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I believe that the ending of Huckleberry Finn makes so many readers uneasy
because they rightly sense that it jeopardizes the significance of the entire
novel. To take seriously what happens at the Phelps farm is to take lightly
the entire downstream journey. What is the meaning of the journey?
With this question all discussion of Huckleberry Finn must begin. It is true
that the voyage down the river has many aspects of a boy’s idyl. We owe
much of its hold upon our imagination to the enchanting image of the raft’s
unhurried drift with the current. The leisure, the absence of constraint, the
beauty of the river—all these things delight us. “It’s lovely to live on a raft.”
And the multitudinous life of the great valley we see through Huck’s eyes
has a fascination of its own. Then, of course, there is humor—Ilaughter so
spontaneous, so free of the bitterness present almost everywhere in Ameri-
can humor that readers often forget how grim a spectacle of human exis-
tence Huck contemplates. Humor in this novel flows from a bright joy of
life as remote from our world as living on a raft.

Yet along with the idyllic and the epical and the funny in Huckleberry
Finn, there is a coil of meaning which does for the disparate elements of
the novel what a spring does for a watch. The meaning is not in the least
obscure. It is made explicit again and again. The very words with which Cle-
mens launches Huck and Jim upon their voyage indicate that theirs is not a
boy’s lark but a quest for freedom. From the electrifying moment when Huck
comes back to Jackson’s Island and rouses Jim with the news that a search
party is on the way, we are meant to believe that Huck is enlisted in the cause
of freedom. “Git up and hump yourself, Jim!” he cries. “There ain’t a minute
to lose. They're after us!” What particularly counts here is the us. No one
is after Huck; no one but Jim knows he is alive. In that small word Clem-
ens compresses the exhilarating power of Huck’s instinctive humanity.
His unpremeditated identification with Jim’s flight from slavery is an
unforgettable moment in American experience, and it may be said at once
that any culmination of the journey which detracts from the urgency and
dignity with which it begins will necessarily be unsatisfactory. Huck real-
izes this himself, and says so when, much later, he comes back to the raft
after discovering that the Duke and the King have sold Jim:

After all this long journey . . . here it was all come to nothing, every-
thing all busted up and ruined, because they could have the heart to
serve Jim such a trick as that, and make him a slave again all his life,
and amongst strangers, too, for forty dirty dollars.

1. From American Scholar 22 (1953): 423-40. A of this essay refers to admiring introductions to
pioneering scholar in the field of American stud- Huckleberry Finn (1948 and 1950, respectively)
ies, Leo Marx (b. 1919) is best known as the written by the critic Lionel Trilling (1905-1975)
author of The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the poet T. S. Eliot (1888—1965).

and the Pastoral Ideal in America (1964). The title
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OUT . OF BONDAGE,

Out of bondage. E. W. Kemble’s illustration for the final chapter of the
first edition (1884).

muck knows that the journey will have been a failure unless it takes jim to
freedom. It is true that we do discover, in the end, that Jim is free, but we
also find out that the journey was not the means by which he finally reached
freedomJ
.The most obvious thing wrong with the ending, then, is the flimsy con-
trivance by which Clemens frees Jim. In the end we not only discover that
Jim has been a free man for two months, but that his freedom has been
gr:anted by old Miss Watson. If this were only a mechanical device for ter-
minating the action, it might not call for much comment. But it is more than
that: it is a significant clue to the import of the last ten chapters. Remember
who Miss Watson is. She is the Widow’s sister whom Huck introduces in
the first pages of the novel. It is she who keeps “pecking” at Huck, who tries
to teach him to spell and to pray and to keep his feet off the furniture. She
El an ardept proselytizer for piety and good manners, and her greed provides
p e occasion for the journey in the first place. She is Jim's owner, and he
ecides to flee only when he realizes that she is about to break her word (she
:ﬁnn.ot resist a slave trader’s offer of eight hundred dollars) and sell him down
€ river away from his family.
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‘ Miss Watson, in short, is the Enemy. If we except a predilection for phys-
I ical violence, she exhibits all the outstanding traits of the valley society.
|, She pronounces the polite lies of civilization that suffocate Huck's spirit,
The freedom which Jim seeks, and which Huck and Jim temporarily enjoy
L aboard the raft, is accordingly freedom from everything for which Miss
‘ “ Lo Watson stands. Indeed, the very intensity of the novel derives from the dis-
R cordance between the aspirations of the fugitives and the respectable code
i “ d for which she is a spokesman. Therefore her regeneration, of which the
AN deathbed freeing of Jim is the unconvincing sign, hints a resolution of the
‘ novel’s essential conflict. Perhaps because this device most transparently
reveals that shift in point of view which he could not avoid, and which is
N less easily discerned elsewhere in the concluding chapters, Clemens plays it
(R down. He makes little attempt to account for Miss Watson’s change of
v \ “ heart, a change particularly surprising in view of Jim's brazen escape.

