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Abstract

This thesis, situated at the intersection of literary scholarship, intellectual and social
history, and critical university studies, explores the richly heterogeneous, and largely
overlooked, body of responses by a number of major literary writers to the mass
expansion of higher education during the ‘long twentieth century.” The discussions
trace how literary writers problematised the dominant cultural narratives about the
extension of access to English higher education and responded to the ideological
tensions between democratic and emerging meritocratic principles as they played out
in educational reforms. I examine how their works bring to light the rigid
hierarchisation of universities in the English system and the concerning correlations
between this hierarchy and the reproduction of wider social inequalities. What was,
initially, understood as a problem mostly of class has been rewritten over and over
again as a problem, also, of gender, of race, of sexual orientation, and of ableist biases.
Chapters 1-5 shed light on those aspects of the writings of E. M. Forster, D. H.
Lawrence, Virginia Woolf, Evelyn Waugh, and W. H. Auden that evidence
significant, and sometimes surprising, investments in the issues surrounding under-
representation, underachievement, and maladjustment of certain groups of students.
A final chapter considers educational ‘access’ from a present-day vantage point by
turning to Zadie Smith’s university narratives, which deepen our appreciation of the
prescience of earlier writers who anticipated some of the controversies that would
beset the contemporary ‘neoliberal’ and ‘meritocratic’ university. This thesis, in short,
demonstrates how longstanding dissatisfactions with the universities’ manifold forms
of exclusivity have been; how idealism in this area keeps getting abraded by
socioeconomic and political realities; and the diverse range of ways in which modern
literary writers have articulated and finessed their criticisms of institutional

entrenchments of intersectional disadvantage.
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Introduction

In the twentieth-century English cultural imagination, the university became a key symbolic
site. where many of the country’s ideological tensions and reformist energies were
concentrated and contested. Discussions about the purpose and value of mass higher
education and about widening access to the universities—to that end, dismantling the
exclusive and discriminatory cultures within them—began to command a level of public
attention that has persisted to our own historical moment. In literary texts, most obviously,
but not only, the novel, writing about the university served as a focal lens for broader
concerns and hopes for the modern nation-state during a period of successive global crises,
post-imperial cultural ‘decline,” domestic inter-class tensions, and radical changes in
traditional ideas about gender and sexuality. This dissertation, situated at the intersection of
literary scholarship, intellectual and social history, and critical university studies, explores the
richly heterogeneous, and largely overlooked, body of responses by a number of major
literary writers to the mass expansion of higher education. The chapters that follow will trace
how a range of prose fictions and poems, primarily from the period 1900-1960, engaged with
competing ideas of the ‘liberal’, ‘accessible’, and ‘inclusive’ University, treated here in its
various guises as a historical reality, a textual construct, a collective fantasy, and a fulcrum
for wider social pressures and anxieties.

Lawrence Stone, one of the pioneering sociologists of higher education in the 1970s,
made the perceptive general observation that ‘the interaction between the university’s own
built-in conservatism and the pressures upon it to adapt to new external conditions is one of
the most potentially illuminating, but most practically obscure, aspects of the process of

historical change.” This dissertation uses literary works to elucidate some of the pressures

! Lawrence Stone, introduction to The University in Society, ed. Lawrence Stone, 2 vol. (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1975), v.



that were exerted upon the English universities to keep in step with the changing needs and
expectations of a democratising society during the first half of the twentieth century. It
presents studies of six literary writers who repeatedly and critically engaged with the topic of
higher education access. Chapters 1-5 shed light on those aspects of the writings of E. M.
Forster, D. H. Lawrence, Virginia Woolf, Evelyn Waugh, and W. H. Auden that evidence
significant, and sometimes surprising, investments in the issues surrounding under-
representation, underachievement, and maladjustment of certain groups of students, as a
result of differences in class, gender, sexuality, disability or race. Despite the discrepancies
between their ethical imaginations, political leanings, and aesthetics (and well before the
formal introduction of equality and diversity measures at the institutional level of university
operations), these writers were united in their ongoing commitment to interrogating—and
often problematising—the dominant cultural narratives about the English higher education
system. Their works bring to light the diverse and profoundly affective spectrum of the
tertiary experience, which ranges between the emotional extremes of self-doubt and self-
vindication, resentment and resilience, alienation and the sense of belonging.

The final chapter brings the thesis, in one sense, full circle by turning to a
contemporary writer much influenced by Forster, Zadie Smith. Considering ‘access’ from a
present-day vantage point can deepen our appreciation of the prescience of earlier writers,
who anticipated some of the problems that would beset the ‘neoliberal’ and ‘meritocratic’
university, whose raison d'étre often seems to pivot around buzzwords like ‘excellence’ and
‘diversity.” Smith’s university fictions render visible continuities that link contemporary
debates on the Anglo-American university back through their twentieth-century antecedents.
One recurrent message that emerges from the close readings is that admission to the
university does not necessarily translate into full institutional inclusion and genuine
participation, nor does it guarantee the upward mobility that has been regarded, by many, as

one of the most alluring promises of higher education. What was, initially, understood as a



problem mostly of class has been rewritten over and over again as a problem, also, of gender,
of race, of sexual orientation, and of ableist biases. The picture is not, however, simply one
of a liberal literature performing the function of ‘critical friend’ to the university. Each of
these writers has their own blind spots: some become apostates to their own radical views
about higher education reform; some go so far as to explicitly condone forms of exclusion
that many contemporary readers would find objectionable. Collectively, the works examined
demonstrate how longstanding dissatisfactions with the universities’ manifold forms of
exclusivity have been; how idealism in this area keeps getting abraded by socioeconomic and
political realities; and the diverse range of ways in which modern literary writers have
articulated and finessed their criticisms of institutional entrenchments of intersectional

disadvantage.

The History of Expanding Access to Higher Education

Different versions of the story of how English higher education expanded, and the social
and personal experience of this expansion, can be assembled from historical, sociological,
and literary sources, which corroborate and contradict each other in revealing ways. One
triumphal master narrative suggests that access to tertiary education has steadily improved
since 1835, when Thomas Spring Rice, then Chancellor of the Exchequer, applied for a Royal
Charter for the University College of London. Rice explained that this new institution’s
mission was ‘equality in all respects to the ancient universities, freed from those exclusions
and religious distinctions which abridge the usefulness of Oxford and Cambridge.”” By the
end of the nineteenth century, the concept of ‘equality of opportunity’ was circulating widely

in public discourse and becoming a core principle in educational policies.3 The establishment

2 Cited in Sara Ahmed, What's the Use?: On the Uses of Use (Durham: Duke University Press, 2019), 145.
3 Peter Mandlerx, The Crisis of the Meritocracy: Britain’s Transition to Mass Education Since the Second World War (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2020), 4.



of civic or ‘redbrick’ universities in many major metropolitan cities across England during
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in addition to the university extension
movement, and the foundation of the Workers’ Educational Association in 1903, certainly
multiplied the number of available tertiary opportunities.* Young people from lower-middle
and working class backgrounds—mostly men, at first, but increasing numbers of women—
were able to obtain a university education for the first time in history.

Public opinion on the alternatives to the medieval universities was deeply divided.
The newer options included the civic colleges that were founded in Nottingham (1881),
Reading (1892), Exeter (1901), and Southampton (1902), and the Edwardian redbricks at
Birmingham, Sheffield, and Bristol that gained university charters in 1900, 1905 and 1909
respectively, followed by a second wave of establishments at Reading, Nottingham,
Southampton, Hull, Exeter and Leicester before the First World War. William Whyte’s
recent, exhaustively researched history of civic universities attests that each institution
became a source of considerable local pride. The principal of Liverpool University, for
instance, proclaimed in 1900 that ‘A great city without a University is like an uncrowned
Queen.” Historian Michael Sanderson put the point more strongly: for any reasonably sized
city, ‘it became a matter of civic disgrace not to have a university.”® Arthur Smithells predicted
in 1921 that future historians would regard this rapid expansion of the higher education
landscape ‘as the most noteworthy incident that has marked the opening of the twentieth
century.”” Conversely, even though the redbrick universities had been deliberately designed
to offer an alternative mode of higher education, with a greater focus on vocational and

professional training, and were far more amenable to the idea of co-education of men and

* The term Redbrick’ was coined by Edgar Allison Peers in his 1943 book, Redbrick University but has become
an anachronistic synonym for the ‘civic’ or ‘provincial’ university.

5 Cited in William Whyte, Redbrick: A Social and Architectural History of Britain’s Civic Universities (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2015), 138.

¢ Michael Sanderson, The Universities and British Industry, 1850—1970 (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1972),
79.

7 Arthur Smithells, From a Modern University, Some Aims and Aspirations of Science (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1921), 9.



women, many commentators measured them against the Oxbridge yardstick—and found
them wanting. They were often spoken of disparagingly in public discourse, especially by
men (and women) who had graduated from Oxbridge. Oxonian and liberal politician, Lord
Bryce, for instance, dubbed them ‘Lilliputian Universities.”® The late nineteenth-century
historian of universities, Hastings Rashdall, conceded that the ‘professionally useless’
Oxbridge education, despite the availability of state grants, remained ‘an extremely expensive
luxury’ in which the majority of youths who were destined for commercial vocations could
not afford to indulge.” This was not the criticism it may sound. He made an impassioned
case in 1895 to audiences in Liverpool and Birmingham that even a university that ‘aims at
being of use, in the most severely practical way to the commerce of a great town, should
nevertheless aim at the high standard of general culture.”’ In other words, he was urging the
new civic universities to amalgamate the liberal and the professional forms of higher
education so that men of commerce and industry would also be encultured and inculcated
with an earnest sense of civic consciousness. The conviction in the superiority of the liberal
education persisted throughout the first half of the twentieth century at least. R. H. Tawney,
the British economic historian and social critic, argued in his book, Eguality (1931), that
‘Individual happiness does not only require that men should be free to rise to new positions
of comfort and distinction; it also requires that they should be able to lead a life of dignity
and culture, whether they rise or not.”"' Tawney was seeking to change the popular tendency
to evaluate the university based on whether or not it enabled social mobility, and shift the
focus to whether it was contributing to the creation of a more truly equal society by teaching
the art of leading a dignified and cultured life to as many as possible. Nevertheless,

throughout this period, there was ever-growing scepticism about the civic universities’

8 Cited in Whyte, Redbrick, 129.

9 Hastings Rashdall, “The Functions of a University in a Commercial Centre,” Economic Review 12 (1902): 68-9.
10 Rashdall, “The Functions of a University in a Commercial Centre,” 74-5.

11 R. H. Tawney, Eqguality London: Unwin Books, 1964), 108.



capacity to deliver liberal and professional education simultaneously; there were also
increasingly voluble rumblings of discontent to the effect that the foundation of so many
redbricks across the country had amounted to a failed revolution."

Meanwhile, the élite universities were gradually freeing themselves from some of
their historical exclusions and distinctions. At the turn of the century, John Willis Clark, a
former Cambridge don, praised his old university for ‘accommodating itself with flexibility
and readiness to requirements the most diverse [...] flinging open doors to all comers,
regardless of sex, creed, or nationality.”” From 1920, the new system of State Scholarships
began to sponsor less affluent students so that wealth was no longer a primary disqualifying
factor for university admission. The 1919 Royal Commission had praised the
conscientiousness of the new predominantly middle-class cohorts: ‘most of the Oxford and
Cambridge undergraduates are serious and hard working students, if not entirely divested on
all occasions of the exuberance natural to congregated youth.”"* Cambridge histotian, Bernard
Lord Manning, opined in 1936 that ‘no schools send to Cambridge better boys than the
country grammar schools; no boys do better in work or later careers; no boys appreciate
more the peculiar advantages of the older universities; no boys are better treated by the older
universities.””” The almost aggtessive anaphora hints at Manning’s personal investment in the
subject, as a grammar schoolboy (with chronic lung disease) who had won an open
scholarship to Cambridge, emerged admirably with a double First degree, and continued his
scholastic pursuits until he secured a Fellowship at his alma mater. H. M. Burton, who went
up to Cambridge in 1920 on a Board of Education teacher training grant, declared in his

autobiography that the ‘unpublicized, ant-like scholars, who scurry from lecture to lecture’

12 See, e.g. Walter Moberly, The Crisis in the University (London: SCM Press, 1949). Otherwise, there was little
scholarly analysis of the redbrick universities, as Oxford and Cambridge continued to monopolise the attention
of critics and the general public alike. Until Whyte’s 2015 study, the only other attempt at a holistic critical
survey of the redbricks had been Harry Armytage’s Civic Universities: Aspects of a British Tradition (London: Benn,
1955).

13 John Willis Clark, O/d Friends at Cambridge and Elsewhere (London: Macmillan, 1900), 13.

14 Cited in T. E. B. Howatth, Cambridge Between the Wars (London: Collins, 1978), 85.

15 Cited in Howarth, Cambridge Between the Wars, 66.



are ‘really among the happiest of undergraduates. At last they are in a community which does
not despise them for being unable or unwilling to play games, nor write them off as mad
because they are genuinely interested in their studies.” In short, ‘[tlhe back street boy’ is
transformed in these felicitous, collegiate environments into ‘the civilized young man,” who
receives upon his graduation ‘his passport to reasonable comfort, freedom from anxiety and
a clean job under cover.*’

Such testimonies suggest that England’s prestigious universities smoothly
transitioned from bastions of privilege into meritocratic centres of studious application,
where external determinants of social status became irrelevant. However, there were many
vocal dissenters who challenged these congratulatory (and often implicitly self-
congratulatory) narratives. For one, Albert Mansbridge, founder of the Workers’ Educational
Association, complained in 1923 that Oxbridge was more socially and economically exclusive
than ever."” Later historians have tended to support this latter view. Reba Soffer, who
examines how History was taught at Oxford between 1870 and 1930, argues that the
curriculum was tailored to satisfy ‘the urgent demand for national and imperial leaders’ and
reflected the university as ‘a forward-looking agency of conservative influence.””® Paul
Deslandes shows that between 1850 and 1920, Oxbridge undergraduate culture, too, was
largely characterised by ‘the dramatic articulation of a distinctive and highly stylized ethos of
superiority.” Carol Dyhouse claims that up to the Second World War at least, ‘Oxford and
Cambridge can in the main be seen as having functioned to confirm privilege rather than to
offer opportunities for social mobility.”” The relative inaccessibility of Oxbridge to lower-

middle class and working-class students is beyond question. In the 1897-8 intake at Oxford,

16 There Was a Young Man (1958), cited in Howarth, Cambridge Between the Wars, 67.

17 Albert Mansbridge, The Older Universities of England: Oxford & Cambridge (London: Longmans, 1923), 109.

18 Reba N. Soffer, Discipline and Power: The University, History, and the Making of an English Elite, 1870-1930
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994), 11, 22.

19 Paul Deslandes, Oxbridge Men: British Masculinity and the Undergradnate Experience, 1850-1920 (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 2005), 19.

20 Carol Dyhouse, Students: A Gendered History (Abingdon: Routledge, 20006), 5.



only 5 percent of matriculants were from the lower-middle or working classes, inching up to
10 percent in 1910, compared to 40 percent of the redbrick intake in the same year.”’ Only
13 percent of Oxford students in the 1950s had parents in manual labour jobs, compared to
31 percent at the civic universities.” Moreover, Norman Longmate, a recent Oxford graduate
himself (now remembered as one of the influential practitioners of ‘history from below’),
bluntly pointed out in 1954 that ‘For the poor man an Oxford degree, unless he elects to
teach, is of little material value. Without private means, the law and other professions are

virtually closed to him.”

Expanding access to the élite universities was, as Longmate
highlighted, a largely futile endeavour unless substantiated by concurrent social reforms.

The concurrent struggles to obtain equal educational opportunity for women
students were also protracted ones. Muriel Egerton and A. H. Halsey have pointed to a
‘pattern of unchanging relative social class disadvantage, and decreasing disadvantage for
women.”” This downplays the systemic gender discriminations and sexist cultures that
persisted in the universities, especially the élite ones, long after 1878 when University College
London became the first English university to recognise that gender was no longer a
legitimate ground of exclusion. P. L Babington, a don at St John’s, Cambridge, spoke on
behalf of the not inconsiderable traditionalist camp in 1920 when he declared that ‘the effect
of co-education in the University will be the end of all we treasure in university life today.””
Oxford finally accepted women as full members of the university in that year, though they
were still sequestered away in female-only colleges; Cambridge would not follow suit until

1947. By 1922 in Oxford, 23 percent of all the first class degrees awarded were to women

students.” In the university’s 1950-51 intake, women were still far out-numbered: 336 female

2l Alistair Ross, “Higher Education and Social Access,” in Higher Education and Social Class: Issues of Exclusion and
Inclusion, ed. Louise Archer, Merryn Hutchings, and Alistair Ross (London: Routledge, 2002), 32.

2 Ibid.

23 Norman Longmate, Oxford Triumphant (London: Phoenix House, 1954), 170.

24 Muriel Egerton and A. H Halsey, “Trends by Social Class and Gender in Access to Higher Education in
Britain,” Oxford Review of Education 19, no. 2 (1993): 192.

25 Cited in Howatth, Cambridge Between the Wars, 40.

26 Ross, “Higher Education and Social Access,” 27.



to 1697 male students.”” The poet, Adrienne Rich, who had studied at the liberal arts Radcliffe
College, come to Oxford in 1952 on a Guggenheim Fellowship, and taught in various
prestigious American colleges from the late sixties onwards, pronounced that the Anglo-
American university remained ‘a man-centered university, a breeding ground not of
humanism, but of masculine privilege.”™

The issue of class dominated cultural conversations about the universities, justifiably
so, as it was the chief determinant of access to educational opportunities throughout the
twentieth century—as it is in ours. Although improving the provision of elementary and
secondary education remained a key political priority in England,” there is a general
consensus that in terms of educational reform, the interwar period was one ‘of stagnation
rather than progress,” and even of ‘failure.” Education was only ‘supetficially opened up’
duting the interwar period, as Andrew Frayne writes.”” In 1914, only one percent of the age
group attended university: 10,000 at redbricks, 7,000 at Oxbridge.” Of the generation born
between 1910 and 1929, 14.7 percent of boys and 12.2 percent of girls received secondary
schooling and only 1.7 percent of these students entered university.”* Between 1920 and
1940, Brian Simons notes that English secondary education was ‘dedicated to the aim of
separating out a selected few.” The rarity of holders of tertiary degrees augmented the public
fascination with the universities and the amount of institutionalised cultural capital that was
granted to graduates. The Butler Education Act of 1944 was the mid-century milestone that

mandated free universal secondary education and was lauded as ‘a great advance towards a

27 Longmate, Oxford Trinmphant, 40.

28 Adrienne Rich, “Towards a Woman-Centred University” (1973-4) in On Lies, Secrets, and Silence: Selected Prose,
1966-1978 (New York: Norton, 1979), 127

2 See, e.g. R.H. Tawney, Secondary Education for All: A Policy for Labour (London: George Allen Unwin, 1922).
30 Peter Gordon, Richard Aldrich, and Dennis Dean, Education and Policy in England in the Twentieth Century
(London: Woburn, 1991), 59.

31 Ross McKibbin, Classes and Cultures: England 1918—1951 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 269.

% Andrew Frayne, Writing Disenchantment: British First World War Prose, 1914-30 (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 2015), 13.

33 Ibid, 146.

34 McKibbin, Classes and Cultures, 248.

3 Brian Simon, The Politics of Educational Reform 1920—1940 (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1974), 148.
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unified modern society.” Post-war educational reforms accelerated the emergence of the
new ‘indeterminate social class’ that George Orwell observed.” Supporters of such changes

described the process as the ‘embourgevisement [...] of the proletariat.”™

Conversely, other
commentators descried the ‘proletarianization’ of the ‘petty bourgeoisie,” taking the view that
the prioritisation of vocational over liberal education was exacerbating cultural decline.” The
universities were deeply implicated in these synchronous movements of perceived
‘embourgeoisement’ and ‘proletarianization’ in public discourse. The main effect was that
the élite universities, regarded by their advocates as the sole providers of this much-vaunted
liberal education, were valued more than ever as the final defences against the vulgarisation
of culture and humanistic ideals in an industrialised society.

After its election victory in 1945, the Labour government introduced a flurry of
socialistic, ‘welfare-capitalist’ policies that inaugurated another great era of expansion in the
higher education sector, which received more state funding than ever before. It has been
estimated that compared to 38 percent of undergraduates in 1938, 75 percent had
scholarships or assisted places by the mid-1950s.*” Between 1940 and 1960, student
enrolments across British tertiary institutions more than doubled. The landmark Robbins
Report in 1963 would be followed by another wave of new universities, the so-called ‘plate-
glass’ institutions. And yet, despite this dramatic numerical surge in university places, the
comparative educational advantage of the middle and upper classes remained at their pre-

war ratios.”! Youths from more affluent backgrounds still dominated the paths to the élite

36 Harry Hopkins, The New Look: A Social History of the Forties and Fifties in Britain (London: Secker and Warburg,
1963), 143.

37 George Orwell, The Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of George Orwell, 17ol. 11, ed. Sonia Brownell Orwell
and Tan Angus (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970), 97.

3 BEvan Durbin, The Politics of Democratic Socialism (London: Routledge, 1940), 119.

% John Westergaard and Hentietta Resler, Class in a Capitalist Society (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1976), 76.

40 Ross, “Higher Education and Social Access,” 30-1.

4 Great Britain, Committee on Higher Education. Higher Education: Report of the Committee Appointed by the Prime
Minister under the Chairmanship of Lord Robbins, 1961—63. London: HMSO, 1963.
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universities, which led them to more ‘high-status’ careers, and so the intergenerational
transmission of privilege continued largely unchecked.

One of the significant commonalities linking twentieth-century literary
representations of the university was the attention they drew to the entrenched
hierarchisation of universities in the English system and the correlation between this
hierarchy and the reproduction of wider social inequalities. Despite the diversification of
tertiary options, Oxford and Cambridge maintained their historical duopoly. Literature both
exposed and contributed to this disproportionate cultural fixation upon Oxbridge. In their
collective effort to mount a counterattack against reductive and utilitarian attitudes towards
higher education, literary writers tended to lionise the liberal, professionally ‘useless’
education that had been historically offered at England’s medieval universities. My
discussions reveal the porousness of this problematic tradition to recognition of the wider
set of tertiary experiences it was excluding. Nevertheless, writers generally subscribed to the
predominant cultural conviction that the ‘atmosphere’ of Oxbridge was inimitable and so the
only question that remained was how the limited number of spaces these élite institutions
offered could be distributed in a more equitable way.

The intractable prejudice against the newer universities that prioritised
‘vocationalism’ and ‘professional’ training attests to the legacies of the educational writings
of the Victorian thinkers, John Henry Newman and Matthew Arnold, who had championed
the type of liberal education offered at Oxford. F. S. L. Lyons’ claim in 1983 that Newman’s
seminal wortk, The Idea of a University (1852), remained a ‘silent point of reference’ for
educationists and policy-makers still holds true today.*” His blueprint for a new Catholic
University in Dublin, modelled upon his beloved Oxford, was gradually shorn of its original

theological underpinnings until only its essential ideal remained: the university as a tightly-

2 F. S. L. Lyons, “The Idea of the University: Newman to Robins,” in Universities, Society, and the Future, ed. N.
Phillipson (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1983), 115. See also Stefan Collini, What Are Universities
For? (London: Penguin Books, 2012), 21, 40.
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knit, liberal community for universal learning, the exchange of ideas, and the cultivation of
moral character and habits of mental discipline.”” According to Stefan Collini’s summary,
Newman’s university is ‘an idealized picture of a type of community, a cross between a Greek
polis, an atistocratic club, a philosophical seminar, and a cultivated salon.”* This description
provides an important clue to one reason for the durability of Newman’s vision: his university
is an amalgamation of some of Western civilisation’s most valorised intellectual communities,
which have brought together at various points in history like-minded individuals, united in
their pursuit of abstract virtues like ‘knowledge,” ‘truth,” and ‘culture.” This ideal has proven
to be endlessly rewritable, and subsidiary aspirations have sprung from its core set of liberal,
humanistic values. We continue to hear echoes of Newman when contemporary
commentators advocate ‘the highest, the noblest, and the most fully human form of
education’, which has as ‘its final objective [...] the formation of thoughtful and civilized

5

human beings,” or laud the university as a rarefied place where ‘the diaspora of human

thought and identity, aspiration and purpose, method and procedure is given a home.”*
The democratic language that suffuses Newman’s treatise also accounts for its
enduring appeal to subsequent generations of educational reformists. In his seventh
discourse, for instance, he specifies that a cultivated intellect would be a good in itself that
brings grace to every occupation.”” Although his terminology designated the ‘gentleman’ as
the chief beneficiary of this non-utilitarian education, Newman was anxious to prevent

Oxford’s historical exclusivities and classist discriminations from being transplanted to

Dublin.”® Arnold’s educational philosophy, too, was rooted in democratic ideals: although he

4 See, e.g. Sheldon Rothblatt, Tradition and Change in English Liberal Education (London: Faber & Faber, 1970).
4 Collini, What Are Unipersities For?, 47.

4 Richard Myers, Patrick Malcolmson, and Colin O’Connell, Liberal Education and V alue Relativism: A Guide to
Today’s B.A (New York: University Press of America, 19906), 18.

4 Jon Nixon, Higher Education and the Public Good: Imagining the University (London: Continuum International,
2011), 29.

47 John Newman, The Idea of a University, ed. Martin J. Svaglic (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press,
1982), 136.

4 Carol T. Christ, “The Victorian University and Our Own,” Journal of VVictorian Culture 13, no. 2 (2008): 291.
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did not expatiate at length on how admission into the élite universities could be rendered
more equitable, he was convinced that the worst excesses of a commercial, industrialised
society could be offset if members of all classes had access to a liberal, non-utilitarian
education and the keys to high literary culture.”” However, his romanticised representations
of Oxford downplayed this aspect of his thought: they consolidated its status as the
paradigmatic ‘liberal’ university and preserve of Western ‘culture’, whilst inadvertently
entrenching the bias against the ‘illiberal’ education offered at the redbricks. Twentieth-
century disciples of Arnold, such as F. R. Leavis, tended to gloss his more open-minded
views about other universities, including continental models, and instead, disseminated his
sentimental view of Oxford as the very ‘humane centre’ of England’s ‘national community’
and indispensable to its very ‘unity.” Up to the present day, the anti-redbrick prejudice has
gone on feeding into what former Minister for Universities (2010-14), David Willetts,
describes as ‘a deep tension between on the one hand this growth and diversity and on the
other hand a single dominant benchmark of what is best about a university.”" This tension,
as my discussions will show, has underpinned the major modern literary engagements with

the ‘idea’ of a university.

4 See, Matthew Arnold, The Complete Prose Works of Matthew Amold, ol 17, ed. R. H. Super (Ann Arbor:
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The Exclusive University: A Literary History

Literary scholarship on early twentieth-century university narratives has not been extensive—
and the thematisation of higher education in poetry has received even patchier scholarly
treatment—but a number of studies have provided the crucial groundwork for this
dissertation. A critical cornerstone was laid down in 1957 by an American scholar, Mortimer
Proctor, who persevered through scores of mostly nineteenth-century university novels,
which he pronounced to be ‘juvenile’ and ‘trash’ at worst and ‘second-rate literary work’ at
best.” Proctor’s project had a disproportionate focus on Oxford—understandably so, as 85
percent of the works from the period, by his count, were about this single institution.® He
provided a useful genealogy of the university novel as it evolved from identifiable beginnings
in eighteenth-century libellous satires of rakish students and bibulous dons into realist, and
often moralistic, fictions including Newman’s Loss and Gain (1848). Proctor largely skipped
over late nineteenth-century realist fictions, which expressed considerable anger at
institutional exclusions, to the early twentieth-century Oxford romance, in which
sensationalism and melodrama intermingled, occasionally in a parodic manner, as in Max
Beerbohm’s Zuleika Dobson (1911). He traced how this formal pastiche was superseded by
the ‘cult of Oxford’ novel, a subgenre epitomised by Compton Mackenzie’s best-selling
Sinister Street (1913-14), which continued to influence late Modernist portraits of the
university like Evelyn Waugh’s in Brideshead Revisited (1945).

Ian Carter broke the long critical silence that followed Proctor’s study with his 1990
survey of around two hundred post-1945 English university fictions. Ancient Cultures of Conceit
was primarily a sociological, rather than a literary study, and deeply motivated by Carter’s

socialist sympathies: he mounted an irate protest against the neoliberal assault on higher
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education that intensified under the Thatcherite administration. He criticised how university
romances, mostly churned out by nostalgic alumni, had reinforced ‘an academic hierarchy
topped by a serenely magnificent and indispensable Oxford and Cambridge.”* These novels
worked in tandem with discourses that derogated the redbrick universities and constituted
classist, reactionary repudiations of the new types of university entrants, including women
and ‘proletarian’ students, whom these writers deemed as ‘barbarians at the gates.” Carter
detected distinct Arnoldian echoes in their latent anxieties about the imperilment of their
much-loved humanistic and homosocial enclaves. Fight years on, John Dougill would
corroborate both Proctor’s and Carter’s studies with his thesis that this sentimental subgenre,
frequently written in ‘the language of a delightful lie,” consolidated the myth that Oxford was
an ‘English Athens.””

In 2016, Anna Bogen resumed the conversation on this literary subgenre in Women's
University Fiction, 1880-1945, the first comprehensive study of university fictions that featured
female undergraduates. Bogen’s work was a welcome intervention into a critical tradition that
had tended to dismiss this branch of the ‘female Bidungsroman’ as ‘middlebrow’ fiction
consumed mainly by a female readership. By identifying ‘the diverse audiences and receptions
that these texts engendered,” she affirmed that the topic of university reform commanded

56

considerable public interest.”® However, her use of the Bildungsroman as an analytical
framework is somewhat limiting given the diverse literary forms and modes that modern
writers used to represent the tertiary experience. All the narratives Bogen examined were, in

her analysis, formally constrained, ‘beset by an overtly teleological educative goal.”” On a

wider view, some of the most significant university narratives from this period did not have
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such a firmly delineated end-point and thematised the universities’ systemic problems in
more diffuse and non-linear ways. Another limitation of Bogen’s study is that it did not
adequately address the most troubling aspect of literary representations of women’s
university experiences: the relative meekness and obliquity of their proto-feminist challenges
to institutional sexism, despite the well-documented discriminations that women students
and academics have faced. My chapter on Woolf seeks to provoke further reflection upon
this curious, collective downplaying of women’s frustration with structural inequalities and
prejudices within the university.

A number of relevant extrapolations can be drawn from the more substantial body
of scholarship on university fictions written in the second half of the twentieth century. Bruce
Robbins, who examines novels about state-sponsored undergraduates in post-1945 and
contemporary literature, makes the important claim that England’s welfare state was
‘symbolized first and foremost by the university,” which became ‘the privileged mediator of
postwar upward mobility.”® Accordingly, the university satire—the main subgenre in which
higher education was thematised in this period—may be ‘interpreted as an expression of
ambivalence about upward mobility itself.”” 1 differ from Robbins chiefly in emphasising
that these ambivalences long pre-dated the establishment of the welfare state and would
continue after its attrition upon the emergence of a competitive market in higher education.
In his perceptive analysis of post-Lucky [in campus satires, James English contends that even
the most caustic of these ‘are dependent on ways of thinking about culture and community
which preclude any effective challenge to the prerogatives of a cultural and academic élite.

The ‘joke-work’ within these novels operates, English argues, so that ‘a potentially radical
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energy resulting from quite justified feelings of exclusion and resentment is provoked into
expression, but it is also managed in such a way as to reinforce the very walls of exclusion.”"'
The greater formal fluidity and diversity of earlier university narratives, I will argue, enabled
them to leverage more forceful objections to these prerogatives and norms, so that their
subversive energies were not all neutered.

A review of the existing scholarship reveals that the major critical oversight concerns
how various forms of exclusion were perpetrated by or within the universities themselves.
This central preoccupation for twentieth-century literary writers has been, oddly, little
recognised even by commentators who explicitly share it. Carter blankly wonders, “where are
the British novels that rail at the injuries suffered by whole categories of people inside
universities?”” Janice Rossen suggests, incorrectly I would argue, that few novelists have
written about the discrimination experienced by lower-class students within prestigious
universities because the issue is ‘so complex as to almost defy coherent description’ and that
the works that do exist are characterised by their ‘continuing resistance to analysis.””> Dougill
only enumerates a trail of post-war Oxford novels, including Philip Larkin’s Ji/ (1945),
Auberon Waugh’s Path of Dalliance (1963), and Raymond Williams’s Second Generation (1964),
that thematised the class snobberies that pervaded the university.®* In his essay on post-war
academic novels, Bruce Robbins touches upon how certain social groups have been
commonly, albeit conspicuously, absent from university fictions, observing merely that
‘pastoral idealizations of the university seem to draw subversive attention to what they have
excluded.” My discussions bring to light how many major literary writers did ‘rail’, in various
forms and with varying degrees of vehemence, at universities for their failures to implement

fairer admissions policies and to foster more progressive and inclusive internal cultures.
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Experientially, of course, class was not the sole, or even (for many) the lead discriminating
factor in the matter of the distribution of educational opportunity, even though it was the
primary lens through which democratisation of university access tended to be debated in
public life. The archetypal story of exclusion became an increasingly complex narrative
during the first half of the twentieth century—rewritten again and again, and as the problems
of class disadvantage intersected with those of gender and race. There was growing awareness
throughout this period that many insidious forms of systemic discrimination impeded other
‘minority’ groups of students from integrating into or participating meaningfully within the
university, even once the initial hurdle of access had been overcome.

The writers discussed were responding to two distinct literary traditions. First, these
writers situated themselves alongside, or against, has already been mentioned: the popular
‘Oxford novel’ subgenre. The romancers followed in the Arnoldian tradition, glamorising
the intellectual culture of Oxford in ornate, frequently sentimental, prose, even whilst openly
acknowledging the university’s exclusivity. The protagonist of Sinister Street, Michael Fane,
for instance, crudely differentiates between his fellow students by their class and, moreover,
on the basis of whether they pursue abstract liberal virtues such as dedication to the ‘truth’
by reading for a humanities degree or limit themselves to ‘fact-grubbing’ in scientific studies.
Accordingly, he deems that Smithers, a working-class scholarship student, ‘would gain from
his university only a rather inferior training in chemistry [...] with nothing else that Oxford
could and did give so prodigiously to others more fortunately born.”*® Despite his nominal
admission into Oxford, from Michael’s view, Smithers is, figuratively, still ‘standing outside
the gates of the dream city.”” Although Michael registers how class privilege and prejudices
deeply divide the university’s community, he remains, for the most part, uncritical and even

blasé about their persistence, and their extra-mural implications. Bogen identifies what is
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perhaps the most problematic aspect of Mackenzie’s novel in her sensitive reading: there is
a ‘collapse in narrative distance |[...] producing a remarkably unified ideological standpoint
that exposes the book’s narrative system as reliant upon an essentially false irony.”® In other
words, the narrator fails to sustain his ironic distance from Fane’s snobbeties, so that
ultimately, the novel is complicit with them to a disturbing degree. A number of the works
covered in this dissertation exhibit similar instances where narratorial irony is inconsistently
applied, thus locally, and in some cases recurrently, enfeebling the critiques of educational
inequality advanced.

No sustained counter-tradition emerged, not in popular fictions at least, to stem what
Carter decried as the ‘deluge of vituperation’ directed at the newer universities.”” A diversified
tertiary landscape was reduced to an Oxbridge versus Redbrick contest in which the latter
was invariably worsted. Even the early twentieth-century novels that criticised Oxford did so
by implying that it was becoming more like the civic universities. In Beverley Nichols’s
Patchwork (1921), for instance, the protagonist, Ray Sheldon, is appalled that modern Oxford
has become ‘so sordid, so practical, so commercial.”” Novels that are ideologically and
stylistically disparate in every other respect, such as Lawrence’s highly experimental realist
novel, The Rainbow (1915) and Kingsley Amis’s satirical comedy, Lucky Jinz (1954), are united
in their inveterate biases against other providers of higher education.

However, one late Victorian realist narrative of exclusion cast long shadows into the
twentieth century. Patrick Parrinder has suggested that Godwin Peak’s experience of
maladjustment and mortification as a working-class student at a fictionalised Manchester

University in George Gissing’s Born in Excile (1892) was ‘[p]ossibly the earliest example of the
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fiction of the displaced undergraduate.”" However, it was Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure
(1895) that haunted the cultural imagination. Jude Fawley was the prototype of the working-
class autodidact, whose conscientious and persistent efforts to gain entry into Christminster,
a thinly-disguised Oxford of the 1880s, are repeatedly and tragically foiled. His forlorn
rumination concerning an imminent overhaul of the iniquitous educational system—°T hear
that soon there is going to be a better chance for such helpless students as I was. There are
schemes afoot for making the University less exclusive, and extending its influence’—
weighed heavily upon the collective cultural conscience and literary imagination.”” The
beneficiaries of such schemes in later narratives would suffer different kinds of exclusion
and alienation within the universities, which were still pervaded by many classist and sexist
prejudices. One of Hardy’s working titles for Jude had been ‘The Simpletons.”” The novel’s
affective oscillation between condescension towards and sympathy for this underclass of
students, perennially excluded from or ostracised within the prestigious universities, would
be replicated throughout the corpus of twentieth-century university narratives. There were
few fictional equivalents, in short, to Burton’s grammar-school boys (the ‘happiest of
undergraduates’). Victorian realists and Oxford romancers colluded in one important respect:
both contributed to the entrenchment of the élite university’s supreme position in the higher
education hierarchy.

In 2016, Francis Mulhern made the highly pertinent argument that many university
fictions can be classified under the subset of social realism that he calls the ‘condition of
culture novel’, a genre inaugurated by Hardy’s Jude the Obscure and Forster’s Howards End."

Such novels offer self-reflexive, synoptic evaluations of the state of culture within a society
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and its impact upon social relations. The meta-cultural discourse that distinguishes these
novels, Mulhern explains, is ‘invariably critical, and in its main, classic form of cultural
criticism, tends strongly, though not exclusively, towards pessimism and an abstracted
conservatism.”” Mulhern’s thesis offers a compelling explanation for some of the patterns
observable in the works discussed. These exhibit their writer’s attempts to resist the powerful
discursive traditions that kept pulling their critiques of or idealist visions for the modern
university towards more conservative or sceptical positions. By the mid-1990s, Bill Readings
could observe, influentially, that contemporary discussions about the state of modern
universities had reached an apparent ‘impasse between militant radicalism and cynical

despair.”

Collini agrees, to the extent that writing about the university more generally seems
to him to swing between two rhetorical extremes: ‘the mournful idiom of cultural declinism’
and ‘the upbeat idiom of brave new wotldism.”” My dissertation studies how literary writers
resisted but also contributed to these polarised idioms. Educational and meta-cultural literary
discourses thus developed in parallel and mutually influenced each other: both have tended
towards fatalistic conclusions and ideological foreclosure—or, to use Mulhern’s evocative
turn of phrase, ‘fantasies of catastrophe.””

My dissertation aims to deepen our understanding of the twin forces of pessimism
and ‘conservatism’ in the cultural criticism performed by literary representations of the
university. Some of the ‘conservatism’ is perhaps more accurately described as pragmatism:
the works discussed share a sense of resignation to the reality of a society that was resistant
to change and acknowledge that educational reform alone cannot be a panacea for social

injustices. On a deeper level, the writers’ tacit endorsement of the status quo can be traced

to deep-rooted personal biases that they may have been unconscious of or unwilling to admit
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to. Anna Vaninskaya rightly cautions against generalising about the educational experiences
of professional writers during this period, as they did not constitute ‘any single recognized
demographic.”” However, it is indisputable that the writers who were especially preoccupied
with the state of the universities predominantly hailed from, or had become integrated into,
the middle or upper social classes and were, more often than not, recipients of higher
education themselves. In his study of more than a thousand British writers in the period 1800
to 1935, Richard Altick confirms that the great majority were university-educated, usually at
élite institutions.”” The obsetvation casts a patticular light on Andreas Huyssen’s claim that
many ‘high modernist’ texts were underpinned by a miscellany of patriarchal, misogynistic,
and masculinist attitudes, as well as hostility towards mass culture, democracy, and women’s
writing.” John Carey popularised this view with his strident thesis that twentieth-century
avant-garde writers tried to monopolise literacy and culture in order ‘to counteract the
progressive intentions of democratic educational reform. When early twentieth-century
writers depict beneficiaries of this reform [...] they frequently do so with disdain.”** Rachel
Potter makes a similar argument in the context of poetry: even though two distinct
‘genealogies of modernism’ can be constructed from the oeuvres of male and female poets,
both camps were united in their ‘sense of unease with the new political mechanism of
democracy.” There was, in short, collusion, according to these commentators, between the
institutions of literature and those providing élite education in reproducing certain structures
of advantage that were favourable to the interests of the dominant class to which these major

literary figures themselves belonged.
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Certainly, the writers treated here often betrayed their discomfort—and even a sense
of collective ‘class guilt’—about their own educational privileges and affiliations with a
cultural establishment still firmly closed to the majority, even as they strove to articulate the
frustrations of the excluded and disadvantaged. However, I will contend that even the
‘reactionary’ aspects of their educational thought are more complex than mere expressions
of a classist recoil from the uncultivated ‘masses.” Much of the ambivalence in their
depictions of the university reflects the conflicting pressures exerted by the oppositional
principles of ‘democracy’ and ‘meritocracy’ upon educational discourses during this period.
In his excellent recent book on Britain’s transition to mass education, Peter Mandler traces
how these were the two major forces that had been antagonising, albeit from different angles,
traditional social organisation on the basis of inherited class privilege since the end of the
nineteenth century.* The conceptual genesis of ‘meritocracy,” the liberal ideal that selection
for educational opportunities or high-status positions should be made on the basis of
personal ability not birth, predated by many decades the actual coinage of the term by
Michael Young in his dystopian satire in 1958. Before the Second World War, Mandler notes,
‘higher education seem[ed]| unassailably to be the province of meritocracy rather than
democracy, of ‘aptitude and ability’ rather than equal provision or even popular demand.”®
The texts discussed reveal how some modern writers’ support for this embryonic idea of a
meritocratic university was checked by their uneasiness that it offered only a superficially
more equitable distribution of educational opportunity than the old system, and that even
equality of opportunity would not amount to equality of outcome.

My readings have been aided by scholarship that has already accounted for some of
manifold ambivalences and contradictions that characterise the literature of this era. David

Ayers, for instance, examines the impact upon literature of the rise of late capitalism in the
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1920s and ‘its dialectic of promise and refusal in which a great many social alternatives are
systemically closed down while new human possibilities are tantalisingly glimpsed.”® The
works examined sway between their utopianist strivings towards these new possibilities in a
reformed higher education system and fatalistic intuitions about the eventual
commodification of the university in a neoliberal society, wherein the question of the ‘value’
of education would be increasingly framed and calculated in monetary terms. A number of
insightful studies have explicated the particularly marked doubleness of interwar and mid-
century literary writings. In her scholarship on English masculine identities, Praseeda
Gopinath notes that literature between the 1930s and 1950s ‘treads a double edge: it is
simultaneously conservative and iconoclastic: (post)imperial and national; melancholy and
confident; old and new.”” Interwar social unrest, Vicki Mahaffey claims, ‘tended to push
writers in one of two directions: toward fresher and more dynamic articulations of what they
saw, or toward codification.”® I will be building upon such critical foundations to show how
modern writers resisted codifying the popular narratives of university expansion and instead,
strove towards new articulations of Victotian ideals of liberal education, recalibrated for the
needs of their own time.

I focus primarily on the literature of the first half of the twentieth century, not only
because this period has been under-studied but because of the heterogeneity of institutional
representation during this period. This diversity in the university literature is partly a
reflection of the fractious and unsettled nature of contemporary discourses on the question
of university access. This was a time before the nation-wide implementation of merit-based
criteria for university admissions processes was overseen by a centralised agency, the

Universities Central Council on Admissions, which was established in 1961. The novels and
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poems discussed are also part of the first generation of literature produced after the
introspective ‘turn’ of twentieth-century literary culture. Writers were interested, more than
ever before, in plumbing the recesses of what Virginia Woolf described as each individual’s
‘wedge-shaped core of darkness.® The psychological aspects of the individual tertiary
experience—experience which the majority of contemporary readers could still only access
vicariously—were rendered in more meticulous and vivid detail than ever before.
Importantly, the works covered are not commonly thought of as specimens of a
‘university novel,” the genre that previous literary critics, from Proctor to Bogen, have
focused on. By contrast with such novels, in which the action is chiefly confined to the
collegiate or campus setting and the main characters are either students or academics, in each
of the texts the university is only one setting, albeit a significant one. Their writers explore
relations and frictions between it and other institutions and assess the value of a university
education by tracing graduates’ re-integration back into society. Each work exhibits an
entanglement of antagonisms, affections, and complacencies towards the élite university and
‘higher education” more generally. Each also anticipates some of the anxieties of our own
time concerning the state of a neoliberalised tertiary landscape. Given that the theme of this
project has not received previous critical attention, the rationale for selecting these writers
was, in the first instance, not only the centrality of the university theme in their collected
writings, but also the ongoing cultural influence of their works. As such, I selected writers
whose oeuvres have been widely read and studied since their publication, though the
significance of the university theme has been largely neglected. I have also tried to select
writers from a range of family backgrounds, with different institutional experiences and
political sympathies. There is no space to consider in any depth the multitude of ‘popular’

university fictions, such as Hamish Miles’ and Raymond Mortimer’s 1922 light parody of the
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Oxford romance genre,” or the sizeable tranche of detective or mystery fictions set within
the colleges—most famously, Dorothy Sayers’ Gaudy Night (1935). One justification for this
omission has been that such popular fictions tend to have a blunt or overly reductive
approach to the question of expanding higher education. Elaine Showalter’s astute criticism
of contemporary academic novels that operate squarely within the genre also applies to their
predecessors: they are either ‘too tame, substituting satire for tragedy, detective plots for the
complex effects on a community of its internal scandals, revelations, disruptions,
disappointments, and catastrophes,’ or, conversely, ‘too sensational and apocalyptic.””'
Though their consideration may well extend the scope of the dissertation, I have elected to
prioritise works that have deliberately situated themselves outside of existing generic
boundaries and formulated more macroscopic, nuanced, and penetrating critiques of the
complex of issues surrounding higher education access.

In admitting an Oxbridge bias to this project, I am reflecting the distribution of
attention in the primary literature—a regrettable one, and one which in recent decades should
have been put under greater pressure than it has. However, I have also endeavoured to
include discussions of texts that can offer a more complete view of the Anglo-American
higher education landscape: thus, the chapter on Lawrence focuses on a provincial teacher
training college, modelled upon his own alma mater at Nottingham; the discussion of Woolf’s
educational writings offers comparative glances towards the Scottish universities, working-
class extra-mural education, and London medical schools; the Auden chapter juxtaposes his
Oxford poetry to the verse he wrote in response to the commercialist mentality that he
perceived insinuating itself into the mid-century American colleges; the concluding chapter

offers a comparative survey of Zadie Smith’s representations of a contemporary American
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liberal arts college, a regional British university, Edinburgh University, as well as her own
alma mater, Cambridge.

A few prefatory remarks also need to be made about terminology. This project is
indebted to literary scholars who have problematised the traditional critical categories of
‘high’ or ‘late’, ‘major’ or ‘minor’ modernist texts, as well as those even more loaded labels
of valuation inherited from the infamous ‘Battle of the Brows.””” The works discussed all
exhibit the stylistic innovativeness and desire to rework or altogether reject traditional forms
that are typical of ‘modernism’. However, I will be referring to them collectively as ‘modern’
literature and using more neutral and elastic literary-historical designations, such as ‘interwar’
or ‘mid-century.” I am following the precedent set by scholars like Douglas Mao, who
justified skirting the loaded critical term of ‘modernism’ so as to avoid the implication that
his study was ‘revealing a hitherto unnoticed feature of modernism (as school, style, or
corpus)’ or ‘forgling] an intriguing trajectory, say from incipient modernism to intense
modernism to attenuated modernism.” 1, too, would prefer to avoid suggesting that my
project offers any major revelations about the styles, ideologies, or genealogies that previous
critics have capably traced and grouped under ‘modernism.” Moreover, given that my interest
is the English university, I do not discuss the traditional giants of Modernism, such as James
Joyce and Ezra Pound, who worked within different national and intellectual contexts. The
works I focus on were ‘modern’ in Mao’s sense of the term: their creators were ‘driven by a
sense of a contest over who was best equipped to describe and amend human relations, a
contest in which artists [...] saw their opponents as social scientists, natural scientists, and

other professional analysts of the modern world.”* These writers shared a conviction of the
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power of literature and the value of its contributions to the major educational debates of
their time.

By avoiding the ‘Modernist’ tag, I also hope to circumvent some of the terminological
and hermenecutical entanglements or imprecisions that it has given rise to. For instance,
Jonathan Greenberg contends that ‘modernism’ and ‘satire’ ‘are very nearly #he same thing and
that they are ‘similarly susceptible to the (incompatible) accusations of both rearguard

conservatism and decadent libertinism.””

Terry Eagleton argues that tragedy, too, has
‘mutate[d] into modernism’ and has become a form that ‘caters wonderfully to our endemic
indolence.” In his influential dismantling of the antinomies of ‘realism’ and ‘modernism,’
Fredric Jameson proposes that ‘genuine realism |[...] is in fact itself a kind of modernism, if
not the latter’s first form.”” ‘Realism’ itself has become a much richer category in recent
literary criticism than it often has been in the past, especially when reduced to the moral
realism of George Eliot or social realism of, say, Elizabeth Gaskell or (parts of) Dickens or
(elements of) Trollope. Commentators have shown that, in the context of modern literature
at least, it is both an under-theorised and an overused critical term and, like ‘modernism,’ can
be an imprecise analytical tool. Tony Davies claims that realism’s ‘range of possible meanings

runs from the pedantically exact to the cosmically vague.””

Joe Cleary points out that there
have been few ‘comprehensive theories and historical atlases of twentieth-century realism.”
The notion of the ‘real’ has had an especially vexed relationship to the university novel genre.

Nineteenth-century readers expected a considerable degree of verisimilitude so that they

could partake in ‘a vicarious form of matriculation.”'” As a consequence, Proctor showed
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that the historical university novel was ‘out of step with almost all’ contemporary literary
trends or movements because its primary aim was reflecting the actual conditions of the
university in a ‘documentary’ fashion.'”" Similarly, Carter suggested that many university
novels are ‘so boring’ because they attempt to adhere too closely to ‘reality’, in other words,

192 Tn contrast, the works 1 discuss were

‘their obsession with content rather than form.
intimately attuned to the aesthetic and literary developments of their own historical moment.
Natasha Periyan’s recent scholarship persuasively demonstrates how literary critiques of an
iniquitous schooling system motivated experimentation with more democratic forms of
literary writing.'” Similarly, university novelists, in exploring the complicated nexus of issues
surrounding higher education in their imaginative writings, often stretched and innovated
upon established literary conventions in highly experimental and influential ways. They
innovated upon existing representational forms to accommodate the heated ideological
debates and political emotions that pulled educational discourses towards the opposite ends
of new reformist possibilities and apathetic resignation to the status quo.

Audrey Jaffe may shed some additional light on why university novelists have
predominantly affixed upon the realist mode, despite interleaving their narratives with
elements of pastoral, romance, and satire. “The realist novel is the form in which place mirrors
the subject,” Jaffe explains, ‘the form that works to convince us [...] that particular minds are
reflected by and inextricably linked to—indeed [...] desired by—particular places and
spaces.”” To this can be added observation of a growing belief in the twentieth century,

Rossen suggests, that ‘the truly intelligent person will naturally gravitate towards the

University, as a means of [...] finding communion with like minds.”'”” Together these critical
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claims suggest that realism provided optimal forms in which writers could evaluate how and
why certain types of characters were ‘desired by’ the university either because they mirrored
its values or were considered a good ‘fit’ for its educational project or internal cultures. One
of the subsidiary aims of this dissertation has, therefore, been to fill in a neglected area of the
‘historical atlas’ of modern realism. I will be tracing the evolution of this mode across
twentieth-century university narratives, from Forster’s Edwardian novels to Woolf’s
experiments with stream-of-consciousness writing, which arguably amounted to ‘a more

thoroughgoing realism,”"

and finally to the contemporary ‘lyrical’ and ‘austere’ realism of
Zadie Smith.

The ineliminability of versions of the pastoral from realist literary representations of
the university reflects not only the persistence of idealism about a liberal education but also
the strength of the radical and utopic energy of these literary works. William Empson
famously defended the pastoral from charges that it was merely an affected, escapist, and
conservative mode: the pastoral was about ‘putting the complex into the simple.”"” Terry
Gifford defines pastoral with helpful simplicity as ‘a discourse, a way of using language that
constructs a different kind of world from that of realism.”'” More recent critics have ably
defended the incorporation of this traditional form in modern realism. ‘In relation to the
‘real’ England of the time,” David Gervais argues, ‘far from being distanced and poetical, it
was often a writer’s means of confronting what was most problematic in the present.”'”
Marina Mackay contends that for writers like Forster and Woolf, ‘the lost pastoral remained

<

their battleground for progressive optimism and its practical implications.”'” As ‘a
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quintessentially comic form in the broadest sense,”"!

the pastoral mode has been one of the
key literary strategies writers have used to restrain their realist or satirical university narratives
from developing into unproductive forms of scepticism or fatalism. David James and Philip
Tew show how pastoral is especially useful for ‘intensifying the interaction of inheritance
and innovation.”""? Indeed, it has enabled writers to work through their own irresolutions
about the problem of what a modern university should aspire to be and whom it should
include, and their conflicting desires to both preserve venerable traditions and to reform
them in accordance with the modern values of egalitarianism and equality of opportunity.

The chapters proceed according to a roughly chronological ordering of the works
that are discussed within each. I begin with E. M. Forster and the versions of Cambridge
University that he presented in The Longest Journey (1907) and Maurice (1913-14). Whilst
Forster’s baseline is that the university is a haven of liberal-humanism, integrity, and good-
fellowship, his mounting concerns about its complicity in broader social injustices and
prejudices regularly undercut his idealism.

The second chapter turns to D. H. Lawrence, whose ‘Brangwensaga’ novels, The
Rainbow (1915) and Women in Love (1918), were two of the most significant early twentieth-
century works to devote concerted attention to the civic university and to offer a cross-
cultural comparison of the present state of English and German universities. They bring to
the fore the irresolution that underpinned many contemporary discussions on the university,
an irresolution that was generated by the conflict between the desire to reject institutional
education altogether, a recognition of its absolute necessity for the preservation and

regeneration of Western culture that had been devastated by the Great War, and the opening

up of that culture to men and women of the working class. Lawrence held more utopian
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ideals than any of the other writers examined: ultimately, he wanted more from the university
than it could possibly offer, and the aggressive anti-institutionalism of his later writings is
commensurate with the degree of his disappointment.

Virginia Woolf is an important antagonist to both Forster and Lawrence on the issue
of women’s struggles for equal access to higher education. Forster appears to have been
largely unperturbed by the under-representation and marginalisation of women
undergraduates at Cambridge, whilst Lawrence’s writings were increasingly influenced by the
anti-feminist backlash in response to women’s changing social roles during the First World
War. Julie Solomon contends that Woolf’s essays on higher education access develop along
a neat linear trajectory: ‘the propaganda of hope’ in A Room of One’s Own (1929) is superseded

113

by ‘the propaganda of despair’ in Three Guineas (1938)."” My close readings of her novels
Jacob’s Room (1922) and The Waves (1931) reveal that the evolution of Woolf’s conflicted
attitudes towards the élite university, as refracted across her fictions, took a far more
convoluted course.

Evelyn Waugh often revisited Oxford in his fictions, which reimagined his alma
mater in a range of literary modes and moods. In this chapter, I put pressure on a prevailing
over-simplistic perception of Waugh as the champion of an Arcadian Oxford that had been
populated by quirky, languorous aristocrats and aesthetes during the 1920s. His two ‘Oxford
novels’, the darkly comic Decline and Fall (1928) and the elegiac Brideshead Revisited (1945),
demonstrate how the university served as a central pivot in his imagination for processing
his ambivalences about interwar Britain’s democratising projects.

The university has more commonly found a ready home in the novel rather than

poetry partly because the former is a more amenable form for exploring the evolution of the

symbiotic relationships and frictions between the modern individual, society, universities,

113 Julie Robin Solomon, “Staking Ground: The Politics of Space in Vitginia Woolf's .4 Room of One's Own and
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and extra-mural institutions. However, by way of recognising that other literary modes have
had their say and brought distinct content to the debate on higher education, my fifth chapter
examines poetry about the university, with an especial focus on W. H. Auden. This chapter
delves into a poetic tradition that has both romanticised and problematised its own idealistic
renderings of the prestigious university. I attempt there to show how protests against extant
shortcomings of English higher education took shape powerfully through the forms of
compression, condensation, and refraction available to poetry, which availed itself of its
relative distance from the pressures of mimetic ‘representation.” For Auden, the idea of a
‘University’ served as a concentration of broader topical issues (ranging from the
contemporary ideological battles waged between democracy and fascism, the social problems
that were exacerbated by capitalism, and the cultural role of the poet-critic) as well as a model
for an ideal type of imagined community. Reconversion to the Anglican faith in 1940
renewed his interest in Newman’s vision for a theocentric and homosocial university, which
he recognised as a sanctuary from the philistinism and materialism of modern society, and
an important site for inculcating in the next generation the key tenets of religious faith, moral
seriousness, and vocational purpose.

The final chapter explores how the contemporary novelist, Zadie Smith, engages with
discourses that have, for some decades now, been declaiming a ‘crisis’ in Anglo-American
higher education. In her fictionalisations of the university, which include the post-millennial
American liberal arts college in Oz Beauty (2005), the contemporary British higher education
landscape in NW (2012), and her alma mater Cambridge in the short story, ‘Sentimental
Education’ (2019), Smith mounts sustained challenges to two key antipodal narratives about
the university. First, Smith’s university fictions offer important interventions into the caustic,
defeatist, and catastrophising rhetoric that has been dominant in the contemporary campus
novel genre and extra-literary conversations about higher education. Second, Smith

confronts the triumphal account, often originating from neoliberal policy makers, that
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modern universities have become ‘meritocratic’ and ‘diverse’ institutions of ‘excellence.’
They are challenges freighted with her own ambivalences about the institutions which literary
writers like herself increasingly find themselves working within, as well as against. Each of
Smith’s fictions seeks to reach more sensitive understandings of the intersections of class,
race, and gender in educational disadvantage and the difficulties that certain subsets of
students face and by which some are, sadly, defeated.

Taken together, the discussed works do not form an echo chamber, but rather, a rich
exchange of interplaying ideas about the possibilities and animating principles of a modern
university. Each writer has brought a distinct and resonant response to some of the most
contentious questions of their times: who is the university for? what higher aims should
tertiary education reform be aspiring towards? This dissertation, in other words, tells a story
about the emergence of a certain kind of political consciousness in and about the university
as an institution mediating, preserving, but also gradually altering the nature and balance of
social power in England. It is a story about what many of the country’s inhabitants and
commentators have, historically, wanted of the university politically, and about how much

more remains to be achieved.
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1. Edwardian Equivocations: E. M. Forster’s Liberal-Humanist University

Forster saw England’s medieval universities as institutions rooted in the traditions of
liberalism and humanism that he revered and which were being imperilled in an age of
individualism and materialism. His two novels that feature his alma mater Cambridge, The
Longest Journey (1907) and Maurice (written 1913-14; published posthumously, 1971) are
imbued with the hope that a university should not merely aim to impart empirical knowledge
but also ignite and nurture the imaginative sensibilities and moral sympathies of its students.
It should inculcate within all its graduates a consciousness, of the inviolable moral status of
their fellow students. Ideally, the experience of living within close-knit and diversely
constituted collegiate communities would impress upon them the value and skills for forming
the interpersonal, cross-class, and inter-race connections—that pivotal word in the Forsterian
lexicon—that were vital for a thriving modern democracy. Such aspirational hopes coexist
in Forster’s novels with an increasing undertow of ironic disappointment, as they chafe
against his growing intuition that the internal cultures of élite universities were contributing

to, rather than rectifying, contemporary socio-cultural problems and prejudices.

Cambridge at ‘the Fag-End of Victorian Liberalism’

In a 1946 talk for the BBC, Forster described himself as someone who ‘belong|s] to the fag-
end of Victorian liberalism.'"* His key message on this occasion was: ‘if we are to answer the
Challenge of our Time successfully, we must manage to combine the new economy and the
old morality.”'"® By this time, he had given up novel-writing altogether because he felt unable

to discover any such satisfactory combination through literary art. David Medalie observes
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that in his final published novel, A Passage to India (1924), Forster’s message was
‘unflinchingly clear: liberal-humanism is no longer zenable; there are no longer viable contexts
for its articulation.”!® In this novel, Cambridge is presented as one of the last sites where
liberal-humanism had been seen at work. The university functions as an antithesis to
Chandrapore, a fictional city in British India, which is rife with racial tensions and mutual
distrust between the coloniser and colonised. One of the Indian characters, Hamidullah, who
had read law at Cambridge around the turn of the century, fondly recalls his beloved alma
mater’s seclusion from the chicaneries and viciousness of contemporary politics: “There,
games, work, and pleasant society had interwoven, and appeared to be sufficient substructure
for a national life.”'"” But Forster struggled to imagine how the tenets of the ‘old morality’
could be preserved in the face of the inexorable growth of a new economic order that was
governed by the formidable triumvirate of /aissez-faire capitalism, individualism, and
materialism. It was against such a background that Cambridge emerges as an ambivalent
emblem in Forster’s imagination, symbolising the liberal-humanism that he wished to
preserve butalso the traditions and hypocrisies that needed urgent revision in a post-imperial,
cosmopolitan, and egalitarian moral economy.

Forster went up to King’s College to read Classics in 1897, stayed for an additional
year to obtain a second degree in History, and gladly returned as a resident Fellow later in
life. Lionel Trilling, admiring the maturity that Forster displayed already in his debut novel,
Where Angels Fear to Tread (1905), published when he was only twenty-six, claimed this as
‘evidence of the success Cambridge had had in educating him.”'** He added that ‘A young
man who is a member of an institution so ancient and so central as Cambridge might well

acquire the sense of a nation in whose life he can participate, about which he can generalize
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and to which he can address himself.""” On his part, Forster expressed some bemusement at
the influence of his education upon his novelistic career: ‘[o]ddly enough it was Cambridge
that first set me off writing.'*’ The intensifier, ‘oddly’, suggests that he did not share Trilling’s
romanticised view of Cambridge as a cradle for the representative voices of the nation (and,
perhaps, that he rushed to embrace the potential hint of causticity to Trilling’s praise). Forster
caveated in the same interview that Cambridge is ‘a place for the very young and the very
old. Middle-aged people ought to go away and get other experiences.” For aspiring writers, in
particular, Forster deemed it crucial ‘to go out into the world and meet more types.’

It has become a critical commonplace to observe that Forster’s fictionalised
Cambridge is a modernised Periclean Athens, the democratic and homosocial heart of
enlightenment, liberty, and self-expanding friendships.'” Some commentators, such as David
Craig, criticise Forster on the grounds that his ‘idolization of Cambridge...gives rise to

unrealities.”'*

Janice Rossen glosses the Cambridge of The Longest Journey and the Oxford of
Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited as mere variations of the same ‘youthful arcadia, where a unique
place and time intersect to provide their heroes with spiritual rebirth of such magnitude that
it continues to resonate throughout the rest of their lives.”'” However, both novels, in their
own distinctive ways, diverge from the body of literature that merely reproduced the cliché
of Arcadian Oxbridge. Forster insisted that the two medieval English universities were not
interchangeable and berated Max Beerbohm, author of the bestselling Oxford novel, Zuleika

Dobson (1911), for committing the common error of ‘symmetric fallacy’, namely in being

‘unable to conceive of Oxford without Cambridge,” and vice versa.'”* Firmly Cantabrigean in
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his loyalties, Forster nursed a form of intervarsity rivalry with Oxford and often criticised it
for its pretentiousness or inhospitality. On 10 January 1911, for instance, Forster recorded
in his ‘Locked Journal’, ‘Notes on Oxford. Cold, uncharitable. Comfortless evening in
Magdalen where I offended a clergyman.”'* Curiously, his descriptions of Oxford in Howards
End (1910) are more purple-prosed than his descriptions of Cambridge. Tibby Schlegel, the
foppish younger brother of Margaret and Helen, falls in love with Oxford instantly: “The
august and mellow University, soaked with the richness of the western countries that it has
served for a thousand years, appealed at once to the boy's taste... Oxford is—Oxford: nota
mere receptacle for youth, like Cambridge.”'” Partly owing to the stronger tradition of the
humanities, historically, and more recently, to the fin-de-siécle aestheticism that flourished
there, literary Oxford seems to have acquired a distinct cultural saturation, exuded visually
through its ‘august and mellow’ palate. A note of criticism intrudes, however, when the
narrator notes how Tibby’s latent superciliousness and misanthropy only become augmented
during his university years, until ‘[he] neither wished to strengthen the position of the rich
nor to improve that of the poor’ (HE, 247). Forstet’s only Oxford character thus broadly
conforms to the popular stereotype of the obnoxious, privileged and self-absorbed
undergraduate the public loved to pillory.

