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For a long time, the dominant paradigm in global literary studies rested on the centre/periphery
model, attributing to colonisation a decisive role in the transition to literary modernity and to
diffusionism the very dynamics of literary globalisation and even of the emergence of local literary
expression. In other words, it was only through the adoption of colonial languages and the emulation
or appropriation of forms that ‘peoples without literature’ could acquire a literary expression of their
own. The Locations of (World) Literature, a volume collecting a dozen studies in African and Asian
literatures edited by Francesca Orsini and Laetitia Zecchini, is a beautiful example of research
overcoming such Euro- or Western-centric paradigms that marred, to a greater or lesser degree, most
existing studies in Comparative Literature. The highlights of the volume are the chapters delving into
local idiosyncrasies and autonomous aesthetic developments on the margins of the dominant, colonial-
postcolonial line of the evolution of African and Asian literatures. They deal with such topics as the
Pulaar literature and its reliance on activism rather than global markets and institutions (Mélanie
Bourlet, “Cosmopolitanism, Literary Nationalisms and Linguistic Activism,” 35-55), Kdbbddd Mikael’s
vision of Ethiopian literary nationalism (Sara Marzagora, “Intellectual and Literary History in Post-War
Ethiopia,” 146-167), Swahili and Maghrebian attempts at literary world-making grounded in local
rather than colonial traditions (Xavier Garnier, “World Visions in Swahili Literature,” 168-183; Karima
Laachir, “The Literary World of the North African Taghriba,” 184-210; Tristan Leperlier, “On Islands and
Deserts,” 211-233), and others.

The questions of location and locatedness, positionality, and cultural specificity form a constant
focus in the attempt to counter the diffusionist model of literary circulation from the dominating
centre to the subordinated peripheries. The aim is not just to valorise the ultraminor or to integrate
local manifestations of literature inside the dominant model of global symbolic economy. The authors
strive to present and analyse the local strategies of world-making, producing global visions or
reinventing regional categories. They reflect the perspective of creative individuals and cultures that
reject, refuse to acknowledge, or simply step beyond the peripherality that appears less an accident of
geography than a condition enforced upon them by external structures of symbolic dominance.
Location is thus not a geographical constraint, but a complex standpoint articulating a vindication of
symbolic autonomy. It produces not only visions and world-views but also networks of solidarity,

circuits of publishing and readership, chambers of resonance that enable the located writing to live on
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beyond the dominant globalised markets and policed channels of diffusion that may enable or deny the
translation and thus visibility of texts written in Amharic, Urdu, Pulaar, Persian, or Arabic. As Francesca
Orsini and Laetitia Zecchini stress in the Introduction, the authors of the volume, in various case
studies, present the paradox of literature that may possess such qualities as worldliness and
connectivity despite remaining almost entirely invisible and absent in “places where we are
accustomed to look for books” (: 4). Such literatures, relying on networks of activism and solidarity as
the Pulaar one, not only survive on the margins but subvert the institutionalised cartography of
literary geographies.

The variegated problems related to translation obviously occupy an important place in this field
of research. Most importantly, Fatima Burney’s “The Locations and Dislocations of Persian Genius”
(: 56-76), on the mistranslations of the Persian ghazal tradition that accompanied the inclusion of Hafez
in the ‘universal’ canon, demonstrates the flexibility and productivity of the original poetic idiom,
which resists and transcends translation. On the other hand, the relation between text and medium
constitutes another, and quite original, axis of the analysis. Magazines, anthologies, series of classics—
each revealing divergent strategies of excerpt politics and canon-building—are important, yet often
overlooked forms of printing cultures around the world. In his chapter “Seeing through the Concept of
World Literature” (: 13-34), Peter McDonald shows how they rely not only on authors but also on
printers, editors, translators, booksellers, commentators, and other intermediaries before the
materialised text finally reaches its reader. In her “World Literature, Indian Views” (: 76-111),
Francesca Orsini analyses the reception of literature and the awareness of location in the multilingual
Indian context, studying periodicals, anthologies, and publisher’s series that appear within the
overlapping spheres of English, Hindi, and Urdu.

The institutions that make World Literature possible—from the printing press to literature
festivals (analysed by Claire Ducournau in her chapter “African Cultural Festivals and World
Literature,” 234-254) and writers’ organisations such as the PEN All-India Centre (studied by Laetitia
Zecchini in “Assembling and Disassembling Indian Literature,” 102-126)—are never neutral. Designed
to multiply intercultural connections, they accentuate the systemic quality of circulation they foster,
yet in reality remain fragile and contingent, granting, rather serendipitously, visibility to some authors
while marginalising others. For all these reasons, the recognition of literary value falls far short of
universal justice. The case studies addressing the complex geographies of the French- and Arabic-
speaking Maghreb (Karima Laachir’s “The Literary World of the North African Taghriba,” 184-210, and
Tristan Leperlier’s “On Islands and Deserts,” 211-233)—linked with France on the one hand and the

Mashreek on the other—as well as the disproportions in visibility, projection, and symbolic strength
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between North and Sub-Saharan African authors published locally or entering French publishing
circuits (Ducournau’s chapter), reveal the depth of the cleavages and tensions within regional and
global literature.

