
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 
  

The Makings of  

World Literature  

 

Approached in a Practical and Theoretical Way 

and from a Western Perspective 

Sodertorn University  |  School of Culture and Education 

C-essay 15 ECTS  |  English  |  Spring 2014 

 

By: Petra Nilsson 

Supervisor: Fredrik Tydal 



 

 1 

Abstract 

The term world literature was coined almost 200 years ago and 100 years later it developed 

into a discipline within literary studies. This essay investigates several scholars’ ideas and 

suggested theories about the field, mainly from a European and North American perspective. 

World literature’s origin, development, and modern conceptions are presented and described. 

By passing on relevant information, the reader is given an overall understanding of world 

literature. One conclusion is that, although scholars sometimes disagree, there is an aim, and a 

possibility for a unanimous definition and approach of the discipline. Another conclusion is 

that assimilation of world literature can evoke respect and acceptance towards all people and 

all cultures, due to its all-inclusive, humanistic, and global essence. 

     One finding from the analysis is that world literature is closely linked to globalization and 

other major changes in society. Another finding is that the field is defined by what is written, 

how it is read, and interpreted. It is also defined by what is included or excluded. There are 

some works that, due to high quality or local appreciation, belong in world literature’s sphere 

but, for various reasons, do not. Further finding shows that contributions circulate in multiple 

directions, often crossing over culture, language, and nation borders. World literature evolves 

and changes, sometimes because of readers’ choice and subjective value or disvalue of works 

which, as a consequence, form a discipline with variable characteristics. More findings from 

the analysis show that world literature holds both eternal qualities and contemporary values 

due to, for instance, cultural or economic influences in society. It also shows that certain 

contributions can be exploited in order to serve self-interest and present political agendas. 
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I.     Introduction 

One early documented work of world literature is The Epic of Gilgamesh, written around 

1200 B.C. in Mesopotamia. From there it spread to the Near East and into Asia Minor, where 

a Hittite translation is found. At Megiddo in Palestine, fragments in the original language 

were excavated and in 130 B.C. a copy was rescued from another location. The epic was 

translated and recited in Greek by a Babylonian in the 4
th

 century B.C. Gilgamesh includes a 

tale which is similar to the one about the Flood in the Bible. The above example illustrates 

that world literature is not only made of what is written, but how it is read and interpreted as 

well. The example also shows that world literature is a mode of circulation and that it is often 

dependent on translation. 

     Volumes of literature were until almost present times small as many people were illiterate. 

Even if one were able to read, there were little time to do so and the access to works was 

limited. The disciplinary project of world literature and this essay starts in the 1820s, and 

journeys from its origin in Germany via its background in Western Europe. Partly due to 

immigration from England and other parts of Europe, the project then travels to a new main 

centre in the USA where it evolves into an academic discipline. The essay ends in our age, 

having only briefly discussed the subject of translation due to its complexity and its own 

specific set of rules. However, some accounts and comments are included as it is essential to 

many contributions to world literature. Stephen Owen compares the use of translation as 

opening a “Pandora’s box of problems” i.e. being left with only hope (255). 

     World literature is a global and immense subject, which this essay shows, while tracing the 

rise of the discipline. The intent is to pass on information, and thereby give the reader an 

understanding of what defines modern world literature. One goal is to familiarize the reader 

with theorists whose ideas are referred to and utilized, and which are valid in contemporary 

discussions. Another goal is to present methodical uses within the field. This is achieved by 

having a principally European outlook, while following the term from when it is coined until 

present days. Some references and perspectives from other parts of the world, like China, are 

also included. One approach is by comparing and contrasting selected authors’ theoretical 

views. Another is by ventilating contemporary ideas as well as disagreements in scholarly 

discussions. Literary examples and a case study which shows that works can be used to serve 

different agendas are included for further clarification. The text supports the thesis that world 

literature is defined by both eternal qualities and contemporary values and the thesis that 

world literature is not static, as its content evolves, varies, and changes over time. 
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     The essay will, after this introduction, omit any aspect of gender although it can help to 

show that world literature is also defined by what is included or excluded as well as reflecting 

taste and value. Women are, until present times, often left out from circulation as both 

contributors and scholars. General patronizing and difficulty in being published are two 

factors. However, there are exceptions like Sappho, Mme de Staël, and Virginia Woolf and 

early intellectuals as Mary Wollstonecraft, and Caroline Schelling. Feminist and Women’s 

Writing studies have promoted their entrance into the discourse. Women have also frequently 

been passed over as Nobel Prize laureates who, according to for instance Horace Engdahl and 

Pascale Casanova, form an elite, and whose works build a modern canon of classics. A canon 

can, in its literary meaning, be understood as a norm by which works are judged, similar to a 

measuring-stick. The system of canonicity is unidentifiable and vulnerable to, for instance, 

outside influences and it cannot be controlled. It includes, for example, a cultural prime who 

are not always able to promote the works of laureates to a canonical status. To Owen, the 

Prize reflects what is thought to be highly valued literary works in contemporary societies. He 

criticizes the Nobel Prize Committee for using an obsolete judgment, based on taste in a 

world of literature which over time has progressed. Although the Nobel Prize, to a certain 

extent, regulates what counts as world literature, and acts as a kind of guarantee for quality, its 

influence on popular culture is marginal. 

     In the essay, the aspects mentioned above, and other issues, are addressed by using two 

perspectives. One is by describing the subject’s background and early definitions, thus 

showing its development and impact on contemporary discussions. The second is its modern 

definitions as well as practical and theoretical approaches, which constitutes today’s world 

literature. One argument is that, there is a possibility for a unanimous definition and approach 

of the discipline. Although scholars’ opinions in some aspects differ, their value ground 

mostly corresponds and they use the same sources. Another argument is that, due to world 

literature’s all-inclusive, humanistic, and global essence, it can act as an intermediary between 

all people and cultures, by manifesting acceptance and respect for all.  

     The paper defines modern times as beginning some years before the new millennium with 

added globalization and the end of the Cold War. Other important courses of events are the 

fall of the Berlin Wall, and the collapse of the Soviet Union which leads to the formation of 

several new nations. Also decisive is 9/11 (2001) and the increasing number of immigrants 

into Western countries. The consequences of these events, as well as changing political 

perspectives, give a modified world order. This results in the urgency for an enlarged cultural 

understanding and triggers a contemporary revival of world literature theories. 
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1.     The Idea of World Literature in Modern Times  

This section presents modern conceptions of world literature and explains those that most 

scholars agree upon. The intent is to provide an understanding of the term and to answer 

questions like how it can be defined and what works are included or excluded. Some 

examples will assist in the attempt to grasp this elusive idea and subject. 

     A few years before the new millennium there was an increasing academic interest in the 

discipline of world literature. Investigations with fresh practical approaches helped revive the 

topic. Apart from the political aspects mentioned in the introduction, two major contributory 

causes for this were globalization, as well as comparative literature’s inadequacy and practical 

problems to embrace both disciplines. The discipline of world literature is, in contrast to the 

discipline of comparative literature, wide and overall inclusive of, for instance, non-Western 

and marginal literatures. It is meant to exist in parallel to national literature, where most 

contributions originate, and to comparative literature in a mutual beneficial interplay. 

