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Abstract: I argue that Tagore’s idea of 

“Vishwa Sahitya” or world literature is 

non-canonical, humanist and author 

centered, and can be a model for the 

reading of literature across national and 

linguistic boundaries in translation. 

Though, Tagore was perhaps influenced by 

Goethe’s term weltliteratur, Tagore’s 

conception of literature, I argue is less elite, 

taking into account popular forms of 

literature such as folk songs and children’s 

rhymes. I place Tagore’s ideas of world 

literature within contemporary debates 

about world literature, showing how 

Tagore’s approach is distinctive and may be 

of contemporary relevance. 
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 Rabindranath Tagore’s essay 

“vishwa sahitya” or world literature, was 

read as a lecture on 9th February 1907 at the 

Indian National Council of Education in 

Calcutta. Tagore was asked to deliver a 

lecture on comparative literature, and chose 

to translate comparative literature as 

“vishwa Sahitya” or world literature. 

Tagore’s influence on Indian literature and 

Indian comparative literary studies 

continues to be profound, with many 

subsequent Indian literary critics such as 

Buddhadeva Bose and Sisir Kumar Das 

being influenced by his criticism and ideas. 

Sisir Kumar Das states that Tagore was 

undoubtedly one of the most notable 

makers of modern Indian criticism and was 

a perceptive critic (Kumar Das and 

Chaudhuri 1). Tagore published more than 

seven books devoted to literary criticism, 

and his engagement with issues of criticism 

spanned his entire literary career (Kumar 

Das and Chaudhuri 1). 

 

Rabindranath Tagore was the first 

South Asian Nobel laureate in literature, 

and lived a life spanning two centuries, the 

19th and 20th, (1861-1941). Having been 

born under colonial British rule, Tagore 

was influenced by both indigenous and 

Western traditions of thought and culture. 

Though a trenchant critic of parochial 
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militant nationalism, social injustice and 

Western colonialism, Tagore was 

influenced by Western reason, scientific 

progress, and modernity. In 1857, a mere 

four years before Tagore’s birth in 1861, an 

uprising took place variously called the 

Sepoy Mutiny, the Indian rebellion of 1857 

or India’s first war of independence, which 

was crushed, with India being placed 

directly under the British crown (Chaudhuri 

29). 

 

Tagore was largely educated at 

home by many teachers in different 

subjects, and was not fond of rote learning 

and the colonial system of competitive 

examination. He was sent to England in 

1878 to be trained in law but returned to 

India without a qualification. He was a 

prolific writer and translator of poetry into 

Bengali from a young age. 

 

Tagore’s first work in English was 

Gitanjali (Song offerings), published by the 

India Society, London, in 1912. Gitanjali 

was received with considerable enthusiasm 

by many poets in England, including W.B. 

Yeats who wrote an introduction to it. 

Tagore translated a number of his own 

works from Bengali to English.  

 

Tagore won the Nobel Prize in 

Literature in 1913 for Gitanjali (1912) and 

The Gardener (1913). The Nobel Prize 

citation praised him for his “profoundly 

sensitive, fresh and beautiful verse by 

which, with consummate skill, he has made 

his poetic thought expressed in his own 

English words, a part of the literature of the 

West” (Solzhenitsyn, Tagore, Undset, Yeats 

99). It was with his own English 

translations that Tagore became a writer 

known across the world. Some writers 

before Tagore such as Michael 

Madhusudhan Datta (1824-73) and Bankim 

Chandra Chatterji (1838-94) began their 

literary efforts in English, only to later 

switch over to Bengali. Tagore, however, 

always maintained Bengali as his primary 

mode of literary expression, and only later 

in life became a bi-lingual writer. His work 

was translated by major writers such as 

André Gide in French and Juan Ramón 

Jiménez in Spanish. Juan Ramón Jiménez 

and his wife Zenobia Camprubi translated 

more than twenty works of Tagore in 

Spanish. The Chilean poets Gabriela 

Mistral and Pablo Neruda also received 

Tagore’s writings in a friendly light. Tagore 

learnt of his winning the Nobel Prize on 14 

November 1913. His close friends in 

England such as the painter William 

Rothenstein were happy but English literary 

critics were skeptical, especially as Thomas 

Hardy had been passed over (Dutta and 

Robinson 130). Tagore was skeptical of the 

adulation he received after winning the 

Nobel Prize, writing to Rothenstein “I am 

being smothered with telegrams and letters 

for the last few days and the people who 

have never had any friendly feelings 

towards me nor ever read a line of my 
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works are loudest in their protestations of 

