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Abstract

Rabindranath Tagore’s journey into the realm of world literature has often been shaped by translation, selective reception, and the
expectations of Western literary circles. While winning the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1913 was a significant milestone for Tagore’s global
recognition, it also set the stage for a somewhat limited interpretation that highlighted his spiritual lyricism, often overlooking the rich
aesthetic, philosophical, and political layers of his work. This review article delves into the key critical discussions surrounding Tagore’s
role in world literature, with a focus on translation practices, Indian aesthetic traditions, postcolonial interpretations, and his reception around
the globe. By weaving together insights from literary theory, comparative literature, and cultural studies, the article makes a case for
rethinking Tagore as a cosmopolitan modernist whose work defies simplistic categorization. The review also shines a light on recent
contributions that question previous canonical views and advocates for a more diverse and conversational approach to Tagore studies within
the broader discourse of world literature.
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1. Introduction

Rabindranath Tagore holds a unique yet debated spot in the
world of literature. As the first non-European to snag the
Nobel Prize in Literature back in 1913, he quickly rose to
fame, especially among Western literary circles. But this
newfound recognition came with a catch: it often simplified
his work, casting him mainly as a mystical poet-philosopher
and a spiritual voice for the “East” (Yeats, 1912; Nobel
Foundation, 1913) [5 101 While this portrayal helped him
gain a foothold in European and American literary canons, it
also limited the ways in which his work was interpreted and
appreciated.

When Western audiences first encountered Tagore’s English
translations-particularly Gitanjali-they tended to focus on
themes of transcendence, devotion, and universal
spirituality. Unfortunately, this often overlooked the
historical, political, and aesthetic nuances of his writing
(Radice, 2004; Dutta & Robinson, 1995) [ 71, This selective
reception, influenced by orientalist views, placed Tagore at
odds with Western modernist aesthetics instead of
recognizing him as part of a wider, transnational literary
modernity  (Said, 1978; Damrosch, 2003) @3 6,
Consequently, many of Tagore’s works, including his
novels, essays, plays, and socio-political writings, have

https://multiresearchjournal.theviews.in

remained on the fringes of global critical discussions.

The challenge of translation adds another layer of
complexity to how Tagore is received internationally. While
Tagore’s self-translations played a crucial role in spreading
his work around the world, they often involved a certain
degree of stylistic trimming and simplification to cater to
Western audiences (Chaudhuri, 2012; Radice, 2004) [> 12,
Scholars have pointed out that, although these translations
were effective in gaining popularity, they led to the creation
of a “partial Tagore” in the realm of world literature-one
that is seen through the lens of English language and
Western literary norms (Mukherjee, 2010) L. As a result,
Tagore’s deep roots in Indian philosophical traditions, such
as rasa theory and Upanishadic humanism, were often
overlooked or misinterpreted (Chakrabarty, 2016) 1,

In recent years, critical perspectives from postcolonial
studies, comparative literature, and world literature theory
have aimed to reevaluate Tagore’s place on the global stage.
These new approaches challenge older evaluative
frameworks that favored Eurocentric views of literary
modernity and the formation of canons (Ashcroft, Griffiths,
& Tiffin, 2002; Bassnett, 2014) > %1, By placing Tagore
within the rich tapestry of Indian aesthetics, cosmopolitan
thought, and anti-colonial intellectual history, contemporary
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scholarship highlights his resistance to rigid cultural divides
and simplistic literary categories (Sen, 2011; Appiah, 2006)
[14, 1]

This review article engages with these evolving critical
discussions to explore how Tagore’s work has been
interpreted, mediated, and sometimes limited across
different cultural and linguistic landscapes. By examining
key scholarly perspectives on translation, reception, and
canon formation, the study seeks to shed light on the various
standards through which Tagore has been understood in
world literature. Ultimately, it advocates for a more
nuanced, context-aware, and dialogic approach to Tagore
studies-one that recognizes both the global reach of his texts
and the unique cultural contexts from which they arise.

