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GHOSTS IN THE DISCIPLINARY MACHINE: THE

UNCANNY LIFE OF WORLD LITERATURE

Vilashini Cooppan

Six years ago I arrived at Yale with a fresh Ph.D. in comparative literature
in one hand and a newborn son in the other, to begin my first job. During
the course of a welcoming lunch my chair asked me what I imagined was a
hypothetical question: “do you think comparative literature departments
should teach world literature?” “Yes,” I replied, not really thinking too much
about it. “Good,” he said. And before I knew it, certainly before I had fully
absorbed the enormity of the task, he and I were designing Yale’s first un-
dergraduate survey course in “World Literatures.” That course, now re-
quired for literature and comparative literature majors and part of a larger
program of study that includes courses in narratology, literary theory, and
“World Cinema” and encourages the interdisciplinary study of literature, is
presently in its fourth year. In his fourth year that newborn—now a ripe
six—asked me one day if I knew everything about, in his inimitable phras-
ing, “the whole ball and world of space and the universe. You teach in a
university, so you must know about the universe.” Apart from serving as a
salutary reminder of how large we loom in the eyes of our children and how
great our subsequent fall, my son’s etymology has something to say about
the task of criticism at the present time. With admirable economy he has
identified the space-time imperative of contemporary knowledge: namely,
you have to know it all and you have to know it now. This boundaryless
imperative, the very mark of early childhood, is also a good description of
the world globalization has made. The constitutive flows of goods, persons,
capital, ideas, information, and technologies have shrunk our contempo-
rary world, rendering geographic borders less distinct and placing cultures
in deeper contact with one another. At the same time, the very flows that
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shrink the world also expand the universe of what there is to be known.
More places, more people, more languages, more cultures, more texts all
clamor for a place at the table of institutional knowledge, and each asks to
be thought in its own, local terms too. Now as never before, we live under
the burden of having to know something like “the whole ball and world.”

There’s nothing like being handed the world, or even just world litera-
ture, to make you feel the utter smallness of your own expertise. And yet
there’s nothing like the challenge of thinking big to remind you of why
we’re all in this business—to learn what we don’t know as much as to pro-
fess what we do. I am, I’ll confess, something of a generalist. I think we
have to learn to say this without shame, to realize that to aspire to generalism
need not mean that we disavow particularism or local knowledge or spe-
cialization, all of which I value highly and to which I hope I lay some claim.
To adopt generalism is to redefine it, not as the not-so-secret vice of
comparatists, those dilettantes of the academy, but rather as a surprisingly
timely kind of critical method, the intellectual corollary of globalization
and an answer to the urgent problem of thinking big. I like to envision the
world literature course as one kind of response to my son’s query, an at-
tempt to think the “whole ball and world” precisely through a sustained
and ongoing encounter with its local points and global forms: local litera-
tures, let us say, and the global processes of textual migration and intertextual
transculturation that create them. Seeing literature as a system operating
on the principles of movement and exchange means comparing and con-
necting one text, time, and place with another, and hearing the echoes of
one, or indeed many, in the voice of another. This is what I would call
reading literature in a worldly way, and it has been my guiding ambition in
a pedagogical project that seeks, at its broadest, to globalize comparative
literary studies.

It has become conventional to note the breadth, depth, and diversity
of the process known as globalization. Globalization’s periodization extends
from late capitalist modernity’s acceleration of spatio-temporal connection,
to the nineteenth-century capitalist expansion of imperial nations, to the
fifteenth-century formation of a world system dominated by European
mercantilist states and divided into core and peripheral zones, even back to
the trade routes of the medieval and ancient world.1 In equally far-ranging
fashion globalization’s effects have been assessed as homogenizing or
heterogenizing, liberating or stratifying, either enacting the mass standard-
ization—in George Ritzer’s term “McDonaldization”—of markets, cultures,
ideologies, and dreams, or else catalyzing a worldwide explosion of differ-
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ence.2 For its best critics, globalization is by no means reducible to the uni-
versal reign of commodification. It is, rather, an inherently mixed phenom-
enon, a process that encompasses both sameness and difference, compression
and expansion, convergence and divergence, nationalism and internation-
alism, universalism and particularism.3 Consistently contradictory, deeply
double, the “global” has less to do with the concept of a hegemonic, ho-
mogenous universal than with what Stuart Hall terms the practice of rela-
tional thinking. Attune to the various ways in which “the global/local
reciprocally re-organise and re-shape one another,” relational thinking pro-
ceeds under the sign of difference and plurality and through the method of
articulation and connection.4

It is to the common bond of just such “relational thinking” that An-
thony D. King points when he identifies in the midst of a vast, and vastly
different, critical literature on globalization two common perspectives: “the
rejection of the nationally-constituted society as the appropriate object of
discourse, or unit of social and cultural analysis, and to varying degrees, a
commitment to conceptualising ‘the world as a whole.’”5 Different global-
ization theorists imagine distinct alternatives to the “nationally-constituted
society as the appropriate object of discourse,” for example, the world sys-
tem, the network, the global, the dyad of global and local, even what has
been called the “glocal.” As global thinking in curricular form, the world
literature course is characterized precisely by the de-emphasis of the cat-
egory of the national (the traditional organizing category of literature de-
partments and the literary criticism they produce) and a renewed emphasis
on some model of the global.6

We can understand the task of the world literature course in two ways:
first, representing the globe, and second, reading globally. The first is a trap,
the latter our best solution to the problem of “conceptualising ‘the world as
a whole.’” A focus on reading globally rescues us from the inevitable charges
that x or y has been left off the world literatures syllabus, thereby invalidat-
ing the very notion of the course per se. Reading globally thus trains our
attention on something other than the inevitable lists that litter the battle-
fields of world literature courses. Such lists reflect individual biases, from
the suggestions compiled by such flagship efforts in the globalization of
undergraduate literary study as Stanford’s redesign of its Western Civiliza-
tion core course in 1988 and the several major anthologies of world litera-
ture published over the last decade to (at the other end of the ideological
spectrum) lists like those found in E.D. Hirsch’s Cultural Literacy: What
Every American Needs to Know, with an Appendix, What Literate Americans
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Do Know (1987) or Harold Bloom’s “survivor’s list” of great masterworks in
The Western Canon (1994). For Sarah Lawall, the great danger of lists is not
so much what they leave out as what they foreclose, namely “world-appre-
hension as a specific aspect of literature.”