joy.”(Dutta and Robinson 131). He goes on 

to complain-“I cannot tell you how tired I 

am of all this shouting, the stupendous 

amount of its unreality being something 

appalling” (Dutta and Robinson 131). 

His idea of “Vishwa Sahitya” or 

world literature was likely influenced by his 

critique of nationalism. In his book 

Nationalism published in 1917 Tagore 

writes-“Nationalism is a great menace. It is 

the particular thing which for years has 

been at the bottom of India’s troubles” 

(Tagore 458). Tagore’s rejection of 

nationalism resonated with his appreciation 

and wide reading of literatures from across 

India and the world, and his rejection of 

chauvinism and religious institutionalism. 

His wide ranging activities as an author 

who practiced all the major genres of 

literature in his time, his cosmopolitan 

appreciation of literature’s across national 

and linguistic boundaries and the breath of 

his humanist thought, is the likely reason 

why he chose to lecture on world literature 

at the Indian National Council of 

Education. The Council was set up to 

provide a form of modern education outside 

the colonial system and curriculum shaped 

by British policy. The council was set up in 

the backdrop of the first partition of Bengal. 

In 1905 the British government proposed to 

divide Bengal along communal lines so as 

to impede nationalistic movements and 

efforts. In his lecture before the Council 

Tagore states –“Comparative Literature is 

the English title you have given to the 

subject I have been asked to discuss. In 

Bengali, I shall call it world literature” 

(Kumar Das and Chaudhuri 148). Tagore 

likely chose to translate comparative 

literature as world literature, as he likely 

found the term world literature more 

inclusive and more compatible with his 

own humanist philosophy. Tagore 

elaborates his idea of humanism- 

 

        Throughout history humankind 

continually tries to fulfill its 

deepest desire through diverse 

endeavours, errors and 

restitutions; that it strives to 

emancipate itself by joining in 

expansive ties with all others in 

every direction; that the ideal of 

self- government struggles to 

realize itself in monarchies and 

thereafter in democracies; that 

human beings make and unmake 

themselves to seek expression and 

to realize their individual beings 

in and through the collective being 

of humankind-such a person seeks 

in history not an individual but the 

ever-active intention of the 

timelessly human… We need to 

enter the world of literature to 

learn…how far human kinship has 

been rendered true in the world. 

                                                                                   

(Kumar Das and Chaudhuri 148) 
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   Tagore is here expressing his 

belief in the interrelationship between 

literature and harmony between human 

beings. The use of the term “Vishwa 

Sahitya” rather than comparative literature 

is pertinent and indicative of Tagore’s 

humanism as “Vishwa” translates to 

“world” or “cosmos”, while “Sahitya” 

translates to “together with” or 

“harmoniously with”. Having emphasized a 

humanist understanding of literature, 

Tagore goes on to propose a non-canonical 

yet author centered view of world 

literature- 

I simply wished to say that just as 

the world is not my ploughland 

added to yours and to someone 

else’s- to see the world in this light 

is to take a rustic view-so also, 

literature is not my writing added 

to yours and to someone else’s. We 

usually regard literature in this 

rustic light. It is time we pledged 

that our goal is to view universal 

humanity in universal literature by 

freeing ourselves from rustic 

uncatholicity; that we shall 

recognize a totality in each 

particular author’s work, and that 

in this totality we shall perceive the 

interrelations among all human 

efforts at expression. 