2. Tagore and the Emergence of World Literature

To truly appreciate Rabindranath Tagore's place in world
literature, we need to consider how the concept of world
literature itself has evolved over time. This idea, first put
forth by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe in the early 1800s,
describes how literary works travel beyond their original
cultures through translation, reception, and critical
engagement. Nowadays, scholars like David Damrosch
view world literature not as a set list of works but as a way
of reading that becomes meaningful through its movement
across borders and reinterpretations (Damrosch, 2003) 1.
Tagore’s global journey in literature perfectly illustrates this
process, showcasing both the possibilities and limitations
that come with sharing literature on a worldwide scale.
Tagore's rise in the realm of world literature was largely
thanks to English translations, many of which he created
himself. The release of Gitanjali in English in 1912 was a
pivotal moment for his international acclaim, drawing in
notable figures like W. B. Yeats and Ezra Pound. Yeats’s
passionate introduction painted Tagore as a visionary poet
embodying spiritual universality, a depiction that struck a
chord with Western readers looking for alternatives to the
industrial age (Yeats, 1912) 31, However, this portrayal also
tied Tagore to a romanticized view of the East, reinforcing a
divide between Western rationality and Eastern spirituality
(Said, 1978) 1231,

While winning the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1913 [0
solidified Tagore’s status in the global literary scene, it also
shaped how he was received. In the early 20th century,
Western critics often assessed Tagore’s work through a
Eurocentric lens, focusing on lyrical simplicity and
metaphysical themes, while missing out on the narrative
experimentation, irony, and socio-political commentary
found in his Bengali writings (Dutta & Robinson, 1995;
Mukherjee, 2010) [ 91, This led to a somewhat contradictory
position for Tagore in world literature: he was widely
celebrated, yet his work was often misunderstood.

The way Tagore’s work circulated also reveals a deeper
imbalance within world literature. Scholars in comparative
and postcolonial literature have pointed out that the global
literary market tends to favor texts that align with dominant
Western norms, which can marginalize unique linguistic,
formal, and cultural aspects (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin,
2002; Bassnett, 2014) > 31, Tagore’s experience shows that
translation is not just about language; it acts as a cultural
lens that influences how literary value is perceived. His
English writings, while broadening his audience, ended up

https://multiresearchjournal.theviews.in

https://multiresearchjournal.theviews.in

overshadowing his original Bengali works in global
discussions, leading to a skewed understanding of his
literary contributions (Chaudhuri, 2012) 1,

At the same time, Tagore’s literary vision challenges the
prevailing models of world literature. Unlike many writers
who sought validation mainly through Western acclaim,
Tagore expressed a form of literary cosmopolitanism
grounded in ethical humanism rather than cultural
uniformity. His essays on nationalism, education, and
civilization critique imperial modernity while promoting the
idea of cross-cultural dialogue (Sen, 2011) 4. In this way,
Tagore foreshadows modern theories of cosmopolitanism
that highlight relational identity and moral responsibility
that transcend national borders (Appiah, 2006) ™,

Recent research has really broadened our understanding of
Tagore’s presence in world literature by looking at how he’s
been received beyond the usual Euro-American perspective.
Studies focusing on Tagore’s impact in East and Southeast
Asia-especially in countries like China, Japan, and Vietnam-
highlight different paths of literary exchange that have been
influenced by shared colonial histories and reformist
intellectual movements (Pham, 2021) 14, These cross-
border interactions challenge the idea that world literature
only flows in one direction from the West and emphasize
Tagore’s significance in a more diverse global literary
landscape.

In this light, Tagore’s rise as a key figure in world literature
reveals both the empowering and constraining aspects of
global literary exchange. His story sheds light on the
selective processes involved in forming literary canons
while also showcasing the potential for alternative models
of world literature that are rooted in dialogue, diversity, and
ethical imagination. Reassessing Tagore through this lens
not only deepens our understanding of his work but also
encourages a critical reevaluation of world literature as a
field influenced by power dynamics, translation, and
interpretative authority.

