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Foreword

Peter D. McDonald and Michelle Kelly

That Flair Donglai Shi and Gareth Guangming Tan have elected to frame their first collective research publication as a manifesto for and example of a “critical world literary studies” is a source of particular pride to us, as co-teachers of the course in which the seeds of this wonderful collection of essays were sown. With impressive insight into the approaches, canons, and methods currently operating under the sign of “world literature”, Shi’s Introduction cuts through the various polemics to identify one of the fundamental questions for students and scholars of the field: what does one study when one studies world literature? Building on the injunction articulated by Stefan Helgesson and Pieter Vermeulen that world literature should be “investigated in its actuality”, Shi and Tan have assembled a group of early career and established scholars from around the world who offer various accounts of how literature emerges to prominence as world literature, and what is at stake in the scholarly framing of it as such. By focusing on the materiality of the object of study, in its full linguistic and institutional complexity, they reflect both the methodological necessity of giving definition to the emphasis on circulation by many of the field’s leading proponents and the institutional context from which Shi and Tan’s crucial questions first emerged. It seems in keeping with the self-reflexivity at the heart of this collection to sketch that context. 

Many of the essays collected in this volume developed initially from Oxford University’s Master of Studies (M.St.) in World Literature in English, specifically the so-called “B-Course” that we have been co-teaching since 2013. While the programme’s “A-Course” offers students a grounding in some of the prevailing debates in world and postcolonial literature, the “B-Course” encourages them to approach these debates from a different perspective. With its origins in the scholarly traditions of early modern European humanism, this part of the masters programme reflects Oxford’s longstanding commitment to manuscript studies, editing and bibliography, though it is now officially billed as “Research Skills (Bibliography, Palaeography, Transcription, Book History etc.)”. 

For us that “etc” has always been reassuring. For one thing, it creates space to think with and beyond the founding assumptions of the course, its European origins, and its established methods. For another, it gives us room to encourage students from all over the world to reflect on their own diverse experiences of literary studies, to develop new skills, questions and methods, and ultimately to produce new kinds of writing.

This is why we begin the seminar series on world book history with two, seemingly straightforward questions. How, we ask, did your academic training so far construe your primary object of study? And how did it expect you to engage with it? 

About the first question, there is usually a debate. Some students point out that their courses, though primarily literary, included options on film and other visual media or advertising and other language-related cultural phenomena. The discussion does not last long, however. After a few minutes, a consensus begins to emerge: broadly speaking, their previous degrees privileged the text, specifically, the linguistic text, as the object of study. The approach or activity? Again, there is some debate because most of their courses required them to think about various critical methods and traditions. But, as with the first question, they soon agree that some or other version of “close reading” was always paramount.

Bearing in mind that we have students from a diverse range of countries and regions with very different linguistic and cultural backgrounds, the conclusion is surprising, perhaps even dismaying. At the start of the 21st century, no matter if you are studying in Africa, Asia, Oceania, Europe, or the Americas, it appears that you spend most of your undergraduate years as a student of literature analysing texts up close. The “B course”, we then explain, does something different. In fact, it actively encourages students to question the guiding assumptions of their undergraduate courses, first by re-imagining the objects of study, and second by re-construing the basic protocols of critical enquiry.

If the centrality of the “B-Course” to Oxford’s masters programmes is in part an accident of institutional history, it has nonetheless converged with the challenge that has emerged in some articulations of world literature studies to give greater definition to the material realities of world literature. In this regard, Shi’s manifesto for a critical world literature studies, following Helgesson and Vermeulen, is to some extent building on the legacy of Pascale Casanova’s (2005) efforts to chart the contours of a “world literary space”. In “Literature as a World” she postulates “a mediating space 
[. . .] between literature and the world”, one that is “relatively autonomous” of politics and economics (as well as “relatively dependent” on them), and therefore a space in which “questions, debates, inventions of a specifically literary nature” and “struggles of all sorts—political, social, national, gender, ethnic—come to be refracted, diluted, deformed or transformed according to a literary logic, and in literary forms” (71–72, 85). While her World Republic of Letters offers one map through this space, and has been critiqued for its Eurocentricity among other things, she insists in the later essay that the world literary space she imagines “is no more than a tool that should be tested by concrete research, an instrument that might provide an account of the logic and history of literature, without falling into the trap of total autonomy” (72). 

The collection of essays gathered here by Shi and Tan offers new routes through this world literary space, emphasising the ways in which its texts, forms and scholarly debates are shaped by “Postcolonial Institutions”, “Recognition through Prizes”, “Minor Locations”, and “Translations beyond the Anglophone”. Its objects of study are literary texts, archival resources, and paratextual and translational materials, and its methods are primarily bibliographic, book historical, and sociological—exactly the kind of “concrete research” that can test the textures and limits of Casanova’s world literary space. 

This too reflects the aspirations of the Oxford “B” course, which we deliberately start outside the seminar room. In the first term of teaching, students are introduced to manuscript materials, rare books, artefacts and printed ephemera at the Bodleian’s Weston Library. The world book history seminars then begin with a morning in the archives of Oxford University Press, followed by an afternoon at Oxford Brookes University, which has among its collections the complete records of the Booker Prize. While these visits allow the students to develop their research skills in a practical, hands-on way, they also give them the chance to experience the pleasures of discovery, to see how theoretical and archival enquiry ideally inform each other, to consider the acts of curation shaping the various collections they encounter, and, perhaps most importantly, to get a feel for the creative possibilities the “B-Course” affords. The methods and materials of the course enable students to rethink the theoretical assumptions of their subject, whether the emphasis falls on the postcolonial or the world. Moreover, the dynamic processes of circulation and translation that we engage with put particular pressure on the idea of a world literature in English. 

This wonderful volume of essays demonstrates the productivity of this line of critical inquiry. As it shows, once you lift your eyes from the screen or page, there are essentially no limits to the questions you can ask about the workings of a literary culture, its shaping power and your own place in it. All the expressive media come into view—gestural, oral, scribal, print and digital—as do the many ways in which texts of all kinds are created, published, sponsored, circulated, translated, read and prized. Even the category of “World Literature”, the academic field of “World Literary Studies” and the presumed anglocentricity of both come under scrutiny, since they are themselves caught up in these processes, rather than safely outside or above them.

Casanova begins “Literature as a World” with a key question: “Is it possible to re-establish the lost bond between literature, history and the world, while still maintaining a full sense of the irreducible singularity of literary texts?” (2005, 71). As her own work shows, she has been better at answering the first part. As this volume makes clear, however, much remains to be done when it comes to the second. How much room does critical world literary studies have for innovative literary writing and the worlds it creates? And how might a more sustained engagement with this encourage us to re-imagine, not once but repeatedly, the bonds between literature, history and the world that are never secure, always in the making? Moving deftly and self-reflexively across continents, institutions, languages, and media, the essays in this volume testify to the energy, ingenuity and creativity with which the exceptional group of students and colleagues with whom we have been lucky to work over the past five years have begun to address these questions. They have taught us, and now they can teach you.
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Introduction: A Manifesto for Critical World Literature Studies 

Flair Donglai Shi

When Franco Moretti (2000) declares that “world literature is not an object, it’s a problem” (55) in his now classic article “Conjectures on World Literature”, he is nonetheless envisioning a field of inquiry where “world literature” as such constitutes the primary object of study for his proposed method of “distant reading”, a mode of reading that produces “graphs, maps, and trees” of patterns, tropes, and other connections of form in literary works produced all over the world (1). However, a more pertinent and relatable way to conceive of “world literature” as a “problem” in the more mundane sense may come through imagining what “world literature” as a subject of study entails, for the average student or researcher identifying it as their primary discipline. This is especially relevant in the context of social settings where a certain level of existential anxiety is consistently evoked around self-reflective (and often self-deconstructive) questions of disciplinary boundaries, methodologies, efficacies and purposes. For example, in the most common scenario of academic socialising, where simple introductory questions such as “what do you study?” and “what is your research about?” come up, the answer “World Literature”, compared to more conventional terms like “English Literature” and “German Politics”, or even relatively new ones like “Neuroscience” and “Cybersecurity”, can immediately provoke presumptuous, even contemptuous, reactions: “What is that? Do you mean all of the literatures in the world? How many language classes do you have to do?” Each of these questions presents a unique set of challenges to the very legitimacy of “world literature” as an organising concept. While we may find it hard to give any succinct and definitive answer to the first question (even David Damrosch’s [2003] book-length effort, What is World Literature?, has generated more questions and contentions than easy answers, after all), it is equally difficult for us to summon the arrogance necessary to say yes to the second question. As for the last question, regarding linguistic competence, we are, first and foremost, obliged to admit that we rely on translations (especially into or from the English language), to the point that, in Susan Bassnett’s (2016) words, “we cannot conceive of World Literature without translation” (312). At the same time, we are also impelled to clear ourselves of the tacit sense of shame (for the implied lack of expertise in specific languages) associated with such reliance by arguing, à la David Damrosch, that translations afford an “expansion in depth” for literary texts and thus constitute independently productive and creative sites of scholarly investigation (2003, 289). 