Insofar as the academic practice of world literature is bound by lists
or canons, it undercuts the intention of achieving worldly knowl-
edge and personal growth. Reading world literature is a process of
reading for the world: of recognizing the worlds involved in the text,
or in the reading of texts.8

Lawall gives equal weight here to the historicist’s effort to recognize the
“worlds involved in the text” and to the textualist’s concentration on the act
of reading itself. Both, she seems to suggest, are necessary conditions for
what she calls “world apprehension,” what King calls conceptualising the
‘world as a whole,’” and what Kabir, my son, imagines as the possibility of
knowing “the whole ball and world.” It is in the combination or intersec-
tion of historicist and textualist, national and global frameworks, and in the
concurrent redefinition of world literature as a peculiarly connective mode
of reading, that we can begin to imagine a literary-critical version of Hall’s
“relational thinking.”9

Comparative literature is especially suited to this project, given a disci-
plinary history precisely marked by such connective impulses.10 If com-
parative literature finds an inaugural moment in Madame de Stael’s resolutely
nationalizing De la Littérature (1800), with its differentiation of the litera-
tures and characters of the dour, philosophical Germans, the joking En-
glish, the passionate Italians, and the French, blessed with “more charm,
taste, and levity” than any other European nation,11 it equally looks back to
Johann W. von Goethe’s roughly contemporaneous elaboration of the ex-
pansive, supranational concept of Weltliteratur. That the rise of nationalism
coincided with a culture of cosmopolitanism argues for a long historical
interpenetration of nation and globe, that very interpenetration which con-
temporary theorists have also found constitutive of globalization in its vari-
ous historical eras.12 The history of comparative literature is also to some
degree the history of globalization. And Weltliteratur, as John Pizer has
argued, is their point of connection. To Goethe, the term described a spe-
cific class of texts that, even as they represent particular national spirits (in
the best tradition of romantic nationalism’s isomorphic equation of iden-
tity and territory), also manage to traverse, even to transcend, their na-
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tional, linguistic, and temporal origins, effectively deterritorializing them-
selves. More a prophecy than a program, Weltliteratur was not a list of the
great masterworks of prior traditions so much as the conjuring forth of a
particular literary and political order, indeed, the envisioning of the one in
the other and a brief for the future power of a resplendently national and
global German literature. In one of the twenty or so allusions in personal
journals, public lectures, letters, and reported conversations from which
scholars, notably Fritz Strich, have pieced together the idea of Weltliteratur,
Goethe identified its goal: “not that the nations shall think alike, but that
they shall learn how to understand each other, and, if they do not care to
love one another, at least that they will learn to tolerate one another.”13

Over the two centuries since Goethe first advanced his vision of Weltliteratur
as, in Strich’s phrase, “a literary market to which the nations bring their
intellectual treasures for exchange,” a lettered equivalent to the emerging
order of global trade, scholars of comparative literature have celebrated his
vision of interchange across the boundaries of nation, culture, and language.14

But the appreciation has been of a fairly abstract nature, prone to conclude
that however good the principle, however noble the aspiration, as a practi-
cal project world literature is doomed to failure, at once “needlessly grandi-
ose,” in the words of René Wellek and Austin Warren, and hopelessly limited.

“Existing courses in world literature,” write Wellek and Warren in their
1942 Theory of Literature, “like the textbooks and handbooks written for
them, often supply us with snippets from famous authors and great books
ranging from the Rig-Veda to Oscar Wilde and encourage an indiscrimi-
nate smattering, a vague, sentimental cosmopolitanism.”15 Though Wellek
would later espouse a cosmopolitan aestheticism against what he saw as the
Cold War era’s unhappy bureaucratization of literary study, he could not
imagine that world literature might be, as much as the literariness he privi-
leged, the site of a “new world of the imagination [in which] national vani-
ties will disappear.”16 Werner Friederich, like Wellek a European critic who
emigrated to America and founded a major department of Comparative
Literature (at the University of North Carolina) as well as beginning the
journal Comparative Literature, also warned against the dangers of unre-
stricted literary sampling. In a 1959 address to a University of Wisconsin
conference on the teaching of world literature, Friederich announced that
Goethe’s “unfortunate term of ‘Weltliteratur’ is not for us,” limited as we
are by our abilities to perceive “only a few facets, and never the whole total-
ity of God’s creation.”17 In other words, local seers cannot be global dream-
ers. I myself think differently. If I am the least bit Goethean in this, chalk it
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up to the long reach of comparative method and a kind of disciplinary
loyalty, as much as to my belief that disciplinary histories, like those of
nations and persons, often leap forward by moving backward, envisioning
the future by recognizing the constant return of their past.

Goethe’s nineteenth-century vision of a conversation conducted be-
tween nations through their most representative and greatest works of lit-
erature, a vision that at once overflows national boundaries and reconfirms
them, cannot be rendered simply prefigurative of the more atomizing and
anonymous, displaced and displacing, flows associated with the twenty first-
century transnational. But however new the contemporary addresses of the
transnational is, however yoked to the latest advances in communication
technology and the material conditions of what Stuart Hall calls “the glo-
bal post-modern,” as cultural discourse it represents something more than
the wholly autonomous sign of the present (33). For the transnational, like
that larger “global” whose contours it sketches, can equally be understood
as the return in ever more powerful and penetrating forms, of certain long-
standing aspirations, once familiar but since forgotten, towards cross-cul-
tural exchange.

Obviously the global confronts comparative literature and other disci-
plines now in a different way than it has in the past, as a distinct kind of
epistemological object, with an altered form of address to those of us lo-
cated within the metropolitan academy. To suggest otherwise would be to
close the gap between the world in Weltliteratur and the globe in globaliza-
tion, to sideline the profound change in what now counts as the world, and
to obscure the difference between the relative coherence that marks the rise
of European nationalism, with which comparative literature’s beginning
coincided, and the unmistakable shattering of the national paradigm that is
one of the hallmarks of our own moment. As the collected work of Edward
Said, Gayatri Spivak, Charles Bernheimer, Françoise Lionnet, David
Damrosch, Emily Apter, Mary Louise Pratt, Lisa Lowe, Rey Chow, Gauri
Viswanathan, Bruce Robbins, Pheng Cheah, Paul Gilroy, Arjun Appadurai,
and others attests, scholarly engagements with the categories of migration,
exile, diaspora, and globalization have clearly transformed the daily prac-
tice of comparative literature.18 This work, I want to suggest, is neither
entirely new nor wholly old, the mere fulfillment of a transnationalism
“anticipate[d],” as Pizer says, by the discipline’s founding father (214). If
the project of disciplinary redefinition and renewal is not to take on the
aspect of a journey back to the future in which we look behind for the
already written script of what lies ahead—reanimating Goethe as a global-
ization theorist before his time—attention must be paid to the distinction
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between history, which binds disciplinary futures to their pasts, and his-
torical method, which tells a different story (or ought to) of changing prac-
tices, emergent paradigms, new methodologies. As the site on which the
discourses of comparative literature and globalization theory most urgently
cross, the intellectual-pedagogical project of world literature offers just such
an opportunity both to learn from history and to change it. Our task is thus
to read the past for its differences from, as well as its similarities to, the
present; to locate our ghostly forefathers within their own historical and
ideological moment, and to discern in them the skeleton of a method that
might visit us again in the uncanny form of something at once old and new,
familiar and strange. I will return to the uncanny structure of world
literature later on, but first let me complete this brief history of its critical
genealogy.

