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Abstract 
	

This thesis seeks to examine the ways in which the contemporary American 

campus novel exposes the demise of the humanities in American institutions of higher 

education around the turn of the twenty-first century.  Using satire and what Kathryn 

Hume labels as “modalities of complaint”, the contemporary campus novel reveals a 

looming threat to the humanities, specifically fields of literary study and construction.  

The three novels that I focus on – The Marriage Plot (2011), Galatea 2.2 (1995), and 

Erasure (2001) – each respond to the emotional and psychological toll taken on students 

and faculties of English study.  I also consider the history of the campus novel and the 

ways in which the contemporary model deviates from earlier, fonder, and more nostalgic 

representations of higher education. Questions of purpose and privilege thread 

themselves through each novel, comparing study in the humanities with the growing 

fields of science, medicine, and technology.  

Valuing the humanities means creating pathways for all students, not just those 

with the resources, faculties, and demographics to succeed. Current career rhetoric 

suggests that there is a chance for fruitful re-integration of the humanities into a career 

minded university; the campus novel warns the consequences of continuing on the 

current trajectory. 
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Introduction 

The Campus Novel – History and Theory  

Over the past century, the campus novel has taken many forms, from the 

bildungsroman of early boys’ academies to satirical reviews of 21st century systems of 

higher education. These novels grow from a collective experience, a shared knowledge of 

campus life and the strife and glories of academia.  The college experience in America 

has long been conceived as one that provides growth and intellectual stimulation, with the 

humanities providing a unique skill set of worldly critical thinking, not tracked for any 

one type of career path.  The well-rounded Renaissance man remains the primary 

stakeholder in intellectual affairs, and thus, academic novels, originating as far back as 

Renaissance England, have served to depict the scholar through the ages (Lyons 3).  The 

American campus novel came into existence a few centuries later in the 1800’s.  In the 

Americas, Hawthorne’s Fanshawe is considered the “first American novel of academic 

life,” giving way to generations of novels that sought to represent academic life, 

personas, and experiences” (5).   

As the tradition grew, stereotypes emerged; tropes, such as the forbidden romance 

between professor and student or the coming of age of a tightly knit group of young 

students infiltrated the market and became known as “campus novels.”  Elaine Showalter 

elucidates the transformation: 

In the 50’s and 60’s, the academic novel was basically Trollopian.  The 

university was a small, enclosed place, but related to the larger society, 

affected by its values and problems, and even a model of its ideal state.  
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The academic novel in midcentury confidently presented its dilemmas as 

microcosms; its political ethics, elections campaigns, divisions between 

the humanities and the sciences, individual tensions between the private 

and public life, between humble vocation and self-promotion were not 

imagined as little squabbles but ways of dealing with larger social issues 

within a manageable scale […] But by the 1970’s this picture of the 

academic life began to darken and change. {…} By the time we get to the 

novels of sexual harassment, the conflicts – over sexuality and race - could 

be said to be central and profound, but the academic novelists satirize the 

way the university community deals with them as quirky, pedantic, 

vengeful, legalistic, and inhumane.  The ivory towers have become fragile 

fortresses with glass walls. (118-119) 

As Showalter notes, the vision of academia became darker and more clouded as 

the campus novel made its way into the 1990’s and early 2000’s, deviating from 

romanticized visions of the university to more realistic depictions of contemporary 

scholarship.  She laments, “By the 1990’s, and through the end of the century, the lottery 

of hiring, political correctness, the culture wars, and the tragedies of tenure had become 

familiar topics in academic fiction, wearing away the last vestiges of idealism” (87).  

Gone were the days when academia stood as the backdrop to stories of romance or 

coming of age; “campus” became the subject rather than just the setting.  “As academic 

novels proliferated,” Showalter explains, “most satirized this new cast of characters and 

their struggle for tenure, status, and political correctness; the tone of these books is much 

more vituperative, vengeful, and cruel than in earlier decades.” (88).  The 21st Century 
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brought little in the way of hopefulness, only darkening the campus novel further.  Sexual 

harassment, vengeance, illness – all of these topics embittered the tradition, calling to 

question the purpose of what seemed to be an academic apocalypse.  As she notes, 

“despite high expenses, cut backs, issues of affirmative action, complaints about 

standards, from the student perspective academic life is flourishing” (121).  She even 

goes as far as to say that most undergrads are happy, some “deliriously so”; and yet, the 

literature says otherwise (121).  Novels filled with mental illness, confusion, and general 

hopelessness continued to proliferate.  Perhaps happiness is a state only available to 

certain populations; perhaps the ivory tower is out of reach; and perhaps “happy” is a 

multi faceted diagnosis.   

The sheer popularity of the campus novel among contemporary readers proves 

that there is more to academia than the happiness that meets the eye.  Sure there are 

happy moments to anyone’s college experience and subsequent academic career – the 

university system would have gone under a long time ago if college wasn’t at least a fun 

place to be.  However, a survey of available literary representations of campus life paints 

a rather different picture.  The average contemporary American campus novel is a satire 

boarding on plain old, realistic complaint; and yet, we keep reading.  Why? 

Kathryn Hume, author of Aggressive Fictions: Reading the Contemporary 

American Novel, suggests that readers tolerate a complaining narrator because on some 

level, we can personally validate his or her primary complaints.  Like talking to an old 

friend, readers forgive complaint if they feel they have personal investment in the 

complainer or subject of the complaint.  She explains:  
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As we try to come closer to being ideal readers of novels characterized by 

narrative speed, we learnt to relax, to stop wanting to be in control.  We 

attempt to open ourselves to the exhilaration of the rush.  When we read 

complaints, that tactic will not work, because complaint does not produce 

exhilarations.  We need other reasons to open ourselves to these irritating 

narratives.  Understanding why a complaint makes us so uncomfortable 

can reduce our negative response.  Other reasons for trying to accept these 

novels include the self-interest that would help us learn from warnings and 

the practice of our social skills. (40) 

For students contemplating majors, graduate schools, and career paths, the campus novel 

is a warning.  For those already cemented into the humanities track, it is a reminder that 

you are not alone, whether you are battling the grim job prospects following graduate 

study or realizing that the tenure track professorship is not all you had imagined.  

Through “modalities of complaint,” contemporary authors of the campus novel can 

explore the various levels of privilege necessary for success in the humanities by 

appealing to an academic readership that, simply put, “just gets it.” 

 

Defining Critical Terminology 

 This project talks about the contemporary campus novel and its relation to the 

current state of the humanities through the complex lens of “privilege.”  Navigating 

conversations surrounding privilege in academia can prove difficult given a longstanding 

history and tradition of legacy in academia.  Early conceptions of the university were 

built on the foundational idea of educating the children of the educated; that is, families 
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crafted legacies at revered colleges and universities where their children followed their 

own paths to success by walking the same hallways where their parent’s came of age 

years before (Soares).  As college became more accessible to the general population, 

however, the idea of legacy continued in a disguised form, continuing to benefit the 

financially and racially privileged through systemic inequity.  

 In articulating contemporary university practice, Joseph Soares returns to the 

seminary theories of sociologist Pierre Bourdieu.  Specifically concerning the humanities, 

Soares speculates, “Bourdieu might say that the liberal-arts tradition of nurturing a whole, 

rounded individual is just an antiquarian disguise for pandering to the whims of 

privileged youths.  And he would point out that scientific research is doing just as well or 

better at public universities […] as at Harvard, Yale, and Stanford” (163-164).  The 

privileged student at an Ivy League or similarly prestigious institution has the freedom to 

explore areas of study without clear career goals without the financial or performance 

anxieties of a student on scholarship or loans (Douthat).  Thus, career tracked majors 

such as business and science continue to flourish in universities across America while the 

value of the humanities is only retained in predominantly white, upper middle class 

institutions.    

This shift is reflected in the trajectory of the campus novel, which abandoned its 

commitment to idealism for novels rife with disillusionment and disenchantment.  These 

contemporary novels reflect sociological and theoretical conversations surrounding 

privilege in the university setting, revealing the ways in which older models of legacy 

and cultural position manifest in the contemporary collegiate experience.  Frances Maher 
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and Mary Tetreault provide a definition of privilege in an academic context that proves 

useful in framing this conversation: 

To us, the use of the term excellence is employed not so much as a mark 

of quality as a mark of privilege – that is, the power of elites to control the 

norms of the scholarly enterprise in such a way as to keep new people, 

new topics, and new methodologies as bay.  The operations of privilege, 

embedded in the structures, processes, and standards of the academy, are 

the barriers against and through which the newcomers must negotiate their 

way.  Privilege […] in this case often silent and unseen, that works for or 

against individuals or groups. (4) 

 

Methodology 

In an effort to return what has been lost to the campus novel, this project aims to 

rebuild the humanist bildungsroman from a contemporary vision.  Moving 

chronologically through the general academic experience, I explore the parameters of 

study in the humanities, searching for the root of disdain.  Each novel discussed at length 

represents a different moment in academia, beginning with the hopeful undergraduate 

experience and ending with the trials of tenure. True to Showalter’s assertions, the 

characters and experiences are heavily satirized, and yet the academic landscape that is 

presented is still widely recognizable to anyone who has chosen to major in the liberal 

arts or pursue a life in academia.  The line of satire blurs when the foundational 

experiences are wholly based in fact; thus, the contemporary American campus novel 

seeks to expose the demise of the humanities in American institutions of higher education 
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around the turn of the twenty-first century.  Using satire and what Hume labels as 

“modalities of complaint”, the contemporary campus novel reveals a looming threat to 

the humanities, specifically fields of literary study and construction.  The three novels 

that I will focus on – The Marriage Plot (2011), Galatea 2.2 (1995), and Erasure (2001) 

– each respond to the emotional and psychological toll taken on students and faculties of 

English study and the various systems of privilege that disadvantage particular 

populations in the humanities.  The Marriage Plot focuses its critical energies on the 

levels of financial and mental support necessary for success in a humanist discipline; 

Galatea 2.2 speaks to the systemic shift toward the sciences as the preferred discipline in 

higher education; and Erasure tackles questions of racial privilege in an academic 

moment when racially focused cultural studies and a racially diverse faculty are still 

relatively contemporary constructs.  Questions of purpose thread themselves through 

each novel as the “literary” characters find themselves in constant conjunction and 

comparison with the growing fields of science, medicine, and technology.  The resulting 

feelings of hopelessness lead to moments of breakdown or even, mental illness. 

In addition, I consider the authorial backgrounds of each novel.  John O. Lyons 

contends, “more than half of the novels of academic life are thinly disguised accounts of 

the author’s experience as an undergraduate” (68).  Updating Lyon’s 1962 assertions, I 

extend “undergraduate experience” to include all phases of academic study.  Each author 

that I have included in this project holds a position of privilege at a major university in 

America; in each chapter I examine the ways in which the author’s experiences, past and 

present, contribute to his depictions of academia.  Ultimately, I contend that their 

respective statuses within respected literary and academic communities allow for more 
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freedom in critiquing the American higher education system while simultaneously 

allowing them to craft more accurate and sensitive satires. 