What such common social scenarios reveal is the high degree of self-reflexivity wired into the very ontological and conceptual foundation of “world literature”. To mitigate the confusion induced by this self-reflexivity, it is necessary to separate, rather than conflate, individual examples of “world literature” as objects of study (i.e. a set of literary texts and events to be analysed) and “World Literature” as a subject of study (i.e. a set of academic discourses and methodological debates). Understandably, such a separation can be difficult to envision or maintain because the latter is a meta-language in relation to the former, the conceptual boundaries of which in turn depend on this very meta-language. One solution to this “problem” of tautological tendencies, this volume contends, is to triangulate, and in effect clarify and affirm, this separation between “world literature” and “World Literature” with what Stefan Helgesson and Pieter Vermeulen (2016) call “critical world literature studies”. Helgesson and Vermeulen have proposed this term in their edited book, Institutions of World Literature, to highlight that world literature does not need to “be ‘defended,’ but [. . .] should be investigated in its actuality”, and the editors of this current volume believe that “critical world literature studies” as a discursive coinage can realise its full theoretical potential when it is applied to the investigation of the academic discourses of “World Literature” as well (2). That is to say, a critical approach to world literature studies takes as its object of study the very subject of World Literature itself, and more importantly, this critical gesture should be seen as a highlighted continuation of, rather than radical breakaway from, the self-reflective qualities of the subject. As Haun Saussy (2017) puts it, “the question has never been, ‘What is world literature?’, but ‘Whence comes this fantasy, and what is the hold it still has on us?’” (403). Utilising primary data such as literary texts, archival resources, and paratextual and translational materials, critical world literature studies reflects on the disciplinary motivations, theoretical validities, and discursive effects of the various academic discussions on world literature, rather than simply taking sides in the ongoing debate. In essence, critical world literature studies emphasises the materially-grounded specificity of socio-historical contexts, and it participates in the current debate on world literature with a sustained sense of meta-academic suspicion, especially with regards to the tautological, totalising, and reductive tendencies in the many theories of World Literature. As an alternative response to the aforementioned question of “What do you study?”, “critical world literature studies” may be a more complicated answer, yet it also more effectively pre-empts judgmental assumptions associated with “world literature” writ large, and allows the student or scholar in conversation to demonstrate the self-reflective and investigative power of what he or she actually does—“I study how certain literary texts come to be regarded as world literature” or “I study how people define and debate world literature as such”. 

This introductory chapter presents a summative explanation of how critical world literature studies works. It is divided into four main sections to outline the different schools of thought in the ongoing debate in World Literature and synthesise them into the particular analytical angles and literary events this volume seeks to emphasise, including colonial institutions, global book prizes, and comparative translation studies. The first section identifies four major schools of thought in the post-millennial revival of world literature as a theoretical concept, including the idea of circulation proposed by David Damrosch (2003), the focus on international recognition found in the works of Pascale Casanova (2004) and Shu-mei Shih (2004), the prioritisation of politico-economic systems by Franco Moretti (2000), Mads Rosendahl Thomsen (2008), Alexander Beecroft (2015), and Warwick Research Collective (2015), and lastly, the philosophical shift towards “literary worlds” championed by Eric Hayot (2012) and Pheng Cheah (2016). To set up the opposition camp for these different propositions of world literature, the second section then presents three major responses from different disciplines, which argue against the notion of world literature and question the validity and desirability of many of the proposed methods of doing World Literature. They are the postcolonial response from Peter Hitchcock (2010), Magdi Youssef (2015), and Elleke Boehmer (2015), the comparatist response from Haun Saussy (2011) and Matthew Reynolds et al. (2015), and the provocative response from Emily Apter (2013) and Tim Parks (2015) from the vantage point of untranslatability. Situated in this more or less antagonistic structure of definitional, and sometimes ideological, contention, the third section singles out the sociological approach to world literature inspired by Robert Darnton’s (1982) “communication circuit” and Pierre Bourdieu’s (1986) theories on cultural capital. Highlighting the situatedness and analytical productivity of this particular approach, the current volume is closely associated with the pioneering research of scholars like Graham Huggan (2001), Sarah Brouillette (2007) and Peter McDonald (2016). Finally, the last section of this introduction identifies four key issues in the creation of world literature made more visible by the sociological approach and argues that they constitute a set of specific literary phenomena particularly germane to critical world literature studies. These four key issues serve as organising agendas corresponding to the four sections of this volume—“Postcolonial Institutions”, “Recognition through Prizes”, “Minor Locations”, and “Translations beyond the Anglophone”—and together they demonstrate both the inclusionary and the exclusionary power of world literature (as well as “World Literature”) as institutions and discourses. 

What is World Literature? Circulation, Recognition, Systems, and Worlds

David Damrosch’s What is World Literature? is widely cited and regarded as the academic monograph that reactivated World Literature as a field of inquiry in the post-millennial age of intensified globalization, even though many of the primary texts used in this book have been, or at least could have been, studied in a range of pre-existing disciplines such as Classics, Modern Languages, and Comparative Literature. According to Damrosch, “world literature” is a useful organising concept for literary studies in so far as it allows us to see how much the process of circulation constitutes literature as such. For him, world literature refers to “all literary works that circulate beyond their culture of origin”, and when he states that “world literature is writing that gains in translation” (as a specific kind of circulation), the implicit emphasis is put upon the creative quality of literary texts as opposed to other more utilitarian forms of writing such as legal documents (2003, 4 and 281). In accordance to the meta-analytic spirit of critical world literature studies, this circulational mode of world literature can be applied to the so-called origin of the idea of world literature itself: the German writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s notion of Weltliteratur, as recorded by his disciple Johann Peter Eckermann, was inspired by his reading of a contemporary Chinese novel (in translation, of course) and thus the product of literary circulation par excellence. However, as Jing Tsu (2011) has noted, this circulation was only possible because of the western missionaries based in the southern province of Canton—a geopolitical situation foreshadowing the rise of European imperialism in China. Like the Chinese novel read by Goethe, all literary circulations take place under specific conditions influenced by a set of political, economic, and cultural structures, and the problem with Damrosch’s definition of world literature, as Harish Trivedi (2013) rightly points out, is that “it need involve no more than what we are reading anyhow because it is already in circulation” (22). In other words, when critically examined, Damrosch’s idea of circulation has served as a productive point of departure for different interpretations of world literature exactly because it is overtly generic and has to be challenged by specific case studies. Since all texts can be said to be circulating in one way or another and the idea of “culture of origin” can only be as vague or clear as it is discursively (and subjectively) constructed (Thornber 2016, 108), it makes sense that, in following or refuting Damrosch’s definitions, many schools of thought have focused on the aforementioned structural factors shaping literary circulations instead.

This structural focus is most prominent in the theoretical approaches taken by a range of world literature scholars, who can be divided into two related schools of thought based on the different emphases in their methodologies and primary arguments. Firstly, Pascale Casanova’s La République Mondiale des Lettres and Shu-mei Shih’s proposition of “technologies of recognition” focus on the fixed range of mechanisms and structures of international recognition as the problématique of world literature (Shih uses the term “global literature” instead, but in this case the difference is only nominal). Informed by Pierre Bourdieu’s theories, Casanova’s “world republic of letters” is organised by the unequal distribution of literary capital, which results in a dichotomy between the international literary space, which she regards as the “autonomous pole” of world literature, and the national literary space, pertaining to the “politico-literary pole” of the same structure (2004, 105). In Casanova’s paradigm, Paris serves as the centre of world literature, followed by New York and London, because these places hold strong economic advantages, and more importantly, power of consecration, over the literary output of other regions and nations. With a much stronger anti-hegemonic stance, Shu-mei Shih’s article highlights four specific “technologies of recognition” employed by “the West” to secure its dominant position as “the agent of recognition” vis-à-vis “the rest” as “the object of recognition”, including “the systematic”, “the allegorical”, “global multiculturalism” and “the exceptional particular” (2004, 17). Notably, both Casanova and Shih cite the Chinese-French Nobel laureate Gao Xingjian as a prime example of the importance of western recognition for a writer’s mobility and reputation; Casanova even goes so far as to say that it is “owing to his knowledge of French” that Gao is able to make use of “Western literary innovations and techniques and [. . .] the aesthetic norms of the literary present” and become “the incarnation” of an international writer (2004, 152). However, this heavy emphasis on the power of western recognition has also been criticised by many scholars, who argue that such a lopsided emphasis on literary capital may perpetuate the “French (or Western) hegemony” of such oppressive structures as it neglects writers’ agency to negotiate their own (non-)recognition by different circles (Graham et al 2012, 467; Fang 2018, 7). 

Secondly, another diverse group of scholars is also interested in structural inequalities, but their theoretical agenda differs from the recognition school in that they seek to describe or picture the overarching system(s) by which literary texts and their circulations are governed. Following the recent development of digital humanities, Franco Moretti’s method of distant reading testifies to his ideas on centres and peripheries borrowed from Immanuel Wallerstein’s world-system theory. Much like Wallerstein’s division of the world into dominant centres and dominated peripheries based on political and socioeconomic analyses, “world literature”, especially in the form of the modern novel, follows certain “law(s) of literary evolution” and consists of different combinations of “European literary forms” and “local (i.e. non-European) materials” (2000, 58 and 60). In relation to Casanova and Shih’s claims, such systemic descriptions of world literature can explain why “the west” holds the power of recognition in the first place. Taking this focus on the systemic further, the Warwick Research Collective (WReC) insists on “a single world-literary system” governed by “capitalism as a world-system” (2015, 8 and 14; original emphases). Guided by Fredric Jameson’s idea of a singular modernity and the Marxist interpretation of world literature as a result of the expansion of bourgeois capital, the WReC rejects the totalising division between the west and the rest and regards world literature as “the literature of the modern capitalist world-system” (15): literary texts that register the reality of capitalist modernity formally and thematically to various degrees. More recently, some scholars closely associated with the WReC, such as Sharae Deckard and Stephen Shapiro (2019), have sought to further extend this line of critique to examine the dynamics between neoliberalism and world cultures in more generic terms. Differing from the political inclinations of these paradigms, Mads Rosendahl Thomsen (2008) and Alexander Beecroft (2015) treat world literature as a more loosely connected kind of system. For Thomsen, it is made up of thematic constellations of literary texts that are “far apart in time and place” but nonetheless connected by what Ludwig Wittgenstein calls “family resemblances” (4); for Beecroft, it is a set of “empirically derived [. . .] ecologies”, which trace the development of literary texts in different historical periods in a non-evolutionary manner (2015, 27). Notably, for both of them, these systems and categories of “world literature” do not possess any essential meaning and only become meaningful when employed as modes of reading that serve to bring together a diverse range of texts and enable collaborative scholarly investigations. As such, they echo Damrosch’s original proposition that “world literature is not a set canon of texts but a mode of reading: a form of detached engagement with worlds beyond our own place and time” (2003, 281).

