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On the 15th February 2020, the Humanities Research Centre (HRC) at the University of Warwick hosted a one-day interdisciplinary conference, titled ‘Literature and Event: Reformulations of the Literary in the 21st Century’. This was a conference organised around the concept of event, one of the major concerns of contemporary critical theory, and the repercussions the concept has had in literary studies, history and political theory. The conference received further generous support from the Centre for Research in Philosophy, Literature and the Arts (CRPLA) at Warwick and the Doctoral College, University of Warwick. It brought together a total of 24 speakers and around 35 attendees who came from a variety of disciplinary (English and Comparative literature, Philosophy, Modern Languages, Sociology and Political Science) and nationalities (United Kingdom, France, Germany, USA, Poland, Norway and Romania). The conference with its interdisciplinary setting, and yet a specialist focus on continental philosophy, literary studies and critical theory, was an attempt at discussing and, perhaps refining, some of the core ideas concerning event. 

The first keynote address, titled Event, Experience, Literature, was delivered by Prof. Emeritus Derek Attridge (York). In the keynote Prof. Attridge closely followed two literary texts—Robert Browning’s Meeting at Night () and Lucy Ellmann’s Ducks Newburyport (2019)—arguing how an experience of the reader in each case constitutes a singular literary event. This event can neither be explained away by hermeneutics nor can it be absorbed by an absolute historicism, but, as Prof. Attridge suggested, it requires a language of experience that can only be developed through one’s own intimate encounters with the text. Following a short break, the conference was split between two parallel panels, the overarching theme for which was ‘The Time of Event’. All the six papers presented in these panels concerned themselves with issues of temporality, risk, formal precarity and finitude one way or another. Apart from a very keen focus on theory and philosophy, the literary texts discussed under this rubric varied widely and included Anne Carson, Han Kang, Hélène Cixous, Raji Batish and Proust among others. 

This was followed by another parallel session under the title ‘Possibility/Impossibility’, and the speakers on these panels concerned themselves broad with the possibilities of event, or in some cases it lacks. While all the paper involved a rigorous discussion of literary texts, particularly those of Howard Barker and Walter Scott, the major focus here remained on continental theorists such as Deleuze, Badiou and Meillassoux and how their works have come to terms with the fraught conditions in which events emerge. This was followed by a lunch break. After an hour-long break, the conference reconvened for another parallel session, titled ‘Aftermath’. As the title suggests, most papers on the two parallel panels discussed the aftermath of a psychological, historical, political event and the ramifications it has for literary form. The papers in this section ranged from a discussion of ‘spectral event’ in the work of Derrida to the prose of Annie Ernaux and the representations of climate disaster. This was followed by the final parallel panel of the day titled, ‘The Literary Thing’. The papers on these panels focused on literary form and how they bear witness to, respond or recreate the event. 
   
After a short coffee break, all the speakers and audience members assembled in the lecture hall for the second keynote and the final event of the day, titled Eventually Dust:  On the Particulars of the Present as seen through its Devices and was delivered by Prof. Esther Leslie (Birkbeck). Unorthodox in its approach, Prof. Leslie in her keynote made poignant readings of a diverse objects, which included film, paintings, visual installations, tracts, poems and advertisements, to argue how dust is the ultimate event of our modern capitalist order. In the process to make this argument, she tied together several ideas coming from continental Marxism and Frankfurt school to make a case for material erosion and inequality that fundamentally defines our present moment and the event to which it is logically beholden.

The conference saw some very engaging discussions and debates, along with a fruitful exchange of ideas and concepts. The question rounds that followed every panel remained busy with many provoking questions, both theoretical and empirical in nature. The common breaks also proved be a good interactive space for various academics with similar research interest and methodology to refine their ideas and plan further collaborations. We hope that this conference will lead to further ‘events’, projects and collaborations within the academic community of scholars working with theories of event and literary form. 
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