The foundational aspirations to a broadly imagined, incipiently global
knowledge of literature were first voiced for comparative literature by Goethe,
subsequently reiterated in the middle of the twentieth century by Ernst
Robert Curtius and Leo Spitzer in the forms of a Latinate Europe’s com-
mon tradition,19 and found perhaps their most haunting expression in the
work of Eric Auerbach, the other patron saint of the discipline. Auerbach’s
seminal Mimesis (1953), famously imagined not in the libraries of Europe
but in Istanbul where he waited out World War II, is at once the blueprint
of an ambitious comparative method with (European) world literature as
its object and a curious kind of disciplinary home, all the more dear for its
figuration of the displacement, diaspora, and exile that marked Auerbach
and his entire generation of European-turned-American comparatists.20

Auerbach’s return to Goethe in his 1952 essay “Philologie der Weltliteratur,”
has had a similarly haunting effect on contemporary criticism.21 A mani-
festo for a global comparative literature, the essay looks back to Weltliteratur
as a lost cosmopolitan ideal worth reanimating in a world choked by the
narrow confines of Cold War dichotomies even as it struggles to absorb a
“superabundance” of new literary materials and philological concepts (2).
In this state of affairs, whose simultaneous homogenization and
heterogenization surely earns for it the descriptor “globalized,” Auerbach
notes the limitations of Weltliteratur’s original vision of cultural exchange
between “small groups of highly cultivated men” and the need for another
kind of intellectual project and another kind of critical method capable of
bringing about that “spiritual exchange between peoples” and “reconcilia-
tion of races” towards which Goethe yearned (6). “[T]he more our earth
grows closer together, the more must historicist synthesis balance the con-
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traction by expanding its activity,” writes Auerbach in a statement of glo-
balizing aspiration that stands as the methodological corollary to the ar-
ticle of cosmopolitan faith with which the essay concludes: “... our
philological home is the earth: it can no longer be the nation” (17). Think
big, Auerbach says, and think long if you wish to grasp the minute particu-
lars of an increasingly globalized world. If Mimesis is in some sense a pre-
liminary casebook for the construction of world literature, the dictum with
which “Philology and Weltliteratur” closes may well serve as its credo.

But for all its utopian force, Auerbach’s philological citizenship of the
earth discounts the ongoing force of nations and national identifications.
This seems to be the point of Fredric Jameson’s 1986 essay, “Third-World
Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism,” notorious for its claim
that all third-world texts are necessarily national allegories but largely for-
gotten for what it has to say about Weltliteratur.

Today the reinvention of cultural studies in the United States de-
mands the reinvention, in a new situation, of what Goethe long ago
theorized as ‘world literature.’ In our more immediate context, then,
any conception of world literature necessarily demands some spe-
cific engagement with the question of third-world literature [. . .]22

Jameson writes the essay in two contexts: first, the birth of the literature
program at Duke and the general question of what its objects, methods,
and curricula are to be; and second, a political moment marked by what he
describes as “an obsessive return of the national situation itself, the name of
the country that returns again and again like a gong” in the cultural dis-
course of the third world (65). Even as nationalism, “that old thing,” is
more or less sublimated in America into the placeless form of global
postmodernism, “a certain nationalism is fundamental in the third world.”
History has proven Jameson right and wrong. Nationalism today is funda-
mental, in many cases fundamentalist, in certain parts of the world. But
there is no globalism that will save the bottom half of the North American
continent—increasingly jingoistic, territorializing, and imperial—from in-
clusion on that list. By mapping a dichotomized globalism and nationalism
onto the binary oppositions of first world and third world, individuality
and collectivism, Jameson’s essay threatens to leave us unable to account for
the very American hegemony he elsewhere so powerfully indicts. Extrapo-
lating from the realm of foreign policy to that of literary criticism, we begin
to see that such binary logic yields a quite partial world literature, restricted
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to one half (or one third) of the literary field and further confined by a
national, as opposed to global, set of concerns. The impetus behind this
move is the entirely admirable effort, shared by Franco Moretti, to connect
a world-systems model to the domain of cultural capital in order to de-
scribe the basic inequality of that system. But whereas Moretti’s Modern
Epic: The World-System from Goethe to García Márquez (1996) designates
“world texts” as those which carry a “geographical frame of reference [that]
is no longer the nation-state, but a broader entity—a continent, or the world-
system as a whole” (50), Jameson identifies the texts deserving of inclusion
in a reinvented Weltliteratur as exactly those which take the nation as their
primary, even inevitable, referent. Jameson does somewhat qualify his na-
tional focus in admitting that none of the third world national cultures
with which he is concerned—notably Lu Xun’s pre-revolutionary China
and Ousmane Sembène’s neocolonial Senegal—is “autonomous.” “[R]ather,
they are all in various distinct ways locked in a life-and-death struggle with
first-world cultural imperialism—a cultural struggle that is itself a reflexion
of the economic situation of such areas in their penetration by various stages
of capital, or as it is sometimes euphemistically termed, of modernization”
(68).

