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Introduction

Unlike any generation before us, we possess an unprecedented depth of knowl-
edge about the environmental crises shaping contemporary life, yet we con-
tinue to struggle to translate this awareness into sustained collective action.
This raises a pedagogical question forAmerican Studies: how can teaching and
research cultivate critical literacy about climate change and a durable sense of
agency among students?

This essay proposes sustainable American Studies as a praxis-oriented ap-
proach that mobilizes the university campus as a material and symbolic site for
locally grounded and transnationally connected engagements. Sustainability
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should be treated not merely as an economic or policy discourse, but as a
cultural, ethical, and pedagogical practice within the humanities, linking en-
vironmental knowledge to questions of narrative, memory, and responsibil-
ity. I introduce TOPO (Theory, Organization, Performance, Outreach) as a
place-based framework, outlined below and illustrated through the RUDESA
Spring Academy.1

Sustainable American Studies

My approach conceptualizes sustainability as a humanistic practice that ex-
ceeds technocratic problem-solving, foregrounding the cultural work through
which environmental crises become intelligible, contestable, and actionable.2

Following ecocriticism’s transnational turn, which foregrounds the circulation
of environmental narratives, practices, and imaginaries beyond the confines of
the nation-state, this project situates sustainable American Studies within a
broader constellation of theoretical frameworks.3 Drawing on transnational
American Studies (Fishkin; Hebel; Hornung), it conceptualizes cultural, polit-
ical, economic, and technological processes as relational andmultiscalar. At the
same time, insights from memory studies (Nora; Assmann) and performance
studies (Taylor; Butler) foreground the ways in which knowledge, history,

1 RUDESA is an acronym formed from the initial letters of Radboud University (RU),
the University of Duisburg-Essen (UDE), and the United States of America (USA); at the
same time, Canada figures centrally in the Spring Academy’s transatlantic and transna-
tional foci.
2 By “technocratic problem-solving,” I refer to policy and governance approaches that
frame sustainability challenges as primarily technical issues to be addressed through expert
knowledge and instrumental solutions. This usage should not be confused with pedagog-
ical models of problem-oriented learning (e.g. Pfaff), which emphasize student-centered,
inquiry-based engagement with real-world problems as a mode of knowledge acquisition.
3 The concept of sustainable American Studies has been worked out in more detail in
my publication The Environment in Sustainable American Studies. Powered by Nature
(2026, forthcoming).
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and identity are mediated through embodied, situated practices. Engaging
further with theories of affect and embodiment (Sedgwick; Berlant; Ahmed),
as well as approaches to service learning in American Studies (Ellison), this
framework establishes the conceptual groundwork for TOPO as a pedagogical
and analytical model that reconfigures the environmental humanities through
transnational, experiential, and critically engaged perspectives.

Sustainable American Studies draws on the discipline’s long-standing criti-
cal attention to human-nature relations while rethinking the conditions under
which knowledge is produced and circulated. Grounded in the environmental
humanities, this approach builds on the evolving trajectory of ecocriticism,
from its early focus on nature writing and conservation (Glotfelty; Fromm),
through its expansion toward social, ethical, and political critique (Bate; Kroe-
ber; Buell), to its more recent engagement with globalization, environmental
justice, and transnational perspectives (Heise). It further incorporates post-
humanist and material approaches that foreground the agency of human and
nonhuman actors (Iovino and Oppermann; Morton 2007; Morton 2013),
alongside a sustained commitment to environmental justice and equity (Sze).
Emerging directions, such as Indigenous and decolonial ecologies and affective,
embodied engagements with climate crisis, further expand this field’s critical
and methodological scope (Gómez-Barris; Gilio-Whitaker; Stoknes).

If environmental crisis exceeds any single discipline, as Lawrence Buell em-
phasizes, then American Studies – precisely because of its methodological
plurality – can function as a connective infrastructure for interdisciplinary
research and teaching (vi). In this sense, SustainableAmerican Studies not only
engages environmental questions as objects of study but also reconfigures the
epistemological and pedagogical frameworks through which such questions
are approached, linking cultural analysis with experiential, transnational, and
action-oriented modes of inquiry. The aim is not only to interpret environ-
mental narratives but to connect interpretive work to climate-oriented praxis:
connecting research and pedagogy to public engagement, in line with service-
learning and public humanities approaches (Bringle; Deans; Furco; Eyler and
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Giles Jr.; Ellison; Ellison and Eatman). In this sense, Sustainable American
Studies is both an intellectual orientation and an institutional practice.