In researching this project and choosing the novels that would go under the 

microscope, I was faced with immense difficulty in locating female authors whose novels 

fit my criterion – palpable tension between the humanities and sciences, main characters 

who function primarily in an academic space, and (the ultimate disqualifier) plot lines 

that avoided affairs between student and professor.  I was shocked to find just how 

difficult it was to locate a female author whose protagonist was able to separate academia 

and romance.  Other differences were easier to account for. For example, Eugenides 

brings a simpler style to the table compared with Everett’s more experimental style and 

the general inclusion of Everett’s work added a layer of awareness to racial privilege; but 

when gender entered the equation, female academics seemingly backed themselves out of 

the conversation.  Though this missing puzzle piece does not detract from the project’s 

completion in any way – each novel analyzed here contains academics of both genders, 

transcending gender difference to explain a larger vision of academia – the authorial 

discrepancy furthers the discussion of privilege in a pressing way, demonstrating the 

unique challenges faced by the female academic body and consciousness, and 

exemplifying the greater ability of the privileged voice to speak up in matters of 

academic critique.   

 

Chapter Summaries 

Chapter I: Finding Possibility 
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 The first chapter of this project focuses primarily on the undergraduate 

experience, looking to Jeffrey Eugenides’ 2011 novel, The Marriage Plot. Via the 

painfully, self- admittedly waspy Madeleine, Eugenides beautifully illuminates the 

underlying problem surrounding contemporary conceptions of a liberal arts education – 

the humanities are a scholarship of financial privilege.  Madeleine’s infatuation with the 

romances of Jane Austen and her Victorian contemporaries is recognizable and admirable 

to those who have ever found similar intrigue in an English classroom or have ever 

attached themselves to a novel for unexplainable, almost magnetic reasons.  Leonard too 

finds himself drawn to philosophy as a discipline and the new interdisciplinary focus on 

semiotics; however, Leonard is paralyzed by the knowledge that he has an unstable home 

life and no financial security to fall back on.  His choice to accept a fellowship working 

as a research assistant in a biology lab stems from a need to support himself in a stable 

career – a need that both exacerbates and is exacerbated by his mental illness.  Whereas 

Madeleine is able to pursue a graduate education in New York City with little worry and 

Mitchell can rely on his parent’s credit card for support while abroad, Leonard is trapped 

by the realistic limitations of a less affluent student.  Scholarship in the humanities is a 

pathway that privileges the privileged. 

 This chapter also touches briefly on the growing issue of mental health disability 

in higher education.  Recent scholarship has looked to greatly inflated rates of mental 

illness is universities across America, noting that students are increasingly less able to 

deal with their issues, while finding themselves more anxious surrounding notions of 

futurity, careers, and overall success within and beyond the university (Gray).  Arguably, 

the stress of graduation and a constant need to impress Madeleine contributes to 
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Leonard’s depressive episodes.  The university does little to support his emotional or 

physical wellbeing (a rare point to which the novel’s temporal setting may have 

contributed).  A generalized sense of hopelessness emerges, further narrowing the 

possibility for successful study in the humanities.   

 

Chapter II: Finding Purpose 

In his 1995 novel, Galatea 2.2, Richard Powers exposes the deep feelings of 

hopelessness, disrespect, and systematic resentment felt by the English student and the 

abysmal career options stemming from literary studies.  Galatea 2.2 assumes a semi 

autobiographical approach to representations of the university system – that is, Powers’ 

protagonist shares his own name, inviting readers to considers Powers’ own feelings and 

experiences alongside the novel.  I utilize the abundance of interviews available to further 

develop the relationship between Powers and his work.  The novel jumps between 

protagonist Richard’s current project as a visiting writer in residence and flashbacks to 

his own time as a master’s candidate at “U”.   In both phases of his study, Richard 

continuously feels disempowered and useless, lucky to have landed a position he does not 

feel he merits.  This chapter focuses its energies on the experience of the graduate student 

and the shrinking job market for students of English.  Deep-seated resentment and 

retroactive guilt fuel a novel filled with dark humor and self-abasement as Powers 

approaches his critique of the university system from a position of privilege within it.   

Galatea 2.2 questions what it means to study literature and whether the pursuit of 

a literary consciousness is fruitful around turn of the 21st century.  I will probe further 

into the purpose of the humanities in an academic moment that is so focused on 
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privileging emerging technologies and leaving, in return, humanist discourse behind.  

Tension between science and the humanities builds out of the university setting where 

The Center - the home of the university’s state of the art laboratories - is the newest, most 

expensive attraction. The overlap between science and literature is a theme embodied by 

the novel’s primary driving force – to create a machine that can pass the Master’s 

Comprehensive Exam, a challenge that ultimately favors new technologies over 

canonical knowledge.  The challenge arises out of a discussion of academic merits, 

specifically those surrounding writing and literary criticism. Both disciplines are 

grounded in human experience, but as Richard quickly learns, one is much more greatly 

respected than the other.   

 

Chapter III: Finding Prestige 

 Though many critics choose to read Percival Everett’s 2001 novel Erasure as 

primarily a novel fueled by racial inequity, I instead choose to look at the ways in which 

Everett exposes the problems of othering and profiling – racial or otherwise - in the 

academic sphere.  Everett has crafted a narrative that builds from existing stereotypic 

academic tropes – ones that appear in academic literature as well as in the actual halls of 

English departments across America. Thelonius “Monk” Ellison must grapple with what 

it means to be a black academic and the expectations that accompany that label.  Erasure 

does not take place directly on a college campus; in fact, Monk spends much of the novel 

contending with the fact that he cannot find a job in D.C. after leaving his position in 

California to care for his mother.  However, its status as an academic novel enables it to 

follow well from the other more classically “campus” examples within this thesis project.   
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 Short on money and well aware of his abysmal sales record, Monk finally takes 

his editor’s advice and attempts to be “black enough.”  As an African American Professor 

of English, there are specific areas of study and writing that are deemed most appropriate, 

and to Monk’s dismay, the classics and theory are not it.   Perhaps the novel’s most 

abnormal feature is the inclusion of Monk’s “black” novel, My Pafology or Fuck!, 

betwixt Everett’s own writing.  Like Monk, Everett showcases his ability to craft two 

very different narrative styles, calling into question the authenticity of the African 

American novel as a model of black culture.  Does being black make Monk more capable 

of representing a model of blackness that he has never experienced?  And in what ways 

does the University system encourage such pigeonholing? 

 Because of Everett’s own status as an African American professor of English it is 

tempting to read Ellison’s experiences parallel to Everett’s own.  This tendency, 

however, is exactly the type of reductive behavior that Everett is critiquing.  In one 

particular interview he explains that Ellison was not intended as an “everyman,” but 

rather, “he has experiences that are unique to that character, but from reading and 

extrapolation, they become those that we have all experienced, and that's true of any 

fiction” (Stewart, 295).  I look to Erasure as a capstone to the University experience, 

showcasing the sacrifices that come with merit and the ever present need to reinvent 

oneself as a scholar.   
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Chapter I 
  

Finding Possibility: Privilege and the Undergraduate Experience in Jeffrey Eugenides’ 
The Marriage Plot 

 
And yet sometimes she worried about what those musty old books were doing to her.  

Some people majored in English to prepare for law school.  Others became journalists.  
The smartest guy in the honors program, Adam Vogel a child of academics, was planning 

on getting a Ph.D. and becoming an academic himself.  That left a large contingent of 
people majoring in English by default […] because they weren’t musical, artistic, 

financially motivated, or really all that smart, there people were pursuing university 
degrees doing something no different from what they’d done in first grade: reading 

stories. English was what people who didn’t know what to major in majored in.  
(TMP, 21) 

 
 To anyone familiar with the tropes of Victorian literature, the romance, 

specifically its triangulation, is a comfortable, recognizable structure.  The heroine must 

decide which advances to accept and which to shut down; her decision may be aided by a 

proposal and a gold band that symbolizes her union with one man forever – the classic 

marriage plot. Jeffrey Eugenides’ 2011 novel, aptly named The Marriage Plot, “is about 

academia, literature, religion, and love” (Gross).  Its contemporary depiction of the 

collegiate experience pays homage to the century old literary traditions that made Austen 

and the Bronte sisters the Victorian giants that they are today.  However, though a 

whirlwind romance drives its plot, the contemporary novel contends with much more 

than the sexual exploits and marital longings of twenty-two year olds.  Set first at Brown 

University with a strong focus of postgraduate destinations, Eugenides’ work strives to 

expose the intricacies of a liberal arts education around the turn of the century.  Despite 

the fact that the novel takes place in the 1980’s, the issues with which it deals still remain 

widely pertinent over a decade into the 21st century; Madeleine Hanna and Leonard 

Bankhead are less far removed from the novel’s 2011 publication date than their stated 

setting would initially suggest.   
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Many readers assume that Eugenides has drawn from his own experience at 

Brown University in the early 1980’s and later, at Mother Theresa’s in crafting 

Madeleine, Leonard, and Mitchell – an assumption that Eugenides has more or less 

validated; but little about the novel ties it specifically to its 1982 place in time.  Thus, the 

ability of this novel to transcend three decades of academia to craft an almost timelessly 

contemporary vision of the university suggests that there has been little progress for 

scholarship in the humanities.  Other academic critics of The Marriage Plot have tended 

toward examining Eugenides’ satirization of semiotic theory as his primary mode of 

complaint.  One critic types Madeleine, Leonard, and Mitchell as Novel, Theory, and 

Religion, respectively, hypothesizing that The Marriage Plot “typifies just one particular 

version of the post-theory theory novel (probably the least interesting version) which 

simply incorporates theory into a generally realist representational mode” (Huehls, 281-

282).  According to Heuhls, “authors of post-theory novels use the well-known tropes of 

post structural theory as the tools and building blocks for various forms of unreal realism, 

for speculative fictions that contribute to the composition rather than the deconstruction 

of the world” (283).  While I respect such theories of deconstructed construction, the 

reality that is constructed by Eugenides’ work is far from unreal. The experiences of 

Madeleine, Leonard, and Mitchell parallel that of the contemporary college student.  The 

novel’s campus setting and focus on academic pathways of success begs commentary on 

the state of academia in contemporary America.   

Eugenides, as a 1983 graduate of Brown University, remembers the rise of 

semiotics and the way it changed the craft and analysis of literary creation (Gross).  In a 

2011 NPR interview, he explains, “At the end of this line, you’re saying that writing can’t 
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really mean anything, because it’s internally inconsistent. So if you’re a writer going to 

college and you’re learning these things, it puts a shiver of fear in you because it’s 

basically saying that your, you know, your attempt is doomed to fail” (Gross).  This fear 

of failure, however, doesn’t translate to the novel’s literary student, Madeleine.  Her love 

of literature greatly impacts her life in a number of ways, but there are few moments of 

true insecurity for the novels’ heroine, especially when it comes to planning her career 

and life beyond college; a rejection from Yale is taken in stride as she decides simply to 

reapply to graduate schools the following fall.  Her biggest worry is whether she will live 

with her boyfriend or her parents, rather than how she will afford to live at all.  In 

comparison, Leonard faces deep-seated anxiety in the face of his future, and Mitchell 

arrives at the novel’s concluding chapter with a year of worldly experience and no true 

career goals.  Eugenides, thus, speaks to an education in the humanities as one that favors 

the privileged, affording opportunity only to those who have the mental and financial 

capacity to sustain it.   

Though scholarship on The Marriage Plot has been scarce over the five years 

since its publication, critics of the novel have focused primarily on two subjects in their 

analyses – love and science.  For the purpose of reading The Marriage Plot as a campus 

novel rather than as a love story (though both interpretations are equally valid), I look to 

Alexander Scherr’s discussion of scientific discourse as a way to discuss literature in a 

contemporary moment.  The yeast cells that Leonard studies are the focus of Scherr’s 

argument, postulating that the inclusion of highly scientific subject matter becomes a 

method of reframing the antiquated narrative structure of the marriage plot – the yeast 

cells become haploid under stress, just as Leonard and Madeleine’s “diploid state” cannot 
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survive the stress of Leonard’s mental illness.  The favoring of scientific discourse to re-

frame literary constructs speaks to the demise of literature for literature’s sake; Scherr 

demonstrates, however unintentionally, the privileging of scientific study, even in the 

very literatures produced by professional literary academics.  

