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maintain that the wotld-system model becomes too inflexible to account
for cr:st—currents of cultural influence.

Julien argues that concepts such as ‘source literature’ and ‘target
literature’ are too unidirectional to account for European modernism. For
Apollingire, Picasso, Blaise Cendrars and various later surrealists Africa
was thel source of artistic renewal. Hence, ‘intetference from what were
presumably “target” cultures in the cultural production of the “soutce”
culture Was not negligible.’

Similatly, Yoo Hui-sok defends the tights of the periphery. National
literatutes are in fact what have facilitated wotld literature: ‘For me, to
read Fapst, Ulysser and One Hundred Years of Solitude without evoking each
of the orks” unpatalleled corresponding socio-political localities [...] is
simply not possible.” In similar vein, Hui-Sok maintains, against Moreti,
that fotim need not be imported for a novel to be modern. In the recent
Korean|novel Sennim the form is indigenous, the narrative voice stable and
the contents modern. :

Thdo D’haen’s paper does not engage Moretti directly but reads as an
elaboration of cognate notions of ‘world literature.” Not unlike Julien, he
sees the novel as the ‘gente correlative’ of modernity and therefore as the
most ‘usable’ genre for transcultural literary studies. As in Robinson Crusoe,
the gente gathered a multiplicity of voices and places under the authority
of an imperial European subject. However, cutrent-day tendencies such as
postcolonialism and postmodetnism demote Eutope. In Amitay Ghosh’s
novels, [modernity is embraced, but Europe ‘s literally written out of the
story.” Modernity’s ‘gente correlative’ is thus retained although the former
centre no longer holds.

The key tension in this debate concerns the conceptualisation of
literary |influence and interference on a global scale. Should we follow
power and trace the continually changing story of cultural domination? Or
is it mare important to ptivilege marginal and counterhegemonical voices
in the universe of literature?

This discussion continued throughout the conference. So did ancther
disagreement concerning the focus of ‘world’ literary studies: world
literatute in its most current sense refers essentially to the last two
centuri¢s of literary production, whereas what preceded, say, 1780 requires
a significantly different perspective. The papers gathered under the rubzic

of Rethinking Wotld Literature’ need to be considered in light of that

historigal divide.
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FRANCO MORETTI

Evolution, World-Systems, Welthteratur

Although the term “wotld literature’ has been around for almost two
centuries, we do not yet have a genuine theory of the object — however
loosely defined — to which it refers. We have no set of concepts, no
hypotheses to organize the immense quantity of data that constitute wozld
literature. We do not &#zew what world literature is.

This paper will not fill the void. But it will sketch a compatison of two
theories that have often struck me as excellent models for the task:
evolutionary theory, and world-system analysis. I will begin by outlining
their potential contribution to literary history; then I will discuss theit
compatibility; and finally, outline the new image of Weltliteratur that
emerges from their encounter.?

I

It is easy to see why evolution is a good model for literary history: it is a
theoty that explains the extraordinary variety and complexity of existing
forms on the basis of a historical process. In a refreshing contrast to liter-
aty study — where theories of form are usually blind to history, and his-
torical work blind to form — for evolution form and history ate really the
two sides of the same coin; or perhaps, one should say, adopting a more
evolutionary metaphor, they are the two dimensions of the same tree.

An earlier version of this essay was previously published in Repfaw 3 {2005).

Embarrassingly enough, 1 have used evolution and world-systems analysis for over ten
years — even in the same book! — without ever considering their compatibility. Evolution
was cmcial for the morphological argument of Moderr Epic {London, 1996), whose
thematic aspect was in turn steongly shaped by world-systems analysis, A few years later,
world-systems analysis played a major role in duas of the Eurgpear Novet 1800-1900
(London: Verso, 1998}, and in the artcles ‘Conjectures on World Literature” and ‘More
Conjectures, New Left Review (2000, 2003); while evolution was the basis for The
Slaughterhouse of Literature,’ Modern Language Quarterly (2000} and ‘Graphs, Maps, Trees:
Abstract Models for Literary History, 3,” New Leff Review (2004); 2 few passages from this
article are more or less repeated in the present text.
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Take the only image in the entire Origin of Species: the tree that appeats
in the fourth chapter, Natural Selection,” in the section on ‘Divergence of
Character.” A tree, or 4 ‘diagram,’ as Darwin calls it in the text, as if to
emphasize that is designed to visualize the interplay of two variables: his-
toty along the vertical axis, which charts the regular passage of time (every
interval, ‘one thousand generations’) — and form along the horizontal axis,
which follows for its part the morphological diversification that will
eventually lead to “well-marked varieties,” or to entirely new species.