In contrast, Forster maintained that there was something distinctive about the type
of character that was forged within Cambridge. In his introductory Clark lecture in 1927,
Forster paid homage to the classical and Shakespearean scholar William George Clark, whose
bequest sponsored this annual literary lecture series: “You will have realised that he is a
Cambridge figure. Not a figure in the great world or even at Oxford, but a spirit peculiar in

these courts, which perhaps only you who tread them after him can justly appreciate: the
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spirit of integrity.”””" Forster had reservations about the significance of a Cambridge
personality outside his circumscribed domain. But the more prized possession for him was
not influence, but integrity. His standard of integrity was an exacting one: he was disparaging
about Walter Scott’s ‘purely moral and commercial integrity’, which was, in his eyes, ‘worse
than nothing.”'*® The integrity of the Cambridge persona was not easily imitable, as it entailed
more than merely ethical behaviour or worldly savviness. It implied that one was free from
what is abhorred in A Passage to India as ‘the old, old trouble that eats the heart out of every
civilization: snobbery, the desire for possessions, creditable appendages.”'”

Forster was particularly uneasy about the first type of ‘trouble’ that he enumerates
here. He conceded that ‘It is difficult to meditate on one’s dear old university without falling
either into snobbety or priggishness. I am a prig.”"”” His Cambridge narratives are suffused
with affection for his alma mater as well as his thorough conviction that such institutions are
vital in a thriving civilisation and democracy. Yet The Longest Journey (1907) already indicates
his critical awareness—an awareness that would sharpen into a tougher critique over the
years—of the universities’ penumbra of shortcomings and the role that they played in
entrenching wider social prejudices and inequalities. This novel was Forster’s personal
favourite, even though he recognised it was not his best work. Its themes and stylistic
innovations preoccupied him throughout his life. Forster’s summary of the plot for his
Introduction to the 1960 ‘World’s Classics’ edition is a reductive presentation of its nuanced
characterisation but it offers a useful departure point for discussing the symbolic function of

the university in the novel:
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Cambridge is the home of Rickie, the elder brother, the legitimate, his only true home:
the Cambridge of G. E. Moore which I knew at the beginning of the century: the fearless
uninfluential Cambridge that sought for reality and cared for truth. Ansell is the
undergraduate high-priest of that local shrine, Agnes Pembroke is its deadly debunker.
Captured by her and by Sawston, Rickie goes to pieces, and cannot even be rescued when
Ansell joins up with Stephen and strikes. The Cambridge chapters are still romantic and
crucial for me, and I still endorse Ansell’s denunciation of the Great World.""
There are three symbolic locales in the novel: Cambridge is juxtaposed to Sawston, the village
site of a typical English public school, where Rickie takes a teaching job at the end of his
degree—a place characterised by suburban philistine values; as well as to Wiltshire, which
represents an ‘Arcadian’ England. After rereading The Longest Journey in 1935, Forster wrote
to the critic, Peter Burra, that this novel ‘has never stopped working in my mind, it is the
only book which has ever given back something to the places from which I took it.”"** It is a
book that is infused with that elusive ‘spirit of integrity,” here manifesting itself as a fearless
search for ‘reality’ and ‘truth.” “There is a chasm,” T. E. Lawrence observed to Forster,
‘between The Journey and the other books.”'” Forster, too, recognised the stylistic and
metaphysical distinctiveness of this novel and accounted for it by recalling the anarchic mood
in which he composed it: ‘sometimes I went wrong deliberately, as if the spirit of anti-
literature had jogged my elbow’ (L, Ixvi). Cambridge’s own Independent Review endorsed the
novel wholeheartedly."”* The reviewer even downplayed the two other settings with the
misleading assertion that the novel ‘s laid for the most part in Cambridge.'” The tripartite
division of the novel gives a semblance of order to a proto-modernist novel that continually

vacillates between different modes and styles, as realist, romantic, satirical, and melodramatic

strains are interwoven within a Bildungsroman form that is unravelling at its seams. Trilling
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opines that its imperfect craftsmanship—‘by conventional notions the least perfect—the
least compact, the least precisely formed’ in Forster’s oeuvre—does not prevent the novel
from being ‘perhaps the most brilliant, the most dramatic and the most passionate [...] we
feel that it does not so much fall apart as fly apart.”'** The amplified drama, passion, and
finally, the explosion of the novel form that Trilling notes, attest to Forster’s struggle to
resolve his equivocating responses to contemporary criticisms of Cambridge within the
literary forms that he had inherited.

Forster’s most obvious divergence from the popular university fiction genre in The
Longest Journey takes the form of his crippled protagonist, Rickie Elliot, who is designed to
stand out in the Oxbridge setting, where nineteenth-century ideals of ‘muscular Christianity’
continued to linger. The predominance of ableist cultures within England’s élite universities
during this period is well-documented: athletic feats were féted alongside academic
achievement. When Horatio Herbert Kitchener, Sirdar of the Egyptian Army, was awarded
an honorary degree in a fully-packed Senate House, Cambridge’s Granta editorialised, “There
is no one in England at present who could raise such enthusiasm amongst undergraduates as
Lord Kitchener. For there is nothing that a healthy youth admires so much as strength,
whether strength of body or character.”””” Forster was swept up by the general mood of
adulation for Kitchener: he described in excitement to his mother how he had ‘hung like a
bear on a railing... The Sirdar passed so close that I could have almost have touched him
through the bars.”*® Paul Deslandes avers that Victorian and Edwardian Oxbridge colleges,
like the public schools that supplied them with a significant proportion of their students,
‘fostered the admired, and often overstated, manly attributes of bodily strength, fortitude,

and the stiff upper lip."” It is against such a context that Rickie’s disabled subjectivity
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emerges as a new form of representational identity in the university narrative and functions
as a vehicle for Forster’s cultural critique of the institution.

A number of critics have interpreted Rickie’s inherited lameness as a symbol for his
repressed homosexuality, theorised by some in this period as a congenital condition.
However, within the novel’s entwined moral and affective economies, Rickie’s club foot
signals a range of ‘disqualifying’ factors that can impede full participation in the life of the
university. His disability foregrounds the normative systems of privilege and their ideological
structures that continue to discriminate against bearers of such ‘difference’. Rosemarie
Garland-Thomson argues that ‘the disabled figure operates as a code for insufficiency,
contingency, and abjection—for deviant particularity.”'* Forster is thus one of the first
writers to consider the feelings of inadequacy, alienation, and abjection that students from
various disadvantaged groups, of which his lame protagonist is a representative, may undergo
during university. The manuscript draft of the novel bears witness to Forstet’s struggle to
describe Rickie’s disability so that it would achieve this representative function. Over the
course of revisions, he mitigated Rickie’s condition from ‘lame’ [MSS.1.7] to ‘rather lame’
(L], 6), and from ‘club footed’ [MSS.1.11] to the less specific ‘slightly deformed’ (1], 9)."*' In
the draft, Rickie had tried to explain his hatred of his father, from whom he had inherited
his handicap. He is evidently embarrassed, either by his friends’ curiosity about his literal
embodiment of the Oedipal complex or by the feebleness of his own justification, as
suggested by the deleted tag, ‘almost in a whisper’ ‘I think it must be because he was [...]
lame, but I try to think it was other things’ [MSS.11.28]. When the Sawston-based Pembroke
siblings visit Rickie, they bring with them the prejudices towards disability that is secretly

borne by large swathes of society. The sight of Rickie’s orthopaedic footwear makes Agnes
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‘almost feel faint...and unknown fibres of her being rose in revolt’ (L], 12). The manuscript
revisions show how Forster wished to augment the sense of their callousness: he changed
Herbert’s more neutrally phrased reference to the special shoes as ‘things’ [MSS.1.15] to the
more callous description of them as ‘deformities’ (L], 11).

Forster seeks to place Cambridge’s complacencies under a more intense scrutiny by
activating the cultural uneasiness surrounding disability in fictional and non-literary
discourses. David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder contend that “we cannot know a culture until
we ask its disabled citizens to assess it. Disabled perspectives reflect back an image of a
culture that too easily assures itself of its own humanity.”*** There had been a long history of
associating physical inferiority with deviance or other forms of aberrancy, often of a sexual
nature. Disability, Mitchell and Snyder explain, has been ubiquitous in narrative since the
earliest myths and folktales and is ‘the master trope of human disqualification’ that
‘inaugurates the act of interpretation.”'* Rickie’s disability—to be distinguished from the
exaggerated performances of invalidity of the aesthete, who languished in various states of
exquisite ennui—functions as a disconcerting spectacle that compels interpretation and some
form of response from other characters, and readers. Contemporary commentators have
now caught up with Forster’s discerning insights into the relationship between disability and
educational participation. Ashley Taylor and Lauren Shallish, for example, show how ‘the
logic of bio-meritocracy’ undergirds contemporary tertiary institutions. They argue that it is
‘a function of maintaining the university as an able-bodied and able-minded space built on
the persistent assumption that merit is the explicit function of biology’ and results in the

marginalisation of individuals who do not conform to normative ideas about “fitness.”'*

142 David T. Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder, Narrative Prosthesis: Disability and the Dependencies of Disconrse (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2001), 178.

143 Ibid, 3, ©.

144 Ashley Taylor and Lauren Shallish, “The Logic of Bio-Meritocracy in the Promotion of Higher Education
Bquity,” Disability and Society 34, no. 7-8 (2019): 1202.
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Edwardian Cambridge had nothing like the institutional services and infrastructure
in place today to help students with disabilities, now broadly defined to include mobility
impairments, long-term physical or mental health conditions, or learning difficulties.
However, whilst Forster flags how student disability can lead to various educational
disadvantages and institutional exclusions or stigmatisation, he also defends Cambridge as
one of society’s more tolerant and liberal microcosms, where the disabled boy finds his ‘only
true home.” He suggests that membership of this widely-revered institution bolsters Rickie’s
sense of self-worth and assuages his chronic inferiority complex. Rickie is no longer
intimidated by his old nemesis and schoolyard bully, the athletic Gerald Dawes, because he
feels like ‘a man, whom civilization protects’ (I, 38)."” He refuses to speak the
blandishments that Agnes wishes to hear about her fiancé because ‘Cambridge would not let
him smooth the situation over by self-belittlement’ (L], 38). Even he is slightly surprised by
how insecure Gerald, who opted for military training instead of tertiary education, has
become in his presence: ‘here was Dawes returning again and again to the subject of the
University, full of transparent jealousy and petty spite, nagging, nagging, nagging, like a
maiden lady who has not been invited to a tea-party’ (L], 37). Forster briefly caveats that
Rickie’s largely positive university experience owes much to the character of the college to
which he had been fortuitously allocated. This unnamed college, ‘though small, was civilized,
and proud of its civilization. It was not sufficient glory to be a Blue there, nor an additional
glory to get drunk’ (L], 58). Although excelling at sport as a ‘Blue’ in intervarsity contests is
inferably still considered a ‘glory’ in this college, a widely shared love of ‘civilization’, by
which Forster seems to mean the study of the ‘humanities, counterbalances this
hypermasculinist culture and creates a generally more amenable environment for students

like Rickie.

145 A sentence that was deleted from the manuscript underscored this point even further: ‘Never again would
Gerald torture his flesh: the conventions would not permit it” [MSS.111.59].
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Rickie’s lameness, in short, becomes mitigated by the social and educational
privileges to which he has access. In Forster’s short story, ‘Ansell’ (written by 1903 but only
published posthumously), the first person narrator, who is applying for a Fellowship, is
devastated when the books he has been consulting for his dissertation on the Greek optative
fall into the river. He tries to explain to Ansell, the titular gamekeeper, the gravity of this loss
with the analogy, ‘it’s as if you had to lose your leg.”'* Physical disability is, by implication,
only a disqualifying factor in life for the manual labouring classes. In The Longest Journey,
Gerald is symbolically dispatched, as if in accordance with the laws of a kind of social
Darwinism whereby those without a higher education suffer a permanent disadvantage,
irrespective of their physical virility. Immediately after a chapter concludes upon an epithet
for Gerald, the ‘strong one’, the next opens with the matter-of-fact announcement that he
has been killed in a sporting competition: ‘He was broken up in the football match’ (L], 50-
1). The lame Rickie assumes Gerald’s unceremoniously vacated place and marries his fiancée,
Agnes, whom he has long loved in secret. Forster places gentle pressure on Rickie’s
unthinking assumption of his educational privileges, suggesting that if an élite higher
education can function as a corrective to certain inherited disadvantages it also produces and
enforces other forms of exclusion. Forster denies in his 1960 Introduction that, to write
the novel, he had to rummage through ‘the lumber-room of [his] past’ for inspiration,
claiming rather, to have been privy to ‘the magic sense of being visited’ by his memories (L],
Ixvi). Nevertheless, an outline of one of Rickie’s college days is fairly similar to the entries in
Forster’s own undergraduate diaties'"”:

In the morning he had read Theocritus, whom he believed to be the greatest of Greek
poets; he had lunched with a merry don and had tasted Zwieback biscuits; then he had
walked with people he liked, and had walked just long enough; and now his room was
full of other people whom he liked, and when they left he would go and have supper with
Ansell, whom he liked as well as any one. A year ago he had known none of these joys.

He had crept cold and friendless and ignorant out of a great public school, preparing for
a silent and solitary journey, and praying as a highest favour that he might be left alone.

146 E. M. Forster, The Life to Come and Other Stories (London: W. W. Norton, 1972, 3-4.
147 See, e.g. Autograph manuscript diary, 1898, EMF/12/2, King’s College Cambridge Modern Archives.
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Cambridge had not answered his prayer. She had taken and soothed him, and warmed

him, and had laughed at him a little, saying that he must not be so tragic yet awhile, for

his boyhood had been but a dusty corridor that led to the spacious halls of youth.

(L], 5-6)
Forster elsewhere criticised the public schools for churning out students, indistinguishable
from each other, with their ‘well-developed bodies, well-developed minds, and
underdeveloped hearts.”™ In contrast, Forster’s Cambridge offers, in addition to an
invigorating range of intellectual and social activities (from Greek poetry to being mentored
by ‘merry don[s]’), a nurturing environment that is vitally, more amenable for the
development of their hitherto atrophied emotional lives. The repetition of phrases such as
‘whom he believed’ and ‘whom he liked’ underlines how Rickie enjoys a newfound freedom
after the over-regimented, rote-learning environments of his school, not to mention the
bullying he had endured. ‘Liked,” however, flags the selectivity that is involved: Rickie
carefully chooses his companions, based upon private considerations that are never explicitly
divulged. A stock scene in the university novel is the itemisation of the undergraduate room,
the mise-en-scéne of which offers a key to its occupier’s character or a college’s culture.'” Upon
her visit, Agnes, in her endeavour to ‘debunk’ the educational project from which she has
been excluded, is caustic about Rickie’s dilettantish tastes: she dismisses the artworks
displayed, including a portrait of Sir Percival and a photograph of Stockholm, as ‘a collection
where one mediocrity was generally cancelled by another’ (L], 8). However, such peevish
remarks do not dent the dominant impression left by the descriptions that the Edwardian
undergraduate’s existence is a felicitous and enriching one. As Rickie later pronounces more
succinctly, this is ‘an abode of peace |...] a happy world’ (L], 55).
Rickie grows increasingly fond of his college room and returns to it with delight after

the summer vacation. He observes that ‘Over the door was his name, and through the paint,

like a grey ghost, he could still read the name of his predecessor. With a sigh of joy he entered

148 E. M. Forster, Abinger Harvest (London: Hatrcourt, 1964), 3-4.
49 Virginia Woolf’s Jacob’s Room (1922), discussed in Chapter 3, is another important example of this tradition.
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the perishable home that was his for a couple of years’ (L], 58-9). Upon this re-entry, he ‘felt
almost as safe as he felt once when his mother killed a ghost in the passage by carrying him
through it in her arms’ (L], 59). This odd analogy reiterates how collegiate homosociality
serves as a surrogate for an idealised form of maternal nurture. Stricken as he is with oedipal
hatred, Rickie reconstructs an alternative pseudo-genealogy for himself: he is one link in an
unbroken chain of generations of undergraduates, nurtured by their alma maters as common
heirs to a shared cultural inheritance. His protectiveness of his college’s tight-knit all-male
environment against any non-maternal feminine intrusions is stretched to a ludicrous extent:
he deems it inappropriate even to read correspondence from Agnes, reasoning that ‘[such]
letters were not for the likes of him, nor to be read in rooms like his’ (L], 59). In hindsight,
he gains a more critical perspective of his undergraduate life, realising that his room
contained ‘a jumble of things that he loved dearly and of things that he did not love at all’
(LJ, 155). The older Rickie explicitly adopts a psychoanalytical perspective on room décors,
claiming that they ‘expressed the thoughts, conscious and subconscious, of its inmates’ (L],
155). He seems to suspect that the views he held and articulated as an undergraduate were
similarly scrambled and that some were more reflective of the intellectual or cultural fashions
of the times than his own idiosyncratic tastes and personality. He is also incredulous that his
colleagues at Sawston expect him to be an authoritative expert as a result of his Cambridge
education and to take ‘[a] stand upon classics and general culture’ (L], 154). He laughingly
outlines the actual extent of his knowledge, ‘Classics! A second in the Tripos. General culture.
A smattering of English Literature, and less than a smattering of French.” Rickie’s intention
is not to criticise the Cambridge curriculum but rather to offer a defence for an education
that is ‘liberal’ in every sense. Cambridge gives free rein to its students to pursue myriad
intellectual flights of fancy so that they emerge, holistically enriched, though only able to

boast of a general ‘smattering’ of knowledge.
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The Longest Journey conveys how public opinion was deeply divided over the élite
universities during this period. Rickie is perturbed after reading editorial letters that indicate
‘how the great world looks down on [Cambridge|” because it ‘has lost touch with the times’
and ‘satisfies [...] neither the professions, nor the public schools, nor the great thinking mass’
(L], 62). The narrator offers a few tangential, meta-literary defences of Cambridge by
suggesting that some of the more outlandish ideas about the university had been
disseminated by popular university fictions: ‘Many a maiden lady who had read that
Cambridge men were sad dogs, was surprised and perhaps a little disappointed at the
reasonable life which greeted her [within the colleges]” (L], 58). Such novels inferably also
contributed to the working-class characters’ inordinate veneration for Oxbridge. The
narrator lightly satirises Miss Appleblossom’s rapturous recollections of ‘her never-forgotten
expedition to Cambridge, and her admiration of University life was as shrill and as genuine
now as it had been then’ (L], 31). Howards End, written a couple of years later, describes an
overlooked, poignhant encounter between a Cambridge student and Leonard Bast, the
archetypal working class man hungering for a cultural education. The latter sentimentally
recalls a train journey he had once shared with a ‘decent-mannered undergraduate’ who had
lent a sympathetic ear to his private troubles as ‘[p]erhaps the keenest happiness he had ever
known’ (HE, 120). Bast, however, shied away from further acquaintance because he had
been afraid of disillusionment: he wished to preserve the student’s status in his memory as
one of the ‘denizens of Romance, |[...] pictures that must not walk out of their frames.’

Forster regularly subjects these romanticised portraits of Cambridge to critical
inspection, undercutting the idyllic mood with ironical interpolations or with enumerations
of the various unglamorous aspects of university life, such as a temperamental drainage
system, a malfunctioning public tram system, and the blandness of the college meals. Thus,
at the beginning of each year, ‘Cambridge, according to her custom, welcomed her sons with

open drains. [...] and always a smell’ (L], 55), with Ansell treating this sewage water as a
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metaphor for the university’s ‘spiritual cesspool’ (L], 56). An important early scene in the

novel occurs in a ‘secluded dell’ somewhere in the countryside surrounding the university:
It could not have been worth a visit twenty years ago, for then it was only a scar of chalk,
and it is not worth a visit at the present day, for the trees have grown too thick and
choked it. But when Rickie was up, it chanced to be the brief season of its romance [...]
and he came upon it at a time when his life too was beginning to expand. Accordingly

the dell became for him a kind of church—a church where indeed you could do anything
you liked, but where anything you did would be transfigured.

(L], 18)

Forster underscores how the ‘romantic’ age of Cambridge, if it had ever existed, had been of
very limited duration. He specifies in the manuscript that Rickie had been up at King’s
College from 1899-1902 (MSS.11.24). The dell nevertheless serves the function of the
traditional Arcadian retreat by offering a place where its visitors can reflect upon, critique,
and imagine solutions to the problems from which they have temporarily evacuated
themselves. Importantly, it is only when Rickie and his friends ‘walk out’ of the institutional
‘frames’ of the university itself that they come closest to embodying Cantabrigean ‘integrity.’
En route to the dell, Rickie’s poetic sensibility is enlivened: he becomes ‘open to the
complexities of autumn.” Whilst his self-confidence grows, it is crucially counterbalanced by
an enhanced sense of humility and an outpouring of love for humanity: ‘he felt extremely
tiny—extremely tiny and extremely important; and perhaps the combination is as fair as any
that exists. He hoped that all his life he would never be peevish or unkind’ (L], 19). There is
a niggling doubt on Forster’s part that dwelling within ‘the spacious halls’ of the university,
so secluded as it is from the ‘great world,” may impede the development of some of these
nobler impulses.

It is within the dell that Rickie and his three companions hold a short but key
argument about the formation of cliques that constrict sociability within their college.
Rickie’s friends mock his desire ‘to bind the college together’ by smoothing over the

antagonisms between their intellectual circle and ‘the beefy set” (L], 19). This clash, in
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essence, pivots around the question of class, as the latter set was typically constituted by the
less academically diligent students from wealthier backgrounds. Ansell scoffs, “You want to
love every one equally, and that’s worse than impossible it’s wrong. When you denounce
sets, you're really trying to destroy friendship” (L], 20). Rickie’s stalwart defence of the
possibility of universal love is resisted on all fronts and is belied by his own actions, such as
the relative homogeneity of his own friendship circle and some of his own snobberies, which
become increasingly apparent. For instance, he flinches at the faux pas committed by
outsiders such as Gerald, who uses the abbreviation, ‘Varsity’, when ‘[i]t was at that time the
proper thing to speak of “the University” (L], 36). Therefore, whilst the dell offers a venue
for teasing out some of the issues that were affecting their university, it ultimately fails as a
‘ereenwood’ proper because its refugees do not emerge from it with any transformative
revelations.

The Cambridge of The Longest Journey is undeniably dominated by those from the
more privileged classes—and indeed, Forster’s own plot summary, which describes it as a
‘true home’ for the first-born, legitimate sons, recognises how it is still governed by rights as
archaic as those of primogeniture. Gerald belligerently defends his decision not to go to
university on the grounds that it is dominated by the echelons of society: ‘I haven’t four years
to throw away for the sake of [...] hobnobbing with Lords’ (L], 37). Herbert Pembroke
offers a slightly different snapshot of the student demographics, blaming the ‘great change
in university tone’ over the past two decades on the admission of students ‘from very queer
schools, if they came from any schools at all’ (L], 10). This snide remark is the only direct
reference in the novel to Oxbridge’s admission of less affluent students in increasing
numbers. However, Paul Peppis is over-simplifying Forster’s fictionalised Cambridge when

he describes it as merely another iteration of ‘a cloistered and fraternal community of
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homosocial privilege.”"” Forster himself was discomfited by Cambridge’s cliques and
hierarchies, lamenting that ‘as soon as the train slackens at that eel-like platform it’s settled
who I can know, who not.”"" Rickie’s filial hatred may have been partly fuelled by his shame
about the ‘shady’ foundations of his family’s affluence, ‘swindled’ many generations ago by
an opportunistic ancestor (L, 31). He seems repulsed by the idea that his family’s present
pseudo-gentility and wealth, which has sponsored his education, had been gained through
sordid mercenary manoeuvres. Ansell’s rise from a ‘plebeian household’ (L], 30) to pursue a
degree in philosophy, described as ‘the crown of a man’s education’ (L], 46), and to become
in effect the ‘high-priest’ of Cambridge, is not presented as an atypical case. ‘Like many
fathers’, readers are informed, his father ‘had spared no expense over his boy,—he had
borrowed money to start him at a rapacious and fashionable private school; he had sent him
to tutors; he had sent him to Cambridge. But he knew that all this was not the important
thing. The important thing was freedom’ (L], 29). Many fathers were intuiting what
sociological research has resoundingly affirmed, namely, that there is a disproportionate
representation of students from private school backgrounds at Oxbridge and that élite higher
education afforded what many considered the ultimate ‘freedom’ upward social mobility.
Forster had first-hand experience of how the foundations laid during one’s earlier schooling
could delimit one’s tertiary opportunities and performance. As he reported to his mother,
his tutor, Nathaniel Wedd, predicted that he had no chance of obtaining a First because of
‘the system of education at Tonbridge’, which was responsible for his ‘backwardness.”
The repeated mentions of Ansell’s background indicate how all university
interactions and friendships, even amongst the ‘liberal’ sets, are overshadowed by a persistent

class consciousness. Agnes immediately identifies Rickie as a ‘snob’ based on his long-winded

150 Paul Peppis, “Forster and England,” in The Cambridge Companion to E.M. Forster, ed. David Bradshaw
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apology for his friend’s rudeness: ‘Ansell isn’t a gentleman. His father’s a draper. His uncles
are farmers. He’s here because he’s so clever—just on account of his brains’ (L], 7). Janice
Ho maintains that “T’he Longest Journey remains marked by a persistently utopic sensibility in
the way it presents the political possibilities of civic friendship.”” Even though Ho
persuasively disputes a longstanding view that Forster championed personal relations over
the interests of the state, she makes too large a claim for the novel’s utopianism. Rickie rightly
predicts that the friendships he had made in Cambridge would be difficult to maintain
beyond their college days. The narrator poignantly relays how Rickie ‘wished that all the
confidence and mutual knowledge that is born in such a place as Cambridge could be
organized. ...[H]e wished there was a society, a kind of friendship office, where the marriage
of true minds could be registered’ (L], 64). In his well-known essay, ‘What I Believe’ (1939),
Forster makes a very similar claim, opining that life ‘may well be hailed as a tragedy’ when
‘no device has been found by which these private decencies can be transmitted to public
affairs.””™ As it is, in The Longest Journey, Rickie’s martiage to Agnes effects a rupture in his
friendship with Ansell. Agnes’s palpable disdain for Ansell’s humble origins breeds mutual
resentment, with the consequence that Ansell avoids the Elliot family home altogether.
Indeed, the novel most nears the tragic mode when it shows how the ‘private decencies’ that
flourish briefly in social niches, such as the universities, have scant opportunity of
transmission into the socio-political spheres.

Forster seems restrained by certain feelings of defensiveness towards his alma mater
and always stops short of the full-throttled satite common to many university fictions. His
undergraduates never exhibit rambunctious, drunken hooliganism or languish in decadence.
The most egregious public nuisance they are seen to partake in actually metes out a stroke of

poetic justice. A group of students unintentionally push the obnoxious Herbert into the

153 Janice Ho, Nation and Citizenship in the Twentieth-Century British Novel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
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gutter. Certain students express reservations about the ideologies and traditions that the
university was attempting to impress upon them, whether it be through its disciplinary
measures, organisation of knowledge, or pedagogical practices. They regard the subfusc they
are mandated to wear on occasion as ‘symbols of pupillage’ (L/, 156) and Widdrington, a
friend of Rickie, hangs his gown in the college fountain in a semi-facetious act of rebellion.
There are evidently questions being posed about the type of apprenticeship the university is
offering them, although the expression of such incipient criticisms seems largely limited to
juvenile pranks.

For all his love for Cambridge, even as an undergraduate, Rickie grows increasingly
concerned that its ‘spacious halls’ are, in fact, too ‘narrow’ and ‘tiny’ (L], 62). He analogises
that modern individuals are mere ‘bubbles on an extremely rough sea. Into this sea humanity
has built, as it were, some little breakwaters—scientific knowledge, civilized restraint—so
that the bubbles do not break so frequently or so soon’ (L], 57). This figure suggests that the
university at most provides diminutive defensive structures against the vicissitudes of life
that its students will soon have to face. The narrator lends support to the view of Cambridge’s
narrowness by noting the inexperience of Rickie and his friends: they ‘are full of the wine of
life. But they have not tasted the cup—Ilet us call it the teacup—of experience’ (L], 61). The
metaphor of the teacup, typographically foregrounded between long dashes, represents the
adult necessity of submitting to social duties, decorum, and expectations. The repeated
references to undergraduate tea-drinking in the novel seem to be an ironic send-up of their
belief that college life is a simulacrum or a training process for ‘real’ life. ‘Dirty teacups’ are
the first objects that Agnes sees on Rickie’s table and she draws especial attention to them
by remarking to his bed-maker ‘Plenty of teacups to wash up!” (L], 9); the sight of
undergraduates making tea gives Miss Appleblossom, the Ansells’ hired help, such a
‘tremendous shock’ that she ‘wonder[ed] whether this was Cambridge College at all’ (L], 58).

Even the self-deprecatory Rickie fails to comprehend the full extent of their own
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unworldliness. He is falsely confident, for instance, that the short stories he composed as an
undergraduate possess the profundity and breadth of vision that would interest a more
mature readership. The synopses of Rickie’s stories—an allegorical one about tourists near
Sicily who are drowned by the ‘black fingers of sea devils’ (L], 60); all the others, by his own
description, ‘harping on this ridiculous idea of getting into touch with Nature’ (L], 71)—
prepare readers for the advice that is enclosed by the editor of Ho/born with his rejection slip:
‘See life, Mr Elliott, and then send us another story’ (L], 144).

Rickie is not totally oblivious to social realities, however; he recognises that the
comforts and conveniences of his college life are dependent upon the labour of a largely
invisible serving class. He moralises, ‘We owe an enormous amount to them, their wages are
absurd, and we know nothing about them’ (L], 56). But typical of all armchair theoreticians,
Rickie makes no especial effort to expand his ‘narrow’ knowledge or rectify the absurdities
of an exploitative, modern labour market. ‘He did not love the vulgar herd,” the narrator
explains, ‘but he knew that his own vulgarity would be greater if he forbade it ingress, and
that it was not by preciosity that he would attain to the intimate spirit of the dell’ (L], 18).
This can be taken as a representative attitude of members of his class towards the question
of access (‘ingress’) itself: they would extend forbearance to the ‘vulgar herd,” but only
grudgingly, and partly only because they believe it is what is demanded by the ‘spirit’ of
‘integrity.” In comparison to Rickie, Tibby Schlegel is completely indifferent to the less
privileged inhabitants of Oxford as he wanders through the city streets: ‘only the ganglion of
vulgarity round Carfax showed how evanescent was the phantom, how faint [the university’s]
claim to represent England’ (HE, 252). Forster’s novels certainly do not allow the prestigious
universities to pass themselves off as representative microcosms for England but, arguably,
nor do they challenge forcefully enough the inadequacy of the institutional will to redress
wider social injustices. Howards End’s narrator concedes the limitations of Forsterian realism

with the disclaimer, ‘We are not concerned with the very poor. They are unthinkable, and
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only to be approached by the statistician or the poet’ (HE, 43). Even though there is an
element of facetiousness here, most of Forster’s characters (and narrators) do not turn their
minds often enough to the ‘unthinkable.’

An important juxtaposition in The Longest Journey is that of Cambridge, which is but a
‘local shrine’ with ‘little breakwaters’ after all, to Wiltshire, where ‘[t]he fibres of England
unite...and did we condescend to worship her, here we should erect our national shrine’ (L],
126). Despite his homage to Wiltshire, Rickie’s language again betrays his class prejudices:
the worship of this version of a simpler England, populated by a caste of pagans, including
his own dissolute, illegitimate half-brother, Stephen, amounts to a form of condescension or
regression. Rickie feels degraded when he overhears the latter’s sexist banter: ‘as each wave
of vulgarity burst over him, [Rickie] sunk his head lower and lower’ (L], 111). Like Agnes,
for most of the narrative, he refuses to accord ‘full human rights’ to Stephen and
dehumanises the latter by regarding him as ‘an inexperienced animal.” In turn, Stephen scorns
Rickie as an ‘anaemic prig’ (LJ, 108). Ultimately, Ansell’s tepid overtures of friendship
towards Stephen are ultimately too half-hearted to be taken as an auspicious sign that
meaningful connections can be forged between the local and national shrines.

Forster maintained in his 1960 introduction that he largely shared Ansell’s views on
the Cambridge versus ‘Great World’ dichotomy. ‘The earth is full of tiny societies, and
Cambridge is one of them. All the societies are narrow, but some are good and some are
bad,” Ansell explains rather blandly, “To compare the world to Cambridge is like comparing
the outsides of houses with the inside of a house. No intellectual effort is needed, no moral
result is attained’ (L], 63). Whilst Ansell dismisses wholesale all efforts to compare
Cambridge and society, his own analogy implies that they are structurally inseparable. The
university is contained within society and its form is determined by the structural design of

the latter. Claudia Rosenhan rightly identifies that Forster ‘takes issue with the idea that the
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university alone is responsible for instilling an ethical response to the world.””>> His writings
suggest that too much hope was being invested in universities as engines of social change,
with the consequence that they were being scapegoated for problems that were beyond their
capacity to solve. But to extend the logic of Ansell’s analogy, interior refurbishment can be
initiated independently of any motions to renovate a house’s exterior. Ever opposed to the
idea of statist interventions, Forster also seems to be hinting that universities can—and
should—be actively adopting changes that reflect the ever-evolving needs of contemporary
social justice.
The Longest Journey vacillates between condemning and sympathising with Agnes.

From her very first appearance in the novel, whereupon the narrator snidely notes her
misidentification of the photograph of Stockholm in Rickie’s room as one of Venice, doubt
is repeatedly cast on the credibility of this putative ‘debunker’ of Cambridge. Rickie fumbles
for an appropriate classical prototype in his attempt to comprehend Agnes’s charm:

She slipped between examples. A kindly Medea, a Cleopatra with a sense of duty—these

suggested her a little. She was not born in Greece, but came overseas to it—a dark,

intelligent princess. With all her splendour, there were hints of splendour still hidden—

hints of an older, richer, and more mysterious land.

(L], 47)

The use of dashes in this section of free indirect discourse mimics Rickie’s private indecisions
about her character. Identifying Agnes as an alien force within neo-Hellenic Cambridge, he
tries to cast her instead as a denizen of a superior, pre-Grecian civilisation. However, a
troubling misogynistic note is perceptible in his analogies: both Medea and Cleopatra had
long been vilified in the cultural tradition because of the threats they posed to patriarchal
order. This coheres with the subtle hints dispersed throughout the narrative that Agnes’s

hostility towards the university is engendered, at least partly, by its systemic sexism and

exclusiveness. She fantasises about achieving a vicarious one-upmanship over its students via

155 Claudia Rosenhan, ““We can only interpret by our expetiences” Nature/Culture in Forster’s ‘Cambridge’
Novels,” Green Letters 22, no. 3 (2018): 276.
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her fellow outsider, Gerald, whom she proudly regards as ‘her own splendid lover, who could
have knocked all these unhealthy undergraduates into a cocked-hat’ (L], 8). There is a
poignant moment when she betrays a latent envy of the latter, wistfully admitting ‘I love
Cambridge...All those glorious buildings, and every one so happy’ (L], 36). Once married to
Rickie, the abstruse, mock-Apostolic debates of his old university set become increasingly
intolerable to Agnes: ‘She had suffered terribly,” she bemoans, ‘She had asked for facts and

23 <¢

had been given “views,” “emotional standpoints,” “attitudes towards life’” (L], 234). In turn,
she issues ‘views’ of her own that her husband (and the narrator) regard as reprehensible.
She recoils, for example, from the local yeomanry, regarding them as ‘social thunderbolts, to
be shunned at all costs’ (L], 135) and she particularly despises Stephen, whom ‘[s|he could
not feel [...] had full human rights. He was illicit, abnormal, worse than a man diseased’ (L],
139). But in espousing such materialistic and classist positions, Agnes does not ‘debunk’
Cambridge so much as embody the ultimate antithesis of the university’s ‘spirit of integrity’
and liberal atmosphere that Forster himself valued so dearly.

The novel thus vacillates between condemning and sympathising with Agnes, just as
it equivocates about the Cambridge that excludes her and that she, in turn, antagonises. As a
husband, Rickie proves to be a poor substitute for Gerald. The abstruse, mock-Apostolic
debates of his old university set become increasingly intolerable to her: ‘She had suffered

<

terribly,” she privately bemoans, ‘She had asked for facts and had been given “views,”
“emotional standpoints,” “attitudes towards life’” (L], 234). In turn, she issues ‘views’ of her
own that Rickie (and the narrator) regard as reprehensible. She recoils, for example, from the
local yeomanry, regarding them as ‘social thunderbolts, to be shunned at all costs’ (L], 135)
and she particularly despises Stephen, whom ‘[s]he could not feel...had full human rights.
He was illicit, abnormal, worse than a man diseased’ (L], 139). In espousing such materialistic

and classist positions, Agnes does not ‘debunk’ Cambridge so much as embody the ultimate

antithesis of the university’s ‘spirit of integrity’.



58

Despite his general proto-feminist sympathies, Forster never openly supported
higher education for women. He even criticised Virginia Woolf’s incessant preoccupation

16 In turn, Woolf sensed

with the ‘woman question,” which he felt marred her novels.
Forster’s animosity towards her and recorded in her diary in 1919, ‘I always feel him shrinking
sensitively from me, as a woman, a clever woman, an up to date woman.”””” Elaine Showalter
perhaps puts the case too strongly but she is not unjustified in claiming that as a closeted
homosexual man, ‘Forster saw women as part of the enemy camp. While not precisely
antagonistic to them, he believed them to be allied with the forces and institutions of
repression.”™® His esteem for the largely self-taught Schlegel sisters in Howards Fnd suggests
a belief that women could become admirably cultivated independently, without encroaching
upon the sacrosanct homosocial courts of the universities.
Rickie’s final reflections upon Cambridge comprise a more mellowed retrospect, as

he muses on the difference it has made in his own life:

he loved to watch the exploits, or rather the efforts, of others—their efforts not so much

to acquire knowledge as to dispel a little of the darkness by which we and all our

acquisitions are surrounded. Cambridge had taught him this, and he knew, if for no other

reason, that his time there had not been in vain

(L], 160)

The wording of this section of free indirect discourse is slightly jarring: ‘he loved to watch’
infers a degree of remove and raises the spectre of the worn complaint that Oxbridge
characters are theoreticians and preachers, rather than doers. However, the substitution of
‘exploit’, which has connotations of militarism or hero worship, with the more neutral term,
‘efforts’, mirrors how Cambridge also tempered the agonistic and hypermasculinist

mannerisms and rhetoric the youths had acquired in their public schools. As Rickie expatiates

to Agnes,

156 Forster, Two Cheers for Democracy, 249.

57 The Diary of Virginia Woolf, 170l. I, ed. Anne Olivier Bell (London: Hogarth Press, 1977), 263.

158 Elaine Showalter, “.4 Passage to India as ‘Marriage Fiction’ Forstet’s Sexual Politics,” Women and Literature 5,
no. 2 (1997): 7.
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the notion of good-fellowship develops late [...] up at Cambridge it flourishes amazingly.

That’s why I pity people who don’t go up to Cambridge: not because a University is

smart, but because those are the magic years, and—with luck—you see up there what

you couldn’t see before and mayn’t ever see again.

(L], 170)

Rickie recognises that the eudaimonic self-flourishing that is ideally developed during one’s
university years depends more upon the practice of ‘good-fellowship’ than any form of
structured pedagogy. The qualification, ‘with luck,” concedes that chance (which places
certain friends or tutors in one’s path) plays a role in bringing about the ‘magic’ of the
educative journey Cambridge facilitates.

Forster supplements Rickie’s partial account of the Cambridge community by paying
tribute to the ‘good-fellowship’, competence, and compassion exhibited by the dons as well.
Forster’s fellows are not out-of-touch and reptilian Casaubons but rather, actual harbingers
of social change. According to Thomas Howarth, most of the Cambridge dons during this
period were ‘undoubtedly Conservative in outlook” and shared ‘a belief in the continuing
utility and virtues of the British Empire." The ‘piquant(ly]’ socialist Mrs Failing, whose
name infers Forster’s disapprobation of the type of caustic, unsympathetic satire that she
practises, scoffs that if a student were ‘stupid in the right way he would be a don’ (L], 123).
In his more circumspect manner, Rickie also questions whether the dons, whom he believes
‘had experienced so little’, possessed any real understanding of the ‘concrete facts’ of life, as
opposed to the esoteric facts of their own specialisations (L], 57). The dons in The Longest
Journey are commended for their sensitivity to the individual needs of each student:

[They| treated with rare dexterity the products that came up yearly from the public
schools. They taught the perky boy that he was not everything, and the limp boy that he
might be something. They even welcomed those boys who were neither limp nor perky,
but odd—those boys who had never been at a public school at all, and such do not find
a welcome everywhere. And they did everything with ease—one might almost say with

nonchalance, so that the boys noticed nothing, and received education, often for the first
time in their lives.

159 Thomas Edward Brodie Howarth, Cambridge Between the Wars (London: Collins, 1978), 142.
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(L], 58)
In this adulatory description, the tutors’ pedagogical touch is so deftly subtle that it slips
below the radar of their students’ perception. Though dons were regularly attacked as easy
targets in the satirical university novel tradition—and treated unsympathetically by Forster
himself in Maurice—in this eatlier novel they are presented as the admirable upholders of the
liberal-humane tradition, educators worth emulating, and the levellers of social
discriminations.

During Rickie’s demoralising stint as a school master at Sawston, which he likens to
‘work|ing] a beneficent machine’ (L], 153), he is forced to abandon his Platonic (and
Apostolic) quest for integrity. He surrenders his pursuit of ‘what is good and true’ (L], 29)
for a more mundane aim: “To do good! |...] Let us give up our refined sensations, and our
comforts, and our art, if thereby we can make other people happier and better’ (L], 152).
This starkly captures the divide between the ‘refined’ realm of the liberal university and the
prosaic utilitarianism of the world beyond it. Rickie’s despondency deepens when he realises
that bringing about the happiness or betterment of others is not easily achievable within the
machinery of schooling. During revisions made between 1905 and 1907, Forster augmented
the bleakness of the novel’s tone further, excising a passage wherein Rickie reassures himself
after the tragic death of his sickly child: ‘I know there is a purpose in the tiny corner of the
world that I have touched. I stand with my face to the night. But it is not really darkness, for
those I loved are handing the torches on’ [MSS. XXXII.A40]. In the final version, Rickie is
unable to recover any sense of existential purpose or optimism about the future of either his
shambolic domestic life, or of humanity more generally, as ‘[he] watched the black earth unite
to the black sky’ (L], 272).

There is a final attempt to bridge the social abyss dividing the intellectual sets of
Cambridge on one hand, and the Wiltshire pastorals on the other. A scene of fraternal

reconciliation occurs near the end of the novel when Rickie and Stephen set a piece of scrap
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paper alight together on the river: ‘the flower sailed into deep water, and up leapt the two
arches of a bridge... and one arch became a fairy tunnel, dropping diamonds. Then it
vanished for Rickie; but Stephen, who knelt in the water, declared that it was still afloat, far
through the arch, burning as if it would burn forever’ (L], 282). Stephen’s willingness and
physical ability to wade into and kneel in the water—in contrast to the Cantabrigeans like
Herbert whose fastidiousness about getting his feet wet had generated the comedy in the
novel’s opening scene—seems to be an important factor in his ability to see the incandescent
‘fairy tunnel’ beneath the bridge, a symbolic pi¢ce de résistance in Forster’s poetics of
connection. Rickie’s experience of vicarious transcendence, witnessing Stephen’s
extraordinary ability ‘to dispel a little of the darkness’ for others—the supreme value of which
Cambridge had taught him—is instrumental in his subsequent impulsive decision to sacrifice
his life in order to preserve his brother’s. True to his own prophecy, Rickie never finds a true
home after Cambridge and comes to the ‘absurd conclusion’ that had long been
foreshadowed (L], 5): mowed down by a train, that stock plot device and emblem of
modernity and its ruthless rhythms. The dying Rickie concedes to Mrs. Failing, “You have
been right’ (L], 282). He is acceding not only to her opinion that ‘conventions are majestic
in their way, and will claim us in the end’ (L], 2706), but also to the tradition of defeatist satire
that she represents. Ultimately, Forster seems to have been unable to rescue his protagonist
from the conventional trajectory of disillusionment that is common to many university
fictions. And that (essentially) moral perspective is mirrored in the novel’s technical resort to
formal predictability. And so in the novel’s hastily bundled up conclusion, it is the illegitimate,
uneducated, but virile and far-sighted Stephen who is appointed as the bearer of the flickering
hopes of the liberal-humanistic imagination.

The fatalism of The Longest Journey’s ending notwithstanding, Forster would defend in
subsequent novels the ideal that Rickie had died for and test its validity in a range of extra-

mural contexts. In Howards End, the narrator famously reiterates the importance of ‘the
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building of the rainbow bridge that should connect the prose in us with the passion. Without
it we are meaningless fragments, half monks, half beasts, unconnected arches that have never
joined into a man’ (HE, 183). For Forster, a university education was not on its own sufficient
nor was it a necessary prerequisite for the construction of these vital links within the
individual and between individuals. The tone of his fictionalisations of universities grew
darker and more cynical. Rickie’s insecurities, which arose from a vaguely defined disability,
are superseded by Maurice’s angst-ridden struggles against his repressed homosexuality. In
this later novel, Cambridge is no longer a sanctuary of ‘good-fellowship’ but rather, a
microcosm of the prurient society beyond it, and permeated by the same homophobic

prejudices.

The Post-Pastoral Cambridge of Maurice (1913-14)

Although Forster ostensibly gave up novel-writing after .4 Passage fo India, he continued to
revise, secretly and almost obsessively, for the remainder of his life the work that he had
begun in 1912 but never dared not publish, Maurice.'® The titular protagonist, Maurice Hall,
goes up to Cambridge in 1908, by which point ‘the brief season of its romance’ had evidently
come to an end. Many reviews at the time of the novel’s publication in 1971 were caustic
about its wish-fulfilling ending. For instance, Michael Ratcliffe, reviewer for The Times,
contributes to the tide of disapproval with a Trilling-esque comment: ‘Maurice is the least
poetic, the least witty, the least dense and the most immediately realistic of the six novels.”"'
The final phrase acts as a sort of saving clause: even its detractors could not but acknowledge

the realism—and relevance—of Maurice. In his compelling defence of the novel, Matthew

Curr argues that it is ‘a revelatory and revolutionary intertext’ to Forster’s published

160 Maurice is now widely regarded as England’s first ‘gay novel,” which inaugurated this new sub-genre.
161 Cited in E. M. Forster: The Critical Heritage, 452.
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fictions.'*” Indeed, Manrice mounts a less equivocal critique of Cambridge’s internal cultures
and latent prejudices than anything previously heard from Forster. Specifically, it offers
significant insights into the constant contradictory negotiations of masculine identity and
sexuality in the Edwardian university, where a proscriptive view of homosexuality intensified
in the wake of Oscar Wilde’s trial for sodomic indecency in 1895.

Throughout the nineteenth century, Oxbridge men had developed and legitimised a
homophilic vocabulary through their classical scholarship and pedagogical methods that
encouraged the formation of Platonic bonds. As Linda Dowling shows in her magisterial
study of Hellenism and homosexuality in Victorian Oxford, during this great age of university
reform, prominent figures including Benjamin Jowett and Mark Pattison sought to co-opt
the neo-Hellenistic values that emerged out of the systematic study of Greek history,
philosophy, and literature ‘for the secular purpose of producing a new civic élite to lead
Britain out of sociocultural stagnation and into a triumphal age of imperial responsibility:

19 At the same time,

Britain as a world civilization, with Oxford as its intellectual center.
other famous Oxford personae, such as Pater and Wilde, developed ‘a homosexual
counterdiscourse able to justify male love in ideal or transcendental terms.”’** Dowling claims
that the impassioned defence of ‘the love that dare not speak its name’ given by Wilde during
his trial catalysed a moment of cultural rupture and created ‘a new and powerful vocabulary
of personal identity, a language of mind, sensibility, and emotion, of inward and intellectual
relations.”® Against this fractious context, Forster’s close friend Edward Carpenter
‘developed into a homosexual apologist along the earnest, enthusiastic, and activist lines

2166

characteristic of [Cambridge].”* Jesse Wolfe persuasively shows the profound influence of

162 Matthew Curr, “Recuperating E. M. Forster’s Maurice,” Modern Language Quarterly 62, no. 1 (2001): 61.

163 Linda Dowling, Hellenism and Homosexuality in Victorian Oxford (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press,
1994), xiv.

164 Tbid, xiii.

165 Ibid, 2.

166 Ibid, 79.
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Carpenter’s polemical writings upon the form as well as content of Forster’s fictions, from
their dramatisation of psychosexual interactions between characters to their projections
about social reforms.'”” It is well-documented that Carpentet’s cross-class love for George
Merrill was the inspiration for Maurice’s relationship with the groundsman, Alec Scudders.
However, Forster did not share Carpenter’s optimism that homophobic sentiment in
England would soon be assuaged. He continued to suppress both his own sexual orientation
as well as his fictional treatments of this theme. In 1922, he recorded in his diary, ‘Have this
moment burnt my indecent writings. [...] They clogged me attistically.”'®® Only Masurice and
a cluster of short stories, all published posthumously, survived the conflagration. In his novel,
Forster is responding to the discourses and counterdiscourses of the Hellenistic revival, as
well as the seismic cultural shifts triggered by Wilde’s spectacular and tragic disgrace. Even
within the hitherto homophilic enclaves of Cambridge, he sensed a backlash against the
inclinations that had now been publicly pilloried as not only deviant, but grossly immoral
and criminal.

George Steiner claims that the ‘university chapters’ of Maurice are its ‘heart.”'” Indeed,
the Cambridge section lays important thematic ground, foregrounding the self- and mutual-
policing that was constantly being exercised in order to prevent the very homosocial bonds
that had been sentimentalised in The Longest Journey from developing into illicit homosexual
relations. It is a Cambridge, pace Dowling, where any ‘activist lines’ for equal rights and
recognition had retreated back into the closet. As Eve Sedgwick demonstrates, Wilde’s trial
enervated the political struggle for the equal rights of male homosexuals until the movements

of the 1960s at least.'” Forster casts his titular character as an Everyman: middle-class, as

167 Jesse Wolfe, “Case Study: Edward Catpenter's Radical Integrity and Its Influence on E. M. Forster,” in The
Handbook to the Bloomsbury Group, ed. by Derek Ryan and Stephen Ross (London: Bloomsbury, 2018), 30-44.
168 Forster’s journal entry of April 8, 1922, cited in Stephen Da Silva, “Transvaluing Immaturity: Reverse
Discourses of Male Homosexuality in E. M. Forstet’s Posthumously Published Fiction,” Criticisnz (1998): 248.
169 George Steiner, “Under the Greenwood Tree,” New Yorker, 9 October 1971, 158-69, in E. M. Forster: The
Critical Heritage, 476.

170 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Besween Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1985), 216-17.
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middling in intelligence as his professional ambitions, and not at all prehensile to the aesthetic
realm, being ‘indifferent to beauty as a rule’.'! Maurice is predestined not for cultural
leadership; only the family stockbroking company. When he first goes up to Cambridge, he
only fraternises with those he already knew from his public school, Sunnington, and ‘during
his first year managed to experience little in university life that was unfamiliar’ (M, 22). As
the narrator observes drily, ‘He belonged to an Old Boys’ Club, and they played games
together, tea’d and lunched together, kept up their provincialisms and slang, sat elbow to
elbow in hall and walked arm in arm about the streets. ...[T]heir outlook remained that of
the upper fifth, and some of them kept it through life’ (M, 22). The minimal commingling of
the various college cliques, which Forster implicitly criticises, ‘suit[s] Maurice’ because he is
‘constitutionally lazy’ (M, 22).

Maurice, in short, is nothing like the much-feted ideal of the Oxbridge
undergraduate: he is completely undistinguished in terms of either intelligence or physical
fitness. The narrator emphasises that his brain is his ‘weakest organ’ (M, 32) and that he ‘s
not dowered with imagination’ (M, 47). Even Clive Durham, the homosexual undergraduate
who falls in love with him, is not blind to how he is ‘bourgeois, unfinished and stupid—the
wortst of confidants’ (M, 61). Conscious of his own mediocrity, Maurice envies the “Trinity
men’, whom he considers are ‘all of enormous intellect and culture. Maurice’s set had laughed
at Trinity, but they could not ignore its disdainful radiance, or deny the superiority it scarcely
troubles to affirm’ (M, 28). More than in The Longest Journey, Forster draws attention to the
internecine rivalries and antagonisms between colleges that render the university as a whole
into a rigidly divided community. He reiterates the familiar praises of college life in a more
muted language:

[Maurice’s] discoveries multiplied. People turned out to be alive. Hitherto he had
supposed that they were what he pretended to be—flat pieces of cardboard stamped with a

7L E. M. Forster, Maurice (London: Penguin Books, 2005), 32. Subsequent references will be included in-text,
with the abbreviation M.
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conventional design—but as he strolled about the courts at night and saw through the

windows some men singing and others arguing and others at their books, there came by

no process of reason a conviction that they were human beings with feelings akin to his

own.

(M, 23, original emphasis)

The liberal university education is praised here but faintly, reduced to a ‘flat” and
‘conventional’ image of ‘some men singing and others arguing and others at their books.’
Maurice continues flattening his own personality and inclinations because his ‘reason’ still
cautions him that ‘if known as he was, he would be hounded out of the world” (M, 23). He
thus excludes himself from these scenes of student conviviality and community, only gazing
in at them from the outside of windows. Even though he has a revelation about the humanity
of his peers, he continues to suspect, and rightly so, Forster implies, that this would not
amount to a humane tolerance and understanding of his own #zconventional ‘design.” ‘Rather
than revolting against the inhibitions of society,” as Richard Martin accurately surmises, ‘the
characters in Forster’s novels tend to adapt themselves to conditions which, at first, seemed
intolerable.”’”” Maurice exemplifies such stoical forbearance, even though this comes at the
cost of constantly feeling as if he is ‘nothing but falsities’ (M, 31).

Same-sex desire could still find some coded expression within Cambridge through
the established Hellenistic counterdiscourses. Within the university, there still exist traces of
that ‘virilising’ and ‘idealistic’ version of homosexuality which had not been driven
completely underground. When Clive Durham recommends Plato’s Symposium to Maurice,
‘in the middle of the sunlit court a breath of liberty touched him’ (M, 42). It is only during
their college years that Durham, who is more forthcoming than Maurice about his sexuality,
experiences some respite from the ‘terrors’ that had been ‘definite, continuous’ throughout

his earlier youth (M, 59). As the narrator explains, ‘[a]t Cambridge he cultivated tender

emotions for other undergraduates, and his life, hitherto grey, became slightly tinged with

172 Richard Martin, The Love That Failed: Ideal and Reality in the Writings of E. M. Forster (Betlin and Boston: De
Gruyter, 2011), 33-4.
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delicate hues’ (M, 60). Nevertheless, Forster’s diminutive language—‘a breath of liberty’;
“slightly tinged’—undetlines the meagreness of the tolerance that is extended to those who
bear this secret. Maurice is unable to fully enjoy Cambridge’s offerings, even though he is
able to appraise them objectively: “The sounds of the May term, the scents of the Cambridge
year in flower, floated in through the window and said to Maurice, ‘You are unworthy of us.’
He knew that he was three parts dead, an alien, a yokel in Athens’ (M, 46-7). Despite being
wracked with the ‘turgid agony’ of his sexual longing for Durham (A, 47), Maurice
trenchantly resists self-knowledge. And when the latter confesses his love, he reacts with
extreme hypocrisy: ‘Maurice was scandalized, horrified. He was shocked to the bottom of
his suburban soul’ and exclaims ‘it’s the worst crime in the calendar’ (M, 48). As Jon Harned
observes, ‘A major topos of the novel is the foreclosed conversation, the refusal to discuss
matters beyond a certain limit, the harsh, intimidating dismissal of dissident voices.”” Forster
poignantly shows how homophiliac counterdiscourses were atrophied and suppressed in the
post-1895 university and how those like Maurice internalised contemporary homophobia
and engaged in self-policing and mutual shaming. Maurice conceptualises his life in a
fundamentally different way to Rickie at the same stage of life. The disabled boy who had
found a nurturing home in Cambridge had been brought round to believe ‘that life should
be in a line—a line of enormous length, full of countless interests and countless figures, all
well beloved’ (L], 108). Conversely, Maurice figures the life of a closeted young man in terms
of scaling a mountain: “T'o ascend, to stretch a hand up the mountainside until a hand catches
it, was the end for which he had been born’ (A, 32).

Instead of the benevolent and sympathetic dons who nurtured even the ‘odd’ boys
in The Longest Journey, those in Maurice are intolerant in the extreme and arbitrary in the

punishments they mete out. Maurice’s tutor, Dean Cornwallis, for instance, oversees the

173 Jon Harned, “Becoming Gay in E. M. Forstet's Maurice,” Papers on Language and Literature 29, no. 1 (1993):
54.
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bowdlerising of classical texts, as part of the counter-offensive against idealised Hellenistic
homoerotic love. In ‘a flat toneless voice,” he orders his students, ‘Omit: a reference to the
unspeakable vice of the Greeks’ (M, 42). Other dons also aggressively police undergraduate
relationships: they ‘exercised a certain amount of watchfulness, and felt it right to spoil a love
affair when they could’ (M, 68). After an illicit excursion with Durham into the countryside,
Maurice is rusticated by the dean for impudence and truancy. In his description of this
escapade, Forster’s narrator, too, assumes a tone of incrimination, noting the pollution and
cacophonous noises emitted by the boys” motorbike, which disturb the bucolic surrounds of
Cambridgeshire: “They became a cloud of dust, a stench, and a roar to the world, but the air
they breathed was pure [...] They cared for no one, they were outside humanity, and death,
had it come, would only have continued their pursuit of a retreating horizon’ (M, 64-5). In
their quest for more than a mere ‘breath of liberty’, the boys corrupt the ‘pure’ air of the
pastoral for others (the undifferentiated ‘world’). The futility of trying to flee from their
society and their own self-loathing is figured in the ‘pursuit of a retreating horizon’ and the
bathetic conclusion to their flight, when their vehicle abruptly comes to a ‘standstill among
the dark black fields.” Upon their return to their college, the truants are arbitrarily punished:
Clive is spared because as ‘the best classical scholar of his year, he had won special treatment’
(M, 68). The inferior scholar, Maurice, is promptly rusticated in order to prevent the spread
of the ‘unspeakable vice’.

Family friend, Dr Barry, tries to console Maurice by expounding the uselessness of a
Cambridge degree: “‘What do you want with a university degree? It was never intended for
the suburban classes. You’re not going to be either a parson or a barrister or a pedagogue.
And you are not a country gentleman. Sheer waste of time’ (M, 72). And so Maurice submits
himself to a ‘city’ job and ‘[b]y twenty-three he was a promising suburban tyrant’ (M, 88).
The narrator comments ironically, ‘Maurice was stepping into the niche that England had

prepared for him’ (M, 45). Dr Barry’s opinion suggests that little separates the Victorian and
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Edwardian university: twentieth-century Cambridge still primarily serves as the means of
replenishing the ranks of the clergy, the bar, and the schools, as well as the playground for
the gentry. Maurice cannot escape the ‘niche’ in the commercial world that his own father
had occupied. Despite regularly deprecating Maurice, the narrator admires his uncomplaining
submission to this life of drudgery. He exemplifies a different, but no less commendable,
type of personal integrity: ‘He hadn’t a God, he hadn’t a lover—the two usual incentives to
virtue. But on he struggled with his back to ease, because dignity demanded it” (M, 120).
Both Durham and Maurice suffer resurgences of their old ‘terrors’ upon leaving
Cambridge. Maurice confides ‘very sadly’ to his dying grandfather, ‘Since Cambridge I believe
in nothing — except in a sort of darkness’ (M, 123). His spell of reprieve ‘in the middle of the
sunlit court” has no equivalent in the greater world. During his tortured confession to Dr
Barry, Maurice assumes all the derogatory labels that society affixes to ‘deviants’ like him,
exclaiming ‘’'m an unspeakable of the Oscar Wilde sort’ (M, 138). Durham undergoes an
implausible transformation of his own during his travels to Greece, where he realises that his
homosexuality had been a passing phase, a juvenile folly that he has since outgrown. When
he discovers one of Maurice’s old love poems from Cambridge, he recoils, as it ‘hailed from
the land through the looking-glass, so fatuous it was, so perverse’ (M, 154). This metaphor
casts Cambridge as a Carrollesque wonderland, a mock Greece where the cerebral version of
true Hellenism had become inverted and corrupted. Maurice is devastated when Durham
announces his ‘conversion’ and imminent marriage. In an attempt to effect a reconciliation,
the latter kisses Maurice’s ‘big brown hand’ (M, 155). The 1913-14 typescript of Maurice
reveals that Forster was anxious to underline this particular attribute.'™ As few edits were
made to this version, Forster’s replacement of ‘his hand’ with ‘his big brown hand’ in black

175

pen is conspicuous (MSS.154)."” Throughout the narrative, there are repeated references to

174 There are two typesctipts of Maurice: one from 1913-14, and a second dated to 1932, which has manuscript
alterations and additions made around 1959.
175 Typesctipt fair copy of Maurice, 1913-1914, EMF/1/5/1, King’s College Cambridge Modern Archives.
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Maurice’s ‘thick brown hands’ (M, 40). Forster’s narrator seems both disgusted and
mesmerised by these grotesquely carnal appendages, the physical markers of Maurice’s lack
of refinement, which are always about to betray the illicit longings barely concealed beneath
the ‘flat’ veneer of his apparently conventional life.

Maurice’s elopement with Alec Scudders, an under-gamekeeper, into the ‘greenwood’
at the cusp of the Great War savours of fictional escapism. One of the most heavily revised
sections in the 1913-14 typescript is the first proper meeting between Alec and Maurice,
suggesting that Forster struggled to lay the foundations for the ‘happy ending’ that he refused
to compromise on in this novel. ‘Call me Maurice’ is crossed out, for instance, and changed
to You mustn’t call me sir—my name’s Maurice’ (MSS.171). Forster deletes ‘He had
descended into Alec’s social atmosphere and class nausea returned at once’ but reinserts
further down the page, ‘Maurice had an attack of class nausea at once...” (MJSS5.209). Further
details are added to the meeting scene in the 1932 typescript.'’ In this later version, the first
half of the novel is largely unrevised and the most edited sections are again those concerning
the relationship between Alec and Maurice. It is the doubly transgressive nature of this cross-
class homosexual romance that worried at Forster. Maurice, now in his mid-twenties,
eventually concludes that Alec and he ‘must live outside class, without relations or money;
they must work and stick to each other till death. But England belonged to them. That,
besides companionship, was their reward’ (M, 212). His belief that he and Alec could acquire
true proprietorship over England by abandoning it seems paradoxical, if not outright
delusional, though the at-times sceptical narrator withholds judgment at this crucial point
and allows the traces of Carpenter’s ardent utopianism to remain unchallenged. Forster’s
more pragmatic narrator infers that seeking an existence ‘outside class, without relations or

money’ seems as doomed to failure as his earlier attempt to flee ‘outside humanity, and

176 Typesctipt of the 1932 version of Maurice, 1932-1959, EMF/1/5/3, King’s College Cambridge Modern
Archives.
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death’. Stuart Christie argues that it is a liberal England that Forster is rejecting and that the
lovers’ flight ‘reads more like imprisonment—beyond the pale of a redeeming national
culture.”'”’
Forster’s condemnation of ‘snobbish’ social prejudices jostled against his struggle to
imagine an alternative world to his own that was presided over by the spirit of true
egalitarianism, a world where social divisions and discriminations had been dissolved
altogether. The increasing encroachment of state policies into the governance of previously
autonomous universities also troubled Forster. In 1941, he would warn, ‘the Cambridge-
open-to-all, the in-accordance-with-national-needs Cambridge will only be a technical
finishing-school, an educational crammery, a degree-monger, not a university at all.”'™
Forster then proposed a drastic solution ‘of razing the whole sacred area to the ground. [...]
She would survive as a memory then. And a memory can do no more than either a mummy
or a travesty towards civilizing the world."” This polemical suggestion infers that he would
(almost) rather preserve the mere idea of his ideal university than allow it to become a
mockery of it. His reservations about throwing the university entirely ‘open-to-all’ are as
troubling as his conviction that an institution that adopted such a policy could only become
‘a degree-monger’, a non-university, an anathema to the project of ‘civilisation’ itself.
Wilfred Stone is justified in his surmise that as a prose fiction writer, Forster’s
primary question is ‘how to maintain beauty, space, and human dignity in a levelling world,
how to preserve the treasures of the privileged without sinking them in the anonymity of the
insatiable mass.”™® Forster was anxious about the devaluation, the vulgarisation of England’s

cultural inheritances and he identified that the liberal university had a chief role to play in

their preservation. However, he would have disputed Stone’s suggestion that he was a torch-
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bearer for Arnold, whose defence of the humanistic higher education for a select tranche of
society continued to have traction at the ‘fag-end’ of his era of liberalism."”™ Arnold’s
influence, if any, upon The Longest Journey could only have been an indirect one. Forster
reports to Malcolm Darling in mid-1910 that he was only then ‘taking huge chunks of Mat
Arnold. He’s not as good as he thinks, but better than I thought. His central fault is
prudishness,” by which he meant Arnold’s ‘general dislike to all warmth’ because he
considered it ‘either vulgar or hysterical.”’** Forster apprehended how the disinterestedness
that Arnold advocated impeded the passionate cross-class and interracial connections for
which many of his fictional characters yearned, and which he himself sought to forge in his
own life.
In his 1946 talk, Forster takes up a stronger critical stance towards Oxbridge’s
unsatisfactory track record in addressing demographic imbalances and class tensions, as well
as his personal failure to acknowledge how far his privileges rested upon the subordination
of the ‘insatiable mass’:
The education I received in those far-off and fantastic days made me soft...and I am very
glad it did, for I have seen plenty of hardness since, and I know it does not even pay.
...But though the education was humane it was imperfect, inasmuch as we none of us
realized our economic position. In came the nice fat dividends, up rose the lofty thoughts,
and we did not realize that all the time we were exploiting the poor of our own country
and the backward races abroad, and getting bigger profits from our investments than we
should. We refused to face this unpalatable truth.'®’

Here, Forster draws a direct causal link between the influx of ‘nice fat dividends,” which leads

to the (unequal) endowment of colleges, and the generation of ‘lofty thoughts.” This passage

shifts uneasily with class guilt: even as he expresses gratitude for how he had been protected

from inconvenient truths, Forster suggests that the university education should impress upon

students a stronger sense of their own privilege, which depended upon the exploitation of
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both an invisible labouring class at home and colonial subjects abroad. The defensive tone
of the passage is counterbalanced by his insistent probing of their culpable ignorance: ‘we
none of us realized’ and ‘we did not realize’, hardens into a final self-rebuke, ‘We refused to
face...’; as Forster berates himself for his wilful blindness and complicity with a status quo
that had been favourable to his interests.