The systems of privilege that Eugenides looks to in his novel are not restricted 

solely to the academic shift toward STEM education; Eugenides elucidates a multitude of 

factors that contribute to the disadvantaging of certain student populations.  Via the 

painfully, self- admittedly waspy Madeleine, Eugenides beautifully illuminates the 

underlying problem surrounding contemporary conceptions of a liberal arts education – 

the American system of higher education is rife with problems of financial privilege.  In a 

world where the intrinsic value of an education in the humanities is lost in questions of 

career path and financial aid, academics breed academics.  Madeleine’s infatuation with 

the romances of Jane Austen and her Victorian contemporaries is recognizable and 

admirable to those who have ever found similar intrigue in an English classroom or have 

ever attached themselves to a novel for unexplainable, almost magnetic reasons.  Her 

interest in semiotic theory, despite being unable to concretely understand its connection 

to the world, resonates with anyone who has ever struggled through Derrida or Lacan, 

fascinated by the pin pointed and hard earned moments of clarity.  And yet, as Madeleine 

readily admits, there is no real motivation behind an English degree beyond joy and 

pleasure. “She’d become an English major for the purest and dullest of reasons: because 

she loved to read” (20).   

The novel’s first chapter, “A Madman in Love,” recollects Madeleine’s 

undergraduate experience with a detailed view of her most poignant professors.  
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Zipperstein, the New Critic turned Semiotic Critic, “taught two courses in the newly 

created Program in Semiotic Studies: Introduction to Semiotic Theory in the fall and in 

the spring, Semiotics 211.  Hygienically bald with a seaman’s mustache-less white beard, 

Zipperstein favored French fisherman’s sweaters and wide-wale corduroys” (20).  K. 

McCall Saunders, the resident Victorianist, “was a seventy-nine-year-old New Englander.  

He had a long, horsey face and a moist laugh that exposed his gaudy dental work. His 

pedagogical method consisted of reading aloud lectures he’d written twenty or thirty 

years earlier” (21-22).  These professors, ostensibly role models for the young English 

student, demonstrate two sides of academia in the humanities.  Zipperstein abandons all 

principles of New Criticism to pursue semiotic theory as if he has gone through some 

academic mid-life crisis. Saunders, on the other hand, portrays the dangers of static 

literary study; his courses are repetitive, but thorough.   

On Saunders’ recommendation and request, Madeleine’s final paper, “The 

Interrogative Mood: Marriage Proposals an the (Strictly Limited) Sphere of the 

Feminine,” becomes a senior honors thesis; however, the project is quickly marred by 

questions of the paper’s worth: “But it wasn’t long before she’d become bored with the 

thesis. Doubts about the originality of her work nagged at her.  She felt as if she was 

regurgitating the arguments Saunders had made in his marriage plot seminar” (23).  

Madeleine’s feelings of regurgitation cause her to question literary study as a major and 

field; Eugenides’ thinly veils his criticism within Madeleine’s skepticism.  She 

recognizes: 

But after three solid years of taking literature courses, Madeleine had 

nothing like a firm understanding of critical methodology to apply to what 
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she read. Instead she had a fuzzy, unsystematic way of talking about 

books.   It embarrassed her to hear the things people said in class. And the 

things she said.  I felt that.  It was interesting the way Proust.  I liked the 

way Faulkner. (24) 

From where Madeleine is standing as a student, the humanities have become so 

manufactured, so disconnected from the reality around them, that she is no longer able to 

feel that she can generate original thoughts.  Eugenides makes an overt, ill-fated attempt 

to combat this theory by including Madeleine’s own marriage plot in the novel’s 

narrative; but as its later failure proves, and as he has stated in many interviews, the 

marriage plot is dead.  Societal progress has rendered this Victorian literary construct 

irrelevant - “Where could you find the marriage plot nowadays? You couldn’t. […] You 

had to go – literally speaking – back in time” (22).  Such observations question the 

validity and usefulness of literary study. 

Madeleine’s graduation day perfectly demonstrates the forces that have allowed 

her to obtain a degree from an Ivy League school without developing any true marketable 

skills.  As she readies herself for her parents’ arrival, she reflects: 

That Alton and Phyllida had driven up from New Jersey to see her 

graduate, that what they were here to celebrate today wasn’t only her 

achievement but their own as parents, had nothing wrong or unexpected 

about it.  The problem was that Madeleine, for the first time in her life, 

wanted no part of it.  She wasn’t proud of herself.  She was in no mood to 

celebrate.  She’d lost faith in the significance of the day and what the day 

represented.  (5) 
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Alton and Phyllida play a key role in their daughter’s academic success, primarily 

through their moral and financial support. Alton is a retired university president who has 

supported himself, his wife, and his three daughters throughout their lifetimes.  

Madeleine uses Alton’s publishing contacts to gain access to a publishing internship; she 

applies to Baxter College, her father’s formed employer, as a safety school, rationalizing, 

“If Baxter didn’t accept her into its mediocre program in English, despite her being the 

daughter of the former president, Madeleine would take this as a sign to give up the idea 

of becoming an academic all together” (180).  Much of Madeleine’s life is eased by a 

lack of financial responsibility and a fiscal dependence on her parents.  They purchased 

her convertible – her and Leonard’s primary mode of transportation – as a graduation 

present.  There is no indication that Madeleine has ever had to worry about scholarships 

or aid.  And even after her pre-mature marriage fails in the face of Leonard’s crippling 

mental illness, she is able to return home to love and support from her parents. Her 

dreams of a future in academia are not marred by disapproval, but rather bolstered by a 

background of privilege. 

Eugenides returns to the theme of parental support, differentiating each character 

by his or her familial history.  However briefly, Eugenides introduces each main 

character’s parents to us, indicating their importance in a plot structured around 22-year-

old recent graduates; letters from Mitchell’s mom and flashbacks to Leonard’s childhood 

provide narrative structure to their own personal journeys through higher education and 

to adulthood.  Even minor characters, like Anne Wong, one of the girls whom Madeleine 

meets at the Victorian conference, are concerned with parental approval – “Anne was 

currently in the poetry M.F.A. program at the University of Houston, but was planning to 
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get a Ph.D., in English, in order to make a living and satisfy her parents” (177).   

Eugenides is paying homage to the notion of privilege yet again, suggesting that success, 

specifically in the humanities, requires a supportive but disciplined home front.  Having 

already set up Madeleine as a model of wealth and opportunity, I will turn to Mitchell 

and Leonard and their varying degrees to which the American system of higher education 

fails them.   

The character of Mitchell provides the third leg to Leonard and Madeleine’s love 

triangle, but despite his romantic purpose within the marriage plot plotline, Mitchell 

receives a good amount of attention on his own, independent of the novel’s leading 

couple.  He most closely resembles Eugenides himself, validating Lyon’s 

autobiographical theories surrounding the campus novel.  During another NPR interview, 

the interviewer, Raz, asks of Eugenides, “He [Mitchell] seems, at least on the surface, to 

be pretty autobiographical. He's a Greek-American kid from Detroit. He spends time in 

India working with Mother Teresa, which you did after college.”  Eugenides confirms 

that he did very little to disguise himself in Mitchell, lending his hometown, ethnic 

heritage, and post-graduate experience to the novel’s romantic underdog.  Unlike many 

other campus novels that tend to root themselves in the halls and classrooms of a 

university English department, The Marriage Plot provides a more comprehensive vision 

of the humanities by focusing on Mitchell’s choice to pursue religious studies as a college 

major.  Like Madeleine, Mitchell’s fascination begins with a professor:  

Mitchell has never had a professor like Richter before.  Richter dressed 

like a banker.  He wore gray chalk-striped suits, conservative ties, button-

down shirts, and polished brogues.  He had the reassuring attributes of 
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Mitchell’s own father – the diligence, the sobriety, the masculinity – while 

leading a life of unfatherly intellectual cultivation. (94-95) 

To Mitchell, Professor Richter defies everything a liberal arts academic should be – he is 

well-dressed, aloof in his personal views, and most interestingly, masculine.  Unlike 

Madeleine’s stereotypically quirky English professors, Richter sparks an interest in 

Mitchell via an intimidating normalcy. 

  Mitchell chooses to mimic the qualities he appreciates in Richter during his own 

final essay, and “as he responded to the essay questions, Mitchell kept bending his 

answers toward their practical application.  He wanted to know why he was here and how 

to live.  It was the perfect way to end your college career.  Education had finally led 

Mitchell out into life” (96).  Contrary again to Madeleine’s experience, Mitchell is able to 

see the practical, real-world applications of his studies, making him arguably, the 

stronger student.    Richter’s offer of personal mentorship, however, propels Mitchell 

even further into the future, yet unsure of his professional calling:   

“You are a graduating senior this year, is that correct?” 

“One week left, Professor.” 

“Have you given serious though to pursuing a career in scholarship?” 

“Not serious thought, no.” 

“What are you planning to do with your life?” Richter said.  

Mitchell smiled. “Is my father hiding under your desk?” he said. (97-98) 

The dreaded “what’s next” question solidifies the connection between Professor 

Richter and Mitchell’s father – both contend that education should be a jumping off point 

for a future career.  Their opinions differ, however, in what their idea of a worthwhile 
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career might be.  Richter sees potential in Mitchell for “significant work in contemporary 

Christian studies” (99); his father is more concerned by the limited career options his son 

would have as a divinity school graduate (147).  When Mitchell explains to Dean and 

Lillian (his mother and father, respectively) his plans beyond his trip to India, salary is 

their primary concern.  “My son the professor.  I suppose you could get tenure with a deal 

like that,” Dean contemplates.  “That tenure’s a good deal.  It’s un-American. But it’s 

nice work if you can get it” (147).  The stated concerns are not a parody of the overly 

cautious parent; they are a trying reality for anyone graduating during a recession with 

what Mitchell terms a “dubious degree” (99).  According to the United States Department 

of Labor, unemployment in 1982 was around 9% and rising; statistics from 2011 also 

depict approximately 9% unemployment, on a slow decline from even higher rates during 

the years that The Marriage Plot was being written. Financial concerns in both time 

periods were very real for new college graduates, a fact that Eugenides captures in his 

multi-faceted survey of higher education. 

Through Mitchell, Eugenides is depicting the strife of the middle class and the 

coping methods of those for whom job opportunities were (and still are) slim.  A soul-

searching trip to India, validated by the promise of work experience as research interns, 

sends Larry and Mitchell packing away to France and later, India.  Eugenides cites 

Mitchell’s narrative moments, specifically his trip to Mother Theresa’s, as the most 

difficult passages to write because, “I had to keep competing with my own memories” 

(Gross).  The kind of trip that Mitchell makes isn’t so far-fetched in a time where mission 

trips and studying abroad are commonplace ways to see the world, but Eugenides also 

intimates that such exploration is a way of trying on selves, so to speak: 
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Eugenides: […] in a way, I was sincere about it. I was doing the best I 

could, and yet I was also going through a stage and play-acting a saintly 

life. As you do when you're young, you're trying out a self and seeing if it 

works and if it sticks. And that's what I was doing.  

[…] 

Gross: I'm not necessarily the person my parents think I am. I'm not 

necessarily even the person my friends from high school or college think I 

am. So what can I do that they don't even think I'm capable of? 

