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Introduction

Although probably no other work of American literature has been the source of so much controversy,

Mark Twain's The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is regarded by many as the greatest literary

achievement America has yet produced. Inspired by many of the author's own experiences as a riverboat

pilot, the book tells of two runaways -a white boy and a black man- and their journey down the mighty

Mississippi River. When the book first appeared, it scandalized reviewers and parents who thought it

would corrupt young children with its depiction of a hero who lies, steals, and uses coarse language. In

the last half of the twentieth century, the condemnation of the book has continued on the grounds that its

portrayal of Jim and use of the word "nigger" is racist. The novel continues to appear on lists of books

banned in schools across the country.

Nevertheless, from the beginning The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn was also recognized as a book

that would revolutionize American literature. The strong point of view, skilful depiction of dialects, and

confrontation of issues of race and prejudice have inspired critics to dub it "the great American novel."

Nobel Prize-winning author Ernest Hemingway claimed in The Green Hills of Africa (1935), for

example, that "All modem American literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huck Finn....

There was nothing before. There has been nothing as good since."

Biography of the Author

Best known as Mark Twain, Samuel Clemens was born 30 November 1835 and raised in Hannibal,

Missouri. There he absorbed many of the influences that would inform his most lasting contributions to

American literature. During his youth, he delighted in the rowdy play of boys on the river and became

exposed to the institution of slavery. He began to work as a typesetter for a number of Hannibal

newspapers at the age of twelve. In the late 1850s, he became a steamboat pilot on the Mississippi River.

This job taught him the dangers of navigating the river at night and gave him a first-hand understanding

of the river's beauty and perils. These would later be depicted in the books Life on the Mississippi and

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.

After a brief stint as a soldier in the Confederate militia, Clemens went out west, where he worked as a

reporter for various newspapers. He contributed both factual reportage and outlandish, burlesque tales.

This dual emphasis would characterize his entire career as a journalist. During this phase of his career,

in 1863, he adopted the pseudonym Mark Twain, taken from the riverboat slang that means water is at

least two fathoms (twelve feet) deep and thus easily travelled.

Clemens's first two novels, The Gilded Age (1873), written with Charles Dudley Warner, and The

Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876), a children's book based on his boisterous childhood in Hannibal, won

Clemens widespread recognition. Shortly afterwards, he began to compose a sequel to Tom's story, an

autobiography of Tom's friend, Huck Finn. He worked sporadically on the book over the next seven

years, publishing more travel books and novels in the meantime. When it was finally published, The

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn was an immediate success, although it was also condemned as

inappropriate for children. The book draws on Clemens's childhood in Hannibal, including his memories

of the generosity of whites who aided runaway slaves, in addition to the punishments they endured when
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caught. In fact, in 1841, his father had served on the jury that convicted three whites for aiding the

escape of five slaves.

In the 1890s, Clemens's extensive financial speculations caught up with him, and he went bankrupt in

the depression of 1893-94. With an eye to paying back his many debts, he wrote a number of works,

including continuing adventures of Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn. He spent his final decade dictating his

autobiography, which appeared in 1924. Clemens died on 21 April 1910.

Historical Context

Slavery

The issue of slavery threatened to divide the nation as early as the Constitutional Convention of 1787,

and throughout the years a series of concessions were made on both sides in an effort to keep the union

together. One of the most significant of these was the Missouri Compromise of 1820. The furor had

begun when Missouri requested to enter the union as a slave state. In order to maintain a balance

between free and slave states in the union, Missouri was admitted as a slave state while Maine entered as

a free one. And although Congress would not accept Missouri's proposal to ban free blacks from the

state, it did allow a provision permitting the state's slaveholders to reclaim runaway slaves from

neighbouring-free states.

The federal government's passage of Fugitive Slave Laws was also a compromise to appease southern

slaveholders. The first one, passed in 1793, required anyone helping a slave to escape to pay a fine of

$500. But by 1850, when a second law was passed, slave owners had become increasingly insecure

about their ability to retain their slaves in the face of abolitionism. The 1850 Fugitive Slave Law

increased the fine for abetting a run-away slave to $1000, added the penalty of up to six months in

prison, and required that every U.S. citizen assist in the capture of runaways. This law allowed southern

slave owners to claim their fugitive property without requiring them to provide proof of ownership.

Whites and blacks in the North were outraged by the law, which effectively implicated all American

citizens in the institution of slavery. As a result, many who had previously felt unmoved by the issue

became ardent supporters of the abolitionist movement.

