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Still, in a sick, sad world, it’s hard not to be suspicious of anything as whole-
some as World Literature.

–“World Lite: What is Global Literature?”, 
editors of n+11

Cosmologists say that if space-time is infinite, then somehow, somewhere, 
all possible things exist. As someone who has taught that nebulous entity 
“world literature” for over ten years, I’d like to begin by sketching out one 
such alternate world. Think of this alternative world as a kind of World 
Literature Fantasy. In this parallel world, there is no dominant Western 
canon: only lots of good Western writers, struggling like everyone else to 
make their voices heard above the growing crescendo of the planet’s col-
lective murmur. Moreover, the people who live in Western countries actu-
ally realize they only form 10% of the planet. They understand that the 
non-Western is not some misrepresented ethnic minority, but Africa, Latin 
America, Asia, the Middle East – the overwhelming majority of the world. 
There are centers of influence, certainly, but they are multiple and constantly 
shifting. A decade of readers in Argentina might become obsessed with 
Middle Eastern fiction; a new generation in China might start to fixate on 
West African writers. The swirling network of influences – Swedes reading 
Turks reading Mexicans, Brazilians translating Urdu ghazals and Chinese 
tanka – forever shimmers, brightens and collapses, reconfiguring itself not in 
response to power and economy, but through a much more curious, seem-
ingly chaotic algorithm. There are certainly books which are read more than 
others, but they do not subscribe to a common ideology – in the anthologies 
of this world, Buddhists, Islamists, Anarchists and the occasional Capitalist 
argue with one another endlessly on contentious editorial boards. Writers 
in this alternative world feel no compulsion to communicate some anthro-
pological information about their community, although many choose to do 
so. Nor do they feel pressured to express themselves in some common, his-
torically established second language such as English or French. Every 25 
years, a new lingua franca is chosen by lottery – the four languages of the 
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twentieth century have been Quechan, modern Greek, Swahili and Thai. In 
many non-Western countries, British and American embassies try to raise 
consciousness about the little-known Anglo-Saxon people and their peculiar 
culture through music festivals and handcraft fairs, but with little success.

One of the reasons all of the above remains a fantasy (in our universe, 
at least) is that it excludes two things: history and power. Power ripples 
outward, and books and music and culture tend to ride out on those rip-
ples from powerful countries to less powerful ones. If those ripples bounce 
back, bringing something with them in return, it is generally a very selective 
counter-ripple, one calculated not to disturb the overall harmony of the 
pond. Similarly, history might be defined as the memory of power – that is, 
to specify my genitive, the memory belonging to power, the way the power-
ful remember. Perhaps one of the most insidious things about power is that 
it has the capacity to efface itself from its own effects. Leaders take control 
through the will of a deity, nations rise to power because of their intrinsic 
virtue, masterpieces become widely read due to their inherent greatness, cul-
minating in tautologies which (for example) attribute “value to the British 
for no apparent reason except that they are British”.2

Over the past 30 years, discussions around the subject of “world litera-
ture” have been growing more and more intense. Debates about what we 
should call something are not usually that interesting – it’s hard to get that 
excited about terminology – but these ones are somewhat different. To some 
extent they resemble medieval arguments in Abrahamic monotheistic tradi-
tions about how to talk about God (if at all). This is perhaps not too surpris-
ing, given what Rebecca Walkowitz has called the “unimaginable largeness” 
of the idea of World Literature.3 Does something like World Literature exist 
today – and if it does, can we say anything about it, positively or negatively? 
The affirmative theologians insist it does, and we can. David Damrosch 
believes in a World Literature that can be named, at least canonically, and 
whose effects can be best discerned through the translation of those names 
(“World literature is writing that gains in translations”4); exotericists like 
Franco Moretti shy away from any kind of reflection on essences, instead 
concentrating on phenomena like the external metamorphosis and mutation 
of form.5 Set against them is a line of negative, apophatic voices who argue 
that all our current concepts of World Literature may well be versions of 
a delusional artifice – either an undeconstructed and misrecognized legacy 
of Orientalist philology (Aamir Mufti), a capitalist, market-driven reality-
denying fantasy (Joseph Slaughter), or a fake “ethic of liberal inclusiveness” 
based on the systematic repression of the Untranslatable (Emily Apter).6

Two interesting points are emerging from these debates. The first is 
a radical historicization of how the planet has been culturally mapped – 
the increasing awareness that the world we were given to live in by our 
schoolteachers and television sets is a very particular product, with a very 
particular history. Mufti, following in the footsteps of Edward Said, sees 
Empire at the heart of such mapping. If Said had declared any modern 
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history of European culture to be inseparable from its imperialism, Mufti 
(amongst others) sees the “world” in World Literature to be very much a 
world drawn up in London, Paris, Washington and Berlin (tellingly, David 
Damrosch’s groundbreaking 2003 book What Is World Literature? had a 
group of Orientalists on its front cover, measuring the head of the Sphinx7). 
The second point is related: what is also becoming clearer is the extent to 
which a language of corporate capital, moving within a wider vocabulary 
of liberal humanism, is fetishizing certain keywords – ethnicity, develop-
ment, diversity, human rights – in order to produce a project which (in 
Apter’s words) “either reinforces old national, regional and ethnic literary 
alignments or projects a denationalized planetary screen that ignores the 
deep structures of … economic interest contouring the international culture 
industry”.8 St Augustine said that whatever we say about God is not true, 
and whatever we do not say about Him is true.9 For these scholars – and 
in the spirit of negative theology – everything we understand by the term 
“World Literature” is untrue. If the term is to have any meaning at all, we 
have to move beyond those names.

In making this point, I am not uncritically taking the side of Mufti and 
Apter. Mufti’s commitment to Said leads him to place Western imperialism 
– and its pedagogical face, Orientalism – at the heart of a cultural remap-
ping of global reality, “a reorganization that is planetary in scope”.10 Even 
sympathetic readers will have to acknowledge that in Mufti’s emphasis on 
the Middle East and the Indo-Islamic world, examples of significant non-
Western literary influence upon the West (such as the Latin American Boom 
or the success of postwar Japanese popular culture) are left out of Mufti’s 
powerful argument, just as the Ottoman Empire inhabited only spectrally 
the pages of Said’s legendary book.11 Power may be systemic, but it can 
also be idiosyncratic, and explaining the blips and contrarian bubbles 
of history has been the task of politically focused histories since Marx’s 
Eighteenth Brumaire. Similarly, Emily Apter’s deployment of untranslat-
ability as a “deflationary” critique of what she calls the “international cul-
ture industry”12 also runs into some issues – not necessarily its reliance on 
deconstruction or its meandering length, but perhaps a niggling concern 
about its radical epistemological position. In a book which mentions the 
words “capital”, “capitalism” and “modernity” over 150 times, the lurking 
framework of a (violently imposed) universalism sets up two kinds of ten-
sion with her desire for a “geopolitically case-sensitive and site-specific … 
comparative literature”.13 The first tension is the obvious one – the subject 
of the book, the homogenizing will-to-translate and the objects of incom-
mensurability which try to resist this. The second, subtler tension, however, 
lies within Apter’s book – if we can agree that some historically coercive 
structure of capital-driven modernity has taken place, are Wallersteinian 
figures such as Franco Moretti really producing nothing more than “quanti-
tative formalism”?14 In many ways it is the ghost of the translatable, not the 
Untranslatable, that stalks the pages of Apter’s book.
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The skepticism of the negative theologians, however, remains valid: 
much of what is taugh t/bro adcas t/ant holog ized/ discu ssed/ sold as “World 
Literature” today is compromised to the point of semantic invalidity in two 
different yet related ways. The first is a question of simple proportionate 
representation – a tired point, but one which needs repeating since so many 
figures in Western academia, publishing and broadcasting seem to miss it. It 
stems from an unwillingness or inability to see what a small fragment of the 
planet the “West” actually is, a blindness to demographic dimensions that 
ultimately gives 90% of the world the status of a “minority”. Enormous 
bookshops in Berlin whose five-bay Weltliteratur sections contain not a sin-
gle author who is not European or American; lists of Nobel prizewinners 
for Literature where the majority of the planet is given barely a quarter of 
the names; similar lists in respectable newspapers like The Guardian, which 
allow five – I repeat, five – non-Western names into its “Hundred-Greatest-
Novels-of-all-Time” roll call (at the end of the article it asked readers: 
“What have we missed? Have women been short-changed?”15); the appall-
ing state of “World Literature” anthologies (Norton, Longman, Bedford) 
taught on so many courses in the United States, anthologies of modern 
European and American literature masquerade as anthologies of World 
Literature (in the 2013 edition of the Norton, Goethe gets as many pages 
as Africa16). Anthologies are an interesting and overlooked factor in this 
studied construction of a Western-centered planet, not simply because they 
sell in their hundreds of thousands each year, setting the terms of the liter-
ary planet for an entire generation of 19- and 20-year olds, but also because 
many of the figures responsible for editing them are World Literature schol-
ars of some repute.17 The picture that emerges is of a planet where a small 
minority of countries, building on the legacy of 200 years of military and 
economic dominion, still try to present a “world literary space”18 (the term 
is Casanova’s) centered mainly around themselves and their achievements. 
The only real term for such Western-centered scholars, this book proposes, 
are “ten-percenters”: scholars who are convinced that the 10% of the planet 
they continually talk about is the planet.