Forster’s frustration with his inability to resolve in literature, to his complete
satisfaction, the challenges of his times, is expressed through the various startling sleights of
authorial hand that conclude his narratives. A litany of deaths caused by (inter alia) an
upturned carriage, a speeding train, and a falling bookshelf, preceded Maurice’s fantastical
flight into the mythical ‘greenwood’ all are signs that Forster struggled to contain the
ideological ambivalences he tried to reconcile within the novel form. Increasingly, over the
course of his career, he came to see the limits of novelistic realism as the best means of
gesturing toward the social and political changes that lay beyond the scope of what literature
could be expected to achieve. In 1960, Forster made two similar reflections about his
Cambridge-set fictions. He noted that “The Longest Journey dates, and poignantly. [...] The
growth of the population and the applications of science have destroyed [England] between
them’ (L], Ixix-Ixx). In the “Terminal Note’ appended to Maurice, Forster remarked that ‘this
novel too certainly dates...it belongs to an England where it is still possible to get lost. It
belongs to the last moment of greenwood’ (M, 223). The nostalgia that percolates throughout
Forster’s Edwardian narratives, and which counterbalances their proto-absurdist and
modernist strains, crystallise in these postscripts to the novels. As paratexts, they foreground
the elegiac nature of Forster’s fictionalisations of an England that was teetering on the brink
of the twentieth-century’s geopolitical chaos and social upheavals, an England of pastoral
bygones, dells, and cultural traditions that had once seen its most glorious expression in its

élite universities.
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2. The University’s Prophet: D. H. Lawrence’s Visions for Higher Education

Many of D. H. Lawrence’s contemporaries recognised that he had something ‘profoundly
new to say.'™ In Aspects of the Novel (1927), Forster declared Lawrence to be ‘the only
prophetic novelist writing today—all the rest are fantasists or preachers.””* In his obituary
notice for Lawrence in 1930, he reiterated that ‘he was the greatest imaginative novelist of

our generation.”*

Lawrence’s post-pastoral and post-humanist visions developed Forster’s
grim premonitions about the crumbling Edwardian order and disappearing agrarian England
to their terrifying terminal points. Unlike Forster, however, Lawrence never wavered in his
faith in the infinite adaptability of the novel form. As he averred in ‘Morality and the Novel’
(1925), “The novel is a perfect medium for revealing to us the changing rainbow of our living
relationships. The novel can help us to live, as nothing else can.”’’ Lawrence’s demonisation
over the past century by certain schools of criticism as a proto-fascist, misogynist, bigot, and
proselytiser for all kinds of ideologically extremist views has obscured the purity of aim that
infuses his novels, and his educational thought in particular. This chapter is interested in the
revelatory aspect of Lawrence’s fictions, specifically his ‘Brangwensaga’ novels, The Rainbow
(1915) and Womsen in Love (1920), in relation to the early twentieth-century English university.
It examines the roles that Lawrence considered higher education was presently playing—and
that it could play—in individuals’ ‘living relationships’ with their own consciousness, with
fellow humanity, and with the convoluted nexus of geopolitical, economical, and cultural
forces that governed the modern world.

Lawrence was one of the first working-class English novelists to benefit from the

Education Act of 1870, a legislative landmark in the protracted campaign for universal access
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to educational provision. The Act mandated the formation of elected school boards
empowered to enforce the mandatory attendance of most children under the age of thirteen.
From secondary school, the nineteen-year-old Lawrence proceeded to the Pupil-Teacher
Centre in Ilkeston in 1904, and then obtained a scholarship to attend a teacher-training
course from 1906-8 at University College, Nottingham, which had been established in 1881
around the same time as other provincial universities at Exeter, Leicester, and Southampton.
Lawrence’s further education did not enable him to integrate smoothly into the élite literary
circles that still viewed those with working-class origins with condescension. T. S. Eliot, for
one, made a classist jeer at Lawrence’s ‘lack of the critical faculties which education should
give.”'™ In turn, Lawrence resented the philistinism and dilettantism of the English and
American middle- and upper classes. He opted, instead, to marry a German aristocratic
woman with whom he led a culturally deracinated, bohemian, often financially impoverished
life across four continents. In his “Autobiographical Sketch” (1929), Lawrence described the
existential dilemma that consigned him to a perennially exilic status: ‘I cannot [...] forfeit my
passional consciousness and my old blood-affinity with my fellow-men and the animals and
the land, for that other thin, spurious mental conceit which is all that is left of the mental
consciousness once it has made itself exclusive.”’” One of Lawrence’s chief criticisms of
formal, systematised learning was that it was a key distributor of these ‘mental conceit[s]’.
Schools and universities were, in his experience, too often ‘exclusive’ not only in the more
common sense of their accessibility. They had the deleterious effects of excluding the
‘passional’ from one’s full ‘mental consciousness’, thus preventing individuals from
‘developing all sides of [their] humanity.’

Lawrence was withering about the quality of teaching he received at Nottingham: ‘I

came to feel that I might as well be taught by gramophones as by these men, for all the

188 T, S. Eliot, After Strange Gods: A Primer in Modern Heresy (New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1934), 63.
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interest and sincerity they felt.'” His university exercise book from the years 1907-08 suggest
that examination preparation was primarily comprised of a mundane retrieval and
memortisation of facts and philosophical ideas from canonical works."”! The minimalist
marking his notes received from his tutor, who mainly corrected minor grammatical errata,
suggests that the quality of education or pedagogical attention that Lawrence received may
have fallen somewhat short of his expectations. From this exercise book, it can be surmised
that students at Nottingham were introduced to the works of important contemporary
literary critics, such as G. K. Chesterton and Professor George Gottfried Gervinus, author
of an exhaustive—and by Lawrence’s time, somewhat stale—volume of Shakespeare
Commentaries (1863). Interred within these pages of detailed note-taking by the undergraduate
Lawrence—on literary chronologies, biographical details of the canonical authors, and
definitions of literary terminology—there are occasional flashes of bold and original
comment. His notes on Edmund Spenser are expressed with the mellifluous lyricism that
will become typical of his later prose writings: ‘he is a nebula, not a constellation: there are
not many starry lines and passages; the whole is lustrous, suave, sweet, melodious.” Lawrence
appends a doggerel rhyme that playfully celebrates how such timeless works of literature
cannot be butchered so as to fit the formal constraints of university curricula and
assessments: ‘It is no use to read Spenser in a hurry, or fragmentarily, or for exam. Spenser
will not cram.” ‘Most tedious,” as Ursula Brangwen, the heroine of The Ramnbow, would
similarly reflect as she prepared for her own matriculation examinations, ‘was the close study
of English literature. Why should one remember the things one read?”'”” Lawrence’s study

notes give way to more whimsical extra-curricular records of his amateurish ventures into
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botany, drafts for poems and short stories, and the first versions of his novel ‘Laetitia,” which
would later become The White Peacock (1911). Despite his notorious, public fulminations
against the university, these notebooks reveal that even though some aspects of his formal
education may have required further finessing, Nottingham nevertheless did play an
important role in Lawrence’s maturation as a thinker and writer. At the very least, it afforded
him an interlude from the wotld of work and the luxury of developing his ideas and literary
craft in relatively undisturbed peace.

Lawrence’s university notebook also attests to his fascination with how canonical
English writers had been shaped by their educational opportunities. Some sampling bias
seems to be at play, as the examples all lead to the conclusion that an élite university degree—
the lack of which caused Lawrence some degree of insecurity and fuelled his class
resentment—only hinders creative or personal development. Christopher Marlowe’s moral
corruption is implicitly linked to his alma mater: ‘Educated at Cambridge—came to London
Flung into excesses.” Lawrence’s gleeful disapprobation is conveyed by ‘Flung’, which is
strikingly capitalised and written in a stronger hand. He noted that Francis Bacon had
matriculated at Cambridge at the prodigiously tender age of twelve. However, Bacon left
after three years, ‘quite disgusted with the Aristotelian philosophy, and the methods of the
schoolmen’, and ventured out into the ‘real’ world ‘to find what was the secret of knowledge’
before becoming ‘the greatest of English prose writers.” Shakespeare, the acme of the English
canon, had ‘early left schoo’—Lawrence highlights in a parenthesis—and instead, cultivated
his ‘great sympathy with Nature’ during rambles amidst Warwick’s laneways ‘and later in the
streets of London, where he met human nature in all its richness.” Thus, at the beginning of
his own writing career, Lawrence seemed to derive consolation and confidence from his
observations that many of his literary idols were not disadvantaged by the lack of an

Oxbridge education.
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Lawrence’s own teaching experiences between 1902-11 were channelled into his
satirical treatment of the English elementary education. His biographer, John Worthen,
emphasises Lawrence’s position as an ‘Outsider’ and claims that his lessons (on art and
poetry) were ‘dedicated to liberating and freeing, rather than forcing the pupils into a
pattern.”” Rod Taylor has recently suggested that it is in the school scenes in The Rainbow
that ‘[Lawrence’s| critiques of education and his multi-valenced cultural statements coalesce’
and culminate in ‘an imaginative and powerful indictment of democratic education.””
Indeed, it is apparent, though not explicitly stated in the novel, that students from an
overcrowded and underfunded state school, such as St Philip’s in the socioeconomically
disadvantaged quarter of Cossethay, would have had little chance of distinguishing
themselves in the entrance examinations of Oxford or Cambridge. The protagonist, Ursula,
reflects in despair upon the ‘stupid, factitious duty’ of teaching sums and grammar to her
unenthusiastic students, ‘“—it was all a barren nothing!” (R, 380). It was crucial, Lawrence
believed, for individuals to learn how to ‘bring all their knowledge into a coherent whole.”'”
Overtasked, Gradgrindian schools were only cramming students with facts, without
equipping them with the vital analytical skills for processing and synthesising their
knowledge. In Women in Love, when Hermione Roddice visits Ursula’s Midlands” Grammar
School classroom, she cogitates in her prolix and histrionic way, ‘Hadn’t they better be
anything than grow up crippled, crippled in their souls, crippled in their feelings—so thrown

back—so turned back on themselves—incapable [...] of any spontaneous action, always

deliberate, always burdened with choice, never carried away."”® Although Hermione,
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generally seen as a spoof of Lady Ottoline Morrell, always appears in a rather ludicrous light,
her accompanying gestures during this speech—‘clenchling] her fist like one in a trance’,
‘convulsed movement’, ‘sing-song’ voice, and the ‘queer rumbling in her throat’ (WL, 40)—
also endow her with the qualities of a prophetess, to whom, Lawrence suggests, her obtuse
contemporaries pay too little heed.

Joy and Raymond Williams were the earliest commentators to identify Lawrence’s
intense interest in the topic of education. Their anthology, D. H. Lawrence on Education (1973),
excerpted sections from his novels, such as The Rainbow, and short stories, ‘Lessford’s
Rabbits,” ‘A Lesson on a Tortoise,” and ‘Last Lesson of the Afternoon,” along with relevant
essays, including ‘Education of the People’ (1918). The compilation is a valuable exhibit of
the sheer range, depth, and persistence of Lawrence’s preoccupation with the issues
surrounding teaching, learning, and (self-) cultivation. In his introduction, Raymond Williams
issued a caveat that provides a useful starting point for the analysis of this chapter:
‘Bducation, for [Lawrence], is not a separate or specialised subject. It is a set of active

T He concludes with the astute observation, ‘Past the

decisions about how we shall live.
surface clarity, and the sense of entire conviction, there are problems and contradictions he
never did work out, and that hardly anybody else has worked out either.”” Indeed, the twin
questions of how and whom to educate form part of the bedrock of Lawrence’s political and
philosophical thought, informing his understandings of human psychology and humanity’s
potential. They are connective tissues for some of the most extensively studied themes in his
fictions, such as individualism, democracy, the effects of industrialisation and capitalism,

gender inequality, class tensions and resentments, and his characters’ psychosomatic

struggles towards fuller states of being.
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The Williams” anthology did not spark much scholarly interest and over the years,
critical attention has only returned to the theme of Lawrence on Education’ in a sporadic
fashion. Patricia Alden offered insightful discussion of the educative themes in Lawrence’s
Bildungsromane in 1986,"” and Michael Bell produced an illuminating study of the relationship
between literature, education, and authority in his works. “The relation between Lawrence
and education,” Bell argues, ‘is a highly-charged, mutually illuminating, tension bringing home
with special force the utopian condition which is at once the predicament, and the motive,
of all worthwhile humanistic education.” This tension between Lawrence’s openness to
utopian ideas about the possibilities of higher education and an intractable anti-
institutionalism is certainly evident in all his literary representations of the university. Most
recently, Natasha Periyan and Rod Taylor have examined his fictionalisations of elementary
schooling*”' Lawrence’s interest in higher education, however, remains a neglected avenue

of investigation.

Redbrick Project(ion)s in The Rainbow

Lawrence’s contributions in the ‘Brangwensaga’ to contemporary conversations about a
topic as practical and quietly pervasive as that of improving the equality of educational
opportunity have been overlooked. The radical politics, metaphysics, stylistics, and the sexual
and psychoanalytical aspects of these texts have consumed critical attention. But beneath
their torrential prose, and integrally connected to these more conspicuous themes, lie

Lawrence’s penetrating dissections of contemporary English universities and their social and
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cultural significance during the turbulent first two decades of the twentieth century. The
Rainbow is the most significant early Modernist literary response to the emergence and
proliferation of a new model of tertiary institution: the provincial or ‘redbrick’ university.
The hopes that Lawrence invested, albeit somewhat tentatively, in this form of higher
education—more egalitarian and democratic than what Oxbridge, London or even
Edinburgh had to offer—were shaken by both the collective psychic trauma inflicted by the
Great War and the inexorable invasion of commercial interests into, what he believed, should
be preserved as the wholly independent realm of education. Its sequel, Women in Love, offers
a disheartened cross-cultural comparison of the state of English and German universities
and yet, is rooted in the belief that the arduous commissions of national post-war rebuilding
was to be entrusted to the highly educated. Both novels suggest that formalised higher
education could deliver substantial personal and social benefits but that its present
imperfections had detrimental and unanticipated repercussions for individuals and for the
national culture more broadly.

An important intertext for both novels is Lawrence’s largely overlooked tract,
‘Education of the People’ (1918).*” Its bluntly pragmatic tone strikes a stark contrast to the
febrile idealism of some of Lawrence’s other writings. His proxy, in fact, purports to be a
nemesis of the ‘high idealists up at Whitehall’ in charge of educational policy. The piece
begins with a rapid-fire of the rhetorical questions that also percolate through the
Brangwensaga: ‘What is education all about? What is it doing? Does anybody know?”*” It is
hard to ascertain whether ‘Lawrence’ is in earnest or whether he is being satirical or polemical
when he proposes what is, in essence, an anti-democratic and rigidly stratified educational

system. Starting from the twin premises that ‘the uninstructible outnumber the instructible
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by a very large majority’ and ‘[ijn no sense whatever are men equal,” he declares that educators
‘will be the life-priests of the new era.” He then expatiates, “The whole business of educators
will be to estimate, not the particular faculty of the child for some particular job [...]; the
whole business will be to estimate the profound life-quality, the very nature of the child.” The
children who have not been gifted with the supposedly unteachable quality of ‘living
understanding’—and manifest it by age twelve—will be diverted away from secondary
education and apprenticed to some trade. Only an elect minority, the ‘third or highest class’
of students, would be drafted into colleges, where they would receive a general liberal
education before one final year of professional training in medicine, the law, the arts, or
theology. Both Brangwensaga novels subtilise, as well as subject to more extended critical
scrutiny, this controversial notion that educability is an inborn trait and that an educational
system should be administered in this stringently discriminatory manner.

Lawrence’s thinking about higher education more generally also evolved from an
engagement with the perfectionist ethics and narratives that emerged, in part, from
Newman’s and Arnold’s overlapping but also crucially divergent conceptions of the ideal
university. Lesley Johnson is too hasty in concluding that Lawrence ‘rejected the idea of
perfection so important in the nineteenth century.®” His fictions bear distinct traces of
Arnold’s twin definitions of culture as, first, ‘a pursuit of our total perfection by means of
getting to know, on all matters which most concern us, the best which has been thought and
said in the world,” and secondly, as ‘the study of perfection’ that ‘leads us...to conceive of
true human perfection as a harmonions perfection, developing all sides of our humanity; and
a general petrfection, developing all patts of our society.””” Douglas Sterner cogently identifies

a core difference between Arnold’s and Lawrence’s understandings of culture: ‘the balance
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between order and freedom—though difficult, was still theoretically possible to Arnold.”*”
Lawrence was suspicious of any form of standardisation or systematisation, fearing that it
would lead to the devitalisation of the sensual self and the atrophy of its creative and
intellectual powers. Irony in his novels is generated by the disjuncture between organic
wholeness and self-fulfilment towards which his protagonists aspire and the subpar realities
to which most eventually resign themselves. The Brangwensaga novels ask whether the
contemporary education system was churning out merely technically competent—and only
in that limited sense, ‘perfected’—individuals.

The Williams’ anthology tended to focus on the earlier stages of education and thus
missed ‘Daughters of the Vicar,” collected in his 1914 collection, The Prussian Officer and Other
Stories, the short story in which Lawrence’s notorious anti-Oxbridge sentiments were first
given clear articulation. Here, Lawrence rehashes clichés about the Oxbridge graduate’s self-
complacency and sense of entitlement. The titular vicar, Reverend Ernest Lindley, who had
taken orders after Cambridge, is derided for having ‘no particular character.”®” The ironically
named Mr Massy, a young clergyman with a Master of Arts from Oxford, is viciously
caricatured as ‘a small, chétif man, scarcely larger than a boy of twelve, spectacled, timid in
the extreme, without a word to utter at first; yet with a certain inhuman self-sureness™”
Massy’s misshapenness seems to attest to how his dry scholastic pursuits have atrophied not
only his physical development but also his ‘passional consciousness.” In Lawrence’s view, the
representative Oxonian ‘had not normal powers of perception. [...] he lacked the full range
of human feelings, but had rather a strong, philosophical mind, from which he lived” (PO,

76). Mrs. Lindley, the titular vicar’s wife, recoils and expectorates to herself, “What a little

206 Douglas W. Sterner, Priests of Culture: A Study of Matthew Arnold and Henry James New York: Peter Lang, 1999),
65, original emphasis.

207 D. H. Lawrence, The Prussian Officer and Other Stories (London: Duckworth, 1914), 64. Subsequent references
will be incorporated in-text, with the abbreviation, PO.

208 D. H. Lawrence, The Prussian Officer and Other Stories (London: Duckworth, 1914), 75. Subsequent references
will be incorporated in-text, with the abbreviation, PO.



84

abortion!” (PO, 76). The only vaguely positive thing that could be said about Massy is that ‘he
[is] the most admirable workman [...] perfect in his sense of duty’ (PO, 77). The flipside of
this so-called virtue is that he is incapable of spontaneous, authentic feeling and expression:
he is “all cold, reasonable assertion,” punctuated only by his ‘sneering little gigele” (PO, 76).
Condescending in the extreme, he has a habit of rephrasing what Mrs. Lindley says in his
own sparse terms, ‘so that she felt as if she were tumbling into thin air through a hole in the
flimsy floor on which their conversation stood’ (PO, 76). The analogy evokes the famous
opening scene of Lewis Carroll's Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865), the topsy-turvy
fantasy universe of which has been commonly interpreted as a ‘transmogrified Oxford.””
However, the Lindley matriarch, unlike Alice, only experiences the humiliation, not the
edification, of her fall. There are few incidents in Lawrence’s oeuvre that inspire greater
horror than when Mary, the older Lindley daughter, represses all her natural instincts and
acquiesces to a marriage of convenience with Massy: ‘She shut herself up, she shut herself
rigid against the agonies of shame and the terror of violation which came at first.
She would not feel, and she would not teel’ (PO, 88, original emphasis). In his ‘Brangwensaga’
novels, Lawrence develops at greater length this idea that modern universities were not so
dissimilar to factories, churning out dehumanised but diligent workers for the capitalist
economy.

Lawrence’s antipathies towards the élite English universities found their most
concerted expression in The Raimbow (1915), which was written when the Redbrick
universities were reaching their apotheosis as educational institutions of not merely
provincial, but national, importance. In 1909, King Edward VII himself had made an
appearance in Birmingham at the inauguration of the largest and most striking Redbrick yet

to be built. Given the major role that these universities were playing in the democratisation
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of higher education and transformation of the cultural and intellectual life of England, their
absence from the major fictional works of this period is striking. The Rainbow is a rare
exception: Ursula, a third-generation daughter of the Brangwen dynasty, undertakes a
teacher-training course at a thinly-disguised University College Nottingham. The novel traces
the progression of Ursula’s feelings towards the Redbrick university from initial
entrancement to ultimate disillusionment.

Since Ursula’s girlhood, she has yearned ‘to be perfect—without spot or blemish,
living the high, noble life’ (R, 250). She desires to ‘go somewhere’ and ‘become something’
(R, 263), is horrified by the prospect of remaining ‘merely an unfixed something-nothing...
undefined, unstated’ (R, 264), and consumed by her ‘passion...to know her own maximum
self’ (R, 281). The feverish repetition of these indefinite pronouns (sozze-) conveys Ursula’s
struggle to formulate in precise terms the type of character she wishes to become: ‘there
remained always the want she could put no name to’ (R, 377). Ursula is only able to define
her ideal self negatively against ‘the close, physical, limited life of herded domesticity’ (R,
329) that had been the fate of all the previous generations of Brangwen women, and against
her own experience of being ‘a sordid, formless, disintegrated nothing’ (R, 332). A proto-
feminist in her own way—°the liberty of woman meant something real and deep’ (R, 377)—
Ursula nurses a vague idea that, equipped with a college degree, ‘she would—ah, she would
perhaps be a big woman, and lead a movement’ (R, 378). In Lawrence’s novels, Stephen
Miko notes, it is generally the female characters who hunger most earnestly for high culture
and learning.”’ They seem driven by an intuition that enculturation and education were the
means by which they could transcend the patriarchal conventions that were restricting their
autonomy in so many degrading ways. Indeed, it is Ursula’s ‘all-containing will [...] for

complete independence’ that ‘kept her dullishly at her studies’ in the lead-up to her entrance
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examinations (R, 310). The university becomes inseparable in her imagination to the
attainment of these superlative states of being: the possession of a ‘perfect’ and ‘maximum
self’ and of ‘complete independence’.

The narrative spends some time enumerating the less metaphysical aspects of
Ursula’s decision to attend university. It draws attention to the increasing affluence of her
family, which had culminated in their purchase of a splendidly furnished villa in a ‘new red-
brick suburbia’ (R, 391). An old acquaintance admires how the Brangwens had now entered
into the ranks of ‘the élite of Beldover. They would represent culture. [...] they would shine’
(R, 391). The emphasis on Ursula’s relative privilege is a pointed reminder of how even the
civic universities were still inaccessible to the vast majority of the population. As William
Whyte writes, ‘Redbrick was not as egalitarian as some hoped it would be. It remained a
bastion of the bourgeoisie.®' Even with state-subsidised tuition and the assistance of a
governmental grant, Ursula ‘would be more or less dependent on her parents again’ (R, 398).
Many of the intelligent but more impecunious youths in Lawrence’s other fictions, such as
Paul Morel, Miriam Leivers, or Clara Dawes in Sons and Lovers (1913), are too pragmatic to
even entertain the university dream. Immediately after receiving her college acceptance,
Ursula and her fellow villagers at Cossethay share a mutual awareness that a divide has sprung
up between them: the latter considers her ‘proud and conceited’; she feels ‘ashamed because
she did feel different from the people she had lived amongst’ (K, 388-89). At the same time,
she continues to fantasise about college as ‘her mid-air, unknown, spacious’ (R, 387) and how
thereafter, ‘stately cultured people of high feeling would be friends with her, and she would
live with the noble in the land’ (K, 389). Although she is also excited that her degree would

allow ‘to read great, beautiful books, and be rich with them’; ‘to see beautiful things, and
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have the joy of them for ever’ (R, 377), Lawrence suggests that she is chiefly interested in the
upward mobility this opportunity will secure for her.

The bulk of the account of Ursula’s university experience is contained within the
chapter, “The Bitterness of Ecstasy’, an ambivalent title that captures the maelstrom of
conflicting emotions she undergoes during this period. It is important to note how Lawrence
tries to interpose some distance between his protagonist’s rthapsodic and later caustic views
of the university and his own. This is partly achieved through the repeated references to her
highly volatile character. Ursula is not dissimilar in certain respects to Hardy’s prototypical
‘New Woman,” Sue Bridehead, that ‘intellectualized, emancipated bundle of nerves that
modern conditions were producing.”®"* She can become ‘so overwrought and sensitive, that
the mere touch of coarse wool seemed to tear her nerves’ (K, 309). Epitomising the
contemporary malaise that Lawrence described elsewhere as ‘enervation and misty miserable
modernness,”"” Ursula swings between extremes of emotion: one moment, appatently calm;
the next, ‘spitting out of her mouth the ash and grit of disillusion, of falsity’ (R, 405) or
becoming repossessed by her ‘heavy, heavy hopeless yearning’ (K, 423).

There are troubling hints in the narrative that the Redbricks, much like Oxbridge,
were institutions that were rigidly divided along class lines. Since Ursula had already taken a
matriculation examination, ‘She would be working among the private students who came
only for pure education, not for mere professional training. She would be of the elect’ (R,
398). This passage of reported inner monologue conveys Ursula’s pride in the fact that ‘her
case was not that of the ordinary school-teacher,” even though she is still not truly one of the
more affluent ‘elect,” who attend university ‘for pure education.” The constant pressure of
having to do well enough at university so she can obtain her professional qualification,

however, plays a role in gradually eroding her enjoyment of college.
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The new redbricks took pride in establishing their individuality, institutionalising
their own sets of traditions, distinct from those of the medieval universities, and embodying
these physically in their architecture. The Redbrick style—or, more accurately, the ‘Popular
Perpendicular Gothic Collegiate Style’—was not a mere derivative of Oxbridge Gothic. As
Whyte emphasises, ‘Manchester was not just a sort of bargain-basement Balliol. Liverpool
was not a knocked-off copy of King’s College Cambridge.” Instead, what emerged was ‘a
sophisticated architectural rhetoric which was indirectly inspired by the buildings of the
ancient universities, but which was never subservient to them.”* In the 1870s, there had
been an ambitious endeavour at Nottingham to design a single building that would
accommodate a residential college, technical schools, natural history museum, and public
library. Since Ursula’s perspective dominates The Rainbow, the novel ultimately does not give
sufficient credit to the sheer innovativeness and cultural impact of the rise of the redbrick
university. Even in her excited, initial survey of Nottingham, Ursula undervalues the
coherence of its ‘architectural rhetoric’ and in dismissing it as a pale simulacrum of Oxbridge,
she fails to realise that the redbrick was designed as a suz generis type of tertiary institution.
Her initial impressions are coloured by some of the prejudices that she had acquired from
her father, who, it must be recalled, had rancorously deprecated the very idea of a university
education, especially for women:

She was not at first disappointed. The big college built of stone, standing in the quiet
street, with a rim of grass and lime trees all so peaceful: she felt it remote, a magic land.
Its architecture was foolish, she knew from her father. Still, it was different from that of
all other buildings. Its rather pretty, plaything, Gothic form was almost a style, in the dirty
industrial town.

She liked the hall, with its big stone chimney-piece and its Gothic arches supporting the
balcony above. To be sure the arches were ugly, the chimney-piece of cardboard-like
carved stone, with its armorial decoration, looked silly just opposite the bicycle stand and
the radiator, whilst the great notice-board with its fluttering papers seemed to slam away

all sense of retreat and mystery from the far wall. Nevertheless, amorphous as it might
be, there was in it a reminiscence of the wondrous, cloistral origin of education. Her soul
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flew straight back to the mediaval times, when the monks of God held the learning of
men and imparted it within the shadow of religion. In this spirit she entered college.
(R, 399)

The ‘remoteness’ of the civic university from the commercial enterprises of the city is
admired; it mimics the ‘cloistered quiet’ of the older universities without, apparently,
importing their dispassionate intellectualism (R, 398). However, the post-pastoral character
of its environs elicits a hint of disdain: a mere ‘rim’ of plants, Ursula observes, seems to be
all that divides this university from ‘the dirty industrial town.” Her dismissal of the ‘armorial
decoration’ as ‘silly’ indicates a failure to appreciate how redbrick universities were instituting
their own traditions and instilling—with considerable success—a sense of pride within their
collegiate communities.

The impressive size of the university is emphasised: it boasts of a ‘big’ lecture hall,
replete with ‘large and lofty’ windows and ‘the great blackboard’ (R, 399). Historically,
redbricks sought to attract private sponsorship and prospective students with the impressive
magnitude of their designs. However, Ursula belittles Nottingham’s architecture with
diminutive adjectives and qualifiers: ‘rather pretty’, ‘plaything’, ‘almost a style’, before moving
onto more forceful derogatory terms, such as ‘ugly’ and fsilly” The unsophisticated
vocabulary of Ursula’s evaluation adds further insult to the slight. She even goes so far as to
suggest that the civic university lacks actual substance: it is ‘cardboard-like’, ‘amorphous’, and
a mere ‘reminiscence of the wondrous, cloistral origin of education.” Lawrence lightly satirises
her unrealistic preconceptions about college life, just as Forster had parodied those of the
‘maiden lad[ies]” who had entertained all kinds of farfetched ideas about Cambridge from
their reading. Ursula seems to be committing the common error of using the ‘mediaeval’
university as benchmark for evaluating the merits of her modern institution. She suffers
turther disappointment upon meeting some of her fellow students:

She wanted all the students to have a high, pure spirit, she wanted them to say only the

real, genuine things, she wanted their faces to be still and luminous as the nuns’ and the
monks’ faces.



90

Alas, the girls chattered and giggled and were nervous, they were dressed up and frizzed,
the men looked mean and clownish.

(R, 399)

Satire is intermingled with sympathy in Lawrence’s attempt to imagine the experience of a
female undergraduate during these early years of higher co-education. For her part, Ursula
seems to have absorbed from the wider sexist culture an ingrained bias against women in
higher education: she demotes her female peers to ‘girls,” who were flighty and vain. Instead
of ‘high, pure’ kindred spirits, she is aggrieved that she is surrounded by youthful vivacity.
Ursula is compelled to re-evaluate her initial scorn of her peers when she develops ‘a close,
stern friendship’ with the daughter of a lawyer, Dorothy Russell, who ‘spent her spare
moments slaving for the Women’s Social and Political Union. She was quiet and intense’ and
‘worked at all things with the same passion, never sparing herself’ (R, 400). If this form of
friendship is less worthy of panegyric tribute than the platonic loves of Oxbridge, Lawrence
nevertheless concedes that there is something admirable in the unassuming, altruistic fervour
and industry displayed by such students from the newer universities. Champions of the
civic universities also praised them for attracting younger academics who brought with them
a dynamism that seemed lacking amongst the Oxbridge fellows. One Oxford don noted with
some envy how the redbrick university ‘gives an energetic man more and healthier scope for
his energies than the curious, unnatural, spasmodic kind of life we lead in Oxford.””" Despite
being slightly deflated by her first impressions of Nottingham, Ursula does experience
unadulterated pleasure during her lectures:

There was the world, remote, remote.

Here, within the great, whispering sea-shell, that whispered all the while with

reminiscence of all the centuries, time faded away, and the echo of knowledge filled the

timeless silence.

She listened, she scribbled her notes with joy, almost with ecstasy, never for a moment

criticising what she heard. The lecturer was a mouth-piece, a priest. As he stood, black-
gowned, on the rostrum, some strands of the whispering confusion of knowledge that

215 Cited in Whyte, Redbrick, 151.
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filled the whole place seemed to be singled out and woven together by him, till they
became a lecture.
(R, 399)

The distinct worlds of ‘town’ and ‘gown’ are clearly demarcated by deixis, “There’ and ‘Here.”
The dramatic line-break and the repetition (remote, whisper, knowledge) signal a formal transition
from the prosaic to the poetic, which parallels Ursula’s retreat from the chaos of the industrial
world into a rarefied realm, where she can engage in the pure-minded pursuit of ‘real, genuine
things,” and of ‘perfection.” Her ardent participation in all her classes corroborates the
testimonies of contemporary lecturers. A Leeds University professor enthused over the
delight of teaching at a redbrick institution because of the conscientiousness of its students.
Lecturers enjoyed ‘freedom from luxurious idlers’ of the kind that infamously lounged on
the banks of the Isis and the Cam.”"

Ursula’s rapturous and uncritical transcription of the lecture is also treated somewhat
ironically by Lawrence, as is her endowment of her lecturer with the vatic qualities that her
peers seemed to lack. Problematically, she does not seem curious about the causes that the
lecturer is serving as a ‘mouth-piece’ for. Her terms of praise are comically hyperbolic: ‘She
would not consider the professors as men, ordinary men who ate bacon, and pulled on their
boots before coming to college’ (R, 400). Although Ursula prefers to imagine her professors
as purely cerebral beings, ‘the black-gowned priests of knowledge,” her response to their
lectures is often intensely visceral. She experiences ‘terror’ and ‘her heart beat excitedly’ as
she grapples with the chicaneries of mathematics (R, 400). She is flushed with oy’ during
her theory of education lecture: ‘there was such freedom and pleasure in ranging over the
very stuff of knowledge, and seeing how it moved and lived and had its being’ (R, 400). But
the ‘thrill’ her literature classes inspire is perhaps the keenest of all: ‘How happy Racine made

her! She did not know why’ (K, 403). Ursula’s delight in all her courses seems to be as whole-
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hearted an endorsement of the generalist ‘liberal” education offered at the civic institutions
as Lawrence would ever issue.

It is not entirely clear why university life suddenly loses its sheen for Ursula. Her
punishing study schedule perhaps is a contributing factor: university becomes as ‘strenuous
as a battle’ and renders her ‘nervous and inflammable’ (R, 401). Her disillusionment coalesces
during a month-long family holiday to Scarborough. As she tries to see what lies ‘over the
edge of the sea,” Ursula realises that she has ‘a passionate, unborn yearning’ for something
beyond what is contained within the ‘shell” of her hermetic college life (R, 402). It is as if the
glimpse of this oceanic sublime jolts Ursula into the realisation that her courses have led her
no closer to an understanding of the numinous mysteries of the universe or even the darker
recesses of her own consciousness. Her frustration that, despite a full year of conscientious
study, ‘[tlhat which she was, positively, was dark and unrevealed’ (R, 405), leads her
conclusion that her courses taught nothing more meaningful than ‘two-and-two-make-four
tricks’ (R, 415). She sees her professors in a new light, as ‘only middle-men handling wares’
and the ‘dry goods of knowledge.” She cynically derides the university as a ‘second-hand
dealer’s shop’, ‘a little side-show to the factories’, and ‘a little apprentice-shop where one was
further equipped for making money’ (R, 403). Ursula rails against the university—now seen
as motivated by considerations of profit and thus begrimed with ‘the most vulgar, petty
commerce’ (R, 404). She is, at this point, channelling Lawrence’s own disaffection. Taylor
argues that Lawrence became even more convinced after he wrote The Rainbow that education
was ‘a self-effacing mechanism of the state, a threat to the very concept of individuality, one
that utilized illusion and indoctrination as its main tools.”®"” The university, in short, was not
an autonomous and ‘remote’ retreat from the commercial world but rather, a key component

in the supply chain of well-educated workers for the capitalist state and its economy. It bears
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noting that Ursula’s/Lawrence’s excotiation of the university is somewhat anachronistic. It
sounds more like a prescient projection of how the educational project of the university
would become corrupted if its interests became too entangled with those of the commercial
wortld, than a just account of the civic university of the 1910s. The Raznbow in this sense goes
against the contemporary reality that the provincial university was a largely autonomous
institution doing much social good: not only contributing to the cultural and intellectual life
of its home city but also serving as an important instrument of democratisation by increasing
access to higher education.

In her state of disillusionment, Ursula begins to reminisce about her earlier courtship
by Anton Skrebensky, a military engineer, who now ‘seemed like the gleaming dawn, yellow,
radiant, of a long, grey, ashy day’ (R, 406). Drew Milne argues that in Lawrence’s novels,
sexuality can be understood both ‘as a metonymic part of politics as experience’ and ‘as a
metaphorical substitution for politics through which conflict is naturalised as bodily
experience.”® Ursula expresses her disaffection towards the politicised domain of higher
education and the capitalist structures within which it is embedded by secking to rekindle her
relationship with Anton through letter-writing, checking for his replies ‘during the intervals
between lectures’ and reading them in the relative privacy of her botany laboratory (R, 408).
However, Ursula gradually realises that abandoning her academic studies for the ‘passional’
life has only led to her entrapment in the very patriarchal structures that she had sought to
escape through higher education. This becomes manifestly clear when Anton betrays his
hope that she will fail her final university examinations ‘so that she would be more glad of
him’ (R, 426). When his wish is fulfilled, he smugly reassures her, ‘if you are Mrs. Skrebensky,
the B.A. is meaningless’ (K, 439). This remark triggers Ursula’s galling realisation that she

may have squandered an opportunity that had been far from ‘meaningless.” For all its faults,

218 Drew Milne, “Lawrence and the Politics of Sexual Politics,” in The Cambridge Companion to D. H. Lawrence,
ed. Anne Fernihough (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 199.



94

her college had been the only place where she had experienced any form of unadulterated
rapture and the ‘high, noble life’ she had yearned for as a girl.

K. M. Newton argues that the contemplation of the rainbow with which the novel
ends presents a ‘vision...of immanence or rootedness in this world, not transcendence of
it.”"” Having rejected the manmade infrastructure of the redbrick university, in which she
had temporarily invested her hopes of transcendence—and been found wanting by it in
turn—Ursula gazes upon this natural phenomenon with some renewed optimism and
believes that it could represent ‘the earth’s new architecture, the old, brittle corruption of
houses and factories swept away, the world built up in a living fabric of Truth, fitting to the
over-arching heaven’ (R, 459). She seems to broker a peace, in her own mind at least, with
the fellow villagers whom she had once shunned. Even though she still regards them as ‘the
sordid people who crept,” she prophesies their potential transformation: ‘the rainbow was
arched in their blood and would quiver to life in their spirit’ (R, 459). This subjunctive mood
of fantasy, in which Lawrence concludes his first Brangwensaga novel, will be brusquely
dashed by the cataclysmic events of the Great War, which compelled Lawrence to revise his

educational thought altogether.
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The Post-War University in Women in Love

Embittered by the prosecution of The Rainbow for obscenity, Lawrence announced to his
agent, J. B. Pinker, that it was ‘the end of my writing for England.” Women in Love is less
invested in the reform of English national institutions and takes a more macroscopic view
of the degeneration of European culture in the wake of the Great War. In Lawrence’s own

22X Women in Love is an ‘end-of-

words, whereas The Rainbow had been a ‘pre-war statement,
the-world” work,” in which ‘the bitterness of war may be taken for granted.” His
unpublished Foreword predicted, “The people that can bring forth the new passion, the new
idea, this people will endure.”* Women in Love is less concerned with the issue of extending
access to higher education than with the more fundamental and abstract questions of what
the purpose of education was and how it could assist individuals, shell-shocked and
disillusioned by geopolitical catastrophe, in their ‘struggle for verbal consciousness.””
Significantly, Lawrence has shifted his focus and hopes from the redemptive ‘spirit’ of the
yeomanry to a small band of middle- to upper-class intellectuals, whose superior education
and cultivation may enable them to bring into being this ‘new passion’ and ‘new idea.’
Another relevant event that occurred in the interval between the two Brangwensga
novels was Lawrence’s visit to Cambridge in March 1915, a few days after completing The
Rainbow, at the invitation of Bertrand Russell. This occasion, according to Ray Monk, ‘was

perhaps the high point in Lawrence’s confidence in himself as the future leader of a powerful

new social movement.” Before going, Lawrence confessed to Lady Ottoline Morrell,
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Russell’s then lover who was behind the invitation, ‘I am still a bit scared of [Bertrand]—I
feel as if I should stutter.”” To Russell, he admitted, ‘I feel frightfully important coming to
Cambridge—quite momentous the occasion is to me. I don’t want to be horribly impressed
and intimated but am afraid I may be.* The trip was, by all accounts, a crushing
disappointment to Lawrence and ossified his long-standing mistrust of the élite English
universities. The apparent apathy of all the dons to the looming atrocities of war cemented
his contempt for the Oxbridge Senior Common Rooms. Meeting Maynard Keynes was the
final fatal blow: Lawrence recoiled from what he later could only describe as ‘the repellent
evil of homosexuality.” The combination of the militaristic atmosphere,” what Lawrence
regarded as the sexual perversity of its denizens, along with the Bloomsburyite attitude of
detachment from reality, rendered Cambridge utterly abhorrent to Lawrence. He fumed to
Barbara Low, ‘I went to Cambridge and hated it beyond expression.””" Instead of meeting
with sympathy for his radical vision for social revolution, Lawrence only encountered
political disengagement, aesthetic escapism, and sexual deviance.

In spite of this, his friendship with Russell survived and even deepened until,
according to Lawrence, they had ‘almost sworn Blutsbriiderschaft’®* But this
rapprochement was short-lived. He was appalled upon realising that ‘[Russell] want[ed] to
keep his own little established ego, his finite and ready-defined self intact, free from contact
and connection.” He made his abhorrence of this type of solipsism and apolitical attitude
clear in a letter to Russell in 1916: ‘One must be an outlaw these days, not a teacher or

preacher. One must retire out of the herd and then fire bombs into it.”?* LLawrence concluded
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that Russell’s entire Cambridge circle was ‘our disease, not our hope. We want a clean sweep,
and a new start.””” His poem, ‘From a College Window’ (1918), was no doubt inspired by
their brief but disillusioning intimacy. It features a don who admires ‘[tlhe glimmer of the
limes, sun-heavy, sleeping’ and ‘daisy-froth quiescent’ from his elevated ivory perch. The
final quatrain upturns the pastoral lyricism with which the poem opens: ‘Remote, although I
hear the beggat’s cough... / I sit absolved, assured I am better off / Beyond a world I never
want to join.” Lawrence parodies the complacent detachment and wilful blindness of
inhabitants of the university to the sights and sounds of social injustices and human suffering
that are so close by that they can be apprehended from their very college rooms.

In The Rainbow, Lawrence had still been somewhat ambivalent in his depiction of a
pseudo-Bloomsbury group that is predominated by Oxbridge-educated characters, ‘various
women and men, educated, unsatisfied people, who still moved within the smug provincial
society [...] but who were inwardly raging and mad’ (R, 318). There is still some hopefulness
that their indeterminate dissatisfaction with the state of things could be channelled into some
radical social project. After his Cambridge visit, Lawrence becomes unsparing towards this
group, which is split between the provincial seat of Hermione and ‘London Bohemia’ in
Women in Love. The narrator maligns its members as solipsistic misanthropists, ‘often young
fellows down from the University’, who are ‘really very thorough rejecters of the world’, and
who welcome into their herd ‘anybody who is openly at outs with the conventions, and
belongs to nowhere particularly’ (WL, 60). Gudrun, the representative artist in the novel,
explicitly denounces ‘the idea of a gentleman, a man who had gone the usual course through
school and university’ as an ‘insipid and tasteless’ one (WL, 427). One Oxford character in
particular is singled out for savage caricature: Julius Halliday wears a smile ‘at once naive and

warm, and vapid’ (WL, 65). Pussum, his ex-mistress, pronounces with disdain, ‘He hasn’t
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any mind, so he can’t know it [...] He’s a perfect baby’ (WL, 68). At the same time, he is the
antithesis of infantile innocence: he has a ‘soft, rather degenerate face’ that betrays a ‘soft,
warm, corrupt nature’ (WL, 68). Lawrence leaves no doubt about his absolute contempt for
the type of character—or more accurately, the characterless cypher—that was being churned
out by the élite universities. Lawrence seems to share the scornful view of Rupert Birkin, one
of the protagonists and an Oxford man himself, that ‘[f]or all their shockingness,” these
intellectuals speak ‘all on one note’ (WL, 60). In his later poem, “The Oxford Voice’ (1928),
Lawrence reiterates his derision for the ‘one note’ sounded by the conceited ‘Oxford cuckoo’
that is ‘so seductively superior, so seductively / self-effacingly / deprecatingly / superior.”*’
The chain of enjambed adverbs forcefully hammers home his hatred of this ‘blooming bird,’
with this final epithet, a semi-profane intensifier, clarifying that he is chiefly targeting the type
of ‘Oxford voice’ that was echoing around Bloomsbury Square.

Although John Middleton Murry was not alone in complaining that the central
quartet of characters in Women in Love are as ‘indistinguishable as octopods in an aquarium
tank,”® Gerald Crich’s education in a range of Humboldtian German universities, Rupert
Birkin’s Oxford career, Ursula’s teacher-training in Nottingham, and her sister’s Gudrun’s
art schooling are not extraneous details. Each has received a distinct form of tertiary
education to the others, but they collectively suffer from what Bell rightly identifies as ‘the
phenomenon of educated incomprehension.”” Perfectionist discourses continue to resonate
in Women in Love and inform some of its lingering attachment to the promises of higher
education. Certain keywords, such as cvilisation, culture, fulfil, and flourish, are repeated with a
mixture of earnestness, deprecation, and irony, until they become unstable place-holders for

the concepts they originally referred to. All the main characters are striving towards some
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version of self-realisation and self-fulfilment, based upon their variously defined ideas about
petfection, whilst combatting a shared nihilistic conviction that ‘nothing materialises,
everything withers in the bud’ (WL, 2). In their repeatedly frustrated attempts to get to the
‘living fabric of Truth,” they only end up destroying the things they wish to understand. For
instance, Hermione observes of her former lover, Birkin, who had been in the year above
her at Oxford, that he ‘can only tear things to pieces. He really /s like a boy who must pull
everything to pieces to see how it is made’ (WL, 142, original emphasis). By his self-diagnosis,
Gerald recognises that “all his life he had been wrenching at the frame of life to break it apart’
(WL, 207). Ursula similarly intimates that ‘her analysing was a real tearing to pieces’ (WL,
305). All four protagonists, as well as auxiliary characters such as Hermione, strive to
reconnect with the more intuitive and affective modes of knowing they had lost touch with
at some point during the course of their formal educations.

Two years had passed since the end of The Rainbow and in the interim, Ursula appears
to have grown considerably more subdued. She is re-introduced, sewing ‘in silence,” while
her sister sketches:

...Ursula having always that strange brightness of an essential flame that is caught,
meshed, contravened. She lived a good deal by herself, to herself, working, passing on
from day to day, and always thinking, trying to lay hold on life, to grasp it in her own
understanding. Her active living was suspended, but underneath, in the darkness,
something was coming to pass.
(WL, 9)
The repeated use of the present participle (having, working, passing, always thinking, trying, coming
to pass) undetlines her ongoing and desperate struggle to regain a state of ‘active living,” to
escape from the tedium of domesticity. But she seems to have lost all traces of the idealism
that had buoyed her at the end of The Rainbow and she eventually concedes that her earnest
efforts to propel herself ‘along the line of fulfilment’ (WL, 191), through formal education

and more autodidactic endeavours, had only led to an epistemological and spiritual cul-de-

sac: ‘She knew all she had to know, she had experienced all she had to experience’ (WL, 191).



100

She only achieves a sort of renaissance upon abandoning England, as Lawrence had done,
for continental Europe: ‘Her heart was full of the most wonderful light, golden like honey
of darkness, sweet like the warmth of day, a light which was not shed on the wotld, only on
the unknown paradise towards which she was going, a sweetness of habitation, a delight of
living quite unknown, but hers infallibly’ (WL, 388). This sentence contains a stream of terms
recalling the Arnoldian idea of perfection—{ull, wonderful, light (elegantly echoed in deligh?),
sweet, sweetness—and the prose rushes towards its optimistic culmination on the modifier,
‘infallibly.” Lawrence implies that if she had remained in England, Ursula would have
remained in a state of perennial arrested development, ‘caught, meshed, contravened’ from
every side.

These Arnoldian allusions, however, are tinged with irony, as the novel for most part
has repudiated the idea that any ‘balance between order and freedom’ can be found anywhere
in a decaying Western civilisation. Ursula’s lover, Birkin, with whom she is leaving England,
is presented as a modern parody of Arnold. At the time of Women in Love's publication,
Arnold was popularly viewed as ‘[t|he dashing, youthful poet and brilliant Professor of Poetry
[who] was gradually immured in a mausoleum of committees.” Birkin follows a similar
trajectory of increasingly mortified idealism. In the discarded ‘Prologue’ to the novel,
Lawrence had included additional biographical details for Birkin. After taking his degree,
Birkin had become a fellow of Magdalen College, Oxford, and was ‘at twenty-one, one of
the young lights of the place, a coming somebody’ (WL, 490). Abuzz with radical ideas, he
had written impassioned essays about educational reform. However, his story soon devolves
into one of unfulfilled promise: he loses much of his undergraduate charisma and reformist
zeal and settles into a career as a schools inspector (like Arnold). He describes himself as “all

tangled and messed up,’ in ‘a contravened knot’ (WL, 125-26). Eugene Stelzig’s contention

240 Robert Crawford, The Modern Poet: Poetry, Academia, and Knowledge Since the 1750s (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2004), 113.
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that Birkin is a ‘neo-Zarathustran visionary whose literary lineage can be traced back to the

Romantic poet-prophet-bard figure™"'

is not supportable by his bathetic characterisation.
Lawrence’s unresolved ambivalence towards the Oxford persona, and the role that he could
play in the regeneration of Western culture, is conveyed by the ‘duality in feeling’ that Birkin
inspires in Ursula. On one hand, she is attracted to ‘his wonderful, desirable life-rapidity’; on
the other, she is repulsed by his ‘ridiculous, mean effacement into a Salvator Mundi and a
Sunday-school teacher, a prig of the stiffest type” (WL, 129).

And vyet, it is Birkin who is credited with proposing the radical concept of ‘star-
equilibrium,” which constitutes a utopian alternative to the extreme individualism that mars
most of the interpersonal relationships of their post-war society in which the cult of the ‘First
person singular’ generally prevails (WL, 56). Even sororial love in the Lawrencean worldview
has a sinister character: “The two sisters were like a pair of scissors, snipping off everything
that came athwart them; or like a knife and a whetstone, the one sharpened against the other’
(WL, 51). The other couple, Gudrun and Gerald, the artist and the industrialist, are yoked in
an ‘eternal see-saw, one destroyed that the other might exist, one ratified because the other
was nulled” (WL, 410). The two ex-lovers, Birkin and Hermione seethe with a contempt for
each other that is actually just another manifestation of self-hatred. He thinks that her
‘loathsome little skull [...] ought to be cracked like a nut’ (WL, 40); in turn, she experiences
‘voluptuous ecstasy’ when she enacts this sadistic fantasy and ‘swiftly [...] brought down the
ball of jewel stone with all her force, crash on his head” (WL, 105). ‘Star-equilibrium’ is
arguably one of Lawrence’s own ideal forms of intersubjective communion, his version of
Forsterian ‘connection.” The union that Gudrun had once envisaged with Gerald—*arctic
light that envelopes only us two” (WL, 15)—is of an inferior order to Birkin’s vision of

perfect astral balance. The latter model admits of ‘openness on all sides’ and, most

241 Eugene Stelzig, “Romantic Reinventions in D. H. Lawrence's Women in Love,” Wordsworth Circle 44, no. 2/3
(2013): 95.
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importantly, precludes ‘any of the horrible merging, mingling, self-abnegation of love. There
is only the pure duality of polarisation’ (W1, 201). Birkin and Ursula seem to achieve—
temporarily at least—this perfect duality when ‘she was to him what he was to her, the
immemorial magnificence of mystic, palpable, real otherness’ (WL, 320).

As fraught as the relationships between these highly cultured and educated
protagonists may be, they are united in their antagonism towards the underclass, an
antagonism that Lawrence, at least partly, has come to share. The misanthropy of Birkin—
encapsulated by scornful statements like, ‘Not many people are anything at all [...] They
jingle and gigele. It would be much better if they were just wiped out. Essentially, they don’t
exist, they aren’t there’ (WL, 25)—are rooted in anti-democratic sentiments. Lawrence is
reflecting upon his own misanthropic attitudes: he had similarly admitted in 1916, ‘I must
say I hate mankind [...] I think truly the only righteousness is the destruction of mankind.”**
According to Charles F. G. Masterman, since the start of the twentieth century, England’s
middle class had ‘constructed in imagination the image of Democracy—a loud-voiced,
independent, arrogant figure, with a thirst for drink, and imperfect standards of decency, and
a determination to be supported at someone else’s expense.””” This deeply classist view of
the ‘masses’ never really waned. For all his high-minded assertions of solidarity with the
working class, Lawrence had railed in his private correspondence, ‘I hate democracy so much.

2 and channelled such sentiments into his characters. Ursula declares,

It almost kills me,
‘Only degenerate races are democratic’ (R, 427). According to Gaku Iwai, Lawrence’s

scepticism about democracy ‘swelled when he witnessed the rise of jingoism among the

British during the war. He entertained a growing distrust for and disgust towards the masses

22 DHL to S. S. Koteliansky, 4 September, 1916, Letters, 170l 11, 650.
24 Chatles F. G. Masterman, The Condition of England (London: Methuen, 1909), 72.
24 DHL to Lady Ottoline Morrell, 7 April, 1916, Letters, 170l 11, 593.
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of people who [...] were seized by a sudden enthusiasm for war.”** The very fact that Women
in Love focuses exclusively on the upper strata of society suggests that Lawrence had lost
much of his interest for working-class struggles during this period.

The excised Prologue contains some of Birkin’s self-contradicting reflections on
education that are distinctly Lawrencean, rather than derivative of Arnold. He begins with
the assertion that ‘education is making nothing but the process of building up, gradually, a
complete unit of consciousness’ and ‘a process of striving to a new unanimous being, a whole
organic form. [...] a whole summer of florescence’ (WL, 495). He advocates the old
perfectionist ideal of the ‘coherent, satisfied life,” over the pursuit of mere technical
perfection, or what he describes as a life in which one would ‘drift on in a series of accidents-
like a picaresque novel” (WL, 302). However, Birkin obviously had deep reservations about
his own idealism: ‘Nowhere more than in education did a man feel the horror of false,
rootless spasmodic activity more acutely. The whole business was like dementia’ (WL, 490).
The metaphors he uses to conceptualise education confuse natural elements (organic form,
summer, decomposition, and rootless) and unnatural (business and building np, which seems to be an
ironic cross-lingual pun on Bildung). This entanglement of figures parallels the inconsistencies
in wider cultural discourses about the core aims of education and the means by which they
could best be achieved. Birkin’s comparison of education to ‘dementia’ is especially striking:
instead of broadening one’s intellectual horizons, the type of ‘spasmodic’ learning that was
delivered by contemporary institutions was only leading to cognitive deterioration or the loss
of reason itself.

Lawrence considers at length whether the Humboldtian German universities, which
were based upon a professorial model and placed greater emphasis on original research,

offered a superior model of higher education to their flawed English counterparts. His

24 Gaku Iwai, “To Produce, or Not to Produce, That Is the Question: Technology, Democracy, and War in
Women in Love,” in D. H. Lawrence, Technology, and Modernity, ed. Indrek Minniste (New York: Bloomsbury
Academic, 2019) 87.
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personal experience of lectures in Heidelberg did not predispose him to become their
advocate. In his wry recount of the philosophy lectures, he described himself as ‘a little half
fledged bird opening my beak ey wide to gulp down the fat phrases.””** What German
universities excelled at, Lawrence emphasised, was mass spoon-feeding. He incorporates
various snide comments about these institutions throughout Women in Love. From his sojourn
in Heidelberg, Birkin only recollects his jiu-jitsu lessons from his house-mate, a ‘Jap” (WL,
268). He slights the venerable medieval university by implying that it was far less memorable
than his lessons in recreational martial arts. The only other ambassador of the Teutonic
education system in the novel—a patronising German professor who disgusts the other
patrons of the Tyrolian chateau with his ‘seasoned, semi-paternal animalism” (WL, 411)—
does little to redeem its reputation.

It is significant that Gerald, the authoritarian industrial magnate—‘a Napoleon of
industry’ (WL 52), who oversees ‘the great social productive machine’ (WL, 207), with his
philosophy of ‘the pure instrumentality of mankind’ (WL, 203)—has deliberately opted to
study in Germany:

He refused to go to Oxford, choosing a German university. He had spent a certain time
at Bonn, at Berlin, and at Frankfurt. There, a curiosity had been aroused in his mind. He
wanted to see and to know, in a curious objective fashion, as if it were an amusement to
him. Then he must try war. Then he must travel into the savage regions that had so
attracted him.
(WL, 221-2)
The anaphora of the mandatory grammatical construction, “Then he must...’, conveys the
aggressive energy that impels the entrepreneur from one project to the next. Ezra Pound in
1917 had denounced the university system in Germany as ‘evil’ and claimed that the national

fascination with large-scale industry had corrupted German academe: ‘The bulk of

scholarship has gone under completely; the fascinations of technical and mechanical

6 DHL to Edward Garnett, 18 June 1914, Letters, 1o/, 11, 186.
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education have been extremely seductive.”” The novel suggests that Gerald acquired his
despotic managerial strategies and utilitarian philosophy from these German institutions,
where technical and mechanical training were valued over and above humanistic education.
Under Gerald’s management, ‘[e]verything was run on the most accurate and delicate
scientific method, educated and expert men were in control everywhere, the miners were
reduced to mere mechanical instruments’ (WL, 230). His utilitarian aphorisms echo chillingly
in the novel: ‘Everything in the world has its function, and is good or not good in so far as
it fulfils this function more or less perfectly’ (WL, 223). Gerald justifies his inhumane
treatment of his employees by averring that he serves the interests of a ‘great and superhuman
system’ (WL, 231). He is a true devotee of the ideal of technical perfectionism, encapsulated
in his mantra, ‘one must have perfect instruments in perfect organisation’ (WL, 227).

The other characters are both fascinated and deeply disturbed by the spectacle of
Gerald, who is first seen running out from the boat-house by the Brangwen sisters:
‘frightening in its swift sharp transit’, his figure ‘launched in a white arc through the air’ and
landed ‘into the pure translucency of the grey, uncreated water’ (WL, 46). The rainbow’s
prismatic incandescence has given way to this rigidly streamlined, monochromatic arc. The
symbolism is clear: the age of the machine has superseded the natural rhythms of the
yeoman’s world. Moreover, Gerald’s continental education only seems to have exacerbated
his chauvinistic and nationalistic prejudices. When speaking to Herr Loerke, the dwarfish
German sculptor, his entire demeanour exudes ‘an arrogant English contempt for a
foreigner’: he ‘came down like a sledge-hammer with his assertions, anything the little
German said was merely contemptible rubbish’ (WL, 449). Even though Birkin is

mesmerised by Gerald and yearns to merge with him in a Blufsbriiderschaft, he recognises that

247 Bzra Pound, “Provincialism the Enemy,” in Sefected Prose 1909—1965, ed. William Cookson (New York: New
Directions, 1973), 191, 195.
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the latter is ‘limited to one form of existence, one knowledge, one activity, a sort of fatal
halfness, which to himself seemed wholeness’ (W1, 207).

Lawrence explained in his ‘Study of Thomas Hardy’ (1914) that a ‘selfless’ man is
easily rendered into ‘the perfect instrument, the perfect machine.”* Enthroned atop his
corporate empire, Gerald has some intuition that his humanity has been the price he paid to
become an ultra-efficient manager and that he has even authored his own redundancy: “The
whole system was now so perfect that Gerald was hardly necessary any more” (WL, 231-2).
Gerald begins to be ‘afraid that one day he wlill] break down and be a purely meaningless
babble lapping round a darkness’ (WL, 232). He devours anthropology and speculative
philosophy books in the ‘curious objective fashion’ in which he had been trained. However,
he realises that nothing he does can arrest his mind’s descent into a premature ‘dementia’ it
‘was like a bubble floating in the darkness. At any moment it might burst and leave him in
chaos’ (WL, 232). In desperation, Gerald tries to use language to create existential bulwarks
against his own extinction: he declares himself ‘the God of the machine, Deus ex Machina’
(WL, 228). ‘God of the Machine’ is, however, a mistranslation, conscious or not, of the Latin:
correctly, ‘God out of the Machine’. Gerald tries to deny that he is a dispensable, replaceable
product of the machinery of the German higher education system. He tries to sustain the
delusion that he is the supreme master of the Machine, rather than its mere puppet, uttering
‘meaningless babble.” Ultimately, his dramatic demise in the Alpine wastelands is presented
as the inevitable denouement of an educational trajectory that had, as foreshadowed long
before, always been ‘so much death to him’ (W1, 221).

Women in Love is underwritten by a nervous presentiment that the authoritarian
manner in which Gerald ran his mines will one day be the default model of corporate

governance, from factories to the ‘little apprentice-shop’ of the university college. Lawrence’s

248 Lawrence, Study of Thomas Hardy, 34.
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disquietude about the commercialisation of the universities, already expressed in The Rainbow,
only increased over the following decade. He found an occasion to confront this topic
directly when Jesse Boot, the founder of Boots Cash Chemists, commissioned an impressive
new building for Nottingham University, which was completed in 1928. This addition to the
university elicited resounding praise. J. H. West, a local professor, marvelled at “[i]ts palatial
dimensions, its majestic appearance, its grand spaciousness and its delightful surroundings
enchant us and make us feel in the midst of something strange.”™ The vice-principal, Frank
Granger, waxed lyrical about its ‘attainment of superb architectural beauty’ and claimed, “The
visible beauty of the new work is the garment of the intellectual beauty which it is the aim of
the University to disclose.” “The Trent Building is a striking piece of architecture,” according
to Whyte, ‘starkly classical, its white stone facade is almost too perfect.””' Lawrence’s vitriolic
response to this extension seems to have remained the solitary voice of dissent. In
‘Nottingham’s New University’, published in Paznszes (1929), he denounces how the university
had

Built it most grand and cakeily

Out of the noble loot

Derived from shrewd cash-chemistry

By good Sir Jesse Boot.”
The speaker of the poem sarcastically concludes, ‘culture has her roots / In the deep dung
of cash.’

It would be reductive to assert that Lawrence at any one point was thrusting upon

his readership a particular politicised view of the university. What Lawrence did do was
launch his figurative ‘bombs’ into the discourses of the ‘herd’ in order to compel re-

evaluations of the status quo concerning the governance and administration of higher

249 1. H. West, “Editotial,” The Gong 18, no. 1 (1928), 3.
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education. For all his ‘end-of-world” polemics, Lawrence was persistently and defiantly
ambivalent, at best, always demanding more of the university than it could possibly offer. If
anything, in its exclusive focus on the highly educated, Women in Love suggests that Lawrence
entrusted this social group more than any other with the task of reconstructing the world
after the devastations of war. The Brangwensaga novels bring to the fore the irresolution
that simmered beneath the surface of many contemporary fictionalisations of the university,
an irresolution generated by the desire to reject institutional education, mixed with a
recognition of its absolute necessity for the preservation and regeneration of Western culture

and the opening up of that culture to men and women of the traditionally excluded classes.
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3. Educating the Sons and Stepdaughters of England: Virginia Woolf’s
Ambivalences

[T]he whole point of Oxford is that there are no girls [...] women in Oxford are quite wrong. ™

The idea of an accessible university, governed by the principles of equal opportunity for both
sexes, lies at the heart of the politics and aesthetics of some of Virginia Woolf’s most
significant writings. There are revealing ambivalences in the series of critical insights into the
institutional sexism of the traditional English universities that Woolf offers in the two novels
that engage with educational inequalities most directly, Jacob’s Room (1922) and The Waves
(1931). On one hand, these works condemn Oxford and Cambridge as defenders of the
interests and values of the Establishment: their curricula and institutional cultures entrenched
not only patriarchal and sexist values, but also the imperialistic, nationalistic, and militaristic
ideologies that fuelled England’s ethically questionable colonial administration and led to its
senseless sacrifice of an entire generation of young men in the Great War. On the other,
there is the unmistakeable longing of an archetypal ‘Outsider’ for admission into these
privileged realms, the allure of which is magnified by their very exclusion of the majority of
the population. My close readings of the texts will consider why the ferocity of Woolf’s
entwined feminist and pacifist protests in her critical writings finds only restrained
articulation in the fiction, and indeed, is always competing with an idealising tendency toward

Cambridge specifically, that she never entirely manages to shed.

