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Introduction

Ignacio M. Sánchez Prado

A book entitled Mexican Literature as World Literature entails rethinking and redefining the idea of world literature. Based on concepts such as “combined and uneven development,” as the Warwick Collective does, or Pascale Casanova’s “World Republic of Letters” or Franco Moretti’s notions of the center, the semi-periphery, and the periphery, world literature has emerged in many canonical accounts as a unified and unequal system of literary circulation and symbolic capital.1
 Even the recognition of world literature as a concept that seeks to account the movement “from the old world to the new world,” to use David Damrosch’s formulation, remains grounded on a canon of books that circulate outside of their national and linguistic contexts.2
 These models are not universally accepted, of course, and the idea of world literature is subject to a robust debate in terms of the very idea of the “world” that underlies it, often pitting, as theorists like Pheng Cheah or Eric Hayot have done, the geopolitical conception of the world with forms of wordling and wordliness tied to literary representation or ontological questions.3
 Yet, the predominance of models that are either spatial or focused on literary circulation in Global North markets tends to reify world literature by taking for granted its coextension of the most hegemonic of its dimensions, namely, the one that locates it in the power cores of literary markets, former and current imperial capitals, and Anglophone and Francophone academies. In other words, many approaches to world literature conceptualize it as a factually existing object that can be measured (even literally so as Moretti’s computational analysis, as well as some approaches to the digital humanities do) and described.

It should not surprise anyone that Latin Americanists like myself, located in the United States and Europe and therefore exposed to these debates, have for many years contested the naturalization of the object of world literature. It is often clear to us that, in the context of the decline of old models of the discipline of comparative literature, world literature often provides a way to once again re-inscribe Eurocentrism as a master narrative of a literary field that, in the context of the dynamics of translation and circulation that have multiplied under neoliberal globalism, territorializes an unprecedentedly large number of cultural productions into a cartography that symbolically totalizes (although does not actually cover) the world at large. Latin America in general and individual countries like Mexico (or Argentina, or Colombia, or Brazil, or pretty much any nation in the region) pose a peculiar problem to world literature theory, since their respective literary fields have been historically defined by cosmopolitanism and worldliness. In his speech “Thoughts on the American Mind,” Mexican humanist Alfonso Reyes noted that Latin Americans were characterized by “our innate internationalism” and suggested that “in the computation of errors or partial misunderstanding in the European books dealing with America and the American books that deal with Europe, the balance is in our favor” (it is worth underscoring for the Anglophone reader of this book that “American” always refers, in the work of Reyes, to the Latin American).4
 In other words, Latin Americans know more than Europeans, because we know their culture well, but they know our culture in a limited and poor way. 

This gesture continues to carry a meaning into the present, and into world literature studies. The bookstores of Latin America are full of astounding numbers of literary works in translation, the result of the combined efforts of an ecosystem of presses across the Spanish and Portuguese language. Two Latin American authors have a plausible claim to be considered the most influential writers in the world in the second part of the twentieth century: Jorge Luis Borges and Gabriel García Márquez. And one has to take a cursory look to the writing of any major Latin American writer of today—Luiselli and Rivera Garza, Mariana Enríquez, Samantha Schweblin, Lina Meruane, Carmen Boullosa, and so on—to find the encyclopedic archive of world literature that underlies their work. And yet, one would be hard-pressed to find any major theory of world literature that does not frame Latin America as either a creative periphery or as a repository of some purported revolutionary authenticity. Even postcolonial theory, a precursor and rival to the idea of world literature, often ignored Latin America, or reduced it to a token example, notwithstanding the fact that Latin America’s postcolonial experience is over two centuries old. I will not rehash these debates here, but readers can find it in a bibliography that runs from the collection I edited back in 2006 to the collective work from scholars around the world, coordinated by Gesine Müller and her research group at the University of Köln in Germany.5