Against the idea that some semantic recognition of this situation con-
stitutes an advance and a development in the debate, I would cite Žižek’s 
notion of “ironic disavowal” – the notion that through historicizing and 
deconstructing a particular hegemony, a soothing notion of awareness is 
created which allows the liberal to ironically distance themselves from the 
structure in the very act of supporting it.19 Anecdotally, this is a phenomenon 
witnessed in many conferences – at one symposium on the Messianic, I saw 
the keynote speaker interrupt himself briefly to acknowledge the irreducible 
complexity of Islamic civilization, before going on in the same breath to 
declare that the whole notion of the Messianic we had been discussing for 
the past week culminated in Hegel. At the most recent comparatist confer-
ence in Vienna this summer, David Damrosch was full of outrage for the 
perceived indifference of the West to non-Western authors – exactly why he 
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only allowed such voices 20% of his own anthology on nineteenth-century 
literature, unfortunately, was left unexplained.20 In the contents pages of 
one recent anthology (again the Norton), the last two pages are filled with 
Latin American, South Asian, African, Chinese names – a heartening sight, 
until one looks closer and sees barely a half-dozen pages allotted to each, 
clearly giving the impression of semantic diversity while actually reserving 
barely a wafer to it in a book the size of a telephone directory. On the back 
cover of another anthology, we are promised “a fresh and diverse range of 
the world’s great literature”, reflecting “an increasingly global culture”.21 
The share of Western texts is over 80%. A pattern of academic lip-service 
to diversity and globality permeates some of the most elite institutions and 
publishers in the West, performatively generating identities and discussions 
which are often in dialogue with no one but themselves.

Aside from the straightforward question of mathematical underrepresen-
tation, however, there are subtler mechanisms at work within the rubric of 
that vast ocean of a term, “World Literature”. If we take a glance at one of 
the most prominent journal-magazines in the field, World Literature Today 
– a journal with an annual digital reach of over half a million, and one that 
organizes the prestigious Neustadt Prize every other year – we get a sense 
of what is at stake in the debate (I draw almost all my examples from the 
past five years). As far as representation goes, World Literature Today has 
impeccable credentials – each bimonthly issue moves through the planet’s 
continents, featuring and interviewing writers from a range of countries 
that would put any anthology or Nobel Prize list to shame. Nor would I 
deny that there is a qualitative diversity of voices within its pages (Dipika 
Mukherjee’s excellent piece on Malaysia, for example, or Mandavaille and 
Naghiyeva’s brief but nuanced article on Azerbaijan’s female poets).22 There 
is even something refreshing and sincere about the fervor with which World 
Literature Today hurls itself, article after article, issue after issue, into the 
centerless depths of the planet’s fiction.

In implicit, often subtextual ways however, a certain worldview seems to 
gradually emerge in many of the magazine’s pieces. It is a worldview which 
expresses no explicit political position, and seldom makes any obvious show 
of national allegiance, even if this very absence of an open political identity 
forms part of its post-ideological politics. For the first-time reader, there are 
niggling issues – patronizing references to Latin American countries (Carlos 
Fuentes and his “mission to bring modernity to Mexican literature”23), a 
kind of tick-box introduction to each non-Western writer (prizes won, fel-
lowships awarded, universities taught24), as though satisfying some invisible 
formula for inclusion in the magazine. For all the magazine’s surface cosmo-
politanism, the eyeballs that wander through the world’s cultures still seem 
to wear some very Western spectacles – Jhumpa Lahiri’s stories are praised 
for their attention to Americanization and for embracing issues that are 
“redefining America”25, while the Mexican Jorge Volpi’s novel on the atomic 
intrigues of World War II is celebrated over his earlier, less “mature” novels 
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for being set exclusively in the United States and Europe.26 Interviewers 
also seem to follow this invisible Western anchoring – the first question 
put to Congolese writer Alain Mabanckou concerns his time at the College 
de France; when Aimee Phan asks two writers what other “Vietnamese-
American” writers everyone should be reading, they reply quite reasonably 
by discussing what Vietnamese writers we should all be reading.

As I read through the pages of World Literature Today, I asked myself: 
would it be unfair to call this an inflight magazine? The emphasis on life-
style, cultural authenticity, uniqueness and the consumer-freedom to realize 
one’s desires (in one issue the editor unequivocally equates World litera-
ture with freedom27) seems to share the same pain-free, politically anodyne 
world of the spa-studded magazines we find in the backs of airline seats. The 
articles on Soviet and post-Soviet literatures presented unproblematically a 
nuance-free progression from the evils of Communism to the freedom of 
capitalism28: the persistent questions which appear in every interview (what 
new writers should we be reading? what new patterns do we see forming?29), 
questions which tread a fine line between an intellectual curiosity and an eye 
for emerging markets; perhaps the most devastating similarity with inflight 
literature lies in the portrayal of cities – as “vibrant and innovative” hubs of 
creativity and growth (Detroit30), always with “rich” cultural histories and 
a “wealth” of diversity (Melbourne31), language which seems to borrow 
directly from gentrification projects and which makes urban literary identity 
almost synonymous with urban renewal. One article celebrates the ethnic 
diversity of Delhi, while omitting any mention of the rural poverty which 
drives so many Biharis, Bengalis, Tamils and Panjabis to the city in the first 
place.32 From this diversity, we move into a general paean to hybridity:

If the twentieth century was about gaining freedom from empire, irre-
spective of whether the empire was British, French, or Russian, the 
twenty-first century has shown a penchant for delivering humanity from 
another kind of imprisonment – that of ethnicity. It is a century where 
a global pop star singing in English can have a name like Zayn Malik 
and Pakistani ancestry; … where a Bollywood actress called Priyanka 
Chopra can play an FBI agent with aplomb on American network tele-
vision … where America can have a black president. … Crossover is the 
mantra of the day, and breathing simultaneously in different cultural 
milieus is commonplace.33

The passage, in its world-is-flat, Thomas Friedman-like version of cultural 
influence, exemplifies the aversion to any discussion of capitalism, violence 
and power in mainstream discussions of world literature today. The familiar 
strategy of neoliberalism to link in our minds the freedom of capital with the 
freedom of thought finds a subtle echo here in an idealized urban individu-
alism in which nationalisms and rigid ethnic identities (such as Palestinian, 
African/American, tribal/Adivasi) are always “backward” and “regressive”, 
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set against the freedom of the young professional who can, following the 
flow of capital, “transcend” these narrow trappings.

This is not to claim that huge, clumsy abstracts like “free-market capital-
ism” or “Eurocentric liberal humanism” can help us neatly explain every 
development in “World Literature” – each prize given, each record sale, 
each canonical admission. The mechanisms by which a Turkish or Mexican 
or Bengali novel finally reaches the eye-level point of sale in your airport 
bookshop, or gets recommended to you as you check your email, are mul-
tiple and beyond the algorithmic: the degree of domestic success behind the 
book, the ubiquity of the language it is written in, the gender of the author, 
the size and power of the agent or publisher behind it, the recognizability 
of the setting or semantic familiarity of the events it deals with.34 There 
are dominant patterns, however, and it is not simply magazines like World 
Literature Today which reflect them. If we take those three regions just 
mentioned – Turkey, Mexico and Bengal – and compare the kind of writers 
who succeed internationally with those who have not, overarching factors 
emerge.

Orhan Pamuk’s position as Turkey’s most prominent writer was estab-
lished well before his Nobel Prize, with My Name Is Red / Benim Adım 
Kırmızı winning the prestigious IMPAC prize in 2003. The two other fic-
tion writers who might have competed for this place – the Seventies writer 
Oğuz Atay, and the much earlier novelist Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar – are 
relatively unknown outside Turkey and have either been only recently 
translated (Tanpınar35) or left in their original Turkish. Whereas some of 
Pamuk’s books have actually been translated twice (The Black Book/Kara 
Kitab), Atay’s Tutunamayanlar (literally Those Who Cannot Hold On – 
considered one of the greatest Turkish novels of the twentieth century) 
has yet to meet an English-speaking public. The linguistic complexity of 
Tutunamayanlar, a book which is (among many other things) a response 
to Joyce’s Ulysses, could be cited as a feasible reason for its international 
unreadability; Tanpınar’s own vocation as a scholar of nineteenth-century 
poetry, and the extent to which his politically unwelcome work diminished 
his reputation in the modernizing Kemalist nation-state36, can also explain 
the low magnitude of his starlight in the global literary sky. Both of his 
major novels, Huzur/A Mind at Peace and The Time Regulation Institute/
Saatleri Ayarlama Enstitusu, demand some degree of familiarity with the 
history of the early Turkish state in order to grasp the tensions in the for-
mer novel and the satire in the latter. Pamuk’s most successful novels, on 
the other hand, either deal with intrigues against an Oriental backdrop of 
Ottoman Istanbul (Beyaz Kale/The White Castle and My Name Is Red), 
or interrogate the mystical underpinnings of political Islamism (Snow/Kar). 
The identity of the self is a constant theme (“Is there a way a man can 
only be himself?” asks one of his characters).37 While no one should deny 
Pamuk’s extraordinary novels deserve their international success, it is a suc-
cess amplified – or perhaps even conditioned – by a series of recognizable 
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land- and time-scapes, together with Zeitgeist-sensitive themes, buttressed 
biographically by public political positions which have been courageous but 
also, at times, not wholly without design.38