* * *

I | Huckleberry Finn is a masterpiece because it brings Western humor to
. \ perfection and yet transcends the narrow limits of its conventions. But the
‘ ending does not. During the final extravaganza we are forced to put aside
\ many of the mature emotions evoked earlier by the vivid rendering of Jim'’s
! fear of capture, the tenderness of Huck’s and Jim'’s regard for each other, and
Huck’s excruciating moments of wavering between honesty and respectabil-
. ity. None of these emotions are called forth by the anticlimactic final
I sequence. I do not mean to suggest that the inclusion of low comedy per se is
\ ‘~\ A a flaw in Huckleberry Finn. One does not object to the shenanigans of the
;| rogues; there is ample precedent for the place of extravagant humor even in
| works of high seriousness. But here the case differs from most which come
i to mind: the major characters themselves are forced to play low comedy |
\ - J“j . roles. Wloreover, the most serious motive in the novel, Jim's yearning for
3P freedom, is made the object of nonsense. The conclusion, in short, is farce, |

' but the rest of the novel is not.J

* *

»

| Tom reappears. Soon Huck has fallen almost completely under his sway once
i more, and we are asked to believe that the boy who felt pity for the rogues
il is now capable of making Jim's capture the occasion for a game. He becomes
{Rin) Tom’s helpless accomplice, submissive and gullible. No wonder that Clem-
] | ens has Huck remark, when Huck first realizes Aunt Sally has mistaken him
A | : for Tom, that “it was like being born again.” Exactly. In the end, Huck
| regresses to the subordinate role in which he had first appeared in The
Hl Adventures of Tom Sawyer. Most of those traits which made him so appeal-
o ing a hero now disappear. He had never, for example, found pain or misfor-
l‘? | tune amusing.

w o ok %

What I have been saying is that the flimsy devices of plot, the discordant
farcical tone, and the disintegration of the major characters all betray the

failure of the ending.
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JULIUS LESTER 47

From Morality and Adventures of Huckleberry Finn! -
' o

The novel plays with black reality from the moment Jim runs away and doe.s
not immediately seek his freedom. It defies logic that Jim did not know Illi-
nois was a free state. Yet, Twain wants us not only to believe he didn’t‘, b}lt
to accept as credible that a runaway slave would sail south. down' th.e Missis-
sippi River, the only route to freedom he knew being at Cairo, Ilhrfms, where
the Ohio River meets the Mississippi. If Jim knew that the Ohio met the
Mississippi at Cairo, how could he not have known of the closer proximity
of freedom to the east in Illinois or north in Iowa? If the reader must sus-
pend intelligence to accept this, intelligence has to be dispensed with alto-
gether to believe that Jim, having unknowingly passed the confluence of the
Ohio and Mississippi Rivers, would continue down the river and go deeper
and deeper into the heart of slave country. A century of white 'readers have
accepted this as credible, a grim reminder of the abysmal feelings of supe-
riority with which whites are burdened. .

The least we expect of a novel is that it be credible, if not wholly in fact
then in emotion, for it is emotions that are the true subject matter of fic-
tion. As Jim floats down the river further and further into slave country with-
out anxiety about his fate, without making the least effort to reverse
matters, we leave the realm of factual and emotional credibility and enter
the all too familiar one of white fantasy in which blacks have all the human-
ity of Cabbage Patch dolls.