It would be against the spirit of this collection to re-center once again our grievances against the sidetracking of Latin America in the Anglophone and Francophone academies. But it is worth remembering that the category of world literature, at least in connections to literary traditions like the Mexican one, is a concept one has to deploy, at least to a degree, against the grain. This is not to say that I advocate here for a decolonial approach that solely focuses on the k
nowledge produced in Latin America itself. This is a useful form of thinking in many ways, but not one that corresponds to the cosmopolitan vein this book addresses. Rather, I want to suggest here, as I do in a more elaborate way in my book Strategic Occidentalism, that world literature is not an object but rather a symbolic product of the ways in which institutions of concrete literary fields (regional, national, linguistic, global) and its actors practice world literature materially.6
 Which in turn means there is no such thing as a singular world literature, but rather multiple world literatures that exist and evolve according to the ways in which fields envision and imagine the world. I pitched Mexican Literature as World Literature to the Literatures as World Literature series at Bloomsbury because I found that the conceptualization of the series as a place to discuss “specific constellations” and to study “the polyphonic and multiperspectival nature of world literature” corresponds to my own view in this matter.7
 It is worth noting that this understanding of world literature has been a part of the concept for a long time. Richard G. Moulton famously argued in 1911 that world literature differed from universal literature in that it was seen from a standpoint, more generally the national one.8
 In the case of this book, Mexican literature is not a literature in a hegemonic position, the way English literature was for Moulton. They argue that the idea of “Mexican world literature” provides not only one counterpoint to the gleeful naturalization of Eurocentric literary fields as the places where world literature happens, but also to understand that world literature is not a unified object (the way Moulton himself tried to present it) but an effect of institutional practices that construct the world in a given literary field.

The essays included in this book follow my interest in bringing together some of the most talented scholars in Mexican literary studies writ large to reflect on the different topics that their respective scholarship has so productively studied in tension with the idea of world literature. Although both pursuits make intermittent appearances across its pages, this book is neither an attempt to justify Mexican literature’s inclusion in world literary canons nor an application of world literature theory to Mexican literature. Rather, it is an overarching history of Mexican literature from early colonial literature to the present as a production that is always already inscribed in the various forms and periods of world literature, including those that have existed avant la lettre for centuries.

From the chronicles of the Conquest, which mapped in the European imagination the emerging world-system built by the Spanish and Portuguese empires, to the Mexican women writers—Valeria Luiselli, Fernanda Melchor, and Cristina Rivera Garza—who have positioned themselves within the hegemonic literary circuits of 2020, Mexico has been both a crucial node of world literary circuits and a place that problematizes them. The essays in Mexican Literature as World Literature provide a wide—though not exhaustive—range of readings from the general to the particular on this interaction. The essays are organized by a rough chronological order, because historical narrative can effectively guide readers, particularly those not familiar with Mexican literature. However, it is important to point out that there are sets of articles with specific framings. The first of these framings are overarching articles covering long-range processes of “world-making” as related to centuries or periods in Mexican literature. These chapters provide a historical backbone to the collection, based on the idea of thinking Mexican literature as a standpoint from which one can rethink and re-narrate the category of world literature at large. A second set of chapters focus on canonical writers (Sor Juana, Juan Rulfo, Octavio Paz, Carlos Fuentes) who have been historically identified as the ones more directly in circulation in the hegemonic world-literary system. These chapters, along with a case study on the UNESCO-funded anthology of Mexican poetry, underscore the ways in which, even when participating in the global circuits of world literature, Mexican literature often raises questions that problematize its conceptual frameworks. Finally, the book includes a series of chapters on specific conceptual issues—the Transpacific, counterculture, the avant-garde, the environment—to understand the ways in which Mexican literature illuminates spaces, themes, and times that intertwine with world literature.