Similarly, if we discern certain features in the work of Carlos Fuentes 
which might facilitate the international digestibility of his oeuvre, this is 
not to detract from a remarkable writer, but simply to point out how the 
same visibility eludes other equally remarkable writers (Juan Rulfo, Rosario 
Castellanos, José Emilio Pacheco). That Fuentes remains the most famous 
face of Mexican literature to the outside world (with perhaps Octavio Paz 
running a close second) stems only partly from biographical facts – his phys-
ical (though not political) closeness to the United States; a fluency in English 
and a formative part of his childhood spent in Washington; a series of high-
profile connections to the world of film (his affair with Jean Seberg pro-
duced the novel Diana) and a Hollywood adaptation of his novel The Old 
Gringo/Gringo Viejo. As with Pamuk, there is a willingness in Fuentes’ most 
successful texts to interrogate Mexican identity and history in ways that do 
not exclude outside observers – the invocation of landscapes which will be 
familiar to the most minimally informed reader (Aztec struggles with the 
Spanish, Gothic houses with haunted pasts); a frequent use of mythology, 
often intelligent, sometimes exoticizing (one of Fuentes’ most anthologized 
stories concerns an Aztec sacrificial altar in the basement of a house39); per-
haps most pertinently, a willingness to talk about Mexico and Mexicanness 
in Spanish for a non-Spanish readership – in vast, world-historical, often 
tragic terms (a trait he shares with Paz). This self-alienation and renegotia-
tion with one’s national signifier in a work of fiction is not by any means 
uncritical – in Fuentes’ best work, this historical tone is parodied and 
mocked even as it is invoked40 – but one clear consequence is that it stages 
and performs the noun of the nation for the outside observer. The problem-
atic clarity ensuing from this self-othering is not found in Mexico’s most 
famous novel among Mexicans – Juan Rulfo’s Pedro Páramo – where the 
word “Mexico” does not occur once. Nor are such inquiries into the laby-
rinth of national identity ever really present in the alienated narratives of 
Rosario Castellanos or the intensely personal fiction of José Emilio Pacheco. 
In the absence of any template (colonialism, nationalism, migration) to pre-
sent the contingent experience, the particular is barred from entry into the 
universal, and remains un-exportable, local, opaque.

Yeats’ patronage, an anti-colonial struggle, and the propensity of a West 
forever inclined to choose a mystical India over a material one, all helped to 
lift Tagore’s genius into the wider currents of World Literature (even if his 
darker, less benign stories of village violence and marital murder continue to 
take second place to the transcendental poetry). Among more recent writers 
from Bengal, however, it is interesting to compare the textual fortunes of 
Amitav Ghosh and Mahasweta Devi: both fine novelists with a gift for nar-
rative, the former internationally bestselling, the latter critically acclaimed 
but only really famous within India and Bangladesh. To argue that language 
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accounts for this disparity – Ghosh writes in English, Devi’s work is almost 
completely in Bengali – offers only a partial explanation (Tagore wrote not 
only in Bengali but in the purest sadhubashi, while domestically successful 
novels in English like Upamanayu Chatterjee’s English, August have had 
only relative success abroad). Neither is a congruency with Western histori-
cal narratives necessarily applicable here as a factor – if Ghosh’s work has 
a single, overarching merit, it is the way his novels either draw attention to 
little-known imperialist crimes (the British opium trade in India in A Sea of 
Poppies) or focus on “South-South” cultural relationships that completely 
exclude the West (an Indian’s experience in Egypt, for example, or Bengali 
connections to Southeast Asia).41 Finally, this disparity in fame between 
the two writers can hardly be said to lie in a paucity of Western academic 
attention when one of Mahasweta Devi’s principal translators and commen-
tators has been Gayatri Spivak, perhaps the most renowned postcolonial 
scholar and critic today. What might privilege Ghosh’s fiction over Devi’s 
in an international arena is its attitude to the free movement of capital – 
whereas novels such as Ghosh’s In An Antique Land implicitly celebrate the 
old, wiser circulation of trade and commerce as a cosmopolitan model over 
the narrow-minded, restrictive nation-statism of the present, Devi’s stories 
of brutality and exploitation strike a much harsher anti-capitalist tone. In 
various texts (“Doulouti the Bountiful”, “The Arjun Tree”, “The Hunt”), 
violent collective resistance to the fake charms and patter of the free market 
is actively encouraged – and individuals who leave their communities almost 
always end up the victims of terrifying atrocities. If a novel like Ghosh’s The 
Shadow Lines or A Sea of Poppies extolls the empowering virtues of hybrid-
ity, so many of Devi’s stories seem to confirm the power of community – and 
denigrate the attempts of capital (entrepreneurs, landowners, crooked State 
actors) to fragment and atomize the collective.

 In short, an attempted “internationalization” of world literature is taking 
place, on certain terms, in certain ways. There is no specific center control-
ling these trends – not the British Council, or the office of Harper Collins, 
or the Harvard Institute of World Literature, or the New York Times. The 
effects of these and a multitude of other actors, however, overlap in power-
ful ways, and produce a situation in which each national book market is 
split schizophrenically between an international canon and a domestic one. 
This is a site of constant struggle, and to some degree this struggle is not new 
(Tagore was possibly one of the first non-Western writers to have to deal 
with the domestic effect of international fame). What is new, however, is the 
increasing influence the international readership in a digitally reduced world 
is starting to exert upon the domestic one– Afghans and Pakistanis reading 
The Kite Runner and The Reluctant Fundamentalist because they have been 
made into films; Turkish and Chinese readers turning to Orhan Pamuk and 
Mo Yan with fresh eyes because of their Nobel laureates.

One might also argue – against the above – that the idea of a non-Western 
literature (or for that matter, non-Western history or even consciousness) 
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constitutes nothing more than a Rousseauistic pipe-dream. Arif Dirlik 
(to choose one of the most compelling proponents of this view) makes a 
powerful case for Eurocentrism as a kind of ineluctable condition, since 
“the very desire to rescue history from Eurocentrism is entangled in the 
history of Eurocentrism”.42 Dirlik paints a situation whereby, much like a 
collection of plants that have grown together inside a cylindrical tube, the 
world’s cultures have been forced to interact with European modernity as a 
“[persistent] frame of reference”.43 To ignore this reality – in Dirlik’s terms, 
to use “de-historicized” concepts of Eurocentrism without addressing the 
material circumstances through which such Euro-American hegemony came 
to be – is to be subject to a kind of culturalist naïveté, forever lamenting 
Shakespeare’s presence in every world language without ever really address-
ing why this is the case.

The problems with this conviction of the impossibility of ever finding 
non-Western cultural autonomy are numerous. First of all, it underesti-
mates – and sometimes completely overlooks – non-Western influence on 
the West, and indeed takes place very often in the absence of any empirical 
familiarity with non-Western traditions (Roberto Dainotto, a professor of 
Italian literature, asks: “Could one imagine … a Korean theory of the novel 
written … without Ian Watt?” – a question which, it has to be said, first 
requires an unfamiliarity with the history of the eighteenth-century East 
Asian novel in order to be asked).44 Even Dirlik comes close to this, when 
he suggests it is “probably not” possible for a non-Eurocentric “Chinese 
or Indian history of the world” to come into being (451)45 – one won-
ders where the influence of Ibn Khaldun upon figures as diverse as Arnold 
Toynbee, Borges and Nirad Chaudhuri counts in such an assertion. A series 
of tremendous assumptions underlie this conviction of the planet’s success-
ful Westernization – assumptions which rely on a linguistic and philologi-
cal unfamiliarity with many of the world’s non-Western literary traditions 
(the possibility, for example, that stream-of-consciousness writing may well 
have emerged before DuJardin in the nineteenth-century Ottoman novel).46

Although Orhan Pamuk, in The Black Book, mocks the more reckless, 
race-to-the-moon versions of these non-Western candidates for proto-
modernity (those who claim, for example, “that Ibn ’Arabi had been the 
greatest existentialist of all time”47), a provisionary list of the more careful 
ways in which non-Western traditions have preceded some form or another 
of Western modernity is impressive. In addition to Turkish precursors to the 
stream-of-consciousness novel in late Ottoman nineteenth-century texts, we 
have, for example, elements of the modern nation-state in the Asante empire 
of precolonial West Africa (Basil Davidson); the fourteenth-century Ibn 
Khaldun proposed as the first secular historian48; South Asia, in particular, 
has been a rich source of such “protomodernities”, with Sheldon Pollock 
discerning early features of modernity in fifteenth/sixteenth-century Sanskrit 
treatises, while Amartya Sen (in a more popular fashion) has argued for 
the existence of a thoroughly empirical and skeptical intellectual tradition 
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in the Gupta period (from the fifth century onward) of Indian science and 
philosophy.49 In terms of literary history, perhaps the greatest lacuna of all 
concerns the extent to which so many European scholars appear unwilling 
or unable to acknowledge the non-European origins of the European novel 
– a series of ancient South Asian narratives, Arabized sometime around the 
eighth or ninth century, circulating northward into the Maghreb, trans-
lated into vernacular European tongues some three or four centuries later 
and finally making their influence felt on figures as central and constitu-
tive to the European tradition as Chaucer, Cervantes, Boccaccio and Dante. 
The zeal with which Western influence is detected upon the non-West, it 
seems, appears to diminish when detecting influences going in the opposite 
direction.