Globalization was the other factor through its impact on culture and the notion of identity 

with, for instance, peers or kindred-spirits outside national boundaries. As cultural exchanges 

increase, intensify, and spread the need to amend world literature’s role beyond nation-states 

arise. By looking back on earlier theories and definitions, academics therefore started to 

investigate new methods and directions for the field. 

     There is no consensus yet among scholars as to what defines and comprises the discipline. 

However, the sum total of all literatures, meaning global literature and proposed by Richard 

Moulton (Lawall 32), is inadequate as it, according to for instance Theo D’haen and David 

Damrosch, is unclear and lacks the perspectives needed in order to approach this vast subject. 

If nothing is excluded it is essentially useless for a field that covers all the world’s differing 

societies with their own history and cultural references. Damrosch’s much cited suggestion is 

delimitation to “all literary works that circulate beyond their culture of origin, either in 

translation or in their original language.” They must circulate actively beyond their home 

base, attached to a literary system, after having entered the sphere either by being read, or by 

effective circulation. World literature is thereby also defined as "a mode of circulation and of 

reading” (What 4-5). A circulating work can fall out and then re-enter circulation several 

times, and it can be considered world literature to some recipients but not to others. These 

shifts are, for example, due to the readers’ preferences, cultural values, and changes in 

society’s taste or political agenda. 

     The aim for some works is to enter into circulation as they are written for that purpose. 

Damrosch exemplifies this with the English writer P.G. Woodhouse who in 1915, while living 
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in New York, simultaneously started writing stories for English and American readers. He 

interpreted British culture to the Americans and vice versa. British readers are familiarized 

with New York through Psmith Journalist, where the city is described in contrast to London. 

They are targeted when Woodhouse writes that someone plays cricket for “the M.C.C.” not 

explaining that the abbreviation stands for the Marylebone Cricket Club, thus assuming that 

the receivers are British who possess prior knowledge of that. In Something New, American 

readers are given satirical accounts of aristocrat country-house life. These kinds of stories 

were unsuccessful in the old country but proved to be very popular in the new (What 210-11).  

     Contributions to world literature can be in the form of stories, novels, poems, and essays. 

Also speeches and letters can be included, as well as ‘belle lettres’ or artistic writings, plays 

and oral transcriptions. There are three definitions of literary contributions: 

i. As an established body of classics 

ii. As an evolving canon of masterpieces 

iii. As multiple windows on the world       

Superior and foundational values mark the classics. Through these transcendent qualities they 

interact with the reader reaching across time and space. They are, for instance, Roman 

literature like Virgil’s Aeneid and Greek like Homer’s The Iliad or Aeschylus’ plays. A 

masterpiece can be an ancient or a modern work bearing no foundational demand like the 

classics but having similar qualities. Some works of Nobel laureates can serve as an example. 

Many contributions provide a window into foreign worlds. They are neither dependent on 

links to other contributions or windows nor to quality. Works can fit into one, two, or all three 

definitions like the Aeneid. It is a window on the world enabling us to catch a glimpse of 

imperial Rome. It is also a masterpiece of its genre as well as being a timeless classic hence 

possessing eternal qualities. 

     World literature is multi-temporal, as it reaches across all time, present and past. It is 

multi-cultural, as it embraces all cultures. But it is not multi-inclusive, as scholars exclude 

some works from the field, even after they have entered into circulation. This is, for example, 

‘global’ literature which has a cosmopolitan character in the sense that it ‘belongs’ nowhere. 

It is found in airport terminals, for example as travel guidebooks, and in railway bookstores, 

for instance as magazines. Leaflets, information brochures, and the Harlequin series are other 

examples of global literature which are not defined as world literature, even by those scholars 

who advocate the ‘all inclusive’ policy. A growing number of contemporary contributions are 

targeting a foreign market thus entering the sphere and adding to global consumerism. They 
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depend on translation, marketing, and distribution systems. Some of these works have not 

entered on merits and their quality is low. Damrosch calls their authors “new-global-economy 

writers” (What 19). There are some works that, due to their merits, belong in the category of 

world literature but are omitted as they travel badly across borders. Reasons for this can be, if 

written in a marginal language which loses in translation, or if set in a specific cultural context 

which readers find difficult to relate to. Other reasons can be poetic forms that are difficult to 

adapt, or simply practical obstacles like distribution or censorship.        

     World literature circulates in multiple directions but not necessarily across nation’s border. 

For example, in India there are twenty-two principal literary languages. As works are 

translated and circulated within the country they enter the world literature sphere without 

traveling abroad. However, many Indian works have crossed the border, like the 

Mahabharata and the ancient Sanskrit poems, allowing foreign readers to expand their 

cultural horizons. Reading world literature can be challenging, as the author may assume prior 

knowledge of divinities or dynasties, and knowledge of writers or works that readers have not 

heard of. Some literary forms, like poetry or imaginative writing, can also be perceived as 

difficult to value or as being odd. 

     Readers can, as an example, be specific or transient in their choice of works. They thereby 

shape a world literature with a varying characteristic. Within the different characteristics there 

are similarities, which form distinguished patterns. These patterns can be defined with an 

outlook on the world, the text, and the reader. Damrosch suggests three theoretical definitions 

which D’haen and others support: 

I. World literature is an elliptical refraction of national literatures. 

II. World literature is writing that gains in translation. 

III. World literature is not a set canon of texts but a mode of reading: 

  a form of detached engagement with worlds beyond our own place and time. (What 15) 

Most contemporary works originate from within national boundaries, although there can be 

exceptions. A collaboratively written song lyric, with multiple authors from different 

countries, which is posted and circulated on the internet is one. The local, cultural, or ethnic 

backgrounds of older works are now mostly incorporated into national literature. They are 

therefore, together with nationally originated works, included in national literatures. All these 

literatures are included in the elliptical refraction of national literatures and by being received 

into a host culture or a nation, the source or national work enter world literature. The double 

refraction has two foci and forms an ellipse, which changes due to, for example, reader’s 
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choice or availability of works. The source foci can be attached to several host foci, forming 

multitude ellipses that partially overlap each other. Within the ellipses, works are presented, 

read, and interpreted as non-static multiple frames. Although the past stays the same, our 

conception and vision of it may not, thus causing the ellipse to move and transform. The 

ellipse is as a result distributed across space and time. Damrosch illustrates the elliptical 

process with the two-headed “pushmi-pullyu” from the Doctor Doolittle books and an 

Egyptian hieroglyph that means “to go in two directions at once” (What 284) which, together 

with the above, shows the varying and changing essence of world literature. 

     Not all world literature gains in translation. Static texts in a non-literary or ordinary 

language, like treaties or contracts, should neither gain nor lose as the content is ‘moved’ 

unaltered. A work’s value, essence, or authenticity may alter in translation. If it thereby gains 

something it becomes a source foci within world literature, but if it loses it will stay in its 

cultural, local, or national context, even if being highly valued there. 

      Within an ellipse, variable amounts of works actively circulate beyond their culture of 

origin as classics, masterpieces or windows on the world. Some of them are read and valued 

by many and attain a canonical status after being extensively shared. Society, groups or 

individuals mix canonical and non-canonical works on an individual or collective basis. As a 

result, texts exist both alone and together. A distant approach, perhaps due to translation or 

lack of knowledge of the source culture, is a detached reading as per Damrosch’s third 

suggestion.  

     There is a consensus among scholars to widen the vision and approach of world literature. 

