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Conference Proposal Instructions 
 
Step 1: the set-up 
 
The opening few sentences are where you outline your argument for the reader.  It is 
essential that you boil down the argument into a few sentences, so that the reader 
immediately knows what you intend to do with your presentation. The first part is the most 
important of the proposal.  If the first few sentences are not strong, the proposal reader might 
stop reading.  In other words, it’s essential that the proposal stand on the strength of the core 
topic it will investigate. A proposal doesn’t need to have all the answers about its text or topic, 
but it should be able to articulate interesting questions about them, their politics, or even the 
historical moment they represent (depending on scope of the problem’s significance). 
  
Step 2: “the pay off” 
 
This is the part where you situate your argument in light of other critics or relevant theoretical 
approaches. In this second part of the proposal, you shift from telling your reader what you 
will argue (which is the subject of the opening few sentences) to why your argument matters. 
What is its contribution to knowledge? These sentences should be argumentative rather than 
merely descriptive. In other words, don’t just list the texts you will examine, the topics you will 
address, or the critical sources you will us. Instead, you might briefly identify how key critics 
have responded to the text in question, and then address why these responses are 
insufficient. Perhaps critics tend to unnecessarily overlook your text, or maybe misunderstand 
some of the complexities involved?  Conversely, you might have a critical theory or 
framework that is particularly useful to your reading of the text at hand. If so, briefly discuss 
the framework as a way to set up your own argument.  
 
Sample Proposals: 
 

“Suffering and Social Introspection in James Baldwin's Another Country” 

The purpose of this paper is to re-examine the critical outlook on the scope and function of 
identity within the literature of James Baldwin. Looking at Another Country specifically, the 
research provides a close look at the abrasive psychological conditions that characters are 
shown to endure and how these conditions evolve their perspectives on social expectations. 
Intersection of race, gender, and sexuality is shown to be essential for a fuller understanding 
of societal oppression and interpersonal relationships. Because these psychological 
conditions are explicitly tied to the characters’ race, gender, and sexuality, critical theory is 
used in the reading of key passages. Critical discussion has largely focused on Baldwin’s 
depiction of male sexuality, which doesn’t account for the significant presence of women in 
the novel’s cast of characters. A central question concerns how Baldwin’s position as a 
bisexual, African-American man allows the author to bridge the gap between different 
discriminated groups, specifically women and bisexual men. Though historical elements of 
1960's America will be mentioned in analysis, the scope of the paper is focused on literary 
passages from the book and previous scholarly criticism. This research expands on 



consideration for early depictions of intersectionality in literature and more specifically, 
Baldwin’s construction of female characters.  
 
“Dwarves and Hobgoblins”: Nathaniel Hawthorne, Gothic Children’s Literature, and A Wonder 
Book for Girls and Boys 
  
The departure of imaginative children’s literature in America from what came before it is 
nowhere more apparent than in Hawthorne’s best-selling collection, A Wonder Book for Girls 
and Boys (1852), simultaneously one of the first adaptations in English of classical myths for 
children, and a pioneer in children’s gothic. Torn by competing impulses, it inculcates middle-
class values in young readers, yet experiences what one might call gothic eruptions of queer 
sensibility contravening this agenda. Abhorring while identifying with deviant figures of its own 
creation, the book articulates sexual panic at the “increasingly dictatorial reign” needed to 
secure its values in the rising generation. Without rehearsing common arguments about 
Hawthorne’s child-rearing practices, my point is that, read as an expression of anxieties about 
nineteenth-century sexual roles, A Wonder Book appears far less liberating than Hawthorne 
scholars have intimated; as Gillian Brown has shown, the imagination could be the means to 
bind children as well as to free them. But if, as others argue, the book’s worth rests in its 
receptivity to childhood play, still, the idea of “play” raises worries about desire, those 
impulses Hawthorne both admired and yet desperately sought to contain in his children. 
Indeed, the first flowering of fantasy that differentiates mid-century children’s fiction in the 
United States (a canon in which Hawthorne is a seminal figure) from its derivative, didactic 
national antecedents is, as A Wonder Book reveals, infused with gothic horror of those very 
same children’s imaginations unleashed, and of the multiple forms they might take in defiance 
of cultural expectations. 
 
 


