Ibsen and Cosmopolitanism: 
A Chinese and Cross-cultural Perspective
Ning Wang
Abstract: To deal with Ibsen and his relations with cosmopolitanism should start from the redefinition of the controversial concept of cosmopolitanism. After his redescription and reconstruction of cosmopolitanism in ten forms, the author points out that Ibsen’s relations with cosmopolitanism are represented in three aspects: (1) Ibsen’s cosmopolitan ideas and diasporic experience; (2) the cosmopolitan subject matters of Ibsen’s plays and the global significance of his works; (3) Ibsen’s global concern and his position in world literature. Also, the play Peer Gynt as the most cosmopolitan work produced by Ibsen is analyzed from a cosmopolitan perspective in the article. To the author, Ibsen’s cosmopolitan elements find particular embodiment in the different adaptations and productions of his plays in China, for through the superb adaptation and recreation, Ibsen has got “continued life” and his work has produced new significance. Thus Ibsen not only wrote for his contemporary European readers and audience but also for future international readers and audience. Similarly, he is not only read and appreciated by his own country fellows but more by people of other countries. That is why Ibsen has such wide international reputation and influence.
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In the current Western as well as international academia, cosmopolitanism has once again become a cutting edge theoretic topic. It frequently appears in the works of philosophers and sociologists, and more frequently, it is largely quoted and discussed by literary and cultural studies scholars (Nussbaum et al 1996, Brennan 1997, Cheah and Robbins 1998, Appiah 2006, and Beck and Grande 2007). Recently, it came to China as a “translated” Western concept and has once again attracted the critical attention of Chinese academia. 1 Obviously, most of the works on the issue of cosmopolitanism try to interpret and deal with cosmopolitanism from the perspectives of political philosophy and culture, but more or less touch upon the cosmopolitan elements in literature and culture (Johansen and Kim 2011). To study literature from a cosmopolitan perspective may well help us construct and reconstruct world literature in today’s global context (Wang 2014). So the recent interest in world literature is naturally associated with the rise of cosmopolitanism in its contemporary sense. But so far seldom has any literary scholar dealt with the cosmopolitan elements and global significance of Henrik Ibsen’s works,2 I will, in this essay, first of all give my redefinition and reconsideration of the controversial concept of cosmopolitanism before focusing on its relations with Henrik Ibsen and the cosmopolitan elements in his plays.

Why Should We Talk about Cosmopolitanism Today?
It is true that, like the theoretic concepts of modernity, postmodernism and globalization, the appearance of cosmopolitanism in the West and the rest of the world is by no means accidental. Although cosmopolitanism as a theoretic and intellectual trend rose again in the Western academia in the late 1990s, it has already had a long history, or a sort of “prehistory” from antiquity. I think it worth revisiting this concept before dealing with Ibsen’s relations with cosmopolitanism and his position in world literature and drama.
 As an interdisciplinary theoretic concept and critical discourse, cosmopolitanism could date back to ancient Greek philosophical thoughts, especially that of Diogenes of Sinope and other Stoics. Cosmopolitanism is first of all a political philosophical concept, whose ethical color is very strong. That is why it is closely related to literature and culture in the current global era. Cosmopolitanism is intended to tell us that all human beings, no matter from what ethnic groups and with what countries or regions they are affiliated, belong to a big single social community, or a sort of “imaginary community”. This is very close to the current construction of the theoretical discourse of globalization, according to which people all live in a huge “global village” sharing a fundamental ethic and right transcending over individual nations or countries.
 According to Graig Calhoun, cosmopolitanism today is still significant but has different meanings on different occasions. It chiefly refers to the world as a totality rather than merely individual places or communities. It also indicates that those holding this belief feel quite at home in a diversified community (427-28). In short, it mainly refers to a man’s inclination and endurance in this sense. We could easily find many cosmopolitan elements in Ibsen’s works about which I will discuss later on.
The Enlightenment period is the one in which cosmopolitanism is highlighted. In 1795, Immanuel Kant even put forward a sort of cosmopolitan law/right in his article “For Perpetual Peace”. 3 But Kant’s ideas are challenged later by other people who do not think his ideas are consistent. Due to his wide international influence not only in philosophy but also in aesthetics and literary theory, Kant’s cosmopolitan thoughts are still frequently discussed by literary and cultural studies scholars today in their debates on cosmopolitanism and world literature. When we discuss cosmopolitanism now, we cannot but refer to his early thinking which is actually an insurmountable landmark in the historical evolution and development of cosmopolitanism.