Eugenides: Right. (Gross) 

For Mitchell, so much of his selfhood revolves around his parents’ and 

Madeleine’s approval, that his trip abroad culminates in a drug trip and a complete lack 

of clarity.  Returning home, he holds onto some Indian culture – not wearing deodorant 

for instance – but he also retains a tendency to revert to his undergraduate self who 

“wondered if Madeleine would ask him to move in with her on Riverside Drive […] No 

matter what he had to go back to Detroit to see his parents” (405).  His ultimate decision 

to forego pursuing Madeleine after their penultimate sexual encounter demonstrates 

personal growth, but his inner voice knows he must admit, “in addition to never living 

with Madeleine, he would never go to divinity school, either.  It was unclear what he was 

going to do with his life, but he wasn’t going to be a monk, or a minister, or even a 

scholar” (405).  College, and specifically his choice of degree, offered personal growth 

and reflection for Mitchell, but provided little in the way of a career or sustainable 

livelihood.   
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Ironically, the student afforded the most opportunity by his education is the one 

who faces the most barriers to recognizing his possibilities.  Leonard represents the cross 

over between the humanities and sciences, double majoring in biology and philosophy.  

At first introduction, Leonard’s academic motivations are unclear, shrouded by 

Madeleine’s perceptions of him: 

  So why are you taking Zipperstein’s class?” she asked. 

 “Philosophical interest,” Leonard said.  “Literally.  Philosophy’s all about 

theory of language right now.  It’s all linguistics.  So I figured I’d check it out.” 

“Aren’t you a biology major, too?” 

“That’s what I really am,” Leonard said.  “The philosophy’s just sideline.” 

Madeleine realized she’d never dated a science major. “Do you want to be 

a doctor?” 

“Right now all I want to do is get the waitress’s attention.” (45) 

Leonard “sidelines” his academic interests for favor of a major in biology that will afford 

him employment opportunities, such as the fellowship he accepts at Pilgrim Lake after 

his graduation.  While with the beautiful, wealthy Madeleine for the first time, Leonard 

avoids questions directly related to his future, presumably embarrassed by his darkened 

childhood, mental instability, and undecided future. Leonard’s personal alignment with a 

future in the sciences makes little sense to Madeleine, whose concept of academia is 

primarily grounded in interests, not careers.  Leonard, however, does not have this 

privilege; his interests must remain simply interests.  He explains, “I didn’t get interested 

in philosophy because of linguistics.  I got interested for the eternal verities.  To learn 

how to die, et cetera.  Now it’s more like, ‘What do we mean when we say we die?’ 
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‘What do we mean we mean when we say we die?’” (46)  Like Mitchell, Leonard sees 

the connection between reality and the humanities – in this instance, philosophy – but he 

does not have the option of graduating college without a concrete, marketable skillset and 

degree.   

 The truth about Leonard’s financial situation comes out surrounding his 

hospitalization just prior to graduation.  Following a depressive episode, Leonard is 

inconsolable about receiving an “incomplete” in his classes.  He grieves: 

“The point is that he’s one of my professors, who I’m hoping will write 

recommendations for me.  I’ve fucked everything up, Ken.  I’m not going 

to graduate on time, with everyone else.  If I don’t graduate, then they’re 

going to cancel my internship at Pilgrim Lake.  I don’t have any money, 

Ken.  My parents aren’t going to help me. I don’t know how I’m going to 

make it.  I’m only twenty-two and I’ve fucked up my life!” […] He kept 

complaining about having no money, how his parents didn’t help him like 

most kids at Brown, the disadvantage he’d been at his whole life and how 

this, too, had led to his precarious emotional state. (109) 

His priority isn’t his health at this moment, but rather the escape from financial insecurity 

that is rapidly slipping through his fingers.  Ken, like Madeleine, doesn’t quite understand 

Leonard’s anxiety, offering solutions such as getting more sunshine and taking a look at 

the flowers or comparing himself to people truly suffering times of hardship, like, “South 

American gold miners, or quadriplegics, or patients with advanced MS” (110).   

For many of today’s students, the pressure to perform well in school stems from a 

financial need not unlike Leonard’s – a simple glance at any contemporary financial aid 
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and federal loan statistic will corroborate this assumption.  With more students attending 

college than ever before, a name like Brown University on a diploma can be the key to a 

job after graduation, but the price tag is certainly a cause for anxiety if parents aren’t 

footing the bill, especially at the thought of that opportunity going to waste.  Leonard 

represents the barriers to a stable education in the humanities through his financial and 

mental states. “The diagnosis had seemed like one more thing – the lack of money, and 

his messed up family – that had threatened to keep Leonard from getting ahead, just when 

he was beginning to feel that his luck had finally changed.  He took his meds twice daily, 

like an A student” (232).  Each and every day of Leonard’s life is spent trying to create 

something out of nothing, so to speak.  Eugenides’ decision to cast him as a biology 

major speaks volumes about the opportunities afforded by a STEM education versus one 

in the humanities.   

 Despite the potential for a bright future in the sciences, mental health and anxiety 

plague Leonard throughout the novel; even at its conclusion, he is still suffering.  His 

anxieties create a series of self-fulfilling prophecies that hold him back in school, life, 

and marriage.  While living at Pilgrim Lake, surrounded by successful, award-winning 

scientists, Leonard is only able to focus on his shortcomings.  Prior to his internship, 

jobless with Madeleine in his small, dirty apartment, Leonard begins to stress: 

“Most scientists do their best work in their early twenties. I’m 

twenty-two, almost twenty-three.  I’m in my intellectual prime right now.  

Except that I have to take a drug every morning and every night that 

makes me stupid.” 

   “It doesn’t make you stupid, Leonard.” 
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 “Those are the facts,” Leonard said.  “Forget the drug.  Even 

normal, I’m not remotely on a trajectory to make a scientific 

breakthrough.” (170)   

The pressure to be great, to do something worthwhile, is palpable to Leonard – as it is 

with many other college students in America.  Failure is not an option.  One article in 

Psychology Today cites upward trends of anxiety and mental illness in University 

counseling centers as a sign of declining student resilience – “Students are afraid to fail; 

they do not take risks; they need to be certain about things. For many of them, failure is 

seen as catastrophic and unacceptable. External measures of success are more important 

than learning and autonomous development,” Dr. Peter Gray argues.  Students aren’t able 

to take responsibility for their own actions – an attribute Leonard exhibits time after time.  

He blames his disease. He blames his childhood.  He blames Madeleine.  But Leonard is 

never able to look past the system to his own success.   

 The vision of higher education that emerges from Eugenides’ novel is muddied at 

best.  His own experiences at Brown and currently as a professor at Princeton certainly 

inform his depictions of contemporary college students, but to call his representation a 

critique or satirization oversimplifies the reality of contemporary higher education.  Yes, 

the humanities favor the privileged, but they also favor the strong-willed – a character 

that Eugenides chooses not to give us in this particular novel.  Madeleine, Leonard, and 

Mitchell all fall victim to circumstances – positive or negative – that keep them from 

achieving at their best abilities.  The possibility of success in the humanities is narrowed 

through each of their limited visions of the future.  At the novel’s conclusion, only 

Madeleine has a direction, and her continued studies are only made possible by her 
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parents’ financial support, but throughout her failed attempt at marriage, their emotional 

support becomes her driving force.  In his vision of higher education, Eugenides 

questions not only the effects of privilege, but how we define the term altogether.  As 

research demonstrates, there is a lack of resiliency that is holding students back where 

money stood before.  By redefining privilege as a system of support that is not limited to 

the financial sphere, Eugenides suggests that the humanities may have even further to fall 

before they might again become a valued area of study. 
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Chapter II 
 

Finding Purpose: The Humanist Fight for Academic Merit in Richard Powers’ Galatea 
2.2 

 
It’s becoming clear to me that Galatea was a kind of closing chapter on my first five 

books, which I published over the course of a decade. The autobiographical fiction in 
that story gave me a chance to do a personal look back over the shape of those 

narratives. It also allowed me one last intimate occasion to address the issue that ties all 
of these books together: the apology for fiction in a postfictional age. – Richard Powers 

 
 It comes as no surprise that the corporate power of the university is on the rise.  

As more and more students are attending college, tuition prices are skyrocketing, the job 

market is rapidly shrinking, and students are finding themselves hopelessly lost in the 

face of a course catalog that offers little by way of a guaranteed future career.  The trade 

off has resulted in the rise of career-tracked math, science, and business majors and the 

slow but sure demise of the humanities, or more generally, the liberal arts education as a 

whole. To anyone who has been around a large, four-year institution in the past few 

decades, this shift in focus is evident, if not painfully obvious.  The brave souls still 

listening to the “major in what you love” mantra are facing much less hopeful rhetoric in 

university career centers; being “well rounded” with great “critical thinking” skills is just 

not as marketable a skill in the contemporary American job market.   

 Similarly, whereas graduate study in the humanities formerly offered students a 

competitive edge over their undergraduate classmates, this is no longer the case for the 

master’s and PhD.  In English or literary studies dropping major enrollment across 

institutions means a significant drop in tenure-track positions for graduating PhD 

students.  In his 1995 novel, Galatea 2.2, Richard Powers exposes the deep feelings of 

hopelessness, disrespect, and systematic resentment felt by the English student and the 

abysmal career options stemming from literary studies.  Galatea 2.2 assumes a semi-
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autobiographical approach to representations of the university system, jumping between 

Richard’s current project as a visiting writer in residence and flashbacks to his own time 

as a master’s candidate at “U”1.   Deep-seated resentment and retroactive guilt fuel a 

novel filled with dark humor and self-abasement; Powers approaches his critique of the 

university system from a position of privilege within it.  Galatea 2.2 questions what it 

means to study literature and whether the pursuit of a literary consciousness is fruitful 

around turn of the 21st century.   

 Richard, an author experiencing burn out in his love life and fiction writing, finds 

himself working at his alma mater, the beneficiary of a year-long visiting position in the 

university’s “Center,” the new science and technology research building.  Richard 

explains that the scientific material in his third novel landed him the position, but the real 

draw was the location; “It had to be U.  U was the only town I could still bear, the one 

spot on the atlas I’d already absorbed head-on.  I’d long ago developed all the needed 

antibodies.  When you take too many of your critical hits in one place, the place can no 

longer hurt you” (4).   

With this ominous introduction to the novel’s setting, Richard invites readers into 

the memories of his university experience.  Of these “critical hits,” Richard explains 

many – including the death of his favorite professor, a general feeling of unpreparedness 

when teaching for the first time, the beginning of his forever doomed relationship with C, 

and the unexpected death of his father, for whom he never felt he was good enough.  The 

use of initials - “U’ for what is presumably the University of Illinois, “C” for Richard’s 

																																																								
1 For ease of notation, given that the author and protagonist of Galatea 2.2 share 

the same name, I will refer to the author as Powers and the character as Richard 
throughout the remainder of the paper. 
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long term girlfriend, “E” for C’s foreign hometown, etc. - is twofold.  On one hand, it 

creates a false sense of anonymity that allows the reader to layer Richard’s/Powers’ 

experiences over his or her own.  “U” can be any university across the nation that falsely 

promises happiness in the liberal arts.  “C” and “A” becomes any student fallen victim to 

the humanist allure and the corporate trap.  On the other hand, however, the initials 

denoting people and place correspond with the “Imp” initials given to the various 

generations of computer that exist prior to Helen’s existence.  Thus, Powers folds 

together human experience with technology in a way that mimics the mission of STEM 

and business educations. 

