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The Conference Paper, Reconsidered

By WILLIAM MAJOR

FIRST PERSON

Academics share their personal experiences

With something like an unholy feeling deep inside, I spent part of the morning in the bathroom the first time I presented a paper at a literary conference.

But I need not have worried. Only four people showed up at my session, and one of them was a friend I badgered into going. Two others in the audience were there in support of a fellow panelist. The last attendee, poor woman, was probably too embarrassed to leave early. Or she felt sorry for the five of us sitting forlornly in a room meant to hold 75.

Somewhere in the middle of the third paper the "moderator" of the panel fell asleep (who could blame him?) and only roused himself in time to introduce the last panelist. Truly an auspicious beginning to my academic career.

Even with the paltry attendance, however, we were all quite serious that morning. Five young scholars hellbent on making our marks in the world. We read every word of our papers -- carefully, ponderously -- each syllable thudding the dead air.

What could we have done differently? We might have noted that our isolation presented interesting possibilities. For example, we could have sat in a circle and talked to each other, explaining and defending our ideas, collaborating and communicating. But that would have required someone to say, "Hey, there's no one here. Let's bag the formalities and parse this thing out!"

No dice. We didn't want to face the inadequacy of who we were and what we were doing. Our premature obsolescence seemed too dreadful.

Most of my friends in the humanities have similar stories. At one time or another, we have all been confronted with the empty room, the monotonous papers, the intellectual onanism (done best in an empty room), the awful sincerity. And yet, we keep coming back, like the proverbial dog to its vomit.

By the end of my many years in graduate school I was still a conference greenhorn, though I had attended a number of lectures by some of the top scholars in my field. The reading series at Indiana University at Bloomington often attracted the leading minds. That's not to imply that I could always follow what was being said -- or, should I say, read. I just took it on faith that the ideas were important.

I can vividly remember, for instance, when two giants in the field of American studies presented their work to full houses. I left both lectures baffled. I was well into my doctoral studies, master's degree in hand, but I might as well have been back in my college chemistry class daydreaming about the girl sitting next to me. So I resolved to buckle down.

It never occurred to me during those tedious nights that it might actually be worth my while to confuse an audience when my time came.

Yet it was during one such sleepy lecture that I witnessed a moment of intellectual honesty as an undergraduate at the University of Kentucky. The late eminent Guy Davenport -- writer, scholar, Renaissance man -- was in attendance at a reading and made his presence known by sprinting from the room in the middle of the proceedings, an exit so conspicuous and theatrical as to overshadow all that the poor lector had to say that evening. It was a night that I am certain lives on in the audience's memory, though the lecture itself has long been forgotten.

Out of a misplaced sense of manners, I have never emulated Professor Davenport, yet there are more times than not when it does seem the appropriate response.

I have presented roughly a dozen papers at conferences. For at least half of those sessions, I never saw more than five people in the audience.

Now it's entirely possible that I attend unpopular gatherings or work in an area that's not terribly sexy. Granted, my writing isn't on the greatest-hits list. I haven't yet published a book, and I'll bet that no more than 100 people have read my journal articles. To be honest, I am sure that I also have sent people sprinting for the exit.

But, in my defense, I have always been acutely aware of what was happening. It didn't take me long to figure out that in simply reading my paper aloud, I'm apt to lose a few people immediately. Even worse is when the turgid prose and high theory sets in, when I lose the humor, bury my head, and forget the presence of others. I have been guilty on all counts. I trust that those who couldn't take it found a quiet place to achieve the respite they richly deserved.

I think that our bombast keeps some of us from remembering one of the basic mantras of the freshman composition class: Don't forget the audience. I am continuously astonished at the inability of people in our profession -- students of the humanities who are supposed to know something about communication -- to connect with a conference audience. I suspect that if I were to run my classroom the way most conference panels are run, I would be hounded out of teaching.

What are the solutions? First, we might clarify and strengthen the criteria for getting into conferences in the first place by requiring that completed papers rather than abstracts be submitted to conference organizers. At the very least, that approach would cut down on those papers "written" the night before, at the wee hours and long into the bottle.

And why can't we be clear as professionals about what constitutes an acceptable presentation? A perfect place for practice is in the seminar room. On many occasions, I had to "present" my work as a graduate student, but rarely if ever was the artistry of the occasion ever discussed.

Finally, we might well ask: Do we really need all of these gatherings?

Perhaps that is the wrong question; after all, necessity isn't the most appropriate criterion to apply to work in the humanities. But we do have to take a serious look at how the proliferation of conferences can be squared with the diminution of certain professional and, perhaps more important, natural resources. In the age of fewer tenure-track positions, fewer places to publish, less and less respect outside of academe, each conference seems more and more benighted, insular, lacking in true engagement. These gatherings should not simply be places where we get an extra entry on the curriculum vitae.

Does that mean that I won't be giving any papers in the future? Not yet. When I see an appealing conference in a place I want to visit, I'll give it a go. Call it unwarranted optimism.

While I'm there I trust that my presentation will strike a few chords, that someone will ask a thoughtful question or two. I therefore pledge to do what I can to be clear, to remember my audience, to communicate. And I won't be offended if I hear doors slamming. I understand.
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