TOPO and Grounding

TOPO is a place-based framework grounded in topophilia (Tuan 1), the af-
fective and ethical attachment to place.4 TOPO is anchored in grounding an
epistemological stance that treats place as constitutive of learning and interpre-
tation.5

TOPO consists of four interrelated dimensions:

• Theory, linking Ecocriticism, Transnational Studies, andMemory Stud-
ies.

• Organization, institutional structures enabling such work.

• Performance, symbolic and aesthetic practices and the struggle for free-
dom.

• Outreach, public-facing and collaborative work.

Together, these dimensions connect research, pedagogy, and public humani-
ties through a shared commitment to place-based responsibility.6

4 The term “sustainability” needs to play a more important role, as Ursula Heise already
argued in “Ecocriticism and the Transnational Turn in American Studies” (2008): “A more
sustained engagement with theories of cultural globalization and a finer-grained analysis
of the conflicts and confluences between cultural, economic, political, and technological
globalization processes might help to fight this enduring temptation, and to catalyze
ecocriticism’s own transnational turn.” (401)
5 The TOPO framework builds on the concept of grounding as conceived and developed
by Barbara Buchenau and Frank Mehring as the conceptual foundation for an international
Spring Academy. <https://www.uni-due.de/amerikanistik/rudesa.php>.
6 In the following, one project will be presented due to limitations of scope. Other
examples include work on soft power, as well as art and climate change such as Beuys Land.

https://www.uni-due.de/amerikanistik/rudesa.php
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Figure 1: TOPO framework illustrating four core dimensions of topophilia © F.
Mehring.

The RUDESA Spring Academy as a TOPO Case Study

The RUDESA Spring Academy provides a framework for place-based and
transnational teaching. It brings together graduate students and faculty to en-
gage in intensive, site-based learning that connects American Studies, memory
studies, and public humanities.

The program operationalizes TOPO across teaching, collaboration, and
public engagement. At the level of Theory, the program foregrounds multina-
tional and comparative perspectives onmemory cultures in theDutch-German
border region, with particular attention to the historical and ethical signifi-
cance of the liberation of Europe and the European Recovery Program (Berk

Sustainable American Studies is tied in with the Radboud Institute for Culture and History.
<https://radboud-institute-for-culture-and-history/environmental-humanities>.

https://radboud-institute-for-culture-and-history/environmental-humanities
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and Bloemendal; Mehring Songs; Rosendaal). These processes of liberation
and remembrance are approached not as national narratives, but as transna-
tional constellations shaped by intersecting histories, media, and commemora-
tive practices.

Organization is realized through sustained institutional cooperation, shared
curriculumdesign, and long-termpartnerships with cultural institutions. The
Spring Academy extends the classroom across national borders and into mu-
seums, memorial sites, and archives, thereby embedding sustainability into
academic infrastructures rather than treating it as an add-on. Students work
in international teams, developing research projects that unfold over multiple
phases and culminate in publicly visible outputs.

The program’s pedagogical design foregrounds Performance as experiential
and embodied learning. Workshops, excursions, and site visits function as
performative encounters with history and place, enabling students to engage
with memory cultures not only as objects of analysis but as lived and spatially
situated practices. Finally, Outreach ensures that student research circulates
beyond the university through exhibitions, digital publications, and collabo-
rations with museums and memorial organizations. In this way, the Spring
Academy exemplifies how TOPO can structure sustainable American Studies
as an integrated ecosystem of research, teaching, and public engagement.

“Finding the Cost of Freedom”: Grounding Transnational
Memory Work

The themeFinding the Cost of Freedom: Commemorating Canadian Liberators
through Personal Life Stories builds on the premise that freedom and democ-
racy are not abstract ideals but historically produced and spatially situated
achievements. The CanadianWar Cemetery in Groesbeek becomes a focal site
for examining the cost of freedom as a human and ethical reality.

Each headstone marks an individual life shaped in Canada and ended in the
violent struggle to liberate the Netherlands and Germany. By foregrounding
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Figure 2: Students from both sides of the German-Dutch border read out life
stories of liberators buried at the Canadian War Cemetery.

individual biographies rather than anonymous casualty figures, the project
reframes liberation as the cumulative result of personal sacrifices. This shift
exemplifies grounding as an epistemological stance: knowledge emerges from
sustained attention to particular lives in particular places.