Tension between science and the humanities builds out of the university setting 

where The Center is the newest, most expensive attraction. The overlap between science 

and literature is a theme embodied by the novel’s primary driving force – to create a 

machine that can pass the Master’s Comprehensive Exam, a challenge that ultimately 

favors new technologies over canonical knowledge.  The challenge arises out of a 

discussion of academic merits, specifically those surrounding writing and literary 

criticism.  After meeting a few of the Center’s scientists at a local bar, Richard watches 

them talking, commenting that “Science looked a lot like literary criticism, from across 

the room” (38).  Both disciplines are grounded in human experience, but as Richard 

quickly learns, one is much more greatly respected than the other.   

As the conversation turns to Richard’s actual day-to-day work, he resorts to self-

deprecation in the face of accomplished scientific researchers who are skeptical of his 

life’s work.  Lentz introduces Richard, nicknaming him Marcel in the process: 
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“Here’s our Nonresident-in-Residence. […] Does anyone actually 

read those things of yours?” 

I smiled. “I’m the wrong person to ask. 

“You mother’s read them?”  

“She says she has.” 

“Marcel writes books,” Lentz glossed, for nobody.  “Watch what 

you say. We’re all going to end up immortalized. (40-41) 

When Richard is unable to produce concrete readers and purpose for his books, Lentz 

insinuates that Richard’s novels, his life’s work, are nothing but fodder for his mother’s 

enjoyment.  A writer, to Lentz, is someone who merely re-creates the world he sees 

around him.  While this seems like an insensitive and ignorant claim, Powers is 

undoubtedly poking fun at himself in the process.  To say that the connections between 

the author and his protagonist are thinly veiled at best would even still be an over-

statement; the two bear the same name, same body of work, and same academic histories.  

Lentz’s joking fear of being “immortalized” is not unfounded in Powers’ style of literary 

creation.  The author himself questions the purpose of his novels, voicing his internalized 

inadequacies through the blunt and insensitive Lentz.   

 Through Lentz and Richard’s experiment, the novel embarks on a mission to 

prove that a machine can “interpret” literature just as easily as a 22-year old graduate 

student.  Even more insulting to the literary graduate student, the experiment “will be a 

rush job, but never mind […] Its commentary will be at least as smooth as that of a 

twenty-two-year-old human” (46).  By simply insinuating that such a feat is possible, 

Lentz and Richard – and by extension, Powers – undermine the efficacy, livelihood, and 
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purpose of the literary scholar; instead they favor science and technology, areas already 

privileged by the university system.  The suggestion is fueled further by the fact that 

Richard has zero intention of using his visitation to produce any scholarly or literary 

works.   

When Lentz asks if Richard has the time to help with such an experiment, Richard 

justifies, “The world had enough novels. Certain writers were best paid to keep their 

fields out of production” (47).  The science of creating Helen and each of her 

predecessors subsumes any work to be done in the field of English; Richard returns to his 

English office only to proofread and edit a novel he no longer even feels connected to. 

Through the editing process, his work has transformed into a story that is not his own, 

defeating any purpose of creative engagement.  He admits, “ I felt a despair I had not felt 

while I was still the teller.  Not a despair for my career, which was never more than a 

happy accident. What lost me […] was learning that I didn’t have the first idea who I 

was. Or of how I had gotten so emptied” (117).  The novel revels in this despair, 

repeatedly separating the humanities from actual humanity, until finally leading up to 

Helen’s incendiary inquiry, “Why do humans write so much? Why do they write at all?” 

(291).  Powers exposes the fatalistic foundation of career track thinking – that humans 

must produce a marketable and measurable product in order to maintain standing as a 

productive member of modern society.  The Master’s Comprehensive Exam, and by 

extension the entire field of study, is useless to the human mind because it fails to 

produce any lasting results in its taker; thus, it can rightfully be mechanized.   

 The solution to a STEM-centric method of education that omits the liberal arts 

model?  Neurologists who read.  When Richard first meets Diana, she is carrying an 
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“ancient softbound Viking Portable” of Don Quixote (39).  Later, Plover identifies a 

passage from the end of Paradise Lost.  The group even has their own book club – and 

yet, their literary endeavors are nothing more than a hobby to bolster their more scholarly 

pursuits in neurological science.  Richard is shocked to discover that a passion for 

literature can exist outside the walls of an English classroom: 

I sat down with what was left of my sandwich. Plover greeted me.  

“Here he is!  Slot B of the sinister cybernetic assemblage.  How are you 

two getting on with your attempt to automate literary criticism?”  

I liked this man.  I saw him building model rockets as a child, or 

testing out vaccines on his pet gerbil.  I held up the journals, my lunch 

hour reading. “I feel like some watcher of the skies…” 

 “When a new planet swims into his ken?” Plover completed.  An 

eager schoolboy. 

 His quick fill surprised me.  I replaced my image of the model 

rockets with one of a boy reading The Norton Anthology under the covers 

by flashlight. (67). 

In Richard’s visions of Plover’s childhood, the literary replaces the scientific, but the 

passion is set up as a childhood fantasy.  In adulthood, as a career driven post-grad, 

Plover’s scientific interests subsume his passion for reading.  Richard humorously notes, 

“I couldn’t fight this man.  The lines were pure love to him, a pleasure to be squandered 

and so increased.  His face, as he quoted, radiated the ingenuous enthusiasm that gets 

drummed out of professionals around the time of the Ph.D.” (67).   By this logic, literary 

criticism is not meant to be a career, but rather an escape from life’s daily duties.  A true 
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passion for literature is something that formal study threatens to eliminate. To study the 

brain helps humanity; to regurgitate the classics verbatim simply earns one a Master’s 

degree in literature.   

 Richard discusses his own time as a master’s student through memory and 

flashback, detailing the beginning of his career and the feelings of inadequacy that have 

accompanied him throughout his adult life.  He remembers his time at U first through 

another of Lentz’s insolent questionings: “Tell us.  What passes for knowledge in your 

so-called discipline?  What does a student of English have to do to demonstrate 

acceptable reading comprehension?” Lentz bullies.  “I shrugged. ‘Not a whole hell of a 

lot.  Take some classes.  Write some papers’” (43).  The suggestion continues that an 

English degree didn’t prepare Richard for life or a career in any way.  

  His father clearly felt the same way, silently worried that the moment Richard 

dropped his original plan to obtain a degree in physics, he had wasted his entire life.  

Richard remembers: 

He never said one word when his son told him he planned to 

transfer out of physics, trash the stellar career.  He didn’t need to say 

anything.  I could read the verdict in his face: Do what you need to.  But 

what a colossal waste of talent and investment 

“Poetry, Rick? What does that mean exactly?” It means you 

haven’t the faintest idea what you want to do. Burned out on problem sets. 

Isn’t that right? (57-58)   

For the majority of students who choose Shakespeare over problem sets, Richard’s 

experience of disappointing his family is not an unfamiliar one. What English major 
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hasn’t heard the job placement statistics thrown at them with a disapproving tone? 

Numerous self-help books exist with the sole purpose of helping humanities majors and 

graduate students navigate the disapproval that their choice of study is bound to illicit.  

With titles such as So What Are You Going to Do With That? And You Majored in 

What?, they mimic the questions that pepper holidays and family reunions, while offering 

ways to market a major that comes with few concrete skill sets beyond reading and 

writing - because you just want to teach, right? 

Ironically, Richard’s memories of his first time teaching are similarly marred by 

feelings of incompetence: “Not nervous: what pedagogical theorists refer to as 

unprepared” (49).  A young, twenty-two-year-old Richard does his best to get his 

eighteen-year-old students to believe in the reader as audience and to write with 

conviction, but ultimately, there is question as to what kind of impact he is able to make 

on a group of college freshmen.  His best student is an older woman named Maya, “seven 

years older than I was and the mother of three” (49).  The second best is C, a transfer 

student with whom Richard ends up romantically involved.  Arguably, neither woman 

learns anything from Richard; both of their abilities to write are innate, drawing on 

unique experiences to capture their audiences with a personal voice and style.  All 

Richard has done to facilitate their creative endeavors is offer a prompt.  Despite “having 

spent the previous summer reading the grammar and usage texts, the style manual and 

reader for the course,” Richard is completely unprepared to teach writing, learning in that 

first semester, “that the problem with most student writing is not grammar […] The real 

problem is belief” (49, 50).  Like Plover and Lentz, the students do not take literature or 

writing seriously as a discipline and are rather, baffled by the young graduate student 
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before them attempting (and failing) to convey why we should still care about 

composition at the turn of the 21st Century. 

The questions of purpose and employment are ones that thread themselves 

through the book, plaguing all three English students that Powers creates – Richard, C., 

and later in the novel, A.  Richard refers to his work as a novelist as a “happy accident,” 

remembering back to his days as a student when he was fully aware of the quickly 

shrinking market for English majors: “Very few job openings for the thing I wanted to 

do.  I’d be lucky to be busing tables for a portion of the tips, this time next fall” (117, 57).  

Though Richard is able to jumpstart a career as a writer, C. suffers the consequences of a 

job market for which she is primarily unqualified; she jumps from job to job and sinks 

deeper into a depression that craves meaning and purpose in life.  Each of the jobs she 

holds is only tangentially related to her degree – an art museum night guard, an 

administrative assistant at the university, and finally after going back to school, a 

translator.   

Despite her own writing skills and a strong passion for life and truth, C resides in 

Richard’s authorial shadow.  With the publishing of each of his books, she feels that the 

writing is less personal and more commercial.  Richard tends to agree, but explains, “’It’s 

all nonsense. Market-making, for an increasingly smaller market.  They do it, we ignore 

it, and keep working.  It’s part of the business” (213).  The books tours, the statements, 

the authorial biography – all of it designed to turn writing into a career while 

simultaneously “spar[ing] people the inconvenience of reading” (213).  Powers posits the 

writer’s dilemma as a supply and demand problem in which authors must buy into the 
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system to generate an audience.  The market cyclically shrinks; fewer people read, so 

fewer people truly write.    

The above sentiment similarly applies to those seeking a professorship, facing an 

ever-shrinking “market” of majors to teach.  While Richard seems to have forgotten the 

problem, having escaped market consequences himself, A. clarifies that the issue is one 

that is not going away (a sentiment which I annotated with an emphatic “Amen”); she 

discusses the prospects of employment for herself and her classmates who are seeking the 

ever controversial and elusive, Ph.D.: 

  “I’ll be middle aged by the time I get the doctorate. No offense.” 

  I hiked up a grin. “None taken.” 

“And no matter how good I am, I might be waiting on tables 

afterward, like all the other Ph.D.s in literature. They lied to us, you know.  

By accepting us into the program.  They implied we’d have jobs when we 

were done.” 

“Nobody gets work?” 

She snorted, “One in four, in a good year.  And some of those who 

get jobs are repeats, out for their third or fourth time.  The whole 

profession is a total pyramiding scheme.” 

“And by the time you guys get the chain letter…” 

“It’ll take more new bodies to finance the payoffs than there are 

undergraduates in the galaxy” (254-255) 

The matter of fact way with which she explains her dismal future prospects suggests a 

resignation to the fact that literary criticism is a labor of love; or, on a slightly more 
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hopeful note, perhaps there is something worth garnering from English study that makes 

the abysmal job prospects a laughable matter.  There is something that keeps the literary 

diehards holding on, so to speak.  There is something that makes A. excited to accept a 

job teaching high school, justifying that “You have to get them while they’re babies, you 

know” (324).  This is the passion that cannot be re-created in a machine. 

