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CHINESE LITERATURE IN THE AGE OF WORLD LITERATURE

LONGXI ZHANG *

ABSTRACT In the last twenty some years, world literature has risen to be the powerful
new current in literary studies of the twenty-first century. The concept of Weltliteratur
called for by Wolfgang von Goethe at the beginning of the nineteenth century was
not clearly defined, but it has been redefined by David Damrosch as encompassing
all the literary works that circulate beyond their culture of origin. Such a redefined
concept reduces the too vague idea and the too huge number of literary works that
made Weltliteratur impracticable, but the concept of circulation has its own limita-
tions, because works currently circulating in the world are basically the canonical
works of major Western literary traditions, such as English, French, and German lit-
eratures, while non-Western literatures, including Chinese literature and even “minor”
European literatures, are not circulating in the world beyond their culture of origin.
At the same time, world literature today offers a great opportunity for Chinese litera-
ture to transcend its linguistic and cultural boundaries and become part of the widely
circulating world literature. How does world literature rise up in the twenty-first cen-
tury? What important roles does literary translation play in world literature? How to
introduce the canonical works of Chinese literature to the outside world in a widely
circulating language and render them a part of world literature in the true sense?
These are all questions worthy of our attention and exploration.
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