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Twentieth century American literature has presented us with
an impressive body of humorous fiction situated in the work
and culture of higher education. An examination of some of
the most popular and noteworthy texts in this genre reveals
important messages that locate such fictional humor as
complaint, comedy, and catharsis. However, in its
determination to both vent and entertain, this literature
generally does not rise to the instrumental levels of pure
satire. Rather, it acts more as a wake-up call than a call to
arms concerning the peculiarities, sometimes absurdities, of
academic life.

La littérature américaine du vingtiéme siécle nous a présenté
une quantité importante de romans humoristiques exploitant
le travail et la culture en éducation. Une étude de quelques
textes les plus connus et dignes d’attention de ce genre révéle
les messages importants qui qualifient cet humour fictif de
complainte, comédie et catharsis. Toutefois, dans son double
objectif de défoulement et de divertissement, cette littérature
ne s’éléve pas au niveau instrumental de la satire pure. Il sert
plutét a faire prendre conscience plutét que de faire un appel
aux armes contre les particularités, parfois les absurdités, de
la vie académique.
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In 1905, Sigmund Freud claimed that the phenomena of wit,
comedy, and humor reflected our attempts to regain the euphoria
of childhood that is lost as we expand our mental activity. He must
have known a thing or two about life in the academy. After
confronting the circuitous realities of faculty meetings,
departmental politics, search committees and the like,inhabitants
of campuses everywhere of course long to regain any euphoria they
can get their hands on - childhood included. Freud's notion,
therefore, indirectly suggests that those of us who populate the
academy should be just about the funniest people on earth — both
eager creators and grateful audiences of higher humor.

Humor and Superiority

Theorizing a collective emphasis on “tendency wit,” humor that
makes fun of someone or something (including an institution or
class), Freud also indicated some general sympathy for a
“superiority theory” of humor. Derived from 17*" century musings
of Thomas Hobbes and others, the superiority premise notes that
all humor pits winners against losers in situations that are more
hostile and ridiculing than warm and fun. The winners and losers
may be embedded in the humorous gag or tale, or they may be
found in the tellers and receivers of jokes and stories. Superiority
theory depends on the notion of a dominant culture and a hapless
group of “wannabes” (Gruner, 1977; LaFave, Haddad & Maesen,
1976).

When we examine humorousliteraturein higher education, we
see that it can be categorized into three types, all providing many
examples of superiority theory at work. First, and the subject of
this article, are humorous academic stories and novels (e.g., Moo,
Straight Man, and The Groves of Academe). There are also
humorous academic essays (e.g., F.M. Cornford's
“Microcosmographia Academica,” Russell Baker's “Grooving With
Academe”) which have created a worthy niche in expository
writing and often include first person writing of substantial
understanding and wit. Finally, we have humorous academic
expressions which exist as one-liners in otherwise serious
literature or as quick joke-like tales (e.g., the Reader’s Digest
series “Campus Comedy”).
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Although this article explores in depth only the first of the
types, academic novels and stories, an examination of texts in all
three areas demonstrates that superiority theory is alive and well
in humorous campus literature. However, clever authors have
pushed the concept beyond any simple notion of dominants making
merry about or at inferiors.

New Twists on Old Punch Lines

In a comedic twist on superiority theory, much of campus literary
humor derives its wit from the surprise discovery of exactly who
is the winner and who is the loser — often making for greater fun
than the relative positions of superiors and inferiors themselves.
Thus, in addition to superiority theory, the notion of “incongruity
theory,” set forth by 19" and 20" century analysts, also may
shoulder some responsibility for humorous outcomes when readers
who expect a predictable outcome are jolted by a sudden reversal
of fortunes — or, of the fortunate (Gruner, 1997; Shulz, 1976).
Consider, for example, Mary McCarthy's 1951 novel The Groves
of Academe as it reveals the plight of professor Henry Mulcahy, a
loser of an academic tribesman with a capital L. The only Ph.D. in
the literature department of oh-so-progressive Jocelyn College and
awell-published Rhodes Scholar and Guggenheim fellow, Mulcahy
continues to toil away at the rank of instructor due to a truly
unappealing personality (and a not much more appealing wife).
For McCarthy, he symbolizes “the victim, here as elsewhere, of
that ferocious envy of excellence by mediocrity that is the ruling
passion of all systems of jobholders” (p. 12).
Although it is difficult to find any sympathy with the self-
absorbed, bumbling Mulcahy, the phrase “dumb like a fox” applies
well. He only briefly flinches when he receives a letter of
termination from President Maynard Hoar, just long enough to
dream up a hoax that will turn the tables on the accepted
academic balance of power. He revokes the principles of
superiority to capture the higher ground (although not exactly the
high road) by inventing for himself a communist party
membership, by inventing for the college president a working
relationship with the FBI, and by inventing for his wife a life-
threatening heart condition that will surely kill her if she has to
leave yet one more campus. Mulcahy broadcasts these fictions
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among colleagues eager to swallow tales of wrongdoing about the
President they love to hate. It is apparent that his firing will be
protested as an affront to academic freedom at an institution
founded on unbounded liberalism and as a display of inhumane
treatment at a college steeped in the pretense of collegiality. It
also is apparent that his firing was probably a very good idea.
Much merry bumbling, the most inept of it by the highest level
faculty and administrators, ensues in the name of academic
politics; and the ideal of victim victorious carries the day — just
about when we begin to see Mulcahy as less the victim and more
the low impact, high arrogance academic that he is. Too late: By
the time we chuckle through the final paragraph, President Hoar
is out; Mulcahy is back in.

