward Said (1978 and 1993), himself building upon 
the theories of, primarily, Michel Foucault, but later also Gilles Deleuze and 
Félix Guattari, postcolonialism, emerging in the 1980s and reaching its peak 
in the 1990s, endeavored to widen the geographical scope of world literature, 
while the advocates of Inulticulturalism, gaining ground around the same time 
as did postcolonialism, strove for a fairer representation of aIl kinds of 
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nlinorities, also from, but of course not limited to, Western literatures. Con­
currently, postmodernism sought to do away with all hierarchical distinctions 
altogether, and hence arguedeither the impossibility of a canon, including of 
world literature, or its individu al and as it were coincidental nature. 

Postmodernism, postcolonialism, and multiculturalism were primarily 
phenomena of a cultural nature that sought to recalibrate the canon of 
world literature each from its own perspective. Of course, this is not to daim 
that they were unrelated to political and social developments beyond 
the realm of literature - in fact, especially postcolonialism and multi­
culturalism definitely had a political agenda. Still, the primarily economics­
driven advent of globalization in the 1990s led to a wholly new approach to 
world literature. 

In La République mondiale des lettres (1999, The World Republic of Letters 
2004) Pascale Casanova, extrapolating Bourdieu's theories on social and cul­
tural "capital" to the world market of literature, saw France, and particularly 
Paris, as the crucible where, at least between the seventeenth and the middle 
of the twentieth century, world literature was "made" in an ongoing process 
of critical recognition, translation, reception, and canonization. Meanwhile, 
Franco Moretti, ltalian but working in the United States, in "Conjectures on 
World Literature" (2000), "More Conjectures on World Literature" (2003) 
and Graphs, Maps, Trees (2005) picked up on earlier work of his in Atlas of 
the European Novel 1800-1900 (1998), using a combination of metaphors 
borroweq from the sciences with the world systems approach pioneered since 
the 1970s by the economic historian Immanuel Wallerstein to study, both 
synchronically and diachronically, the origin and spread of literary forms, 
motifs, and styles throughout the world. 

In the United States, the shock of 9/11 and the awareness this induced of 
how in the newly "global" world not just of the economy but also of politics, 
ethics, and religion, and of terrorism even, the US could no longer shield 
behind its "exceptionalism," gave rise to an increased awareness also of the 
need to better understand the world beyond the nation's borders and that 
nation's interconnectedness with the world. One way in which this need 
translated itself was in a sudden and sharp increase in interest in world lit­
erature as a conduit through which to get in touch with the world's cultures. 
A first requirement to make the world, or more of it than had hitherto been 
the case, accessible to the US, was a greater emphasis on translation from the 
world's many languages into (American) English, and on seeing American 
literature and culture in relation to this new world constellation, both syn­
chronically and diachronically. These various needs, and the solutions pro­
posed, were explored in a number of books published since 9/11, most of 
them building on earlier articles. Emily Apter argues the case for translation, 
primarily synchronically, in The Translation Zone: A New Comparative Lit­
erature (2006). In What 1s World Literature? (2003) David Damrosch puts the 
case for translation as a necessary instrument for, and at the same time an 
agent in, what he takes world literature to be, viz. "aIl literary works that 
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circulate beyond their culture of origin, either in translation or in their origi­
nallanguage" and this at any given moment, that is to say both synchroni­
cally and diachronically (Damrosch 2003: 4). As Damrosch puts it: "A work 
only has an effective life as world literature whenever, and wherever, it is 
actively present within a literary system beyond that of its original culture" 
(Damrosch 2003: 4). In this definition there are clear echoes of the idea of the 
German writer and philosopher Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) that foreign 
translation constitutes a work's "afterlife" (Benjamin 2000). At the same time 
Damrosch also cornes close again to the original Goethean idea of Weltliteratur 
as an active princip le in the world, rather than a list or series of" great works" 
or as a sum of allliterature in all the world. 

Conclusion 

e Though Goethe was not the first to use the term "world literature," his use of it 
has had the greatest impact. 

e Whereas Goethe meant world literature to refer to the increased circulation of 
literaI)' works among European writers andintellectuals in order to promote a 
better understanding of each other's cultures, after Goethe the term variously 
also came to stand for the totality of ail the world's literature and for a selec­
tion of "the best" of the world's works of literature. 

e Almost from the vel)' beginning world literature had to enter into competition 
with the rising tide of national literature studies, and it was often recuperated 
by the latter to implicitly glorify some national literature or other. 

1» Though Goethe himself had a lively interest in non-European literatures, world 
literature for most of its histol)' has meant the literatures of Europe, and even 
then often only that of some major European literatures. 

1» Since the vel)' end of the twentieth centul)' we notice a return to Goethe's 
original concept of world literature, now enlarged to the entire world. 



2 Goethe's Weltliteraturand the 
humanist ideal 

Overview 

For most of its history - that is, the history of the term, the concept, and the 
practice - "world literature" has been an exc1usively European, or Euro­
American, concern. Only in the last decade or so has the discussion really 
broadened to voices from beyond Europe and the Americas. The instigator of 
the concept, if not of the term, Goethe himself, has been accused of Euro­
centrism because of three passages that seem to specificaHy confiate world 
literature and European literature. Strich defends Goethe against these char­
ges by arguing that the latter was speaking on behalf of aH, and not just 
European, humanity. Still, the fact that Goethe in his views of humanity was 
strongly infiuenced by his adulation of ancient Greece and Rome as interpreted 
by the Renaissance humanists and their more recent eighteenth-century fol­
lowers in the eyes of his detractors proves that his ideas on Weltliteratur were 
pre-determined by a European "c1assical" norm, and hence inevitably Euro­
centric. None less than Edward Said, trailblazer of postcolonialism· and severe 
critic of European exc1usionism, though, rushed to Goethe's, and humanism's, 
defense. Said sees humanism, in its Renaissance form, as grounded in philo­
logical research, and hence in the critical reading of texts, and particularly 
those texts that underpin Europe's own foundations. Humanism for Said is 
therefore inherently self-questioning. Said sees the philological method 
embodied in exemplary form in the work of the German scholar Erich Auerbach. 
Emily Apter, though, will defend the case of another German philologist - i.e. 
Leo Spitzer - c1aiming that he, like Auerbach but even more pronouncedly, 
opened up the philological method to reach beyond Europe and its literature. 
A third German philologist, Ernst Robert Curtius, forms a useful contrast to 
Auerbach and Spitzer. 

Humanitiit and humanism 

In an address to the Congress of Natural Scientists in Berlin, in 1828, Goethe 
referred to "a European, in fact a universal, world literature." The second 
passage appeared in 1829 in Kunst und Altertum, Vol. 6, part 3, where Goethe 
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revised what first he had called "World Literature" as "European, in other 
words, World Literature." The final passage dates from 12 August of the same 
year, when in a conversation of Goethe's with the German historical novelist 
Willibald Alexis (pseudonym of Georg Wilhelm Heinrich Haring, 1798 -
1871) "there appeared references to a common European or World Litera­
ture." Fritz Strich, one of the most perceptive and thorough commentators on 
Goethe and world literature, and from whose book on Goethe l copied the 
three instances quoted (Strich, 1949: 250-51; passages 12, 16 and 17 respec­
tively), defends Goethe from any such charge of Eurocentrism. Writing in 
1945, weIl before the invention of the very term "Eurocentrism," Strich in the 
first chapter of his Goethe and World Literature warns that "in present-day 
speech practically no distinction is made between world literature and Eur­
opean literature - and this is a serious error" (Strich, 1949: 16). For Goethe, 
according to Strich: 

[W]orld literature is, to start with, European literature. It is in process of 
realising itself in Europe. A European literature, that is a literature of 
exchange and intercourse between the literatures of Europe and between 
the peoples of Europe, is the first stage of a world literature which 
from these beginnings will spread in ever-widening circles to a system 
which in the end will embrace the world. World literature is a living, 
growing organism, which can develop from the germ of European litera­
ture, and in his West-Eastern Divan, which was to throw a bridge from 
East to West, Goethe himself began the task of incorporating in it the 
Asiatic world. 

(Strich, 1949: 16) 

Notwithstanding Strich's spirited defense of Goethe, it has to be admitted 
that even if the latter may have ideally meant the term Weltliteratur to 
embrace the entire world, it is also true that Goethe's own ideas aboUt what 
that world was like, and what the role of Weltliteratur in it would be, were 
co10red by his own belonging to a particular time and place. For Strich; 
Goethe saw as the first, and highest, aim of world literature "to foster the / 
growth of a common humanity in its most perfect and universal form: to 
advance hum an civilisation" (Strich, 1949: 12-13). Or, in another formula­
tion: "It is in the idea of univers al humanity that one finds the true source of 
world literature" (Strich; 1949: 37). Inevitably, these ide aIs of "common 
humanity in its most perfect and univers al form" and "univers al humanity" 
refiected contemporary thinking on the subject - as, for instance, in the Briefe 
zur Beforderung der Humanitèit (1793-97; Letters on the promotion of 
humanity) of Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803), or the writings 
of ImmanuelKant (1724-1804), who defined it as "the idea of the union of 
civility and virtue in one's relations with other people" (Eisler, 1930; die 
Denkungsart der Vereinigung des Wohllebens mit der Tugend im Umgange, 



Goethe's Weltliteratur and the humanist ideal 29 

Antl'?r. 1. T. § 88 (IV 218)). In 1808, Friedrich Immanuel Niethan1mer (1766-
1848), in his Der Streit des Philanthropinismus und des Humanismus in der 
Theorie des Erziehungs- Unterrichts unserer Zeit (The Battle between Philan­
thropism and Humanism in Contemporary Educational Theory), coined the 
term "Humanismus" in German. Needless to say, these late eighteenth- and 
early nineteenth-century ways of conceiving "humanity" and "humanism" 
themselves drew from a long history, and particularly upon classical antiquity 
as mediated by Renaissance Humanism. 

The Middle Ages, especially after the Carolingian restoration of something 
resembling the ancient Western Roman Empire, had largely inspired itself 
upon Roman antiquity and upon a re1atively small selection of Latin classics. 
The fall of Constantinople to the Ottomans in 1453 caused a massive transfer 
of Greek knowledge in the form of manuscripts, but also of Byzantine scho­
lars seeking refuge, especially to northern Haly, thus giving an enormous 
boost to the growingRenaissance movement there. The study of ancient 
Greek literature and philosophy renovated European learning and education 
and made the classica1 world into the example to be emu1ated. At the same 
time, the invention and spread of the printing press sped up the production 
and circulation of texts that until then had been available in very 1imited 
numbers, and often in the form of collections of quotations and extracts 
rather than as complete texts. This 1ed to the rise of philo10gy in the com­
parative study of Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and, not much later, oriental lan­
guages ~uch as Sanskrit. Partially, these studies served the ends of religion, of 
the established Church, and of imperia1 powers such as Habsburg Spain, as in 
the magnificent po1yglot bibles produced for the Spanish crown by the 
Antwerp printing house of Christoffel Plantin (1520-89). However, they a1so 
served the more secular ends of smoothing the way for the beginnings of cri­
tical and empirical scientific investigation, and for redirecting attention from 
God to His creation, and especially to man and manmade things, or "huma­
nitas." Scholars and writers who followed the latter path generally referred to 
themselves as "humanists," with sorne of the most famous names being those 
of Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536) and Thomas More (1478-1535). 

By the middle of the eighteenth century, when Goethe was born, Enlight­
enment thinking had, at 1east in scientific and scholarly circles, further 100-

sened the bonds between God and nature, including man. Deism enshrined 
God as a remote "first principle," without any direct or immediate effect 
upon the world in any of its outward guises. At the same time the Enlight­
enment also promoted concern for the individu al and "common man." 
Together with a renewed interest in classical antiquity spurred by, for 
instance, the extensive writings on especially Greek art of the German art 
historian and archeologist Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717-68), and also 
by the mid-century excavations at Herculaneum and Pompeï, this 1ed to a 
renewed form of Humanism - in German oftenreferred to as "Neuhuma­
nismus." This Neuhumanismus fed immediately into both Romanticism and 
Neo-Classicism. As the Greeks were seen as the original fountainhead of 
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European culture and civilization, creating as it were ex nihilo the arts, phi­
losophy, and the sciences, they were also seen as proof of the creative power 
of "primitive" man, and hence also of the "folle." For Herder this legitimized 
his se arch for the "roots" of a "nation" in a people's language as embodied in 
its folk poetry. Goethe was also interested in folk poetry, and he discussed 
various instances of it in his writings. He saw such poetry, and folk literature 
in general, as expressive of a common core of humanity dressed up in a spe­
cific language or a specific people's particularities. However, this is not what 
he called "world literature." Rather, he termed it "world poetry." It only 
became world literature if it partook in the intellectual exchange among the 
nations and peoples. 

Of course, similar interests flourished around Europe - for instance, with 
the so-called Scottish Antiquaries and James McPherson's Ossian poems. It is 
Herder, though, and after him the Grimm and Schlegel brothers, who sys­
tematized aIl this into the theoretical foundations of Romanticism, and hence 
laid the foundations of the study and teaching of national literatures. At the 
same time, an emphasis upon a Greek and Latin curriculum in the most 
highly valued forms of education, particularly the Gymnasium in Germany 
and in most public schools in England, and a general adulation of the c1assi­
cal ideal of man underpinned the rise of neo-c1assicism which, instead of the 
spontaneity, originality, and novelty propagated by Romanticism, favored 
measure, balance, and imitation, particularly of the c1assics. It is the combi­
nation of the qualities valorized by neo-c1assicism that constituted "Humani­
tât," if we are to follow Kant when he writes that, "one part of philology is 
constituted by the humanities, by which we understand knowledge of the 
c1assics, which promotes the union of knowledge and taste, files away a per­
son's raw edges, and furthers that communicative ability and urbanity of 
which "humanitât" consists" (Eisler, 1930; Einen Teil der Philologie machen 
die Humaniera aus, worunter man die Kenntnis der Alten versteht, welche die 
Vereinigung der Wissenschaft mit Geschmack befôrdert, die Rauhigkeit 
abschleift und die Kommunikabilitât und Urbanitât, worin Humanitât 
besteht, befordert, Log. Einl. VI (IV 50)). The earlier quote from Kant, where 
he fiIls out his definition of humanism, c1early also refers to a c1assical ideal. 
Most Romantic writers, of course, enjoyed a "c1assical" education. 

Goethe in Italy 

With his Werther (1774) in particular, along with his other Sturm und Drang 
(Storm and Stress) works published during the 1770s such as Prometheus 
(1773) and Gotz von Berlichingen (1773), Goethe helped pave the way for 
Romanticism throughout Europe. In sorne way or other these works are also 
anti-authoritarian, whether it is against prevailing morals and religion, as 
when Werther commits suicide for love, or when Prometheus defies the Gods, 
or Gotz the emperor. After his move to Weimar at the invitation of the Duke 
of Saxe-Weimar, though, Goethe increasingly tumed neo-c1assicist in art, 
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although for much of his life he stayed non-conformist in morals and religion 
(see Boyle, passim). Ris reading of Winckelmann, and the latter's ex ample, 
incited Goethe to undertake an extended stay in Italy in 1786-88. During the 
two years he spent traveling the length of the peninsula and Sicily he c10sely 
acquainted himself with classical architecture, both Roman and Greek. 
Goethe published his Italienische Reise (ltalian Journey) only in 1816-17, yet 
it is c1ear that his Italian experience served as catalyst for his "conversion" 
from Sturm und Drang proponent to Neo-Classicist, and to :tigurehead of so­
called Weimar Classicism. This is especially c1ear in how he writes about the 
legacy of classical architecture in the South of Europe, represented by Italy, 
when compared to the medieval Gothic products of N orthem Europe, and 
particularly Germany, as in the following passage, dated 27 October 1786: 

l walked up to Spoleto and stood on the aqueduct, which also serves as a 
bridge from one hill to the other. The ten brickwork arches which span 
the valley have been quietly standing there through aIl the centuries, and 
the water still gushes in aIl quarters of Spoleto. This is the third work of 
antiquity which l have seen, and it embodies the same noble spirit. A 
sense of the civic good, which is the basis of their architecture, was 
second nature to the ancients. Rence the amphitheatre, the temple, the 
aqueduct. For the first time l understand why l always detested arbitrary 
constructions, the Winterkasten on the Weissenstein, for ex ample, which 
is a .pointless nothing, a monstrous piece of confectionery - and l have 
felt he same about a thousand other buildings. Such things are still-born, 
for anything that does not have a true raison dJ être is lifeless and cannot 
be great or ever become so. 

(Goethe, 1970: 124-25) 

Part of this legacy is its rediscovery, and imitation, in the Renaissance by 
artists/humanists such as Palladio. In Padua, Goethe buys a catalogue of the 
works of Palladio, and in Venice he goes in search of the buildings of the 
master. On 2 October 1786 he visits a monastery designed by Palladio. 
Although only part of the original design has been actually realized, Goethe 
still :tinds that: 

Jahrelang sollte man in Betrachtung so eines Werks zubringen. Mich 
dünkt, ich habe nichts R6heres, nichts Vollkommneres gesehen, und 
glaube, daB ich mich nicht irre. Denke man sich aber auch den treffiichen 
Künstler, mit dem innem Sinn fürs GroBe und Gefâllige geboren, der erst 
mit unglaublicher Mühe sich an den Alten heranbildet, um sie alsdann 
durch sich wiederherzustellen. 

(Goethe 2007: 71-72) 

Auden and Mayer translate this passage as: "1 am convinced l am right when 
l say that l never saw anything more sublime, more perfect, in my life. One 
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ought to spend years contemplating such a work" (Goethe 1970: 80). This 
much foreshortened version fails to catch the real import the view of this 
building has for Goethe, and particularly its autobiographicalnnplications. A 
fuller translation would read: 

One ought to spend years contemplating such a work. l think l have 
never seen anything more elevated, more perfect, and l believe l am not 
mistaken in this. But also picture to yourself the accompli shed artist, 
born with an innate sense of the great and the pleasing, who first with an 
incredible effort schools himself after the c1assics, and then proceeds to 
recreate them through his own art. 

(My translation) 

For Goethe, PaIladio's greatness results, first, from his study of and, second, 
his imitation/emulation of the classics - especially the Greeks. Not only does this 
process correspond to the c1assical rhetoric recipe of translatio, ùnitatio, 
aemulatio (translation, imitation, emulation), it also c10sely parallels Goethe's own 
ambitions with his ltalian journey. In a passage dated the following day, 
3 October 1786, Goethe generalizes upon his earlier remark: "Palladio was 
strongly imbued with the spirit of the Ancients, and felt acutely the petty narrow­
mindedness of his times, like a great man who does not wish to conform to 
the world but to transform it in accordance with his own high ideals" (Goethe, 
1970: 81). The same thing applies for Goethe and his likeminded contemporaries, 
for Michelangelo, Raphaël, and most Renaissance artists. Of course; Goethe 
saw aIl this in relation to his own position. The link he makes between Palla­
dio's imitation of the Greeks and the pettiness of his times obviously anticipates 
Goethe's own later yearning for Weltliteratur as a remedy for the fragmenta­
tion of his own times. The link with humanism in its c1assical and Renais­
sance variations and that of Goethe and his times is made in renlarks such as 
that dated 3 Decenlber 1786, when during his extended first stay in Rome, he 
exc1aims "the entire history of the world is linked up with this city, and l 
reckon my second life, a very rebirth, from the day when l entered Rome" 
(Goethe, 1970: 148), where he actually uses the German equivalent, "Wie­
dergeburt," for "Renaissance" for his own feelings when experiencing c1assical 
art first hand. Earlier, in an entry dated Foligno, 26 October 1786, Goethe 
had expressed the same idea in more general terms when, having gone to look 
at a small antique temple described by Palladio, he conc1udes with: "1 cannot 
describe the sensations which this work aroused in me, but l know they are 
going to bear fruit for ever" (Goethe, 1970: 121). From passages such as 
these it is evident that Goethe looks upon his ltalian journey, and the exposure 
to the c1assics it brings, as an essential element in his own Bildung. From 
passages such as that quoted earlier, on the occasion of his visit to Spoleto, it is 
equally c1ear that when he lauds these same c1assics for having always aimed 
with their buildings at "bürgerlichen Zwecken" - that is to say, humanly 
practical and not god-centered purposes- he is highlighting their "humanity." 
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The rediscovery of the Roman and Greek antiquities in the eighteenth 
century, through the excavations at Pompeï, Herculaneaum, and Paestum, 
and through the writings of Winckelmann, especially the latter's Gedanken 
über die Nachahmung der griechischen Werke in der Malerei und Bildhauer­
kunst (1755, Reflections on the Imitation of the Greeks in Painting and Sculp­
ture) and Geschichte der Kunst des Altertums(1764, History of Ancient Art), 
gave rise to Hellenism, an adulation and glorification of especially Greek 
antiquity in its more expansive phase and its prolonged afterglow under 
Rome. As Martin BernaI, in a critical-negative sense in Black Athena (1987), 
and others in a more positive sense have shown, eighteenth-century Hellenism 
also led to the Germanic and English-speaking peoples claiming for them­
selves the right of succession to the Greeks as the creators of a Europe sui 
generis. Small wonder then that the American nineteenth-century woman 
author and friend of Emerson's Margaret Fuller, in her "Translator's Preface" 
to Convérsations with Goethe in the Last Years of his Life} Translated from the 
German of Eckermann, labels Goethe "of German writers the most English 
and most Greek" (Fuller 1839: xvii). It is certainly also not a coincidence that 
Goethe's fist clearly neo-classicist work is his verse drama Iphigenie auf Tauris 
(1786, Iphigenia in Tauris), a re-working of earlier prose versions (1779 and 
1781), and emphasizing human understanding, or "Humanitat," over the 
inhuman demands of the Gods. 

From the very beginning, then, for Goethe Weltliteratur and Humanism 
were c10sely linked. Weltliteratur was to fulfill the role that his own trip to 
Italy, and his exposure there to the revitalizing influence of classical antiquity, 
had played for him: to elevate the humanist individual, and the elite company 
of like-minded humanists and men of letters which he had in mind when 
speaking of Weltliteratur, to a higher awareness of what humanity was about, 
a form of both personal and collective Bildung (education), so to speak. In 
essence, then, his thinking about Weltliteratur was rooted in his humanist 
universalism which itself drew upon the Renaissance and Enlightenment 
thinking of the univers al as an extension of the c1assical. That such a rea­
soning is at the heart of an important, and perhaps the dominant, stream in 
European thinking ever since the Renaissance, going back precisely to the 
latter's renewed engagement and interpretation of Greek thought, has recently 
been argued by Rodolphe Gasché, in his Europe} or the Infinite Task: A Study 
of a Philosophical Concept (2009). Gasché situates the thought of, respectively, 



34 Concise history of world literature 

the Austrian-German philosophers Edmund Husserl, the German Martin 
Heidegger, the Czech Jan Patocka, and the French Jacques Derrida, and 
without specifically referencing Goethe, in a European tradition that sees it as 
Europe's destiny to dive st itself of its Europeanism precisely by spreading the 
idea of universalism to the rest of the world, that is to say the universalism of 
humanism, with the latter implying an awareness of the value of the individual­
which complies with the Renaissance and Enlightenment interpretation of the 
c1assical idea of the human, and which needed this genealogy to firmly legit­
imate itself. Just as Husserl, Heidegger, Patocka, and Derrida rephrase this 
idea for the twentieth century, beginning to end, so Goethe do es the same 
with regard to his own times and, making use of the historical "window of 
opportunity" offered to him by the period between the end of the N apoleonic 
wars and the onset of the ardent nationalisms of the second third of the 
nineteenth century referred to earlier, reformulates this idea in terms of world 
literature. That is also why Goethe, in contrast to a number of later theoreti­
cians of world literature, particularly in the nineteenth century but partially 
weIl into the twentieth century, is not interested in drawing up a canon of 
world masterpieces, but is interested in what world literature, as he conceives 
it to be, can contribute to the Bildung of humanity by fostering the circulation 
of what he sees as the right kind of ideas and forms. As his discussions of 
Serbian folk poetry and Chine se fiction demonstrate, what constitutes the 
right kind of ideas and forms for Goethe is determined by their proximity to 
what he sees as univers al "humanity," and that in turn is determined by the 
yardstick of the c1assical ideal that he upholds for everything. 

World literature and philology 

In practice, the c1assical and universalist genealogy of the "human" under­
lying Goethe's conception of world literature for the longe st time largely IÎln­
ited the latter's reach to European literature, or, by extension, Western man 
and Western literature. Both Moulton and Guérard, writing for an American 
public in 1911 and 1940 respectively, nlake no bones about this. In the first 
chapter l already mentioned that Moulton distinguished between what he 
called "universal" and "world" literature, with the former covering alllitera­
ture written anywhere in the world, and the latter that part of the former that 
was significant from a certain perspective, which for him was that of the 
English-speaking peoples. Therefore, he starts from what he calls the literary 
pedigree of those English-speaking peoples and, predictably so at the time he 
is writing, finds it in the fusion of what the English writer, educator, and cul­
tural critic Matthew Arnold in Culture and Anarchy (1869) had termed the 
Hebraic and the Hellenic elements brought about by the spread of Greek rule 
under Alexander the Great. From there on Moulton traces the developments 
leading to English literature through the various phases of European cultural 
history: c1assical antiquity, Christianity, the Middle Ages, and finally the age 
of nation states and national literatures. However, he sees the latter as 
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integrally taking part in whathe caUs European civilization. World literature, 
for Moulton, then, is what he caUs in the penultimate chapter of his book 
"The Autobiography of Civilization" - that is, European civilization. 

Guérard, in his Foreword, invokes Humanism as the ideal horizon of world 
literature, and clarifies that by Humanism he means "not the grammarian's 
delight, nor the austere faith of an Irving Babbitt, but simply our beHef in the 
essential unit y of the human race" (Guérard 1940: xii). Nevertheless, in his 
first chapter he resorts to the same distinction between univers al and world 
literature that we also saw Moulton as making, and for him too "world lit­
erature is limited to those works which are enjoyed in common, idealIy by alI 
mankind, practicalIy by our own group of culture, the European or Western" 
(Guérard 1940: 15). Moulton and Guérard were both Europeans, but the y 
worked within the us academic system, and their books served a primarily 
educational purpose within that system. l will return to this in Chapter 4. 

For the more recent discussions on world literature, humanism, and Euro­
centrism as they have played especialIy in the United States as of the turn of 
the milIennium, and particularly so after the events of 9 September 200 1, 
Moulton and Guérard do not play a major role. That role is reserved for a 
number of European, and more precisely German, philologists of the first ha If 
of the twentieth century. Undoubtedly, the fact that two of these, Leo Spitzer 
(1887-1960) and Erich Auerbach (1892-1957), spent the final years of their 
lives and careers in the United States, where they exerted a powerful influence 
on the s~udy of comparative literature, is not without importance here. Nei­
ther is the fa ct that the writings of Auerbach particularly were taken up both 
early and late in his career by Edward Said (1935-2003), himself Professor of 
English and Comparative Literature at Columbia University in New York for 
most of his career, and a (many would say the) driving force in the emergence 
of postcolonial studies in the USA and the world with his ground-breaking 
Orientalism (1978). Said himself had American and Palestinian roots and was 
raised in the Middle East, mostly Egypt. AlI his life he remained a forceful 
spokesman for the rights of the Palestinians, and his interest in post­
colonialism was undoubtedly fueled by his own family history of exile. This 
was a history which, originating from different yet related circumstances, 
was also shared by Erich Auerbach, a German Jew who, because of the Nazis' 
coming to power in Germany in 1933, had to seek refuge in Turkish exile in 
1935, the year of Said's birth. In Istanbul, Auerbach became Professor of 
Romance Philology as successor to Leo Spitzer, another Jewish scholar, born 
in Austria but working in Germany, who had moved to Istanbul for the same 
reason a1ready in 1933. In 1969 Said, together with his wife, Maire, translated 
Auerbach's 1952 essay "Philologie der Weltliteratur" as "Philology and World 
Literature." It is in this essay that Auerbach, in words that recalI Goethe's 
most famous statement on world literature, proclaims that "our phi1010gica1 
home is the earth: it can no longer be the nation" (Auerbach 1969: 17). 

In 2003, the year of his death, Said provided an "Introduction" to a new 
edition of Auerbach's Mimemis: Dargestellte Wirklichkeit in der abendlandischen 
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Literatur, a work written during the latter's stay in Istanbul while WWIl was 
raging, published in German in 1947, and in an English translation (by 
Wiliard Trask) as Mimesis: the Representation of Reality in Western Litera­
ture in the USA in 1953. That introduction was republished in 2004 as part of 
what in effect would be Said's last, and posthumous, book: Humanism and 
Democratie Criticism. Hun1anisn1 and Democratie Criticism contains the 
revised versions of three lectures Said gave in January 2000 at Columbia 
University in an annual series of lectures on aspects of American culture. In 
his "Preface" to the book Said stipulates that in 2003 he expanded and 
revised his original lectures, adding a fourth lecture on Auerbach's "humanist 
masterpiece" Mimesis (Said 2003: xv) and that later on he added yet another 
lecture on "The Public Role of Writers and Intellectuals." Ali changes, he 
insists, were made because of the "terrible events of 9/11" (Said 2003: xvii). 
The destruction of the twin towers in New York led to a "changed political 
atmosphere" in the USA and beyond, he argues, which sets "America" 
against the world, and the "West" versus "Islam." Yet, and with what l can 
only see as a submerged reference to Goethe's ideas on world literature, he 
contends that "far more th an they fight, cultures coexist and interact fruitfuliy 
with each other" (Said 2003: xvi). And then he continues: "It is to this ide a of 
humanistic culture as coexistence and sharing that these pages are meant to 
contribute" (Said 2003: xvi). Said finds the example for such a humanistic 
culture in Auerbach and to a lesser extent in Spitzer. The example of the 
latter will be taken up fervently by Emily Apter in her The Translation Zone: 
A New Comparative Literature (2006). 

Auerbach and Spitzer were both nlembers of whatHans Ulrich GUlnbrecht 
caUs "the great Romance scholars" in Vom Leben und Stèrben der grossen 
Romanisten (2002; Life and Death of the Great Romance Seholars), a book in 
which he takes a close look at the careers of five major German scholars who 
have marked the discipline of Romance philology in the first half of the 
twentieth century: Karl Vossler, Ernst Robert Curtius, Leo Spitzer, Erich 
Auerbach, and Karl Krauss. Next to Auerbach and Spitzer, Curtius (1886-
1957) is also of interest for recent discussions on humanism and world 
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literature. It should not surprise us that the relevant statements on these issues 
by Curtius, Spitzer and Auerbachdate from during or after WWII. These 
scholars had experienced first hand the decline of "humanism" under N azism, 
and they felt the need to re-affirm this ideal. 

Even if WWII presented the stronger challenge to the humanist ideals of a 
European civilization, WWI had already shattered the (until then) rather 
complacent and essentially bourgeois idea of a great common European civi­
lization regardless of national peculiarities. After all, the Europe of before 
1914 stillcomprised a number of major multilingual and multiethnic empires, 
such as the Austro-H ungarian, the Russian, and the Ottoman empires. Germany, 
still divided into many sm aller - and some larger - states in Goethe's time, 
had become a powerful empire under Prussia. ltaly had been united by Gar­
ibaldi under the House of Savoy. Certainly, national pride ran high every­
where, but violent eruptions of nationalism had largely been "neutralized" 
ever since the numerous revolts of 1848, and the even earlier revolutions 
leading to the independence of Greece and Be1gium. However, the Balkans 
seethed with ethnic resentment, and the outbreak of WWI (in 1914) following 
the assassination of the Austro-Hungarian crown prince in 1914 blew the lid 
off the system of military and political balances and alliances that, with the 
exception of the Franco-German war of 1870, had kept Europe largely 
peaceful since N apoleonic times. 

Ernst Robert Curtius 

Ernst Robert Curtius, in the preface to the English (American) translation of 
his European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, starts out by saying that 
his own interest in literature, especially in Romance literatures, and even more 
specifically in first instance in French, and contemporary French at that, lit­
erature was spurred by WWI, and by his desire to make Germany's arch-enemy, 
France, more understandable to a German public. 

In fact, Gumbrecht, in his discussion of Curtius, speculates that the 
latter switched from pursuing a career in law (he obtained a doctorate at law 
in 1913) to one in philology because of the horrors he encountered as a sol­
dier in WWI. From the study of philology proper, Curtius soon also turned to 
the study of modem English literature, particularly T.S. Eliot and James 
Joyce. 

Increasingly though, as he argues in the preface to European Literature and 
the Latin Middle Ages, he became interested in Virgil and Dante, and in 
"what the roads were that led from the one to the other?" The answer, he 
says, "could not but be found in the Latin continuity of the Middle Ages ... 
and that in turn was a portion of the European tradition, which has Homer at 
its beginning and at its end, as we see today, Goethe" (Curtius 1953: vii). It is 
this tradition that Curtius saw as uprooted by WWI and its aftermath, 
"especially in Germany," as he puts it, and that, in 1932, led him to write a 
polemical pamphlet called Deutscher Geist in Gefahr (The German Spirit 
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Endangered) , in which he pleaded for a "new Humanism." With the rise to 
power of the Nazis in 1933 Curtius abandoned the study of contemporary 
literature and tumed to the study of the Latin Middle Ages, resulting in the 
publication, in German, in 1948, of the book he is now chiefly remelnbered 
for. This book, he stresses, "is not the product of purely scholarly interests ... 
it grew out of a concem for the preservation of Western culture" (Curtius 
1953: viii) and "it grew out of vital urges and under the pressure of a concrete 
historical situation" (Curtius 1953: x). "In order to convince," he says, "1 had 
to use the scientific technique which is the foundation of aIl historical inves­
tigation: philology"; yet he also hopes that it is clear that "philology is not an 
end in itself ... what we are dealing with is literature - that is, the great 
intellectual and spiritual tradition of Western culture as given form in language" 
(Curtius 1953: x). 

Several items deserve commenting on here. Said mentions Curtius only in 
passing in Humanism and Democratie Cri ti cism , in the chapter on Auerbach. 
It is clear though that he writes from premises strikingly similar to those of 
Curtius: the pressure of a concrete historical situation, the concern with 
Humanism to counter the rising tide of barbarism, and the turn to philology. 
Whereas Curtius wants his Humanism to bolster a tradition limited to the 
West, and specifically to Europe, and per haps even Western Europe, Said aims 
for his Humanisnl to open out to the world. The continuity Curtius seeks 
is that of a particular idea of Western culture. The continuity Said strives for 
is that of philology as a scientific-investigative method. In doing so, Said 
returns to the original use and impact of philology as applied by the earliest, 
Renaissance, humanists - that is, as a critical method with which to probe aIl 
received ideas and aIl false continuities. From this perspective, and without 
Said ever mentioning as much, we might see the Renaissance not as con­
tinuous with the Latin Middle Ages but rather as breaking with 
them precisely because it questions aIl Inedieval doxa. The details of why 
Said found this use of philology with Auerbach rather than with Curtius we 
will come to in a minute - suffice to note for now that Gurnbrecht draws a 
comparable parallel when it cornes to Curtius' and Auerbach's attitudes 
toward the Western tradition as expressed in their respective masterpieces, 
European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages and Mimesis. When referring 
to Curtius' rationale, as given in the preface and as discussed ab ove, 
for writing his European Literature and the Latin Middle Age, Gumbrecht 
asks: 

As if in those days it would not have been possible to do a little better. 
l mean an analysis or approach thatwould have been more apt 
to recognize in National Socialisnl also the proof for the falling apart of 
the European cultural tradition, rather than preaching its untrammeled 
conservation. The latter was precise1y the reaction of the emigrant Erich 
Auerbach, who until his very death never again succeeded in regaining 
faith in political expectations founded on cultural traditions. 
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(Ob damaIs nicht auch Besseres am Horizont des Moglichen stand. Ich 
meine ein Denken, welches geeignet gewesen ware, im N ationalsozia­
lismus auch die Evidenz für das Scheitern der europaischen Kulturtradi­
tion zu erleben, statt deren unversehrte Bewahrung zu predigen. Das 
genau war die Reaktion des Emigranten Erich Auerbach, dem es bis zu 
seinem Tod nicht mehr gelang, die auf kulturelle Tradition gesetzten 
politische Hoffnungen zu emeuern ... ) 

(Gumbrecht 2002: 67-68) 

Earlier I suggested that Said, in the very first paragraphs of his Preface to 
Humanism and Democratie Criticism, makes an oblique appeal to Goethe's 
ideas on world literature to plead the coexistence and fruitful interaction of 
cultures, and particularly to gainsay the supposed opposition between the 
West and, specifically, Islam, and beyond this "the rest." Implicitly, along 
with other recent critics who do so explicitly, he sees Goethe as being at the 
beginning of an opening up of European culture and literature toward the 
world. Curtius, as we saw earlier, sees Goethe as the endpoint of a homo­
geneous European tradition that Curtius himself seeks to restore. In "Fun­
damental Features of Goethe's World," published in 1949 and collected in 
Essays on European Literature (1973, 1950 in German as Kritische Essays zur 
europèiischen Literatur), Curtius pictures Goethe as an advocate of "aristo­
cratic individualism" who sought "connection only with the 'most excellent'" 
(Curtius,. 1973: 76), an elitist not in the political sense of the term, but rather 
in that of a select band of like-minded spirits past and present. Goethe, for 
Curtius, is "the final self-concentration of the western mind in a great individual" 
(Curtius, 1973: 90). Therefore, he is: 

something more and something other than a German poet . .. he 
is solidary with the spiritual heritage of Europe. He stands in the 
line of HOlner, Sophoc1es, Dante, Plato, Aristotle, Virgil, Dante, and 
Shakespeare. The consciousness of his place in this series is very much 
alive in him. His piety towards the "fathers," his alliance with the "digni­
fied men" of old and with the chorus of spirits of the past, his conviction 
that there is a realm of the "Masters," with whom he feels he belongs -
this most characteristic and remarkable trait of his form of mind acquires 
its deepest sense only now. This consciousness of solidarity through the 
millennia Shakespeare could not have had, Dante only within the Latin 
tradition. To Goethe it was given as a legitimation and corroboration of 
his mission. It is a sign, so to speak, from "the alphabet of the univers al 
spirit." 

(Curtius, 1973: 90-91) 

Curtius conc1udes his essay with reminding us that Goethe on occasion 
described himself as an "epigone poet," and that in a letter to Creuzer in 
1817 he wrote that epigone poets such as him "must revere the legacy of our 
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ancestors" and "bow before these men wholn the Holy Spirit has inspired and 
dare not ask, whence or whither." That attitude, Curtius says, "can today be 
the one that a 'small number' adopts towards Goethe" (Curtius, 1973: 91). 
Obviously, he counts himself among this "small number." But l think his 
epigonism went further than mere reverence; he wanted to restore the tradition 
of the Master and re-establish the continuity of European culture. 

Erich Auerbach 

It is against the Goethe drawn by Curtius that Auerbach turns in chapter 17 
of Mimesis, "Miller the Musician~" Mimesis was written under the pressure of 
the same war as Curtius' European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, not 
in Bonn, but in Istanbul. For Auerbach too it is philology, or what he calls 
the "method of textual interpretation," (Auerbach, 1953: 556) that underpins 
his findings. Other than Curtius, though, Auerbach does not chronicle the 
continuity of an unchangeable Western humanist tradition but rather the 
relentless "humanization" of that tradition from the ancients, both Greek and 
Latin, as well as ludaic, through a progressive intermingling of styles high 
and low, to French realism in the nineteenth century, when there is no longer 
a distinction of styles and the only thing left to form the subject of literature 
is "man." This is Humanism in its most bare and simple form - not heroes, 
not gods, but also not buffoons, the ones to be gloried or glorified, the others 
to be mocked and humbled, take center stage, but "nlan" pure and simple, 
and even "common" man at that. Goethe, Auerbach argues, could have 
played a major role in this development, and through hitn Germany. How­
ever, Goethe failed to fulfill the promise of his early work in this regard. And 
it wasn't just Goethe who failed in this respect. Fl~iedrieh Schiller, with an 
analysis of a passage from whose Luise Millerin (1782-83) the chapter in 
question starts, failed to make good on the promise ofnascent realism which 
this early work shows. The reason, Auerbach argues, is to be found in the 
political division of Germany at the end of the eighteenth century. The 
numerous petty potentates autocratiCally ruling often-tiny territories did 
everything in their power to stem the rising tide of social and political revo­
lution and maintain what was in effect a petty-bourgeois status quo. The 
youthful Goethe, as we have argued earlier, in his Sturm und Drang period, 
like Schiller in Luise Millerin, seemed poised to storm these bastions of pri­
vilege and immutability. However, after his conversion to neo-Classicism and 
his move to Weimar it is precisely those qualities that Curtius most admires in 
Goethe: his aristocratie individualism, his elitism, his loyalty to tradition, that 
make him shy away from social and politieal changes tending toward the 
inclusion of larger parts of the population, rising social classes, and in short 
what we would caB democracy. The inclusion and depiction of the common 
man, then, whieh the French and the English novel increasing1y successfully 
achieved during the nineteenth century, did not happen until much later in 
German literature. With Goethe's immense influence on nineteenth-century 
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German literature, next to Germany's political situation, acting as a brake, 
that literature never fully acceded to realism until, Auerbach argues, Thomas 
Mann's Buddenbrooks in 1901. 

Edward Said 

It is clear that Said recognizes in what he calls Auerbach's "humanist mas­
terpiece" (Said 2003: xv) much of what he advocated himself over the course 
of his own career as a critic. Most of the relevant points are highlighted in the 
chapters, or lectures, preceding that on Mimesis in Humanism and Democratie 
Criticism. Most of them come down to how humanism and philology work 
hand in hand to constitute not only a continuous regime of investigation and 
critique, but also of self-critique. Said starts from the premise that "the core 
of humanism is the secu1ar notion that the historical world is made by men 
and women, and not by God, and that it can be understood rationally 
according to the princip1e formulated by Vico in New Science, that we can 
really know only what we make or, to put it differently, we can know things 
according to the way they were made" (Said 2003: 11). This implies what the 
American scholar Djelal Kadir, taking his cue from Said's plea for a 
"worldly" criticism in The World, The Text, and the Critic (1983), has called 
the "worlding" (Kadir 2004) of both the work and the critic in the sense of a 
vivid awareness of their historicity, and particularly of the critic's self-awareness 
of her o~n relationship to her object of study and her discipline. This sensi­
tivity Said recognizes in how Auerbach, starting from a close textual analysis, 
and along philologicallines, relates each of the works he discusses to its par­
ticular historical setting not primarily by its content but by its use of language 
and structure. He also recognizes it in how Auerbach, at the end of Mimesis, 
stresses that each form of understanding is also a form of self-understanding 
at a particular time and in a particular place. This is clear in Auerbach's dis­
cussion of Goethe mentioned earlier when Goethe's reluctance to further the 
introduction of realism in German literature, and his conservatism in politics, 
or at Ieast his refusaI to actively uphold the causes of democracy and political 
unification in Germany in the post-N apoleonic era, are seen as possible 
causes for, or in any case as not having contributed to preventing, the 
unhappy fate that ultimately befell Germany, and Europe, at the time of 
Auerbach's writing of Mimesis. 

In the conclusion to Mimesis Auerbach defends why he does not offer any 
totalizing view of the Western tradition (and one immediately thinks of Cur­
tius's European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages) but rather works from 
almost random passages, and from works that Auerbach himself cIaimed were 
chosen equally at random, on the basis of his own ready knowledge and from 
what he had to hand in Istanbul during the war. Instead of "one order and 
interpretation," Auerbach says, he offers "many," so that what emerges is a 
"synthesized cosmic view or at least a challenge to the reader's will to inter­
pretive synthesis" (Auerbach 1953: 549, also quoted in Said 2003: 117). This 
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resembles nothing so much as that contrapuntal approach that Said himself 
had unfolded in Culture and Imperialism (1993), and to which he returns in 
Humanism and Democratie Criticism when he notes that the term "canon" 
not only refers to a "law" but also to a musical piece in which various voices 
pur sue and join each other (Said 2003: 25). Such contrapuntal reading then 
allows precisely for that permanent critique and self-critique that for Said are 
at the heart of Humanism: "that it is possible to be critical of humanism in 
the name of humanism and that, schooled in its abuses by the experience of 
Eurocentrism and empire, one could fashion a different kind of humanism 
that was cosmopolitan and text-and-language-bound in ways that absorbed 
the great lessons of the past from, say, Erich Auerbach and Leo Spitzer and 
more recently Richard Poirier, and still remain attuned to the emergent voices 
and currents of the present, many of them exilic, extraterritorial, and 
unhoused, as well as uniquely American" (Said 2003: 10-11). 

To apply these lessons, for Said, is also to world oneself as a humanist 
critic: "It means situating critique at the very heart of humanism, critique as 
a form of democratic freedom and as a continuous practice of questioning 
and of accumulating knowledge that is open to, rather than in denial of, the 
constituent historical realities of the post-Cold War world, its early colonial 
formation, and the frighteningly global reach of the last remaining super­
power of today" (Said 2003: 47). Especially in America, he argues, where so 
many people from so many traditions always have come and continue to 
mingle, such a "worldly" disposition is not only necessary, it is already 
inherent to the very make-up of the country: "American humanism, by virtue 
of what is available to it in the normal course of its own context and histor­
ical reality, is already in a state of civic· coexistence, and, to the prevailing 
worldview disseminated by D.S. officialdom - especially in its dealings with the 
world outside America - humanism provides little short of stubbom, and 
secular, intellectual resistance" (Said 2003: 49). Resistance, of course, is the 
term Said used earlier in Culture and In1perialism to refer to anti- and what 
we would now calI postcolonialliterature. That literature, in turn, can be seen 
as accomplishing what Auerbach says - in a passage at the very end of 
Mimesis that to me seems c1early not only to echo Goethe's ideas on world 
literature but also to extend them from Europe to the entire world - in rela­
tion to Virginia Woolf's To the Lighthouse. In the final chapter of his book 
Auerbach discusses how Woolf's novel, like so many other Modernist works, 
is anchored in what he calls "the random moment." "The more [this] is 
exploited," Auerbach argues, "the more the elementary things which our lives 
have in common come to light," or, in other words, the greater degree of 
reality is achieved. 

In this unprejudiced and exploratory type of representation we cannot 
but see to what an extent - below the surface conflicts - the differences 
between men's ways of life and forms of thought have already lessened. 
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[ ... ] There are no longer even exotic peoples. A century ago (in Mérimée 
for ex ample) , Corsicans and Spaniards were still exotic; today the term 
would be quite unsuitable for Pearl Buck's Chinese peasants. Beneath the 
confiicts, and also through them, an economic and cultural leveling pro­
cess is taking place. It is still a long way to a common life of mankind on 
earth, but the goal begins to be visible. 

(Auerbach, 1953: 552) 

In our age of globalization, but also of a return to ethics in literary studies, 
the passage of Auerbach's just cited begins to sound very much like an 
anticipated ethics of world literature, one moreover that certainly Said could 
unreservedly subscribe to. Sm aIl wonder then that precisely in his chapter on 
Auerbach, Said revises the former's negative judgment on Goethe, calling the 
latter a progenitor of the former and particularly of the "extraordinary 
attention to the minute, local detail of other cultures and languages" that the 
tradition of hermeneutical philology as embodied by Auerbach practices 
(Said 2003: 95). In a passage that may weIl reverberate with his Prefatorial 
remarks about the "much exacerbated confiict between what have been called 
'the West' and 'Islam' ," Said reminds us that Goethe "in the decade after 
1810 became fascinated with Islam generally and Persian poetry in parti­
cular," and that it was during this period that he composed his West-Oestli­
cher Diwan. "During the 1820s," Said continues, "those earlier thoughts 
carried him toward a conviction that nationalliteratures had been superseded 
by what he called Weltliteratur, or world literature, a universalist conception 
of aIl the literatures of the world seen together as forming a majestie sym­
phonie whole" (Said 2003: 95). This sentence reminds us that Said was not 
only an insightful literary cri tic and theoretician, but also an accomplished 
musician. Robert Young comments in this regard that, "Said's writings 
on music were the one arena where he necessarily moved away from his chosen 
model of German philology, particularly the tradition of Auerbach" (Young 
2010: 365). "The irony of Said's deep sense of affiliation to this tradition," 
Young adds, "was that its other branch, Oriental philology, was the very one 
that he attacked in Orientalism ... this constitutes the central contrapuntal 
paradox of Said himself, that he at once affirmed and placed himself in a 
tradition whose work also inc1uded that which he most vigorously denied" 
(Young 2010: 365). Looking back at the end of his life on his most infiuential 
book, Orien ta lism , Said called what he had tried to do in that book "huma­
nistic critique" (Said 2003). He explicitated that by what he called "humanism" 
he meant "first of aIl attempting to dissolve Blake's mind-forg'd manac1es so 
as to be able to use one's mind historically and rationally for the purposes of 
refiective understanding ... moreover humanism is sustained by a sense of 
community with other interpreters and other societies and periods: strictly 
speaking therefore, there is no such thing as an isolated humanist" (Said 
2003). Finally, let us also recall that Said, together with Daniel Bairenboim, 
was the founder, in 1999, of the West-Eastern Divan Orchestra, bringing 
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together young musicians from around the Near- or Middle-East, and most 
particularly inc1uding both Israelis and Palestinians. 