3. Translation and the Politics of Representation
Translation plays a crucial role in the study of Tagore.
Scholars like William Radice and Sukanta Chaudhuri have
pointed out that Tagore’s English translations often strip
away some of the syntactic and metaphorical depth, making
them easier to read but less rich in aesthetic complexity.
This approach has helped Tagore reach a wider audience
globally, but it has also led to a dominant way of
interpreting his work. Recent research in translation studies
highlights the importance of reading Tagore’s English texts
alongside the original Bengali versions, viewing translation
as a space for negotiation rather than a simple exchange.
These perspectives challenge the idea that Tagore’s
translations are just a straightforward linguistic transfer;
instead, they serve as a significant site for cultural mediation
and representation. Tagore’s global literary persona has
been largely shaped by his English translations, many of
which he crafted himself. While these translations opened
doors for international readership, they also played a key
role in shaping a specific image of Tagore for Western
audiences-one that highlighted spiritual lyricism and
universality, often downplaying formal complexity and
cultural nuances (Radice, 2004; Chaudhuri, 2012) 11251,
Scholars like William Radice and Sukanta Chaudhuri have
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pointed out that Tagore’s English translations often simplify
complex sentence structures, reduce the richness of
metaphors, and tone down the playful language found in the
original Bengali works. While this stylistic adjustment helps
reach a wider audience, it also leads to a loss of tonal depth
and artistic subtlety (Radice, 2004) 21, Chaudhuri (2012) Bl
notes that Tagore’s translations tend to favor clear meaning
over poetic richness, which reflects both the limitations of
the English language and Tagore’s awareness of Western
literary tastes.

To truly grasp the politics of translation in Tagore’s work,
we need to consider the larger picture of uneven cultural
power dynamics. Postcolonial translation theory highlights
that translation is never just a straightforward task; it’s
deeply rooted in historical, ideological, and institutional
contexts (Bassnett, 2014; Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin,
2002) 3 2, Tagore’s translations emerged at a time when
European readers were looking for spiritual and moral
alternatives to the harsh realities of industrial modernity. His
English texts were interpreted through orientalist lenses that
favored simplicity, transcendence, and immediate emotional
impact (Said, 1978) [13],

Tagore’s work has often been viewed as a symbol of a
simplified “Eastern wisdom,” which reinforces narrow
cultural divides.

This limited perspective has had lasting effects on how
Tagore is seen in the realm of world literature. The
dominance of English translations in global discussions has
pushed Tagore’s Bengali works-his novels, plays, and
critical essays-into the background. These original pieces
delve into intricate themes of nationalism, colonial
modernity, and social reform (Mukherjee, 2010; Sen, 2011)
9141 Consequently, Tagore’s global reputation has become
more and more disconnected from the linguistic and cultural
contexts that shaped his artistic vision.

Recent trends in translation studies are challenging the old
ideas of fidelity and equivalence, suggesting instead that
translation is more about negotiation, interpretation, and
transformation (Damrosch, 2003) 1. When applied to
Tagore, this perspective highlights the importance of
reading his English works alongside their Bengali
counterparts. Such comparative readings not only reveal
what gets lost or altered in translation but also showcase the
thoughtful decisions Tagore made while engaging with the
global literary scene. This approach pushes back against the
notion that the English texts are the ultimate versions,
instead emphasizing the rich diversity of Tagore’s literary
identities across different languages.

In recent years, scholars have urged us to take a fresh look
at Tagore’s self-translations, viewing them as acts of
cultural agency instead of just compromises. While they
acknowledge the challenges that come with translation,
these studies highlight Tagore’s deliberate attempt to
connect with a global audience while still holding on to his
philosophical and ethical values (Radice, 2004;
Chakrabarty, 2016) [2 4. This viewpoint shifts our
understanding of Tagore from being a passive figure in
translation to an active player in crafting his presence in
world literature.