Dissatisfied with the privileging of “literature” over “world” in these interpretations of world literature as circulational or structural, a more recent addition to the definition debate can be found in the works by Eric Hayot (2012) and Pheng Cheah (2016). Informed by the philosophies of Mikhail Bakhtin and Martin Heidegger, they regard world literature not as mere material objects that exist and circulate in the physical world but as creative activities with world-constructive capabilities. For Hayot, literature generates and interacts with different “chronotopes”, or time-space formations, and its “resistance to the social and the normative locates itself precisely at this level of ungeneralisability” (2012, 16). Cheah’s book, What Is a World? (2016), draws on Edward Said’s discussion on “worldliness” and also emphasises the temporal dimension of world literature. For him, world literature as a temporal category possesses “an active power in the making of worlds that is both a site of processes of worlding and an agent that participates and intervenes in these processes” (2). Moreover, this philosophical shift to the internal power of literature warrants a distinction between this creative world literature and what Cheah, à la Jacques Derrida, regards as literatures of “the globe”—texts produced by the WReC’s singular system of global capitalism. On the one hand, this conceptual distinction is useful as it enables this philosophical school of world literature studies to align itself with the anti-global politics of scholars like Gayatri Spivak (2010), Duncan Chesney (2017), and Jaouad El Habbouch (2019) and at the same time affirms the interventionist agency of literature at global levels. On the other hand, as Karolina Watroba (2017) has argued, the contrast between such theoretical affirmation and promotion for “creative world literature” and the sometimes more-than-subtle scholarly disdain against global “popular literature” reveals an ironic tendency of certain academic discourses to fall back on “the tradition of Eurocentric elitism”, with their value judgements against the “low-brow” now packaged in a quasi-geopolitical language characterised by an increasingly moralistic tone (57).

Against World Literature: The Postcolonial, the Comparative, and the Untranslatable

As much as the definition of world literature remains in contention, there have also been many scholarly responses against the idea of world literature. Firstly, despite, or perhaps because of, the significant overlap in the range of contemporary literary texts they address, postcolonialism and world literature tend to encounter each other in conflict. For example, Peter Hitchcock (2010) is of the opinion that “world literature [. . .] allows one to consume postcolonialism without that nasty taste of social struggle in which a reader’s own cosmopolitanism may be at stake” (5). Focusing on the pedagogical effects of the discourse of world literature, Magdi Youssef (2015) has called for a decolonisation of world literature in order to prevent the field from being reduced to “the dominant and generally recognised European–US literary canon” (125). Similarly, Elleke Boehmer (2014) has expressed the worry that the “convergence of the postcolonial and the world” may usher in a kind of “post-postcolonial world literary studies” that in practice involve “the overwriting of the specificity of the former by the universal cultural values implied by the latter” (304–05). However, scholars like Helgesson (2014) and Cheah (2016) have sought to reconcile postcolonialism and world literature from different angles, and this effort is followed by 2019 special issues on this exact topic in the Journal of World Literature (Volume 4, Issues 3–4), edited by Bhavya Tiwari and David Damrosch. In a contribution that echoes Cheah’s emphasis on postcolonial creativity and literature as world-making activities, Helgesson notes that “because of their heightened awareness of the rift between subjective experience and institutionally sustained literary language, writers from colonies and postcolonies have been at the vanguard of world literature” (2014, 498). More indicatively, Boehmer has also moved towards this reconciliatory stance in her latest monograph, Postcolonial Poetics (2018), and affirms that 

if world literary studies were to take on board radical postcolonial energies, this could produce a more mobile, expansive, and genuinely horizontal conception of the world than previously existed in the former domain, and, as a corollary, a constructive interrogation of still-definitive Eurocentric paradigms in both fields. (165) 

As the chapters in the first section of this current volume demonstrate, these eclectic views are shared by many of our contributors. 

Secondly, some Comparative Literature scholars have also expressed concerns for the intellectual rigour and institutional implications of World Literature as a disciplinary force. In a published conversation with David Damrosch, Haun Saussy contends that World Literature “may aid in a long-standing project of academic administrators, the reduction of all language and literature departments to subsets of the English department” (2016, 662). Not only has he called for the abandonment of “the use of ‘world literature’ to designate an international Winner’s Circle” (2011, 290), but Saussy is also worried that World Literature is “reining in [. . .] the wild interdisciplinarity of the founders (of Comparative Literature)” (2016, 662). Similarly, Matthew Reynolds et al. (2015) have declared that “the point of comparative criticism is to be a thorn in the side of ‘world literature’” as it gives “more opportunity for the texts at issue to challenge the critical categories that are brought to bear on them” (148 and 157). Finally, with regards to World Literature’s reliance on translated texts for many of the systemic statements in the field, Emily Apter (2013) argues that “incommensurability and what has been called the Untranslatable are insufficiently built into the literary heuristic” (3). Together with Tim Parks (2015), Apter has cautioned against World Literature’s tendency to homogenise and erase the linguistic and cultural specificities of literary texts which are brought into comparison or simply grouped together. Ironically but perhaps unsurprisingly, this abstract evocation of “the Untranslatable” has been criticised by scholars in Translation Studies, such as Lawrence Venuti (2016, 202) and Susan Bassnet (2019), as a “dubious” way of “side-stepping investigation into the actual processes of translation and the ideological frames within which translations happen” (6). Notwithstanding the polemical complexity of much of these disagreements, the editors of this volume acknowledge that the method of comparative criticism actualises the self-reflective and meta-academic spirit of critical world literature studies. To be specific, we believe that the analytical act of cross-cultural, and more importantly, cross-linguistic, comparison, when grounded in solid primary data from specific locations, makes clear the structural mechanisms and limitations of world literature in whichever definition mentioned so far. This method, explicitly or implicitly, can be found in all of the chapters collected in this volume (but most notably in those in the final two sections). 

Creating World Literature: The Sociological Approach

As the two previous sections have summarised, the post-millennial debate on the idea of world literature has focused on the power of literary creativity vis-à-vis political, economic, and cultural structures, and much of it is driven by a predetermined set of ideologies and philosophical positions always already in conflict with one another. While we agree with Matthew Reynolds et al. that ideological reductionism is hard to avoid and “any critical or scholarly event (and theory, really) is necessarily to some extent hegemonic” (2015, 157), the editors of this volume believe that there is a need for a more ideologically neutral, materially grounded, and self-reflective way to study world literature (as well as the academic field of World Literature). As such, the very concept of world literature employed throughout this volume is “at best only a means, a way of pointing to the many worlds it both inhabits and creates” (McDonald 2019, 32). Applying Pierre Bourdieu’s theories on cultural capital to Book History as an interdisciplinary “field”, we follow Helgesson and Vermeulen’s advocacy of a sociological approach to world literature. Differing from the polemical efforts to determine what world literature is or should be, the sociological approach highlights the various processes in which world literatures are created as such—“an interrelated set of social phenomena” including “production, circulation, distribution and consumption”, and at the same time it allows literary works to manifest, via distant or close readings, as “disruptive acts of institution in their own right” (Helgesson and Vermeulen 2016, 12 and 14). 

In his field-defining essay “What Is the History of Books?” (1982), Robert Darnton proposes “the Communication Circuit” to demonstrate that “the life of a book” is much more than its textual content and readership and requires an interdisciplinary approach from historians, sociologists, economists, and literary scholars to be fruitfully examined in full detail (81). He includes “publisher”, “printers”, “shippers”, “booksellers” and even “binder” and “ink” as important agents or factors in the making of a book, which interacts with an intersecting force of “intellectual influences”, “political and legal sanctions” and “economic and social conjuncture” (68). With the post-Cold War acceleration of global capitalism, recent scholarship in Book History has paid much more attention to the marketisation of the international book industry aided by a series of institutional publicities, such as book cover designs, academic endorsements, and book fairs and prizes. Taking the “global literary marketplace” as a field where different “forms of capital” circulate and intermingle, the editors and contributors of this volume seek to join this effort as we believe that these particular institutions offer valuable entry points towards a more grounded and productive critical world literature studies (Brouillette 2007, 44; Bourdieu 1986, 47). 

This volume considers the sociological approach to be particularly germane to a more critical mode of world literature studies in relation to both its analytical features and methodological specificity. Firstly, it is more descriptive than prescriptive of literary texts and events and can be combined with other political and theoretical readings, which should facilitate, rather than dictate, the interpretation and analysis of the sociological observations and descriptions at hand. Secondly, it is inherently self-reflective in its awareness of both the constructive effects of academic meta-discourses and their limited capacities to “change the fundamental structuring realities that dictate which works are taught and read” (Brouillette et al. 2017, xxix). Indeed, as Raphael Dalleo’s (2016) edited volume, Bourdieu and Postcolonial Studies, shows, there has been a sociological turn in Postcolonial Studies that reflects upon “the neoliberal context of its own emergence” (2). Graham Huggan’s monograph, The Postcolonial Exotic (2001), has convincingly argued that the commercialisation of postcoloniality (often as thematic concerns regarding authenticity and identity) is now “integral to [. . .] the postcolonial field of cultural production—a field in which ‘commercial’ and ‘academic’ products intermingle” (121). Sarah Brouillette carries this claim further and uses her close reading of a range of popular or consecrated postcolonial writers to argue that this “marketability of postcolonial self-consciousness” has also come to be integrated into the textual content of much literature marketed as “postcolonial” or “global”. As these postcolonial critics’ scholarship has shown, not only has the rise of postcolonialism resulted in a kind of “strategic exoticism” that performs postcolonial identities for the global literary marketplace dominated by Euro-American institutions, but this “strategic exoticism” also keeps updating itself with heightened awareness of the political force of postcolonial critique in response to the reader’s “exoticising tendencies” (Brouillette 2007, 7). Similarly, sociological meta-analyses of the institutionalisation of “world literature” as a marketing/consecrating strategy and more importantly, as “a literary act” of intervention, can reveal both the “internal” and “external” forces that shape this “field of cultural production” (McDonald 2016, 42 and 51). This edited volume exerts and effectuates this institutional focus in many forms, including archival research on the founding of a particular book series (Katelyn Edwards), the observation on the evolution of book covers of a consecrated postcolonial classic (Carmen Thong), the successes and failures of multilingual book prizes in a specific location (Rashi Rohatgi), the rediscovery of socialist literary connections beyond the Western world (Yan Jia) and many more. The archival and comparative work underpinning all these projects guarantees that their critical reflections on the current debate on world literature are both original and grounded. 