Since the discovery of the Americas in 1492 by Christopher Columbus, the capitalist expansion and gulping of weak countries’ national industries, along with the formation of new division of international labor, all these have prepared for the process of globalization. In their co-authored Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels describe the market capitalist practice of breaking the boundary of nation-state and expanding their own forces. Their description and discussion have become important theoretic resources of 20th century political philosophers and literary and cultural studies scholars in their discussion of the issues of modernity and globalization.

Upon entering the 20th century, the process of economic globalization has also speeded the globalization in politics and culture. According to Jan Aart Scholte, from the 1960s, the use of the term globalization has spread in all the languages, social departments and professionals and academic disciplines. Such terms as globe, global and globalism have already had a long history which could even date back to the Latin word globus. But “globalization” that appeared in recent time implies a sort of development, a process, a tendency and a change (Robertson and Scholte 526-32). In this sense, we could say that globalization has provided cosmopolitanism with appropriate soil for its rise, and cosmopolitanism has in return provided for globalization a sort of theoretic discourse. 
Literary and cultural studies scholars were long interested in cosmopolitanism and tried to find its elements in literary works from a cosmopolitan perspective. The late Dutch comparatist and sinologist Douwe Fokkema was among the earliest comparatists in the contemporary era to deal with this topic with regard to the issue of comparative and world literature. In his response to globalization, he, transcending the old-fashioned Eurocentric or West-centric view of cosmopolitanism, calls for reconstructing a new cosmopolitanism in a new global context. Obviously, he is more concerned about the other pole of globalization in culture: cultural plurality and diversity (1-17).
As a Chinese scholar of comparative and world literature, I deal with the issue of cosmopolitanism chiefly from two perspectives: from a literary and critical perspective, and from a Chinese perspective. I always think that world literature is closely related to cosmopolitanism as excellent literary works are not only written for the author’s domestic readers, but for the broad reading public in the world. Ibsen’s works should be viewed as world literature since his plays are mainly written for reading crossing different cultures. Here I just offer my own tentative theoretic (re)construction of cosmopolitanism from a global as well as Chinese perspective. To me, cosmopolitanism could be described in the following ten forms:
(1) As something transcending the nationalist sentiment;
(2) As a pursuit of moral justice;
(3) As a global and universal human concern;
(4) As a diasporic and even homeless state;
(5) As something decentralizing and pursuing a pluralistic cultural identity;
(6) As a pursuit of human happiness and cosmopolitan unity;
(7) As a political and religious belief;
(8) As a realization of global governance;
(9) As an artistic and aesthetic pursuit;

(10) As a critical perspective from which to evaluate literary and cultural products (Wang 2014: 167-181).
Undoubtedly, we could offer more theoretical constructions of cosmopolitanism from other perspectives, but whether it is constructed as cosmopolitanism or globalism, it cannot get rid of a given nation-state. It is hard to imagine that someone who does not love his motherland could have a broad vision of cosmopolitanism. Similarly, someone enthusiastically promoting cosmopolitanism would remain indifferent when his own motherland is invaded. In this aspect, we find that Ibsen has close relations with cosmopolitanism not only in his life experiences but also in his works although in him the “world” chiefly refers to Europe. I will then deal with the issue of Ibsen and cosmopolitanism which has seldom been discussed even in the international academic circles.