Ultimately, translation in the context of Tagore studies
reveals itself as a highly political act that balances
accessibility with authenticity, and circulation with
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simplification. By seeing translation as a space for
negotiation, we can gain a deeper insight into how Tagore is
received globally, challenging the notion that his literary
importance can be fully grasped through English texts alone.
This shift in perspective is crucial for reimagining Tagore’s
role in world literature and for creating fairer models of
cross-cultural literary exchange.

4. Indian Aesthetics and Literary Humanism

A significant counterpoint to the often Western-focused
interpretations of Rabindranath Tagore comes from
engaging critically with Indian aesthetic theory and
philosophical traditions. While earlier global perspectives
tended to highlight Tagore’s spiritual universality in rather
abstract ways, Indian aesthetic frameworks uncover a richer
literary humanism that weaves together sensory experience,
ethical contemplation, and social involvement. Key
concepts like rasa (aesthetic emotion), dhvani (suggestion),
and the Upanishadic vision of unity are essential in shaping
Tagore’s creative imagination, setting his work apart from
more narrowly defined spiritual or romantic categories
(Chakrabarty, 2016) 11,

Tagore’s approach to literature showcases a vibrant
interaction with classical Indian aesthetics, rather than
simply a passive acceptance of tradition. His poetry and
prose reflect a contemporary reinterpretation of rasa, where
the aesthetic experience serves as a pathway to fostering
empathy,  ethical  consciousness, and  relational
understanding. In contrast to Western modernist aesthetics,
which often highlight themes of fragmentation and
alienation, Tagore’s vision emphasizes the connections and
continuity between individuals, society, and nature
(Mukherjee, 2010) 1, This humanistic perspective shines
through in works like Gitanjali, The Gardener, and Fruit-
Gathering, where lyrical self-reflection harmonizes with
philosophical exploration.

A significant counterpoint to the often Western-focused
interpretations of Rabindranath Tagore comes from
engaging critically with Indian aesthetic theory and
philosophical traditions. While earlier global perspectives
tended to highlight Tagore’s spiritual universality in rather
abstract ways, Indian aesthetic frameworks uncover a richer
literary humanism that weaves together sensory experience,
ethical contemplation, and social involvement. Key
concepts like rasa (aesthetic emotion), dhvani (suggestion),
and the Upanishadic vision of unity are essential in shaping
Tagore’s creative imagination, setting his work apart from
more narrowly defined spiritual or romantic categories
(Chakrabarty, 2016) 11,

Tagore’s approach to literature showcases an active
engagement with classical Indian aesthetics, rather than
simply inheriting tradition passively. His poetry and prose
reflect a modern take on rasa, where the aesthetic
experience serves as a pathway to fostering empathy, ethical
consciousness, and relational understanding. In contrast to
Western modernist aesthetics, which often highlight
fragmentation and alienation, Tagore’s vision emphasizes
the connections and continuity between individuals, society,
and nature (Mukherjee, 2010) [l This humanistic
perspective shines through in works like Gitanjali, The
Gardener, and Fruit-Gathering, where lyrical self-reflection
harmonizes with philosophical exploration.
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Moreover, Tagore’s literary humanism extends beyond
aesthetics to encompass pedagogy, social reform, and cross-
cultural dialogue. His experiments in education at
Santiniketan and his essays on civilization reflect a holistic
vision in which art serves as a means of fostering moral and
cultural understanding. This integration of aesthetics and
ethics underscores Tagore’s relevance to contemporary
debates on cosmopolitanism and global humanism (Appiah,
2006) 11,

Recognizing Indian aesthetics as a key part of Tagore’s
literary vision, this section highlights the importance of
moving past simplistic interpretative frameworks. Tagore’s
work showcases a diverse aesthetic philosophy that defies
strict categorization and encourages readers to engage in a
meaningful dialogue about human experience. Embracing
this aspect of his writing not only enriches our
understanding of Tagore but also fosters a more inclusive
and culturally aware view of world literature.