The term has a hypothetical construction but it is also practical as there are uncountable 

contributions in circulation, either in translation or in their original language. Contrasting the 

example from India is Congolese Mbwil Ngal’s Giambatista Viko written in French and 

circulating in its original language to many of the world’s fifty odd countries where the 

language is official or is in notable use. The contribution’s multiple windows on the world or 

frames are, amongst others like genre, as a work in French and as originating from Africa. A 

contemporary example of world literature is the Harry Potter series which circulates around 

the globe, both in its original language but also in about sixty-seven translations. In order to 

enjoy world literature more scholars, like Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Damrosch, urge 

readers to attain better basic proficiency of languages. The aim is to comprehensively know 

several languages and the purpose is to be able to verify translations against the original, 

thereby being less dependent on them. By acquiring language and cultural knowledge of other 

societies, world literature can promote global understanding and solidarity amongst people. 
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1.1.     Goethe’s Weltliteratur 

This section explores the German author Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s (1750-1832) concept 

of world literature. His initial ideas and purpose are highlighted with some references to 

contemporary society. As Goethe had in fact only limited access to global works, his thoughts 

are more hypothetical than academic. This presents difficulty in defining the term but it also 

opens up for interpretations.  

     Goethe is credited for the idea of Weltliteratur although the term had briefly been 

mentioned earlier. During 1827-1832 he regularly refers to Weltliteratur in his diary, letters, 

writings, articles, and recorded conversations with his secretary Johan Peter Eckermann. 

These twenty-one passages are the indisputable starting point for World Literature as a 

discipline. In the entries he never clearly defines or gives an exact explanation of his idea. 

However, they do include elitist reflections when, for instance, expressing that popular 

culture, or in his wording “mass culture,” is excluded from the concept (D’haen et al., World 

xii). The overwhelming mass culture comes from all countries’ regions and excludes elite 

production. Here, Goethe picks up on a statement made by the English writer William 

Wordsworth, who in 1800 warned against English literature’s drowning in a flood of “sickly 

and stupid” poetry and “idle and extravagant” stories (Damrosch, What 13-14). Goethe is 

concerned about the influence of popular culture and in his conversations he philosophizes 

about what serious works should be considered as Weltliteratur. He expresses hopes that it’s 

coming era will be based on international exchange which leads to mutual refinement.  

     After Napoleon’s dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire in 1806, the emerged German 

Confederation was loosely joined, but did provide a new and improved economic situation for 

its members. The political reality, in what John Pizer calls the Restoration age, is that 

Germany remains divided into several principalities for the benefit of European stability. 

Confederation members were linguistically and culturally connected in a ‘cultural nation’ 

although sometimes seeing each other as being ‘foreign’.  

     Since the 1815 Vienna decrees, and at the time of Goethe’s writings, there was no German 

nationalistic movement as their ambitions were suppressed. Inspired by Enlightment ideology, 

the prevailing pre-nationalistic and now revived political order in Europe facilitated a 

cosmopolitan outlook. It also enabled transnational strivings as well as formed breeding 

ground for the idea of world literature. Goethe developed his views on the subject in a pre-

imperialistic spirit, and in light of the French and American Revolution, and the devastating 

Napoleonic Wars (Routledge 6; Theory 23). A desire to physically unite the German 

confederation eventually leads to the revival of nationalism, which towards the late 1830s 
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becomes the dominating ideology. After the Berlin conference, in 1884, German imperialistic 

strivings begin which was much later then, for example, Britain or Spain.  

     Through his writings and voluminous translations, Goethe was already actively 

contributing to world literature. Cosmopolitanism and appreciation of foreign culture are 

central points in his ideas. Analysing Asian literature and translating ghazals, which is a lyric 

style from Persia and north India, makes him reflect on the fact that the Chinese are not so 

different as they in fact think, act, and feel in the same way as us (Europeans). This and 

reading Serbian poetry inspires his thoughts on a literary world beyond national boundaries, 

being the “universal possession of mankind” (Theory 19). The cosmopolitan aspect is central 

and the idea includes literature from all around the world, although with the classics and 

Western Europe as the main focus. According to Martin Puchner, Goethe thinks that 

translation of texts promotes common sympathy and understanding, which by extension 

contributes to world peace. In his view, a peaceful coexistence within Europe is essential, here 

shown in a conversation on 15
th

 July 1827: 

 

It really is a very good thing that with this close intercourse between 

Frenchmen, Englishmen 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.                             

(World 11) 

The passage also suggests a Eurocentric perspective, perhaps in the light of existing trade 

routes which mainly ran within Europe, with limited global exchange. Goethe’s view on local 

or particular works versus universal or global ditto is that they co-exist. The transfer from the 

local to the universal is a developing result of “the world literary process” (Pizer Routledge 8) 

which gives a world literature that is not generalized. At the time, only a few languages 

dominated the global literary marketplace, which in itself was centred to Europe. 

     Translation is vital in order for readers to gain access to the realm of Weltliteratur, which 

is a process of business and trade. Literary works increasingly move over linguistic and 

political borders, mainly via international marketing networks and translation. Goethe 

describes this international circulation and network as Spiegelung (mirroring), as works 

reflects back from the global sphere. According to Eckerman, Goethe’s definition on 

mirroring is also how a reader or receiver is able to grasp the writer or his works and then 

represent it back. A mirroring occurs, thus losing specific characteristics and adding foreign 

substances.  
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     Pizer mentions border-crossing interchange between authors, critics, and translators as 

being a central issue for Goethe. Interchange results in an influence on national works, which 

helps with style and language and results in transnational publications. In a conversation with 

Eckerman, Goethe remarks on his preference to read his own Faust in a “new French 

translation” as it is again “fresh, new, and spirited” (11). This shows that a translated work 

within world literature can vary in tone and expression in different languages. In order to 

attain greatness, Goethe encourages writers from marginal cultures to be inspired by foreign 

predecessors and preferably the classics. He encourages the “study [of] Shakespeare”, a quote 

later picked up by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels (Damrosch, What 7, 9).   

     When Eckermann in 1835 published his recorded conversations from Goethe’s last years 

in Gespräche mit Goethe in den letzen Jahren seines Lebens, the term Weltliteratur attracted 

new attention and enters the global sphere. It was soon picked up by the German Romantic 

School and writers and scholars of different nationalities. Towards the end of the century it 

then becomes more known under its English name, World Literature. 
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1.2.     Early Developments 

This section introduces world literature’s first contributors and theorists. In a linear manner it 

presents some of their views and methods, with focus on their long-term contributions to the 

field. General reflections on literature and translation as well as on contemporary conditions 

are also included. 

     In France in 1834, Jean-Jacques Ampère nationally introduced comparative literature, and 

accepted Goethe’s cosmopolitan ideas about Weltliteratur. A few years later, in 1839, literary 

critic Sainte-Beuve minted the commercial term industrial literature, which includes popular 

and market oriented works. Sales and profit are the main interests for industrial literature. 