Laughing on the Inside

The combination of superiority theory (winners v. losers) and
incongruity theory (the unexpected)is particularly appropriate for
academic literature when we consider its endogenous nature. The
campus novel, especially, is an insider item — generally written by
academics, about academics, and indeed probably mostly for
academics. These authors want it to be true that the faculty can
be the winners in the face of powerful, but essentially clueless,
deans, provosts, presidents, and trustees. And these authors want
to entertain all readers, certainly, but would prefer to do so while
also getting in a few licks at misplaced priorities and misguided
policies in the academic corridors of power. Like politics, all
campus humor is local; and it can get so local as to be derived from
specific situations at specific campuses. Mary McCarthy no doubt
took great enjoyment in the opportunity to lob “zingers” at a thinly
veiled Sarah Lawrence College, its eminent President Harold
Taylor, and others; and real life individuals on campus probably
had just as much fun trying to decide if McCarthy really meant to
implicate specific or composite venues and characters. More
recently, Jane Smiley's colleagues at lowa State undoubtedly read
Moo (1995) with a sense of disquieting familiarity.

The authors who provide our most clever examples of higher
education as a breeding ground for the superiority theory of humor
are those who can twist our comedic sentiments so far that we















FEAR AND LAUGHING IN CAMPUS LITERATURE 37

with some stories but, in the end, manages to get a book publisher
of the prestige and an advance of the size that faculty only dream
of. Leo, a dumb hulk of a student who can’t write two sentences
that make sense but just won’t quit, accidentally gets published by
a literary journal so prestigious that it is required to carry only
incomprehensible stories.

The action in Straight Man takes place during one tense week
on campus when budget freezes are rumored and personnel cuts
are imminent. The strain brings out a bizarre streak in Hank
Devereaux, along with bladder problems and suspicions that his
wife is wandering. The same strain brings out a determination
among his colleagues to recall him as chair, and the predictable
politics ensue, complete with sight gags. Gracie throws a spiral
notebook at Hank in a meeting, hooking him in the nose with the
sharp end of the metal spiral that had worked its way out of the
spine. For three days Hank can see nothing out of his left eye past
his ballooning left nostril. Recovered by day five, Hank hides in
the ceiling crawl space above the departmental offices while a
meeting about his recall takes place. But can he get back out of
there unseen? Not likely, since the only exit is through the ceiling
of the ladies room frequented by the growing presence of Gracie
DuBois.

Authors of the endogenous campus novel of humor often are
joined in their barbs and jabs by authors of campus novels of
drama, mystery, or romance. While these forms may not aim at
humor, their authors can’t seem to resist the occasional satirical
aside or cynical rejoinder. Robert James Waller, author of great
commercial success while a faculty member at the University of
Northern Iowa (not surprisingly in the business college), provides
a succinct example in his romantic novella, Slow Waltz in Cedar
Bend. Only a few paragraphs into the first chapter, he locates his
faculty characters at dinner at the Dean’s home, where a professor
who recently returned from India tells an inquiring faculty wife
about cobras.

Professor: The snake charmer in the marketplace had one
in a basket. The snake’s mouth was sewn shut
to keep it from doing any damage;

Wife: How did it eat?
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umbrella that could be labeled, absurd, wasteful, ridiculous, silly,
unfair, inept, laughable and petty things about people and
circumstances in and around the academy. The humor of campus
literature is, in large part, the humor of complaint. It exposes the
possibility — often the reality — of unlikely outcomes among
capricious measures of institutional success and individual
contribution.

While complaint is cousin to criticism, and criticism with wit
turns satirical, fiction located in academe never strays quite to the
reaches of pure satire. Satire uses criticism instrumentally,
depicting extremes and drawing caricatures of behaviors and
events for a purpose that may range from building coalitions to
seeding change. The dominant aim of literary humor of higher
education, on the other hand, is only tangentially focused on
righting what is seen as wrong. It stops at exposing and ridiculing
what is wrong, as if to voice tacit agreement that some things
cannot be changed.

When readers of academic humor shake their heads and say,
“I don’t believe it,” they are not actually speaking of first-time
cognizance. In fact, they do believe it, because they have seen it,
or something very close to it, on their own campuses. At best they
may not believe “it” has spread so widely as to be the stuff of
popular literature. That discovery may be as comforting for
readers as unveiling foibles and eccentricities is cathartic for
writers. Humorous literature about a place called academe is
nothing if not release.
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