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UNIVERSAL PERIODS IN LITERARY HISTORY 

The temporal existence of literature as a social institution is inseparable from 
the life of some human community. The community is usually defined by its geogra- 
phical and linguistic boundaries and its common social and cultural interests. It 
may be a 'natural* (ethnographic) community — a tribe, a polis, a people, a nation; 
or an international 'spiritual' community with common linguistic and cultural 
aspirations, e.g. the community of renaissance humanists. Although the primary 
medium of literature is linguistic, the inclusion of literature within the sphere of 
one language is not absolute. Migration of themes, forms and ideas characterize 
oral 'literatures', and the temporal and geographical boundaries of national literatures 
are constantly transgressed by translation and the assimilation of foreign traditions 
and influences. There is even a non-vernacular type of national literature with such 
varieties as Latin works by some humanists (e.g. the poetry of Janus Pannonius, 
though in Latin, is an organic part of Hungarian poetry), works in classical Chinese 
or Arabic, Irish and Scottish poetry in English, or works in French by Algerian, 
Libyan, Moroccan and Tunisian writers, Filipino literature in Spanish, English 
and Tagalog, and the non-vernacular literatures of Black Africa. A part of these 
works also belongs, traditionally, to the literature in whose language they were 
written, enjoying a sort of dual nationality.. 

Despite the facts of transgression and exchange, the literatures of individual 
communities constitute separate entities. In other respects the term literature" 
may apply to all Jiteratures as one, but as a concrete historical phenomenon 'litera- 
ture” does not exist and function as a single entity with national literatures as its 
branches or constituent elements: the term refers to them rather as specimens of 
the same species. This is true even of literatures which have evolved in close inter- 
dependence and under the shaping effect of a common tradition, e.g. literatures 
in Europe. 

These considerations appear to run counter to the arguments through which 
Renć Wellek arrives at the ideal of 'general literature, the ideal of studying all 
literatures in their close interdependence. According to Professor Wellek 'literature 
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is one, as art and humanity are one'!, and we may agree with him that, apart from 
a typological coherence, in the history of literatures there have always been powerful 
tendencies to form and maintain a measure of unity and oneness. Stilł our definition 
of literature (or a basic mode of the existence and functioning of literature) as a social 
institution (i.e. literature functioning in the medium which produces it) does to 
some extent exclude the idea of 'one literature”, even though it provides for forces 
of cohesion and features of identity”. To underline this we do not have to go into 
the details of the powerful motives which cause national literatures to cherish and 
maintain their specific individuality — their assimilation of foreign influences and 
traditions may be one of the means through which they achieve it; and it would 
be foolish to deny the negative consequences of nationalism and provincialism, but 
yet it remains a fact that the individual literatures are not only a source of great 
positive values: they are valuable as such, as organic wholes, capable of functioning 
as relatively autonomous bodies. 

One may have doubts concerning the oneness of literature in the past, but the 
present offers a view of change: the interdependence of national literatures has become 
greater than ever; all-powerful forces of cohesion are at work, and factors preparing, 
or perhaps revealing, the structural unity of all national literatures also appear. 
The reasons are varied: the ever increasing might of economic factors which began 
functioning with the rise of capitalism; the consequences of the technical and scien- 
tific revolution which is taking place in our days; the social and cultural progress 
which affects, or will soon affect, all mankind. There is already a kind of 'world 
consciousness' (mostly superficial) created by the advance of telecommunication, 
and there is also a growing awareness of the totality of all mankind, past and present; 
an awareness which only the best shared in the past. Although it may be a question 
of the distant future yet, the forces which prepare the merger of the great cultural 
traditions of mankind appear to be at work already. This is an irreversible process, 
none the less real that its prospects seem to be utopistic today. It will affect the status 
of literature too. The increasing number of polyglot readers and works in translation, 
the unprecedented opportunities for international contact and co-operation between 
men of letters, the enormous international exchange of publications and the almost 
synchronous appearance of certain literary works and influences in many countries 
regardless of the distance between them, and, last but not least, the advance of 
*young or 'small" national literatures, their international recognition and their 
coming abreast of the traditionally 'great” literatures may soon create such features of 
the universal development of literature which far outgrow the 19th century or present 
day notion of world literature. Thus the universality and oneness of literature, 
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2 Cf. H. Levin, Literature as an Institution, [in:] Criticism: The Foundation of Modern Literary 
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inherent in its nature and character from its beginnings and through its vicissitu- 
des in human history, will manifest in its immediate functioning apparatus. 

The problematic status of the 'oneness' of literature explains the special diffi- 
culty of a universal system of literary periods. There are numerous theories of 
literary evolution, and they always imply some sort of periodization: a way to solve 
the problem is to transfer it to the competency of one of those hypotheses. Even 
so, the distance between a grandiose theory of literary evolution and the flux of 
heterogeneous facts is usually too great to base concrete periods on it, and even 
systems that also systematize 'deviations' are, as a rule, too vague on subperiods 
and sub-subperiods. Dialectically conceived theories of evolution encourage induc- 
tion in such cases. But periods established through induction ałso gravitate toward 
some concept of evolution; in this regard even the neutrality of periods based on 
a simple mathematicał division of time is questionable: in many cases they are, 
or tend to be, synonyms for aesthetical and historical period terms, such as Cinquecento 
for the brightest period of Italian Renaissance art, or le XVIII" siecle for "le siecle 
des Lumieres”, or "la fin de siecle' for specific tendencies in 19th century French litera- 
ture, or "The Thirties' for a trend of progressive social aspirations in Ż0th century 
English literature. 

Our definition of the temporal existence of literature as the mode of existence of 
a social institution and our remarks concerning the 'oneness' of literature also have 
evolutionary implications: they imply an evolution from divergence to integration. 
This gives us a chance to ascertain a few, though vague, universal periods: a preli- 
minary phase of synchronous evolution characterized by the emergence and di- 
verse development of individual literatures; a synchronous phase of transition to 
"world literature', and then to 'one literature; and a utopistic phase of total integra- 
tion. Beyond those it is hard to find synchronous phases of universal evolution. 
(We may of course speak of an era of the pre-historical, or pre-literary stage, 
the era of oral 'literatures'.) 

If we wish to go further than that in the establishment of universal periods, unless 
we retreat to a mechanical system of periodization, we shałl have to surrender the 
claim to close synchronism, which means surrendering a genuine sense of 'period' 
as a "unit of time or contemporaneity'3. Or we may reduce that claim to a given 
area, e.g. to European literature, to a single country or nation, or to other such 
community, but then our claim to universality will suffer. We may of course retain 
it, or a semblance of it, with certain modifications in its appeal, e.g. with a shift 
of sense to 'typicalness, with reference to typical phases or 'stages' of evolution 
detectable in all literatures, or in some exemplary literatures which serve as models. 
These phases or 'stages, which may be chronologically circumscribed periods in 

. * CF. G. Kubler, Period, Style and Meaning in Ancient American Art, "New Literary History”, 
Winter 1970 (vol. 1, No 2), p. 127. 


