As Kelly Yin Nga Tse (2018) comments in her combined book review for the recent major publications in World Literature, despite the diverse views and agendas expressed by all the different schools of thought mentioned, their accounts of world literature are better viewed “as complementary rather than competing or conflicting” (452). The sociological approach to critical world literature studies, we want to stress, is an indispensable addition to the constellation of theories and methodologies in literary studies broadly conceived. Its materialist (but not necessarily a priori Marxist) mode of critique can both assist scholarship conducted from particular theoretical and ideological angles and re-evaluate their validities and effects, especially when “world literature” as such is prone to generic and totalising claims. Through the consistent emphasis on the agency of the primary data and contexts in question, we hope that the flexible and holistic qualities of this critical approach can offset the sense of fragmented territorialisation in the ever-expanding field of World Literature. 

World Literature in Motion: Key Issues and Chapter Outlines

As the title of this volume suggests, critical world literature studies regard world literature as dynamic processes shaped and mediated by certain conceptual and institutional forces, which materialise in physical and organisational forms that can be taken as sociological evidence for scholars. The meaning of the thematic keyword “motion” in the title of our book, which brings all of the chapters together, is twofold. First, it refers to movement, mediation, and mobility and serves to emphasise the very dynamism of world literature. No matter whether it is taken as material circulation, institutional recognition, comparative or systemic modes of reading and interpretation, the creative acts of translation, or a combination of any or all of these different aspects of literary engagement, world literature is always already shaped by (inter-)textual movements. As an organising concept, it cannot intervene meaningfully in the global literary marketplace or in our current system of reading and critique without the mobility and flexibility to travel across different socioeconomic, politico-cultural, and intellectual contexts. Second, “motion” can also mean “proposal” and “discussion”, especially in the context of a debate, and the phrase “in motion” as employed in the title of our volume is to highlight the self-reflective nature of critical world literature studies. As mentioned in the opening section of this introduction, World Literature as an academic discipline can be confusing for “outsiders” and inconvenient for “insiders” because it conflates the object and subject of study. As long as this field of research keeps using the haughty modifier that is “(the) world” as one of its defining signifiers, meta-academic (self-)reflections are needed to keep the discipline in motion/check. What are the pragmatic gains of framing or defining world literature in a certain way, and for whom? As such, critical world literature studies may not make it any easier to pinpoint what world literature is, but it certainly makes clear what it is not: isolated and static. 

With the characteristics of the sociological approach in mind, we propose the following four motions, each of which actively leads to a productive principle or original point of departure for research in critical world literature studies:


	Postcolonial Studies is constructive of, rather than in conflict with, critical world literature studies, and the combination of the former’s attentiveness to colonial legacies and neo-colonial power structures and the latter’s grounded analysis of the institutional structures of a given literary activity can yield illuminating discoveries on the bigger picture of the political, economic, and cultural developments in the world today.



	The literary prize, as the most important form of institutional recognition and consecration for authors and publishers, provides a particularly productive site of research for cases studies on the creation of world literature. 



	The discourse of world literature and its institutionalisation in the literary marketplace and academia can deliver pragmatic benefits by increasing the visibility and accentuating the importance of minor literatures in these fields. 



	Translations beyond the Anglophone, that is, between different languages that are not English (or at least between different contexts where English is not the primary linguistic medium), have been one of the blind spots in the current discussion in World Literature; however, combined with comparative criticism, they can be the most indicative object of research for world literature and complicate our understanding of how literary centres and margins work in practice. 





The four sections of this volume are guided by these motions respectively, but the chapters in each section also use archival resources and/or multilingual close reading to testify to and reflect on the connections between them. The first section, “Postcolonial Institutions”, not only shows that both postcolonialism and world literature are disruptive of the neat divisions in national literatures but also highlights the continued relevance of colonial histories and repercussions in the institutionalisation of world literature in the postcolonial era. The four chapters in this section focus on the decolonisation period of the 1960s–70s and discuss how the state apparatus, publishers or literary events managed to fulfil their own ideological agendas through their interactions with and promotion of postcolonial texts as world literature. Rivkah Brown’s paper on the Zimbabwe International Book Fair examines UNESCO’s developmental agenda that lies behind the Fair, linking the intricate relations between its economic and social aspects to earlier colonial perceptions of the book as an economic tool. Similarly, Katelyn Edwards’s discussion of Oxford University Press and the career of Athol Fugard points out a new paradigm of exploitation of African textbook markets by using the “regional” label. Such exploitation of (post-)colonial connections also constitutes the central concern of Meleesha Bardolia’s and Gareth Tan’s archival research on the British company Penguin and the British Information Research Department respectively. Bardolia’s analysis of the correspondence between Penguin, Longmans Publishing and the South African editors of The Penguin Book of South African Verse (1968) reveals the way in which the book was modified to get through the censorship system in South Africa for commercial and political reasons. Rather than providing a univocal account of how external and global institutional pressures shape a national text, her chapter adds complexity to the story of the intersections between world literature and anthologies by highlighting the internal national complexity of this case study in apartheid South Africa. Offering a broader viewpoint, Tan’s paper shows that in the context of the anti-Soviet “Cultural Cold War”, the domestic publishing industry of the UK retained significant power over the ideological developments in the newly independent post-colonies. Together, these chapters constitute a holistic effort to bridge the gap between “the astuteness of postcolonialism as a symptomology of the contemporary world and the broader (but distinctly literary) comparative concerns of world literature” (Helgesson 2014, 498).

Taking this effort further and in more concrete forms, the second section, “Recognition through Literary Prizes”, moves from the ideological exploitation of books during periods of decolonisation to the politics of recognition of books in the contemporary era. The chapters in this section offer four different case studies on prominent international book prizes and their engagements with non-western writers. Drawing on a wide range of letters, media reports and paratextual materials such as book covers, Carmen Thong’s study of V.S. Naipaul’s 1971 award of the Booker Prize for In a Free State provides fresh insights into the many institutional contingencies of literary categories as well as the writer’s negotiation between institutional forces and their own creative agency. Her analysis reveals the process of adaptation the judges and coordinators of the prize had to undergo in order to capitalise on Naipaul’s unconventional “novel”. She also observes that as Naipaul accrues more cultural capital in his career, he is more willing to compromise his sense of agency. This forms a nice comparison with Lubabah Chowdhury’s chapter, which focuses on Arundhati Roy’s dealings with a forced notion of authenticity after receiving her Booker Prize in 1997. With particular attention to the management of the Booker’s public relations, Chowdhury argues that the compulsory marketing of Roy’s literary identity as a life writer is indicative of a wider problematic of postcolonial sexism in the international literary space. Moving from these two prominent postcolonial writers from the Caribbean and India, Sana Goyal’s study on The Caine Prize for African Writing shifts the focus to regimes of literary recognition related to the vast continent of Africa and problematises the very concept of “African Writing” itself. Engaging with Sarah Brouillette’s theories, she demonstrates the different struggles faced by African authors on their journey to literary authenticity and singularity. Finally, my own chapter on the Man Asian Literary Prize as an interesting phenomenon of institutional failure points to the partial agency of top-down recognition regimes in today’s neoliberalised global literary market. I seek to provide concrete examples of the practical difficulties of overcoming the ideologically entrenched expectations on non-western writers and literatures in a world literature space still dominated by American and European institutions. The four chapters in this section create intersecting critical dialogues as they all point towards the hierarchical power structures within the cultural domain in which the postcolonial marketplace and the space of world literature overlap. Moreover, all of them engage with James English’s (2005) discussion on the “economy of prestige” in relation to “the agency of the cultural prize” and demonstrate the need for a more nuanced understanding of this agency as a process of negotiation and compromise between the different institutional forces shaping the “international literary space” (320).

The third section, “Minor Locations”, shifts the institutional focus from recognition to location, and explores how texts may or may not transcend sociocultural boundaries in small island countries and regions. In accordance with Deleuze and Guattari’s (1986) concept of “minor literature”, this section addresses literary texts and events that originate in marginal geopolitical locations but operate in dominant European languages as efforts “to counter the hegemony of the majors” (D’haen 2016, 37). Rashi Rohatgi’s chapter offers a continuation of, as well as transition from, the previous section as it discusses the failure of two important local literary prizes in Francophone Mauritius. Rohatgi shows that the contradictory ideological forces behind these two prizes have contributed to the same nationalistic pretension of internationalism that fails to make Mauritius the centre of any literary worlds. In contrast, Daniele Nunziata uses the literary bifurcation in the island nation of Cyprus as a case study to show how international translations may provide a means by which writers of minor literature can escape divisive local politics and its multilingual oppressions. His chapter offers a compelling analysis of Cypriot writers’ constant negotiation with the Greek and Turkish hegemonies on the island and the balance they have managed to achieve by entering the anglophone markets. Lastly, Lucy Steeds’s chapter calls for a more inclusive view of (post-)colonial literary history by investigating the role played by multiple media forms in the making of anglophone Caribbean literature. The archival research in her chapter brings due attention to the role BBC radio programs played in the creation and dissemination of a particular kind of Caribbean aesthetic, which functioned as a unique aural design of marketing strategies and enabled a select group of writers to move from minor locations to being included in one of the major postcolonial canons in world literature. On the one hand, the three chapters in this section come together to emphasise that world literature is indeed “always necessarily located” and it is this geopolitical situatedness and sociocultural specificity that makes minor literatures particularly indicative of the larger institutional forces that govern the international circulation and recognition of world literature (Orsini et al 2018, 4). On the other hand, the very concept of “minor” is employed differently in each chapter and always discussed in relation to the structural influence exerted by certain larger systems—it is “a fungible attribute dependent on a comparative perspective and shifting cultural networks” (Bachner 2017,155). As long as there is “no getting away from major/minor questions” in World Literature (D’haen 2016, 37), it is our belief that to improve the visibility of minor literatures (especially those written in minor or indigenous languages not yet covered by this section) and to assert their value will continue to be important pragmatic tasks of critical world literature studies. After all, the sheer breadth of an interdisciplinary formation like critical world literature studies can at least create an enabling condition for us to embrace and highlight the contribution of such (ultra-)minor languages and literatures, which tend to be marginalized or ignored in the existing fields of academic research based on large geopolitical divisions (the Area Studies model) or Eurocentric theoretical frameworks (i.e. the different -isms in literary and cultural studies developed in Europe and North America). 