Leo Spitzer 

Like Said's Humanism and Democratie Criticism, Emily Apter's The Transla­
tion Zone: A New Comparative Literature "was shaped by the traumatic 
experienceof September Il, 200 1" (Apter 2006: vii). Apter is more concerned 
with the issues of translation and comparative literature, and therefore l will 
return to her book in more detai1 in following chapters. Here, though, l will 
briefly discuss the first part of her book, entitled "J'ranslating Humanism," 
which deals with how Humanism has been adapted, or "translated," in the 
work of Leo Spitzer, the third "grosser Romanist" (great Romance scholar) in 
Gumbrecht's tenn, specifically in relation to Auerbach and Said's reading of 
Auerbach. Discussing "Saidian Humanism" in the chapter of the same title, 
Emily Apter voiees her perplexity when reading Said's 2003 introduction to 
Auerbach's Mimesis at "what seemed to be a notieeable lack of attention to 
Auerbach's Eurocentrism" (Apter 2006: 69). Later on she will say that on a 
second reading she realized that, "Said was taking up the challenge of using 
Auerbachian humanism to fashion new humanisms, not merely because of a 
sober conviction that great books, on the grounds of their intrinsie merit, 
shouid continue to have traction in agIo bal, increasingly mediatized culture 
industry, but more because of his beHef that humanism provides futurai 
parameters for defining secular criticisln in a world increasingly governed by a 
sense of identitarian ethnie destiny and competing sacred tongues" (Apter 
2006: 72). With particular reference to world literature and humanism, how­
ever, she contends that Said wouid have done better to use Spitzer as his 
Ansatzpunkt (Auerbach's own term for what provides the philological critic 
with an "entry" into the text) than Auerbach. lndeed, she c1ain1s that what 
she calls Said's "Welt-humanism" in Humanis111 and Democratie Criticism "is 
indebted not so much to Auerbach as to Spitzer," and she cites Said COln­
menting Spitzer's statement in his famous 1948 essay "Linguistics and Lit­
erary History" that "the H umanist believes in the power of the human mind 
of investigating the human mind" with "Spitzer does not say the European 
mind, or oilly the Western canon ... He talks about the human mind tout 
court" (Apter 2006: 70; Said 2003: 26). Beyond this statement, though, Apter 
also sees other grounds for foregrounding Spitzer rather than Auerbach as 
prefiguring Said's ideas on a humanism that transcends the European. 

Apter rehearses how Said conducts a running debate with Auerbach from 
the very beginning of his career, with the translation (together with his wife 
Maire) of Auerbach's "Philology and World Literature" in 1969, over his use 
of him in Orientalism and The World, The Tex t, and the Critic, down to 
Humanisln and Democratie Criticism. As l have done earlier, she aiso stresses 
the paralleis between Said and Auerbach, and partieularly how Said himself 
repeatedly returns to Auerbach's condition of exile in Istanbul from 1935 to 
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1947. In contrast, Spitzer spent only three years in Istanbul, between when he 
fl.ed Cologne, where he was succeeded by Curtius, in 1933, and his further 
move to the United Sates in 1936. Yet, Apter shows, on the basis of interviews 
with former students of Spitzer's and Auerbach's at Istanbul, it was Spitzer 
that next to the dozen languages or so he already knew when he arrived in 
Istanbul quickly added Turkish to this array while Auerbach apparently never 
leamed the language. It was also in Spitzer's seminars that languages other 
than European ones featured. In fact, she argues, "the seminar also acted as a 
laboratory for working through what a philological curriculum in literary 
studies should look like when applied to non-European languages and litera­
tures" (Apter 2006: 55). For this reason, Apter credits Spitzer with "invent­
ing" comparative literature in its modern guise during his stay in Istanbul. "In 
retrospect," she conc1udes, "Spitzer's invention of comparative literature in 
Istanbul transformed philology into something recognizable today as the 
psychic life of transnational humanism" (Apter 2006: 64). 

FinaIly, what of the question about Humanism's alleged or necessary 
Eurocentrism? As we have seen, it aIl depends upon what one means with 
"Humanism." If one means by that term a certain idea of a European tradi­
tion rooted in the c1assics and passed on from especially the Renaissance, but 
more likely from the eighteenth century to the present, especially in estab­
lished forms of education, in the guise of a canon of great works, yes, it is 
Eurocentric and universalist in the worst sense - i.e. as projecting an ideal of 
Europea.n man as normative for the world at large. If, however, one means by 
it the marriage between philology as a cri tic al method and a concem for the 
human, Humanism becomes universalizing in Said's sense of critique and self­
critique. The Humanism of the Renaissance rests upon the re-discovery of 
classical civilization as the realm of the human instead of the divine, as was 
the case in medieval times. This is symbolized by the rediscovery of the 
human body as the legitimate and proper subject for art, as Kenneth Clark 
has convincingly shown in his celebrated study The Nude (1953), and by the 
philological study of texts not as divine revelation but as man-made. However, 
the adulation of the c1assics this initially implied also made them into a measure 
for conservatives to return to again and again, thus making Humanism for 
this group a permanent state in the past from which the present could only be 
a falling off. This adulation was for students of literature, and particularly 
world literature, still reinforced by Goethe's own continuo us retum to the 
classics, particularly the Greeks. The emergence of Humanism thus became 
for these conservatives the moment of fusion of classic/modem into a moment 
of stability, with Dante as the fulcrum of this meeting. This then also became 
the measure for Curtius who wanted to see continuity in European culture 
and literature, and hence of "etemal" Greek and Goethean values. His posi­
tion, mutatis mutandis, was shared by other conservatives such as T.S Eliot, a 
correspondent of Curtius'. The other camp stressed the evolving aspect of 
"humanity" in Humanism. This is what Said sees Auerbach doing, and what 
he himself put into practice. This necessarily also implies a retum to philology 
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in the original spirit of Humanism: as a critical instrument to analyze man­
made texts and worlds; Humanism not as the stabilization of Europe's past 
greatness but as Europe de-Europeanizing itself via self-critique; and in 
terms of world literature a Europe, to use Dipesh Chakrabarty's apt term, 
"provincializing" itself by universalizing its critical method. 

Conclusion 

• Because of Goethe's humanistic infatuation with ancient Greek and Roman 
culture, a world literature taking its cue from him, and especially from his 
insistence on the validity of the Classical as normative for universal humanity, 
has often been deemed inevitably Eurocentric. 

• Goethe's Humanism was confirmed and deepened by an extended trip to Italy 
he undertook while still a young man, during which he avidly went in search of 
Ancient monuments. 

• Humanism, however, is more than Ancient monuments; the rise of Humanism 
in the Renaissance also marks the rise of philology as investigative method to 
draw out the meaning of ail kind of texts. 

• The postcolonial critic and theoretician Edward Said insists precisely on the 
value of humanistic philology as an instrument also for self-critically investi­
gating the foundations of Humanism itself, and of that European civilization it 
undergirds. 

• Edward Said and Emily Apter draw on the examples of the German philolo­
gists Erich Auerbach and Leo Spitzer to argue that a world literature modeled 
upon Goethe's example and using humanistic philology as its instrument is not 
necessarily Eurocentric but is rather open to the world. 



3 World literature and comparative 
literature 

Overview 

The study and teaching of world literature have traditionally been seen 
as belonging to the province of the discipline of comparative literature. 
The Hungarian comparatist Arpad Berczik ev en calls comparative literature 
the "applied science of world literature" (Berczik 1972: 159; die angewandte 
Wissenschaft des Weltliteratur). In fact, the actual teaching of something 
called "world literature" has mainly been confined to the United States, and 
we will return to it in Chapter 4. As to the actual study of world literature, if 
in most writings on comparative literature there is the obligatory, but often 
also perfunctory, nod to the term, just as often the possibility of actually 
"doing'" world literature has been dismissed out of hand. This is especially 
true of the so-called "French" school of comparative literature, which from 
the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century practically commanded the 
field, and which heavily insisted on the "comparative" element in the dis­
cipline's practice. Moreover, in Europe or in the European tradition com­
parative literature in practice was the domain of a cultured elite naturally 
schooled in a variety of languages, often because of the specific political or 
other conditions they found themselves in. It is certainly no coincidence that 
many of the nineteenth-century forerunners of comparative literature, and of 
its earlier practitioners in the twentieth century, were Swiss or worked in that 
country. Additionally, the cultured elite in Europe during the nineteenth and 
early twentieth century as a matter of course understood, spoke and wrote 
French, and was educated with Latin and Greek as self-evident parts of the 
high school curriculum, with Latin often being a prerequisite for admission to 
university. Finally, scholars working in languages and literatures until WWII 
were almost invariably philologists, who as a matter of course studied European 
rather than single nationalliteratures. In the United States circumstances were 
completely different, and when after WWII the lead in comparative literature 
passed from Europe to the USA this also had immediate consequences for 
the study of world literature. The scope of the literatures that could be studied 
broadened significantly, no immediate filiation between various works studied 
need be demonstrated, and more general topics could be broached. For 
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various reasons, though, from the 1970s through the 1980s comparative literature, 
and world literature with it, were eclipsed by a rapid succession of theoretical 
movements that flourished in national literature, and particularly English 
departments, rather than comparative literature departments, at least in the 
United States. The recent renewed interest in world literature, though, has 
returned comparative literature to the center of American academe again. 
However, this is a much-changed comparative literature from its earlier days. 
Interestingly, though, the recent upswing of interest in world literature as 
fueled by cOlnparative literature goes hand in hand with a re-discovery, or in 
any case a re-reading and re-interpretation, of a number of pioneers in the 
field of comparative literature that are being re-appropriated for present-day 
concerns. In what follows l sketch the intricate, though until recently not 
necessarily very intimate, relationship between comparative literature, especially 
in its "French" and "American" guises, and world literature. 

Intimations of comparative literature 

The birth of comparative literature coincides with Goethe's observations on 
Weltliteratur. It also coincided, as we have seen in the first chapter, with the 
emergence of a clear consciousness of nationalliteratures and with the writing 
of their histories. It is not that histories of literature spanning a wider reach 
than a single country or one single language had not been written before. 
Guillén (1993: 27) mentions several eighteenth-century such histories which, 
like the first national histories he also mentions, and which l cited in the first 
chapter, were aIl written in Italy: Della storia e della ragione d'ogni poesia 
(1739; On the History and Reason of Ail Poetry) by Francesco Saverio Quadrio 
(1695-1756), the Discorso sulle vicende d'ogni letteratura (1760; Discourse on 
Tif/hat Happened in Ail Literature) of Carlo Denina (1731-1813), and espe­
cially the seven-volume Dell' origine, dei progressi e dello stato attuale d' ogni 
letteratura (1782-99; On the Origin, Development and Contemporary Situation 
of Ail Literature) by Juan Andrés (1740-1817), a Spanish Jesuit who worked 
most of his life in Italy. The eminent Swiss-American comparatist François 
Jost, in his Introduction to Comparative Literature (1974), adds an even earlier 
Italian ex ample to Guillén's: Storia della vulgar poesia (1698; A History of 
Poetry in the Vernacular) by Giovanni Mario Crescimbeni (1663-1728). Jost 
also mentions a number of ex amples from England and France. John Dryden 
(1631-1700), Jost points out, wrote a number of essays on various genres, as 
weIl as on comparisons between poetry and painting, in which he addressed 
more than one literature. In 1785, John Andrews (1736-1809) published a 
Comparative View of the French and EngUsh Nations in Theil' Manners, PoUtics, 
and Literature. In 1727 Voltaire (1694-1778) had already written an Essai sur 
la poésie épique (Essay on Epie .Poetry) and in 1762 Jean-Baptiste-René 
Robinet (1735-1820) offered his Considérations sur l'état présent de la littéra­
ture en Europe (Considerations on the Present State of Literature in Europe). 
Most of these, however, do not correspond to what as of the nineteenth 
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century we would normally consider "histories," that is to say they do not 
offer a continuous and reasoned narrative relating to people, works, and events. 

The transnational study of literature as practiced by comparative literature, 
Guillén (1993: 27) argues, could only come into being "when two events 
occur: one, when a large number of modem literatures - literatures that 
recognize themselves as such - conle into existence; and two: when a unitary 
or absolute poetics ceases to be an accepted model." Indeed, the older trans­
nationalliterary histories that Guillén mentions start from theassumption of 
an accepted neoc1assical model of a unitary or absolute poetics stretching 
back from their own times to the Greek and Roman c1assics, and from a sense 
of community over such poetics shared in the Republic of Letters mentioned 
in the first chapter. We might speak here, with the Anlerican comparatist 
Alexander Beecroft (2008: 95), who takes his eue from an article by the 
Indologist Sheldon Pollock (1996) on the Sanskrit "Cosmopolis," of a cos· 
mopolitan system in which, at variance with what Beecroft calls a "panchoric 
system," in which "a literary language allows literature to circulate among a 
set of political entities sharing a native language (but likely not a political 
regime)," "a cosmopolitan literary language creates a cross-cultural system, in 
which speakers of many languages share a conlmon literary idiom ... this 
language may be the cultural expression of a world-empire, or a nostalgie 
reminiscence of a former empire, or it may constitute a cultural world-empire 
without political ramifications." Writers, readers, and aIl men (and women) of 
letters ~efore the end of the eighteenth century shared in such a cosmopolitan 
system on the basis of first Latin, later complemented by French, as com­
monly shared languages, as well as on the basis of a COlnmon understanding 
of what "letters" stood for. One of the ironies of history is that the German 
philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), who in his PerpetuaI Peace: 
A Philosophical Sketch (1795) defended cosmopolitanism and is still valued as 
one of the most important philosophers on the issue, with his Critique of 
Judgment, as briefly argued in the first chapter, also paved the way for the 
conception of "literature" as the new name for what until then had been 
known as "belles-lettres" within the general category of "letters" as an 
autonomous domain ruled by taste (judgment) and not by "truth," like sci­
ence, and hence also for the separation of the unitary realm of "letters," as 
shared around Europe, into distinct national "literatures." 

Once the new national literatures came into their own, they also called 
forth, in an almost Hegelian dialectic, a new intemationalism in the form of 
both Goethe's Weltliteratur and the early stirrings of comparative literature. 
Guillén cites Joseph Texte (1865-1900), one of the earliest official compara­
tive literature scholars, when looking back in 1898 at the birth of the dis­
cipline, as concluding that Romantic criticism had been "in one sense, an 
agent of concentration, and in another, an agent of expansion" (Guillén 1993: 
28). It had been an agent of concentration in furthering national literatures; 
an agent of expansion by furthering the transnational dimension of literature. 
We can already see the combination of this twofold process in De la 
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littérature considérée dans ses rapports avec les institutions sociales (1799; On 
Literature Considered in Relation to Social Insitutions) and De tAllemagne 
(1810; On Germany) by the Swiss Madame (Anne Louise Germaine) de Staël 
(1776-1817), and Littérature du midi de l'Europe (1813; Literature fi'om the 
South of Europe) by the equally Swiss Jean-Charles Léonard Simonde de 
Sismondi (1773-1842). These works, as 1 have also argued with regard to 
Goethe on Weltliteratur, simultaneously look back at the Republic of Letters 
and forward to the new Romantic era of nationalliteratures. 

Mme de Staël was the center of a cosmopolitan circle at her salon in Paris 
and her estate in Coppet, Switzerland, with as regular members a.o. Sismondi, 
the Swiss-French Benjalnin Constant (1767-1830), and the German writer 
and philologist August Wilhelm (von) Schlegel (1767-1845). The celebrated 
British-Scots poet Byron (1788-1824) was also, during certain periods, a fre­
quent visitor. Together, along with like-minded writers and thinkers across 
Europe, they can be considered as part of what the French critic Paul van 
Tieghem (1871-1959) in one of the earliest systematic treatments of com­
parative literature as a discipline calls the fourth cosmopolitan age in 
European letters: "After the Christian and Chilvalresque cosmopolitanism 
of the middle ages, after the humanist cosmopolitanism of the Renaissance, after 
the classicist and philosophical cosmopolitanism of the Age of Enlightenment, 
there appears a Romantic and historical cosmopolitanism that, more than its 
predecessors, takes into account national differences, deigns to accept them and 
does its best to understand them" (Van Tieghem 1931: 27-28; Apres le cosmopo­
litisme chrétien et chevaleresque du moyen âge, apres le cosmopolitisme huma­
niste de la renaissance, apres le cosmopolitisme classique et philosophique de 
l'âge des lumières, paraît un coslnopolitisme romantique et historique qui tient 
con1pte, beaucoup plus que ses prédécesseurs, des différences nationales, qui 
se plaît à les accepter et s'efforce de les comprendre). It is in this context 
that Van Tieghem refers to Goethe and Weltliteratur: "That is why Goethe, in 
1827, spoke to Eckermann about world literature (Weltliteratur) as the totality 
of all singular literatures, a totality that one should take into account so as 
not to fall victim to national prejudices" (Van Tieghem 1931: 27; C'est ainsi 
que Goethe, en 1827, parlait à Eckermann de la "littérature universelle" 
[Weltliteratur] comme de l'ensemble des littératures particulières, ensemble 
qu'il faut savoir considérer pour ne pas être dupe de préjugés nationaux). 

The works of De Staël and Sismondi are often cited as forerunners to 
comparative literature proper, as is the Geschichte der Poesie und Beredsam­
keit seit dem Ende des 13. lahrhunderts (1801-19; a twelve-volume History of 
Poetry and Eloquence since the End of the Thirteenth Century), by the German 
philosopher and critic Friedrich Bouterwek (1766-1828). August Wilhelm 
Schlegel actually used the word "comparison" in his Comparaison entre 
Phèdre de Racine et celle d'Euripide (1807; A Comparison between the Phèdre 
of Racine and that of Euripides). Certainly, "comparison" was a buzzword at 
the turn of the nineteenth century, though initially in the sciences rather than 
in literature. It indicated a scientific method that had become very popular 
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especially in anatomy and philology. In the former field its main proponent 
was the French naturalist Georges Cuvier (1769-1832) who in 1800 had 
published his Leçons d} anatomie comparée (Lessons in Comparative Anatomy) 
and which had met with great success across Europe. In philology, the name 
of the English jurist and orientalist William Jones (1746-94) stands out. With 
his work on Sanskrit, relating it to most of Europe's languages as wel1 as to 
Persian, and positing a common ancestry for them aH, Jones is usual1y seen as 
the founder of comparative linguistics. 

Comparative literature: the early years 

The birth of comparative literature as a discipline proper is to be situated in 
France. Jost (1974) mentions as the earliest instance of the documented use of 
"littérature comparée" a Cours de littérature comparée, comprising a series of 
textbooks published in 1816 byJean-François-Michel Noël (1755-1841) and 
several collaborators. As Jost hastens to point out, though, Noël's col1ection 
merely consisted of an assemblage of texts, without any truly comparative 
framework. The true origins of the discipline are to be found with Abel­
François Villemain (1790-1870), Philarète Chasles (1798-1873) and Jean-Jacques 
Ampère (1800-864). In the 1820s, Vil1emain, professor of Eloquence at the 
Sorbonne, presented a series of lectures that resulted in a number of volumes 
published in 1828, 1829 and 1830 under the titles Tableau de la littérature au 
XVIIIe ~iecle (Survey of Eigtheenth-Century Literature) and Tableau de la 
littérature au Moyen Age en France} en Italie} en Espagne et en Angleterre 
(Survey of Medieval Literature in France) Italy} Spain and England), addres­
sed to the "amateurs de la littérature comparée" (Guillén 1993: 24; amateurs 
of comparative literature). Ampère, in 1830, delivered his inaugural lecture to 
the Marseilles Athénée discourses on the "comparative history of arts and of 
literature" (histoire comparative des arts et de la littérature). Two years later 
he was appointed by the University of the Sorbonne in Paris, where he again 
referred in his inaugural lecture there to "this comparative study, without 
which literary history is not complete" (cited in Pichois and Rousseau 1967: 
16; cette étude comparative, sans laquelle l'histoire littéraire n'est pas com­
plete). Finally, Philarète Chasles, whom l already dealt with in sorne detail in 
the first chapter, dedicated his inaugural lecture at the Parisian Athénée in 
1835 to "la littérature étrangère comparée" (foreign literatures compared). 
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The new discipline received its popular consecration in France when the 
celebrated critic Charles-Augustin Sainte-Beuve (1804-69) in two articles on 
Jean-Jacques Ampère, in 1840 and in 1868, talks of "l'histoire littéraire comparée" 
and "littérature comparée," respectively. Though the importance of Ampère 
for the early development of comparative literature has always been recog­
nized, until recently his work had not drawn any particular attention from the 
point of view of world literature. Now, however, and along the 1ines of what 
we will also see happening further on with such figures as Hugo Melzl and 
Georg Brandes, Ampère is in the process of being reclaimed as an alternative 
starting point for the actual discipline of comparative literature - alternative, 
that is, to what toward the end of the nineteenth century hardened into 
the" orthodox" form of comparative literature practiced in France, and under 
French influence in most of the Western academic world. Françoise Lionnet 
(2011: 328), in her contribution The Routledge Companion to World Literature 
sees Ampère as "an early advocate of a global approach to French literature, 
and a believer in its fundamental heterogeneity." 

In 1847 Charles Louandre (1812-82), with a reference to Chasles, pro­
claims in the Revue des Deux Mondes that "the comparative study of litera­
ture has put in circulation a myriad of new ideas" (cited in Pichois and 
Rousseau 1967:18; l'étude comparée des littératures a mis en circulation une 
foule d'idées nouvelles). If from the 1840s on, then, comparative literature has 
become an accepted enterprise, at least in France, this is not to say that this 
new way of looking at literature also was honored with official chairs at 
French universities. For sure, a number of courses in comparative -literature 
were instituted, mostly under the tutelage of chairs in foreign literatures, but 
no independent chairs. The first such chairs were created in Italy and in 
Switzerland. The very first chair would seem to have been created in Naples, 
although accounts differ to its regard. According to Jost (1974: 12) a chair in 
comparative literature was created in Naples in 1861 for the Italian scholar 
and politician Francesco de Sanctis (1817-83) who, however, could only take 
up his professorship in 1871. For Pichois and Rousseau (1967: 19), De Sanctis 
a1ready became Professor in Comparative Literature at Naples in 1863 upon 
the creation of a chair there. In Switzerland a chair in "littérature moderne 
comparée" was created in Geneva in 1865. France followed in 1890 with 
the appointment of Joseph Texte to a newly created chair in Comparative 
Literature at the University of Lyons. 

Beyond France: Hugo Meltzl and Max Koch 

In the second half of the nineteenth century comparative literature spread to 
the rest of Europe, and beyond. The Hungarian periodical Tudomémytar, 
founded in 1834, regularly reporteçl on various European literatures (Berczik 
1972). However, not everything that appeared in its pages unhesitatingly was 
in support of a Goethean Weltliteratur. In 1836 the journal published an article 
by the German poet and critic Wolfgang Menzel (1798-1873), a staunch 
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opponent of Goethe and Heinrich Heine. Menzel blamed Goethe for what he 
considered the sins of the early "Young Germany" movement: "world citi­
zenship, Saint-Simonism (a form of utopian socialism named after the French 
writer and social critic Saint Simon [1760-1825], TD), anti-religious attitudes, 
immorality" (Berczik 1972: 161; Weltbürgertum, Saint-Simonismus, anti-religiose 
Einstellung, Immoralitat). In Berczik's words: "the ill-guided young writers 
propagated a world literature in the sense of Goethe's which, if one is not 
careful, supplants nationalliterature, Menze1 says ... [and] ... in the final part 
of his essay he reproaches the 'Young Germany' writers that they proc1aim 
the Republic of Literature, the 'World Republic,' and that 'this is being pre­
pared for by world 1iterature" , (Berczik 1972: 161; Die irregeleiteten jungen 
Schriftsteller verkünden im Sinne Goethes die Weltliteratur, die - wenn man 
nicht gut aufpasst - das nationale Schrifttum verdrangen wird, - sagt Menzel ... 
[and] ... im Schlussteil s~ines Aufsatzes wirft er den Dichtern des "Jungen 
Deutschland" vor, dass sie die Republik der Literatur, die "Weltrepublik" 
proklamieren, und "diese wird durch die Weltliteratur vorbereitet"). 
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More importantly, the first ever comparative literature journal properly so 
named was founded in 1877 in present-day Cluj (officially Cluj-Napoca) 
in Romania, but which at the time went by the names of Klausenburg in 
German and Kolozsvar in Hungarian, and which was the capital of the then 
province of Transylvania in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Edited by Hugo 
Meltzl (1846-1908; also known as Hugo von Meltzl and Hugo Meltzl de 
Lomnitz) and Samuel Brassai (1800-97) the journal first appeared under a 
multilingual title, which in all1anguages used basically said it to be a "journal 
of comparative literature." As of 1879 it changed its title to Acta Compar­
ationis Litterarum Universarum, and it is under this title that it entered the 
history of comparative literature. Meltzl became the sole editor upon Brassai's 
retirement in 1883, and this until the journal's demise in 1888. Brassai 
belonged to the Hungarian-speaking population of Transylvania, Meltzl to 
the German-speaking minority long established there. In the countryside 
around Cluj Romanian was the dominant language. Brassai's and Meltzl's 
journal not only reflected the multilingualism of the region, it actively pro­
moted po1yglottism as a standard for comparative literature. In the first of 
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three parts of a programmatic article on the "Present Tasks of Comparative 
Literature" published in the first three issues of the journal Meltzl dec1ared 
that "a journallike ours, then, must be devoted at the same time to the art of 
translation and to the Goethean Weltliteratur (a term which German literary 
historians, particularly Gervinus, have thoroughly misunderstood)" (Meltzl 
1973: 56). In the second part, fearing that his emphasis on translation in the 
first part of his statement had been misunderstood, he hastened to correct 
himself and to substitute the "principle of translation" with "the principle of 
polyglottism." Still, he dec1ared, it should be obvious that, 

These polyglot efforts have nothing in common with any kind of uni­
versaI fraternization ... the ideals of Comparative Literature have nothing , 
to do with foggy, "cosmopolitanizing" theories; the high aim (not to say 
tendencies) of a journal like ours would be gravely misunderstood or 
intentionally misrepresented if anybody expected us to infringe upon the 
national uniqueness of a people. ... It is, on the contrary, the purely 
national of al! nations that Comparative Literature means to cultivate 
lovingly ... Our secret motto is: nationality as individuality of a people 
should be regarded as sacred and inviolable. 

(Meltzl 1973: 59-60) 

This leads Meltzl to mount a defense for small literatures, for the "spiritual 
life of 'literatureless people s' ," and thence also for "folk literature,'.' even to 
the point of comparing the extinction of a people's literature to that of the 
people itself. Surely, he continues, this should be impossible "in a time when 
certain animal species such as the mountain goat and the European bison are 
protected against extinction by elaborate and strict laws" (Meltzl 1973: 60). 
Returning to the issue of "world literature," he claims it to be generally n1is­
understood in his day, "for today every nation demands its own 'world lit­
erature' without quite knowing what is meant by it ... by now, every nation 
considers itself, for one good reason or another, superior to aIl nations, and 
this hypothesis, worked out into a complete the ory of suffisance, is even the 
basis of much modern pedagogy which today practically everywhere strives to 
be 'national'" (Meltzl 1973: 60-61). In the first part of his essay he had 
already given as his opinion that, "as every unbiased man of letters knows, 
modern literary history, as generally practiced today, is nothing but an ancilla 
historiae politicae, or even an ancil!a nationis" (Meltzl 1973: 56). Meltzl 
conc1udes the second part of his essayas follows: 

True "world literature," therefore, in our opinion, can only rell1ain an 
unattainable ideal in the direction of which, nevertheless, aIl independent 
literatures, i.e. aIl nations, shoùld strive. They should use, however, only 
those means which we have called the two most important comparative 
principles, translation and polyglottism, never acts of violence or barbarie 
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hypotheses which will be profitable for nobody but which unfortunately 
appear occasionally even in the great European journals . 

. (Meltzl 1973: 61) 

The principle of polyglottism had implicitly already been flagged in the jour­
nal's first name appearing as it did on its title page in eleven languages. In the 
third part of his programmatic statement, on "Decaglottism," Meltzl proposes 
ten working languages for the journal: German, English, French, Icelandic, 
Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, Swedish, Dutch, and Hungarian, next to Latin­
no Romanian. In practice, most articles were in German and H ungarian. In 
its later years the Acta increasingly concentrated on one of the aspects that 
Meltzl highlighted as the province of what he considered "world literature" -
that is to say, the folkloric - offering examples from around the world in the 
original with adjacent translations. 

It should also be said that the Acta, notwithstanding its ambitions, and 
probably at least partially due to its relatively inauspicious site of publication, 
never had more th an a few score subscribers and readers. These formed also 
the core of the Societas Comparationis Litterarum Univers arum, labeled by 
David Damrosch, in his entry on Meltzl in the Routledge Companion to 
World Literature (2011: 15), as "probably the world's first Comparative 
Literature Association." Damrosch (2011: 20), conc1udes that: 

It is .only in recent years that comparatists have begun to recover the fully 
global perspective that Goethe anticipated and that Meltzl's journal truly 
began to embody. We can now return to the origins of comparative 
literature with new appreciation for the complexities of the pioneers' 
situations, nowhere better represented than in Meltzl's polyglot anti­
cosmopolitanism. Little read in Meltzl's lifetime, the Acta Comparationis 
Litterarum Universarum makes fascinating reading today, and it can help 
us create a study of world literature that truly deserves the name. 

Neohelicon, a Hungarian comparative literature journal founded in 1973 by 
the Hungarian Academy of Sciences with the particular purpose of support­
ing the publication of the International Comparative Literature Association's 
ongoing series of literary histories in European languages, took as its subtitle 
"Acta Comparationis Litterarum Universarum," thus laying explicit claim to 
Meltzl's legacy. 

It is not only Neohelicon and the Hungarians though that claim Melzl's 
legacy. In fact, if l have dwelt upon Meltzl in such detail it is because he has 
become somewhat of aniconic figure for comparatists, especially in the 
United States, since the beginning of the twenty-first century. Damrosch in 
particular, but in his wake others such as Haun Saussy, have seized upon 
Meltzl to at least partially reground the genealogy of comparative literature 
in the direction of a globalized multilingual, or polyglottal, discipline. l will 
return to why this is so later in this chapter - suffice to say (at this point) that 
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not everyone agrees with Damrosch's benign view of Meltzl, and even less 
with the twist given to it by Haun Saussy (Saussy 2006b) in his own con­
tribution to the 2006 volume Comparative Literature in an Age of Globaliza­
tion he compiled for the American Comparative Literature Association 
(Saussy 2006a). 

Reasoning that "philological study. that incorporates both German and 
Hungarian cannot plot its course on cognates or COlnmon ancestors, 
for Hungarian belongs to a separate language family entirely; the science will 
have to suspend its allegiance to genealogical reasoning and take its bearings 
from reports of contact or similarity," Saussy (2006: 8) singles out Meltzl's 
inclusion of Hungarian as one of the working languages of the Acta as "the 
first in a long series of gestures by which comparative literature questions 
the criteria for inclusion in the set of objects known as 'literature,' ... and also 
the decisive swerve of an established academic discourse (the comparative 
philological method) toward a Goethean horizon in which world literature, 
coming from aIl directions, is whatever the world takes to be literature" 
(Saussy 2006: 8). Saussy is overlooking three things here. To begin with, 
Meltzl himself at the outset of the first part of his 1877 programmatic state­
ment feels it necessary to insist that his new journal is not to be taken as a 
philological enterprise. Second, even if comparative philology, as Meltzl 
himself underlines, is indeed an "established academic discipline" in 1877, 
comparative literature, as Meltzl insists upon even more strong1y, definitely is 
not. And third, as David Marno highlights, Me1tzl's "polyglot anti-cosmopo­
litanism," in Damrosch's characterization, is not, as Saussy itnplicitly takes it 
to mean because of its inclusion of Hungarian, "a sign of his refusaI to be 
complicit with the general trend of nationalist-historicist sciences in the nine­
teenth century," (Marno 2008: 38). Rather, Marno argues, it is "a position 
that has very transparent political motives: a last position accessible to 
someone who wants to advocate the literature of a country that had lost its 
war for national independence just two decades earlier, a country that around 
this time, in the aftermath of the 1867 compromise between Austria and 
Hungary, was becoming more powerful than it had been in more than 300 
years" (Marno 2008: 40-41). 

The fact is that not only did Meltzl not include Romanian as one of the 
working languages of his journal, but also he excluded all other languages of 
aIl other minorities in the Austro-Hungarian Empire: Czech, Serbo-Croat, 
Slovene, Slovak, as weIl as the language of that Empire's powerful 
neighbor (and neighborparticularly to Hungary) to the East, that is to say 
Russia. Meltzl's position 011 polyglottism, then, has at least as much to do 
with consolidating the position of his own country's language and literature in 
the contemporary political conditions as with his propagation of a Goethean 
Weltliteratur. In fact, in the second part of his 1877 programmatic statement 
Meltzl, when soft-pedaling on the importance of translation as announced in 
the first part, specifically in relation to Goethean world literature, had said 
that "the means should not be mistaken for the end ... Goethe was still able 
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to conceive of his 'Weltliteratur' as basically, or even exc1usively? (German) 
translation which for him was an end in itself' (Meltzl 1973: 58). Meltz1 here 
seems to be implying that Goethe could afford his cosmopolitanism because 
even if he was comparing the position of German literature unfavorably with 
that of English and especially French literature, he was still writing from the 
comfort of a major language, and hence from a position of power. Meltzl's 
situation, when it comes not to his own native language, which was German, 
but to his national language, which was Hungarian (he gained some notoriety 
for holding his inaugural lecture as Professor of Germanistik, and against 
Gervinus's interpretation of Goethe's Weltliteratur, in Hungarian [Marno 
2008: 40]), was exactly the opposite. He needs to defend polyglottism as a 
defense against the encroachment of German, yet he also needs to raise 
Hungarian above the status of the other minority languages in the Austro­
Hungarian Empire, particularly Romanian. He does so by inc1uding Hun­
garian into his list of ten European literatures that according to him had 
achieved "c1assicism" (Schulz and Rhein 1973: 230). As Schulz and Rhein 
note, Melzl never precisely detines what he means by the latter term. He does 
list the works with which he sees each of these literatures acceding to "c1as­
sicism." For Hungarian literature this is with the nineteenth-century writers 
J6zsef Eotvos (1813-71) and Sandor Petofi. (1823-49).The latter was, next to 
a noted poet, also a revolutionary, who died most probably (his body was 
never found) in a battle for Hungarian independence. In his journal Meltzl 
repeated~y came back ta the poetry of Petofi, commenting upon it, translating 
it. Here again we can see Meltzl's dual interests in comparative literature as a 
discipline, a calling even, and a means of furthering patriotic concerns. It 
should be said, though, that Meltzl did pay critical attention to literature in 
Romanian and in languages other than his journal's ten working languages. 

If for Damrosch and Saussy Meltzl is the good guy, and his journal the 
beacon shining bright at the beginning of the institutionalization of the dis­
cipline of comparative literature, lighting the way for present-day and future 
comparatists and world literature scholars; the bad guy is Max Koch (1855-
1931), first Professor at Marburg and later at Breslau (now Wroc1aw in 
Poland). In 1886 he founded the Zeitschrift für vergleichende Litteratur­
geschichte, published in Berlin. Koch's journal published on almost the same 
things as Meltzl's, but did so exc1usively in German, and from a German 
point of view. In fact, in his programmatic statement to his new journal 
Koch emphasized that "German literature and the advancement of its his­
torical understanding will form the starting point and the center of gravit y 
for the endeavors of the Zeitschrift fiir vergleichende Litteraturgeschichte" 
(Koch 1973: 77). Damrosch (2006: 110) remarks that, "Koch's journal must 
have seemed to Meltzl ta represent not merely a personal affront but also a 
real step backward in scholarly terms." Meltzl's journal was almost immedi­
ately overshadowed by its more powerful rival, and in 1888 it ceased pub­
lication. N otwithstanding Damrosch's rather negative judgment on Koch and 
his journal, one has to admit that Koch was probably simply more in tune 
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with the way comparative literature in Europe was developing than Meltzl. 
Koch too drew upon the legacy of Goethe and his Weltliteratur, but unlike 
Meltzl, who rejected Goethe's penchant for world literature in German 
translation in favor of polyglottism, he welcomed it, in his opening statement 
to his journal approvingly quoting Goethe's review of Carlyle's German 
Romance in Über Kunst und Altertum VI, 2 that: 

True general tolerance will be achieved most surely when we leave untou­
ched the special qualities of individuals and individual peoples but at the 
same time hold on to the conviction that the truly meritorious belongs to 
all mankind. For a long time now, the Gern1ans have contributed to such 
a mediation and mutual acceptance. Those who know and study the 
German language find themselves in that marketplace where an nations 
offer their wares; by acting as interpreters, they enrich themselves. 

(Koch 1973: 75) 

In the spirit of Goethe, then, Koch saw the use of German as the working 
language of his journal as actually promoting understanding among scholars 
of various nations because of its mediatory role. Indeed, while admiring 
Meltzl's principle of polyglottism, Damrosch admits that the actual number of 
articles published in languages other than German and Hungarian in Meltzl's 
journal, and especially in lesser known languages such as Icelandic, and even 
Latin, was very small. We may even wonder whether such polyglottism may 
not have hampered the journal's accessibility rather th an enhancing it. In any 
case, Koch's approach, with its turn to literary history - "but all consideration 
ofworld literature is, after all, comparative literary history" (Koch 1973: 76)­
was certainly closer to that of the French "school" (Guillén 1993: 47, prefers 
to calI it the "hour") of comparative literature then becolning dominant in 
Europe and even beyond, rooted in positivism, and turning away from for 
instance folklore. Meltzl had increasingly turned to folklore in the later issues 
of the Acta. Koch noticed that the interest in Germany in such studies had 
been waning for sorne time while in other European countries journals spe­
cializing in folklore had been founded. Still, he invited contributions on the 
subject to his Zeitschrift, perhaps in an effort to undercut Meltzl here too, as 
Damrosch (2006: 110) suggests he also did in other ways. Nevertheless, 
Damrosch too seems forced to admit that Koch was more alert to the times 
when he states that "more broadly, the great-power perspective became domi­
nant in Comparative Literature for a full century thereafter" (Damrosch 2006: 
110). Moreover, as Schulz and Rhein (1973: 66) put it in their introduction to 
their reprint of Koch's opening statement to his journal, which kept appearing 
until 1910: "At a time when there was no other organ to propagate the aims 
and possibilities of the young discipline, Koch's two periodicals (next to the 
Zeitschrift he also edited nine volumes of Studien zur vergleichenden Litera­
turgeschichte, 1901-9) fostered, kept alive and shaped comparative literature 
and bestowed upon it the academic respectability that it needed." 
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Comparative literature: the French school 

In his opening statement to the Zeitschrift für vergleichende Litter­
aturgeschichte Koch quoted Moritz Carrière (1817-95), professor at the Uni­
versity of Munich, where he mainly lectured on aesthetics, on comparative 
literature as a "science" (Koch 1877 quoted in Schulz and Rhein 1973: 76, 
Carrière 1884). Certainly, this was in tune with the trend of the times, especially 
so in France which, although it was very late in recognizing the discipline 
with the institutionalization of dedicated university chairs, nevertheless during 
the second half of the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth century 
continued as the undisputed center of comparative literature. As Guillén 
(1993: 35) stresses, summarizing René Wellek's survey of the history of com­
parative literature in the latter's Discriminations (1970), under the influence of 
the positivism of the French critic and literary historian Hippolyte Taine 
(1828-93), who based himself on the philosophy of August Comte (1798-
1857), one of the founders of the discipline of sociology and one of the ear­
lie st philosophers of science, two principles, or perhaps preoccupations, pre­
dominat6d in the approach to comparative literature imposing itself in France 
as of the 1850s: factualism and scientism. Scientism meant tha~ phenomena in 
literature had to be explainable from ascertainable causes. This is where 
Taine's famous triad "race, milieu, moment" appears, explaining, or reducing, 
everything human to the interplay between national character ("race" in the 
nineteenth century basically meant "nation" or "ethnicity," see for instance 
Robert Young 1995), the social environment, and historical time. In practice, 
this gave a strong boost to the study of national literatures as "naturally" 
emanating from, and giving voice to, a particular people's "national char­
acter" springing from precisely such interplay. The advent of Darwinian evo­
lutionism would only strengthen this methodological tendency. Especially 
Ferdinand Brunetière (1849-1906), Professor of French Language and Lit­
erature at the École Normale in Paris, took a Darwinian approach to litera­
ture, as demonstrated in his L J évolution de la poésie lyrique en France (1894; 
The Development of Lyrical Poetry in France). As Guillén (1993: 36) puts it, 
"The literature of a country thus became a biological variety, a subspecies of 
universalliterature; and the task of the comparatist was to be the elucidation 
of the cross-fertilizations and other grafts that link these subspecies and give 
rise to their mutations, hybridization, and growth ... the integrity of the 
individu al components of literature was not in doubt, owing to a firm belief 
in the uniqueness of the char acter of each people." Vnder these conditions 
factualism then meant that such "elucidations" would have to happen on the 
basis of observable and demonstrable facts. In practice, this meant "comparing" 
works, authors, etc. from at least two different European literatures. 

Brunetière and Fernand Baldensperger (1871-1958), together with Joseph 
Texte, who died very young in 1900, were the "face" of French comparatism 
around the turn of the twentieth century. In his opening address to the section 
on "histoire comparée des littératures" (comparative history of literatures) of 
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a Historical Congress held in Paris in 1900, Brunetière readily admitted that 
"European literature is only a branch, or better yet a province, and maybe 
even a narrow province, in the almost infinite field of Comparative Literature" 
(Brunetière 1973: 159). At the same time, he also firmly pleaded sticking to 
European literature guided by "only one principle, which l hope you will 
understand as evident, and it is that the studies of comparative literature are 
related only to that which is comparable" and that "by a reasonable extension 
it follows that the productions of a great literature do not concern us except 
as we have seen the resultant consequences of this contact" (Brunetière 1973: 
168). French comparative literature, then, mainly concentrated on so-called 
"influence studies." Indicatively, Texte, who was a pupil of Brunetière's and 
followed the guidelines for the study of literature laid down by the latter in his 
L'évolution de la poésie lyrique, started off his career with a book on J J. 
Rousseau et les origines du COs1110politisme littéraire (1895; Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau and the Origins of LiteraiT Cosmopolitanisln). Baldensperger did the 
same with Goethe en France (1904; Goethe in France). The same Balden­
sperger, who first had taught at Nancy and Lyon, in 1910 became professor at 
the Sorbonne, and together with Paul Hazard (1878-1944), himself likewise 
professor at the Sorbonne as of 1919 and from 1925 on Professor of Com­
parative Literature at the prestigious Collège· de France, founded the Revue de 
littérature comparée (1921-). 

Baldensperger held a visiting professorship at Columbia University (1917-
19). In 1935 he became Professor and Chair of Comparative Literature at Harvard 
University, from which he moved to the University of California-Los Angeles 
in 1940 until his retirement in 1945. Hazard held a visiting professorship at 
Columbia University from 1932 to 1940. Thus, the influence of the French 
school of comparative literature stretched to the United States in the guise of 
its most prestigious universities - universities moreover that had been among 
the first to create chairs of comparative literature, Harvard in 1891 and 
Columbia in 1899. The handbooks on comparative literature that appeared in 
France in the first half of the twentieth century basically raised the ideas of 
Baldensperger and his followers to dogma. As late as 1951 Jean-Marie Carré, 
Baldensperger's successor at the Sorbonne, in his preface to his former pupil 
Marius-François Guyard's La littérature comparée (Comparative Literature), 
insisted that "comparative literature is not literary comparison," but that it is 
"a branch of literary history," and that it is "the study of international intel­
lectual relations, of the actual connections that existed ... between the works, 
the inspirations, or even the lives of writers belonging to various literatures" 
(Carré 2009: 159). In a note, Carré repeats that, "the first general exposition 
(of the concept of comparative literature) was provided by our teacher Fernand 
Baldensperger in 1921" (that is to say in the first issue of the Revue de lit­
térature comparée). Healso refers to Paul van Tieghem's La littérature com­
parée (Comparative Literature) of 1931, which had been reprinted in 1946 
(Carré 2009: 160), and which insists that "a c1ear and distinct ide a of com­
parative literature supposes first of all a c1earand distinct idea of literary 
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history, of which it is a branch" (Van Tieghem 1931: 23, as quoted in English 
in Jost 1974: 25). And so it was, Guillén (1993: 37) somewhat ruefully notes, 
"that the idea of Weltliteratur was left far behind, its outlines blurred" in the 
French version of comparative literature don1inant until WWII. 

The changing of the guard: comparative literature after 1945 

In his 1951 preface to Guyard's La littérature comparée Carré insisted that 
"comparative literature is not general literature." adding in a note that the 
latter is "a subject taught in the United States" (Carré 2009: 159-60). Perhaps 
Carré was thinking of the fact that already in 1901 Richard MouIton had 
been appointed professor of literary theory and interpretation and head of the 
department of general literature at the University of Chicago and that this 
same Moulton in 1911 had published World Literature and Its Place in Gen­
eral Culture. More likely, though, if we keep in mind that already Paul van 
Tieghem had defined "general literature" as being concerned with large 
syntheses, Carré was thinking of the trend, rapidly gaining ground in the 
USA after WWII, of teaching large "world literature" courses. In fact, ever 
since the middle of the nineteenth century the Anglophone world had been 
elaborating a comparative literature of its own, more geared towards Carré's 
"general literature" than towards the meticulous study of "rapports de fait" 
(factual relationships) as had become increasingly the habit, and indeed the 
prescription, in the French tradition. As already mentioned in Chapter 1, 
what Schulz and Rhein (1973: 41) calI "the first known formaI presentation 
concerning the discipline of comparative literature in the United States" was 
an address on "Comparative Literature" given by Charles Chauncey Shack­
ford at Comell University in 1871. Shackford is interested in the laws that 
govem "universalliterature," and thinks that "the literary productions of aIl 
ages and peoples can be classed, can be brought into comparison and con­
trast, can be taken out of their isolation as belonging to one nation, or one 
separate era, and be brought under divisions as the embodiment of the same 
aesthetic principles, the universallaws of mental, social, and moral develop­
ment: the same in lndia and in England; in RelIas, with its laughing sea, and 
Germany, with its sombre forests" (Shackford 1973: 42). "Literature," he 
dec1ares, "can be studied not in the isolated works of different ages, but as the 
production of the same great laws, and the embodiment of the same universal 
principles in all times" (Shackford 1973: 46). 

Hutcheson Macaulay Posnett 

Ideas similar to Shackford's were taken up in a more systematic, some would 
say a more mechanical, way in England by Rutcheson Macaulay Posnett in 
his 1886 Comparative Literature, a book in which he claimed to have been the 
first to have elaborated "the method and principles" of the discipline (Posnett 
1973: 186). As the title of the 1901 article - "The Science of Comparative 
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Literature" - in which he uttered these claims illustrates, Posnett was a 
staunch believer in "science," and therefore it should not come as a surprise 
that for him "the fundamental principles of Comparative Literature, as [he] 

. formulated and illustrated them fifteen years [earlier, in Comparative Litera­
ture], are social evolution, individual evolution, and the influence of the 
environment on the social and individual life of man ... a scientific 'law' is 
only a brief summary of a vast number of observed and recorded facts" 
(posnett 1973: 188-89). In Comparative Literature, when discussing "The 
Comparative Method and Literature," Posnett proclaimed that "the central 
point of these studies is the relation of the individual to the group. ... we 
therefore adopt ... the graduaI expansion of sociallife, from clan to city, from 
city to nation, from both of these to cosmopolitan humanity, as the proper 
order of studies in comparative literature" (Posnett 2009: 59). "That cosmo­
politan and world-wide spirit which is the servant of ,no one social group but 
the sympathetic friend of all," Posnett specified in 1901 with a reference to 
Goethe, "1 studied in Comparative Literature under the name of 'world-literature,' 
and l illustrated its various characteristics by Hebrew, Greek, Latin, Indian, 
and Chinese examples" (Posnett 1973: 191). If Posnett can be accused, then, 
of having followed a narrowly positivist and social Darwinist road when ela­
borating his "principles and methods" of comparative literature, he certainly 
cannot be accused of limiting himself to Europe, even though he also seems 
to have thought that "the making of [the British] elnpire's literature ... going 
on before [his contemporary compatriot's] eyes" was a significant contribu­
tion to his "cosmopolitan spirit" (Posnett 1973: 191). Sounding a distinctly 
Goethean note, Posnett optimistically conc1uded that "now, when the science 
of Comparative Literature is a dream that has come true," it is a "study that 
is as certain to enlighten and exp and the friendship of nations as to increase 
the knowledge and sylnpathies of individual nlen" (Posnett 1973: 206). 