*

%

%

The depth of Twain’s contempt for blacks is not revealed fully until Tom
Sawyer clears up something that had confused Huck. When Huck first
proposed freeing Jim, he was surprised that Tom agreed readily. The reason
Tom did so is because he knew all the while that Miss Watson had freed Jim
when she died two months before.

Once again credibility is slain. Early in the novel Jim’s disappearance from
the town coincides with Huck’s. Huck, having manufactured “evidence” of
his “murder” to cover Hi§ escape, learns that the townspeople believe that
Jim killed him. Yet, we are now to believe that an old white lady would free
a black slave suspected of murdering a white child. White people might want
to believe such fairy tales about themselves, but blacks know better.

But this is not the nadir of Twain’s contempt, because when Aunt Sally
asks Tom why he wanted to free Jim, knowing he was already free, Tom
replies: “Well, that is a question, I must say; and just like women! Why,
I wanted the adventure of it . . .” (Ch. 42). Now Huck understands why Tom
was so eager to help Jim “escape.”

%

1. From the Mark Twain Journal 22 (1984): 43—46. A professor at the University Of. Massachusetts for
over thirty years, Julius Lester (b. 1939) is an award-winning author of books for children and adults.
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Tom goes on to explain that his plan was “for us to run him down the
river on the raft, and have adventures plumb to the mouth of the river.” Then
he and Huck would tell Jim he was free and take him “back up home on a
steamboat, in style, and pay him for his lost time.” They would tell everyone
they were coming and “get out all the niggers around, and have them walt,
him into town with a torchlight procession and a brass-band, and then he
would be a hero, and so would we” (“Chapter the Last”).

There is no honor here: * * ”‘f]?m is a plaything, an excuse for “the adventure
of it,” to be used as it suits the fancies of the white folk, whether that fancy
be a journey on a raft down the river or a torch-light parade. What Jim
clearly is not is a human being, and this is emphasized by the fact that Miss
Watson’s will frees Jim but makes no mention of his wife and children.

Twain doesn’t care about the lives the slaves actually lived. Because he
doesn't care, he devalues the world. }

: 192
. %MDAVID L. SMITH /e

From Huck, Jim, and American Racial Discourse'

In July 1876, exactly one century after the American Declaration of Inde-
pendence, Mark Twain began writing Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, a
novel that illustrates trenchantly the social limitations that American “civi-
lization” imposes on individual freedom. The book takes special note of ways
in which racism impinges upon the lives of Afro-Americans, even when they
are legally “free.” It is therefore ironic that Huckleberry Finn has often been
attacked and even censored as a racist work. I would argue, on the contrary,
that except for Melville’s work, Huckleberry Finn is without peer among
major Euro-American novels for its explicitly antiracist stance. Those who
brand the book racist generally do so without having considered the specific
form of racial discourse to which the novel responds. Furthermore, Huckle-
berry Finn offers much more than the typical liberal defenses of “human
dignity” and protests against cruelty. Though it contains some such elements,
it is more fundamentally a critique of those socially constituted fictions—
most notably romanticism, religion, and the concept of “the Negro’—which
serve to justify and disguise selfish, cruel, and exploitative behavior.

When I speak of “racial discouirse,” I mean more than simply attitudes about
race or conventions of talking about race. Most importantly, I mean that race
itself is a discursive formation which delimits social relations on the basis of
alleged physical differences. “Race” is a strategy for relegating a segment of the
population to a permanent inferior status. It functions by insisting that each
“race” has specific, definitive, inherent behavioral tendencies and capacities
which distinguish it from other races. Though scientifically specious, race has