Following the trans-regional and trans-lingual approach advocated by Karen Thornber (2009), Waïl Hassan (2013), Helgesson and Kullburg (2018), and Banerjee and Fritzsche (2018), the final section, “Translations beyond the Anglophone”, deepens the discussion on location through a series of specially solicited chapters on under-explored translational directions of regional literatures written by multilingual scholars. Yan Jia’s and Galina Rousseva-Sokolova’s case studies offer unique insights on literary exchanges outside of the Anglophone and Francophone spheres focussed on by most existing research in World Literature. Yan Jia’s study on the representation of Indian literature in the Chinese journal Yiwen/Shijie Wenxue uncovers the forgotten history of anti-Eurocentric literary relations guided by the dominant socialist ambitions during the Cold War. He contends that the journal constitutes an alternative “world of literary relations” without the west, which was constructed through a great deal of curatorial work, including the selection and interpretation of texts, the (re)framing of authors’ literary and political identities, and the strategic use of editorial devices. His analysis of this constructive process not only reveals but also reflects on this particular vision of world literature mediated by the diplomatic politics between India and China before their “rise” in the later game of global capitalism. In a more informative manner, Rousseva-Sokolova’s chapter provides a comprehensive overview of how the Bulgarian literary market is adapting to the change of socio-political environment after the Cold War and negotiates with the rising tide of translated literature from Asia, a form of (inter-)national and centripetal literary engagement beyond the postcolonial paradigm. As her chapter shows, the use of Russian and English translations in these inter-regional engagements has been diminishing but will not disappear soon due to practical considerations of the literary market and structural constraints imposed by the residual but still strong geopolitical power of Russia in East Europe and the global cultural hegemony of the English language. 

Taking the relationship between translation and trans-location further, Wen-chin Ouyang’s and Yeogeun Kim’s papers offer comparative analyses of different translations of classical Asian texts into different languages. Ouyang’s comparative close reading of the English and Chinese translations of The Arabian Nights challenges the assumed effects of “Orientalism by proxy”—the migration of “western orientalism” into the Chinese view of the Islamic Middle East. Focusing on the particular editorial changes made to the plots and tropes in these different translations, she observes that in the process of such cross-cultural communication, literary norms and aesthetic traditions matter as much as the political and cultural structures surrounding the context of translation. Similarly, in the final chapter of this volume, Kim uses Kuunmong (Cloud Dream of the Nine), one of the most important classical Chinese texts from Korea, as an indicative case study for the translational circulation of world literature from a minor location. It covers Kuunmong’s centrifugal transnational afterlives in multiple East Asian and European languages, including modern Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Russian, German, Italian, Spanish, English and French, and offers a great terminal link between the multilingual trans-regionalism of this section and the concerns on the major/minor division of the previous one. Reflecting on the institutional (mal)functioning of the Literature Translation Institute of Korea (LTI Korea), an outreach project established by the South Korean government, Kim puts doubt on the efficacy of such top-down approaches to promoting literary circulation and notes that cultural appropriations of Kuunmong take place in both textual and visual forms despite the interventionist agendas of the government and publishers. 

The editors of this volume consider the final section to be a particularly enriching contribution of this book to the field of World Literature for two reasons. First, even though postcolonialism and world literature can be fruitfully reconciled via the sociological approach highlighted in the first two sections, the current discussion on world literature has indeed been affected by the linguistic limitations of the former. As much as we see this book as an elaborate companion to Helgesson and Vermeulen’s Institutions of World Literature (2016), ours is also an attempt to overcome its conflation of postcolonial literature and world literature by bringing more languages to the table than the four dominant European languages (English, French, Spanish and Portuguese) to which their volume is limited. Notably, in a more recent publication that has emerged from the ongoing research program “Cosmopolitan and Vernacular Dynamics in World Literatures”, Stefan Helgesson (2018) and his colleagues in Sweden have started to emphasise the multiplicities of language, register, and genre within literary texts to further caution against the “equation between world literature and the global anglophone market for literary publishing” (6). Continuing this effort, this volume, especially in the last two sections, includes chapters on translation activities and book industries that operate through a more diverse range of languages (English, Bengali, Punjabi, Bulgarian, Italian, Japanese, German, Russian, Spanish, Chinese, Hindi, French, Arabic, Korean and Greek), involving regional circulations in East Asia, South Asia, the Middle East, Eastern Europe and Africa, in ways that are not necessarily mediated by postcolonial conditions. Through this wide coverage, these two sections illustrate our emphasis that the “world” in world literature is much more than the Anglo-sphere or the postcolonial world. Second, the trans-regional and trans-lingual focus of the final section demands significant revisions of Franco Moretti’s systemic claim that “movement from one periphery to another (without passing through the centre) is almost unheard of” (2003, 75). While all of the chapters in this section do reveal that English does operate as a “vanishing mediator” across the world’s disparate cultural–linguistic spaces and thus still exerts a significant amount of influence on the creation and circulation of world literature as such (Mufti 2016, 16), they also caution against the tautological and totalising application of Moretti’s model (with “centre” readily defined as the institutional or cultural space that “peripheries” have to pass through) and gesture towards a more democratic cartography of world literature that is fundamentally constitutive of its own multilingual, multi-directional development. Opposite to Moretti’s deterministic vision fixated on the hegemonic centre, we hope that the observations and arguments presented in this section can challenge literary scholars to at least imagine the very significance of “the translation of literature from one small peripheral language to another small peripheral language” in reshaping our ideas about the world and the operation of its cultural flows (Leppänen 2018, 97).

As a collection of theoretically informed, materially grounded case studies, this volume seeks to demonstrate how critical world literature studies can be practiced in the most concrete ways. However, as trained literary scholars, we are also highly aware of the irreducibility of literary texts and contexts and the analytical and performative nature of academic discourses. Indeed, texts, contexts, and (academic) meta-texts, much like world literature, are always in motion, as the boundaries and characteristics of “(the) world(s)” will always be different when examined through different perspectives or methods. In this sense, my amateur art piece featured on the cover of this book is to be taken as a visual representation of world literature, or rather, an abstract manifesto for critical world literature studies. Named “浮想 (floating ideas)”, it is a picture of kaleidoscopic motion with detectable traces of patterns or directions of various movements, and yet, upon closer look, there are always details that escape the rule and stand out. A constant flux of floating ideas, it implies, is what critical world literature studies consists of.

Bibliography

Apter, Emily. 2013. Against World Literature: On the Politics of Untranslatability. New York: Verso.

Bachner, Andrea. 2017. “At the Margins of the Minor: Rethinking Scalarity, Relationality, and Translation.” Journal of World Literature 2 (2): 139–57.

Banerjee, Anindita and Sonja Fritzsche, eds. 2018. Science Fiction Circuits of the South and East. Oxford: Peter Lang. 

Bassnett, Susan. 2016. “The Figure of the Translator.” Journal of World Literature 1 (3): 299–315.

—. 2019. “Introduction: The Rocky Relationship between Translation Studies and World Literature.” In Translation and World Literature, edited by Susan Bassnett, 1–14. London: Routledge. 

Beecroft, Alexander. 2015. An Ecology of World Literature: From Antiquity to the Present Day. London: Verso.

Boehmer, Elleke. 2014. “The World and the Postcolonial.” European Review 22 (2): 299–308.

—. 2018. Postcolonial Poetics: 21st-Century Critical Readings. London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1986. “The Forms of Capital.” In Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education, edited by J. G. Richardson, 46–58. New York: Greenwood. 

Brouillette, Sarah. 2007. Postcolonial Writers in the Global Literary Marketplace. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Brouillette, Sarah et al. 2017. “Introduction.” In Literature and the Global Contemporary, edited by J. G. Richardson, xv–xxxviii. Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan.

Casanova, Pascale. 2004. The World Republic of Letters. Trans. M. B. Debevoise. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Cheah, Pheng. 2016. What Is a World? On Postcolonial Literature as World Literature. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Chesney, Duncan McColl. 2017. “An Essay against Global Literature: Literature and the Global Public.” Concentric: Literary and Cultural Studies 43 (20): 251–274.

Dalleo, Raphael. 2016. “Introduction.” In Bourdieu and Postcolonial Studies, edited by Raphael Dalleo, 1–16. Liverpool: Liverpool University Press.

Damrosch, David. 2003. What is World Literature? Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Darnton, Robert. 1982. “What Is the History of Books?” Daedalus 111 (3): 65–83.

Deckard, Sharae and Shapiro, Stephen, eds. 2019. World Literature, Neoliberalism, and the Culture of Discontent. Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari. 1986. Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature. Translated by Dana Polan. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.

D’haen, Theo. 2016. “Major/Minor in World Literature.” Journal of World Literature 1 (1): 29–38.