Among those who were outraged into action by the Fugitive Slave Law was Harriet Beecher Stowe,

whose novel Uncle Tom's Cabin (1852) galvanized the North against slavery. Dozens of slave

narratives—first-hand accounts of the cruelties of slavery—had shown white Northerners a side of

slavery that had previously remained hidden, but the impact of Stowe's novel on white Northerners was

more widespread. Abraham Lincoln is reported to have said when he met her during the Civil War, "So

you're the little lady who started this big war." White southerners also recognized the powerful effect of

the national debate on slavery as it was manifested in print, and many southern states, fearing the spread

of such agitating ideas to their slaves, passed laws which made it illegal to teach slaves to read. Missouri

passed such a law in 1847.

Despite the efforts of southerners to keep slaves in the dark about those who were willing to help them

in the North, thousands of slaves did escape to the free states. Many escape routes led to the Ohio River,

which formed the southern border of the free states of Illinois and Indiana. The large number of slaves

who escaped belied the myths of contented slaves that originated from the South.
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Plot

Chapters 1-7: Huck's Escape

Mark Twain begins The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn with a notice to the reader. He identifies

Huckleberry Finn as "Tom Sawyer's Comrade," and reminds the reader that this novel resumes where

The Adventures of Tom Sawyer left off: in St. Petersburg, Missouri, on the Mississippi River, "forty to

fifty years" before the novel was written (so between 1834 and 1844, before the American Civil War).

He tells the reader that several different "dialects are used," which have been written "painstakingly,"

based on his own "personal familiarity with these several forms of speech."

The novel's title character, Huckleberry Finn, narrates the story. He summarizes the end of The

Adventures of Tom Sawyer, in which he and Tom discovered a large amount of stolen gold. He lives

now with the Widow Douglas, who has taken him in as "her son," and her sister Miss Watson. His

father, "Pap," has disappeared:

Pap hadn't been seen for more than a year, and that was comfortable for me; I didn't want to see him no

more. He used to always whale me when he was sober and could get his hands on me; though I used to

take to the woods when he was around.

The widow attempts to "sivilize" Huck, and teach him religion. Huck finds her ways confining. Miss

Watson nags him to learn to read, to "set up straight," and to behave. Huck remains superstitious, and he

mostly resists the women's influence; after bedtime, he escapes out his window to join Tom Sawyer for

new adventures. The boys meet Jim, "Miss Watson's nigger," and they play a trick on him. Jim, like

Huck, is superstitious, and when he wakes up he thinks that witches played the trick.

Tom, Huck, and other boys meet in a cave down the river, and form a Gang, a "band of robbers." But

Huck tires of the Gang's adventures, because they are only imaginary. When Pap shows up in St.

Petersburg, he causes Huck some real problems. Pap wants Huck's reward money from the end of The

Adventures of Tom Sawyer. Signs of his son's increased civilization irritate him: the proper clothing, and

the ability to read and write. Huck secures his money by "selling" it to Judge Thatcher. Huck's father

brings a lawsuit against the judge, but "law" is "a slow business." Eventually Pap kidnaps Huck, and

takes him up the river to a shack on the Illinois side of the river. At first, Huck enjoys the return to

freedom, but living with his father has its difficulties; "by-and-by pap [gets] too handy with his hick'ry,"

and he either leaves Huck locked in the cabin alone, or beats him. Huck decides to escape, and cuts a

hole in the cabin. After his father lays in some supplies, Huck lays his plans. He catches a canoe as it

floats down the river. Left alone, Huck stages his own murder: he kills a wild pig and leaves its blood

around the shack and on his jacket, then leaves a fake trail showing a body being dragged to the river.

He then loads up the supplies and takes off down river. He stops to camp on Jackson's Island, two miles

below St. Petersburg.

Chapters 8-18: Down the River

On the island, Huck feels liberated. Seeing his friends search for his body troubles him only slightly.

After a few days, he discovers that he is not alone on the island: Jim has run away from Miss Watson,

who had threatened to sell him down the river. Jim's escape troubles Huck, but together they enjoy a

good life: fishing, eating, smoking, and sleeping. They find a house floating down the river, with a dead

man in it, from which they take some valuables. Huck appreciates the lore that Jim teaches him, but still

likes to play tricks. He leaves a dead rattlesnake on Jim's bed, and Jim gets bitten by the snake's mate.

He recovers, but interprets the bite as the result of Huck touching a snake-skin—a sure bringer of bad

luck. Jim suspects that there is more to come.
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One night, Huck dresses as a girl and goes across to town to "get a stirring-up." He discovers that there

is a reward offered for Jim and that the island is no longer a safe hiding place. He rushes back to the

island, and he and Jim float down the Mississippi, sleeping by day and drifting by night. Living this

way, they get to know each other, and Jim tells Huck about his children. They also have several

adventures. They board a wrecked steamboat and steal some ill-gotten goods from three thieves on

board, inadvertently leaving them to drown.