i. From Satire or Evasion? Black Perspectives on Huckleberry Finn, ed. James S. Leonard, Thomas A.
Tenney, and Thadious M. Davis (1992), 103—20. David L. Smith is a professor at Williams College.
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been poweljfully effective as an ideology and as a form of social definiti
serves the interests of Euro-American hegemony. In Americfl . nﬁlon —
deployed against numerous groups, including Native American,srace 211: ]')een
and even—'for brief periods—an assortment of European immi et foians,
.For ob'v101‘1‘s reasons, however, the primary emphasis histor;gcr aﬁts}.l b
on defmmg the Negro” as a deviant from Euro-American no a Y“I;S >in
Am'erlca means white supremacy and black inferiority, and }:?}113 N v o
soc1allly colnstltuted fiction, is a generalized, one-dimer;sional rogate for
the historical reality of Afro-American people. It is this reify Zurro'gate or
Twain attacks in Huckleberry Finn. s reified fction that
Twain adopts a strategy of subversion in his attack on race. That i
focuses ona number of commonplaces associated with “the Ne ro” atd1 e
systematlca.llly dramatizes their inadequacy. He uses the ter iggo ”then
he shows. Jim engaging in superstitious behavior. Yet he (:;ltrmgg?r’ o
comp35519nate, shrewd, thoughtful, self-sacrificing andpeverfl YS'Jlm o
flnde:i(}i),t 1}(1)1; p{?‘r‘ttflay;l of ]i”nzl contradicts every claim p,resented in V]‘Ziffirr;loaﬁ’ls.
escri o e Negro.” Jim is cauti i i
fers persi§tent anguish oveszeparatil:)tlioigi)’rileh%;v:sfsifeex?;lclielcl}tlialflvme, hedS P
even sacrlﬁt':ejs his own sleep so that Huck may rest. Jim, in sh retn , arﬁ' be
all the qualities that “the Negro” supposedly lacks. Twafn’s c orl sio o
more than 'merely subvert the justifications of slavery, which Wa(:ncl USIE nlS 0
since abohshed. Twain began his book during the’ final disintE1 eration of
.Recqn'structlon, and his satire on antebellum southern bigot egratlmn o
}I:I-Ph:lt reb?ponstehto t?e Negrophobic climate of the post—Rec(g)ns?rfulztiaofloelfgl
It is troublin, ere .
stood Twain'sg ;ubtle aczltrz,clilzif :;’CE;DY readers have completely misunder-
LI ) H__» ’
no"I,‘Z‘lr.aj:S Solrllieocf){; }tlilf;nterm . 1:nlg_g,?c{,er” has provoked some readers to reject the
hewily shiouded 1 taboo. A corebul asscsmment of this (s withim the
context of American racial discourse, h;;::g evl&lfllo o e e
. . : , will allow us to
’tlklvsai];:la:rtléula; v}:ay in which the author uses it. If we attenduzii::esltar;g
s use of the word, we may find in it not just a trigger to outrage {mt
b

 gnore important, a2 means of understandi

' anding the preci i
gsaclzlvlsm and Mark Twain’s attack on it. § the precise nature of American
fi- Most obviously, Twain uses “nigger” throughout the book as a synonym

:r'llsla ." . B .

o o ‘;es . There is ample e;v1dence from other sources that this corresponds

g ore us ge common durlng the antebellum period. We first encounter it

e e ecre;;(z‘ Mlss Watsion”s big nigger, named Jim” (chap. 2). This usage
s nigger stealer,” clearly designates the “nigger” . ’
e e ! . . gnates the “nigger” as an item of

3 .I:ethalajl(;(S:)trir;ir:;)tc'llty,fa stl}ellve. This passage also provides the only appar-
' ion for the common critical i ing Ji

1o Justificatio practice of labeling Jim “Nig-
Jba,c kaztlf nigger” were a part of his proper name. This loathsgojme hab%t

s east as Ea.r as A'lbert Bigelow Paine’s biography of Twain (1912)

L Wh, nigger” in this sense connotes an inferior, even subhuman.
» o is properly owned by and subservient to Euro-Americans y

ference ¢, )
0 Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia (1787), Query XIV.
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Both Huck and Jim use the word in this sense. For example, when Huck
fabricates his tale about the riverboat accident, the following exchange
occurs between him and Aunt Sally:

“Good gracious! anybody hurt?”
“No'm. Killed a nigger.”
“Well, it’s lucky; because sometimes people do get hurt.” (Chap. 32)

Huck has never met Aunt Sally prior to this scene, and in spinning a lie
which this stranger will find unobjectionable, he correctly assumes that the
common notion of Negro subhumanity will be appropriate. Huck's offhand
remark is intended to exploit Aunt Sally’s attitudes, not to express Huck’s
own. A nigger, Aunt Sally confirms, is not a person. Yet this exchange is
hilarious precisely because we know that Huck is playing on her ‘glib and
conventional bigotry. We know that Huck’s relationship to Jim has already
invalidated for him such obtuse racial notions. The conception of the “nig-
ger” is a socially constituted and sanctioned fiction, and it is just as false
and absurd as Huck'’s explicit fabrication, which Aunt Sally also swallows
whole.