El Habbouch, Jaouad. 2019. “Decentering Globalization: World Literature, Terror, and the Postcolonial.” Interventions 21 (1): 1-34.

English, James. 2008. The Economy of Prestige: Prizes, Awards, and the Circulation of Cultural Value. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Fang, Weigui. 2018. “Introduction: What is World Literature?” In Tensions in World Literature: Between the Local and the Universal, edited by Fang Weigui, 1–65. Singapore: Palgrave Macmillan.

Graham, James, et al. 2012. “Postcolonial Studies and World Literature.” Journal of Postcolonial Writing 48 (5): 465–71.

Hassan, Waïl. 2013. “Which Languages?” Comparative Literature 65 (1): 5–14.

Hayot, Eric. 2012. On Literary Worlds. New York: Oxford University Press.

Helgesson, Stefan. 2014. “Postcolonialism and World Literature.” Interventions 16 (4): 483–500.

— 2018. “General Introduction: The Cosmopolitan and the Vernacular in Interaction.” In World Literatures: Exploring the Cosmopolitan-Vernacular Exchange, edited by Stefan Helgesson et al., 1–14. Stockholm: Stockholm University Press.

Helgesson, Stefan and Pieter Vermeulen. 2016. “Introduction: World Literature in the Making.” In Institutions of World Literature: Writing, Translation, Markets, edited by Stefan Helgesson and Pieter Vermeulen, 1–20. London: Routledge.

Helgesson, Stefan and Christina Kullberg. 2018. “Translingual Events: World Literature and the Making of Language.” Journal of World Literature 3 (3): 136–52.

Hitchcock, Peter. 2010. The Long Space: Transnationalism and Postcolonial Form. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Huggan, Graham. 2001. The Postcolonial Exotic: Marketing the Margins. London: Routledge.

Leppänen, Katarina. 2018. “Reflections on Gender and Small Languages in World Literature Scholarship: Methods of Inclusions and Exclusions.” In World Literatures: Exploring the Cosmopolitan-Vernacular Exchange, edited by Stefan Helgesson et al., 89–102. Stockholm: Stockholm University Press.

McDonald, Peter D. 2016. “Instituting (World) Literature.” In Institutions of World Literature: Writing, Translation, Markets, edited by Stefan Helgesson and Pieter Vermeulen, 39–52. London: Routledge.

—. 2019. “See Through the Concept of World Literature.” Journal of World Literature 4 (1): 13–34.

Moretti, Franco. 2000. “Conjectures on World Literature.” New Left Review 1 (Jan-Feb): 54–68.

—. 2003. “More Conjectures.” New Left Review 20 (Mar-Apr): 73–81.

Mufti, Aamir. 2016. Forget English! Orientalisms and World Literatures. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Orsini, Francesca et al. 2018. “Multilingual Locals and Significant Geographies: For a Ground-up and Located Approach to World Literature.” Modern Languages Open 1 (article 19): 1–8.

Parks, Tim. 2015. Where I'm Reading from: The Changing World of Books. New York: New York Review of Books.

Reynolds, Matthew, et al. 2015. “Guest Editors’ Introduction.” Comparative Critical Studies 12 (2): 147–59.

Saussy, Haun. 2011. “The Dimensionality of World Literature.” Neohelicon 38 (2): 289–94.

—. 2017. “The Three Futures of World Literature.” Canadian Review of Comparative Literature 44 (3): 397–406.

Saussy, Haun et al. 2016. “Trying to Make It Real: An Exchange between Haun Saussy and David Damrosch.” Comparative Literature Studies 53 (4): 660–93.

Shih, Shu-mei. 2004. “Global Literature and the Technologies of Recognition.” PMLA 119 (1): 16–30.

Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. 2010. “Translating in a World of Languages.” Profession 1: 35–43.

Thomsen, Mads Rosendahl. 2008. Mapping World Literature: International Canonization and Transnational Literatures. New York: Continuum.

Thornber, Karen. 2009. Empire of Texts in Motion: Chinese, Korean, and Taiwanese Transculturations of Japanese Literature. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

—. 2016. “Why (Not) World Literature: Challenges and Opportunities for the Twenty-First Century.” Journal of World Literature 1 (1): 107–118.

Trivedi, Harish. 2013. “Comparative Literature, World Literature and Indian Literature: Concepts and Models.” In Interdisciplinary Alternatives in Comparative Literature, edited by E.V. Ramakrishnan, 17–34. New Delhi: Sage Publications.

Tse, Kelly Yin Nga. 2018. “WHITHER THE WORLD? The Discourse of World Literature.” Interventions, 20 (3): 446–52.

Tsu, Jing. 2001. “World Literature and National Literature(s).” In The Routledge Companion to World Literature, edited by David Damrosch et al., 158–68. New York: Routledge.

Venuti, Lawrence. 2016. “Hijacking Translation: How Comp Lit Continues to Suppress Translated Texts.” boundary2, 43 (2): 179–204.

Warwick Research Collective. 2015. Combined and Uneven Development: Towards a New Theory of World-Literature. Liverpool: Liverpool University Press.

Watroba, Karolina. 2017. “World Literature and Literary Value: Is ‘Global’ The New ‘Lowbrow?’” Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial Literary Inquiry 5 (1): 53–68.

Youssef, Magdi. 2015. “Decolonizing World Literature.” In Major versus Minor? Languages and Literatures in a Globalized World, edited by Theo D’haen, ‎Iannis Goerlandt, ‎and Roger D. Sell, 125–40. Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Benjamin's Publishing Company.

 


Section 1: 
Postcolonial Institutions


The Zimbabwe International Book Fair and the Idea of Book Development

Rivkah Brown

In 1965, UNESCO’s Department of Mass Information employee Julian Behrstock (who, after 28 years of service, won an award “for outstanding services to the cause of books” [UNESCO n.d., n.p.]) declared books “basic to the achievement of almost all of the Organization's objectives”; as such, he said, they “permeate the whole of Unesco's programme” (1965, 21). Indeed, UNESCO’s commitment to “the conservation and protection of the world’s inheritance of books” (UNESCO 1945, n.p.), realised in 1948 as the Collection of Representative Works, configured the book as a unique form of national-mascot-cum-historical-artefact. More pertinent to this investigation is how the UN agency constitutionally tasked with “advancing, through the educational and scientific and cultural relations of the peoples of the world, the objectives of international peace and of the common welfare of mankind” (UNESCO 1945, n.p.) configured the book as “a technology [. . .] of development” (Slaughter 2007, 272).

As Sarah Brouillette (2014) points out, the agency has “since its founding [. . .] gathered a considerable mass of statistics about the global book trades” (33), and found the production of books in a number of (almost universally non-western) countries wanting (33). In fact, UNESCO was so appalled by the inequalities of global book production that it declared “book hunger”, “inscrib[ing] the global ‘crisis’ of illiteracy within the same moral, humanitarian economy that motivates people to give their old clothes and unused canned goods to the poor” (Slaughter 2007, 282). So persuasive was book hunger as a developmentalist metaphor that it remains axiomatic: “Everyone,” wrote Hans Zell in 1992, “has heard of food famine in Africa. [. . .] What must happen to alert the international community to the tragedy of bookless countries in Africa?” (75). Its suggestive power was threefold: first, that books were as indispensible as food; second, that those countries that suffered from this figurative hunger were the same as those afflicted by actual hunger; and by inference third, that those countries were underdeveloped because of their lack of books—in other words that books were “an aspect and means, not merely an index, of modernization” (Slaughter 2007, 272). At this point, UNESCO’s constitutional commitments to the “promot[ion of] the free flow of ideas by word and image” (UNESCO 1945, n.p.) and to “[granting] the people of all countries access to [. . .] printed and published materials produced by any of them” (n.p.) begin to fall into place. As capital was to the New World Economic Order, so were books to the New World Information Order. UNESCO was instrumentalizing the book in the name of rectifying the global imbalances of power instigated by colonialism and escalated by capitalism. Just as missionaries had converted barbaric unbelievers into People of the Book, UNESCO’s attempt to bring “the developing, ‘book hung[ry]’” countries of the global south in line with “the industrialized, book-sated nations” of the north enacted an “intellectual bipolarization” that “divided the world into readers and nonreaders [. . .] modern reading nation-states [. . .] and premodern, illiterate huddled masses” (Slaughter 2007, 279–82).

The many conferences convened by UNESCO in the 1960s and 70s to devise a solution to book hunger concluded that this “immense gap” in global book wealth was “to be bridged” only by “increased local book production and consumption” (UNESCO 1969, 23)—a process it would dub “book development”. Conference delegates considered a number of ways of stimulating consumption, including “book philanthropy”—the supplying of books from First World Countries to Third as one might “old clothes and unused canned goods”. Production, however, was a trickier issue to address, and involved investing in infrastructure and engaging in trade. One of the primary recommendations of a UNESCO-sponsored conference in Ife, Nigeria in 1973 was “that publishers’ associations sponsor book fairs in their own countries” (UNESCO 1975, 12). With the wave of decolonization still sweeping the continent, “[i]t was decided that at this point it would be impractical to organize an all-African book fair, but this desirable development should be kept in mind for the future” (12). Exactly ten years later, however, “this desirable development” came to pass with the establishment in 1983 of the Zimbabwe International Book Fair (ZIBF). Described by UNESCO as “the most significant literary event in Africa south of the Sahara’’ (ZIBF 1991, n.p.), the Fair was intended to kick-start both the production and consumption of books in Zimbabwe and Africa as a commercial trade fair and a public celebration of books and reading. 