Ibsen and Cosmopolitanism
Anyone who is familiar with the history of 20th century world literature would easily find that many world renowned writers are from small nations, such as James Joyce from Ireland, Franz Kafka from a Czech environment, V.S. Naipaul from Trinidad, Garcia Marquez from Colombia, Orhan Pamuk from Turkey, Milan Kundera from Czechoslovakia, to name just few. The same is true of Henrik Ibsen. Why has such a phenomenon appeared? My preliminary explanation is this: since these writers come from small nations, they usually have a broad cosmopolitan horizon and global concern not only for their country fellows but also for entire mankind. We all know that great writers write not only for their domestic readers, but also write for a wider international readership. All the above great writers from small nations have had a wide international readership. Their major works have all been translated into many languages, including Chinese and sold extremely well in China and elsewhere. Ibsen certainly belongs among such world renowned authors. When we talk about Ibsen and cosmopolitanism, we could do it at least in the following three aspects: (1) Ibsen’s cosmopolitan ideas and diasporic experience; (2) the cosmopolitan subject matters of Ibsen’s plays and the global significance of his works; (3) Ibsen’s global concern and his position in world literature and drama. All the three factors put together prove that Ibsen is certainly more a cosmopolitanist than merely a patriot. He is more welcome and popular in the rest of the world than in his own motherland. Before I focus on the last point, I will just give my general elaboration on all the above three factors.

Judging by the above ten characteristic features or aspects of cosmopolitanism I have described, I should say that Ibsen at least meets three or four points. That is, Ibsen’s personal experience proves that he was by no means a patriot only although he did love his motherland Norway. Indeed he chiefly wrote about what happened in Norway in a critical way. But unfortunately, in his lifetime, he was often unfairly treated by his country fellows, especially by the Norwegian literary critical circles at the time. Due to his strong individualist character and avant-garde artistic experimentation, he was not even well received by his contemporary critics. That is one of the reasons why he would exile himself for over twenty years. But it was just during these twenty more years of his homeless experience that he wrote some of his best works. In this sense, it is not the narrow-minded nationalism but rather the broad horizon of cosmopolitanism that provided him with superb artistic imagination and transnational subject matters. Obviously, Ibsen’s diasporic experience enabled him to write not only for his country fellows, but also for a broad international reading public. He had a wide global concern for all mankind dealing with the fundamental problems that human beings were confronted with. That is why his reputation is much wider outside of Scandinavia, especially in China where Ibsen is as well-known as Shakespeare ranking among the best known authors of world literature and drama. What I should particularly mention here is his wide popularity and strong influence in China. 
During China’s New Culture Movement in the early 20th century, Ibsen was even better known than Shakespeare. Because at the time, ordinary people, as well as intellectuals, might well think Shakespeare’s works a bit far from the then Chinese social reality. What they needed most urgent is an intellectual and writer like Ibsen, whose social plays were attached most importance to in the Chinese context. What is more important is, the most progressive and influential intellectual journal at the time Xin Qingnian (New Youth) even published a special issue in Vol. 4, No. 6 (1918) devoting to Ibsen, which is the only one special issue on foreign literature and drama. 4 In that issue, such eminent intellectual figures as Lu Xun, Chen Duxiu, Hu Shi and Zhou Zuoren published long articles discussing Ibsen and the significance of his works. As for his influence in contemporary China, I will go into detail later on with the Chinese productions of his major plays in the new century as the proof to show how cosmopolitan his works are. 
According to David Damrosch, “world literature is writing that gains in translation”(281). That is, inherent in Ibsen’s plays, there is a sort of translatability, or adaptability if we think adaptation could be viewed as a sort of cultural and dramatic translation, or more exactly, a sort of intersemiotic translation. This could also be proved in the fact that some of his major plays have been adapted into typical indigenous Chinese dramatic forms without losing their essential spirit. Here, his cosmopolitan elements are well combined with typical Chinese national elements forming something new.