5. Postcolonial Re-readings and Canon Formation
Postcolonial criticism has been crucial in reassessing
Rabindranath Tagore’s place in the global literary
landscape, especially when it comes to issues of canon
formation and cultural authority. In the early twentieth
century, views on Tagore were heavily influenced by
colonial power dynamics that dictated which non-Western
voices were acknowledged and how they were understood.
Although winning the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1913 [0
marked Tagore’s official entry into the Western literary
canon, postcolonial scholars contend that this recognition
came with a price: his work was often interpreted in ways
that fit imperial expectations of Eastern spirituality and
cultural difference (Said, 1978; Dutta & Robinson, 1995) 12571,
As postcolonial theory illustrates, canon formation isn’t just
a neutral or purely artistic endeavor; it’s deeply intertwined
with histories of power, exclusion, and cultural hierarchy
(Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 2002) . Tagore’s rise as a
“representative” Indian writer in the West led to a selective
canonization that favored certain works-most notably
Gitanjali-while sidelining others that more directly
confronted colonial ideologies. His novels, political essays,
and critical writings on nationalism and imperialism
received far less attention, even though they grappled with
the ethical dilemmas of colonial modernity (Mukherjee,
2010) @1,

The evolution of Western literary tastes during the high
modernism era added another layer of complexity to
Tagore’s standing in the literary world. Critics like T. S.
Eliot voiced doubts about Tagore’s poetic style, deeming it
too simplistic by the modernist standards that favored irony,
detachment, and innovative forms (Eliot, 1921) [é1. However,
postcolonial perspectives challenge these assessments by
highlighting the cultural context of modernist criteria and
questioning their supposed universality. From this angle,
Tagore’s later marginalization in Western criticism doesn’t
indicate a drop in literary quality but rather a shift in the
prevailing standards of evaluation.

Postcolonial studies also stress the need to place Tagore
within the broader South Asian intellectual landscape
instead of solely interpreting him through Western lenses.
Scholars contend that Tagore’s literary and philosophical
explorations of nationalism, education, and social reform
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offer a sophisticated critique of both colonial oppression and
the fervent anti-colonial nationalism that arose in response
(Sen, 2011) 4. His opposition to cultural uniformity and
political absolutism marks him as a significant cosmopolitan
thinker, whose work challenges the simplistic divides
between tradition and modernity.

Recent comparative and transnational research adds further
nuance to Tagore’s literary narrative by exploring how he
was received in non-Western settings. Studies on Tagore’s
impact in East and Southeast Asia reveal that his writings
were embraced by local anti-colonial and reform
movements, independent of Western influence (Pham,
2021) 9, These alternative pathways of reception challenge
Eurocentric models of literary canon formation and
underscore Tagore’s significance in a diverse global literary
landscape.

By highlighting the politics behind how literary canons are
formed, postcolonial re-readings shed light on how Tagore’s
global standing has been influenced by changing cultural
values and the gatekeeping of institutions. These analyses
push for a more inclusive view of literary history-one that
acknowledges various modernities and a range of aesthetic
traditions. Bringing Tagore back into this broader context
not only uncovers overlooked aspects of his work but also
confronts the ongoing structural inequalities that still affect
the field of world literature.

6. Contemporary Global Reception

In the last few decades, Rabindranath Tagore’s work has
seen a resurgence of interest in the realm of global literary
studies. This renewed focus is largely fueled by the evolving
frameworks of world literature, postcolonial theory, and
transnational reception studies. Moving away from the
traditional Euro-American-centric models, today’s scholars
are diving into how Tagore’s work has been received in
various cultural and geopolitical contexts, uncovering a
richer and more intricate global presence. This shift has
played a crucial role in re-evaluating Tagore’s significance
in the twenty-first century-not just as a historical figure, but
as a writer whose ideas still resonate across different
languages and cultures.