This chapter will examine the way in which UNESCO’s mandate of “book development” was taken up by ZIBF both implicitly through its programming choices and promotional materials, and explicitly through the public Indaba (Xhosa/Zulu for “conference”) that formed the Fair’s centerpiece, and where ideas of book development were discussed and contested. Its primary evidential basis will be archival material drawn from the Paul Hamlyn Collection on Publishing in Africa housed at Oxford Brookes University, supplemented by interviews with individuals who attended, organized, exhibited at or were otherwise linked to the Fair. It will begin by thinking about the manifold and often contradictory ways in which ZIBF interpreted “book development”, in particular through its attempt to cultivate a national and continental “reading culture”, a concept deeply embedded in Benedict Anderson’s notion of “imagined communities” (1983). It will suggest that in positing a teleology of the book from economic product to educational tool to enactor of spiritual enlightenment, ZIBF demonstrated that the developmentalist concept of the book was fundamentally the product of colonialism and its missionary presses. It will end by situating these discussions within the context of Robert Darnton’s communications circuit, arguing that Darnton’s “Economic and Social Conjecture” is less a pivot than a lacuna; that in understanding books as a good per se, the Darntonian circuit precludes any question of how books had come to be seen an “essential technology” (Slaughter 2007, 275). Nga Tse’s (2018) observations about the Warwick Research Collective’s understanding of world literature are instructive here. Just as WReC “registers the combined and uneven contours of the world system”, yet “does not imbue such literature with an inherent criticality against modern capitalism (Nga Tse 2018, 449-50), so too does the idea of book development conceived of by UNESCO and espoused at ZIBF challenge the unevenness of global book production without critiquing the culturally-specific motivations of that challenge. UNESCO and ZIBF, in turn, declared that Africa must read, without interrogating why. 

Reading Maketh a Man: How ZIBF Mediated the UNESCO Doctrine of Book Development

Though UNESCO’s special relationship with the book was apparent from its earliest days, it was formalized by its designation of 1972 the Year of the Book, and concomitant publication of the Charter of the Book. The Charter illuminated the Constitution by pinpointing how books were to enact the Constitution’s ill-defined “modernization”: by “promoting individual fulfillment, social and economic progress, international understanding and peace” (UNESCO 1972b, 238), a wide-ranging statement that moves between quantitative (“economic progress”) and qualitative outcomes (“individual fulfilment”, “international understanding”). It soon becomes apparent that this oscillation is not arbitrary but a binary sustained across the Charter, distinguishing the book as pure commodity, a unit of economic value, from the book as a “unique category of commodity” (Brouillette 2014, 33), a privileged form of cultural production. Article IV takes up the first position: “A sound publishing industry is essential to national development” (UNESCO 1972b, 239). It talks in technical terms about the need for a publishing “infrastructure”, “economic and social planning” and “low interest financing” (239). Articles V to IX continue in this vein, concatenating the practicalities of building a national publishing “infrastructure”: “Book manufacturing facilities” will need to be constructed, “Booksellers” and “Libraries” opened (240). These Articles paint books as an “industry” like any other. Indeed, at a conference on African book development sponsored by UNESCO and held in Ife, Nigeria in the year following the Charter’s publication, Julian Behrstock (1975) spoke of book production in economic terms analogous to per capita income: “It was estimated that [. . .] no more than one-thirtieth of a book was available per person per year” (79). The Charter is sandwiched, however, by Articles that assume the second position, stressing the qualitative benefits conferred by the content of books: Article I, “Everyone has a right to read” (UNESCO 1972b, 239), Article II, “Books are essential to education” (239), and Article X, “Books serve international understanding and peaceful co-operation” (241). Later in the Ife conference, Chinua Achebe (1975) underscored this ambiguity: “When we speak of the book trade we blur the difference between merchandising and a very delicate process of bringing one human mind into communion with the minds of his [sic] fellows” (41). The idea of the book set in motion by UNESCO in the early 1970s was as “a technological bridge between material and immaterial development” (Slaughter 2007, 272).

Into this crossfire entered the ZIBF, whose organizers wished “to combine the function of a commercially viable trade fair with a public celebration of books and reading” (Gibbs and Mapanje 1999, 350)—to stimulate, in other words, both economic development through the “trade” of books, and social development through their “reading”. The Fair’s billing as “Africa’s foremost and fastest-growing book-trade and literary event” (ZIBF 1994a, 1) bespeaks these bipartite aims, with “foremost” laying claim to the social prestige of a “literary event”, and “fastest-growing” the economic stimulus resulting from increased “book-trade”. At times ZIBF appears to have privileged trade: the Zimbabwe International Book Fair Trust (ZIBFT) established in 1989 to administer the Fair stated that its “overriding aim” was “to make the Fair a truly commercial trade fair for the publishing industry” (Shamuyarir 1992, n.p.). Two years later, ZIBFT relocated the Fair from the Harare Gardens, the city's largest public park and a popular local hangout, to the Harare International Conference Centre, in a bid to establish the Fair’s “corporate identity” (ZIBF 1993, 2). Yet despite the desire in some quarters of the book industry that the Fair be strictly a trade event, it was by popular demand also a cultural event. The move to the Conference Centre move lasted only a year, and in 1992 ZIBF moved once again to the more relaxed environs of the National Gallery Sculpture Garden (it has since resumed residency at the Harare Gardens). That year, 32,000 members of the public attended. Far from the easy coalition implied by the polysyndetic “book-trade and literary event”, “books and reading”, the Fair struggled to mediate the push-and-pull between its public and commercial aspects, a tension it attempted to resolve in 1995 by introducing “two Traders-Only” and three public days (ZIBF 1995b, 2). ZIBF bore out the difficulty of realizing UNESCO’s dream of stimulating book production and consumption. 

The Fair also demonstrated that UNESCO’s bifocal vision for book development was in fact varifocal. Just as UNESCO’s Charter of the Book divided book development into economic and social categories, so too did it subdivide social book development (i.e. reading) into its quantitative and qualitative impacts, as a source of “information and knowledge” and “wisdom and beauty” respectively (UNESCO 1972b, 240). This distinction was particularly apparent at the 1992 Fair, which held a “Creative Writers’ Workshop” for “Zimbabwe’s literary community” (Anon 1992, n.p.) alongside a “Three Day Practical Workshop” on “Writing for the Environment”, during which participants visited an Agritex agricultural machinery factory to learn about “improving Soil Conservation and yields” (ZIBF 1992b, 1). When Trish Mbanga, ZIBF’s Director from 1990 to 2000, addressed book hunger in a press release for the Fair that year, she referenced the “technical know-how” with which this practical workshop was attempting to equip writers. Books, said Mbanga, were not only “as essential as food”, but could instruct readers how to grow it, and so “climb out of the morass of mass starvation” (ZIBF 1992c, 1). The Fair promoted textbooks in the hope of realizing the economic benefits books could confer not directly as a light industry, but indirectly through the “information and knowledge” they would impart to readers, empowered by their book learning to sate their actual as well as figurative hunger. Yet such workshops were inevitably overshadowed by sections of the programme that sought to privilege fiction. The Fair sought to boost its literary credentials by attracting high-profile literary figures—poet Benjamin Zephaniah was heralded the “major attraction” at ZIBF93 (Maruziva 1993, n.p.), while Africa’s two Nobel laureates Wole Soyinka and Nadine Gordimer were among “the all-star line-up of international writers” at ZIBF95 (ZIBF 1995b, 3)—and bestowing literary prizes. The Noma Award for Publishing in Africa (ZIBF 1994b, n.p.), a prize that sought to encourage autonomous, indigenous book publishing was reportedly founded as “an allied literary/cultural event”, and the Zimbabwe Book Publishers’ Association (ZBPA)’s Literary Awards, were purpose-built for the Fair and described as “a major feature” of it (Maruziva 1994, n.p.). One testament to how strongly ZIBF came to consider itself a continental arbiter of literary tastes was its publication of Africa’s 100 Best Books of the 20th Century (ZIBFT and ABC 2002) to mark the millennium. Though such prizes and lists included categories for non-fiction, their stated aim was, as Davison Maruziva pointed out, “to encourage local publishers [. . .] to publish creative writings” (1994, n.p.). The inaugural Noma Award went to Senegalese author Mariama Bâ for her novel Une si longue letter; 71 of Africa’s 100 Best Books fell under “Creative Writing”, and only 25 under “Scholarship/Non-Fiction” (ZIBFT and ABC 2002). If the tournament of values staged at ZIBF was between fictional and non-fictional books (see Moeran, 2010), the former came out on top.

Yet, as stated in a report on the 1992 Fair and restated by Mbanga (2016) in a recent interview, “ZIBF’s long term object” was not to champion a specific type of book but rather, as the Fair put it, “to foster an interest in books and a love of reading on the part of the public at large” (ZIBF 1992c, 3). According to its organizers, fiction and non-fiction coexisted rather than competed at the Fair. A central component of the Fair’s discourse on book development belies this contention, however: the idea of reading for pleasure. “We want to promote literacy in our country”, announced Mbanga in a 1992 press release, “but more than just literacy per se: we want to encourage, through general exposure to books, the idea of reading for pleasure” (quoted in Enochs 1992, 2). Mbanga’s statement invites us to consider the difference between taking pleasure in books and reading for pleasure. Whilst the former stresses only the reader’s enjoyment and is uninterested in the choice of reading material, the latter suggests the deriving of entertainment rather than information. The link between pleasure and literature implicit in Chinua Achebe’s (1972) complaint in that “Africans [. . .] did not go in search of literary pleasure” (547; emphasis mine) was made explicit at ZIBF96, where Zimbabwe’s Minister of Education, Sport and Culture, Gabriel Machinga stated the government’s intention to “ensure [that] reading for pleasure is addressed in the curriculum and that trainee teachers [. . .] encourage reading literature for pleasure” (ZIBF 1995a, emphasis mine).