A related problem with this conviction of the ubiquity of the West is that 
it too easily assumes “engagement” to be “contamination” or even “imita-
tion”. Non-Western poets such as Tagore or Dutt can appropriate Western 
motifs without becoming versions of them – in the same way it would be 
unfair to call the European novel “Arab” just because one strand of its 
genealogy can be traced back (through Cervantes, Chaucer and Boccaccio) 
to vernacular translations of the Arabian Nights. Tanpınar’s novel Huzur 
may well be, on some level, a conversation with Joyce’s Ulysses – but its 
meditations on Ottoman decline, moral rejuvenation and the receding of 
faith in Forties’ Istanbul make it much more than a Turkish relocation 
of Stephen and Bloom. More than anything else, assumptions about how 
irreversibly “Western” the world is today overlook the crucial question of 
“performativity” – a word in which, we shall see, there is just as much a 
solution as there is a problem. Many of the things called “Western” in our 
contemporary discourse (multiculturalism, secularism, democracy, relativ-
ism) are more an example of how power structures semantically capture 
and repackage already extant discourses as their own, rather than evidence 
of the actual historical expansion of a unique idea. As “Western-ness” per-
forms itself inside and outside the West, it generates and exports a selective 
amnesia, one which sees everything non-Western as either leading up to it 
(if it is historically premodern) or a consequence of it (if it takes place after 
the arrival of the West). Even if an Arab Sufi can write in 1215 “The root of 
all things is difference”, such an idea will invariably be seen as “prescient” 
of Saussure50; even if we unpack the modern novel and find all manner of 
non-European (Arab, South Asian) composite elements, as a phenomenon 
the synonymy of “Europe” and “novel” is safely in place.

Neither deconstruction nor historicism, those two theoretical arms of 
Western liberal academia, seem to offer a real solution to combatting this 
process. The Western centering and squaring of the time and space we live 
in, through Greenwich and Mercator, appears to be a configuration which 
remains intact even after the most concerted critical assaults upon it. A 
world literature scholar of some repute (Theo D’Haen) spends half of a 
wonderful essay unpacking and historicizing the idea of the world map, 
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but still remains tethered to parameters and concerns that are essentially 
European (asking, for example, what a historical atlas of Shakespeare’s 
dissemination around the globe would look like).51A study as powerfully 
titled as Dipesh Chakrabarty’s Provincializing Europe, groundbreaking in 
so many ways for its rethinking of the colonial encounter with the modern, 
not only spends the first third of the book justifying itself to readers of 
Marx and Benjamin, but also arguably reprovincializes itself in its near-
exclusive focus on Westernizing elites in nineteenth-century Bengal.52 Aamir 
Mufti’s formidable historicizing – and re-Orientalizing – of many of the 
philological streams which have fed into the river of World Literature leads 
him to call for a new critical task – that of “untangling and rearranging … 
the various elements congealed into seemingly distinct and autonomous … 
literary histories” (128). Like Chakrabarty before him, and in many ways 
like Apter’s own wish for a “comparatism that recognizes the importance 
of non-translation … incomparability and untranslatability” (15), the hope 
is that we can unthink the Eurocentric and colonially defined parameters of 
the present and extract “submerged ways of thinking” ignored by systemic 
forces of power. And yet these projects remain epistemological projects, and 
they fail – or at least, remain incomplete – for three reasons.

The first lies in the inability of such approaches to deal with what one 
might term “congealed” histories – that is, successful mythologies of power 
so widely disseminated that they have taken on the opacity and solidity of 
stone (for example, the idea of Europe as the birthplace of not just scien-
tific but also cultural and political modernity). Historicizing the process by 
which certain narratives acquire ubiquity, or even exposing the keystones of 
such narratives to be nothing more than a semantic void, may well be valu-
able first steps – but the question is whether they lead to anything more than 
a “tremor” (to use Derrida’s phrase53). The question is particularly pertinent 
in the critiques of origins, where (a skeptic might argue) a certain philo-
sophical naïveté presents itself. In their conviction of the abiding power of 
the origin, they overlook, or badly miscalculate, the historical staying power 
of subsequent layers of meaning, even when the origin is revealed to be 
false or illusory. Once a signifier has been set into motion and has acquired, 
through time, a significant cluster of historical connotations around it, will 
the removal and replacement of the initial point of that signifying chain have 
any effect on the meanings which have subsequently crystallized in its wake? 
We have just considered the invisibility of the non-European components in 
the history of the formation of the European novel. Historically, Christian 
anti-Semites rarely seem to have been troubled by Jesus’ Jewishness, any 
more than today, in the United States, racist elements in the Republican 
Party worry over the antislavery origins of their movement. Or, to use a 
European example: if the name “Athens” really is derived from the Egyptian 
HtNt (“Temple of the Goddess Neit”),54 how much effect will this really 
have on the pervasive, Classical power this city-name continues to exert on 
Europeans today?
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One might argue that it is unrealistic to expect theoretical critiques to 
deal with the transubstantiated material effects of successful, established 
ideology – and I agree that, in the end, it may well be the changing format of 
geopolitical capital (the emergence of BRIC/MIST countries, for example) 
that decenters the map of world literature far more effectively than any set 
of well-intentioned academics. A second problem, however, lies with the 
commitment of such decentering critiques to the Euro-American object of 
their criticism. This is a familiar charge, often leveled in the past at postco-
lonial theorists, and in particular at Edward Said, in whose Orientalism not 
a single Arab voice is to be found, and whose Culture and Imperialism talks 
significantly more about Camus, Kipling and Conrad than it does about 
Faiz Ahmad Faiz and Abdelrahman Munif. Emily Apter herself does an 
excellent job of detailing how literary critics, past and present, have been 
“unable to rework literary history” (20) due to what has been memorably 
called “the Eurochronology problem”,55 even if Apter’s attempt to “wean 
World Literature from its comfort zone” (450) still remains a comfortably 
European book, drawing fluently on an impressive canon of High Theory 
(Derrida, Heidegger, Deleuze) and ending on a note of Nietzsche, ecology 
and Lars von Trier. My observation is not a dismissive one – the exposure of 
ideology’s trappings is a valuable moment, but to truly unthink the Western-
centered narratives of the present, certainly within World Literature, a more 
performative vocabulary is needed.

I use the word “performative” with reference neither to Butler nor to 
Austin (the two thinkers most familiarly associated with the word56), but 
rather in the spirit of theorists like Naomi Klein, who suggests that the 
best way to overturn a system is not necessarily to fight it, but to construct 
a space where the claims of that system are made visibly invalid and irrel-
evant.57 The circumvention implicit in the title of this introduction does not 
mean to ignore, to overlook, to pretend never happened: to move past the 
West is more about a sober and accurate evaluation of the contribution of 
North America and Europe, but within a larger framework that sees them 
as two actors among many, many others. A reconfiguration, not a removal, 
of attention; a readjustment of recognition, one which does not necessarily 
replace Eurocentrisms with Afro- or Sino- or Latino-centricities, but which 
would be as sensitive to Lahore and Manila and Cairo as it is to Paris and 
New York.

