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History[ edit ] Johann Wolfgang von Goethe used the concept of Weltliteratur in several of his essays in the
early decades of the nineteenth century to describe the international circulation and reception of literary works
in Europe, including works of non-Western origin. The concept achieved wide currency after his disciple
Johann Peter Eckermann published a collection of conversations with Goethe in In a famous statement in
January , Goethe predicted to Eckermann that in the coming years world literature would supplant the national
literatures as the major mode of literary creativity: I am more and more convinced that poetry is the universal
possession of mankind, revealing itself everywhere and at all times in hundreds and hundreds of men. I
therefore like to look about me in foreign nations, and advise everyone to do the same. National literature is
now a rather unmeaning term; the epoch of world literature is at hand, and everyone must strive to hasten its
approach. 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 more and more
impossible, and from the numerous national and local literatures, there arises a world literature. Martin
Puchner has argued that Goethe had a keen sense of world literature as driven by a new world market in
literature. It was this market-based approach that Marx and Engels pick up in But while the two authors
admire the world literature created by bourgeois capitalism , they also seek to exceed it. They hoped to create
a new type of world literature, one exemplified by the Manifesto, which was to be published simultaneously in
many languages and several locations. This text was supposed to inaugurate a new type of world literature and
in fact partially succeeded, becoming one of the most influential texts of the twentieth century. Posnett argued
that world literature first arose in ancient empires such as the Roman Empire, long before the rise of the
modern national literatures. Contemporary understandings[ edit ] Over the course of the nineteenth century
and well into the twentieth, the rising tide of nationalism led to an eclipse of interest in world literature, but in
the postwar era, comparative and world literature began to enjoy a resurgence in the United States. As a nation
of immigrants, and with a less well established national tradition than many older countries possessed, the
United States became a thriving site for the study of comparative literature often primarily at the graduate
level and of world literature, often taught as a first-year general education class. The focus remained largely on
the Greek and Roman classics and the literatures of the major modern Western European powers, but a
confluence of factors in the late s and early s led to a greater openness to the wider world. The end of the Cold
War, the growing globalization of the world economy, and new waves of immigration from many parts of the
world led to several efforts to open out the study of world literature. This change is well illustrated by the
expansion of The Norton Anthology of World Masterpieces, whose first edition of featured only Western
European and North American works, to a new "expanded edition" of with substantial non-Western selections,
and with the title changed from "masterpieces" to the less exclusive "Literature". The explosive growth in the
range of cultures studied under the rubric of world literature has inspired a variety of theoretical attempts to
define and delimit the field and to propose effective modes of research and teaching. In his book What Is
World Literature? David Damrosch argued for world literature as less a vast canon of works and more a matter
of circulation and reception, and he proposed that works that thrive as world literature are ones that work well
and even gain in various ways in translation. Both Moretti and Casanova emphasize the inequalities of the
global literary field, which Moretti describes as "one, but unequal". The field of world literature continues to
generate debate, with critics such as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak arguing that too often the study of world
literature in translation smooths out both the linguistic richness of the original and the political force a work
can have in its original context. Once a primarily European and American concern, world literature is now
actively studied and discussed in many parts of the world. World literature series are now being published in
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China and in Estonia, and a new Institute for World Literature, offering month-long summer sessions on
theory and pedagogy, had its inaugural session at Peking University in , with its next sessions at Istanbul Bilgi
University in and at Harvard University in Since the middle of the first decade of the new century, a steady
stream of works has provided materials for the study of the history of world literature and the current debates.
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