Huck and Jim get separated in a fog. They call out, but for hours at a time, they seem lost to each other.

Huck falls asleep, and when he awakens, he sees the raft. He sneaks aboard and convinces Jim it was all

a dream. When Huck points to evidence of the night's adventure and teases him for being gullible, Jim

teaches Huck a lesson:

"When I got all wore out wid work, en wid de callin' for you, en went to sleep, my heart wuz mos' broke

bekase you waz los', en I didn' k'yer no mo' what become er me en de raf. En when I wake up en fine

you back ag'in, all safe en soun', de tears come, en I could 'a' got down on my knees en kiss' yo' foot, I's

so thankful. En all you wuz thinkin "bout wuz how you could make a fool uv ole Jim wid a lie. Dat truck

dah is trash; en trash is what people is dat puts dirt on de head er dey fren's en makes 'em ashamed."

.... It was fifteen minutes before I could work my-self up to go and humble myself to a nigger; but I done

it, and I warn't ever sorry for it afterwards, neither. I didn't do him no more mean tricks, and I wouldn't

done that one if I'd 'a' knowed it would make him feel that way.

Chapters 19-33: The King and Duke

Huck and Jim plan to drift down to Cairo, Illinois, and then steamboat North, but they realize that they

passed Cairo in the fog. A steamboat crashes into their raft and separates them again. Huck swims

ashore and is taken in by the Grangerford family, who are embroiled in a feud with another local family,

the Shepherd sons. He lives with the Grangerfords, while Jim hides in a nearby swamp and repairs the

raft. When the feud erupts into new violence, and Huck's new friend, Buck Grangerford, is killed, Huck

and Jim set off once again down the river.

Huck and Jim rescue two "rapscallions," who identify themselves as a duke and a king. They take the

prime sleeping quarters on the raft and expect Jim and Huck to wait on them. They employ different

schemes to make money along the river. They attend a religious camp-meeting, and the king takes up a

collection for himself. In "Arkansaw," they rent a theatre and put on a Shakespearean farce called "The

Royal Nonesuch." Next, a boy they meet confides that an inheritance awaits one Mr. Wilks, an English

gentleman, in his town. Seeing their opportunity, the king and duke assume the identity of Mr. Wilks

and his servant, and go to claim the money. Huck feels increasingly uneasy about their unscrupulous

behaviour, and vows to protect their victims. He hides the cash they try to steal. When the real Mr.

Wilks arrives, Huck and Jim try—but fail—to escape without the rascally "king" and "duke."

Next, the king and duke betray Jim as a runaway slave, and "sell" their "rights" to him to a farmer, Silas

Phelps. Huck realizes what has happened and determines to rescue Jim. He seeks the Phelps farm. By a

stroke of luck, they are relatives of Tom Sawyer's, and mistakenly identify Huck as Tom, come to pay a

visit. When Tom arrives a few hours later, he falls in with Huck's deception, pretending to be his brother

Sid.

Chapters 34-43: Jim's Rescue

Tom agrees to help Huck rescue Jim. He insists that the escape follow models from all of his favourite

prison stories: he smuggles in items past the unwitting Phelpses. He makes Jim sleep with spiders and

rats, and write a prison journal on a shirt. He also warns the Phelpses anonymously. In the escape, Tom

gets shot in the leg. Jim and Huck each return and are caught in the act of seeking help for Tom.
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Finally Tom reveals that Jim is in fact no longer a slave: Miss Watson died and set him free in her will.

Tom's Aunt Polly arrives and clears up the case of mistaken identity. Huck, upset by the trick played on

him and Jim, accepts Tom's explanation that he wanted "the adventure" of the escape. Tom gives Jim

forty dollars for his trouble. Now that everyone knows he is still alive, Huck worries about Pap, but Jim

tells him not to bother: Pap was the dead man in the house floating down the river. Huck ends the novel

with a plan to "light out for the Territory ahead of the rest" before the women try again to "sivilize" him.

Characters

Widow Douglas

The Widow Douglas has adopted Huck and attempts to provide a stable home for him. She sends him to

school and reads the Bible to him. Although at first Huck finds life with Widow Douglas restrictive,

eventually he gets "sort of used to the widow's ways, too, and they warn't so raspy on me." Later, when

Huck refers to her, she represents all that is good and decent to him. Nevertheless, at the close of the

novel Huck decides to "light out for the Territory" instead of returning to her home.