One of the most exciting developments in recent Tagore
scholarship is the investigation of his influence in East and
Southeast Asia. Research into Tagore’s impact in countries
like China, Japan, and Vietnam reveals how his writings
were interpreted within local intellectual traditions and anti-
colonial movements, often without the influence of Western
critical perspectives (Pham, 2021) [, In these regions,
Tagore’s focus on ethical humanism, education, and cultural
self-determination strongly aligned with reformist goals,
challenging the notion that his global influence was mainly
shaped by Western audiences. Moreover, contemporary
scholarship in world literature has revisited Tagore through
the lens of translation studies and comparative literary
circulation. Scholars are advocating for a shift away from
English-centric interpretations, urging the inclusion of
multilingual and regional viewpoints that celebrate the
diversity of Tagore’s literary legacy (Damrosch, 2003;
Bassnett, 2014) [® 3. This perspective acknowledges that
Tagore’s global reception isn’t a single story but rather a
tapestry of localized interpretations influenced by various
historical, political, and cultural dynamics.
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Lately, there’s been a surge of interest in how Tagore fits
into today’s discussions on cosmopolitanism and global
ethics. In a time when cultural divides and nationalist
sentiments are on the rise, Tagore’s vision of cosmopolitan
humanism-rooted in dialogue, empathy, and a sense of
moral duty-has become even more relevant (Appiah, 2006;
Sen, 2011) I 1, His writings on civilization, nationalism,
and education are increasingly seen as forward-thinking
critiques of exclusionary identities and cultural uniformity,
making him a thinker whose ideas resonate strongly in our
contemporary world.

The fields of digital humanities and archival research have
also played a significant role in reshaping how we view
Tagore globally. Thanks to the digitization of manuscripts,
letters, and lesser-known works, scholars can now explore
Tagore’s contributions beyond the well-known Gitanjali.
These efforts not only encourage comparative studies but
also make Tagore’s writings more accessible, fostering a
more inclusive and interdisciplinary approach to his work.
However, despite this renewed interest, there are still
hurdles to overcome in fully integrating Tagore into the
global literary conversation. The ongoing prevalence of
simplistic interpretations and the influence of Western
academic institutions continue to dictate how he is received.
Yet, contemporary scholarship is increasingly pushing for a
dialogic model of world literature that acknowledges
various centers of literary significance and interpretative
authority. In this shifting landscape, Tagore is not relegated
to the sidelines or seen as outdated; instead, he stands as a
vibrant participant in the ongoing global dialogue about
literature, culture, and humanism.

7. Conclusion

This review article dives into Rabindranath Tagore’s
intricate role in world literature, exploring the various
critical, aesthetic, and ideological lenses through which his
work has been interpreted and assessed. From gaining
global acclaim after winning the Nobel Prize in Literature in
1913 [ to the modern-day re-evaluations across borders,
Tagore’s literary legacy has been influenced not just by the
inherent qualities of his writings but also by the processes of
translation, reception, and the formation of literary canons.
The study reveals that while Tagore’s international
recognition is noteworthy, it has often been accompanied by
oversimplified interpretations and cultural
misunderstandings.

By placing Tagore in the context of world literature
discussions, this article sheds light on how the global flow
of literature is shaped by uneven power dynamics that favor
certain texts, languages, and aesthetic standards. His English
translations, while crucial for reaching a worldwide
audience, have led to a somewhat skewed understanding of
his work, emphasizing spiritual lyricism while downplaying
the philosophical, political, and formal richness of his
Bengali texts. Viewing translation as a space for negotiation
rather than mere equivalence allows for a deeper
appreciation of Tagore’s diverse literary identity.
Incorporating Indian aesthetic theory and literary humanism
offers an essential counterpoint to Western-centric
interpretations of Tagore. Ideas like rasa and dhvani, along
with Upanishadic humanism, unveil an aesthetic perspective
that prioritizes ethical imagination, interconnectedness, and
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harmony. This approach challenges prevailing modernist
standards and highlights Tagore’s vision of an alternative
literary modernity rooted in cultural diversity and moral
accountability.
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