The hotizontal axis follows formal diversification ... But Darwin’s

words ate stronger: he speaks of ‘this rather perplexing subject,” whereby
forms do not just ‘change,” but do so by always diverging from each other
(temember, we are in the section on Divergence of Character’). Whether
as a result of peo-histotical accidents, or under the action of a specific
‘principle’ — as far as I can tell, the question is still open — divergence
pervades the history of life, defining its morphospace as an intrinsically
expanding one. ‘A tree can be viewed as a simplified description of a matrix of
distances,” write Cavalli-Sforza, Menozzi and Piazza in the methodological
prelude to their History and Geagraphy of Human Genes; and their work with
genetic groups and linguistic families, that branch away from each other in
geography and morphology at once, makes clear what they mean: a tree is
a way of sketching bow far a given form has moved from another one, ot
from their common point of origin.

A theory that takes as its central problem the muliiplicity of forms
existing in the world; that explins them as the result of diergence and
branching, and that bases divergence on a process of spatial separation: hete is
what evolutionary theory has to offer to literary history. Many different
forms, in a discontinuous space: not a bad starting point, for the study of
wotld literature.

II

In world-systems analysis the coordinates change, as the onset of
capitalism brusquely reduces the many independent spaces needed for the
otigin of species (or of languages) to just three positions: core, petiphety,
semi-petiphery. The world becomes one, and znegual. one, because
capitalism constrains production everywhere on the planet; and unequal,
because its network of exchanges requires, and reinforces, a marked
unevenness between the three areas.

Here, too, it is easy to understand the theory’s appeal for literary
study. On its basis, we can finally grasp the #xity of wotld literature, as in
Goethe’s and Marx’s Welthiteratar. And then, the theory illuminates the
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snternal avticulations of the literary system: like capitalism, Weltliteratur is itself
one and unequal, and its various components — the world’s many national
and local literatures — ate often thwarted in their development by their
position within the system as 2 whole. Itamar Bvan-Zohar (whose
‘polisystem theory’ is quite similar to world-systems analysis) puts it vety
well when he observes that, within the international literary system, ‘there
is no symmetey: powetful literatures from the core constantly ‘interfere’
with the trajectory of periphetal ones (whereas the reverse almost never
happens), thus constantly increasing the inequality of the system.?

While studying the international matket for eighteenth—nineteenth-
centuty novels, 1 reached very similar conclusions to Fwvan-Zohat’s. Here,
the cracial mechanism by which the market operated was that of diffusion:
books from the core were incessantly exported into the semi-petiphery
and the periphery, where they were read, admired, imitated, turned into
models — thus drawing those literatutes into the otbit of core ones, and -
indeed ‘intetfering’ with their autonomous development. And then, this
asymmetric diffusion imposed 2 stunning sameness to the literary system:
wave after wave of epistolary fiction, or historical novels, ot aysséres,
dominated the scene everywhere — often, like American action movies
today, mote thoroughly in the smaller markets of peripheral cultures than
in their country of origin.

World literature as one and unequal: this was the contribution of the
world-systems approach. The international constraints under which literature
is written: the limits that the wotld market imposes on the imagination.
‘Diffusion is the great conservative force in human history,” wrote A. L.
Kroeber? — and he was absolutely right.

11

One can hardly imagine a more clearcut antithesis. Evolution foregrounds
the diversification of existing forms produced by speciation; wotld-system
analysis, the sameness (ot at any rate, the limits on diversity) enforced by
diffusion. I am simplifying of coutse, evolution includes mutation @nd
selection (i.e. both the production and the elimination of diversity), just as
wotld-system analysis specifies differen positions within the international
Jivision of labour. But still, think of those titles: The Origin of species,
plural, and The modern world-system, singular: grammar is a good index of
the opposite research projects. And the geographical substraum of the

. 2 Ytamar Even-Zohar, Taws of Literary Interference,’ Pacties Todgy 11:1 (1990}, p. 62.
3

A. L. Kroeber, Diffusionism,’ in Etzioni and Etzioni (eds), Sodal Change (New York, 1964),
p. 144
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two theoties duplicates the antithesis: Darwin’s breakthrough famously
occurred in an arhipelago, because the origin of species (Ernst Mayr’s
‘allopatric speciation’) needs a world made of separate spaces; but the
long-distance trade of modern capitalism bridges the greatest of oceans, and
subjects all societies to a single, continuous geography.