The Duke

On their journey down the Mississippi, Huck and Jim pick up two con men who claim to be descendants

of royalty. The Duke is a young, poorly dressed man of about thirty. Although they had never met

before, the King and Duke soon join forces to concoct a number of scams to play on the innocent

inhabitants of the various towns along the riverbanks. Even though he is aware of their true characters,

Huck plays along—he has little choice, since the two men are stronger and can turn Jim in at any time.

Eventually, however, Huck betrays them when they scheme to cheat the Wilks sisters out of their

inheritance. The King and Duke later turn Jim in for a meagre reward. The men later get their reward

when they are tarred and feathered by an angry crowd. With these two characters, Twain ridicules the

aristocratic pretensions of some Americans.

Huckleberry Finn

The narrator and hero of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is the title character, the fourteen-year-old

son of the town drunk who was introduced in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. At the end of that book,

Huck was adopted by the Widow Douglas and her sister Miss Watson, who brought him to live in town

where he could attend church and school. But at the beginning of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, we

learn that their attempts to "sivilize" him have been only partially successful. Huck learns to read and

write, but he continues to climb out of his window at night to meet up with Tom Sawyer's gang.

Huck's life in town is abruptly ended when his father returns and kidnaps him, hoping to lay his hands

on Huck's fortune. But Huck escapes by faking his own death, and he heads to Jackson's Island. There

he meets up with Jim, Miss Watson's slave, who has run away because of her threat to sell him "down

the river." The two of them embark on a journey down the Mississippi River and live a life of freedom

on the raft, which has become their refuge from society. On their trip, Huck confronts the ethics he has

learned from society that tell him Jim is only property and not a human being. By this moral code, his

act of helping Jim to escape is a sin. Rather than betray Jim, though, Huck decides, "All right, then, I'll

go to hell." Huck learns to decide for himself in various situations the right thing to do.

In the last third of the book, Huck defers to Tom Sawyer, whose outlandish schemes to free Jim direct

the action. Huck is no longer in charge, and his moral quest appears to have been abandoned. But once

Jim is freed, Huck decides he will "light out for the Territory" to escape the civilizing influence of

another mother figure, this time Tom's Aunt Sally. For some critics, this decision redeems Huck from

the charge that he has allowed Tom to distract him from discovering his inner code of ethics. To others,
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it means that Twain sees no hope for civilization to redeem itself: because it cannot rid itself of

fundamental failures like slavery, someone like Huck must escape its influence altogether.

Pap Finn

Huck's father, Pap, is an irredeemable drunk who schemes to get Huck's fortune away from him. When

he returns to find Huck living at the Widow Douglas's and going to school, he accuses Huck of trying to

be better than his father. Pap kidnaps Huck and brings him to a cabin in the woods where he beats his

son and confines him to their shack. Pap also submits Huck to his drunken tirades against a free black

man, reflecting the attitudes poor southern whites had about blacks who had the right to vote and were

highly educated. Shortly after Huck escapes, Pap is killed, although Huck does not learn this until the

end of the book.

The Grangerfords

Huck is taken in by the Grangerfords after the raft is broken up by a larger boat on the river. The family

is wealthy and Huck is impressed by their gaudily decorated home, although the reader is aware of their

shallow faithfulness to ideals of gentility and decorum. Their feud with the Shepherd-sons, based on a

brutal, senseless code of honour, makes Huck "sick." He leaves after one of the Grangerfords's daughters

runs off with one of the Shepherdson boys, and most of the men in the family are killed in the ensuing

battle.

Buck Grangerford

The youngest son of the Grangerford family. He is Huck's age, but is killed in the feud with the

Shepherdsons. Huck "haint ever heard anything" like how Buck swears after missing an opportunity to

kill Harney Shepherdson. Nevertheless, he cries when he discovers Buck's body, "for he was mighty

good to me."

Emmeline Grangerford

One of the Grangerfords's daughters, who died in adolescence and left behind a large number of

sentimentally morbid poems and drawings that Huck admires. Her family tells Huck, "She wasn't

particular; she could write about anything ... just so it was sadful."

Jim

Jim, a runaway slave who has escaped from his owner, Miss Watson, for fear of being sold to a

plantation in New Orleans, is Huck Finn's companion as they travel on a raft down the Mississippi river.