Posnett devoted a sizeable part of his book - pages 235-336 - to what he 
caUs "world-literature." This is not the Weltliteratur of Goethe, though. In 
fact, when Posnett mentions Goethe in regard to world literature it is to insist 
that the latter, though what Posnett caUs "the admirer of world-literature" 
(Posnett 1886: 42), still thought that "national literature is an outcome of 
nationallife, a spiritual bond of national unit y, such as no amount of eclectic 
study or cosmopolitan science can supply" (Posnett 1886: 341). Nowhere do es 
Posnett actuaUy discuss Goethe's idea of Weltliteratur. Instead, his world lit­
erature is the third stage in a historically successive series composed of "clan 
literature," the literature of "the city commonwealth," "world-literature," and 
"national literature." World-literature to Posnett is literature produced in 
cultures held together by what he calls "religious" or "political" cosmopoli­
tanism. Examples of the former are the Hebrew and Islamic cultures. Exam­
pIes of the latter are the Greek, or perhaps better Hellenic, and Roman, or 
perhaps better Latin, cultures. "Between the world-religions of Israel and 
Islam and the world-cultures of Alexandria and Rome there are, no doubt, 
very wide differences," he admits, "yet, though the former reach universality 
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through social bonds of creed and the latter reach universality through the 
unsocial idea of personal culture, the outcome of both is to rise above oId 
restrictions of place and time, and to render possible a literature which, whe­
ther based on Moses or Homer, may best be termed a 'world-literature'" 
(Posnett 1886: 236). For Posnett, then, the determining characteristic of such 
a world-literature is its "severance of literature from detined social groups" or 
"the universalising of literature" (Posnett 1886: 236). Next to this "univers al 
idea of humanity, " further characteristics of Posnett's world-literature are "the 
critical study of language as the medium of sacred books or models of literary 
art" and "the rise of new aesthetic appreciations of physical nature and its 
relations to man" (Posnett 1886: 238). Next to the literatures already 
mentioned Posnett also sees Indian and Chinese literature as qualifying as 
world -literatures. 

Though, as Schulz and Rhein (1973: 185) note, Posnett's Comparative Lit­
erature. was initially greeted with sorne enthusiasm, especially in the United 
States, it quickly came to be seen as overly mechanical and dated in its 
methodology because of what was perceived as its over-reliance on social 
Darwinism. Of late, though, as has happened with other early advocates of 
comparative literature, Posnett has been recast as a convenient forefather of 
more recent trends in the discipline. In 2004 Simon During, after having given 
a brief description of Posnett's methodology, conc1uded that: "Posnett con­
ceived of comparative literature as a social science which, along with the 
world-l~terature canon it addresses, forms a basis for the politics of cosmo­
politan democratic individualism ... it does so not just because literature 
uniquely articulates those structures through which individuals recognize 
themselves as connected to and formed by an increasingly wide range of dis­
tant social formations, but because the comparative method enables recognition 
of social and cultural differences and, hence, encourages the dissemination of 
relativism as weIl as entry into a single world system" (During 2004: 314). 
Here, During is obviously rec1aiming Posnett for the more sociologically and 
systemically oriented form of comparative literature he also sees Pascale 
Casanova and Franco Moretti as advocating in their publications. l will 
retum to the latter in Chapter 5. Beyond this, and even though there is no 
sign of his ever having read Posnett, sorne proposaIs put forward recently by 
Alexander Beecroft (2008), and to which l will also retum in Chapter 5, show 
remarkable resemblances to Posnett's differentiation of literatures according 
to different forms of social organization. 

Comparative literature in the United States: the early years 

In his editorial to the newly founded (and short-lived) Journal of Comparative 
Literature (1903), George Woodberry (1855-1930), who briefly occupied the 
chair of comparative literature at Columbia University before retiring early 
and devoting the rest of his life to traveling, lecturing and writing, summar­
ized the province of comparative literature as the study of sources, of themes, 
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of forms, of environlnents, and of artistic paraUels. In aU the se areas, he 
argue d, a lot of work had already been done, especially under the influence of 
"German methods," but these concerned mostly the "externals of literature" 
(Woodberry 1973: 212). The question now became what was to be done with 
aU this accumulated material? For Woodberry, the ultimate goal had to be the 
search for "the laws of the hum an soul" (Woodberry 1973: 213). He put for­
ward that "to disclose the necessary forms, the vital moods of the beautifu1 
soul is the far goal of our effort, - to help in this, in the bringing of those 
spiritual destinies in which hum an destiny is accomplished" (Woodberry 
1973: 213-14). "With such thoughts in mind," Woodberry continued,"It may 
perhaps seem to some of us that the subject of international influences is not 
the main road of our travel." Instead, he advocated studying "the isolated 
phenomena of national literatures, " feeling that "the approaching exploitation 
of the old literatures of the Orient" might be a fruitful field of investigation. 
In aU this Woodberry is obviously holding a modest plea for the study of 
generalliterature, for the study of affinities, correspondences, paraUels, and aU 
those things that French orthodoxy disapproved of. 

In 1894, Charles MiUs Gayley (1858-1932), professor of English at the 
University of California, Berkeley, proposed the creation of a Society of 
Comparative Literature; in 1903 he published an article in The Atlantic 
Monthly in support of Woodberry's newly founded Journal of Comparative 
Literature. Gayley specifically interpreted Woodberry's editorial as "non­
acceptance of a theory of evolution such as Brunetière's," and as a confirma­
tion that "the study of international relations and influences is but one of the 
objects of COlnparative Literature" (Gayley 1973: 101-2). In fact, Gay1ey saw 
anthropo10gy as "the cradle of literary science" (Gayley 1973: 96) and finaUy 
caUed comparative literature "literary philology" (Gayley 1973: 103). AU this 
did not prevent Baldensperger and other prominent European scholars from 
contributing to Woodberry's journal. Still, Carré's 1951 statement clearly 
shows the rift between the French and what since 1958 it has become customary 
to caU the "American" schools of comparative literature. 

The crisis of comparative literature 

The years from Woodberry's premature resignation from Columbia to WWII 
were lean years for comparative literature in the United States. The subject 
had been rejuvenated somewhat by the arrivaI in· the USA of a number of 
European scholars, mostly Jewish exiles from Nazi Germany, in the late 1930s 
and the 1940s. Prominent among these were Leo Spitzer, who arrived in the 
US in 1936, and Erich Auerbach, who came in 1948. But there was also René 
WeUek (1909-95), bom in Vienna of Czech parents (Czechia being a part of 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire at the time of WeUek's birth), educated in 
Prague, and as of 1939 active in the United States, where in 1946 he founded 
the department of comparative li te rature at Yale University. Comparative lit­
erature in the US set much greater stock on interpretation, or hermeneutics, 
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and on emphasizing the humanitarian dimension of literature than did the 
French school. The rift between the long-dominant French school of com­
parative literature and what since has come to be known as the "American" 
school (Guillén again insists on using "hour" instead of "school") plainly 
erupted on the occasion of the Second World Congress of the then recently 
formed International Comparative Literature Association in Chapel Hill, NC 
in 1958. 

In a speech to the ICLA Congress at Chapel Hill Wellek condemned the 
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French school for its "obsolete methodology" which had laid on comparative 
literature "the dead hand of nineteenth-century factualism, scientism, and 
historical relativism," and instead advocated a more generous attitude 
towards what could be done under the label "comparative literature." Clearly 
echoing his own and Austin Warren's celebrated introductory handbook to 
the study of literature Theory of Literature (1949), Wellek argued for the 
study of the literary work of art's "literariness" (Wellek 2009: 169) and for a 
"holistic" conception that sees the work of art as a "diversified totality, as a 
structure of signs which, however, imply meanings and values" (Wellek 2009: 
170). Once we do that, he contends, "man, univers al man, man anywhere and 
at any time, in aIl his variety, emerges and literary scholarship ceases to be an 
antiquarian pastime, a calculus of national credits and debts and even a 
mapping of networks of relationships ... literary scholarship becomes an act 
of the imagination, like art itself, and thus a preserver and creator of the 
highest values of mankind" (Wellek 2009: 171). 

Wellek soon received support from H.H. Remak, Professor of Comparative 
Literature at Indiana University, who, in the article with which he opened 
Newton P. Stallknecht and Horst Frenz's 1961 programmatic collection 
Comparative Literature: Method and Perspective, posited that comparative 
literature would best serve its purpose "by not only relating severalliteratures 
to each other but by relating literature to other fields of human knowledge 
and activity, especially artistic and ideological fields; that is, by extending the 
investigation of literature both geographically and generically" (Remak 1961: 
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10). For Ren1ak comparative literature and world literature dealt with largely 
the same issues, but comparative literature did so in a more restricted form as 
to space and time. "Much of what he have been doing [in comparative lit­
erature]," he said, "is, in effect, comparative world literature" (Remak 1961: 
12), the difference being that the former "is not bound to the same extent by 
criteria of quality and/or intensity" (Remak 1961: 13). Nor, did he add, did 
world literature necessarily involve the aspect of comparison, unlike com­
parative literature. Finally, he referred to the distinction made by van Tieghem 
with regard to "generalliterature" as dealing with large syntheses, but he saw 
the term as also covering "literary trends, problems and theories of 'general 
interest'" (Remak 1961: 15). Finally, he found none of the se terms to be 
watertight as to overlap between them all, though he rather disliked "general 
literature" as too vague, and preferred more precise indications for the var· 
ious things it covered, such as for instance "literary theory" (Remak 1961: 
19). In this, he joined Wellek, who at the end of his own "The Crisis of 
Comparative Literature" had also called for a "reorientation toward theory 
and criticism" (Wellek 2009: 170). 

As we now know, Wellek's call for theory was followed with a vengeance in 
the 1960s to 1980s in the United States with the successive waves of structur­
aIism, phenomenology, poststructuralism, reader reception studies, decon­
struction, dialogism, and new historicism succeeding, and often tumbling 
over, one another, more often than not sparked by the import of various 
European' theories of French, Gennan or Central and East European origin. 
In one sense, this signaled the triumph of comparative Iiterature. In. another 
sense, it also brought about the demise of comparative literature, because 
"theory," unlikeworks of literature themselves, was not thought to suffer in 
translation, and could therefore readily be accessed in English. In practice, 
this meant that theory rapidly became the province also of English depart­
ments, with cOlnparative literature, because of its foreign language requirements, 
spumed as a "difficult" and untrendy subject. 

In Europe, the newer insights found their way into what for a generation 
became the accepted handbook on comparative literature in France, Claude 
Pichois (1925-2004) and André-M. Rousseau's La littérature comparée (1967; 
Comparative Literature), and into Ulrich Weisstein's Einführung in die ver­
gleichende Literaturwissenschaft (1968), translated as Comparative Literature 
and Literary Theory (1973) upon Weisstein's assuming the Chair of Com­
parative Literature at Indiana University. Earlier, François Jost, a Swiss, had 
published Essais de littérature comparée (1964), which became thebasis for 
his very informative, fair and evenhanded Comparative Literature (1974), 
published while he was teaching at the University of Illinois. Pierre BruneI 
and Yves Chevrel edited a massive collection, Précis de littérature comparée 
(Outline of Comparative Literature), in 1989. Meanwhile, there grew up 
distinct practices of comparative Îiterature in Europe again, struggling to 
reclaim a "scientific" basis for their endeavors. Such was the case with the 
reader reception theories of Hans Robert Jauss (1921-97) and Wolfgang Iser 
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(1926-2007), the empirical studies approach of S.l Schmidt and Douwe 
Fokkema, the text linguistics, text grammar, discburse analysis and socio­
critical discourse analysis approaches of J anos Pet6fi, Teun A. van Dijk, 
and Marc Angenot, and the imagology of Hugo Dyserinck and Joep 
Leerssen. Most of theseefforts were largely to be situated in the field 
of "general" rather than "comparative" literature, and in many continental 
universities the concomitant departments were consequently restyled as of 
"general and comparative literature" (Lernout 2006). AlI the while, there also 
fiourished what Jost caIls the "Rus sian school" of comparative literature, with 
Mikhail Bakhtin, Juri Lotman, and Boris Ouspensky, but which we 
perhaps better calI the Central and East European school, as it also legiti­
mately inc1udes Dionysz Durisin, in Slovakia, and earlier not only the 
Moscow but also the Prague school of structuralism - suffice to repeat here 
that as of the 1960s, ideas and theories originating from Central and Eastern 
Europe found their way into Western literary theory,· and that René WeIlek 
himself served as an early bridge between a particularly Czech the ory of lit­
erature, especiaIly with regard to "literariness," and American literary the ory 
and criticism. 

René Etiemble 

Serving as a bridge the other way, or at least being depicted that way in 
the fore!"ord to the translation of his ground-breaking Comparaison nJest 
pas raison: la crise de la littérature comparée (1963), was the French com­
paratist René Etiemble (1909-2002). As can be gauged from its title, 
Etiemble's little booklet was a reaction to WeIlek's "The Crisis in Compara­
tive Literature," and his translators Herbert Weisinger and Georges Joyaux 
consequently opted for the subtitle to Etiemble's original title for their 1966 
translation. "Etiemble's book," the y said, "must ... be seen as the rainbow 
of academic peace raised after the storm of scholarly controversy," for 
"French and American comparatists, as weIl as those of other lands, ought 
now to be able to agree that comparative literature is a series of methods 
of literary study held together by a common attitude of mind ... it seeks to 
establish the relations between literatures in as many different ways 
by as many different methods as can be devised; it limits neither the choice of 
subject nor the means by which it can be examined, and, indeed, it endeavors 
constantly to add to its store of objects of inquiry as weIl as to its arsenal of 
investigative techniques" (Etiemble 1966: ix). In fact, Etiemble became 
most famous for a provocative speech he gave at the Fourth World Congress 
of the International Comparative Literature Association held in Fribourg, 
Switzerland, in 1964. Published in 1966 in the proceedings of that Conference 
edited by François Jost, Etiemble's "Faut-il réviser la notion de Welt­
literatur?" was an impassioned plea for extending world literature to really 
inc1ude aIl of the world's literatures, and not just a few major European 
literatures. 
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In the preface to his Essais de littérature (vraiment) générale (1975; Essays 
in [Truly 1 General Literature), in which his 1964 ICLA speech was inc1uded, 
Etiemb1e gave an example of how Japanese literature rendered void aIl theo­
ries of literature based on European examples, and he conc1uded that "any 
literary theory built oruy on European phenomena will not fare any better 
from now on" (Etiemble 1975, 14; toute théorie littéraire qui s'élabore a partir 
des seuls phénoménes européens ne vaudra pas mieux désormais). To be 
honest, Albert Guérard, though in a much less provocative way, had already 
(in 1940) lamented that in what commonly passed as the canon of world lit­
erature (his concrete example and point of departure had been a list drawn up 
by Sir John Lubbock in 1885 but he maintained that things had not really 
altered much for the better since then) "the East is woefully under-represented" 
(Guérard 1940: 34). In other words, Guérard said, "the term World Literature 
is an obvious exaggeration," though it might be retained "as the voicing of a 
distant hope" (Guérard 1940: 34). In the meantime, he suggested, it would be 
more accurate to calI the field "Western World Literature: a literature for 
Westerners, wherever they may be, and for Westernized OrientaIs" (Guérard 
1940: 34). 

Re-thinking comparative literature in the United States 

Etiemble was a polyglot, with an intimate knowledge of especially Arab and 
Chinese culture. When in the 1980s multiculturalism spread throughout the 
United States this ironically led to a yet increased Anglophone monolingualism, 
and much the same tllÎng happened with the parallei onset of postcolonialism, 
once again favoring English departments over those of comparative literature. 
World literature seemed to have shrunk to only what happened in English. In 
1987, when comparative literature was at an absolute low in the United 
States, Sarah LawalI, of the University of Massachusetts, organized a 
National Endowment of the Humanities Summer Institute on World Litera­
ture, which eventually resulted in the 1994 volume Reading World Literature: 
The01T, History, Practice. In her introduction Lawall insisted that the title of the 
volume should also be taken as "reading" the world, and that to this end the 
geographical, generic, and methodological reach of the essays wàs as wide as 
possible. She also stressed the specificity of the teaching, or "reading," of 
world literature in the United States, that is to say as a specifically American 
pedagogical practice. l will come back to this issue, and to Lawall, in Chapter 4. 

A true comeback for world literature, though, and for comparative litera­
ture in the United States only happened with 9/11 and its aftermath, waking 
Americans up to a wider and multilingual world. Often, caUs for a renewal of 
comparative literature went hand in hand with the revisiting of earlier prac­
titioners, often even the pioneers, .in the discipline. In the previous chapter l 
showed how Edward Said in Humanism and Democratic Criticism (2003), 
returning in his final work to his own earliest inspiration at the beginning of 
his career, invoked the example of Auerbach, and how Emily Apter in the 
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opening pages to her The Translation Zone: A New Comparative Literature 
(2006) insists that the debacle of the Iraq war is at least partially due to a lack 
of knowledge of languages and foreign cultures on the. part of Americans, and 
how she too calls upon the examples of Auerbach and especially Spitzer in 
Istanbul in the 1930s. Gayatri Spivak in Death of a Discipline (2003) calls for 
a renewal of comparative literature through an alliance with area studies. 

David Damrosch's What is World Literature? (2003) echoes the call for a 
"littérature engagée" (launched by Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-80) after WWII in 
What is Literature? (1947)). Damrosch gives as his threefold definition of 
world literature that it "is an elliptical refraction of national literatures, " that 
"it is writing that gains in translation," and that "it is not a set canon of texts 
but a lTIode of reading: a form of detached engagement with the world beyond 
our own place and time" (Damrosch 2003: 282). Further on Damrosch clarifies 
the first part of his definition as: "world literature ... is a double refraction, 
one that can be described through the figure of the ellipse, with the source 
and host cultures providing the two foci that generate the elliptical space 
within which a work of literature lives as world literature, connected to both 
cultures, circumscribed by neither one" (Damrosch 2003: 283). He recognizes 
that this poses the enormous problem of depth of knowledge versus breadth of 
knowledge for the comparatist. How can one know enough about either part 
of the ellipse, each of the two national cultures, that a work of world literature 
moves in? A fortiori, how can one know enough about all the different national 
literature.s and cultures, or periods, works of world literature circulate in? 

One possible solution, Damrosch suggests, is to work collaboratively, and 
he points to the ongoing series of histories of literature in European languages 
produced under the auspices of the International Comparative Literature 
Association. Discussing a multi-volume project for a world history of litera­
ture presently being coordinated in Sweden, Damrosch in a 2008 article in 
New Literary History also points to the possibilities offered by new media 
such as the internet. Amy 1. Elias, writing in the same issue of New Literary 
History, wonders what would happen "if the wisdom of crowds were com­
bined with a community of experts in an interactive online format ... enacted 
by a gated wiki" (Elias 2008: 718). In fact, she suggests, "the database itself 
might be a new kind of literature or a new kind of historical notation" (Elias 
2008: 720). The fullest possible solution to the problem of how to avoid 
amateurism for the individual "doing" world literature, Damrosch suggests, is 
to learn more languages, and he laments that especially in North America a 
knowledge of foreign languages is not something that speaks for itself. 
Obviously, this is also where his seizing on Meltzl and his "principle of poly­
glottism" finds its origins. Beyond this, though, and if we do not want to 
forcibly limit our reach to the number of languages we know, we will have to 
learn how to do with translations, but we should learn how to use them 
judiciously. Finally, one should understand that the task of the comparatist 
doing world literature is not to provide the insider's or specialist's view on 
either one of the two foci contained in the ellipse that the work of world 
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literature moves in; it is rather to bring out the strangeness of the work with 
regard to both these foci, thus offering a new and different perspective on the 
work, and in the process also dis-engaging the reader· or student from his 
unconscious immersion in his own culture. 

Franco Moretti in a 2000 article "Conjectures on World Literature" offered 
his solution to what he called the "prob1em"(Moretti 2004: 149) of world lit­
erature, that is to say: how to cope with the mass of information and reading 
that doingwor1d literature on the basis of first-hand and close reading of texts 
poses. "Distant reading" (Moretti 22004: 151) is to re1y on the work done by 
specialists in national 1iteratures, genres, authors, and individual works to 
then draw more genera1 conclusions from them. This is another form of col­
laboration, suggested this time not so much by the examp1e of the humanities 
as by that of the social sciences. Moretti consequent1y also proposes to 
translate his data into the visual imagery customary to the social sciences and 
suggested by his book Graphs, Maps, Trees (2005). Comparative literature, he 
fee1s, shou1d study wor1d literature via comparative morpho10gy (as e1abo­
rated by primarily the bio10gist Ernst Mayr): "take a form, follow it from 
space .10 space, and study the reasons for its transformations"(Moretti 2005: 
90). And of course, he adds, "the multiplicity of spaces is the great challenge, 
and the curse, almost, of comparative literature: but it is a1so its peculiar 
strength, because it is only in such a wide, non-homogeneous geography that 
sorne fundamental principles of cultural history become manifest" (Moretti: 
90). Curious1y, Moretti here a1most joins Etiemble in his call for the simulta­
neous study of the most diverse literatures on earth, and like Etiemble he does 
so from a decidedly 1eftist inspiration, albeit that with Moretti this does not 
so much take the form of ethical engagement as dedication to a certain 
methodology of what he unabashedly calls his "Marxist formation" (Moretti 
2005: 2) un der the influence of the ltalian philosopher Galvano della Volpe 
(1895-1968), who advocated a scientific Marxism. 

Djelal Kadir in 2004 reacted to Moretti's position with "comparative lit­
erature is neither a subject, nor an object, nor is it a problem ... comparative 
literature is a practice .... it is what its practitioners do ... con1parative lit­
erature takes on its significance by what is done in its name and by how those 
practices become ascertained, instituted, and managed" (Kadir 2004: 1). 
Kadir calls for a radical re-thinking of comparative literature, and especially 
for what he sees as the discipline's possible complicity with hegemonic forms 
of power, and thus for the firm "worlding" of "world literature." The question 
then becomes, "who carries out its worlding and why?" (Kadir 2004, 2), 
because the result will always be "the interested outcome orthose in a posi­
tion to assume the subject agency of the verb 'to world' ... [and] ... the 
question for us as comparatists who are party to the resonant discourse on 
wor1d literature, then, is what our own role might be in this worlding" (Kadir 
2004: 8). Kadir powerfully revisited the issue in a 2006 article in which he 
called for a negotiated comparative literature that would "negotiate among 
cultural productions and discursive formations that arrogate to themse1ves the 
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immunities of incomparability and the impunity of exceptionalism" (Kadir 
2006: 133). Such a comparative literature also "would aim to negotiate the 
relationship between the reigning doxa of any given period and the discipline's 
apposite accommodation to that paradigm and its cultural habitus as Real­
kultur" (Kadir 2006: 135). In otherwords, such a comparative literature 
should constantly reflect on its own bases, and particularly on how at any 
given moment its own methods and pivotaI concerns, such as for instance 
"world literature" right around the turn of the twenty-first century and even 
more specifically, at least in the USA, after 9/11, correlate to, or perhaps with, 
the often unspoken power assumptions of the cultures and societies in which 
they operate. Kadir powerfully returns to these issues in his M emos Jrom the 
Besieged City: Lifelines Jar Cultural Sustainability (2011). 

It seems as if by necessity, then, and not from idealism or choice, that 
Etiemble's 1960s call for inc1uding "the world" is being at last achieved: 
immediately so through the terrible events of 9/11, ·but more generally 
through the pressures of a changing world, the rise of the "global South", the 
shifting of cent ers of power to the East, especially China and India. While 
postcolonialism and multiculturalism were the first intimations of such shifts 
they were confined to intra-lingual "comparisons" between mother-country 
versus ex-colony literatures and therefore safely remained within the province 
of monolingualism, whether English, as initially, or later also French, but did 
not challenge the "Western" linguistic order. Even if Western linguistic 
orthodo;'(y can be said to have come under threat from for instance the creolization 
theories of Edouard Glissant, a writer and theoretician who is not by coin­
cidence from the Caribbean, the first focus of colonial and later postcolonial 
interest, this did not necessarily reach beyond nationalliterature departments, 
or beyond nationalliterature studies or interests. With the 9/11 events and the 
paradigm shift in power relations in the world brought about by this; the 
Afghan and Iraq wars and what at first seemed the global reach of the United 
States as the last superpower, but quic1dy ushered in what may turn out to be 
its imminent demise; the capital cri sis of 2008 further eroding the power of 
the US in the world economic market and hence also in the political and 
military balance, concomitant to, and also contributing to, the rise of Asian 
nations with a different state and economic model rivaling the US and almost 
certainly poised to overtake the latter within the near future; the need for 
other languages imposes itself again. This time, though, it is not European 
languages that matter but Asian ones. If there is a return, then, of compara­
tive literature in the United States through a renewed interest in world litera­
ture this is certainly not the old form of the discipline. Comparative literature 
in the US now faces East and South rather than "back" towards Europe. 

In Europe, meanwhile ... 

In Europe, meanwhile, comparative literature is involved in rethinking 
Europe's place in the world, both in terms of the continent's ongoing process 
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of unification and its diminished weight in the world. Hinrich C. Seeba, in a 
2003 article, rereads Ernst Robert Curtius as a post-WWII exponent of the 
return of world literature in the service of the unification of Europe. Seeing 
Curtius as the European counterpart to the "Americans" Wellek, Spitzer and 
Auerbach, Seeba claims that: 

The comparative analysis of the themes, motifs and structures of this 
world literature became the norm for a transatlantic school of literary 
hermeneutics that regardless of its self-declared ideological disinterest did 
not only serve to emphasize the immanence of literature: "The Europea­
nisation of the historical picture," Curtius declares in the introductory 
chapter of his book, "is now a political requirement, and this not just for 
Germany." The aim was not only a new "world literature scholarship," 
but a new transnational world picture, that would make room in the 
European peace and unification process for the cultural tradition of the 
West threatened with extinction. 

(die vergleichende Analyse der Themen, Motive und Strukturen dieser 
Weltliteratur wurde zur Norm einer transatlantischen Schule der Werk­
interpretation, die trotz ihres erklârten Ideologieverzichts nicht nur die 
literarische Immanenz im Auge hatte: "Europaisierung des Geschichts­
bildes," so erklart Curtius im einleitenden Kapittel seines Buchs, "ist 
heute politische Erfordernis, und nicht nur für Deutschland." Sie zielte 
nicht nur auf eine "Weltliteraturwissenschaft," sondern auf ein neues 
übernationales Weltbild, das die Kulturtradition des vom Untergang 
bedrohten Abendlandes in die europaischen Friedens-un Einigungsprozess 
einbringen sollte.) 

(Seeba 2003: 532) 

Lucia Boldrini, in 2006, finds that comparative literature in Europe is 
engaged with "the necessary redefinition of a European comparative literature 
(a comparative literary re-thinking of what is Europe and what is European at 
the beginning of the twenty-first century): our role, the role of our discipline, 
at the present moment, is to rethink Europe, its internaI and external bound­
aries, how we have historically selected and defined them and how we do so 
today ... to understand. the boundaries we have created and those we have 
elided, the equivalences we have assumed; how we wish to open Europe up to 
what constitutes it and what is outside it, opening it to new forces that would 
be meaningless, today, to call 'other'; and to confront the otherness of the 
languages that we have traditionally considered to be ours" (Boldrini 2006, 
22). If in what Spivak called the "old comparative literature," the one for 
which she - l think rather gleefully- - tolled the death knell in 2003, European 
literature equaled world literature, Europe's comparatists now are busy (re-) 
inventing their own "new" comparative literature, returning to their own 
"pioneers," re-"worlding", to use that ternl once again, their own discipline, 
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their own literatures, and "European" literature. And there is nothing wrong 
with that, of course - after all, this merely repeats Goethe's own first thinking 
of Weltliteratur as a corollary to the changes his world was undergoing. 

Conclusion 

.. World literature and comparative literature have developed concurrently, 
sometimes in intimate and sometimes in distant relationship with one another. 

• Comparative literature for the first century of its existence has been mostly a 
European, and even primarily a French discipline, with especially as of the turn 
of the twentieth century an emphasis on actual comparisons between works, 
genres, authors, literatures; in this period world literature was considered a 
rather utopian horizon for comparative literature instead of a feasible proposition. 

III After WWII the United States becomes dominant in comparative literature 
studies; this brings with it a shift of attention to· broader issues having to do 
with what we now cali theory of literature, and also to literatures from beyond 
Europe. 

• Since the turn of the millennium the renewed and intense interest comparative 
literature in the United States has shown in world literature has propelled the 
discipline to the forefront of literary studies; a large part of this has to do with 
the reevaluation of America's position in the world after 9/11. 

CD ln the meantime comparative literature in Europe is doing its own re-thinking of 
itself 1=lnd of world literature in function of Europe's changing role in the world. 



4 World literature as an American 
pedagogical construct 

Overview 

In the United States world literature ha s, since the beginning of the twentieth 
century, been taught at university level. The reasons for this are to be sought 
in the specific organization of US secondary and higher education. World 
literature courses were seen as furnishing new university students with some 
basic knowledge of their European cultural and literary heritage - knowledge 
it was found these students were lacking, at variance with their European 
counterparts. Especially in the first half of the century, such courses often 
took the form of "Great Books" courses. Although courses in world literature 
and in Great Books originated with comparative literature departments, they 
quickly, and for reasons connected with the pressure of numbers, migrated to 
English departments. AlI reading in world literature classes was in translation. 
World literature courses remained at an introductory level. They typically 
relied on massive anthologies, arranged along chronological or thematic lines, 
and often gathering numerous short works or excerpts from longer works. For 
all these reasons world literature classes eventually came to be looked down 
upon by comparative literature departments. This was especially the case after 
WWII. During the 1980s and the so-called "culture wars" in the United 
States, academic world literature courses came under heavy attack because of 
their historical bias toward European literature. This eventually led to major 
changes in the material included in world literature courses, and in the 
anthologies serving them. At the end of the twentieth century, and very 
explicitly after the tum of the millennium, world literature was reclaimed by 
comparative literature departments, but its teaching, both as to content and 
method, led to heated debate. The latter focused most explicitly on whether 
world literature courses inherently served to confirm and project American 
hegemony around the world, or whether they might serve to relativize it. 

Higher education in the United States 

The one question to emerge clearly fronl Haun Saussy's 2004 American 
Comparative Literature Association Report published, along with a number 
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of refiections on and responses to it, as Comparative Literature in an Age of 
Globalization in 2006 is, according to the noted American comparatist and 
structuralist scholar Jonathan CulIer, "how comparative literature should deal 
with 'world literature'" (Culler 2006: 90). "The question is not," he insists, 
"whether we should study all the literatures of the world, but about the stakes 
in the construction by comparative literature departments in the United 
States of 'world literature,' as displayed most concretely in world literature 
courses. (1 suspect that this issue is addressed in quite different ways in other 
countries)" (Culler 2006: 90). 

In fact, until relatively recently what Culler calls an "issue" in the United 
States would not have been an issue at all for the rest of the world - as Sarah 
Lawall put it succinctly in 1988: "Courses in world literature are a uniquely 
American institution. . ' .. world literature exists elsewhere as a scholarly topic 
or as the subject of ambitious global histories, but it is not an academic 
institution ... only in the United States do we find a systematic attempt to 
encompass the 'world' (however detined) in literature courses" (Lawall 1988: 
53). Why this is so has to do with the peculiar position of foreign language 
and literature teaching in United States academe. 

In the previous chapter l mentioned that comparative literature in its 
orthodox definition and in Europe, or at least in Continental Europe, until 
well pa st the middle of the twentieth century largely remained the hunting 
ground of scholars who almost self-evidently possessed the multiple language 
skills ne~essary to its practice, and for whom European literature in its major 
languages was in practice equivalent to world literature. Not so in the 
Anglophone world. In fact, although the first handbook of comparative lit­
erature was written by an Englishman, Hutcheson Macaulay Posnett's 1886 
Comparative Literature, in England the interest in the discipline has always 
remained marginal at best. A. Owen Aldridge, in his 1986 The Reemergence 
of World Literature, reported that at the time of his writing there were only 
three Comparative Literature departments in all of England (Aldridge 
1986: 41). 

In the US, as in fact in most of Europe, the actual study and teaching of 
foreign - that is to say mostly Western European - languages only became a 
matter of concern in the first half of the nineteenth century. When they did, 
though, scholars such as Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-82), Smith 
Professor of Modern Languages at Harvard, who qualified himself in a vari­
et y of European languages and literatures by several years abroad, can also be 
said to have been in practice, if not in theory or by the name, comparatists or 
world literature scholars. However, not all American colleges, or scholars, 
could afford such luxuries. Moreover, as the nineteenth century wore on and 
higher education became more generally institutionalized across an increas­
ingly far-fiung nation, which toward the end of the nineteenth century also 
adopted a pattern all of its own when it came to that higher education, there 
sprang up a peculiarly American division of labor between world literature 
and comparative literature. 
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Toward the end of the nineteenth century Alnerican higher education gra­
dually adopted an organizational model that differentiated between research­
oriented and more teaching-oriented institutions. The former eventually 
mostly came to call themselves universities while the latter often retained the 
appellation of a "college." Colleges typically offered, and often continue to 
offer, especially when they are so-called "liberal arts colleges," a general four­
year undergraduate education roughly equivalent to what in Europe usually 
already (and at least partly) was offered at high school or secondary educa­
tion level. The term "college" in Europe actually originally applied to insti­
tutes of "higher" learning for fifteen- to eighteen year-olds, or in other words 
roughly equivalent to the age brac1œt today covered by "high school" in the 
USA. In Europe over the course of time some of these colleges grew into 
universities or university departments; others remained what are now "high 
schools" in America. To make matters even more confusing, in Inost Germanie 
countries, the equivaient to "high school" - that is to say, Hochschule 
(German), Hogeschool (Dutch) or Hojskol (Danish) - in the nineteenth 
century came to stand for what we now calI universities. With the creation 
of Prussian-style research universities in the course of that saIne nineteenth 
century the term Hochschule etc. then became restricted to what in 
most Romance countries such as France, and also in England, came to be 
called Ecoles Polytechniques or Polytechnics - that is to say, institutes 
geared to more practical technical Iearning, whereas "University" (Uni­
versitiit, Universiteit, Universitet) becan1e the proper term for research-oriented 
institutions. 

When the United States aiso adopted the concept of the German-style 
research-oriented university at the end of the nineteenth century it did so with 
a difference. In (most of) Europe, students immediately entered a specialized 
course of studies leading to a marketable specialization, usually after four 
years of study. Beyond these four years they could do a doctorate or PhD, but 
very few actually did so. The US opted for a system whereby the first four 
years of college or university, as ip. the British system (even though there it 
often only involved a three-year course of studies), were given over to a broad 
course of study leading to a more general BA or BS. Specializations in med­
ici ne or law only became available as graduate studies, as did study leading to 
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a doctorate in all other disciplines. These graduate degrees in the US COffi­

prised, and continue to comprise, a compulsory component of course work. 
In Europe specialization in one's discipline was considered complete after the 
first four years and only a dissertation was further required for a doctorate, 
no course work. In more recent years things have gotten more complex in 
Europe, largely as a result of the so-called Bologna reform, named after the 
ltalian city in which a number of European ministers of education in 1999 
signed a protocol aimed at harmonizing an of Europe's higher education 
along a three-year BA followed by a two-year MA program. 

Why is it necessary to go into such detail on higher education systems in 
the US and in Europe? Because the widely divergent fortunes of world lit­
erature in the US and in Europe are precisely due to this difference in higher 
education systems. In essence, the US had its BA and BS courses of study do 
what in Continental Europe (truly or supposedly; l will not get into that) 
already happened at the level of secondary education, especially at elite 
schools giving immediate access to university such as gymnasia in Germany, 
The N etherlands, or the Scandinavian countries, or the lycées and athénées of 
the Romance-language countries. The curriculum at such institutions always 
comprised a certain (and sometimes a fair) amount of foreign language 
training next to courses in the classics (Greek and Latin), philosophy, history, 
religious instruction, and the sciences. 

In the US, especially away from the Eastern seaboard, such knowledge of 
languages was not so easy to commonly come by. This was due in part to the 
widely disparate levels of schooling in the US. lt was also due to that coun­
try's more democratic (at the time we are speaking of here) attitude toward 
access to higher education which resulted in a less culturally homogeneous 
student body than in Europe. Undoubtedly, a working knowledge of foreign 
languages was for self-evident reasons also felt to be of less importance in the 
US. Even for the sons of the social and cultural elite, then, foreign languages 
as a rule were harder to come by in the US than in Europe, and they were 
not a natural part of one's upbringing, even if Latin and Greek were taught 
at high school lev el , and even if sorne knowledge of French and German, 
at least passively, may not have been exceptional within certain circles. We 
might conc1ude the latter from abrief article entitled "World Literature" that 
Thomas Wentworth Higginson in 1890 published in the general circulation 
periodical The Century. 

Higginson quoted passages in German and French in the original. As 
Higginson strongly advocated foreign language teaching in the US, though, 
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he may have been only putting his ideals in practice in this particular 
article. John Pizer (2006) points out that in the same year in which he 
published his article on "World Literature" Higginson had also published a 
biography of Margaret Fuller. Fuller was a member of the Transcendentalist 
Circle around Ralph Waldo Emerson and eventually developed into one of 
the most influential nineteenth-century US literary critics. In 1839 she 
was the first to bring out a selection from Eckermann's conversations with 
Goethe in English translation. Pizer credits Fuller's early acquaintance with 
Goethe's ideas on world literature for her, at least in America at that 
time, unusually cosmopolitan outlook on literature. Higginson, then, 
obviously took his cue from Fuller, and from Goethe, when he called for the 
teaching of World Literature courses to impart, in Pizer's words, "to students 
those general values, ideas, and structures he finds at the root of all 
belles lettres" (Pizer 2006: 88). Higginson saw foreign language and 
literature courses at undergraduate level as a necessary first step in this 
direction. 
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However, the specific situation the USA found itself in at the turn of the 
twentieth century did not favor the realization of Higginson's ideals. The US 
between the middle of the nineteenth century and WWI was undergoing an 
unprecedented wave of mass immigration. Most of these newcomers were of 
very different stock than the hitherto dominant British and West-Europeans. 
Their linguistic and cultural diversity only emphasized the role of English as a 
necessary agent of acculturation and cohesion in the country. But knowledge 
of the language was not enough. The need was also felt to actively promote, to 
quote Pizer again, "general values, ideas, and structures," but not so much 
those that lay at the root of belles lettres, as Higginson had wished; rather 
those that lay at the root of American culture as perceived by those who 
considered themselves its guardians. At the university level, this led to courses 
that introduced the students to "their" cultural heritage. This cultural heritage 
was thought to be embodied by a number of "Great Books" from the pa st. 
These, however, were not restricted to Higginson's belles lettres or "literature" 
proper, but ranged from philosophy over literature to the sciences. Given that 
these courses were seen as primarily introductory, and hence geared to 
incoming university students in their first or second year of studies (in 
American parlance: freslunen or sophomores), and given prevailing language 
conditions in the US, such courses were inevitably given in English, and with 
aIl reading material in English translation. What must have been one of the 
first, if not the very first, such course was offered in 1901 at Berkeley (Graff 



World literature as an American pedagogical construct 79 

1987: 134). Still, it was only afterWWI that Great Books courses became 
widespread in US higher education. 

Richard Moulton 

It is against this background that Richard Green Moulton in 1911 published 
World Literature and lts Place in General Culture, the first book-Iength pub­
lication on the subject in English. Moulton was an Englishman who had 
bec orne first Professor of English and later, as of 1901, Professor of Literary 
Theory and Interpretation, and Head of the Department of General Litera­
ture at the University of Chicago. Before his removal to the USA, though, he 
had been active in university extension lecturing in England. In his book on 
world literature he systematized what he had been doing for his working c1ass 
audience in England also for his US audience, thinking that what was needed 
in both cases was an introduction to the literatures of the world - read: 
Europe - as a shorthand for instilling in them a sense of their own nation's 
culture at the top of Western Civilization. In a sense this was complementary 
on the home front to what the British had been doing in India over the 
nineteenth century (Viswanathan 1989). There, following the historian and 
politician Thomas Babington Macaulay's advice in his 1835 Minute on lndian 
Education, English was introduced as the language of instruction as of the 
sixth year of schooling. Moreover, the teaching of British literature at both 
high sch~ol and university levels was to instill in the colonial subjects (or at 
least the more intelligent and more ambitious, but therefore also the poten­
tially more dangerous ones) the right civic - read British - virtues and atti­
tudes. For Macaulay this was entirely to the benefit of the Indians themselves, 
as the English language and English literature were more useful, and there­
fore more valuable, to them th an their own languages and literatures. As 
Macaulay famously put it in his Minute, "1 am quite ready to take the 
Orientallearning at the valuation of the Orientalists themselves. 1 have never 
found one among them who could deny that a single shelf of a good European 
library was worth the who le native literature of India and Arabia" (Macaulay 
2011). 

In fact, British literature was taught as a university subject in India before 
it was taught in Britain itself, where Greek and Latin continued to dominate 
the humanities curriculum. As of the mid-nineteenth century British litera­
ture, through the kind of extension lecturing that Moulton engaged in, was 
also taught at so-called Working Men's Institutes in Britain itself, partially as 
a means to instill also in the rising working c1ass the right virtues and atti­
tudes, and this according to the ideas of Matthew Arnold, inspector of 
schools, poet and social critic. After WWI, as a corollary to growing demo­
cratization, the study of English, and to a lesser extent of modem languages 
and literatures, gradually came to take the place of the c1assics for a growing 
student body increasingly recruited from (relatively) lower social levels in 
England. During and immediately after WWI the American (later English) 
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modernist poet T. S. Eliot engaged in extension lecturing in London. The 
emphasis on Arnold's 1869 injunction in Culture and Anarchy to make "the 
best that has been thought and known current in the world everywhere" 
(Arnold 1978: 70) would eventually lead the English critic F.R. Leavis (1895-
1978) to effectively cast a selection of four English-language writers (Jane 
Austen, George Eliot, Henry James and Joseph Conrad; Leavis later added 
Charles Dickens) as something akin to "world literature" in his The Great 
Tradition (1948). 

Moulton's book aimed at the same audience as the "Great Books" 
courses, and so he too had to rely on translations rather than on works in the 
original. Moreover, though Moulton bravely began the title of his book with 
"World Literature," its continuation "and Its Place in General Culture" 
indicates that what Moulton had in mind was in fact not too far removed 
from what "Great Books" courses had already started doing in the US by 
then. In his Preface he says that his book "presents a conception of World 
Literature, not in the sense of the sum total of particular literatures, but as a 
unit y, the literary field seen in perspective from the point of view of the 
English-speaking peoples" (Moulton 1921: v). In the main body of his book 
he follows upon this with the statement that world literature will be "a dif­
ferent thing to the Englishman and the Japanese" (Moulton 1921: 7) and 
therefore, as an Englishman, he will "trace the Literary Pedigree of the English­
speaking peoples" (Moulton 1921: 9). Or, as he puts it later on, "whatever of 
univers al literature [by which he means aIl literature from aIl the world] , 
coming from whatever source, has been appropriated by our English- civiliza­
tion, and made a part of our English culture, that is to us World Literature" 
(Moulton 1921: 297). Though Moulton's insistence that his choice of 
materia1 is based on "intrinsic literary interest" (Mo,ulton 1921 :8) or "intrinsic 
literary value" (Moulton 1921: 9) indicates that he wanted to set his enter­
prise apart from the Great Books courses in which the emphasis was on ideas 
rather, his c1aim that world literature is "nothing less than the Autobiography 
of Civilization" (Moulton 1921: 56) reveals that his "World Literature" too 
amounts to a form of "cultural heritage" for the use of "English-speaking 
peoples." 

Building on Matthew Arnold's ide as about the HeIlenic and Hebraic ori­
gins of European civilization as weIl as on then current theories about the 
linguistic and racial relationships of Europeans, and especially the English, to 
the rest of the world's peoples, Moulton divides the world's literatures into a 
number of categories dependent on their relevance to the literatures of the 
"English-speaking peoples" at the beginning of the twentieth century. In a 
general introduction Moulton first singles out the two "civilizations" that he 
saw as directly feeding into the culture of the English-speaking peoples via 
their Hebraic and Hellenic components: the "Semitic" and" Aryan" civilizations. 
Next, he lists as "extraneous" a number of civilizations, such as the Chine se 
and Japanese, that he deems not to have had any influence on English literary 
culture. 
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In the main part of his book Moulton first distinguishes a number of works 
that are so important that he dubs them "Literary Bibles" and to each of 
which he devotes a full chapter. The first of these, not surprisingly, is the Holy 
Bible itself, followed by "Classical Epic and Tragedy," "Shakespeare," "Dante 
and Milton: The Epics of Medieval Catholicism and Renaissance Protestant­
ism," and "Versions of the Story of Faust," - the latter focusing on works by 
the Englishman Christopher Marlowe, The Spaniard Pedro Calder6n de la 
Barca, and especially Goethe. One chapter deals with what Moulton calls 
"Collateral World Literature," by which he means works from the Semitic 
and Aryan civilizations that have contributed elements towards European, 
and particularly English, literature. Here Moulton discusses a.o. the Quran, 
the Arabian Nights, the Persian poet Omar Khayyam, James McPherson's 
(pseudo )Celtic Ossian, the N orse epic of Sigurd, and the Finnish Kalevala. 
Then there is a chapter on "the comparative reading that instinctively draws 
together similarities and contrasts from different parts of the literary field" 
(Moulton 1921: 408). One such instance of comparative reading across time 
and space he adduces is that grouping together the Bacchanals of the ancient 
Greek playwright Euripides, Ecclesiastes from the Bible, Omar Khayyam's 
Rubaiyat, the second book of the sixteenth-century English poet Edmund 
Spenser's The Fairie Queene, and "The Vision of Sin" by the nineteenth-century 
English poet Alfred Tennyson on the grounds that theyall deal with "moral 
chaos" (Moulton 1921: 374). Then there is a chapter on "The Literature of 
Personality: Essays and Lyrics," and one on "Strategic Points in Literature," 
defined 'as "points in the literary field which are especially valuable for their 
bearing on the survey of the field of literature as a whole" (Moulton 1921: 
408). Basically, he here includes a number of authors and works that he con­
siders not quite important enough to figure into any one of his "Literary 
Bibles," but too important to pass over without mention: the ancient classical 
writers Plato, Lucretius, and Aristophanes; the medieval The Romance of the 
Rose, Reynard the Fox, and Everyman; Thomas Malory's Morte d'Arthur and 
Chaucer's Canterbury Tales; Spenser's Fairie Queene, the medieval French 
Froissart's Chronicles, Cervantes' Don Quijote; the Renaissance philosophers 
Desiderius Erasmus and Francis Bacon; the seventeenth-century French 
playwrights Molière and Racine; the nineteenth-century historical novelists 
Walter Scott and Sienkywicz; French writers Rabelais, Balzac and Victor 
Hugo; and the nineteenth-century English Romantics Byron and Wordsworth. 
In his next to last chapter Moulton draws a paralle1 between national 
literature and world literature in the sense that if national literature is, as 
"is generally recognized" (Moulton 1921: 429), a refiection of the national 
history of the country in question, so "WorId Literature is autobiography in 
the sense that it is the presentation of civilization in its best products, its 
most significant moments emphasized as they appear illuminated with the 
highest literary setting" (Moulton 1921: 437). Precise1y because it is the 
"Autobiography of Civilization," their civilization, MouIton argues in his 
"Conclusion," world literature should be part of American students' general 
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education, "not to be considered as an option that may be taken late, but as 
an essential in the foundation stage of education, part of t~e common body of 
knowledge which makes the election of optional studies intelligent" (Moulton 
1921: 447). 

Albert Guérard, in his 1940 Preface to World Literature, resurrects Moulton's 
"Literary Bibles." However, instead of making Goethe's Faust one of several 
works by various authors on the same figure, he opts for a generous selection 
from the principal works of Goethe as his Fifth Bible. Two more Bibles are 
meant to offset one another: that of Romance, from the medieval French 
writer Chrétien de Troyes to the American poet Edwin Arlington Robinson, 
and of Ironie Nationalism, from the Romance of the Rose and Chaucer over 
Cervantes to the twentieth-century English novelist Aldous Huxley's Eyeless 
in Gaza. Finally, there is what Guérard calls the Bible of Social Pit y, from the 
early writings of Victor Hugo over Charles Dickens, the great Russians 
Fyodor Dostoevsky and Leo Toistoy, and the French naturalist Emile Zola 
and his German counterpart Gerhart Hauptmann to the American John 
Steinbeck's Grapes of Wrath. 

