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“The Universality of Arabic Literature”

Dr. Abdul Nabi Isstaif”

Abstract

Is Arabic literature a universal or world literature? The paper is an
attempt to answer such a question by discussing first the two most
common definitions of world literature:

e  World literature is the entire world’s literatures, and
e  World literature is the best of what literature has to offer and that
which possesses universal appeals.

Critiquing both definitions for their shortcomings, the paper moves
on to propose a more realistic and viable definition, based on the notion
of its circulation beyond the temporal and special boundaries of its
birthplace. In other worlds, world literature comprises all literary works
that transcend in their circulation the limits of time and place and that
overcome the barriers of language and culture. Examining the nature and
history of Arabic literature in the light of such a definition, the paper
concludes by nominating this great literature for a central place in the
realm of world literature.

* Professor of Comparative Literature, Critical Theory and Translation, Faculty of
Letters and Humanities, University of Damascus.
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The Routledge Concise History of World Literature
(Routledge, New York and London, 2012), p. 5.
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John Pizer,

“Johann Wolfgang von Goethe: Origins and relevance of Weltliteratur”, in
The Routledge Companion to World Literature

Edited by Theo D'haen, David Damrosch, and Djelal Kadir

(Routledge, New York and London, 2014), p. 3.
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Andre Lefevre,
“What Is Written Must Be Rewritten, Julius Caesar: Shakespeare, Voltaire, Wieland,
Buckingham”, in
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Second Hand: Papers on the Theory and Historical Study of Literary Translation
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Translating Literature: Practice and Theory in a Comparative Literature Context
(The Modern Language Association of America, New York, 1992).
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The Arabian Nights in English Literature
Edited by Peter L. Caracciolo,
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Nocturnal Poetics: The Arabian Nights in Comparative Context

(The American University in Cairo Press, Cairo, 1996);
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The Routledge Companion to World Literature, Edited by by Theo D'haen, David
Damrosch, and Djelal Kadir (Routledge, New York and London, 2014), p. 491.
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