He has been recognized by critics as a complex character, at once a superstitious and ignorant minstrel-

show stereotype but also an intelligent human being who conveys more depth than the narrator, Huck

Finn, is aware of. As their journey progresses, however, Huck does grow to see Jim as more than a

stereotype, despite comments like, "he had an uncommon level head for a nigger." Jim confronts Huck's

prejudice when he scolds Huck for trying to play a trick on him without taking his feelings into

consideration. Pointing to some leaves on the raft, he tells Huck, "dat truck dah is trash; en trash is what

people is dat puts dirt on de head er dey fren's en makes 'em ashamed." On their journey, Huck becomes

aware of Jim's humanity and decides he will assist Jim in his quest to become free.

In the last third of the book, Huck enlists the help of Tom Sawyer to help free Jim, only to learn at the

end that Tom knew all along that Jim had been freed by Miss Watson. In this section, critics have

argued, Jim is once again cast as a shallow caricature of a gullible slave, and the novel's serious theme of

race relations is reduced to a farce. But other critics have seen a consistency of character in Jim

throughout the book, as a slave who wears the mask of ignorance and docility as a defence against white
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oppression, occasionally giving Huck (and the reader) glimpses behind the mask. Forrest G. Robinson

has argued that Jim learns Huck "is quite unprepared to tolerate the full unfolding of the human being

emergent from behind the mask," and so the real Jim retreats in the last third of the book to ensure that

Huck will continue to help him. But according to Chadwick Hansen, Jim is never a "fully-rounded

character" in his own right; rather he serves the function of making Huck confront his conscience and

overcome society's influence.

The King

On their journey down the Mississippi, Huck and Jim pick up two con men who claim to be descendants

of royalty. The King is a bald, grey-bearded man of about seventy years. Although they had never met

before, the King and Duke soon join forces to concoct a number of scams to play on the innocent

inhabitants of the various towns along the riverbanks. Even though he is aware of their true characters,

Huck plays along—he has little choice, since the two men are stronger and can turn Jim in at any time.

Eventually, however, Huck betrays them when they scheme to cheat the Wilks sisters out of their

inheritance. The King and Duke later turn Jim in for a meagre reward. The men later get their reward

when they are tarred and feathered by an angry crowd. With these two characters, Twain ridicules the

aristocratic pretensions of some Americans.

Tom Sawyer

Tom Sawyer picks up where he left off in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer by continuing to lead the other

boys in imaginative games based on his reading of romantic adventure literature. But in this novel, his

antics are much less innocent and harmless. At the beginning of Huck Finn, he provides comic relief in

Huck's otherwise straight-laced life at the Widow Douglas's. But his reappearance at the end has

troubled many critics. When Tom finds out that Huck is going to free Jim, he wholeheartedly takes up

the challenge, creating elaborate schemes to free the man when he could just tell the family that Jim has

already been freed by Miss Watson. Neither Huck nor Jim approve of Tom's "adventures," although they

feel compelled to submit to his authority in such matters. Many critics have noted the thoughtless, even

cruel nature of Tom's games, as they make Jim's life miserable and terrorize Aunt Sally. But Tom is

ultimately punished for his forays into fantasy; during Jim's escape he is shot and seriously wounded.

Miss Watson

The Widow Douglas's sister and Jim's owner. She represents a view of Christianity that is severe and

unforgiving. It is her attempts to "sivilize" Huck that he finds most annoying: "Miss Watson she kept

pecking at me, and it got tiresome and lonesome." When Jim overhears her admit the temptation to sell

him down South despite her promise not to do so, he runs away. Her guilt at this turn of events leads her

to set Jim free in her will.

Themes

Freedom

In The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn both Huck and the runaway slave Jim are in flight from a society

which labels them as outcasts. Although Huck has been adopted by the Widow Douglas and been

accepted into the community of St. Petersburg, he feels hemmed in by the clothes he is made to wear

and the models of decorum to which he must adhere. But he also does not belong to the world Pap

inhabits. Although he feels more like himself in the backwoods, Pap's drunken rages and attempts to

control him force Huck to flee. At the end of the book, after Jim has been freed, Huck decides to

continue his own quest for freedom. "I reckon I got to light out for the Territory ahead of the rest,

because Aunt Sally she's going to adopt me and sivilize me, and I can't stand it. I been there before."
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Huck is clearly running from a civilization that attempts to control him, rather than running in pursuit of

something tangible. He is representative of the American frontiersman who chooses the unknown over

the tyranny of society.