This is precisely the conflict to evoke in teaching a work of world lit-
erature like the Kenyan writer Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s 1980 novel Devil on the
Cross. The journey of a diverse group of people in a taxi or matatu traveling
from Nairobi to the rural outskirts for a “Devil’s Feast” of internationally
acclaimed thieves and robbers obviously mimics the journey of the
postcolonial nation towards the grimly corrupt future of neocolonialism.
Welcoming his passengers, the taxi driver announces: “When you are in
Mwara’s Matata Matamu Model T. Ford, you are in the heartland of de-
mocracy . . . you could be inside a prison or a grave. There’s nothing you
can’t say.”24 The prison or grave that is democracy’s heartland is an inten-
tionally failed metaphor for free speech, a figure that indeed, as Jameson
insists, points from text to nation. Ngugi’s novel was in fact written on
scraps of toilet paper in prison, where he was jailed in 1976–77 for crimes
against the state. There is no escaping national allegory in Devil on the
Cross, which heavy-handedly satirizes a group of businessmen, dressed in
suits made out of deutschmarks, pounds, dollars, francs, lire, kroner, and
yen and sporting neon badges that flash “World Bank,” as they compete
over who can imagine the most audacious way to bleed the country dry.
The candidates include land speculation, charging peasants for soil and air,
and the creation of a means to milk workers’ bodies of their sweat, blood,
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and brains. “[A] machine will pump [them] to the importing foreign coun-
tries, just like petroleum oil! The company handling the trade will be called
Kenyo-Saxon Exporters: Human Blood and Flesh” (187). This is indeed that
“life-and-death struggle,” that locked Hegelian embrace of first world and
third world mapped by Jameson through the model of the national alle-
gory. But it is only one part of the larger story of world literature. This story
can’t always be mapped in modern categories or in binary ways, for its con-
stitutive dynamics are those of much older, even ancient, processes of mi-
gration and movement that constantly hybridize cultures.25 A full account
of Ngugi’s Devil on the Cross would want to locate the globalism haunting
its national form in other ways too, for example, in the world genres of
socialist realism and magical realism that combine to produce its style, or
the Christian and Marxist narratives that it incorporates into a parable of
postcolonial Kenya. Such a mode of reading would necessarily take con-
nectivity or, to use Hall’s term, relationality, as its guiding principle.

Wai Chee Dimock has lucidly argued the existence of a “continuum”
of literary space-time whose singular elasticity allows for multiple folds
that bring together writers separated by historical moment, geographic place,
and linguistic heritage, effectively creating an Einsteinian “relativity of si-
multaneity” in which non-synchronous entities collide.26 Insofar as literature’s
continuum resists the coordinates of national place and the progressive
movement of national history, “messing up territorial sovereignty and nu-
merical chronology,” literature “holds out a different map, a different time
scale, predating and outlasting the birth and death of any nation” (175). As
a “global process,” reading “mocks the borders of the nation” and “turns
literature into the collective life of the planet” (178). With resonances of
Auerbach’s call to imagine the earth, not the nation, as our philological
home, and in contrast to Jameson, Dimock’s vision of world literature is
predicated on the denationalization of literature. Dante and his ardent stu-
dent, the twentieth-century Russian poet Osip Mandelstam serve as her
cases in point, subject by virtue of their encounter to a “shared denational-
ization” that “make[s] each Italian and not Italian, Russian and not Rus-
sian” (176). One might object that to read the project of world literature as
the refusal of a strictly national paradigm is to anteriorize the nation to
times and places where it did not exist—Homer’s Greece, Kalidasa’s Ujjayin,
capital of the Gupta empire, Dante’s Florence. But as Damrosch points out
in his recent comprehensive anatomy of world literature, works that pre-
cede the birth of the modern nation “were produced in local or ethnic con-
figurations that have been subsumed into the national traditions within
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which they are now preserved and transmitted.”27 As literature born of the
nation but disseminated beyond its boundaries, world literature occupies
for Damrosch an “elliptical space” defined by the “twin foci” of source cul-
ture and host culture, “home tradition” and “radical otherness.” Such a broad
understanding of the national makes it the mark of a certain locality,
rootedness, and even, as Jameson reminds us, oppositionality, in contrast to
the mobility, routedness, and expansive cosmopolitanism that defines the
“world” in world literature. We need both.

I have elsewhere discussed world literature from a predominantly spa-
tial analytic, as literature that is at once “locally inflected and translocally
mobile.”28 Here I want to think its temporal coordinates as another way to
elaborate the idea of a world literature that is both national and global. I
take globalization’s pedagogical injunction to be the thinking of culture
both nationally and transnationally, locally and globally, through the par-
ticular and towards the universal in its reconceptualized form as network,
intersection, routes. And I consider the idea and practice of world literature
to be the primary mode in which literary studies presently engages the
work of what we might call, with a healthy shudder at its hegemonic ring,
disciplinary globalization. The globalization of literary studies has to mean
something more than simply leaving the nation for that other social, politi-
cal, and imaginative space dubbed by Arjun Appadurai as the “transnation,”
something more than simply exporting a set of universal methodologies,
the literary equivalents of those golden arches we love to hate. Perhaps it is
just possible that the globalization of literary studies means reinventing it,
which is also to say returning it to its disciplinary roots and learning (again)
that moving, unsettling, relational thinking in which we see nation and
discipline through the local, yet as part of the global.

In Damrosch’s argument, world literature is “a mode of circulation and
of reading” (5). The elliptical circulation of texts beyond their spatio-tem-
poral points of origin produces a form of reading that operates on three
simultaneous registers: “a sharp difference we enjoy for its sheer novelty; a
gratifying similarity that we find in the text or project onto it; and a middle
range of what is like-but-unlike—the sort of relation most likely to make a
productive change in our own perceptions and practices” (12). Reading an-
cient Sumerian and Egyptian poems, Damrosch advocates a grasp of how
they simultaneously speak to us of things we understand across four thou-
sand years (death and sex) and things we don’t (the ritual that dictates the
entombment of a Sumerian king’s entire household with him or the wor-
ship of the sun god Amun-Re). I would like to think about the oscillating
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closeness and distance that Damrosch recommends for the reader of world
literature through a different lexicon, as the recognition of something fa-
miliar through the haze of a temporalized difference. According to Freud,
the unheimlich or uncanny refers to “that class of the terrifying which leads
back to something long known to us, once very familiar”—the psychic life
of our infantile and primitive selves.29 “[E]verything which now strikes us
as ‘uncanny,’” he continues, “fulfills the condition of stirring those vestiges
of animistic mental activity within us and bringing them to expression”
(394). Whether we are dealing with that class of the uncanny in which the
repressed infantile complexes of castration anxiety and womb phantasies
have been revived, or that in which primitive beliefs we think we have sur-
mounted (doubles, spirit possession, ghosts, the evil eye) spring to life, the
uncanny is ultimately “nothing new or foreign, but something familiar and
old-established in the mind that has been estranged only by the process of
repression” (399). The literary zone of “what is like-but-unlike” marks out a
strikingly similar space to the uncanny’s disjunctive merging of the familiar
and the strange, the present and the past, the repressed and the returned.
Damrosch later suggests that the “work of world literature exists on two
planes at once: present in our world, it also brings us into a world very
different from ours, and its particular power comes from our doubled expe-
rience of both registers together” (164). Taking such doubled recognition
as the mark of uncanny apprehension, we might begin to imagine a way to
read the unique “simultaneity” of the space-time of world literature.