In fact, the exchange between Huck and Aunt Sally reveals a great deal
about how racial discourse operates. Its function is to promulgate a concep-
tion of “the Negro” as a subhuman and expendable creature who is by defi-
nition feeble-minded, immoral, lazy, and superstitious. One crucial purpose
of this social fiction is to justify the abuse and exploitation of Afro-American
people by substituting the essentialist fiction of “Negroism” for the actual
character of individual Afro-Americans. Hence, in racial discourse every
Afro-American becomes just another instance of “the Negro”—just another
“nigger.”[Twain recognizes this invidious tendency of race thinking, however,
and he takes every opportunity to expose the mismatch between racial
abstractions and real human beingsj

* * *

As a serious critic of American society, Twain recognized that racial dis-
course depends upon the deployment of a system of stereotypes which
constitute “the Negro” as fundamentally different from and inferior to
Euro-Americans. As with his handling of “nigger,” [Twain’s strategy with
racial stereotypes is to elahorate the ndermine them./To be
sure, those critics are correct who have argued that Twain uses this narra-
tive to reveal Jim’s humanity. Jim, however, is just one individual. Twain uses
the narrative to expose the cruelty and hollowness of that racial discourse
which exists only to obscure the humanity of all Afro-American people.
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JANE SMILEY HE I G

From Say It Ain’t So, Huck:
Second Thoughts on Mark Twain’s “Masterpiece”!

* ok %

As with all bad endings, the problem really lies at the beginning, and at the
beginning of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finnfneither Huck, nor Twain
takes Jim's desire for freedom at all seriously; that is, they do not accord it
the respect that a man’s passion deservesj The sign of this is that not only
do the two never cross the Mississippi to Illinois, a free state, but they
hardly even consider it. In both Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn, the
Jackson’s Island scenes show that such a crossing, even in secret, is ,both
possible and routine, and even though it would present legal difficulties for
an escaped slave, these would certainly pose no more hardship than locat-
ing the mouth of the Ohio and then finding passage up it. It is true that
there could have been slave catchers in pursuit (though the novel ostensibly
takes place in the 1840s and the Fugitive Slave Act was not passed until
1850), but Twain’s moral failure, once Huck and Jim link up, is never even
to account for their choice to go down the river rather than a’cross it. What
this reveals is that for all his lip service to real attachment between white
boy and black man, Twain really saw Jim as no more than Huck’s sidekick

homoerotic or otherwise. All the claims that are routinely made for the’
book’s humanitarian power are, in the end, simply absurd. Jim is never
autonomous, never has a vote, always finds his purposes subordinate to
Huck’s, and, like every good sidekick, he never minds. He grows ever more
passive and also more affectionate as Huck and the Duke and the Dauphin
and Tom (and Twain) make ever more use of him for their own purposes.
But this use they make of him is not supplementary; it is integral to Twain’s
whole conception of the novel. Twain thinks that Huck’s affection is a good
enough reward for Jim.

The sort of meretricious critical reasoning that has raised Huck’s paltry
gf)od intentions to a “strategy of subversion” (David L. Smith) and a “con-
v1n.ci'ng indictment of slavery” (Eliot)? precisely mirrors the same sort of mer-
etricious reasoning that white people use to convince themselves that they
are not “racist.” If Huck feels positive toward Jim, and loves him, and thinks
gf him as a man, then that’s enough. He doesn't actually have to ;ct in accor-
azgctflrl gfliiljilé: iiegii&g: Wl;)ite Ar.nefricans always .think racism is a feeling,
oxsbl and micer 10 refect i, o they do, but they almest imariobly ol 1

, y almost invariably fail to
understand that how they feel means very little to black Americans, who

u . ; )
nderstand racism as a way of structuring American culture, American pol-

1tics, and the American economy. To invest The Adventures of Huckleberry

L From Harper i
N per’s Magazine (January 1996):
61&?& Jane Smiley (b. 1949) won the Pulitzer
or her novel A Thousand Acres (1991).