Women’s Narratives of Exclusion

‘In all her writings about Cambridge,” Hermione Lee claims, ‘there is the same tone,” namely

the baleful tone of one who is rankled by her unjust exclusion.” But there are, in fact,

253 Compton Mackenzie, Sinister Street (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1960), 598.
254 Hermione Lee, irginia Woolf (London: Chatto & Windus, 1996), 213.
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considerable tonal fluctuations across Woolf’s critical and fictional engagements with the
topic of élite university education. Her frustration with the exclusivity and institutionalised
sexism of Oxbridge was transfigured and refracted across her writings in diverse, self-
reflexively experimental ways. In April 1930, Woolf wrote to Ethel Smyth, ‘Much though I
hate Cambridge, and bitterly though I’ve always suffered from it, I still respect it [...] I am
naturally of that narrow, ascetic, puritanical breed’ (L, 4.155). This admission conveys the
deep-seated ambivalence inherent in Woolf’s writings on Oxbridge: her resentment at her
ongoing exclusion from these universities vied with the high esteem in which she held them.
For years, the two Stephens sisters had ‘listened to Thoby’s romantic accounts’ of his
Cambridge friends.” Virginia entertained the fantasy that a Cambridge college was filled
with undergraduates like her nephew, Julian Bell, who was ‘spurting and whizzing ideas’ and
who were able to ‘immure’ themselves for three years at least ‘with all the books of all ages’
(L, 4.276). Even though Bloomsbury’s drawing rooms, Alex Zwerdling suggests, constituted

Woolf’s ‘private university,

she did not consider this to be adequate compensation for
having been deprived of the real university experience purely on the basis of her gender.
The University of London had been the first English university to open its doors to
women in 1878 and proclaimed that all its students were educated ‘on terms of perfect
equality.”” By 1901, almost one fifth of undergraduates in the civic universities were female
students. Oxbridge was infamously reluctant to follow suit. But even in the non-Oxbridge
universities, it is well-documented how women continued to face systemic discrimination

during the early decades of the twentieth century. They were often excluded from much of

the social and extra-curricular life that immeasurably enriches the purely academic aspects of
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higher education.” Historical and literary ‘realities’ crucially diverge at this juncture. One of
the remarkable features of university literature by women writers, including Woolf, is the
feebleness of their criticism of universities’ androcentric and sexist cultures. In National
Provincial (1938), for instance, Lettice Cooper depicts the relatively unobstructed progression
of the protagonist, Mary Welburn, from her distinguished performance at Oxford to a
tulfilling career as an urbane and fully independent professional writer and socialist
campaigner in London. In Barbara Pym’s comic universe, female undergraduates spend their
time at Oxford attending tea parties, pursuing love affairs, and generally revelling in what
they will fondly recall as their ‘days of wine and roses.”” There was little consideration in
these narratives of how structural gender discriminations were amplified by issues of class,
let alone those of race.

Literary critics have struggled to account for the spectrality of the feminism of
female-authored university literature in the first half of the twentieth century. Mary Eagleton
attributes it to ‘the confusion of a pre-feminist period’ when there had been ‘no confidence
that those desires are legitimate and no consensus as to how to formulate the goals.”*"
However, she concedes that even in later novels featuring a ‘scholarship girl,” ‘feminism often
exists only as a kind of phantom presence, glimpsed but not the centre of the action.””"
Elaine Showalter, in her seminal study of the related genre of the Professorroman, similarly
observes that ‘feminism took a long time to seep into the academic novel.”** It was not until
the 1980s, after the legitimation of feminist literary criticism and theory, that university

narratives shed their old obliquities and hesitancies when it came to the issue of gender

discrimination.” Both critics suggest that women writers felt compelled to avoid overly

28 See, e.g. Whyte, Redbrick, 145.
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aggressive feminist writing in order to maintain a fagade of cool impartiality that would secure
their ‘passage to social recognition.*

Woolf differed from her contemporaries chiefly in that her non-fictional output was
unequivocally scathing towards the institutions of patriarchal oppression. Her well-known
treatises on the structural sexism within the prestigious universities, .4 Room of One’s Own
(1929) and Three Guineas (1938), have already received ample attention.”” There is a well-
established critical position—memorably inaugurated by Jane Marcus’s description of Woolf

2% __that recognises anger as a powerful driver for

as a ‘guerilla fighter in a Victorian skirt
much of Woolf’s writing. What is still missing, however, is a critical narrative that links
Woolf’s anger about patriarchal institutional cultures and her innovations in novelistic form
and language. She returned repeatedly, almost obsessively, to the goal of women’s right of
equal access to and participation in these universities and associated its attainment to the
possibility of an egalitarian and democratic public sphere, an ideal that coexisted uneasily
with her more elitist snobberies. Woolf pre-empted recent affect theorists in recognising the

value of anger as both ‘an emotion that forces confrontation’"’

and ‘a process, a transaction,
a way of communicating.””® After she had been informed by a sympathetic E. M. Forster
that the governing committee of the London Library had refused to grant her membership
because she was a woman, she fumed in her diary, ‘See how my hand trembles. I was so

angty. [...] yes, these flares up are very good for my book [Three Guineas: |...] I see how 1

can transmute them into beautiful clear reasonable ironical prose.’w) Woolf’s feminist and
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aesthetic ambitions dovetailed in her commitment to discovering new literary expressions
and forms that could disrupt the cultural narratives that were complicit with social inequities
and exclusions.

Woolf was familiar with the well-established classical and English traditions of angry
male writing: Aristophanes, Seneca, Juvenal, Pope, Swift, Blake, Byron, Browning, for
example, offered ‘examples of fecund hatred, of hatred as a source of imaginative
abundance.” However, she was acutely aware of the cultural stigmatisation of female
expressions of rage, especially those that threatened the status quo.”” Early in her writing
career, she closely studied how the proto-feminist anger of earlier women novelists—or what
she described as their ‘untamed ferocity perpetually at war with the accepted order of

9272

things™’“—compromised their art. Charlotte Bronté’s novels, ‘deformed and twisted’ from
improperly managed anger, offered a cautionary counter-model for the modern writing
woman (AROO, 90). In A Room of One’s Own, her proxy asserts that it is ‘fatal’ for any woman
writer ‘to lay the least stress on any grievance; [...] in any way to speak consciously as a
woman.” Such overtly self-interested forms of protest would prevent the ideas a writer wished
to communicate from ‘grow[ing] in the minds of others.””” The British Library scene in A
Room offers an illustration of the consequences of responding to anger with anger. The
speaker becomes outraged when she imagines an apoplectic Professor Von X working on a
treatise, entitled The Mental, Moral, and Physical Inferiority of the Female Sex. She furiously sketches

a caricature of him in her notebook and begins ‘drawing cartwheels and circles over the angry

professot’s face till he looked like a burning bush or a flaming comet—anyhow, an apparition

270 Daniel Karlin, Browning’s Hatreds (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 72.

27 Feminist theorists who have analysed this historical suppression of female anger include Grasso, Artistry of
Apnger, 14, and Brenda Silver, “The Authority of Anger: Three Guineas as Case Study,” Signs 6, no. 2 (1991):
341.

272 Virginia Woolf, “Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights,” in The Common Reader London: The Hogarth Press, 1925),
200.

273 Virginia Woolf, “A Room of One’s Own,” in A Room of One’s Own and Three Guineas, ed. Morag Shiach
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 136. Subsequent references will be incorporated in-text, with the
abbreviation, AROO.



114

without human semblance or significance’ (1ROO, 41). The artistic result may have been a
cathartic release of ire but it is useless as a form of feminist dissent. Viewers of the doodle
would only see the hieroglyphic cartwheels and circles, which enigmatically evoke shrubbery
and cosmic snowballs, instead of communicating a coherent criticism of institutionalised
misogyny. Many of her readers, Woolf realised, were still all too ready to discredit a female
writer if they suspected ‘she ha[d] an axe to grind.*™

The unfavourable reception of Three Guineas, commonly regarded as ‘Woolf’s most
angry work,”” by many of her male contemporaries confirmed the cultural intolerance of
female rage. Quentin Bell, her nephew, criticised ‘the attempt to involve a discussion of
women’s rights with the far more agonising and immediate question,” that is, ‘the ever-
growing menace of Fascism and war.”"* He did not appreciate that the crux of Woolf’s
argument was that England’s Fascist sympathies and militarism were fundamentally linked
to its attenuation of women’s rights and limitation of their opportunities. Forster similarly

disliked the ‘cantankerous Three Guineas””

and preferred .4 Room, which he considered
‘charming and persuasive.” He made the additional remark that Woolf’s works were
generally apolitical because ‘the world is man-made, and [...] she, a woman, had no
responsibility for the mess.”” Forster was certainly mistaken here: what appears to be
affected detachment is not an expression of indifference but rather, a strategy adopted by
the socially disenfranchised. Woolf’s literary treatments of the university theme reflect how

she, along with contemporary professional women writers, substituted the blistering tirades

against educational inequality that they could have written—and in her case, did write—with
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more disguised forms of feminist protest to ensure that their works were not discounted or
dismissed as non-communicative ‘hysteria.”

An Anti-Elegy of Edwardian Cambridge

Jacob’s Room (1922), Woolf’s third novel, is underwritten by her trademark blend of
antagonism towards and admiration for Cambridge and the type of character its pedagogical
projects traditionally aimed to cultivate. On 26 September 1920, Woolf’s work on the novel
came to a standstill when she suffered from a bout of writer’s block in the middle of the
seventh chapter (D, 2.68). Kate Flint notices that during this intermission, Woolf responded
angrily to the blatant sexism of Arnold Bennett’s volume of essays, Owr Women (1920) and
its positive review by Desmond MacCarthy in the New Statesman. Without any trace of self-
awareness, Bennett had declared ‘I am a feminist to the point of passionateness’ but
maintained in the same breath that women ‘always will love to be dominated.””® Even more
offensively in Woolf’s eyes, Bennett contended that ‘intellectually and creatively man is the
superior of woman,” a fact that ‘no amount of education and liberty of action will sensibly
alter,” and that woman’s enjoyment of their subordinate condition is ‘a proof of intellectual
inferiority.””" As Flint points out, Bennett’s essays were part of the ‘rash of books’ that
emerged in response to the widespread unease about the increased social freedoms that
women had gained during the war and the threat this posed to traditional ideas about the
gendered division of labour. Woolf wrote two letters to the New Statesman, published on 9
and 16 October 1920, elucidating how the so-called gap between men and women has been
narrowed directly as a result of the quality of educational opportunities that women have been
able to access. She concludes her second letter with a rousing peroration to the effect that

mere access to privileged institutions is not enough as long as systemic sexism still prevails
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within them. Women must have ‘liberty of experience,” that is, the freedom to ‘think, invent,
imagine, and create as freely as men do, and with as little fear of ridicule and
condescension.” Woolf may have had a recent personal grievance in mind as she wrote
these words. Just before she ran into strife with Jacob’s Room, T. S. Eliot had paid her a visit
during which he had extolled Wyndham Lewis and Ezra Pound as the most important writers
of their time (D, 2.68). In her entry on 26 September, Woolf expressed an unusual degree of
insecurity about her own capabilities: ‘what ’'m doing is probably being better done by Mr
Joyce’ (D, 2.69). She mused in a more abstract vein, ‘An odd thing the human mind! so
capricious, faithless, infinitely shying at shadows’ (D, 2.69). Eliot had—apparently with more
success than Bennett—sowed seeds of doubt in her mind about her own talents. Woolf
managed to overcome this temporary obstacle and channelled the reproaches articulated in
her New Statesmen letters into Jacob’s Room. Its completion gave her an immeasurable boost in
self-confidence and liberated her from the dependency upon contemporary approbation.
‘There’s no doubt in my own mind that I have found out how to begin (at 40) to say
something in my own voice,” she recorded with pride, ‘I feel I can go ahead without praise’
(D, 2.180).

The novel pivots around a central antagonism between Jacob and a female narrator,
who has taken on the task of collecting and piecing together a range of testimonies about his
character. When Woolf began drafting it, she had jotted down, ‘Intensity of life compared
with immobility.””® Germane to Jacob’s Room is the contrast between the ‘intensity of life’ that
the protagonist has right of access to in society’s privileged spaces and the relative
‘immobility’ of the excluded narrator (and supporting cast of female characters). Standing

out against the mosaic of collected perspectives of Jacob is an objective statement of fact,

282 Woolf's letters to the New Statesman are published as Appendix 111, "The Intellectual Status of Women', in
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typographically highlighted by the spacing around it at the end of the second chapter: ‘Jacob
Flanders [...] went up to Cambridge in October, 1906.”*** Edward Bishop has shown how
Woolf was fastidious about the inclusion of space breaks in Jacob’s Room, as ‘much of the
effect of this book depends upon the spatial silence, the white space of the gaps on the
page.”” The statement about Jacob’s inauguration into England’s ‘intellectual aristocracy’ is
exemplary here: ‘Cambridge [...] 1906’ is followed by a highly charged silence. The effect is
akin to, albeit less discursively targeted than, the ellipsis in .4 Room, as the narrator processes
her shocking discovery in the British Library: ‘and . . . .. the five dots here indicate five
separate minutes of stupefaction, wonder and bewilderment’ (AROO, 33). The space in
Jacob’s Room is still more capacious in its meanings. It conveys a mock sense of wonderment
at this milestone (the narrator not quite sharing the general cultural reverence for the
university), and it typographically mirrors the ‘precipice’ (TG, 155) that divides those who
are educated, at great expense, from everyone else. When the narrator belatedly admits to
her gender halfway through the novel, it becomes apparent that Jacob’s ‘unknowability,’
which has attracted ample scholarly comment, has been as much of a practical problem as
an ontological one. The revelation is made right after a spectacular explosion of rage from
Jacob upon discovering the infidelity of his mistress, Florinda: ‘It was as if a stone were
ground to dust; as if white sparks flew from a livid whetstone’ (JR, 81). The narrator
continues after drawing these analogies, ‘Granted ten years’ seniority and a difference of sex,
fear of him comes first; this is swallowed up by a desire to help [...] with destiny; and then
would bubble up an irresponsible optimism’ (JR, 81). Woolf’s proxy physically cannot follow
Jacob into Trinity College to audit the alleged ‘intensity of life’ that is lived therein. An

286

assertion, ‘Jacob’s room is like most undergraduate rooms, is excised from the draft, to
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avoid the suggestion that the narrator possesses an implausible amount of detailed
knowledge about an institution from which she has been debarred from entering. Repeated
qualifications, such as ‘no doubt’ (JR, 54), (it may be)’ (JR, 57), ‘perhaps’ (JR, 59), or ‘it is
safe to say’ (JR, 179), are regular reminders of her excluded status. When revising the draft,
Woolf added the detail that it was at Cambridge that Jacob became ‘a young man of
substance’ (JR, 28), augmenting the contrast to the disembodied narrator, who cannot access
the same sources of cultural capital that would render her a similarly substantial social actor.
She can only imagine enviously how Jacob, as he moves through Cambridge, ‘draws into him
at every step |...] such steady certainty, such reassurance from all sides’ (JR, 44-5).

As well as diverging from the tradition of the adulatory Oxbridge narrative, Jacob’s
Room also problematises the post-war elegiac tradition and the discourses of mourning that
were glorifying the very ideologies that had led England, in Woolf’s view, to this national
catastrophe. Though the narrator is horrified by how youths in their prime were strewn
across European battlefields ‘like fragments of broken match-stick’ (JR, 216), she resists what
she would describe in The Waves as the conventional elegy’s ‘lily-sweet glue.”™ The novel
almost does not express enough outrage at the idea that the class of man that Jacob embodied
might have been annihilated for good in the war. For, the character that emerges piecemeal
in the novel is supercilious, self-centred, and even frighteningly aggressive. By age twenty,
Jacob held an ‘obstinate irrepressible conviction which makes youth so intolerably
disagreeable’—summed up in his belligerent quip, ‘I am what I am, and intend to be it’ (JR,
44). It was during his university years that Jacob’s innate penchant for bullying—even as an
infant, he had usually been the subject of verbs denoting aggression, like ‘plunged” (JR, 06),
‘roar’ (JR, 7), ‘kicked’” (JR, 13)—develops into outright misogyny. He was affronted, for

instance, upon seeing female attendees at his college’s chapel service: ‘why allow women to

287 Virginia Woolf, The Waves (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 159. Subsequent references will be
incorporated in-text, with the abbreviation, V.



119

take partin it? [...] No one would think of bringing a dog into church’ (JR, 39). He privately
denigrated his mistress, Florinda, as ‘something horribly brainless’ (JR, 108), and in her
company, he would experience ‘a violent reversion towards male society, cloistered rooms,
and the works of the classics’ (JR, 110).

The narrator predicts that by age twenty-six, that is, around the start of the war, Jacob
would have become ‘a mere bumpkin’ (JR, 214). Those of his generation who survive were
projected to become ‘fathers of families and directors of banks,” though they were likely to
suffer ‘violent disillusionment’ (JR, 210). Jacob’s own prediction had been that he would end
up ‘settling down in a lawyer's office, and wearing spats’ (JR, 64) and continue leading a
‘petted and even cloistered [life]” (JR, 105). Given the dullness of these destinies, the narrator
seems incredulous that Jacob was repeatedly admired by those he encountered for being so
‘distinguished’ (JR, 81, 201, 215). In contrast, he had been apparently utterly oblivious to
anyone outside his exclusive set. For instance, Mrs. Norman, who scrutinised Jacob for an
entire train journey to Cambridge, notes ‘he seemed absolutely indifferent to her presence’
(JR, 36). When Jacob stood at the window of his London room, he saw a speeding van down
Lamb’s Conduit Street startle a young girl posting a letter. Here, the narrator emphasises
Jacob’s almost pathological inability to sympathise with others: the child’s terror was to him
but ‘a dim discomfort, a grain of sand in the shoe which it’s scarcely worth while to remove’
(JR, 84). In a later scene, Jacob was reading ‘imperturbably,” despite the incessant rumble of
metropolitan life: the world outside his chamber had been as insignificant to him ‘as if a coal
had dropped from the fire, or a fly, falling from the ceiling, had lain on its back, too weak to
turn over’ (JR, 149). In short, Jacob is not a replica of that much-beloved and -elegised poet,
Rupert Brooke, with his ‘[p]ink cheeks, bright yellow hair, grey-blue eyes, Peter Pan humour,

a Hellenic balance of intellect and body that seemed the very apotheosis of the Athenian
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dreams of the dons.”™ Though Susan Hartis goes too far in arguing that the narrator’s

‘manipulations of character, plot, and structure are dishonest and destructive,”’

she is right
in surmising that the narrator is not a disinterested observer. There are often moments of
‘irresponsible’ delight and a sense of vindication in the descriptions of Jacob being foiled and
made to realise his own insignificance, as when he had seen Florinda ‘turning up Greek Street
on another man’s arm’ (JR, 81). There may be a hint of malevolence in the ‘desire to help
[...] with destiny,” perhaps a half-expressed—and half-concealed by an intervening phrase—
wish to hasten Jacob’s demise. Given these periodic jibes directed at the protagonist,
Zwerdling justifiably suggests that Jacob’s Room can be seen as a ‘satiric elegy.” It only needs
to be emphasised that the chief target of the narrator’s censorious energies is not Jacob, who
is but a scapegoat for the culture that has produced him.

In Three Guineas, Woolf’s speaker deplores how “There are still subjects that educated
people, when they are of different sexes, even though financially independent, veil, or hint
at in guarded terms and then pass on,” thus becoming complicit in the ‘silence inspired by
tear’ (IG, 331). She enjoins, ‘it is so important to accustom ourselves to the duties of free
speech [...] we must try to uncover this fear and to face it’ (TG, 331). Jacob’s Room is centrally
concerned with its narrator’s confrontation of her ‘fear’ of articulating certain opinions about
Jacob and the social institutions that have produced him, opinions that may well invite
derision or outrage because of the tragic circumstances of his death. The ‘optimism’ that
‘bubble[s] up’ at various points in the novel is tied to the narrator’s hope that the structures
of the patriarchy will prove to have been severely and permanently upturned by the Great

War and that others, too, will assume ‘the duties of free speech’ in its aftermath.
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The narrator’s exact phrasing of the problem of Jacob’s ‘unknowability’ is: ‘It seems
that a profound, impartial, and absolutely just opinion of our fellow-creatures is utterly
unknown’ (JR, 96). The innocuous prepositional hinge, ‘of’, introduces a key ambiguity. Most
readers have taken this statement to mean: it is impossible for one person to know a second
person fully and thereby judge them fairly. But there is a second possible interpretation: it is
impossible for one to know a second person’s true and just gpznion about a third person. In
the process of communicating an opinion, personal biases or qualms, not to mention the

‘impure medium’ of words,”"

inevitably introduce distortions and periphrases. Any account
of Jacob would be like ‘the crooked pin dropped by a child into the wishing-well’ (JR, 37).
The ‘conditions of our love’ for such ‘war heroes’ are directly linked to ‘the manner of our
seeing’, we are told (JK, 90). It is the collected opinions about Jacob, rather than the literal
truth of his character, that matter more in the national project of post-war reconstruction.
In that presentist context, to shy away from articulating one’s actual opinion that men of his
generation were the products and embodiments of a patriarchal and imperialistic culture—
and to remain complicit in their lionisation—would amount to a tacit endorsement of this
old order.

Jacob’s Room leaves no room for doubt that Cambridge had played a central part in
the creation and maintenance of this pre-war world. Romantic, mock-elegiac, and explicitly
satirical strains are interwoven in the university scenes. Some readers, cherry-picking passages
and overlooking the satire, have credited Woolf as the ultimate romancer of Cambridge.
Notably, in his essay on Cambridge (written sometime after 1936), Forster cited Woolf’s
description from Jacob’s Room, which begins ‘So that if at night, far out at sea over the

tumbling waves, one saw a haze on the waters, a city illuminated....” (R, 53). He exclaimed,

‘How splendidly these words express our faith!” and added patronisingly, ‘How unlucky that
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they should have been written by a woman!”* He never engaged with Woolf’s deprecatory
descriptions of the universities, such as her comparison of Oxford’s ‘high domes and
pinnacles’ in .4 Room to ‘a sailing-ship always voyaging never arriving’ (1ROO, 11), which
seems to pick up intertextually on the observation that Jacob ‘Tlooked like the figure-head of
a wrecked ship’ (JR, 100). Later critics, such as Graham Chainey, affirmed that ‘it was Virginia
Woolf who cast a literary glow over their Cambridge.”™” But Jacob’s Room challenges its own
troping of Cambridge as ‘a city illuminated’. The narrator asks rhetorically whether the
atmosphere above the university 75, as so many of its defenders have claimed, ‘lighter, thinner,
more sparkling than the sky elsewhere?’ (JR, 38). An extended metaphor obliquely answers
the question by treating the alluring rays cast out by the universities’ lamps of learning as a
cultural construction—a fantasy:
If you stand a lantern under a tree every insect in the forest creeps up to it—a curious
assembly, since though they scramble and swing and knock their heads against the glass,
they seem to have no purpose—something senseless inspires them. One gets tired of
watching them, as they amble round the lantern and blindly tap as if for admittance...

Ah, but what's that? A terrifying volley of pistol-shots rings out...
(R, 39)

The long-standing and near-universal obsession with Cambridge is parodied here, with some
degree of self-deprecation on the narrator’s (and Woolf’s) part(s) as well. Applicants for
admission to it are mocked as ‘a curious assembly’ of undignified insects, driven by their
blind, purposeless and ‘senseless” admiration. The connotations of the ‘terrifying volley of
pistol-shots’ that abruptly dispels this quasi-pastoral description are unmistakeable, as the
narrator flags the link between militarism and the values imparted by the university, both
through its formal curricula and its ossified traditions. There may be possibly also an
intertextual riff here on the comparison that Stendhal, an influential pioneer in modern

psychological realism, draws in e Rouge et e Noir (1830) between introducing politics into
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the midst of imaginative writing and a pistol-shot in the middle of a concert.”* Again, the
narrator self-reflexively pulls herself short when the metaphorical writing is in danger of
becoming too unsubtly political. Instead, she tries to orchestrate the episodic narrative so
that a coherent critique of the prestigious university emerges. The token working-class
student, ‘poor little Chucky, the unsuccessful provincial, Stenhouse his real name’ (JR, 51),
later appears as a representative of the ‘curious assembly’ of insects striving to gain
admittance to the lantern. Despite his bitterness at being treated like a subaltern by his upper-
and middle-class peers, Stenhouse resolves to put his own son through the same system: ‘—
yes, though next day [...] it all seemed to him childish, absurd; the chocolate cake, the young
men; Sopwith summing things up; no, not all; he would send his son there’ (JR, 51-2).
Chucky’s inability to articulate a clear reason for his vo/te face, “absurd’ as he admits it to be,
underlines the ‘senselessness’ of this cultural inflation of Oxbridge’s value.

The most purple-prosed description of Cambridge casts it as a hub of ceaseless
activity and industry, a ‘hive full of bees’ (JR, 34). The dreamy arpeggios of Beethoven’s
Moonlight Sonata that ‘tinkled away’ in the college courtyard augments the sense of fantasia
and romance (R, 54). But the idyllic scene is shattered as abruptly as the lantern analogy:
‘the waltz crashed’ (JK, 54). It is succeeded by a less flattering vision of indolent students,
‘simple young men’ absorbed in ‘shilling shockers, no doubt’ or ‘smoking, sprawling over
tables” (JR, 54). The narrator is sceptical about the legendary Cambridge conversations:
‘something happens, or is created, though it is not easy to say exactly what’ (JR, 57), is the
vaguely dismissive explanation. In the trilogy of ironical questions ‘Was it an argument? A
bet on the boat races? Was it nothing of the sort?” (JR, 57), the middle possibility was an
insertion at the revision stage. Woolf evidently wished to suggest that undergraduates were

just as likely to be engaged with frivolities as philosophical debates.”” The natrator explicitly
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states later that Jacob’s speeches are not worth relaying, as ‘half of what he said was too dull
to repeat; much unintelligible’ (JR, 98). Certainly, most of the utterances of Jacob that are
recorded are trite. At the magnificent sites of ancient Greece, for example, he blandly averred
that he ‘enjoyed himself immensely’, that he was ‘so happy,’ that everything was
‘tremendously pleasant’ (JR, 198).

Looking forward once again to Three Guineas, Woolf’s speaker there suggests that ‘the
shadow of Arthut's Education Fund’, to which myriad daughters have been coerced into
contributing throughout history, inhibits them from objectively appraising the expensive
institutions. The shadow ‘magically’ distorts the ‘noble courts and quadrangles’ into
‘petticoats with holes in them, cold legs of mutton, and the boat train starting for abroad
while the guard slams the door in their faces’ (TG, 157). ‘How different it looks to us from
what it must look to you!” (TG, 183), Woolf’s speaker exclaims. In Jacob’s Room, whilst the
undergraduates only see their college courtyard, the narrator sees ‘the bare hills of Turkey—
sharp lines, dry earth, coloured flowers, and colour on the shoulders of the women, standing
naked-legged in the stream to beat linen on the stones. The stream made loops of water
round their ankles’ (JR, 57). The architecture of the college (‘chimneys upright, roofs
horizontal’) seems to have triggered this exoticising imaginative leap from Trinity to the
‘sharp lines’ of the Turkish hills. It is significant that the only women who ‘appear’ inside the
male precincts of Trinity College are these imaginary Oriental women, depicted in a
vulnerable, semi-divested state (‘standing naked-legged’), and performing menial domestic
labour. Their state of pseudo-servitude is symbolised by the riparian loops’ around their
ankles. The image of laundering women recalls Jacob’s earlier disgust when he had
discovered in the physics don’s house his daughters’ ‘serious six-penny weeklies written by
pale men in muddy boots—the weekly creak and screech of brains rinsed in cold water and
wrung dry’ (JR, 43). ‘Had they never read Homer, Shakespeare, the Elizabethans?’ Jacob had

wondered disdainfully as he considered ‘[tlhose wretched little girls—’, whom he swiftly
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dismissed as ‘Bloody beastly’ (JR, 43). The dash after ‘girls’ suggests that Jacob either
launched into more egregious forms of internal profanity that the narrator censors or that he
lost interest after an ephemeral flare of ‘pity’ for these undereducated girls with no access to
the Western canon. The narrator concludes her Turkish vision with the statement, ‘But none
of that could show cleatly through the swaddlings and blanketings of the Cambridge night’
(JR, 57). This infantalising metaphor suggests that privileged denizens of the college infold
themselves away from having to confront the stark realities of social inequalities.

Jacob’s Room infers that universities’ pedagogical methods and curricula were
indoctrinating students with patriarchal and militaristic ideologies. Specifically, the Classics,
an integral component of élite male education, were being taught in ways that inflamed
impressionable minds with archaic ideas about militaristic heroism, hyper-aggression and
patriotic self-sacrifice. The soldiers who faced their deaths ‘uncomplainingly together’ (JR,
210) are testaments to the success of an educational system that brainwashed its youths by
steeping them in Homeric tales of military glory. As early as 1909, Woolf was complaining
to Clive Bell, ‘I detest [...] the message of the classics, and the bearing of Greek thought

upon modern problems.”

She would demand, more vehemently in Three Guineas, “what
reason is there to think that a university education makes the educated against war?’ (TG,
195). All the evidence her speakers exhibit points to the opposite conclusion. The ‘Greek
dictionary with the petals of poppies pressed to silk between the pages’ (JR, 31) found in
Jacob’s college room directly links the study of the classics with the Belgian battlefield, ablaze
with poppies, where he will be inferably dispatched and felled, in a morbid fulfilment of the
fate encoded in his surname.

It is a criticism with particular relevance to the university discipline closest to her

own practice—English. As Woolf was writing Jacob’s Room, discussions about Cambridge’s
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new English Literature curricula indicated that it was to be modelled upon the well-
established discipline of the Classics. Arthur Quiller-Couch explained in 1922 that ‘the true

mission of the English Ttipos is to preach the spirit of Greece.”™”

Woolf firmly opposed this
mission. In her essay, ‘A Professor of Life’ (1926), Woolf indicted Walter Raleigh, the
Professor of Poetry at Oxford, for his lecturing style and content, which peddled ‘the heroic,
masculinised forms of pattiotism, militarism.”® She privately asked, ‘But why teach English?
[...] these submissive young, who are far too frightened and callow to have a bone in their
backs, swallow it down; and tie it up’ (I, 5.450). Septimus Smith, in Mrs Dalloway (1925), who
had been indoctrinated in the ethic of self-sacrifice after studying English literature in evening

classes tailored for members of the lower classes, was one of the first to volunteer for the

war: ‘He went to France to save an England which consisted almost entirely of Shakespeare’s

5299

plays.

The caricatures of the ‘priestly’ dons in Jacob’s Roomz do not inspire confidence and
drive home the narrator’s laconic observation that ‘the lamp of learning’ is ‘not [...] wholly
splendid’ (JR, 50). The professors complacently believe that they are the guardians of cultural
traditions and social mores, ‘the sole purveyors’ of ‘a special cake’ (JR, 50). The intimations
of militarism glimpsed during the chapel service in King’s College—‘great boots march under
the gowns’ (JR, 38)—are duplicated within old Professor Huxtable’s donnish cranium when
he reads: ‘as his eye goes down the print, what a procession tramps through the corridors of
his brain, orderly, quick-stepping, and reinforced, as the march goes on’ (JR, 50). Then there
is the garrulous and bombastic Sopwith, who ‘went on talking. Talking, talking, talking—as
if everything could be talked—the soul itself slipped through the lips in thin silver disks

which dissolve in young men's minds like silver’ (JR, 51). His entranced auditors are parodied
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as the passive consumers of the knowledge he has specially curated. The narrator elaborates,
Sopwith’s talk consisted of ‘twining stiff fibres of awkward speech—things young men
blurted out—plaiting them round his own smooth garland, making the bright side show, the
[...] manliness’ (JR, 52). Sopwith’s students took his donnish currency, each stamped with ‘a
Greek boy’s head,” and rote-learnt his superannuated ideals about ‘manliness.” When they
then progressed into their positions of political influence, the ideologies they had
accumulated over the course of their education would be circulated throughout society, with
immeasurably deleterious consequences. For instance, Fanny Elmer admires the talk that she
overhears between old Cantabrigeans, automatically attributing greater value to ‘each word
falling like a disc new cut.” She is contemptuous of the ‘hubble-bubble of small smooth coins
such as gitls use’ (JR, 161). The narrator’s concluding remark about Sopwith’s talk, ‘Oh, far
away they’d remember it’ (JR, 51), has an ominous double meaning: the youths would remain
impressed by his ideology well into their old age or recall it when they are geographically ‘far
away'—at Gallipoli, Jutland, or the Somme.

Though it is unclear whether Jacob shared the narrator’s vision of the Turkish hills,
he curiously began to display an avid interest in Byzantine history after leaving Cambridge.
In his London room, he applied himself diligently every evening to the study of George
Finlay’s History of the Byzantine and Greek Empires from 716-1453 (1854), a striking,
unconventional choice compared to the Homer, Dickens, Spenser, Elizabethans, and Austen
that had stood on his college shelves (JR, 49). The narrator tautologically and chiasmically
draws attention to the unusualness of Jacob’s interest in this particular work: ‘carrying in his
hand [...] in his hand he carried a book [...] as no one else of all these multitudes would do’
(JR, 87). Finlay had been a liberal Scottish historian, who abandoned a legal career to join
Byron to fight in the Greek War of Independence in 1823. He was passionately devoted to
the principles of liberalism, constitutional government, and the causes of justice. Despite his

philhellenism, he specifically opposed how the classics were taught in Oxford. In his own
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words, ‘the value of the classics to form or improve the mind was then as it is now, very
much overrated.”™ Jacob’s singular interest in Finlay’s scholarship suggests that after
university, he may well have started to acquire a deeper understanding of its institutional and
pedagogical limitations and biases. In the British Library scene, there is a passage of double
free indirect discourse where the narrator relays what Julia Hedge imagined Jacob to be
thinking as he copied out lines from Marlowe: ‘Detest your own age. Build a better one’ (JR,
145). However, these intriguing embryonic hints that Jacob developed a greater sense of
critical awareness about the institutions that had produced him are given no room to develop,
as the war all too soon erupts into the narrative.

Woolf excised the original Chapter 9, which had offered a satirical sketch of a
counterpart room to Jacob’s in Newnham College, wherein Angela Edward preens herself
before a mirror and dreams about being invited to a grand social event at Bamborough
Castle. Since Woolf seemed unable to depict a female undergraduate without straying into
ridicule—‘Intelligent eager, poor; & destined to become schoolmistresses in shoals’ is how
she would privately describe the Girton audience that attended her “Women and Fiction’
lecture (D, 3.201)—she apparently decided to avoid the risk of her flighty undergraduate
weakening her lambaste of the exclusive male colleges. Rosamond Lehmann’s bestselling
debut novel Dusty Answer (1927) has delighted many readers with its story of Judith Earle, a
middle-class heroine who spent most of her Cambridge days being preoccupied with
romantic dalliances, including a notorious lesbian friendship with a fellow student. ‘Rich in
scenic evocation in the Woolf manner,” is Chainey’s pertinent verdict, but ‘permeated with
contemporary pessimism.””" For, at the end of her Girton career, Judith bitterly bids
‘Farewell to Cambridge to whom she was less than nothing. She had been deluded into

imagining that it bore her some affection. Under its politeness, it had disliked and distrusted
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her and all other females; and now it ignored her.””

Q. D. Leavis belatedly issued a vitriolic
tirade against Dusty Answer in 1936, deriding Lehmann as a ‘pseudo-sophisticated would-be
cynical actually sentimental emotionally vulgarising middlebrow novelist who goes down so
well nowadays with the educated public.”” Leavis was enraged, Victoria Stewart explains, by
the novel’s ‘downgrading of the formally educative aspects of university life in favour of
introspection and personal development of a purely narcissistic kind, creating a narrow and
ultimately retrogressive image of the university.”"* It is criticism that could be applied even
more readily to Woolf’s deleted sketch of Miss Edward, who also appears bent on
squandering her hard-won educational opportunities and making a mockery of the feminist
campaigners who had striven to obtain these for students like her.

For all her satirical jibes directed against Oxbridge, Woolf was unable to propose a
satisfactory alternative institution, to breathe fictional life into the ‘experimental’ and
‘adventurous college’ that would be glossed in Three Guineas (1'G, 199). So captivated was she
by her own idealised sections about Cambridge that when she revisited the city in 1923, she
complained, ‘I had romanced so much about Cambridge that to find myself sitting there was
an anti climax’ (D, 2.230, emphasis added). No other institution seemed capable of supplanting
these universities in her imagination. She was uninspired by her experiences of other tertiary
institutions—King’s Ladies’ Department, where she was enrolled between 1897-1901, and
Morley College, a working-class college, where she taught for two years (1905-07). Her
lukewarm feelings towards the latter are well-documented.”” Hermione Lee argues that [a]ll
her life she celebrated the democratic function of the public library as the university of the

non-specialist, uninstructed reader.”” Woolf certainly saw the library as compensatory and
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significant institution where autodidactic scholarship could be pursued, yet her private
writings were peppered with contempt towards the fellow readers she encountered in various
London libraries. In January 1915, she caustically described ‘all the shabby clerks &
dressmakers thumbing illustrated papers, like very battered bees and very battered flowers’
(D, 1.8). A week later, she castigated Days Library, which is ‘in the afternoon [...] the haunt
of fashionable ladies, who want to be told what to read. A more despicable set of creatures
I never saw’ (D, 1.17). Another week later, London Library was excoriated as ‘a stale culture
smoked place, which I detest’ (D, 1.25). In the same vein, the narrator in Jacob’s Room parodies
lay scholars such as Julia Hedge, who is conducting a rudimentary statistical analysis of gender
in labour economics. ‘Unfortunate Julia,” the narrator exclaims in mock sympathy, before
sardonically describing how she kept ‘wetting her pen in bitterness, and leaving her shoe laces
untied. When her books came she applied herself to her gigantic labours’ (JR, 145). Instead
of the musical strains that pervade the Oxbridge atmosphere, the independent scholar who
enters into the British Library must endure the insalubrious environment of its reading room,
which echoes with ‘apologetic sneezes, and sudden unashamed devastating coughs’ (R, 147).
Though each ‘leaf of poetry’ contained in this library, is ‘pressed flat against another leaf’ and
forms ‘a density of meaning, a conglomeration of loveliness’ (JR, 147), it does not offer the
holistic, transformative existential experience that is possible in the environs of Cambridge,
which is so lushly bucolic in May when ‘topmost leaves trailed in the ripples and the green
wedge that lay in the water being made of leaves shifted in leaf-breadths as the real leaves
shifted” (JR, 45). The conduplicatio of ‘leaves’ in this scene, together with the striking
collocation ‘leaf-breadths,” half-rhyming and augmenting the serene sibilance of the repeated
‘shifted,” had struck the novel’s pastoral high note and remained the ‘green wedge’ in Woolf’s

imagination that she seemed unable or unwilling ever to relinquish fully.
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An Educational Carousel in The Waves (1931)

In September 1929, Woolf recorded the first germs of her idea for her fifth novel, The Waves:
I have just eaten a pear warm from the sun with the juice running out of it, & I have
thought of this device to put

The Lonely Mind
Separately...as if it were a person. I don’t know—it seems possible.
(D, 3.251)

The entry echoes one of Keats’s letters, dated 22 September 1922 and addressed to his friend

Charles Wentworth Dilke: ‘this moment I was writing with one hand, and with the other

holding to my Mouth a Nectarine—good god how fine—It went down soft, pulpy, slushy,

oozy—all its delicious embonpoint melted down my throat like a large beafu]tiful

Strawberry.”™” The parallel connections drawn between gustatory pleasure and poetic

inspiration or composition flag how a Keatsian aesthetics ripples through Woolf’s ‘playpoem’

(D, 3.203). Keats’s theories of the ‘chameleon poet,” who ‘has no Identity—he is continually

308 309

in for—and filling some other Body™” and of ‘negative capability”™” offered Woolf counter-
models for the (Wordworthian) ‘egotistical sublime’—or what she already identified in 1920
as ‘the danger’ of ‘the damned egotistical self,” which ‘ruins’ the novels of James Joyce and
Dorothy Richardson (D, 2.14). If she had discovered her ‘voice’ whilst writing Jacob’s Roons,
Woolf believed that The Waves marked another milestone in her artistic development: she
described it with considerable excitement as ‘my first work in my own style!” (D, 4.53).
Moreover, as Kirsty Martin surmises, it is also “‘Woolf's fullest realization of ideas implicit in
her previous novels.”"” Most pertinently, the explicitly addressed topic of the universities’

structural sexism in A Room of One’s Own, which she was working on at the same time,

overshadows The Waves to an extent that many readers fail to appreciate.
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Forster read and re-read The Waves, enraptured. He wrote to Woolf as soon as he had
finished his first reading: ‘I have been looking in it and talking about it, at Cambridge. It’s
difficult to express oneself about a work which one feels to be so very important, but I've
the sort of excitement over it which comes from believing that one’s encountered a classic.”"'
His recognition of its ‘importance’ does not seem to be confined to the question of its highly
experimental style. Woolf’s novel crystallises some of his own inchoate concerns about the
university’s exclusions and double standards. Whereas Jacob’s Roonz had compiled fragmentary
testimonies about a single consciousness, the critique of higher education in The Waves is
refracted across the interwoven streams of consciousness of six childhood friends—or what

B2 before the work is

Meghan Hammond brilliantly calls the novel’s ‘carousel of focalisers
winnowed down to the summative monologue of one ‘Lonely Mind’ (Bernard’s).

The limitations of Woolf’s democratic vision have often been descried. Hermione
Lee surmises that “Woolf’s novels deal—though not flatteringly or complacently—with a
limited social milieu, and betray a lack of imaginative reach over the classes outside her own
experience.” Taura Marcus notes that Woolf frequently ‘refuses to imagine cross-class
knowledge and empathy.”"* Such criticisms are also applicable, to some extent, to The Waves,
although Woolf does make a concerted effort to maximise the cross-section of society that
is represented by the six dramatis personae. Louis, saddled with an insuperable embarrassment
about his Australian accent and the fact that his father is ‘a banker in Brisbane,” anxiously
audits the family backgrounds of the other five children: ‘Susan’s father is a clergyman. Rhoda

has no father. Bernard and Neville are the sons of gentlemen. Jinny lives with her

grandmother in London’ (V] 10). The novel’s vagueness about Rhoda’s and Jinny’s parentage
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suggests that it aims to treat the issue of women’s limited educational opportunities in general
terms. By way of contrast, the pugnacious repetition of the collocation, ‘daughters of
educated men,” upward of eighty times in Three Guineas, drums home the point that the
speaker there is primarily concerned with a more select cohort. In The Waves, Woolf signposts
how gender and the education attainment of one’s father are the chief determinants of a
child’s educational trajectory: the ‘sons of gentlemen’ proceed to Oxbridge; Louis follows his
father into a career in financial trade and forgoes a university education, despite being ‘the
best scholar in the school’ (¥, 30); the three girls, irrespective of what their fathers do (or
did), are herded into debutante balls instead of lecture halls. Having thus delineated its central
personae, the novel asks the same question that would be put more plainly in Three Guineas:
can minds that have been shuttled down such disparate educational pathways engage with
each other in meaningful and genuine dialogue? The implicit answer seems to be in the
negative: the near-telepathy that had at times been achieved between the six children at the
start of their schooling is superseded by the fragmented interactions of their maturity, which
fall considerably short of a heteroglossic ideal.
The description of the boys’ school could easily be mistaken for one of Oxbridge.
Woolf is underlining the continuities in the cultures of male educational institutions, thus
deviating from male contemporaries like Forster who aver that universities offered a much
welcome respite from the draconian routines of schools. As soon as he arrives, Neville
dismisses their pre-schooling lives as ‘hubbub’ and begins pontificating about the significance
of their inauguration into a privileged domain:
This is indeed 2 moment—this is indeed a solemn moment. I come, like a lord to his
halls appointed. That is our founder; our illustrious founder, standing in the courtyard
with one foot raised. I salute our founder. A noble Roman air hangs over these austere
quadrangles. [...] I shall explore the exactitude of the Latin language, and step firmly
upon the well-laid sentences, and pronounce the explicit, the sonorous hexameters of

Virgil, of Lucretius...
(W, 18)
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Neville’s pompous pleonasms may invite ridicule but his salute to the school’s founder in
their Romanesque quadrangle is a disturbing proleptic echo of Fascist ideology. Woolf also
intimates a connection between hypermasculinist aggression and being drilled in the
‘exactitude of the Latin language’ and ‘the explicit, the sonorous’ literary forms of classical
male writers. On their graduation day, Louis notes enviously how his peers will be dispatched
‘to Oxford or Cambridge, to Edinburgh, Rome, Paris, Berlin, or to some American
University’ (I, 37) and are thus guaranteed ‘continuance down the safe traditional ways’ (¥,
38). Woolf seemed to toy with the idea that Bernard would go to Edinburgh University, as
his running commentary during his train journey away from their school would suggest: ‘We
approach a junction; at a junction I have to change. I have to board a train for Edinburgh. I
cannot precisely lay fingers on this fact—it lodges loosely among my thoughts like a button,
like a small coin’ (W, 39). Significantly, Edinburgh had been the epicentre of the earliest
criticisms of Oxbridge at the start of the nineteenth century. The Scottish institutions had
been historically regarded as more democratic and egalitarian universities than their English
counterparts.’”” Tan Carter explains that supporters of the Scottish universities’ ‘professotial’
model ‘castigated the southern universities’ pedagogic inefficiency, taking them to be more
concerned with turning louts into gentleman than teaching anything systematically.””'® But
Woolf unaccountably changed her mind about Bernard’s destination. There is a brief flurry
of confusion when Bernard disembarks and discovers he has misplaced his train ticket.
Thereafter, Edinburgh is never mentioned again and it lodges loosely’ in the narrative arc of
his fragmentary bildung as an enigmatic, ungraspable ‘fact’ or only partially formed, renewed
attack upon the English higher education system.

Bernard is next seen walking along a river running through one of the old English

university towns. His ‘views of spires across grey fields’ (W, 46) and Neville’s set-piece
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description of punts ‘filled with indolent, with unconscious, with powerful young men’ (I,
47), leave little room for doubt that they have both matriculated in Oxford or Cambridge.
The two friends repeat to each other ‘Here we are masters of tranquillity and order; inheritors
of proud tradition’ (I, 50). Bernard predicts that by the time they graduate, they will have
become even more ‘enlarged and solemnized and brushed into uniformity’ (I, 65). Whilst
Neville is thoroughly entranced by the vision of the ‘indolent’ youths—‘All they do is
beautiful [...] they have turned all to beauty,” he marvels tautologically (I, 47)—Bernard
assumes a slightly more critical tone. During a passage that recalls the carousing Bollingers
in Bvelyn Waugh’s Decline and Fall (1928), Bernard registers how his neighbouring peers ‘are
smashing the china—that is the convention’ (W, 52). The young Bernard does not yet
develop these observations into a more considered and censotious evaluation of their alma
mater. However, there are already quiet echoes of Woolf’s suggestion in A Room: as
‘unpleasant [as] it is to be locked out; [...] it is worse perhaps to be locked in” (AROO, 31).
In contrast, all three of the female characters seethe with outrage at their inadequate
education as soon as they enter their school. Just as Woolf deplores how ‘unbelievably and
shamefully poor’ the female Oxbridge colleges are in her essays (1G, 194), the three gitls are
shunted into a markedly more indigent school, where they are surrounded by ‘ugly [...]
encaustic tiles’ and ‘oily portraits of old men’ (W, 18, 25). Amenable physical spaces and
material comforts are indispensable, in Woolf’s view, for any academic or creative activity
and the productive exchange of ideas. The lavish repasts with which the well-endowed male
Oxbridge colleges regale their students are credited with lighting ‘the rich yellow flame of
rational intercourse’ (AROO, 13-4). As soon as she arrives at their school, Susan’s ‘eyes swell;
[and] prick with tears’ and she instantly decides, ‘All here is false; all is meretricious’ (I, 19).
She ‘would bury the whole school’ (W, 25), she determines, preferring to be uneducated
rather than receive its paternalistic and patriarchal indoctrinations. Instead of Latin

grammars, the gitls are handed ‘a blue scroll of needlework’ (W], 19). Rhoda interjects, ‘But
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here I am nobody. I have no face’ (W, 19). The gitls’ shocked and lachrymose initial reactions
soon crystallise into outright indignation. Susan resolves, ‘I revenge myself upon the day. I
wreak my spite upon its image. You are dead now, I say, school day, hated day’ (I, 23). 1
choke,” Rhoda exclaims, ‘T am rocked from side to side by the violence of my emotion’ (I,
25). ‘T hate the small looking-glass on the stairs,” Jinny fumes, ‘It shows our heads only; it
cuts off our heads’ (W, 23). The speaker in .4 Room claims that society teaches women how
to become ‘looking-glasses possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure
of man at twice its natural size’ (AROOQ, 45). The figurative decapitation effected by the
looking-glass that is placed on every landing in the gitls’ school in The Waves symbolises how
the stature of men is artificially inflated by the calculated curtailment of female educational
opportunities. Q. D. Leavis, who was at loggerheads with the Woolfs on most issues, would
nevertheless corroborate Virginia’s account of the sub-par quality of girls’ public schooling,
relative to that available to boys. As she recalled, ‘T was deeply disappointed in the coevals
Girton College provided for me (gitls from the best public schools for the most part).””"” The
inferior quality of schooling the Girton girls had received rendered them insipid companions
in Q. D’s eyes. She superciliously added that she owed her ‘higher education’ to the dons and
various important men in her life, including her older brother and his circle of mathematician
friends and later, her husband, F. R. Leavis. In 1954, the Oxford Magazine noted that the
under-funding of the female colleges were still a serious problem. The writer opined, “The
status of women in this University will never be satisfactory until the women’s colleges have
been freed of their t6le as Cinderellas.”"

In The Waves, perhaps because he, too, feels like an outsider, doubly alienated by his
colonial and mercantile lineage, Louis is the only boy during the children’s co-educational

pre-school years to take any notice of the girls’ maladjustment to institutional forms of
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education. He observes Rhoda ‘as she stares at the chalk figures, her mind lodges in those
white circles; it steps through those white loops into emptiness, alone’ (I, 11). Already in
her infancy, Rhoda intuits the futility of the female educational trajectory, which consists
primarily of preparing girls for their domestic duties as wives and mothers. Even if she
masters the esoteric symbols on the blackboard, the possession of such knowledge would be
superfluous to the destiny that she ultimately cannot escape. Woolf hypothesised elsewhere
that even if the élite universities granted women admission, they might not be
accommodating learning environments for female students, whom none of the curricula
designers had had in mind. After Woolf’s visit to Oxford in December 1907, she reported to
Violet Dickinson ‘The atmosphere of Oxford is quite the chilliest and least human known
to me; you see brains floating like so many sea anemones.” In contrast, her own mind ‘floats
in blue air; where there are circling clouds, soft sunbeams of elastic gold, and fairy gossamers’
(L, 1.319-20). Woolf suggests that others who share her constitution or educational
background would similarly asphyxiate in the alien conditions of such a university. As she
opines in Three Guineas, ‘atmosphere is one of the most powerful, partly because it is one of
the most impalpable, of the enemies with which the daughters of educated men have to fight’
(TG, 228). Already in the nursery schoolroom of The Waves, there is something indefinably
amiss with the pedagogical methods or set-up of the coeducational space that prevents
Rhoda from being able to engage with the learning materials before her. The ‘loops’ that had
kept the Turkish women in bondage in Jacob’s Room rematerialise here in the chalk, clinching
the connection that Woolf repeatedly draws between women’s limited educational
opportunities and their historically subservient conditions.

The implication in The Waves is that the unstated aim of female schooling is to groom
a woman for marriage, which the speaker in Three Guineas polemically declares is ‘the only
profession open to her’ (TG, 200). Jinny resolves to await her suitors passively upon ‘my gilt

chair, with my frock billowing round me like a flower’ (I, 26). Susan similarly looks to the
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day ‘when [...] my lover will come’ (I, 56). Instead of the boys’ formal graduation,
whereupon their schoolmaster equips them with takeaway copies of Horace, Tennyson,
Keats, and Arnold, the girls’ schooling culminates in their introduction into society as
debutantes, wares in the marriage market. Though the girls had been free to roam the school
library, they seem to have been taught to read in a way that ensures their own subjugation.
Rhoda paraphrases Shelley’s poem ‘The Question” when she asks, “To whom shall I give all
that now flows through me [...] I will gather my flowers and present them—Oh! to whom?’
(W, 32-3). ‘What has formed in me I shall give [my husband],” is Susan’s delayed answer, ‘1
shall be like my mother, silent in a blue apron locking up the cupboards’ (W, 56). Gitls are
conditioned by their educational institutions, instruments of the patriarchy, to be submissive
and all-yielding, to deprive themselves in order that more capital would flow into ‘Arthur’s
Education Fund.” At the end of their schooldays, Rhoda sees a ‘cadaverous, awful, [...] grey
puddle’ in their school’s courtyard: ‘I could not cross it. Identity failed me. We are nothing,
I said, and fell. I was blown like a feather, I was wafted down tunnels. Then very gingerly, I
pushed my foot across. I laid my hand against a brick wall’ (I, 37). The girls feel as
insubstantial and defenceless as they had been at the start of their educations. Even if the
expanse of water were crossed, they would only come up against a wall: the symbolism can
hardly be clearer. ‘I cannot move without dislodging the weight of centuries’ (I, 61), Rhoda
despairs and deplores how women’s voices are discounted, if not forcibly silenced: “What I
say is perpetually contradicted. Each time the door opens I am interrupted’ (W, 62). ‘Still 1
gape,” Susan states during the final reunion of the friends in The Waves, ‘like a young bird,
unsatisfied, for something that has escaped me’ (I, 139). These are the final words uttered
by a woman in the novel and they poignantly capture the unfulfilling and atrophied existences
of all three female protagonists.

Woolf’s later novel, The Years (1937), which originated as a ‘novel-essay’ (the ‘essay’

section containing material that would eventually be developed into Three Guineas), juxtaposes
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the respective destinies of Kitty and her second cousin, Peggy, to provide some perspective
on the progress that had been made towards female enfranchisement since the late
nineteenth century. From the vantage point of the ‘Present Day’ of the mid-1930s, Kitty
recalls growing up in Oxford as the daughter of a principal of a fictional college in the 1880s:
‘But speaking for myself, the old days were bad days, wicked days, cruel days,” Kitty declares
forcefully, as ‘[h]er eyes turned blue with passion.”” But having made an advantageous
marriage, Kitty-cum-Lady Lasswade appears at every social occasion ‘as if the whole world
belonged to her’ (Y, 373). Peggy is a beleaguered doctor in her late-thirties, one of the
pioneering generation of female medical students. But the price for her fulfilling vocation
seems to have been giving up on the astronomical form of social mobility that Kitty achieved
through marriage, as well as the chance to have a family, much to her mother’s chagrin. Peggy
romanticises Kitty’s youth, ‘so beautiful in its unreality’ (Y, 316). But unbeknownst to her,
the sexism that had delimited Kitty’s opportunities still pervades their society. Peggy’s own
brother, North, explodes into a corrosive private invective when he contemplates her: ‘Curse
their little inquisitive minds. What did their “education” amount to? It only made her critical,
censorious. [...] She was neither one thing nor the other’ (Y, 376). This idea of the educated
woman’s liminal status, along with the juxtaposition of Kitty and Peggy’s situations,
corroborate Woolf’s point in Three Guineas about the Scylla-Charybdis quandary that faces
the modern woman: ‘Behind us lies the patriarchal system [...] Before us lies the public
wortld, the professional system [...] It is a choice of evils’ (TG, 261).

In The Waves, many of the evils of the old world are embodied by Percival, an obsolete
model of the aristocrat-cum-imperialist, akin to ‘some mediaeval commander’ (W, 21). Much

critical attention has been devoted to his character.”” However, he had few defenders even
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in Woolf’s time—~Forster, for one, stressed that he was ‘repelled by the emotion emanating
from Percival.™®' Percival’s contemporaries at university share neither his zeal for nor
methods of autocratic colonial administration. Despite his infatuation with Percival, even
Neville demurs, ‘I could not ride about India...” (I, 50). ‘Rome is the limit of my travelling,’
Bernard similarly declares, ‘I shall never see savages in Tahiti [...] or a lion spring in the
jungle, or a naked man eating raw flesh’ (I, 110). As a superannuated figure and a red herring
for the more troubling and complicated figure represented by Bernard, Percival is
unceremoniously hurled from his horse during a recreational race in India to a bathetic and
premature death. Nevertheless, all the other characters’ fascination with Percival, culminating
in their pseudo-eroticised elegiac tributes to him, attests to lingering tendencies to
romanticise the older models of masculine identity that the élite universities produced.

In the final section of the novel, Woolf telescopically hones into the tormented
consciousness of an elderly Bernard to produce a sustained criticism of the ‘choice of evils’
that characterises contemporary education. Woolf inverts the modus operandi of Jacob’s
Room, where the voice of the putative protagonist, the representative of the pre-1914
Establishment, remains largely unheard. Temporally speaking, Bernard has the ‘last word’
out of all of Woolf’s fictional creations. Though he begins to ‘sum up’ his oral memoir with
an anaphorically repeated ‘Now,” he is not speaking in her own present day but some decades
into the future when he has become ‘a rather heavy, elderly man, grey at the temples’ (W,
143). A number of critics have argued that Bernard is ‘a paradigmatic representation of the
modernist writer.”” But he is, more obviously, an archetype of a representative member of
the new ruling class; his stream of consciousness divulges the values, prejudices, insecurities,
and uneasy conscience that Woolf imagines such a figure would bear. A line of criticism has

followed Jane Marcus’s interpretation of Bernard’s final monologue as ‘an act of literary
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hegemony,” during which ‘he absorbs the voices of his marginalized peers into his own
voice.”” Gabrielle Mclntire, for instance, sees it as an enactment of the failure of
heteroglossia, which contributes to the novel’s ‘meditation on the nearness of fascist rhetoric
and sentiment to the politics and rhetoric of everyday English life.”* But these critics read
into Bernard’s monologue a sinister degree of authoritarianism that is not present in Woolf’s
text. In doing so, they downplay how it contains the most aesthetically extraordinary and
ethically generous exercise of Woolf’s imaginative sympathy. Zwerdling makes the inspired
argument that, in Three Guineas, “Woolf allows men to incriminate themselves by quoting
them at length.”” This is not presumably her intent when she yields the stage to Bernard,
the embodiment of the patriarchal establishment that she has furiously lampooned and
attempted to silence in various ways throughout her fictions, essays, and speeches. Instead,
it is an act of sympathy, grace, and hope. With tremendous pathos, Woolf suggests that there
are no winners in the present social system of gross inequalities and discriminations.

To some extent, Bernard is Percival’s successor, a newer model of the civil servant
in the post-imperial age. Issuing his directives into ‘the black mouth’ of the telephone over
breakfast (I, 156), he represents the more insidious power behind the administration of the
nation and its colonial interests. Though he is disparaging towards his career in retrospect—
such a call ‘might be (one has these fancies) to assume command of the British Empire’—he
had once been proud of the ‘magnificent vitality’ of his own orders and that ‘richer, stronger,
[...] more complicated world in which I was called upon to act my part and had no doubt
whatever that I could do it’ (I, 156). Though not an old-school imperialist like Percival,
Bernard is an imperial apologist. He had been shaped by the same institutions of the

Establishment and steeped in the same fundamental values. Woolf expressly labelled such
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‘men in clubs and Cabinets’ as the ‘other side’ in Jacob’s Room (JR, 216). In The Waves, these
men reappear as those who ‘exchanged the knowing wink of competitors and comrades
braced with a thousand snares and dodges to achieve the same end’ (W, 156). However, this
later novel places even greater emphasis on the importance of understanding the psychology
of these men, deciphering their coded communications and the underhanded strategies
(‘snares and dodges’) they deployed to maintain their supremacy, and identifying the exact
nature of the ‘same end’ towards which they were driving the nation, rather than railing at
them in rage or disseminating the ‘propaganda of despair.’

As Bernard’s monologue unfurls, it becomes clear that he is struggling against
depression and suicidal thoughts. Woolf’s relevant notebook entries include the fragment,
“The idea of death: To be fought.”* The novel asks how a beneficiary of all the privileges his
society had to offer could have plummeted to such depths of misery. The fact that Bernard
seizes upon a (near-)stranger to unburden his most intimate thoughts to, over a restaurant
meal that has the feel of a last supper, attests to his extreme loneliness. Unlike Woolf’s
‘experimental college’ that would aim ‘not to segregate and specialize, but to combine’ (TG,
200), contemporary educational institutions varied so widely in quality that they created a
diaspora of myriad ‘lonely minds.” Bernard had already ‘visited each of my friends in turn,
trying, with fumbling fingers, to prise open their locked caskets. I went from one to the other
holding my sorrow—no, not my sorrow but the incomprehensible nature of this our life’
(W, 159-60). But though he claims that he speaks ‘not from the roof, but from the third-
storey window’ (I, 145), it is implied that he remains too elevated from the others to achieve
the empathetic communion he desperately yearns for. In fact, most of Bernard’s adult
relationships with the other five personae are markedly agonistic, as he jealously guards his

own privileged status against anarchic disturbers of the existing order. Along with others of
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his class and station, he would ‘assemble in parks and halls and sedulously oppose any
renegade (Neville, Louis, Rhoda) who sets up a separate existence’ (I, 147). The grounds of
their opposition seem rooted in an anti-intellectualism that resents the donnish types like
Neville, an aristocratic disdain for the sordid commercial world represented by Louis, and
the standard patriarchal wariness of ‘wild’, fatherless women like Rhoda (W, 148). Bernard
notes paranoically how Neville, who had already determined as an undergraduate that he
would renounce their ‘piffling, trifling, self-satisfied world’ in order ‘to take refuge in one of
the universities” (W, 40), acts ‘like a conspirator’ (W, 52). In more definite terms, he later
deems that Louis and Rhoda are ‘the conspirators, the spies at table’ (I, 1606).

To his credit, Bernard in his maturity seems to have acquired a more measured
perspective on the deficiencies of their former educational institutions. With a mordancy that
echoes Woolf’s own satirical treatments of male schooling elsewhere, he recollects ‘the
Doctor lurching into chapel, as if he trod a battleship in a gale of wind, shouting out his
commands through a megaphone, since people in authority always become melodramatic’
(W, 145). Bernard had been conscious of the mock-heroic nature of his self-posturings even
as he had struck them as an undergraduate. His histrionic declaration, ‘I hold Gray's Elegy in
one hand; with the other I scoop out the bottom crumpet’ (I, 48), had been a bathetic,
meta-literary rendering of Keats’s and Woolf’s quasi-transcendent gourmandising
experiences. Using an extended metaphor from book-binding, in his retrospect, Bernard
confronts the conditions of his own privilege and even implicitly criticises the arbitrary way
in which educational opportunities had been allotted to his friends: ‘the virginal wax that
coats the spine melted in different patches for each of us’ (I, 145) is echoed in a subsequent
reflection, “not equally by any means or with order, but in great streaks my waxen waistcoat melted’
(W, 148, emphasis added). Significantly, his own liquefaction resulted in his ability to access a
new ‘transparency’ that rendered ‘visible those wondrous pastures’ (I, 148). He had been

able to develop in these spacious, bucolic conditions whilst the girls had remained penned in



144

behind ‘encaustic tiles’ and ‘brick wall[s]”. Bernard intuits, also, that the boys’ study of the
classics has been partially responsible for ‘some of those persistent habits of thought which
make us irredeemably lop-sided’ (W, 147). Bernard’s honest admission is deeply poignant:
‘And I am so made that, while I hear one or two distinct melodies, such as Louis sings, or
Neville, I am also drawn irresistibly to the sound of the chorus chanting its old, chanting its
almost wordless, almost senseless song that comes across courts at night’ (I, 147-48). He
realises how they had all been more or less passively shaped. He cannot undo his own
conditioning; he cannot resist the ‘old’ and ‘almost senseless song’ that had been chanted to
him in his school and university chapels. Tellingly, Rhoda is dropped from this second
mention of ‘renegade’ melodies: as she herself had descried, oppositional women are either
habitually drowned out in the male-dominated public sphere or they had been so trained that
they never speak out in the first place. To Bernard, any protest that she may have made on
behalf of all women is indistinct to his swaddled ears.
There are significant passages in Bernard’s monologue wherein he explicitly deplores

the exclusivity of Oxbridge:

I saw Joans, Dorothys, Miriams, I forget their names, passing down avenues, stopping

on the crest of bridges to look down into the river. And from among them rise one or

two distinct figures, birds who sang with the rapt egotism of youth by the window; broke

their snails on stones, dipped their beaks in sticky, viscous matter; hard, avid, remorseless;

Jinny, Susan, Rhoda. [...] They had grown long pigtails and acquired the look of startled

foals.