The Great Books 

Moulton's recommendation to make world literature an integral part of the 
early stages of American university education found ready application, but his 
valiant effort to imbue such foundational courses with an ahnost exc1usively 
literary content would have to wait a while yet. For the time being it was the 
more orthodox Great Books courses that carried the day, and not world lit­
erature courses. In the aftermath of WWI the concern to introduce students 
to the Western heritage probably outweighed that of turning them into critical 
readers of that heritage. With large numbers of soldiers returning from 
Europe and being entitled to educational benefits,along with an increased 
aInbition for upward mobility through advanced education on the part of the 
fast growing middle c1ass, American higher education became increasing1y 
democratized. Most of these aspiring undergraduates had no foreign language 
skills or training whatsoever, nor did they have any training in the c1assics. 
John Erskine (1879-1951), Professor of English at Columbia University, 
during WWI had taught the equivalent of Moulton's extension lecture courses 
to US soldiers, and on his return to Columbia he proposed, and in 1920 got 
accepted, the introduction of a General Honors Course teaching the c1assics 
in English translation to aH undergraduates. Eventually this developed into a 
two-course two-semester core curriculum. One course, called "Contemporary 
Civilization," concentrated on philosophical works. The other course became 
the famous "Humanities A" course, and concentrated on literary mas­
terpieces. Comparable courses were instituted at the University of Chicago in 
1931 and at Stanford in 1935, and from then on in countless US universities. 
As Herbert Lindenberger notes, these courses at least initially often went by 
the title of "Western Civilization" (Lindenberger 1990: s.1.). 
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Erskine's Great Books course (though he himself never called it by that 
name, nor did or does Columbia University), and others like it, were tailored 
to set students on a minimal common cultural footing firmly anchored in the 
Western tradition. Sorne of Columbia's most famous faculty members, such 
as for instance Lionel Trilling (1905-75), for many years taught "Humanities 
A." It continues today under the title "Literature Humanities" and comprises 
perennial c1assics - that is to say, works that have never left its list of required 
reading - such as Homer's The Iliad, Aeschylus' Oresteia, .Sophoc1es' Oedipus 
the King, Dante's The Inferno, and William Shakespeare's King Lear, while 
works by, for instance, Augustine, Montaigne, and Virginia Woolf, as well as 
the Bible, have rotated on an off. That the aims of "Lit Hum," as it is com­
monly calle d, continue to reflect sorne of the ideas underlying the original 
Great Books courses appears from the description of the course on Colum­
bia's website as "designed to enhance students' understanding of main lines of 
literary and philosophical development that have shaped western thought for 
nearly three millennia." Lest we should think that at the beginning of the 
third millennium things have not moved on from the early twentieth century, 
however, the next sentence hastens to add that "much more than a survey of 
great books, Lit Hum encourages students to become critical readers of the 
literary past we have inherited" (http://www.college.columbia.edu/core/lithum; 
accessed 11/10110). That Lit Hum left a great impression on Columbia stu­
dents can be gauged from David Denby's Great Books: My Adventures with 
Homer, . Rousseau, Woolf, and Other Indestructible Writers of the Western 
World (1996). Denby re-attended the Lit Hum course at Columbia in 1991, 
thirty years after he had first attended it as a freshman. He had become 
enraged by how politicized the debate on literary canons had become during 
the so-called "culture wars" raging in the United States during the 1980s and 
1990s. Therefore he decided to go and ascertain for himself what this debate 
was all about in a course that centered, precisely and deliberately so, upon the 
Western canon. 

World literature courses 

Courses that went by the label "World Literature," and that more c10sely 
resembled what Moulton had in mind at least as far as their content was 
concerned, were pioneered in the late 1920s by Philo Buck, Professor of 
Comparative Literature at the University of Wisconsin. One difference 
between world literature and Great Books courses was that the former con­
centrated on works of the imagination or literature proper while the latter 
concentrated on the ideas contained in a number of works of varied prove­
nance. A further difference, Pizer (2006: 101) contends, is that a Great Books 
course concentrates on just a few major and unabridged works while a world 
literature course typically is built around an anthology that comprises a mul­
titude of shorter works and passages from longer works in an effort to achieve 
sorne representative historical and geographical coverage. Surely this is what 
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we would deduce from the Anthology of World Literature, based on his class 
teachings, that Buck brought out in 1934 and that Lawall (Lawall2004: 59-60) 
labels "the first single-volume academic anthology to attempt global scope." 
Buck, as Moulton advocated, focused on the European tradition, although he 
also inc1uded some Indian, Persian, and Arab materials while, again like 
Moulton, exc1uding works from China and Japan on the grounds that their 
"vital influence upon the European tradition has been negligible or very 
recent" (Buck 1934: v). In later editions he did add some Chinese works. 
However, and at variance with Moulton's recommendations, Buck included 
no English-Ianguage works in his anthology. 

As we have seen in the first chapter, Buck's not including English-language 
works in his Anthology of World Literature was not unprecedented. It was not 
unusual to see world literature as complementary to one's national literature, 
and Buck too may have been seeing his enterprise, and the course in world 
literature he gave and which his anthology served, as complementary to 
courses in English and American literature. What may also have played a role 
is the traditional "turf war" between university departments. This certainly 
came to the fore after WWII, when world literature courses rapidly became the 
province of English departments rather than, as with Buck and in the initial 
stages of their introduction, comparative literature departments. There are a 
number of reasons for this, but prime among these is the further round of 
democratization of American higher education brought about by WWII. 
Indicative in this regard may be the brief remark by the West Virginia edu­
cator and superintendent of schools Oliver Shurtleff who in 1947 was quoted 
as having said to the West Virginia School Journal that "if l were to be asked to 
add a subject to the curriculum of high schools and colleges, l should add World 
Literature ... At this very time in the history of our world, this addition, it 
seems to me, would be quite pertinent" (Shurtleff 1947: 5). 

Next to answering to a genuinely felt need to open more "windows on the 
world," to use David Damrosch's phrase (Damrosch 2003: 15), now that the 
US - because of WWII - had not only come out of the relative isolation into 
which it had withdrawn in the period between the two world wars but also 
actually found itself to be the strongest nation on earth, the rapid popular­
ization of world literature courses focusing on works of the imagination 
rather than on "ideas" as in Great Books courses was probably not unrelated 
to the parallel rise to dominance of the so-called "New Criticism" in the US. 
This cri tic al and educational movement, primarily centered in English 
departments, focused on the intrinsic qualities of the literary work as artifact 
and structure rather than on the historical and biographical details of its 
creation. When in many places world literature courses became compulsory 
for undergraduates, the traditionally small comparative literature departments 
that before and immediately after WWII had started offering such courses 
simply could not cope with the rapidly swelling student numbers. Moreover, 
many comparative literature professors were reluctant to teach what they 
considered as degraded versions of what they really should be teaching. 
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Indeed, while Higginson, Moulton, Erskine, and Buck were diligently plug­
ging away at promoting Great Books and world literature courses in English 
translation and for undergraduates, "real" Departments of Comparative Lit­
erature swore by courses on which literature was read in the original. In 
practice, this meant that they limited themselves to graduate teaching, as 
American students in general needed their undergraduate years to work up 
the necessary language skiUs to even be considered for enrollment in a com­
parative literature pro gram or department. The combined result was that 
when the crunch came, world literature, being taught as it was in English and 
via translations into English, rapidly migrated to the biggest language 
department around, which invariably happened to be the English department 
anyway. 

The New Critical paradigm, moreover, did away with - at least in theory 
and often in practice - any real need to have an intimate knowledge of a 
work'.s historical or linguistic background, or its author's biography. Given 
the supposedly low degree of specialization required to teach these courses, 
then, they often were assigned to junior faculty members. As these were 
almost invariably trained in English literature themselves, world literature 
courses rapidly came to be seen as at least partially a preparation for 
the study of English and even American literature, providing students with a 
minimal knowledge of Western literature as a prelude to their engagement 
with what really mattered (Brown 1953). In fact, Sarah Lawall, who over the 
last twen.ty years or so (and mainly on the basis of her general editorship of 
the more recent editions of the Norton Anthology of World Literature) has 
been one of the most influential commentators on the anthologizing of world 
literature, narrates that back in the mid-1970s when she first became involved 
with what was then still caUed the Norton Anthology of World Masterpieces 
she had never seen the anthology before because "teaching French, Francophone, 
and comparative literature" she functioned in a "curricular framework that 
did not inc1ude world literature - the course was 'owned' by the English 
department" (Lawall 2004: 69). 

The crisis of world literature 

This state of affairs led to a major standoff between world literature and 
comparative literature at the end of the 1950s. At a Conference on "The 
Teaching of World Literature" held at Philo Buck's University of Wisconsin 
in April 1959, the Swiss-American comparatist Werner Friederich, Professor 
of Comparative Literature at the University of North Carolina. in Chapel 
Hill, humorously but also scathingly rehearsed aU that was wrong with world 
literature courses from the point of view of "legitimate" comparative litera­
ture departments. They promised more than they could deliver - in a famous 
diatribe he proc1aimed that "sometimes, in flippant moments, l think we 
should caU our programs NATO Literatures - yet even that would be extra­
vagant, for we do not usually deal with more than one fourth of the 15 
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NATO-nations" (Friederich 1960: 14-15). They were taught in translation, 
laying them open to the accusation of amateurisnl. They used anthologies 
that because of the brevity and multiplicity of passages inc1uded confused the 
students. Finally, they were mostly taught by younger faculty members who 
were not really up to a job that would have been daunting even to experienced 
professors skilled in various foreign languages next to English (Friederich 1960: 
14-18). In short, Friederich argued, such courses threatened the integrity of 
the discipline of comparative literature. Therefore, he advocated that world 
literature courses taught to freshmen and sophomores really be Great Books 
courses focusing on only a few major works or authors: "the true giants in 
literature - Aeschylus, Virgil, perhaps Petrarch, Molière, Schiller, Dostoevski," 
and that they be used to illustrate "the basic meaning of Antiquity, Middle 
Ages, Renaissance, Classicism, Romanticism, Realism, N aturalism" (Frieder­
ich 1960: 17.) In another version of the same article/speech Friederich 
replaced Petrarch with Chaucer (Friederich 1970: 31). These courses should 
then be followed by "Foreign Literature in English Translation" courses cov­
ering a given foreign literature or a cluster of such literatures, and, given by 
specialists in the literatures concerned, they should be resolutely restricted to 
the undergraduate level. 

Such a set of courses, Friedrich feIt, would provide "a truly liberal educa­
tion" for "a businessman, a physician, or a professor of English" (Friederich 
1970: 35). If given well, Friederich hoped, such courses Inight even lead 
talented undergraduates to pur sue graduate study in comparative literature 
proper, reading and studying Iiterary works not in translation but in the ori­
ginal. At that graduate level, though, he aiso pleaded for extending the reach 
of comparative literature beyond its traditional European domain to embrace 
the cultures of Latin Anlerica, Asia, Africa, and Oceania. With its mixture of 
races and cultures, its history of migration, its geographical location, and its 
world leadership in matters military, economic and political, Friederich con­
c1uded, the US was uniquely weIl placed to take the lead in matters cultural 
too, and part of such leadership would be a greater opening to the world 
beyond Europe and the US itself. Yet, just a few years earlier, in 1954, Friederich, 
along with David Henry Malone, had published an Outline of Comparative 
Literature: fi'om Dante Alighieri ta Eugene O'Neill that stayed weIl within the 
framework of the world literature courses he so critically scrutinized in 1959. 
Offering "a new panorama of Western literature" Friederich and Malone 
aimed to present "the constant flow of forms and ideas across national bor­
ders and the dissemination of cultural values among neighboring countries" 
as showing "the essential oneness of Western culture and the stultifying 
shortsightedness of political or literary nationalism" (Friederich and Malone 
1954: Preface). 

The Wisconsin Conference where Friederich spoke followed c10sely after 
the ICLA Conference at his own University of North Carolina in Chapel Hill 
where René Wellek had denounced "the French School" for "The Crisis in 
Comparative Literature." Friederich's rather triumphant statements with 
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regard to the future of comparative literature in American academe reflected 
the already widely accepted belief, at least in the US, that "America had 
more than caught up with the leadership of France in the· field of Compara­
tive Literature" (Friederich 1960: 18). Given the strict separation between 
undergraduate and graduate teaching Friederich advocated, and given also 
that world literature courses largely remained under the wings of English lit­
erature departments, it took a while before the new wind that was felt to blow 
in US comparative literature departments also was felt in world literature 
teaching. Moreover, as slœtched in the previous chapter, the turn to theory 
comparative literature departments took in the years after the Chapel 
Hill conference led them away from the concerns with the larger world as 
expressed by Friederich. 

Ironically, it was a French scholar, René Etiemble, who most vocally took 
up these concerns (Etiemble 1966). Even more ironically given Wellek's 
denunciation of the French school of comparative literature, the theory US 
comparative literature departments turned to was largely French again. The 
first to arrive was phenomenological criticism as practiced by the so-called 
Geneva School (Lawall 1968). Main adherents in the US were the early 
J. Hillis-Miller along with the Belgian Georges Poulet (1902-91), who taught 
at Johns Hopkins in the 1950s. Shortly thereafter Paul de Man (1919-83; 
another Belgian) was instrumental in disseminating the thought of Jacques 
Derrida (1930-2004) in the US. In the 1970s De Man was one - many would 
say the :- leader of the so-called Yale school of deconstructionism. As of the 
1970s English departments also entered the age of theory, with the fervor of 
various waves of structuralism, poststructuralism, deconstructionism, new 
historicism, multiculturalism and postcolonialism rapidly succeeding each 
other. Most of this, though, primarily applied to graduate study and research. 
World literature meanwhile kept quietly bubbling along as an undergraduate 
course. 

Anthologizing world literature: the "Norton" 

In fact, the proliferation of World Literature courses in the US led to the 
creation, in the mid-1950s, of a worldng instrument tailored to the new 
conditions - that is to say, a major anthology that combined Buck's 
focus on foreign literature with Moulton and Guérard's inclusion of English­
language literatures in their surveys. Norton's World Masterpieces: Literature 
of Western Culture appeared in 1956. In line with the by then well-established 
practice for world literature courses to be taught within an English 
department, the N orto~'s general editor was a specialist in English literature: 
Maynard Mack (1909-2001). Mack had a particular interest in Early 
Modern to Augustan literature, and strongly promoted New Criticism in 
the English department he led for many years at Yale University. The 
other editors were drawn from English again, as weIl as from Classics, 
ltalian, French, Slavics, and conlparative literature. Many of them taught 



88 Concise history of world literature 

at Yale, among them René Wellek. Through its third edition, in 1973, the 
anthology went under the same title as the original edition. The fourth edition 
carried the title The Norton Anthology of World Masterpieces: Literature from 
Western Culture. The fifth and sixth editions, from 1985 and 1992 respectively, 
dropped the subtitle. An Expanded Edition appeared in 1995. In 2002 this 
expanded edition turned into The Norton Anthology of World Literature, 
Second Edition. In the meantime there was also a seventh edition of The 
Norton Anthology of World Masterpieces, this time subtitled The Western 
Tradition. 

The name changes the Norton underwent are of course not arbitrary or 
coincidental. Most immediately, they ref1ected the changes affecting the study 
of English and American literature as of the late eighties. This is the moment 
that multiculturalism, in American studies, and postcolonialism, in English 
studies, took over from "pure" theory as the leading paradiglns. Predictably, 
this led to loud calls for a much expanded canon Chence the 1995 Norton 
Expanded Edition) comprising generous selections of works by minority wri­
ters in the case of American literature, and by writers from the former British 
colonies for English literature. The ensuing so-called "Culture Wars" also led 
to the then current core curriculum undergraduate courses in Western litera­
ture being increasingly challenged as to their continuing relevance for a 
rapidly changing and increasingly diverse American student body, as weIl as 
for an equally rapidly changing world. Most falnous in this respect becalne 
the struggle in 1988 over Stanford's Western Culture course, the then descen­
dant - with a brief hiatus in the late 1960s and 1970s - of the 1935 Western 
Civilization course. Lindenberger (1990: s.l.) lists this course as comprising: 
"Hebrew Bible, Genesis; Homer, nlajor selections from !liad or Odyssey or 
both; At least one Greek tragedy; Plato, Republic, major portions of Books 1-VII; 
New Testament, selections including a gospel; Augustine, Confessions, 1-IX; 
Dante, Inferno; More, Utopia; Machiavelli, The Prince; Luther, Christian 
Liberty; Galileo, The Stan')J Messenger and The Assayer; Voltaire, Candide; 
Marx and Engels, The Communist Manifesto; Darwin, selections; Freud, 
Outline of Psychoanalysis and Civilization and Its Discontents." Inclusion of 
the Aeneid, selections from Thomas Aquinas, Hobbes's Leviathan, Goethe's 
Faust and Werther, and a nineteenth-century novel to be chosen by the 
instructor, were "strongly recOlmnended." These works formed the common core 
to a number of tracks that allowed considerable variety in reading and con­
textualization. Still, after complaints from a number of minority groups on 
campus and after long debates in the University Senate, the Western Culture 
core course was replaced with a new one called "Cultures, Ideas, Values" that 
did not require a tixed set of common texts but the contents of which would 
be democratically decided upon from year to year by the fa cu lt y members 
teaching the course that particular year. It was stipulated, though, that each 
track around this core course must "include the study of works by women, 
minorities, and pers ons of color" and must study "at least one of the non­
European cultures that have beconle components of our diverse American 
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society" (Lindenberger 1990: s.1.). The changes to the Stanford pro gram made 
the national headlines, and became a battleground between political and cul­
tural conservatives, such as Allen Bloom and the then Secretary of State for 
Education William Bennett, and more generally left-wing progressives. One 
party lamented that Stanford was selling out "American" culture by debasing 
and diluting its cultural heritage. The other party upheld that the "old" canon 
had been restrictively and unjustifiably male, white, and Eurocentric. 

While earlier editions of the Norton anthology had also already responded 
to c1aims, for example from feminist quarters, for wider representation, it is 
c1ear that the changes in the name and contents of the Norton anthology as 
of the fourth edition were increasingly detennined by the c1aims of multi­
culturalism and postcolonialism. The Expanded Edition of 1995 basically 
added an equal number of pages of non-Western texts to the earlier exc1usively 
Western edition. The Norton until the Expanded Edition indeed was (almost) 
exc1usively Western. That is also why from the late 1980s and early 1990s on 
it came under attack by proponents of change. It was also the most successful 
anthology of its kind until then, to the point even of seeming to define the 
field in its "old" dispensation, and that is undoubtedly why it also became the 
foil against which aIl newcomers in what was suddenly perceived as a differ­
ent market reacted. As Sarah LawaIl, who had joined the Norton editorial 
team as of the 1979 Fourth Edition, and who became the general editor with 
the 1999 seventh edition, felt obliged to remark in 2004, when at least three 
major competitors had appeared on the market: "many critics (especially 
those connected with new anthologies) seem to believe that the world litera- . 
ture anthology began in 1956 with the first edition of The Norton Anthology 
of World Masterpieces and that the future consists solely in reacting to the 
presumed origin" (Lawall 2004: 63). Not only was there a well-established 
and fiourishing tradition of earlier world literature anthologies, inc1uding 
Buck's mentioned earlier, she argues, but by the middle of the twentieth cen­
tury there had also sprung up a "consistent set of beliefs and practices that 
would shape - and continue to shape - anthologies of 'world literature'" 
(Lawall 2004: 62). These inc1uded an almost exclusive concern for a literary 
work's cultural status but "little or no concern for analysis or pedagogy," an 
orientation toward "the generic-American-English-speaking student," an "edu­
cational mission to give this generic student a perspective on human evolution 
from barbarism to civilization, with special emphasis on Western tradition 
as the foundation of twentieth-century America," and an unspoken under­
standing that "the writers are male and, for the most part, European" (Lawall 
2004: 62). 

The 1956 Norton World Masterpieces: Literature of Western Culture, 
Lawall says, broke with these assumptions in the following ways: "The 
encouragement of critical thinking and literary analysis instead of prescribed 
outlines of cultural history; a focus on imaginative literature instead of the 
transmission of Great Books; a preference for complete works instead of 
myriad extracts; and - aimed specifically at c1assroom teaching - an 
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unprecedented amount of information about the texts: analyses of works, 
textual annotations, and individuai bibliographies" (Lawall 2004: 63-64). In 
fact, because it went so blatantly against then current practice it proved 
very difficult to find a publisher for what eventually became "the Norton." 
Prentice-Hall and Harcourt Brace, two of the biggest players in the American 
textbook market, turned the project down after initially having declared an 
interest in it. Finally, the anthology was taken on board by WW Norton and 
Co., a smaller publisher willing to take a risk. In other words, Lawall stresses, 
the Norton anthology was innovative in its day, and continued to be so, for 
instance including aIready in its 1985 edition a section "Contemporary 
Explorations" that made room for non-Western voices. Not by coincidence 
she claims some merit for the introduction of this particular innovation 
herself. Although not with so many words again, it is evident that she claims 
the same kind of merit for the transformation of the Expanded Edition, the 
last to appear under the general editorship of Maynard Mack, and which she 
calls unwieldy for a number of reasons, into the dual Norton Anthology of 
World Masterpieces: The Western Tradition and Norton Anthology of World 
Literature from the moment she took over as general editor in the late 1990s. 
Undoubtedly, although again she never explicitly alludes to it as such, Lawall, 
who was herself Professor of Comparative Literature at the University of 
Massachusetts, Amherst, aiso sees herself assuming the general editorship 
leading to the modernization of the Norton as reclaiming the territory of 
world literature from the English departments where for the longest time it 
had lingered. For all these reasons she is obviously not very happy with what 
she calls "a tendency to mystify 'the Norton' that is ultimately not very useful 
when examining theoretical or practical issues of anthology making or the 
persistent shaping power of certain historical and analytical habits; moreover, 
such mystification obscures the way that many of these habits persevere - if in 
more sophisticated form - today" (Lawall 2004: 63). 

The Norton's competitors 

One of the critics connected with a more recent anthology that Lawall has in 
mind is no doubt David Damrosch. Damrosch, like Lawall, is Professor of 
Comparative Literature, at Columbia University untii 2008, and at Harvard 
since then. He served as contributing editor to the 1994 Ha1perCollins World 
Reader un der the general editorship of Mary Ann Caws and Christopher 
Prendergast. He also served as consultant on the Mesoamerican additions to 
the Norton Expanded Edition of 1995. Most importantly, though, he 
authored a major theoretical study of the field, What is World Literature? in 
2003 and served as general editor himself for the 6-volume Longman Anthol­
ogy of World Literature published in 2004 (Second Edition 2008-9). In a 2000 
article, reprinted in Di Leo 2004, Damrosch had severely criticized both the 
Norton Expanded Edition and the HarperCollins World Reader. The Harper­
Collins World Reader, he found, "proceeds essentially by exploding the 'oid 
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world,' making room for a vivid gallery of snapshots of the 'whole world,' yet 
the result is fragmentary, inconsistent, a disorienting series of abrupt leaps 
from one brief selection to another" (Damrosch 2004: 41). The Norton 
Expanded Edition he found lacking in integration between the "old" and 
"whole" world parts. Drawing a line [rom sorne early twentieth-century 
anthologists to the HarperCollins and Norton anthologies he claimed world 
literature to have oscillated between extremes of assin1ilation and dis­
continuity: "either the earlier and distant works we read are really just like us, 
or they are unutterably foreign, curiosities whose foreignness finally tells us 
nothing and can only reinforce our sense of separate identity" (Damrosch 
2004: 44). Instead of acquiescing in having to choose between what he caUs 
"a self-centered construction of the world" and "a highly decentered one," 
Damrosch proposes "an elliptical approach" in which contemporary America 
will "logically be one focus of the ellipse for the contemporary American 
reader, but the literature of other times and eras always presents us with 
another focus as weU, and we read in the field of force generated between 
these two foci" (Damrosch 2004: 44). The ideas he presented in this article, 
and which he had already defended also in earlier publications, likewise 
provided the groundwork for his 2003 What is World Literature? 

Whereas the Norton Anthology of World Literature, like its other Norton 
predecessors, is strictly chronological in organization, both the Bedford 
Anthology of World Literature, edited by Paul Davis, Gary Harrison et al 
(2003), ~nd the Longman Anthology of World Literature, while still adhering 
to chronology for their overall organizing principle, also introduce thematic 
units that cut across chronology. In the Longman anthology, for instance, a 
number of selections feature "resonances." The ancient Greek Homer's 
Odyssey is thus followed by the early twentieth-century Austrian-Czech-Jewish 
Franz Katka's story "The Silence of the Sirens," the mid-twentieth-century 
Greek poet George Seferis's poem "Upon a Foreign Verse," and selections 
from Derek Wa1cott's late twentieth-century Caribbean epic Omeros. AlI of 
these, of course, refer to (events in) the Odyssey. In this particular case the 
three works resonating with the "original" are ail themselves works of the 
imagination, from the same period (the twentieth century), and although 
written in three different languages (German, Greek, English, though the 
latter with the input of French Caribbean "créole"), they also come from 
what we could roughly define as "the West," although again of course this 
could be contested with regard to WaIlcott and his Orneros, which is an icon 
of postcolonialism and as such can be seen as dissenting from the Western 
tradition. In other instances, though, the resonances can be critical reactions 
to an original, can come from different periods, and from both West and 
"non-West." This is the case with (a passage from) Kuntaka's "The Life-force 
of Literary Beauty," Goethe's "On Shakuntala/' and (a passage from) 
Rabindranath Tagore's "Shakuntala: Its Inner Meaning," aIl of them relating 
to the original play Shakuntala by the classical Sanskrit writer Kalidasa. Next 
to these "resonances" the Longman also features "perspectives," units that 
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gather material on a specifie topie. An example is the "perspective" on 
"Tyranny and Democracy" with texts by the ancient Greeks Solon, 
Thucydides and Plato. Both the Norton and the Longman carefully list 
already in the table of contents in which language a text was originally 
written, and they list the translator. Both anthologies also take care to 
let chronology decide on sequence, with in many cases sections on non­
Western literatures preceding those on Western literatures. Thus all possible 
care seems 10 be taken to offer as evenhanded a survey of "world literature" 
as possible. 

Yet Lawall, writing in 2004, after the publication of her own Norton 
Anthology of World Literature in 2002, and obviously feeling that Damrosch's 
critique of 2000 is no longer warrante d, implicitly takes both the Bedford 
Anthology of World Literature and Damrosch's Longman Anthology of World 
Literature to task for basically reverting to an approach that she has just 
been at pains to demonstrate that the original 1956 Norton was precise1y 
designed to transcend - that is to say, a focus on cultural rather than literary 
issues, and dispersal over a wide range of shorter extracts rather than con­
centration on fewer complete works. While praising the newer anthologies 
for their "viable approaches to cultural cOlnplexity" and for including "a wide 
range of valuable material," Lawall also finds that by doing so they "shift 
attention to a higher, combinatory level while minimizing the time spent on 
rereading individual texts"(Lawall 2004: 83). Instead, she argues, the Norton 
continues to follow "a work-centered approach using a wide variety of 
texts and with the study of aesthetic structures as a way to elucidate the 
intersecting paths of meaning ... that situate a text" (Lawall 2004: 85). 
Indeed, she even son1ewhat defiantly suggests that the Norton Anthology of 
World Literature deliberately courts unpopularity because of its consistently 
aesthetie approach to literature in an age when "'aesthetic' .... has a bad 
press" (Lawall 2004: 85). 

Worlding world literature 

One thing that is clear fron1 Culler's statement cited at the beginning of this 
chapter, and fron1 world literature anthologies published since 2000, is that 
the initiative has passed again from English departments to departments of 
comparative literature. With the exception of the Bedford anthology, the four 
editors of which are all professors (sometimes emeriti) at the University of 
New Mexico, both the general editors and a significant number, if not the 
majority, of the subsidiary editors of the Norton and the Longman hail from 
comparative literature departments. ldeally, this should facilitate opening up 
world literature to the world beyond that covered by English-1anguage litera­
ture.· Here, however, the importance of Culler's remark that what is presently 
at stake is how comparative literature departments in the US construct 
"world literature" in their world literature courses cornes to the fore. In a 
number of recent articles on comparative and world literature Djelal Kadir, 
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has referred to this as "worlding" (Kadir 2004, 2006, 2010). What he means is 
that the comparatist talking of world literature should be aware of "where she 
is coming from" so as to avoid unconsciously reproducing the hegemonic 
unbalances of power in the world that she professes to correct by furthering 
the cause of "world" literature over any form of nationalliterature. For Kadir 
the "compelling question" is "who carries out [world literature's, TD] world­
ing and why," and "the inevitable issue is the locus where the fixed foot of the 
compass that describes the globalizing circun1scription is placed" (Kadir 
2004: 2). 

This, then, is wherc we have to utter some reservations as to aIl recent 
anthologies of world literature, and where we have to at least partly concur 
with Lawall as to the continuation, albeit it in a more sophisticated form, as 
she put it, of habits that date back at least to the middle of the twentieth 
century. Let me hasten to add that it would seem very difficult to change these 
habits anyway, which only goes to show to what an extent they are part and 
parcel of the teaching of world literature in the United States. To begin with, 
even though as I have just mentioned the Norton and the Longman have a 
cast of editors that is largely drawn from comparative literature, by far the 
majority of these - there are very few exceptions indeed - is American or at 
least teaches at an American university. Perhaps one will object that this is 
only normal as the US seems to be the only country where world literature 
courses are being taught. It is hard to see, though, how the relatively homo­
geneous. provenance of these teams of editors would not influence their choi­
ces and, perhaps more importantly still, their stance toward these choices. 
Inevitably, there emerges an American view on world literature. Second, there 
is no denying that the HarperCollins, Bedford, and Longmans anthologies are 
geared towards what LawaIl caIled the generic American student. In line with 
changing demography and expectations of political correctness, of course, 
that generic American student is now no longer seen as predominantly white 
and male, but rather as inherently multicultural, with perhaps even a bias in 
favor of the former minorities as far as representation of non-Western works 
is concerne d, but also with regard to works from the Western tradition. Still, 
the emphasis remains on the American-English-speaking student in that all 
material is presented in English translation and, at least if we are to believe 
Lawall's evaluations of the Bedford and the Longman anthologies as earlier 
summarized, is selected and arranged so as to provide that student with a 
comprehensive idea of his or her "cultural heritage," however much expanded 
that heritage may be as compared to the previously exclusive emphasis on the 
Western cultural heritage. For all these reasons aIl these anthologies - and I 
would include the Norton now - always remain skewed with regard to the rest 
of the world, as Gayatri Spivak implies in her 2003 Death of a Discipline, 
when she expresses her suspicion of contemporary world literature antholo­
gies in English translation. She implies that such anthologies, while aiming 
initially at the US academic market but in practice pre-empting that of the 
entire world, linguistically, presenting and hence reducing all the world's 
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literatures to "in English" literature, and culturally, by "D.S.-style world lit­
erature becoming the staple of Comparative Literature in the global South," 
project the world as "American" to Americans and "America" as the world to 
non-Americans (Spivak 2003: 39). Notwithstanding the best of intentions, 
then, American proponents of world literature always risk turning the practice 
of what they are doing against their avowed aims, thus perhaps unconsciously 
and almost against the grain upholding a cultural hegemony they consciously 
profess to be combating. 

Two considerations here impose themselves. The first has to do with the 
issue of translation. This has always been a contentious issue in world litera­
ture, and l will return to it in a later chapter. Suffice it here to say that 
translation has very much become a focus of attention in literary studies, and 
specifically in comparative literature, over the last fifteen years. There are 
two solutions to the threat of a basically self-confirming "world projection" 
inherent in the presentation of the literatures of the world exclusively in 
English (American) translation. The first, as was the proposaI already of 
Priederich, is to study all materials in the original. This is obviously not a 
viable possibility given the multiplicity of languages involved and the 
nature of American undergraduate education. The second and more feasible 
option is to adopt what to Goethe was the highest form of translation - that 
is to say, a translation that preserves the strangeness, the foreignness of the 
original and thus, literally, brings home to the reader, in this case the student, 
that she is stepping into an "other" world. This is a world that can be ren­
dered comprehensible but that can never be completely apprehended, that 
cannot, so to speak, be "donlesticated" to the point where the student starts 
to feel familiar with it. In other words, it is a world that never can be made 
her "own." 

This brings me to the second consideration. Even with the best of 
anthologies available, a course in world literature can only coyer a lilnited 
part of the wealth of material offered in any anthology. What gets taught, 
then, and how it is taught in final instance depends upon the individual tea­
cher, or at best (or sometimes worst) a team of teachers. Earlier l mentioned 
that Damrosch proposes the figure of the ellipse as an appropriate metaphor 
for what he sees as an ideal approach for world literature. The constant 
shifting between the two foci in the ellipse - that of the reader's time and 
place and that of the text's - leads to what Damrosch calls a "detached 
engagement" on the part of the reader with "worlds beyond [her] own place 
and time" (Damrosch 2004:· 281). This detached.engagement is pretty close to 
the kind of estranged reading brought about by the form of translation briefly 
proposed in my previous paragraph; in fact, such detached engagement can 
be greatly helped by this form of translation. As menti one d, though, in the 
final instance it will be the task of the teacher to make sure that the two foci 
of a Damroschian ellipse are kept "in focus" in order to bring out the desired 
detached engagement on the part of the student. This is also what Kadir sees 
as the task of "worlding" a text, but it is only part of that task. The further 
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part consists in making the student aware of the simultaneous act of appro­
priation and distancing she is engaged in, and of its implications for the 
relationship between her place and time and that of the text, a relationship 
that, as we saw just a few paragraphs ago, is almost always one of power. 

In essence, whatKadir caUs for is a meta-stance with regard to the very 
process of "doing" world literature. Another such call cornes from John Pizer 
(2006). Pizer emphasizes the similarities between the world Goethe found 
himself in, in an age after the break-up of the Napoleonic empire that for a 
moment had threatened to bring aU of Europe under its sway, but also an age 
that saw the quickening of commerce and of communications, and the world 
we have found ourselves in after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the 
quickening of globalization. Therefore, he advocates including as inalienable 
part of a world literature course a reflection on the very history of what he calls 
the "Goethean" paradigm so as to make the students see the rationale of their 
enterprise - rather than worlding a particular reading, then, Pizer is here 
worlding the very course "world literature" itself. 

Conclusion 

CD Because of the specifie structure of higher education in the United States, and 
because of the relative lack of knowledge of foreign languages there, world 
literature courses in translation in one guise or another came to be part of the 
univt?rsity curriculum in the USA from early on. 

• Over the course of the twentieth century there developed a tension between 
the proponents of "Great Books" courses, which concentrated on the ideas 
contained in the works read and also included non-literary works, and those of 
world literature courses, which focused on Iiterary works and on aesthetic 
issues. 

• For most of the twentieth century world literature courses were the province of 
English departments; only recently have comparative literature departments 
taken the relief, leading to decisive shifts in the content and methodology of 
such courses. 

• World literature courses in American academe rely heavily upon anthologies in 
English translation; the nature, form, and arrangement of these anthologies 
has been, and continues to be, the subject of heated debate. 

• World literature has become an issue in the current debate on the position of 
the United States in a fast-changing world. 



5 World Iiterature as system 

Overview 

Goethe often spoke of world literature in metaphorical terms related to the . 
domain of trade and of the exchange of goods. So did Marx and Engels 
when, in their 1848 Communist A1anifesto, they mentioned world literature. In 
their wake there have sprung up a number of systemic approaches to litera­
ture, and to world literature, stressing not the intrinsic literary value of such 
or such a work, author, genre, or any such thing, but exalnining the circula­
tion of literary works, genres, and authors within a transnational and even a 
global context. Two recent such approaches are those of Pascale Casanova, 
interpreting aIl of world literature as centered upon Paris as of the end of the 
Renaissance, and of Franco Moretti, tracing the emergence, gro~th, and 
spread of the novel as a world literature genre. Both of these approaches have 
run into severe criticism, but the amount of debate they have engendered, and 
its heat, are in themselves proof of the centrality of world literature to con­
temporary literary studies. 

The "free trade" of literature 

Eckermann records that on Sunday 15 July 1827 Goethe, in the context of a 
conversation on Thomas Carlyle's Life of Schiller remarked that, "It really is 
a very good thing that with this close intercourse between Frenchmen, Eng­
lismnen and Germans we have a chance of correcting each other's errors ... 
this is the great advantage that world literature affords, one which will in time 
become more and more obvious" (Strich 1949: 249). The English "inter­
course" here stands for the German "Verkehr," which, as Jonathan Arac 
reminds us, translates in "a standard dictionary" as "traffic, transportation, 
cOn'lmunication, comm,erce, intercourse in its sexual as well as other senses, and 
communion" (Arac 2004: 96). We might add to that the term "circulation." 
Elsewhere, Arac quotes a passage from Goethe's 1830 preface to the German 
translation of Carlyle's biography' of Schiller to the point that, "Goethe 
argued that world literature arose because the N apoleonic Wars had forced aIl 
the combatant nations into 'aware[ness]" of Inuch that was foreign,' producing 
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'intellectual needs that were previously unknown' [and that] to assuage these 
needs required 'free intellectual trade relations (jreien geistigen Handelsver­
kehr)'" (Arac 2008: 755). Many commentators have pointed out the almost 
seamless analogy Goethe here establishes between the circulation of ideas 
and that of goods. In fact, of course, ideas also traded as goods, that is to 
say in the form of "material" books and periodicals. While Goethe was 
imaginatively moving from the free exchange of intellectual goods to the 
trade in actual material goods in his use of anal ogy, with Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels the vector goes the other way in their Communist Manifesto 
(1848). 
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The relevant passage, which l quoted in full in Chapter 1, has often been 
explained, especially after the Russian Revolution of 1917 and by Soviet lit­
erary cdtics, as Marx and Engels investing "world literature" with a utopian 
dimension, as the future realization in the realm of culture of the erasure of 
boundaries they also conceived of as the ultimate goal of a c1assless society. 
In reality, the German scholar Peter Gossens contends, the use of the term in 
the Communist Manifesto of 1848 signaIs the end of the idea of Weltliteratur 
as "utopian model for society" (Gossens in press: 7; geschellschaftsutopisches 
Modell). For a number of younger writers the concept of Weltliteratur had, 
between Goethe's death and the socially driven revolutions of 1848 that shook 
all of Europe, and partially based on a utopian reading of Goethe's Wilhelm 
Meisters Wanderjahre, been enlarged from the literary to the social realm, 
especially in the orbit of early social-den10cratic thought. With the failed 
revolutions of 1848, however, such utopianism had lost aU credibility. Renee, 
Gossens argues: 

The passage in the manifesto where Marx ... refers to world literature is at 
best double-faced, because in one sense it situates itself in the context of a 
national understanding of culture that sees in the accumulation of [national] 
literatures a model for world literature and hence has left behind the era 
in which peoples were united as only people. On the other side the 
thought of world literature for Marx is not revolutionary in the socialist sense, 
but as a strategy fueled by the bourgeoisie that, along with the free trade 
that Marx criticizes at the same time, in the final analysis serves imperialist 
and colonialist ends in the sense of a "free development of capita1." 
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Die Passage des Manifestes, in der Karl Marx ... sich auf die Weltliter­
atur bezieht, ist bestenfaUs januskopfig ... denn zu einen steht sie argu­
mentativ in der N achfolge eines nationalisierten Kulturverstandnisses, das 
in der Addition der "Literatureli" ein Modell von Weltliteratur entdeckt und 
damit den Volker verbindenden Gestus der Frühzeit hinter sich gelassen 
hat. Ausserdem, und das is die andere Seite der Medaille, ist der Gedanke 
der Weltliteratur für Marx nicht revolutionar im Sinne des Sozialismus, 
sondern eine von der Bourgeoisie angestossene Strategie, die, wie der zur 
gleichen Zeit von Marx bekritisierte Freihandel, letzlich imperialistische 
und kolonialistische Ziele im Sinne einer "freie[n] Entwicklung des 
Kapitals" ... verfolgt. 

(Gossens in press: 9) 

To bring out the full import of Marx and Engels's remarks, the passage that 
immediately foUows upon that which l earlier referred to should also be 
quoted: 

The bourgeoisie, by the rapid improvement of aU instruments of produc­
tion, by the immensely facilitated means of communication, draws aU, 
even the most barbarian, nations into civilisation. The cheap prices of 
commodities are the heavy artillery with which it batters down an Chi­
nese waUs, with which it forces the barbarians' intensely obstinate hatred 
of foreigners to capitulate. It compels aIl nations, on pain of extinction, to 
adopt the bourgeois mode of production; it compels them to introduce 
what it caTIs civilisation into their midst, i.e., to become bourgeois themselves. 
In one word, it creates a world after its own image. 

(Marx and Engels 2010: 16) 

In Chapter 1 we saw that Goethe hin1self was not completely at ease with the 
implications of the already ongoing commercialization of literature in his 
time, and especiaUy in the twentieth century philosophers, theoreticians, and 
critics of a more generally progressive or left-leaning bent have tended to 
follow him in this. The Hungarian Georgy Lukacs (1885-1971), the German 
Theodor Adorno, and the American Fredric Jameson have all expressed their 
deep suspicion, or sometimes their outright conden1nation, of what they saw 
as the "popular," that is to say the commercially driven in culture in general 
and in literature in particular. The irony, of course, is that they often found the 
popular to be quite a different thing. For Lukacs, after his early The Theory 
of the Novel (1974 [1916]) and his turn to Marxism, only instances of true 
realism qualified as valid literature in a pre-Marxist or communist society. 
They did so because they· depicted their characters as in a dialectical, and 
hence critically positive, relation to their world (Lukacs 1983 [1937], 2001 
[1938]). This kind of realism Lukacs recognized in the works of Sir Walter 
Scott, Honoré de Balzac, Maxim Gorky, and Thomas Mann. In contrast, 
works written for entertainment could only pretend to be realist, because their 
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characters were implicitly in alignment with the dominant tenets of their 
society. Modernist works of any kind disqualified themselves in Lukâcs' eyes 
because they followed the market logic of capitalism in responding to fast­
changing fashions as embodied in the successive-isms in European literature 
since the middle of the nineteenth century. Adorno, heavily influeneed by 
Lukaes, criticized the culture industry for its "commodity fetishism" and 
hence its eomplicity with an alienating power structure (Adorno and 
Horkheimer 1988 [1944], 1969 [1951], 2003 [1966]). 
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The leading neo-Marxist American critie and literary theoretician Fredric 
Jameson, himself heavily influenced by Adorno, directs his critique specifi­
cally against postmodernism and instead defends the continuing oppositional 
relevance of the avant-garde along Modernist Hnes (James on 1984, 1991). 
With t4is stance Jameson is close to the German philosopher Jürgen 
Habermas, who upheld a similar position in his "Modernity, an Unfinished 
Project" (Habermas 1982), and the equally German writer and philosopher 
Walter Benjamin who in his "Six Theses on History" (1940) had argued the 
necessity to continuously re-think history from an oppositional perspective, 
oppositional that is to dominant power. In all this, of course, Lukacs, 
Adorno, Jameson, and Benjamin subscribe to the role of the politically con1-
mitted intellectual as a rootless and alienated individual, in the Marxist sense, 
in his (bourgeois or industrial eapitalist) society. Benjamin and Adorno, along 
with Max Horkheimer (1895-1973), were leading figures of the so-ealled 
Frankfurt School at the Institute for Social Research of the University of 
Frankfurt in Germany. Habermas still is. Because the y were inspired by 
Marxist thought but wanted to apply this in a critical spirit and not subject to 
the doctrinaire interpretations of orthodox communism as it had come to 
power in the Soviet Union and later in most of Eastern and Central Europe 
after WWII, they are usually referred to as neo-Marxists or Western Marxists. 
Their work has been very influential for the development of more recent 
cultural studies approaches. 

While a PhD student at Yale University in the mid-1950s, Jameson studied 
under Auerbach, who in his essay "Philology and Weltliteratur" of 1952 had 
voiced suspicions similar to those of Adorno and Horkheimer with regard to 
"a standardized world" with as ultimate possible consequence "a single lit­
erary culture, only a few literary languages and perhaps even a single literary 
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language," as "herewith the notion of Weltliteratur would be ... at once rea­
lized and destroyed" (Auerbach 2009 [1952]: 127). However, as he saw su ch a 
homogenization of world literature as not imnlediately imminent, Auerbach 
gives over most room to discussing the need to find a point of departure, what 
he called an Ansatzpunkt, from which to synthesize the overwhelming wealth 
of material world literature lays out before the researcher or literary historian. 
Damrosch (2003) and Apter (2006), and from other perspectives altogether 
Wai-Chee Dimock (2006a and 2006b) and Djelal Kadir (2011) have taken 
Auerbach's lesson to heart. Damrosch (2003) finds his Ansatzpunkt in his eIlip­
tical or triangulated reading of the past and the distant or the present and the 
near. Apter (2006) finds it in translation. Dimock (2006b) finds it in American 
literature as world literature. Kadir (20 Il) finds it in looking for a number of 
literary, philosophical and academic exiles and wanderers making up a loose 
network of precursors to the eventual discipline of comparative literature. 
Both Apter and Kadir make Auerbach himself into an Ansatzpunkt when they cast 
him as the subject of one of their chapters. For all four, however different 
they otherwise might be, the method pursued is basically philological in that 
it consists of a close study of the texts analyzed. In a very loose sense we 
could also say that notwithstanding aIl their differences aH four of them stay 
close to a typically American paradigm, hallowed since the New Criticism, of 
close reading. 

Systemic world literature 

The answers sorne other would-be historians of world literature have come up 
with, though, are very different. Whereas the approaches to world literature 
discussed in the previous paragraphs, and chapters, mostly argued from an 
ideational base implicitly assuming the value of "high" literature and of the 
literary works they dealt with, it is clear that in the Communist M an ifesto 
Marx and Engels are arguing literature from a materialist point of view - that 
is to say, as operating in and under market conditions. In other words, what is 
in call here is not the aesthetic value of one worle over another, but rather 
which works "circulate" better in terms of that other possible translation of 
"Verkehr" we alluded to earlier. In the second half of the twentieth century, 
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particularly, there have emerged a number of approaches - most of them 
influenced in one way or another by Marxist principles - that concentrate on 
the circulation of literature rather than on making distinctions in terms of 
literary value. In the words of the Belgian comparatist José Lambert (1987) 
these are "systemic" approaches in that they study literature as system and 
not as isolated instance. In other words, with them the question is not which 
work is to be more highly rated but which work has been more highly rated, 
or more widely disseminated, at which moment in time and where and why. 

Three such approaches are Yuri Lotman's cultural semiotics, Dionysz 
Durisin's theory of interliterary processes, and Itamar Even-Zohar's poly­
system the ory. Of these three only Durisin (1929-97) ever explicitly worked 
on world literature himself, presenting the synthesis of his thoughts on the 
subject in his 1992 book Co je svetova literatura? (What 1s World Literature?). 
Because of his untimely death, just before the renewed interest in world lit­
erature in the United States and Western Europe, as weIl as for the specifie 
reasons discussed by Dominguez (2011), Durisin's theories have remained 
almost unknown in the West, and particularly so in the United States (Swiggers 
1982, Bassel and Gomel 1991). As such they have played no role in the cur­
rent debate on world literature, at least not on the level at which the leading 
interlocutors in that debate operate. In Italy and in Spain, though, Durisin 
has had some influence (Dominguez 2011). Even-Zohar's influence has been 
most marked in translation studies, and l will de al with him in the relevant 
chapter .. Lotman (1922-93), like Durisin, died before the renewed interest 
in world literature. However, his "cause," so to speak, has been picked up by 
Ilya Kliger in reaction to two more recent systemic theories. Also in reaction 
to these same theories, Alexander Beecroft has developed an approach to 
world literature based on the social systems theory of the German sociologist 
Niklas Luhmann (1927-98). The two theories in question, formulated by 
Pascale Casanova and Franco Moretti, respectively, can in fact be said to 
have galvanized, rejuvenated, and re-oriented the discussion on World 
Literature at the tum of the third millennium . 
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Pascale Casanova and the world republic of letters 

Casanova, in her République mondiale des lettres (1999), published in English 
translation as The World Republic of Letters in 2004, starts from the theories 
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of the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002). As her Ansatzpunkt 
Casanova refers to Fernand Braude1's injunction in his Civilisation matérielle) 
économie et capitalisme (1979; Civilization and Capitalism) to de scribe the 
world "from a certain vantage point" (Casanova 2004: 4). Casanova observes 
"world literary space as a history and a geography" (Casanova 2004: 4). The 
structures of this worldwide literary space, she claims, have been consistently 
o bscured by two generally accepted customs. The first is to look upon the 
writing ofliterature as an act of pure creation. The second is to look at lit­
erature within the framework of national literatures. Both of these could be 
termed as being part of the literary "habitus" with the term used by Bourdieu 
for a set of mind that has bec orne interiorized to the point of seeming "nat­
ural" to those that operate in what Bourdieu again called a certain "field," in 
this particular case the field of literature. In reality, Casanova argues, literature 
does not, or does not exçlusively, play itself out within the confines of a 
nationalliterature; nor is it an act of pure creation. In fact, she reminds us, a 
number of writers, and not the least among them, have themselves hinted at 
this truth, but the "field" - and here we can think of the realm of literature 
itself as well as the academic field concerned with the study of literature - has 
consistently, out of habitus, ignored this. 