2. See T. S. Eliot’s “The Boy and the River:
Without Beginning or End,” his introduction to
a 1950 edition of Huckleberry Finn.
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Finn with “greatness” is to underwrite a very simplistic and evasive theo;

of what racism is and to promulgate it, philosophically, in schools and the
media as well as in academic journals. Surely the discomfort of many reaq.
ers, black and white, and the censorship battles that have dogged Hucj,
Finn in the last twenty years are understandable in this context. No matte
how often the critics “place in context” Huck’s use of the word “nigger”
they can never excuse or fully hide the deeper racism of the novel—the wa

Twain and Huck use Jim because they really don't care enough about hjg
desire for freedom to let that desire change their plans. And to give credit
to Huck suggests that the only racial insight Americans of the nineteenth
or twentieth century are capable of is a recognition of the obvious—that
blacks, slave and free, are human.

Ernest Hemingway, thinking of himself, as always, once said that all Ameri-
can literature grew out of Huck Finn. It undoubtedly would have been better
for American literature, and American culture, if our literature had grown
out of one of the best-selling novels of all time, another American work of the
nineteenth century, Uncle Tom'’s Cabin, which for its portrayal of an array of
thoughtful, autonomous, and passionate black characters leaves Huck Finn
far behind. Uncle Tom’s Cabin was published in 1852, when Twain was sev-
enteen, still living in Hannibal and contributing to his brother’s newspapers.

#* *® #*

I would rather my children read Uncle Tom’s Cabin, even though it is far
more vivid in its depiction of cruelty than Huck Finn, and this is because
Stowe’s novel is clearly and unmistakably a tragedy. No whitewash, no secrets,
but evil, suffering, imagination, endurance, and redemption—just like life.
Like little Eva, who eagerly but fearfully listens to the stories of the slaves
that her family tries to keep from her, our children want to know what is
going on, what has gone on, and what we intend to do about it. If “great” lit-
erature has any purpose, it is to help us face up to our responsibilities instead
of enabling us to avoid them once again by lighting out for the territory.

7
ﬂr!)

From Introduction to Adventures of Huckleberry Finn'

ffe.. Aeenn  TONI MORRISON

#* * #

In the early eighties I read Huckleberry Finn again, provoked, I believe, by
demands to remove the novel from the libraries and required reading lists
of public schools. These efforts were based, it seemed to me, on a narrow
notion of how to handle the offense Mark Twain’s use of the term “nigger”
would occasion for black students and the corrosive effect it would have on

1. From “Introduction,” Adventures of Huckle- author of Beloved (1987) and other novels; in
berry Finn (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993 she was awarded the Nobel Prize for Liter-
1996), xxxi—xli. Toni Morrison (b. 1931) is the ature.




a very simplistic and evasive theory
, philosophically, in schools and the
Surely the discomfort of many read-
ship battles that have dogged Huck
standable in this context. No matter
t” Huck’s use of the word “nigger,”
deeper racism of the novel—the way
y really don'’t care enough about his
1ange their plans. And to give credit
nsight Americans of the nineteenth
a recognition of the obvious—that

, as always, once said that all Ameri-
undoubtedly would have been better
culture, if our literature had grown

| time, another American work of the
which for its portrayal of an array of

e black characters leaves Huck Finn

lished in 1852, when Twain was sev-

ributing to his brother’s newspapers.

*

> Tom’s Cabin, even though it is far
han Huck Finn, and this is because
7 a tragedy. No whitewash, no secrets,
ince, and redemption—just like life.
ly listens to the stories of the slaves
our children want to know what is
/e intend to do about it. If “great” lit-
ace up to our responsibilities instead
by lighting out for the territory.

/95,

[

RRISON

ures of Huckleberry Finn!