The first three chapters engage in the matter of the New Spain, and the role that the territory that would ultimately become Mexico plays in understanding world literature. In “World-Making and the Poetics of the New World,” Jorge Téllez discusses the question of world literature in the New Spain in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In a dialogue with authors like Alexander Beecroft and Franco Moretti, Téllez discusses the role that literary infrastructures of the Spanish empire played in the formation of world literature and the emergence of Mexico City as a world-literary site. Stephanie Kirk writes what she calls a globalizing view of Sor Juana’s writing, through concepts of globalism and planetarity. She uses this perspective to claim Mexican literature as a way to discuss the position of colonial (or peripheral) literature in world-literature canons. Finally, Karen Stolley discusses both how world literature theory enables new understandings of eighteenth-century New Spain, and the ways in which literature from this period allows to expand beyond ideas of world literature as a problem or an object, to engage it as a conversation among writers and readers of the time and beyond.

Placing the colonial period in a transhistorical framework, Laura Torres-Rodríguez discusses the way in which the Pacific and the cultural relations between Mexico and Asia continue to be illegible from the perspective of world literature theory. Her piece, “On (Re)Productive Worlds,” proposes a long-duration approach that covers this relationship from colonial texts to the contemporary culture produced around China’s current relationship with Latin America. 

The nineteenth century is covered by two general texts roughly divided into the two distinctive periods of Mexican cultural history: the one that runs from the early independence to the triumph of the Liberal Party (1810–80) and the Porfiriato (1880–1910), identified also with the Modernista movement. The former period is addressed by Shelley Garrigan, who studies national institutions (academies, libraries) to engage the role of cosmopolitanism in the formation of post-Independence
Mexican literature. In doing so, she shows the ways in which a focus on world-making rather than on nationalism provides a different reading of foundational national periods. The latter period is at the core of Adela Pineda Franco’s piece. Pineda Franco proposes a reading of the cosmopolitan and world-literary endeavors of Mexican modernismo away from what she considers to be Eurocentric approaches based on notions of cosmopolitan desire (in debate with Siskind) or the purported mimesis of the European. Instead, she argues that the economic and political landscape of Porfiriato fostered the use of cosmopolitanism to render visible the limits of the discourses of progress tied to global capitalism at the time.

The twentieth century poses a more complicated challenge in this book, as there are many directions in which one can go to account the multidimensional engagements with world literature fostered by the post-revolutionary period. I opted to collect exemplary editorial cases rather than aspire to an overarching or exhaustive account. My piece frames the post-revolutionary period as a period of emergence of institutions that allows for the construction of a Mexican world literature—publishers, translators, cultural activists, and so on—to argue that world-making in the twentieth century is, first and foremost, the consequence of these institutions. Sara Potter takes the history of the Mexican avant garde, from Stridentism to Infrarrealism, to contend with the different ways in which the cosmopolitanism-nationalism debate and vanguardist forms of world literature shape the Mexican literary imagination. Manuel Gutiérrez Silva focuses on Octavio Paz, perhaps the Mexican writer most widely read beyond the country. Gutiérrez Silva focuses on the mechanics of his consecration, particularly in relation to cultural diplomacy and the institutional art world. Parallel to this, Gustavo Guerrero writes a history of UNESCO’s Anthologie de la poésie mexicaine, edited by Octavio Paz and translated into English by Samuel Beckett. To the discussion of Paz, Guerrero provides a unique perspective on the role of poetry, as well as of the network created between the Mexican and the French cultural fields in the mid-century.

Moving toward the realm of narrative, Nuala Finnegan discusses the figure of Juan Rulfo and his epistemology of mobility and plurality. Finnegan focuses on what she calls “Juan Rulfo’s world-literary consciousness,” aligning him with a reading of world literature that registers the violence of world capitalism as its essential political horizon. Iván Eusebio Aguirre Darancou provides a critical account of Mexican literature from the perspective of counterculture and psychedelia. Using writers like Fernando del Paso and Margarita Dalton as case studies, he discusses the tension between the geopolitical world and wordling as a matter of consciousness. Departing from the obituaries published after his death, Pedro Ángel Palou engages the figure of Carlos Fuentes, and his late style, in relation to his standing in world literature and his world-literary engagement with Mexican politics.

