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Rethinking Catastrophe in Precarious Times

In the Aristotelian conception, the term “catastrophe” – in ancient Greek καταστροϕή (formed by the union of the preposition kata “down” and the verb stréphein “turn”) with the meaning of “overturning/overthrowing” or “resolution/revolution” – marks the turning point of the plot and of the main character’s evolution in the tragedy. In the Poetics, it corresponds to the moment in which destiny reveals itself to the hero through the mechanism of recognition, reversal or traumatic event.
From the 17th century onwards, and during the Enlightenment era, the word takes on the modern sense of natural disaster in parallel with its poetic and rhetorical meaning. This new definition appears for the first time in the Encyclopédie by Diderot and d’Alembert (see the entry “Tremblements de terre” in the 16th volume). The semantic extension implies a shift from the individual dimension, linked at one’s fate, to the collective one, populated by victims and spectators of the natural disaster. 
The abovementioned epistemological horizons serve as a point of reference for the disastrous events that affected the last century. Described by Eric Hobsbawn as the “Age of Extremes”, the 20th century regards the catastrophe as a useful perspective for the understanding of the human condition. 
According to Scott Kouri and Hans Scott-Myhre, catastrophe could be defined as a rapture, or event that has potential to open and transform an existing set of relations, providing mankind with an opportunity to recreate itself in new ethical and aesthetical ways. In his work Risikogesellschaft, Ulrich Beck portrays the inherent contradiction of all modern societies: while playing the role of welfare producers, they force citizens to systematically live in an atmosphere of constant uncertainty. The same uncertainty pervades Jean-Paul Sartre’s understanding of human life. Tight between freedom and responsibility, choice and loneliness, the individual experiences inescapable anguish as a result of pure possibility. Another conception of catastrophe can be found in Lotman's semiotics, in which the “eccentric city”, located on the edge of the cultural space, is characterised by a natural-artificial opposition: built in conflict with the laws of nature and in struggle against the natural elements, it inevitably attracts tragic omens of ruin.
The new definition of ‘catastrophe’ also marked a relevant breakthrough in the realm of literature, with the rise of modern dystopian genre. During the 20th century this subject has evolved into three branches: political, eco- and technological dystopia. Political dystopias usually describe life in a future totalitarian society as well as the radical transformation of human sociability; eco-dystopias evoke the imagery of post-apocalyptic societies, facing famine, pandemic, global warming or natural disasters; technological, or digital, dystopias imagine a world in which science and technology control and endanger human life. Nonetheless, the three aforementioned categories are often in communication with each other, and the distinctive features of one category are not infrequently found in others. Such is the case, for instance, of We by Yevgeny Zamyatin or 1984 by George Orwell, in which techno-dystopian elements contribute to the formation of a political dystopia.
Nowadays, the concept of ‘catastrophe’ lends itself to multiple readings and applications.  It can be found, for example, in the critical-literary reworking of real-life dramatic events, in non-fiction as well as in idiomatic expressions widespread in different language communities. 
It is within this broad interpretative framework that the committee welcomes proposals related (but not limited) to the following topics: 
· literature as a way to approach dramatic historical events;
· totalitarian dystopias and fall of ideologies; 
· analysis of rhetorics related to catastrophe and catastrophic events from the point of view of pragmatics, critical discourse analysis and/or sociolinguistics; 
· catastrophe as a topos in the representation of minority groups’ identity;
· dystopian literature as a consequence of the infringement of nature (Ecodystopia);
· the relationship between literature and environmental catastrophe in the particular perspective of ecocriticism.
All conference participants are invited to submit an abstract (in English or in Italian) of max. 250 words, a short  bio-bibliographic resumé (100 words) and 5 keywords to riccardo.mini@uniroma1.it  
[bookmark: _GoBack]The deadline for submissions is 20/05/2023. The presentations should not exceed 15 minutes and may include a powerpoint presentation. Acceptances will be communicated by 31/05/2023. The speakers will then be invited to submit their papers for the publication of a selection of essays, prior approval of the Conference Committee and the Scientific Committee. Further details about the modalities of publication will be provided later on. 
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