Meanwhile, the English definition of literature was still quite wide but its interpretation was 

being narrowed down and made more specific. The ‘new’ definition was that it deals with 

pluralistic thoughts as well as universal human values. It is meant to guide and generate moral 

conduct in society and its inhabitants based on tolerance and generosity. It is also meant to 

evoke solidarity between the classes and national pride through timeless truths. These new 

definitions coincide with the renewed spread of both the romantic and the nationalist 

ideology. According to Terry Eagleton, literary works at this point eventually became almost 

exclusively “imaginative” in the sense of being “literary untrue” but are also both “visionary” 

and “inventive”. Literature was also seen as a political force, with a mission to transform 

society with its contemporary values and alternative ideology (Literary 16-17).  

     Industrial literature and the literary marketplace are central to Marx and Engels’ views on 

Weltliteratur, who adopted the term and used it in their explanation of bourgeois capitalism. 

The literary world market is production, translation, and distribution, which have a 

cosmopolitan and non-nationalistic character. Forming a world economy and a world 

literature are simultaneous. In their influential The Communist Manifesto from 1848, they 

assert that “National one-sidedness and narrow-mindedness become more and more 

impossible, and from the numerous national and local literatures, there arises a world 

literature” (Marx and Engels 17). Contrary to Goethe’s view on local and universal works 

which he considers to co-exist, their statement shows a perception of a rather uniform, 

generalized, and most likely proletarian world literature. They believe that national and local 

literatures will be replaced by a “literature of the world” (Damrosch, Theory 6) and predict 

that national works will eventually dissolve into this new phenomenon. Marx and Engels 

consider world literature an ongoing process yet to fully emerge. This is in line with Goethe 

who 20 years earlier thought that the process of Weltliteratur had started but that its age had 

not yet arrived. 
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     Some 20 odd years later, German descended Transylvanian comparatist and pioneering 

world literature theorist Hugo Meltzl, acted as precursor and promoter of the field, arguing for 

a both theoretical and editorial global grasp of it. He intended to elaborate Goethe’s 

Weltliteratur into the still developing discipline of Comparative Literature. Goethe’s 

cosmopolitan notion is misunderstood and altered to accommodate national and political 

interests as nations want their “own” world literature (39). The recent French/German war, 

and the following uniting into one German state, perhaps had an influence on these 

statements. The mission was to cultivate world literature and the art of translation. One 

strategy was by extensive translation. However, Meltzl was concerned about quality as even 

the best translation leaves “something to be desired” (originally Schopenhauer’s reflection). 

Another strategy is the principle of polyglottism already used in Egyptology and Assyriology. 

The term can be interpreted as multi-languages and includes the ability to master several 

languages. World literature is, according to Meltzl, an unattainable ideal to which all nations 

should strive by using the comparative principles of polygottism and translation. A major 

contribution to the field was his co-editing of the world’s first published journal on 

comparative literature (1877-1888). In a true cosmopolitan spirit, it was printed in 10 

languages, with editorial co-workers from 18 countries, spread around the globe. 

     In 1886 the Irish scholar Hutcheson Macaulay Posnett claimed to have invented the term 

‘comparative literature’ in English. He developed an evolutionary theory stating that with and 

because of, for example, the Greek classics, world literature already exists. Even so, 

Weltliteratur is still a future ideal. One of his definitions of world literature is as the severance 

of literature from defined social groups, which are alike in both East and West. Its evolution 

is from the city commonwealth to the nation and national literatures. From there it reaches the 

universalism of world literature. According to Damrosch, Posnett sets the terms for the 

modern debate on literary evolution and world-systems theory and gains or losses of works 

written for a global market.  

     In the East the idea of a world literature was spread in the era of colonization, which is 

illustrated here by a passage from a speech held in the 1890s by a Chinese diplomatic official: 

         Since we want to participate in world literature, our first step must be to do  

         away with the barriers so as to preempt misunderstandings. To do this, we must  

         advocate for translation on a grande scale. Not only should we bring others’     

         masterworks into our language, but our own works of merit must also be  

translated en masse into theirs.                              (Tsu 164) 

This passage highlights the vitality of translation and global cultural differences. 



 

 14 

     Moulton’s career started in Western England, but just before the turn of the nineteenth 

century, he immigrated to America. He considers global or universal literature to be, in his 

much cited words, the sum total of all literatures. World literature is a dependent entity in the 

sense that it is connected to both a source and a recipient. This leads to it being an angle of 

perspective. The definition unifies but is also incomplete since it is impossible to grasp the 

whole topic, thus forcing us to analyse within a limited field of vision. He thinks that world 

literature is a ‘higher’ product of humanity and should be studied using inductive methods -  

that is, from the specific draw general conclusions, i.e. close reading. Instead of the 

predominant subjective criticism based on authority or taste, he suggests theoretical methods 

based on science. Universal truths (a common human nature and the progress of civilization) 

are basis for interpretation which has a given point of view. From the observer’s outlook, 

evidence in texts are methodically analysed leading to an understanding ‘in itself’ of the laws 

of literature. As the reader’s perspective is subjective and vital, it supports the thesis that 

literature depends on contemporary values. Moulton contributes to the field by showing the 

difficulties of analysing global literature from a limited point of view. The view is within a 

cultural angle whose perspective is dependent on contributor and receiver. As the definition is 

limited, any outside influences are not known. He also puts forward the argument of literary 

universalism which is necessary because of the need to unify literary studies. It takes into 

account the whole picture of works, like their cultural background or external relations.   

     In India in 1907, Nobel laureate Rabindranath Tagore held a lecture on World Literature. 

The speech points out that literature’s nature is only discernible if confined to a particular 

time and space, which in this context is a term taken from analytical philosophy. It deals with 

issues like whether or not time and space exist independently of each another, as well as in the 

mind, and if time beside the present exists. One of Tagore’s visions is that literature, culture, 

and knowledge should not be confined to the globe’s imaginary boundaries, thus 

contradicting Moulton’s angle perspective theory. Although influenced by his contemporary 

situation in colonial India, his views are close to what is considered the original ideas of 

Weltliteratur. He strives to culturally reunite India with the world but without intermediary 

and thereby advocates its cultural and political independence from England. One of his best-

known works is the poem cycle Gitanjali which he himself translated from Bengali to 

English. The original contains 157 poems but by combining two or more entries, the English 

version ends up with 103. By adapting and paraphrasing freely the translation differs in style 

and rhyme from the original. His prose is not easy to translate, neither in content nor in style, 

and these ‘necessary’ modifications show the difficult and complex nature of translation. His 
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works are received and read differently in different translations both within multi-lingual 

India and around the world, thus illustrating the non-static essence of world literature. Tagore 

defines world literature as humanism, where different cultures leak into each other, and as 

universalism, thereby re-introducing both aspects to the discourse together with his later much 

used vision of a literary time and space. 

     A few years later Russia’s new communist leaders’ favourite author, Maxim Gorky, also 

acted in the globalist spirit of Goethe’s Weltliteratur. His outlook is however more 

revolutionary and aimed to “recuperate” (D’haen, Routledge xix) the idea of world literature 

for the new ideology. In his vision, global access to works encourages harmony and solidarity 

amongst people, a vision also shared with Goethe. He predicts the rise of a universal literature 

when a lingua franca is common ground. The Maxim Gorky Literature Institute, founded in 

1933, was dedicated to studying and spreading world literature from the perspective of the 

Soviet Union or USSR. Even after the USSR’s dissolution the institute still teaches world 

literature and translation at an advanced level. 