                                                                                

(Kumar Das and Chaudhuri 150) 

              

   By proposing a non-canonical 

view of literature, Tagore is making a 

political statement against both militant 

nationalism and the first partition of Bengal 

which took place between 1905 and 1911, 

as well as emphasizing the 

interconnectedness of literature across 

national, linguistic, ethnic and cultural 

boundaries. By recognizing the “totality in 

each author’s work” Tagore means to 

appreciate the complex ways in which 

authors are received, interpreted, influenced 

and translated across a variety of languages 

and cultures. By perceiving “the 

interrelations among all human efforts at 

expression” he means to recognize how 

world literature or “Vishwa Sahitya” is 

interconnected with all facets of human life 

and endeavor including the other arts 

besides literature, and politics. 

 

Pascale Casanova in The World 

Republic of Letters states that literary 

capital is inherently national (Casanova 34). 

Casanova states that language and literature 

jointly provide the political foundations for 

a nation. Casanova claims that Paris is the 

universal capital of the literary world and 

outlines a vision of literary competition that 

takes place in the metropolitan centers of 

Western Europe. In this analysis, the 

formation of states and the birth of 

literatures in nascent languages are 

interconnected with literature growing out 

of the history of states. 
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 Tagore’s idea of world literature or 

“Vishwa Sahitya” by its rejection of both 

the nationalism of his times and 

nationalistic canonicity, underscores the 

startling ways in which world literature 

destabilizes nationalistic conceptions of 

language and literature, in favor of 

multiplicity, heterogeneity and trans-

cultural understanding. 

 

Emily Apter in Against World 

Literature: on the politics of 

untranslatability endorses world literature’s 

expansion of the canon and has reservations 

about world literature’s tendency towards 

endorsement of cultural equivalence and 

substitutability. Apter’s position on 

translation shares with Tagore a nuanced 

approach to intercultural and interliterary 

communication. 

Franco Moretti in Conjectures on 

World Literature states that it is impossible 

to read all the literature that has been 

published and advocates a method called 

distant reading whereby the focus is on 

units that are smaller or larger than the text 

such as devices, themes and tropes. Moretti 

uses the world-system school of economic 

history as a conceptual model for 

understanding the core and the periphery of 

world literature. He is interested in how 

world literature should be studied and 

wants new critical methods to investigate 

how literature functions as a planetary 

system. In Moretti’s critical method of 

distant reading, the distance from the text is 

a condition of knowledge. He rejects close 

reading as a methodology for studying 

world literature. The enormity of literature 

requires for Moretti quantitative models of 

structuralist analysis. He is primarily 

interested in the history of the novel where 

he makes observations on the rise and fall 

of novelistic genres. Tagore in contrast to 

Moretti is not interested in quantitative 

analysis but in the qualitative connections 

between literatures and the self. In refusing 

a quantitative analysis, he is also stressing 

the contingency of literary values. 

 

Speaking to his disciple Johann 

Peter Eckermann in January 1827, Goethe 

remarked “poetry is the universal 

possession of mankind, revealing itself 

everywhere and at all times in hundreds and 

hundreds of men…I therefore like to look 

about me in foreign nations, and advise 

everyone to do the same. National literature 

is now a rather unmeaning term; the epoch 

of world literature is at hand (Damrosch 1). 

Goethe’s term Weltliteratur shows an 

awareness of a newly formed modernity 

whose implications are global. Goethe was 

aware of the diversity of world literature 

and of the potential of translation to 

transform literary works. In late January 

1827, Goethe wrote an essay on two French 

reviews of a new play by Alexander Duval 

which was a work based on Goethe’s own 

play Torquato Tasso (Damrosch 7).  
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In the essay Goethe encourages his 

readers to observe the translation of texts 

across borders saying “there is being 

formed a universal world literature, in 

which an honorable role is reserved for us 

Germans” (Damrosch 7). While for Goethe 

translation gives access to the literary 

works of all cultures, his central literary 

interests remain in Western Europe and the 

antiquity of Greece and Rome. David 

Damrosch in What is World Literature? 