A theory of diversification; a theory of sameness. Cleatly, the two are
incompatible. Just as clearly, they both explain important aspects of wotld
literature. They are both true: but they cansot both be true# Or perhaps,
better, they cannot be true — unless Kterature itrelf functions in two completely
incompatible ways.

“This sounds like an absurd idea; but it does have a histotical and
motphological rationale. The historical argument is simple: diversification
and sameness are both present in literaty histoty because they atise in
different epochs, and from different social mechanisms. Diversification is
the result of the (relative) isolation of human cultures from their origins
until a few centuries ago; sameness appears much later, sometime around
the eighteenth century, when the international literary market becomes
strong enough to (begin to} subjugate those separate cultures. Here T am
simplifying again, there have been earlier episodes of widespread diffusion
(like the petrarchist epidemics of late medieval Europe), just as there have
been Jater episodes of diversification; but the point is that each of the two
principles has an elective affinity with a different socio-historical
configuration; and that, by and large, we have moved from the one to the
other. ‘

This, in broad strokes, the historical azgument. The morphological
one is different. So far, I have implicitly accepted the evolutionary
assumption that in literature, just as in nature, diversity equals divergence: that
new forms only atise by branching out from pre-existing ones via some
kind of mutation. Now, if this were the case, then diffusion (and with it
the wotld-systems approach) would have very little to say on litetary
innovation: ‘great at explaining how forms more, 2 theory of diffusion
cannot account for how they change, for the simple reason that diffusion is
not meant to multiply fotms, but to reduce their number by maximizing the
space occupied by just one of them. Diffusion is the great conservative —
not creative — force of human history.

In literature, just as in nature, diversity equals divergence ... But what
if the convergence of distinct lineages could also produce new forms?

4 Obviously enough, I am here speaking of their trth when applied fo Esraturs; in their ociginal

fields (biclogy and economic history) the two theories are simply incomparable.
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IV

This question will sttike many readers as almost a rhetorical one. Dat-
winian evolution,” writes Stephen Jay Gould, ‘s 2 process of constant
separation and distinction. Cultural change, on the other hand, receives 2
powerful boost from amalgamation and anastomosis of different tradi-
tions. A clever traveler may take one look at a foreign wheel, import the
invention back home, and change his local culture fundamentally and
fotever.” The clever traveler is a poor example (it is a case of diffusion,
not of amalgamation), but the general point is clear, and well expressed by
the historian of technology Geotge Basalla: ‘different biological species
usually do not intetbreed,” he writes: ‘artifactual types, on the othet hand,
ate routinely combined to produce new and fruitful entities.’

Routinely combined ... That’s it: for most scholars, convergence is the
basic, if not the ozy mode of cultural history. 1 have criticized elsewhere
this position, countering it with a sort of cyclical division of labour be-
tween divergence and convergence in the shaping of the literary morpho-
space.” Here, I will only add that the decisive historical watershed is again
the establishment of an international market: divergence being the main
- path of literary change before its advent, and convergence afterwards.

‘Thomas Pavel’s morphological reflections in La Pensée du Roman — based
on a very different conceptual framework from the present papet — offers
excellent (because independent) cotroboration for this thesis: divergence
is for him the driving force in the first fifteen centuries of the novel’s
existence, and convergence from the eighteenth century onwards.?