     Chinese Zheng Zhenduo participated in the 1919 May Fourth cultural movement, which 

looked to the West but also to the country’s literary past. He was also active both before and 

after the 1949 Communist Revolution. Zhenduo questions why literature lacks its own 

discipline, and why it is not approached as a universal and independent topic, but always in 

combination with genres, criticism, history, or nations. Other combinations can be certain 

writers, movements, or issues. He wants literature to be taken “as a whole or an independent 

subject, unifying time, place, people and genre to pursue a thorough an encompassing study” 

(60). The academic institutions are divided into departments like English or Classical 

literature, using comparative methods which compare fragments and are therefore of little use 

as unifiers. Zhenduo’s view is that literary studies are in its infancy and he agrees with 

Moulton’s notion that academically they have just begun. Again agreeing with Moulton, he 

states that literature is more than the works of an individual, as it is also an image of national 

history. It is a reflection of globally similar sentiments and the spirit of all people, which will 

lead to a universal literature for an inseparable mankind. Frames of space or time should not 

limit the whole perspective and a comprehensive knowledge. Universal literature is the sum 

total of all literatures, citing Moulton, and should be radical and thorough. This static 

perspective disagrees with both Moulton’s angle of perspective theory with its human starting 

point and with Posnett’s social groups’ theory. Dismissing imaginative writing in favour of 

realism, Zhenduo promotes extensive translation despite its practical and artistic challenges.  



 

 16 

      Almost simultaneously, but residing in America, French-born scholar Albert Guérard was 

in the 1920s-1940s defending Goethe’s cosmopolitan ideas and Enlightment heritage. He 

rejected Romanticism which had inspired nationalism, and which he therefore considered had 

led to the rise of “nationalistic heresy” and National Socialism in contemporary Europe (57). 

He hoped world literature would correct this and, agreeing with Goethe and others, wanted it 

to promote understanding among peoples of all cultures and all nations. By modernising the 

field he aimed to make it intellectually acceptable to contemporaries, and he thought that 

world literature is defined as a condition and not a theory. His notion, echoing Posnett, is that 

it is already here, being the natural condition of an already international literature. Agreeing 

with Zhenduo, Guérard notes that the division of literature into national departments, like 

English or French, is a recent academic development, i.e. comparative literature. Prior to that 

literature was considered as a whole through, for example, the ancient Greek classics which 

unified Western Culture. Within the whole or unity there are two differences, in time or 

periods and in space or nations, thereby defining Tagore’s vision. The canon is shared by all 

including the cultural non-elite through popular works like, for instance, H.C Andersen, the 

tales of the Grimm brothers, Jules Vernes and the Bible. The problem with this notion is the 

underestimation of cultural and educational differences. Guérard launched a social theory of 

taste which means that, out of all that is written, literature is selected for its quality by the 

approving taste of its readers. Literature is the reflection of public taste and of eternal beauty 

which indicates its eternal value. It is placed in the historical and social reality of its readers 

using a sociological approach. With this generalized method, world literature is not dependent 

on either criteria or canon. His divisions of literature are: 

 

A. Universal Literature: the sum total of all writings in all languages at all times.  

B. World Literature: the body of those works enjoyed in common, ideally by all mankind,  

     practically by our own Western group of civilization. 

C. Comparative Literature: the study of relations, in the literary field, between different 

     national or linguistic groups. 

D. General Literature: the study of problems common to all literatures; this study might also 

     be called Principles of Criticism; it finds its best examples in the works which belong to 

     World Literature. 

                  (57) 
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     Knowing 15 languages, French scholar René Etiemble’s impact on comparative literature 

and translation is considerable from around 1930 and for almost 60 years thereafter. One of 

his ambitions was to widen the predominant focus on Western Europe in comparative literary 

studies to include all global works. One proposition was that without further discrimination as 

to language, politics, or religion the totality of all nations’ literatures, weather alive or dead, is 

literature in the sense that it is neither national nor world literature. Although, like Tagore, 

promoting universalism, which he thinks helps the understanding between nations, he rejects 

the importation of English and American words into French and wants to keep the language 

‘clean’. In his theory, world literature is uncentered and analysed with a single-level 

perspective. His definition of literature depends on translation and the progress of it. In an 

essay from 1974, his arguments are many and the examples even more. He scrutinizes several 

canons produced in France and Germany but differing in time and approach, and proves the 

imbalance and concentration of works in favour of Eurocentrism, also suggesting many works 

from outside Europe which should have been included. His view is that as time has 

progressed since Meltzl’s principle of polyglottism, it urges revisions of the field and he finds 

Meltzl’s theories too narrow and excluding of, for instance, many languages like Sanskrit, 

Japanese or Greek. When literature finally becomes possible it coincides with it becoming 

impossible due to the overwhelming amount of works. Etiemble hopes we feel an “obligation 

to the impossible” (96). 

     After World War II, the discipline of world literature was still closely linked to 

comparative literary studies. However, courses were increasingly being taught as a separate 

subject, although still concentrating on Western European and North American masterpieces 

and the classics. Works of smaller and marginal European languages, like Finnish or Dutch, 

were normally omitted. The division between comparative and world literature was deepening 

along lines of class and geography. Comparatists strove to create a United Nations of 

literature, in order to harmonize local differences and promote global understanding. The 

approach was to use universal principles of cross-cultural traditions and aesthetics. In 1960, 

Werner Friederich noted that world literature courses teach “NATO literatures,” calling the 

field “presumptuous and arrogant,” thereby meaning that it does not include the whole world 

at all. He suggests transforming standards or abandoning the term all together (Theory 364; 

What 136).  

     Erich Auerbach is a leading figure when it comes to cultural criticism and literary theory. 

Some of his contributions to this originated in the early post-war years with decolonialization 

and the formation of new global nation-states. He notes the diminution of Eurocentrism and 
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the rise of a world capitalist economy. He is concerned about strong nationalism which breeds 

intolerance, and societies' standardization which drives literature into a single culture, as well 

as into a few literary languages. One of his goals is to re-invent Weltliteratur using humanism, 

which is also Goethe’s and Tagore’s outlook. In order to quantitatively handle the sum total of 

all works he proposes using “a point of departure, a handle, [...], by which the subject can be 

seized” (Mufti, Routledge 76). This method looks at the pieces’ essence in order to be able to 

view and interpret the whole field of literature. 

     Orientalism from 1978 is one of Edward W. Said’s contributions to the discipline of world 

literature, which has had a vast impact as it both reforms comparative literature and initiates 

post-colonial studies. The terms worldly and worldliness are introduced. Worldliness is 

writing or knowing in a specific way which is linked to humanism, an aspect put forward by 

several scholars. It is all-inclusive and thereby not meant to identify certain categories, like 

ethnic or religious groups. Wordly is defined by human intellectual work located in the 

physical world. It is about the world and includes all people. Said also suggests that not only 

world literature, but also theories and ideas, circulate from place to place and person to 

person. Normally they all travel in four stages: 

 

1) From its point of origin.  

2) In time and space.  

3) Through acceptance or resistance.  

4) Being more or less transformed in its new environment. 