The second point of his relations with cosmopolitanism lies in that Ibsen deals with all the fundamental problems confronted by human beings, be they Western or Eastern. Peer Gynt, who is often viewed very much like his author Ibsen, says openly that he is a “citizen of the world”, which certainly represents Ibsen’s broad horizon and global human concern. Although he was incompatible with his contemporary critical circles, he still tried to find the problems in his motherland Norway and offered his tentative solutions if possible. Like his Chinese counterpart Lu Xun who loved China so much so that he could not but sharply criticize all its evils and dark sides, Ibsen offered his sharp critique of the social problems in the Norwegian society in the 19th century just like what Lu Xun did in the first part of the 20th century. Thus Ibsen, like Lu Xun, was first of all a patriot. He wrote in his native language focusing on the fundamental problems that appeared in Norway. He also loved Norway so much that he could not even bear the existence of its various social problems which might well bring disasters to his country fellows. He made sharp critical analyses of all its social evils as well as human weaknesses in an attempt to make things better. Perhaps largely due to his good-will to make Norway better that he was often misunderstood and not even accepted by his country fellows like his character Dr. Stockman who is regarded by the majority of people as an “enemy of the people”. But Ibsen tells a universally recognized truth in the mouth of Dr. Stockman: “the strongest man in the world is the one who stands most alone”(1957: 255). Over one hundred years have passed since his death in 1906, and many of his contemporaries who were as well known as Ibsen or even better known than he at the time have been forgotten by today’s critics as well as the broad reading public. But Ibsen is still remembered not only in Norway but also in other places of the world with his international reputation reaching far and wide. Although to him, truth is sometimes in the hands of minority, yet with the elapse of time, truth will sooner or later be recognized and grasped by the majority of people. As readers and audience, we might well forget the detailed plot of his plays, but we have already remembered his famous sayings, expressed by both himself and his characters, which are of certain cosmopolitan significance.
The third point is his global significance in both Eastern and Western cultures. Although Ibsen came from a small nation using a minor language to write his plays, he succeeded in deterritorializing this small domain travelling with his ideas and art far and wide to almost all the countries in the world. As for this, I will discuss in detail in the fourth part of my essay with some Chinese productions of his major plays as particular cases. I would like to address the critical and creative reception of Ibsen’s play An Enemy of the People in China by means of translation, adaptation and creative production in an attempt to illustrate how a Norwegian play dealing with something that happened in a small country has been enthusiastically received in a much larger country whose cultural tradition and environment are entirely different, because it largely gains in translation and adaptation which is another type of intercultural and inter-theatrical translation. Also, since his work was written for future readers, it actually anticipated what would happen in China in a hundred years or more. Confronted with the increasingly worsening environment in China today, people all the more cherish Ibsen’s warning many years ago and try to protect their living environment by performing Ibsen’s play An Enemy of the People. 5 So this play, together with many others, has been among world literature and theatre with its global concern and cosmopolitan elements inherent in the dramatic text. 

Since Ibsen was first of all an artist, or more exactly, a dramatic artist, he certainly expressed his ideas in an aesthetic way or through his works as well as characters. In the next part of my essay, I will focus on the cosmopolitan subject matters in his representative play Peer Gynt which to me not only illustrates his cosmopolitan ideas but also presents before us the tension of cosmopolitanism and nationalism in his characterization of its hero Peer Gynt.

The Cosmopolitan Theme of Peer Gynt and Its Tension with Nationalism
No one could deny the fact that Peer Gynt, one of Ibsen’s best known plays, is the most cosmopolitan work among all his plays, which finds particular embodiment in his successful performance in China and elsewhere. People might well raise the question: why has Peer Gynt achieved such success among Chinese audience? One of the important reasons among others is the unforgettable hero Peer who reminds Chinese audience of another fictional character created by Chinese writer Lu Xun: Ah Q. When Lu Xun published his novelette Ah Q Zheng Zhuan (A True Story of Ah Q) in 1922, it aroused such strong responses among the reading public that many people easily identified themselves with the fictional hero Ah Q accusing Lu Xun of attacking them through his fictional work. Obviously, this character is typical Chinese representing the weakness of the Chinese nation. Similarly, the performance of Peer Gynt also aroused a strong response among the Scandinavian audiences, for the hero Peer is one of the most important and unforgettable characters created by Ibsen. Peer is thereby even viewed as embodying its author himself as well as many Norwegians.
In the play, Ibsen explores a fundamental problem confronting all human beings: for what purpose a man is living, and how meaningful a man’s life should be. This is certainly an issue of global human concern. Most of the people from small nations are easily satisfied with their peaceful and comfortable life as well as stable work without adventurous travel abroad. But Peer Gynt, like his author Ibsen, is different. Obviously there are two choices for a man like Peer: either wasting his life in a meaningless and mediocre way or vigorously drying out a career he wants to have. Although either of the two choices cannot but avoid death, Peer would rather choose the latter which represents his life view. Indeed Peer’s romantic experiences put his view of life into effect. Thus when he is about to end his life he does not even feel regret, but rather, he is very proud of himself, for he firmly believes that his life is not lived in vain. Ibsen created Peer of multi-personal character with his adventurous and diasporic experiences representing the bizarre life style in the European society then. Undoubtedly, in the years when capitalism was rising and expanding its market overseas, it needed such people like Peer Gynt who have an adventurous and aggressive spirit. Thus Ibsen precisely grasped the spirit of the time and achieved great success in producing this play which crosses the limit of space and time being of eternal and universal significance.