From the eighteenth centuty onwards ... Or in other words: conver-
gence becomes active in literary life at exactly the same time as diffusion. And
‘one wonders: is it merely a temporal coincidence, or is there a functional
relationship between them?

v

! Let me begin with a concrete example. Yeats ago, one of the greatest crit-
- ics of our time, Antonio Candido, wrote 2 tryptich of essays (on Zola’s
“Assommoir [1877], Verga’s Malavogha [1881], and Azevedo’s Cortépo [1890]),

Stephen Jay Gould, Fulfl Honse: The Spread of Excellence fiom Plate to Darwin {(New York:
... Harmony, 1996), pp. 220-21.
.. George Basalla, The Enolution of Technolgy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988),
pp- 137-38.
See Graphs, Maps, Trees (London, 2005).
. Thomas Pavel, La Pensée du Roman (Pads, 2003).
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in which he followed the diffusion of the naturalist novel from the core
(France), through the semi-periphery (Italy) and into the periphery (Brazil)
of the world literary system. And he discovered, among many other
things, a sott of internal asymmety in the diffusion of naturalism: whereas
the structure of Zola’s plot is latgely retained by Verga and Azevedo, his
style tends to be heavily transformed: in Verga, by his Sicilian-Tuscan ot-
chestration of collective speech, and by the use of proverbs; in Azevedo,
by the recourse to allegoty, and the natrator’s frequent ethical intrusions
(especially in sexual matters).%

Now, Verga and Azevedo are far from being unique. In the late nine-
teenth century, as the diffusion of modern novels reaches with increasing
regularity peripheral cultures, their greatest writers alt subject western
European models to a similar process of sylistic overdeiermination: the ana-
Iytico-impersonal style of nineteenth-century France is replaced by judg-
mental, loud, sarcastic, emotional voices, always somewhat at odds with
the story-they are narrating. In slightly different forms, we find the same
arrangement in Multatul’s anti-imperialist classic, Max Havelaar, or The
Coffee Sales of the Netherlands Trading Company (1860), and in Rizal’s Filipino
masterpiece Nok me tangere (1886-87); in Futabatei’s Drifting Clonds (1887),
the “first modern Japanese novel,” and in Tagore’s Rashomon-like political
patable, Home and the world (19106).

Italy, Brazil, Indonesia, Philippines, Japan, Bengal ... The specifics
obviously differ from case to case, but the formal logic is always the same:
these novels are all ‘amalgamations of different traditions’ — and all of the
same kind: they combine & plot from the core, and a style from the periphery.10
The realist-naturalist plot of lost illusions and social defeat reaches more
ot less intact the periphery of the literary system; but in the course of the
journey, it becomes somehow detached from the ‘serious’ tone that used
to accompany it, and is joined to a new stylistic register.

But how is it possible for plot and style to become ‘detached’?

VI

It is possible, because the novel is a composizz form, made of the two dis-
tinct layers of ‘story’ and ‘discoutse’ — or, in my slight simplification, of

9 Antonio Candido, O direurso ¢ @ cidade (S3o Paulo, 1993).

10 "It carr hardly be a colncidence that the greatest problematizer of narrative voice in western
European literatuce ~ Joseph Conrad - had himself worked in the colonies, and owed his
formal brealkthrough (Marlow's laborious, defensive irony) to his wish to re-present the
periphery to 4 metropolitan audience. In his case, of course, the ingredients of the
amalgamation are reversed: a plot from the periphery — and a style from the core.

12
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plot and style: plot presiding over the internal concatenation of the events,
and style over their verbal presentation. Analytically, the distinction is
cleat; textually a little less so, because plot and style are usually so tightly
interwoven that their separation is hard to imagine. And yet, #f diffusion
intervenes, ‘moving’ novels across the literary gystem, they do indeed separate: plot
travels well, remaining fairly stable from context to context, whereas style
disappears, ot changes.

Why this difference? Two reasons. First, plot is usually the main point
of a novel, and hence it must be as solid as possible. To highlight how
inextricable this narrative concatenation ought to be, Botis Tomasevskij
coined in 1925 the metaphor of the bound motifs,’” that ‘cannot be omit-
ted [...] without disturbing the whole causal-chronological course of
events.’!! But if bound motifs ‘cannot be omitted,” neither can they really
be changed: and so, concludes Tomashevsky, ‘they ate usually distinguished
by their ‘vitality: that is, they appear unchanged in the wotks of the most
vatious schools’ — and just as unchanged, we may add, in the works of the
most various countries.!