 

     As of this time, Eurocentrism is in decline and there is a new interest in the subject, which 

in the early 1920s had risen as an independent academic discipline. The term can mean and 

include everything but at the same time almost nothing. It can also be seen as comprehensive 

as well as being without boundaries or substance. Through ideas and theories, it is loosely 

defined and enters the academic world mainly within or in close liaison with comparative 

literary studies. Suggested definitions from the early development are the point of departure 

for later theoretical reformations of world literature.  
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2.     Contemporary World Literature in Theory 

This section accounts for today’s scholars’ ideas and theories on world literature and literary 

systems. The aim is to elucidate contemporary views and approaches by first present then 

compare and contrast their opinions. Although there is a consensus to widen and modernize 

the discipline, there is yet an ongoing debate on how to achieve this. 

     Contemporary discussions about world literature mainly originate from the USA, where 

scholars suggest moving literary studies away from period, genre, nation, or author towards a 

cultural perspective. This includes, for example, gender, race, and ideology on a transnational 

level. Globalization has caused some, like Franco Moretti and Damrosch, to propose replacing 

comparative literary studies with the discipline of World Literature. Others, like Wai Chee 

Dimock and Spivak, agree but want to use the epithet Planetary Literature, which comprises 

non-globalized area studies. It is also meant to target notions of world, area, nation, and 

culture. There is a call for more contributions from marginal countries in, for example, Africa 

and Asia. Ning Wang concurs and wants China to initiate massive translations of national 

works into the major world languages in order to subvert Westencentric concentration. Many, 

like Revathi Krishnaswamy, claim that there is still a Eurocentric and North American 

projection within the discipline which needs to be addressed. Both the printed version of The 

World’s Classics anthology and the Encyclopedia of World Literature in the 20th Century 

supports this assertion. The Encyclopedia contains 131 nationalities and cultural groups. 

9 entries are Scottish and 138 are English. China, the most populous country on earth and 

being one of its oldest cultures, holds 28 entries. India, the second most populated one has 32 

entries. This stands in contrast to Sweden’s 37. Indonesia, the fourth most populous nation, 

has 4 whereas the USA is represented with 261 listings.  

     Moretti considers world literature to be a unified but unequal system, which contradicts the 

equal Weltliteratur that Goethe wished for and Marx prophesied. Although the discipline is 

only one system, it is neither static nor uniform and is hence a system of variations. Some 

scholars, like Engdahl, disagree and consider the system diverse and decentralized as many 

nations have their own specific notion of the field. His opinion is that there is no common or 

neutral ground for literature, nor is there a vision shared by all. Moretti argues that literature 

moves from cultural centres, like London or New Delhi, to more peripheral places around the 

globe. These centres are non-static and can shift and relocate. In his theory of diffusion, 

literary movements make waves and the different foci form a triangle of foreign form/plot, 

local material/characters and local form/narrative voice. These movements result in the 

equalization of values and a common book market.  
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     Another influential modern world literature theory is Moretti’s method distant reading, 

which stands in contrast to close reading and Damrosch, who advocates that method. Moretti 

believes that world literature can no longer be studied by using close reading because of the 

discipline’s voluminous and substantial movements, i.e. condemning its insufficiency.  

Distant reading monitors global trends, maps literary space, and explains literature’s influence 

and circulation with statistical data. The distant in the term is a condition of knowledge, which 

permits focus on partitions considerably more, or less than the original text. There is a risk 

that some content is lost between these partitions, which are something Moretti finds 

acceptable as the method provides the means to understand the entire literary system. Distant 

reading relies on somebody else’s reading and research, without a single textual reading of 

your own. Critics, like Christopher Prendergast and Casanova, are concerned about the 

method’s lack of objectivity and reliability. They point to the difficulty in proving results, 

when not having read the sources and thereby solely relied on second-hand information. This 

distant reading should not be mistaken for Damrosche’s distant approach, or engagement in 

his third theoretical definition, which includes detached reading. 

     Casanova suggests adopting “world literary space” (Theory 194) as a hypothetical model 

or tool for theoretical studies within the discipline, thus picking up on a term used by Moretti. 

With this environmental perspective, the aim is to widen the field by connecting the 

economic, historical, cultural, and political reality with works’ aesthetics. The model allows 

different and shifting approaches, and is formed by all national contributions to world 

literature. The Nobel Prize is utilized as proof that world literary space already exists because 

of its universality in, for example, national expectations, linguistic criteria, and prestige. 

Opposing the usage of the hypothetical space is, for example Nirvana Tanoukhi, who 

introduces the term scale which he considers to be more accurate and useful in concrete 

literary characteristic discussions. Casanova agrees with Moretti’s view on literary 

movements from a centre to a periphery. Contributions from the periphery have to circulate 

via a centre where they can gain status as world literature. 

     Maya Jaggi asserts that the Nobel Prize for literature has a global ambition, and that its 

Eurocentrism diminishes which serves as a reminder to all. Writers and readers alike are 

international, thereby forming ditto cultural structures in societies. The literary market and 

transnational economies promote circulation of world literature which, according to Jaggi and 

Casanova, includes all literatures of the world in all languages, either in translation or in their 

original language. It also includes works which are not yet accessible to readers because of, 
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for instance, being written in to them an unknown language, or by existing outside the global 

sphere. This view stands in contrast to Damrosch and others, who want a demarcation. 

     Some, like Dave Eggers and Kevin Brooks, want to see a world literature that engages 

people. It can give access to cultures and stories from corners of the world that are unknown 

and beyond the reader’s time or place. Others, like William Atkinson, states that the aim 

should be to have sources and receivers who are neither defined, nor limited by national 

boundaries. Brook, Damrosch and others, find it important for works to be susceptible to the 

variations and vitality of the world. The canon of world literature is non-static or unfixed, and 

not necessarily a masterpiece, thus mirroring world literature’s contemporary value. Due to 

consumerism and globalization of the literary market, works are increasingly promptly sold 

and translated, thereby quickly entering circulation. Damrosch sees structural challenges in 

managing these voluminous amounts of contributions. 

    Because of the vast volumes, world literature is more of a theoretical than a practical 

structure. Its rise as a discipline coincides with social, economic, and political changes and 

with increasing globalization. World literature is and has always been a rather flexible and 

thereby changing, non-static idea. Its concept varies according to local contexts and needs, 

although many classics and canonical works are the same around the globe. Works travel 

across continents and regions, crossing over cultures and languages. Today, world or 

planetary literature is aiming to be global in a geographical sense, and to see beyond all  

–isms. It embraces translation although some, like Owen, are critical. Others, like Spivak, 

argue that it is necessary to modify and regionalize certain translated works, like Tagore’s, in 

order for them to be globally understood, which serves as an example of world literature’s 

complex and elusive nature. 
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2.2.     The case of Shakespeare 

The following case study of William Shakespeare (1564-1616) aims to illustrate how a 

contributor to the canon of world literature can be used in contemporary societies. With focus 

on the former Eastern Europe, it will exemplify to what purpose and by which approach or 

method the contributions are used. It will also explore if they are static or eternal. The section 

starts with a brief analysis of what defines literary works and the classics, and via new 

theoretical approaches, ends in the mid-1990s. 

     Readers’ subjective value or disvalue of literary works varies in different times and places. 

As a result, some works acquire lives of their own and are assigned eternal qualities. These 

qualities ensure a position within the canon of world literature and masterpieces, thus rescuing 

them from passing fame. Damrosch defines world literature as works that are both seen as 

“the best” and that are considered to hold “universal appeal” (Theory xi). Today, this is true in 

the case of Shakespeare, whose works are viewed as both universal and eternal. He is read 

throughout the world, and his works are perceived and interpreted in infinitely many ways. 

