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Is “World Literature” Possible ? :
Comparative Literature in the Context of Globalization

INAGA Shigemi

The paper tries to offer a critical overview of the current problem
concerning the notion of “World Literature.” In the last ten years the question
has been raised: What does globalization mean in the study of comparative
literature ? Previously, the main concern of Japanese comparatists in literary
studies consisted in analysing the ways Chinese pre-modern and Western
modern literatures were transmitted in Japan. The elucidation of foreign sources
and of their influences on Japanese literature was predominant. Post-colonial
studies since the late 80s of the twentieth century introduced a drastic shift. It
focused on non-European literary creation and thereby questioned the status-quo
of the Western canon. Non-Western writers have come to the fore and began to
represent the world literary scene. Some top-ranking Asian and African
novelists, poets, and dramatists have been recognized as major artists on a
global scale, while others have been relegated to local and minor markets. The
gap between those who enjoy the privilege of being translated into major
languages and those who are excluded from it has become crucial. The
hegemony of major languages is threatening the minor languages with extinction.

The idea of “distant reading” has been recommended by some sectors
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of North-American comparative literature as a clever way of overcoming the
limitation of the studies in national literatures. While it opens up a theoretical
perspective beyond the level of empirical data, it also encourages students to
lose the philological grasp of the vernacular and original source languages in
which the pieces of works are written. It is as if the full command of academic
English alone were enough to write satisfying theoretical papers. This tendency
contributed to analyzing literary works mainly through English translations.
Keeping its critical distance from direct text reading, most of the theory-
oriented scholars deliberately overlook what kind of sacrifice the English
translation is requiring of the original and what kind of symbolic violence it is
exercising on subordinated languages. Despite its pretension of studying the
compromise between a western formal influence and local materials, distant
reading fails to locate the place where compromise takes place. While aiming
at dissecting the triangular interplay of foreign plot, local characters and
local narrative voice, distant reading deprives itself of the very access to the
arena where cracks and faults emerge in the global scale of the world literary
creations.

The present paper proposes, instead, to reconsider the role of translation
as irreplaceable indicators of the cracks. Fault-lines run in the re-moulding
of local products into a suitable form of commodity goods for the global
market. The oscillation between local interests and universal ambition may be
observed as a form of electric discharge like a thunderstorm in meteorological
terms. The compression of nationalism and trans- or anti- nationalisms may
be described as chemical reactions. Even a geological imagination may be
required to account for placations and dislocations which occur in the earthly
clash of civilizations. In all these, the translation offers a vivid tomography. The
microscopic comparison between the original and the translated texts may well
be criticized as a variant of close reading which depends on an extremely small
canon. And yet, it is there that the structure of the global earthquake which the
humanities have experienced is meticulously recorded in infinitesimal detail
(in the guise of “Nachleben”). It is not the texts in target language (English
translations) that stand for world literature; it is rather the cleavage and gap
between the original source language and the translated texts that witness to
the distance that world literature has to compass and strive to bridge.

There is always a certain distance which separates the local practices
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from so-called global recognition. And the distance may be proportional of the
effort of migration that the translation work has to accomplish. The migration
inevitably gains and loses. The translation often has to sacrifice the original
to a critical degree. Highly praised translation may be realized at the price of
destroying the original almost beyond recognition. And yet the distortion also
reveals the potential in the original. It is in this chain effect of interminable
compromise and metamorphosis, or even through the metempsychosis (by
definition, out of recognition) that “World Literature” appears as a phoenix.
Indeed a phoenix is “always ready to take flight in a new direction” (Franco
Moletti, “On the Novel,” in The Novel, 2006). Instead of ‘distanf reading’ an
attempt of ‘distance reading’ between the original and the translation is
requested so as to measure the reach of “World Literature.”
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