A number of academic gestures exist in this direction, but not nearly as 
many as there should be. One of the virtues of the half-century old field of 
Mediterranean Studies (beginning with Braudel and helped on by theorists 
like Bourdieu) is that it decentered Europe and reimagined it around a Middle 
Eastern and African shore.58 Although still configured within a North-South 
hemispheric divide, “South-South” approaches also involve some form of 
attention to the relationship between non-Western regions, with journals 
such as Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 
among the most prominent.59 Robert J.C. Young’s “tricontinentalism”, 
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inspired by the 1966 conference in Havana and embodying the Marxist, 
anti-imperialist spirit of Che Guevara, Fanon and Ho Chi Minh, has also 
brought welcome critical focus to the non-Western world, even if – like 
Pankaj Mishra’s work on al-Afghani, Tagore and Liang Qichao60 – the 
central theme of anti-colonial struggle risks forever chaining countries like 
India and Egypt to essentially antagonistic identities, ontologically locking-
in their histories to the very powers they have liberated themselves from. A 
version of this problem haunts (though by no means invalidates) two other 
recent attempts at “unworlding” the mundum World Literature offers us 
– Peter Hitchcock’s The Long Space (2010) and Pheng Cheah’s What Is 
a World? (2016), both of which draw on multi-continental approaches to 
defamiliarize and dismantle globalized normativities.61 Hitchcock’s invoca-
tion of writers from four disparate regions (Indonesia, Guyana, Algeria and 
Somalia) is intended to illustrate anomalous moments within “a postmod-
ern global episteme” (2), and although more specifically couched within a 
framework of postcolonial theory, it is perhaps a more ambitious selection 
than the one Pheng Cheah offers in his fascinating reexamination of World 
Literature as a “world-making activity” (2). Perhaps one of the most salient 
effects of Cheah’s book is to warn us against fixating too much on cartog-
raphy (“literary exchange generates a spiritual world that transcends spatial 
networks” (6)). Drawing on Heidegger, Arendt and Derrida, Cheah reminds 
us how all acts of worlding also require “unworlding” – a reference to both 
the destruction of premodern universes by the colonial juggernaut, but also 
to “disrupting and resisting the calculations of globalization” (9). The fact 
that Cheah draws on exclusively English-language writers as a resource for 
“reworlding the world” (12) – Michelle Cliff, Amitav Ghosh, Nuruddin 
Farah, Ninotchka Rosca and Timothy Mo – is mildly disappointing, even 
if this need is understandable within the wider context of showing how 
“global flows [of capital] destroy worlds” (13). The irony of using English-
language, bestselling writers like Ghosh to foreground the “heterotempo-
rality of precolonial oral traditions” (ibid) – apart from overlooking or 
ignoring the relationship between language and time – is not a devastating 
irony, but it does illustrate some of the dangers the use of a “postcolonial 
South” can entail in the search for an “alternative temporality”.

A truly post-Western World Literature would need praxis as well as teo-
ria, and would have to be willing to cross languages as well as continents, 
and canons as well as worlds. It needs to retain enough of a sense of the 
colonial to remap and reframe the inherited present, but not so much that it 
allows Bretton Woods and Bandung to reemerge spectrally in the form of a 
tacitly configured future. Cartography here (pace Cheah) can be a possibil-
ity as well as a limitation – the connecting together of unexpected cities, for 
example, in unanticipated ways. What did the literary year of 1923 produce 
in Jeddah, Buenos Aires and Seoul? What was written in 1950 in Mexico 
City, Istanbul and Calcutta? Common digits do not have to assume com-
mon timelines. An examination of genre, carefully delineating the Western 
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influence but within a space that would see effects coming from all sides – 
the ghost story, for example, in Turkish, Mexican and Bengali fiction, not-
ing what is Victorian in Tagore or Gothic in Fuentes, but keeping equally 
present the cackle of a folkloric spirit, the echo of a Mayan myth, even 
the ghost of an Armenian past. No one pretends the difficulties involved 
in what might be termed “circumventing the West” are not considerable 
– what do we do, for example, with non-Western writers who fixate on 
England or France, such as Nirad Chaudhuri or Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar? 
How do we deal with the Francophilia of the Maghrib (or of Mexico for 
that matter, or Argentina)? A comparatism subtle enough to recognize the 
internalization of ideological influence without discounting the significance 
of an Empire-buttressed modernity has to see the colonial relationship while 
trying to look beyond it. Looking at a history of Islam in Latin America, 
or a parallel literary history of Turkey, Mexico and Bengal (or Egypt, Chile 
and Pakistan, or Jeddah, Buenos Aires and Seoul) might be one such step.

Methodology: Caveats, Reservations, Limitations

Which brings us to the aim of this book – and its methodology. Why 
Mexico, Turkey and Bengal? To some observers, each region may well have 
characteristics which sharply distinguish it from the other two. Of the three, 
only Turkey has difficulties producing something equivalent to either adi-
vasi/tribals or pre-Columbian indigenous peoples (to call Kurds, Greeks or 
Armenians “indigenous” overlooks Turkey’s different history of people set-
tlement); of the three, only Mexico has had no demographically substan-
tive experience of Islam. Moreover, in contrast to Turkey and Bengal, only 
Mexican writers will sometimes feel a definite ethnic/cultural commitment 
to Europe as a continent left behind – a sense of belonging and origin una-
vailable to most Turkish and Bengali writers. Perhaps the starkest distinc-
tion lies with Bengal itself – the only region of the three never to have been a 
modern nation-state, and certainly the only one to regularly employ English 
on its home soil as an acceptable literary language. 

 The combination of Mexico, Turkey and Bengal should be understood, 
first and foremost, not as an attempt to define a “true” essence of World 
Literature, but rather as a usefully provocative alternative: a sequence of 
non-Western regions which might provide the basis for a fruitful rerouting 
of global literary conversations. The histories of the regions themselves, 
on closer examination, yield all kinds of tentative commonalities – and 
not simply those limited to a South-South-South approach, even if these 
seem to be the most visible on an initial glance. All three regions have had 
some form of encounter with Western imperialism – even if this manifested 
itself in a somewhat different manner in the aftermath of the Ottoman 
Empire, where the Turkish War for Independence (Istiklal Savaşı) pur-
sued somewhat different parameters than the independence struggles in 
Bengal against the British and in Mexico against the Spanish Crown (and 
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later, of course, against both French and U.S. power). All three regions 
have a single, dominant metropolis (Istanbul, Calcutta, Mexico City), with 
nineteenth-century modernizing elites, generally an urban bourgeoisie who 
have taken it upon themselves to educate both an urban working-class and 
a rural proletariat; all three sets of elites have brought with them their own 
religious/secular tensions – whether it is a struggle between the laik and the 
ulema in Turkey, between an educated bhadralok and deeply Hindu con-
sciousness in Bengal or the kind of conservador/liberal tensions which gave 
rise to a priest-led insurrection like the Cristero War in Mexico. All three 
regions have had language issues at the very heart of their identity strug-
gles – whether it is the Romanization of the Turkish script in the 1920s 
and the long history of discussions leading up to it; the late nineteenth-
century debates in the Academia Mexicana de la Lengua over a central 
Spanish dictionary for Mexico and disagreements over whether such a 
dictionary should be monocentric/plurocentric62; or the various debates in 
Bengali not just between practitioners of the upper caste, more Sanskrit-
based Shadhubhasha and the colloquial, everyday, more Perso-Arabic 
Cholitobasha, but also the early twentieth-century arguments around what 
constitutes vulgar and poetic language.63 The fact that core issues such as 
these are not merely limited to non-Western countries – the early British 
nineteenth century, for example, underwent its own series of language 
debates in the search for a poetic vocabulary that communicated ordinary 
life – underlines how the methodology of this book is not merely that of a 
South-South-South approach.

All three regions have had their own history of class struggles – either 
tensions between upper caste and lower caste/Dalit groups, between a rul-
ing aristocratic/ European Mexican class and a campesino/indigenous prole-
tariat, or between an urban, landed upper/middle class (often located in the 
centers of Istanbul and Ankara) and a Turkish working-class which became 
increasingly industrial as the twentieth century progressed. Such struggles 
have led in all three regions to the creation of communist parties – although 
the trajectory of Mustafa Suphi’s TKP and the Partido Communista 
Mexicano (founded ironically by a Bengali leftist, Manabendra Nath Roy, 
in 1917) would never achieve the same success as the much later CPI(M) did 
in West Bengal. Patriarchy has also been a dominant structure in Turkish, 
Mexican and Bengali society – with the turn of the twentieth century pro-
ducing feminist voices such as Halide Edip Adıvar (born 1884), Begum 
Rokeya (b. 1880) and María Arias Bernal (b. 1884), all of whom had dif-
ferent arrangements of male authority (sometimes secular, sometimes reli-
gious, sometimes foreign, sometimes domestic) to confront and navigate.

What is perhaps most interesting about these three regions, historically, 
is the way their own struggles against Western hegemony have produced 
internalizations of outside dynamics that sometimes reproduced colonizer 
mentalities. Whether it is the Bengali nostalgia for the lost imperial capital 
of Calcutta (moved to Delhi in 1911) and the belief that they “co-ruled” 
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India with the British, the pride in the Second Mexican Empire and the 
treatment of non-Spanish-speaking Mexicans, or the fond recollection in 
Turkish popular memory of the lost Ottoman territories of the Balkans and 
the Middle East, all three regions have seen themselves at some time or 
another as centers of hegemonic power. All these regions have witnessed 
violent separatist struggles (Naxalites, Zapatistas, Kurds), even if the tone 
and focus of these movements have been quite different. Finally, as we have 
said, all three literary traditions have produced – despite their struggles with 
European colonialism – a certain degree of Eurocentrism: the Anglomania 
of Nirad Chaudhuri and Michael Madhusudan Dutt, the devotion to French 
literature of Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar and Yahya Kemal, the classicism or 
general Francophilia of writers such as Alfonso Reyes and Octavio Paz. 
While these are not merely one-way absorptions of influence (Tanpınar’s 
Huzur – as we have said – constitutes much more than merely a Turkish ver-
sion of Ulysses), they are testament to the way peripheral cultural systems 
can mythologize economically/militarily dominant centers.