Freud himself secured the uncanny for the work of literary criticism in
an essay that not only proceeds by means of the psychoanalytic interpreta-
tion of gothic stories and fairy tales, but also in its own narrative strategies
rivals fiction. For example, making the point that uncanny effect can some-
times be produced by “a recurrence of the same situations, things and events”
or by an “involuntary repetition,” Freud refers to literature, physiology, eth-
nology, and strangest of all, his own life, recounting how he once wandered
lost through the streets of a small Italian town and returned three times to
the same street of prostitutes (389). “[W]e cannot help but think,” com-
ments Helène Cixous, “that Freud has hardly anything to envy in Hoffmann
for his ‘art or craftiness’ in provoking the Unheimliche effect.”30 Although
Freud admits that in certain fiction’s realm of suspended disbelief (fairy
tales, farce, Dante’s epics, Shakespeare’s tragedies) “many things are not
uncanny which would be so if they happened in real life,” things change “as
soon as the writer pretends to move in the world of common reality.” Ulti-
mately, “fiction presents more opportunities for creating uncanny sensa-
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tions than are possible in real life” (404–5). Freud’s essay largely confines
the literary dimensions of the uncanny to a set of tropes (phantom pres-
ences, haunted house, dismembered bodies, blinded vision); a sequence of
structures (the repetition, recurrence, and return of what has been sur-
mounted or repressed); and a particular generic mode (a realism that “over-
steps the bounds of possibility”). Extended beyond the level of the individual
text to the multidimensional plane of world literature, the uncanny might
provide a window onto larger relations of literary influence and literary history.

With its initial repressions and ghostly returns, with its pasts—both
primitive and infantile—that cannot be laid to rest or simply repeated, the
uncanny argues for something very like Dimock’s literary “continuum” which
“grants adjacency to any two points in space and time . . . goes forward as
well as backward [and] stretches the life of every finite point to a potential
infinity” (182). Read through the uncanny, literature’s vast life becomes in
fact a kind of life-in-death, a form of haunting. The spectral quality of
world literature illuminates the dynamic relations of interaction, borrow-
ing, improvisation, and alteration that actually produce texts across time. In
this schema of influence, to acknowledge one’s influence to a textual prede-
cessor is neither to flatter through imitation nor to desecrate through
transculturation. Insofar as the uncanny’s temporal mechanism of repres-
sion and reanimation describes a process of return, it is one in which to
repeat the past is not to reproduce it. Rather, to repeat the past is to witness
through the distorted lens of a partial familiarity, a version of temporal,
linguistic, or cultural difference with which one chooses to live, as with a
shadow, because without it there is nothing.

Reingard Nethersole has recently suggested that by transgressing and
redrawing such traditional boundaries of inquiry as those of nation and
language or core and periphery, globalization demands “theory that focuses
on disjunctions in the fold between the plural ways and the dominant way
of world making; in short, theory that is both connective and disruptive.”31

The project of disciplinary globalization can perhaps find the means to
make such theory and practice in the oscillatory space of a world literature
defined by the uncanny experience of seeing ourselves in and as others. To
read Sumerian and Egyptian poetry, the Sanskrit or Malian epic, the Kenyan
or Colombian novel, is to seek out the sheer unassimilable strangeness of
difference and to open oneself to the uncanny moment in which difference
is refracted, if only fragmentarily, as the familiar. This is not to say that
world literature aims simply to reveal the other as the self. Such an
imperializing model is very far from the kind of unsettling work that un-
canny apprehension strictly speaking performs, unmooring the subject from
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known referents and obliging it to contemplate, like Conrad’s Marlow on
the banks of the Congo, the suspicion of some “remote kinship” with for-
eign bodies.32 Taking a text considered world-making, like The Odyssey, and
placing it alongside others from other traditions and times ( Joyce’s Ulysses,
Walcott’s Omeros, any one of a dozen contemporary Caribbean, Arabic,
African, or modern Greek poems that take Odysseus’s voyage as their pre-
text) changes the way we read. Such uncanny reading displaces the hege-
monic sense of the “world” in world literature as a fictive universality in
favor of a vision of many worlds, individually distinct and variously con-
nected. In this model, if the multiple reworkings of the Odyssey confirm a
powerful critical narrative that holds Homer’s poem great precisely because
it has been so often imitated, they also invite a different narrative in which
the migratory movements of literary texts suggest something other the simple
creeping expansion, the one-way cultural flow, of a particular Western form
that levels local culture in its wake. That may be how we sometimes under-
stand the process of globalization—“McDonaldization” is the best critical
shorthand. But this simply isn’t how literature and literary history work. In
this fact lies the intriguing possibility that literary studies may be the van-
tage point from which to begin to interrogate and remake globalization
theory, and to endow it with a more nuanced, “connective and disruptive”
vocabulary with which to describe cultural processes and cultural produc-
tions.

Like the history of the uncanny, stretching from the phylogenetic pre-
history of the race to the immediate present of the civilized adult, world
literature occupies an almost inconceivably broad terrain that encompasses
some four thousand years of human writing. In an effort to capture some-
thing of this huge diachronic sweep and the synchronic connections that
regularly interrupt its movement, I begin my one-semester world litera-
tures course by pairing the eighteenth century B.C.E. Epic of Gilgamesh
with “Darmok,” an episode from the fifth season of Star Trek: The Next
Generation,33 in which Captain Jean Luc Picard declaims Gilamesh in an
effort to communicate with an alien race who speak entirely in epic meta-
phor. Benjamin Foster’s new Norton translation combines several versions
to produce a Gilgamesh that is both a gripping story and, in its retention of
the poem’s fragmentary, repetitive, and occasionally opaque quality, a re-
minder of its place in an ancient world of which we can have only partial
knowledge. With its story of a hero’s quest for eternal fame, a wandering
journey to the bounds of civilization and back, and the self-conscious in-
scription of its own telling, Gilgamesh presents nearly all the thematic pre-
occupations and narrative structures of epic form. Clearly echoing an entire
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epic tradition to come, Gilgamesh, heartbroken at the death of his closest
friend, journeys to a distant land in search of immortality only to receive a
mystical seer’s admonition to buckle up, stop whining, and accept the fate
of man. Utanapishtim nonetheless gives Gilgamesh two gifts: a plant of
mortal rejuvenation (which he loses) and the story of the flood (which he
carries back home). Finding the Biblical Noah many centuries earlier in
Gilgamesh, tracing the presence of an older Sumerian tradition of Gilgamesh
poems in the standard Akkadian version, and finally pondering the appear-
ance of Gilamesh on the edge of the space age, as humans imagine journeys
of galactic scale, are all quintessential world literature experiences, I tell my
students. Together they show us, in the first week of class, that there are no
original or pure texts; no beginning, however ancient, that is not always
already some kind of a return; no work of literature that is not inserted into
the globalized processes of migration, borrowing, adaptation, and retelling.
Spatially, world literature connects, linking vastly different periods and cul-
tures together. Temporally, it haunts, ghosting new texts with the residual
presence of older ones, or indeed, old texts with the anticipatory presence
of new ones. Because the time line of the uncanny is not chronological, it
invites us to resist the impulse to read only some texts—usually modern,
postcolonial, emergent, or otherwise belated texts—in the shadow of their
greater others, and to recognize instead a ghostly alienness animating every
text.

