
h A R v A R d  p o R t R A I t

academics sometimes say you can see the seeds of an entire career in a scholar’s 
first book. “I’ve always felt that’s not true about my book,” says professor of English 
Amanda Claybaugh about The Novel of Purpose: Literature and Social Reform in the Anglo-
American World, “but that is a question for me: What is the purpose behind literature? 
Is it enough to be good and meaningful? Should there also be some kind of social good?” 
After receiving her Ph.D. from Harvard in 2001, Claybaugh moved to Columbia, offer-
ing courses in English and comparative literature and earning praise for her teaching, as 
she had in Cambridge. (Having won two Bok Awards in graduate school, she became 
the first junior faculty member to win Columbia’s Presidential Teaching Prize.) She 
returned to Harvard in 2010. She’s currently at work on two books. One is a study 
of representations of the expanding federal government in post-Civil War literature: 
“Our political environment today is troubled by our inability to understand what the 
federal government does for people,” Claybaugh observes, “and if I can get back to 
the origins of how people thought about it, I hope I can understand our contemporary 
moment better.” The second is a history of a postbellum emancipated slave community 
on South Carolina’s Sea Islands. Her interest springs from wondering, “What is it like 
to be a slave, and then be free, and then basically be a slave again when Reconstruc-
tion’s over?” By making use of evidence found in diaries and letters, “I’m telling the 
story of how these people tried to create a post-Emancipation society.” Claybaugh 
also works extensively with contemporary literature. She’s reviewed books for n+1 
and the London Review of Books, and teaches a class on the contemporary novel: “I find 
it really exciting,” she says, “to be one of the first people to talk about something.” 

A m a n d a  C l a y b a u g h

Animal activists reacted to the inci-
dents with anger and dismay, calling on 
the USDA to levy large fines, and asking 
the National Institutes of Health (NIH) to 
investigate whether federal grant money 
was used in support of research that vio-
lated federal animal-welfare regulations. 
They also questioned whether the rela-
tively simple problems that contributed 
to some of the incidents revealed short-
comings in procedures, training, and staff. 
“Even someone who is not well trained 
in veterinary care of animals…at the least, 
they should be making sure there’s a water 
bottle on the cage,” said Justin Goodman, 
associate director of the laboratory in-
vestigations department at People for the 
Ethical Treatment of Animals.

The concern over the situation at the 
primate center rapidly became a prior-
ity at the highest levels of Harvard. Flier 
intervened directly in the situation, and 
President Drew Faust said in a statement 
released in March that she was requesting 
regular progress reports: “This situation 
is unacceptable. When I was notified of 
developments at the primate center over 
the summer, I found them troubling and 
fully supported a thorough review of pro-
cedures and implementation of reforms.” 
After the most recent monkey death, she 
said, she requested weekly reports “speci-
fying ongoing assessment of the sources of 
difficulties, proposed solutions, and time-
tables for plans of action.”

Animal research is extremely sensitive; 
institutions are typically secretive about 
operations at primate centers, largely 
from fear of retaliation by extremist ani-
mal-rights activists: elsewhere, research-
ers and facilities have been threatened or 
bombed. But the secrecy that shrouds the 
research also tends to fuel animal activ-
ists’ suspicions, perhaps even bolstering 
their arguments that such research, even 
when it is ethically conducted and over-
seen, should not be done. “Each and every 
death is unacceptable. We should be do-
ing all that we can to avoid these cases,” 
said Kathleen Conlee, senior director for 
animal research issues at the Humane So-
ciety of the United States. “I think what 
gets lost in the shuffle, to some degree, is 
the deaths of animals due to research, not 
just accidents.”

But proponents argue that primate re-
search is necessary—although it should 
always be held to the highest standards. 
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