Overall, the book presents a vision of World Literature that is both coherent and novel. Moving
between diverse locations across a broad geography, it deconstructs the ideas of global symbolic
hegemony, translated into a difussionist or unitary perception of World Literature as an amalgam of
conventions and experiments that merely fill Euro- or Western-centric paradigms with local contents.
Rather than discussing the appropriation of forms valued by the world’s centres within African and
Asian literatures, the authors focus on continuities rooted in idiosyncratic legacies. Central forms, if
they appear, are filtered through those legacies. As a result, what emerges is a composite, non-
hierarchical, and non-canonical image of located writing, in dialogue with plural traditions. Karima
Laachir’s analysis offers a compelling illustration of such research. In her paper, the intersection of
Francophone and Arabophone literary fields is enriched through the exploration of local, idiomatic
literary forms—such as taghriba—that interact with or subvert Eurocentric and globalised formulas of
the novel (the taghriba is a medieval Arabic genre that recounts migration—or, more precisely, the
westward exile—of the Bedouin tribe Banti Hilal, displaced from Arabia to North Africa; it represents a
specific form of the older genre of rihla). Similarly, Soofia Siddique’s chapter “Worlds of Advice” (: 127-
145) on Nazir Ahmad’s Chand Pand situates this nineteenth-century Urdu text within the centuries-long
line of Arabic-Persian akhldq (‘ethics’) literature. An even more persuasive example of constructing a
globalised literary vision upon a traditional genre is the instrumentalisation of the utenzi paradigm by
Shabaan Robert to produce an extensive epic poem on World War II in Swahili (Xavier Garnier , “World
Visions in Swabhili Literature,” 168-183).

The study of African and Asian cultures enriches the semantic field of the key notion of ‘world,’
central to any vision of World Literature. This conceptual divergence appears, for instance, in the
Islamic notion of dunya—the temporal, imperfect ‘this world” as opposed to the metaphysical realm of
the soul’s eternal existence in Burney’s reflection on the ghazal—and in the Bengali term vishva, which,
according to McDonald (: 29-31), carries a mystical resonance in bhakti poetry. In other words, the
understanding of location and locatedness—accentuated, dismissed, or denied (as often happens in
classical ghazal)—and the poet’s being-in-the-world are constitutive elements that differentiate literary
traditions. According to McDonald, the interfering echoes of the conceptualisations of the ‘world” also
inflect with idiomatic colouration the reflection on World or Comparative Literature in such localised
approaches to defining the discipline as Tagore’s notion of vishvasahitya. In other words, literature,

rather than the expression of a given world-view, is “the experience of relating to an ever-widening

599



Reviews

range of intersecting worlds” through writing (: 32). Finally, Arvind Krishna Mehrotra’s and Arun
Kolatkar’s poetry, Zecchini argues, delocalises literature, transforming it into a space of radical
defamiliarisation and encounter with other traditions, literatures, languages rather than the
cultivation of identities and appropriated legacies: “like a bricolage or assemblage of debris and
histories of the world” (: 119).

The locations of (World) Literature traced in this book are constantly shifting in concrete
geographical space, accompanying contemporary migrations, such as those of the Pulaar pastoralists,
ousted from their Sahelian homelands by encroaching climate change (Bourlet), or those ancient ones,
forged into traditional genres such as the taghriba of the Bant Hilal tribe (Laachir). They also oscillate
between abstract literary spaces, as in the case of Hafez—'bardified’ by Ralph Waldo Emerson at a
certain stage in the globalising passage between Persian and English-speaking letters—and,
concomitantly, vernacularised within the Urdu-speaking framework of the naicral sha‘iri (natural
poetry) movement in North India (Burney).

Overall, the focus proposed in The Locations of (World) Literature offers insight into the dynamics of
global modernity through retrospective glance at nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century African
and Asian writers, such as Nazir Ahmad or Kébbadd Mikael. This in-depth chronology, enriched with
retrospectives extending to classical genres, counters yet another frequently encountered bias: that of
situating non-European literatures in the shallow time of postcolonial writing. Such an outlook does
justice to literary traditions that, far from being the result of adapting dominant paradigms, build
continuities rooted in ancient traditions and links of solidarity across vast geographic expanses,
operating on a regional or global scale. Such are the literary relations between the Maghreb and the
Mashreeq, exemplified in the book by the writings of Waciny Laredj, Majid Toubia, and Abdelrahim
Lahbibi (Laachir), as well as those between Arabic-speaking and French-speaking spaces of North Africa
and the Mediterranean (Rachid Boudjedra, Tahar Ouettar, Tahar Djaout, in the chapter by Tristan
Leperlier). Lastly, these relations between languages, cultural idioms, and literary cartographies
become especially evident during African literary festivals. Continuing the tradition established by
Senghor in 1966 in Dakar, they are organised today in various, often haphazard locations between West
Africa and (provincial) France, featuring writers such as Kossi Efoui, Alain Mabanckou, and
Abdourahman A. Waberi (Ducournau).

The book closes an obvious yet persistent gap in our academic practice, proceeding by a coherent,
multifaceted analysis of literatures oscillating between colonial languages such as English and French
and the ever-expanding range of major and minor African and Asian tongues such as Arabic, Persian,

Hindi, Urdu, Amharic, Swahili, and Pulaar, each of them inscribed in a deep chronology and non-
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colonial legacies. Tracing this novel, decentred, post-hegemonic vision of World Literature, the
publication occupies a position at the forefront of contemporary literary studies. The authors provide
a continuation to the project of rewriting global literary history initiated by scholars such as David
Damrosch, combining a profound awareness of the theoretical foundations and the latest tendencies
of comparative literary studies with their specialised expertise in non-European languages and

cultures. The result is illuminating and relevant far beyond the narrow specialisms of their individual

fields.
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