(7, 148)

This is an echo of Bernard’s eatlier enjoinment to Neville when they had been at college
together:

‘Let us go back together [...] to my room, where, with walls round us and red serge

curtains drawn, we can shut out these distracting voices [...] and other lives; these pert

shop-gitls, disdainfully tripping, these shuffling, heavy-laden old women; these furtive

glimpses of some vague and vanishing figure—it might be Jinny, it might be Susan, or

was that Rhoda disappearing down the avenue?”’

(W, 49)
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As undergraduates, Bernard and Neville had not been troubled by these ‘glimpses of some
vague and vanishing figure,” which had telescoped the futures of their female counterparts,
predestined to take the places of such ‘heavy-laden old women,” burdened with the menial
toils of their domestic lives. Both had dismissed these ‘other lives’ as merely ‘distracting.’
However, in Bernard’s mature narration, ‘furtive’ implies the belated onset of a guilty
conscience. The solitary nebulous figure is given greater substance, reappearing as ‘one or
two distinct figures.” He seems to realise that Jinny, Susan, Rhoda stand for all the Joans,
Dorothys, Miriams, who have been excluded from or marginalised within the institutions of
the patriarchy throughout English history. His unresolved ambivalence about women’s
struggle for equal rights is conveyed by the syntax: it is ambiguous whether he considers
‘Jinny, Susan, Rhoda’ the victims of ‘hard, avid, remorseless’ assault or the perpetrators of it.
The explicit mention of the girls’ school at this point and their comparison to ‘startled foals’
suggests that Bernard does acknowledge, to some degree, the relationship between women’s
inferior educational options and their vulnerability. It corroborates earlier metaphors that
gestured darkly towards hypermasculinist (and femicidal) violence, from the ‘“urbaned men with
poisoned assegais’ in a poetic interlude, to Bernard’s own reflection that his cohort of college
graduates were ‘about to explode in the flanks of the city like a shell in the side of some
ponderous, maternal, majestic animal’ (I, 65).

The extent to which Bernard is haunted by the ‘vague and vanishing figure’ he had
first glimpsed at college is inferable from how he offers yet another retelling of the original
vision slightly later:

I saw hurrying, decrepit women. I buried match after match in the turf decidedly to mark
this or that stage in the process of understanding [...] vanishing figures; one girl on a
bicycle who, as she rode, seemed to lift the corner of a curtain concealing the populous

undifferentiated chaos of life which surged behind the outlines of my friends and the
willow tree.

(W, 149)
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In this third version, the original spectre has multiplied into ‘vanishing figures and the
‘shuffling...old women’ possess greater vitality and velocity. Unnerved by such invasions of
their homosocial space, Bernard subconsciously but symbolically tries to ‘mark’ his ‘turf’—
that notoriously contested political battleground in .4 Roow of One’s Own—as he turns over
these women in his mind, trying to make sense of their presence as he smokes, wondering
whither they are ‘hurrying,” why they are ‘vanishing’—and, implicitly, why they keep on
rematerialising. The cycling girl may even be an undergraduate from one of the female
colleges and it is this figure that especially alarms Bernard, revealing to him ‘the populous
undifferentiated chaos of life’ that threatens to engulf him and his fellow beneficiaries of the
status quo.

Despite Bernard’s retrospectively acquired, and admittedly still tenuous, sympathy
for such proto-feminist rumblings, his biographical summaries of his friends indicate how
his views remain warped by the sexist and androcentric values he had absorbed from the
manner of his upbringing. He reiterates his comparison of women to horses: Jinny as a foal,
‘the first to come sidling up to the gate to eat sugar,” Rhoda as a “wild’ specimen ‘one never
could catch’ (I, 148). He expresses a greater affection for the ‘wholly woman, purely
feminine’ Susan, ‘who dropped on my face those scalding tears which are terrible, beautiful;
both, neither’ and is ‘someone who sits sewing, who says, “I hate, I love™ (W, 149). Susan
symbolises ‘safety’ for Bernard because of her apparent demureness—she is always depicted
at some domestic task or other—as well as generous sympathy. In his apparently incorrigible,
egocentric way, he interpreted her ‘scalding tears’ as empathy for ‘my anguish.” Though
Bernard relays the unruly streak in Susan’s character (she is paradoxically both ‘terrible,
beautiful’, torn between ‘hate’ and ‘love’), he evidently does not comprebend or feel especially
threatened by what she represents. He had noted as an afterthought, ‘And some witless
servant could be heard laughing at the top of the house as she whirred the wheel of the

sewing-machine round and round’ (W, 149). In case the significant intertextual reference to
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Jane Eyre had been missed the first time, Woolf has him reiterate, more succinctly and out
loud, “A worthless servant [...] laughs upstairs in the attic” (I, 149). But in his intractable
complacency and self-absorption, Bernard seems incapable of suspecting that this
‘madwoman in the attic’ could represent Susan’s dark doppelganger, who bears all the
former’s repressed fury and who embodies, as Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar would
theorise in their landmark work of feminist criticism, ‘a paradigm of many distinctively female
anxieties and abilities.” Bernard simply moves on from this inset mini-narrative with the
ironic statement, ‘and that little piece of dramatization shows how incompletely we are
merged in our own experiences’ (I, 149).

Bernard’s recollection of each of their friends’ visits while he and Neville had been
at university further foregrounds his own blind-spots and irresolutions on the topic of
gendered educational inequalities. Rhoda, who ‘came wandering vaguely,” had been
intimidated to a tragic-comic extent by the inhospitable atmosphere of the institution: ‘She
would take advantage of any scholar in a blowing gown, or donkey rolling the turf with
slippered feet to hide behind” (I, 151). Given the wrathful reaction from the porter when
the speaker in .4 Roon had unwittingly trespassed onto the sacrosanct lawn, Rhoda’s extreme
precaution seems not unreasonable. But the older Bernard cavils, ‘Cruel and vindictive as we
are, we are not bad to that extent’ (I, 151). Nonetheless, an unusual degree of self-
defensiveness hints at his misgivings about the ‘extent’ of the ‘badness’ of Oxbridge on this
score. He lamely reasons, ‘We have our fundamental goodness surely or to talk as I talk freely
to someone I hardly know would be impossible—we should cease’ (W, 151). But it is clear
that he is sharing his story with this stranger out of desperation, not ‘goodness.” He had
become so tormented that he is debating whether or not he should cease to be. Bernard’s lack

of conviction in his own reasoning is betrayed by how he is perturbed so many years later
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still by Rhoda’s reaction to his college: “What fear wavered and hid itself and blew to a flame
in the depths of her grey, her startled, her dreaming eyes?’ He tries to see the university from
Rhoda’s and Jinny’s perspectives. He conjectures that Rhoda had seen the university as ‘a
grey desert’ (W, 151) and, similatly, that Jinny had felt ‘like a crinkled poppy, febrile, thirsty
with the desire to drink dry dust’ (W, 151). The ‘flame’ of nascent indignation that Bernard
had glimpsed in Rhoda’s eyes after the initial fear ‘wavered’ is replicated in the ‘little flames’
that Jinny’s resentful gaze caused to ‘zigzag over the cracks in the dry earth’ (I, 151). Again,
Bernard conveys—without fully processing—these signs of women’s half-suppressed
outrage that they were only allowed into these groves of academe on a temporary passportt.
Limited though their rebellion is, Jinny, Susan, and Rhoda are the torchbearers of the
incendiary feminism that had already flickered through Jacob’s Room, the feminist ‘heart’ and
‘passion’ of which had burned, in Woolf’s view, ‘as bright as fire in the mist’ (D, 2.13-4).
Bernard reveals later in an unsettling passing comment that Rhoda has committed suicide
(W, 168) and it is only towards the end of his monologue that he briefly achieves a complete
rapport with her. Just as Clarissa had projected herself into Septimus’s mind as he was about
to defenestrate himself in Mrs Dalloway (1925), Bernard claims to ‘feel the rush of the wind
of her flight when she leapt.” (I, 173). Yet, despite this temporary synchronicity, Bernard
does not probe any further into the question of why Rhoda may have been driven to such a
tragic, desperate act. Like some of Forster’s university characters, he is perhaps shying away
from an ‘unpalatable truth.’

Louis articulates his resentment at exclusion from the élite institutions more explicitly
and aggressively than the women: ‘I turn my face with hatred and bitterness upon Bernard
and Neville, who saunter under yew trees’ (I, 55). Having opted to become a city clerk, only
slightly more elevated on the commercial ladder than the Leonard Basts, Louis ridicules his
own autodidactic efforts during his lunch hours, which comprise chiefly of reading a ‘book

that is propped against the bottle of Worcester sauce’ (I, 55), whilst surrounded by the
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‘meaty, vapourish smell of beef and mutton, sausages and mash’ in a London eating-house
(W, 53). But it was Louis’s visit to the university that had caused Bernard the greatest amount
of consternation, perhaps because he saw the threat posed to his social caste by a middle-
class man, ‘the best scholar in the school’ no less, as being more substantial than the ‘vague’
one represented by their female acquaintances. There is repeated reference to the ‘legend’
that Louis had once, symbolically, ‘smashed a door with his naked fist’ (I, 146). Bernard
recalls that during Louis’s visit to his college, he ‘made one acknowledge his presence. It was
formidable.” In this state of acute disquiet, Bernard had been driven to chain-smoking and
‘buried boxes of burnt matches in holes in the turf at his feet” (W, 152), a significant increase
upon the singular ‘match after match’ that the ‘decrepit women’ had provoked him into
lighting. The contested turf is upturned; Louis’s presence compelled Bernard to re-evaluate
his right to monopolise the privileges of his education. Bernard had ‘walked away’ from their
conversation and broken out into a stridently defensive and self-aggrandising speech. ‘I, I, I,
he began defiantly, ‘I, Bernard [...] I was the inheritor; I, the continuer; I, the person
miraculously appointed to carry it on’ (W, 152). Louis’s ‘grim and caustic tongue’ which
‘reproved’ his ‘indolence’ (W, 152) had forced him to declare, in the most forceful terms he
was capable of mustering, a reaffirmation of his own entitlement and superiority. But, as
Bernard had recognised even then, to maintain his own preeminent status, he would need to
ensure that his ‘friends’ remained in their original positions of social immobility, for ‘(We use
our friends to measure our own stature.)” (I, 52).

The older Bernard has lost much of the hubtis of his youth, when he had gestured
grandiosely towards himself as ‘that dashing yet reflective man, that bold and deleterious
tigure’ (I, 45). In his monologue, he laconically enumerates the disparate opinions of himself
that others formed, compiling a chequered report card for himself: ‘charming, but weak,
‘strong, but supercilious,” ‘brilliant, but remorseless,” ‘the very good fellow, but, [...] the awful

bore,” (W, 156). Bernard adds that beneath the amicable demeanour that he shows to the
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wortld, there is a ‘savage’ within him that ‘mops and mows perpetually’ (W, 173), exhibiting
the same hyper-aggressive energy that had motivated the ruthless imperialism of Percival,
who had allegedly been ‘brutal in the extreme’ (W, 22). It is unclear whether his present
depression has its roots in a sense of his demoted significance. At the final reunion, he had
already intimated that the ultra-competitive, individualistic nature of modern society was
deleterious for friendships: ‘we grudged for a moment the other’s claim, as children when
the cake is cut [...] watch their slice diminishing’ (I, 166). He seemed to recognise that there
was a finite amount of what James English will later dub as the ‘educational pie.”* He could
not rid himself of his paranoia of ‘the conspirators still standing there’ and obliquely
lamented, ‘We had lost what they had kept,” suggesting that he felt that he had been
vanquished in modern society’s zero-sum contest (I, 166). ‘I could not distinguish myself’
(W, 167), he had lamented. ‘Must, must, must—detestable word” (I, 175) has been the
imperative that drives their post-imperialist and consumerist nation onwards, a nation in
which individual agency has become illusory, a nation that continues to be driven along the
lines of ‘orderly and military progress’ (I, 153), and wherein ‘[t]he canopy of civilization is
burnt out’ (W, 177).

And thus, despite acquiring every conventional marker of success—the cultural
capital of an élite education, distinguished social status, respectable career, a conventional
family life—Bernard falls into recurrent episodes of crippling melancholia. His monologue
has echoes of the dramatised gerontophobia of T. S. Eliot’s Prufrock, who had intoned in
similar self-mockery, ‘I grow old...I grow old... / I shall wear the bottoms of my trousers

rolled.” Bernard, too, becomes ‘a patient etherized upon a table,”

paralysed by his
indecisions and humiliated by his own impotence. The onset of his existential anguish seems

to have occurred long ago. When he had visited Susan in Lincolnshire, he was already asking
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himself when gazing upon her pregnant figure, ‘It goes on; but why?” (W, 160). The idea of
the human race carrying on like this seemed to him ‘hateful, like a net folding one's limbs in
its meshes, cramping’ (I, 161). His monologue contains one of Woolf’s most stirring and
psychologically accurate renditions of depression, with many of his phrases echoing her own
diary entries. ‘Fight! Fight!” Bernard exhorts himself (I, 161).”" During a tragi-comic
passage, he histrionically attempts to shore up his battered sense of significance by comparing
himself to a modern Prometheus: ‘I could see my pinioned body [...] I felt myself powerless
to stop the oscillations of the cold steel. So we are cut and laid in swaths’ (I, 167). But
Bernard is fully aware of the ludicrousness of his own self-aggrandisement: he is, after all,
not performing some heroic military feat or act of martyrdom but merely submitting himself
to the ministrations of a hairdresser.

‘Life is pleasant,” ‘life is tolerable, ‘life is satisfactory,” ‘life is good,” he weakly repeats
(W, 154, 157, 162). But his upbeat mantras are superseded by exclamations that convey
absolute misery: ‘Life has destroyed me’ (I, 170), ‘Lord, how unutterably disgusting life is!”
(W, 175). When Bernard casts a final glance back at his life, he sees nothing but ‘so much
litter, so much unaccomplishment and separation’ (I, 169). He asks, ‘how can I go on lifting
my foot perpetually to climb the stair?” (W, 169) and puns with mordant black humour on
the seeming interminability of his joyless existence, ‘No fin breaks the waste of this
immeasurable sea’ (W, 170, emphasis added). In this state of ‘dispassionate despair’ and ‘entire
disillusionment,” Bernard considers himself already to be ‘A dead man,” even as he continues
to watch the ‘dust dance’ of life (I, 170). Bernard’s heavily alliterative Ds take on additional
significance when it is revealed that his commonplace book entries under D had consisted
primarily of ‘ways of naming death.” (I, 174). His monologue—or perhaps it is a soliloquy

after all, as his auditor remains, throughout, a mute and spectral interlocutor—indicates how
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he had been set upon this path towards absolute abjection as soon as he had been placed
inside his first classroom, wherein the schoolmaster had ‘minced the dance of the white
butterflies at the door to powder’ (I, 20). The motif of injured lepidoptera—Woolf’s original
title for the novel was The Moths—evokes psychée, which denotes both the butterfly and the
soul, and symbolises how all six personae have been crushed, in a not dissimilar way to the
Lawrencean quartet in Women in Love, ‘irredeemably’ it would seem, by their respective
institutional experiences.

Bernard’s tragedy is augmented by his incomprehension of how he had become a
complete nobody, ‘[a] man without a self” (W, 170), who will ‘walk always unshadowed,
making no impress upon the dead earth’ (I, 171), when he had started out with such
promise, numbered ‘among the most gifted of men [and] filled with the delight of youth,
with potency’ (I, 50). Unlike the ending of Prufrock’s Love Song, where some solace had
been discoverable in the compensatory beauty of the siren-songs and the sense of community
and solidarity”>—Bernard fights his final battle with death alone. ‘It is death against whom I
ride with my spear couched,” he announces, equipping himself once more with his mock-
heroic props, ‘I strike spurs into my horse. Against you I will fling myself, unvanquished and
unyielding, O Death!” (W, 177). It is ambiguous whether Bernard charges into his death after
this final apostrophe—in practical terms, the London traffic just outside the restaurant—or
whether he resists the temptation, for now. Crucially, Bernard is not given the final word in
the novel. After his melodramatic challenge to death, the ‘playpoem’ that encloses his
monologue concludes with a final, italicised snippet of verse or stage direction: ‘I'he waves
broke on the shore (W, 177). The ghostly writer of these enigmatic poetic interludes wrests back
authorial control from Bernard, answering with myriad ‘waves his solitary ‘wave’ that ‘rises

[...] swells’ so pathetically within him as the solitary bulwark against his own extinction (I,

332 Eliot, The Complete Poems and Plays, 7.
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177). Though Bernard’s fate remains uncertain, his anguished awareness of his lack of
distinction and anti-heroic condition, the searing honesty of his self-analysis and the
institutions that had forged him, ultimately grant him tragic stature.

In The Waves, as in Jacob’s Room and The Years, the university theme is interwoven into
Woolf’s sophisticated critical responses to the stagnation of progress in educational reforms
during the first decades of the twentieth century. Without ever scapegoating universities as
the root cause of wider social injustices, she nevertheless demonstrates, repeatedly, how they
were exacerbating them by protecting the interests of the patriarchy’s ruling class. Her
fictions make the powerful and poignant case that even the privileged male students of the
élite universities were not, ultimately, the ‘beneficiaries’ of the special type of education that
they provided. Jacob’s Edwardian cohort had been indoctrinated in the ethos of patriotic
self-sacrifice and martial glory throughout their schooling and university years, so that they
unquestioningly laid down their lives for King and country as soon as the war broke out.
Bernard’s interwar generation was groomed by their universities as dutiful civil servants of
an empire in decline. The Waves is Woolf’s supreme fictional expression of how England’s
entire education system exacerbated underlying social divisions and created a fractured polis
of alienated, desperately lonely individuals, who spoke over each other rather than engaged
in the mutually invigorating dialogues that the ideal educational institution should facilitate.

In his 1941 Rede Lecture, delivered at Cambridge’s Senate House, Forster declared
that Woolf ‘loved Cambridge. Indeed, I cherish a private fancy that she once took her degree
here.” He proceeded to share a whimsical fantasy of Woolf as a cross-dressing, roguish
undergraduate, who ‘could surely have hoaxed our innocent praelectors, and kneeling in this
very spot, have presented to the Vice-Chancellor the exquisite but dubious head of

Orlando.”” On this occasion, and before this specific audience, Forster breezily distregards
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all of Woolf’s censorious attacks upon their institution and focuses on her undeniable
admiration for their liberal educational project. His gloss conveys how even a relatively
progressive male intellectual could retreat behind what Woolf indicted as ‘the swaddlings and
blanketings’ of his institution and affect obliviousness to the transmuted anger that
underpinned much of her writings on Cambridge. By the 1940s, as Kristin Ewins notes, the
national trauma suffered during the Second World War had led to a waning in ‘the confidence
of purpose’ in the feminist movement.” This is reflected in the sociological data as well as
the literary output of the period: the 1951 census, compared to those of 1921 and 1931,
revealed that women predominated the lower status and lower paid occupations, whilst
remaining underrepresented in high status ones.” Mary Eagleton notes that it was only after
the 1960s that a less attenuated, but nevertheless still ‘phantom’ feminism re-materialises in
fictions about women’s education, and even then, only in the form of ‘discontent and

questioning’, not more forcible forms of protest.””

Within a literary tradition in which
feminist protests against the unequal distribution of educational opportunity have often been

so hesitant and spectral, Woolf’s bold, even if occasionally also oblique and equivocal,

writings remain particularly resonant, trail-blazing acts of dissent.
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4. Revisiting Oxford: Evelyn Waugh’s Anarchic Aesthetics

Evelyn Waugh often returned to Oxford in his fictions and reimagined his alma mater in a
range of literary modes and moods. His oeuvre is bookended by an experimental short story
about a suicidal graduate, “The Balance’ (1926), and A Little Learning (1964), a memoir that
cast a romantic light over his own student years in the 1920s. Strikingly, he never wrote about
any other tertiary institution and, in blithely chauvinistic fashion, would speak simply of “7he
university.” This chapter puts pressure, nonetheless, on the over-simplistic popular
perception of Waugh that has prevailed: Waugh as the champion of an Arcadian Oxford
peopled by the quirky, languorous aristocrats and aesthetes during the 1920s. By examining
his disparate representations of Oxford in two of his novels, the darkly comic Dedline and Fall
(1928) and the elegiacally realist Brideshead Revisited (1945), this chapter argues that the
university served as a central pivot in Waugh’s imagination for processing his concerns about
interwar England’s democratising projects, which involved, among other things, the
supersession of the old ruling class by the ‘cult of the proletariat’ and the concomitant
vulgarisation of the cultural traditions and values that were the foundations of his artistic

vision.

The Disinterested Comedy of Waugh’s Early Fictions

‘I have never seen anything so beautiful,”” Waugh enthused in his diary after his first visit
to Oxford in December 1921 to sit for his entrance examinations. In one of his scholarship
application essays, he quoted Arnold’s apostrophe to Oxford, the ‘Adorable dreamer.” Arthur

Quiller-Couch’s ‘Alma Mater’ was one of his favourite poems at the time, and he was,
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Alexander Waugh and Alan Bell (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 272-73.
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moreover, ‘steeped in Zuleika Dobson and the second volume of Sznister Street and had read all
the Oxford novels [...] from Verdant Green to Patchwork.” In short, when he moved into
Hertford College to read for a degree in History as the fifth generation Waugh to study at
Oxford, he came saddled with considerable cultural baggage, his ‘imagination |[...] aglow with
literary associations.”™ In A Little I.earning, he aggrandised this personal milestone by
deploying a militaristic metaphor that would have nettled Woolf: he had embarked upon
university life ‘as though through that mythical stream where Alexander the Great
rejuvenated his cavalry.”* Waugh’s enthusiasm reflected the mostly positive reputation the
Oxbridge universities enjoyed in the early twentieth century. There was a widely shared belief
that after the Royal Commission of 1850, Oxford had ‘entered a golden age.”*' Victorian
literary writers, as Mortimer Proctor discusses, bolstered its public image when they lionised
the university as ‘devoted less to academic ends than to the perpetuation of an atmosphere
that nourished the highest goals of liberal enlightenment, of “culture.””** There was a public
appetite for literary works that could capture this much-mythologised ‘atmosphere’, allowing
readers to experience these élite institutions vicariously. In 1919, F. J. R. Hendy, the director
of teacher training at Oxford, remarked that the university’s name had come to possess a
‘magical’ status: ‘Men look to her, in spite of occasional disappointments, as they rarely look
elsewhere for guidance, inspiration, leadership.”**

Historical records indicate that Oxford during Waugh’s time was becoming a more
democratic institution, albeit in a rather piecemeal fashion. From 1902, Local Education

Authorities had begun awarding grants for undergraduate study and by 1937, almost a quarter
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of the student body, both men and women, were recipients of such awards.”™ However, a
survey of the student body between 1930 and 1935 revealed that 10 to 15 percent of all male
students either did not take or failed their final examinations, which suggests that an
appreciable tranche of upper-class students could still afford to regard Oxford as a glamorous
“finishing school.” Waugh insisted that he was a savvy freshman: he knew that much of the
Oxford literature he had devoured was romanticising the university as ‘a place of easy living,
subtle conversation, and illuminating friendships |[...] a kind of microcosm of eighteenth-
century Whig society, combined with an infinitely sophisticated modernism.”* The
embellishments and possible distortions effected under artistic licence, he stressed, had not
set him up for inevitable disappointment: ‘I had a clear preconception of the place and I
suffered very small disillusionment.”’ A contemporary of Waugh described Hertford as
‘earnest and lower-middle-class.”* Despite his well-known snobberies, Waugh granted that
his college ‘was a tolerant, civilised place in which to lead whatever kind of life appealed to
one.” Waugh recalled that he socialised with students from diverse backgrounds and was
‘promiscuous in [his] choice of familiars.” Nevertheless, his voracious reading had
convinced him that ‘there was a quintessential Oxford which I knew and loved from afar
and intended to find.”®" A serendipitous befriending of Terence Greenidge led to his
initiation into the Hypocrites Club, a hedonistic drinking society comprising of an assortment

of aesthetes. This club was hardly a democratic ‘melting-pot’, as a considerable number of
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its prominent members—including two who became Waugh’s good friends, Harold Acton
and Alastair Hugh Graham—were of aristocratic parentage.

Despite his cultivation of a dandyish persona and sybaritic, anti-academic lifestyle
when in such company, Waugh was a prolific contributor to Oxford’s university magazines
and worked for four of these in managerial and editorial capacities. Barbara Cooke notes that
Waugh’s prolific literary output during his student years, comprising of essays, reviews, and
short fictions, did not form ‘merely an echo chamber for contemporary modes and mores.
Rather, it reflected that little society back to itself with the amused and incisive clarity of a
commentator who stood with one foot outside it, and one foot within.””** Waugh’s ability to
interpose a critical distance between himself and his intimates did not dampen his genuine
enjoyment of his Oxford years by all accounts. Contemporaries’ testimonies corroborate his
own and create a strikingly different portrait to that of the cantankerous and curmudgeonly
older writer that posterity tends to remember. Greenidge described young Waugh as having
‘the attractive appearance of a mischievous cherub.” Peter Quennell recalled his ‘carefree
and good-natured character, with an exuberant sense of fun and taste for human absurdities,
but no trace of underlying bitterness.””* Cooke paints the undergraduate Waugh as ‘elfin and
dapper, cheerful and talkative.””

After leaving Oxford, Waugh taught at two private schools for a couple of years
during which he claimed he ‘started an Oxford novel which was of no interest,” and of which
there is unfortunately no record.” Despite the personal fulfilment and happiness he had
enjoyed at university, in his early published fictions, he embarked upon a well-trammelled

route. He followed earlier satirists in excoriating the university as an intellectual backwater, a
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bastion of unearned privilege, and a hotbed of vices. Anna Bogen claims that by the 1920s,
the ‘Oxford novel” had become ‘manoeuvred into a smaller and smaller generic space,’ partly
as a result of the readerly demand for ‘a romantic atmosphere’ in addition to verisimilitude,
thus ‘impos|ing] pressure on the university writer to be documentary historian, university

enthusiast and amateur poet.’357

Waugh seemed to welcome the artistic challenge of
revivifying this near-exhausted literary form. Whilst Waugh’s memoir contained almost
hagiographic accounts of his university friendships, he exaggerated the vulgarity, viciousness,
and puerility of Oxford for comic effect in his early fictions. In his first commercially
published Oxford-set short story, “The Balance’ (1926), he played with various avant-garde
techniques, inspired by the emerging art form of cinema. He simplified the student
community into a crude binary, described in his short story, ‘Winner Takes All’ (1936): ‘the
dreadful extremes of evil company [...] the bookworm and the hooligan,” (ES, 2606). In the
ironically entitled Work Suspended (itself abandoned as an incomplete draft in 1939), Waugh’s
thirty-four year old protagonist, John Plant, reflects upon his Oxford friendships
phlegmatically: “There was little love and no trust at all between any of my friends. Moreover,
we were bored; each knew the other so well that it was only by making our relationship into
a kind of competitive parlour game that we kept it alive at all’ (LS, 95). Antagonism pervades
every stratum of this fictionalised university: from the belligerence displayed by the
ideologically opposed ‘camps’ towards each other, to the petty masculinist contests within
upper-class friendship groups, who resort to riling each other as a means of staving off ennui.
These uncomplimentary portrayals of Oxford sociability may be targeted responses to the
changes that had occurred within the university since Waugh’s own time. The social historian,
Norman Longmate claimed in his 1954 study that by the 1930s, Oxford had become ‘a sordid

conglomeration of squalling sets,” with ‘an armed camp of aesthetes and athletes’ at the top
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of its hierarchy.”

Its general atmosphere was ‘snobbish and anachronistic; [...]
Undergraduates from grammar schools were in many colleges little more than outlaws.”” In
his early fictions, Waugh similatly countered the myth of a rarefied, romantic university by
emphasising that it was actually ‘a society at once vulgar, vicious, and violent; above all it was
adolescent.””

Peter Wilkin’s recent argument that Waugh’s “Tory anarchism’ is central to
his craft can also help to unpack the symbolic significance of the university in his fictional
universes.” George Orwell coined the phrase in his essay on Jonathan Swift, who he
considered to be a prototypical Tory anarchist in his commitment to ‘preserving the
aristocratic outlook while seeing clearly that the existing aristocracy is degenerate and
contemptible.”” This conservative species of dissent was neither a political philosophy nor
a theory, but rather, became a shared aesthetic practice of a sizeable number of upper-middle-
class and Oxbridge-educated English writers. It can account for the interlacing of
establishmentarianism and contrarianism throughout Waugh’s writings: his causticity
towards the amorality and hedonism of the social élites vied with his sympathy for their
aristocratic traditions. Waugh’s anarchic energies are concentrated in his literary Oxfords.
Waugh’s anarchic energies are concentrated in Oxford, which becomes a pivotal symbolic
site in his literary imagination. Satire was the conventional mode into which Tory anarchist
writers channelled their abhorrence of modernity and its assaults upon the tenets of
traditional liberalism, including personal freedoms.”” In his early Oxford fictions, the

university is acerbically attacked as an arm of a degenerate Establishment. However, in Dec/ine

and Fall, the most popular and extended of these satirical treatments, there are already
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inklings that Oxford would develop into a more sophisticated and composite metonym in
Brideshead Revisited for the intellectual, artistic, and religious freedoms, cultural traditions, and
Christian moral order, all of which Waugh saw as threatened by the burgeoning of state
power, the rise of materialist ideologies, and the spiritual vacuity of a secularised society.
Whilst Waugh’s supreme comic genius has been universally recognised, critics have
struggled to enumerate the exact qualities that render his humour so distinctive and timeless.
This indefinability coheres with the anarchic spirit that infuses his style. It is useful, before
proceeding further, to clarify what Wauvian comedy is not. Unlike eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century satire, Waugh’s novels are motivated neither by a corrective aim nor the
hope that they could galvanise social reform. In his uncontroversial generic definition of
comedy, Glen Cavaliero explains that ‘it refutes exclusiveness, points out inconsistencies,

% In contrast, the impersonal

and harmonises them in a renewed pattern of relationships.
narrators of Waugh’s comic novels affect detachment from the fictional worlds they subject
to such ruthless dissection. James English argues that a number of twentieth-century
humourists attempted to build ‘community’ by generating feelings of inclusion or

36

exclusion.’® But Waugh had little interest in such civic projects. His humour is also to be

distinguished from what Paul Eggert describes as ‘the controlled, comic fibrillation’ in

Lawrence’s Writings.3(’(’

For all his penchant for doom-saying, Lawrence remained hopeful
about comic writing’s redemptive or re-energising potential, convinced that artists should ‘be
in among the crowd, kicking their shins or cheering them on to some mischief or merriment’
(L, 5.201). Waugh’s comic style also needs to be differentiated from that of many

contemporary female writers, many of whom, as Regina Barreca shows, use humour ‘not as

a safety valve but as an inflammatory device, seeking, ultimately, not to purge desire and
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frustration but to transform it into action.””” Waugh’s nihilistic wit, perhaps best exemplified
by 1ile Bodies (1930), is certainly not that of Ivy Compton Burnett, whose laughter constitutes
a ‘refusal] to yield completely to the horrors of human behaviour.” Since anarchic satire
tended to entrench pessimistic conclusions,’® contemporaries of Waugh experimented with
different literary strategies to avoid conclusions that were too fatalistic or defeatist. Aldous
Huxley and George Orwell, for instance, incorporated visionary modes of writing into their
satire in order to clarify their moral condemnation of aspects or trends in the modern
world.” Angus Wilson, who secured literary fame through his ‘intelligently persuasive
deployment of pitiless humour,” interleaved the anarchic excesses of his comedy with an
‘ethical purpose.”” Conversely, in his eatly satirical works at least, Waugh appeared
completely disinterested in the moral edification of his readership or in any other form of
didacticism.

Lisa Colletta claims that Waugh finessed a distinctive type of interwar dark comedy.
Novels of this ilk characteristically exhibit ‘a deeply ambivalent humor’ and resist ‘easy
definition and political usefulness.”” Their political conservatism lies in their almost
exclusive focus on the echelons of society, carrying on the elitist tradition of the ‘silver fork’
novels of the nineteenth century. Their implication is that ‘if individuals backed with the
power of money and prestige are unable to successfully negotiate the chaotic and threatening
forces of change in the twentieth century, there is little to expect from a reshuffling of the

deck.”” Waugh has received his share of criticisms for being apathetic to contemporary
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politics and the ‘condition of England.” Donat Gallagher notes, for instance, that Waugh’s
non-fictional writings are ‘only minimally responsive to wider social problems.”” He opened
himself to such attacks with flippant comments like, ‘I believe that inequalities of wealth and
position are inevitable and that it is therefore meaningless to discuss the advantages of their
elimination.”” Eatlier Oxford novelists, including Max Beerbohm and Compton Mackenzie,
displayed a similar complacency about the university’s reinforcement of the existing class
system. Beerbohm’s Zuleika Dobson, for instance, has been described as ‘a celebration of pure
style’ and ‘a narratorial display of a blasé indifference to the ethical stakes of his characters’

fates.”’®

Such university novels shared a defeatist (or perhaps, just reluctant) attitude towards
the very possibility of reforming the demographic bias of these élite universities, and instead,
offered readers the compensatory pleasures of style, of elegant or entertaining prose, and of
aesthetic escapism.

Waugh’s chief aim in Decline and Fall, he explained on the dust jacket of its first
edition, which was published by Chapman & Hall, was simply to write a novel that was
‘funny.’ Robert Garnett may be right in claiming that the reader he had in mind was ‘a recent
Oxonian with [his] own aristocratic predilections,”” but reviewers of diverse backgrounds
and ‘predilections’ loved it: ‘richly and roaringly funny,” Gerald Gould declared in The

Observer?™

the funniest book I can remember reading,” the reviewer for Oxford’s own
Cherwell claimed (CH, 83); ‘funny from first to last, fellow novelist and alumna Rose
Macaulay averred (CH, 92). Such universal acclaim for its humour notwithstanding, there has

been little agreement amongst critics about the exact targets of, or even the force of, Waugh’s

acerbic wit. For instance, Gould opined that Waugh was ‘anything but savage’ (CH, 81) and
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Macaulay made an equivocal comment about its ‘bland, destructive brilliance’ (CH, 92).
Others admired the novel precisely for its ferocity: Arnold Bennett described it as ‘an
uncompromising and brilliantly malicious satire’ (CH, 82). The contemporary critic, Helena
Tombko, places the novel at ‘the darkest end of [the] satiric range,” for it leaves nothing
intact.”” Cyril Connolly quibbled that it was not a satire at all but a farce, infused with a
‘delicious cynicism’ as well as an irreverent delight in ‘the charm of the incorrigible’ (CH, 86).
Connolly recognised that Waugh’s blend of preposterous plotting, characterisation, and
slapstick humour has echoes of the farcical comedies of P. G. Wodehouse, who perfected
the comic plot that ‘combines the best qualities of a funhouse mirror and an algebraic
equation.” Later literary critics have split over the basic issue of whether the conservative
or mutinous elements ultimately triumph in Dedine and Fall. Jetfrey Heath attempts to
reconcile the vacillations in the novel’s tone by arguing that it was the creation of ‘two
Waughs’: the persona who ‘rejoices in the anarchic self-indulgence of Captain Grimes’
coexists with ‘Waugh the heresimach, the guardian of civilized values.”” Similarly, David
Bradshaw observes that ‘two kinds of sensibility are in play, the farcenr’s and the moralist’s.”*
Michael Brennan, who sees traces of neither heresimach nor moralist, opines that this is
Waugh’s only novel ‘in which he is unambiguously on the side of the anarchic vigour of a
world defined by trickery, self-interest and deception.” The lack of critical consensus
reflects how readers have been thrown by the doubleness of Waugh’s comic writing, a
duplicity that is, to a considerable degree, generated by his Tory anarchic sympathies.
Decline and Fall opens in the fictitious college of Scone sometime during the 1920s

with a fracas between the Bollinger Club, generally considered to be a moniker for the
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infamous Bullingdon Dining Club, and the protagonist (the tokenistic bookworm), Paul
Pennyfeather. Drunken student misdemeanours frequently feature in Waugh’s Oxford
narratives. In his short story, ‘Love in the Slump’ (1932), the narrator sardonically observes
how ‘the normal routine of University success’ involves ‘breaking furniture with the
Bullingdon, returning at dawn through the window after dances in London.”** Unlike
Waugh’s Hypocrites circle, the Bollinger Club is emphatically élite in its constitution. Its
alumni include ‘epileptic royalty’, ‘uncouth peers’, ‘smooth young men of uncertain tastes’,
‘illiterate lairds’, ‘ambitious young barristers and Conservative candidates,” in short, ‘all that
was most sonorous of name and title.”® Waugh’s narrator claims to abhor ‘the sound of the
English county families baying for broken glass’ (DF, 4). Despite their relatively small
number—they barely exceed fifty at their annual reunion—they are capable of wreaking
considerable havoc. A grand piano, a Matisse, and a Newdigate Prize Poem entry, all
metonymic of the high culture for which they evidently have no respect, are the casualties of
their hedonistic revelries. Waugh ironises the idea that a levelling force is at play within these
élite educational institutions when he shows how the Bollingers are indiscriminate in their
choice of target: they desecrate, with equal relish, the rooms of lords and impoverished
scholarship boys alike.

Paul is a middle-class, second-year theology student who is ‘aided by two valuable
scholarships’ (DF, 7). He has gone up to Oxford ‘after a creditable career at a small public
school of ecclesiastical temper on the South Downs, where he had [...] as his report said,
‘exercised a wholesome influence for good’ in the House of which he was head boy’ (DF, 6).
Waugh’s vehement hatred of his former history tutor, C. R. M. F. Crutwell, informs his

unrelenting satirical treatment of Oxford dons. He warns that the university’s much-vaunted
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tutorial system needs to be ‘qualified by the testimony of less fortunate undergraduates who
find their progress stunted and warped by close personal contact with tutors who bore and
disgust them.”® Whether a student has access to a supportive learning environment in the
Oxford system is a lottery. Sniggs and Postlethwaite, the Junior Dean and Domestic Bursar
of Scone College respectively, have superintended the ‘confused roaring and breaking of
glass’ and calculated with mercenary glee the amount of fines they will be amassing from this
night of debaucheries. If the £50 threshold is reached, they will be partaking of ‘some very
particular port in the senior common-room cellars’ (DF, 4). Sniggs is hopeful that the Chapel
will be vandalised, for a transgression of this sacrilegious order incurs a heftier fine. ‘Oh,
please God, make them attack the Chapel, he blasphemously exhorts (DF, 5). As a
scholarship boy unable to afford the fine for his alleged offence of ‘indecent exposure,” Paul
is expelled without a second thought. His ‘creditable’ university career to date—he once
presented a paper to the Thomas More Society, ironically on the very topic of drunkenness,
and held forth on ‘many subjects of public importance, Budgets and birth control and
Byzantine mosaics’ (DF, 161)—is irrelevant in the eyes of the college’s governing body: to
them, an impecunious student is ‘someone of no importance’ (DF, 8).

Waugh frequently hints at how premature expulsion from Oxford divests a miscreant
of all the cultural capital and consequence that the university had briefly endowed him. In ‘A
House of Gentlefolk’ (1927), after being sent down, the protagonist resigns himself to
severely attenuated career prospects and accepts a post that involves ‘a year conducting a
lunatic nobleman about Europe’ (ES, 63). The narrator of Decline and Fall refers to its hapless
anti-hero deprecatingly as ‘the shadow that has flitted about this narrative under the name of
Paul Pennyfeather’ (DF, 161). It is only when he reunites with an old college friend, Arthur

Potts, that he regains some of his former status:

386 Waugh, “Degenerate Oxford?” in Essays, Articles, and Reviews, 210.



167

[Paul] materialized into the solid figure of an intelligent, well-educated, well-conducted
young man, a man who could be trusted to use his vote at a general election with
discretion and proper detachment, whose opinion on a ballet or a critical essay was rather
better than most people's, who could order a dinner without embarrassment and in a
creditable French accent, who could be trusted to see to luggage at foreign railway-
stations and might be expected to acquit himself with decision and decorum in all the

emergencies of civilized life.
(DF, 161-62)

Waugh’s narrator wryly enumerates the attributes and qualities that are automatically credited
to the university-educated. Paul becomes, once again, the standard issue of intelligence, social
know-how, cultural sophistication, and Arnoldian disinterest. But as soon as he is once again
separated from Potts’ fortifying company, the picaresque narrative—generated by his
chronic failures to respond with ‘decision and decorum’ to any of the ‘emergencies’ that
accost him—resumes with a vengeance.

Waugh delighted in George and Weedon Grossmith’s The Diary of a Nobody (1892),
which he re-read often and regarded as ‘the funniest book in the world.”” The Grossmiths
capitalised on the public’s appetite for laughing af the tribulations and humiliations of the
lower-middle-class and middle-aged, as epitomised by the diarist, Charles Pooter. Nietzsche
and Freud produced influential theories about the regenerative and self-affirming qualities of
laughter;’® George Bataille, following their lead, contended that laughter could enable self-
transcendence and entrance into a pseudo-divine state of rapture.” But whereas a comic
target like Pooter joins in the merriment, chortling uproariously and good-humouredly at his
own mishaps and social gaffes, Paul remains po-faced throughout the novel, unable to obtain
any psychic relief from his persecutions by joining in the laughter. When reflecting upon the

question of whether Oxford was ‘worthwhile’ in a 1930 essay for the Daily Mail, Waugh
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reiterated a familiar line of argument that an élite university experience primarily yields
immaterial dividends. He emphasised, ‘17 is just because Oxford keeps [students] back from their
careers that it is of most value.” This period of temporary retention fortifies graduates so that they
can endure the ‘dreary and futile jobs’ that awaited most of them. They would possess ‘a
great deal more chance of keeping their sense of humour and self-respect’ in all their future
endeavours than if they had not been steeped in the pastoral plenitude, architectural majesty,
and the fellowship of Oxford during the first years of their adulthood.™ Decline and Fall
anticipates this line of argument by intimating that Paul’s untimely expulsion from Oxford
causes him to lose not only the respect of his contemporaries, but also his own self-esteem.
Paul is reduced to a universal figure of fun: from his young student, who gave a ‘shrill laugh’
upon discovering how his new tutor’s ‘terribly funny’ surname doubly encodes his
insignificance (DF, 22), to the prostitutes in the old cosmopolitan quarter of Marseilles, who
delight in his bewildered flight from ‘the polyglot invitations that arose on all sides’ (DF,
203). In this latter scene, Paul is so mortified by the explosion of laughter that echoes around
him that ‘[h]e hesitated; and then, forsaking, in a moment of panic, both his black hat and
his self-possession, he turned and fled for the broad streets and the tram lines where, he
knew at heart, was his spiritual home’ (DF, 203). Paul’s prudishness is mocked: the farce is
sealed by the Dickensian zeugma that incongruously conjoins the concrete (black hat) and
the abstract noun (self-possession).

A note of pathos also intrudes in Paul’s identification with ‘the broad streets and the
tram lines.” These hardly constitute a genuine ‘spiritual home’; instead, they symbolise Paul’s
perennial state of dispossession and flight and connect him to George Gissing’s alienated
anti-heroes, who are born, and will die, in ‘exile.” Paul achieves a flash of meta-fictional

insight that he is a picaresque character, who is consigned to the fate of being constantly

30 Waugh, “Was Oxford Worthwhile?”, 282, original emphasis.
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uprooted and hustled along to his next station. Paul is also subconsciously identifying himself
with the minor character, Sir Humphrey Maltravers, the Minister of Transportation, and his
romantic rival for the hand of the millionaire socialite, Margot Beste-Chetwynde. Sir
Humphrey had divulged his rambling autobiography to Paul, the ever-patient confidant, in a
scene just past: he claimed to have climbed out of the slums of his birth—‘a family of nine
living in two rooms, of a father who drank and a mother who had fits, of a sister who went
on the streets, of a brother who went to prison’—secured a place at Scone College around
the turn of century, with the aid of financial grants, after studying in polytechnics. He then
proceeded to conduct ‘a University career of brilliant success and unexampled privations’
(DF, 174), supplementing his scholarships by proofreading for the Holywell Press and
transcribing sermons for the local papers. Many of his contemporaries became ‘high officers
of state’ but, as he boasted, ‘none of them had so far to go as I had’ (DF, 174). However, he
confided in Paul, ‘It’s not till you get to my age that you really feel the disadvantage of having
been born poor’ (DF, 175). His successful courtship of the heiress efficaciously solves his
inborn disadvantage, and in the same stroke, robs Paul of the same prize. The grim message
that underlies this exchange is that social mobility in their times is obtained through a zero-
sum game in which there can only be one victor.

One of Oxford’s former darlings, Oscar Wilde, ruminated in his 1897 letter to Lord
Alfred Douglas that ‘the two great turning-points in my life were when my father sent me to
Oxford, and when society sent me to prison.””! Coincidentally, these are also the two of the
main turning-points in Decline and Fall. The sequence of events encourages the drawing of a
causal link between Paul’s expulsion for breaching an esoteric college rule and his guilty
criminal verdict for slave trafficking, whereupon his trial judge had pronounced him to be

one of the ‘human vampires who prey upon the degradation of their species’ (DF, 214).

31 Oscar Wilde to Lord Alfred Douglas, January-March 1897, in The Complete Letters of Oscar Wilde, ed. Metlin
Holland and Rubert Hart-Davis (London: Fourth Estate, 2000), 732. This letter was famously republished as
part of De Profundis (1905).
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Waugh uses the occasion of Paul’s imprisonment to lampoon the English education system
once again, as Paul receives far more humane treatment under the watch of Sir Wilfred
Lucas-Dockery, the sociology professor turned prison governor and reformer, than he had
under the callous dons. Lucas-Dockery, with his ‘mild and professional exterior [...]
concealed an ardent ambition to serve in the public life of his generation’ (DF, 223), and who
‘combined ambition, scholarship and genuine optimism’ (DF, 229), is presented as the
antithesis to the purveyors of higher education. Ironically, Paul considers his compulsory
period of solitary confinement in prison as one of the ‘happiest’ periods of his life, during
which he finally attains complete ‘peace of mind’ (DF, 227).

It is Captain Grimes, the Harrow old boy turned paedophilic schoolmaster, who is
the most vampiric of predators in the novel, a source of moral rottenness that the law
continually fails to apprehend and punish. Waugh rehashes the standard complaint that the
root of educational—and social—inequality lies in the schooling stages. Even though Grimes
had been expelled from Harrow for his sexual peccadilloes, as he explains complacently to
Paul, ‘I’m a public school man. That means everything. There’s a blessed equity in the English
social system [...] that insures the public school man against starvation’ (DF, 31). His
Harrovian principal had written him ‘a letter of recommendation to any future employer [...]
That’s the public school system all over. They may kick you out, but they never let you down’
(DF, 31). After witnessing how Grimes deftly escapes even death’s clutches on successive
occasions, Paul concludes that the public school boy ‘was one of the immortals’ (DF, 220).
But true to his contrarian roots, Waugh’s does not stitch these scattered glimpses of a deeply
unjust society into a more sustained critique.

The influence of Decline and Fall continued to be felt in the campus novel genre, the
popularity of which burgeoned after the Second World War. As James English argues, whilst
these novels are often ‘outrageously’ funny, ‘it is not easy to say what exactly they are making

one laugh at, what positions exactly they are offering in the complex network of hostilities



171

and alliances which constitutes the academic situation.”” The closest approximation to a
‘moral’ that could be distilled from Waugh’s novel relates to the parallel inequities of the
British social and educational systems. It seems to comment obliquely on how upward
mobility was near impossible for middle-class boys, who must submit to being ferried along
fixed ‘tram lines’, from one state of institutional imprisonment to another. Paul comes to
realise that his picaresque misadventures will never coalesce into a bildungsroman. By his
own diagnosis, he is a ‘static’, not a ‘dynamic’ personality (DF, 289). He applies, under a new
identity, for readmission into his old college, and the narrative comes full circle when it
concludes with another raucous gathering of the Bollingers. The fact that the college
authorities have no recollection of Paul prompts Rossen to decry ‘how little account is taken
of individual students in Waugh’s University world.”” But in this microcosm, he finds a
relative sanctuary from the greater evils and perils of the extra-mural one, which he has
discovered is rife with even more vicious back-stabbings, hypocrisies, and travesties of

justice.

Radicalising Nostalgia in Brideshead Revisited

As Waugh witnessed Western civilisation crumbling around him during the Second World
War, the need to protect England’s cultural institutions and traditions presented itself with
greater urgency than ever before. The genesis of Brideshead Revisited is well-known: Waugh
was seized by creative inspiration whilst on military leave at the height of the war after a
parachuting injury. He published it in 1945 with a dust jacket that issued the opposite caveat
to the one appended to Decline and Fall. It was ‘not meant to be funny,” but rather, ‘romantic

and eschatological.” It aimed to instil within its readers ‘a hope, not indeed, that anything but

392 English, Comic Transactions, 132.
393 Rossen, The University in Modern Fiction, 23.
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disaster lies ahead, but that the human spirit, redeemed, can survive all disasters.”””* Waugh
had grown increasingly dissatisfied with the satirical mode as a means for expressing his
cultural dissidence. In his 1946 article for Lijfe, “FanFare,” he denied that he had ever
intended to write satire, which only ‘flourishes in a stable society and presupposes
homogeneous moral standards. [...] The artist’s only service to the disintegrated society of
today is to create little independent systems of order of his own.”” For all their other
differences of opinion, Auden would echo Waugh’s opinion in a 1962 essay: he, too, averred
that satire could only thrive ‘in times of relative stability and contentment, for satire cannot
deal with serious evil and suffering.” Auden also seems to have been offering a riposte to
Theodor Adorno’s oft-cited mantra from 1949 by suggesting that it was satire, not lyric
poetty, that had become too ‘barbaric’ and morally objectionable in the post-Holocaust
age.””’ Brideshead was Waugh’s attempt to restore, through art, some semblance of ‘order’
during a time of global upheaval. It is widely regarded—and Granada Television’s much-
loved 1981 adaptation played a key role in cementing this view—as the most sumptuous
romanticisation of the Arcadian Oxford of the 1920s. It marked Waugh’s conspicuous break
away from the misanthropic, pessimistic, and amoral satires for which he had made his
literary reputation. Waugh adopted a more critical agenda: he was looking back into
England’s recent past in order to ascertain what traditions could needed to be salvaged from
the ruins so that the nation could move into the post-catastrophe era in the spirit of dignified
survival. Of foremost importance, he realised, to both the post-war projects of nation-
(re)building and the spiritual redemption of a shattered society was the liberal, humanistic
university, where individual freedoms, in all their variety, have always been honoured and

basic human decency prevailed.

3% Evelyn Waugh's “Warning” on the dust jacket of the 1945 Chapman & Hall edition.
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Although the ‘Catholic’ half of Brideshead has proved endlessly problematic, the
Oxford scenes met with general approbation. The reviewer for The Spectator opined that these
were the ‘most memorable’ sections of the novel (CH, 238). Henry Reed concurred in The
New Statesman that they were ‘comic and romantic’ and ‘the most brilliant part of the book’
(CH, 240). Rose Macaulay affirmed that “The Oxford section is good [...] its atmosphere
authentic’ (CH, 253). The “Tory’ flavour of the novel, on the other hand, met with criticism
trom the start. The Times Literary Supplement’s reviewer tempered his praise by noting that the
Oxford scenes were ‘very well done in their way, though it is a rather lordly way’ (CH, 234).
Reed diagnosed Waugh’s ‘addiction to the purple’ as a symptom of ‘an overpowering
snobbishness’ (CH, 239). Edmund Wilson suggested that without satire to keep such
snobbery ‘in check, the ‘cult of the high nobility’ reighed ‘shameless and rampant’ (CH, 247).
Kingsley Amis pithily summed up Brideshead as ‘a book about nobs for snobs.”” Longmate
lambasted all such Oxford novels that glamourised the indolent, cavalier behaviour of upper-
class students. Sinister Street was a ‘thoroughly distasteful novel’;’” and the ‘society portrayed’
in Brideshead Revisited could only be ‘repugnant to every reader of principle.” The élite
universities, after all, as Longmate pointed out, had ‘belatedly, unwillingly, complainingly’
reformed themselves so that they were less out-of-sync with the rest of post-war English
society, which displayed a ‘steady tendency towards the disappearance of the extremes of
wealth and poverty, of drudgery and luxury.*" Despite its insular focus, the novel accrued
plenty of transatlantic fans. The reviewer for the New York Times praised ‘the provocative,
personal point of view of a writer who sees life realistically’ (CH, 242). Waugh observed that

the only negative initial reviews came from those ‘embittered by class resentment.”*”” He
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affected bemusement at the novel’s success, especially with a female fan-base, and rued that
‘perhaps in a civilized age I should not be so popular’ (CH, 249). He seemed resentful that
Brideshead was being demoted to the ‘middlebrow’ tier of ‘popular’ literature by readers who
seemed to appreciate its ‘comic’ and ‘romantic’ aspects only.

In 1960, Waugh revised the text, extirpating some of its most flagrant stylistic
excesses and issuing a half-apology for its ‘gluttony |[...] for rhetorical and ornamental
language,” which he himself had come to view as ‘distasteful’ after the wartime years of
deprivation—in his words, ‘the period of soya beans and Basic English’—had passed.”” The
more tepid reception of this edition was inferably due, in part, to the decreased public
tolerance for such ‘silver fork’ novels. John Coleman, writing for The Spectator, pronounced
it ‘a basically sapless piece of work, for all the audacities of structure, language and aim’ (CH,
278). Surveying Waugh’s career from the vantage point of 1964, novelist Brigid Brophy
punned, ‘In literary calendars, 1945 is marked as the year Waugh ended” (CH, 450). In the
same vein, Herbert Howarth declared, ‘It’'s bad taste to like Brideshead ** Whilst

contemporary critics continue to express admiration for Brideshead's ‘gullible seductions™”

and ‘narrative arabesques,*"

there is a tacit consensus that, viewed politically, its nostalgia
for the ‘charms’ of the British upper classes and the institutions that fostered them are indeed
objectionable.

And yet, it is Waugh’s novel, not Bede’s or Beerbohm’s, that seems to resonate most
profoundly with twenty-first century readers. It is the underappreciated radicalism of his

nostalgic rendition of Oxford, and the ethical and theological dimensions that his writing

acquired during this protracted period of national crisis, I suggest, that have secured its
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longevity in the cultural imagination. As ‘the existential condition of adulthood,™” nostalgia’s
affective economies often undergird university narratives in which students revel in a
protracted adolescence. Jasper Rose and John Ziman argue that ‘Old Oxbridge men and
women are peculiatly prone to that peculiarly English habit of mind, nostalgia.*”® Bogen
similarly observes an ‘almost obsessive nostalgia’ in post-Newman writings about liberal
education.*” More generally, nostalgia was as pervasive in modernist literature as satire.
Naomi Milthorpe has shown how ‘high Modernist’ writing, for all its obsession with novelty,
was often ideologically conservative and suffused with ‘mournfulness for a lost order.”*"’
Stephen Spender roughly differentiated Victorian nostalgia, ‘tempered with reformist
passion,” committed to ‘improvement of the present,” from its twentieth-century successor,
which assumed the ‘form of utter hatred for the present, and contempt for progress.”*"
Extensive recent scholarship on this subject offers a more finely calibrated examination of
the spectrum of affects that constitute modernist nostalgia. Emily Keightley and Michael
Pickering describe the more debilitating forms of nostalgia as a ‘temporal vertigo.*"* In its
literary manifestations, such acute maladaptation to the present and pathological fixation
upon the past generate the type of ‘romance’ narrative that is ‘the rump of an aristocratic
fantasy.”*"” Conversely, theorists have demonstrated how nostalgia can also have a positive

function ‘as an organizing force in the imagination and memory.”*'* A strategic confabulation,

stylisation, and condensation of memories into narrative can neutralise loss, assuage longing
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and terminate mourning, so that the ‘otherness of the past’ becomes ‘a locus of possibility
and source of aspiration.”*”” Alastair Bonnett compellingly argues that twentieth-century
nostalgia becomes ‘integral to radicalism’ and that ‘[tlhe idea that society can be divided
between tearstreaked reactionaries besotted with the past and flint-eyed radicals staring into
the future, has run its time.”*'°

Waugh’s well-known enjoyment of his flights into the nostalgically-rendered past has
obscured his equally significant investments in what ‘lies ahead.” “To hover gently back
through centuries,” he averred at the start of A Little I earning, “‘would be the most exquisite
pleasure of which I can conceive.”*” This form of writing, in his view, dealt in a purely
solipsistic form of nostalgia: a person commits to the task of autobiography only ‘when [he]
has lost all curiosity about the future.*"® Even though Waugh had underlined in his diary
when beginning work on Brideshead, ‘I don’t want to be of service to anyone or anything [...]

1% the finished work diverges significantly from the

I simply want to do my work as an artist,
output churned out by other Oxbridge alumni, who portrayed their alma maters as ‘havens
of happiness.”* It should be noted that Waugh was not alone in bringing complexity to the
subject: Valentine Cunningham points out that ‘the topos of Oxford that recurs in so much
Oxonian writing proves an extraordinatily variable one, tonally, rhetorically, figuratively.”**'
Dougill’s 1998 audit found more than five hundred Oxford novels, which covered ‘romance
to intrigue, from the biographical to the fantastical.”*** More than many other modern literary

portraits of Oxford, Brideshead captures how literary Oxford is a palimpsest, inscribed not

only with its complicated history and traditions, but rewritten constantly as writers projected
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their own values and visionary hopes for the future of higher education. Justas ‘two Waughs’
are observable in his anarchic satires, a double consciousness also pervades Brideshead. The
doubleness is sustained by the fusion of purely escapist and aspirational varieties of nostalgia,
alternately conveyed by ironic, pastoral, post-pastoral, and realist modes, as well as Waugh’s
careful orchestration of intertextual and inter-aesthetic references so that the novel’s
sentimentalism towards the university becomes laced with serious critique. Under the
carapace of an ‘aristocratic fantasy’ lies an intensely self-reflexive and reformist text that
simultaneously defends the most valuable aspects of the traditional institution that should be
preserved whilst outlining the shortcomings, such as the prejudices and exclusionary cultures,
that would require redress within the university of the future.

Waugh’s decision to set the Oxford scenes specifically in 1922-23 is significant: these
were the years when Harold Acton and Brian Howard were spearheading an aesthetic
revolution in the university. Maurice Bowra, a prominent history don, attested that ‘[w]ith
the new arrivals of 1922 a dominant note was struck by a small and gifted party of Etonians,
who set out unashamedly to be aesthetes and to revive some glories of the nineties.”* In
Brideshead, Waugh expands upon the brief sketch of Oxford included in his eatlier wartime
novel, Put Out More Flags (1942) as a university still free from both ‘the puritanical, politically
minded’ and the students who were possessed by ‘a certain spiritual extravagance in the quest
for pleasure.”** In his autobiography, Waugh depicted Oxford in the years immediately
leading up to the Second World War as a university overrun by the hedonistic and degenerate
cultures of jazz, cocktail parties, a constant coming and going to LLondon, new smart slang
and the cult of the rich; soon to be succeeded by the cult of the proletariat.”* Longmate
corroborated this final claim: by the start of the 1950s, Oxford would have transformed into

‘a poor man’s university,” with most undergraduates leading studious lives that are ‘restrained
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and sober.” Brideshead is overshadowed by Waugh’s dread of the imminent invasion of
Oxford by uniformly philistine and mechanised ‘proletarian’ youths, as the university
submitted to the processes of ‘democratisation’, ‘modernisation’—and, eventually,
neoliberalisation.

It is worth noting that Brideshead is the first novel that Waugh writes in the first
person, a form of narration that he had formerly held contemptible. However, it should not
be assumed, as the New York Times reviewer did, that Chatles represents Waugh’s ‘personal
point of view,” despite some superficial overlaps in their biographies (namely, both are born
into upper-middle class families in October 1903 and go up to Oxford in 1922). Waugh
interposes a critical distance between himself and what David Rothstein has described as the
‘fetishistic realism’ of Charles’s record of the disappearing values, traditions, and sites of the
old aristocracy.”” Fellow novelist and close friend, Nancy Mitford, commented on the draft
that Chatles ‘seemed to me a tiny bit dim,” to which Waugh responded, ‘it is not his story.”**
However, Charles, with his so-called ‘all-seeing eyes’ (BR, 54), is more than a narratological
tool: his perspective, which falls considerably short of omniscient impartiality, warrants
careful critical attention.

The rhetorical intemperance of Charles’s memoir contributes to its subversive power.
This may be one of the reasons why Waugh, when revising the novel for republication,
realised that he could not excise many parts from the original text without changing it
altogether. Ben Masters captures something essential to understanding the style of Brideshead
when he admires the formal exvessiveness of novelistic writing and underscores ‘how much
power—how much ethical affect—is [...] located precisely in the components of fictional

prose that take us beyond a conventional economy of expression; and the flexibilities of
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thought and possibility that we risk losing when we suppress elaboration and flamboyance.”*”’

Charles likens the chaotic state of his memories to the notorious ‘pigeons of St Mark’s, they
were everywhere, under my feet, singly, in pairs, in little honey-voiced congregations,
nodding, strutting, winking’ (BR, 291). We are invited to trace some of the inconsistencies
and contradictions in his memoir back to the psychological wounds sustained in his troubled
childhood. Ann Pasternak-Slater posits that Waugh intended Charles to serve as an
Everyman, who ‘echoes the generally accepted social assumptions of the twentieth century,
and the common reader shares his rationalist, atheist, materialist, polygamous outlook.”*
This reading overstates Waugh’s concern for ‘the common reader’ towards whom he had
consistently professed his indifference and even disdain. Pasternak-Slater also downplays the
subversive aspects of Charles’s character, important clues to which are extant in the
overlooked, incomplete short story, ‘Charles Ryder’s Schooldays’, an off-cut from a draft of
Brideshead. Waugh had reworked this fragment into a third-person narrative when he was
briefly considering publishing it as a separate piece. A key event in the story is the death of
Charles’s mother, who was killed by a German shell in the Bosnian uplands, where she had
been serving in the First World War. Public schooling had drilled into Charles the habit of
emotional restraint, so that ‘lh]e shed no tear, then or later.”*' The narrator observes,
however, that there was ‘a numb, anaesthetized patch at the heart of his sorrow’ (LS, 149).
Charles undergoes a drastic change after this traumatic, unprocessed loss and he becomes
aware of a new voice in his inner counsels, a detached, critical Hyde who intruded his
presence more and more often on the conventional, intolerant, subhuman, wholly
respectable Dr Jekyll; a voice, as it were, from a more civilized age, as from the chimney
corner in mid-Victorian times there used to break sometimes the sardonic laughter of
grandmamma, relic of Regency, a clear, outrageous, entirely self-assured disturber among

the high and muddled thoughts of her whiskered descendants.
(LS, 164)
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In Robert Louis Stevenson’s novella, it is Hyde who is the ‘intolerant, subhuman’ monster
and Dr Jekyll, who is ‘detached” and ‘critical’, the embodiment of ‘a more civilized age.’
Waugh’s allusion not only effects a chiasmic switch of the original characteristics of Jekyll
and his double, who symbolises the repressed sadistic and possibly homosexual desires of
the English gentleman, but draws an odd analogy between Hyde and an anarchic and satirical
Regency ‘grandmamma.” These arguably deliberate muddled cross-analogies means that
Charles’s personality appears split in more than just two ways. Though Waugh excised this
backstory from Brideshead itself, Charles carries this essentially divided self, along with the
burden of his anaesthetised sorrows and hankering for love, from his schooldays into his
university years. The ‘Author’s Note’ included in the first edition of Brideshead declared
cryptically, T am not I...”, which echoes Jekyll’s famous disassociation from Hyde, ‘He, I
say—I cannot say 1> The entwined themes of self-estrangement and the hidden double life
underpin Brideshead. Like Jekyll, Chatles keeps his transgressive, never-quite-vocalised desires
carefully concealed beneath a veneer of genteel equipoise and a ‘cold, English, phlegmatic
exterior’ (BR, 65). But, as the middle-aged Chatles recalls with some pride, ‘the hot spring of
anarchy’ seethed within his younger self and ‘rose from the depths where was no solid earth,
and burst into the sunlight—a rainbow in its cooling vapours—with a power the rocks could
not repress’ (BR, 55).

This under-analysed anarchic core in Charles’s character manifests itself when he
undercuts his first set of memories of an Arcadian, aristocratic Oxford with a sequence of
less panegyric views of the university. Lay readers and critics alike have tended to focus
exclusively on the version of Oxford that abounds with gillyflowers and ‘the riotous
exuberance of June’ (BR, 132). However, even in this opening description, coded references

indicate how Charles will be holding in tension various conflicting images of the university:
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Oxford—submerged now and obliterated, irrecoverable as Lyonnesse, so quickly have
the waters come flooding in—Oxford, in those days, was still a city of aquatint. In her
spacious and quiet streets men walked and spoke as they had done in Newman’s day; her
autumnal mists, her grey springtime, and the rare glory of her summer days—such as that
day—when the chestnut was in flower and the bells rang out high and clear over her
gables and cupolas, exhaled the soft airs of centuries of youth.

