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Introduction: Some Issues in Global Literature
BY DR. ARUNA KRISHNAMURTHY

This volume of The Falconer publishes the best student essays from two 
graduate-level courses that I taught over two semesters. “Contemporary World 
Literature” was geared towards exposing our students to the latest fiction from 
far flung parts of the world, and included writers and novelists from India, Nigeria, 
Pakistan, Japan, Chile, and China. Over the course of six weeks, we studied a 
range of current themes and issues within predominantly non-western societies, 
and reflected on exciting developments in literature and literary representation 
as writers from these societies responded to their cultural and social realities. 
“Women in European Literature” sought to investigate the emergence and 
development of gender discourse in British and European literature in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. We read novels by Daniel Defoe (Moll 
Flanders), Samuel Richardson (Pamela), Mary Wollstonecraft (Mary and Maria), 
Mary Shelley (Matilda), Gustave Flaubert (Madame Bovary), Alexander Pushkin 
(Eugene Onegin), Leo Tolstoy (Anna Karenina) and Virginia Woolf (Orlando). 
Through detailed analyses of these texts, we traced the transformation of 
female identity within the emerging genre of the novel as it came to inscribe 
a new ideal of domesticity and sensibility in the hands of male and female 
writers. While Defoe offered interesting intersections between class and gender 
through the narrative of the reformed criminal Moll Flanders, Richardson’s novel 
voiced the contradictory ideal of female independence and domesticity through 
his eponymous heroine, Pamela. Using these two trajectories of female identity 
charted by early-eighteenth-century writers as the prototype for the modern 
woman, we analyzed its reshaping over the course of 150 years in the hands of 
subsequent male and female writers, with particular emphasis on the radical 
interventions of female writers.

The rise of the middle-class woman in fiction and the limitations of a gender 
discourse that delineated her identity within twin polarities of morality and 
sensibility is now an established area within Western scholarship. I would like 
to use this Introduction to focus on a more urgent but often neglected area 
within English Studies, the value and limitations of teaching world literature 
in the higher education classroom. Speaking from my personal experience of 
teaching such literature, I have greatly enjoyed my role as a “native informant” 
and have utilized my insider knowledge of Indian society and culture to empower 
my pedagogy. Nevertheless, over the years, I have experienced a growing sense 
of dissatisfaction with the classroom encounters between my students and 
literatures that are meant to represent the “other” experiences from little-known 
parts of the world. This dissatisfaction comes from a recognition of the mediated 
quality of world literature in the college curriculum, where close reading and 
comparative aesthetics, in my view, set limits to the scope of literatures from 
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other cultures, times and places. For example, Anglophone migrant or diasporic 
writers that work within the idioms of the west, and are conscious of the literary 
expectations of the western reader that they may playfully overturn or reward, 
are well received by students. By contrast, vernacular texts in translation, located 
within “native” spaces, using localized genres and styles offer an enormous 
epistemological challenge. Though this seems like a natural enough response on 
the part of students, there is a subtle political and economic significance to the 
unequal reception of these texts that I would connect with the circulation and 
consumption of world literature in the classroom and the literary marketplace. 
Writing within the literary motif of individualism, the diasporic writer more 
often than not shapes a narrative of interiority that forms a contact zone of 
familiar signs and meanings. Students feel comfortable honing in on those 
experiences that connect to their own, or those recognized by their society. For 
instance, issues of caste discrimination posed by Bhaka in Mulk Raj Anand’s The 
Untouchable are understood as an extension of the idea of race discrimination. 
Following Anand’s progressive politics, students empathize with and write 
about the protagonist Bhaka as a human rights subject, largely due to the novel’s 
stylistics of interiority, where the plot is structured through the consciousness of 
the uneducated, subaltern subject. Students are often horrified to learn about 
the realities of caste discrimination, have much sympathy for his plight, and are, 
in the end, thankful that they lived in a more equitable society! 