As a slave, Jim has likewise been denied control over his own destiny, and he escapes to prevent being

sold down to New Orleans, away from his wife and children. But Jim is chasing a more concrete ideal of

freedom than Huck is. For Jim, freedom means not being a piece of property. Jim explicitly expresses

his desire to be free as they approach Cairo and the junction with the Ohio River: "Jim said it made him

all over trembly and feverish to be so close to freedom." But after they pass Cairo in the confusion of a

foggy night, Jim's quest for freedom is thwarted and he must concentrate on survival. After Jim's

capture, Tom and Huck attempt to free him in a farcical series of schemes that actually make escape

more difficult and dangerous. Huck indicates that a simple removal of the board that covers the window

would allow Jim to escape, but Tom declares that is too easy. "I should hope we can find a way that's a

little more complicated than that, Huck Finn," Tom says. After Jim escapes and is recaptured, Tom

reveals that he has been free all along. Miss Watson had died and left him free in her will. The irony of

freeing a free man has concerned many critics, who believe Twain might have been commenting on the

failure of Reconstruction after the Civil War.

Conscience

Huck's main struggle in the book is with his conscience, the set of morals with which he has been raised.

As they begin to approach Cairo, and Jim looks forward to his freedom, Huck says his conscience "got

to troubling me so I couldn't rest." He rationalizes that he didn't lure Jim away from his owner, but

"conscience up and says every time, `But you knowed he was running for his freedom, and you 'could 'a'

paddled ashore and told somebody.” During this scene he wakes up to the fact that he is helping a slave

gain freedom, something he has been brought up to believe is wrong. So in an attempt to relieve his

guilt, he sets off for shore, telling Jim he is going to find out if they have passed Cairo, but really

intending to turn Jim in. When he meets up with two men looking for a runaway slave, he confronts a

true test of conscience, and fails, in his eyes. The two men ask him about the man on board, and Huck

protects Jim by making up an elaborate tale about his father who is dying of smallpox, a highly

contagious disease. When he returns to the raft, Jim rejoices in his cover-up, but Huck instead is "feeling

bad and low, because I knowed very well I had done wrong." He decides that he is naturally bad, and

that he only did what made him feel better. Not being able to analyze his actions, Huck fails to recognize

that he has taken a stand against a morally corrupt society. Later, after Jim has been turned in by the

King and Duke, Huck must again wrestle with his conscience as he decides to play an active role in

freeing Jim. Up until this point he had only protected Jim from discovery; now he must help Jim escape,

an even more serious crime. But rather than let his "conscience" guide him, Huck listens to his heart,

which tells him that Jim is a human being, not property. He turns his back forever on society's ethics and

decides he'd rather "go to hell" than turn his back on Jim. Through Huck, Twain attacks that part of the

conscience that unquestioningly adheres to society's laws and mores, even when they are wrong.

Race and Racism

Probably the most discussed aspect of Huck Finn is how it addresses the issue of race. Many critics

agree that the book's presentation of the issue is complex or, some say, uneven. No clear-cut stance on

race and racism emerges. Despite the fact that Huck comes to respect Jim as a human being, he still

reveals his prejudice towards black people. His astonishment at Jim's deep feelings for his family is

accompanied by the statement, "I do believe he cared just as much for his people as white folks does for

their'n. It don't seem natural, but I reckon it's so." And even after he has decided to help free Jim, Huck

indicates that he still does not see black people overall as human beings. When Aunt Sally asks "Tom
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Sawyer" why he was so late in arriving, he tells her the ship blew a cylinder head. "Good gracious!

Anybody hurt?" she asks. "No'm. Killed a nigger." "Well, it's lucky; because sometimes people do get

hurt," she responds. As some critics have pointed out, Huck never condemns slavery or racial prejudice

in general but seems to find an exception to the rule in Jim. Nevertheless, the fact that Huck does learn

to see beyond racial stereotypes in the case of Jim is a profound development, considering his

upbringing. He lived in a household with the Widow Douglas and Miss Watson where slaves were

owned. And Pap's rantings over a free black man indicate his deep racial prejudice. When confronted

with the fact that a free black man was highly educated and could vote, Pap decides he wants nothing to

do with a government that has allowed this to happen. He wants the free man, whom he calls "a

prowling, thieving, infernal, white-shirted free nigger," to be sold at auction. In other words, all black

people are slaves, white man's property, in his eyes. Such are the views on race with which Huck has

been raised. But there is no agreement as to what Twain's message on the subject of race is. While some

critics view the novel as a satire on racism and a conscious indictment of a racist society, others stress

the author's overall ambivalence about race. Critics have had a difficult time reconciling the

stereotypical depictions of Jim and other slaves in the book with Huck's desire to free Jim.