The class revisits the long life of the epic in the subsequent pairings of
the Odyssey (8th c. B.C.E.) and Omeros (20th c.), as well as selections from
the Sanskrit Mahabharata (5th c. B.C.E—5th c. C.E) with the final text of
the course, Salman Rushdie’s novel Midnight’s Children (1980). Students
complete their study of the epic with the West African Sunjata (13th c.
C.E.), which they read in D.T. Niane’s prose translation novelized for a
western audience (1960), in Gordon Innes’s transcription and translation
of two oral performances by Gambian griots (1974); and in conjunction
with Dani Kouyaté’s 1994 Malian film Keita, which depicts an ancestral
griot retelling the epic to a westernized African boy.34 By considering the
differences between the written, oralized, and visualized renditions of
Sunjata, we begin to grasp translation as an act in which a text is repeatedly
made other-to-itself in order that it may be partially introjected as our own.
A “heavily assimilative translation,” writes Damrosch, causes the cultural
and historical specificity of a text to vanish (168). By contrast, uncanny
translation retains exactly that unsettling quality in which a text distant in
space and/or time appears both unlike and like us. The strangely secret
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sharers of text and translation, no less than those of literary original and
literary echo, dispense with the model of an initial whole fragmented, cor-
rupted, or otherwise contaminated by the process of dissemination. In this
Benjaminian mode, translation and the world literature it makes possible
are subject to a back and forth movement. “How far removed,” Benjamin
asks, voicing the task of the translator, “is [a language’s] hidden meaning
from revelation, how close can it be brought by the knowledge of this re-
moteness?”35 Translation and world literature work on the premise that
though they can never entirely close the gap between one text and another,
though they can never render the foreign equivalent to the familiar, there is
nonetheless a distinct kind of knowledge to be gained from shuttling be-
tween the two, eschewing the mirages of faithful reproduction (for transla-
tion) or an all-inclusive canon (for world literature) in favor of the more
uncanny goal of recognition through misrecognition.

Students in my World Literatures course see the need for such rela-
tional reading again when we turn from epics to novels, beginning with
Murasaki Shikibu’s 10th c. The Tale of Genji. By virtue of an interiorization
of character, intricacy of plot, and episodic thrust commonly associated with
the novel, Genji acquires something of the status of a generic forefather.
But contextualized more locally in the mixed prose-verse monogatari tradi-
tion of a culture whose novels would only be written many centuries later
and in direct dialogue with western forms, Genji is more unlike what we
know than like it. Both global and local frameworks of analysis are joined
in our subsequent reading of Fumiko Enchi’s Masks (1958), a novel of sexual
relations in postwar Japan in which Genji and No- drama exert explicitly
“uncanny” influences. Like “something dead [that] had come to life,” these
earlier expressive forms cast a long shadow over a novelistic present strug-
gling to remake itself in the shape of modernity, just as the previous aca-
demic writings of one character return to expose a secret beneath her public
persona. “[W]hat sinful things words are,” she muses, “coming to life again
just when I’d forgotten them and unmasking me like that.”36 The “poten-
tially eternal afterlife” of the work, to use Benjamin’s phrase, thus figures
the dis-chronologous temporality both of human lives and of national lit-
erary traditions (71). The same structure of repetition and recurrence is at
work on a global level when we trace the novel from Balzac’s Père Goriot
(1834), to the contemporary bestseller Balzac and the Little Chinese Seam-
stress (2000) by the Chinese writer turned French national Dai Sijie, to
Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1980).37 In this version of literary
possession, it is genre as much as author or work that haunts.
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Sijie’s novel concerns two Chinese boys condemned to reeducation in
a remote mountain village where they find hope in a contraband cache of
translated nineteenth-century French novels. The full-fledged realism of
Balzac thus returns as a ghostly imprint on a social realist tradition that is
itself only partially present, as the despised ideological other to Sijie’s fable
of the destructive effects of the Cultural Revolution on the life of the mind
and the talismanic power of literature—troped as an explicitly transhistoric
and transnational community of the imagination—to resist such political
strictures. Such cosmopolitan faith also underlies Rushdie’s cannibaliza-
tion of everything from the Mahabharata to Tales of the Thousand and One
Nights, the short stories of Kafka and Gogol and the novels of Cervantes,
Sterne, Melville, Joyce, and Grass in order to tell the story of  Saleem Sinai
and the India that is his double. The linear Bildung typified by Balzac’s
protagonist’s rise from the provincial outskirts to the center of aristocratic
Paris is replaced by the circular and repetitive time of magical realism, a
time in which history is precisely a ghost. “[T]here was no escape from
recurrence,” observes Saleem throughout his narration. “Nothing,” his
mother later chimes in, “ever seems to go away” (326, 379). In Rushdie’s
novel’s looping structure, narration can only go forward by going back, wit-
nessing the inexorable return of talismanic objects that include perforated
sheets, washing chests, family curses, the number 1001, and of course liter-
ary texts. Midnight’s Children is both a perfect illustration of Jamesonian
national allegory and an explosion of its operative terms, thanks to a textual
form that strenuously objects to choosing between first world and third
world, West and East, one set of textual forefathers and another. Saleem
thus speaks not just for his famously individual and collective self, but for
world literature too when he observes:

I am the sum total of everything that went before me, of all I have
been seen done, of everything done-to-me. I am everyone every-
thing whose being-in-the-world affected was affected by mine. I
am anything that happens after I’ve gone which would not have
happened if I had not come. Nor am I particularly exceptional in
this matter; each ‘I,’ every one of the now-six-hundred-million-plus
of us, contains a similar multitude. I repeat for the last time: to un-
derstand me, you’ll have to swallow a world. (441)