(BR, 25)

Charles’s appellation, ‘city of aquatint,” has become almost as familiar in the cultural
vernacular as Arnold’s ‘city of dreaming spires.” However, the multivalent resonances of this
inter-aesthetic reference to the technique of aquatinting have escaped critical analysis.
Douglas Fordham’s excellent scholarship has uncovered how aquatint, ever since its
emergence in England in the 1770s, became the preferred artistic medium for representing
the experiences of British travellers to the ‘exotic’ fringes of the Empire.*”” Fordham traces
how aquatint travel books whitewashed the fraught politics of these colonial destinations,
for instance, by omitting any references to slavery.* Apparently aestheticising, Charles is in
fact self-reflexively flagging that his ‘fetishistic’ depictions of Oxford may be obscuring
problematic aspects of the university’s historical reality.

The epithet is also an inter-aesthetic reference to the well-established eighteenth-
century tradition of satirical aquatints. Rudolph Ackermann commissioned and published
Thomas Rowlandson’s hand-coloured Oxford aquatints between 1809 and 1811.
Rowlandson was one of a number of Georgian caricaturists who featured the long-standing
antipathies between ‘town’ and ‘gown’ as part of their satirical class commentaries. Sets of
these etchings were rare: Maggs Brothers, antiquarian booksellers in London, recorded the
sale of only two sets (to unknown buyers) in the first half of the twentieth century.*” The
Oxford etchings only became widely known after they were included in John Roland Abbey’s

canonical 1952 volume, Scenery of Great Britain and Ireland in Aquatint and Lithography 1770—
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1860.° Abbie Sprague argues that the greater popularity of Rowlandson’s Oxford aquatints,
compared to those drawn by his contemporaries, Henry Bunbur and James Gillray, is
attributable to ‘his ability to create a multifaceted satire allowing people of all classes in on
the farce. Dons and students laugh at the hapless townsfolk; Oxbridge locals mock the
pompous academics.”*’ Whilst it was highly unlikely that Waugh had seen Rowlandson’s
prints before writing his own Oxford novels, in Brideshead, he invokes the general satirical
aquatinting tradition that situated human folly against a background of elegant architectural
decorum and paid tribute to the cathartic effect of this egalitarian art form. There is a
metaliterary nostalgia in Brideshead for the times when the university could still function in art

as a site of innocent levity and community-fortifying comedy.

Thomas Rowlandson, “St. Mary's Church and Radclivian Library,” 1809-1811

Waugh was undoubtedly aware of the aquatint series produced by John Piper in his iconic

book, Brighton Aquatints (1939), comprising of twelve hand-coloured prints of the titular city.

436 John Roland Abbey, Scenery of Great Britain and Ireland in Aquatint and Lithography 1770— 1860 (London:
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Waugh was undoubtedly aware of the aquatint series produced by John Piper in his iconic
book, Brighton Aguatints (1939). Alexandra Harris argues that this book was suffused with
‘Piper’s excitement in the matrying-up of tradition and modernity.”* Pipet’s wotk was both
‘a tribute to a flamboyant city’ and ‘a showcase for an elastic kind of England, a bit seedy and
very stylish, full of contrasts and odd pairings, and all the better for that.*’ Robert Kiernan
explains that Brighton’s Royal Pavilion (featured in one of Pipet’s prints), was one of ‘the #e
plus ultras dear to the camp sensibility, to the extent that °[its] heady aesthetic of the
exaggerated, the theatrical, the passionate, and the naive almost defines camp taste.”*’ With
admirable economy, Charles yokes Lyonnese, a mythological sunken ancient city, to a
vibrant, cosmopolitan, and modern one. He thus introduces a fantasy of Oxford that was a

more multivalent and diverse city than the popular university novels or critical public

discourses may have suggested.

G

Joh Piper, n('g/yz‘on Agquatints (The Royal Pavilion)

438 Harris, Romantic Moderns, 52.

439 Ibid.

40 Robert F. Kiernan, Frivolity Unbound: Sisc Masters of the Canap Novel: Thomas Love Peacock, Max Beerbobm, Ronald
Firbank, E. F. Benson, P. G. Wodehouse, Iy Compton-Burnett New York: Continuum, 1990), 11.



184

Whilst Newman’s Idea, also referenced in the densely intertextual opening description of
Oxford, informed Waugh’s ideal university, another important but undiscussed literary
source for Brideshead was the Cardinal’s first novel, Loss and Gain (1848). This Catholic
apologia featured Charles Reding, a loosely autobiographical character who goes up to
Oxford during the 1820s at the peak of the fractious struggles within the Church of England.
Newman’s novel follows Reding’s struggles against, and eventual conversion to, Roman
Catholicism, wherein he discovers intellectual and spiritual fulfilment. The title refers to the
incompatibility, as Reding sees it, between his religious beliefs and a formerly beloved way
of life in Oxford. There is a pivotal scene when Reding gazes down upon Oxford from
Bagley Wood, an infamous site of licentious undergraduate activities in the early nineteenth
century, and sorrowfully muses that ‘wood, water, stone, all so calm, so bright, they might
have been his, but his they were not. Whatever he was to gain by becoming a Catholic, this
he had lost.*!

Charles Ryder—and the similar name can hardly be a mere coincidence—is
attempting to perform a similar audit of his losses and gains, all of which seem traceable
somehow to his formative Oxford friendship with Sebastian Flyte, ‘the youth with the teddy-
bear under the flowering chestnuts’ (BR, 401). Significantly, Charles’s split characterisation
is also reminiscent of the anguished Newman that Lytton Strachey presented in Ewmzinent
Victorians (1918)—one of the few explicitly named books in Charles’s college room. Strachey
challenged the popular perception of Newman as a charismatic preacher and educational
visionary with his depiction of a tormented and weeping tragic figure, out-of-joint with his
own era. ‘In other times, under other skies, his days would have been more fortunate,’
Strachey posited, ‘He might have helped to [...] chase the delicate truth in the shade of an

Athenian palaestra.”* Geoffrey Fabet’s Oxford Apostles (1933) developed Strachey’s thesis

41 John Henry Newman, Loss and Gain: The Story of a Convert (Longmans, Green & Co., 1906), 353—4.
442 Lytton Strachey Eminent 1V ictorians (London: Chatto & Windus, 1918), 16.
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and openly addressed the probable homosexuality of Newman and other members of his
Tractarian circle. Charles’s cousin, Jasper, who is ‘a considerable person in college’ (BR, 31)
and whose views are inferably widely shared amongst the student body, intimates that
Catholicism and homosexuality had become crudely conflated in eatly twentieth-century
Oxford. He warns Charles, ‘Beware of the Anglo-Catholics—they’re all sodomites with
unpleasant accents’ (BR, 32). The habitual self-deceptions and denials that Charles continues
to practise concerning his homoerotic attraction to Sebastian contort his narrative so that it
becomes, in Martin Lockerd’s assessment, ‘one of the queerest novels of its time.”**

The more than ‘merely romantic and sentimental’ feelings that Charles harbours for
Sebastian are entwined with his barely disguised class envy, which is only aggravated by the
elitist environment of Oxford during their time there. Charles’s father grants him a generous
allowance because from his personal experience, ‘nowhere else in the world and at no other
time, do a few hundred pounds, one way or the other, make so much difference to one’s
importance and popularity’ (BR, 30). Jasper had advised his cousin to use a London tailor
whilst at university to signal his upper-middle-class status: ‘Dress as you do in a country
house’ (BR, 31). During his first terms, Charles associates only with the students from a
similar background to himself, thus forming ‘a small circle of college intellectuals, who
maintained a middle course of culture between the flamboyant “aesthetes” and the
proletarian scholars who scrambled fiercely for facts in the lodging houses of the Iffley Road
and Wellington Square’ (BR, 33). He initially responds ‘coldly’ and in a ‘censorious’ way when
others fawn upon Sebastian’s aristocratic charm and ‘eccentricities of behaviour, which
seemed to know no bounds’ (BR, 34-5). The lattet’s social set is comprised chiefly of fellow
Etonians, ‘mild, elegant, detached young men’ (BR, 38-9). Their Oxford is one of ‘silk shirts

and liqueurs and cigars’ (BR, 55). The class warfare that continues unchecked in Oxford is

43 Martin B. Lockerd, “Decadent Arcadias, Wild(e) Conversions, and Queer Celibacies in Brideshead Revisited,”
MFES Modern Fiction Studies 64, no. 2 (2018): 239.
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wryly alluded to when an inebriated aristocrat literally throws up into the middle-class
student’s college room. It is, as Charles mildly puts it, an ‘unpropitious’ beginning to their
friendship (BR, 36). He hesitates upon receiving Sebastian’s peace-making gesture: an
invitation to a decadent luncheon. A Jekyllian voice of ‘reason’ sounds a note of warning:
I went there uncertainly, for it was foreign ground and there was a tiny, priggish, warning
voice in my ear which in the tones of Collins told me it was seemly to hold back. But I
was in search of love in those days, and I went full of curiosity and the faint, unrecognized
apprehension that here, at last, I should find that low door in the wall, which others, I

knew, had found before me, which opened on an enclosed and enchanted garden, which

was somewhere, not overlooked by any window, in the heart of that grey city.
(BR, 37-8)

Chatles has internalised the ‘tones of Collins’, his middle-class friend with donnish ambitions
who ‘was reading Freud’ and ‘had a number of technical terms to cover everything’ (BR, 35).
However, advanced psychoanalysis is not required to make sense of Charles’s tergiversations,
marked by a profusion of commas and twisting syntax. In Chatles’s view, the upper classes
continued to enjoy a greater modicum of privacy, as well as relative impunity for their
transgressions of social mores and laws. Sebastian’s set of college rooms, ‘high in Meadow
Buildings’ in Christ Church, spatially signals the more secluded realm he inhabits. An
appalled Jasper, however, excoriates him for having sunk ‘straight, hook, line, and sinker,
into the very worst set in the University’ (BR, 51, original emphasis). He mocks Charles for his new
sartorial signifiers, which constitute an ‘unhappy compromise between the correct wear for
a theatrical party at Maidenhead and a glee-singing competition in a garden suburb’ (BR, 53).
Charles’s dandyish ‘cross-dressing’ conspicuously and symbolically announces a class
betrayal, which compounds the transgressive undertones of his new friendship. The most
overtly homoerotic moment in his narrative occurs when they escape from Oxford’s
panopticon, en route to Brideshead for the first time. Having just picnicked on a basket of
strawberries and bottle of Chateau Peyraguey, Chatles reminisces, ‘we lit fat, Turkish
cigarettes and lay on our backs, Sebastian’s eyes on the leaves above him, mine on his

profile...” (BR, 29). The prelapsarian garden proper, ‘enclosed and enchanted’, will
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materialise for Charles in the form of the Marchmains’ family estate, already glimpsed in the
novel’s Prologue as ‘a sequestered place, enclosed and embraced in a single, winding valley’
(BR, 19). Brideshead Castle is Charles’s Wonderland, ‘a new and secret landscape,” only
reachable after a series of ‘wrought-iron gates [...] an avenue, more gates, open park-land, a
turn in the drive,” and then a final ‘screen of boskage’ (BR, 42). But significantly, the first
threshold, ‘the low door in the wall,’ is only accessible from within Oxford, notoriously
guarded by a number of gatekeepers of its own. Safe from any parental or decanal oversight
at Brideshead, Charles and Sebastian spend one blissful summer vacation, which the former
only alludes to in various coded ways: ‘naughtiness high in the catalogue of grave sins’ (BR,
55), ‘the wickedness of the time’ (BR, 56), or simply, with that keyword, ‘anarchy’ (BR, 135).

Such carefree revelry is very short-lived. Waugh had already flagged Oxford’s
paradoxical mixture of institutional indifference to individual students’ well-being and its
hyper-vigilant surveillance of student misconduct in his satirical fictions. Even before the
academic year officially begins, Sebastian is summoned for another ‘talking-to.” He glumly
reports, ‘That makes the fourth since I came up—my tutor, the junior dean, Mr. Samgrass
of All Souls, and now Monsignor Bell’ (BR, 132). All these disciplinary college authorities
have issued him with the same warning: “They all say that I made a very bad start last year,
that I have been noticed, and that if I don’t mend my ways I shall get sent down. How does
one mend one’s ways?” (BR, 133). This forlorn question indicates that Sebastian is only ever
threatened with punishment and never offered any substantial assistance for adjusting to an
academic environment for which he is evidently unsuited. Within the colleges, whose close-
knit societies easily become claustrophobic, students are also constantly policed by their own
peers. Jasper, for instance, is thoroughly apprised of Charles’s misdemeanours: “You may
think that, living in digs, I don’t know what goes on in college; but I hear things. In fact, I
hear all too much’ (BR, 51). Waugh suggests that educational institutions rely upon these

multiple layers of surveillance and reportage to enforce order.
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The fifth chapter of Brideshead begins with a rarely cited, though no less haunting,
antithesis to Oxford in full bloom. Infected by Sebastian’s despondency, Chatles now only
sees a dismal city surrounded by ‘grey walls’ and flagstones that are ‘oily underfoot.’
Surrounded by the putrefying sights and aromas of autumn, the two friends ‘sat so still [...]
that a man who came in to see me stood for a moment in the door and then went away
thinking the room empty’ (BR, 133). Their invisibility is emblematic of how the institution
as a whole responds to its struggling students. They may remain unseen—or be made to
disappear. The constant threat of rustication, which means being returned to the noxious
family environment that was the cause of his current psychological problems, only
exacerbates Sebastian’s deteriorating state of mind and alcohol dependency. As an
undergraduate reviewer of the Oxford University Drama Society’s production of Hamlet in
1924, Waugh had already glossed the pervasiveness of depressed students. He opined that
Shakespeare’s play was particularly relevant in the university context because it provided a
‘brilliant study of Oxford mentality,” as there were always bound to be ‘a hundred Hamlets
pottering about the Broad Street and all mad north-north-west.”*** The theme is a recurting
one in his Oxford narratives: Dedline and Fall concludes on a similarly monitory note when
Peter Pastmaster, a forerunner to Sebastian, arrives in Oxford bearing the emotional scars of
a dysfunctional home, and takes to excessive drinking. When warned about his self-
destructive habits, Peter’s disconsolate reply is, ‘Oh, damn, what else is there to do?’ (DF,
290). Hardcastle, a marginal figure who is heard of but never seen in Brideshead, is described
by Sebastian as ‘a very gloomy man in my college. He leads a double life. At least I assume
he does. He couldn’t go on being Hardcastle, day and night, always [...] or he’d die of it’ (BR,
28). This was especially prescient of Waugh in an era when there had been little

acknowledgment of, or vocabulary for discussing, the mental health crisis that is ubiquitous

444 Waugh, “Wittenberg and Oxford,” The Isis, 14 February 1924, in Essays, Articles, and Reviews, 15.



189

in modern-day higher education discourse. There is some suggestion that Sebastian receives
more lenient treatment than other undergraduates because of his family: ‘Everyone was
exceedingly sorry for Lady Marchmain, whose brothers’ names stood in letters of gold on
the war memorial’ (BR, 182). But even Sebastian can only delay and not escape Oxford’s
crude, default solution for managing all its ‘problematic’ students: expulsion from ‘Arcadia.’

The students’ bullying of Anthony Blanche, who is regarded as the ‘aesthete par
excellence, a byword of iniquity from Cherwell to Somerville’ (BR, 39), exhibits the
discriminatory and persecutory forces of Oxford at their cruellest and most normatively
masculine. This is where Brideshead’s disconcerting oscillation between aestheticisation and
moralisation comes to a head, as Waugh casts doubt on whether Oxford had been the liberal
and tolerant space that its romancers have suggested. Jasper savagely denounces Anthony as
‘a man there’s absolutely no excuse for,” especially repugnant to ‘the stiffer element in college’
(BR, 51). Mr. Enfield, one of the gatekeepers of Victorian mores in Stevenson’s novella, had
remarked of Hyde that ‘he is not easy to describe. There is something wrong with his
appearance; something displeasing, something downright detestable [...] I can’t describe
him.”** Chatles, having repressed his own Hyde-esque inclinations, similatly struggles with
his descriptions of Anthony, who arguably manifests some of his own hidden desires. Whilst
Waugh barely revised the Oxford section for the 1960 re-issue, he did make a few significant
changes to his original descriptions of Anthony. He had initially appeared at Sebastian’s
luncheon party ‘talking in a luxurious, self-taught stammer; teasing; caricaturing the guests at
his previous luncheon; telling lubricious anecdotes of Paris and Berlin; and doing more than
entertain; transfiguring the party.”*® This sentence is excised, so that the final version of
Anthony is not as suave, gregarious, or charismatic. There is also an amplification of his

repulsive physical traits (thus implicitly augmenting the institutionalised discriminations that

45 Stevenson, The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, 34.
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Charles seems to condone). For instance, ‘rather swarthy, with large saucy eyes’ is added

(BR, 39); and whereas he had originally ‘moved with his own peculiar stateliness,”*’ this is
replaced with Charles’s disdainful observation that ‘he pranced along with his high peacock
tread’ (BR, 39). Waugh also attempts greater specificity in describing Anthony’s ethnic
composition: ‘part Gallic, part Yankee, part, perthaps Jew; wholly exotic’ (BR, 39) replaces
the original pair of similes describing him as ‘ageless as a lizard, as foreign as a Martian.”** In
both versions, Charles tersely concludes, ‘he seemed then to be burdened with the experience
of the Wandering Jew’ (BR, 57). Anthony is the most cosmopolitan of all of Waugh’s Oxford
characters, having lived with his mother in the Argentine, proceeded ‘criss-cross about the
world’, and resided in all manner of opulent European hotels and villas. His cultural affinities
are decidedly Modernist: he famously recites The Waste Land through a megaphone to the
‘hearties’ passing below Sebastian’s college window and brags about having ‘dined with
Proust and Gide’ (BR, 57). The combination of all these qualities renders him the scapegoat
of choice for a university community that evidently nursed not-so-secret xenophobic, anti-
Semitic, and homophobic prejudices, alongside its more documented classist discriminations.

Despite his personal dislike for Anthony, Charles incorporates one of the latter’s
disturbing testimonies of his victimisation into his memoir. The former recalls ‘watching the
light fade’ in Peckwater Quad, Christ Church, which had been ‘quite the experience—as
darkness falls the stone seems positively to decay under one’s eyes. I was reminded of some
of those leprous fagades in the wienx port at Marseille’ (BR, 60). He is roused from these
moribund contemplations ‘by such a bawling and caterwauling as you never heard, and there,
down in the little piazza, I saw a mob of about twenty terrible young men’ (BR, 60). Patrick

O’Malley argues that in Hardy’s Christminster/Oxford, the ‘geography of the Gothic’

mapped out ‘a medievalizing and decrepit architecture and an equally medievalizing
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Catholicism.™ Anthony’s description of the college stonework conjutes a similar miasma of
decay, which mingles uneasily with the university’s ‘soft airs [...] of youth.” He seems to share
Jude’s disbelief that ‘modern thought could house itself in such decrepit and superseded
chambers.” Anthony is also anachronistically referring to a horrifying event in recent
history: the destruction of the first arrondissement of Marseille’s vienx port in 1943 by the
Vichy regime during the Nazi occupation of France and the deportation of around 2,000
Jews from the city for extermination camps. The horde of furious young men who arrive to
lynch-mob Anthony as he is sitting quietly in his own room represents a far more ominous
force than the inebriated Bollingers. He cynically predicts that the university’s discriminatory
cultures will be reproduced in every generation: his persecutors will get ‘married to scraggy
little women like hens and have cretinous porcine sons like themselves getting drunk at the
same club dinner in the same coloured coats’ (BR, 62). After Anthony abruptly leaves Oxford
the following term, his clique ‘br[eaks] up’, becoming ‘a bare dozen lethargic, adolescent
Englishmen’: “They lumbered back into the herd from which they had been so capriciously
chosen and grew less and less individually recognizable’ (BR, 137). Chatles implies that
Anthony’s ultra-modern sensibility had exerted a positive influence upon a small number of
his peers (a ‘bare dozen’). Without his galvanising and provocative libertarian presence, they
are absorbed back into the homogenous, more conservative horde

According to Chatles’s version of Oxford, it seems that it is only in the matter of
religious affiliation that Oxford has progressed significantly since Newman’s era. Ever since
the Oxford Unzversity Act 1854, adherence to the Church of England’s Thirty-Nine Articles
was no longer a prerequisite for admission to the university. Pasternak-Slater rightly points

out that “The idyll of Charles and Sebastian’s friendship is barely disturbed by their religious
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differences.””' ** Chatles’s Oxford, on a term-time Sunday morning, is 2 harmoniously multi-
denominational, albeit still predominantly Christian, community. Town and gown church-
goers proceed together
on their way to St Barnabas, St Columba, St Aloysius, St Mary’s, Pusey House, Blackfriars,
and heaven knows where besides; to restored Norman and revived Gothic, to travesties
of Venice and Athens; all in the summer sunshine going to the temples of their race. Four
proud infidels alone proclaimed their dissent; four Indians from the gates of Balliol, in
freshly-laundered white flannels and neatly pressed blazers, with snow-white turbans on
their heads, and in their plump, brown hands bright cushions, a picnic basket and the
Plays Unpleasant of Bernard Shaw, making for the river.
(BR, 73)
There is the slightest hint of derision in the atheistic Charles’s enumeration of these sites of
worship (‘heaven knows where besides,” ‘travesties,” ‘temples of their race’). Even so, the
overall impression is one of mutual tolerance: whereas religious ‘dissent’ had once led to
bloody persecutions, civic strife, imprisonments, and martyrdoms, ‘dissent’ in his day
culminates in nothing more vigorous than impromptu performances of Mrs Warren’s Profession
by Britain’s colonial subjects on the banks of the Cherwell.

The cameo appearance of the Indian students— via Charles’s supercilious gloss—
develops a theme that was flagged in Waugh’s third novel, Black Mischief (1932). In the earlier
work, Seth, the Emperor of the fictional African nation of Azania, recalls his days at Oxford
and how he had lionised a fellow undergraduate, Basil Seal, a charismatic upper-class boy.
Seth reveals the extent of his inferiority complex when he meekly accepts that he ‘had been
an undergraduate of no account in his College, amiably classed among Bengali babus,
Siamese and grammar school scholars as one of the remote and praiseworthy people who

had come a long way to the University.”* Students from ethnic minority backgrounds in this

period are treated with ‘amiability’ but not really befriended. Even foreign royalty are ‘of no
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account’ and only ‘the evangelically minded’ had asked Seth to tea.** Conversely, Seth was
awed by Basil’s exceptional general knowledge, his social graces, and his impressive
connections. Even after Seth’s coronation as Emperor, ‘Basil still stood for him as the
personification of all that glittering, intangible Western culture to which he aspired.”* The
élite colonial students included in Charles Ryder’s sweeping survey seem to be similarly
enthralled with British culture. They evidently endeavour to assimilate into their adoptive
home, avidly reading English literary classics and partially adopting the country-house
fashions of their English peers. However, they remain visually demarcated and othered in
the latter’s eyes by the various metonymic signs of their orientalism: ‘snow-white turbans’,
‘plump, brown hands’, and ‘bright cushions.’

There are three significant occasions in Chatles’s narrative when he is unexpectedly
revisited by Oxford in the form of a Proustian involuntary memory. The disparate
circumstances that trigger these associations indicate the multivalent significance of the
university in his memoir, as well as Charles’s indecision about how he should process his
undergraduate memories. The first instance occurs when he travels to Fez to visit an ailing
Sebastian, some years after they have both left Oxford. Sebastian explicitly draws the
connection between the two cities, telling Charles that when he had been feverish, ‘out of
my mind for a day or two [...] I kept thinking I was back in Oxford’ (BR, 278). In Fez,
Sebastian feels free to cohabit with Kurt, a syphilis-ridden, working-class German man and
army deserter, with whom he seems to have an openly homosexual relationship. The
monastery where Sebastian has chosen to spend his final days offers a refuge for disgraced
and derelict ‘waifs’ (BR, 281), an almost utopian place where class prejudices, oppressive
social mores, and even political animosities between soon-to-be-warring nations do not

intrude.

454 Waugh, Black Mischief, 134.
45 Tbid, 135.



194

Charles’s mind is cast back to Oxford again after the consummation of his adulterous
relationship with Sebastian’s sister, Julia Marchmain, whilst they are on a transatlantic voyage
back to England. The act of love-making itself has just been described clinically by Charles:
‘It was as though a deed of conveyance of her narrow loins had been drawn and sealed. I
was making my first entry as the free-holder of a property I would enjoy and develop at
leisure’ (BR, 337). As they are dining afterwards, Charles sees ‘through the bow windows the
stars come out and sweep across the sky as once, I remembered, I had seen them sweep
above the towers and gables of Oxford” (BR, 337). This involuntary association corroborates,
on one level, Charles’s assertion that Sebastian had been the ‘forerunner’ to all of his
subsequent loves (BR, 333). But it also serves as an ironic, meta-literary comment upon how
a prestigious university degree was already commonly perceived as a key enabler for upward
mobility—even if the language is far from Waugh’s idiom. The smug manner in which
Charles privately triumphs over his proprietorship of Julia overshadows this recollection of
Oxford. Significantly, Julia has just inherited Brideshead Castle; through marriage, Charles
would finally co-own the aristocratic home that he had fetishised since Sebastian drove him
there ‘on a cloudless day in June, when the ditches were creamy with meadowsweet |[...] a
day of peculiar splendour’ (BR, 25). But Waugh ultimately denies his protagonist such a
‘comic’ or ‘romantic’ ending: the controversial ‘eschatological’ turn of the narrative (Julia’s
eleventh-hour conversion) deprives him of his windfall. In the Epilogue, when Chatles
laconically summarises his life story to his inept working-class lieutenant, who epitomises all
the philistinism and insipidity of the modern era that he reviles—T’m homeless, childless,
middle-aged, love-less, Hooper’—the addressee ‘looked to see if I was being funny, decided
that I was, and laughed’ (BR, 450). In Hooper’s laugh, there are resonances of that Wauvian
trademark, the ‘sardonic laughter’ that erupts through the elegiac veneer and mocks the

naivety of Charles in having once aspired to transcending his original station.
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The final mention of Oxford in Brideshead occurs after Anthony surprises Charles at
the latter’s well-received art exhibition in London and escorts him to a ‘louche little bar’
sandwiched ‘between a disreputable newsagent and a disreputable chemist’ (BR, 349).
Anthony is amused by how Charles, who has only grown more conventional over the years,
appears ‘conspicuous’ and ‘abnormal’ within this milieu (BR, 350). The wise-en-scene of their
‘drab and furtive joint’ is comprised of ‘the gambling machines, the gramophone, the couple
of youths dancing on the oilcloth, the youths sniggering round the slots, the purple-veined,
stiffly-dressed elderly man drinking’ (BR, 351). When Anthony divulges, ‘I’ve been watching
you, my dear, [...] I've kept my eye on you’ (BR, 350-51), Charles is transported back to
‘Oxford looking out over Christ Church meadow through a window of Ruskin-Gothic’ (BR,
351). The combination of the homoerotic ambience, the Brighton-esque seediness, and
Anthony’s admission of voyeurism conjures up Sebastian’s college room for Charles. He
seems unnerved by this reminder of how Anthony, the erstwhile epitome of decadent camp
and modernist sensibilities, had been hounded out of the university by its insidious,
persecutory forces and compelled, ever since, to lurk in these sordid underground haunts.

Upon surveying how a number of Oxford-educated writers of the mid-twentieth
century, including Evelyn Waugh, Anthony Powell, John Wain, and Kingsley Amis,
fictionalise their alma mater, Cunningham identifies ‘some kind of oedipal unease or dislike
or venom or working out of hostility is a recurrent trope.” He notes, however, that ‘the angry
prodigal sons also have a way of eventually returning home, [...] rebellious voices get toned
down, and hates tend to dissolve into affection, and commonly sooner rather than later.”**
But in Waugh’s case at least, an unease about Oxford’s institutional cultures, especially the
intolerance of ‘difference’ or ‘deviance’, narrowly defined, recurrently manifests itself and is

never completely ‘toned down.” He does not undergo a straightforward transformation, mid-
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career, from Oxford’s acerbic satirist to its elegist. The multiple conflicting visions and re-
visions of Oxford that are scattered across Chatles’s fictional memoir constitute a more
unsettling force than the ‘little honey-voiced congregations’ to which he had compared them.
They subliminally radicalise the opening Arcadian memory of the university and coalesce
into a subtle but sustained critique of the exclusionary forces and cultures that were still
operative within Oxford at the time of the novel’s composition—and many of which

prevailed well beyond Waugh’s own lifetime.
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5. The Poet and the University: W. H. Auden’s Aristocratic and Democratic Politics

Whilst the novel was the more common genre in which writers engaged with
contemporaneous educational discourses, there is a significant literary tradition of poetic
representations of the university. One major poet in particular repeatedly took the measure
of the ‘idea of the university’ as part of a broader concern for the health of the modern polis
on both sides of the Atlantic. This chapter turns to that poet, W. H. Auden, and considers
how the university became increasingly central to his ethical imagination and political
thinking, beginning from his time as an undergraduate reading English at Christ Church
College, Oxford (1925 to 1928), to his employment at several American universities after his
emigration in 1939, and finally after his return to Oxford to assume its prestigious
Professorship of Poetry in 1956. Throughout Auden’s poetry and critical writings, the
‘University’ served as a microcosmic concentration of broader topical issues as well as a
model for community. Reconversion to the Anglican faith in 1940 invigorated Auden’s
interest in Newman’s vision of a theocentric and homosocial university, which he came to
value not only as a means for arresting cultural decline but also for inculcating within its
inhabitants the key tenets of religious faith, moral duty, and vocational purpose. By tracing
the evolution of Auden’s poetics, from the obscurity and solipsism of his eatly works to his
more ‘accessible’ or ‘memorable’ forms of address, this chapter also reveals the persistence
of certain limitations in his egalitarian sympathies. Within Auden’s works, the vacillations
between idealism and conservatism, pessimism and optimism that have been noted in
previous chapters come to a head and gain the kind of clarity that is singular to the poetic

form.
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Auden and the English University

The ambivalence of Auden’s critical and creative engagements with educational discourse
calls for the re-evaluation of certain critical assumptions. Edward Mendelson, his literary
executor and one of his chief editors, made the bold claim that he was ‘the first poet writing
in English who felt at home in the twentieth century.” Auden, by his account, ‘differed from
the great modernist predecessors |[...], who had turned nostalgically away from a flawed
present to some illusory Eden or some lonely realm of vision and myth where life was unified,
hierarchy secure.*’ Certainly, to an admirable extent, Auden’s criticism and poetics were
grounded in the firm determination to transcend purely sentimental forms of literary
expression. He aimed to confront, with as much objectivity as possible, the challenges of his
time, such as finding redress for various social injustices, the rise of capitalism, or ensuring
the Fascist ideologies spreading across Europe would not take root in English society.

In his influential book on 1930s literary culture, Samuel Hynes had separated the
prominent, mostly Oxbridge-educated writers into two antithetical camps: Evelyn Waugh
was the nominal figurehead of the politically rear-guard, conservative, and decadent ‘Bright
Young Things,” whilst W. H. Auden led a group of left-leaning activists.”® However, the
apocryphal ideological divide between these camps was crossed, at least on the issue of
educational reform, oftener than either the writers themselves or their critics have admitted.
In recognising the crucial overlaps in Waugh’s and Auden’s educational thought, this chapter
extends the recent scholarship of critics like Benjamin Kohlmann and David Izzo, who have

already problematised eatlier, reductive binaries.”’Auden’s poetty is not free from its own
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attachments to postlapsarian illusions—and, as already discussed in relation to Waugh, such
attachments are not necessarily mutually exclusive with a ‘reformist passion.’

At his Inaugural Lecture as the Professor of Poetry at Oxford in 1956, Auden recalled
his own undergraduate years three decades eatlier in a semi-sentimental, semi-dispassionate
manner. ‘I had a high old time. I made some lifelong friends and I was more unhappy than
I'have ever been before or since,” he equivocated, ‘I might or might not be wasting my time—
only the future would show—I was certainly wasting my parents’ money.”*” He was
rehashing the familiar claim that the friendships and creative collaborations formed during
one’s university years would be of more import in the long run than the content one had to
‘cram’ for the dreaded final examinations. Through the parenthesised caveat, ‘only the future
would show,” Auden suggests that the longevity of his fame or influence as a poet would be
a reflection upon the quality of education and mentorship that he received during these
pivotal years in his maturation as an artist. His undergraduate notebook contains various
drafts for poems, which attest to the influence of T. S. Eliot, whose oeuvre he had discovered
during his first summer term at Oxford. All of the poems of Auden’s uvenilia’ circle around
the theme of loneliness and frustrated longings. Wintry metaphors predominate. The setting
of a poem dated November 1927, for instance, comprises of ‘Harried vegetation,” ‘slush,’

! Another draft of a poem written around the same time, and later

and a ‘frozen dam.
published as ‘The Letter,” is steeped in similar melancholic tones. Warmer seasons are
evoked, but only negatively: ‘spring’s green / Preliminary shiver’ and the ‘solitary truck’ of a

lonely autumn. In 1963, Auden was still complaining to his brother, “Why must one do

academic study during the very years when the only thing one really wants is to know, ‘Who

460 Auden, “Making, Knowing and Judging,” in The Dyer’s Hand, 42.
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Collection of English and American Literature, ed. Patrick T. Lawlor (The New York Public Library, 1989), 51. Auden
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am [?”** Auden had evidently been frustrated by the formal rigidity of institutionalised
education, with its mandatory curricula and rote-learning, which had failed to satisfy his more
pressing existential and creative needs.

His close friend, Christopher Isherwood, was more trenchant in vocalising his
disenchantment with his undergraduate experience at Cambridge. In the largely
autobiographical Lions and Shadows (1938), Isherwood’s narrator acidly states, ‘Cambridge
exceeded our most macabre expectations.” He claims to have been ‘overpowered, by the
leisure, by the politeness, by the extravagance, by the abundance of alcohol and rich food
[...] The whole establishment seemed to offer an enormous tacit bribe.** With his
undergraduate friend, Edward Upward, Isherwood co-authored The Mortmere Stories (written
between 1923-25 when they were at Cambridge): surrealist tales ‘[p]eopled by necrophiles,
poshocrats, coprophagists, pornographers, and anarchists, subject to horrendous disasters
that they detailed with tea-table blandness’ expressive of their alienation from the decadence
of 1920s Cambridge.** In a final act of peevish repudiation of this institution, Isherwood
submitted ‘academically suicidal’ limericks and blank verse instead of deigning to answer his
final examination questions.*”

Auden’s chequered undergraduate experience and the class guilt of a writer conscious
of his position of relative privilege were refracted into the contradictions, equivocations, and
revisions that pervade his writings on the state of modern English education. In particular,
Auden struggled with a precise articulation of the nexus of interrelationships between

educational and social reform. In his review of Bertrand Russell’s Education and the Social Order

(1932), he took his early literary hero D. H. Lawrence’s side against Russell and, in addition,
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identified a more fundamental issue: “The failure of modern education lies [...] in the fact
that nobody genuinely believes in our society.”** In a 1933 review, he elaborated, ‘Education
succeeds social revolution, not precedes.”*”” However, a year latet, he adjusted this view:
‘Educationalists must always be revolutionaries.”*® After he was conscripted to the socialist
cause in 1932, Auden produced more vigorous criticisms of the ‘one-class nature’ of the
English education system that prioritised the “Public School boy” who represented ‘the
interests of six percent of the nation.*” In the speech he delivered at the New Education
Fellowship’s October 1938 conference on “The Schools and the State’, Auden put the case
more plainly in his rousing peroration, ‘As long as society is unequal as it is, the whole idea
of democratic education is a sham.”””" He recognised that improving equality of access to
educational opportunities would do little to rectify the deeper injustices that were entrenched
by England’s rigidly stratified society. In his 1937 tract, Education Today and Tomorrow, co-
written with T.C. Worsley, a schoolteacher and journalist, he reiterated this point and likened
England’s class-based educational system to those of the Fascist states. Interestingly, in the
‘Theory’ section, which was predominantly written by Auden, he explicitly turned upon
Lawrence, casting him as a scapegoat of sorts who had perpetrated ‘[tlhe most serious attack
on Liberal education.”*”" In particular, he sought to demonstrate how Lawrence’s contention
that some individuals are zznately more suited for intellectual activity and leadership and ‘his
refusal to admit that on the whole people are like what they are because society is like what

it is” were ‘dangerous’ positions.472
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Auden’s first published poems themselves bore a notoriously elitist inflection—and
they were certainly criticised for being ‘very obscure, uncouth, full of private associations and
private jokes.”” One of his main aims at the time was to forge ‘private spheres out of public
chaos.”*™* Whilst the circumference of these spheres widened during the 1930s, they never
became all-encompassing. During the 1930s, he was widely admired as one of the most
virtuosic, original, and politically radical poets of his generation. In 1937, Geoftrey Grigson
emphasised his exceptionalism: ‘Auden does not fit. Auden is no gentleman. Auden does not
write, or exist, by any of the codes, by the Bloomsbury rules, by the Hampstead rules, by the
Oxford, the Cambridge, or the Russell Square rules.*” Certainly, he strove to cultivate a
poetic practice that was far more democratic in its reach than those of many of his Modernist
predecessors. Mendelson justifiably notes that Auden’s poems speak in ‘the voice of a citizen

who knows the obligations of citizenship.*"®

And yet, his sense of civic responsibility and his
care to avoid the patronising, prescriptive or didactic registers did not completely suppress
some of the instinctive recoil against the idea of the ‘masses’ that he shared with many other
twentieth-century writers. The persistent thread of conservatism in Auden’s vision for a
reformed educational system is attributable, first, to a lingering preference to see the élite
university as a private, selective environment, a special enclave for cultivating coteries of
gifted young artists, rather than a truly egalitarian public space. And second, it was also
sustained by his inability to surmount his defeatist conviction that any educational reform
would be shambolic in the absence of concurrent, radical social reform, which seemed
unlikely in an obdurately traditionalist England.

Consequently, Auden was preoccupied with an even more difficult question about

the moral imperative of poets to become ‘educationalists’ and ‘revolutionaries’ during an era
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of stasis in institutional reform. Although the boundaries between prose and poetry became
blurred in some modernist writing, he recognised that poetic utterance remained a deliberate
and distinctive act. His ‘defences’ of poetry are as riddled with equivocations as his
educational discourse, famously oscillating between the polemical extremes, poetry ‘makes
nothing happen’ and poetry is a “way of happening.” The role of the modern poet, in Auden’s
own words, is an unobtrusively educative one: ‘by telling the truth, to disenchant and
disintoxicate.”’” Poetry, which he defined simply as ‘memorable speech,”” is a pedagogical
aid: like the best tutors, it guides readers towards the ‘truth’ and, like the liberal university, it
should nurture flexuous, empathetic intellects. In his commemoration address at Smith
College in 1940, Auden enjoined the graduating cohort, ‘Never forget that by nature we are
all bad. It is only by art that we become good. It will be hard enough to remain as sensitive
and intelligent as you are now; to become better will requite unceasing effort.”*” The
inference was that humanistic, relatively sequestered spaces like the university helped one to
remain attuned to one’s moral sympathies. But in contrast to Virginia Woolf, who suggested
that individuals are permanently imprinted by their educations, Auden was concerned that
the positive benefits of education and collegiate environment were all too ephemeral. It is up
to poetry then—which, as he explained elsewhere, specialises in ‘extending our knowledge
of good and evil’ and ‘leading us to the point where it is possible for us to make a rational

*__to ensure that individuals do not forget about the liberal values of

and moral choice
tolerance, decency or about their general moral duty ‘to become better.” Poetry, in his view,
trains and exercises the capacity for critical reasoning and fortifies the intellect against the

rhetorical chicaneries of public figures who seek to undermine democracy. Moreover, it can

re-instil society’s ‘belief’ in itself, the basic prerequisite for any form of melioristic thought.

417 Auden, The Dyer’s Hand, 27.

478 Auden, Complete Works, 10l I, 105

419 Auden, Complete Works, 170l. 11, 69-70

40 \W. H. Auden, The English Auden: Poems, Essays, and Dramatic Writings, 1927-1939, ed. Edward Mendelson
(London: Faber & Faber, 1977), 329.



204

Auden’s 1965 elegy for Louis MacNeice, “The Cave of Making’ instantiates some of
the insecurities about the modern poetic vocation that underlie his facade of genial self-
confidence:

After all it’s rather a privilege
amid the affluent traffic
to serve this unpopular art which cannot be turned into
background noise for study
or hung as a status trophy by rising executives,
cannot be ‘done’ like Venice
or abridged like Tolstoy, but stubbornly still insists upon
being read or ignored; our handful
of clients at least can rune.
(CP, 522)
Auden reiterates poetry’s singular ability to re-present to society its dilemmas and problems
in forms that highlight the urgency for political action. However, he recognises that writing
(and reading) poetry is ‘rather a privilege’, even ‘amid the affluent,” and ‘unpopulat’ in the
sense that it is not universally accessible. Though poetry ‘insists’ upon being read by this
‘handful,’ it can, paradoxically, be just as easily ‘ighored.” Through the word, ‘clients’, Auden
darkly hints that even poetry is no longer a realm that is untainted by the steady
encroachment of a commercialistic mentality into all spheres of modern life.

Auden expressly acknowledged in The Dyer’s Hand (1962) that there had always been
‘two poetic parties, the Aristocratic and the Democratic,” with every poet belonging to one
or the other, ‘though he may switch his party allegiance.’* Throughout his career, he
regularly vacillated between the camps on the question of educational reform, with his
‘aristocratic’ sympathies restraining the reach of his democratic idealism and impeding his
ability to achieve complete cross-class sympathy. Whereas his contemporary, Cyril Connolly,
opined that ‘the tragedy of our civilisation is that a specialized education has segregated an

advanced artistic minotity from the main body as with a tourniquet,”* Auden intimated that

such a specialised education and segregation for artists are germane for their creative
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maturation and very ability to lead the ‘main body’ out of contemporary predicaments. To
his credit, Auden was candid about his own limitations when trying to advance the interests
of the more disenfranchised subsets of society. In 1936, he lamented that ‘the kind of poetry
I should like to write but can’t is the thoughts of a wise man in the speech of the common
people.”*® In 1937, Spender also openly admitted that the literary set in which both he and
Auden moved had not ‘deliberately and consciously transferred ourselves to the working
class.”* During her famous address in 1940 to the Workers’ Educational Association in
Brighton, Virginia Woolf lambasted ‘the pedagogic, the didactic, the loud speaker strain’ that
dominated the poetry of their circle and the emptiness of much of their highfalutin rhetoric.
She demanded quite reasonably, though not without the application of some double
standards on her part, ‘How can a writer who has no first-hand experience of a towerless, of
a classless society create that society?” **°

Auden’s language—‘the wise man’, ‘the common man’—reflects another limitation
in his ‘towerless’ vision that would have rankled with Woolf. His poem, ‘Schoolchildren’
(1937), indicates how far his concern was primarily with the education of men. The lyric
depicts student-automata who never question their oppression: ‘For these dissent so little, so
neatly content / with the dumb play of dogs.”** The poet weakly maintains that perhaps the
children still retain an innate capacity for insubordination, despite their emasculating
indoctrination by their schoolmasters: they are only ‘nearly content,” only ‘almost neuter,” and
‘the sex is there, the broken bootlace is broken: / the professot’s dream is not true.” However,
the poem concludes with two rhetorical questions marking a resurgence of doubt:

the tyranny is so easy. An improper word

scribbled upon a fountain, is that all the rebellion?
A storm of tears wept in a corner, are these
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the seeds of a new life?

Any average middle-class English boy, Auden calculated, would have spent ‘five years as a
member of a primitive tribe ruled by benevolent or malignant demons’ in prep school, before
‘another five years as a citizen of a totalitarian state.”*” One of the first tasks of the university
then was corrective: to undo the deleterious psychological and academic repercussions of so
many years of subjection to institutional ‘tyranny.” Auden’s imagined university offered a vital
second chance to sow ‘the seeds of a new life’ and learn the art of ‘rebellion’ but
problematically, it never expanded beyond a fairly traditional homosocial ideal. Michael
O’Neill, who admires the playfulness of Auden’s poetics and his emulation of the comic brio
of poets like Lord Byron, argues that ‘[h]is attitude to poetry itself can smack of the brilliant
schoolboy running rings round his stodgy elders, mimicking with perfect gravity their more
earnest accents.”*® This whimsical portrait of Auden captures how he was predominantly
influenced by a male poetic tradition, especially when it came to lyrical representations of
higher education, and he did not substantially challenge the almost exclusive focus on the
cultivation of the male intellect and imagination in this niche but culturally resonant corpus
of university poetry.

The overwhelming bulk of this poetic tradition centred on Oxford or Cambridge,
which were the alma maters of many major English poets. In his autobiographical epic, The
Prelude (1799), William Wordsworth, for all his asseverations that Nature was the best teacher,
conceded the importance of formalised higher education in a poet’s development. He
described St John’s College, Cambridge, where he had read Classics between 1787 and 1791,
as

a privileged world

Within a world, a midway residence
With all its intervenient imagery

487 Reprinted in The English Auden, 394-406.
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Did better suit my visionary mind,

Far better than to have been bolted forth,

Thrust out abruptly into Fortune’s way

Among the conflicts of substantial life.*”
In retrospect, Wordsworth recognised the privilege of having had this intervening period
between the roamings of his boyhood through English moors and countryside and his
successive attempts to settle in the febrile metropolises of London and Paris. This ‘midway
residence’ is presented as insular and exclusive (‘a privileged world / Within a wotld), though
these qualities are relayed neutrally, without any hint of censure. In the Wordsworthian

lexicon, ‘intervenient’ has a range of meanings, from ‘secondary,™*”

to ‘in-between’, ‘arriving
incidentally,” or even ‘unintended.”*' All of these connotations cohere with Wordsworth’s
overarching belief—which many twentieth prose writers too, from Forster to Waugh, would
echo—that the university offers a temporary refuge only, a special ‘space apart’ that
nourishes the ‘visionary mind’ with the ‘imagery’ that would fortify it when it had to face ‘the
conflicts of substantial life.”

Matthew Arnold challenged the notion that a poet’s relationship with the university
could be mapped in this linear fashion. His elegiac poems set in Oxford, “The Scholar-Gipsy’
(1853) and its companion-piece “Thyrsis’ (1865), cemented a romanticised view of the
university in the popular imagination as ‘that sweet City with her dreaming spites, / She
needs not June for beauty’s heightening.” (‘Thyrsis,” 11.19-20).> What has been less
appreciated is how these poems encode Arnold’s struggles to articulate the university’s role
in a modern, industrialised and commercialist society and his hesitation to nominate the

university as the most appropriate home base for the poet-critic. The confidence with which

he defended the university’s cultural centrality in his speeches and essays is strikingly muted
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in these self-doubting poems.*” In ‘The Scholar-Gipsy’, the speaker, implicitly a present or
former member of the university himself, recalls being ensconced within lushly pastoral fields
outside the university city, amid ‘perfum’d showers / Of bloom’ as ‘the eye travels down to
Oxford’s towers’ (1.30).”* There is a hint of judgment directed towards the university
dwellers, who remain self-absorbed and apathetic to the troubles of the world outside. The
eponymous Scholar-Gipsy, dead some two hundred years, is transformed by Arnold from
his original source material, Joseph Glanvill’s Scepsis Scientifica; or, The Vanity of Dogmatising
(1661), into a genius loci for Oxford. This phantasmal figure haunts the bucolic surrounds of
his alma mater, the ‘lone wheatfields’ (1.65), ‘warm green-muffled Cumnor hills’ (1.69), ‘shy
retreats’ (1.70), and ‘retired ground’ (1.71), the sites of the poet-speaker’s own creative
inspiration during his youth. In his insightful reading, Peter Cook points out that the
university is the third protagonist in the poem and that its formal and thematic climax occurs
when the narrator apostrophises the Scholar-Gipsy—‘Have I not pass'd thee on the wooden
bridge’—whilst recalling how the latter had “Turn’d once to watch, while thick the snowflakes
fall, / The line of festal light in Christ-Church hall? / Then sought thy straw in some
sequester'd grange’ (1.123-30). It is unclear whether the Scholar-Gipsy is repudiating the
university here or gazing longingly upon the convivial atmosphere and companionship its
colleges play host to. G. Wilson Knight, in his classic reading, argues that after the scholar’s
sojourn with the gypsies, he had come into possession of ‘areas of wisdom and faculties of
the mind neither tapped nor respected by the western tradition,” which Oxford
emblematises.*” Arnold struggles to accommodate his ideal of the scholar, who is learned,

encultured, and intimately attuned to the rhythms of the natural world in which his creative
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inspiration and wisdom are rooted, within his ideal of the collegiate university. And yet, the
institution maintains its hold upon the Scholar-Gipsy and his successors alike. They linger in
its surroundings, as if intuiting that their vocations involve extending that ‘line of festal light’
from Christ-Church hall beyond the ‘retired ground’ of the university’s physical setting.

‘Thyrsis’” reprises Arnold’s hesitancies over the modern social relevance of the
university: the titular character, the erstwhile close friend of the speaker during their college
years, had ‘of his own will went away / It itk’d him to be here, he could not rest’ (1.40-1).
The Arcadian seclusion of their university had been too stifling for him; when he saw ‘a
shadow lower’d on the fields, / Here with the shepherds and the silly sheep’ (11.44-5), he had
left to confront the ‘storms that rage outside our happy ground’ (1.49). The speaker, who has
inferably chosen a different path to his friend, engages in a sort of posthumous quarrel with
the latter: in his haste, Thyrsis had been a ‘[tjoo quick despairer’ (1.61) and had overestimated
the threat represented by the ‘shadow lower’d.” After all, years later, the ‘dreaming spires’ still
stand “Neath the soft canopy of English air’ (1.194); they continue to offer a sanctuary for
men during their jocund youthful time” and ‘golden prime’ (1.218-19). For its world-weary
alumni, too, Oxford functions as a revitalising Wordsworthian ‘spot of time”: ‘still the haunt
beloved a virtue yields’ (1.220). The poet’s proxy wavers in the liminal pastoral space that
divides university and society, conflicted about where his loyalties and responsibilities lie, and
at a loss as to how he can disseminate the culture, knowledge, and abstract virtues embodied
by the university to ameliorate the condition of modern society. This dilemma, to which
Arnold had given its first and most sophisticated articulation in verse, would continue to
perturb subsequent generations of poets, especially as the university shifted from the margins
to the very centre of English culture.

The great Modernist poets, like T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound, were well-known for
their anti-institutionalist prejudices. Eliot complained to Conrad Aiken in a letter dated

December 1914, that whenever he was in Oxford, ‘I have the feeling that I am not quite
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alive—that my body is walking about with a bit of my brain inside it, and nothing else. As
you know, I hate university towns and university people, who are the same everywhere.”**
Like Woolf, who made a similar complaint about ‘brains floating’ about in Oxford, Eliot was
disdainful of the donnish intellects who had mostly lost touch with their capacities for
(fellow-)feeling. Gail McDonald has ably argued that, despite their rebuffs of the academe,
both Eliot and Pound recognised its importance in the age of literary modernism and
contributed substantially to the American university’s reformation of its mission and
curricula.”” ‘It would be a hypocrisy,” Pound conceded, ‘to pretend that Eliot’s essays are not
aimed at professors and students.’*® Hugh Kenner’s evocative description of these
Modernists as ‘poets at the blackboard,” can also be applied to Auden, who did not share
Eliot’s or Pound’s vehement anti-institutional prejudices.*”” To a far greater extent than his
predecessors, Auden recognised the value of a humanistic higher education that imparted
the foundational knowledge of cultural histories and epistemologies, as well as the skillset of
academic exegesis, that were becoming indispensable for reading and writing the notoriously
‘difficult’ literature of modern times and for participating in contemporary intellectual
discourses.

The university in Auden’s imagination was the antithesis of the aggressively
regimented and tyrannical learning environment of the school classroom but it was not
without its own set of failings. The poem, ‘Oxford’—significantly, one of the few poems in
his oeuvre that explicitly names a specific place—was published on 9 February 1938 in the
Listener. Like Arnold’s Oxford poetty, it points critically to some of their alma mater’s

complacencies:
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Nature is so near: the rooks in the college garden

Like agile babies still speak the language of feeling;

By the tower the river still runs to the sea and will run,

And the stones in that tower are utterly
Satisfied still with their weight.
(CP, 124)
The weight of tradition and conservatism exerts a sedative influence upon everything in this
pastoral idyll. The thrice-repeated ‘still’ conveys the stasis, perhaps even paralysis, that has
descended upon the institution. It is implied that only the birds continue to communicate in
the Wordsworthian ‘language of feeling,” whereas the dons and students have lost the
capacity for authentic communication. Nature and culture coexist uneasily: ‘Nature/ Can
only love herself,” whilst Oxford’s students embark upon a dissipated array of extra-curricular
activities involving ‘The cars, the hotels, the service, the boisterous bed, / Then power to
silence outrage with a testament.” These are the entertainments of Waugh’s ‘Bright Young
Things’ and a tone of disapprobation creeps into the description of the profligate aristocrats
who, like Sebastian Flyte, indulge in reckless behaviour and then use their family’s influence
to escape punitive measures. The university’s educational project is deprecatorily represented
by the metonym, the child’s ‘box of lucky books’ that contains ‘all the jokes of learning.” The
students are collectively culpable of the ‘sin of accidie’, the spiritual sloth that is recognisable
by its ‘careless beauty.” The speaker asks rhetorically, ‘O in these quadrangles where Wisdom
honours herself / Does the original stone metely echo that praise / Shallowly, or utter a
bland hymn of comfort...” The conspicuously placed ‘Shallowly’ ironises the proverb that
was evoked in the opening lines about ‘still’ waters running deep. There is a wry suggestion
that Oxford, ‘the talkative city,” may be filled only with inane or inconsequential chatter and
derivative sentiments.
However, the speaker leavens his criticisms of the university with a tacit recognition

that it was more than just a pastoral retreat from the real world. Instead of a bucolic

Arnoldian city of ‘dreaming spires’ and of ‘shepherds and the silly sheep,” Auden’s speaker
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recasts Oxford as a centre of insomniac travails. Knowledge and Eros Paidagogos, the
anthropomorphised, neo-Platonic abstractions that represent the university, are sleepless, as
if from consternation over the troubled state of modern society. The phrase ‘like any other’
suggests that the university is merely symptomatic of, rather than the root cause of, a wider
malaise. The poem concludes with consoling thought, ‘the natural heart refuses / The low
unflattering voice / That rests not till it find a hearing.” There may be a deliberate riposte
here to Lawrence’s poem from 1928, which had denigrated “The Oxford Voice’—so
seductively / self-effacingly/ deprecatingly/ supetior.” Just as Lawrence derided the ‘oxford
cuckoo’ that ‘breathes gently and languishingly in the back of / your neck’, Auden’s speaker
expresses distaste for the ‘voice’ that penetrates the stone walls, desirous of finding an
audience. But unlike Lawrence’s speaker, who seems somewhat enthralled as well as
enervated by the voice of the institution, and unlike the passive schoolchildren of his own
eatlier poem, the intellectuals cultivated in Auden’s ‘Oxford’ seem to possess the will, critical
understanding, and, importantly, the courage to question—and, if need be—to resist these
insidious forms of influence or control. The poem retains its Romantic conviction that the
proximity of Nature to the university enables the inhabitants, for all their decadent excesses,
to stay attuned to the impulses of the ‘natural heart.”

The rooks, river, and stones of ‘Oxford’ provide a key to a cryptic poem written a
year earlier, ‘As He Is’ (1937), where the same elements had appeared in the mise-en-scene. The
unnamed male protagonist stands ‘beside / The flower’s noiseless hunger, / Close to the
tree’s clandestine tide, / Close to the bird’s high fever,” whilst “The friendless and unhated
stone / Lies everywhere about him’ (CP, 142). The ‘childish’ protagonist, whose torment is
expressed through the landscape through pathetic fallacy, ‘inherits [...] / The tall imposing
tower, / Imposing, yes, but locked’ but it is unclear whether this legacy, of unspecified value,
will assuage or aggravate the existential ‘hunger’ and feverish agitation. The nonce negative,

‘unhated’ encapsulates the speaker’s ambivalence towards the stones of the university, which
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kindle a certain tender feeling that still falls somewhat short of genuine affection. The poem
recalls Arnold’s liminal scholars, intimate with the mysteries of the natural world and yet, for
some reason, debarred (re-)entry into the locked tower of the academe. Auden, too, seems
to realise that he is neither able to unlock this ‘imposing’ inheritance nor even give voice to
the collective frustration that accrues, ‘noiseless’ and ‘clandestine’, around this contested

edifice.

Auden and the American University

The university, despite the talent, tradition, and critical intelligence that Auden admitted were
housed within its walls, was included in his sweeping diagnosis in The Orators (1932) that

England had become ‘this country of ours where nobody is well.”>"

Disheartened by the
gridlocked state of progress in his native land, he decided to emigrate to America, which he
saw as ‘the anti-country.”™" Shortly after settling in New York, he confided in a friend about
his determination to become an American citizen: ‘“America has many faults [...] But when
they are in a tough spot they do look forward, unlike the English, who the worse things get,
the more passionately do they cling to the past.”” Auden’s post-emigration poetics ate a
blend of these obverse predispositions: even though he aims to be as steadfastly forward-
facing as his new compatriots, he does not completely lose his innately English habit of
casting glances into the past and his attachment to the old ideal of the liberal education.

As a teacher, much like Lawrence, Auden’s pedagogical methods were faitly

progressive by most accounts. At the University of Michigan between 1941 and 1942, despite

his preference for a conservative curriculum of canonical literature, he was independent-

50 Auden, “The Orators,” in The English Auden, 62.

ST W. H. Auden, “Influences,” Typewritten lecture notes, Christopher Isherwood Papers, CI-1072, Huntington
Library, San Marino, CA.

502 Cited in Mendelson, Early Auden, Later Auden: A Critical Biography (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2017), 382.
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minded in his teaching methods.” In 1948, he taught at the New School for Social Research
in New York, delivering a series of idiosyncratic lectures on Shakespeare that enthralled many
students. His Page-Barbour Lectures at the University of Virginia in 1949 were insightful
studies of Romanticism, published the year after as The Enchafed Flood. Peter Porter reports
that Auden was ‘acknowledged by students as a disturbingly original setter-aside of academic
shibboleths.”™ His renowned lectures rendered him into ‘a larger-than-life figure, a
gregarious polymath and all-round writer and intellectual who managed to be neatly
omnipresent in the American cultural landscape at mid-century.””

However, a number of critics and fellow poets have expressed disappointment with
Auden’s post-1930s poetry. Randall Jarrell devoted all six of his 1951-1952 Princeton
Seminars in Literary Criticism to tracing the so-called decline of his erstwhile literary hero.
Auden’s mature verse, Jarrell complained in a schoolmasterly tone, often displayed ‘the
flatness and vagueness and deadness of a bad essay.”" By the Age of Anxiety (1947), he had
‘turned into a rhetoric-mill’ or ‘an automaton that keeps making brilliant little jokes,
extraordinary little plays on words, unbelievable little thetorical engines.”™ He was no longer
an avant-gardist but, rather, ‘a sack of reflexes.”” Seamus Heaney similarly suggested in his
1986 lecture, ‘Sounding Auden,” that Auden’s poetry lost its ability ‘to be antic, mettlesome,
contrary, to retain the right to impudence, to raise hackles, to harry the audience into

2509

wakefulness.™ Jarrell and Heaney were both lamenting how Auden had turned apostate to

his own earlier convictions, and tended to be more interested in formal pyrotechnics than
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political engagement. These are not fair representations of the entwined developmental
trajectories of Auden’s politics and poetics. On the issue of higher education, Auden’s uneasy
intuitions about the exclusions perpetrated by the élite university sharpened into criticism in
his later writings. In one of his 1940 book reviews, Auden inferred a connection between the
‘extreme loneliness’ that afflicted all the protagonists of American literature and the fact that
‘liln no other country is the separation of the intellectual from the mass wider than in
America, with its vast size, its absence of strong ties between community and place, its lack
of a crystallised ruling class.”" Modern American democracy, Auden intuited, was not the
egalitarian utopia of its own founding myth; its society was rent by divisions, not so dissimilar
to those of the Old World. Only, instead of a traditional aristocracy, the American de facto
‘ruling class’ comprised of highly-educated ‘intellectuals’, who had obtained their status
through a mix of socioeconomic privilege and the efforts of concerted individualism. Auden
was, in essence, issuing a proleptic critique of the neoliberal and meritocratic principles that
were already taking hold of American society.

Some of his deepening concerns about his adoptive country were channelled into the
first volume of poetry that he published in the United States, The Double Man (1941). This
work is dominated by the 1707-line poem, ‘New Year Letter,” an epistolary address that
consists of a densely erudite medley of reflections on art, politics, and philosophy, allegedly
modelled on Pascal’s Pensées and Kierkegaard’s journal. Appended with exhaustive quasi-
scholarly notes, the volume is perched on the thresholds between poetry and prose,
imaginative writing and scholarly or philosophical discourses, aesthetic escapism and sober
social commentary. Auden would disassemble the components of this volume and publish
them separately in his later collected edition, thus obscuring the dialogical relationships that

had initially existed between them. For all these reasons, contemporary reviewers and

510 Auden, Complete Works, 10l. 11, 42.
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modern critics alike have largely overlooked “The Quest,” the sonnet sequence sandwiched
between ‘New Year Letter’ and its forest of footnotes.”'' An early exception was Raymond
Winkler’s review for ‘Scrutiny’, in which he passingly expressed his disapproval of its ‘musty

personifications” and ‘too easy simplification’ of moral problems.”"?

John Adames, the only
contemporary critic to analyse the sequence, contends that Auden enumerates ‘an
encyclopaedic catalogue of human fallibilities,” but is ‘primarily interested’” here in ‘a

reaffirmation of spiritual values and beliefs.”"

Conversely, I argue that a central
preoccupation of ‘The Quest’ is the social role of mass higher education, as well as its
personal impact. It constitutes Auden’s most concentrated interrogation of the English
liberal model of the university, now that he could appraise it from a greater remove. Whereas
‘New York Letter’ has been accurately identified as ‘a self-consciously American poem, with
its questions and problems framed in a manifestly American context,”* “The Quest’ is a
highly metaphorical and abstract series of reflections upon the links between social inequities
and institutional failings. My readings of the sonnets challenge Bonnie Costello’s
generalisation that The Double Man is a fatalistic volume in which Auden saw ‘the end of the
possibility of community as a local realization.”" “The Quest’ constitutes a concerted effort
to reimagine the university as a model for other institutional and extra-mural communities,
which could ameliorate the modern malaise of ‘extreme loneliness.’

Instead of the blazons that objectify the body of a beloved in the traditional sonnet

sequence, Auden turns his poet’s gaze upon the metonymic architectural constituents of a

S The sonnet sequence, “The Quest,” was first published independently in New Republic on 25 November 1940
before it was republished in March the following year in the latter part of The Double Man (New York: Random
House, 1941). Subsequent references will be incorporated in-text, with the abbreviation, DM.

512 Raymond Winkler, “Mr Auden’s Weltanschauung,” Scrutiny (October 1941), 206-11, in W. H. Auden: The
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university: the tower, the college quadrangle, the garden, the library. The opening sonnet,
“The Door’, focuses on this archetypal symbol of exclusion. The titular door is under double
surveillance, watched by both the speaker and the ‘Great persons’ who ‘eye it in the twilight’
(DM, 165). That something is amiss within this institution is implied by the fact that so many
of its inmates, over the following sonnets, feel compelled to attempt an escape through this
door. It is ultimately left ambiguous whether the door keeps adverse forces out (‘we pile our
all against it when afraid’) or whether it imprisons those within, constricting their
development (“We [...] beat upon its panels when we die’) (DM, 165). Readers of Woolf
might recall her sympathetic reflection, ‘I thought how it is worse perhaps to be locked in.”
In Auden’s sonnet, the tumult of traffic moving through this portal crescendos to a ‘foaming
inundation at a roar’. The cacophonous chaos at this pivotal threshold—along with the
speaker’s own unresolved, only semi-articulated anxieties—is structurally amplified by the
jumbling of the conventional sonnet rhyme schemes to .4BAB CDDC EFE GGF.

The revision process records how Auden struggled with formulating the exact social
purpose of the university. Where the original version begins, ‘Out of it steps the future of
the poor’ (DM, 165), Auden revised the line to the more tautologically phrased, ‘Out of it
steps our future, through this door’. By excising the reference to ‘the poor’, the poet shifts
the focus of the critique away from the socioeconomic inequalities that the university had
the potential to ameliorate. But ‘our’ is a loaded pronoun in Auden’s lexicon, a grammatical
strategy of exclusion, as well as an assertion of solidarity. Costello has argued at length about
how the first person plural in Auden ‘s often modulated and palimpsestic.”'® The
pronominal substitution may be an attempt to co-opt the reader into an intimacy with the

speaker or to convey solidarity with ‘the poor,” even though this group only has a spectral

516 Costello, The Plural of Us, 13.
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presence in the poem. The perspectives of the sonnets are never stable, and it is never certain
whether they are the products of an ‘aristocratic’ or a ‘democratic’ speaker.