Peer is no doubt a very ambitious person, never satisfying himself with a fixed mode of life in a small country like Norway. He always wants to try something new and even to create something new and make miracles. And he never hides his great aspiration and ambition. The dialogue between Peer and his mother in Scene One, Act One illustrates both Peer’s virtues and shortcomings: he is naughty and likes to fight with others, to tell lies, and is good at bragging, but he also has lofty ambitions and dares to say and do whatever he wants to:
Aase. Are you lying now again?
Peer Gynt. Yes, just this once; so you may as well stop crying. (Clenches his left hand.) See, ‘twas with this pair of pincers that I bent the blacksmith double, while my right hand was my hammer---
Aase. Oh, you brawler! You will bring me to my grave by your behaviour!
Peer Gynt. Nonsense! You’re worth something better---better twenty thousand times! Little, homely, dainty mother, just believe what I am saying. All the town shall do you honour; only wait till I have done something---something really great!
Aase (contemptuously). You!
Peer Gynt. Who knows what lies before him!
Aase. If you ever know enough to mend your breeches when they’re torn, ‘tis the most that I could hope for!
Peer Gynt (hotly). I’ll be a King, an Emperor!(Ibsen 1995: 10-1)
Apparently, even his mother does not believe that her son could achieve success, for Peer has already failed many times, and it is impossible for him from such a low family background to become a king or emperor since Norway could not have the second king. So he wants to find this opportunity abroad to have a position as a big boss, another type of “king” or “emperor”. He does not merely identify himself as Norwegian, but rather, he, like his creator Ibsen, has a global human concern. Fortunately, such a young broke makes a big fortune at his middle age, totally depending on his hard work by all means. It is really unbelievable that he rises completely relying on his own efforts. As we know, Peer at his middle experiences lots of twists and turns with his eyes almost dredged by the mountain demon. But he still tries to get out of the hands of the demon. After a series of illegal transactions, including the sales of ivory and slaves, and selling to China idols and various other adventurous activities, he has indeed made a big fortune in an attempt to realize his dream of becoming an “emperor” with the power of money. Just as he openly confesses when he is asked whether he is Norwegian or not: 
       Peer Gynt. By birth, yes; but by disposition I am a citizen of the world. For the good fortune I’ve enjoyed, I have to thank America; my well-stocked library I owe to Germany’s advanced young thinkers; from France I get my taste in dress, my manners, and whatever turn I have for subtleness of mind; England has taught me industry and care for my own interests; the Jews have taught me how to wait; from Italy I’ve caught a dash of taste for dolce far niente; and once, when in a sorry fix, I reached the goal of my desire by trusting to good Swedish steel (Ibid. 76).
Such is his cosmopolitan spirit he has precisely grasped. He has indeed learned everything from different countries and could even get along with people there. So everywhere he stays he feels quite at home. We can easily find that the above is a typical cosmopolitan statement, which reminds us of Diogenes who openly states that “I am a citizen of the world” when he is asked where he is from. Since then to be a citizen of the world has been a criterion to judge whether a person is a nationalist or a cosmopolitan. But Diogenes does not elaborate how to become a “citizen of the world”. It is Peer Gynt who puts into effect his ambitious desire to become a real “citizen of the world”. And it is also Peer Gynt who knows clearly that if one wants to become a “citizen of the world”, he must try to get along with local people wherever he is and learn from them so as to develop himself in the best possible way. If we say that Ibsen’s cosmopolitan vision is still in Europe, then we should say that Peer’s illegal practice of selling to China idols has already transcended Europe reaching the other part of the earth. So he should be viewed a real cosmopolitan although he comes from a small nation. Since Peer has done all these, he becomes successful at last.