This final point is reflected in the somewhat canonical versions of Turkish/
Mexican/Bengali literary history I have had to use in this book – canons 
which are, respectively, Turkish Sunni Muslim/Ladino-hispanophone/upper 
caste Hindu in nature. If a single thing unites all three literary traditions, 
it is the way all three have systematically kept Greek, Armenian, Kurdish, 
Mesoamerican-indigenous, Adivasi, Dalit and Bengali Muslim voices out of 
their modern literatures.

The pressure to open up and expand the parameters of “Turkish litera-
ture” to include its minorities, past and present, is still part of an ongoing 
process.64 An estimated 15% of people living in Turkey are of Kurdish 
origin, and two of the main variants of Kurdish (Kurmanji and Zaza) are 
widely spoken in the southeast of the country, often on a bilingual basis 
with Turkish. Although the scholar Muhidine has called Kurmanji “the 
second language of Turkey’s literature”,65 the struggle to place writers such 
as the modern novelist Mehmet Uzun and even classical authors such as 
the seventeenth-century poet Ehmedê Xanî into the Turkish canon remains 
a difficult one. Even though the first literary translation from a Kurdish 
text into Turkish took place in 1869, and even though Kurdish was always 
considered a part of the Ottoman literary tradition ,66 a familiar political 
amnesia has patrolled the boundaries of what constitutes, even today, a 
Turkish milli edebiyat (national literature). Kurdish writers, in this respect, 
may be split up into four categories with regard to the Turkish literary 
canon: writers in Turkish of Kurdish origin (Cemal Süreyya, Yaşar Kemal, 
Yılmaz Güney) who do not necessarily consider themselves to be “Kurdish 
writers” (“I am Kurd too”, as Yaşar Kemal put it, “But I am not a Kurdish 
writer”67); self-consciously Kurdish writers who write in Turkish because it 
is the language they are most articulate in (Suzan Samancı, Şeyhmus Diken, 
Yılmaz Odabaşı – the latter who coined the expression “Türkcede bir Kürt 
Şair”/“Kurdish poet in Turkish language”68); Kurdish writers who write 
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in Kurmanji or Zaza, but who because of their Anatolian roots have some 
degree of traction in the Turkish literary sphere – Mehmet Uzun being the 
most famous of these figures, but also writers such as Hesenê Metê and the 
poet Cigerxwin; and then, finally, a category which does not really concern 
definitions of Turkish literature – Kurdish writers (such as the poet Sherko 
Bekas) belonging to regions outside Turkey, in Iran, Syria and Iraq, many 
of whom do not have Diyarbakir but Sulaymaniyah as their literary hub.

The question of bilingual Turkish-Kurdish writers, in particular, suggests 
a porous dimension between the two literary spheres, in many ways reminis-
cent for Western readers of Irish debates about the status of Irish language 
and its relationship to the country’s literary output in English. There are 
novelists, for example Mehmet Uzun, who wrote their fiction in Kurdish 
but their essays and criticism in Turkish.69 There is also the familiar ques-
tion of how “secondary” languages ebb and swell and the background of 
a writer’s unconscious as s/he tries to put their thoughts in a primary one. 
The scholar Scalbert-Yücel quotes a Turkish-Kurdish poet, Metin Kaygalak: 
“Even if I write in Turkish, the other languages I know … will enter my 
poetry. Therefore I cannot produce a clean [temiz] … poem”.70 The ineluc-
table presence of other languages (Kurdish, Armenian, Greek, Arabic) in a 
country as historically diverse as Turkey has inevitable implications for the 
definition of a “national literature”. Although prestigious Turkish literary 
presses such as Metis have begun to publish translations of Kurdish writ-
ers, political circumstances at the time of writing seem to reflect a resurgent 
nationalist tone in all matters cultural. Selahattin Demirtaş, the Kurdish 
leader of a Turkish opposition party HDP and also an accomplished writer 
of short stories, is currently in jail.

 In terms of Armenian writers, too, Turkish literature is currently under-
going a slow but steady reworking and revising of its conventional bounda-
ries (a process accelerated by the assassination of Hrant Dink in 2007). 
The satire of Yervant Odian, the memoirs of Zabel Yessayan, the stories 
of Krikor Zohrab and the poems of Bedros Tourian are all in a process of 
translation and reevaluation within Turkish scholarship. Turkish-Armenian 
writers lived and wrote in the same cities as Turks, setting their novels and 
stories in the same locales. As Mehmet Fatih Uslu points out, the exclusion 
of Armenian writers from the Turkish literary canon conceals a number of 
ironies: in 1851, the Armenian Vartan Pasha wrote in Armenian script the 
very first novel in Turkish (Agapi Story), while Armenian priests authored 
the first plays in Turkish at the end of the eighteenth century (the latter 
point, it should be said, acknowledged by Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar in his 
masterly history of nineteenth-century Turkish literature).71 Indeed, the 
years 1908–1915 – effectively the space between the Young Turks’ revo-
lution and the mass extermination of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire 
– is seen as a tragically short-lived period of literary promise for Turkish 
Armenian literature, in which a substantial anthology of famous Armenian 
short stories was translated into Turkish and circulated widely.72 Yervant 
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Odian even published his famous novel Abdulhamid and Sherlock Holmes 
simultaneously in Turkish and Armenian during this period.73 Alongside 
Uslu, Turkish scholars such as Fatih Altuğ, Hülya Adak and Murat Cankara 
are trying to address some of the ramifications of these lacunae.

The presence of indigenous writers within Mexican literature and its 
canon involves a surprisingly similar set of issues as the Turkish case – par-
ticularly concerning the question of hybridity, the institutional (non)recog-
nition of the past, the resistance of the mainstream to disruptive elements 
and the whole idea of what a minority literature means per se. An estimated 
20% of Mexico identifies itself as “indigenous”, with a smaller number 
(around six million people) speaking one of the country’s 60 indigenous 
languages. Despite this considerable physical presence, indigenous writing 
is a peripheral presence on the mainstream literary scene – in bookstores, 
indigenous poets find themselves placed together not with Mexican poetry 
but rather under ethnographic sections,74 and poets such as Juan Gregorio 
Regino see themselves ignored by a “cosmopolitan elite”.75

Although the Roman alphabet began to be used by indigenous groups 
in the aftermath of the conquest (as early as the 1540s), the explosion in 
modern, indigenous literature, self-consciously written in languages such 
as Nahuatl, Maya and Zapotec, has only really begun in the last quarter of 
the twentieth century. There were certainly famous writers in the Mexican 
canon of indigenous origin – most notably Ignacio Altamirano (d. 1893), 
who wrote in Spanish but spoke Nahuatl; at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, the journal Neza was publishing the poems of the Zapotec poet 
Pancho Nácar.76 It was in 1994, however, that the first novel in Zapotec 
(Javier Castellanos Martínez’s The Songs of the Five Winds) was published, 
and in 2005 the first novel in Maya by a female writer came out (Sol Ceh 
Moo’s Teya).77

Over the past 20 years, indigenous literature – often through the use of 
“parallel texts” in Spanish – has acquired a growing presence in Mexican 
letters, and cultivated audiences inside and outside their own communi-
ties (and increasingly, it should be added, outside Mexico). Poets such as 
Briceida Coevas Cob (Maya), Manuel Espinosa Sainos (Totonac) and Irma 
Pineda (Isthmus Zapotec) have been translated and published by state bod-
ies, and journals such as Blanco Móvil have dedicated entire issues to indig-
enous women writers.78 The relationship to Spanish language in all of this 
has been a controversial one. Some scholars point out how many of the pio-
neers in this explosion of indigenous literature have been trained as bilingual 
educators,79 suggesting Spanish has played a key, albeit hidden, role in the 
growth of contemporary indigenous literature. As with the Turkish-Kurdish 
poet Metin Kaygalak and his professed inability to write a poem in “clean” 
Kurdish, the Zapotec poet Victor Terán argues many indigenous poets are 
thinking in Spanish when they write,80 while at the other extreme of the 
argument, the Mazatec preacher and poet Prado Pereda avoids Spanish 
when at all possible.81 Given the fact that almost all the major figures in 



20 Introduction 

contemporary Mexican indigenous literature are bilingual Spanish speakers, 
the question of the relationship of the colonizer’s language to the indigenous 
writer’s present is an abiding one.