The allusions to Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland—Enigmas, executioners and rules /
Her majesty in a bad temper,” and more explicitly, the door that ‘made / Enormous Alice see
a wonderland / That waited for her in the sunshine and, / Simply by being tiny, made her
cry’—are significant. Published in the same year as “The Scholar-Gipsy,” Carroll’s surreal and,
at times, nightmarish narrative distorts Arnold’s pastoral and majestic visions of Oxford and
elucidates the absurdities of some of its rituals and restrictions. Carroll’s famous girl-heroine,
who was ‘very fond of pretending to be two people,” may well have been on Auden’s mind
throughout the drafting process of The Double Man.”'" Moreover, the reference to Alice means
that the educational model embodied by Oxford shadows the rest of the sequence.
Notwithstanding its diminutive size, Auden’s/Carroll’s door possesses alarming potency. To
access the other side, rumoured to be filled with all sorts of wonders, one must still submit
like the Victorian child to procrustean and arbitrary ‘rules’ and undergo various self-
mortifying transformations as a condition of entry. The door is nightmarishly multiplied in
the sixth sonnet, where the speaker, finally about to gain access through it, becomes suddenly
afflicted with imposter syndrome: ‘all the doors cried Thief” (DM, 170). The initial door that
had been tantalisingly left ajar seems to have been opened only as a tokenistic gesture. This
later sonnet highlights how those who deign to enter through it still face the invisible, and
more pernicious obstacles, including their own insecurities and inferiority complexes: ‘He
clung in panic to his tall belief /And shrank away like an ill-treated child’ (DM, 170). Past
and possibly ongoing ill-treatment generate the riot of negative emotions (‘afraid,” ‘cry’,

‘panic’), that accumulate around this contested liminal space.

S17 Lewis Catroll, The Complete Works (London: Nonesuch Press, 1939), 21.
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The insomniac energy operative in the earlier poem, ‘Oxford’, is transposed to “The
Quest’. The structure and internal syntactic patterning of the sequence mimic the
circumlocutions, reiterations, associative leaps, logical slippages, and enigmatic utterances
typical of an insomniac’s travails. The sequence begins and circles back, shakily, after a series
of digressions, false-starts, and dead-ends, to the original garden setting. Peter Schwenger
has analysed the literary effects of sleeplessness: the insomniac is always ‘going over the same
ground’ over and over. [...] a repetition that can lead to a familiar effect: the evacuation of
all meaningfulness from the words.”"® Auden’s wakeful speaker becomes fixated upon the
same loaded keywords—‘temptation,” ‘adventure,” ‘hero’—to a degree that may have
contributed to Winkler’s unfavourable review. On the diegetic level, the sonnets depict
chronically restless characters, apparently afflicted, like Arnold’s scholar-gipsies by that
‘strange disease of modern life/ With its sick hurry, its divided aims/ Its heads o'ertaxed, its
palsied hearts’ (“The Scholar-Gipsy,” 11.203-05). The protagonist in the sixth sonnet is wracked
with nightmares: “The nights came padding after him like wild / Beasts that meant harm’
(DM, 170). In the ninth, “The Tower’, the narrator relates how ‘Here on dark nights where
wotlds of triumph sleep / Lost Love in abstract speculation burns’ (DM, 173), recalling the
sleepless Eros Paidagogos. Auden’s modern insomniacs are unable to maintain the clarity or
constancy of vision of the Scholar-Gipsy, who had been galvanised by ‘oze aim, one business,
one desire’ (1.152). According to Rainer Emig, the quest motif ‘forms one of the dominant
structures in Auden’s poems’ and expresses ‘a complex entanglement’ of yearnings for
emotional or spititual fulfilment and political change.””” But the vatious ‘quests’ depicted in

the sonnet sequence lack any obvious object: time and again, the university around which
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these poems pivot is implicated in the protagonists’ abandonments of their missions, as their
visionary zeal or capabilities are foiled by the superior power of adverse social forces.

“The Crossroads,’ the third sonnet, likens the navigation of vocational dilemmas to a
Scylla and Charybdis scenario. Auden juxtaposes the fates of two friends after their college
graduation: each proceeds ‘to his own mistake; one flashes on / To fame and ruin in a rowdy
lie, / A village torpor holds the other one’ (DM, 167). In the subsequent sonnet, the speaker
goes further, enlisting the university as an agency of discrimination when he wonders whether
an individual could ever ‘forget... / institutions where it learnt to wash and lie.” A causal
connection is more explicitly drawn here between the ‘rowdy lie’ towards which the graduate
hastens and the wrongful habits acquired in the educational establishments where he spent
his formative years. The speaker seems unable to imagine a middle way between being
consumed by the flashy materialism of a publicly visible but false life, that desire ‘to-be-
visible-now’, and stagnation in provincial backwaters. He asks, ‘What parting gift could give
that friend protection, / So orientated his salvation needs / The Bad Lands and the sinister
direction?’ ‘Salvation’ was revised to ‘vocation’ in later editions so that the quest had a more
secular tone. Through rhyme, Auden subtly connects ‘protection,” ‘salvation’/’vocation’,
‘direction,” and ‘junction’, the place where this trinity of existential needs should be attended
to. The sonnet crystallises the idea that contemporary educational institutions, in their
unreformed states, were failing as the crucial ‘junction’ at which youths could be properly
‘orientated’ and dispatched towards the ‘Good Lands.’

The fifth and eleventh sonnets can be read as complementary poems that present
another set of metaphorical crossroads, using which Auden deepens his criticism of the
university that had become infected with the cultural attitudes of careerism and materialism.
The provincial youths who gravitate towards ‘The City’ of the fifth sonnet become corrupted
by metropolitan pleasures: ‘every one / Found some temptation fit to govern him. / And

settled down to master the whole craft / Of being nobody.” After surrendering to these
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dissipated lifestyles themselves, they watch the new cohorts of ‘country kids arrive’ and laugh.
The laughter is that of Waugh’s darkly comic writing and similarly resigned to the inevitability
of cultural decline and human degeneracy. The eleventh sonnet offers a poignant vignette of
‘the poor,” who labour under the conviction that success is synonymous with practising
‘smart professions which / Encourage shallow breathing’ (DM, 175). Consequently, ‘peasant
parents killed themselves with toil’ in order to afford the education that would secure their
sons such professional advantages. Unable to cope with the enormity of this parental
sactifice, this ‘shy and country-loving child” became ‘afraid / No sensible career was good
enough, / Only a hero could deserve such love.” It is to prove his heroic stature, and
endeavour to live up to parental or societal expectations of him, that the youth embarks upon
a quest not really his own: ‘So here he was without maps or supplies, / A hundred miles from
any decent town.” These are tableaux of scenes from the upward mobility narrative that is a
standard one in the university novel. Auden is expressing his disappointment in universities’
failure to educate in the classical sense, true to its etymological roots, to ‘lead forth’ the mind,
the character, and moral vision of the individual. His questers are all afflicted with an
insurmountable sense of purposelessness, and instead of being guided into worthwhile
endeavours, they pursue only profit through ‘smart professions’ or profligacy.

Auden devotes three sonnets to considering, in turn, the chief temptations that he
believed were overmastering this post-war generation. The ‘First Temptation’ features those
who indulge in aesthetic escapism and neglect their social obligations. This sonnet, to some
extent, parodies “The Scholar-Gipsy.: Arnold’s redemptive pastoralism becomes Auden’s
chastened idealism. Having suffered some unspecified ‘grief,” the protagonist joined a gang
of rowdy stories where/ His gift for magic quickly made him chief / Of all these boyish
powers of the air’ (DM, 170). The sonnet concludes with an infantilising portrait of the artist,
who is suspended indefinitely in a state of arrested development, ‘like an ill-treated child’

without the courage to confront the “T'ruth.
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The ‘Second Temptation’ culminates in another flight, this time more explicitly from
the scholastic community. The opening lines, ‘His library annoyed him with its look / Of
calm belief in being really there,” establish the student’s frustration with the approved canon
of knowledge, which the library symbolises (DM, 171). Exasperated, the reader ‘threw away
a rival’s silly book’ and ascended the tower because ‘long suffering flesh [...] / Had felt the
simple cravings of the stone.” Auden’s questers often betray a subconscious attraction to the
stones that symbolise the university’s exclusions, complacencies, and narrowed ambitions.
Forebodingly, the inability to resist the stones’ allure often leads to fatal consequences. In
“The Presumptuous,’ all the brave adventurers ‘met the ogre and were turned to stone’ (DM,
174). In ‘The Useful,” the ‘over-logical’ suffer the same fate. And in the seventeenth sonnet,
‘Adventure,’ the plucky ones, who unpropitiously ‘swerved off to the left’, are likened to
stony ‘marbles’ that ‘rolled...out into the blank and dumb.” These instances of petrification
are inferably ironic punishments meted out to those who display any anarchic inclinations
that may challenge the stony weight of tradition. In “The Second Temptation,” after crying
out in despair at the top of the college tower—‘O Uncreated Nothing, set me free’—the
student ‘plunged into the college quad, and broke.” Auden creates one of the most dystopian
visions of the modern university: at its core is a void so total that it can only be described
using a double negative, and the only type of freedom that can be attained in this once-liberal
space is through death. In the revised version, it is clarified that the suicide is a woman: it is
specified that it is ‘her climb,” ‘she would.” This is Alice transposed into a nihilistic adult
wortld; we are reminded, too, of Rhoda’s similar fatal plummet in The Waves. Auden seems to
contemplate, though much more fleetingly than Woolf had, how the inhospitable and
repressive nature of patriarchal institutions might drive women to such acts of desperation.

Auden deployed the image of the tower elsewhere, no doubt mindful of its Yeatsian
and, later, Woolfian resonances, to metaphorise the intellectual and social isolation of

universities, these sites of ‘Uncreated Nothing.” In one poem from his undergraduate
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notebook, dated Oxford, March 1928, the speaker describes how ‘One, staring too long,
went blind in a tower’ (1.9).* Nevertheless, he was waty of too-easy dismissal of
intellectualism as ‘ivory-towerism.” In ‘New York Letter,” the phrase, ‘the sin / Peculiar to
his discipline’ (11.231-2) has a poetic footnote that strikes an important note of resistance to
anti-intellectualism:

Isolation. The Ivory Tower.

What do they mean, these catchwords of the hour?

Of course every man is alone in his gift

Round which the endless clouds of error drift.

To stand on the top of his talent and make out

More and more of the landscape round about

Is a job that is more than sufficient to tax him:

Something of Everything is a rotten maxim.

(DM, 90)

These hypervigilant intellectuals know everything about something and Auden challenges the
vilifications or scapegoatings of the specialist. The modern don, in this portrayal, caz diagnose
contemporary problems accurately enough from his elevated perch, as far as his talent and
competence permit. That talent is affirmed rather than dismissed here, although the
tenuousness of Auden’s conviction is inferable from the relegation of this counter-argument
to a subordinate, paratextual position.

Narrower forms of intellectualism, however, come under attack in the sonnet, “The
Tower’: “Those who see all become invisible’ and resemble, according to the speaker, ‘great
magicians caught in their own spell’ (DM, 173). Auden here is addressing the condition of a
man deflected into abstract speculations, including political theories and specialist intellectual
labour, who comes to regret his isolation from the world. Yeats’s 1928 poem of the same
title had decried the ‘absurdity’ that ‘Decrepit age’ could frustrate the soaring aspirations of

an imagination that is ‘more / Excited, passionate, fantastical’ than ever. Similarly, in Auden’s

poem, the allegorical vignette of ‘Lost Love’ conveys the speaker’s despair at his failure to

520 Auden, Poems: 1927-1929, 89.
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actualise the ambitions of his youth or the aspirations he had inherited from a supposedly
morte halcyon age. Auden’s tower is described as ‘an architecture for the odd; / Thus heaven
was attacked by the afraid’ (DM, 173), recalling the opening sonnet where those inside the
door would ‘pile our all against it when afraid.” Auden suggests that both the college gate and
tower, two of the iconic emblems of the university, were built, and continued to be
maintained, in the desperate hope that they would protect its ‘odd’ and ‘afraid’ members
from the vicissitudes of the world beyond. In ‘New Year Letter,” the speaker had offered a
partial answer to his own rhetorical question, ‘How did the snake get in the tower? (DM,
1.249):

Delayed in the democracies

By departmental vanities,

The rival sergeants run about

But more to squabble than find out
(DM, 11.250-53)

The dual meaning of ‘vanities’ encapsulates at once the futility and the self-conceitedness of
intra-faculty contests. “The Tower’ corroborates this condemnation by imagining, with a
sense of exacting poetic vengeance, the unfortunate ends that befall the ‘over-logical,” ‘over-
rich,” ‘over-popular’ and ‘over-male,” in what reads like a crisp condensation of the intellectual
and characterological flaws of academia.

The nightmarish ‘figure with his own distorted features/ That wept, and grew
enormous, and cried Woe’ in the eighth sonnet haunts the opening of the penultimate sonnet
lamenting the dearth of traditional spiritual guides:

Poet, oracle and wit

Like unsuccessful anglers by
The ponds of apperception sit,
Baiting with the wrong request

The vectors of their interest;
At nightfall tell the angler’s lie.
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Mendelson reminds us that ‘Auden thought of poetry as a great teacher, not because it gives
answers, but because it makes its questions urgent and memorable.”” But here, the poet,
along with his colleagues, the oracle and wit, asks the wrong question of life. The iambic
tetrameter is stretched into pentameter to undetline the clinching couplet: “The waters long
to hear our question put, / Which would release their longed-for answer, but.” The jatring
ending on the conjunction ‘but,” which only half-rhymes with ‘put,” augments the sense of
failure that has suffused the preceding lines—and the entire sequence. The speaker obliquely
points to the need for competent successors to take over from these traditional anglers, so
that the right questions could be formulated and society rightly orientated towards the
challenges confronting it. As much as he wanted to believe in the university, he hesitates over
whether it could be entrusted with the responsibility of generating these vital questions.
‘The Garden,” the final sonnet in the sequence, reprises the opening Wonderland
setting. John Fuller claims that Auden’s garden metaphor refers to ‘a state of authenticity of
being that is achieved largely through love.””” It is a reading that misses, or perhaps chooses
to gloss, the vaguely cynical undertone that discolours the idyllic setting. MacNeice may be a
relevant interlocutor here, deploying the garden metaphor with more satirical vim in his semi-
autobiographical long poem, Autumn Journal (1939):
But in case you should think my education was wasted
I hasten to explain
That having once been to the University of Oxford
You can never really again
Believe anything that anyone says and that of course is an asset
In a world like ours;
Why bother to water a garden
That is planted with paper flowers?*”

MacNeice bluntly criticised the class snobberies he had encountered whilst reading Classics

at Merton College, Oxford: ‘We learned that a gentleman never misplaces his accents’ and

21 Edward Mendelson, Later Auden (London: Faber & Faber, 1999), 19.
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“That the boy on the Modern Side is merely a parasite.” He conceded that the Oxbridge-style
education was still achieving one of the aims that Newman had enumerated: the cultivation
of the flexuous, sceptical intellect, which was more important than ever in an era of
ubiquitous political propaganda. But MacNeice hints that modern education may even have
gone too far: it has cultivated an extreme form of scepticism that amounts to defeatism. The
highly educated are politically disengaged because they are convinced of the futility of all
endeavours; their collective attitude is summed up by the rhetorical question, “Why
bother...?” The Romantic quest for organic unity is no longer possible in a world dominated
by the ‘paper flowers,” synecdoches of both the transactions in the commercial world and
the verbosities of the political sphere. Auden’s poet clings onto his hope that the beleaguered
quester can return to the Edenic garden, where ‘wish and weight are lifted’ and ‘the center
of volition shifted’” (DM, 184). However, his concluding tercet describes how “The gaunt and
great, the famed for conversation / Blushed in the stare of evening as they spoke.” These
inhabitants of the ‘talkative city,” when subjected to scrutiny, are moved to an unexplained
discomfiture or shame, perhaps for their own irresponsible fantasy that paradise could be
regained, however ephemerally and illusorily, within a collegiate environment., or perhaps
for the exclusive privileges for which they are the gatekeepers. Nevertheless, in choosing to
conclude the sequence in this pastoral space, compromised as it may be, Auden suggests that
he is unwilling to completely embrace the fatalistic position of contemporaries like
MacNeice. For all its historic and present shortcomings, the university remains a site of
radical possibility and were ‘the center of volition’ ever to be shifted—and the institutional
willpower for enacting tangible reforms activated—the consequences that would ripple

through society would be immense.
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Auden’s Intimations of the Neoliberal University

Auden was apprehensive of the systemic materialism and individualism that he encountered
in the various educational institutions that employed him. He described Larchfield School,
where he taught boys between March 1930 and mid-1932, as ‘a private business enterprise
operating under a laissez-faire capitalism.””* The capitalist and entrepreneurial mind-sets that
dictated the management of the twentieth-century educational institution were particularly
pronounced in the American context. A late poem, ‘On the Circuit’ (1965), satirises the
commercial peddling of literary knowledge through engagement of famous guest speakers—
like Auden himself—on lecture tours. The speaker views himself detachedly as ‘An air-borne
instrument,” ‘Predestined nightly to fulfil / Columbia-Giesen-Management’s /
Unfathomable will’ (CP, 729). He feels dehumanised, reduced to a mechanised mouthpiece
for the corporate management that sets his ruthless working itinerary ‘daily, seven days a
week... /From talking-site to talking-site / ...jet-or-prop-propelled.” Exhausted and
disillusioned, he takes no pride in his work and admits that he is ‘willing to repeat / Without
a qualm the same old talk.’

It was further acquaintance with the American higher education system that brought
out the intellectual pessimist in Auden. He briefly considered the repercussions of this
pervasive neoliberal ideology upon the psychological well-being of American youths through
the character of Emble in The Age of Anxiety: A Barogue Eclogne (1947). This is a sophomore
from a Midwestern American university who abandons his studies to enlist in the navy but
continues to suffer ‘from that anxiety about himself and his future which haunts, like a bad
smell, the minds of most young men’ (CP, 451). Auden’s Phi Beta Kappa Poem for the

commencement ceremony at Harvard University in 1946, entitled ‘Under Which Lyre: A
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Reactionary Tract for the Times, mounted a more targeted critique of the American
university. The speaker criticises returned servicemen who took up academic posts and
proceeded to glorify the war to ‘battle-weary’ students. He wryly notes that these re-
domesticated academics ‘liked their dictaphones a lot, / They met some big wheels, and do
not / Let you forget it' (CP, 335). University lectures, delivered in such a dictatorial and
monotonic manner, are but exercises in self-aggrandisement. Beleaguered and bewildered
cohorts of undergraduates ate thus ‘Shepherd[ed]... / Through basic coutses,” but seem
generally at loss, ‘Among bewildering appliances / For mastering the arts and sciences.’

Auden detected an ongoing war on the American campus “T'wixt those who follow
/Precocious Hermes all the way / And those who without qualms obey / Pompous Apollo.’
The ascendency of the latter, the Greek god of reason, in American society—From Right to
Left’ and ‘From Yale to Princeton’—symbolises the rise of the neoliberal university. In
practical terms, this means that most students will ‘never shrink / From boring jobs but have
to think / Their work important.” Auden was concerned that ‘when [Apollo] occupies a
college / Truth is replaced by Useful Knowledge,” which includes ‘Commertcial Thought” and
‘Public Relations.” American higher education was completely overrun by the logic of the
market: students no longer opted for the humanistic education, as the sort of “T'ruth’ that
was pursued therein had little use in the advancement of their commercial careers.

Nevertheless, Auden’s speaker seems compelled by the nature of the occasion to
incorporate some cause for optimism. He suggests that some clandestine resistance remains
afoot and that the original ideals of a liberal education are not entirely irrecoverable:

By night our student Underground
At cocktail parties whisper round
From ear to ear;
Fat figures in the public eye

Collapse next morning, ambushed by
Some witty sneet.



229

Admittedly, the ‘student Underground’ only has slipshod methods of resistance to the
dictates of ‘Fat figures in the public eye’ at its disposal. Nevertheless, it is illuminating to
examine the commandments of the ‘Hermetic Decalogue,” to which these subcultural
revolutionaries ascribe:
Thou shalt not do as the dean pleases,
Thou shalt not write thy doctor’s thesis
On education,
Thou shalt not worship projects nor
Shalt thou or thine bow down before
Administration.
Thou shalt not answer questionnaires
Or quizzes upon World-Affairs,
Nor with compliance
Take any test. Thou shalt not sit
With statisticians nor commit
A social science.
These are the poem’s most quoted lines and, as Evan Kindley marvels, ‘It is remarkable [...]
how closely Auden’s “sons of Hermes” resemble the ideal type of the college-educated,
literary, mildly countercultural young person of the ensuing seven decades, even up to the
present day.”” In the way of satire, the Decalogue takes its advocacy of intellectual and
political anarchism to an extreme, exhorting its followers to flout university rules and defy
its figures of authority, for these managerial characters embody the pernicious forces of the
market economy. It also proposes the total seclusion of the university’s ivory towers from
issues of contemporary relevance, or what are derogated as areas of ‘useful” knowledge: the
study of education, politics, statistics, and the social sciences. Auden does deprecate, in turn,
the ludicrousness of such a complete severance from the real world by satirising the ‘Lone
scholars’ of ‘Hermes’ camp’ who are grossly ‘outnumbered.” But his parting advice to the

graduates is a facetious suggestion to subscribe to The New Yorker magazine, which was, as

Kindley notes, ‘by 1946, the epitome of middlebrow liberal cultural consensus.””* Auden’s
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pessimism about the possibility of redeeming American society and culture from
neoliberalism’s toxic spread increased considerably since his inspirited defence of poetry in
his Smith College address only six years prior. He seems resigned that even Ivy League
graduates cannot, or have no inclination to, rise above ‘middlebrow’ culture, or think beyond
the general ‘cultural consensus’. They will soon lose whatever anarchic streak they briefly
possessed as members of the ‘student Underground’ and grow up to replace the ‘Fat figures
in the public eye’ they had once mocked.

Auden was troubled upon discovering a similar infiltration of neoliberalism into
Oxford’s cloisters. In ‘A Toast,” which he composed for the occasion of the 1960 Christ
Church Gaudy, his speaker notes how the college had undergone substantial changes since
the 1920s, which he now renders nostalgically as a period of ‘romantic adventures’ (CP, 565).
Before the post-war economic recession, ‘the chef had minions in plenty’ and ‘there were
matrvellous parties/ With bubbly and brandy and grouse.” In contrast, the fortunes of modern
Oxford, like any other university, were increasingly dependent upon commercial ventures.
The speaker wryly advises, ‘All those who wish well to our College / Will wish het Treasurer
well; / May Mammon give him foreknowledge / Of just what to buy and to sell.” But
generally, the critical edge in Auden’s earlier representations of the university became dulled,
as he settled back into Oxford as one of its ‘great and gaunt’ figures. In 1966, in honour of
the retirement of his beloved tutor, Nevill Coghill, he composed a ‘Eulogy’ in which he
reiterated the familiar sentiment that time spent at university was an Arcadian period
separating the ‘snuffling life” of infancy and an inevitable ‘Age of Care™

Between, though, with luck,
for a columbine season,

we are free to play,

swains of a pasture

where neither love nor money
nor clocks are cogent,

a time to wear odd clothing,
behave with panache
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and talk nonsense as I did,

ambling in Oxford’s

potamic meadows with friends:

one austere dogma

capped another, abstract noun

echoed abstract noun,

to voice our irreverent

amoebaean song.
In homage to his tutor, Auden sets aside most of his usual ambivalence to inhabit, in good
faith, the literary tradition of romanticising Oxford. He celebrates its immunity to the
contingencies and concerns of the external world: ‘neither love nor money / nor clocks are
cogent.” At the lyrical climax of the section, ‘amoebaean song’ picks up on the mellifluous
alliteration of #/'s in the other striking Latinate words in the stanza (columbine, ambling, potamic).
The key phrases, ‘we are free to play’ and ‘swains of a pasture’ are foregrounded by the
striking line break. There is a retrospective tolerance here for those adolescent extravagances
and experimentations with linguistic, sartorial and social conventions. Lzzinal education is the
term James Conroy coins to reflect how ontological possibilities can be created outside the
set curricula: ‘much of human thought, reflection and engagement with the world emerges
out of the cracks and fissures of our personal and social relations and not in the wide-open
structured spaces.”" A chief virtue of Oxford, the liberalism of which Auden only belatedly
appreciated in full, was its encouragement of what Conroy calls the ‘cracks and fissures’” of
formal education. There is only the faintest trace of irony in Auden’s observation that
Oxford’s ‘song’ is chiefly a harmonisation of ‘austere dogma’ and repeated ‘abstract noun(s|’.
Their tutor, Coghill, had exemplified for them ‘a life lived droitly,” an unusual adverb that
combines a sense of elegance (‘adroitly’) and the French, drozz, which connotes a sense of
moral righftulness. It is the don, who has the power to orientate his impressionable wards

properly and steer them away from the ‘sinister direction’ that had seemed inevitable in “The

Quest.” Auden concluded his eulogy with the wish, ‘may... / through your dreams the sound

527 James C. Conroy, Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Imagination, Education and Democracy New York: Peter Lang,
2004), 62.
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/ of lapsing brooks assure you / that you pass muster.” Whereas extramural persons who
had pursued less admirable vocations faced more dismal retirements—a field of battle, /or
a vista of terse lawns, / ...or a forgotten province / of sagging fences’—Auden ensures that
poetic justice at least is meted to his beloved old tutor.

As a student, one of Auden’s favourite walks had been around the gas-works and
municipal rubbish dump not far from Christ Church, ‘where the last enchantments of the
Middle Ages gave way to the imagery of modern times™* However, in one of the poems of
his maturity, ‘Doggerel by a Senior Citizen’ (1969), Auden would admit through a geriatric
proxy that some of his poetic settings bore a nostalgic, ‘Wauvian’ quality: ‘My Eden
landscapes and their climes / Are constructs from Edwardian times’ (CP, 638). The collegiate
university, modelled upon his alma mater, Oxford, is one of the recurring Edenic locations
in his poetic imagination and, for all its failings, provides an important benchmark by which
other cultural and educational institutions and social collectives or communities are
measured. In his introduction to M. K. Fisher’s The Art of Eating (1963), Auden made an
unusual suggestion for university reform: ‘At Oxford and Cambridge |...] I should like to
see a stove installed in every undergraduate’s room and the College dining-halls transformed
into supermarkets and liquor-stores.” He was playfully alluding to the stereotype of the
privileged student whose every need is catered to and who never learns the basic skills of
looking after themselves. Such tongue-in-cheek, ofthand comments typify the more mollified
character of the educational critiques he was making in the later stages of his career.

Poets like Auden were able to feel ‘at home’ in the institutional and cultural contexts
of the prestigious universities on both sides of the Atlantic because they were members of
the most privileged social demographic in the Anglo-American world. Auden’s extended

sojourn abroad in the main augmented his underlying loyalty to the élite English institutions
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233

that had nurtured his creative talents and, with each imaginative return to his alma mater, his
earlier critical bite became mollified. The acme of his academic career was his appointment
to the prestigious position of Professor of Poetry at Oxford in 1956. His rivals for the chair
were the Shakespearean scholar, G. Wilson Knight and Sir Harold Nicolson, who had
authored influential works of literary criticism on Tennyson, Byron, and Swinburne. Auden
was by far the preferred choice for the undergraduates, ‘who viewed the election as a
symbolic battle, a generational struggle for the soul of the university between insular
convention and cosmopolitan intelligence.”” Auden’s successful election was seen by them
as a marker of Oxford’s espousal of a more modernised and internationalist outlook. But
this putative watershed moment also reflected how reactionary Oxford remained at the time:
Auden was only relatively speaking the most ‘progressive’ option and by this stage in his life,
his erstwhile radicalism had lost much of its youthful fervour. Despite his professions of
sympathy for the ‘common man,” he remained of the view that the poet-critic resided in a
special class of his—and it was usually only ‘his’ in his thinking—own. The ideal university
in Auden’s view, offered a safe temporary harbour for youths from an antagonistic modern
world that was dictated by capitalist ideology and corrupt politicians. Although he constantly
interrogated the ‘idea of the university’ over the course of his career, and penned a number
of firm criticisms of some of the élite institution’s shortcomings, his poetic treatment of the
institution was occasionally more reactionary than radical, especially in his later years, and,
even as he challenged certain educational inequities, he turned a blind eye to many of the

other forms of exclusion that were still being perpetuated within the university.
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6. Zadie Smith’s Unsentimental Fictions: Optimism and Despair in the
Contemporary University Narrative

This final chapter explores how contemporary British writer, Zadie Smith, engages with
contemporary discourses that have been declaiming the ‘crisis’ in Anglo-American higher
education. In her fictionalisations of the university, which include the post-millennial
American liberal arts college in On Beauty (2005), the contemporary British higher education
landscape in NW (2012), and her own alma mater Cambridge in the short story, ‘Sentimental
Education’ (2019), Smith mounts a series of challenges to two key antipodal narratives about
the university. They are challenges freighted with Smith’s own ambivalences about the
institutions which literary writers like herself increasingly find themselves working within, as
well as against. I argue that Smith’s university fictions offer counterweights to—and timely
interventions into—the caustic, defeatist, and catastrophising rhetoric that has been
dominant in the contemporary campus novel genre and extra-literary conversations about
higher education. Smith experiments within various modes of realism—which critics have
variously categorised as ‘post-modernist’, ‘revisionist modernist’, ‘lyrical’, ‘ethical,” ‘austere’,
and ‘sociological’—pushing back against a reductive transatlantic myth of the university’s
steady decline and inevitable fall that has steadily gained traction in recent decades. Second,
Smith confronts the triumphal account, often originating from neoliberal policy makers, that
the expansion of élite to mass higher education over the course of the twentieth century has
produced, if not the best a free market model can achieve, then something laudably close to
it—a rich variety of ‘choice’, and demonstrated ‘excellence’ in many areas. She foregrounds
the persistence of institutional cultures that prejudice both the access and meaningful
participation in higher education of certain subsets of young people and which continue to
generate tragic narratives of exclusion. Each of Smith’s fictions seeks to reach more sensitive

understandings of the intersections of class, race, and gender in educational disadvantage and
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the difficulties that certain groups of university students face and by which some are, sadly,
defeated.

In the second half of the twentieth century, as higher education came to be seen as
less of a privilege and more of a basic right, debates about its provision grew more heated.
Ever since the era of Thatcherism and ‘Reaganomics,” many critics have lamented that the
Anglo-American university has undergone a neoliberal makeover. Allegations about ‘the
death of the university’ and the broken promise of higher education have acquired an
apodictic quality through sheer reiteration.”' The story goes that a Trojan horse, constructed
out of funding ‘reforms’ and political ‘doublespeak’ about the ‘modernisation of or
‘equalisation of access to’ higher education, smuggled into the university pure market
principles. These desecrated the liberal ideal of a university as a rarefied realm where learning,
enlightenment, and self-cultivation could be pursued as goods in themselves, a university that
was an indispensable public good because it taught the skills of critical thought, civic
responsibility, and democratic engagement. Nick Couldry argues that the fact that market
mechanisms could be installed with minimal resistance is ‘a symptom of a deeper crisis
whereby neoliberal democracy consistently offers voice, participation, inclusion, but then
retracts it.”> And as John Walton notes, whilst resistance has been mobilised against the
assault on the universities, ‘by its nature it fights local battles, backs to the wall’ ‘in an utterly
philistine political environment.””

Whilst there is much truth, unfortunately, in these claims, the popular genres of the
campus and academic novels tend towards doom-saying assertions about how the liberal
ideal of the university has been distorted beyond recognition or redemption. Elaine

Showalter rightly urges that ‘what’s needed in academic fiction is a more historicized view, a

1 See, e.g. Henry A. Giroux, “Beyond the Swindle of the Corporate University,” The Assault on Universities: A
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viewpoint that accepts the decline in the ideals of the academy while acknowledging the
inevitability of such transformations within institutions.”” ‘Rather than raising challenges
about how we imagine and represent the university in order to provoke reform,” Kimberly
Rae Connor observes in a similar vein, ‘fictional portrayals simply criticized academe as a
diminished reality.”” Kristina Quynn discusses how the ‘relentlessly disgusting’ scatological
motifs of bodily waste and amputated limbs in the relatively new subgenre of the
‘Adjunctroman,’ such as James Hynes’s The Lecturer’s Tale (2001) and Alex Kudera’s Fight for
Your Long Day (2010), are ‘reminders of the excess and waste of the professorial pursuit’ and
the abjection of the contemporary adjunct professor in the gig economy of modern

academia.>*

The popular university/campus novels seem to have reached a new nadir: what
started as somewhat sensationalist satires of the university have become, at their most
extreme, expressions of total despair and disgust.

Janice Rossen posits that writers often use the university novel ‘as a means of working
out problems in their own writing.”””’ The gente’s ongoing appeal to authors—and readers—
partly derives from the fact that the university is an exemplary microcosm in which both
broader social problems and a diverse range of personalities are concentrated. Zadie Smith
has been, from her tremendous debut, a self-reflexive writer deeply interested in exploring
how literary forms, modes, and language impact upon the cultural experience, perception or
recollection of a particular historical moment or ‘crisis.” It does not seem merely coincidental
that Smith turned to the campus novel genre after James Wood had resoundingly castigated

her in the pages of The New Republic (2000) as well as The London Review of Books (2002) for

the ‘hysterical realism’ of her first two novels. Wood’s claim was that, in her anxiety to capture
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every facet of a frenetic modernity, Smith had overburdened traditional realist conventions
and produced ‘excessively centripetal’ narratives. In his attack upon Smith’s otherwise
acclaimed debut novel, White Teeth (2000), Wood argued that overload of information and
feverishly entangled plotlines coalesced to form a ‘glamourous congestion.” In his view, a
tendency to over-ironise further weakened this novel’s moral and characterological force.”
Wood reiterated his criticisms upon the publication of Smith’s second novel, The Autograph
Man (2002). Again, Wood found fault with Smith for failing in her ‘management of irony and
sincerity.”* Smith evidently took these criticisms to heart. Over the years that followed, she
not only issued a series of defences of her literary aims and methodologies in essays and
speeches, but also radically experimented with her fictional style.

Each of Smith’s university fictions exhibits a distinct mode of writing, as she
endeavours to capture, faithfully but also critically and inventively, the diverse range of the

lived student experience. Oz Beauty (2005) has been variously described as an instance of
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‘Iyrical realism,”" ‘empathetic realism,” and ‘ethical realism,™" which developed alongside
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the ‘Chekhovian™* quality of her short stories and succeeded by the ‘austere realism
‘more sociological and also more experimental realism™* of NW (2012). Her ‘theory’ of
fiction was fundamentally shaped by Forster’s, which he described as, at its core, a

‘sentimental’ one. In her 2008 review of his collected BBC Tulks, she quoted from his

elaboration upon this theory: ‘All I write is, to me, sentimental. A book which doesn’t leave
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people either happier or better than it found them, which doesn’t add some permanent
treasure to the world, isn’t worth doing.””*’ Smith’s similar conviction in the ameliorative
function of literature informs the ethos of all her writings. In her frequently misread (or, at
least, carelessly read) essay, “T'wo Directions for the Novel’ (2009),”* Smith argues that the
lyrically realist novel, with its irrepressible—and, as she suggests ethically irresponsible—
impulse to aestheticise, to beautify the ‘real’, had become unequal to the task of representing
the postmillennial condition, beset as it was with so many intersecting geopolitical and
socioeconomic tensions. A novel written in this form would, at best, be ‘the bedtime story
that comforts us most’ and at worst, a ‘catastrophe,” instead of the ethical call to (re-)engage
with the collective imaginary that was required during such times. Smith emphasises that if
the tradition of lyrical realism is to sutvive, its practitioners ‘will have to push a little harder
on their subject.” The second path, and the one that she advocates, is the ‘antiliterature’
epitomised by Tom McCarthy’s Remainder (2005), that deconstructive, novelistic ‘nervous
breakdown’ (Smith assiduously avoids the contentious term, ‘hysteria’) that ‘empties out
interiority entirely.”" Its modus operandi is ‘accumulation and repetition, closing in on its
subject in ever-decreasing revolutions, like a trauma victim circling the blank horror of the
traumatic event.””” Smith suggests that this form of self-reflexive, self-deconstructing novel
has greater capacity for playing host to more productive modes of thinking and (un)knowing,
as reached through feeling, through a moral sensibility. Formally and ideationally, such a
novel would be open-ended and perhaps unfinishable in a sense, a novel firmly oriented

towards the possibilities of further dialogue and galvanising actual action. All of Smith’s
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university narratives aim for this middle way and it is in this unswerving commitment to the
true histories, present-day realities, and envisioned futurities of the university that her most

valuable contributions to higher education studies lie.

On Beauty and Injustice: An Anatomy of the (Neo-)Liberal Arts College

Having reached the same verdict on contemporary university novels independently of
Showalter’s Faculty Towers, which was published in the same year, Smith’s criticism of the
state of American higher education in Oz Beanty is guided by a desire to eschew the
sensationalist and deeply cynical tendencies of the genre. But contrary to Showalter’s advice
to aspiring university novelists, Smith is reluctant to accede (in her first university fiction at
least) to the idea that the university’s ‘decline’ is an ‘inevitability.” The quietly radical On Beauty
is an exemplary ‘condition of culture’ novel: in his sensitive reading, Francis Mulhern
describes how the novel is ‘[e]dged with satire in its critical movement,” whilst ‘deeply
romantic in its contrapuntal upward curve, at times approaching the marvellous.”” The
pivotal crisis in Anglo-American higher education that the novel explores, and which Smith
will return to in later works, is the university’s entrenchment and reproduction of social
inequalities. Smith foregrounds a fundamental dissonance between policies targeted at
increasing opportunities to participate in higher education and those which have shifted the
financial burden of education from the state to individuals, who are not equally equipped to
bear it. Mere ‘inclusion’ in a university, Smith emphasises, does not amount to true
participation. Widening access alone does not redress the systemic disadvantages and the
unconscious, or in some instances the conscious, biases that underpin the curricula, teaching

practices, and cultures that prevail in the university.

553 Mulhern, Figures of Catastrophe, 33.
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As is often noted, On Beanty enters into dialogue with two key intertexts: Forster’s
Howards End (1910) and Elaine Scarry’s extended philosophical essay, Oz Beauty and Being Just
(2000). Smith swaps Forster’s Edwardian drawing rooms and concert halls for the ivory
towers of Wellington, a fictional town in New England at the start of the new millennium.
The Schlegel-Wilcox dichotomy is recast in the antagonistic and amorous entanglements of
the Belsey and Kipps households, respectively headed by two rival art historians, Howard

2554
1,

Belsey, the ‘sensible libera and the ultra-neoconservative Sir Montague Kipps, who
aspires to ‘tak[e] the “liberal” out of the Liberal Arts’ (OB, 148). In her Acknowledgments
tor On Beaunty, Smith lays out her ledger of literary debts: ‘this is a novel inspired by a love for
E.M. Forster, to whom all my fiction is indebted, one way or the other.” By declaring her
allegiance to Forster’s trademark liberal humanism and the composure of his narrative voice,
Smith pre-emptively deflects criticisms that her new work shares the (alleged) fictional
pyrotechnics of her earlier work. She would later elaborate upon her esteem for Forster’s
steadfast optimism on behalf of literature in the face of global catastrophe: he ‘never believed
the novel was dead ...[Jand] did not come to feel that England had gone to hell in a
handbasket, that its language was doomed.” In her above-mentioned 2008 review Smith
describes Forster as an exemplary ‘Middle Manager,” by which she means to praise his
measured and consistent avoidance of all extremes, whether ideological or stylistic.”>® Smith
also secks to emulate the unobtrusive didacticism of Forster’s novels. ‘He’s educating you,’
she admires, ‘but surreptitiously, and unlike the writings of his childhood hero, Matthew
Arnold, it never feels painful. The /eggerezza of his prose lightens every load.””” Perhaps most

importantly, as Christian Moraru contends, Forster offers Smith ‘a generous model of

worldliness and sociality that she extends to a place and time where such values seem in short

554 Zadie Smith, Oz Beanty (London: Hamish Hamilton, 2005), 29. Subsequent references will be incorporated
in-text, with the abbreviation OB.

5% Smith, Changing My Mind, 15.

5% Tbid.
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supply.”® Indeed, On Beauty is most Forstetian in its ability to inhabit its own ambivalences,
in its resistance to the cynicism that seems to have become de riguenr in postmillennial
discourse, in the lightness of its satirical and educative touches, and in its commitment to the
humanistic vision of a university that could encapsulate all the virtues of a pluralistic
democracy.

Smith recognises in Elaine Scarry a kindred, if not as explicitly avowed, disciple of
Forster’s brand of liberal humanism. O# Beanty takes up the impassioned plea Scarry makes
in her treatise that the language of beauty, as found in works of literature and art, should be
understood within universities as a morally enriching resource, instead of being subjected to
the hyper-rational, jargon-laden dissections that have become the default of professional
study. Whilst there is little that is controversial and much that is energising about Scarry’s

5559

assertions—including, ‘beauty is a starting place for education™ and the purpose of

education ‘is to increase the chance that one will be looking in the right direction when a

500_Smith seems to think that they are

comet makes its sweep through a certain patch of sky
slightly too quixotic and starry-eyed. As the blurb of the Penguin edition of Oz Beauty states,
Smith’s novel asks ‘searching questions’ once it ‘puts low morals among high ideals.” A
question that haunts all of Smith’s fictions concerning higher education is: what remains of
the once beautiful ideal of the university in the wake of the low morals’ of the neoliberal
economy? In one way or another, this is the very question that all the writers discussed in
this thesis have been putting to their readers.

In her 2003 Orange Word Lecture, Smith had already indirectly expressed her

sympathy with Scarry’s arguments when recalling the way that English Literature was taught

at Cambridge while she was there as an undergraduate from 1994-97. Along with her peers,

538 Christian Moraru, “The Forster Connection or, Cosmopolitanism Redux: Zadie Smith’s On Beauty, Howards
End, and the Schlegels,” The Comparatist 35 (2011): 135.

5% Elaine Scarry, On Beauty and Being Just (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 31,
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Smith sensed that it would have been ‘anomalous’ to speak of the powerful ‘emotive’
response that a book produced in her. A novel was to be treated not as a thing of beauty but
‘as if it were not quite a novel, but rather a piece of social history, or an example of moral
philosophy, or a mission statement, or a piece of public policy. It did not matter, really, as
long as the novel was seen to be treated rigorously and made relevant.”®" Whilst academic
‘rigour’ had been installed in literary criticism since the mid-1920s by the Cambridge critics,
I. A. Richards and F. R. Leavis, the requirement of ‘relevance’ is a much more recent one. It
is a symptom of the university’s embeddedness within a capitalist economy, which demands
that less empirical courses, such as those in the humanities, justify their ‘usefulness’ or
‘impact’ in the ‘real world” and account for the ‘transferable skills” they can endow upon their
students.

The status and ethos of Wellington College, designed to stand as a generic,
representative Anglo-American university, are a matter of some contest between the various
characters. Howard, who has struggled in vain to obtain tenure there for the past decade,
deems it ‘a half decent American university’ and ‘as close to an Ivy League as he was ever
going to get’ (OB, 17, 35). The narrator affirms that it is ‘a fancy East Coast school’ (OB, 249)
and some readers have noted its resemblance to Harvard, where Smith held a year-long
visiting fellowship in 2002-3.* Each of the Belsey progeny feels slightly discomfited by
Wellington’s complacency about its own elitism. The youngest, Levi, still in high school,
despairs of Wellington’s ‘arid’ character and is convinced that ‘[i]n universities, people forgot
how to live’ (OB, 407). The middle child, Zora, derides her peers as ‘over-privileged assholes’

(OB, 377). The mutual resentment between ‘town’ and ‘gown’ is exemplified when

51 Republished as Zadie Smith, “Love, Actually,” The Guardian, 1 November 2003,
https://www.theguardian.com/books /2003 /nov/01/classics.zadiesmith.

562 Susan Alice Fischer, ““Temporal Layers: Personal and Political History in Zadie Smith’s Oz Beanty,” in
Reading Zadie Smith: The First Decade and Beyond, ed. Philip Tew (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), 95. At
the Department of English at Harvard University, Oz Beanty is on the syllabus of a course on the ‘Harvard
Novel’ genre. https://english.fas.harvard.edu/english-90hn-harvard-novel.
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Wellington’s Professor of Poetry, Claire Malcolm, takes her creative writing class on its
annual excursion to the Spoken Word night at an ‘inclusive’ communal venue (OB, 212). In
response to heckling from a student, the moderator sardonically retorts, ‘I &row that to be a
Wellington kid [...] We got some educated brothers here tonight’ (OB, 222). Before he had
left for Brown University, Jerome, the eldest Belsey child and prodigal son of sorts, had
‘hated’ the university-town as a whole, denouncing it as ‘an unreal protectorate; high income,
morally complacent; full of spiritually inert hypocrites’ (OB, 401). Three years’ absence has
softened Jerome’s antagonism, however, until Wellington’s familiar backwaters have grown
into ‘a comforting dreamscape [...] It was certainly true that this was an unreal place where
nothing ever changed. But Jerome [...] had begun to appreciate exactly this quality’ (OB,
401). There is, of course, a latent condescension in his appraisal, as he seems to imply that
his Ivy League institution is more progressive, and less morally and spiritually hypocritical.
One of the centrepieces of Wellington College, a library with ‘too many windows’,
suggests that the institution is a place of enlightened openness, transparency, and unbounded
opportunity. But in reality, the library’s surplus fenestration only presents practical
inconveniences that elicit wry narratorial comments on draughty halls of learning that are
‘impossible to heat’ (OB, 319). Howard observes how ‘the white church and the grey library’
dominate the campus, ‘antagonizing each other on opposite sides of the square’ (OB, 143).
His younger son had earlier observed, ‘[tlhe pristine white spires of the college [were] like
the watchtowers of a prison’ (OB, 79). These dispersed descriptions of Wellington contribute
to an overall impression that it remains a traditionalist institution, ill-adapted to the needs
and values of the modern era. The repeated references to the whiteness of its architectural
components unsubtly signal the lack of diversity in the students and staff it has recruited.
On Beanty deplores not only the glacial rate at which institutional reforms are
implemented but the regressive tendencies that were threatening to undo past progress. The

college’s name evokes the ‘Iron Duke’ of Wellington, Arthur Wellesley, the much-féted
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English hero of Waterloo. Later, as Prime Minister, the Duke of Wellington was infamously
conservative, opposing motions to extend the political franchise and supporting the
continuation of élite rule. The nominal association foreshadows the neo-conservatism that
will sweep across the campus after a visiting fellowship is awarded to Monty, an Oxford-
educated Trinidadian British art historian, well-known for having ‘dedicated his life to the
perverse politics of right-wing iconoclasm’ (OB, 29). In Claire’s cynical view, this is yet
another of Wellington’s ‘crypto-fascist appointments’ (OB, 57). ‘Every time it was one step
forward,” Erskine Jegede, the Nigerian Assistant Director of the Black Studies Department,
concurs, ‘Monty was taking us all two steps back again’ (OB, 21). The college’s student
publication, the Wellington Herald, exemplifies ‘that wearisome Wellingtonian reverence for
all things British.” Its articles ‘always retained a superior, Victorian tone’ and ‘were always
presented as if they were motions being put before the Oxford Union’ (OB, 402). The
persistently—and inexplicably—high esteem in which Old World traditions are held in this
New England college creates an alienating environment for certain students, who continue
to be disadvantaged by the legacies of this earlier age of Empire, colonialism, and slavery. As
Smith cautions in a piece from 2016, “Time travel is a discretionary art: a pleasure trip for
some and a horror story for others.””

The teaching in Wellington is conducted by the usual range of academic types that
readers would expect to find in a campus novel. They are beset by the familiar panoply of
petty vanities, jealousies, and insecurities that run rife in a profession defined by its precarity
and casualised labour. Jack French, armed with a double doctorate, is at the helm as the
heavily satirised Dean of Humanities. Described as ‘a university man from the cradle’ (OB,
161), Jack sports a bewildering assortment of physical traits: his ‘movie-idol face’ resembles

‘cut-glass architecture, angled like a Wyndham Lewis portrait. His sentimental eyebrows

563 Zadie Smith, “On Optimism and Despaitr,” The New York Review of Books, 22 December, 2016,
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made the shape of two separated sides of a steeple, always gently perplexed. He had skin like
the kind of dark, aged leather you find on those fellows they dig out, after 900 years, from a
peat bog’ (OB, 65). Simultaneously evoking eighteenth-century sentimentalism, twentieth-
century avant-gardism, and the gnarled victims of pagan sacrifice, Jack personifies the
confused goals and haphazard organisation of the humanities in the modern liberal arts
college. Claire bluntly accuses him of ‘talking [...] like a management manual’ (OB, 158),
echoing common criticisms of the °‘entrepreneurial university’ in an era of ‘new

20t and ‘McKinseyism.”® ‘These are datrk times,” Jack pontificates in empty

managerialism
phrases, ‘And yet what can the university do [...] but continue its work?” (OB, 151). The ever-
sycophantic Zora, in commending Jack for leading them ‘through a new progressive stage
[...] in a positive direction’ (OB, 67) ventriloquises the celebratory narrative that Smith’s
novel aims to problematise.

The mercantilist language used in On Beauty to describe how students ‘shop’ around
for courses underlines how far higher education has been commercialised, as D. H. Lawrence
had long ago predicted. Walton contends that ‘the greatest evil’ that has occurred in
universities in recent decades has been ‘the rise of a narrow, utilitarian vocationalism.”>*
Universities have ‘become the training wings of international corporations’ after the rubrics
of neoliberalism ‘spread like a toxic virus from the United States in the 1990s.>*" Even in her
trite defence of a liberal education to the Dean, Zora cannot avoid the ironic use of economic
terms: ‘you’ve just got to take the class that will most develop you as a human being a# whatever
cost, 1 truly believe that’ (OB, 67, emphasis added). She later undermines her own speech when

she scoffs at Claire’s suggestion that college represented a ‘time to sit around reading

whatever we fancied’ (OB, 219). Her father glares disparagingly at the students who recline
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before ‘a pot-pourri of orange, red, yellow and purple leaves [that] carpeted the ground,
mentally reprimanding them for ‘wasting time’ (OB, 143). And yet, Howard is caustic when
his student-customers exhibit an excess of industry when performing their cost-benefit
analyses of each course, including assessing how it may affect their post-graduation job
prospects and earnings:
[B]y next Tuesday these kids would have already sifted through the academic wares on
display in the form of courses across the Humanities Faculty, and performed a
comparative assessment in their own minds, drawing on multiple variables including the
relative academic fame of the professor, his previous publications up to that point; his
intellectual kudos; the uses of his class; whether his class really meant anything to their
permanent records or their personal futures or their grad school potential; the likelihood
of the professor in question having any real-world power that might translate into an
actual capacity to write that letter which would effectively place them — three years from
now — on an internship at the New Yorker or in the Pentagon or in Clinton’s Harlem
offices or at French ogue.
(OB, 142)
Students have become customers, who have the onerous responsibility of undertaking a cost-
benefit ‘assessment’ of each course. This passage of free indirect discourse imaginatively
traces the modern undergraduate’s reasoning processes. Most notably, it is steeped in the
jargon of the neoliberal market: ‘comparative assessment,” ‘multiple variables,” and
‘effectively’ are the buzzwords of a management consultancy presentation. The keyword,
‘uses,’ is followed by a sequence of words (‘really’, ‘real-world’, ‘actual’) that underscores how
vital it is for these student-consumers that the product they have purchased, at increasingly
exorbitant rates, yield tangible benefits in life beyond college. Contemporary university
education, in Howard’s view, which Smith shares to some extent, has become utterly stripped
of the poetry of Scarry’s vision of the university (a vision that has been shared, too, in some
form, by most of the other writers already discussed) as a place where one can engorge
oneself on beautiful things.
There is also a hint in the passage just quoted that the massification of higher

education has resulted in a devaluation of the university degree. A decently remunerative or

stable post-graduation job is by no means guaranteed, so that additional ‘kudos’ on the part
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of the teacher (qua referee) is now required. The grim portrait of contemporary American
higher education is counterbalanced somewhat by the types of internships that are listed: ‘at
the New Yorker or in the Pentagon or in Clinton’s Harlem offices or at French ogue.” The
chiasmus underlines that the most coveted types of careers for students in the typical liberal
arts college do not lie in investment banks, law firms, or management consultancies. Howard,
at least, seems to derive some reassurance from his belief that his students are politically
liberal, mostly, and that they still care, at some level, about things like ‘culture’ and ‘beauty,’
even though the nature of the modern society will only permit them to pursue these passions
in the offices of The New Yorker or IVogue. The opening of On Beanty, an ironic reprise of the
tirst sentence of Howards End, is relevant in the context of this discussion: ‘One may as well
begin with Jerome’s e-mails to his father’ (OB, 3). Instead of Helen Schlegel’s rapturous
letters extolling the titular country home of the Wilcoxes, which had symbolised one of the
final bastions of a pastoral, pre-commercial England in Forster’s novel, Jerome emails
Howard from London, where he has secured an internship with his father’s arch-rival, the
seminal act of filial treachery that inaugurates the novel’s inter-familial dramas. From the very
first page, Smith thus draws attention to the way in which the increasing requirement to
undertake (unpaid or minimally paid) internships in the twenty-first-century’s market
economy was affecting university students unequally. Jerome, along with the ‘three more
yank interns,” would not have been able to make this extravagant transatlantic journey for
the mere sake of ‘organising lunches, filing, talking to people on the phone’ (OB, 3), without
the financial backing of their families. At times, Howard seems to feel genuine pity for this
generation, whom he sees as ‘lined up against the wall like prisoners waiting to be shot’ (OB,
141). His teaching assistant, to whom Smith gives her own surname, hints ominously at the
graver long-term psychological tolls exacted by this high-pressure environment. He observes
that their classroom windows ‘open only at the very top. Student precaution, [I] guess.

Suicide proof’ (OB, 145).
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Yet, generally, Howard has become so disenchanted by modern academe that he is
numbed to his students’ anxieties. In fact, he experiences a ‘nasty sensation’ whenever he
senses ‘a cry for pastoral care’ (OB, 255). He believes that the main factor keeping his students
tongue-tied in his classes is ‘an intense fear of their peers. And, more than that, of Howard
himself. [...] [H]e positively relished it’ (OB, 155). Ground down after years of largely futile
struggle in the gig economy of modern academia, Howard tries to assuage a wounded ego
by intimidating his freshmen with jargon-laden lectures. His pedagogical philosophy
explicitly aims to ‘recast Aesthetics as a rarefied language of exclusion’ (OB, 155). Howard
deludes himself that the awed silence to which he reduces his students is the ‘interesting
breed of silence particular to upscale liberal arts colleges. It was not silence because nobody
had anything to say — quite the opposite’ (OB, 155). However, Smith collates some
independent student feedback that undermines Howard’s smug self-appraisal. Katie
Armstrong, a bright and conscientious girl, is the representative working-class student who
hails from a family of ‘relative poverty’ in Indiana (OB, 249). To Katie, Howard is ‘speaking
a different language from the one she has spent sixteen years refining’ (OB, 250). When
studying Rembrandt’s etching, Seated Nude, Katie experiences an epiphany that exemplifies
what Scarry and Smith both believe that university classes should be encouraging: “This is
what a2 woman iz, Katie realises, moved to tears, ‘unadorned, after children and work and
age, and experience—rzhese are the marks of living (OB, 251-2, original emphasis). However, she is
denied the opportunity of sharing her discovery in their following class, which Howard
monopolises with an impenetrable theorisation of ‘the mytheme of artist as autonomous
individual with privileged insight into the human’ (OB, 252). Katie disappears from the
narrative—by inference she seems to drop Howard’s course after her demoralising foray into
art history—but the episode allows Smith to extend Scarry’s thesis by adding a class-inflected
critique. The institutional prohibition against vernacular conversations about beauty creates

disaffecting pedagogical environments that, for no easily defensible intellectual purpose,
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exclude students who have not already been accustomed to such academese in the course of
an ¢élite secondary education. It is also telling that none of the ‘discretionary students’ from
the affirmative action scheme appears in Howard’s class. In fact, the only student of colour,
according to his infantilising and disturbingly racialising survey of his class, appears to be ‘the
Indian girl with the disproportionate eyes of a Disney character’ (OB, 154). Smith seems to
be making a passing criticism of the culturally homogenous nature of many universities’
curricula. Howard’s flagship lecture, specially tailored to recruit freshman to the study of art
history, is entitled ‘Constructing the Human: 1600-1700’. But the ‘human’, as constructed
within Howard’s course, is white—and no one in Wellington, least of all Howard, seems to
find this problematic.

Smith explores how, in the ultra-competitive climate of the modern university,
relatively privileged students experience feelings of exclusion and maladjustment as well. The
traditional university narrative, as we have seen, often contained encomiums to the
romanticised friendships or intense homosocial bonds that play formative roles in the
protagonists’ Bildung. The absence of such relationships in Oz Beanty is striking. Tammy
Amiel Houser argues that failures in empathy in Smith’s fictions become more pronounced
and frequent as the market increases its dominance.”® Alexander Dick and Christina Lupton
also identify how genuine human affection only ‘emerges in spaces and moments of ecstatic
fissure in the university’s bureaucratic edifice rather than in the institution proper.”” The
university’s encouragement of ruthless individualism inhibits friendships from developing
between students who are trained to see their peers as competitors. Through Zora’s
characterisation, Smith foregrounds the self-alienation and dehumanisation that can result

from the neoliberal university experience. Zora, regarded by many members of Wellington
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as a model college student, is described by Howard’s teaching assistant as ‘a text-eating
machine|...] Whatever she [gets] in front of her she rips apart to see how it works’ (OB, 145).
The Dean independently affirms that Zora, ‘who used language like an automatic weapon,’
is ‘an exceptional student’ (OB, 146). The modern Western economy is ideally powered by
such highly skilled and indefatigable automatons. But Smith tempers the parodic jibes
directed at Zora to suggest that, for all her irritating precocities, she is ultimately just a girl
possessed by the simple human yearning for a sociability that no longer seems possible in
the university. What Zora longs for are those very Forsterian connections—though she
conceptualises these in the fecund, organicist language of Lawrence, curiously enough—
those moments of self-transcendence ‘whereby interiority opens out and brings to bloom
the million-petalled flower of being here, in the world, with other people’ (OB, 211).

It is significant that the one class that Zora, despite her exemplary academic record,
is unable to gain access to—without resorting to blackmail—is Claire’s creative writing
course. Claire refuses Zora a place on the grounds that she lacks a ‘sensibility’ (OB, 158) and
that her (attempts at) poetry could have been ‘generated by a random word-generating
machine’ (OB, 258). The creative writing class is an instantiation of Scarry’s ideal learning
environment, which honours, and is reinvigorated by, a collective appreciation of beauty.
‘Conceived [...] in the firmament of early twentieth century progressive educational reform,’
as Mark McGurl, the great advocate of creative writing departments, enthuses, ‘creative
writing is surely one of the purest expressions of the movement’s abiding concern for student
enrichment through autonomous self-creation. What could be further from the dictates of
rote learning, or studying for a standardized test, than using one’s imagination to invent a
story or write a poem?”" Oz Beauty offers more restrained approbation of the courses that

McGurl describes as ‘distant descendants of Plato’s erotically charged symposium’ that are
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indispensable to ‘a diverse aesthetic democracy.”” Claire’s efforts are certainly applauded:
she endows her students with the invaluable gift of self-belief and leads them to a deeper
understanding of their rich literary inheritance and the human condition itself. ‘I’'m trying to
refine and polish [...] a sensibility, as Claire explains proudly to the Dean (OB, 158, original
emphasis). A section in free indirect discourse captures another stream of informal student
feedback, to be contrasted to the bemused responses (or lack thereof) to Howard’s lectures:
[S]he made you feel that just being in #is moment, doing #his thing, was the most
important and marvelous possibility for you. Claire spoke often in her poetry of the idea
of ‘fittingness’: that is, when your chosen pursuit and your ability to achieve it—no matter
how small or insignificant both might be—are matched exactly, are fitting. Thizs, Claire
argued, is when we become truly human, fully ourselves, beautiful. [...] In Claire’s
presence, you were not faulty or badly designed, no, not at all. You were the fitting
receptacle and instrument of your talents and beliefs and desires.
(OB, 214, original emphasis)
Briana Brickley rightly identifies this as a pivotal section that articulates a ‘radically
democratic notion of beauty.”” Students temporarily set aside their anxieties about ‘multiple
variables’, ‘uses’ and ‘real-world power’ in order to contemplate the thrilling possibility that
one’s perfected self could “fit” perfectly into an ideal collectivity. They allow themselves to be
‘reminded [...] how noble it was to write poetry; how miraculous it should feel to
communicate what is most intimate to you’ (OB, 259). They emerge from Claire’s classroom,
buoyed up with the ‘feeling’ of being ‘if not shoulder to shoulder with Keats and Dickinson
and Eliot and the rest, then at least in an echo chamber, in the same roll-call of history’ (OB,
259). Where Howard’s classes belittle, Claire’s embolden, with their key message that
millennials, at least, the highly cultured and well-read specimens of Wellington, stand on the
shoulders of giants. The astronomical popularity of Claire’s class suggests that this is what

undergraduates, at heart, still want from their educations, despite the ultra-rational approach

to course selection many may feel compelled to take.
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Claire conceals from her students her own disillusionment about the inhospitality of
the modern university towards the arts. Creative writing courses, after all, fall under the
governance of a Dean who could only respond woodenly with the tautological and vacuous
blandishment, ‘Beautiful,” after Claire had recited her titular composition, ‘On Beauty’ (OB,
154). Ata revelatory moment, Claire suddenly feels ‘very tired. She was a poet. How had she
ever ended up here, in one of these institutions, these universities, where one must make an
argument for everything, even an argument for wanting to write about a chestnut tree?” (OB,
219). There is no sign that Wellington’s managerial body intends to fund the expansion of
Claire’s one-woman sub-faculty. Creative writing, the last reserve of the institution’s
humanistic ideals, continues to be marginalised as an optional elective that only a handful of
students are able to access.

Claire’s creative writing course is the only site in Wellington where tangible, albeit
very small-scale and ultimately short-lived, affirmative action is enacted, whilst the
university’s governing body is paralysed in an ideological gridlock on this issue. The
contemporary policy question with which On Beanty engages most fervently is whether
universities can (and should) offer some form of recompense for the historical wrongs of
slavery and racial discrimination, the sad ongoing legacies of which continue to inhibit the
access and participation of African American youths in higher education. Howard’s wife,
Kiki, underlines the recentness of state-endorsed racial apartheid: in her mother’s Floridian
neighbourhood, ‘you could still see a segregated bus in 1973 [...] This stuff is dose’ (OB, 368,
original emphasis). Arising out of the civil rights activism of the 1960s, affirmative action has
been one of the means by which the underrepresentation of university applicants from
disadvantaged backgrounds has been partially rectified.””” The counter-movement opposing

these schemes garnered a surge of support towards the end of the twentieth century. In 1996,
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a referendum against affirmative action was approved in California. Around this time, it
became banned at universities in the states of Mississippi, Texas and Louisiana. Minority
enrolments immediately dropped in certain programmes.”™* As Smith was writing On Beanty,
the legal assaults had reached federal level: the US Senate was debating anti-affirmative action
legislation. Contemporary polls indicated that the majority of Americans were opposed to
such schemes.”™ On Beauty hints at the largely tokenistic nature of institutional efforts to
widen access and participation. Kiki is struck that Wellington remains a ‘sez of white’ (OB,
200). The only ‘black folk’ that she sees regularly are the cleaners and the nurses. Wellington’s
campus is split into a liberal and a conservative camp, with the latter disputing the ‘very right
to existence’ of the Affirmative Action Committee (OB, 156). In the liberal Belsey household,
an interfaculty meeting where this right will be debated is described as ‘a battle for the soul
of this university’ and ‘the most important meeting Wellington’s had in a long time’ (OB,
262).

Monty, the leader of the anti-affirmative action campaign, sets up the standard
dichotomy—a false one, the novel suggests—between the “‘University of Open and Equal
Access’ and the ‘University of Excellence.” Monty argues that affirmative action is based on
‘a demoralizing philosophy’ (OB, 365) that leads to the erosion of academic standards,
compromises the very meritocratic tenets upon which modern society has been founded,
and ‘encourage[s] a culture of victimhood’ (OB, 368). So-called discrimination ‘in reverse’
would only stigmatise the beneficiaries of such schemes, or ‘unqualified students’ (OB, 368)
as he calls them, and unfairly exclude ‘better’ students. Monty hijacks the debate and distorts
it into a more nebulous one about ‘freedom of speech’ and the institutional conspiracy to

silence ‘right-wing discussion and debate on campus’ (OB, 156).