The book closes with two essays dealing with the twenty-first century. Oswaldo Zavala proposes a polemic against the configuration of Mexican literature in contemporary world literature, challenging the consumerist culture it entails in terms of the tension between the figure of the politically engaged domestic writer and the ideal of the author working in an autonomous system of distinction. Carolyn Fornoff concludes the book looking to environmental and planetary questions as a new quadrant of world literature, engaging young Mexican poets like Karen Villeda and Isabel Zapata.

Through these articles, Mexican Literature as World Literature aims both to be a contribution to reading Mexican literature in new and original terms and to illuminate world literature debates from a tradition that is never fully accounted in its theorizations.

Notes

1 Warwick Research Collective, Combined an Uneven Development: Towards a New Theory of World-Literature (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2016). Pascale Casanova, The World Republic of Letters, trans. M. B. DeBevoise (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007). Franco Moretti, Distant Reading (London: Verso, 2013).

2 David Damrosch, What Is World Literature? (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003), 110.

3 Pheng Cheah, What Is a World? On Postcolonial Literature as World Literature (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016). Eric Hayot, On Literary Worlds (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012).

4 Alfonso Reyes, The Position of America and Other Essays, trans. Harriet de Onís (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1950), 38–9.

5 See Ignacio M. Sánchez Prado, América Latina en la “literatura mundial” (Pittsburgh: Instituto Internacional de Literatura Iberoamericana, 2006). Müller’s important work is gathered in the series Latin American Literatures in the World, published by De Gruyter, which has released nine books at the time of this writing.

6 Ignacio M. Sánchez Prado, Strategic Occidentalism. On Mexican Fiction, the Neoliberal Book Market and the Question of World Literature (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2018).

7 I copy these citations from the website for the series at Bloomsbury.com.

8 Richard G. Moulton, World Literature and Its Place in General Culture (New York: Macmillan, 1911). See also John Pizer, The Idea of World Literature: History and Pedagogical Practice (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2006), 89–91.


1

World-Making and the Poetics of the New World

Jorge Téllez 

In this chapter I chart a course for reading world literature theory in relation to colonial Latin American studies, in particular with respect to scholarship on early modern poetry. To do this, I start with the idea that the necessary infrastructure to think about the production and circulation of written culture on a global scale was already present in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century New Spain. This was due not only to the arrival of the printing press in 1539 but also to the channels of circulation of knowledge that the lettered community had established on both sides of the Atlantic and the Pacific.1
 The schema I propose to support this idea has three prongs. The first is a brief demonstration of how to read New Spain in a global context, or how and where to read the world within colonial Mexico. The second focuses on the possibilities and limits of world literature theory with respect to the study of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century colonial poetry. In the third, I propose three case studies: Diego Mexía’s translation of Ovid (1608); Bernardo de Balbuena’s Grandeza mexicana [Mexican Greatness, 1604]; and two poetics—the prologue that Balbuena wrote for his epic poem El Bernardo o Victoria de Roncesvalles [The Bernardo, or Victory of Roncesvalles, 1624] and the Suma del arte de la poesía [Summary of the Art of Poetry, c. 1591] by Eugenio de Salazar. 

Even before the destruction of Tenochtitlan, Hernán Cortés made clear the geographic importance of this territory in relation to the possible commercial routes between Europe and Asia.2
 Mexico City/Tenochtitlan went from being the final destination to which goods were sent to a waypoint through which the economic flow spread from Manila through the port of Acapulco and on to Spain through the port of Veracruz. Once commercial exchange between Mexico and the Philippines began in 1573, Mexico City effectively became the center of the world.3
 