To swallow the world is to constantly taste the past, to never disconnect
past from future, one individual or text from another. I have suggested that
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world literature occupies an analogous space-time, at once engulfing and
recursive, expansive and particular, conjunctive and disruptive, emergent
and haunted. World literature’s discursive double, globalization theory, in-
vites a similar anatomy. Much of this theory takes space as its operative
category, the zone or axis along which globalization’s constitutive flows are
understood to move. To the extent that globalization theory turns to time,
it is often as a subsidiary category about which it suffices to note that it has
become variously faster, newer, or more accelerated by virtue of an increas-
ingly compressed world. In a notable exception, Arjun Appadurai models
the spatio-temporal loop within which globalization’s processes are irrevo-
cably locked in specifically temporal terms. Commenting on the strange
phenomenon of karaoke bars in Asia where the play list dates from late 70s
America, he points out, speaking from Asia to America: “If your prsent is
their future (as in much modernization theory and in many self-satisfied
tourist fantasies), and their future is your past (as in the case of the Filipino
virtuosos of American popular music), then your own past can be made to
appear as simply a normalized mode of your present” (31). Like the psy-
choanalytic fable of the uncanny, Appadurai’s formula, the “post nostalgic
phase” of global process, names the unfolding of identity over time in a
manner that is not developmentalist, linear, and teleological so much as
looping, oscillatory, and regressive—in a word, haunted.

What literary criticism stands to contribute to contemporary global-
ization theory is a renewed encounter with global time. In what Dimock
calls the “deep time” of literary texts, we simultaneously reach backward to
a literary point of origin and radiate outward to a given text’s many prog-
eny. I would add that because literature’s truck is with the sign, it is pecu-
liarly positioned to parse that discontinuous and reiterative time in which
the question is not what is old and what is new, but rather what is new that
is not also old. This is the comparatist’s question, the generalist’s too, and it
serves us remarkably well in the present moment. There is an inherent prob-
lem to a strictly spatial model of globalization or world literature. A spatial
model may too readily flatten and standardize a diverse and polyglot field
through what Jonathan Arac has described as an “Anglo-Globalism” that
remakes the world in its own, English, image.38 A model of globalization
that thinks space through time, however, necessarily envisions more heter-
ogenous effects, more unsettling and disorienting, plural and disruptive,
possibilities to global movement.

“Our modernity is your past.” In a recent essay Ian Baucom thinks this
formula in relation to the global form of literary genre. Inspired by Giovanni
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Arrighi’s “flow dynamics,” in which capital’s centrifugal movement neces-
sarily entails its centripetal return to the seat of finance capital, Baucom
envisions global form as “a spoked wheel whose expanding rim spins ever
more tightly around a glittering metropolitan hub.”39 In Arrighi’s account
of the successive rise and decline of global financial power first in
Amsterdam, then in London, now in New York, Baucom discerns the “se-
rial incarnation of the space of flow in one place after another.” In this
model of “an end of history that happens not once but serially” he further
detects a “spectral counternarrative of the global,” formulated as a law of
distinctly uncanny nature. “[E]xpansion contracts . . . contraction enriches
. . . and enrichment haunts” (162). Baucom’s law describes how the outward
flows of a centralized global power find their “dematerializing, dedifferen-
tiating logic of exchange” troubled by the return of the very peripheralized
difference they aspire to erase through a universal currency, be it pounds
sterling or abstract theory. Genre, as the literary equivalent of global form,
or as Baucom puts it, “a cognitive space of flow,” follows exactly this law,
achieving imaginative sovereignty and global reach only to find its expres-
sion of its own historical period “haunted by a ghost language” (163). Gloss-
ing Jameson’s argument in The Political Unconscious (1981), Baucom explains
that “genres not only emerge from specific historical situations but carry
that ideology in themselves as a ghostly aftereffect, even when the circum-
stances have changed.”40

In earlier years of teaching “World Literatures” I focused on genres
(epic and novel but also lyric, drama, and wisdom literature) as “dynamic”
forms subject to individual inflection in a particular time and place even as
they narrate a larger story about the migratory patterns of literary trans-
mission. Now, however, I am more inclined to see genre as Baucom defines
it, as “the presence of the past in the present” (163). Franco Moretti has
recently described genres as “janus-faced, one face turned to history and
one face turned to form.”41 Todorovian in its insistence on genre as the
constantly changing crossroads of ideology and poetics, Moretti’s formula-
tion is Benjaminian in its figuration. Like that famous angel of history, face
turned to the past as the storm of progress blows him into the future, the
form of genre has to be understood as one ever drawn to its own past.
Todorov describes this as genre’s system of constant transformation, in which
earlier forms are constantly being inverted and displaced and just as con-
stantly returning.42 Baucom’s essay elegantly anatomizes the contemporary
turn to global literary studies as “simultaneously historicist and haunto-
logical,” that is, as an effort to respond to the imperatives of the present
moment (“Always Globalize!”) that necessarily reincarnates the conven-
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tions of an earlier genre of critical discourse, in this case romance histori-
cism (168). I have suggested something similar with regard to comparative
literary studies, which live the injunction to “do world literature” as at once
the return of a disciplinary history that was always concerned to cross the
boundaries of nation, language, and tradition, and as the ghostly invitation
to see in that past-turned-present the “hauntological” dimension of world
literature. The uncanny space of literature is the zone in which Harold
Bloom has diagnosed an Oedipal battle between fathers and sons, “strong”
poets and “weak” poets whose recurrence is the trajectory of literary his-
tory.43 But the uncanny space of literature is also one in which we can un-
derstand literary history not in terms of agon’s teleological plot of struggle
and overthrow between Great Men (and the odd Great Woman, or Great
Other), but in the more circular rhythms of a story’s “serial incarnations”
and repetitive returns across a global terrain. Gilgamesh at the edge of the
space age, the Odyssey in the Caribbean, Balzac in post-Mao China, are
instances of such ghostly negotiations of literary space-time in the respec-
tive genres of epic and novel. As a potential model of literary history, they
give up on the certitudes of national tradition’s line of progress or world
systems theory’s slicing cut between core literatures and peripheral litera-
tures, in favor of something more temporally oscillatory and spatially shift-
ing, something more like the global history of genre’s global forms.