Finally, and unsurprisingly, the realm of what is termed Bengali litera-
ture (Bangla sahitya) has also been criticized for its oversights, particularly 
with regard to Dalit and Muslim writers. Dalit (so-called lower caste or 
“untouchable”) literature has its modern origins on the other side of India 
in Maharashtra, as the writer Manoranjan Biyapari points out.82 Although 
Dalit novelists such as Advaita Mallabarman have achieved some degree of 
fame (one of the most famous films in Bengali arthouse cinema is Ritwik 
Ghatak’s adaptation of Mallabarman’s novel, A River Called Titash83), 
there is a general sense that the cultivation of literary prestige in Bengali 
literature is very much an upper-caste affair.84 In this respect, the paucity of 
critical attention to Bangladeshi writers (or, before 1947, Muslim writers 
from Bengal) also reflects a very Hindu, even Brahminic bias. Z.H. Raju has 
called Muslims in Bengal “the forgotten majority”85 (half of pre-partition 
Bengal was Muslim), and this is certainly reflected in the relative absence of 
Muslim characters in, say, the short stories of Tagore.86 The Eastern half 
of Bengal, partitioned initially in 1947 into “East Pakistan” and then, after 
1971, into Bangladesh, has produced an entire canon of writers that are 
only now beginning to find visibility across the subcontinent.87 Poets such 
as Shamsur Rahman and Kaiser Haq, deeply pessimistic prose stylists such 
as Hasan Azizul Huq, controversial female writers such as Rizia Rahman 
and the (banned) Taslima Nasrin, not to mention a whole plethora of rising 
young novelists in English (Adib Khan, Monica Ali, Tahmina Anam) are 
emerging as an unignorable literary tradition in their own right.

I am stressing the internal diversity of the Mexican/Turkish/Bengali lit-
erary traditions because this comparative study of three regional literary 
systems has, to some extent, been forced to adopt the canonical, historically 
sedimented contours that come with them. In one sense, it leads us to the 
paradoxical situation whereby, in order to performatively decenter hegem-
onic centers globally, we have to collude with local hegemonies regionally 
(similar, perhaps, to the anti-colonial struggles whose movements often 
adopted an identity not always in harmony with the complex gender, eth-
nic and class composition of their peoples). Understanding how literary 
systems work – for example, how their ghost stories and hotel narratives 
and myth retelling devices function – means, to some extent, accepting the 
present configurations of such systems. Although absolutely sympathetic to 
the scholarship that has tried to work against this, this comparative study 
of three different regions has had to work with the current realities of an 
already inscribed set of traditions. Or to put it bluntly: one battle at a time. 
The task of helping to recover and reincorporate an Armenian Turcophone 
tradition, a Kurdish-Turkish literature, a contemporary fiction in Nahuatl/
Zapotec/Maya, or a Bengali literary tradition replete with Muslim and Dalit 
names, will have to be left to others.
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A reader might also ask: why these six motifs – hotels, ghost stories, 
femicides, myth, melancholy and orientalism? To choose half a dozen 
“universal” motifs – love, God, death, motherhood, etc. – would have 
simply reinforced a humanism and overlooked the true subject of this 
book, which is the becoming-modern of this world. All of the motifs here 
involve, in some way or another, the project of modernity: whether it is 
the process of alienation, the demands of an imperial leisure class, the 
modern subject’s memory of violence, its incessant reconfiguration of the 
past, and its gradual coming-to-consciousness not just of the patriarchal 
structures it inhabits, but also the way it “others” everything around it, 
including its own self.

Perhaps one closing point should be emphasized before we move on to 
the actual texts themselves. The task of this book is to find non-reductive 
commonalities in literary texts across three different regions. Sometimes 
these commonalities take place in texts written at approximately the same 
time; sometimes, they concern stories or novels separated by decades. This 
study does not always restrict itself to texts from the same historical period 
because it remains open to the possibility of ahistorical tensions and mecha-
nisms within these texts – the idea of the spectral, for example, an expres-
sion of desire, might just as easily find itself in a nineteenth-century ghost 
story as a twenty-first century novella. This does not mean this approach is 
identical with that of Frederic Jameson, even though I have a great deal of 
sympathy with his work. The three chosen regions are not going to be stud-
ied because their literature somehow represents what Fredric Jameson infa-
mously labeled “Third World literature”. My approach here, while sharing 
some initial premises of Jameson’s, is distinctly different. This book agrees 
with Jameson’s assertion that texts from developing countries all reflect “a 
life-and-death struggle with first world cultural imperialism … and mod-
ernization” (68); to a lesser extent, it also acknowledges the validity of 
seeing cultural and psychic structures as being “objectively determined by 
economic and political relationships” (76). This does not mean, however, 
that texts from Mexico, Bengal or Turkey are “necessarily allegorical” (69), 
or that literature from these regions are somehow more consciously allegori-
cal than so-called First World literature (79). Many critics have rightly taken 
issue with the First Class/Third Class binary that follows on from this jux-
taposition of a Western literature, unconscious, subtle, private and idiosyn-
cratic, and a non-Western literature, crude and explicit, always public and 
allegorical. What this book will examine, through the lens of devices such 
as the ghost story and the theme of melancholy, is how parallel modernities 
may or may not develop in the literatures of three very different regions. 
Some of the points we raise will also be valid for the literary histories of 
England or the United States; other observations may have to rely on the 
specific colonial histories of the country concerned. At no point, however, 
will Bengalis, Mexicans and Turks be lumped together as “Third World 
writers”.
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But now that he was a ghost, he realized that his primary problem was that 
he was the past, not the present.

–Hasan Azizul Huq, “The Agony of the 
Ghost”1

A ghost story is usually about an interruption. One reality interrupts 
another, one musical performance disturbs another already in play. Two 
worlds, two times, bump into one another, sometimes antagonistically, 
sometimes collaboratively. In some texts, a struggle takes place as two dif-
ferent temporalities vie for control of the same building or person; in oth-
ers, the two worlds merge and overlap harmoniously, content to mirror 
one another without intruding to the point of primacy. The idea of an 
interruption as the central premise of the modern ghost story or “episode” 
sits against a familiar critical background: that ghosts are a symptom of 
repression, that their presence – the way they leak into fiction, film, music 
and popular mythology – is somehow a consequence of massive psychic 
self-regulation, be it on a personal or societal level, an individual or col-
lective memory. Lacan would say that we ourselves are the ghosts of our 
own body; our consciousness haunts the bag of fat, fluid and bone we are 
tenuously linked to.2 Hence the idea of the ghost as a symbol of the “unset-
tled accounts” of the symbolic order3 – the spectral, for both Lacanian 
theorists and deconstructionists, illustrates a certain, ever-elusive gap in 
the symbolic order, the ineluctable flaw inherent in every representational 
project. Over three decades of “spectral studies” have been concerned with 
identifying the ghostly with some form of repressed historiography, social 
tension or sexuality.

The cultures we are talking about here do not have a common religious 
background. The Koranic notion of jinn – spirits in the Islamic tradition 
which can either be good or evil – has no immediate equivalent in the other 
two cultures; the colonial fissure which runs through Mexican history, pro-
ducing a Catholic culture which is permeated to varying degrees with strains 
of a precolonial Aztec/Mayan mythology, cannot be found in its entirety in 

The Ghost Story
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The longer you stay in this world, the bigger the bill you have to pay [je joto 
beshi shomoy ei duniyay thakbe shonghsharer, bil shay toto beshi debe].

– Sankar, Chowringhee, p34, 301

If a hotel is a box of stories, then the hotel-narrative is a text which attempts 
to contain those stories. In doing this, it more or less performs the func-
tion of a hotel itself – accommodating various voices, giving them varying 
degrees of attention, allowing some characters to check in, others to check 
out. Hotel-narratives are interesting because of the way they attempt to 
address the demands of the micro- and the macro-, try and describe the 
particularity of the individual while addressing the context of the collective 
and always seem to flirt with allegory and symbolism while never allowing 
themselves to be reduced to such parameters. Like the hotel-narrative, a 
hotel both belongs to society and endlessly accommodates exceptions to it. 
One of the tasks of this chapter will be to examine what happens when a 
writer attempts to rearticulate this phenomenon within a creative literary 
space. What fantasies are involved in the literary depiction of a hotel? What 
political subtexts – not to mention explicit positions – occur in their reen-
actment? What philosophical questions emerge when one writes about a 
luxury hotel in Calcutta, a more modest three-star in Mexico City, or a local 
stayover in a Turkish provincial town? And in these various depictions of 
hotels, what kind of relationship can be found to the project of modernity?

In following on from the ghost story in the last chapter, it is clear that 
in concentrating upon the hotel, we are dealing with a very different form 
of commonality. If ghosts are universals (with all the reservations already 
expressed about the very different words for them – bhut, hayalet, fan-
tasma), then hotels might be termed “historically finite universals”: that is, 
universals that are a consequence of historically embedded, finite processes. 
If the persistence of life and consciousness beyond the demise of the physical 
is widely strewn across centuries and cultures, the ubiquity of the modern 
hotel is – generally speaking – a historical symptom of nineteenth-century 
industrial modernity and its imperialist exportations.

The Hotel-Narrative
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Among the six stories analyzed in this chapter, a village girl is promised a 
dream marriage in the next town to a rich benefactor – and then literally 
prostituted to death in a brothel servicing low-paid workers; the society 
belle of a small town marries the attractive, most sought-after bachelor – 
and then is publicly shamed and humiliated the very next day as a non-
virgin in front of the entire community; a mother of three enjoys a final few 
hours of contentment with her family before an angry mob breaks into the 
house, murders her husband, burns her children to death and gang rapes her 
multiple times. All of the stories examined in this chapter deal with the mur-
der and destruction of women – all of them showcase the variety of ways in 
which a system can paralyze and dismantle a female subject.