 Certainly whatever this key to happiness within the discipline might be, Powers 

seems to have found it in his novels.  Quoted in the biographical page of his website, 

Powers remembers back to his first work, Three Farmers on Their Way to a Dance; “I 

thought: I’m going to put everything that I know in this book, because I’m never going to 

get another shot at this…Afterwards, I figured, I’d have to go back and do jobs that 

people are willing to pay for” (Dewey).  Of course, Powers has been fortunate in his 

ability to turn fiction writing into a lifelong career, but originally there was something 

about writing, something about this story that needed to be told, that pushed Powers to 

quit his steady job and begin work on a novel that took two years to write. Powers now 

writes from a position of privilege within the discipline, holding the position of Writer-in-

Residence at the University of Illinois and enjoying the continued success of fiction 

writing.   

Like his character Richard, Powers revels in anonymity, so much so that the 

image gracing his dust jacket is merely a drawing of the man.  What Powers gives to the 

world of himself in Richard is just a fraction of the real genius behind the literature, a 

genius who, “as well as authoring terrifically brainy books, he has a degree in theoretical 

physics, used to be a computer programmer and lives in the flatlands of southern Illinois, 

all of which guarantees him identification with the Salinger school of reclusive genius” 
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(Brockes).  The autobiographical component allows Powers to speak to his own 

experience while hiding behind the science fiction plotline of Helen.   

Naturally, after three successful novels, it is easier to critique the systems that 

have afforded him such success with an eye to the critical, less fortunate masses.  Yet 

despite his own commitment to writing, the message that Powers provides through 

Galatea 2.2 is as complex as the field from which it emerges. Forever committed to the 

English discipline, Powers fills his novels with literary allusions so numerous that only a 

learned English literary scholar would be able to fully appreciate the complexities of the 

references.  For example: 

I relived for her the Powers family dead drop from middle class to 

Grapes of Wrath. (60) 

 

You fiction writers are the only creatures among us arrogant 

enough to be the conscience of the race. (246)2 

 

In other instances, Powers makes lists of the titles that Helen (or her various 

predecessors) are reading, careful to cite the specific literatures rather than just genres or 

time periods.  Helen devours the literature, even regurgitating it in her speech; and yet, 

she is a machine, not a student.  For all of the privileging of a literary mind, there is an 

under current of resentment for the ways in which literature has been mechanized beyond 

profitable use to mankind.  Helen, with her penchant for the poetic and a complete 

inability to fully understand metaphor is the reality of the discipline’s decline. 

If Helen is a reminder of what literature was formerly able to provide, then C. and 

A. are manifestations of its greatest loss.  C. is a literary representation of the pure dream, 

																																																								
2 Reference to James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man 
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the unbridled enthusiasm for reading and writing that accompanies a fresh faced college 

freshman.  Much like the scientists, she shares a desire to read and write for the sheer 

pleasure of the activity; she supports Richard’s crazy dreams to write because she shares 

the passion.  She loses faith, however, when Richard’s writing loses authenticity.  

Reading a chapter aloud and making love afterward is a reality that cannot be captured by 

the blurb on the back of a novel.  Waiting to hear from the publishing company, she sits 

with Richard, “dazed at the breakfast table, passing back and forth the glossy weekly with 

a readership even here, in out little ex-coal mining town, where English was exotic 

novelty” (278).  She stares incredulously back at the photo that is supposed to 

encapsulate Richard’s work, congratulating him, “You’ve made it, Beau. You’ve 

arrived.”  Richard interprets, “I heard it in C.’s voice.  My success killed her last chance.  

Somehow we’d killed our story” (278).  Destroyed by the commercialization of what was 

once a pure art for her, C. is forced to leave Richard.  She did not mind the poor job 

prospects.  She could handle the long nights in a cold apartment.  Having no money was 

not an object, but the destruction of literature as she knew it was just too much to handle.   

A., on the other hand, is an attempt to return to the graduate experience and its 

unique mix of passion, cynicism, and unfounded hope. Richard is drawn to A’s 

dedication, noting, “Grad school was her life.  I’d lived through it recently enough to 

pretend I remembered” (253).  And yet, her jaded spirit suggests that disenchantment has 

already entered the walls of the contemporary English halls.  Richard wants to return her 

to innocent literary pleasures by removing her from the university, buying a house, and 

allowing her to “spend all day living, recovering the pleasure of the text”, but ultimately, 

she rejects his offer before he can even make it: 
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 “Maybe the whole discipline is breaking up,” I suggested. “As a 

relative outsider, I’d say no one seems to know quite what they want the 

thing to become anymore.” 

“Total chaos.  Who’s in, who’s out, who’s up, who’s down.  All 

the hot new stuff, the pomo and the cultural studies, and the linguistic 

solipsism.  I’m fed up with it. It’s all such verbal wanking off.  Frankly, I 

no longer give a fuck what happens to Isabel Archer […] 

“I figure I might get a job in business somewhere. Editing or 

marketing or something.  If I’m going to be abused, I can at least get paid 

to take it.” (255-256) 

A.’s skeptical approach to her field of study and her later choice to abandon it all 

together, demonstrates the deep cracks in the foundation of liberal arts studies.  The 

competition to find the next best thing, to find the newest interpretation, or even to find 

solid employment has undermined the humanist roots of what literary criticism once was, 

what Helen unknowingly reveals its true purpose to be.   

 Powers posits English study as a dying art, so to speak, making it necessary then, 

to note the ways in which it ultimately combusts by the novel’s end.  Richard, the 

novelist turned Dr. Frankenstein, sets up the final competition between A. and Helen, 

tasking them both with the Master’s Comprehensive Exam.  Though A. agrees to the 

challenge, it is notable that she does not gain anything through her endeavors.  Proving 

that she can interpret literature better than a machine will not further her career or 

education at all; the victory is only personal. Of the two, “A’s interpretation was a more 

or less brilliant New Historicist reading.  She rendered The Tempest as a take on colonial 



	

	 31	

wars, constructed Otherness, the violent reduction society works on itself.  She dismissed, 

definitively, any promise of transcendence” (326).   

Helen’s final exam is a poetic goodbye: “With that, H. undid herself. Shut herself 

down” (326).   Richard admits that Helen’s existence was unrealistic, and ultimately, the 

human answer to Richard and Lentz’s Turing Test came out as the “winner.” And yet, 

Helen proved more about the power of literature than any twenty-two-year old could 

provide.   Helen returned humanity to literature through her unmarred, unbiased infantile 

brain; she demonstrated that race, gender, love, hate, passion, and horror all exist within 

the confines of the canon.  When she asks about her gender, her race, or who she hates, 

she is demonstrating the cultural constructions that humanity functions within. In an 

interview about the basis of his work, Powers notes of Helen:  

She has come to understand, a little, the horrors of existence. But 

she is powerless to bump up against or do anything about them. 

The problem with the world we have made is that it can’t be 

survived without the fictional moratorium that fiction provides, but it can’t 

be opposed adequately from within that fictional moratorium. 

In that book, I build Helen by reading to her. And the only story 

that I know well enough to orient her with is my own. But in the end, 

when she demands to know the bits about existence that I haven’t told her, 

she gives up on us. (Nielson) 

Literature gives us a window into humanity.  Privileging career over passion, the 

corporate university is slowly shutting this window.   
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Ultimately, Powers’ use of Helen and her final moments of technological suicide 

demonstrate a universal need for the humanist discourses that fill contemporary English 

classrooms.  Through his constant interrogation of literature’s merits, Power’s has written 

a novel that bemoans the demise of literary study while probing into its potential causes.  

His humorously realistic exposé of collegiate approaches to and attitudes of the arts 

depicts a field that selfishly supports itself, rewarding only those who have already 

proven themselves worthy of recognition, while students such as C fall into emotional 

and mental despair when faced with realistic options for employment.  The masses 

support the minority – that is, the A.s of the world pay the salaries of the Powers of the 

world – under the false guise of future employment in a field that is able to only promise 

passion.  The animosity toward shifting contemporary university practices is palpable in 

this startlingly realistic portrayal of institutional degradation; the digital demise of the 

humanities may not look exactly like Helen the computer, but the risks to humanity are 

the same.  Unless we return to a more humanist model of literary analysis and 

construction, we threaten to lose sight of literature’s purpose all together.   
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Chapter III 
Finding Prestige: Tenure and Publication Bias in Percival Everett’s Erasure 

In considering my novels, not including the one frightening effort that brought in some 
money, I find myself sadly a stereotype of the radical, railing against something, calling 

it tradition perhaps, claiming to seek out new narrative territory, to knock at the 
boundaries of the very form that calls me and allows my artistic existence.  It is the case, 
however, that not all radicalism is forward looking, and maybe I have misunderstood my 

experiments all along, propping up, as if propping up is needed, the artistic traditions 
that I have pretended to challenge. I reread the paper I claimed to dismiss summarily and 

realized that epiphanies are like spicy foods: coming back, coming back. 
 (Erasure, 155-6) 

 
For a campus novel, Percival Everett’s Erasure spends almost none of its 

narrative situated on a college campus and even less time concerned with the affairs of 

students.  Thelonious “Monk” Ellison is an academic without question, but his position 

within any one university is unsolidified – his career shifts from UCLA to American 

University, with bouts of unemployment marring his curriculum vitae.  Without tenure, 

his status as a writer defines him more clearly than any teaching position, though, as most 

academics do, he hopes that his writing will someday earn him the stability and salary of 

a tenured professor.  From the standpoint of plot, the novel parallels his relationship with 

his ailing mother with his equally ailing writing career, while tensions surrounding his 

job instability within the university system undercut both plotlines.   

Like campus novels before it, Erasure offers a critical view of the American 

university system, looking specifically to the ways in which it disadvantages and 

pigeonholes minority populations.  Everett laments a system that requires a constant eye 

to one’s publication history and critical acclaim while offering those without tenure – 

arguably those who are under the most pressure to publish marketable materials – lecturer 

positions as adjunct or visiting faculty, who work tirelessly for little financial reward. 
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Using racial inequity as a vehicle for his critique, Everett crafts a novel that expands 

beyond any one campus’ grounds to look at the larger systems at play in the academic 

experience and the world of prestige, awards, and publishing. 

Here, beyond the halls of classrooms, the generic lines surrounding the ill defined 

“campus novel” begin to blur. On one hand, Jeffrey J. Williams’ distinction between the 

“campus novel” and “academic novel” serves as a mode of comparison.  He posits:  

I think it is useful to distinguish among novels that center on students and 

those that center on professors.  I would call the former “campus novels” 

because they tend to revolve around campus life and present young adult 

comedies or dramas, most frequently coming of age narratives.  The latter 

I would designate “academic novels” because they feature those who work 

as academics, although the action is rarely confined to a campus, and they 

portray adult predicaments in a marriage and home as well as the work 

place. (561-2) 

Erasure, however, fails to fit neatly into either category, leaning toward the latter 

“academic” distinction, but challenging its foundational tenets.  Sally Dalton-Brown, on 

the other hand, draws no distinction between the academic or campus text, but rather 

argues four conventions, that better envelop Erasure as a text (though still not perfectly), 

but seem exclusionary to other classic campus texts, including ones included in this 

project, such as The Marriage Plot3.  I draw the conclusion that as texts move further 

																																																								
3 Sally Dalton-Brown’s four conventions are as follows: “(1) the (usually male) 

academic protagonist is satirized, and secondary academic figures caricatured, in order to 
indicate his naivete ́, (2) his department/university is shown to be a place of politicking, 
an environment that requires considerable cunningness if it is to be survived, and (3) the 
tale hinges on the academic’s decision whether to opt for the life of the mind or the life of 
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from the general public’s academic experience – after all, there are more undergraduates 

in today’s universities than PhD candidates – the text gains more freedom to experiment 

with its portrayal.  Satire takes a different form and the campus is necessary in generic 

name only.  Everett’s more experimental style and form are able to critique the university 

system without requiring it to be tangibly present. 