Peer Gynt, like Ibsen, was born in the small nation of Norway, but he was not regarded as important at first as he should be. He is not satisfied with his single Norwegian national identity. Although he is a patriot even when he is abroad, he does not stick to this limited national identity. What he wants to be is a citizen of the world, trying to travel around the world and learn everything from every other country. He is indeed a successful businessman as he has made a big fortune by doing everything he could do, either legal or illegal. But finally, he cannot be satisfied with this homeless or rootless cosmopolitan state. He wants to be both a nationalist as well as a cosmopolitan: loving both his own motherland as well as the entire world. He finally decides to come back to his own motherland, becoming a “rooted” cosmopolitan. This is perhaps characteristic of Ibsen’s own cosmopolitan view and “rooted” cosmopolitan experience. Harold Bloom, who is very strict with the selection of his world literature canon, speaks very highly of Peer Gynt after his close reading of the work and careful comparison of him with other characters created by world literary masters: 

Far more than Goethe’s Faust, Peer is the one nineteenth-century literary character who has the largeness of the grandest characters of Renaissance imaginings. Dickens, Tolstoy, Stendhal, Hugo, even Balzac have no single figure quite so exuberant, outrageous, vitalistic as Peer Gynt. He merely seems initially to be an unlikely candidate for such eminence: what is he, we say, except a kind of Norwegian roaring boy, marvelously attractive to women, a kind of bogus poet, a narcissist, absurd self-idolator, a liar, seducer, bombastic self-deceiver? But this is paltry moralizing, all too much like the scholarly chorus that rants against Falstaff (357).
I think that the above comment is the highest evaluation of this typical character as well as his creator Henrik Ibsen. As I have said above that it was during his diasporic years that Ibsen wrote some of his best plays with international and cosmopolitan subject matters. But unlike those homeless or rootless cosmopolitan, Ibsen never forgot that he was first of all a Norwegian writer. So he still wrote about the society he lived in and the people he was familiar with. And finally, he came back to his motherland when he became well known and was treated very well before his death. It proves that the most ideal cosmopolitan should love both his motherland as well as the entire world. In this way, he could be a rooted cosmopolitan. So immediately before and after his death, Ibsen has been favorably received and highly honored by his Norwegian readers and audiences of one generation after another. Similarly, his cosmopolitan vision enables him and his works to reach far and wide to the other part of the world and gain international significance.
The Global Influence of Ibsen’s Works: the Chinese Case
No doubt Ibsen is one of the best known world dramatists and most discussed Western authors in Chinese literary critical as well as intellectual circles apart from his wide influence among Chinese theatre audiences. I once pointed out elsewhere, that largely due to different translations and interpretations as well as adaptations, there have appeared different “Ibsens” and different productions of his works in China (2013: 145-56). About ten years ago, in commemorating the centenary of Ibsen’s death in 2006, some of the major Chinese troupes tried to perform through competition their new productions of Ibsen’s major plays in an attempt to endow them with their artistic imagination and theatrical reconstruction. On the Chinese stage four of his major plays, The Master Builder, A Doll’s House, Ghosts, and Peer Gynt were performed, along with a fifth one largely based on his An Enemy of the People. All these four plays were, of course, presented before the Chinese audience in new versions with Chinese artists’ creative innovation or artistic adaptation. Or from a perspective of intercultural and intersemiotic translation, all these Ibsen plays have been retranslated if we refer to the metaphoric sense of translation. Here, directors actually play the role of translators, for through their dynamic understanding and creative translations Ibsen appears before the Chinese audience more as a dramatic artist than merely a revolutionary advocate. These plays, after being adapted or even revised substantially by the Chinese directors, once again manifest themselves before the Chinese audiences, arousing their great interest and responses. They were enthusiastically received among the Chinese audience as if they were Chinese plays as in some of the adapted Ibsen plays, all the characters are dressed in Chinese costumes speaking the Chinese language without making up themselves. And the problems these plays deal with are closely related to current Chinese society, or sometimes problems that just appear in China today.