574 Fischer, “Temporal Layers,” 90.
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In the naming of Howard, who runs the Affirmative Action Committee, Smith may
have had in mind President Lyndon B. Johnson’s 1965 address at Howard University, a
federally chartered historically black university, where he had spoken powerfully about the
urgent need to redress the present-day social inequalities that were the legacies of the nation’s
dark history of slavery. As Johnson enjoined, “You do not take a person who, for years, has
been hobbled by chains and liberate him, bring him up to the starting line of a race and then
say, “you are free to compete with all the others,” and still justly believe that you have been
completely fair.”” Any comparisons that this nominal association may inspire would only
show up the flaccidity of Howard’s own rhetoric and commitment to the cause. Claire
astutely points out that both liberals and conservatives were just arguing the same stupid
dialectic over and over’ (OB, 263). Most Wellington academics regarded the debate as just
another episode of ‘the Monty and Howard road show’ (OB, 323). When Howard absent-
mindedly doodles around his notes for a denunciation of Monty’s ‘politics of hate’ (OB, 323),
it is noted that ‘[aJround this opening gambit, Howard drew a series of interlocking cutlicues,
like elegant branches, in the style of William Mortis. |...] the pattern grew until it took up
most of the left-hand margin’ (OB, 323). Right before his speech, Howard seems to be
abstractedly affirming his left-leaning affiliations by paying homage to the Victorian artist
and socialist. But the doodles also recall that absurd centrepiece in his office, the ‘huge
squishy sofa, upholstered in its ostentatiously English, William Morris ferns’ (OB, 224). It
had been upon this bloated piece of furniture that Howard, under the pretext of hosting his
affirmative action committee meetings, had committed adultery with his pet project’s ‘titular
deputy,” Claire (OB, 224). The inopportune re-materialisation of these pre-Raphaelite
curlicues serves as a barbed reminder of the superficiality of Howard’s investment in this

opportunity to achieve some social justice. Howard, to be fair, recognises his own

576 Cited in Fischer, “Temporal Layers,” 90.
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pusillanimity, likening the straggle of colleagues rallying behind him to ‘[a]n army rushing to
fight behind a general who could barely get on his horse’ (OB, 157). Smith hints at her own
exasperation with the exhibitionist ‘road show’ that these important discussions had been
reduced to. Her fictional doppelginger makes a timely flight from the meeting: ‘One lucky
sod now escaped [...]—a feckless novelist on a visiting fellowship’ (OB, 324).

Ultimately, it is the ever-pragmatic Kiki who short-circuits her husband’s and
Monty’s endless rounds of one-upmanship. Despite her own vacillations on the issue, Kiki
produces the novel’s most powerful defence of affirmative action. She reflects, on balance,
‘our opportunities have been severely retarded, backed up |...] by a legacy of stolen rights —
and to put #hat right, some concessions and support are what’s needed? It’s a matter of
redressing the balance — because we all know it’s been unbalanced a damn long time’ (OB,
368, original emphasis). Kiki’s resonant vernacular, intensified with its passionately underlined
words and mild expletives, puts the rhetorical flourishes of the academics’ speeches, rolled
out ‘with the rhythmic smoothness of self-quotation’ (OB, 368), to shame.

Kiki ruefully reflects, ‘I certainly wasn’t done any favors in my life—nor was my
mother, nor was Aer mother [...] and nor were my children [...] Like my mamma said to me:
You gotta work five times as hard as the white gitl sitting next to you’ (OB, 367, original emphasis).
However, her African American family had serendipitously been spared the worst effects of
an iniquitous system founded upon ‘stolen rights.” The fairytale-esque bequest of a house to
her grandmother by her (white) employer transformed the Simmonds’ family fortunes and
social standing overnight. The construction year of this property, now the Belsey family
residence, is marked conspicuously on the patterned tile above their front door: 1856. In
November of that year, James Buchanan was elected the fifteenth president of the United
States. President Buchanan became widely criticised for his non-action on the slavery issue
and his failure to resolve the secession crisis, which led to the outbreak of the American Civil

War shortly after his term in office. Smith is meting out a piece of poetic justice, or at least,
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local reparation. An oft-noted instance of ‘lyricism’ in Oz Beauty is the ‘mottled green glass’
of the Belseys’ windows ‘spreading a dreamy pasture on the floorboards whenever strong
light passes through them’ (OB, 16). The linkage of the pastoral with the Belsey nest-egg has
a clear symbolic import. Andrew Delbanco avers ‘College is our American pastoral.”””’
However, Smith clearly sees this as a dangerously complacent position. The inheritance
exemplifies direct affirmative action at work: it pays for Kiki’s mother’s law clerk training,
Kiki’s own nursing degree, and in freeing the Belseys from the burden of a mortgage, puts
them in a comfortable financial position to afford the college tuition fees of three children.
At a meta-narrative moment later in the novel, Zora wonders in her over-intellectualising
manner, ‘how do you avoid falling into pastoral fallacy [...] [I]sn’t it a depoliticized
reification?’ (OB, 218). Smith’s answer is reiterated throughout the novel, which takes pains
to avoid the fallacies and infidelities to historical truth that are committed by the too-lyrical
or ‘sentimental’ text. To follow the literary tradition of rendering the university as an Arcadia
would be to shirk the moral duty of drawing attention to those who continue to be excluded
from the groves of academe. Thus, after the brief glance at the ‘dreamy pasture,” the anti- (or
post-)pastoral notes that predominate in Smith’s realism are reasserted. The verdure-
spreading windows, it is noted, are fakes, ‘the originals being too precious to be used as
windows. Heavily insured, they are kept in a large safe in the basement’ (OB, 16). This
clarification preserves the notion of the ideal, whilst gently satirising how jealously middle-
and upper-class privilege(s) have been guarded from appropriation: the windows are triply
protected by at least two sets of physical locks and by an insurance policy. For all his alleged
Marxist sympathies, in practice, Howard invests very little in the struggle for public and freely
available education for all. However, Kiki will have her own chance to play fairy godmother

when Carlene Kipps, the reincarnation of Howards End's Ruth Wilcox, bequeaths her the

577 Andrew Delbanco, College: What 1t Was, Is, and Should Be (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press,
2012), 11.
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expensive painting of the Haitian Voodoo goddess, Erzulie, an ambivalent symbol of ‘the
mystére of jealousy, vengeance and discord, and, on the other hand, of love, perpetual help,
goodwill, health, beauty and fortune’ (OB, 175). Kiki pledges to sell the painting and donate
the proceeds to the Haitian Support Group, an altruistic act that extends symbolic as well as
material ‘goodwill’ towards a people, whose exploitation in the United States for their cheap
labour recalls and mimics the history of African American enslavement. Juxtaposed to these
instances of direct affirmative action, Wellington’s attempts at implementing its own schemes
appear shambolic. Carl Thomas and Chantelle Williams, gifted African American working-
class poets, are ‘discretionary students,” modern-day Leonard Basts, allowed to audit certain
classes. Carl represents the most underrepresented demographic in Anglo-American higher
education—the national opposition to affirmative action in the 1990s having the most
devastating effects upon student enrolments from this group.”” Whilst the numbers of black
female students earning tertiary qualifications have continued to grow, albeit all too
incrementally, a study showed that the proportion of college students who were black men
in 2002 was the same as it had been in 1976: a meagre 4.3 per cent.”” Throughout his life,
Carl, an untutored poetic genius, had been racially typecast and suspected of criminal activity.
His high school teachers, he was aware, ‘started worrying that he was going to mug or rape
them’ (OB, 260).>* Despite his unpropitious experiences within the education system, Carl
retained an idyllic vision of college. After attending a Mozart Requiem concert, he longs to
discuss it with Zora: ‘I’'m gonna lay some of my Mozart thoughts on her head, see how she
takes them — that’s all. That’s college right? That’s what you paying all that money for — just

so you get to talk to other people[...] That’s all you’re paying for. [...] That’s it’ (OB, 137).
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suspects Catl of the theft, despite the absence of any evidence.
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Carl’s assertions poignantly convey his need to believe that he could easily replicate in extra-
mural settings most of the college experience he cannot afford, should he choose to do so.

Whilst Claire spearheads the ‘discretionary students’ scheme, she is secretly
condescending towards even her favourite protégée, Carl. She views him as ‘someone who
doesn’t have a voice and who needs someone like you |...] to speak for him. [...] I also think
it’s a beautiful thing to do for a dispossessed person in this climate’ (OB, 263). But Carl has
amply demonstrated the power of his poetic voice and Claire’s suggestion that Zora, of all
people, could re-present his words more eloquently betrays a disingenuous motive: she is
starting to offload responsibility for her problematic students onto others. A narcissistic
element in Claire’s advocacy is also exposed here: her original decision to take up the cause
had been partly motivated by her admiration of the ‘beauty’ of her own patronage of the
‘dispossessed.” It is unsurprising when Claire withdraws this patronage, having tired of the
project, providing only the limp excuse that they cannot expect her ‘to overturn the rules of
this university overnight... My hands are tied’ (OB, 370).

In a 2005 interview for The Atlantic, after On Beanty’s publication, Smith assured her
readership that I don’t f*ck around with titles.”" We can be quite certain, then, that her
omission of the second half of Scarry’s title, ‘and Being Just,” was carefully calculated. For
Smith, Scarry’s idealistic defence of beauty’s right to institutional enthronement fails to
address the reality that many young people are debarred from accessing tertiary education in
the first place. And even for students who decide to incur the financial liability of a tertiary
degree, the less affluent will usually opt for institutions and courses where they will gain
professional qualifications, rather than indulge in ‘low-utility’ courses where they can study
‘beauty.” Scarry suggests a fairly smooth progression from the contemplation of beauty to

the activation of one’s ethical sensibilities and appetite for justice: ‘beautiful things give rise

581 Zadie Smith, “Zadie, Take Three,” Interview conducted by Jessica Murphy Moo. A#antic Monthly, Oct. 2005,
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to the notion of distribution, to a lifesaving reciprocity, to fairness.” Smith’s compelling
riposte is that myriad systemic barriers often stand in the way of justice’ and fair distribution.

The ‘radical decentering”®’

that an individual perceiver of beauty undergoes is insufficient to
effect or sustain the institution-wide dismantlement of those barriers. In Oz Beanty, university
ultimately proves to be traumatising for the discretionary students, thus enforcing the
message that systemic inequalities within educational institutions need systemic forms of
redress. Chantelle becomes the victim of what is the novel’s most—and there are numerous
contenders—egregious act of professional misconduct and personal hypocrisy. As Catl
brusquely reports, no other than Monty has taken to ‘serewing Chantelle, but in order to ‘cover
his ass,’ he intends to have her expelled (OB, 418). The last we see of Chantelle is in the
Kipps’ family home, in tears, beseeching Monty to allow her to retain her precarious right to
remain in Wellington. Monty eventually escapes not only public disgrace but even any
discreet reprimand from the university. Zora, in hearing of this incident, has the power to
end Monty’s academic career after the manner of |. M. Coetzee’s Disgrace (1999). However,
Zora, for reasons of her own, prefers to ‘recast herself as the angel of mercy’ and keeps silent
(OB, 439).

During his brief stint as the inaugural Hip-Hop Archivist in Wellington’s African-
American Music Library, Catl works with an African-American woman, Elisha Park, with
whom he forms ‘a gang of two, always steeled for the contempt of the students and faculty,
but equally appreciative when ‘they’ treat ‘us’ kindly’ (OB, 372). Elisha dampens Cat!’s initial
excitement by reminding him, ‘we’re not really a part of this community [...] no one’s gonna
help us feel that way’ (OB, 374). Catl increasingly realises that those like him are ust toys’ or
‘some experiment’ for the privileged staff and students of Wellington (OB, 418). As he had

decried during his Spoken Word performance, “The future’s another country [...] And I s#//

582 Scarry, On Beanty and Being Just, 95.
583 Ibid, 111.
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ain’t got a passport’ (OB, 140). Whilst Carl is spared Leonard Bast’s tragi-comic fate of being
literally crushed to death by the bookshelves of a ‘Culture’ that scorns the attempts of the
working-classes to acquire it, his figural function in Smith’s hommage to Forster’s novel is
comparable. In Mulhern’s cogent analysis, Bast offers ‘a blurred snapshot of historical
movement, a tendency or a portent [...] Bast is out of place, a taxonomic oddity, and in that
sense monstrous. His presence has a power of disturbance well in excess of any individual
capability the novel grants him.”** At the end of On Beanty, Zora, feeling slightly guilt-stricken
by the role she has played, or failed to play, in the ‘battle for the soul of this university,” is
haunted by ‘Carl’s many doppelgingers in the street, day after day [...] and each time she
spotted a twin she felt his name soar from her chest to her throat. Sometimes she let it out.
But the boy always walked on’ (OB, 439). These monstrously multiplied doubles of Carl—
along with the similarly spectral but unignorable ‘hollering” hordes of protesting Haitians
(OB, 376)—constitute the ‘undigested political fury’ (OB, 228) of Smith’s novel and amplify
that ‘goblin footfall’ already heard in Howards End. Collectively, they advance Forster’s ‘hint
that all is not for the best in the best of all possible worlds, and that beneath these
superstructures of wealth and art there wanders an ill-fed boy [...] who has left no address
behind him, and no name’ (HE, 42). Bast’s and Catl’s uncanny twins will be seen and heard
again in Smith’s subsequent university fictions, even though their combined ‘power of
disturbance’ never seems capable of accruing enough force to substantially alter the status

quo.
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Going Nowhere: The Post-Welfare State University in NW and ‘Sentimental
Education’

The mass expansion of higher education after the Second World War was underpinned by
the so-called ‘Robbins’s principle’ that ‘courses of higher education should be available to all
who are qualified by ability and attainment to pursue them and who wish to do s0.”® Peter
Mandler ably traces the emergence of ‘a demand-led higher education system’ in Britain.**
The post-war surge in demand culminated in the University Grants Committee’s approval
of the foundation of seven ‘plate glass’ universities in the late 1950s and eatly 1960s.*” These
institutions were hardly the modern equivalents of the non-Oxbridge medieval universities
that had been disparaged as refigia miserorum, ‘refuges of the destitute.”® Asa Briggs, who had
been the first Pro-Vice-Chancellor of the University of Sussex from 1961 to 1967, and its
Vice-Chancellor from 1967 to 1976, recalls with pride how the founding fathers and
pioneering administrators and academics of the first of the plate glass universities had
‘refused to think of Sussex as an “inferior” institution [...] We were completely free from
the status inhibitions of some of our colleagues in other provincial universities. We did not
use the term ‘morale” we spoke of élan.”” The innovative vision of Sussex included
combining the benefits of the traditional courses of a ‘liberal education’, like philosophy,
with specialised ones that would ‘reveal how they are applied to the modern world,” as its
1962-63 prospectus promised.” In his history of the university, Fred Gray marshals the
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various plaudits received by this flagship institution: Sussex was ‘the great experiment,
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‘Britain’s most glamorised university,”"”

and ‘the finest conception of a university to be
launched in our time, both in ideals and in practice.”” The motions afoot to create the other
plate-glass universities generated similar degrees of excitement. The Petition of the
Promotion Committee of the University of East Anglia averred that ‘East Anglia has seldom
been so united or so enthusiastic as it is over this project,’ capturing the jubilant mood of the
entire region as its long-held dream of a local university finally came to fruition.”* During a
meeting to discuss preliminary plans for what is now the University of Warwick, Dr. Cuthbert
Bardsley, the Bishop of Coventry, objected that “The University of Mid-Warwickshire’ was
‘a cumbersome name, and one which suggests mediocrity,” to which the Chairman of the
City Education Committee, Alderman Hodgkinson rejoined, ‘We in the City don’t mind what
it’s called so long as we get it!”

Students poured, with enthusiasm, into these new universities. In 1940, there had
been 69,000 undergraduates; by 1972, the figure had burgeoned to 600,000. By 2016,
around 50% of the 18-29 demographic in Europe would embark upon (though not
necessarily complete) higher education.” It is indisputable that the improved accessibility of
tertiary education transformed the lives and careers of many. And yet, as many critics point
out, the mass expansion of higher education has not changed English class structure as
radically as hoped, nor has it eliminated the social inequalities that arise from inherited
privilege.”

Ever since the supersession of the ‘golden age’ of the welfare state by the era of

Thatcherism, the dominant values and policies of which were adopted by ‘New Labour’, the
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fight to increase access and participation in higher education has faced many additional
hurdles. Governments from both sides of the political spectrum have paid lip-service to
‘equality of access’ whilst enacting policies that could only undermine it. Lorenza Antonucci
makes a persuasive case that ‘[higher education] is the battleground where inequalities are
most reproduced for young people in European societies at present.””” The past two decades
have seen the introduction of particularly controversial ‘reforms’ in British higher education.
The first major development was the Teaching and Higher Education Act 1998, which introduced
tertiary tuition fees in the UK (subsequently increased, controversially, in 2004 and again in
2010). Students now face the prospect of debts carried well into their careers (often never

0 the Conservative dominated

repaid). After the recommendations of the Browne Report,
and monetarist ConDem coalition announced that from 2010, it would withdraw 80 percent
of state funding for university teaching, amounting to around £4 billion. Student fees would
be increased to £9,000 in order to make up for the resultant shortfall. Naturally, the
institutions most affected by this policy would be the teaching-intensive universities with the
highest level of working-class students, which do not have the ‘brand’ to attract international
students or alternative private investors.”’! Natalie Fenton observes that this was not so much
a funding ‘cut’ as ‘a complete re-classification of what a university should be.*” She
demonstrates that higher education ‘will be more unequal in every way. [...] Scholarship
programmes or fee waivers for widening participation will be the new sticking plasters on a
desperately broken system.”” The UK system was, in short, rapidly catching up with its US

counterpart. In Britain, too, university education was becoming pseudo-privatised, one more

commodity in a loosely regulated market. Full implementation of the Browne ‘reforms’

399 Antonucci, Student Lives in Crisis, 160.

60 Tord Browne (chairman), Secring a Sustainable Future for Higher Education, 12 October 2010,
www.independent.gov.uk/browne-report.

601 Des Freedman, “An Introduction to Education Reform and Resistance,” in The Assault on Universities, 3.

692 Natalie Fenton, “Impoverished Pedagogy, Privatised Practice,” in The Assanit on Universities, 103-4.

693 Fenton, “Impoverished Pedagogy, Privatised Practice,” 109.



http://www.independent.gov.uk/browne-report

264

would jeopardise the major advances in university access, and the concomitant democratic
gains, made in the latter part of the twentieth century. The discrepancy in the quality of
education provided by, on one hand, the Russell Group universities and, on the other, the
less prestigious universities that would make up for their decimated funding by accepting
more students and axing staff and less profitable courses, could only increase. A regression
to the state of affairs in which only the more affluent could afford the luxury of studying the
‘beautiful’ things offered in humanities courses, whilst working-class students are limited to
more vocational or ‘practical’ choices, had become a real possibility.

These controversial legislative acts and policies are key elements of the political
background for Zadie Smith’s fictionalisations of British universities in NW (2012) and
‘Sentimental Education’ (2019), which contain stark parables of social immobility. In her
essay, ‘North-West London Blues’ (2012), Smith criticises the neoliberalisation of the British
welfare state, which she sees as ‘complicit in this new, shared global reality in which states

604 NIV traces the intertwined

deregulate to privatize gain and reregulate to nationalize loss.
lives of protagonists born and raised in the fictional Caldwell, a suburb in the titular London
postcode notorious for its interracial tensions, crime rates, and poverty. The novel focuses
on several members of the underprivileged classes, most (but not all) of whom suffer
economically and culturally as the state participates in these cycles of deregulation,
privatisation, and reregulation. Critics have variously tried to account for the novelty of style
and the anguish that sets NIW apart from Smith’s previous works. Wendy Knepper identifies

NIV as a wotk of ‘revisionary modernism and postmillennial experimentalism.’*”

James
Arnett explains that Smith’s novel bears the hallmarks of what he calls ‘austere realism,” the

mode assumed by contemporary fiction that ‘specifically interrogates the claustrophobia and
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06 NV is also ‘austere’ in the non-economic sense. Smith’s

immobility of the neoliberal state.
interrogations of class and racial identities, and their tragic intersections, are devoid of the
gentle ironies of her previous works. Smith largely abandons the genial Forsterian voice that
had characterised her earlier works, and contributed to her reputation as ‘a comic novelist of

5607

serious moral intent’™" and ‘a writer with an abiding allegiance to comedy, whose work

demonstrates a particular engagement with the representation of laughter in all its forms. "
The comic mode is largely muted in NI, as is any attempt to build a sense of community
through shared, textualised laughter. As a central character Natalie reflects, ‘it’s hardest to
caricature the people you've loved best in your life.”®” Perhaps Smith, too, struggled to
maintain the distance that would be necessary to treat with levity the plights of those who
are literally too close to her own working-class childhood home. Moreover, Sarah Ilott
suggests, the avoidance of an all-knowing and laconic narratorial voice means that NIW does
not encourage readers’ ‘complicity in humor’s potentially dehumanizing effects.”" Critics

2 and

have drawn parallels between NI and the novels of Virginia Woolf,"" James Joyce,
Henry Roth.®® NIP’s style is indeed indebted to these modernist modes of stream-of-
consciousness writing, from which Smith drew inspiration to limn, with great sensitivity and

empathy, the psychological traumas inflicted upon the working classes in the post-welfare

state.
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In NW, the university is deeply implicated in the infliction of these traumas.
Universities, ostensibly engines of upward mobility, turn out to be, in practice, sites where
working-class youths encounter humiliating reminders of their inferior social standing and
their lack of cultural capital.. One of the protagonists, Felix Cooper, completes a General
National Vocational Qualification but only ever manages to obtain low-paying, casual
employment. As in the Forsterian and Wauvian fictional worlds, the names of Smith’s
characters often have symbolic resonances or ironic inflections. At a climatic moment near
the end of NIV, Cooper is randomly murdered mere blocks from the north-west LLondon
housing estate he was born into, with less than thirty pounds in his pocket, ironising the
good fortune etymologically encoded in his given name. The two other Caldwellian
protagonists, Leah Hanwell and Natalie (née Keisha) Blake, secure places in Russell Group
universities through widening access schemes. Leah, born into an Irish working-class family,
studies philosophy in Edinburgh, where, she recalls, ‘[e]verybody was white’ (NI, 200). The
Jamaican-British Keisha chooses to read law at Bristol because she has not been able to
afford the train tickets to Manchester or Edinburgh for her interviews (NI, 171). Through
the fate of Leah, NI/ underscores how the higher education policies that nominally deliver
equality of opportunity do not necessarily translate into equality of outcome. The novel
opens with a thirty-ish Leah, high on drugs, sitting under a gnarled apple tree in the tiny
garden connected to her basement flat, ‘[flenced in, on all sides’. The narration proceeds in
terse monosyllables: ‘Four gardens along, in the estate, a grim girl on the third floor screams
Anglo-Saxon at nobody’ (NW, 3). The British underclass, locked away in these
claustrophobic cells, lead degrading existences that are not only postlapsarian, but practically
subterranean. The ‘Anglo-Saxon’ words that they scream are inferably obscenities that
convey something of their frustration or terror at their entrapment, but, as Smith makes clear,

‘nobody’ hears them apart from their fellow inmates.



267

Some elucidation for this opening nightmarish vision is later provided during Leah’s

reflections as she performs the dull administrative tasks of her job:

Question: what happened to her classmates, those keen young graduates, most of them

men? Bankers, lawyers.

Meanwhile Leah, a state-school wild card, with no Latin, no Greek, no maths, no foreign

language, did badly — by the standards of the day — and now sits on a replacement chair

borrowed six years ago from the break room [...] Right foot asleep. Computer screen

frozen. IT nowhere to be seen. No air-conditioning,

[...] Sometimes bitterness makes a grab for Leah. Pulls her down, holds her. What was

the point of it all? Three years of useless study. Out of pocket, out of her depth.

[...] An unpaid, growing debt. Along with a feeling of resentment: what was the purpose

of preparing for a life never intended for her? Years too disconnected from everything

to feel real.

(NW, 31-2)

A chain of causation is drawn up, linking an imperfectly implemented affirmative action
scheme—in which no addition support seems to have been made available for working-class
students who struggled to acclimatise academically and socially—and a mind-numbing, low-
paying nondescript office job in suboptimal working conditions.”* When Leah had joined
her office six years ago as a new graduate, Adina, her supervisor, had assumed that her tertiary
qualifications would enable her to swiftly move on to a more lucrative career. Adina, who
has gone no further than secondary schooling, believes that ‘a university degree is like a
bungee cord, lowering in and pulling out with dangerous velocity’ (INIW, 32). She does not
realise the irony of her own metaphor, which stands out oddly against more conventional
tigures of the university education as a stepping stone or a number of rungs on the social
ladder. Bungee-jumping implies that a tertiary degree constitutes a (recreational) free-fall into

a ravine until the cord recoils and restores the thrill-seeker to the same elevation from which

they had launched themselves.””” Leah backdates her present unhappiness to her time at

614 Various studies have concluded that the problem of intergenerational transmission of inequalities and social
disadvantages has persisted, if not worsened, in recent years. For instance, a study from the Institute of Fiscal
Studies revealed that graduates from higher-income families earn considerably more than their peers from less
affluent backgrounds, even if they hold the same degree from the same university. Institute for Fiscal Studies
(IFS), “What and Where You Study Matter for Graduate Earnings — But So Does Parents’ Income,” Press
release, 13 April 2016, www.ifs.org.uk /uploads/publications/pr/graduate earnings 130416.pdf.

615 The figure becomes a grimmer one if one takes into account the history of this extreme sport: it was invented
by members of the Oxford University Dangerous Sports Club and the inaugural jumps had been made on 1
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Edinburgh University: she had emerged from her three years there with only a battered sense
of self-worth, a deeper degree of class-resentment, and an ‘unpaid, growing debt.” She
pronounces her philosophy studies ‘useless’ and ‘disconnected from everything.” However,
even though her present wish is to have remained ‘eighteen always’” (NW, 22), Leah cannot
regain her old identity or fully re-assimilate into her old neighbourhood. Like many of the
characters in the upward mobility narratives analysed by Bruce Robbins and Mary Eagleton,
Leah’s higher education and the limited amount of social mobility she has consequently
achieved has left her in a limbo state between her class of origin and the more affluent social
strata she cannot quite reach.

In a nice contextualisation of Leah’s peculiarly English higher-educational
disappointment, Smith marries her to Michel, an entrepreneurial French hairdresser, the son
of an illiterate Algerian mother and a Guadeloupian father. Michel remains optimistic about
the opportunities that are just waiting to be seized in his adoptive country. ‘I’'m always
moving forward, always thinking of the next thing,” Michel avers, ‘We’re all just trying to take
that next, next, szp. Climbing that ladder.” But whenever he looks at their council estate
housing, ‘I feel like ogf—it’s humiliating to me’ (INW, 29). The non-verbal interjection, ‘oof,
like the wordless screams of their unseen neighbour, movingly captures the inexpressibility
of their shared sense of degradation. It communicates the ever-naive Michel’s shock
whenever he checks whether his incessant striving has produced any result: it never does.
Yet Michel continues to dream that his children will be able ‘to live somewhere—to
live proud—somewhere we have the freehold” (NW, 29). The emphatic repetition of
‘somewhere’, typographically highlighted by the em-dashes, jars against the ‘nowhere’ of the
novel’s punning title. Leah clandestinely takes contraceptive pills and books abortions

because she does not want to bring children into a ‘humiliating’ state of affairs that she seems

April 1979 from the Clifton Suspension Bridge in Bristol. Incidentally, this is a notorious site for suicides,
including a number of tragic cases of students from the city’s university.
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convinced that they cannot escape. ‘Done becanse we are too menny’, the chilling justification
offered by Jude’s young son for his murder-suicide, seems to be Leah’s devastating rationale
as well. In the opening scene, she had latched onto a stray phrase from a radio programme,
‘T am the sole author of the dictionary that defines me’ (INW, 3). Fascinated by its pithiness
and chutzpah, an intoxicated Leah transcribes a truncated version, ‘I am the sole. The sole.
The sole,” thus introducing a descant of acute pathos in counterpoint to the screaming of the
neighbouring ‘grim girl.” As will become increasingly clear in the pages that follow, her story
and Michel’s is the old story about society’s downtrodden under-class. Self-authorship is
denied them, and there is no escape from the restrictions placed upon them. As Natalie will
later note of Leah, she is ‘completely stuck’ (NI, 253).

A number of critics cogently argue that NI maps out the highly volatile socio-
political climate of a Britain in which Brexit’s populist rhetoric of (xenophobic) scapegoating

will all too readily take root.’1°

John McLeod points out that the Britain of NW is a deeply
divided nation and ‘[o]lder possibilities of class- or race-based solidarities seem long gone in
this liquid postmodernity wrought from neo-liberal aspirations.”"” The novel emphasises the
exceptionalness of the rags-to-riches narratives of Natalie and her immigrant husband, Frank
De Angelis, an investment banker. The latter laconically summarises his own back-story as,
‘Rare Negroid Italian has happy childhood, learns Latin, the end” (N, 194). ‘Rare’ has a
pointed double meaning here: statistically speaking, both he and Natalie are anomalies. In
her case, not many black girls from council estates become installed as barristers at the Inns
of Court, one of the most exclusive forts of the British establishment, historically infamous

for its nepotism and the overrepresentation of white Oxbridge men. Even if a black girl

works ‘five times as hard’—in faithful adherence to the vague, ancestral formula Kiki

016 See, e.g. Arnett, “Neoliberalism and False Consciousness,” 1
617 John McLeod, “Warning signs: Postcolonial Writing and the Apprehension of Brexit,” Journal of Postcolonial
Writing 56, no. 5 (2020): 10.
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inherited—it is by no means guaranteed that she would be able to counterbalance the sheer
weight of structural inequality that ‘[p]ulls her down, holds her.’

But Smith emphasises that Natalie has not transcended her working-class roots
without significant psychological scarring from the self-erasures that she has had to perform
in her aggressive pursuit of social advancement. Her fragmented sense of identity is reflected
in the form of her narrative—split across 185 numbered segments. Whilst Natalie would like
to believe that she has taken sole authorial control of her life, it is clear that she has not
written any of its terms. Having faithfully internalised all the pre-tested formulae for
conventional success in the modern economy and adopted the neoliberal mantra that ‘life
was a problem that could be solved by means of professionalization’ (INIW, 177), Natalie opts
for a pragmatic course of tertiary study. During her summer of ‘drudgery’ in the local bakery
before embarking upon a law degree, she ‘kept the university’s prospectus in her locker and
often spent her lunch break slowly turning the glossy pages’ (NI, 199), fantasising about the
new life that it will launch her into. Once at Bristol, she becomes ‘crazy busy with self-
invention” (NI, 183). This leads to her renunciation of her Jamaican cultural identity and
given name and her full transformation into what Leah calls a ‘Coconut’ (INW, 11): only her
skin belies her ‘white’ upper-middle-class values and aspirations. In order to keep up with
the extravagant lifestyles of her wealthier peers, she ‘took out a large student loan and made
a point of spending it only on frivolous things [...] She cultivated a spirit of decadence’ until
college becomes ‘a riot of casual blaspheming, weed and cocaine, indolence.” Natalie justifies
her profligacy on the grounds that ‘she glimpsed the possibility of a future,” reassured that
the legal profession will enable her to repay her loans (NI, 211). After graduating, she
doubly insures her financial position by marrying an investment banker; they move to a more
gentrified area of Willesden, just far enough’ from Caldwell so that she can ‘avoid it” (N,

55).
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Natalie becomes a motivational speaker for underprivileged girls, transmitting her
four-pronged method for achieving social ascent: ‘ime management, identifying goals,
working hard, respecting oneself” (NI, 252). She chants to herself, ‘[I am]| a banker’s wife’,
T am a highly educated black woman. I am a successful lawyer’ (NI, 240), as if fearful of
losing the identity she has sacrificed so much to gain. Indeed, during a devastating altercation
with Frank when he demands “‘Who are you?” (NW, 259), Natalie has no answer. Fleeing her
home and leaving behind that contemporary trifecta of identity-bearing documents—wallet,
keys, phone—she becomes a cipher, with ‘no name, no biography, no characteristics’ (NI,
264). She seems to lose her very humanity, emitting ‘a queer keening noise, like a fox,
instinctively ‘strolling to nowhere’ (273), to Caldwell. During this frenzied flight to her
birthplace, Natalie realises that her imagination, having become atrophied after decades of
unquestioningly following social scripts, ‘did not have the generative power to muster an
alternative future for itself” (INW, 266). Whilst looking at Caldwell’s concrete blocks through
the bars of Hornsey Lane Bridge, a site notorious for its suicides, she only knows that the
‘sudden and total rupture’ (NW, 282) that would prompt her to take the ultimate terminal
step has not arrived, yet.

During a telling exchange between the girlhood friends towards the end of the novel,
Leah ‘quietly’ ruminates, ‘I just don’t understand why I have this life.” Taking this as a
question that challenges her own life choices, rather than the forlorn comment that it is,
Natalie assumes a defensive, defiant attitude before replying: she ‘frowned and folded her
arms across her body. She had expected a more difficult question.” Natalie’s answer is riddled
with contradictions, which betray a wilful blindness to social realities, as well as a deficit of
empathy: ‘Because we worked harder [...] We wanted to get out. People like Bogle—they
didn’t want it enough’ (INW, 292-93). As she stands in Leah’s fenced-in accommodation,
Natalie rattles off the triumphal neoliberal narrative she has committed to heart, without any

trace of irony. As the narrative unfurled, it has become increasingly clear that NW’
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acronymically signals ‘Nowhere,” those impoverished postcodes that Britain’s bourgeois and
élite prefer to obliterate from their consciousness. The initials that Natalie Blake and Nathan
Bogle share stand in for the ‘No-Body’ that the former, by religiously subscribing to the
neoliberal myths of meritocracy and industry rewarded, has striven all her life not to remain.

Smith has enumerated on more than one occasion the disillusionment that she
suffered when she went up to King’s College to read English Literature on a state grant in
1994. In a lecture delivered at the New York Public Library in 2008, she recalls Cambridge
as ‘a smaller, posher pond, and almost univocal’ compared to Willesden, her childhood home,
‘a big, colourful, working-class sea.” Like Natalie, Smith felt pressured, ‘[p]artly out of
cowardice and a constitutional eagerness to please,” to ape the voice that she ‘genuinely
thought [...] was the voice of lettered people.”"® It is the same voice, ‘with its rounded vowels
and consonants in more or less the right places,” in which Smith continues to speak. Smith
suggests that, despite having attained international acclaim, she still lacks the courage or
perhaps the ability to undo the self-erasures that she enacted during these formative years.
In a recent essay, ‘Flaming June’ (2019), Smith recollects vowing before going up to college:
‘1 will become a totally non-utilitarian person. I am going to spend three years on a sofa
thinking about truth and beauty [...] like a sort of black Ottoline Morrell. I will not count
pennies [...] nor go on marches and take up political commitments like my mother. I am
going to live for art.*"” As part of the last cohort of students who would have access to a free
higher education, perhaps such a ‘non-utilitarian’ vision of university was not as ‘ridiculous’
as the older Smith pronounces it to be.

In her recently-published anthology of short stories, Grand Union (2019), Smith
reviews the Cambridge that she had known in the mid-1990s through the eyes of Monica,

the middle-aged protagonist of ‘Sentimental Education.” Like Natalie Blake, Monica analyses

018 Smith, Changing My Mind, 133.
619 Zadie Smith, Fee/ Free: Essays (London: Penguin Books: 2019), 162.
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in retrospect that, as a black working-class student entering Cambridge’s ‘smaller, posher
pond,” she possessed an ‘inconvenient surplus,” in short, a ‘surplus of self.”* Though the
nature of this ‘surplus’ is not specified, the most obvious kind she possesses is that contained
in her skin pigmentation, which causes her to feel out-of-place at university, which felt like
it was predominated by ‘stuck-up little twats who thought they ruled the world’ (SE, 14). Her
college “was adamant’ that she be introduced to Darryl, as ‘two of only four black faces on
campus’ (SE, 6). Both were admitted through an access initiative, ‘offered similarly low
conditional grades [...] to demonstrate how deserving they were or how little was expected
of them or how liberal the college was. It was hard to know. They both vaulted over this low
bar, aceing everything. As social experiments they were unimpeachable’ (SE, 7). The flippant
way in which Monica and Darryl are conflated by the university—‘on paper, they looked
much the same’ (S§E, 7)—flags an institutional insensitivity to issues surrounding race and
cynically suggests that affirmative action may be no more than a box-ticking exercise.
‘Sentimental Education’ is, in part, an examination of the issue of student retention
and attrition. There have been legion testimonies from black and minority ethnic students
about the alienation that they experienced at university, especially the prestigious ones. For
instance, Michael Donkor recalls being one of only twenty-one black students, out of three
thousand new students matriculating at Oxford in 2003. He had been shocked by ‘the very
particular, ubiquitous whiteness of Oxford — a whiteness so self-confident that it didn’t
notice itself.* Contemporary writers often dramatise how the lack of cultural diversity in
universities delimit students from ethnic minority groups from participating fully within
them. One of the most recent examples is found in Bernardine Evaristo’s acclaimed G7r,

Woman, Other (2019), which follows the entwined lives of twelve characters, mostly black

6020 Zadie Smith, ‘Sentimental Education’ in Grand Union (London: Hamish Hamilton, 2019), 5-6. Subsequent
references will be incorporated in-text, with the abbreviation SE.

021 Michael Donkort, ““My blackness seemed curious, difficult to handle’ The day I ran away from Oxford,”
The Guardian, 7 July 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/jul/07 /how-survive-as-black-man-
at-oxford-university-michael-donkor.
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British women. The novel germinated from the stotyline of Carole,”” born to Nigerian
immigrants and raised in the council estate of Peckham, London. She had been the first
student in her disadvantaged school to receive an offer to study mathematics at Oxford
University around the turn of the twenty-first century. Evaristo recasts a familiar narrative
of exclusion from the perspective of a first-generation, working-class, black female student.
Within her college,

[Carole] overheard loud reminiscences about [...] Christmas holidays in Goa, gap years

spent building a school for the poor in Kenya, about haring down the M4 for weekends

in London, house parties in the countryside, long weekenders in Paris, Copenhagen...

[...] most students weren’t like that, but the really posh ones were the loudest and the

most confident, and they were the only voices she heard.®”
If she had not been emotionally blackmailed by her mother into persevering, Carole would
have abandoned her studies after her first year, as she had felt utterly alienated and
unsupported in an environment where ‘nobody talked loudly about feeling too
uglystupidfatpoor or just plain out of place, out of sotts, out of their depth.”*** The problem,
as Bvaristo presents it, is not that the ‘really posh’ students are necessarily the majority in
Oxford anymore. Rather, the issue is that they remain a conspicuous and voluble minority
that intimidates their underprivileged peers into silence. The latter are forestalled from
articulating—and thus validating and finding redress for—their own shared experiences of
‘culture shock’ or systemic discrimination.

In Smith’s story, Darryl smuggles into his college room an old friend from his ‘street

life,” Leon, ‘a third-generation Irish petty criminal from South Kilburn’ (‘SE,” 10), who soon
makes himself indispensable to the rest of the college as its recreational drug supplier. This

is not the main reason for his popularity, however, for he is ‘well loved’ because of his charm

and the charismatic ease with which he comports himself. This archetypal ‘outsider’ ironically

622 Anderson Tepper, “The Little Book That Could: How Bernardine Evaristo Became an International Writer-
to-Watch in 20197, Vanity Fair, 13 December, 2019. https://www.vanitvfair.com/stvle/2019 /12 /bernardine-
evaristo-girl-woman-other-interview

623 Bernardine Evaristo, Gérl, Woman, Other (London: Penguin Books, 2019), 131.

624 Thid, 132.
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becomes a social leveller of sorts within the college; he treats everyone equally, regardless of
their social rank or background. As the older Monica recalls,
In a context where everybody was trying to be somebody — hoping to impress, developing
a persona — his consistency was admired. He spoke the same way to the posh girls, the
choral scholars, the nat-sci Northerners, the working-class math geniuses, the two
African princes, the ex-Territorial Army college porters, the Jewish North London
intellectuals, the South American Marxist graduates, the lady chaplain, and [...] the
Provost himself.
SE, 11-12)
Monica’s catalogue provides an illuminating snapshot of Cambridge’s demographics, which
have indisputably diversified since Forster’s or Isherwood’s day. Leon’s popularity in itself is
another promising sign, as it suggests that the university’s classist—if not its racially-

grounded—prejudices have lost some of their historical force. Monica discovers an

additional reason for his universal appeal:

[H]e offered a vision of college life free from the burden of study. All those fantasies

from the prospectus, on which the students had been sold — images of young people

floating down the stream or talking philosophically in high grass — that life had come true

only for Leon. From the stained-glass panopticon of the library, Monica would spot him

down there, at his liberty: lying on the Backs blowing smoke into the face of a cow, or in

a punt with a crowd of freshers and bottle of cava. Meanwhile she wrote and rewrote her

thesis on eighteenth-century garden poetry. All Monica’s life was work.

(SE, 12)

Paradoxically, only the interloper is able to access the much-mythologised idyllic student
lifestyle that the university’s prospectuses had promised. Here, Smith is deepening her earlier
fictional critiques of the neoliberalised university. The ‘high grass’ in this idyllic vignette has
an ironic inflection: students acquire the narcotic ‘grass’, illicitly procured and supplied by
Leon, in order to secure some temporary escape from the Foucauldian ‘panopticon’ within
which their studies are strictly superintended. The gruelling reality of the modern university
is that it has become all ‘hard work [...] labour and capital’ (SE, 13). Having internalised the

logic and language of the neoliberal state, Monica concluded that Leon was ‘surplus value.

He represented wealth for somebody, but not her’ (SE, 21). Motivated by a mixture of envy,
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resentment, and an undefined fear of the bohemianism that Leon represented, Monica
decides to report him to the Provost. For, ‘she was secretly on the side of law and order’ (SE,
13), the legal doublet that conspires with ‘labour and capital’ to protect the limited pool of
privileges available in a ‘meritocratic’ society and ultra-competitive economy.

Monica justifies her actions in racialised terms: she considers ‘the idea of a young
white man dragging a young black man down into the mud’ to be ‘utterly grotesque’ (SE,
15). But after Leon’s expulsion, Darryl becomes completely dysfunctional: “The effect was
shocking. He stopped going to lectures, stopped doing much of anything’” (SE, 16); ‘He
seemed to be withering — his whole world shrank’ (SE, 17). Whilst Monica never manages
to make sense of Darryl’s sudden paralysis, a parallel occurrence in NW lends some insight
into the psychology of those who drop out of college. In NIV, Natalie had witnessed how
Michelle, a once ‘exceptional’ student and the only other Caldwellian at Bristol University
with her, had ‘ust stopped. [...] Stopped going to lectures, studying, eating.’ Natalie
interprets this incident as a cautionary example, reasoning that Michelle ‘had been asked to
pass the entirety of herself through a hole that would accept only part’ (NI, 212). In order
to avoid a similar fate, Natalie ruthlessly whittled down her own ‘surpluses’ so that she would
not be inhibited from progressing in their procrustean society. In Darryl’s case, he had come
to rely upon Leon’s presence, perhaps because he needed the latter to remind him of those
‘fantasies from the prospectus’—in short, of the true value and purpose of a university
education—that had induced him to apply in the first place.

The older Monica reflects upon all of these educational experiences with
bemusement and detachment, unable to integrate them in a meaningful way into the greater
narrative arc of her life, of her own Bildungsroman. About Monica’s present condition, readers
are only told that she has become a careworn mother with (too many) children. It is unclear
whether all her industry during university had paid off after all, whether she came to share

Natalie’s or Nathan’s fate. An important clue lies in her final Cambridge memory, which
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concerns the May ball during which she seemed to have finally let go of her inhibitions and
sought a temporary hedonistic escape from the ever-mounting travails of her undergraduate
experience. She became heavily intoxicated and ‘slept with three people in twelve hours,’
including (possibly) Leon, who uncannily rematerialised (SE, 23). She describes the sleepless
night of the story’s present time, when she is ‘breastfeeding one child, then a few hours later,
lying next to another till it slept; then waking in a third room’ as ‘a faint future echo of this
extremity,” namely her bacchanalian night at Cambridge. The story equivocates on the point
of whether Monica was impregnated on this occasion, in the manner of Helen Schlegel by
Leon Bast, so that unplanned motherhood had arrested her career ambitions. Even if she
not been, the fact that she explicitly draws the link between the tertiary and domestic spheres
betrays an unstated bitterness that higher education had not been the springboard that she
had once hoped it would be. What is clear, most importantly, is that Smith’s ultimately
unsentimental narrative of alienation shares none of the optimism in Forster’s novel about
the England that this child, or any of Monica’s children, will inherit.

Smith borrowed not only the title of her short story but some of its thematic and
stylistic considerations from Gustave Flaubert’s 1869 tragicomic Bildungsroman, which is
set in the 1840s and features Frédéric Moreau, a dreamy provincial youth who heads for law
school in the metropolis, but whose twinned hopes of finding romantic and vocational
fulfilment through love and participation in a social revolution are brusquely dashed over the
course of the narrative. Michael Levenson brilliantly argues how Sentimental Education was a
watershed in the historical development of the novel, as ‘Flaubert invents a matching pair of
catastrophes. [...] What had seemed an alternative is a mirror image.”*” In other words, the
novel foregrounds how there is no ‘escape from history to private life. Sentimental Education

presents subjectivity as hemmed in by historical pressures; it is neither refuge nor

625 Michael Levenson, Modernism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), 60.
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sanctuary.”®” In all her university fictions, not least of all in ‘Sentimental Education,” Smith
ry y > >

stages similar sets of ‘double catastrophe.””’

‘All’s fair,” Kiki Belsey sardonically quips, ‘in
love and...academia’ (OB, 3606), summarising how Howard’s professional frustrations in his
university career indirectly cause, reflect, and exacerbate the discord in his domestic life.
Following the tradition established by Flaubert, and affirmed by all the writers studied in the
previous chapters, Smith dramatises the parallel arcs of personal and political disillusionment
and underscores how the modern subject is indelibly shaped—and its fate determined—Dby
socio-historical pressures and the fundamentally iniquitous institutions through which it
passes.

In Zadie Smith’s university fictions, the commercialised university that twentieth-
century writers, from Lawrence to Auden, presciently warned about has indeed materialised,
in an age when the ideals of classic liberal humanism have been superseded by the principles
of a neoliberal market. There is a poignant tension sustaining all of these fictions between
Smith’s penetrating and nuanced critiques of higher education and the desire to rescue
something from the so-called ruins of the university. In her own inspiriting words, ‘Progress
is never permanent, will always be threatened, must be redoubled, restated and reimagined if
it is to survive.® In a more recent essay, ‘Elegy for a Country’s Seasons’ (2019), Smith
reflects that when we are confronted with ‘the intimate loss of the things we loved,” our
minds can be turned ‘from the elegiac what have we done? to the practical what can we do?*** The
threatened loss of the utopianist ideal of the university, as a much-loved bastion of culture
and the traditions of critical literacy, thought, and dissent, has provoked Smith to return time
and again to it in her writings. In her university (counter-)narratives, she has endeavoured to

effect such turns in her readers’ minds away from plaintive backward glances of regret for a

626 Thid, 61.

627 Thid, 62.

628 Smith, “On Optimism and Despair.”
629 Smith, Fee/ Free, 19.
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university ideal that was never, perhaps, adequately realised, to the forward-thinking that is
the prelude to action—to redouble, restate, and reimagine the progress that still needs to be

made in higher education.
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Coda

Today, how can we not speak of the university? ™

Over the course of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, the future of university
education increasingly found itself at the centre of public discussions concerning the state of
national culture and democracy. William Whyte evocatively describes university campuses as
‘monuments to hope and feart: the architecture of anxiety as well as of ambition.””"' The same
can be said of university literature, the diverse fictions and poems that have engaged with
and held in tension the fraught discursive traditions that have shaped the vision of an
accessible and inclusive higher education system. Collectively, they reveal the complexity of
the issues surrounding the equalisation of educational opportunity and the host of
institutional and social forces that continue to prevent many who are desirous of higher
education from applying to, being admitted into, or successfully completing a tertiary course
of study.

Sheldon Rothblatt and Bjorn Wittrock make a compelling case for how the growing
field of interdisciplinary critical university research involves ‘the study of civilisation itself
and requires a multi-disciplinary approach.” This dissertation has been animated by the
conviction that a literary approach to the specific topic at hand, democratic access to the
university, can lead to insights distinct from, and important to add to, those yielded by studies
in the fields of sociology, history, and educational theory. Crucially, the literary works
examined underscore how the debates on expanding access to higher education in the ‘long
twentieth century’ have been marked more by conflict than coherence. As Rita Felski

explains, literary texts ‘do not just represent, but make newly present, significant shapes of

630 Jacques Derrida, Catherine Porter and Edward P. Morris, “The Principle of Reason: The University in the
Eyes of Its Pupils,” Diacritics 13, no. 3 (1983): 2.

031 Whyte, Redbrick, 18.

632 Sheldon Rothblatt and Bjérn Wittrock, “Introduction,” in The Eurgpean and American University since 1800, ed.
Sheldon Rothblatt and Bjérn Wittrock (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 1.
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social meaning’®” Often, in more culturally resonant ways than non-fictional writings, they
bring to light the overlooked nuances and fault-lines in educational philosophy and policy.
In the context of contemporary debates about university governance, Anthony Grafton
complains about ‘the clouds of flatulent rhetoric in which administrators hide like squids
projecting ink.”* This dissertation has traced how literary writers have been able to penetrate
through the linguistic distortions, hyperboles, and obfuscations of public discourse, enliven
abstract theorisations about university reform and test their potential implications through a
range of imaginative textual forms. They have, in turn, fundamentally and radically, shaped
how the university is thought and spoken about in public discourse.

Prose fictions and poetry have filled in many of the lacunae in the story of the
expansion of higher education and captured the diversity of the tertiary experience. The
sociologist Alistair Ross observes in his study of interwar higher education that little is known
about ‘the effects of university life on the “new” students.”” Sociologists of contemporary
higher education similarly note that there is a paucity of scholarship that investigates ‘how
students themselves make meaning of their success in the admissions contest to élite higher

5636

education.™” Literary writers furnish the human’ element absent from sociological data and

historical accounts and capture the ‘profound emotional imprin? lett behind by the experiences

of undergraduate maladjustment or the upward mobility that higher education facilitates.®”’
The diverse corpus of university-set literature attests to the tenacity of the liberal

ideal of the university in English culture and educational discourse: the university as a new

‘Athens,” a place of unbounded learning, cultural exchange, mutual education of teachers and

students, vibrant Socratic debates, and even of profound Platonic loves. The emergence of
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034 Anthony Grafton, “Civic Humanism and Scientific Scholarship at Leiden,” in The University and the City: from
Medieval Origins to the Present, ed. Thomas Bender (New York and Oxford, 1988), 60.

635 Ross, “Higher Education and Social Access,” 27.

036 Natasha Kumar Watikoo and Christina Fuhr, “Legitimating Status: Perceptions of Metitocracy and
Inequality among Undergraduates at an Elite British University,” British Edncational Research Journal 40, no. 4
(2014): 700, original emphasis.

037 Mike Savage, Social Class in the 21st Century (London: Pelican, 2015), 214, original emphasis.
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alternative forms of higher education, during and after the Victorian period, that eschewed
liberal breadth in favour of other, more targeted and instrumental purposes only seemed to
strengthen the cultural attachment to the traditional model of university that had been
embodied by Oxford and Cambridge. Twentieth-century literary writers invented a vast array
of fresh metaphors for the university as they challenged the traditional model of the
university and sought to envision a more inclusive institution that was better suited to the
ethos and needs of an egalitarian society. They tapped into a rich inheritance of educational
discourse and university literature, but also creatively recalibrated and extended it, all the
while resisting the conventional conclusions towards which realist, satirical, and elegiac forms
pulled them. At the start of the century, writers like Forster were already beginning to
problematise the notion that the university was the provider of a ‘sufficient substructure’ for
modern society. Forster’s Cambridge fictions queried whether a minority of highly-educated
men, who assumed positions of influence as political leaders, teachers, intellectuals, or
administrators of the British Empire, was enough to insure Western civilisation against
cultural decline. He also put pressure upon the very ideal of Cambridge as a progressive,
liberal sanctuary, segregated from society’s normative values and prejudices about
masculinity and sexuality.

Lawrence’s comparison of the university’s lecture hall to the sea-shell, a familiar trope

in the nineteenth-century poetic tradition,”

was part of his post-Romantic attempt to
harmonise the artifice of institutionalised learning with more intuitive and organic forms of
knowing. However, his image of the university as a repository of transcendental wisdom

passed down since time memorial captures the mystical aura that still surrounded higher

education during an era when the majority of the population was unable to access it. Woolf

638 Wordsworth’s poem, “The Sea Shell,” featutres ‘A cutious child’ whose ‘countenance soon / Brightened with
joy’ when he puts his ear to the titular shell, which ‘doth impart/ Authentic tidings of invisible things; / Of ebb
and flow and ever-during powet; /And central peace.” Tennyson’s “The Shell’ (from Maud, 1850), marvels at
titular object as ‘a work divine’ and ‘A miracle of design!’.
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sharpened her feminist criticisms of Cambridge by drawing analogies between its homosocial
spaces and Turkey, an ambivalent site of extraordinary permissiveness but also of severely
curtailed personal liberties as a result of a despotic, patriarchal regime. Waugh drew a
sequence of parallels in Brideshead Revisited between Oxford and other symbolically resonant
locations, from the mythological Lyonnesse to Brighton in its guise as a flamboyantly camp
city. Philip Larkin’s [i// (1946), a novel written around the same time as Brideshead but set in
its wartime present day, makes a much more prosaic comparison of Oxford to ‘a big railway
terminus. |[...] Trains starting in every direction. What you’ve got to decide is, where are you
going?’®”’ The contrast marks how far attitudes had shifted since the 1920s, the decade over
which Waugh tried to cast a halcyon glow. Larkin posits that the university is no longer a
pastoral retreat but merely a depot where social contacts can be formed with fellow
passengers in pursuit of the same middle-class goals of careerism and materialism. Whilst a
railway station suggests universal access, implicit in this highly utilitarian image is also a
lament for what has been lost in the process of institutional transformation. With the passage
of another half century, the instrumental view of tertiary education appears to have taken
root on both sides of the Atlantic. In Zadie Smith’s post-modern, neoliberal contexts, the
university is valued chiefly for the routes it offers to ‘real-world power.” However, the striking
analogy one her characters draws between a university education and bungee-jumping decries
how, for many contemporary underprivileged students, a tertiary degree may not convey
them very far from their starting position at all.

Humour has been commonly deployed in the popular university novel genre to
lampoon the conceits, eccentricities, or shortcomings of those engaged in the pursuit or
delivery of higher education. Commentators have justly praised academic novelists” use of

satire to ‘get to more unsettling truths in a single paragraph than most critical studies can

63 Philip Larkin, Ji/ (London: Faber & Faber, 1985), 171.
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unpack in a long, heavily footnoted chapter.”™*

At the same time, the superabundance of
satirical treatments of campus or academic life, especially in the second half of the twentieth
century, cemented the cynical view that the modern university lies ‘in ruins.” Rossen even
suggests that some writers have simply ‘raided the University for fictional material and gutted
it with crude malice.®" In other words, a popular theme and setting was exploited for its
comic or entertaining potential, with little regard for the ‘truth.” In contrast, the comic
element of the texts discussed here, with the exception of Decline and Fall, has tended to be
muted or restrained by a prevailing tone of moral seriousness. Writers of campus fiction
seem mostly to have shared the view of Oxford don, George Alfred Kolhorst, who declared
in 1952 that ‘Oxford is no longer a fit subject for a novel. It must be taken seriously. The
Oxford novel is finished.”*” They have recognised that literary narratives possess tremendous
transpositional power when it comes to penetrating the cultural consciousness, that there
may be unintended and undesirable consequences from repeatedly placing the university
before the ‘funhouse mirrors’ of farce or romance. For instance, David Lodge tells us that
he chose to attend University College London instead of Oxbridge as a result of reading
Waugh: ‘I knew it was all getting debagged in the quad by drunken raving aristocrats.”* The
satirist’s depictions of Oxford from the 1920s were still being accepted as an empirical truth
(‘I knew’) in the 1950s. Sociologist Diane Reay shows how the notion that a tertiary education
guarantees upward mobility, popularised by the university novel genre, has resulted in
working-class students ‘forming optimistic attachments to the very power structures that

have oppressed [them].”**

040 Sanford Pinsker, “Postmodernist Theory and the Academic Novel’s Latest Turn,” The Sewanee Review 111,
no. 1 (2003): 185.

041 Rossen, The University in Modern Fiction. 2.

642 Cited in Dougill, Oxford in English Literature, 181.

0 Interview with Julia Llewellyn, ‘Bad Reviews Spoil My Lunch,” Telegraph, 23 Aug, 2004.

4 Diane Reay, Miseducation: Inequality, Education and The Working Classes (Bristol: Policy Press, 2017), 102.
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Overall, the texts discussed have veered towards becoming Mulhern’s ‘fantasies of

catastrophe,**

towards deflating rather than reaffirming idealism. This is partly owing to the
predisposition of the English literary tradition itself. In 1906, Forster observed in one of his
lectures to The Working Men’s College in Bloomsbury that the ‘general tendency [of modern
literature] is pessimistic, and [...] optimism is the exception.””*® But paradoxically, as Auden
perceptively observed in an overlooked footnote to an essay collected in The Dyer’s Hand,
English writers have also been the most committed practitioners of nostalgia: ‘the only
creators of Edens during the last three centuries I can think of, have all been English.”* The
continual creation of Edenic visions—these constant glances into an idealised past—are
driven, he suggested, by the need to counterbalance the most dangerous impulses of the
forward-looking ‘Utopian dream,” which ‘permits indulgence in aggressive fantasies’—not
dissimilar to the ones entertained by the fascist dictators of his era.**® This constant tussle
between Edenic and Utopian impulses is in full evidence throughout the corpus of post-
1950s university literature, as writers mediated between the catastrophising and celebratory
discursive extremes in wider debates on higher education. Novelist John Fowles remarked
in a diary entry dated to February 1964, how English writers are also particularly adept at
tempering the ‘deep-dyed melancholia’ of their works. Musing on Larkin’s poetics, Fowles
concluded, ‘Larkin’s characteristic ‘spine’ is: Things are bad; but (last stanza) not so bad as
I’ve made them seem. This is very English. The scorpion-tail in our pessimism.”* This kind
of wolta is formally encoded in many of the texts covered here and has ensured that the kernel

of optimism about the future of the university has remained largely intact in each.

045 Mulhern, Figures of Catastrophe, 156.

046 B, M. Forster, Albergo Empedocle and Other Writings, edited by George H. Thomson (New York: Liveright,
1971), 130.

%47 Auden, “Dingley Dell & The Fleet” (1962), in The Dyer’s Hand, 411n1.

648 Tbid, 410.

4 John Fowles, The Journals, ed. Chatles Drazin (London: Jonathan Cape, 2003), 588.
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Many early twentieth-century writers identified the germination of social tensions in
higher education that would become aggravated as the century progressed and which
continue to preoccupy contemporary university academics, students, and administrators
today. They showed how the question of exclusion was not restricted to policing of the
universities’ gates: some of the most pernicious forms of exclusion were being perpetrated
within. Most significantly, perhaps, they pre-empted the critique that Michael Young, who
emerged from the post-war school of revisionist social democrats, would make in devastating
terms in 1958 in his dystopian satire, The Rise of the Meritocracy. Young not only coined the
term but came up with the reductive formula that would become the chief rationalising
principle of an increasingly competitive university admissions process as well as the
determinant of social status. L.Q. + Effort = Merit’ encapsulates the logic of a modern
educational system founded upon the dangerous fiction of ‘equal’ and ‘fair’ competition and
the distribution of differential ‘rewards’ for individual talents and diligence. Young’s grim
prognosis was not an isolated one. Jo Littler has traced the first inklings of meritocratic ideas
to the Victorian ‘self-help’ tradition.”” The same set of ideas also germinated in eugenicist
thinking: its founder, Francis Galton, a committed Tory, confidently remarked in 1909 that
the prestigious universities’ entrance requirements of intellectual and physical fitness, in
addition to considerations of family history, would ensure that only clever, well-bred sons
would be able to gain admission.”" University literature throughout the twentieth century
registered, with varying degrees of disquiet, how proto-meritocratic ideals were beginning to
compromise the democratic impulse of educational reforms.

There has been a phalanx of criticisms in recent years and in the strongest of
disapprobatory terms about the deepening ‘crisis’ or ‘tyranny’ of the meritocracy. Reay

persuasively demonstrates how the concept of meritocracy not only ‘elides effort and ability

630 Jo Littler, “Meritocracy as Plutocracy: The Marketising of ‘Equality” Under Neoliberalism,” New Formations
(2013): 53.
51 Francis Galton, Essays in Eugenics (London: The Eugenics Education Society, 1909).
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with privilege, but it also elides educational success with occupational outcomes.”* The
current educational system works ‘as an enormous academic sieve. Sorting out the
educational winners from the losers is a crude and often brutal process that prioritises and
rewards upper-and middle-class qualities and resources.*> This sotting process is poignantly
dramatised in Zadie Smith’s novels, which suggest that the brutality of the process has only
intensified since the 1990s. By 2016, young people from working-class backgrounds were
still only making up around 5% of enrolments in the selective Russell Group of
universities.”* Although fewer than ten percent of English children attend private schools,
in that year these students represented around half of the undergraduate body at these
prestigious institutions.® Michael Sandel is one of the most recent commentators to explote
how universities’ ‘meritocratic’ admissions policies ratify intergenerational transmissions of
unequal educational opportunity. In his words, they ‘do less to expand opportunity than to
consolidate privilege.** Nevertheless, politicians continue to deploy the ideology of ‘merit’
in complete earnestness and apparent obliviousness to the falseness of its promises. In 2016,
for instance, then newly-elect Prime Minister Theresa May outlined her grand ambition for

57 The writers discussed in this dissertation

Britain to become the ‘world’s great meritocracy.
responded with astuteness and sensitivity to the growing ideological tensions between
democratic and emerging meritocratic principles as they played out in educational reforms.
They intimated that triumphal narratives about the ‘democratisation’ of education, the

‘equalisation of opportunity,” the ever-improving social inclusivity of the universities, along

with the meritocratic rhetoric of ‘ability and attainment,” were spin-doctoring the reality that

652 Diane Reay, “The Perils and Penalties of Meritocracy: Sanctioning Inequalities and Legitimating Prejudice,”
The Political Quarterly 91, no. 2 (2020): 411.
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types of class apartheid were being enacted by a stratified tertiary system. They also
anticipated some of the problems that would arise as liberal ideals became endangered by the
neoliberal logic of the market, which would intersect with and compound meritocratic
principles, and as society excessively rewarded the academically ‘excellent’ at the expense of
the vocationally trained, not to mention those who had never received any tertiary education
at all.

Whilst recognising the centrality of the issue of class, these writers also expanded the
parameters of debates about ‘equal opportunity’ in higher education beyond it. Their
intersectional criticisms of the English university explored, with a greater sense of urgency
than ever before, how genuine participation in higher education could be delimited by more
insidious forms of systemic discrimination. Forster was one of the first to raise, in the novel,
the issue of the universities’ systemic ableist biases. Waugh was also progressive—tfor all his
affected unconcern for contemporary affairs—in highlighting some of the less visible forms
of discrimination that prevented students from participating fully in university life, such as
the deleterious effects of mental ill health. It is only in recent decades that universities have
recognised the pervasiveness of this problem. Hugh Brady, the vice-chancellor of Bristol
University, for instance, described it in 2018 as ‘undoubtedly one of the biggest challenges
affecting the education sector.”*

The imperfect correlations between expanding access to higher education, upward
mobility, and social justice remain some of the most fundamental—and, to this day,
unresolved—problems in educational policy. Every national or global crisis in recent history
has accentuated, and compelled universities to reflect upon, the structural problems and

inequalities that are still institutionally embedded.”” When ‘access’ is literally denied to

08 Cited in Joshua Chaffin, “UK Universities Act to Tackle Student Mental Health Crisis,” Financial Times, 4
March 2018, https://www.ft.com/content/8e53eeba-1e13-11e8-aaca-4574d7dabfbo.

unequally-opinion. The tokenistic nature of some universities’ responses to the eruptions of interracial violence
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campuses that are shut down due to a global pandemic, the socioeconomic backgrounds of
students assume greater relevance. When learning and examinations are forced to shift
online, factors such as the accessibility of stable broadband connections or the living
conditions of family homes—in some cases, situated in actual conflict zones*”—have created
new kinds of inequalities within the student body. The recent fiasco over the 2020 A-levels
results exposed with devastating clarity how England’s educational system remains biased
against students from disadvantaged state schools. Ofqual’s algorithmic bias, which led to
the downgrading of thousands of underprivileged students’ estimated grades so that they no
longer met their conditional university offers, had been generated as a result of relying upon
data patterns that captured historic systemic social inequalities.*"

Literature continues to play important interventionary roles in higher educational
discourse. The plasticity and multi-modal capacities of literary form enable writers to capture,
as well as mediate, ongoing contests between aspirational, neutrally descriptive, and scathing
language. Literary history reflects how the high-minded, liberal ideal of an egalitarian, widely
accessible university has encountered a range of pragmatic or reactionary objections from
many quarters, ever since higher education began its major expansion. It is a history that is
rich with irony and ambiguity, of outrage and resignation, of ideals surrendered and
defended. In our contemporary context, when the deepest social and political rifts often lie
between those who have received higher education and those who have not, looking to the
literary record for serious consideration of these fundamental questions about the value of
the university, and the best policies, practices, and structures that could enable it to advance

the causes of social equality and justice, seems more pertinent than ever.

in the wake of the police killing of George Floyd has also provoked criticism, e.g. Jason England and Richard
Purcell, “Higher Ed’s Toothless Response to the Killing of George Floyd,” The Chronicle of Higher Education, 8
June 2020, https://www.chronicle.com/article/Higher-Ed-s-Toothless /248946.

060 Andrea Kocsis, interviewer, “How Students from Unstable Regions Handled News of Lockdown,” The Tab
Cambridge, June, https://thetab.com/uk/cambridge/2020/06/05/i-didnt-have-anywhere-to-go-how-students-
from-unstable-regions-handled-news-of-lockdown-138377.

661 Subsequent rectification, as we know, restored access at the cost of academic discrimination.
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