
served as a board member for the 
Institute for World Literature (see 
sidebar), as well as a keynote speak-
er; Damrosch’s enthusiastic blurb 
for Mufti’s book Forget English! calls 
it “a vital contribution at the inter-
section of postcolonial, compara-
tive, and world literary studies.” At 
times, he seems almost eager for the 
chance to agree with his critics, or 
at least meet them halfway. Mari-
ano Siskind, professor of Romance 
languages and comparative litera-
ture at Harvard, who has taught 
at multiple sessions of the Insti-
tute for World Literature (which 
Damrosch directs, see “Enlarging 
the Field,” opposite), says that his 
colleague “understands how im-
portant it is to create a space that 
is open to a wide diversity of posi-
tions from which to study or ad-
dress world literature as a scholarly 
critical problem.” 

Damrosch has often described 
the intersections where different 
cultures’ literatures meet as the overlapping space between two el-
lipses, one representing literature’s life in its home culture, the other 
outside; in retrospect, he says, “I agree with the critiques that say too 
often it looks as though these ellipses are all on a level playing field, 
and it’s just a happy merger. Which I think to some degree may be 

true—for the individual reader, what 
you read comes into your mind and 
can coexist. But it’s also true that 
what’s able to come into your mind is 
not merely your choice. So much de-
pends on cultural, political, and eco-
nomic factors that thinking critically 
about those ellipses—the capitalist 
system that creates them, and the 
colonial heritage and other politics 
behind them—is very important.”

He teaches, for example, a semi-
nar on “Peripheral Modernisms” that 
flips the normal allocation of class 
time to ask how the story of mod-
ernism changes when Brazilian and 
East Asian writers become the focus, 
with European writers presented as 
context, or when Indonesian writ-
er Pramoedya Ananta Toer is read at 
length and James Joyce studied only 

through a handful of short stories. He writes in his foreword to Teach-
ing World Literature, “World literature surveys can never hope to cover 
the world. We do better if we seek to uncover a variety of compelling 
works from distinctive traditions, through creative combinations and 
juxtapositions guided by whatever specific themes and issues we 

First page of the book of Genesis 
from the Xanten Bible, an 
illuminated Tanakh (Hebrew 
Bible) completed by the scribe 
Joseph ben Kalonymus in 1294 
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Enlarging the Field
Since arriving  at Harvard in 2009, Damrosch has attempted 
to open the conversation on world literature—and with it, the 
discipline of comparative literature—through a collaborative in-
ternational program, with 54 institutional affiliates, called the 
Institute for World Literature (IWL); it held its ninth summer 
session in July. The four-week program assembles a core faculty 
of literary scholars and some 150 fellow scholars and graduate 
students for a month of seminars on a range of relevant topics; 
those for past sessions have included: “How Do Literary Works 
Cross Borders (Or Not)?” “Science Fiction and the Imagination of 
Planetary Futures,” “Environmental Humanities and New Mate-
rialisms.” “There’s a lot of interest in the idea of world literature, 
but at a lot of places, people are not really trained to work beyond 
a single century in a single country,” Damrosch, who also directs 
the IWL, explains. “The institute is meant to train people”—not 
just to pay lip service to “thinking globally,” but to urge schol-
ars to “be in the world” and have conversations in person across 
nations and languages. The venue of the IWL rotates in three-
year cycles; for two years, it convenes at universities outside the 
United States; the third year is always at Harvard. Past hosts 
have included universities in Istanbul, Copenhagen, Tokyo, Hong 
Kong, Beijing, and Lisbon. 

A number of IWL participants have described the experience 
as an important part of justifying and explaining the discipline in 
various ways. Karen Thornber, professor of comparative literature 
and East Asian literature, taught environmental literary criticism 
at past IWL sessions, and concluded, “It makes us better commu-
nicators. And that sounds kind of trite in a way, but I think one 
of the challenges facing the humanities now is that we’re not as 
clear as we might be about why the humanities matter and why 
it’s important for students to study the humanities. Since the IWL 
takes place in different parts of the world, [students] learn how 
to become much better communicators about their own research. 
We take them—and ourselves—outside of our research bubbles 
and talk more clearly.”

Rebecca Walkowitz, chair of the Rutgers English department, 
who has taught a class on close reading and world literature at 
two IWL sessions, notes that all universities pay lip service to 
the goal of educating people for “global citizenship,” but “those 
of us coming out of the humanities feel strongly that there is 
no global citizenship without multilingualism: you can’t be an 
educated citizen if you only have encounters with the language, 
literature, history, and culture of one place. The IWL, it seems to 
me, is a chance to think about what the humanities can contrib-
ute, and shows how humanistic learning in multiple languages 
helps us understand what it means to participate internationally.” 
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