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Strangely enough, ideas of strangeness are all too familiar. They keep recurring in both 

everyday speech and academic discourse as trivialities that do not deserve any special 

interest. It seems as if everything had already been said on the issue and there was 

nothing more left to be investigated or discussed. But precisely because they are so 

familiar, we perhaps need to constantly revisit and even revise these ideas, or else we 

risk entirely losing contact with the things at stake. In an age of reintensified migration 

and reinforced border control, this critical return to the question of strangeness is even 

more necessary. The heated debates that we have witnessed in the past few years have 

often polarized participants along an axis of passionate attitudes, with extreme love or 

hate at the far ends, from the xenophobic fear of invasion or terrorism to the unthinking 

openness of xenophilic hospitality. The Greek word xenos means both “stranger” and 

“guest.” But the question regarding strangeness might very well be whether the stranger 

is indeed a guest who has been invited and comes to visit us as a response to a call, or 

whether this coming is to be conceived as something unexpected, something uncalled 

for, as a visitation without invitation, a spectral or viral presence which presupposes no 

prior permission on the part of the host. 

Our call for papers for the international doctoral student conference on The 

Strange(r) in Literature, Art, and Culture (20-21 September 2019) was still a “call,” but 

perhaps it was also the unconscious “recall” of an earlier invitation and of the 
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subsequent guest lecture delivered by Werner Nell in 2008 here in Szeged at the 

Department of Comparative Literature, where he gave an enigmatic talk on “How 

Strange It Is (to Be Compared by You).” If it is strange to be compared (by you, by 

another, by anyone), this strangeness is certainly due to the very act of comparison as 

well. For whenever a comparison takes place, one thing becomes assimilated to, and in 

some ways even identified with, another thing on the ground of a tertium 

comparationis, which might eliminate a fundamental alterity even before taking account 

of the apparent differences between the entities compared. Thus, already through the 

act of comparison, the radically other becomes domesticated as an otherness for us, one 

which we can locate or recognize as such, and therefore one which we can encounter as 

we encounter (or imagine we could encounter) foreigners, aliens, or extraterrestrials. 

But what if encounter also happens without recognition? What if it is more than just a 

“close encounter” of the “third” (or fourth…) kind? What if the stranger is so strange 

that we cannot even notice its emergence, for it does not have a face that would even 

remotely resemble our own, or a shape that would remind us of any of the living or 

nonliving beings inscribed in our memories? If strangeness is to be conceptualized 

beyond the (anthropomorphic, zoomorphic, technomorphic etc.) clichés of science 

fiction, it needs to be conceived in the proximity of an inextricable uncertainty, way 

beyond any kind of “-morphism,” any recognizable form (morphé), human or 

nonhuman, living or inanimate. Is it a who? Or is it a what? A noun or an adjective? Is it 

a “stranger” who surprises us but who is still recognizable as a fellow human? Or is it 

something “strange,” an occurrence which still attracts our attention as it stands out 

from the everyday flow of experiences? If the “strange(r)” is to be rethought along the 

above considerations, we need to be prepared to encounter it without recognition, that 

is, without ever being able to tell where and when, if at all, it has come in our way. The 

strange(r) would then endlessly waver or oscillate on the border of emergence. 

The diverse implications of the “strange(r),” invoked in our call for papers, have 

evoked a rich variety of essays abundant with reflections on strangeness in terms of 

nationality, ethnicity, gender, species, etc. The order of the papers selected for this 

volume might itself seem strange as it follows two incoherent logics of structuring. In 

the first (bigger) half of the collection, the reader will be taken for a travel around the 

globe with papers connected to Southern Europe: Italy (in Thomas Bremer’s essay), 

North Africa and Western Asia: Morocco, Syria, Iraq, Kuwait (in Ziad Abushalha’s paper), 

Sub-Saharan Africa: Senegal, Congo (in Petr Vurm’s essay), Latin America: Salvador, 
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Argentina (see the essays by Carmen Gonzáles Menéndez, Sandra Miehlbradt, and 

Verónica Abrégo), and North America: Canada (see the essays by Natalie Mojžišová and 

Dalibor Žíla), while in the second half, we have gathered a smaller thematic group of 

papers (by Elahe Mousavian, Arash Poorakbar, Houssem Hamrouni, and Daniel Nicolas 

Hofferer) centering on animal imagery and utopian/dystopian narratives (with a 

geographically diverse selection of Persian, British, US American, Japanese, and Mexican 

writers). 

This collection is the result of a team work encompassing several colleagues and 

students from Halle, Brno, and Szeged, who have contributed to its publication. Beyond 

the authors themselves, I am especially thankful to the fellow convenors of the 

conference, Thomas Bremer, Petr Vurm, and Katalin Kürtösi. I would like to thank my 

co-editors, Zoltán Kelemen and Ákos Tóth for their expertise. The volume would not 

have attained its current form without the technical support of Gábor Szmeskó and 

Klaudia Jancsovics, and the cover design prepared by Sára Káldy. Others helped shape 

the texts into their current format: Gergely Fritz, Ziad Abushalha, Houssem Hamrouni, 

Arash Poorakbar, and Elahe Mousavian. We are also grateful to all the students who 

helped us organize the conference, and most certainly, to those persons and 

organizations who funded it by their material support: the Foundation for Szeged 

(Szegedért Alapítvány), the Educational and Cultural Committee of the Municipality of 

the City of Szeged, the Szeged Committee of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences (SZAB), 

and finally, with a special gratitude, the Mayor of Szeged for his generous welcome 

reception which reaffirmed our belief in this city and its university as a receptacle open 

to strangers and strange things alike. 