This central position that is so obvious when speaking of commercial flow stands when studying intellectual flows. Serge Gruzinski, for example, begins his book on the Spanish monarchy and the process of American colonization by citing the diary of the Nahua intellectual Chimalpahin (1579–1660): “Su experiencia personal, su existencia diaria lo sumergen en una ciudad de cerca de 100 000 habitantes, México, en donde coexisten españoles, portugueses, flamencos, indios, mestizos, mulatos y negros de África, sin contar a franceses, italianos y hasta algunos centenares, incluso un millar, de asiáticos desembarcados de Filipinas”4
 [His personal experience and his daily existence immerse him in a city of about 100,000 inhabitants, Mexico, where Spaniards, Portuguese, Flemish, Indians, mestizos, mulattos and African blacks coexist; this does not include the French, Italians and even some hundreds, perhaps up to a thousand, of Asians arrived from the Philippines]. The cosmopolitanism that Gruzinski notes is an integral part of Chimalpahin’s diary, where we find references to the execution of twenty-six Spaniards in Japan in February 1597 (who would later be beatified in 1627 and canonized in 1862); to the assassination of Henry IV in May 1610; and to a Japanese delegation that visited Mexico in November 1610, to cite just three examples. 

Gruzinski’s call to consider the history of New Spain and of Spanish colonization within a wider context resonates not only in examples like those of Chimalpahin’s diary but also in considerations of the book trade and the translation of Classical works like Aesop’s Fables into indigenous and Asian languages, or the study of Latin in the Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco School.5
 In commenting on the poem Grandeza mexicana (1604) by Bernardo de Balbuena, Gruzinski concludes that “México aparece en el corazón de las redes comerciales que cercan al planeta. Se vuelve el punto de encuentro de cuatro socios mundiales: al este, las grandes tierras de la Europa católica, España e Italia; al oeste, China y Japón”6
 [Mexico appears at the heart of the commercial networks that circle the globe. It becomes the meeting point of four global partners: to the east, the great lands of Catholic Europe, Spain and Italy; to the west, China and Japan].

The sentiment of relevance and centrality that Gruzinski reads in Balbuena is a leitmotif in the writing from and about the New World during the seventeenth century.7
 What is to be done, then, with the current reflections on world literature related to a period and a culture that seem infused into a global substrate from the start? In other words, is it possible to approach the abundant written corpus of New Spain using criteria that until very recently have essentially been concerned with the literature of modernity? 

World Literature Epidemics

To begin to answer these questions, I would like to discuss three recent perspectives on world literature theory: Walter Cohen’s A History of European Literature, Alexander Beecroft’s An Ecology of World Literature, and Franco Moretti’s Distant Reading.8
 Despite their substantial differences, both Cohen and Beecroft seem to have an interest in broadening not only the corpus of what is considered world literature but more particularly the period to which this concept is applied. In both books, they theorize the place that Antiquity, the Middle Ages, and the early modern period hold within the global literary system, but they also emphasize overcoming periodizations as units of meaning. More than simply summarizing both positions, I would like to concentrate on the importance that European expansion into the Americas has in both cases. 

The opening argument of Cohen’s book proposes that European literature originally emerged from world literature and that the former was reintegrated into the latter during the Renaissance. Cohen suggests that during the European expansion of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, literary representations of empire enabled Europe’s reintegration into the global literary system. One of the main interests of this book with respect to the European colonial expansion is the idea of a global Renaissance that negatively impacts the demography of the Americas, and which, according to Cohen, has no literary correlate in Europe. Here I would like to highlight a couple of conflicts that appear when we use world literature as a tool for reading New Spain. In the first place, one might easily propose Las Casas’s Brevísima relación de la destrucción de las indias [Brief History of the Destruction of the Indies] as a significant exception to the presence of American devastation in European letters. However, clearly Las Casas is not “doing” literature in the same way as, for example, Alonso de Ercilla in his Araucana. I mean by this that a problem arises from the very conception of “literary” or “literature” on which the theory of world literature is founded, which is an eminently modern concept.