On the other hand, a novel such as U. R. Ananthmurthy’s Samskara, wherein 
the progressive politics of the novel is shaped as a questioning of the code of 
elite but spiritual Brahminism, and in a narrative style that intermixes the realist 
novel with elements of folk and myth, poses a tough challenge of interpretation. 
Majority of the students struggle to establish a connection with the protagonist 
Praneshacharya who is delineated by Ananthamurthy within both individualist 
and communitarian aesthetics, as a character at once universal but also culturally 
opaque. The novel’s extremely valuable experience of defamiliarization or 
even cultural relativism, the raison d’ etre for world literature in the classroom 
is, for the most part, foreclosed by the limitations of the codes of reading and 
the absence of a common cultural context. Even questions of gender identity, 
embodied in low-caste Chandri, a paradoxical figure of empowerment and 
disenfranchisement within a traditional social set up, poses a problem of 
interpretation, as it is framed within a different lexicon. Here, the cultural and 
social alterity of the “other” is near complete, and the anticipation of a universal 
literary experience thrown off balance. In such a scenario, students often take 
recourse to close reading and produce sophisticated analyses of narrative in 
terms of its aesthetic strategies (though in translation), focusing on the use of 
symbols, and metaphors. But, operating in a decontextualized way, these close 
readings, in my view, only serve to reproduce canonical expectations of literature 
that the academy has instilled in us. The line of continuity that is established 
between the texts across the world comes at the cost of erasing difference.
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I am not necessarily arguing for the “essential” value of the vernacular 
or the nativist against the Anglophone, but it is important to note Meenakshi 
Mukherjee’s caution that, 

[t]he category of writers called ‘The Third World Cosmopolitans,’ who 
are globally visible, who are taught in postcolonial classrooms the 
world over, and who are hailed in the review pages of Western journals 
as interpreters and authentic voices of the non-Western world hardly 
ever include a writer from India who does not write in English . . . [T]he 
precondition for belonging to this club is that s/he must write originally 
in English. Implicit here is an erasure of the diversity of India. (166) 

Added to this is Edward Said’s observation that “academic study of identities 
displaced from the worldly context into the academy-and therefore depoliticized-
has had one major casualty, which is the sense of a collective human history as 
grasped in some of the global patterns of dependence and interdependence” 
(68). Despite these caveats, I do agree with Immanuel Wallerstein that the study 
of world literature can create a radical reorientation of epistemology. According 
to Wallerstein, access to texts from around the world allows a three-fold critique 
of Eurocentrism, and promotes an understanding that, firstly, 

whatever it is that Europe did, other civilizations were also in the 
process of doing it, up to the moment that Europe used its geopolitical 
power to interrupt the process in other parts of the world. Secondly, 
what Europe did is nothing more than a continuation of what others 
had already been doing for a long time, with the Europeans temporarily 
coming to the foreground, and thirdly, what Europe did has been 
analyzed incorrectly and subjected to inappropriate extrapolations, 
which have had dangerous consequences for both science and the 
political world. (qtd. in Said 66) 

Set against this radical possibility, equally, is Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels’s 
prescient observation in 1848 that capitalism’s relentless quest for markets and 
cheap labor would reshape thinking in a way that “[n]ational one-sidedness 
and narrow-mindedness become more and more impossible, and from the 
many national and local literatures, a world literature arises.” In this version 
of events, world literature emerges in tandem with the flow of global capital, 
by proliferating information technology and translation networks, and by vast 
movements of people across the globe. The universalization of capital and the 
universalization of human experience and narrative expression in the production 
and reception of world literature in the classroom by a cosmopolitan readership 
are linked by the logic of global capitalism. 

As we expand the demand for global diversity in the curriculum, a laudable 
goal, we need to urgently consider Franco Moretti’s plea that, “world literature 
cannot be literature, bigger; what we are already doing, just more of it. It has to 
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be different. The categories have to be different. . . . world literature is not an 
object, it’s a problem, and a problem that asks for a new critical method: and 
no one has ever found a method by just reading more texts” (55). The question 
is, what are some of the strategies by which we can fulfill Said’s demand to 
“formulate a theory of connection between part and whole that denies neither 
the specificity of the individual experience nor the validity of a projected, 
putative, or imputed whole” (68).
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