As instances upholding her views she cites the passage from Goethe quoted 
earlier in this chapter. She finds further support with the early twentieth-cen­
tury French writer Paul Valéry who repeatedly talks of civilization as "a form 
of capital whose increase may continue for centuries" and of culture as "a 
form of capital" (Casanova 2004: 91-10). And she approvingly cites Antoine 
Berman that the emergence of a Weltliteratur runs parallel with that of a 
Weltmarkt (Casanova 2004: 14; Berman 1984: 90). Just as for Marx the world 
and its history formed a battleground for power between the classes, so with 
the literary world for Casanova: "Its history is one of incessant struggle and 
competition over the very nature of literature itself - an endless succession of 
literary manifestos, movements, assaults, and revolutions ... these rivalries are 
what have created world literature" (Casanova 2004: 12). And just as on the 
Stock Exchange the value of shares and bonds rises and falls, so she says, 
approvingly citing Valéry (1960 [1939]) once again, on "the bourse of literary 
values" (Casanova 2004: 12) . 
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On Casanova's literary stock exchange literary works~ and the national lit­
eratures to which they be1ong, are valued according to their cultural or sym­
bolic capital, to use another term from Bourdieu's sociological arsenal. The 
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older and the more universally recognized a work is, and the more "classics" 
a specifie literature counts, the higher their stock. Other assets of what Casanova 
calls the "literary patrimony" or "capital" of a culture or country are a well­
developed literary establishment consisting of publishers, translators, critics, 
literary joumals, bookstores, libraries, universities, and academies providing 
the necessary "volume" of trade and bestowing literary "credit" upon the works 
circulating in the culture or country in question. A major asset is the language 
in which a writer publishes or a literature lives: obviously, sorne languages are 
more valuable than others because of their seniority, their historie al impor­
tance, and/or the number of their speakers, and, indeed, their literary capital 
accumulated over the ages. The latter also explains why the languages with 
the greater number of speakers are not necessarily the more important or 
"richer" ones bn the literary stock exchange. The more literary capital accnleS 
to a specifie language the higher that language's "index or measure of literary 
authority" (Casanova 2004: 20): 1 

Such an index would incorporate a number of factors: the age, the 
"nobility," and the number of literary texts written in a given language, 
the number of universally recognized works, the number of translations, 
and so on. It therefore becomes necessary to distinguish between lan­
guages that are associated with "high" culture - languages having a high 
degree of literary value - and those that are spoken by a great many 
people. The former are languages that are read not only by those who 
speak them, but also by readers who think that authors who write in 
these languages or who are translated into them are worth reading. They 
amount to a kind of license, a permit of circulation certifying an author's 
membership in a literary circle. 

(Casanova 2004: 20) 

First on a European scale and more recently on a world scale, Casanova sees 
literatures and writers battling it out for pre-eminence. Before the thirteenth 
century in Europe there is no rivalry on the European literary scene, at least 
not between separate literatures, as there is only one literary system using 
only one language: Latin. There is, of course, Greek being used in the 
Byzantine empire, but literary contacts between that empire and the rest of 
Europe always remained very limited. And equally self-evidently, within the 
non-Byzantine part of Europe and within the one literary system prevalent 
there, authors may still vie with one another for greater recognition. It is only 
with the emergence of literature in the vemacular, though, that we see an 
opposition shaping up between the dominant system and a rival one. This 
first happens in Italy, with Dante, Petrarch and Boccacio challenging the 
hegemony of Latin by creating, "inventing" so to speak, a powerful vema­
cular literature. This is not to say that Latin immediately disappears as a lit­
erary language nor, and even less so, as the language of authority, in religion 
and in science. In fact, in religion Latin would preserve its dominance until 
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the sixteenth century, and then on1y lose it to the vemacular where Protes­
tantism eventually gained the upper hand, while remaining dominant until the 
middle of the twentieth century where Catholicism continued to reign. In 
science Latin remained dOlninant until the seventeenth century, and only 
gradually gave way to the vernaculars after that. In fact, it is from the chal­
lenge to Latin as the language of science in Joachim Du Bellay's Deffence et 
illustration de la langue francoyse (Defense and Illustration of the French 
Language) of 1549 that Casanova dates the establishment of France, and 
more particu1arly Paris, as the center of the literary world. Even if ltalian pre­
dates French as a vernacular literary language, it is in France that there first 
arises a truly "national" literature in the vemacular, and centered upon a 
single major center, that is to say Paris. Whereas French, and a French lit­
erary system, spring up in rivalry with Latin and the Latin-dominated European­
wide system, henceforth other "national" systems in Europe will emerge in 
imitation of, and in rivalry with, French and the French system. Implicitly, 
therefore, French literature continues to function as the fixed point from 
which, and against which, all other literatures measure themselves; that is also 
why Casanova metaphorically calls Paris "the Greenwich meridian of literature" 
(Casanova 2004: 87). 

Parallel to this Casanova sees "literature," and this very much along the 
lines developed by Bourdieu with regard to the various professional and other 
fields he distinguishes as operating within modernity and modern society, as 
assuming the character of an autonomous domain, irrespective of nation or 
state. In fact, it is the existence of a semi-independent so-called "Republic of 
Letters" in the sixteenth to eighteenth century, 100se1y uniting writers and 
thinkers across Europe, who moreover often kept in contact by means of 
"1etters," first using Latin and later French as their means of communication, 
that inspired Casanova for the title of her book. Paris, then, becomes and 
remains the literary center of this autonomous domain, functioning as the 
great c1earing-house for works, writers and literatures that aspire to recogni­
tion beyond the purely national or locallevel. Casanova sees this system as 
continuing to function until at 1east the 1960s, and even beyond. It does so by 
serving as the point where foreign works are being translated, reviewed, 
praised (or damned), and from there on disseminated into the wider world. In 
essence, Casanova is here claiming for Paris, and for the French language and 
the French literary system, what Goethe had suggested might be the role of 
German as privileged mediator for first Europe's and later the world's litera­
tures. Even Goethe, though, had recognized the pre-eminence of Paris in 
matters of culture and literature, or its greater "literary authority" in Casanova's 
term. 

Criticism of Casanova 

Many objections and questions can be raised with regard to Casanova's views 
in general, and to her resolute and absolute focus on Paris as the center of the 
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world literary system in particular. One of the earliest, most closely reasoned 
and forceful attacks came from Christopher Prendergast, who objects that 
much of what Casanova is doing is grounded in metaphors and anecdotes 
rather than in "a more theoretically robust explanation" (Prendergast 2004: 8). 
Although he expresses admiration for . Casanova's drawing upon a wide­
ranging set of examples to illustrate her the ory, he also questions her choice 
of examples, arguing that the hypotheses from which she starts necessarily 
"skew the picture, such that the inclusions and omissions, as weIl as the dis­
tribution of emphasis in the discussions, constantly return us in one way or 
another to the shores of the Vieux Continent" (Prendergast 2004: 9). More­
over, Prendergast contends, Casanova's prioritizing of the categories of 
"nation" and "literature" to mount her construction of world literature as an 
inter-national competition leads her to completely misinterpret, in the case of 
"nation," sorne of her prime ex amples, among whom Kafka, Joyce and 
Beckett, and in the case of "literature," the realities of how texts, . and indeed 
oral materials, function in societies other than the (West-)European. Casano­
va's exclusive concentration on the struggle between nations, according to 
Prendergast, also leads her to grossly misread developments that may 
be internaI to national literatures as steered or provoked by inter-national 
competition. 

Helena Buescu (2011) argues that Casanova completely by-passes the his­
torical notion of the Republic of Letters. The latter, she reminds us, was also, 
and indeed primarily so, concerned with "letters" in a much broader sense 
than Casanova's narrow concentration upon "literature" in the sense of 
"belles-lettres." Moreover, Buescu adduces, the historical Republic of Letters 
antedates the rise of national literatures, so for Casanova to ground her 
theory about the development of a "World Republic of Letters" in what she 
conceives as the struggle between nationalliteratures is an anachronism. Like 
Prendergast, Buescu too questions Casanova's brushing aside of the Italian 
precedence in the use of the vernacular for both literary and other purposes, 
and her not mentioning any other European vernaculars if not as pre-dating 
then at least as paralleling the emergence of French as a national literary 
language. She points out, for instance, that the use of Portuguese by several 
centuries antedates that of French for sorne of the purposes Casanova sees the 
latter as fulfilling as of the sixteenth century, and that Spanish and Portuguese 
grammarians of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries were already 
concerned with the role of European vernaculars in colonial settings. 

Mads Rosendahl Thomsen has proposed the existence of "shifting focal 
points" for an international canon as a corrective to Casanova's exclusive 
concentration upon Paris (Thomsen 2008: 33). Although his concept of such 
"focal points" does not quite correspond to what Casanova means when she 
talks of Paris as the ultimate authority-holding and recognition-conveying 
center of world literature until the 1960s, we could pick up on Thomsen's 
suggestion by, as he does, pointing to the at least temporary emergence of 
rival centers to Paris. As Casanova herself intimates, this is certainly the case 
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with London and New York as of the 1960s, parallel to the loss of prestige 
and usage of French as the, and over the last few decades indeed even as an 
international language of trade, diplomacy and culture. But we could argue that 
similar shifts occurred for instance around the turn of the twentieth century 
with the rise of Berlin and Vienna as potential alternatives for Paris as 
the literary centers of Europe, and that it is only political vicissitudes that 
have cut short that rise. Berlin, indeed, might actually be re-emerging as such 
at the beginning of the twenty-first century, if not on a world scale then at 
least on a European one, with both Paris and Berlin having to cede first place 
on the world sc ale to English-language centers. But we could also argue that 
Weimar, or perhaps rather Goethe himself, at the time of his writingabout 
world literature occupied a similarly central position within "European, in 
other words, World Literature" (Strich 1949: 351). After aH, Goethe for 
"aH the world," that is to say Europe, himself stood as the ultimate arbiter of 
literature in the first third of the nineteenth century. 

Criticism of Casanova on a more fundamentaiievei perhaps is expressed by 
Jerome McGann, who asks: 

What if we decide that the center/periphery map has been drawn Under 
Western Eyes only and that it gives poor service in a truly globalized 
world? What if- going further stiH- we were to propose, to theorize, that 
in such a world, this myth [of literature. as an aesthetically autonomous 
system] resembles less a map than a kind of equilibrium device, a cultural 
gyroscope for maintaining cultural status quo? It seems to me, 1001cing 
from my marginal American position, that such thoughts are now 
common among non-Euro-Americans. 

(McGann 2008: 651-52) 

And David Damrosch scathingly sums up much of the early criticism of 
Casanova when in a footnote to his own 2003 What is World Literature? he 
condemns La République mondiale des lettres for its "implicit triumphalism" 
and suggests that it might have been better titled "La République parisienne 
des lettres" (the Parisan republic of letters) because it is "an unsatisfactory 
account of world literature in general" yet "actually a good account of the 
operation of world literature within the modern French context" (Damrosch 
2003: 27). 

Still, on the same page that he indicts Casanova Damrosch himself admits 
that "for any given observer, even a genuinely global perspective means a 
perspective from somewhere, and global patterns of the circulation of world 
literature take shape in their local manifestation" (Damrosch 2003: 27). 
Therefore, he asserts, he himself in his book will be concentrating "particu­
larly (though not exc1usively) on world literature as it has been construed over 
the past century in a specific cultural space, that of the formerly provincial 
and now metropolitan United States" (Damrosch 2003: 27-28). By referring 
to the USA as "metropolitan" Damroschperhaps has in mind the distinction 
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that Prendergast also invokes in his critique of Casanova, and which he bor­
rows from Anne Querrien (1986). Prendergast sums up Querrien's views as 
follows: 

The capital is a political and cultural "centre," with the power and the 
authority to dominate a wider "territory," to keep in place a "social 
hierarchy" and to "subjugate a population ... to a common heritage". 
A metropolis on the other hand "is not a centre and has no centre," it 
"has no identity to preserve," it "begins with the slightest desire to 
exchange," is "made up of networks," puts "an incongruous mix of 
beings into circulation" and is the place where migrants find their socially 
predetermined destination. 

(Prendergast 2004: 20) 

For Prendergast, twentieth-century Paris is both capital and metropolis, ser­
ving different and even partially antithetical functions, one for the nation, the 
other for "the world." This also suggests the possibility of two different lit­
erary systems co-existing in one singular place and of the national system, 
instead of serving as the arbiter for the world, actually re-aligning itself along 
"world" lines generated elsewhere rather than the other way around. Perhaps 
we can even speculate that this is what has been happening over the last two 
decades or so with French literature, as Casanova suggests, becoming more 
"postcolonial." The publication in 2007 of the manifesto "Pour une littéra­
ture-monde" in Paris but arguing for a world literature in French not rooted 
in "l'hexagone" (the hexagone, shorthand for continental France) would then 
go to support this view. 

Be all this as it may, we may wonder whether Damrosch's own 2003 book 
does not reveal at least a residual American bias, even if packaged much 
more subtly than Casanova's French equivalent. Damrosch, in his triangu­
lated readings, from the epic of Gilgamesh and pre-Columbian Mexican 
incantations to the "Zairean" (now again: Congolese) M wbil N gal's novel 
Giambatista Viko, and from ancient Egyptian poems over Mechtild von 
Magdeburg, Franz Kafka and P. G. Wodehouse to Rigoberta Menchù and 
Milorad Pavic's Dictionary of the Khazars, demonstrates how the cultures of 
the globe can be made intelligible and accessible to his American readers. 
These readers are, in the first instance, American undergraduate students, 
and, to a lesser extent, graduate students of comparative literature. Conse­
quently, Damrosch's main concem, in line with the typical American 
approach to world literature aS l discussed it earlier in this book, is essentially 
didactic or pedagogic. As l also suggested earlier, it therefore follows the 
more generally American didactic preference for detailed readings of singular 
texts. In contrast, Casanova's book, as Louis Menand put it in a joint review 
of The Worlel Republic of Letters and James English's The Economy of Pres­
tige (2005), is "simply [an] effort ... to understand literature sociologically" 
(Menand 2005). The same point is taken up by Frances Ferguson in one of 
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the most spirited defenses of Casanova so far. Against Damrosch's and 
Prendergast's complaints that Casanova misses the subtleties of such-and­
such an author (Kafka is Prendergast's ex ample ), Ferguson objects that 
Casanova writes as a sociologist of literature and can therefore dispense with 
close reading. Contrary to what Casanova has often been charged with, Ferguson 
argues, she does not write from a personal, because a chauvinistieally French 
and Parisian, stance. "We should not mistake her argument about the cen­
trality of Paris in the world republic of letters for an expression of personal 
partiality cloaking itself in the language of system," Ferguson reprimands 
Damrosch and Prendergast (Fergus on 2008: 665). "Casanova's discussion," 
Ferguson maintains, "is methodologically unified, in that she identifies the 
way inequality operates in the literary field and can thus provide a fresh sense 
of how the linguistie materials of literature function in the unequal distribu­
tion of literary capital" (Fergus on 2008: 669). It is certainly not a coincidence 
that it is two critics and academics of a decidedly "leftist" or neo-Marxist 
bent, Perry Anderson in The London Review of Books and Terry Eagleton in 
The New Statesman, who wrote sorne of the most positive reviews of Casanova's 
book upon its appearance in English in 2004. 

Dan1Tosch simply finds himself in the opposite corner to Casanova's sys­
temically informed investigation of the nlechanics of (admittedly, a partieular 
cross-cut of) world literature. And while his approach, at first sight, might be 
lTIOre "open" than Casanova's, his own admittance that any take on world 
literature is always going to be a perspective from somewhere basically 
repeats Moulton's similar assertion in the very first book on world literature. 
Obviously, Damrosch's perspective is more circumspectly phrased and is less 
directly and unabashedly unilateral than Moulton's. Waï! Hassan has argued 
that "the pedagogical application of the concept of 'world literature' in the 
United States since [the] Second World War has developed in step with the 
political, economic, and strategie remapping of global relations, sometimes in 
subtle ways that tend to mask its affiliations with power" (Hassan 2000: 38). 
However, he also notes, "there are ... other non-hegelTIOnic conceptions of 
difference that self-consciously historicize their understanding of world cul­
tures and literatures while maintaining 'critical vigilance' (to use Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak's term) toward their own affiliations with power" 
(Hassan 2000: 40). While Damrosch is clearly engaging in such self-conscious 
historicization, one still cannot fail to wonder whether Damrosch's perspec­
tive is not just as intimately related to a particular mapping of global rela­
tions as is Casanova's. The bottom line then seems to be that Damrosch and 
Casanova are simply "writing" different "world literatures." 

Franco Moretti conjectures· on world literature 

In a statement that has bec orne famous, and also much reviled, Franco 
Moretti in 2000 declared that, given the multiplicity of the world's languages 
and the overwhelming nunlber of texts written in those languages, "world 
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literature is not an object, it's a problem" (Moretti 2004: 149). He proposed to 
solve that problem by what he calls "distant reading" (2004: 151). This basi­
cally involves not the close reading of literary texts themselves but what lit­
erary historians have said about them, and especially about the regularities 
found in larger aggregations of texts. These regularities are then interpreted 
with a combination of methods drawn from the social and the biological sci­
ences. More specifically, Moretti combines evolution theory and world sys­
tems theory as developed by the economic historian Immanuel Wallerstein. 
World systems theory posits the unit y of the world's economic system (and in 
its wake, or concomitant with it, also other systems such as the military and 
political ones) as of the sixteenth century, with a core (Western Europe), a 
semi-periphery (the rest of Europe), and a periphery (the rest of the world) in 
a relationship of exchange. These exchanges can be charted according to 
volume, intensity, kind of products, and so on. The same thing can be do ne 
for literature, both in the form of actual material goods, such as the trade in 
books, or in translations, and in that of the ideas and forms embodied in 
those books: genres, styles, motifs, etc. Moretti published the results of a 
research pro gram carried out along such lines in his Atlas of the European 
Novel, 1800-1900 (1998). Having been inspired from the very beginning ofhis 
studies at the University of Rome under Galvano della Volpe by the latter's 
scientific Marxism, the study of literature according to world systems the ory 
principles made Moretti realize the basic inequality at work in the world 
literary system. 

Im."anJ.el·. Wal.lfj.rst~i~ .. ~.(19.3Qd .• "is· .. a8.··American •. Sd8i.~I." •.• and':~c;oo.orlli.C···hist~ria·~.:".·; •..• ·. 
,'. and •. "S'o~j91()gis.t;.H.e, •• ·.iS'.fTlôstly.:.kn()'Aln,for.'·". hls,\%rld·· •••• sy§tem~.::,th~6ry,.· Whi9b::'; 

·' •. ipe."·:~labor~~ed .• ,.i.r1 •. ·,~h.ree~· .• ,· .. 'V9IUn?eS ... :.pn ... · .. The,·,.Mpge;~ ..... · .. L1'~rlq.·,.system .• ··· ... (1·974+8,~)." ••••. ' 
··yVallerst~I~ ...•. s~e~,.,~h~.,:e.ntire" .•• world,':starting'., ..• to:flJnçtion::as .•. 9n~ .•. ·ov~r~II:~~o7:·· 

...•• n()rnÎq'.systernOf.'e~Ghang~,.:~ith,the .. v()yages.ot'diSCClyery,'·'an?.:.p,ar,ticUIê\rly,'·': 
...• V1itir •• ·th~ ,dis9overy~ffh~Ar,rie.ric.as.' •.. ln .thiS .. systernj"W~~t~rn Eur()pe:ôccupi~~ .•.• ,.:·, 
, the: center,'with,other regioos.'and continent$ funQtioriingas peripheries'or.: 

.' "'Sërn,-Përiphe,ri'~s.';.' -.'. ;,:,e . ,,l' C .c' .•.•.. ';:".i .. ', 

Although couched in different terms, and elaborated according to a differ­
ent methodology, then, Moretti's starting position at least is very close to 
Casanova's. His study of the European novel between 1800 and 1900, for 
instance, led him to discern a system with Paris and (to a slightly lesser 
degree) London at the core, a number of countries immediately surrounding 
France along with Scandinavia as a semi-periphery, and most of Central and 
Eastern Europe as the periphery. Moretti quotes Itamar Even-Zohar, apply­
ing polysystem theory rather than world-systems theory, as having reached 
largely similar conclusions about the power relationships 0 btaining between 
core and more peripheral literatures (Moretti 2009a: 402). "The study of 
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world literature is - inevitably -," Moretti says, "a struggle for symbolic 
hegemony across the world" (Moretti 2004: 158). 

In his 1998 book and his 2000 article, Moretti distinguishes between the 
model of the tree, which he takes to stand for "the passage from unit y to 
diversity," and that of the wave, which he sees as "uniformity engulfing an 
initial diversity" (Moretti 2004: 160). The tree he associates with national 
literatures developing and distinguishing themselves from one another over 
time; the wave he links to market forces radiating out from a core. For the 
study of what he calls the "comparative morphology (the systematic study of 
how forms vary in space and time)" (Moretti 2004: 158) of world literature, 
Moretti deploys graphs, maps, and trees in a combination of evolution and 
world-systems analysis (Moretti 2005). He had already used evolution theory 
in one of his early books, Modern Epie (1996), while world-systems analysis, 
as we just saw, largely inspired his 1998 book on the European novel. N ow he 
combines the two into one model for world literature, although active in dif­
ferent historical times. Evolution, leading to divergence, or the tree-metaphor, 
pertained before (roughly, and as Moretti himself says, oversimplifying things) 
the eighteenth century. World-systems analysis, or convergence, modeled 
along the maps and graphs metaphors, applies from the eighteenth century 
onwards. When elements emanating from the core and diffusing themselves 
into the periphery me et with local forms, the resulting combination can - and 
does - lead to new original forms. Moretti's ex ample is the diffusion of the 
novel in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

Radiating out from a core in Western Europe centered on Paris and 
London, the novel, when it reaches semi- and full peripheries, retains the 
plotlines exported from the center but adopts indigenous characters and 
styles. The result, as Moretti puts it, is "a hybrid form," but one that, rather 
than amalgamation, produces "dissonance, disagreement, at times a lack of 
integration between what happens in the plot, and how the style evaluates the 
story, and presents it to the reader" (Moretti 2009a: 406). In other words, 
what we have is "form as struggle," a struggle "between the story that cornes 
fronl the core, and the viewpoint that 'receives' it in the periphery," and the 
fact that the two are not "seamlessly fused is not just an aesthetic given ... but 
the crystallization of an underlying politieal tension" (Moretti 2009a: 406). 
Finally, he sums up the situation with regard to world literature, and parti­
cularly with regard to the fact that apparently "we still do not know what [it] 
is," as follows; perhaps, he says, this is because 

we keep collapsing under a single term two distinct world literatures: one 
that precedes the eighteenth century - and one that follows it. The "first" 
Weltliteratur, a mosaic of separate, "local" cultures; it is characterized by 
strong internaI diversity; it produces new forms mostly by divergence; and 
is best explained by (sorne version of) evolutionary the ory. The "second" 
Weltliteratur (which l would prefer to calI world literary system) is uni­
fied by the internationalliterary market; it shows a growing, and at times 
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stunning amount of sameness; its main mechanism of change is 
convergence; and is best explained by (sorne version of) world-systems 
analysis. 

(Moretti 2009a: 407) 

The "intellectual challenge posed by Weltliteratur in the twenty-first century," 
then, Moretti conc1udes, is to learn "to study the past as past ... and the 
present as present" (Moretti 2009a: 407). 

Against Moretti 

If anything, Moretti's views on world literature have occasioned even more 
reactions than have Casanova's, and even more piqued reactions from Amer­
ican comparatists. The large amount of attention Moretti's initial articles on 
world literature generated undoubtedly also has to do with the fact that they 
started appearing already in 2000, whereas Casanova's book, although in its 
original French version predating Moretti's very first article on the subject, 
remained untranslated until 2004, and only then really started being noticed 
beyond France. Jonathan Arac, in 2002, admitted that Moretti's 2000 "Con­
jectures on World Literature" made him uneasy because it so patently went 
against what in American academe had been the rule for at least sorne dec­
ades, that is to say the actual reading and analysis of specific texts. This is an 
issue th.at has continued to rankle in American academe, as the "preface" to a 
2009 SubStance issue on close reading reveals. Beyond this, however, Arac 
also has more fundamental questions with regard to sorne of Moretti's daims. 
One question has to do with Moretti's positioning of France and England, or 
Paris and London, as the core of a world system of literature, and his 
description of the meeting between what emanates from the core and what it 
finds in the periphery as resulting in a "compromise." l described the 
mechanism earlier. Arac points out that Henry Fielding's Joseph Andrews 
(1742) "detines itself as a 'comic epic in prose, written after the manner of 
Cervantes''', and that consequently "Moretti's modern core itself has arisen 
by adaptation from what, by a later date, had become the periphery" (Arac 
2002: 38). 

Moreover, Arac contends, in the model that Moretti adopts, that is to say 
Wallerstein's world-systems analysis, "the relation between core and periphery 
is synchronic - only its relation to the periphery allows the core to be core, 
and the two together define the system at a given point in time" (Arac 2002: 
38). With Moretti, "the centre's relation to the core operates by 'influence' ... 
that is, the centre is earlier than the core: what in Wallerstein is spatial 
becomes, in Moretti, temporal; and the result cornes closer than Moretti 
might wish to the old priorities of Western comparatism" (Arac 2002: 38). 
Finally, Arac notes, Moretti's "distant reading" seems to eliminate the neces­
sity for the scholar or student of world literature to know any but one domi­
nant language, that is to say English, as it does not require any direct contact 
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with literary texts themselves, but only with "second hand" literary history, 
criticism and theory, most or aIl of which may be available in English. The 
danger, Arac implies, is that this may reduce the actual material, even second 
hand, used to draw up Morettian large scale analyses of world literature to 
material written in English, thus in practice restricting "the world" of world 
literature to what is written about it in what is arguably the dominant or even 
hegemonic world language of what is equally arguably the world's hegemon. 
Arac wrotehis article in 2002, when such a view of the US may have been 
more self-evident than has been the case more recently. 

In a later article, on William Dean Howells and the languages of American 
fiction, Arac tempered his "suspicions" with regard to Moretti's "distant 
reading." Arguing that "philological criticism is not just the same as close 
reading," he pointed to the examples of Mikhail Bakhtin and Edward Said as 
evidence that "philological care for language and the work of language in 
human life may operate in the study of discourse practices and patterns that 
cross the bounds of individual works, even as those patterns are discerned and 
delineated through scrupulous attention to particular textual moments" (Arac 
2007: 1). "Yet," he pursued, "solnetimes even this n1.ay be too close," 
so "despite [his] suspicions of Franco Moretti's 'distant' reading, [his] essay 
pursues a case where distance seems the right path" (Arac 2007: 1). 

Critical noises similar to Arac's initial "suspicions" were made by Emily 
Apter, who finished off Moretti with the remark that his approach "favors 
narrative over linguistic engagement, and this, 1 would surmise, is ultimately 
the dangling participle of Moretti's revamped Weltliteratur" (Apter 2003: 
256). A more whole-scale condemnation came from Gayatri Spivak, who, 
with reference to Arac's 2002 article, dismissed Moretti and Moretti-like 
endeavors because the world-systems theorists they relied upon she found to 
be "useless for literary study - that must depend on texture - because they 
equate economic with cultural systenls" (Spivak 2003: 108). Spivakalso 
objected to Moretti's ambition to treat those scholars in the periphery who 
did pay attention to the "texture" of literary works, in this case the novel, as 
"native informants" (Spivak 2003: 108). 

A different kind of doubt was raised by Efraïn Kristal (2002) with regard 
to Spanish American literature, in which, he argues, not the novel but poetry 
and the essay were the dominant genres until the middle of the twentieth 
century, and unless or until Moretti's analyses can account for that it can 
hardly be called a "world system of literature." Francesca Orsini (2002) 
voiced pretty much the same objections with regard to the lndian sub­
continent. Wai Chee Dimock chimed in with the by then familiar objections 
to Moretti's "distant reading" when she cautioned "against what strikes me as 
his over-commitment to generallaws, to global postulates operating at sorne 
remove from the phenomenal world of particular texts" (Dimock 2006a: 90). 
More recently, Nirvana Tanoukhi (2008) questioned the applicability, and the 
lingering Eurocentric aspects, of Moretti's theories with regard to the African 
postcolonial novel. Earlier we saw that Frances Ferguson abounds with praise 
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for Casanova. She is considerably more reserved about Maretti. Most 
importantly, the difference to her seems to reside in that Casanova attempts 
to elaborate a complete theory of world literature while Moretti stops at a 
partial one, thereby truncating the reach of his explanatory models. As Ferguson 
puts it: 

Moretti's desire to use graphs, maps, and trees to make the history of the 
novel more perspicuous points to the novel's loneliness and vulnerability 
even in its triumph. For the story of the survival of the novel is also very 
much the story of the disappearance of other narrative forms - the dis­
appearance of painting and sculpture that could tell the story of N arcis­
sus and Echo or the stories of Jonah and Noah, the movement of drama 
into the margins of public life, and the death-by-preservation of oral 
narratives that exist as their own fossil remains within the pages of books. 
Any study of the evolutionary history of any representational form, in 
other words, needs to incorporate into itself an account of its own 
nature - the things it is made of. 

(Fergus on 2008: 677) 

Moretti himself answered his critics in 2003 with "More Conjectures." Sys­
tematically countering their criticisms he conc1uded that, "the way we ima­
gine comparative literature is a mirror of how we see the world. . .. 
'Conjec~ures' tried to do so against the background of the unprecedented 
possibility that the entire world may be subject to a single centre of power -
and a centre which has long exerted an equally unprecedented symbolic 
hegemony" (Moretti 2003: 81). In the work he has done since then Moretti 
has equally systematically elaborated on his earlier proposaIs (Moretti 2005, 
2006, 2009b, 2010). 

Other world literature systems 

Reactions to Casanova and Moretti's proposaIs have also come from propo­
nents of the other systemic theories l mentioned at the outset of this chapter. 
These reactions have tended to stress that what Casanova and Moretti are 
doing can also be done, and done better, by these other systemic theories. 
A good example is a 2010 article by Ilya Kliger, in which he argues that Yuri 
Lotman's cultural semiotics operates "with categories - such as boundary, 
translation, centre, periphery - that turn out to be crucial for sorne major 
recent attempts to formulate a methodology for the study of literature as a 
world system" (Kliger 2010: 259). One advantage of confronting a Lotmanian 
approach with those of Casanova and Moretti, according to Kliger, would be 
that it offers a "geopolitically different perspective," diffferent from that of 
Western scholars who until now have dominated the conversation on the 
subject, and that we might thus gain "something like a second-world, or 
(semi-)peripheral, view of world literature to complement the view from the 
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'centre'" (Kliger 2010: 259). This would help us see that, in Lotman's terms, 
ide as and theories about world literature are also "geopolitically, or 'semio­
spherically' conditioned" (Kliger 2010: 259). Specifically, Kliger sees the 
Western conceptualizations of world literature as conditioned by the culture 
industry, and by a will to see, as Arac also noted, the relation between center 
and (semi-)periphery not only, and perhaps not even primarily, as spatial but 
rather as temporal. This implies the primacy of the center, in this case the 
West, or Moretti's Paris and London, Casanova's Paris, over the periphery, 
and also that whatever is "original" always originates from the center, with 
the periphery passively and incompletely absorbing what radiates from the 
center. "A less linear temporality, as well as a more tangled geography," 
Kliger condudes, "underlies the centre-periphery relations as Lotman con­
ceives of them in his late essays on the semiotics of culture" (Kliger 2010: 
263). Specifically, Kliger daims, Lotman's theories leave more room for 
innovation from the periphery, or in the exchange between the center and the 
periphery, and they construe that relation on a more even basis. The centre­
periphery relation in Lotman is a "functional one," Kliger argues, "between 
centripetal and centrifugaI forces of signification, the former producing tota­
lizing narratives and universal models and norms while the latter generates 
incongruities, accidents, chance encounters and semiotic lacunae" (Kliger 
2010: 266). 
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Alexander Beecroft has critiqued both Casanova and Moretti on the 
grounds that their theories are unable to overCOlne the chronological limita­
tions they have set the1nselves, and which with Casanova do not go farther 
back than the sixteenth, and with Moretti, at least as far as his work on the 
novel is concerned, than the eighteenth century. Instead Beecroft proposes a 
six-mode model of literature across time inspired upon the systems the ory of 
the German theoretician Niklas Luhmann, and specifically the latter's Ecolo­
gical Communication (1989). Bach of these modes is linked to a specific form 
of social organization stretching from the most simple to the Inost complex, 
and to that organization's relationship to the environment. His theory, Beecroft 
daims, "will recognize the multiple centres and systems of cultural power in 
operation across hum an history, and in addition will affirm that profound 
theoretical insights can and must come from the study of diverse literatures, 
rather than from the study of a core tradition or from the work of a dedicated 
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c1ass of theoreticians exempted from the cultural labour of textual analysis. . .. 
in sum, it will be a theory of 'world literature' rather than 'world-literature', 
focused on the production of verbal art and its relationship to its environment 
as a genuinely univers al phenomenon in human culture" (Beecroft 2008: 91). 

Below are the six modes that Beecroft distinguishes. 

1 The epichoric is a mode of literary production in which literature is 
produced within the confines of a local community. 

2 The panchoric refers to literary texts and systems of circulation operating 
across a range of epichoric communities, united to sorne degree in language 
and culture, but generally fragmented politically. 

3 The circulation of literature within a cosmopolitan literary system is dis­
tinct from that encountered in a panchoric system, partly because cos­
mopolitan literary languages can be used by groups speaking a variety of 
mother tongues and partly because cosmopolitan literatures tend to 
represent themselves as agents of an ideology of univers al rule, whether 
or not that ideology is seen as practiced or practicable (Beecroft cites 
Sanskrit, Greek, Persian, and Latin as examples). Where a panchoric 
literary language allows literature to circulate among a set of political 
entities sharing a native language (but likely not a political regime), a 
cosmopolitan literary language creates a cross-cultural system, in which 
speakers of many languages share a common literary idiom. 

4 Tex~s circulating in the vernacular but not yet in a 
5 National context,when the history of a given literature, and its con­

temporary practices, are mapped onto the history and contemporary 
status of a particular political state. 

6 Globalliterature. This category, still more conjectural than real, consists 
of literatures whose linguistic reach transcends national, even continental, 
borders. In sorne senses, a global literature resembles a cosmopolitan 
literature, except that (at least at this time) globalliteratures continue to 
represent themselves as systems of national literatures to an extent that 
cosmopolitan literatures do not. They are in that sense inter-national 
rather than extra-national. 

(Beecroft 2008: 92-98) 

At various points Beecroft sees the theories of Casanova and Moretti inter­
secting with his own categories, but his approach, he argues, is not hampered 
by the same chronological or generic limitations. Therefore he proposes, 
"rather than a division of labour in which national-literature specialists pro­
duce raw data for processing by world-literature scholars ... a sharing of 
labour by which, say, specialists in Persian literature find useful theoretical 
and practical insights in the work of Sinologists, or Anglo-Saxonists in the 
work of specialists of Old Kannada" (Beecroft 2008: 100). Such an approach, 
he believes, holds out "the possibility of world literature, unhyphenated, as a 
coherent field of study; taking as its object not a world-literary system 
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which maps roughly onto Wallerstein's world system, but rather, and simply, 
the literature - the verbal artistic production - of the world" (Beecroft 
2008: 100). 

Conclusion 

e From the very beginning word literature has been conceived of as a system of 
exchange of ideas, motifs, structures, and genres, as weil as of the material 
carriers of ail these things. 

e Marxist and neo-Marxist critics have tended to prefer realist or modernist 
strategies as appropriate for a world Iiterature in the service of the worldwide 
spread of socialism. 

e Around the turn of the millennium two systemic approaches, by Casanova and 
Moretti respectively, have attempted to explain the world circulation of Iitera­
ture by positing Paris, in the case of Casanova, and Paris along with London, 
in the case of Moretti, as the center or centers of a world literary system. 

e Casanova and Moretti have been severely criticized, especially by American 
scholars; more often than not, though, Casanova and Moretti are faulted not 
for doing what they themselves claim they set out to do, but for not doing 
what their American colleagues think they should have done. 

• Most recently, attempts are being made to also construct world Iiterature 
approaches on the basis of other European systemic theories of literature. 



6 World literature and translation 

Overview 

Goethe himself was a prodigious translator, and he considered translation a 
necessary instrument for the spread of world literature. In fact, he thought 
that the German language and German literature had a great task ahead of 
them in serving as mediators, through translation, for world literature. Most 
commentators on world literature after Goethe have likewise recognized the 
importance of translation. For the early twentieth-century German writer and 
philosopher Walter Benjamin, translation was even the most important 
means for a work of literature to survive its own period and gain a mean­
ingful afterlife. In the final quarter of the twentieth century a number of 
scholars; building on the polysystem theory of Hamar Even-Zohar, have 
elaborated an approach to translation· that makes the latter, instead of a 
handmaiden to "real" literature, the engine of change in literature. Towards 
the end of the century there have even been caUs that translation studies would 
replace comparative literature as the central discipline in the transnational 
study of literature. 

The indispensable instrument 

"The indispensable instrument" is what Albert Guérard calls translation in 
his 1940 Preface to World Literature. Indeed, the question of translation 
forms an inevitable part of any discussion on world literature. As long as 
world literature in practice was restricted to the traditional and inevitable 
comparatist trinity of French-English-German, with perhaps Halian and 
Spanish thrown in for good measure, along with the classicallanguages that 
until roughly the 1960s would have been considered an inalienable part of the 
high school education of anyone (at least in Europe) aspiring (or rich enough) 
to pur sue university studies, and on top ofthat some "minor" language 
(usuaUy the comparatist's mother tongue when he or, less frequently she, ori­
ginated from one of Europe's sm aller countries), insistence on reading in the 
original could be said to have been a reasonable, even if already fairly 
demanding, requirement. Beyond this, though, and certainly in the American 
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situation sketched in Chapter 4, translation is inevitable, even if perhaps 
regrettable. Certainly Posnett (1886), writing at the dawn of the systematic 
study of comparative literature, at least in English, feels that translation, 
even if necessary, is always a poor choice, especially when it cornes to 
poetry. He pointedly quotes Shelley, from the Defence of Poetry, on "the 
vanity of translation; it were as wise to cast a violet into a crucible that you 
might discover the formaI principle of its colour and odour, as seek to trans­
fuse from one language into another the creation of a poet" (Posnett 1886: 
47-48). 

Moulton, on the contrary, is much more sanguine on the subject. "It is 
obvious," he says, "that the study of literature as a whole is impossible with­
out a free use of translations" (Moulton 1921: 3). For many, he adlnits, 
reading literature in translation is only a "makeshift" and smacks of "second­
hand scholarship" (Moulton 1921: 3). Yet, he points out, many creative wri­
ters, and some of the greatest among them, men such as John Dryden and 
Alexander Pope, were prodigious translators. For sure, he admits, literature in 
translation suffers a loss, but think also of what one gains: "one who accepts 
the use of translations where necessary secures aU factors of literature except 
language, and a considerable part even of that ... one who refuses translations 
by that fact cuts himself off from the nlajor part of the literary field" (Moulton 
1921: 4). And he approvingly quotes the nineteenth-century American writer­
philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson to the effect that the latter "rarely read 
any Greek, Latin, German, ltalian - sometimes not a French book - in the 
original which [he could] procure in a good [English] version" (Moulton 
1921: 4). 

With the democratization of higher education in the USA as of WWI, 
and in Europe as of WWII, the almost complete erosion of the c1assics in 
high school education in Europe and the Americas, the multiculturalization, 
postcolonization and globalization of literary studies, and the concomitant 
calI for an ever greater multiplicity of languages and their literatures to 
gain access to "world literature" in the anthologizing and educational 
sense, any requirement, or even expectation, of reading aIl in the original is 
obviously iIlusory. Equally obviously, even prior to 1960 the language 
combination theoretically expected of an "orthodox" comparatist would have 
been beyond the reach of most actual practitioners of the discipline, and 
far beyond the reach of most "ordinary" readers of "world literature." The 
latter is why as of the beginning of the twentieth century there have appeared, 
at least in most or many European languages, popular anthologies in transla­
tion either of world literature in the broadest sense or of specific genres, 
usually poetry, or book series specificalIy, or at least partly, dedicated to such 
translations. 

In English one could think of the Penguin Classics, with an inaugural 
volume in 1945 of a translation of Homer's Odyssey, and later the Penguin 
Twentieth-Century/Modern Classics series. Both these series also contain 
works originally in English. Like all other Penguins, the Classics and 
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Modem Classics series were first published by Allen Lane, but since the 1970s 
have formed part of the Pearson Longman Company. In the United States the 
Modem Library of (originally) Boni and Liveright started publishing what 
was then modem European literature in English translations in 1917. In Por­
tugal Portugâlia Editora in Lisbon published a series "Antologias Universais" 
from 1942 until the 1970s. In Copenhagen Hasselbachs Kulturbibliotek has 
been publishing both c1assics and more modern works of world literature in 
Danish translation since before WWII. Albert Bonniers Forlag, in Stockholm, 
brings out its Klassiker series with both Swedish and foreign works in Swed­
ish translation. In Dutch the publishing house De Wereldbibliotheek makes 
good its name, "The World Library," by publishing both Dutch and foreign 
works of world literature in Dutch translation. At the beginning of the 
twentieth century there also sprang up a series of world literature in transla­
tion in China, under the guidance of the man who became China's most 
celebrated writer of the twentieth century, Lu Xun, and his brother Zhou 
Zuoren. 

The grandfather of aIl these enterprises is the Universal-Bibliothek or 
"library of world literature," which, since 1867, has been published by 
Rec1am Verlag, originally in Leipzig and since 1945 in Stuttgart. This series 
publishes works in German next to works in other languages and bi-lingual 
works. On the occasion of the sixtieth anniversary of their Universal-Bibliothek 
in 1927 Rec1am commissioned an essay from the then best-selling German 
author Herman Hesse. In 1929 it appeared in the Universal-Bibliothek in a 
slightly expanded version as a little booklet un der the title Eine Bibliothek der 
Weltliteratur. For Hesse, collecting a good library containing the basic 
works of world literature is an essential part of Bildung, the German ideal of 
a well-rounded education, and akin to making sure that your body is in 
excellent shape, the so-called f(orperkultur eagerly practiced in the Weimar 
Germany of the 1920s and early 1930s. While allowing for personal pre­
ferences which will malœ each person's selection at least slightly different from 
anyone else's, when it cornes to drawing up his own list Hesse actually 
inc1udes most of what we would still regard as c1assics today, although 
obviously sorne of his choices are steered by either period or national con­
siderations. However, he stipulates, many of the works he lists would be una­
vailable to most of his readers if it were not for translation. Fortunately, he 
says "we Germans have the good luck to possess an extraordinarily rich 
treasure of good translations from foreign and dead languages" (Hesse 2008: 
5; wir Deutsche [haben] das Glück über einen ausserordentlichen reichen 
Schatz an gutenÜbersetzungen aus fremden und toten Sprachen zu verfü­
gen). Regardless, Hesse feels that much is still lacking on this score, and 
moreover each translation, however good, is only an approximation (Annâherung) 
of the original (Hesse 2008: Il). As language changes over time, finally, new 
translations of older works become necessary, and he points to the Bible, 
which he feels is no longer really accessible in Martin Luther's sixteenth-century 
translation. 
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Walter Benjamin and translation 

Hesse wrote his Rec1am essay not long after the publication of one of the 
most famous texts in translation studies, Walter Benjamin's 1923 "The Task 
of the Translator," an introduction to a translation of the Tableaux parisiens 
of Baudelaire. Hesse's text, although in much simpler language, in many ways 
reverberates with Benjamin's. For Benjamin too, "while a poet's words endure 
in his own language, even the greatest translation is destined to become part 
of the growth of its own language and eventually to be absorbed by its 
renewal" (Benjamin 2000: 18). In other words, whereas the original endures 
as is, even though its meaning may change as the language changes, a trans­
lation because of this very same fact, but also because its own language 
changes too, always is overtaken by time, and, as is Hesse's argument with 
regard to Luther's Bible translation, needs re-doing in time. Benjamin's essay 
also contains the important insight that the afterlife of a work lies in transl­
ation, while at the same time the translation only becomes relevant because of 
the work's afterlife. If we translate this into world literature terms, we can 
take this to mean that a worle stops being "world literature" when it is no 
longer being translated or, in Damrosch's term, but in fact this is also the 
term used by for instance Guillén (1993: 40), when it no longer "circulates" 
beyond its language and culture of origin. 
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Finally, Benjamin also discusses the difference between bad and good 
translations. He first makes a detour to discuss the various degrees of "trans­
latability" of an original. Contrary to common expectation, for Benjamin it is 
those texts that are to the highest degree pure1y informative that are the nl0st 
untranslatable. Such texts, he argues, are completely hidden in translation 
because the on1y thing that matters is their content, and that can be perfectly 
rendered in translation. Consequently, they read in translation as if they were 
originals and all sense of their foreignness is lost to the reader. As such they 
also pose no challenge to the translator. On the contrary, "the higher the level 
of a work, the more do es it remain translatable even if its meaning is touched 
upon only fleetingly" (Benjamin 2000: 23). "Content," then, is not what 
matters. "The task of the translator," for Benjamin, "consists in finding that 
intended effect [Intention] upon the language into which he is translating 
which produces in it the echo of the original" (Benjamin 2000: 19-20). It should 
be remembered that Benjamin always writes with '~the true language" of Holy 
Writ in mind, in which there is no gap between language and truth, as there is 
no mediation of meaning: revelation simply is what it is. In such a case, 
Benjamin writes, "Translations are called for only because of the plurality of 
languages ... just as, in the original, language and revelation are one without 
any tension, so the translation must be one with the original in the form of 
the interlinear version ... the interlinear version of the Scriptures is the pro­
totype or, ideal of aU translation" (Benjamin 2000: 23). Although overlaid 
here wit~ both messianic and Heideggerian overtones, Benjamin's ideas on 
translation also echo Goethe 's. In fact, Benjamin hails Goethe's Notes to the 
West-Ostlicher Diwan, along with sorne observations by Rudof Pannwitz in 
the latter's Die Krisis der europCiischen 1(ultur (1917; The Crisis of European 
Culture), as "the best comment on the theory of translation that has been 
published in Germany" (Benjamin 2000: 22). 

Goethe himself translated from many languages, inc1uding a number 
he himself was not directly conversant with, but which he worked through 
mediation of other translations or translators, a practice later also taken up 
by for instance Ezra Pound in his translations from the Chinese. Birus (2000) 
stresses that the extensive knowledge of, and intercourse with, foreign litera­
tures that Goethe's concept of Weltliteratur presupposes likewise presupposes 
extensive translation al activity. Though he thinks that Berczik (1963: 
288) exaggerates when the latter c1aims that, for Goethe, "world literature ... 
is nourished foremost by translations; more, it is almost identical to the art of 
translation" (Birus 2000: 5), Birus still approvingly quotes Goethe hirnself, 
in his review of Carlyle's German Romance, as stating that, "Whatever one 
may say about the shortcomings of translation, it nonetheless remains one of 
the most important and most worthy activities in the business of this world" 
(Birus 2000: 5). In this sense, Birus conc1udes, "Goethe regards the process of 
development of world literature as profoundly bound up with the medium 
of literary translation, over and above our striving for the widest possible 
direct knowledge of the various literatures, and over and ab ove the lively 
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interaction among Literatoren (that is poets, critics, university teachers, etc.)" 
(Birus 2000: 5). 