argues that Goethe’s conception of 

Weltliteratur is marked by the value of 

elitism (Damrosch 13). Popular poetry had 

limited appeal for Goethe and the world 

literature preferred by him is the production 

of a guiding elite rather than the masses 

(Damrosch 13). Though Tagore was 

influenced by elite literature such as 

Sanskrit poetry, Kalidasa and the 

Upanishads, and had read a wide range of 

canonical authors such as Shakespeare, he 

was also interested in a variety of popular 

forms of literature including children’s 

rhymes and Baul folk songs. 

 

 His essay on children’s rhymes 

illustrates his interest in the education of 

children, the world of childhood, and the 

construction of children’s literature. Tagore 

was deeply committed to the education of 

children and he set up a school in 

Santiniketan in 1901. He believed in an 

education that would foster creativity, free 

children from blind superstition and erase 

differences of caste, race and religion. His 

educational philosophy emphasized 

inclusivity, diversity and that education 

should not be disassociated from life. 

Tagore was against the mechanical and 

parochial colonial educational system, 

desiring instead an education for children 

that gave students the freedom to develop 

their creative abilities and critical acumen. 

His essay on children’s rhymes connects 

literature with the educational quest for the 

child’s well being and all-round, 

meaningful development-“The clouds 

descend as rain to give life to the child-

crops, while the rhymes, condensing into a 

stream of love, make the child-mind fertile 

by the showers of the imagination” (Kumar 

Das and Chaudhuri 127). 

 

 Tagore was influenced by the Bauls 

of Bengal, a group of wandering minstrels, 

who are devotees of maner manush or “the 

Man of the Heart”. He was influenced by 

their distinctive songs and their freedom 

from societal constraints, writing in The 

Religion of Man –“I have mentioned in 

connection with my personal experience 

some songs which I had often heard from 

wandering village singers, belonging to a 

popular sect of Bengal, called Bauls” 

(Tagore 18). Tagore’s deep interest in 

children’s rhymes and the folksongs of the 

Bauls makes his vision of world literature 

or “vishwa sahitya” less elite than that of 

Goethe and more attune to the Indian 

literary context. 
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Buddhadeva Bose, an eminent 

writer and literary critic, influenced by 

Tagore’s ideas on world literature, in the 

essay Comparative Literature in India 

states- 

 

Potentially, India is one of the 

richest fields for Comparative 

Literature…If Comparative Literature is 

permitted to develop it can be of service in 

bringing India and the world spiritually 

closer and it can make a small  contribution 

to the growth of that cosmopolitan spirit 

which is much more discussed than 

achieved. 

                                                                                                  

(Bose 212) 

Bose is here concerned with the 

issue of India’s immense literary and 

linguistic diversity, which is both temporal 

and spatial. Echoing the ideas of Tagore on 

world literature, Bose sees comparative 

literature as a way to bridge the divides of 

language, tradition and culture.  

Tagore’s educational efforts, and 

his voyages and travels are practical 

expressions of his desire to connect 

intellectually and culturally with the world.  

Ultimately, Tagore’s conception of world 

literature is based on a vision of humanistic 

sympathy and literary pluralism. He is not 

interested in comparative valuations of 

literature, but in the affective power of 

literature to connect humans across 

boundaries and the self to the world. Tagore 

is not interested in literary comparisons or a 

methodology of literary study as much as 

he is in the interconnections between 

literature and humanity. His idea of world 

literature is not concerned with the ways in 

which the market led forces of the book 

trade create the circulation and 

consumption of literary texts, nor in the 

ways in which literary inequality and power 

relations are sustained. 

 

Tagore’s most significant 

contribution to the idea of world literature 

is a freeing of spatial and temporal 

possibilities. He is not interested in 

prescribing any list of texts to be read but in 

discovering an ideal of cross-cultural 

humanity that connects people and 

literatures across borders and boundaries.  
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