One may well raise these questions: Why, in such a postmodern consumer society, when globalization has severely influenced literary and elite cultural production, could Ibsen’s plays still attract so many Chinese audiences’ attention? Obviously, there must be some reasons behind this phenomenon. As we know, Ibsen’s plays are full of idealism pointing to the future rather than merely to his contemporary audiences. Furthermore, Ibsen has a wider global concern for all human beings rather than his own country fellows. Since Ibsen holds that his plays are written more for reading than for merely performing, we might well regard these dramatic texts as world literature, which certainly enable these works to transcend a particular time and dramatic convention. And this fact has certainly made Ibsen’s plays still related with various contemporary theoretical debates on the issues of modernity and postmodernity. And this is also one of the reasons why Ibsen’s plays are still performed in different cultural contexts of the world in spite of changes of critical fashion and aesthetic convention. J. Hillis Miller, in dealing with the significance of world literature and its relations with globalization, says pertinently, “The new discipline of World Literature, on the contrary, might be seen as the last ditch to rescue the study of literature. It does this by implicitly claiming that studying literature from around the world is a way to understand globalization. This understanding allows one to become a citizen of the world, a cosmopolitan, not just a citizen of this or that local monolingual community.”(253-54) The above has once again proved that Ibsen’s play written over one hundred years ago did anticipate what would happen in the future. Although his dramatic works were mostly written in the 19th century, they are by no means out of date when we read them as literary works in today’s Chinese and global context. Similarly, in current China, due to the impact of cultural globalization, elite art like modern spoken drama has also been largely on the decline. In this sense, to perform the new productions of Ibsen’s play has once again aroused the interest of the broad Chinese audiences in spoken drama. But the popularization of Ibsen’s plays in contemporary China is to a great extent due to the creative adaptation and superb dynamic direction by Chinese artists who have actually created a “sinicized” Ibsen in the Chinese context.
Of all these new productions on the Chinese stage, the most attractive and most unforgettable one is The Master Builder directed by Lin Zhaohua, one of the most prominent avant-garde directors in contemporary China who always aims at dramatic experimentation and innovation, and performed for the first time by the Lin Zhaohua Studio. If we regard world literature as something that gains in translation, then I should say that the Chinese production of The Master Builder should be regarded as both interlingual and intercultural translation. In that new production by Lin, the actors and actresses not only speak Chinese, but more importantly, they still wear their Chinese costumes without making up their Chinese faces. Obviously, Lin wants to “sinicize” Ibsen’s play in the contemporary era by inserting some Chinese elements thus making it closer to today’s Chinese audience. Through such creative translation and adaptation, Ibsen’s play is “localized” or “sinicized” with more indigenous Chinese characteristics easier to be received and appreciated by ordinary Chinese audience. Although The Master Builder was written in the second part of the 19th century, it was only translated into Chinese without being performed till the beginning of the 21st century. Its performance immediately attracted the broad audience upon its premiere as if it were a contemporary Chinese play. We probably agree with Damrosch that world literature should “gain in translation”(281), but I just want to go a bit ahead: world drama should also gain in translation or adaptation and even recreation. Since Ibsen’s plays have such translatability and adaptability, they have been well received and performed everywhere, especially in China where there is a huge different cultural tradition and dramatic convention. Here the successful adaptation and creative production of Ibsen’s The Master Builder as well as many of his other plays in China has certainly proved this (Wang 2013: 153-54).
In 2006, I delivered a speech at the conference on Global Ibsen in Berlin, in which I discussed the critical and creative reception of Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People in an attempt to illustrate its global and cosmopolitan significance (2011). To my mind, the reason why that play was enthusiastically received by contemporary Chinese audience is simply because of the fact that the play deals with the environmental pollution and political corruption in Norway over one hundred years ago. Today, when people are confronted with the same problems in China, they could not but think of performing Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People. Thus this play not only “anticipated the future”, but more exactly, it also anticipated what would happen elsewhere, such as in contemporary China far from Scandinavia which now especially has the same environmental problems as Norway did a hundred years ago. People try to call an Ibsen like Chinese artist to appear so as to help protect our living environment which is now increasingly worsening. So it is not surprising that a group of Chinese college students, in facing the serious pollution of the Huai River, want to perform Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People in an attempt to warn people of the danger of environmental pollution. Their performance is thus called “The Event of An Enemy of the People” (Renmin gongdi shijian).6 Here the play by Ibsen is used as a weapon to fight against environmental pollution and social corruption in contemporary China. Although the students’ wish has finally failed due to the powerful interruption from different levels of the local government, their tragic spirit has certainly taught the audience a good lesson: to effectively protect our environment is by no means a short-term plan but a long-term strategic project which needs more people to be involved in.