#*

' Finn again, provoked, I believe, by
libraries and required reading lists
ased, it seemed to me, on a narrow
ark Twain’s use of the term “nigger”
he corrosive effect it would have on

author of Beloved (1987) and other novels; in
1993 she was awarded the Nobel Prize for Liter-

ature.

MORRISON: INTRODUCTION TO HUCKLEBERRY FINN | 301

white ones. It struck me as a purist yet elementary kind of censorship
designed to appease adults rather than educate children. Amputate the prob-
lem, band-aid the solution. A serious comprehensive discussion of the term
by an intelligent teacher certainly would have benefited my eighth-grade
class and would have spared all of us (a few blacks, many whites—mostly
second-generation immigrant children) some grief. Name calling is a plague
of childhood and a learned activity ripe for discussion as soon as it surfaces.
Embarrassing as it had been to hear the dread word spoken, and therefore
sanctioned, in class, my experience of Jim's epithet had little to do with my
initial nervousness the book had caused. Reading “nigger” hundreds of times
embarrassed, bored, annoyed—but did not faze me. In this latest reading I
was curious about the source of my alarm—my sense that danger lingered
after the story ended. I was powerfully attracted to the combination of delight
and fearful agitation lying entwined like crossed fingers in the pages. And
it was significant that this novel which had given so much pleasure to young
readers was also complicated territory for sophisticated scholars.

Usually the divide is substantial: if a story that pleased us as novice read-
ers does not disintegrate as we grow older, it maintains its value only in its
retelling for other novices or to summon uncapturable pleasure as playback.
Also, the books that academic critics find consistently rewarding are works
only partially available to the minds of young readers. Adventures of Huckle-
berry Finn manages to close that divide, and one of the reasons it requires
no leap is that in addition to the reverence the novel stimulates is its ability
to transform its contradictions into fruitful complexities and to seem to be
deliberately cooperating in the controversy it has excited. The brilliance of
Huckleberry Finn is that it is the argument it raises.

My 1980s reading, therefore, was an effort to track the unease, nail it
down, and learn in so doing the nature of my troubled relationship to this
classic American work. * * *

If the emotional environment into which Twain places his protagonist is
dangerous, then the leading question the novel poses for me is, What does
Huck need to live without terror, melancholy and suicidal thoughts? The
answer, of course, is Jim. When Huck is among society—whether respectable
or deviant, rich or poor—he is alert to and consumed by its deception, its
illogic, its scariness. Yet he is depressed by himself and sees nature more
often as fearful. But when he and Jim become the only “we,” the anxiety is
outside, not within. “. . . we would watch the lonesomeness of the river . ..
for about an hour . . . just solid lonesomeness.” Unmanageable terror gives
way to a pastoral, idyllic, intimate timelessness minus the hierarchy of age,
status or adult control./It has never seemed to me that, in contrast to the
entrapment and menace of the shore, the river itself provides this solace. The
consolation, the healing properties Huck longs for, is made possible by Jim's
active, highly vocal affection. It is in Jim's company that the dread of contem-
Plated nature disappears, that even storms are beautiful and sublime, that
real talk—comic, pointed, sad—takes place. Talk so free of lies it produces
an aura of restfulness and peace unavailable anywhere else in the novel.* * *

So there will be no “adventures” without Jim/The risk is too great. To
Huck and to the novel. When the end does come, when Jim is finally, tortu-
ously, unnecessarily freed, able now to be a father to his own children, Huck
runs. Not back to the town—even if it is safe now—but a further run, for
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the “territory.” And if there are complications out there in the world, Huck,
we are to assume, is certainly ready for them. He has had a first-rate education
in social and individual responsibility, and it is interesting to note that the
lessons of his growing but secret activism begin to be punctuated by
speech, not silence, by moves toward truth, rather than quick lies.