In the Note on "Uebersetzung" (translation) Goethe appended to the 
West-Ostlicher Diwan, he outlined the three "Arten" or kinds of translation he 
discerned. The first kind is that which "acquaints us with the foreign accord­
ing to our own lights, a simple prose translation is most suitable here" 
(Goethe 1819: 526; macht uns in unserm eigenen Sinne mit dem Auslande 
bekannt; eine schlicht-prosaische ist hiezu die beste). Translation here is a 
purely "functional" exercise; the only thing that matters is the content of the 
original without bothering about style, versification or other matters. 
The second stage or "Epoche" is "where one is concerned with entering into 
the foreign situation, but really only with the intent of appropriating to one­
self the foreign and to refashion it according to one's own lights" (Goethe 
1819: 527; wo man sich in die Zustande des Auslandes zwar zu versetzen, 
aber eigentlich nur fremden Sinn sich anzueignen und mit eignem [sic] Sinne 
wieder darzustellen bemüht ist). Here the translator "naturalizes" the original 
within his own literary target system. Finally, there is the third stage: "A 
translation that aims to identify itself with the original finally approaches the 
condition of an interlinear version and much furthers understanding of the 
original, it leads us back to the original text, stronger, it forces us back to that 
text, and thus finally the circle is closed in which the foreign and the native, 
the known and the unknown move c10sely together" (Goethe 1819: 532; Eine 
Uebersetzung die sich mit dem Original zu identificiren [sic] strebt nahert sich 
zuletzt die interlinear-Version und erleichtert hochlich den Verstandniss des 
Original s, hiedurch wirden wir an der Grundtext hinangeführt, ja getrieben, 
und so ist denn zuletzt den ganzen Zirkel abgeschlossen, in we1chen sich die 
annaherung des Fremden und Einheimischen, des Bekanntenn und Unbe­
kannten bewegt). This third kind of translation, then, does not strive to nat­
uralize the original in the target language but instead aims to preserve the 
former's strangeness, its foreignness. This is also what Pannwitz, in the book 
Benjamin refers to, expresses when he says that "the basic error of the trans­
lator is that he preserves the state in which his own language happens to be 
instead of allowing his language to be powerfully affected by the foreign 
tongue ... he must· expand and deepen his language by means of the foreign 
language" (Benjamin 2000: 22). 

The rise of translation studies 

It is not surprising that Homi Bhabha seizes upon Benjamin's essay, and­
precisely also upon the latter's citation of Pannwitz, in his own essay "How 
newness enters the world: Postmodem space, postcolonial times, and the trials 
of cultural translation" (Bhabha 1994). It is precisely in the making foreign 
one's own language in the act of translation that the possibility of newness 
enters the world for the postcolonial, migrant, diasporic or other minority 
author: by making the present not the transitional moment between the 
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inevitability of a future issuing from a teleological past but rather a moment 
where time stops and re-direction is possible. Cultural translation, in 
other words, becon1es the site for Bhabhian in-betweenness, hybridity, and 
third-space. 

In truth, what Bhabha was militantly,' almost oracularly, certainly specta­
cularly, putting forward as a revolutionary pro gram for postcolonial cultural 
translation was not different from what practicing writers had been aware of 
at least since Cervantes in the early seventeenth century passed off his 
Don Quijote as translated from the Arabie. Almost concurrently with 
Bhabha's writing on translation, moreover, the thenemergent discipline of 
translation studies had been describing Bhabha's translational "newness" 
as commonly practiced in most actual literary translation. The term 
"translation studies" was coined by James S. Holmes in 1972 (Holmes 2000) 
in an article that constituted one of the first really systematie attempts to 
map the rapidly growing proliferation of approaches, research, and theories 
having to do with "translation" in the widest sense of the word. Susan 
Bassnett, in 1980, consolidated much of these trends in her still widely used 
and several times updated primer Translation Studies. Specifically with regard 
to literature, what Bassnett, and with her the so-called Tel Aviv-Leuven­
Amsterdam school of translation studies pieked up on was literary polysystem 
theory as elaborated by Itamar Even-Zohar in a number of articles in the 
early and mid-1970s, largely while he was on a research stay in the Low 
Countries, and in close conversation with James S. Holmes and a number of 
scholars at the universities of Amsterdam, Antwerp and Leuven. At the same 
time Even-Zohar also closely collaborated with his colleagues Benjamin 
Hrushovski and Gideon Toury at the Porter Institute for Poetics and Semio­
tics of Tel Aviv University in a tradition inspired by various schools of 
structuralism. 
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As far as their interest in translation was concerne d, Even-Zohar and 
Toury worked both in what Holmes had termed descriptive translation stu­
dies. Even-Zohar was particularly concerned with the function of translated 
literature within his more comprehensive view of all literature as an inter­
locking "polysystem" composed of central and peripheral sub-systems (such 
as genres, but also su ch as translated literature versus literature in the 
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original) battling it out for supremacy. Toury concentrated rather on estab­
lishing the norms that ruled actual translations. For a description of these 
norms he drew upon, and refined, the terminology of "shifts" between origi­
nal and translation that for instance the linguist lC. Catford had also devel­
oped in an influential 1965 book. In earlier approaches such shifts, on both 
the micro (words, sentences, nuances) and macro leve1s (the structure of the 
text as a whole, including its arrangement in chapters or other forms of ordering, 
prefaces, notes, and other so-called paratextual features), would have been 
evaluated in terms of "equivalence" - or not - between original and transla­
tion, or between "source" and "target" text. Sorne such shifts might be 
deemed inevitable because of insuperable differences between source and 
target language or culture, others were simply deemed "failures" on the part 
of the translator, whose highest "norm" was always supposed to be the 
greatest possible fidelity to the original. In all fairness it should also be said 
that much of the earlier terminology, and the emphasis on "equivalence," 
derived from research and theorization primarily pertinent to non-literary 
translation, and in the context of the translator-training institutes that as of 
the 1950s started to appear all over Europe. 

Now, however, scholars working on literary translations have adopted this 
very same terminology, coupled with the insights of Even-Zohar and Toury, 
not to "find fault" with the work of literary translators, but to study what 
shifts they made as part of the process, or the strategy, of adapting the 
translated work to the receiving culture. The title of a collection of essays 
edited by Theo Hermans in 1985 is a fair indication of this shift of emphasis: 
The Manipulation of Literature: Studies in Literary Translation. Probably the 
best-known exponent of this approach is André Lefevere, who eventually 

. came to see translation as only one form of what he called the "refraction" of 
literature, next to for instance criticism and historiography. In one of his best­
known articles, "Mother Courage's Cucumbers: Text, System and Refraction 
in a Theory of Literature" (2000 [1982]), Lefevere showed how what at first 
sight are blatant distortions in the American translations of the German 
playwright Bertolt Brecht's play Mutter Courage und ihre Kinder are in fact chan­
ges effected because of constraints upon what was acceptable to an American 
public, possible because of political conditions, and presentable according to 
an American "horizon of expectations," at the moment of production of these 
translations. 

According to Lefevere, a translation always represents "a compromise 
between two systems," the originating and the receiving one (Lefevere 2000: 
237.) "The degree of compromise in a refraction," Lefevere adds, "will 
depend on the reputation of the writer being translated within the system 
from which the translation is made," while "the degree to which the foreign 
writer is accepted into a native system will, on the other hand, be determined 
by the need that native system has of him in a certain phase of its evolution" 
(Lefevere 2000: 237). Lefevere is here expressing on the level of an individual 
author what Even-Zohar had put in more general terms when he said that 



World literature and translation 125 

"through the foreign works, features (both principles and elements) are intro­
duced into the home literature which did not exist there before," and that "the 
very principles of selecting the works to be translated are determined by the 
situation governing the (home) polysystem: the texts are chosen according to 
their compatibility with the new approaches and the supposedly innovatory 
role they may play within the target literature" (Even-Zohar 2000: 193). 
According to Even-Zohar there are three situations in which a literature may 
be particularly receptive to such "import" via translation: "when a literature 
is 'young,' in the process of being established," "when a literature is either 
'peripheral' (within a large group of correlated literatures) or 'weak,' or 
both," and "when there are turning points, crises, or literary vacuums in a 
literature" (Even-Zohar 2000: 194). 

Translation, postcolonialism and feminism 

Susan Bassnett (1993) emphasizes the enabling role of translation for post­
colonialism and fenlÎnism. For the former she draws a parallel with the work 
of the Brazilian antrop6fagos, specifically that of the brothers Haroldo and 
Augusto de Campos, who, after the poet Oswald de Andrade's 1928 M ani­
festo Antrop6fago, developed a the ory and a practice of translation in which 
Brazilian authors would appropriate, devour, or cannibalize, European 
ancestors and models to digest them and transform them into something 
entirely;Brazilian. For the latter she adduces the work of a number of Cana­
di an feminist translation studies scholars. What both these Brazilians and 
Canadians have in common, she argues, is "the aim of celebrating the role of 
the translator, of making the translator visible in an act of transgression that 
seeks to reconstruct the old patriarchal/European hierarchies" (Bassnett 1993, 
157). In fact, both groups can also be seen as answering to sorne of Even­
Zohar's different kinds of situations in which translations ca n, and usually do, 
play an important role in a particular literary system. The case of the Brazi­
lians is that of a still relatively young literature that until the 1920s, notwith­
standing such exceptions as the late nineteenth-century novelist Machado de 
Assis, had always felt itself at the same time also as "peripheral" to the lit­
eratures of Europe. Antropofagismo allows the Brazilians to both import from 
European literature what they can use and at the same time, at least meta­
phorically, transcend the stage of imitation or dependence by reversing the 
customary role between source and target literatures, casting the latter now as 
the active, possessive partner in the transaction rather than the passive, 
receptive one. 
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Bassnett makes a point of how such metaphors were also used for the tra­
ditional roles between the sexes, and how feminist translation theory therefore 
also implies a subversion or reversaI not only of these same metaphors but 
also of real gender relationships in society. That such feminist translation 
studies should have arisen in Canada, and primarily in French-speaking 
Canada, has therefore everything to do with the likewise relatively "young" 
status of Canadian literature, and certainly Canadian literary theory, in gen­
eral at the time, and the even younger status of French-Canadian literature, 
which found itself doubly peripheral as a "minor" literature in what was itself 
a "peripheral" culture. At the same time the influence of women writers, with 
Margaret Atwood, Margaret Laurence, Alice Munro, Mavis Gallant, and 
Carol Shields on the English-Ianguage side, and Anne Hébert and Nicole 
Brossard on the French-language side, and aIl of them with a lnore or less 
markedly feminist inclination, was particularly strong in Canadian literature. 
Especially a group around Nicole Brossard has been instrumental in elaborating 
a feminist translation studies. 

In both the Brazilian and the Canadian case, then, as Bassnett quotes 
Lefevere (1992), "Translation is not just 'a window opened on another world,' 
or some such pious platitude ... rather, translation is a channel opened, often 
not without a certain reluctance, through which foreign influences can pene­
trate the native culture, challenge it and even contribute to subverting it" 
(Bassnett 1993: 159). This is very differen! from Damrosch's view in What is 
World Literature?, where he describes "world literature," at least in one of its 
manifestations, ~nd as enabled by translation,· as exactly such a "window" 
(Damrosch 2003: 15). As Bassnett puts it: "Writing does not happen in a 
vacuum, it happens in a context and the process of translating texts from one 
cultural system into another is not a neutral, innocent, transparent activity ... 
translation is instead a highly charged, transgressive activity, and the politics 
of translation and translating deserve much greater attention th an has been 
paid in the past" (Bassnett 1993: 160-61). 

World literature and translation 

For world literature, the point that Bassnett and Lefevere, drawing out the 
implications of Even-Zohar's polysystem the ory, can be seen to be making is 
that one and the same "world literature author" may fulfill completely dif­
ferent functions in different literary systems. If 1 take an example 1 am fairly 
familiar with, and look at Dutch literature of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, we can see how, for instance, Byron, Yeats, and T.S. Eliot have 
played very different roles there fron1 those they played in a number of other 

. contexts, and from those that now usually make for their inclusion in world 
literature anthologies, especially in the United States. Byron was quite fre­
quently translated into Dutch during the period 1825-45, but it was a fairly 
narrow selection from his works, mostly the so-called "oriental tales," lyrical 
pieces, and isolated passages fron1 the longer poems. Byron, as the poet· of 
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Romantic nationalism and revoIt, never found favor with his Dutch transla­
tors or with the Dutch public. This was mostly because the Belgian revoIt of 
1830 against the Dutch (what is now Belgium having been incorporated into 
a Kingdom of the United Netherlands in 1815 by the Congress of Vienna) 
made the Dutch particularly unreceptive to revolutionary feelings of nation­
alism, at least on what they considered their own soil. Moreover, the majority 
of Byron's translators were students, or young men, while working on their 
translations. They almost aH went on to become Protestant ministers and 
staunch upholders of a Dutch variant of petit-bourgeois or Biedermeier cul­
ture. Not surprisingly, they aH came to repudiate Byron as altogether too fri­
volous and morally dangerous. The versatilities of Byron's poetry left no 
impression upon Dutch poetry except in the form of a parody that tums 
Byron's Don Juan inside out to preach good morals to upstanding young 
men. In short, Byron served as a negative catalyst for the Dutch literary 
system of the mid-nineteenth century, and both the selection of what was 
translated from him and the contemporary discourse pertaining to it show 
this (D'haen 1990: 2005). 

Translations of WB. Yeats were mainly the work of one man, the Dutch 
poet Adrian Roland Holst, who repeatedly retumed to translating Yeats over 
the course of a very long poetic career spanning the 19l0s to the 1970s. 
Again, though, the Yeats of Roland Holst is not the Modernist Yeats we 
know from our contemporary anthologies or literary histories; nor is he the 
postcoloI?ial Yeats of Edward Said in Empire and Culture (1993). Because of 
the selection Roland Holst makes from Yeats, and because of the interpreta­
tion he puts upon his own work and life, and upon Yeats, the latter emerges 
as almost exclusively the poet of the Celtic Twilight. Within the Dutch lit­
erary system, however, Roland Hoist needed the example of a foreign 
authority to escape the overbearing influence of Herman Gorter, a leading 
Dutch poet around" the tum of the century, and a close friend of Roland 
Holst's family. Although once considered one of Holland's major poets, 
Roland Holst now has largely fade d, as his poetics are considered old-fashioned 
and dated even by the standards with which we now measure the early twen­
tieth century. In fact, whereas Yeats continues to sound fresh in English, 
Roland Holst in his Yeats translations, and indeed in a great part of his own 
production, sounds predictably and artificially "poetical" and stale (D'haen 
1991 and 2006). 

In contrast, the Dutch poet mainly responsible for translating T.S. Eliot, 
Martinus Nijhoff, has increasingly emerged as the real leading poet of that 
same early twentieth century, mostly because of two long poems that rather 
resemble Eliot's The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock and The Waste Land, 
although these are precisely the poems by Eliot that Nijhoff ne ver tackled. In 
fact, Nijhoff translated primarily a number of shorter poems by Eliot and, 
probably towards the end of his life, some plays. Therefore, the Eliot we have 
in Dutch translation is once again a very selective and partial one, though his 
own poetic practice shows that Nijhoff was very well acquainted also with the 
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rest of Eliot's oeuvre. Whereas Roland Hoist and Nijhoff both resorted to 
translation to fashion their own poetics, Roland Holst, like the Dutch Byron 
translators of the nineteenth century, did not finaHy bring "newness" to the 
Dutch literary system. Nijhoff did, and the generation of poets following him 
looked back to him and not to Roland Hoist. At least, that is how things look 
now. Of course, there is nothing to prevent future poets eventuaHy going back 
to Roland Hoist and developing a wholly new poetics from him and from his 
translations of Yeats. The irony in all this is that Nijhoff probably himself 
seized upon Eliot as his example to evade the overbearing influence of 
Roland Holst, who, slightly older than Nijhoff, certainly looked formidable at 
N~jhoff's debut, and in fact throughout most of the latter's career (D'haen 
2009). 

In aH this, the fa ct remains that, as Lefevere says, "the refraction ... is the 
original to the great majority of people who are only tangentiaHy exposed to 
literature" (Lefevere 2000: 246). In other words, to the Dutch reader Roland 
Holst's Yeats is Yeats, and so with Byron, and with T.S. Eliot. In truth, this is 
a tenuous point, as in fact there would be few Dutch readers of Yeats, Byron 
or Eliot in translation that would not also be sufficiently conversant with 
English to at least be able to get a fairly good idea of the original in the 
original. The matter would be very different, of 'course, for the translations 
from the Chinese, specificaHy Li-Po, by another early twentieth-century 
Dutch poet, II Slauerhoff, by way of Arthur Waley. Likewise, in other cul­
tural contexts, such as for instance that of the United States, translation 
might be the only access to any or almost any foreign literature. Still,' the fate 
of Byron and Yeats in Dutch translation may explain why these two poets 
have never had much of an "afterlife" in The Netherlands, and therefore may 
not loom very large in a hypothetical Netherlands-generated "canon of world 
literature. " 

A different case of afterlife occurs in the numerous postcolonial rewritings 
of European classics, all of thenl forms of the kind of cultural translation that 
Bhabha also explores in the article referred to ab ove, and as example of which 
he uses WaHcott's On1eros rewriting Homer. Well-known other cases are Jean 
Rhys in Wide Sargasso Sea re-writing Charlotte Brontë's Jane Eyre, Maryse 
Condé in La migration des coeurs doing the same with Emily Brontë's 
Wuthering Heights, and lM. Coetzee grounding Foe in Daniel Defoe's 
Robinson Crusoe. Shakespeare's The Tempest and Joseph Conrad's Heart of 
Darkness have been the subject of numerous rewritings from both a feminist 
and a postcolonial point of view (Zabus 2002; Farn 2005). Arguably, to many 
contemporary readers Bertha Mason is not the crazy murderess from Jane 
Eyre but the duped French-créole Antoinette from Wide Sargasso Sea. 

In aH these cases we could see similarities with the antrop6fagismo of the 
Brazilians discussed before: the "original" work disappears after having been 
consumed by its "afterlife." Or, for the reader that does go back to the "ori­
ginal", the latter has been utterly changed by its "translation." If, as Bassnett 
argues, "the new notion of translation confer[s] new life on the source text" 
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(Bassnett 1993: 152), this is not to be taken as a simple continuation of the 
latter's fomler life but rather as an "updated" version, giving it new meanings, 
tying it to new locales, different times. 

Translation studies and the "new" comparative literature 

In 1993, Susan Bassnett concluded her Comparative Literature: A Critical 
Introduction with a chapter entitled "Towards Translation Studies," in which 
she gave a very upbeat and militant prognosis as to the future of translation 
studies. U nti! then translation studies had been considered a branch, and for 
the 10ngest time a minor branch, of comparative literature. However, she 
posited, "cross-cultural work in women's studies, in post-colonial theory, 
in cultural studies has changed the face of literary studies generally," and 
given the importance of translation in all of these, "we should look upon 
translation studies as the principal discipline from now on, with comparative 
literature as a va1ued but subsidiary subject area" (Bassnett 1993: 161). Since 
the time of Bassnett's writing, the study of translation certainly has gained in 
importance, but instead of becoming a major discipline of its own, its evident 
success, like that of "theory" with comparative literature in the 1970s and 1980s, 
rather seems to have 1ed to its dissipation into all kinds of adjacent disciplines. 
At present it undoubtedly is one of the major foci of interest in the most 
recent comparative literature update paradigm of world literature studies, 
thus sh~ring the fate of the discipline Bassnett once thought it would replace. 

In fact, the re-emergence of world literature as of the early years of the 
twenty-first century has spawned fresh refiections on the role of translation. In 
a 1992 article entit1ed "The Politics of Translation," Spivak had a1ready, 
a1beit in the context of a refiection on Third World feminism and not on 
world literature, argued that "in the act of wholesale translation into English 
there can be a betrayal of the democratic ide al into the law of the strongest ... 
this happens when aU the literature of the Third World gets translated into a 
sort of with-it translate se, so that the literature by a woman in Palestine 
begins to resemble, in the feel of its prose, something by a man in Taiwan" 
(Spivak 2000: 400). Her reproach here very much resembles that she earlier 
made of Foucault and Deleuze when in "Can the Subaltem Speak?" she 
accused these French philosophers of mistaking the Western working c1ass 
man as representative for all the oppressed in the world, and of their own 
discourse as empowered to speak for aU discourses on oppression. In A Cri­
tique of Postcolonial Reason (1999) Spivak extends her remarks to literature. 
In yet more recent work, branding the recent interest in world literature in the 
United States as "the arrogance of the cartographie reading of world lit. in 
translation as the task of Comparative Literature" (Spivak 2003: 73), Spivak 
vehemently opposes "U.S.-style world literature becoming the staple of Com­
parative Literature in the global South" (Spivak 2003: 39). Instead, and this 
in both her 1992 article and her 2003 book, she advocates leaming and 
teaching local languages and gaining an intimate knowledge of the local 
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cultures. When translation is necessary, it should "make visible the import of 
the translator's choice"(Spivak 2003: 18.). She propounds a "new Compara­
tive Literature" where a "joining of forces between Comparative Literature 
and Area studies" (Spivak 2003: 20) would "persistently and repeatedly 
undermine and un do the definitive tendency of the dominant to appropriate 
the emergent"(Spivak 2003: 100). This can only be done by close textual 
analysis, looking for what Spivak calls signs of "planetarity" (Spivak 2003: 81) 
by-passing the necessarily hegemonously localized geographies of "globa­
lization" and "world literature" in any of its present, and particularly its most 
recent US comparative literature, avatars. Spivak's impassioned plea seems 
triggered by the same fear that led Erich Auerbach, in his "Philology and 
World Literature" of 1952, to lament that "man will have to accustom himself 
to existence in a standardized world, to a single literary culture, only a few 
literary languages and perhaps even a single literary language ... and here­
with the notion of Weltliteratur would now be at once realized and 
destroyed" (Auerbach 2009: 127). 

Obviously taking up Spivak's call for a "new Comparative Literature," and 
drawing on the writings of Jacques Derrida, Edward Said and Leo Spitzer, 
Emily Apter boldly proposes to reground the discipline in "the problem of 
translation" (Apter 2006: 251). "A new comparative literature," she professes, 
"would acknowledge [the] jockeying for power and respect in the field of 
language" and hence "seeks to be the name of language worlds characterized 
by linguistic multiplicity and phantom inter-nations" (Apter 2003: 244-45). In 
a 2008 article Apter seems to be at the same time echoing and questioning 
Spivak's concerns about the hegemonic dangers of English for new postna­
tional paradigms (such as world literature) when she feels that "Post­
nationalism can lead to blindness toward the economic and national power 
struggles that literary poli tics often front for, while potentially minimizing the 
conflict among the interests of monocultural states and multilingual comn1U­
nities (as in current U.S. policy that uses an agenda of cultural homogeneity 
to patrol 'immigrant' languages and to curt ail bilingual education)" and that 
"though planetary inclusion may be the goal of new lexicons in contemporary 
comparative literature, they often paradoxically reinforce dependency on a 
national/ethnie nominalism that gives rise to new exclusions" (Apter 2008: 
581). After a brief discussion of new names given to postnationalism in lit­
erature - world literature, cosmopolitanism, planetarity, etc. - Apter then 
tums to possible solutions for handling such transnational constellations as 
offered by translation studies, and particularly by investigations of "untran­
slatability" figuring in two collaborative undertakings: the Vocabulaire eur­
opéen des philosophies: Dictionnaire des intraduisibles (Vocabulary of 
European Philosophy: A Dictionary of Untranslatables) under the general 
editorship of Barbara Cassin, and The Novel, the five-volume Italian version 
of which appeared in 2001-3, and the two-volume condensed version of 
which in English dates from 2006, both with Franco Moretti as general 
editor. 
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l will not go into Apter's discussion of Cassin's project here, but will con­
centrate instead on that of Moretti's. Apter, like many other commentators of 
Moretti's, is particularIy intrigued by Moretti's conjecture, in his 2000 article, 
that the spread of the European novel retains the plotlines exported from the 
center but adopts indigenous characters and voice. Almost echoing Bhabha 
on how "newness" enters the world, Apter, putting things in translation 
terms, wonders whether "new genres [are] made by virtue of translation fail­
ure?" and whether "the lack of a common ground of comparison ris] a spur to 
literary evolution?" (Apter 2008: 293). "Is a genre's travel the measure of its 
aliveness," she asks, and "its drift the gauge of force required to break open 
the bounds of a closed world-system?" (Apter 2008: 293). Taking up while at 
the same time countering Spivak's 2003 calI for a combination of language­
learning and area studies to resist the hegemonic cartographies projected by a 
world-literature-in-translation studies US-style, Apter marshalls translation 
for a "translational humanities responsive to fluctuations in geopolitics, and 
which intersects with but is not confined to national language frontiers" 
(Apter 2008: 297). Offering Cassin's vocabulary of European philosophy and 
Moretti's study of the novel as examples, Apter posits the collective author­
ship both these projects imply as, "like multiple language learning and off-site 
academic immersion," "one of the more viable ways of experiencing 'in­
translation' or 'untranslatability' as explosive conceptual practices capable of 
limning new cartographies of the present" (Apter 2008: 297). 

Finally, Lawrence Venuti, in his piece on "World Literature and Transla­
tion" for the Routledge Companion to World Literature, amplifies upon Lefevere's 
earlier remark that for most readers the translated version is the only one they 
know of a particular work not written in their own native language by 
advancing that "for most readers, translated texts constitute world literature" 
(Venuti 2011: 23). Summarizing a lot of recent discussions on the role of 
translation in literary studies, and referring amongst others to Casanova 
(1999, 2004) and Moretti (2000), Venuti concludes that, "To understand the 
impact of translation in the creation of world literature, we need to examine 
the canons developed by translation patterns within the receiving situation as 
well as the interpretations that translations inscribe in the source texts" and 
that "to be productive, to yield the most incisive findings, this sort of exam­
ination must combine distant and close reading of translations to explore the 
relations between canons and interpretations" (Venuti 2011: 23). 

Ann Steiner nuances Venuti's remark on translation patterns in the sense 
that she sees translation as part of what she terms "the economy of litera­
ture," along with "sale systems, publishing traditions ... government support, 
[and] taxes" (Steiner 2011: 316). These mechanisms, along with other factors 
such as the hegemonic or peripheral position a certain culture or language 
occupies in the world order of things, explain the uneven flows of translation 
between languages, cultures, and literatures. Certain cultures, such as for 
instance the American, translate very little themselves from foreign literatures 
while their own literature is widely and massively translated into other 
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languages. Other cultures, such as most West-European ones, translate almost 
exhaustively from English, but not necessarily on any comparable scale 
between each other's literatures. Moreover, the works actually translated differ 
widely as to their status, with, next to a number of perennial c1assics such as 
the Bible, or Shakespeare, a preponderance of works in popular genres. The 
latter typically have a short life span, both in the original and in translation. 
Yet the translation patterns they are subject to, and the mechanisms these 
patterns are themselves subject to, certainly also deserve attention in the 
context of world literature studies. Of course, the Danish critic Georg Brandes 
in his 1899 article "World Literature" had already argued as much. 

Conclusion 

• The study of world literature has always recognized the importance of 
translation. 

• The systematic study of translations as influencing the national as weil as 
transnational development of literature has really only come into its own in the 
latter half of the twentieth century. 

• An author or a Iiterary work may occupy quite different positions in different 
literatures as a result of translation. 

• Some influential contemporary critics warn of the potentially unwittingly 
homogenizing consequences of feeding students world literature in translation, 
thereby dulling the real differences between languages, Iiteratures and cultures, 
and in practice reducing ail literature to literature in the language of translation; 
rather than introducing students to a world beyond their own culture this 
naturalizes the world for them as their own. 

• Translation studies has become an inalienable part of comparative literature, 
and of present-day world literature studies. 



7 World literature, (post)modernism, 
(post)colonialism, littérature-monde 

Overview 

In the early 1990s the well-known postcolonial critic Homi Bhabha proposed 
that postcolonial literature might be the new world literature. For him the 
literature of the displaced, the exiled, the uprooted, the marginalized, more 
accurately reflected the state of the present-day world than the postmodern 
literature produced by so-called mainstream literatures in the West. In reality, 
the division between postcolonialism and postmodernism is not so c1ear-cut. 
In fact, many contemporary writers may be seen to fit both categories. 
Moreover, most of the writers that would fit Bhabha's postcolonial category 
write in the language of the former colonizer or the present-day hegemon. 
This raises the question whether the postcolonial as commonly conceived 
of in present-day literary studies, rather than an alternative to "Western" 
literature, is not simply one more projection of that same Western hegemony 
in matters literary, theoretical as weIl as practical. If such issues have 
increasingly come to the fore in Anglophone literary criticism, they have been 
much less debated in other languages. Very recently, though, the issue has 
erupted also in French-language literature with a much-noted manifesto in a 
leading Parisian daily, followed by a collective volume. 

Postcolonialliterature as world literature 

In his introduction to Locations of Culture (1994) Bhabha cites Goethe's 
remarks in the latter's introduction to Thomas Carlyle's Life of Schiller (1830) 
that through the N apoleonic Wars nations had become aware of "much that 
was foreign" and conscious of "spiritual needs hitherto unknown" (Strich 
1949: 351; Bhabha cites another, older translation, viz. that by Joel Spingarn 
[1921], which gives the same passages as "many foreign ideas . and ways" 
and "previously unrecognized spiritual and intellectual needs," Bhabha 
1994: Il). Goethe goes on to say that this has led to "a sense of relationship 
as neighbors" (Strich 1949: 251; Spingarn as quoted by Bhabha: "the feeling 
of neighborly relations," Bhabha 1994: Il). Bhabha, however, wrenches 
this in another direction by posing the question what would happen if such 
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"needs" as Goethe refers to would "emerge from the imposition of 'foreign' 
ideas, cultural representations, and structures of power" (Bhabha 1994: 12). 
With a reference to Goethe as an "Orientalist who read Shakuntala at 
seventeen years of age" (Bhabha 1994: Il), and who in his autobiography 
referred to the Hindu monkey God Hanuman as "unformed and over­
formed," Bhabha (1994: 12) suggests that world literature might be based not 
on the recognition of what is common in allliteratures, as has often been the 
interpretation put upon Goethe's Weltliteratur, but rather rooted in "histor­
ical trauma" (Bhabha 1994: 12). As Bhabha puts it: "The study of world lit­
erature might be the study of the way in which cultures recognize then1selves 
through their projections of 'othemess'" (Bhabha 1994: 12). Hence, he 
proposes, "where, once, the transmission of national traditions was the major 
theme of world literature, perhaps we can now suggest that transnational 
histories of migrants, the colonized, or political refugees - these border 
and frontier conditions - may be the terrains of world literature" (Bhabha 
1994: 12). 
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Bhabha's suggestion that the literature of migrants, and by extension that 
of postcolonialism, might be the new world literature, has been taken up 
again and again in the 1990s and in the early years of the twenty-first century. 
In her position paper on the 1993 Bernheimer report on "Comparative Lit­
erature in the age of Multiculturalism," Emily Apter directly refers to Bhab­
ha's introduction to The Location of Culture, quoting the sentences 
immediately preceding those l just cited. Reading the history of post-WWII 
American con1parative literature as a succession of, and a dialogue among, 
exilic voices, and primarily those of Wellek, Spitzer and Auerbach, Said, 
Spivak and Bhahba, Apter is of the opinion that "translating the discursive 
Inaneuvers of unhappy consciousness characteristic of postwar criticism into 
a politicized, n1ulticultural critical idiom, postcolonialism is in many respects 
truer to the foundational disposition of comparative literature than are more 
traditional tendencies and approaches ... with its interrogation of cultural 
subjectivity and attention to the tenuous bonds between identity and national 
language, postcolonialism quite naturally inherits the mantle of comparative 
literature's historical legacy" (Apter 1995: 86). The Bernheimer report itself, 
and especially the reactions to it, Apter reads as "crude generationallcultural 
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warfare over Eurocentrism" and "a contest for the tit1e of who 1ays claim to 
the exilic aura of comparative literature's distinguished past" (Apter 1995: 
94). Echoing Bhabha's reference to "border and frontier conditions," Apter 
recasts the debate as a "border war, an academic version of the legal battles 
and political disputes over the status of 'undocumented workers,' 'illega1 
aliens,' and 'permanent residents' ," and concludes that "postcolonialism will 
claim its place whether Continental comparatism likes it or not" (Apter 1995: 
94-96). What is important, and even "imperative," she argues, is "to continue 
reinventing world literature with a concern not to warehouse theoretical cul­
ture," because, and again echoing Bhabha's statement ab ove, she feels that 
this '''dissensual' confusion of First and Third World critical perspectives" 
gives cohesion to the field of comparative literature and that moreover "the 
exilic me1ancholy of the ory is profoundly in sync with the narrative movement 
of comparative literature and comparative culture" (Apter 1995: 94). Mads 
Rosendahl Thomsen seems to follow up on Apter's suggestion when he pro­
poses that "it is hard to over100k the fact that the most significant thinker 
related to the post-colonial discourse, Edward W. Said, was at the same time a 
strong proponent of world literature ... he translated Auerbach on world lit­
erature, and kept returning to the idea of it, ... was this the paradigm for 
which he really hoped, rather than the establishment and fortification of a 
dichotomy between centre and periphery?" (Thomsen 2008: 25). 

Although Apter frames her remarks as if postcolonialism at the time of her 
writing still had to do battle to conquer its place under the comparative lit­
erature sun, by the mid-1990s such was surely no longer the case in English 
departments in the USA and the UK. In the mid-1980s, when post­
colonialism indeed was still struggling to gain a firm footing, Fredric Jameson 
had anticipated upon things to come. As Vilashini Cooppan reminds us, 
Jameson's "Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism," 
published in 1986, quickly became "notorious for its claim thàt all third­
world texts are necessarily national allegories," but is "largely forgotten for 
what it has to say about Weltliteratur"(Cooppan 2004: 17). Indeed, Jameson 
had almost presciently started off his article with "in these last years of the 
century, the old question of a properly world literature reasserts itself" before 
going on to say that "today the reinvention of cultural studies in the United 
States demands the reinvention, in a new situation, of what Goethe long ago 
theorized as 'world literature' ," and to then assert that "any conception of 
world literature neces~arily demands sorne specific engagement with the 
question of third-world literature [ ... ]" (Jameson 2000: 318). Jameson's spe­
cifie suggestion that all third-world literatures are necessarily. allegorical 
quickly drew heavy critical fire, and under postcolonialism proper became 
almost completely discredited. Still, Jameson's insistence on linking the lit­
erary works produced in what was then, before the fall of the Berlin Wall and 
the implosion of the "second" world of the communist nations, still called the 
Third World to economic, and in their wake social and political, conditions 
pertaining in the nations concerned as well as to their position in the wider 



136 Concise history of world literature 

scheme of world economics, especially as ruled by late capitalism, did find 
sorne ready echoes, though most often elaborated along. lines very different 
from those pursued by Jameson himself. 

Amitava Kumar, in his introduction to a 2003 volume called World Bank 
Literature, quotes Jameson on the need for "the reinvention, in a new situa­
tion, of what Goethe long ago theorized as 'world literature' ," and then 
wonders whether "World Bank Literature" could be "a new name for post­
colonial studies?" (Kumar 2003: xx). Kumar argues that present-day exposi­
tions about world literature routinely by-pass the economic issues at the back, 
or at the heart, of the texts in question, and equally routinely select texts on 
the basis of so-called universal values. lnstead, he argues, what we should do 
is pay attention to how literature comprises and reveals local or national 
economic realities of dominance, suppression, oppression and exploitation in 
a global context, or in the context of globalization: 

The focus on the World Bank, as an agent and a metaphor, helps us 
concretize the "wider context" of global capitalism. As we witnessed 
during the protests on the streets of Seattle or Washington, D.C., Davos, 
or Quebec City, the opposition to the World Bank, the IMF, and the 
WTO is both widespread and collective. On that basis al one, the analytic 
shift from the liberal-diversity n10del of "World Literature" to the radical 
paradigm of "World Bank Literature" signaIs a resoive not only to 
recognize and contest the don1inance of Bretton Woods institutions but 
also to rigorously oppose those regimes of knowledge that would keep 
literature and culture sealed from the issues of economics and activism. 

(Kumar 2003: xix-xx) 

As examples Kumar cites Arundhati Roy's The God of Small Things, Pankaj 
Mishra's The Roman tics, Alnit Chaudhuri's A New World, and Jhumpa 
Lahiri's Interpreter of Maladies, aIl of which show how economic globaliza­
tion affects the lives of lndians, whether in lndia itself or when moving to the 
US. AlI of these would also squarely fit the postcolonial mold, and in 
Chaudhuri's and Lahiri's cases also the multicultural one. If, in 1995, Apter 
then still found it necessary to defend the inclusion of postcolonialism as a 
legitimate discourse in comparative literature thinking about world literature, 
in 2003 Kumar apparently already sees the need to dissolve the term in favor 
of a more fitting one to better respond to the conditions of globalization. 

Cooppan argues that for Jan1eson, in his 1986 es say, "even as nationalism, 
'that old thing,' is more or less sublimated in America into the placeless form 
of global postmodernism, 'a certain nationalism is fundamental in the third 
world'," (Cooppan 2004: 17). For. Bhabha, on the contrary, "the currency of 
critical comparativism, or aesthetic judgment, is no longer the sovereignty of 
the national culture" conceived as Benedict Anderson's "imagined commu­
nit y" (Bhabha 1994: 6). Rather, Bhabha envisages new "modes of cultural 
identification and political affect that form around issues of sexuality, race, 
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feminism, the lifeworld of refugees or migrants, or the deathly social destiny 
of AIDS" (Bhabha 1994: 6). In this new "geopolitical space," Bhabha argues, 
"the Western metropolis must· confront its postcolonial history, told by its 
influx of postwar migrants and refugees, as an indigenous or native narrative 
internaI to its national identity" (Bhabha 1994: 6). Where Jameson and Bhabha 
meet, l think, is in the dialectic between postmodernism and postcolonialism 
that both their arguments imply. For Jameson postmodernism is a mode 
expressive of America's inner reality, which he sees as "epistemologically 
crippling, and reduc[ing] its subjects to the illusions of a host of fragmented 
subjectivities, to the poverty of the individu al experience of isolated monads, 
to dying individual bodies without collective pasts or futures bereft of 
any possibility of grasping the social totality" (James on 2000: 336). In third­
world culture, on the contrary, he maintains, "the telling of the individual 
story and the individual experience cannot but ultimate1y involve the whole 
laborious telling of the experience of the collectivity itself' (Jameson 
2000: 336). 

Postcolonialism and postmodernism 

For Bhabha, the popular use of the "post" in "postmodernity, postcoloniality, 
postfeminism" only makes sense "if [the latter] transform the present into an 
expanded and ex-centric site of experience and empowerment" (Bhabha 1994: 4). 
Concret~ly, he proposes, "if the interest in postmodernism is limited to a 
celebration of the fragmentation of the 'grand narratives' of postenlight­
enment rationalism then, for aIl its intellectual excitement, it remains a pro­
foundly parochial exercise" (Bhabha 1994: 4). "The wider significance of the 
postmodern condition," he continues, "lies in the awareness that the episte­
mological 'limits' of those ethnocentric ideas are also the enunciative boundaries 
of a range of other dissonant, even dissident histories and voices - women, 
the colonized, minority groups, the bearers of policed sexualities ... for the 
demography of the new internationalism is the history of postcolonial migra­
tion, the narratives of cultural and political diaspora, the major social dis­
placements of peasant and ab original communities, the poetics of exile, the 
grim prose of political and economic refugees" (Bhabha 1994: 4-5). Post­
modernism and postcolonialism thus meet in Bhabha's new "geopolitical 
space, as a local or transnational reality" (Bhabha 1994: 6). 

In fact, while most proponents of postcolonialism usually see it as offering 
an alternative road to a world literature that transcends the traditional lim­
itations imposed upon it by Western thinking, my contention would be that 
what l will calI its tangled relationship to postmodernism risks enclosing it yet 
again within those very same limitations. For Bhabha, postcoloniality is "a 
salutary reminder of the persistent 'neo-colonial' relations within the 'new' 
world order and the multinational division of labor," while at the same time 
bearing witness to what he calls cultures constituted "otherwise than moder­
nit y" (Bhabha 1994: 6). Such "cultures of postcolonial contra-modernity," he 
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contends, "may be contingent to modernity, discontinuous or in connection 
with it, resistant to its oppressive, assimilationist technologies" (Bhabha 1994: 6). 
At the same time, he Inaintains, "they also deploy the cultural hybridity of 
their borderline conditions to 'translate', and therefore re-inscribe, the social 
imaginary of both metropolis and modernity" (Bhabha 1994: 6). Eisewhere 
(D'haen 1994), l have proposed the term "counter-postmodernism" to indi­
cate the same relationship between metropolis, postcolonialism, and moder­
nit y, or, nlore precisely perhaps, to indicate how postmodernism and 
postcolonialism, the latter together with its twin multiculturalism, "shadow" 
postmodernism within the more general framework of modernity. Aijaz 
Ahmad l thinkintimated very much the same thing when in 1992, still using 
the earlier term "third-world literature," he proposed that: "There now 
appears to be, in the work of the metropolitan cri tic al avant-garde, an 
increasing tie between postmodernism and the counter-canon of 'Third World 
Literature'" (Ahmad 1992: 125). 

Hans Bertens (1991), contextualizing the debate on postmodernism around 
1990, distinguishes an "avant-garde," a "poststructuralist" and an "aesthetic" 
postmodernism, and links these various postmodernisms both to different 
historical stages in the use of the term, roughly speaking the 1960s, 1970s and 
1980s, and to different stances, inspired by opposing socio-political convic­
tions, toward contemporary literature and culture in general. These stances, 
moreover, are perceptually defined. In other words, they depend upon how 
one reads a particular work rather than upon any "objective" quality of the 
work itself. An avant-garde reading, primarily associated with Ihab· Hassan 
(1982 [1971], 1975, 1980, and 1987) and Douwe Fokkema (1984 and 1986), 
foregrounds the work's technical features distinguishing it from works in a 
previous mode, and specifically from modernisnl. It sees postmodernism as an 
artistic current, characterized in its literary manifestations, and particularly in 
fiction, by a common set of techniques, conventions and themes. A post­
structuralist reading, associated with Brian McHale (1987 and 1992) and 
Linda Hutcheon (1984, 1985, 1988, and 1989), focuses on the de-centering of 
the (bourgeois) subject, the deferment of meaning, and the problematical 
status of the text. What Bertens calls an "aesthetic" reading fits the period 
approach of Jameson (1984 and 1991) and his neo-conservative humanist 
counterparts, and stresses the artificiality, the emptiness, the lack of depth, the 
purely formaI interests of the postmodern work. This reading sees post­
Inodern works as directly translating late capitalism's commodifying influence 
into an "aesthetic" experience, reduplicating as it were the very personality 
(or non-personality) make-up multinational late capitalism needs: functional 
man, broken up in disparate units, without any essence to him, man as nlal­
leable putt y, what Gerhard Hoffmann (1982) has called "situational" nlan. In 
this sense, too, aesthetic postmodernism (both in its neo-Marxist and its 
[neo]-conservative reading) sees postmodern works, functionally speaking, as 
the continuation of earlier forms of mass-culture. Particularly in its neo­
Marxist version, this reading blames postmodernism for having sold out to 
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the culture-industry of late capitalist consumer society, thus also taking up 
Theodor Adorno's, and the Frankfurt School's, more general point with 
regard to mass culture after WWII (Adorno 1991a [1944] and 1991b [1967]). 
Since 1984, the date of publication of Jameson's article "Postmodernism, or, 
the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism," and especially as of 1991, the date of 
appearance of the book with (almost) the salue title, Jameson's view has largely 
monopolized discussions of postmodernism, at least in the United States. It is 
this view that we also see articulated in Jameson's 1986 article on third-world 
literatures. 

What a counter-reading of postmodernism seizes upon is the latter's uni­
versalizing claim regardless of its being grafted upon an aesthetic avant-garde 
practice that was also highly specific in its conditions and circumstances, that 
is to say the United States (Huyssen 1986). After aIl, this is where late, mul­
tinational, consumer capitalism first fiowered, and where the central cate­
gories of modernity leading to such late capitalism were worked out and 
applied most categoricaIly. The United States, after aIl, is the n10st "true 
West". Kumkum Sangari (1990: 242-43) neatly summarizes the point: 

Postmodern skepticism is the complex product of a historical conjuncture 
as both symptom and critique of the contemporary economic and social 
formation of the West. But postmodernism does have a tendency to uni­
versalize its epistemological preoccupations - a tendency that appears 
even in the work of cri tics of radical political persuasion. ... the world 
contracts into the West; a Eurocentric perspective ... is brought to bear 
upon "Third World" cultural products; a "specialized" skepticism is car­
ried everywhere as cultural paraphernalia and epistemological apparatus, 
as a way of seeing; and the postmodern problematic becomes the frame 
through which the cultural products of the rest of the world are seen .... 
Such skepticism does not take into account either the fact that the post­
modern preoccupation with the crisis of meaning is not everyone's crisis 
(even in the West) or that there are different modes of de-essentialization 
which are socially and politically grounded and mediated by separate 
perspectives, goals, and strategies for change in other countries. 

The fact remains that sorne of the best-known postcolonial authors, Salman 
Rushdie probably being the prime example, on the basis of their literary 
techniques can be categorized just as easily as postmodern. Adam and Tiffin, 
for example, note that, "there is a good deal of formaI and tropological 
overlaR~ between "primary" texts variously categorised as "post-modem" or 
"post~colonial" (Adam and Tiffin 1991: vii). But, they also note, "If there is 
overlap between the two discourses in terms of 'primary' texts ... there is 
considerably less in the 'secondary' category .... it is thus in the selection and 
reading of such 'primary' texts, and in the contexts of discussion in which 
they are placed, that significant divergences between post-colonialism and 
post-modernism are most often isolated" (Adam and Tiffin 1991: vii). 
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Stephen Slemon (1991: 4) makes the same point when he remarks that 
Hutcheon's (1988) analysis of intertextual parody as a constitutive principle of 
postmodernism resembles the post-colonial practice of "rewriting the canoni­
cal 'master texts' of Europe," but with the difference that "whereas a post­
modernist criticism would want to argue that literary practices such as these 
expose the constructedness of aU textuality, ... an interested post-colonial 
critical practice would want to allow for the positive production of opposi­
tional truth-'c1aims in these texts" (Slemon 1991: 5). Hutcheon herself concurs 
when she says that "the post-colonial, like the fenlinist, is a dismantling but 
also constructive political enterprise insofar as it implies a theory of agency 
and social change that the post-modern deconstructive impulse lacks ... while 
both 'posts' use irony, the post-colonial cannot stop at irony ... " (Hutcheon 
1991: 183). 

Counter-postmodernism can thus be seen as yet another reading of "post­
modernism," complementary whi1e at the same time oppositional to those 
enumerated before. Instead of submitting to the demise of the subject as 
posited by these other readings, and if we follow Simon Gikandi when he 
posits that "entry into the European terrain of the modern has often deman­
ded that the colonized peoples be denied their subjectivity, language, and 
history" (Gikandi 1992: 2), a counter-postmodem reading such as here pro­
posed "writes" the subjectivity, history, and language of those hitherto sup­
pressed by the discourse of modemity as applied by Western bourgeois society. 
As such, it makes this discourse accessible to those traditionally excluded or 
repressed by Western modernity. Ironically, by thus marking the end -of mod­
ernity as the exclusive instrulnent of hegemonic Western man, and the advent 
of modernity for the hitherto repressed, counter-postmodernism may well be 
the only truly "post-modern" reading of postmodernism in that it posits 
the transcendence of" orthodox" Western or metropolitan modernity, and the 
attainment of an-"Other" modernity. As such, counter-postmodernisln also 
adds an emancipatory "counter-ethics" to those of poststructuralist and aes­
thetic postmodernism, breaking the free-play impasse of the one, and pro­
ductively challenging the other. Counter-postmodernisnl thus posits a 
postmodernism practiced by subaltern, post-colonial or multicultural writers 
to recover the "history, language, and subjectivity" of the West's "Others." In 
the way counter-postmodernism seizes upon the Western hegemonic and 
colonial discourse of modernity, and of that discourse's reading of "post­
modemism," it is not just the postmodernism of the West's "Others," but also 
the "Other" to postmodemism as we are accustomed to think of it. As the 
"Other" to Euro-American postmodernism, then, counter-postln~Fnism 
feeds "difference" back into the center. In fact, it is oruy in this returft that 
posttnodernism recognizes itself as not just Bhabha's "celebration of the 
fragmentation of the 'grand narratives' of postenlightenment ra'tiùnalism" 
(Bhabha 1994: 4) but as an articulation of the particular condition of 
the West (or in first instance the United States) in relation to the rest of "the 
world." As Bhabha puts it in "The Postcolonial and the Postmodem": "We 
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see how modernity and postmodernity are themselves constituted from the 
marginal perspective of cultural difference ... they encounter themselves 
contingently at the point at which the internaI difference of their own society 
is reiterated in terms of the difference of the other, the alterity of the 
postcolonial site" (Bhabha 1994: 196). 