Second, there is the geopolitical aspect of how we focus New World writing: With what national literature (if I may be allowed this anachronism) should we affiliate Las Casas? Is his expansive corpus a European product or an American one? Cohen suggests an answer in his discussion of the chronicles of conquest. For him, Columbus’s writings and the documents of later conquistadors, such as Cortés’s Cartas de relación [Letters from Mexico] and Bernal Díaz del Castillo’s Verdadera historia de la conquista de la nueva España [True History of the Conquest of New Spain], are the clearest antecedents of a new genre that he calls “utopian fiction,” which could not exist without the new world; but then he argues that these utopias are “constructed around the logic of nonrepresentation.”9
 Ultimately, what Cohen does is study representations of empire in European letters, which he exemplifies with Camões, Shakespeare, and Cervantes. Hence, just like the American territories, American letters thus become material that makes possible and supplies Western wealth (in this case, of the literary variety).10


Beecroft proposes to use the category of “ecology” to perform a comparative study of world literatures and the networks through which they circulate and communicate with one another; he proposes this category as a means of overcoming restrictions based on regions and languages. This method is central to my reading of colonial poetry through the lens of the theory of world literature, since it helps with texts whose production and circulation differ radically from the way national literatures are created and circulate in the modern age. I am referring to a literary corpus based primarily on miscegenation, but also to the conflicts that reading American colonial poetry involves, given modern geographical divisions.

Beecroft proposes six types of ecologies. The literatures written in New Spain are situated, according to his schema, between the vernacular and the national ecologies, which are a product of European expansionism and the development of nationalism.11
 Beecroft rightfully asserts that Moretti’s and Pascale Casanova’s studies on world literature focus primarily on national ecologies. In fact, Moretti’s ideas lean heavily on historical periodization. For him, the eighteenth century is the historical moment when international market forces began to exert pressure on what were until then isolated cultures, which opens the way for literatures from the center to interfere in peripheral literatures.12
 To explain this radical change, Moretti proposes the ideas of “sameness” and “diversification,” which would define the way literature circulated before and after the eighteenth century. According to him, pre-eighteenth-century literature is characterized by offering a “mosaic of separate ‘local’ cultures; it is characterized by strong internal diversity; it produces new forms mostly by divergence; and is best explained by (some version of) evolutionary theory.”13
 

However, Moretti also states that this theory is not infallible and proposes what he calls the “Petrarchist epidemics” as an example of widespread dispersion and “sameness” during the European late Middle Ages and Renaissance.14
 Moretti uses the term epidemic to explain the circulation of Petrarchism in Europe. I would like to follow this path and examine in more detail the idea of a Petrarchist epidemic by decentering it from its European context and thinking it in relation to the so-called New World. What happens if, for example, one takes literally the idea of epidemics to explain the circulation of poetic forms and themes? 

I am interested in highlighting two curious aspects of this way of explaining Petrarchism. The first is that Petrarch wrote his poetry in the context of an actual epidemic, the bubonic plague that devastated Europe in the mid-fourteenth century. However, literary history has made clear that patient zero of the Petrarchist epidemic was not Francesco Petrarch; rather, this movement was born of the Italian humanism running rampant during the Renaissance, specifically that of the works of Pietro Bembo. He wanted to propose Petrarch as a model for the shift from Latin to the national vernacular language, and from there this epidemic spread through Spain, France, England, and Portugal.15
 In appearance, the antibodies that this epidemic generated were mainly satirical, and Petrarchism, following a somewhat flat view of literary history, was inoculated thanks to the satire and parody to which its themes were subjected during the seventeenth century. 

The second point appears when we include the New World in this schematic history; that is, in how to reflect on Petrarchism in America from a global point of view, but also within the context of illness. Here the theme of epidemic is again pertinent to explaining the European invasion of American territory, á la James L. A. Webb Jr., as a “globalization of disease” that, during the period between 1500 and 1650, manifests as an “epidemiological integration of Afro-Eurasian disease into the Americas.”16
 If we take Moretti’s metaphor literally we would have to read American Petrarchism in parallel with what Noble David Cook has called “The Columbian Exchange” to explain the relevance of the participation of illnesses like smallpox, measles, typhus, and malaria as agents of devastation of indigenous peoples during the Conquest. Additionally, we would have to question the use of the illness metaphor as a vehicle of circulation and appropriation of literary forms, especially given the lack of agency granted
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