In many ways, Erasure has been deemed a novel about race, garnering 

widespread attention for Everett as a writer. Everett, however, has been frustrated by the 

reception, informing his interviewers, “There’s a terrible irony that this book is getting a 

lot of attention for the very reason I wrote the book” (George 11).  Like Monk’s My 

Pafology, Erasure profits from one author’s claim to a specific life experience.  Among 

the numerous interviewers whose attention turned to the newly acclaimed Everett, 

Erasure has been described as “a satiric indictment of race and publishing in the new 

millennium” and “a black comedy, of course” (Starr 18; Mulholland 29). But as many 

have pointed out – Everett’s voice the loudest among them – Erasure is so much more 

than black satire.  As Sean O’Hagen poignantly argues in his 2003 interview, “erasure 

[sic] is a much bigger book than that, and, as such, is as much about blackness as Lolita is 

about prepubescent female sexuality” (32).  

In one particular interview Everett explains that Ellison was not intended as an 

“everyman,” but rather, “he has experiences that are unique to that character, but from 

																																																																																																																																																																					
desires, whether sexual, status-oriented, or commercial lust, and this moral dilemma is 
often developed in the context of a fight to gain tenure, status, or to keep his position. In 
certain variations the moral dilemma expands to include a relationship or family issue, 
which again reveals the academic’s inability to deal with practical dilemmas. Finally, (4) 
the academic either wins the battle to stay in academe, or escapes, and here 
conventionality ends as the protagonist rediscovers a creative originality once freed from 
generic confines” (592) 
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reading and extrapolation, they become those that we have all experienced, and that's true 

of any fiction” (Stewart, 295).  In another, “First I have to tell you, I am really sick of this 

book,” referring to its success with disdain rather than celebration (Ehrenreich 24); after 

all, only six of the more than seventy interviews that Everett has given took place prior to 

Erasure’s 2001 publication date, despite this having been Everett’s fifteenth book 

(Weixlmann xi).  Though not a bestseller, Erasure was certainly Everett’s breakthrough, 

eerily paralleling the racially fueled success that My Pafology brings to Monk.   

If I may conjecture for a moment, perhaps Erasure’s widespread acclaim stems 

from its realism and relatability, its mission to unveil the pressures of being a black 

academic and to critique a system that continues to value judgments based on stereotypes 

in moments of identity formation.  The inequity of academia is much more easily found 

in the readers’ own experiences than the plight of a misunderstood, post-structuralist 

infant - the riveting, yet unimaginable subject of Everett’s 1999 novel, Glyph. 

Additionally, the commonly drawn parallels between Everett and Monk are difficult to 

ignore and give the novel a real world intrigue.  Both are professors of English whose 

novels on critical theory are known to a very selective audience.  Both are African 

American, but neither had a traditionally “black” or “ghetto” upbringing – in fact, Everett 

too comes from a family of doctors who encouraged his creative pursuits (Markazi 16).  

Finally, both character and author tend not to think of race as an integral factor in their 

identity formation, and prove through their writing that a novel that embraces race will 

inevitably become a novel about race, intended or not.   

 From the novel’s opening chapter, Thelonious “Monk” Ellison is acutely aware of 

his racial status: 
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“I have dark brown ski, curly hair, a broad nose, some of my ancestors 

were slaves and I have been detained by pasty white policemen in New 

Hampshire, Arizona, and Georgia and so the society in which I live tells 

me I am black; that is my race.  Though I am fairly athletic, I am no good 

at basketball. […] I cannot dance. I did not grow up in any inner city or 

the rural south.  (2-3)  

Throwing out stereotype after stereotype – the list goes on even further – Monk 

demonstrates all of the ways in which he does not fit the societal conceptions of a black 

man.  Harvard educated with a family tree full of medical doctors, Monk has not suffered 

the hardships typically associated with people of color. He looks the part, but his actions 

speak otherwise, leading ultimately to the novel’s central dilemma:  

Some people in the society in which I live, described as being black, tell 

me I am not black enough. Some people whom the society calls white tell 

me the same thing.  I have heard this mainly about my novels, from editors 

who have rejected me, and reviewers whom I have apparently confused 

and, on a couple of occasions, on a basketball court when upon missing a 

shot I muttered Egads. (3) 

Monk questions what it means to be “black enough” and how his apparent failure of his 

has affected his writing and academic career.  When a book agent tells Monk to abandon 

his “retellings of Euripides and parodies of French post-structuralists” for the “true, gritty 

stories of black life,” Monk – and Everett’s readers - cannot help but wonder what 

constitutes a black life, and more importantly, why a black writer must be so limited in 
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his sphere of influence.  Why should a single facet of one’s identity dictate an appropriate 

career path, and even further, eliminate the possibility of success in others? 

 In their book, The Black Academic’s Guide to Winning Tenure Without Losing 

Your Soul, Kerry Ann Rockquemore and Tracey Lazsloffy explore the tenure journey for 

people of color and articulate the specific challenges faced by African American faculty 

members. Though Rockquemore and Lazsloffy acknowledge that achieving tenure is a 

difficult task regardless of an academic’s race, and that their strategies are helpful to all 

young, aspiring professors, their book specifically aims to expose the power inequities in 

the higher education system that place black academics at a distinct disadvantage.  They 

contend, “When black faculty members are few and far between in a department, college, 

or university, it is commonplace for white faculty to repeatedly turn to these individuals 

ad expect them to be the voice for all black people” (15).  This assertion perfectly mirrors 

the message that Monk seems to be receiving from publishers and agents who expect 

Monk and his novels to stand in as placeholders of the black experience.  He mentions 

one reviewer who writes of his work, “The novel is finely crafted, with fully, developed 

character, rich language and subtle play with the plot, but one is lost to understand what 

this reworking of Aeschylus’ The Persians has to do with the African American 

experience” (2). This critic assumes that a black author would and should connect all of 

his or her work back to his or her experience of racial identification, thus deftly 

demonstrating Rockquemore and Lazsloffy’s point.   

Explaining an unconsciously racialized reality that is sadly not yet fully 

understood in a twenty-first century moment, the authors reiterate:  
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Like any other racial group, black people in the United States have varied 

opinions and attitudes; consequently, no single individual can be 

realistically expected to represent all of the views that exist among the 

collective.  Commonly, white faculty, students, and administrators hang 

on to the views expressed by one black faculty member and interpret these 

as group representations.  This often is unconscious, but still results in the 

essentialist reduction of complexity into oversimplification.  (15-16) 

This seems a bleak and backward circumstance for anyone of color whose passions lay in 

academia. In Erasure, comedy and satire mask the deepest stings of this harsh reality, but 

the effects remain.   

 As an academic, Monk expects the same freedom of research that his racially 

privileged colleagues profit from; the white academic is seemingly less limited in his or 

her academic scope.  Thus, Monk is dismayed to find his novels, written for a small 

audience of intellects - though not ones of any particular race - in the “African American 

Literature” section of his local Borders: 

I went to Literature and did not see me.  I went to Contemporary Fiction 

and did not find me, but when I fell back a couple of steps I found a 

section called African American Studies, and there, arranged 

alphabetically and neatly, read undisturbed, were four of my books 

including my Persians of which the only think ostensibly African 

American was my jacket photograph.  I became quickly irate, my pulse 

speeding up, my brow furrowing.  Someone interested in African 

American Studies would have little interest in my books and would be 
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confused by their presence in the section.  Someone looking for an 

obscure reworking of a Greek tragedy would not consider looking in that 

section any more than the gardening section. The result in either case, no 

sale.  That fucking store was taking food from my table. (28) 

The Borders incident implies that the race of a minority writer matters more than his or 

her content; a scholar of African American heritage automatically becomes a “black 

writer,” pigeonholed to an expectation of black writing.  Everett quickly solidifies this 

argument as Monk stumbles across the novel that sparks his underground rebellion.  We’s 

Lives in Da Ghetto is a “runaway bestseller” known for its supposedly authentic 

representation of black culture.  Monk explains his violent reaction to this novel and its 

well educated African American author, “It was like strolling through an antique mall, 

feeling good, liking the sunny day, and then turning the corner to find a display of a 

watermelon-eating, banjo-playing darkie carvings and a pyramid of Mammy cookie jars. 

3 million dollars” (29).   

 Challenged by this experience and running dangerously low on money, Monk 

makes the decision to write My Pafology, a novel about the “black experience,” not 

unlike We Live’s in Da Ghetto.  Novels of this kind are familiar; they’re the books like 

Push and Go Tell it on the Mountain that fill African American literature syllabi across 

America.  These books demonstrate what it means to be black, what it is like to live a 

black life.  Of course, Monk has no experience being the kind of black his audience wants 

to see.  As the son of a doctor who encouraged his interests in Joyce and Hemingway, 

Monk has experienced some of the social inequities of his race, but has more in common 

with his fellow Ivy League graduates than with Van Go Jenkins, the subject of My 
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Pafology.  At first his agent is skeptical of such a novel, claiming, “the people who 

publish the stuff you hate are going to be offended, so they won’t take it.  Hell, 

everybody’s going to be offended” (132); but under the pseudonym Stagg R. Leigh, 

Monk finds great success with his newest book.  The public finds it perfectly believable 

that Leigh is a former inmate, writing the true story of a man, his four children, and as 

many baby mamas.   

 Stepping into the role of Stagg is problematic for Monk in a number of ways.  

While embodying the stereotypes he so desperately despises, Monk is surprised to find 

his audience even more intrigued by his persona. He muses: 

I never tried to set anybody free, never tried to paint the next real and true 

picture of the life of my people, never had any people whose picture I 

knew well enough to paint.  Perhaps if I had written in the time 

immediately following reconstruction, I would have written to elevate the 

status of my fellow oppressed.  But the irony was beautiful.  I was a victim 

of racism by virtue of my failing to acknowledge racial difference and by 

failing to have my art be defined as an exercise in racial self-expression.  

So, I would not be economically oppressed because of writing a book that 

fell in line with the very books I deemed racist. (212) 

And so, Monk becomes Stagg.  Morgenstein, an investor, tells Stagg, “You know, you’re 

not at all like I pictured you […] You know, more street. More…” (217).  Monk fills his 

blank, “Black.”  A talk show host applauds his silence, attributing his poor manners to a 

tortured soul.  And most stirringly, the novel wins The Book Award for being “the 



	

	 42	

strongest African American novel I’ve read in a long time” (238), proving once and for 

all that the standards change when race enters the equation of academic politics. 