ZIBF’s privileging of the fictional book can be traced directly to UNESCO. In the opening address of the Ife conference, Chief Eke (1975), the Nigerian Federal Commissioner for Education, started by defining books as practical tools for cultivating the “trained manpower and technical know-how of which Africa is in short supply” (348). However, Eke’s encomium begins to fall apart as he attempts to broaden his definition to comprehend books’ intangible value: “the demand for trained manpower is not only a demand for quantity but also for quality. It is a demand for manpower trained in the new skills and techniques needed for rapid material and spiritual development” (349). The reason Eke’s rhetoric struggles to comprehend the “material and spiritual” may be that he is referring not only to two different types of reading, but to two different types of book entirely: fiction and non-fiction. Slaughter (2007) strengthens our suspicion that Eke’s distinction may be categorical: “Reading and writing are valorized both as tools for acquiring the knowledge necessary for socioeconomic advancement and as the primary media of modern transcendental personal fulfillment through the imaginative extension of the individual into the world” (272). Here, “imaginative extension” suggests that while “socioeconomic advancement” (“material [. . .] development”) might be derived from the “knowledge” of “new skills and techniques” imparted by non-fiction, fiction alone can provide “transcendental personal fulfillment” (Eke’s “spiritual development”). With “transcendental”, Eke makes clear that UNESCO’s notion of book development is implicitly hierarchical, with “wisdom and beauty” transcending “information and knowledge”. What UNESCO created was not a singular concept but rather a teleology of book development, one that began with textbooks and culminated in fiction.

In his report on ZIBF96 for the US Peace Corps magazine WorldView, and in a radical departure from the Fair’s insistence on fiction and non-fiction as equal partners in book development, Charles R. Larson (1996) places fiction at the end of a book developmental timeline: he observes that “the entire concept of reading for pleasure has yet to take hold of most African readers. [. . .] Creative works are the last to be purchased, after technical works, self-help books, and textbooks” (64). Indeed, there has long been concern about this within the Zimbabwean publishing community: a 2011 reading survey by the non-profit organization Zimbabwe Reads reported “minimal interest in books other than textbooks, set texts, and books for exam preparations”, and concluded that “textbooks are not enough” for a “culture of reading” (Zimbabwe Reads, 2011, n.p.); more recently, publisher Irene Staunton (2016) expressed her concern that Zimbabweans read solely “to pass exams” (n.p.). ZIBF promoted the fictional over the non-fictional book, then, in an attempt to move the country and indeed the continent further along the journey to full book development as set out by UNESCO: ZBPA’s Literary Awards were established to “encourage local publishers, who are sometimes tempted to concentrate on educational textbooks [. . .] to publish creative writings” (Maruziva 1994, n.p.), while at the 1995 awards ceremony, Guest of Honour and Zimbabwean Minister of Higher Education, Dr Ignatius Chombo, remarked that “it was imperative that schools instill the habit of reading into pupils not only to enable them to pass examinations, but also to enjoy themselves” (Maruziva 1995, n.p.). Professor of African History Diane Jeater (2011) has blogged that “the problem in Zimbabwe is not that books are dying out as objects made of paper, but that they are dying out as a genre”—the notion that Zimbabwe is reading, but that it is simply reading the wrong things, is a persistent one.

Yet fiction’s placement in a developmental teleology generates an internal hierarchy within the category itself. At the 1996 ZIBF Writers’ Workshop, Nadine Gordimer asserted, “comic-book literacy does not mean an ability to read a story, poem or novel that has more than a vocabulary that consists largely of grunts and explanatory syllables” (quoted in Larson 1996, 64). Just as Wendy Griswold discounts “self-help books, or tracts on business or management” from a Nigerian reading culture (Fraser 2008, 166), so too does Gordimer differentiate “comic-book literacy” from the “ability to read a story, poem or novel”. As Paul Zeleza (1996) made clear at the 1996 Indaba, fiction per se is insufficient for spiritual development:

Only a voracious and discriminating reading public can ensure that Africa produces not only more books, but good books, books that enlighten and enrich our lives, rather than debasing our sensibilities. The privileged few can, and ought, to do more than simply buy and read books. (1996, 19, emphasis mine)

Zeleza’s analysis implicitly denigrates Gordimer’s “comic-book literacy”, or what what Mwesiga Baregu would at the 2001 Indaba call “trivial and family literature [. . .] designed to appeal to the [. . .] basic instinct but never to the intellect” (2001, 63), his term “basic” cognate with Zeleza’s “debasing”. This distinction between the casual reading of “trivial” books and the serious reading of “good books” can similarly be heard in Ronald Barker and Roger Escarpit’s UNESCO-sponsored pamphlet The Book Hunger (1973), in which they argue that casual reading is intellectually unstimulating: “The term ‘pastime’ is probably the most suitable [for casual reading], indicating an activity undertaken to fill in time, like taking a drink, filling in an easy crossword puzzle or vaguely watching the first programme one finds on television” (120–21). Ironically, then, book hunger as projected by UNESCO was to be sated not by “ravish[ing books] as one devours food” (Larson 1996, 63), but by a “discriminating reading public” selecting tomes that “enrich [their] lives” and heighten their “sensibilities”. Indeed, this idea of social refinement enacted through the consumption of carefully selectedworks of literature was tacit in A.D.H. Leishman’s (1983) praise for ZIBF’s “spacious, dignified air” (179), as well as in Terence Ranger’s (1994) description of the Fair as “a popular, not to say populist event” (1). Together, Barker and Escarpit, Gordimer, Zeleza and Baregu typify what the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire (Freire and Macedo 1987) termed “The Academic Approach to Reading”, “the acquisition of predefined forms of knowledge [. . .] organized around [. . .] the mastery of the great classical works”, rather than “The Romantic Approach” that “greatly emphasizes the affective and sees reading as the fulfillment of self and a joyful experience” (146). What Zeleza and Achebe refer to when they speak of “good literature” and “discriminating” taste is a canon, a corpus of “great classical works” agreed upon by a literary elite and exemplified by Africa’s 100 Best Books. The very concept of canonicity rests not on enjoyment, but on a specific body of knowledge; seen in this light, “all reading is utilitarian, it is purposeful” (Zeleza 1996, 15). Claims of reading for pleasure here begin to fall apart: it is not, as Escarpit (1966) wrote, “unpracticality” which defines “the literary book”, but an emphasis on personal development subtler than that of the textbook, though just as serious. It was this fundamental utilitarianism to literary reading that Ronald C. Benge (1970) pinpointed when in Libraries & Cultural Change he wrote that “the disinterested pursuit of knowledge, truth, beauty or goodness [. . .] is always mixed up with other motivations” (99).

Though neither Larson nor Eke directly link spiritual development and fiction, the way in which the higher order benefits of books are described by UNESCO and subsequently at the Fair unmistakably references fiction, with Dr Chombo’s desire to “broaden their horizons” being an obvious example. In his message for International Book Year in 1972, UNESCO Director-General René Maheu (1972) described the ultimate goal of book development thus:

The problem is not only one of quantity [c.f. Eke]. [. . .] It is equally or more important that the book—the unparalleled instrument for setting down man’s wisdom and knowledge—promote individual fulfillment and social progress; that it give all persons a chance to appreciate the best that the human mind has to offer the world over; and that it serve to create a better understanding between peoples as a necessary step towards a true and lasting peace. (3–4)

Though at first Maheu appears to mediate between non-fiction and fiction, amalgamating the Charter’s “wisdom and beauty” and “information and knowledge” in the hybrid “wisdom and knowledge”, he spotlights the fictional book by referencing two qualities commonly attributed to it: an emphasis on individual genius (“the best that the human mind has to offer”), and the creation of humanistic fellow-feeling (“a better understanding between peoples”). Similarly, the mission statement of “Books for All” (1972a), a UNESCO campaign initiated in International Book Year, speaks of a book as “a passport to the world [. . .] breaking through the barriers of time and space, proffering the joy of fulfillment. It can be a faithful companion, a spinner of dreams, or a source of wisdom” (27), avoiding naming fiction by referring instead to ideas associated with it: the traversing of space-time, the conjuring of dreams. The concomitance of literature and spirituality was cemented, however, at the Literary Awards held at ZIBF93, where Zimbabwean Minister of Education Dr Stan Mudenge commented: “I need not belabour the importance of books and literature. [. . .] A nation without a literature or a literary tradition is a nation without a soul” (Anon 1993, n.p.), making a critical distinction between “books” and “literature”. What UNESCO implicitly and ZIBF more explicitly communicates is that the pinnacle of book development is a spiritual dimension accessible only through fiction; what Achebe calls the “spiritual bond [that] exists between the true artist and his community” (1975, 43).

The “individual fulfillment” provided by the creative book is in turn credited with “social progress”, and the production of enlightened citizens (citizenship being inherent in the metaphor of books as a “passport to the world”) capable of upholding a “true and lasting peace”. This link between literary fiction and citizenship, first suggested by UNESCO (recall Bhely-Quenum’s [1972] comment that “books can help the individual to understand his own culture and to integrate in his own community as well as the international community”) emerged at the Fair in 2000, where Gerald McCullough (2000) spoke at the Indaba of the African book industry’s “overemphasis on developing textbooks” meaning that “our professionals [. . .] are not lovers of literature and ideas” (175); we hear once more the suggestion that spiritual development, the love of “ideas”, is concomitant with “literature” alone. At the 2001 Indaba, Irene Staunton enlarged upon the nebulous process of literature’s spiritual development, reinforcing its connection with civil society:

By identifying with characters in many different situations we learn about values, and the complexity of experience. We learn tolerance and understanding [. . .]. Reading is one's extension of one's mind, knowledge, imagination [. . .]. A reading society forms the basis of a more democratic, liberal and thoughtful society. (Staunton 2001, 225–26)

The unique “complexity” and robust empathy (“identifying with characters in many different situations”) required by literary fiction humanistically enlarges the “mind, knowledge [and] imagination”, argues Staunton, echoing Slaughter’s “imaginative extension”. Staunton’s logic, that literary fiction instills civic qualities, derives from Barker and Escarpit’s (1973) discussion in The Book Hunger of the difference between reading textbooks and literature: 

The stronger and more determining the constraints, the more ‘functional’ is the text and the less the margin left to the reader’s initiative: as, for example, in didactic, technical or scientific works. The more latitude the reader is given to exercise his predispositions, the more ‘literary’ is the text. (104) 
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