Our attempt to find non-reductive ways of talking about the commonali-
ties of three literary regions has led us to the genres of the ghost story and 
the hotel-novel. If the term “femicide narrative” is suggested as another 
example here, it should be stressed that the word “femicide” is connected 
to but not limited by the horrifying trafficking and mass murder of women 
witnessed in recent years (and analyzed in books such as Sergio Gonzalez 
Rodriguez’s The Femicide Machine).1 One of the things this chapter will 
attempt to propose is the genre of a “femicide narrative” – a story, novel 
or film which narrates the literal or metaphorical destruction of a female 
subject in terms which are largely systemic. The obliteration of women 
examined in these stories – apart from that of the physical – might be spir-
itual (i.e., demoralization), psychological (madness), political (complete 
disenfranchisement), ideological (absolute incorporation) or even semantic 
(dishonor/disgrace). In all these texts, however, the case study of a doomed 
female subject is offered up – a participant in a system which, from the very 
beginning, has set and configured the parameters of the woman’s imminent 
destruction.

There are no happy endings in the femicide narrative. There is no 
moment of expanded consciousness, no thrilling finale where the protago-
nist actualizes the potential she has been nurturing all along; no inspiring 
sense of culmination as the main character overcomes the trappings of 
patriarchy and exercises her agency to realize the self she deserves. The 
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The moment we start to retell myths is a peculiarly modern moment. The 
desire to retell a myth belongs to a movement which begins to see the past 
as a store, not a source. The mythic past is suddenly alienated from present, 
lived time. As soon as Perseus becomes a 40-something has-been, or Job gets 
reformulated as a bureaucrat who has his typists taken away from him, the 
mythic undergoes a certain desacralization. The complexity of the relation-
ship between myth and literature lies in the fact that this desacralization is 
also a rejuvenation, that in the seeds of this alienation lies a certain recon-
nection. In Mexican literature, this desire to retell myth most visibly begins 
to show itself in the closing decades of the nineteenth century. Sometimes a 
voice is given to a pig, or a bull; sometimes, a hero is turned into a monster, 
or a monster into a hero; sometimes, a prophet is made to look like a poet, 
or a verse from sacred scriptures is given the agenda of a writer’s mani-
festo. But in all these cases, “retelling myth” indicates the moment when 
the relationship between mythic time and present time is reconfigured. This 
reconfiguration can be subtle and refracting, or radical and explosive, but it 
remains a central feature of the modern.

Does this mean that, since there are a proliferation of theories about the 
origin of myth – myth as derived from ritual,1 myth as an attempt to formu-
late the social contradictions of societies (Levi-Strauss2) or even the logical 
contradictions of the psyche (Lacan3), myth as reflecting certain underlying 
universal qualities in the human condition (Campbell) and so on – this chap-
ter will attempt to proffer an overarching theory for the retelling of myth? A 
number of obstacles immediately arise to this.

The first lies in the absence of any clear original texts for many myths – 
an absence which complicates the attempt to distinguish between a myth 
and its retelling. Mircea Eliade stresses repeatability to be one of the main 
features of the mythic4 – the mythic allows the reiteration of a sacred, origi-
nary essence, so that the reteller of the myth may briefly resurrect (or return 
to) that constitutive moment of sacred time. For some myths – such as 
Quetzalcoatl or the Minotaur – the closest thing to an Urtext we have are 
fragments of Ovid or the Dresden codex. Myths that have a clearer textual 
provenance – such as the Mahabharata or the Ramayana – are nevertheless 
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Today there was no chance to sit on the roof. Clouds were coming from the 
darkness of dusk. Winter rain, like an unhealthy guest. There was no color in 
the cloud, no sound in the rain, the wet air was so melancholy [Meghe rong 
nay, brishti joboni nay, bhije botoshta jena monmora …].

– Tagore, Yogayog (1929 – my translation)1

For a word with such a specific etymology – in European languages, follow-
ing Aristotle, it refers to the production of black bile – melancholy is a vast, 
vague term. In English, it travels some stretch of road with a host of near-
synonyms – sadness, loss, sorrow, gloom – but is yanked famously in several 
directions by Burton, Keats, not to mention the translations of Freud and 
Benjamin. In theoretical circles, Benjamin’s work on the Trauerspiel appears 
to have given the word an undeserved proximity to some kind of prescient 
encounter with the modern.

Standing alongside the Spanish melancolía, the Bengali monmora 
(মনমরা) and the Turkish hüzün (from the Arabic hasana نزح) highlight 
some of the difficulties involved in discussing concepts such as sadness and 
loss in different languages. In Turkish, both hüzün (sadness) and hasret 
(longing, loss) appear to be used by writers such as Pamuk and Tanpınar 
as very specific terms; in his book on Istanbul, Pamuk dedicates a chap-
ter to the word hüzün, highlighting the Sufi echoes of the term (indicat-
ing unbearable separation from God) and even lending it a proud, faintly 
masochistic dignity2; hasret communicates a more specific sense of loss, 
suggesting a lost object of desire as the cause of sadness. In both cases, the 
words are not easy synonyms for “melancholy”. In a similar vein, neither 
the Bengali word monmora nor any of its neighbors, hatash, bishaad or 
the Sanskrit/Pali dukh neatly correspond to the English word, a situation 
made even more ironic by the fact that the two Bengali texts to be analyzed 
in this chapter (The Shadow Lines and Autobiography) are both written 
in English. The postcolonial melancholy that arises (to paraphrase Lacan) 
from alienating oneself in English may well form part of the various sad-
nesses dealt with in this section.

Melancholy
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Beneath the carpets hid the Oriental and the obvious.
– Palinuro de Mexico, Fernando del Paso1

It is perhaps fitting that in our last chapter, we end on the theme of the Orient. 
The question of what relationship World Literature has to Orientalism – 
whether the latter gave birth to the former, laid its foundations or whether 
both worked symbiotically hand in hand with each other to blossom and 
flourish together – has acquired a new and belated pertinence, 40 years after 
Said’s critical intervention. Aamir Mufti’s book Forget English!, with its 
central belief that “a genealogy of World Literature leads to Orientalism” 
(19),2 has been the foremost attempt to delineate a formative relationship 
between the two terms:

In order to comprehend the structure of literary relations that is now 
a planet-wide reality, we need to grasp the role that philological 
Orientalism played in producing and establishing a method and a sys-
tem for classifying and evaluating diverse forms of textuality, now all 
processed and codified uniformly as literature.

(80)

The value of Mufti’s book lies not just in the way he points out the vari-
ous moments of colonial blindness in Casanova’s work – the refusal, on 
Casanova’s part, to see how “sociocultural logics” (33) such as Orientalism 
produce the center-periphery notions in her work; Mufti also shows in 
relentless institutional detail the ways in which British and German figures 
(Jones, Wilkins, Schlegel, Goethe) replicated on a literary level the work of 
Sykes-Picot, carving out and setting in motion a collection of essentialized 
identities and genres that would eventually come to form the literary map 
of the planet.

This chapter explores a certain tension with this idea – in particular, 
with the South Asian/Middle Eastern focus of Mufti’s book, a focus which 
prioritizes Anglo-French imperialism, and excludes its earlier Luso-Hispanic 
sibling. Mufti’s claim to offer the analysis of a “planet-wide” reality is 
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At this point, it may be rather trite to say that World Literature is a friend of 
globalization, but we need to pay more attention to the specific intellectual 
and economic terms of the alliance between the new World Literature and 
the New World Order if we are to have what Wallerstein would term a liter-
ary world system without monopolies.

– Joseph Slaughter1

The main aim of this book has been to show that a non-Western-centered 
version of World Literature is possible: a “World Literature” that does not 
find its literary capital on the banks of the Seine, which does not privilege 
translation as a test of greatness and which does not see literary and textual 
innovation as a series of radio waves emanating outward from one specific 
point on the planet, reducing anything else to the provincial edition of a 
newspaper printed in London and New York. The worldview we referred 
to at the beginning of this book – the “ten-percenters”, those who feel the 
Euro-American 10% of the planet should be the basis, the trajectory, and 
perhaps even the limit of what we say about the planet – is a worldview 
which appears to be paradoxically strengthening even as the West is demo-
graphically shrinking.

It has become commonplace to exhort the reader to “unthink” 
Eurocentrism.2 Breaking habits of mind that have lasted over 200 years 
– the view, as Macaulay said, that one good shelf of English literature is 
worth all the libraries of India and Asia – is a task which cannot be accom-
plished theoretically. The problem is not simply that the intrinsic superior-
ity of Western culture has often appeared to be irrefutable to so many on 
the planet (“Give me the beautiful language of the Anglo-Saxon” declared 
Michael Madhusudhan Dutt in Calcutta in 1854). Both the idiom and the 
cartographies we have inherited from the military/political/economic suc-
cess of the West have been a dominant force in shaping the trajectory of 
future debates. Since the modern education system, and the violent moder-
nity which supported it, came largely from the West, nearly all the ways we 
have of talking about the problem also derive from the West.

Conclusion

The Ten Percenters
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