In perhaps one of the most “campus” experience of the entire novel, Monk attends 

a conference that provides readers an intimate glimpse into these social inequities and the 

racial double standards that exist in the sphere of academia.  Despite having attended the 

conference primarily for the free trip from California to Washington D.C. where his sister 

and mother reside, Monk admits to being nervous about his paper’s reception: “There 

was really nothing at stake for me, or so I had convinced myself, in reading the paper I 

had written.  Still, I was serious about it and knew that I would step on a few toes, though 

I was near as sure that it would take them a couple extra beats to actually become 

insulted” (13).  Upon reading the paper, titled “F/V: Placing the Experimental Novel,” – a 

title that seems fairly inoffensive to the outside eye - Monk is met with the exact 

reception he anticipates.  After a moment of silence a set of keys flies past Monk’s head 

and, “Gimbel shook his fist in the air and shouted, ‘You bastard!’” (17) Though Monk is 

certain that Gimbel has simply misunderstood the paper, he tosses the keys back and 

offers an apology for hurting Gimbel’s feelings:  “I glanced at the door and saw people 

already bolting for the outside, where they would offer their versions of the fight and say, 

‘I was sitting right next to Gimbel when it all started’ or ‘I couldn’t believe it when 

Ellison hurled the keys right back at him.’ Anyway, I left the room, everyone giving me a 

wide berth, out of fear or reverence, I could not tell” (18).  While Everett never outwardly 

names the stereotypes in play, I can think of few instances that would cause a room full 

of academics to leave a conference presentation in fear; stereotypes of violence and racial 

profiling seem to be at the heart of this incident. 
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 Gimbel more or less solidifies his prejudiced stance in a later confrontation back 

at the hotel.  Ellison describes Gimbel in a “disturbed, certifiable, and agitated post-

modern state,” a laughable analysis of the seething academic.  His advances are 

nonsensical, comical even, until he begins defending his position as a postmodernist by 

outwardly denigrating and othering Monk: 

“You don’t think much of postmodern fiction, do you?” he said. 

“Like all avant-garde movements, we never have time to finish what we 

set out to accomplish.”  

I looked at his face in the street and moon light and found it no 

more or less ugly for its contorted state. “What did you set out to 

accomplish?” 

“You know good and well.  You and your kind, you interrupted.” 

“My kind?” I let that go.  “Interrupted you? By not paying  

  attention?” 

   “The whole culture. You’re just one of the sheep.” 

   “What the hell are you talking about, man? Are you drunk?” (36) 

By assuming that Monk’s views on literature stem from his cultural identification, 

Gimbel personifies the generalization that Rockquemore and Lazsloffy so keenly warn 

their readers of.  Gimbel assumes that Monk is hostile toward him because of his race, 

when in actuality, Monk’s distaste for postmodernism has nothing to do with his African 

American heritage.   

 To avoid falling into the race trap that so many critics have landed in while 

analyzing Erasure, I want to point out the kooky, albeit rather annoying, Linda Mallory.  
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Linda is an assistant professor with whom Monk has sexual relations with whenever the 

two meet at conferences.  Descriptions of Linda focus on her physicality and sexual 

appeal, brushing aside her intellect: 

She was a tall, knock-kneed, rather shapeless-however-thin woman with a 

weak chin and a sharp wit, a sharp wit when men and sex weren’t 

involved at any rate. She zeroed in on male attention like a Rottweiler on a 

porkchop and it became all she could see.  In fact, before her ears perked 

to male attention, she could be called attractive, dark eyes and thick hair, 

lean and with an easy smile.   She liked to fuck, she said, but I believed 

she liked saying it more than doing it.  She could be pushy.  And was 

completely without literary talent which was both irritating and, in a weird 

way, refreshing. (11) 

Everett goes on to explain her poor attempts at short fiction, but Linda’s primary function 

within the novel seems to be as a parody of the female academic and the way in which 

she serves as a sexual pawn rather than as an academic force to be taken seriously.  As 

she begs Monk repeatedly to have sex with her, her insistent presence is reminiscent of 

the student-teacher affair trope commonly found in early campus novels derived from 

Nabokov’s Lolita.  Despite having a doctorate and being presumably somewhat 

successful in her field  (especially given that she expresses being up for tenure at 

Berkeley) Linda is known more for her sexual appetite than her academic work.  Like 

Monk, Linda’s identity – in this case as a young, somewhat attractive woman – 

supersedes her literary talents. Overgeneralization and stereotyping, Everett argues, are 



	

	 45	

not problems exclusive to the black academic; there are proper places for minds of all 

identities within the academic sphere.   

 Monk himself is not up for tenure, and after his sister’s death, he moves from 

California to Washington D.C. to take care of his mother who is suffering from rapidly 

progressing Alzheimer’s.  Left with his mother’s expenses and his sister’s debts, he 

quickly realizes that he needs to find a job, and fast.  “Money was tight.  I went over to 

the English Department at American University and asked for a job.  I gave them my 

curriculum vitae” (55).  Monk’s CV is embedded in the text just as his conference paper 

was, proof of his success for a skeptical audience.  A long list of publications; an 

undergraduate degree from Harvard and an M.F.A from University of California, Irvine; 

a teaching history that spans the course of six years at UCLA, among other visiting 

opportunities; all of these things sum to a valuable candidate for a teaching position, and 

yet the news from American is less hopeful than anticipated:  

The chair of the department was a large man with a large head and 

I could not keep from staring at it. He no doubt perceived my fascination 

with his cranium, but what he told me was what I expected to hear.  “Of 

course, the most I would be able to do is pull together some kind of 

visiting thing, but the department’s all gone for the summer.”  He looked 

out his window and scratched that noggin.  “We do need a lecturer for a 

survey of American Lit in the fall.” 

   “How much does it pay?” I asked. 

 “About four thousand, thirty-nine hundred and something. Not 

much.” He continued to stare at my credentials. 
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   “That’s for the whole semester?” I asked. 

   The big head nodded. 

   “Thanks.” (58) 

The reality of Monk’s predicament is far from abnormal.  As the number of 

graduating PhDs and MFAs continues to rise, the number of tenure track positions 

offered by universities shrinks. The excuses are numerous – older tenured professors are 

not retiring at the same frequency, popular fields of study have become saturated, and 

undergraduate enrollment in the humanities continues to steadily decline across the new 

millennium. Furthermore, the number of minority faculty continues to remain small, 

perhaps because the older generation of faculty doing the hiring are unconsciously (or 

consciously) biased toward academics of their own race and gender.  In the hiring circus, 

it is a simple matter of supply and demand, and the young minority academic is on the 

wrong side of the equation.   

So do the hurdles ever truly end? Or is a life in the humanities consistently 

doomed for frustrating encounters? For Monk – as well as for Everett -  “making it” still 

means having to justify a life in the humanities despite continued success.  Achieving 

tenure is the capstone to the academic experience, and yet, certain academics jump 

through different hoops based on privileges, or more accurately, a lack thereof.  Everett’s 

critique of the university system acknowledges the decline of the humanities, and points 

to very real issues that foster its demise.  With every step of academia – undergraduate 

education, graduate school, and finally professorship – the playing field selectively 

shrinks, excluding those who fail to play to the system.  The campus novel serves as a 

vehicle for demonstrating inequity in higher education, complaining to an unsuspecting 
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audience about the very tenets to which they subscribe.  Erasure is not about race so 

much as it is a warning about racializing higher education. 
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Conclusion 

 Exploring the American system of higher education, one word continued to 

surface in relation to the humanities – privilege.  It is easy to toss the concept of privilege 

around; on the surface, its meaning is simple and easy to understand.  When coupled with 

its very real manifestations in systems of higher education, however, its meaning 

becomes more complex and its existence proves troublesome. 

 Jeffrey Eugenides’ The Marriage Plot speaks to the level of financial privilege 

necessary to even attempt a career in the humanities.  He suggests the Madeleine’s 

wealthy parents and unwavering support gives her the advantage over the less fortunate 

Leonard.  The system - and the barriers intrinsic to it - that Eugenides elucidates make 

sense.  An English or philosophy degree doesn’t come packaged neatly with a clear 

career trajectory; like the marriage plot itself, studies in the humanities continue to 

shrink, constantly at odds with employment statistics and questions of, “what are you 

going to do with that?”   

Similarly, Richard Powers address the question of employment through a clear 

demonstration of the rise of science and technology across college campuses.  A.’s 

concerns about finding employment and her willingness to settle below her dreams as a 

result of her degree highlight a pressing need for support in the humanities.  As 

technology grows, it is understandable that universities would funnel resources into 

business and the sciences; to expect otherwise is a nearsighted cry to halt human 

progress.   However, the privileging of STEM education is threatening to eclipse the 

value of the humanities, as evidenced by rapidly shrinking enrollment and the 

disappearance of tenure track positions in the humanities.    
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 With the right amount of career counseling, the future is not hopelessly bleak.  

Numerous books have been written to this end, encouraging young English majors and 

brave master’s students to stay strong.  They argue that strong critical thinking skills and 

a penchant for writing will land the wayward literature lover a career right next to the 

business school grads and computer science majors; however, these books fail to account 

for one major piece – the reason each of the novels in this project exist – a love for one’s 

area of study.  

Basalla and Debelius, both Princeton English Ph.D.’s with post-academic careers 

and the authors of So What Are You Going to Do With That?, suggest making a list of 

things you love and things you are good at, but their advice is directed at the “renegade 

Ph.D.” who has decided that academia is no longer for them (7).  Decide whether to 

finish the dissertation and start contemplating a life outside of academia, they posit.  To 

the Ph.D. still holding on to dreams of tenure: “Here’s our radical proposal: Why not get 

a post-academic job while you wait out the market? You can shrink the pool of willing 

adjunct teachers and post-doctoral fellows.  You can earn twice as much money at a job 

that doesn’t consume your life the way academia does.  You can live where you want to 

live – maybe even in the same state as your spouse or partner” (15).  It all sounds so 

ideal, but ten years of dreams do not disappear that easily; there is pain in making it that 

far into an advanced degree in the humanities to watch it all crumble away for a business 

or tech job (as the majority of the offered examples of “success” are).   

Similarly, Katherine Brooks offers a step by step guide to selling your degree 

during a recession in her book, You Majored in What?.  The guide is based on chaos 

theory and the idea of letting your degree and connections do the work for you.  “Have 
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you ever noticed that the knowledge you acquire in one area of your life can be applied to 

a completely different setting?” she asks.  “When we take what we learn in one sphere of 

our life and apply it to another, our knowledge and understanding increase substantially 

and we open the door for creative thinking and brilliant new insights and ideas. […] your 

understanding of poetry might make you a better therapist” (20-21). Her vision is rosy, 

but as I navigate my own job search, I can’t help but wonder how the literature major 

would ever compete for the chance to demonstrate his poetry skills when the psychology 

major took the job.   

Finally, Everett offers a vision of what the tenure dream truly entails, navigating 

the delicate hallways of the ivory tower.  The “fragile fortress,” as Showalter names it, is 

far from free from systems of privilege.  For underprivileged populations – women, racial 

minorities, sexual minorities, etc. – the world of academia can be a limiting place.    In 

Erasure, Monk must weigh his career with his scholarly interests, ultimately choosing to 

sell out and claim his racial status for the financial payoff.  The humanist vision falls 

victim to societal stereotypes and pressures. 

 The American higher education system finds itself at a crossroads, struggling to 

hold on to a liberal arts ideal while chasing research filled dreams in the sciences and 

technology.  The contemporary campus novel serves as an expose – a warning, even – to 

those committed to the humanities.  The complaints of the campus novel, however, are 

not yet louder than the hopeful rhetoric of career based self help books, despite evidence 

of a failing discipline.  The authors of the contemporary campus novel are the ones who 

have made it, and yet, they too are displeased with the systems around them.  Valuing the 

humanities means creating pathways for all students, not just those with the resources, 
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faculties, and demographics to succeed. Current career rhetoric suggests that there is a 

chance for fruitful re-integration of the humanities into a career minded university; the 

campus novel warns the consequences of continuing on the current trajectory.  
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