But this has not always been the case. Damrosch points to Shakespeare’s changing popularity 

over the centuries and that he during his own lifetime was viewed less canonical than, for 

instance, his contemporary peer Ben Jonson. He also points out, that a reader who appreciates 

Shakespeare’s sonnets can normally read other Western sonnets, like Wordsworth, with an 

understanding of how they are built. However, this knowledge does not help the reader to 

interpret ghazals with their completely different rules for rhyme, thus highlighting the non-

static rules for world literature. For a long time after Shakespeare’s death, his works were 

little read, which gives an example of how the opinion of what is to become world literature 

can change over time. According to Owen, Shakespeare is not self-evidently a great poet. 

However, in the course of time his works have come to hold certain values. Other writers’ 

works are judged from these values and, if they enter the canon of world literature, 

Shakespeare’s works then become and appear self-evidently great. A. Owen Aldridge gives 

an example using Hamlet. It is very unlikely that the play’s readers or stage audience is a 

prince who is about to avenge his father’s death and who ends up a murderer. Nevertheless, 

something in the presentation or plot is appealing and evokes aesthetic pleasure, suggesting 

that universal literature is equivalent to “the universality of taste” and that Hamlet therefore 

belongs to universal literature (World 132). Shakespeare’s works appeal to both intellect and 

heart, and his plays include intriguing characters.  
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     Eagleton argues that literature has no “essence” and cannot be “objectively” defined, as it 

depends on how you read it and not what is written. No literature is “really” great and does 

not have any value in itself as “value” depends on particular criteria and readers’ subjectivity 

in specific situations (Event 114-15, 123; Literary 7-11, 176), thus indicating that world 

literature varies in essence, as how you read and readers’ subjectivity is linked to a certain 

time and place. Shakespeare has been variously interpreted and, over the course of time, 

‘different’ Shakespeare has emerged for contemporary societies to make use of and to value 

or disvalue. One use of his works is by a practical reading of Macbeth in search for 

information about witchcraft in the early 1600s. Another use is by understanding feelings in a 

literary work, which can give a theoretical and subjective knowledge of, for instance, sexual 

jealousy through Othello. If future societies undergo radical changes, its inhabitants may not 

understand Shakespeare at all, and his eternal qualities may seem to discontinue. His feelings 

and styles may appear alien or irrelevant, and therefore not valuable. As a consequence, his 

works would cease to be world literature. But their eternal qualities do not alter as this is due 

to the field’s non-static condition. Shakespeare’s works are eternal, and are amongst the most 

prominent in history, as well as in the canon of world classics. 

     When writing about history, Goethe believes that poets ought to mediate something 

“higher and better” than mere historical events in order to enter the canon of world literature. 

He thinks Shakespeare succeeds in this as well as in being nationally understood by, for 

instance, portraying his Romans [Julius Ceasar] as Englishmen to the English. The alluring 

writer that, according to Goethe, everyone strives to imitate, is so great that nobody reaches 

him, alongside other icons like Mozart and Raphael. Shakespeare’s works are more than just 

national literature, something Goethe predicts will decline as the age of world literature is “at 

hand” (Theory 20; What 2).   

     In a letter from 1859, Marx indicates that his followers need to “study Shakespeare”. 

Omitting to specify what he means in any of his writings, one interpretation is that they need 

to better understand Shakespeare’s knowledge as well as treatment of realities, and to imitate 

him. Some think Marx refers to a more traditional view and regard for the writer. His elevated 

position and greatness is metaphorically expressed by Engels, who considers Shakespeare a 

“titan” being active in a time of a great “progressive revolution”, referring to the English and 

European Reformation (Wang 296). 

     Through meticulous readings and focusing on characters, the Danish scholar George 

Brandes conducted the first comprehensive comparative study of Shakespeare’s entire works 

in 1895-96. Brandes found a complex personality, whose works serve as a prism for larger 
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historical processes. As a result, he remains as contemporary as any modern peer. During the 

fin-de-siècle, Moulton used Shakespeare as a ‘touchstone’ for literary criticism and theory. He 

conducted several studies using many of Shakespeare’s plays, including The Merchant of 

Venice, Macbeth, and King Lear. In order to understand the material, he sub-divided it using 

methods like grouping and contrasting, as well as technical analysis of drama and plot. The 

results show that Shakespeare is a master of plot construction, and an innovator of dramatic 

techniques. 

     Russian formalists also used practical, scientific methods, like Moulton, and gave attention 

to the texts’ material reality. Applying linguistics in their studies, they believe literature has 

its own specific laws and structures, made of words and not objects, topics, or feelings. 

Shakespeare is considered an aristocratic ideologist, who grieves feudal society’s 

disintegration. After the revolution in 1917, Shakespeare fell from grace in Russia and he 

came to be seen as unimportant. His plays were not staged and his other works were not 

interpreted. In Latvia, the new communist leaders doubted that Shakespeare was an 

acceptable cultural icon, although Marx had urged his followers to look back to him. But his 

status was seen as questionable, as he often writes about an aristocratic and bourgeois society, 

so the leaders were reluctant to promote him. In the following years the formalists were 

slowly undermined, and in 1934 Soviet authorities proclaimed socialist realism as the official 

and only cultural style and methodology, also applicable on already existing literary works. In 

this context, realism means ‘true to life’ or ‘reflecting the realities of life’ and emphasizing 

human conditions. Socialist realism is meant to expose capitalist corruption, and to provide 

positive role models for the working class. Its proponents stated that the treasures of World 

Literature were inherited by the proletariat. As a result, Shakespeare was rescued, for all of 

humanity’s sake, from the capitalist and decadent British. He is once again restored and 

popular, which gives an example of literature’s dependency on contemporary society’s 

appreciation. One literary critic states that Soviets “need Shakespeare like oxygen” and he is 

from now on seen as a poet of the rising proletarian class. (Eagleton, Literary 2-3; Ostrovsky 

56). Contrary to the earlier official view in Latvia, Shakespeare is by this time considered to 

be best understood by the working class and not the bourgeoisie. He is connected to socialist 

ideology and the leaders encourage contemporary applications of his works.   

     Some years later, Hamlet was banned by Soviet officials until the mid-1950s. The prince 

was considered dangerous, being a thoughtful and reflecting character. Other characteristics 

are, according to Makaryk, cynical witticisms and verbal irony. In his translation from 1940, 

Nobel laureate Boris Pasternak makes Hamlet “dedicated and self-sacrificing” as well as more 
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serious and heroic. Pasternak sees Hamlet as a drama of duty and self-denial, thus illustrating 

how a play can be modified to serve contemporary needs. Following Soviet directives, 

Ukrainian authorities formed a united front in relation to world classics. This combines an 

appeal to justice with a high regard for geniuses, naming Shakespeare as the author of 

unsurpassed works. A few years after the end of Stalinism, the production in 1959 of The 

Tempest in Poland, prompted strong objections among public and critics since extensive 

liberties had been taken with the interpretation of the text. The characters are bitter and shun 

totalitarian states and the hypocrisy of power. The island is a laboratory and Prospero is the 

test object leading to human emancipation. What the critics referred to as a ”mutilation” 

(Courtney 235) of the play, will in the coming years become the standard approach in Polish 

theatres. This gives an example of how plays can be used in order to serve a political agenda, 

which in this case is protesting against communist censorship. Poland’s use of Shakespeare to 

oppose Communist rule stands in contrast to the similar approach to promote Communist rule 

in Latvia. At the same time in the Soviet Union, Shakespeare is still considered an exemplary 

for the socialist realist writing. His works are translated into the country’s almost thirty 

languages and by 1966 over 5 million copies have been published. 