The Spring Academy operationalizes this grounding through a carefully
staged sequence of experiential learning practices. Students begin with visits
to the Freedom Museum in Groesbeek, where they encounter historical narra-
tives of the liberation of the Dutch-German border region and analyze cura-
torial strategies that translate complex histories into visual and narrative form.
Field trips to the Canadian War Cemetery constitute a central performative
dimension. Standing among the rows of graves, students encounter history as
a spatial and affective presence rather than as distant past.
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Working in collaboration with the FreedomMuseum, cemetery guides, and
the Faces to Graves Foundation,7 students conduct archival research to re-
construct short life stories. They consult original documents, photographs,
and military records, and possibly establish contact with Canadian families.
This research phase exemplifies grounding as a material and ethical practice:
students learn to navigate fragmentary archives, assess sources critically, and
write responsibly about lives cut short. Composing a biography thus becomes
both a scholarly exercise and a commemorative act. The results were presented
in exhibitions and digital formats at the Canadian Embassy in Berlin as part of
the Deutsch-Kanadische Gesellschaft e.V. (DKG) in February 2025 and then at
the Canadian Embassy to the Kingdom of the Netherlands in Wassenaar, near
The Hague.

From Student Research to Public Humanities

Student research is presented in public-facing formats. A key outcome is
a bilingual publication Faces of Liberation. The book presents more than
one hundred illustrated life stories pairing portrait photographs with concise
biographies. The sustained focus on Canadian liberators is particularly sig-
nificant in a memory culture often dominated by US-centered narratives of
World War II. While the role of the United States remains historically crucial,
its prominence in popular culture can overshadow the contributions of other
Allied nations, particularly in the German Dutch border region. Faces of
Liberation counters this imbalance by foregrounding Canada’s decisive and
costly role in the liberation of the border region and by emphasizing themulti-
national character of Allied victory.

As a case study, the project demonstrates how TOPO and grounding can

7 The Faces to Graves Foundation is a Dutch non-profit organization that honors Allied
soldiers – especially those buried at the Groesbeek Canadian War Cemetery in the Nether-
lands – by researching, compiling, and publishing their life stories along with photographs
to ensure they are remembered and never forgotten.



Frank Mehring, Finding the Cost of Freedom 265

Figure 3: Students from University of Duisburg-Essen and Radboud University
present their exhibition posters with life stories of liberators at the Canadian Em-
bassy in Berlin.

shape sustainable American Studies teaching. Sustainability here refers not
only to ecological concerns but also to the long-term cultivation of historical
consciousness, ethical awareness, and democratic values. By connectingNorth
American histories to European sites of memory, the project challenges na-
tional exceptionalism and foregrounds interdependence. Students encounter
“America” not as a distant object of study but as a historical force materially
embedded in the landscapes they inhabit, studywithin, and research. Through
this shift, sustainableAmerican Studiesmoves from interpretation toparticipa-
tion, from classroom to place, and from national narrative to shared memory.
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Figure 4: Presentation of English and Dutch version of Faces of Liberation at the
Canadian Embassy in Wassenaar, NL with ambassador Hugh Adsett (holding the
book) and Dutch and German students at the occasion of the 80th anniversary of
the liberation of the Netherlands.

Implications and Conclusions

This essay proposes sustainable American Studies as a place-based, praxis-
oriented approach. By conceptualizing sustainability as a cultural, ethical, and
pedagogical practice rather than a purely economic or policy-driven discourse,
sustainable American Studies repositions the discipline as a critical site for
addressing the intertwined crises of climate change, historical amnesia, and
democratic fragility.

One central implication concerns the role of place in American Studies
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pedagogy. The case study demonstrates how place-based learning connects
environmental humanities, memory studies, and public scholarship. Ground-
ing teaching in local landscapes and institutions allows abstract concepts such
as freedom, responsibility, and sustainability to acquire material and affective
meaning.

TOPO positions students as active participants in knowledge production
through research, collaboration, andpublic dissemination. This fosters agency
and highlights the role of the humanities as a public good. More broadly,
the project underscores the transnational character of American Studies and
challenges national frameworks by foregrounding interdependence and shared
memory.
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