The second reason for the different destinies of plot and style is not
structural, but linguistic. Diffusion usually means translation, and hence
reformulation from one language into ancther. Now, plot is largely #ndk-
pendsnt from language: it remains more or less the same, not only from
language to language, but even from one sign system to another (from
novel to illustration, film, ballet ...) Style is however nothing b## language,
and its translation — fraduttore traditors — is almost always an act of betrayal:
the mote complex 2 style is, in fact, the greater the chance that its traits
will be lost in the process. . ' '

So. As novelistic forms travel through the literary system, their plots
are (largely) preserved, while their styles ate (partly) lost — and are replaced
by ‘local’ ones, as in Azevedo and the other novelists mentioned above.

11 Bods Tomashevsky, ‘Thematics,’ in Lee T. Lemon and Maron J. Reis (eds), Russan
Formalist Criticitm: Four Essayr ™Nebraska University Press, 1965 [1925]), p. 68.

Here, the analogy with biological muttion is arresting, Tn DNA and protein regions of
vital importance for function, one finds perfect - or almost perfect - conservation,’ write
Cavalli-Sforza, Menozzi, and Piazza in The History and Geagraphy of Human Genes (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1994, p. 15): ‘this indicates strong selective control against
changes that would be deleterious; it also shows that evolutionacy improvement in this
region is rare or absent. However, variation is quite frequent in chromosome regions that
ate not of vital importance.” Within narrative structure, bound motifs are the equivalent of
those ‘protein regions of vital importance for function,’ where one finds ‘near perfect
conservation,’ whereas the ‘chromosome regions that are not of vital importance,’ and
where vadation Is therefore quite frequent, have their pasallel in the ‘free motifs’ of
Tomashevsky’s model, which ‘may be omitted without destroying the coherence of the
narrative,” and which are 4s a consequence quite variable (‘each literary school has its
characteristic stock [of free motifs]’).
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The result is 2 hybtid form that does indeed ‘amalgamate different tradi-
tions,” 2s Gould would have it. But for many of these texts, dirsonance
would be more precise than amalgamation: dissonance, disagreement, at
times  lack of integtation between what happens in the plot, and how the
style evaluates the story, and presents it to the reader. Form as a struggle: this
is what we have here: a struggle between the story that comes from the
core, and the viewpoint that ‘teccives’ it in the petiphery. That the two are
not seamlessly fused is not just an aesthetic given, then, but the crystalli-
zation of an underlying pofitical tension. In this respect, the morphology of
hybtid texts is an invaluable vantage point from which to obsetve the
endless spiral of hegemony and resistance created by wotld litetature.

VII

The term “world literature’ has been around for almost two centuries, but
we still do not know what world literature is ... Pethaps, because we keep
collapsing under a single term o distinet world literatures. one that precedes
the eighteenth century - and one that follows it. The “first’ Weltliteratur is a
mosaic of separate, ‘local’ cultutes; it is characterized by strong internal
diversity; it produces mew forms mostly by divergence; and is best
explained by (some version of) evolutionary theory.!3 The ‘second’
Weltliteratur (which I would prefer to call world literary system) is unified
by the international literary market; it shows 2 growing, and at times
stunning amount of satmeness; its main mechanism of change is
convergence; and is best explained by (some version. of) world-systems
analysis.

What are we to make of these two wotld literatures? I think they offer
us a great chance to rethink the place of history in literary studies. A gen-
eration ago, the literature of the past used to be the only ‘great’ literature;
today, the only ‘relevant’ literature is that of the present. In 2 sense, eve-
rything has changed. In another, nothing has, because both positions are
profoundly nermative ones, much more concerned with value judgments
than with actual knowledge. Instead, the lesson of the two world litera-
tures is that the past and the present of litetature should be seen, not as
‘better’ or ‘wosse’ epochs, but as siructurally so nnlike each other that they

13  Speaking of local’ cultures does not exclude the existence of large regional systems {Indo-
European, East Asian, Mediterranean, Meso-Amesican, Scandinavian ...), which may even
averlap with each other, like the eight thirteenth-century ‘circuits’ of Janet Abu-Lughod’s
Before Bargpean Hegemony (Oxford, 1989). But these geographical units are not yet stably
suboedinated to a single center like the one that emerged in eighteenth century France and
Britain.
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require completely different theotetical approaches. Learning to study #he
past as past, then, and the present as present. such is the intellectual challenge
posed by Weltliteratur in the twenty-first century. But this is a very large
topic that deserves a study of its own.