Whereas Baucom concludes his essay with a warning critique against
the seeming promise of global literary studies to offer a newly hegemonic
universal, a “speculative mode” with which to reign sovereign over the mar-
ketplace of academe, I would see the “world” in world literature as less
incipiently territorializing. Reading, as Baucom himself urges, “the chal-
lenge of the global [as] that of rethinking time,” we might imagine a world
literature that rejected the notion of an entirely separate past and present,
just as it rejected what Damrosch calls the “insistent presentism” that is the
methodological corollary of such a notion.44 Read through its uncanny time,
world literature attempts to reconfigure how we locate, approach, and teach
our oldest works, most canonical works, as much as our newest ones and
those that reside, as Moretti says, outside the canonical fraction.45 World
literature is in this sense less an ontology, a catalogue of what is, than an
epistemology, a way of knowing and a mode of reading that regularly places
its readers in the unnerving moment in which a strange text is made at least
partially familiar and the familiar canonical is made at least partially strange,
by virtue of their mutual contact. What the uncanny teaches us as scholars
of world literature is that we cannot hope to render the foreign entirely like
ourselves, still less to firmly exclude it from ourselves. What we can do is to
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build into each act of reading precisely those moments in which we see
ourselves drawn into difference, incorporated by it, and shut out from it,
across a long historical trajectory.

The global time of global form allows us to see literature as a sequence
of ghosts and ghostly encounters, receding back some four thousand years
to the beginning of human writing and stretching forward, like Banquo’s
heirs, “to th’crack of doom” and a disciplinary future we cannot fully imag-
ine.46 Such a practice of world literature perhaps redeems the gauntlet thrown
by Moretti to comparative literature in his call for a method that employs
the statistics and graphs of sociological analysis in order to read literary
history “distantly,” that is, in order to see its broadest patterns of interac-
tion, influence, cyclicality, and change. As what Moretti calls “a condition of
knowledge” distant reading “allows you to focus on units that are much smaller
or much larger than the text: devices, themes, tropes—or genres and sys-
tems” with the end result that “the text itself disappears.”47 If distant read-
ing yields a literary history “without a single direct textual reading,” uncanny
reading proceeds precisely from textual analysis that is at once close and
comparative, focused as much on the cultural contexts, historical forma-
tion, and formal strategies of individual texts as on their place in a larger,
global, literary history. Time is of course short, and the handful of texts that
stand in for the world on a given undergraduate syllabus can never do jus-
tice to all they are meant to represent. But world literature, as I tell my
students, is not something you are given in full or get by proxy. Not a pre-
packaged canon that differs from the traditional one only in its inclusion of
a handful of unfamiliar names. Rather, world literature is a way you learn to
think, a mode in which you learn to read, and a collective agreement you
make to lose something in translation in order to gain something in trans-
formation.

What the vast terrain of world literature, and uncanny reading as one
mode in which to negotiate it, offer is a transformed literary history. This
history is one in which texts have not so much “disappeared” as become
apparitional, flickering in and out of sight in the spectral forms of form
itself. Without reading that form in all the ways we know best and in many
we have yet to learn, and without tracing form’s recurrence across the liter-
ary field, we cannot hope to make comparative literature’s initial fantasy of
Weltliteratur into the practical ideal of a globalized discipline.Moretti’s re-
cent “conjectures” on world literature have provided innovative models or,
in the case of his controversial call to abandon close reading as the
handmaiden of canonicity, cautionary examples for the practical project of
globalizing literary studies. Similarly, his redescription of the proto-nation-
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alist rise of the novel as a global spread (the difference between seeing liter-
ary history in the form of a tree and seeing it in the form of a wave) helps to
visualize the daunting task of reading the world (66–68). No less pertinent
and perhaps even more germane to the present argument is his account of
what could be called literature’s “hauntological” form in a discussion of Bram
Stoker’s gothic classic Dracula (1897).

Moretti reads Stoker’s vampire as “a saver, an ascetic, an upholder of
the Protestant ethic”—the very principle of that capital which Marx called
“vampire-like,” for it “lives only by sucking living labour, and lives the more,
the more labour it sucks.”48 Moretti thus unmasks the novel’s imperialist
fantasy of expansionist accumulation (more victims, more blood, more le-
gions of the undead) to reveal the disquieting temporal incertitudes of his-
torical change. Thus the nineteenth-century British bourgeoisie, finding
its guiding ideal of individual liberty threatened by the rise of foreign mo-
nopoly capitalism, anteriorizes that danger in “the guise of Count Dracula,
the aristocrat, the figure of the past, the relic of distant lands and dark ages”
(Moretti, “Dialectic” 93). What is projected backwards can of course only
return; Dracula seduces the white virgins of England with the promise if
not of money, then of its libidinal correlative, sex. In the end it is the cruci-
fix and garlic-wielding vampire killers, the enemies of capital and sex, the
nay-sayers of history, “who are the relics of the dark ages” (94). Those who
would destroy Dracula find themselves becoming unaccountably like him,
for example, willingly exchanging their own blood with that of others as
each man drains his veins to replenish those of Dracula’s first English vic-
tim, Lucy Westenra, the future bride of one of the vampire-hunters and the
symbolic bride of them all. The vampire-hunters are a multi-national group
comprising the properly English Jonathan Harker, Dr. John Seward, and
the Honorable Arthur Holmwood; the earthy Texan entrepeneur Quincey
Morris; and the learned Dutchman Abraham van Helsing, “M.D., D.Ph.,
D.Litt., etc., etc.”, speaker of broken English and repository of vampire
lore (112). In contrast to these national types, Dracula is a resplendently
global figure, as Van Helsing explains, in his curious argot,

[H]e is known everywhere that man have been. In old Greece, in
old Rome; he flourish in Germany all over, in France, in India, even
in the Chersonese; and in China, so far from us in all ways, there
even is he, and the peoples fear him at this day. He have follow the
wake of the berserker Icelander, the devil-begotten Hun, the Slav,
the Saxon, the Magyar . . . The vampire live on, and cannot die by
mere passing of the time. . . . (239).
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Like world literature, like globalization, Dracula knows no boundaries
of space or time. As what Moretti calls “an excellent example of the identity
of desire and fear,” vampirism offers a figure, in many ways analogous to
the uncanny, through which to understand the work of cultural and histori-
cal repression (100). The “vampire metaphor . . . ‘filters’, makes bearable to
the conscious mind those desires and fears which the latter has judged to be
unacceptable and has thus been forced to repress, and whose existence it
consequently cannot recognize” (103). Extrapolated to the terrains of world
literature, vampirism describes a discipline alternatively seduced and terri-
fied by the imperative to think the whole ball and world. Faced with such a
task and mindful of those who would simply banish the spectre of global-
ization from the purities of aesthetic expression, we could do worse than to
engage Benjamin’s assertion that “[t]he idea of life and afterlife in works of
art should be regarded with an entirely unmetaphorical objectivity” (71),
and to envision a vampiric world literature in which no story ever dies, each
textual-historical situation is subject to uncanny regression and return, and
the seductions of translation, like those of transfusion, make ourselves at
least partially into others.
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