Style

Narrator

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn was a breakthrough in American literature for its presentation of

Huck Finn, an adolescent boy who tells the story in his own language. The novel was one of the first in

America to employ the child's perspective and employ the vernacular—a language specific to a region or

group of people—throughout the book. Many critics have characterized the smoothness of Huck's

language as the most unique feature of the book. Lionel Trilling sees Twain's creation of Huck's voice as

a measure of his genius. He writes that Huck's language has "the immediacy of the heard voice." Shelley

Fisher Fishkin has suggested that Twain created Huck's style of speech from that of a real boy, an

African-American child that he met in the early 1870s, combined with dialects of white people he had

heard as a child. But Huck's unique perspective is that of a lower-class, southern white child, who has

been viewed as an outcast by society. From this position, Huck narrates the story of his encounters with

various southern types, sometimes revealing his naivete and, at other times, his acute ability to see

through the hypocrisy of his elders. Many readers have commented on Huck's unreliability as a narrator,

though, especially in his admiration of the gaudy taste exhibited by the Grangerfords and his inability to

see through his own prejudices when he tells Aunt Sally that no one was hurt on board the ship, although

a "nigger" was killed.

Setting

Another distinctive aspect of the novel is its setting. Because it takes place when slavery was at its

height in America, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn addresses in a roundabout way the prejudices of

southern whites that had laid the foundation for slavery and were still omnipresent in the Reconstruction

South of Twain's time. The discussion of slavery in the text, then, takes on a new meaning for a post-

Civil War audience. It forced them to confront the legacy of slavery in spite of their eagerness to forget

its devastating impact and rid themselves of its curse. The physical setting of the novel, most specifically

the river and the raft, has also drawn the attention of critics. The Mississippi River itself serves as a kind

of no-man's land in the text, a place outside of society that is governed by different rules. The raft

becomes a new world for Huck and Jim, where they can be themselves and make up their own rules by

which to live. On either side of the river lies the shore, which represents a return to society.

Significantly, it is Huck who makes excursions into towns along the river banks for food, information,
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and fun. While Huck can be a kind of vagabond, travelling from one place to another without being a

part of society, Jim must hide on the raft, the only place where he can be safe.

Burlesque/Parody

Burlesques, or parodies of elevated or serious forms of literature, were popular as far back as

Shakespeare, but they were also the favourites of working class theatregoers in America starting in the

1840s. In America, burlesques often poked fun at aristocratic types who were subjected to the lowly

conditions of the American city or frontier, and they extolled the virtues of a democracy over the

pretensions of Europe's high society. Burlesques also became associated with minstrel shows as they

were incorporated into the latter in the 1850s. Mark Twain is well known for his adept adaptations of

burlesques in his works. In The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn he used the technique to critique the

aristocratic pretensions of the King and Duke, and the romantic fantasies of Tom Sawyer. In fact, the

last third of the book descends into burlesque, according to the novel's critics, as Tom's outlandish

schemes to free Jim take centre stage. In addition, some scenes between Jim and Huck are modelled on

burlesques, especially their conversation about Frenchmen, in which Jim subtly outsmarts Huck,

revealing the wisdom of the supposedly ignorant.

Realism in Huckleberry Finn

Is Mark Twain a Realist, nothing more and nothing less?

John D. Pizer considers “the realistic mode” based on three criteria: “Verisimilitude of detail derived

from observation and documentation”. Firstly, the use of various dialects (discussed in the preface),

detailed descriptions of the river and nature are Realist observations. Secondly is “reliance upon the

representative rather than the exceptional in the plot, setting, and character”. A slave’s escape from

captivity and recapture is plausible and thus Realist. Thirdly is “an objective….rather than a subjective

or idealistic view of human nature and experience”. Observations and descriptions of slavery, life in the

South and on the river are objective. On this basis, Twain is a Realist.

Realism and Regionalism

A regional writer is one who concentrates much attention on a particular area and uses it and the people

who inhabit it as the basis for his or her stories. Such a locale is likely to be rural and/or provincial.

Mark Twain was a major contributor to the interconnected Realist and Regionalist movements, which

flourished from the 1870s to the 1920s. Realism refers to the insistence on authentic details in

descriptions of setting and the demand for plausible motivations in character's behaviours. Writers of the

Regionalist movement also adhered to these principles as they explored the distinct and diverse regions

of post-Civil War America that they feared were being swallowed up by a national culture and economy.

Realist and Regionalist techniques are exemplified in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by the

specific and richly detailed setting and the novel's insistence on dialect which attempts to reproduce the

natural speech of a variety of characters unique to the Mississippi Valley region. In addition, Huck's

momentous decision to free Jim, even if it means going to hell, is seen as a classic episode of Realist

fiction because it demonstrates the individual's struggle to make choices based on inner motivations,

rather than outside forces.