Postcolonialism as Western projection 

Bertens, although using a totally different vocabulary, predicates a similar 
return of a difference that already was, albeit only belatedly realized as such, 
when, drawing upon Ernesto Lac1au and Chantal Mouffe's "radical democ­
racy" from their Hegemony and SociaUst Strategy: Towards a Radical 
Democratie PoUtics (1987), he sees postcolonialism and multiculturalism as 
part of "a new round in the realization of the potential of EnHghtenment 
vision" (Bertens 1994: 244). In this "current round of democratization," he 
argues, "an older Enlightenment dispensation is giving way to a new one in a 
process in which the Enlightenment is - belatedly - forced by its own 
momentum to confront the problem of the Other" (Bertens 1994: 245). Con­
trary to Jameson's views Bertens argues that "one can see postmodernism, 
then, as Enlightenment princip1es finally coming home to roost, while, para­
doxically, that home is simultaneously being subjected to a thorough decon­
struction" (Bertens 1994: 245). Proponents of multiculturaHsm and 
postcolol?-ialism will hardly feel like quarrelling with the emancipatory pro­
spects sketched here for their respective constituencies. At the same time they 
may well fear this latest avatar of postmodern thinldng to be yet another sly 
maneuver on the part of the West via theory to preserve its "imperious" 
(Sangari 1990: 243) grasp on an ever.more refractory literary production 
worldwide. The room here made for multiculturalism and postcolonialism 
under the umbrella of "postmodernism" invites the risk of being construed as 
yet another attempt on the part of the West to appropriate to itself "sorne of 
the more forward-Iooking products" of "marginal" cultures (Tiffin 1991: viii), 
meaning not only sorne of the more highly regarded literary works from these 
cultures but likewise the very the ory underlying multiculturalism and post­
colonialism. Specifically, as the editors of Past. the Last Post state it in their 
introduction, it may function as "a way of deprlving the formerly colonised of 
'voice', of, specifically, any theoretical authority, and [of] locking post-colonial 
texts which it does appropriate firmly within the European episteme" (Adam 
and Tiffin 1991: viii). Similar suspicions with regard to postcolonialism, along 
different Hnes of analysis, have been uttered almost from its very emergence, 
by Kwame Anthony Appiah (1991), Ella Shohat (1992), Vijay Mishra and 
Bob Hodge (1991), and Arif Dirlik (1994). 

A world literature under the aegis of postmodernism and/or post­
colonialism, then, at least in sorne interpretations projects a world that 
remains relentlessly "Western," whether in extending the postmodernism of 
the West, and perhaps even of only one nation of the West, to comprise aIl of 
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the world, as happens for instance in Bertens and Fokkema's International 
Postmodernism (1997), or in countering such postmodemism with a post­
colonialism that for its definition is finally dependent upon what it subverts. 
In fact, postcolonialism, even if only because of its "post" -status, but also for 
the reasons just adduced, might weIl be regarded as another instance of what 
the American-Chinese critic Rey Chow has called a "post-Europe and ... " 
construction, where whatever "new" theory or approach that detines itself 
through difference from European or American theory remains fatally behol­
den to the primacy of the latter (Chow 2004). Simon Gikandi goes so far as 
to consider postcolonial the ory, the subject of which he sees as "global culture 
linked with postmodemism" (Gikandi 2001: 638), as the product of knowl­
edge production about the nations newly independent from Britain by Third 
World inteIlectuals migrating themselves into the academic institutions of the 
First World, there to function as what Gikandi calls "émigré native infor­
mants" (Gikandi 2001: 646). What links them, according to Gikandi, is the 
submerged point of departure for their construction of a postcolonialliterature 
in English as world literature in the attitude toward literature propagated 
(sorne would say preached) in England by F.R. Leavis from the 1930s through 
the 1960s, but disseminated throughout the British colonies and former colo­
nies in secondary and university teaching, and which effectively posited English­
ness and English literature as central to a particular worldview (Gikandi 
2001: 649-50). The German literary historian Horst Steinmetz had, in 1988, 
already suggested that instead of interpreting world literature as either com­
prising aIl of the world's literatures in all their manifestations or as designat­
ing a canon of masterpieces, where both these interpretations basically 
applied to the past, we should heed Goethe's own hints that he saw world 
literature as a contemporary and future phenomenon. Specifically, Steinmetz 
says, we should see world literature as referring to the period stretching froln 
Goethe's own lifetime to our own, and which he sees characterized by an 
ever-growing convergence between the lives led by people aH over the world. 
The latter is caused by the same phenomena that Goethe too invoked when 
he saw a world literature coming into being: improved means of communica­
tion, faster circulation of cultural goods, mass media. The historical context 
of literature since Goethe's epoch, Steinmetz claims, is no longer national but 
global. Even what he sees as a return to the regional in these postmodern 
times is n1erely a locaIly differentiated manifestation of a global phenomenon. 
We might deduce that un der these circumstances the postcolonial is merely 
one such form of "glocalization." 

Even if one grants postcolonialism the power to truly represent the diver­
sity of the peoples of the world beyond the West, there still remains the 
danger of reverse occlusion: "The political and disciplinary collisions between 
the Eurocentric premises of traditional comparative approaches to literary 
and cultural study and the inherently and necessarily anti-Eurocentric stance 
of postcolonial politics and theory appear to have colluded towards a subtle 
yet unmistakable reinforcement of a monolithic and monologic 'European' 
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identity, in which the ideal notion of 'Europe as Subject' [Spivak 1988: 271], 
devoid of historical and geopolitical determinants of its own, is mirrored by 
the oppositional construct of Europe as Object, a staunchly self-identical 
metropolitan Other to the richly fragmented (post)colonial Self' (Klobucka 
1997: 126). For "Europe," of course, wecan here equally well read "the 
West." 

It is precisely such dangers that Gayatri Spivak seems to warn of in the 
revised version of her famous 1988 article "Can the Subaltern Speak?" in the 
"History" chapter from A Critique of Postcolonial Reason (1999). In the ori­
ginal version of her article Spivak upbraids Michel Foucault and Gilles 
Deleuze in an interview these two French philosophers gave in 1977 when 
discussing the plight of the oppressed and agreeing that "reality" happens on 
the factory floor, in prison, at the police station, where "concrete experience 
happens," for not seeming to be "aware that the intellectual within socialized 
capital, brandishing concrete experience, can help consolidate the interna­
tional division of labor" (Spivak 1988: 275). In the 1999 version she slightly 
elaborates on this by saying that Foucault and Deleuze, by exclusively con­
centrating on the experience of the Western "masses" help to "consolidate the 
international division of labor by making one model of 'concrete experience' 
the model" (Spivak 1999, 255-56) More importantly for our purposes, how­
ever, she then extrapolates this to literary studies when she continues that "we 
are witnessing this in our discipline daily as we see the postcolonial migrant 
become .the norm, thus occluding the native once again" (Spivak 1999, 256). 
It is ha rd not to read this addition as a direct comment, critique even, of 
Bhabha's position in The Location of Culture. 

. ;~~Ça!tii~h~kra;,~rjysP!.liak(1942H ·,8· ~~ihd.I~?(~~1à~;1Fbêrr\lit~t~~<ë:riti6.· . 
.. te~qh.ing .•• at:.6oIUrnbiérLJ.~.iversitYin.·.·NeW''f0rk,)WDere •. §he:'i~~sa'·"c()lleag~.~·;?f.i 

· ... ·· .. ·.~.9'«.~rd· .. said·~ •.• :.con~.j(~er~d •.. one .. 6f. th~ .. · .. mOst •. ·infl.u~.n.tiâl;.,1h.ed.r~~iR.i~.n.s.··.·<i,f.· .•. p<>st.~; .•.. 1 

·.··.· ... :.col()nIal.isrnj.· .•. ··$PiV~~.· •. · .. COrnbin~.~ •. :.insight$·.·,.tak~n •• · .. fro~· •. ·,:tbe::·:.Freh.éh· •.. ·.·.8PiI9'$ophèr .. ,···: .. , 
·'···,·Jàc.q'ues.;.'perricjq·,,· .. vvhO~~qh: (3,rélTmat9fogY!;'·7hè;tfàtlSléltE3q·JP"the:'1~9~()S;.' ,: 

.. M~rXisrn;· .·femi.nl.srn,··',·and:·.the·:l nd ian .... ' h.i$t,oria9.~ .. '.·· •. Coll.ë9tive;.;:S·ubalt~.rh.·:9tU?i.es.'~.<' .. ·).·: 
'éH~i~ /an~, oütsP9kei\critic :,ot;:{ne.West,'and .espe9i~IIY·9f,We~ter~t'cipprQEl:-· \ ....•.. , 
:chesto. hÔh~WéS~~rrl:lit~ratüres.::; '. . ': •.•.. :}:)').,~/ ;',",>': 

Waï1 S. Hassan makes the same point more directly and more topically 
when he remarks, in terms that l can only read as a direct and deliberate echo 
of Bhabha's, that "[the]emergent canon of postcolonial-literature-as-world­
literature ... inscribes 'writing back,' diaspora, migrancy, border-crossings, in­
betweenness, and hybridity as the defining features of the 'postcolonial 
condition'" (Hassan W. 2002: 60). While such issues are important, he continues, 
"they are extremely limited when we remember that the vast majority of 
African and Asian populations are not diasporic, migrants, or bilingual, and 



144 Concise history afworld literature 

may, indeed, have never ev en traveled beyond the borders of their 
native countries" (Hassan W.2002: 60). And Neil Lazarus pointedly observes 
that, "Even if, in the contemporary world system the subjects whom Bhabha 
addresses under the labels of exile, migration, and diaspora, are vastly 
more numerous than at any time previously, they cannot reasonably be said to 
be paradigmatic or constitutive of 'postcoloniality' as such" (Lazarus 1999: 
136-37). 

World literature and "Anglophony" 

One suspects that Spivak would judge the danger just signaled aIl the more 
acute as postcolonialism, in theory as weIl as in the primary literature it 
focuses upon, has mostly been confined to the Anglophone realm, thus even 
further prejudicing the world literature it potentially comprises in favor of an 
already hegemonic construct. Nicholas Brown, refiecting on "Anglophone 
literature" in the context of Goethe's comlnercial metaphors for speaking 
about Weltliteratur and on how Marx and Engels use similar metaphors in 
the Communist Manifesta, comments that "as plainly as we can see the legacy 
of the Goethean conception in contemporary multicultural discourse, it is just 
as c1ear that the Marxian narrative, where particular cultural forms colonize 
territory along with economic ones, represents the truth of Goethe's meta­
phor" (Brown 2001: 831). Waï1 Hassan finds that, "One of the ironies of 
postcolonial studies is that colonial discourse analysis began with several 
theorists who studied colonialism in the Arab world: Albert Men1lni (in 
Tunisia), Frantz Fanon (in Aigeria), Edward Said (in the Levant)," but that 
"the sophisticated theoretical apparatus" built on their work rarely takes into 
account Arabic literature (Hassan W. 2002: 45). In fact, he notes, postcolonial 
studies seems to confine its attention to literatures written in former colonies 
or by authors emanating from former colonies and in the language of the ex­
colonizer, in practice English and French (and even the latter only very 
recently, I would add). Therefore, he continues, "postcolonial studies profess 
to malœ the balance of global power relations central to its inquiry, yet seems 
[sic] to inscribe neocolonial hegemony by privileging the languages (and con­
sequently the canons) of the major colonial powers, Britain and France ... 
even the substantial colonial and postcolonial writing in other European lan­
guages such as Dutch, German, ltalian, Portuguese, and Spanish, is no less 
exc1uded from post-colonial debates than texts written in the languages of the 
colonies: Arabic, Bengali, Hindi, and Urdu, not to mention the oral litera­
tures of Africa, Native Americans, and Australia's Aborigines, which pose a 
serious challenge to postcolonial theories based on contemporary notions of 
textuality" (Hassan W. 2002: 46). 

From the perspectives of Hassan and Gikandi someone like Salman Rushdie, 
who is often considered, at one and the same time, the quintessential post­
colonial novelist and an exemplary postmodernist, might weIl be regarded as 
a prime example that, in Spivak's tern1, the subaltern cannot "speak," 
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however linguistically inventive and eloquent his or her novels for the rest 
may be. "No novel that I know of articulates more powerfully the theme of 
postcolonial migrancy in a mutable postmodern world th an Salman Rushdie's 
The Satanic Verses," according to Gilian Gane (2002: 18). Interpreting India, 
and Indian migrants in the world, to the· West in the hegemonic language of 
the West, Rushdie can be seen as what Spivak in her Critique of Postcolonial 
Reason has called a "Native Informant" (Spivak 1999: ix). Rushdie would 
then be a member of that intermediate class that Spivak, in the language of 
Ranajit Guha, the founding editor of the "Subaltern Studies" Group, defines 
as the group that under colonialism would have stood between the "elite," 
that is to say '''dominant foreign groups,' and 'dominant indigenous groups at 
the all-India and at the regional and locallevels' representing the elite" and 
"[t]he social groups and elements included in the terms 'people' and 'sub­
altern classes'" (Spivak 1999: 271, quoting Guha 1982). Such an intermediate 
group then represents "the demographic difference between the total lndian 
population and al! those whom we have described as the felite'" (Spivak 1999: 
271, quoting Guha 1982). "At the regional and local levels [these inter­
mediate groups] ... if belonging to social strata hierarchically inferior to those 
of the dominant all-Indian groups acted in the interests of the latter and not 
in conformity to interests corresponding truly to their own social being" 
(Spivak 1999: 272,quoting Guha 1982). If we translate this as pertaining to 
postcolonial postmodern writers they can be seen as "subalterns" that cannot 
truly spe.ak either but only ventriloquate in the language of "the master." In 
fact, Gikandi (2001) includes Rushdie in ms group of "émigré native infor­
mants." In Death of a Discipline (2003) Spivak enlarged on her suspicions to 
the use of English as the necessary lingua franca for the study of world lit­
erature through anthologies. In the 1995 Bernheimer volume, though, Spivak 
had found a perhaps unexpected ally in the famous poetry scholar Marjorie 
Perloff, who lamented that, "because the United States is currently the only 
superpower in the world, it gets to call the shots when it cornes to a lingua 
franca," and that "such essentializing of English ... perpetuates the old 
notion of centers and margins which the new comparative literature model is 
supposedly countering" (Perloff 1995: 178). 
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The "new" comparative literature that Perlotf referred to was that of mul­
ticulturalism and postcolonialism. In 2003 Spivak also called for a "new" 
comparative literature, but hers is one of globalization and planetarity. Ritu 
Birla suggests that with Death of a Discipline Spivak has moved beyond 
"problems of historical representation," and hence of postcolonialism in its 
"historical" stage, we might add, to "the history and politics of globalization" 
and thereby from "the mechanics of othering to the possibilities of alterity" 
(Birla 2010: 97). Drawing upon ideas and a vocabulary inspired by the French 
philosopher Emmanuel Levinas (1906-95), Death of a Discipline, Birla posits, 
"has posed the planet as a name for an alterity that we inhabit, a way of being 
in the world that requires the imagination of what we cannot know, the uni­
verse, from a perspective that cannot pro duce mastery through mirroring" 
(Birla 2010: 97). Instead of "world," which as we have seen always implies 
someone's world, or "globe," which is tainted with the economic power 
imbalances of globalization, "planet" infers a view from outside, in which aIl 
is equal in its alterity, that is to say in that which we cannot, that we lllUSt 
not, fully apprehend of the other, but that we must neverthe1ess respect pre­
cisely in its difference. In order to respond to the other, though, we have to try 
and bridge the difference. This is where the imagination, and hence literature, 
is our only helpmate. World literature under this aegis, then, becomes not a 
way of "mastering" the world, but of respectfully experiencing it in, and as, 
difference. Wai Chee Dimock, in Through Other Continents: American Lit­
erature Across Deep Time (2006b) and in the volume she edited with Lawrence 
Buell, Shades of the Planet: American Literature as World Literature (2007), 
has taken up Spivak's calI for a planetary approach, although it seen1S to me 
that she has not done so with an eye to the alterity that Spivak also caUs for, 
but rather in the sense of "englobing" the world through, and in, American 
literature. 

Littéra ture-monde 

Earlier, in 1988, another comparative literature scholar, René Etiemble, had 
launched his Ouverture(s) sur un comparatisme planétaire (Openings[s) 
towards a Planetary Comparatism). In this volume Etiemble republished the 
1977 revised version of his 1963 Comparaison nJest pas raison (The Crisis in 
Comparative Literature, 1966), along with a number of texts in various ways 
reflecting upon that 1963 original. As in almost aU his work, this volume too 
was a plea for a comparativism truly encompassing "the world," and not just 
a tiny Eurocentric part of it. For French comparative literature, let us recall, it 
was French literature that had always remained the yardstick of the discipline. 
So too had French literature remained the ideal against which were measured 
the "other" literatures in French, or of the so-caUed "francophonie," a term 
that always implied a second best next to the "real" thing - that is to say, 
French literature from France, the "hexagone," itself This attitude was frontally 
attacked with the publication of "Pour une littérature-monde en français" (for 
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a world literature in French) in the Parisian daily Le Monde of 16 March 2007. 
This manifesto bore the signature of fort y-four authors, the best-known 
among them being the Moroccan Tahar Ben Jelloun, the Guadeloupeans Maryse 
Condé and Gisèle Pineau, Didier Daeninckx, the Martinican Edouard Glissant, 
the Canadians Jacques Godbout and Nancy Huston, the Haitian-Canadian 
Dany Laferrière, the future Nobel Prize winner (2008) lM. G. Le Clézio, the 
Lebanese Amin Maalouf, Erik Orsenna, and Jean Rouaud . 
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Noting that in autumn 2006 five of the seven major French literary prizes 
had gone to foreign-born authors, the manifesto proc1aimed that this was a 
historical moment that signaled a Copernican revolution because it "reveal 
[ed] what the literary milieu already knew without admitting it: the center, 
from which supposedly radiated a franco-French literature, is no longer the 
center" (Toward 2009: 54). The result, the manifesto c1aims, is "the end of 
'francophone' literature - and the birth of a world literature in French" 
(Toward 2009: 54). At the same time, it also means the return of "the world, 
the subject, meaning, history, the 'referent'" in French literature, and the 
overcoming of the stale pre-occupation with self-reflexivity that, for the longest 
time - in fact, ever since the nouveau roman - had plagued French literature 
(Toward 2009: 54). In Britain writers from the former Empire had been 
taking in the major literary prizes as of the 1980s, creating a new fiction from 
their plural identities. In France, meanwhile, foreign-born authors were still 
expected to "blend in" and become "French" to the core. N ow, however, aIl 
was different: "the emergence of a consciously affirmed, transnational world­
literature in the French language, open to the world, signs the death-certificate 
of so-called francophone literature ... no one speaks or writes 'francophone'" 
(Toward 2009: 56). In fact, the manifesto c1aims, "in a strict sense the 'fran­
cophone' concept presents itself as the last avatar of colonialism" (Toward 
2009: 56). Instead, there will now be a "world-literature" or "littérature­
monde" in French, and this in the sense of spanning the world because of the 
French language being spread around the world, and in the "worldly" sense 
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of referring to the world, beyond "the age of suspicion" (a reference to 
Nathalie Sarraute's 1956 L'ère du soupçon, or The Age of Suspicion, the pro­
grammatic statement of the French nouveau roman) in a "vast polyphonic 
ensemble, without concern for any battle for or against the preeminence of 
one language over the other or any sort of 'cultural imperialism' whatsoever," 
and "with the center placed on an equal plane with other centers" and "language 
freed from its exclusive pact with the nation" (Toward 2009: 56). 

The Le Monde manifesto immediately came under heavy critical tire, from 
the general secretary of the Organisation Internationale de la Francophonie 
(International Organisation of Francophone Countries) and former President 
of Senegal, Abdou Diouf, and from Nicolas Sarkozy, in the daily Le Figaro, 
almost on the eve of the presidential elections that he would go on to win, 
but also from Amadou Lamine Sall and Lylian Kesteloot (Forsdick 201 Oa: 
125-26). Diouf obviously did battle for his own organization. Sarkozy 
lamented what he called the "Americanization" of "la francophonie," with a 
number of well-known writers in French, such as Condé and Glissant, living 
and teaching in the United States. Lamine Sall and K.esteloot, the latter an 
early anthologizer and critic of Francophone African and Caribbean litera­
tures, pointed out that the celebration of the 2006 literary prize winners as 
signaling the sudden en1ergence of foreign-born authors writing in French 
blatantly disregarded earlier such generations active since the immediate post­
WWII period. While this critique was certainly justified, and while there was 
undoubtedly, as Lamine Sall and K.esteloot implied, an element of self-marketing 
involved on the part of the signatories to the Inanifesto, it should also be said 
that there is a significant difference between the writers of the generation 
Lamine and Kesteloot referred to and those of the manifesto. The former 
were generally speaking anti-colonial and supportive of the newly indepen­
dent nations they originated from. The latter rather fit the postcolonial mold 
of Anglophone transnational lineage. Forsdick notes that "Lan1ine SaIl and 
Kesteloot concluded by critiquing the text's defence of a post-national, apoli­
tical cultural utopianism that makes no attempt to grasp the consistently 
politicized postcolonial context of the Francosphere, a space in which the 
nation state, rightly or wrongly, may be seen as more important th an ever" 
(Forsdick 201 Oa: 126). 

Other critics took the Manifesto and its authors to task for imitating too 
closely English or Anglo-American models, particularly those of postcolonial 
and world· literature studies, and for what Forsdick caUs "the oxymoronic 
contradictions of a phenolnenon that claÎlns a global reach but persists with a 
monolingual definition" implied in the "en français" of the manifesto's title 
(Forsdick 2010a: 127). It is pellhaps to forestall further such criticism that the 
2007 volume collecting twenty-seven texts by signatories of the manifesto, 
Pour une littérature-Inonde, edited by Michel Le Bris, himself also a signatory 
of the Le Monde manifesto, and Jean Rouaud, quietly dropped the "en fran­
çais." The volume's programmatic title article, to which Le Bris signed his 
name, ren1ains a more elaborate version of the original manifesto though. 
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Nowhere does Le Bris use the term "postcolonial," but it is clear that the 
English-language writers he mentions - Kazuo Ishiguro, Salman Rushdie, 
Michael Ondaatje, Ben Okri, Hanif Kureishi, and Zadie Smith - fall under 
the rubric of what we would caU the postcolonial or the multicultural. This 
leads Dominique Combe to venture that the Manifesto is "above aU, based on 
an apparent inferiority complex with respect to the postcolonial anglophone 
novel" (Combe 2010: 231). Combe also links the Manifesto, in its title, but 
also in its views, such as for instance on the creolisatioil of the French language 
by "littérature-monde" authors, to the work of Glissant, especially to the lat­
ter's novel Tout-Monde (1993) and his Traité du Tout-Monde (1997), and to 
the French-Antillean "créolistes" Patrick Chamoiseau, Raphaél Confiant, and 
Jean Bernabé, even though Chamoiseau and Confant, "even though regularly 
featuring in Le Monde, keep ... surprisingly silent (Combe 2010: 239; pourtant 
habitués des colonnes du Monde, restent ... étonnamment silencieux). 

In a companion pie ce to his article on the littérature-monde manifesto 
Forsdick elaborates on the role of Glissant within French-language literature 
and thought, defending the Martinican author from the barbed criticism of 
Chris Bongie (2008), itself to a large part based on Peter Hallward's 1998 
reading of Glissant, that Glissant, as of the late 1990s, had shifted from his 
former oppositional stance, as instanced in Le discours antillais (1981; Caribbean 
Discourse), to an accomodationist one, with his signing of the littérature­
monde manifesto being an instance of the latter. Instead, Forsdick maintains, 
"Glissant has continued to be instrumental in allowing the emergence, in the 
French-speaking world, of debates that we might recognize as postcolonial, 
but with which the French equivalent of that label has oilly been associated 
since 2005" (Forsdick 2010b: 128). In a changing world in which both France 
and its former colonies of the "francophonie" as well as its DOM-ROMs 
(départements and régions d) outre-mer - overseas departments and regions) 
need to rethink their relations, Forsdick argues, Glissant "has attempted to 
elaborate, as opposed to simply import, the conceptual and lexical apparatus 
by which such a situation may be analyzed" (Forsdick 2010b: 134). Mary 
Gallagher, in fact, suggests that one could go further and, instead of seeking 
the salvation of French~language literature in imitating Anglophone notions 
of postcolonialism, as does the manifesto, "ask whether the political and 
cultural orthodoxy of postcolonialism is not, in fact, a dominant global dis­
course against which francophone poetics sounds a singular or a refractory 
note, if not quite a dissident blow" (Gallagher 2010: 24). This in fact is what 
she sees Glissant's writings on poetics, on the relations between European and 
American literature, and on world literature, as doing. The manifesto, on the 
contrary, "shrinks the conceptual scale and content of the world, a term that 
cornes to mean at worst 'anywhere but France' and at best 'anywhere else 
preferably with postcolonial cachet'" (Gallagher 2010: 32). The manifesto, 
she argues, "demonstrates none of that complex sense of the world that 
informs all of Edouard Glissant's writing on the Tout-monde ... for the 
complexity of Glissant's notion largely derives from his effort to conceive of 



150 Concise history of world literature 

the world as a nonreductive totality, as a(n imperfectly interconnected) whole, 
a whole that can no longer be thought about exclusively in terms of the 
postcolonial plot" (Gallagher 2010: 32). Of course, the fact remains that 
Glissant himself put his name to the manifesto ... 

If the manifesto, when compared to the subtlety of Glissant's 'ideas, can 
indeed only be called naïve, the same thing goes when one compares it to 
work on postcolonialism in English, while at the same time it avoids none of 
the pitfalls the latter also faces when fashioning itself as the pivot of a "world 
literature." Moreover, for aIl the admiration they express for English-Ianguage 
postcolonial developments, the drafters of the manifesto do not seem too 
much au courant with what had been going on there precisely with regard to 
French-language literature. Only a year before the publication of "pour une 
littérature-monde" Emily Apter had suggested that "francophonie might ... 
no longer simply designate the transnational relations between metropolitan 
France and its former colonies, but linguistic contact zones all over the world 
in which French, or some kind of French, is one of many languages in play" 
(Apter 2006: 55). Ançl even if one can understand that Le Bris and Rouaud 
may not have been aware of an article that had appeared only recently in a 
collective volume that did not immediately concern them, it is perhaps a little 
more strange that they also do not seem to have been aware of a book, in 
English it is true, that pretty much, though in far greater sophistication, out­
lined the kind of program the y drew up in their manifesto: Charles Forsdick 
and David Murphy's 2003 Francophone Postcolonialism. 

Forsdick (2010a) notes that the manifesto, apart from the early and mostly 
negative reactions just briefly sketched, drew little further attention in France 
itself. Outside France, however, it was taken up in academic circles and con­
tinues to be discussed. Perhaps we should add that the latter is particularly true 
in countries where debates with regard to "world literature" have been at the 
center of attention for some time now, particularly Anglo-America but also 
Denmark. An interesting twist is that one of the signatories to the 2007 
manifesto since then has gained particular notoriety: Le Clézio won the 2008 
Nobel prize for literature. It is weIl-known that the Swedish Academy keeps 
an ear to the ground for what is happening in literary Paris. "From the 1940s 
onwards, the Academy came to accept a set of literary ideals that have their 
roots in French modernism," the former Permanent Secretary of the Swedish 
Academy declared not so long ago (Engdahl 2008: 207). Perhaps Le Clézio's 
appearance in "pour une littérature-monde" has contributed at least some, 
then, to his canonization as a "world author"? 

Conclusion 

.. Postcolonialism has been proposed as the new world literature. 

.. Postcolonialism and postmodernism, supposedly each other's opposites as 
expressions of, respectively, resistance and accommodation to the Western 
world, in fact have a tangled relationship. 



( Post) modernism, (post) colonialism, littérature-monde 151 

• Postc%nialism can be seen as a projection of, ratherthanresistance to, 
Western thought. 

• Postc%nia/ wor/d IIteraturehas in practice largely meant English-Ianguage 
postcolonia/ Iiterature. 

.. Recent/y, the debate on postcolonialism has a/so erupted in the French­
language context, with heated debates around "/a francophonie." 



8 World literature and the literatures 
of the world 

Overview 

Earlier I cited Werner Friederich ironically referring to what in the late 1950s 
passed for "world literature" as NATO literature, and that this was already an 
overstatement as usually on1y about one fourth of the literatures in the then 
fifteen NATO languages received any actual sustained attention. The litera­
tures in question were French, English, German, Spanish, and Italian, and 
discussion on world literature was ahnost exc1usive1y restricted to Gennan, 
French, and US comparative literature circ1es. This is not to say that there 
was no work being undertaken on world literature elsewhere, particularly in 
Europe, but this usually shadowed what was being done, primarily, in the 
major European French and Gennan acadelnic centers, filtered only rarely 
into the more general or "global" discussion, and the latter usually only when 
done straightaway in a "major" European language or trans1ated therein. 
This situation has basically persisted to this day, with US academe, and the 
English language, increasingly supplanting German and French pre­
ponderance. Worle on world literature done outside of Europe and the US 
usually has only been recognized as such retrospectively and as a result of the 
renewed interest in world literature in Europe, and particularly in the USA, as 
at the end of the twentieth century. In what follows I will concentrate, in 
particular, on examples from Europe's so-called "semi-periphery" and on 
China to gauge the impact of the renewal of interest in world literature 
beyond the core are a of "conlparative Literature talking about world litera­
ture." In most cases this will involve both a retum to "native" precursors to 
c1aim an "alter-native" approach to world literature and an unspoken but I 
think nonetheless implied resistance to a world literature fashioned by 
Anglophone hegemony. 

Europe's semi-periphery 

In a 1997 special issue of symploké dedicated to "refiguring Europe," Anna 
Klobucka, drawing upon Immanuel Wallerstein's economics-based world-sys­
tems theory (although in his later writings Wallerstein has also pronounced 
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on cultural matters), and invoking Goethe's frequent metaphorical use of the 
market to speak about the "value" of a particular literature, posits that 
"the almost uniform characterization of the biased perspective of traditional 
comparative literary studies as 'Eurocentric' generally fails to take into 
account the fact that literatures and cultures of the European periphery have 
only on token occasions been considered as rightful contributors to the 
common 'European' cultural identity" (Klobucka 1997: 128). The same thing 
is even more true for world literature, and recent theorizing about the latter 
off ers little consolation to Europe's so-called "minor" literatures, in effect the 
literatures of Europe's semi-periphery. It should be noted that semi-periphery, 
at least in the cultural or literary context, not necessarily applies to geo­
graphically or economically ex-centric countries but may just as weIl pertain 
to the culture of countries that in all other respects would seem to be quite 
"central," such as for instance Holland or Belgium (Spoiden 1997). 

The theories of both Casanova and Moretti, in their "irradiation" or 
"diffusionist" perspective centered upon Paris, or Paris and London, cast 
Europe's minor literatures as purely re-active in relation to the "centre" or 
"centres" of Europe. Moreover, as noted earlier, American academe has to 
a large extent replaced the earlier French and German dominance in 
comparative literature and literary the ory, even though the latter often as a 
re-working of initially European, and again particularly French and German, 
ideasand theories. Under the twin pressures of multiculturalism and post­
colonia~ism, arguably the reigning paradigms of literary study in the US in 
the more recent past, the renewed interest in world literature has led to an 
ever greater attention to non-European literatures, and hence to the pro­
gressive inclusion of ever more non-European texts in American anthologies 
of world literature, in practice the only such anthologies. If anything, this has 
led to an ever growing marginalization, or perhaps we should say "peripher­
alisation," of Europe's minor literatures. In fact, in such more recent re-castings 
of world literature it is the world's other "major" literatures - Chinese, 
Japanese, Arabic, Indian - that now seem to become semi-peripheral or even 
co-equal to the "old" European, or latterly perhaps rather Euro-American, 
"core." Europe's minor literatures then sink to the status of truly "peripheral" 
literatures. In what follows l will concentrate on three such semi-peripheral 
literatures: Scandinavian, especially Danish and Swedish, Spanish, and 
Portuguese. 

Scandinavia 

In Scandinavia, and particularly in Denmark, the renewed interest in world 
literature has led to a revival of the work of the Danish critic and literary 
historian Georg Brandes (1842-1927). Influenced by the positivism of the 
French historian Hippolyte Taine, under whom he studied in Paris in 1866-
67, and also by the critical practice of the French critic Sainte-Beuve, and 
by German phil 0 sophy, especially that of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel 
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(1770-1831), Brandes between 1872 and 1890 wrote a ground-breaking six­
volume series on European literature from 1800 to 1848 under the general 
title of Hovedstrmnninger, trans1ated as Main Currents in Nineteenth-Century 
Literature. Sainte-Beuve had shown the way towards a criticism that went 
beyond mere description and eva1uation, situating works and authors in their 
various contexts, and comparing them with other works and authors. Brandes 
likewise advocated comparison as a fruitfu1 entry into the world of European 
literature in the introduction to his fust Main Currents volume. Comprised of 
Emigrant Literature [Emigrantlitteraturen] (1872), The Romantic School in 
Germany [Den romantiske Skole i Tysk1and] (1873), The Reaction in France 
[Reaktionen i Frankrig] (1874), Naturalism in England [Den enge1ske Natur­
alisme] (1875, where "naturalism" refers to nature poetry and not to the 1ater 
literary movement that now goes by that same name), The Romantic School 
in France [Den rom~ntiske Sko1e i Frankrig] (1882), and Young Germany [Det 
unge Tysk1and] (1890), Main Currents switches from France to Germany to 
France to Eng1and, and then back to France and finally back to Germany, 
describing the literature of the period under investigation as a Hegelian pro­
cess of action and reaction between revo1ution and restoration, progressivism 
and conservatism, the strugg1e for freedom and the wish for containment, in 
literature as in politics. 

In his entry on Georg Brandes in the Routledge Companion to World Lit­
erature Svend Erik Larsen highlights how the work of Brandes provoked 
diametrically opposed reactions in different parts of the world. In France, 
where his work has hard1y been trans1ated, at variance with Germany and the 
English-speaking countries where a1most everything he ever wrote was dili­
gently trans1ated during his own lifetime, Brandes was vehemently opposed by 
Fernand Brunetière and 1ater, in an obituary in 1927, derided by the equally 
eminent comparatist Ferdinand Ba1densperger for "the superficiality of [his 
work's] knowledge and the 1ack of substance of its edifice" (Ba1densperger 
1927: 143, quoted in Larsen 2011: 24). In China, however, Brandes's cause 
was taken up by the famous novelist and critic Lu Xun (1881-1936), by many 
considered the most important Chine se writer of the first ha1f of the twentieth 
century. Lu Xun, on the left of the political spectrum, praised Brandes for his 
progressivism. In his own country and in Germany, where he lived part of 
his life, Brandes's reputation fluctuated. In the midd1e of the twentieth century 
his work fell into oblivion, but more recently he, like Me1tz1, has been 
rec1aimed as an alternative "founding father" of comparative literature in a 
wor1d perspective. The grounds for this are to be sought in his critica1 practice 
in Main Currents, but a1so in a brief essay on "World Literature" ("Verdens­
litteratur" in Danish, but actually first published as "Weltliteratur" in the 
German journal Das litterarische Echo) that he wrote in 1899, and which is 
currently being reprinted in all kinds of collective volumes on world 1iterature 
and on the "new" comparative literature, such as the 2009 Princeton Source­
book in Comparative Literature and the 2011 Routledge Reader in World 
Literature. 
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The reason for the revival of interest in Brandes is, according to Larsen 
(20 Il: 26-28), that Brandes, in four distinct ways, can be seen as anticipating 
what currently occupies the "new" comparatists. He is interested in the dif­
fraction (perhaps we should say the "refraction") of local cultures: "World 
literature of the future will appear the more appealing, the stronger it repre­
sents the national particularity, and the more diversified it is, but only when it 
also has a general human dimension as art and science" (Samlede Skrifter 12: 
28; quoted in Larsen 2011: 26). He is a proponent of a globalized cultural 
approach. He favored transnational themes in his dealings with literature: 
"Brandes would have been sympathetic to the resurfacing contemporary 
debate on cosmopolitanism and also to central global themes of literature: 
risk society, migration, trauma and forgiveness, international justice or geno­
cide" (Larsen 2011: 28). Finally, he paid great attention to issues of transla­
tion, especially with regard to the imbalances of power involved. Brandes 
specifically took up the latter point in his 1899 essay on world literature. 
Though he starts off his essay by saying that, although he is aware that the 
term "Weltliteratur" has been coined byGoethe (erroneously, as we have seen 
in Chapter 1, but taken for granted at the time), he does not remember 
exactly what it refers to, and therefore he will start from his own assumptions 
on the matter. He notices that next to sorne writers who have become house­
hold names in world literature - Shakespeare for instance - there are others, 
such as Shakespeare's contemporary Christopher Marlowe, who although not 
necessarily less great have remained only nationally or locally famous. He 
then stresses the importance of translation in gaining an author or a work 
access to world literature, especially so in the modern period, that is to say 
since the rise of the vernaculars as literary languages, and he stipulates that 
"in no other language do translations play so great a role as in German" 
(Brandes 2009: 63), thus echoing, consciously or not, Goethe. 

"lt is incontestable," Brandes argues, "that writers of different countries 
and languages occupy enormously different positions where their chances of 
obtaining worldwide fame, or even a moderate degree of recognition, are 
concerned" (Brandes 2009: 63). French writers are luckiest when it cornes to 
their chances of becoming known to the world, next come English and 
German writers, and then ltalian and Spanish. Russians, even though few 
people know the language, are so many that they too have a fair chance of 
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becoming world famous. "But whoever writes in Finnish, Hungarian, Swedish, 
Danish, Dutch, Greek or the like is obviously poorly placed in the univers al 
struggle for fame ... in this competition he lacks the major weapon, a lan­
guage - which is, for a writer, almost everything" (Brandes 2009: 63). With 
the clause that "when a writer has succeeded in France, he is known 
throughout the world" (Brandes 2009: 63), Brandes presciently seems to con­
fum, at least as far as the nineteenth-century situation is concerned, Pascale 
Casanova's (1999 and 2004) definition of Paris as the Greenwich Meridian of 
the literary world. 

Translation, because of its "inescapable incolnpleteness" (Brandes 2009: 63), 
Brandes feels, cannot compensate for writing in a minor language, and this 
is why lesser writers writing in a world language easily gain far greater recog­
nition than do far greater writers in lesser known languages. But sometimes it is 
also simply a Inatter of chance, he argues, taking as his example two Danish 
writers, namely Hans Christian Andersen and S0ren Kiergegaard. The former, 
Brandes says, achieved world fame, the latter is "unknown in Europe" 
(Brandes 2009: 65). Yet, Brandes notes, "among us [Danes] Andersen is 
thought of as one among many, nothing more" while Kierkegaard is "the 
greatest religious thinker of the Scandinavian North" (Brandes 2009: 65). Nor 
does it help to write deliberately for fame and fortune, and with an eye to 
becoming a world author, in the process by-passing one's own roots and 
environment. Brandes concludes: 

When Goethe coined the term "world literature," humanism and cosmo­
politanism were still ideas that everyone held in honour. In the la st years 
of the nineteenth century, an ever stronger and more jealous national 
sentiment has caused these ideas to recede almost everywhere. Today lit­
erature is becoming Inore and more national. But l do not believe that 
nationality and cosmopolitanism are incompatible. The world literature 
of the future will be all the more interesting, the more strongly its 
national stamp is pronounced and the more distinctive it is, even if, as 
art, it also has its international side; for that which is written directly for 
the world will hardly appear as a work of art. 

(Brandes 2009: 66) 

In 1872 Brandes, who had started teaching Belles Lettres at the University in 
Copenhagen in 1871, unsuccessfully applied for the professorship in Aes­
thetics at his university. This may seem to have been a strange move for 
somebody prinlarily interested in literature (actually, Brandes was interested 
in many things besides literature; he was for instance also involved in the 
founding of Politiken, still today one of Denmark's leading newspapers), but 
it was actually very logical in the Scandinavian situation. In Denmark, 
Sweden, and N orway, literature during the nineteenth century was taught as 
part of the wider discipline of "aesthetics," comprising aU the arts, along the 
lines laid out by Kant in his Critique of Judgment. In Sweden, in 1906, a new 



World literature and the literatures of the world 157 

discipline called "litteraturhistoria med poetik" (literary history and criticisnl) 
was created, and this in the 1970s was renamed "litteraturvetenskap" (literary 
"science" or scholarship). Swedish literature forms part, in fact the larger 
part, of this discipline, while foreign languages and literatures form subjects 
of their own. "World literature," then, .. is an integral part of the courses 
offered by "literaturvetenskap," along with Swedish literature and what else­
where might weIl be called "theory of literature." As Anders Pettersson puts 
it: "There are no separate chairs in Swedish literature in Sweden, so aIl study 
of Swedish literature is incorporated into litteraturvetenskap, where it plays a 
very dominant role ... when presenting my academic subject in English­
speaking contexts, l caU it 'Swedish and Comparative Literature'" (Pettersson 
2008: 464). 

In Denmark and N orway foreign languages and literatures are subjects in 
their own right, as is "N ordisk litteraturhistorie" or "Scandinavian literature," 
comprising Danish, N orwegian, Swedish and Icelandic, with different emphases 
depending on the particular country. Next to this, Danish universities also 
have what is called an "Institut for Aestetiske Fag," at Aarhus translated as 
"Department of Aesthetic Studies," with various sections, one of which is the 
"Afdeling for Litteraturhistorie" (http://litteraturhistorie.au.dk/, accessed 
28/11/1 0), which, on the English-Ianguage webpage, is not given a translation, 
but in the English-Ianguage course catalogue would correspond to "Comparative 
Literature" (http://mit.au.dk/coursecatalogue/index.cfm?elemid=37465&topid=37 
465&eleJ?1Îd=40508&topid=40508&sem=F2011&udd=&art=&hom=, accessed 
28/11/10). It is also as "Comparative Literature" scholars that members of the 
Faculty of Arts teaching "litteraturhistorie" announce themselves to their collea­
gues abroad. Under the heading "World Literature" the Aarhus University website 
states that "the degree programme in comparative literature focuses on European 
literature, but you also have the opportunity to discover Russian or South-East 
Asian literature, for example" (http://studieinfo.au.dk/bachelor_ introduction_en. 
cfm?fag=1231, accessed 28/11/10). The Department of Aesthetic Studies also has a 
research "Center for Verdenslitteraere Studier," or "Center for the Study ofWorld 
Literature" (http://cvs.au.dk/, accessed 28/11/10). Rather ironically, given Brandes's 
own failure to win the Copenhagen chair, the Copenhagen PhD School in the 
H umanities is named The Georg Brandes School. 

Although the way it is embedded in the academic structures is very differ­
ent, the interest of the Scandinavians in world literature in sorne ways paral­
lels that of the US Americans, in that it is very much pedagogically oriented. 
What predominates is a concern to expose beginning university students to a 
variety of works from ditferent provenance. In fact, the Scandinavians take 
things even a stage further than the Americans in that over the last decade or 
so they have actively started to introduce world literature into high school 
teaching. In Sweden a mixed committee of academics and high school tea­
chers is drawing up a list, a canon one could say, of world literature for use in 
high schools. The committee has not yet made its list public, but it seems fair 
to say already that the emphasis is on contemporary rather than historical 
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works of literature, and on what can be deemed a fair geographical, and fur­
thermore also gender, representation. The choice for contemporary works 
rather than works of historical importance is grounded in the (supposed) 
interest of the students and in the desire to make the chosen works relevant to 
the life-world of those students. It is also to a large extent governed by what is 
available in Swedish translation, thus once more showing up the intimate 
relationship, at least on the pedagogicallevel, between canonicity, or perhaps 
in this case better canonicability, and translation. The relative preponderance 
of works originally written in English, whether it be works of historical 
importance originating in Britain or the US, or contemporary so-called post­
colonial works, is also to be explained from this conundrum: even though 
English is undoubtedly the foreign language most widely disseminated in 
Sweden, as in all Scandinavia (and the world, we might add), it also is the 
language from which most is translated into Swedish, thus offering a 
much wider range of choice of works than any other literature in any other 
language. 

In Denmark there recently appeared a literary history for high school stu­
dents called litteraturDK (2009). Written by the chairholder of comparative 
literature (litteraturhistorie) at Aarhus University, Svend Erik Larsen, in col­
laboration with three colleagues, academics and high school teachers, litter­
aturDK aims to study "localliterature in a global perspective." litteraturDI( 
starts from the prelnise that Denmark's being subject to an increasing process 
of globalization has implications for how literature is taught. Danish high 
school students live a "globalized reality as it is experienced in Denmark" 
and literature "belongs to a larger media landscape defined also by other 
languages than Danish and other media than verbal language" (Larsen 2010: 16). 
This reality "promotes an encounter between sever al cultures and it therefore 
inevitably contains a strong historical dimension, which more often th an 
not is exc1uded from the c1ose-reading strategies pursued in the teaching of 
literature or reduced to factual comments of varying re1evance"(Larsen 
2010: 16). Literature, then, needs to be re-conceptualized from a "world 
literature" perspective geared to local Danish conditions. Consequently, in 
litteraturDK "every chapter offers a different viewpoint on how literature 
during a thousand years has suggested answers to questions about what it 
means to face the conditions of hUlnan existence living in Denmark as a 
country within moving boundaries and with a changing but always crucial 
interaction with the larger world" (Larsen 2010: 24). 

Moreover, litteraturDI( "is not a literary history of Danish literature but a 
history of literature in Denmark, that is about the texts which have been read, 
used, imitated, remediated, arrived a10ng labyrinthine routes, transformed 
completely once they arrived and thereby constituted examples of the per­
manent presence of the greater world inside the local confinement" (Larsen 
2010: 25). Even if not a full-blown history of world literature, then, litter­
aturDK does bring into play insights and strategies gleaned from recent dis­
cussions on world literature as well as from older such reflections by Goethe 
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and Brandes and translates them into a workable paradigm for a specifie 
twenty-first century locale. At the same time, and even if only for its own 
local audience, teaching Danish literature in such a setting also lifts it from its 
otherwise restrictive national environment and recasts it as part of world lit­
erature, thus providing at least some solace for Brandes's lament about the 
relative invisibility of literatures from sm aller nations and in less known lan­
guages .. Of course, the real remedy to the imbalance of power that Brandes 
noted with regard to a writer's chances of gaining worldwide fame would lie 
in similar literary histories, for high school and/or university teaching, to also 
be created and published in major languages and countries, and preferably in 
English, and soon perhaps also in Chinese, or other emerging world lan­
guages. As we saw in a previous chapter, some of this is starting to happen at 
least in the USA, and at least on the university level. 

The work Larsen and colleagues are undertaking on the level of high 
school anthologies and literary histories is paralleled on the research level by 
a study such as Mads Rosendahl Thomsen's Mapping World Literature: 
International Canonization and Transnational Literature (2008). While recog­
nizing the merits of the works of Damrosch (2003), Casanova (1999 and 
2004) and Moretti (2000 and 2005), Thomsen also offers some intriguing 
counter-proposals of his own, such as looking at world literature from what 
he calls "shifting focal points" (Thomsen 2008: 33-60), under which he sub­
sumes "centers, temporary sub-centers, old and emerging world literatures, 
international canonization without the support of a major nationalliterature, 
and temporal shifts in the historical horizon" (Thomsen 2008: 54). Examples 
he offers are, as far as centers are concerned, Athens, Alexandria, Rome, 
Paris, London, and New York, as temporary sub-centers Russia, with the 
Russian novel, in the period 1860-80, Scandinavia, with the theatre and the 
novel, in the decade 1890-1900, the US in the 1920s and the Latin America 
of the "boom" in 1960-80, the emergence of American literature in the 1920s 
versus the established major literatures of Europe in the 1920s, Borges as a 
"lonely canonical," and Modernism as moving from being "new" to being the 
"new antiquity" for post-post-modernism. Whatever one may think of some 
or all of these proposaIs, they show a definite des ire to go beyond the old 
center-periphery constructions and to re-map the world of world literature 
along more, and more varied axes, th an those hitherto prevailing and pre­
judicing a true evaluation of literatures beyond the pale of "traditional" world 
literature which Thomsen still sees as very much tied to the paradigm of 
comparative literature as it has been operative for the past one hundred-plus 
years, and as tied to nationalliteratures as its constituent parts. Instead, when 
it comes to the present map of world literature, Thomsen proposes to start 
from what he calls "constellations of works," that is to say "very different 
texts [that] share features that make them stand out on the literary canopy" 
(Thom sen 2008, 4). Sorne such constellations he investigates in the second 
half of his book are migrant writers and holocaust writers. Again, one may 
differ in one's opinion as to the applicability of such criteria, and even as to 
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the novelty of what Thomsen here proposes, as his "constellations," after aIl, 
sound very much like thematic groupings. For his metaphorical model 
Thomsen invokes stellar constellations as humanly imposed patterns upon 
heavenly bodies otherwise disparate in space. Although he nowhere mentions 
this, Thomsen presumably also has in mind Walter Benjamin's "constella­
tions" yoking together past and present, thus lending even greater historical 
and theoretical weight to his construction (Benjamin 1982). 