In today’s context, when scholars of postmodern studies try to reexamine Ibsen’s works, they will immediately find some prominent postmodern cultural and aesthetic codes which have already influenced the theatre of the absurd: his works only raise questions rather than offer answers or solutions. What he intends to do is simply to leave these questions to the reader and audience who are provided with vast space of interpretation and construction. In the process of their dynamic reading or appreciation, they will fill up the gaps and offer their creative constructions and reconstructions. This finds particular embodiment in his late plays like The Wild Duck and The Master Builder. His dramatic texts are always open for insightful readers and interpreters, for through their close reading and careful study, they will offer new interpretations and even theoretic reconstructions from new perspectives. In this sense, we should say that if a writer wants his works to be interpreted by readers of different generations and different cultural contexts, then he should not limit his works to a particular time or a particular cultural and aesthetic code, but rather, he should deal with some fundamental issues confronting all human beings. Ibsen just belongs among such great writers of eternal critical and interpretive value. Similarly, if a writer, especially someone like Ibsen, wants his works to travel far beyond the border of his own country, he, as well as his works, should be translated into other languages and cultural environments, in the process of which his works may well become part of the target literature as well as world literature. In his respect, the different constructions of Ibsen’s works and different productions of his plays are most benefited from translation and adaptation, especially into Chinese. For during the past decades of translation and adaptation of his works, there have appeared a Chinese Ibsen and some Chinese versions of his plays. Thus a playwright from a small nation like Ibsen has become a world renowned author and artist of cosmopolitan significance. In contrast, many of his European precursors or contemporaries, still remain “dead” or “unknown” outside of their own countries or cultures since they are not translated into other languages and cultures and since the themes in their works are rather narrow focusing on trifle domestic subject matters rather than cosmopolitan ones.
In discussing the function of translation in canonizing literary works in other languages, we cannot but think of Walter Benjamin’s contribution. Benjamin, in dealing with the task of the (literary) translator, pertinently points out, “For a translation comes later than the original, and since the important works of world literature never find their chosen translators at the time of their origin, their translation marks their stage of continued life. The idea of life and afterlife in works of art should be regarded with an entirely unmetaphorical objectivity” (Benjamin 1968, 73). Thus to Benjamin, translation is no longer merely linguistic rendition, or word for word translation only. It has some other functions, among which it helps a literary work to become of international or cosmopolitan significance. So according to Benjamin, it is translation that endows a literary work with a “continued” life or an “afterlife”, without which it might well remain dead or marginal in a particular literary and cultural tradition. Similarly, if we view theatrical adaptation as a sort of translation, we should say that Ibsen is most benefited from his being translated into many languages and his plays being performed in many different cultural environment, through which they have had a “continued” life and an “afterlife”, because inherent in his works are some cosmopoliatan elements.
Notes

1 As we know, in ancient Chinese philosophy, especially in Confucianism and Daoism, there are quite a few cosmopolitan elements, as for this see Wang(2014:167-181). But in the present essay, cosmopolitanism I am discussing is exclusively a “translated” Western concept although it does have lots of parallel elements to the tianxia guan in ancient Chinese philosophy.
2 Here I should mention an important volume on Ibsen’s global significance edited by Fischer-Lichte et al (2011).
3 As for Kant’s project for perpetual peace, cf. Allen W. Wood, “Kant’s Project for Perpetual Peace,” in Cheah and Robbins (1998: 59-76).
4 It is true that during the New Culture movement (1915-1919), Ibsen was much more influential than Shakespeare. The Chinese journal New Youth altogether published five special issues: apart from the Ibsen issue, are the special issue on transformation of drama, that on May Labour Day, that on the problem of population and that on Marxism.

5 This finds particular embodiment in the students’ performance of the play The Event of An Enemy of the People in Nanjing.
6 When I watched the performance by the Graduate Students Troupe of Nanjing University in October 2014, I was delighted to see that there are more artistic characteristics: with a German co-director with the Chinese director Lü Xiaoping, the play is filled with a certain expressionist elements. It has obviously gained in further translation and adaptation.
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