Local Color

It is the use of detail peculiar to a particular region and environment to add interest and authenticity to a

narrative. This will include some description of the locale, dress, customs, music, etc. It is for the most
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part decorative. When it becomes an essential and intrinsic part of the work then it is more properly

called regionalism. Mark Twain is one of the American authors who have used local colour successfully.

Naturalism

In literature naturalism developed out of realism. The main influences that went to forming a different

point of view were Darwin’s biological theories, Comte's application of scientific ideas to the study of

society, and Taine’s application of deterministic theories to literature. Those in favour of a naturalistic

approach to and interpretation of life concentrated on depicting the social environment and dwelt

particularly on its deficiencies and on the shortcomings of human beings.

Realism preceded Naturalism in American literature, and the two are closely related. Both aim for

realistic portrayals of everyday life, and both incorporate a great deal of detail. Realism arose after the

Civil War, a traumatic period in national disillusionment in which approximately 600,000 Americans

died. After the Civil war, Americans soberly set about trying to recreate their lives. A new kind of

American fiction emerged in the wake of widespread disillusionment. Writers of this period who

became prominent include Mark Twain, William Dean Howells, and Henry James. In poetry, Walt

Whitman, Emily Dickinson, and Sidney Lanier were writing.

Critical Overview

When it was first published, responses to Adventures of Huckleberry Finn were fairly non-existent until

the Concord Public Library in Massachusetts announced that it was banning the book from its shelves.

This action set off a public debate over the merits of the book. The most vocal were those who deemed

the book to be unsuitable for children, fearing their corruption by exposure to its lower-class hero.

Howard G. Baetzhold reports that beloved children's author Louisa May Alcott said about the book, "if

Mr. Clemens cannot think of something better to tell our pure-minded lads and lasses, he had best stop

writing books for them." Critics who demanded that literature be uplifting cited rough language, lack of

moral values, and a disrespectful stance towards authority as the book's faults. But some critics rallied

behind the author and wrote reviews that praised the book as a lasting contribution to American

literature.

These early reactions are a fair indication of how the book has been received ever since. On the one

hand, respected scholars have claimed the book as the core text of an American literary canon, where it

has enjoyed a secure position since the 1950s. As Leo Marx claims, "Everyone agrees that Huckleberry

Finn is a masterpiece." H. L. Mencken went so far as to dub the novel "perhaps the greatest novel ever

written in English." Although some have questioned the formal coherence of the novel, arguing that the

ending and Tom's burlesque escapades disrupt the text's quest for freedom, the general consensus has

emerged that The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is one of the most important works of American

fiction ever written. But despite this resounding stamp of approval from the nation's leading literary

scholars, secondary schools around the country have at various times questioned its suitability for

students, even going so far as to ban the book. Whereas detractors of the novel from the previous

century had been primarily concerned with its lack of decency and moral values, in the wake of the Civil

Rights movement, the main concern of administrators, parents, and librarians has become that it

promotes racism and demeans African American children with its extensive use of the word "nigger."

Ultimately, the fear is that the complexity of the racial issues in the text may be too much for

schoolchildren to comprehend.

Although in the past there have been sharp contrasts between the responses of scholarly and lay readers

of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, the debate over the book's racial messages has more recently

become the centre of debate amongst literary scholars as well. The crux of the controversy is whether or
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not the novel presents an indictment of racism or simply reflects the generally accepted racist attitudes

of the time period in which it was written. For most critics, the issue boils down to the depiction gf Jim.

For some, Jim is nothing more than a minstrel show stereotype, "the archetypal 'good nigger,' who lacks

self-respect, dignity, and a sense of self separate from the one whites want him to have," in the words of

Julius Lester. In these critics' eyes, Twain reveals his racism when he allows Tom to derail and hence

belittle Jim's serious attempts to gain freedom and Huck's efforts to overturn society's view of blacks as

property. But to others, a subtle satire on slavery and racism emerges from the text and takes precedence

over any stereotypical depictions of African-Americans. Eric Lott argues, for example, "Twain took up

the American dilemma (of race) not by avoiding popular racial presentations but by inhabiting them so

forcefully that he produced an immanent criticism of them." According to Lott, the use of minstrel show

stereotypes, exaggerated and ridiculous depictions of whites' false perceptions of blacks, has the effect

of "making nonsense out of America's racial structures." Many critics agree with Lott, seeing the novel

itself as a critique of the racism expressed by its narrator, Huck.

In a related vein of argument, Peaches Henry declares that we may not be able to decide once and for all

whether the novel is racist or subversive, but the book deserves our attention because "[t]he insolubility

of the race question as regards Huckleberry Finn functions as a model of the fundamental racial

ambiguity of the American mindset."