Spain and Portugal 

Just a few paragraphs ago l referred to Chine se as a - perhaps even the -
language of the future. In Europe too, though, and next to English and 
French as long-standing languages with global or near global reach (even 
though in changing relations of hegemony over the past few centuries), we 
find languages and cultures that, once powerful yet later considered "periph­
eral," have latterly re-surfaced as emergent world languages by dint of the 
former colonial empires in which they were disselninated. Along with Earl 
Fitz (2002) l am thinking here particularly of Spain and Portugal. Especially 
the latter, because of its sm aIler size, its geographically more ex-centric posi­
tion, and its "eclipsed" history since at least the eighteenth century, would 
squarely seem to fit into Europe's "semi-periphery." In any of the going re­
theorizations of world literature that l have just mentioned, the old honle 
countries of Spanish and Portuguese - that is to say, Spain and Portugal 
themselves, and their literatures - would seem destined to play only- a minor 
role. Pride of place would go to literatures in Spanish and Portuguese pro­
duced in the former colonies, that is to say Spanish America and Brazil, and 
in the longer run also Lusophone Angola and Mozambique. In this respect 
the situation of Spain and Portugal is significantly different from that of, for 
instance, England, and particularly France. 

England, because of its relatively smaIl number of English speakers as 
cOlnpared to many of its former colonies, partially in the singular but cer­
tainly in the aggregate, risks being eclipsed, and is already partially at least 
eclipsed, by literature in English produced outside of the British Isles, first in 
the United States, later in the so-caIled "settler colonies" (Canada, Australia, 
and partially South Africa), and latterly also in India and perhaps in the 
future likewise sub-Saharan Africa. For the time being, though, and also 
because of the status of English, in whatever variant, as the undisputed world 
language of commerce and diplomacy, England continues to be an important 
linguistic, cultural, and literary center. France, meanwhile, easily remains 
the largest French-speaking country in the world, at least for the moment, 
although of course in the longer run it might weIl be equaled by sorne "Fran­
cophone" African countries. Perhaps most importantly, though, both France and 
England are indisputably part of the European cultural "core." Indeed, for 
Moretti, and at least as far as the period since 1800 is concerne d, they are 
"the" core. For Casanova, of course, the nlatter is even simpler: Paris is the core. 
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Spain, and even less so Portugal, cannot lay claim to the same centrality in 
Europe. Moreover, as compared to their former colonies, 'both Spain and 
Portugal these days are almost tiny in terms of numbers of speakers. At the 
same time, while London and Paris continue to function as major clearing­
houses and publishing centers for English and French language literature, in 
Spanish and Portuguese rival centers have arisen with Mexico City, Buenos 
Aires, and Sao Paulo, even though Barcelona still plays a major role in 
Spanish-language literature publishing and the same thing goes for Lisbon at 
least with regard to Lusophone Africa. There is a tension, then, between the 
role Spanish and Portuguese literature risk being reduced to under the logic of 
the "new" world literature thinking, and their networked position because of 
historical conditions. The acute awareness of these tensions is leading to 
initiatives aimed at raising the visibility of Spanish and Portuguese literature 
in world literature terms. I will here concentrate on two such initiatives: one, 
more modest, from Spain; the other, quite ambitious, from Portugal. In 
both cases, these initiatives also build on longer-standing native traditions of 
comparative literature and literary history writing and anthologizing. 

In Spain, an ancestor to be recovered is the Spanish and, after his fiight 
from Spain because of the Civil War in 1936, Argentinian writer and cri tic 
Guillermo de Torre (1900-71). Not long after the conclusion of WWII, in 
1949, de Torre pondered on "Goethe y la literatura univers al" (Goethe and 
world literature). Goethe, while unleashing a most important idea on the 
world, h~d not been very precise in its definition, de Torre found. When 
having to choose between two definitions offered in Shipley's then well-known 
and widely used Dictionary of World Literature, namely that of allliterature 
in the world and the totality of those works that have gained recognition 
beyond their national borders, de Torre opts for the second possibility, or for 
what he denominates, using quotation marks, as "literatura mundial" (De 
Torre 1956: 282). However, he immediately objects - and here he starts 
sounding like Brandes in his 1899 article on world literature - if we then take 
translation, a necessary instrument for cross-border dissemination, as our 
yardstick, we notice that many coincidental factors intervene, such as a given 
country's socio-economic importance driving its cultural irradiation, the 
popularity of certain genres, or other aleatory facts. Some works are even 
written especially for a world market, he claims. Any such works he labels, 
denigratingly, "cosmopolitan" rather than "world" literature. Still, we should 
also not fall over into only applauding what is rooted in local or national 
conditions. The proper instance to really stake out world literature, then, de 
Torre asserts, is comparative literature. As an example he invokes A Short 
History of Comparative Literature from the Earliest Times to the Present Day 
(1906, 1904 in French, 1905 in Spanish) of Frédéric Loliée. Loliée in his 
conclusion sees allliteratures "blend in harmonious unit y" (Loliée 1906: 314) 
and "united in an all-embracing unit y" (Loliée 1906: 358); in fact, he con­
fidently propounds, "we are approaching unit y" (Loliée 1906: 374). De Torre 
finds such a trust in the coming of a Weltliteratur not overly utopian in the 
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early years of the twentieth century, before the World Wars. Since then how­
ever, he contends, things of course have changed dramatically. Still, he also 
thinks, it is inevitable that from the recent disasters a federal Europe will 
emerge, a "Superestado" (superstate) which alone can guarantee a lasting 
peace. Why, he asks, should we not then conceive in such a world "the effec­
tive realization of a world literature, on a par with the national literatures, 
and in which would figure representative entries from the latter, but more 
equitably so, and chosen less capriciously, than at present?" (De Torre 1956: 
289; la realizaci6n efectiva de una literatura universal, coexistente con las 
demas literaturas nacionales, yen cuyo dominio entrarian representaciones de 
estas ultimas, pera mas equitativas y menos caprichosamente elegidas que las 
actuales?). 

One attempt at such a more equitable representation is at present going on 
at the University of Santiago de Compostela, in Spain, where César Dominguez 
offers a course on "literatura y arte en el mundo antiguo y medieval" 
(literature and art in the c1assical and medieval world) in which he discusses, 
along with the usual suspects froln Greek and Latin antiquity as weIl as the 
usual medieval ronlances, knights' tales, and lyrical poetry from Ronlance, 
Germanic and Celtic languages, also the Mesopotamian Epie of Gilgamesh 
(in an English translation), a "selecci6n de poemas, hispanoarabes, trovador­
escos provenzales y chinos" (a selection of Spanish-Arab, troubadour, and 
Chinese poetry), a selection from the Japanese Murasaki Shikibu's Genji 
Monogatari (The Tale of Genji), and a selection from The Travels of Ibn 
Battuta in a translation from the Arabic. As general anthology and back­
ground, he uses the first volume of Martin de Riquer and José Maria Valverde's 
Historia de la literatura universal (History of fiVorld Literature) mentioned in 
Chapter 1, and Jordi Llovet's Leeciones de literatura universal: siglos XII a 
XX (Readings in World Literature: Twelfth to Twentieth Centuries). With the 
Spanish-Arab poelllS and the Travels of Ibn Battuta, Dominguez inc1udes a 
number of items that at least potentially stress the relationship of Spain to the 
world of Islam, and especially to the Arab world, in line with recent Spanish 
ambitions, also in the diplomatic and economic spheres, to bank on its med­
ieval "three cultures" (Christian, Islamic, Jewish) past in order to c1aÎlll the 
role of mediator between Europe and the Arab world. At the same time 
Dominguez is at least partially also applying the "regionalist" principles of 
Dionysz Durisin, particularly as they apply to the Mediterranean space of 
which Spain has been so integral a part for most of its history. 

More importantly, in reading The Tale of Genji next to European medieval 
romances, and Chine se poems next to medieval Spanish-Arab and Provençal 
poetry, Dominguez is also picking up on what another Spanish comparative 
literature ancestor, namely Claudio Guillén (1924-2007), has dubbed the B 
and C lllodels of supranationality. The B model appHes "when phenomena or 
processes that are genetieally independent, or belong to different civilizations, 
are collected and brought together for study" on the grounds of "common 
sociohistorieal conditions" (Guillén 1993: 70). The C model applies when 
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"sorne genetically independent phenolnena make up supranational entities in 
accordance with principles and purposes derived from the theory of literature" 
(Guillén 1993: 70). The A model implies direct contact or chronologicalline­
arity, and it is c1ear that in the particular cases Domînguez here treats this is 
out of the question. For models Band C Guillén specifically refers to East/ 
West ex amples, thus showing Domînguez the lead. For model B, though, he 
also specifically points to work in comparative literature then going on in 
East and Central Europe by VM. Zhirmunsky (1881-1971) and Dionysz 
Durisin (Guillén 1993: 82). Here too we can see how diffusionist models of 
literary history - in this case when it cornes to theory rather than creative 
literature - can easily miss what is really going on "on the ground," so to 
speak, because of their superior level of aggregation. Durisin, while hardly 
acknowledged in the Euro-AmerÎcan "core" of comparative literature, has 
been extensively translate d, and his theories taken up, in Spain, and especially 
at the Department of Comparative Literature at Santiago de Compostela, by 
Dario Villanueva, Fernando Cabo, and César Domînguez himself (Domînguez 
2011). In Italy too the work of Durisin has had indubitable impact, even if 
only because of the 2000 book he co-edited with the Italian comparatist 
Armando Gnisci on the literary Mediterranean. 

In Portugal, as in many other European countries, there have long existed 
book series especially designed to disseminate what we would now calI "world 
literature," whether in the form of single translated volumes or anthologies. 
PortugaUa Editora, in Lisbon, for instance, from 1942 until the 1970s, ran a 
series called "Antologîas Universais." But there is also a series of five volumes 
published between 1966 and 1997 by the poet Herberto Helder of what he 
called "Poemas mudados para Português por Herberto Helder." Helena 
Buescu and Joao Ferreira Duarte (2007: 175) describe these five volumes as 
follows: 

The 1966 volume (0 Bebedor nocturno [The Night Drinkard]) collects 
materials from Ancient Egypt, the Old Testament, Maya and N ahuatl 
lore, Ireland, Scotland, Finland, Japan, Indochina, Indonesia, Greece 
and Madagascar, together with Zen poems, Arab and AI-Andaluz poems, 
"Eskimo" and Tartar poems, Haikus and "Red-Skin poems". As Magias 
(1987), in turn, off ers poems from the Belgian poet Henri Michaux, D.H. 
Lawrence, Robert Duncan, Blaise Cendrars and Stephen Crane, among 
others, lined up with native materials from Central Asia, Equatorial 
Africa, Sudan, Gabon, British Columbia, India, Panama, Australia, 
Colombia, Ancient Greece, Mexico and Mongolia. As to the 1997 tril­
ogy, Ouolof collects texts from Mayan and Amazonian sources, as weIl as 
poetry by Zbignew Herbert, Jean Cocteau, Emilio Villa, Marina Tsvetaieva 
and Malcom Lowry. Poemas amerindios starts out with a long poem by 
Ernesto Cardenal [he himself working with several sources of 16th Cen­
tury Nahuatl texts, as well as the Florentine Codex] and goes on to 
gather texts culled from Aztec and Quichua cultures, as well as texts from 
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an array of native North and South American sources. Finally, Doze nôs 
numa corda seems to shift away from the logic goveming the previous 
volumes by privileging Western sources: Antonin Artaud, Carlos 
Edmundo de Ory, Henri Michaux (whose poetry takes up almost two­
thirds of the book) and a short poem by Hermann Hesse which closes the 
collection. 

While this is perhaps the most salient example of a series of volumes covering 
a, in this case highly personal, selection of "world poetry," there are also 
other, more systematic Portuguese anthologies, edited, by, amongst others, 
Jorge de Sena, Vasco Graça-Moura, Diogo Pires Aurélio, Nina e Filipe 
Guerra, and Pedro Tamen. 

The examples just mentioned pre date the re-emergence of thinking about 
world literature at the turn of the twenty-first century. In 2002, though, Earl 
Fitz, clearly influenced by the renewed interest in world literature, suggested 
that, "While English departments may regard globalization as a threat to 
their long-standing hegemony within the Academy, for Luso-Africanists and 
Luso-Brazilianists it represents an abertura (opening) of tremendous poten­
tial, an opportunity to bring our literature to the attention of the rest of the 
world" (Fitz 2002: 442). A major effort in this vein is presently under way at 
the University of Lisbon's Centro de Estudos Comparatistas, where Helena 
Buescu is putting together a worldwide team of coUaborators to assemble a 
two-volume anthology of what, taking her cue from the 2007 French pub­
lication on "littérature-monde," she caUs "literatura-mundo" in Portuguese. 
She starts from the premise that this "literatura-mundo" comprises both lit­
erature written in Portuguese and translated into Portuguese, and that it 
should lead to an integrated vision of the relationships obtaining between 
both of these (2010 working document of the CEC). Invoking the original 
ideas of Goethe, as expressed by himself and as taken up by later proponents 
of world literature, particularly Guérard, Etienlble and Damrosch, Buescu 
posits that "this anthology is, then a way of upholding a 'conversational' 
vision of literature, a legitimate cOlnplement to other visions, equaUy legit­
imate in terms of their own specializations, but incapable of covering the 
entire field of what literature can do (and always does): a concept of literary 
conversation that not only points to the transnational and trans-historical 
nature of the phenomena it comprises, but that also projects an awareness of 
literature that is potentially planetary and, to speak the truth, humanist" 
(20 I 0 working document of CEC; esta antologia é pois uma forma de defen­
der uma visao conversacionai da literatura, legitima forma de complementar 
outras visoes, igualmente legitimas em termos de especializaçao, mas nao 
capazes de cobrir todo 0 campo do que a Iiteratura pode fazer (e sempre fez): 
uma concepçao de conversa liteniria que nao so indic a 0 canicter transna­
cionai e trans-historico dos fenomenos que abriga, mas ainda projecta 
unla consciência potencialmente planetâria e, em boa verdade, humanista da 
literatura). The first volume of the projected anthology would contain, 
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[a] closely reasoned collection of texts from the various literatures in 
Portuguese, opening up the possibility of reading each of these literatures 
starting from various intersections, thus to contribute to their mutual (re) 
cognition ... such a perspective wou1d undoubted1y enrich each of the 
individua1 national literatures concerned ... but it wou1d contribute, 
above aH, to their mutua1 illumination through a comparativist perspec­
tive that aHows for the recognition of the global dimension shared by the 
literatures written in Portuguese. 

Um conjunto muito significativo de textos escritos nas varias literaturas 
de lfngua portuguesa, oferecendo a possibilidade de 1er cada uma das 
literaturas a partir de cruzamentos varios, bem coma de construir 0 seu 
(re)conhecimento mutuo, ... uma ta1 perspectiva contribui sem duvida 
para 0 enriquecimento de cada uma das literaturas nacionais indivi­
dua1mente consideradas .... mas contribui, sobretudo, para a sua ilumi­
naçao mutua, através de uma perspectiva comparatista que permita 
reconhecer a dimensao mundial para que apontam as literaturas escritas 
em português. 

(20 1 0 working document of CEC) 

[The second volume] would gather a closely reasoned collection of world 
literature texts, holding out the possibility of reading them on the basis of 
translations made, with few exceptions, especially for this volume. Its 
publication will therefore permit and promote cross-cultural reading and 
understanding. Such a perspective would contribute to e1aborating a 
comparativist approach that wou1d allow for the recognition of a global 
dimension to which the translations into Portuguese of texts from an 
enormous diversity of genres, ages, languages and historica1-cultura1 
periods would contribute. 

Pretende reunir ... um conjunto muito significativo de textos escritos nas 
varias literaturas de âmbito mundia1, oferecendo a possibilidade de os 1er 
a partir de traduçoes feitas, corn poucas excepçoes, especia1mente para este 
volume. A sua pub1icaçao permitira assim construir cruzamentos varios, 
bem coma abrir a uma leitura e 0 conhecimento mutuos. Uma ta1 per­
spectiva contribui para a comp1exificaçao de uma perspectiva compar­
atista que permit a reconhecer a dimensao mundial para que apontam as 
traduçoes para português de textos pertencentes a uma enorme diversidade 
de géneros, épocas, lfnguas e periodos hist6rico-cu1turais. 

(20 1 0 working document of CEC) 

A doub1e-barreled anthology such as envisaged here would implicitly re­
affirm the centrality of Portugal, and of Portuguese literature, for literatures 
in Portuguese, for world literature in Portuguese, and for literature in Portu­
guese as world literature. Such an anthology would relocate the country and 
its literature paraHel to what the Portuguese writer and Nobel Prize winner 
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José Saramago does with the Iberian peninsula in his novel The Stone Raft. 
As Klobucka puts it: "The island that used to be the Iberian Peninsula does 
not, after all, go on floating aimlessly around the Atlantic: it becomes (per­
haps provisionally) anchored and reterritorialized in a sort of de-centered 
central position, 'in the middle of the Atlantic, between Africa and South 
America,' reflecting contemporary Iberia's, and particularly Portugal's, des ire 
to capitalize on its historically irreversible colonial experience by assuming a 
major (sic) mediating function in the global community of nations" (Klobucka 
1997: 132). Paradoxically, such an anthology would also emphasize the per­
ipherality of Portugal vis-à-vis Europe by converting its ex-centricity into a 
new centrality, not with regard to Europe but to the world, a world of "its 
own," so to speak. As my discussion of Dominguez's course relative to Spain's 
positioning vis-à-vis the Arab world has intimated, and as the colonial heri­
tage of Spain warrants also with regard to Latin America, and in fact increasingly 
also to North America with its rapidly growing Hispanic population, a sÎlnilar 
claim could easily be made for Spain and Spanish literature. 

1 hasten to add, though, that Lisbon's Centro de Estudos Comparatistas 
also collaborates on a one-volume anthology of European literature, inclusive 
of Portuguese literature, as part of a European project coordinated by the 
University La Sapienza in ROIne, and aiIning at constituting a canon of Eur­
opean literature leading to an anthology to be disseminated throughout 
Europe, in an European languages. The latter project should eventually yield 
teaching materials for high schools around Europe, thus echoing the Danish 
case described earlier. In ltaly itself, Armando Gnisci and Franca Sinopoli for 
a long time now have been pleading for opening up the study of literature 
beyond narrow national boundaries, and for re-situating ltalian literature 
within the wider contexts of European literature, of the Mediterranean CDurisin 
and GniscÎ 2000), and of the wider world. 

What transpires from these cases, then, is that also at the beginning of the 
third millennium, the "world" of world literature looks different from differ­
ent locations. As we saw in previous chapters, this was aIready the case with 
earlier histories and anthologies of world literature, usually depending upon 
the national point of departure of the author or authors. It was certainly also 
the case with the research carried out in the former Soviet Institutes of World 
Literature in Moscow, and in Durisin's Institute for World Literature in Brno. 
In the Yugoslavia of Josip Broz Tito, from the 1960s to the 1980s, the creation 
of the Non-Aligned Movement (of which Tito was one of the leaders) led to 
yet a wholly different "alignment" of the world's literatures as researched and 
taught in Yugoslavia's Institute of World Literature (Bahun 20 Il ).At present, 
however, we see wholly new alignInents appearing. 

Global South and Chinese world literature 

Fitz, in the article 1 mentioned a little while ago, feels that especially Brazilian 
literature might fruitfully be studied in the increasingly important field of 
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inter-American, or hemispheric American, Studies. "Freighted with the kind 
of suspicion and rancor, however, that stem from centuries ofeconomic 
exploitation, political intervention, and both cultural hegemony and cultural 
disdain, [this] remains an issue that has long divided rnany Brazilian (and 
Spanish American) intellectuals," Fitz says, and he points to the "anthro­
pologist, novelist, and intellectual Darcy Ribeiro" arguing "that the proper 
destiny of Latin Arnericans is to join together in 'cornrnon opposition to the 
same antagonist, which is Anglo-Saxon America, in order to bring together, 
as is happening in the European Community, the Latin American Nation 
dreamed of by Bolivar' (Ribeiro 2000: 321-22)" (Fitz 2002: 443). Joshua 
Lund explicitly posits that "in Ribeiro's view from the margin, Europe's cen­
trality is relativized (decentered) within a global context" and Lund sees 
Ribeiro, along with for instance the Cuban historian Fernando Ortiz and the 
Brazilian critic Antonio Candido, putting a peripheral position and vision to 
"the sometimes polemical task of carving out their own centers from which to 
enunciate" (Lund 2001: 72). Ribeiro, Ortiz, and Candido are carrying out this 
task by turning the theories and instruments of hegemonic Eurocentrism 
against themselves, Lund argues, quoting Walter Mignolo to the effect that 
"Ribeiro - as much as Ortiz or Candido - is identifiable as 'someone who was 
trained as [a Western academic]' ... and at the same time was part of the 
'other'" (Mignolo 1988: 50). (Lund 2001: 73). Finally, Efrain Kristal, in an 
essay l mentioned earlier, is doing something similar when he opposes Franco 
Moretti's diffusionist and Eurocentrist view of World Literature and instead 
casts Spanish America as center. What we see emerging here is a "world lit­
erature" emphasizing what has increasingly come to be called "the global 
South," and that is rooted in resistance to Northern hegemonies - political, 
economic, linguistic, and literary . 
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This is a message that recently also has been taken up by the Chine se 
Institute for World Literature at Peking University. Writing in the mid-1980s, 
A. Owen Aldridge in The Reemergence of World Literature: A Study of Asia 
and the West reminded his readers at the outset that "in the mind of many 
Third World critics, the concentration [in comparative literature studies] on 
European values and texts represents a survival or reflection of a colonialist 
mentality" (Aldridge 1986: 10). "Even when Eastern masterpieces have been 
recognized as such," he continues, "they have often been treated as precursors 
of later European works, not as models or cultural achievements in their own 
right ... it is now time for the c1assics of the East to be viewed as the 
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foundations of independent traditions and made available to Western stu­
dents" (Aldridge 1986: 10). However, Aldridge also admits that no satisfac­
tory methodology for the study of literature East-West has yet been devised. 
Practice in the West is usually to simply add a couple of Eastern masterpieces 
to the traditionally Western canon of world literature. The custom in the East 
has been to unleash Western theory upon Eastern literatures. And yet, he 
notes, there is the promising beginning of the emergence of comparative lit­
erature departments especially in Japan, and along what he terms the 
"Taiwan-Hong Kong Axis," and in the participation of scholars from these 
departments in international conferences such as those of the International 
Conlparative Literature Association, as well as increasing attention from 
Western scholars for Asian literatures. Aldridge dedicated his book to René 
Etiemble, the French scholar who already in 1963 had called for a widening 
of conlparative literature practice, and for discussions on world literature, to 
take in all of the world, and particularly such major literary traditions as the 
Arabic, the Indian, the Japanese and the Chinese. In fact, he had even sug­
gested that the future of cOlnparative literature and world literature might 
weIl lie with Chinese (Etiemble 1966, 27-30). 
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Deeney (1981 and 1990) and Aldridge (1986) maintained that comparative 
literature, and the interest in world literature, emerged only late in the Chi­
nese context, basically as of the 1970s and 1980s, and they mostly refer to 
examples from Taiwan and Hong Kong. Since Deeney's and Aldridge's days, 
things have changed. In their overview of the history of comparative literature 
in China in the twentieth century Zhou Xiaoyi and Q.S. Tong (2000) chroni­
cIe a thriving academic practice of comparative literature before the 1940s 
and again as of the 1970s, even crediting the discipline, after its re-introduction 
into mainland China in the late 1970s, with having been one of the most lib­
eral areas of study in contemporary China. At the same time, though, they 
also point out that the enthusiastic responses to the call for a "Chinese School 
of Comparative literature" launched by John Deeney in 1986, a school which 
he saw destined to take the le ad in a "Third World" comparative literature 
context, have fed into "a politics of recognition that aims to establish Chine se 
comparative literature as an equal partner on the international stage of com­
parative literature" (Zhou and Tong 2009: 352). As such, Zhou and Tong 
argue, "Chinese comparative literature as a critical practice may thus be 
considered a product of China's pursuit of modernity in the twentieth cen­
tury" (Zhou and Tong 2009: 353). Such a pursuit also implies the tacit 
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primacy, if not the superiority, of the West, as it comprises, according to 
Zhou and Tong, the "total acceptance of Enlightenment values and practices" 
(Zhou and Tong 2009: 353). The deconstruction of Eurocentrism as of the 
1990s, they further argue, has discredited the se values, and hence also the 
binary premises upon which comparative literature rests. Therefore, they 
suggest, instead of "comparative literature," with its ingrained imbalance 
between the West and the Rest, the term "cross-cultural studies," implying 
equality between all cultures concerned, might be more appropriate all 
around, in the East as well as the West (Zhou and Tong 2009: 354). For much 
the same reasons Anders Pettersson proposes the term "transculturalliterary 
history" (Pettersson 2008). 

As elsewhere, the more recent renewal of interest in world literature has 
also in China, that is to say mainland China, led to the reclamation of "for­
gotten" or "submerged" precursors. Indeed, whereas the revival of compara­
tive literature in mainland China, after the caesura in Chine se intellectuallife 
occasioned by Maoism and the Cultural Revolution, and after the liberal­
ization of the late 1970s, mainly under the guidance of Peking University's 
Yue Daiyun, took its bearings primarily from American academe, more 
recent research insists on "native" ancestors pre-dating 1949. Longxi Zhang 
(2011) makes a case for Qian Zhongshu (1910-98) and particularly the latter's 
1948 book of criticism in classical Chinese Tan yi lu or Discourses on the Art 
of Literature. The book refers to, and quotes, not only Chine se but 
also We~tern writers, often in the original. For Zhang, Qian Zongshu "effec­
tively lays down the foundation of East-West comparative studies buttressed 
by a traditional philosophical argument ... demonstrating that in assimilating 
ideas from the West, Chinese scholars follow an intellectual genealogy of 
their own, rather than just act upon a desire to emulate the West" (Zhang 
2011: 82). 

Jing Tsu recovers even earlier ancestors. Tsu (Tsu 2010 and 20 Il) points 
out that the term "world literature" (shijie de wenxue) was introduced in 
China as early as 1898, when Chen Jitong, a mandarin and Chine se military 
attaché in Europe, used it in a conversation - appropriately so given Goethean 
antecedents! - with another Chinese writer, Zeng Pu. Chen Jitong, according 
to Tsu, was "motivated by a felt indignation, rather than humility, over the 
lack of proper recognition of Chinese literature by western readers" (Tsu 
20 Il: 165) Given Europe's centrality in matters cultural and literary, however, 
"entry into its literary platform was key to forging a more even nexus of cul­
tural exchange" (Tsu 2011: 165). When Chen Jitong first used "world litera­
ture" in Chinese the Chinese Empire was still a reality, albeit. very much 
weakened under the onslaught of Western and Japanese economic, political, 
and military pressure. In the early years of the twentieth century it became 
increasingly apparent that the days of the Chinese Empire were numbered. It 
was against this background that Lu Xun (1881-1936), who would subse­
quently become the greatest Chinese writer of the first half of the century, and 
his brother Zhou Zuoren (1885-1967), in 1909 put together A Collection of 
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Fiction from Abroad (Yuwai xiaoshuo Ji). Tsu labels this collection "a formally 
expressed literary concern with the experiences of the perishing nations and 
ethnicities ... devoted to the struggles of oppressed races and nations" 
(Tsu 20 Il: 166). Instead of Chen's "nostalgie, if genuine, wish to regain the 
cultural grandeur befitting erstwhile empires" (Tsu 20 Il: 165), with Lu Xun 
we find a socially progressive vision that links those exduded by both the 
traditional centers of power in China itself and the hegemonic powers of 
Western colonialism. As Tsu puts it, the Lu Xun/Zhou Zuoren collection 
"helped to shift the literary focus of cultural hegemony to the interstices of 
emergent, min or, oppressed, injured, and subglobal narratives" (Tsu 2011: 
166) As such, she contends, "a new conceptual grammar for world literature 
gained ground, differentiating the national and world literary space along 
lines of conflict rather focusing on a common literary humanity ... if Goethe 
had imagined Weltliteratur to emerge from a world comn1unity with little 
in common, Lu Xun responded with a borderless literature of oppression 
without global triumph" (Tsu 2011: 166). 

Zheng Zhenduo between 1914 and 1927 wrote Wenxue dagang (The Out­
Une of Literature) which Tsu characterizes as "the first important, systematic 
attempt at a world literary history in China" (Tsu 2010: 299). However, to say 
that Zheng Zhenduo "wrote" his Outline of Literature is misstating the case. 
In fact, as Tsu demonstrates, Zheng Zhenduo cOlnpiled his work 1argely 
on the basis of John Drink:water's The Outline of Literature (1923), with 
additional material taken from John Albert Macy'sThe Story of the World's 
Literature (1925), n10stly simply translating the originals. To this Zheng 
added a number of chapters on Chinese literature. The princip1e of the uni­
versality of humanity upon which he inspired himself he had gleaned from 
Caleb Thomas Winchester's Some Principles of Literary Criticism. (1899), and 
Riehard Green Moulton's World Literature and Its Place in General Culture 
(1911) and The Modern Study of Literature (1915). To frame anthologies or 
studies of world literature along overall human categories rather than along 
historieal, national or generic lines was not unusual in the first half of the 
twentieth century: Arthur E. Christy and Henry H. Wells emphatically titled 
their 1947 volume World Literature: An Anthology of Human Experience. Tsu 
also points out that Macy's book was translated no less than five times 
between 1935 and 1992, and that at least 4 other histories of world literature 
appeared in Chinese between 1932 and 1937. Specifically with regard to Zheng 
Zhenduo's OutUne of Literature, however, she comments that the "idea of 
world literature allows for national interests to overlap and cross bounds but 
keeps the fundamental concern with power intact ... world literature ... is 
neither an exception to nor innocent of the modality of power that is created 
in any context of prestige" (Tsu 2010: 309). In fact, she daims, whi1e it was 
"convenient for Zheng to make a passionate case for relinquishing national 
interests ... it was precisely his preoccupation with such a nation-bound 
identity that motivated him to turn to the world as the desired forum for China's 
literary participation" (Tsu 2010: 309). 
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Pre-occupations similar to those of Zheng Zhenduo a1so seem to undergird 
at 1east some of the more recent Chinese forays into world literature. China's 
increasing profi1ation as a major, perhaps in future the, world power, 1eads to 
a re-thinking of world literature in line with China's commercial and politica1 
ambitions. In first instance this makes fOF a des ire for a greater participation 
of Chinese literature in· world literature. Second, it makes for a recasting of 
what in the wake of Lu Xun and Zhou Zuoren's 1909 collection of translated 
fiction became aIl the rage in the 1920s and 1930s in China, that is to say the 
championing of the "weak and small races/nations" (Tsu 2010: 299), into the 
present Chinese enthusiasm for the "global South" that l mentioned not so 
long ago. 

The implications of some of these views clearly appear from the more 
recent essays of Wang Ning, who as of the early 1990s has been one of 
the most prolific, and l wou1d say a1most "seismographic," interpreters of the 
relation of Chinese literary scholarship to Western the ory and practice. In a 
2010 article he reflects on the size of the Chine se population, its wide and 
increasing spread to all corners of the earth, China's rising economic might, 
how the Chinese language is therefore bound to gain a greater purchase on 
the world, and what the implications are for Chinese literary historiography. 
Unabashedly he compares Chinese to English in its wide diffusion, but a1so in 
how this implies a certain measure of hybridization. "Quite a few scholars are 
greatly worried about this phenomenon," he notes, but to him, "if it really 
achieved. the effect of being inclusive and hybridized like English, Chine se 
would become the second major world language next to English, for it could 
play the unique role thatEnglish cannot play, and in more aspects, it cou1d 
function as a major world language in an interactive and complementary way 
to English" (Ning 2010a: 167). He points out the growing role of government 
efforts and institutionalization, and compares the hundreds of "Kongzi 
xueyuan" (Confucius Institutes) the Chinese govemment has been setting up 
worldwide over the last decade or so to the British Council institutes that 
until a short while ago spread Britain's language, culture, and influence 
abroad. With the "rise of 'Chinese fever' in the world," he asks, "what shall 
[Chinese] literary scholars ... do to remap world literature?" (Ning 2010a: 
170). Just as English literature has been transformed from "a national litera­
ture to a sort of world literature since English literature is more and more 
'postnational' ," so too "Chinese literature: also from a nationalliterature to a 
sort of transnational and postnationalliterature" (Ning 2010a: 172). 

Invoking "the pioneering Neo-Confucianist ... Tu Wei-ming's concept 
of 'Cultural China'," Ning maintains that "we can for the time being define 
Chine se literature in two senses: one is the literature produced in greater 
China: mainland China, Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan in Chinese which is 
the people's national1anguage or mother tongue; and the other is the litera­
ture produced overseas in Chinese which is the writers' mother tongue 
although not necessarily their national language" (Ning 2010a: 173). Such 
international Chinese literature studies will become, Ning says, "like its 
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counterpart of international English literature, a sub-discipline in the broader 
context of comparative literature and world literature .... sin ce to Spivak, a 
new Comparative Literaturemust be encountered within area studies, inter­
national Chinese literature studies will have both characteristics and, there­
fore, will undoubtedly have a bright prospect along with the popularization of 
Chine se worldwide" (Ning 2010a: 173-74). Literature in Chinese, then, as a 
world literature, similar to literatures in English or Anglophone, in French or 
Francophone, in Portuguese or Lusophone literatures. Only bigger. Although 
Ning is careful to invoke the fate of English and literature(s) in English as an 
ex ample, it is cIear that he is seeing the new Chine se literary historiography 
also, and perhaps in first instance, as rival to this example. 

In another 2010 article Ning posits "that the globalization of material, 
cultural, and intellectual production, accompanied by the dissolution of 
Eurocentrism and "West-centrism" and by the rise of Eastern culture and 
literature, has assisted at world literature's birth from the ashes of compara­
tive literature" (Ning 201 Ob: 2). World literature, Ning argues, implies trans­
lation, and translation in Chine se literary history has mostly served foreign 
literatures to colonize Chinese literature and culture. However, Ning opines, 
"the recent trend of cultural globalization in the Chinese context by no means 
augurs the further colonization of Chine se culture; instead, it will help pro­
mote Chine se culture and literature worldwide" (Ning 2010b: 13). Such pro­
motion also seems to be very llluch part of the mission of the Peking 
University Institute of World Literature: "The institute aims at breaking the 
national boundaries in literary studies and serving as a bridge ·between 
the East and the West ... The institute is mainly engaged in training scholars 
at teaching, researching and editing cOlllparative literature and world litera­
ture. Meanwhile, it also nurtures talents in the fields of foreign cultures, 
cultural management, international communication and Sino-overseas media. 
(http://english.pku.edu.cnlSchools_Departments/542_6.htm, accessed 3/12/10). 
In 20 Il the Peking University Institute of World Literature hosts the first 
session of the Institute for World Literature which has its permanent and 
administrative honle in Harvard, with David Damrosch as its director, and 
which will run yearly one-Illonth institute sessions somewhat modeled on 
those of the long-established School of Criticism and The ory, but obviously 
with a specific orientation toward world literature. The 2011 Peking session 
pays particular attention to the Global South. 

As Ning (2006: 163) reminds us elsewhere, the Chinese Ministry of Edu­
cation in 1998 integrated cOlllparative literature and world literature into one 
discipline for graduate study. Consistently, there is a Chine se journal, pub­
lished in Beijing, called Comparative and World Literature. Perhaps the most 
recent Chine se vision of world literature here sketched is the realization of 
what Rey Chow in 2004 envisaged as a "new" form of East/West comparison, 
in which Asian literatures would be freed from what she calls the "post-European 
and ... " complex in which the implicit awareness of "the European" as the 
original term of comparison always haunts the term after the "and," thus 
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allowing in its stead for "other possibilities of supplementarity, other semiotic 
conjunctions mediated by different temporal dynamics, ... as yet unrealized 
comparative perspectives, the potential range and contents of which we have 
only just begun to imagine" (Chow 2004: 307). One wonders though whether 
this particular new perspective is necessarily more equal than that which she 
soeloquently criticizes. 

Conclusion 

.. For most of its history world literature has been not only an almost exclusively 
European, or by extension Western, concern - the discussion on world litera­
ture has also almost exclusively been conducted in just a few major European 
languages 

.. This has led to the semi-peripherilization of most "minor" European literatures 

.. With the shift of attention in the United States to other parts of the world than 
Europe, and hence also to other "major" literatures, the semi-peripherality of 
those minor European literatures has turned into full peripherality 

.. In a number of European reactions to this state of affairs we can recognize 
attempts to re-contextualize some of these minor literatures within the newly 
emerging world literature paradigm - quite often this involves the recovery of 
native precursors 

.. Beyond Europe, we see similar developments taking place in for instance Latin 
Am~rica but also China. 
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Below is a further explanation of sorne of the books that are listed in the 
bibliography along with other titles that might be useful for those wishing to 
dig deeper ... 

Chapter 1 

Damrosch, David (2003) What is World Literature? Princeton and Oxford: Princeton 
University Press. 

Wide-ranging discussion of the idea of world literature, concentrating on issues of 
circulation, translation and production, each of them illustrated with a number of case 
studies. This book serves as consolidation and validation of the explosively growing 
interest in world li terature in Alnerican academe. . 

D'haen, Theo, Damrosch, David, and Djelal Kadir (eds) (2011) The Routledge 
Companion to FVorld Literature. London: Routledge. 

Collection of 50 comprehensive articles on aIl aspects of world literature. 

D'haen, Theo, Dominguez, César, and Mads Rosendahl Thomsen (eds) (2011) The 
Routledge Reader in World Literature. London: Routledge. 

Collection of 30 seminal publications on world literature, from Goethe to Damrosch. 

Pradeau, Christophe and Samoyault, Tiaphine (eds) (2005) Où est la littérature mon­
diale? Vincennes: Presses Universitaires de Vincennes - 150pp. 

Collection of articles on world literature by French scholars, a.o. Pascale Casanova 
and the editors of the volume. 

Schmeling, Manfred (ed.) (1995) Weltliteratur Heute. Würzburg: Kônigshausen und 
Neumann - 213pp. 

Useful collection, in German, providing a snapshot of thinking about world literature 
in the mid-1980s, thus before the renewed interest in the subject as of the new millennium. 
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Schmeling, Manfred, Schmitz-Emans, Monika, and Walstra, Kerst (eds) (2000) Lit­
eratur im Zeitalter der Globalisierung. Würzburg: Kônigshausen und Neumann -
318pp. 

Rich collection on globalization as affecting the study of literature. Contributions from 
around the world, a.o. by Paul Comea, Joel Black, Jean Bessière, Wladimir Krysinski, 
Horst Steinmetz, and Hans-Jürgen Lüsebrink. 

Strich, Fritz (1949) Goethe and World Literature. TransI. C.A.M. Sym. New York: 
Hafner Publishing Company - 362pp. 

Continues to be indispensable for anyone interested in Goethe and world literature. 

Chapter 2 

Treml, Martin and Barck, Karlheinz (eds.) (2007) Erich Auerbach: Geschichte und 
Aktualitèit eines europèiischen Philologen. Berlin: Kadmos - 512pp. 

U seful collection, in German, of articles highlighting aIl aspects of Auerbach's work 
and career. Contributions by a.o. Carlo Ginzburg, Geoffrey Hartmann, Luiz Costa 
Lima and Herbert Lindenberger. Also contains a CD with a recording of a talk on 
Dante Auerbach gave at Pennsylvania State College in 1948. 

Chapter 3 

Bassnett, . Susan (1993) Comparative Literature: A Critical Introduction. Oxford: 
Blackwell - 183pp. 

Brisk, comprehensive, useful, and accessible introduction to comparative literature. 

Damrosch, David, Melas, Natalie, and Buthelezi, Mbongiseni (eds) (2009) The Prin­
ceton Sourcebook in Comparative Literature. Princeton: Princeton University Press-
442pp. 

Comprehensive collection of seminal articles on comparative literature from Johnn 
Gottfried Herder in the eighteenth century to Gayatri Spivak, Franco Moretti, and 
Emily Apter in the twenty-first. 

Guillén, Claudio (1993) The Challenge of Comparative Literature. TransI. Cola Franzen. 
Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press - 450pp. 

Still one of the most stimulating, if idiosyncratic, introductions to comparative literature. 

Jost, François (1974) Introduction to Comparative Literature. Indianapolis: Pegasus. 

Probably still the most even-handed introduction to comparative literature. 

Saussy, Haun (ed.) (2006) Comparative Literature in an Age of Globalization. Baltimore: 
The Johns Hopkins University Press - 261pp. 
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Collection of essays issuing from the American Comparative Literature Association 
gauging the state of the discipline during a certain decade; world literature is the focus 
of almost aIl contributions. 

Schulz, Joachim and Rhein, Philip (eds) (1973) Comparative Literature: The Early 
Years. Chapell Hill: The University of North Carolina Press - 241pp. 

Seminal collection of texts from the early history of comparative literature from 
Goethe to Benedetto Croce. 

Chapter 4 

Damrosch, David (2009) Teaching World Literature. New York: The Modern Language 
Association of America - 432pp. 

Collective volume on ways and me ans of teaching world literature inc1uding discus­
sions of issues and definitions, program strategies, teaching strategies, actual courses, 
and resources. 

Lawall, Sarah (ed) (1994) Reading World Literature: Theory, History, Practice. Austin, 
TX: Texas University Press. 

Especially useful for the very thorough introduction by the volume's edit or giving an 
overview of world literature practice in the United States. 

Pizer, John (2006) The Idea of W'orld Literature: History and Pedagogicat Practice. 
Baton Rouge, Louisiana: Louisiana State University Press - 190pp. 

Comprehensive overview of especially the German discussion on "Weltliteratur" as 
related to the American practice of "world literature." 

Chapter 5 

Casanova, Pascale (2004) The World Republic of Letters. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press; English translation of La république mondiale des lettres (1999) 
Paris: Seuil. 

A systemic discussion, mostly inspired on Pierre Bourdieu, of the idea of a world 
system of literature emerging in and from Europe as of the seventeenth century and 
anchored in Palis. 

Moretti, Franco (2005) Graphs, Maps, y,·ees. London: Verso - 119pp. 

Best brief yet comprehensive exposition of Moretti's highly original and stimulating 
ideas on world literature; enjoyable also for its brisk style. 

Prendergast, Christopher (2004) Debating World Literature. London and New York: 
Verso - 353pp. 
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A useful collection of articles, many of them published earlier elsewhere, and by var­
ious authors, on the subject.. Not an overview, but rather active contributions to the 
discussion. 

Chapter 6 

Bassnett, Susan (2002) Translation Studies. London and New York: Routledge -
176pp. 

The c1assical brief introduction to translation studies, here updated from the original 
1980 version. 

Bermann, Sandra and Wood, Michael (eds) (2005) Nation, Language, and the Ethics of 
Translation. Princeton: Princeton University Press - 411pp. 

Important collection of essays by a.o. Emily Apter, David Damrosch, Edward Said, 
Gayatri Spivak. and Lawrence Venuti. 

Delabastita, Dirk D'hulst, Lieven, and Meylaerts, Reine (eds) (2006) Functional 
Approaches to Culture and Translation: Selected Papers by José Lambert. Amsterdam 
and Philadelphia: John Benjamins - 225pp. 

Selection of essays by one of the pioneers of translation studies using a polysystem 
approach. 

Schulte; Rainer and Biguenet, John (eds) (1992) Theories of Translation: An Anthology 
of Essays from Dryden to Derrida. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago 
Press - 254pp. 

Collection of important essays by both practitioners and theoreticians of translation. 

Tymocko, Maria (2007) Enlarging Translation, Empowering Translators. Manchester: 
St. Jerome Publishing - 353pp. 

Provides a history of translation studies and calls for greater attention to matters of 
translation and to the role of the translator. 

Venuti, Lawrence (ed.) (2000) The Translation Studies Reader. London and New York: 
Routledge - 524pp. 

Comprehensive collection of seminal twentieth-century articles on translation from 
Walter Benjamin to Lawrence Venuti himself. 

Chapter 7 

Ashcroft, Bill, Griffiths, Gareth, and Tiffin, Helen (eds) (1995) The Postcolonial 
Studies Reader. London and New York: Routledge - 526pp. 

Important essays by a.o. George Lamming, Abdul JanMohamed, Gayatri Spivak, 
Homi Bhabha, Chinua Achebe, Edward Said, Jamaica Kincaid, Kwame Anthony 
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Appiah, Kumkum Sangari, Partha Chatterjee, Timothy Brennan, Trin T. Minh-ha, 
Wilson Harris, Dipesh Chakrabarty, Robert Kroetsch, and Graham Huggan. 

Bertens, Hans. (1995) The Idea of the Postmodern: A History. London and New York: 
Routledge - 284pp. 

Docherty, Thomas (ed.) (1993) Postmodernism: A Reader. London and New York: 
Harveste/Wheatsheaf - 528pp. 

Collection of seminal essays on postmodernism by a.o. Jean-François Lyotard, Jürgen 
Habermas, Fredric Jameson, Gianni Vattimo, Zygmunt Bauman, Ihab Hassan, Jean 
Baudrillard, Umberto Eco, Andreas Huyyssen, Christopher Jencks, Simon During, 
and Rey Chow. 

Ezli, Ozkan, KilTIlnich, Dorothee, and Werberger, Annette (eds) (2009) Wider· den Kul­
turenzwang: Migration, Kulturalisierung und Weltliteratur. Bielefeld: Transcript - 407pp. 

Essays on "minor" literatures and works by minority authors. 

Guttman, Alma, Hockx, Michel, and Paizis, George (eds) (2006) The Global Literary 
Field. Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Press - 251pp. 

Gathers essays by (predominantly) younger scholars on "minor" literatures under the 
following headings: national literatures in global contexts, reading across cultures, 
practices of circulation and communities of consumption, politics of translation. 

Loomba, Ania, Kaul, Suvir, Bunzl, Matti, Burton, Antoinette, and Est y, Jed (eds) 
(2005) Postcolonial Studies and Beyond. Durham and London: Duke University 
Press - 499pp. 

Important collection of essays, many of them by prominent practitioners of post­
colonialism, evaluating the achievements and the future of postcolonial studies. 

Natoli, Joseph and Hutcheon, Linda (eds) (1993) A Postmodern Reader. Albany: State 
University Press of New York - 584pp. 

Collection of seminal essays on postmodernism, with many of the same contributors 
as the collection edited by Docherty earlier, along with contributions by Hans Bertens, 
Jacques Derrida, Linda Hutcheon, beU hooks, and Houston A. Baker Jr. 

Mongia, Padmini (ed.) (1996) Contemporary Postcolonial Theory. London: A1110ld -
407pp. 

Collection of essays containing much of the same material as Ashcroft et al. above and 
Williams and Chrisman below, but next to this also interesting and important essays 
by Arif Dirlik and Ella Shohat. 

Sturm-Trigonakis, EIke (2007) Global Playing in der Literatur, Würzburg: Kônigshausen 
und Neumann - 275pp. 
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Theorizes migrant literatures as world literature. 

Schwartz, Henry and Sangeeta Ray, Eds. (2000) A Companion to Postcolonial Studies, 
London: Blackwell - 608pp. 

; 

In-depth essays on aH aspects of postcolonial studies by leading academics. 

Williams, Patrick and Chrisman, Laura (eds) (1993) Colonial Discourse and Post­
Colonial Theory. London and New York: Harvester/Wheatsheaf - 570pp. 

Collection of basic essays by a.o. Léopold Sédar Senghor, Frantz Fanon, Gayatri 
Spivak, Homi Bhabha, Edward Said, Aimé Césaire, Sara Suleri, Anne McClintock, 
Ania Loomba, Arjan Appadurai, Stuart Hall, Paul Gilroy, Ngugi wa Thiong'o, and 
many others. 

Chapter 8 

Simonsen, Karen-Margrethe and Stougaard-Nielsen, Jakob (eds) (2008) World Lit­
eratureJ World Culture: HistorYJ TheorYJ Analysis. Aarhus: Aarhus University 
Press - 283. 

Interesting collection of articles on world literature also from· the perspective of 
"minor" literatures - mostly by younger scholars. 

Thomsen, Mads Rosendahl (2008) Mapping World Literature: International Canoni­
zation and Transnational Literatures. London and New York: Continuum - 176pp. 

Not a history of the term,. concept and usage of "world literature," but rather an active 
contribution to the ongoing discussion on the subject. 
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