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Examining the Relationship between National Literature and World
Literature

Abolfazl Horrit

Literature review

Mohammadi and Faroughi (2019) examine national literature in relation with
comparative literature studies and consider the hidden cultural elements in the work
as the criterion for determining national literature, emphasizing the cultural-literary
nationality of the work (p. 139). Karimi et.al (2020) examine Goethe's approaches to
world literature but do not explicitly refer to the relationship between national
literature and world literature. While national literature also makes general statements
that are not very specific and lack reliable sources, Horri (2021) examines the concept
of Goethe's world literature from its Eastern origins but does not address the concept
of national literature and its relationship with world literature. Some commentators
have also made statements about national literature.

Research Objectives and Questions

The relationship between world literature and national literature has been a
subject of profound discussion. It is evident that world literature owes its
vitality, maturity, and development to national literature. If a work does not
initially emerge from the context of a country's national literature, it is less
likely to become part of the cycle of world literary works. However, there is
no direct relation between national literature and world literature, meaning
that a work does not necessarily have to be national in order to become part of
the world literary canon. Nevertheless, being national means meeting the
necessary criteria and qualities at the national level, which may provide the
groundwork for a national work to enter the transnational and international
sphere. In fact, the richness of world literature may be dependent on the
richness of national literature and vice versa. However, if the foundation of
national literature is not present, there will be less awareness of world
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literature as well. Nevertheless, the definition and precise delineation of
national literature are also subjects of debate. What characteristics should
national literature possess? Based on what criteria and standards should
national literatures be compared? How is the situation of national literature in
its original homeland after it becomes part of world literature? Do readers of
national literature have the same perspective on a national work as they did
before its globalization, or has their perspective also changed? In fact, how is
the reception and acceptance of a work in both the source and destination
cultures?

Main Discussion

In a very general definition, as implied by the title "national literature,” a
collection of works with the general characteristic of "literary” that are
produced within the borders of a country, which is recognizable in terms of a
specific geographical length and width compared to other neighboring and
distant geographical regions, is considered "national literature." This
definition is very general, but for the purposes of this article, it is a starting
point. Theoretically and fundamentally, Jost (2007) also believes that what
creates national literature is not historical, geographical, political, and other
boundaries, but rather language. However, are these criteria true for Iranian
national works as well? If we were to remove the national character and
qualities from Shahnameh, can we still consider it a national work and a
document of Iranian identity? How is the situation of bilingualism or
multilingualism defined and determined in relation to Iranian culture? These
questions arise from this perspective. In this regard, national literature may
consist of several national and non-national literatures, which may be written
or transmitted in both the official language of Persian and non-official
languages and regional dialects. Now, national literature of a country may or
may not be recognized at the transnational and international level in various
ways, primarily through translation. Here, several issues may arise. One of
them is that the confrontation between national and non-national literature
may lead to an important and challenging issue of central literature versus
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peripheral literature and in relation to subaltern literature in contrast to
dominant literature. Furthermore, local literature is in contrast with other local
literatures of continental and transcontinental countries. Moreover, in recent
years, especially in the light of political and economic transformations and the
technological advancements of the modern era, serious efforts have been made
to show that not only countries in a specific geographical region like the Far
East, Middle East, and Near East, but also countries from all five continents
have turned into small villages.

If we accept that "national literature™ is a collection of literary productions
of a country in different historical periods that embody the best ideas and
national thoughts in terms of content and history, the question arises as to
when and how the nationalist movement started in Iran and gained strength.
In this regard, a fundamental question arises as to why, despite the importance
of nationalist literary studies in this era, there is not much effort to translate
these works to reach international and global works, and only classical works
translated by Orientalists in the 18" and 19" centuries are considered worthy
and necessary in the 20th century. Another important point is the formation of
Iranian nationalism through the translation of classical Persian works in the
19" century, which has been raised by Dabashi (2015). Dabashi believes that
the enlightening and social movements in Europe, especially in the 18" and
19™ centuries, created this new situation for some Eastern nations, including
Iran, where they introduced the phenomenon of linguistic nationalism.

Conclusion

Translation allows literary works and productions of countries to be accessible
to other nations. Ideally, we should read literary works in their original
language, but due to various reasons such as language dispersion or
unavailability, or even the extinction of languages, it is not possible for all
language speakers to read works in their original language. This is where
translation comes in as a transcultural, transnational, and translingual tool. In
this sense, translation acts as a bridge and intermediary between different
nations' works. However, passing works from one country to another through
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this bridge requires adherence to common principles in translation, including
accuracy and fidelity to the original texts. Nevertheless, translation is the
unique factor that connects national literatures to each other and is examined
and studied in comparative literature studies, which still require further
exploration.
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