      In the same year, 1966, an anthropologist conducted studies among the Tiv in Africa using 

established linguistic codes, assuming that Hamlet is equivalently understood in all cultures. 

However, the codes were alien to the Tiv who considered incest and murder “conventional 

practices” and ghosts as being “familiar zombies” (Borgatta 1142), thus indicating that there 

is no universal interpretation and understanding of world literature. 

     In China, the view of Shakespeare is that of a complex, diverse, and non-static writer who 

poses a great influence on its culture and theatre. He is admired and worshipped, despite a 

changing society and culture, thus showing his eternal value. But there is scepticism towards 

ghosts, in for example Cymbeline and Hamlet. China is officially atheistic with an anti-

religious and Confucian soul. Confucianism discourages discussions of the unknown and 

supernatural including ‘things’ from other worlds, and people are reluctant to consider plots 

which include witches or wraiths. The ghost in Hamlet can be seen as a “visual illusion” 

reflecting the prince’s psyche. Proof of Hamlet’s subconscious projection is presented in these 

lines: 

HAMLET. My father – me thinks I see my father. 

HORATIO.  Where, my lord? 

HAMLET.  In my mind’s eye, Horatio.                          

(Wang  292) 
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     Marxist theorists study class struggle, social structures, and hierarchies. Using their 

methodology, with the perspective of social injustice, Chinese critics interpret The Merchant 

of Venice as a conflict between the old feudal system and the new bourgeois class. This is 

apparent in the economic confrontation between Shylock’s methods (old) and Antonio’s 

commercial aspirations (new). Cultural clashes are illustrated by arranged marriages (old) 

versus Portia’s and Jessica’s desire to marry of their own choice (new).  

     In China, the slow process to modernize literary theory based on new academic criticism 

began in 1978, followed by an upswing (after a downswing during the Cultural Revolution) 

for Shakespeare’s works. During the 1980s, his plays and poems were printed in 3 million 

copies, a second edition of his Complete Works in 1 million copies, and his Sonnets in 

350.000 copies. In contemporary China, studying The Merchant of Venice in translation is 

mandatory for second and senior classes, which results in some 5 million teenage readers 

every year. In order to ensure quality, knowledge of Shakespeare’s life and works is included 

in language and literature teachers’ examination. 

    In the West around 1980, Shakespearian scholars wanted to move away from Marx’s views 

on culture and the formalist method of discovering meaning by textual close reading. As a 

result, literary critical movements called ‘new historicism’ and ‘cultural materialism’ 

developed. According to Sharon O’Dair, new historicists mainly come from North America 

whereas cultural materialists mostly reside in Great Britain. Both movements descend from 

traditional Marxist literary criticism but depart from it over the question of economic 

determination. Both also decline to analyse literary texts using Marxist methodology. In order 

to create a common political platform, scholars address some of the movements’ shared 

concerns. They are, for instance, a post-structuralist notion of literature as being socially 

constructed and that social power is essential for the understanding of how culture is received 

and produced. Nevertheless, the contemporary consensus is that the two methods are clearly 

separated leading to differing interpretations of Shakespeare’s works. For British cultural 

materialists, Shakespeare’s influence is evident and his works alive. Part of their technique 

focuses on “the uses to which the present has put the past” (O’Dair 353), and to read and 

write in order to change the world. They aim to relate culture to society, and their perception 

is potentially more progressive. In order to remake Shakespearian studies, American new 

historicists focus on historical truths and the past. Estranging texts from where they 

originated, their historical analyses are often ‘linked’ to contemporary society and to social 

problems in it. 
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     After the fall of the Communist regime a few years into the 1990s, the perception of 

Shakespeare’s plays changed in Poland. The division of King Lear’s kingdom is no longer 

seen as a parallel to the divided post-war Europe. The exclamation that “Denmark is a prison” 

from Hamlet is no longer understood as a veiled exhortation to release political prisoners. 

Audience cannot as formally apply the statement that “something is rotten in the state of 

Denmark” as criticism towards corrupt and inadequate Communist rulers (Courtney 240-41).  

     Via the spread of Shakespeare’s productions throughout the globe and copious translations, 

he is unquestionably contributing to world literature. As Brandes suggests, Shakespeare’s 

works are indeed a prism for historical processes as the above gives examples of. Eagleton’s 

statement that literature lacks static essence, as it depends on how you read it and not on what 

is written, appears applicable in this case. Shakespeare is used as a positive or negative 

example emphasizing already present elements, alternatively introducing new ones into 

existing cultures. His writings are altered and applied serving political and cultural agendas in 

contemporary societies. Throughout the centuries, Shakespeare’s popularity and significance 

have increased and decreased but the richness, complexity and depth of his writings serve as a 

never ceasing source to scoop from. However, this ambiguous and yielding essence can in 

Shakespeare’s case also appear as a blankness or "nobodiness," to quote Jorge Luis Borges’ 

view on the writer. As a result, these conditions give readers or interpreters an opportunity to 

fill the literary source with whatever feelings or messages they like, which illustrates the 

evolving and varying essence of world literature.  
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III.     Conclusion 

World literature is a vast and elusive field and there is no comprehensive consensus on 

definitions or approaches. This essay has presented ideas and theories, from both early and 

today’s scholars, in order to attain clarity, and to give the reader an understanding of the field. 

It shows that, despite some disunity, scholars’ perceptions of world literature are based on 

similar values and has the same starting-point. Their disagreements are largely due to 

hypothetical questions like, for instance, what, if any, works should be excluded. 

     The rise of the discipline, over some 100 years, coincides with major social, economic, and 

political changes and with increasing globalization. These are, for instance, consolidation of 

nation-states, nationalism, improved trade routes and imperialism. Other factors are 

industrialization, demographic variations as well as changes in social structures and 

community status quo. 

     The essence of world literature is founded on both eternal qualities, and contemporary 

values, where certain works are considered world literature to some readers but not to others. 

Contemporary values can, for instance, depend on readers taste and subjective appreciation or 

disappreciation of works. Some works with eternal qualities like, for example, Greek classics, 

may seem static but are not, as readers‘ apprehension and interpretation of them change. 

Contributions fall in and out of circulation, which forms a discipline that is non-static and 

which content varies, changes, and evolves over time. By setting Shakespeare, and some of 

his works, in a relevant context, and drawing parallels to influences and realities, the text 

shows that different societies can exploit them in order to serve political or cultural agendas. 

     At present, the Institute for World Literature at Harvard University in the USA heads, 

together with their partners around the world, the uniting of the field. They state that the 

discipline now truly goes beyond European masterpieces and the classics and that it has a 

cultural, economic, religious, and political focus. These recent statements support the idea of a 

world literature which is all-inclusive and humanistic, and which strives to see beyond all  

–isms. World literature travels across regions and continents, crossing language and cultural 

barriers in a truly global spirit. This all points to world literature’s possibilities to promote 

global understanding and solidarity among mankind and thus conclude the essay.  
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