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PREFACE & ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

The present volume has emerged from the conference on “Literature and Literary 
Studies in the Twenty-First Century: Cultural Concerns – Concepts – Case  
Studies”, which was held at the wonderful conference centre of JLU Giessen, the 
unique Castle of Rauischholzhausen, from 25th to 27th June 2018. Since the con-
ference took place, the work on the publication has been accompanied by two 
crises: the IT crisis at Justus Liebig University, which started in December 2019 
after a cyberattack against the university; and the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
remains a serious global concern. Looking back on the impact of these crises to-
day, we cannot help but to see the way in which they have each left their stamp 
on this publication as closely linked to the volume’s major objective: examining 
the role of literature and literary studies in a century characterised by a plethora 
of crises and catastrophes.  

In their engagement with a broad range of the pressing concerns of our age, 
the 24 contributions in this collection are united in their effort to rethink both the 
role of literature and the institution of literary studies in the 21st century. How 
does literature respond to the key challenges of our era, such as digitalisation, 
climate change, terrorism, animal rights, urbanisation, fake news, the ever-loom-
ing financial crisis, and global migration flows, to name but a few? And how can 
we innovate the theoretical and institutional frameworks under which we study 
literature, seeing that the latter remain, by and large, surprisingly averse to cultural 
change? Questions like these are addressed, in theoretically and methodologically 
different ways, in the articles in this collection.  

The publication of the volume would not have been possible without the help 
of many individuals. First and foremost, we would like to thank our wonderful 
colleagues Hannah Klaubert and Theresa Krampe for the excellent job they did in 
organising the conference at Castle Rauischholzhausen, and in coordinating the 
ensuing publication process, respectively. We are also immensely grateful to 
Anna Tabouratzidis and to our former student assistants – Nele Grosch and Marie-
Theres Stickel – for supporting the editorial work on this volume. Furthermore, 
we are greatly indebted to Elizabeth Kovach, Kate Oden and Louise Louw, who 
proofread the articles with a watchful eye on language and style. Our biggest 
thanks, however, goes to our contributors for bringing to life the volume’s vision 
of a ‘project literary studies makeover’, and for patiently bearing with us through 
the editing process and the series of crises that have delayed the publication of 
this volume.  

Ansgar Nünning, Vera Nünning & Alexander Scherr 
September 2021



 



PASSION, PLEASURE, PROBLEM-SOLVING AND PURPOSE:  
REINVIGORATING LITERARY STUDIES FOR THE TWENTY-FIRST 

CENTURY AND COPING WITH CHALLENGES, CHANGING CONTEXTS, 
CONCERNS AND NEW CONCEPTS*  

ANSGAR NÜNNING, VERA NÜNNING & ALEXANDER SCHERR 

1. Literature and Literary Studies in an Age of Crises:  
Reconfiguring Literary Studies for the Twenty-First Century 

Academic disciplines and educational institutions are relatively slow in respond-
ing to new challenges, changing contexts and real-world crises. In that respect 
they are a bit like the stereotype of the elderly who are said to be set in their ways, 
preferring not to change their habits, routines and rituals. Scholars in the human-
ities sometimes unwittingly resemble that stereotype, preferring to stay within the 
comfort zone of their areas of expertise and specialisation rather than being overly 
enthusiastic about theoretical or methodological innovation. As a result, human-
istic disciplines and academic institutions tend to be relatively limited in their 
ability to deal with the complex challenges of the 21st century. While students in 
economics have managed to launch a global network “in their demand for eco-
nomics to catch up with the current generation, the century we are in, and the 
challenges ahead” (Raworth 2017: 2), no such initiatives have been started by 
students or scholars in the humanities (at least none that we know of). Literary 
studies have therefore not only yet to catch up with the new generation dubbed 
“iGen” (Twenge 2017) but also with the manifold challenges and crises that have 
occurred since the turn of the century. 

Well before the plethora of crises that have followed in the wake of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the 21st century had already witnessed a considerable series 
of crises. Ever since the terrorist attacks of 9/11, the media around the world have 
been in constant crisis mode. The ill-advised crisis narrative about the alleged 
‘weapons of mass destruction’, disseminated by the Bush-administration in order 
to legitimise the so-called ‘war on terror’ (see Nünning/Nünning 2017), generated 
a whole series of new and totally unnecessary crises rather than resolve any exist-
ing ones. Since then, the new millennium has been overshadowed by a wide range 
of financial, health, political and social crises, and we have witnessed a concom-
itant proliferation of factual and fictional crisis narratives across various media. 
One could even go so far as to argue that the hitherto prevailing stories of unlim-
ited growth, innovation and progress that were regarded as hallmarks of moder-



2 ANSGAR NÜNNING, VERA NÜNNING & ALEXANDER SCHERR 

nity and modernisation have been substituted by a history of catastrophes and cri-
ses. In one of the relatively few articles written by a literary studies scholar on the 
topic of crises, Anne Fuchs provides a concise history of some of the most im-
portant crises that have occurred in the 21st century: 

The global economic crisis unleashed in 2008 has been followed by the Syrian war 
and the ensuing refugee crisis, the Yemeni crisis, the crisis of the Rohingya Muslims 
who were driven out of Myanmar, various crises in international relations, the 
chronic Brexit crisis, the perceived crisis of democracy, and the ever threatening 
global environmental crisis. Domestic economies such as the UK’s are afflicted by 
many recurring crises: lack of affordable housing, precarious employment, ageing 
populations, the capacity of the National Health Service and other public health ser-
vices to cope, and the perennial funding crises in the public sector. (2019: 804) 

Given the growing real-world crises from climate change, global inequality and 
the refugee crisis to the environmental, financial, health, political and social crises 
that have dominated the century so far, one might initially presume that the crisis 
of a scholarly discipline like literary studies may just as well pale into insignifi-
cance. Yet, while the hotly debated crises of literary studies and the humanities at 
large certainly do not pose existential threats equal to the crises just mentioned, 
they are real and daunting enough for both scholars and students working in that 
area and closely linked to the funding crisis in the public sector. Notwithstanding 
these challenges to our profession, there are many other good reasons for engag-
ing the various concerns that have emerged in the new millennium, and for re-
thinking the goals and trajectories of literary studies.  

Two of the main goals of this volume are to make a modest attempt at recon-
ceptualising and reinvigorating literary studies, and to explore new avenues, con-
cepts and texts that deal with 21st-century challenges. In pursuing these aims, the 
editors and contributors follow in the footsteps of scholars who have addressed 
the real and alleged crises in and of the humanities. A pioneering essay by the 
renowned American critic and literary historian Marjorie Perloff deserves to be 
singled out because it is one of the earliest and most convincing attempts at re-
sponding to the “Crisis in the Humanities”, and at “Reconfiguring Literary Study 
for the Twenty-first Century”, as the title and subtitle of the essay succinctly put 
it. Perloff (2004: 2) does not only reject practical solutions revolving around sug-
gestions for job prospects; she also questions the prevailing assumption that “we 
have a clear sense of what the humanities do and what makes them valuable”, 
because unfortunately we do not. She does an excellent job of reminding us what 
the term ‘humanities’ means today, and what the real strengths of “one of the 
central branches of the humanities: the study of literature” (ibid.: 5) actually are. 
Perloff concludes her overview of rhetorical, philosophical, aesthetic, cultural and 
formalist approaches to literature by suggesting that “the alignment of poetic and 