CEEEE -

The source of my unease reading this amazing, troubling book now seems
clear: an imperfect coming to terms with three matters Twain addresses—
Huck Finn's estrangement, soleness and morbidity as an outcast child; the
disproportionate sadness at the center of Jim’s and his relationship; and the
secrecy in which Huck’s engagement with (rather than escape from) a racist
society is necessarily conducted. It is also clear that the rewards of my effort
to come to terms have been abundant. My alarm, aroused by Twain’s precise
rendering of childhood’s fear of death and abandonment, remains—as it
should. It has been extremely worthwhile slogging through Jim’s shame and
humiliation to recognize the sadness, the tragic implications at the center of
his relationship with Huck. My fury at the maze of deceit, the risk of per-
sonal harm that a white child is forced to negotiate in a race-inflected society,
is dissipated by the exquisite uses to which Twain puts that maze, that risk.

Yet the larger question, the danger that sifts from the novel’s last page, is
whether Huck, minus Jim, will be able to stay those three monsters as he enters
the “territory.” Will that undefined space, so falsely imagined as “open,” be
free of social chaos, personal morbidity, and further moral complications
embedded in adulthood and citizenship? Will it be free not only of nightmare
fathers but of dream fathers too? Twain did not write Huck there. He imagined
instead a reunion—Huck, Jim and Tom, soaring in a balloon over Egypt.

For a hundred years, the argument that this novel is has been identified,
reidentified, examined, waged and advanced. What it cannot be is dismissed.
It is classic literature, which is to say it heaves, manifests and lasts.

will
Wb ALAN GRIBBEN oy

o 43‘1)2
From Introduction to the NewSouth Edition!

x %k

The n-word possessed, then as now, demeaning implications more vile than
almost any insult that can be applied to other racial groups. There is no
equivalent slur in the English language. As a result, with every passing
decade this affront appears to gain rather than lose its impact. Even at the
level of college and graduate school, students are capable of resenting tex-
tual encounters with this racial appellative. In the 1870s and 1880s, of

1. From the Introduction to the NewSouth edi- slurs with language that is more acceptable by
tion of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and Huckle- twenty-first-century standards. For instance, he
berry Finn, published in 2011. Alan Gribben, a substituted “slave” for “nigger” and “Indian” for
professor of English at Auburn University in “Injun.” Gribben's edition was deeply controver-
Montgomery, Alabama, produced an edition of sial and widely criticized for its alteration of
Twain's most famous novels that replaced racial Twain’s language.
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course, Twain scarcely had to concern himself about the feelings of African
American or Native American readers. These population groups were too
occupied with trying, in the one case, to recover from the degradation of
slavery and the institution of Jim Crow segregation policies, and, in the other
case, to survive the onslaught of settlers and buffalo-hunters who had deci-
mated their ways of life, than to bother about objectionable vocabulary
choices in two popular books.

¥ % 3

Through a succession of firsthand experiences, this editor gradually con-
cluded that an epithet-free edition of Twain’s books is necessary today. For
nearly forty years I have led college classes, bookstore forums, and library
reading groups in detailed discussions of Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn in
California, Texas, New York, and Alabama, and I always refrained from utter-
ing the racial slurs spoken by numerous characters, including Tom and Huck.
I invariably substituted the word “slave” for Twain’s ubiquitous n-word when-
ever I read any passages aloud. Students and audience members seemed to
prefer this expedient, and I could detect a visible sense of relief each time, as
though a nagging problem with the text had been addressed. Indeed, numer-
ous communities currently ban Huckleberry Finn as required reading in
public schools owing to its offensive racial language and have quietly moved
the title to voluntary reading lists. The American Library Association lists the
novel as one of the most frequently challenged books across the nation.

* k%

During the 1980s, educator John H. Wallace unleashed a fierce and pro-
tracted dispute by denouncing Huckleberry Finn as “the most grotesque
example of racist trash ever written.” In 1984 I had to walk past a picket line
of African American parents outside a scholarly conference in Pennsylvania
that was commemorating, among other achievements in American humor,
the upcoming centenary anniversary of Twain's Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn. James S. Leonard, then the editor of the newsletter for the Mark Twain
Circle of America, conceded in 2001 that the racist language and unflatter-
ing stereotypes of slaves in Huckleberry Finn can constitute “real problems”
in certain classroom settings. Another scholar, Jonathan Arac, has urged that
students be prompted to read other, more unequivocally abolitionist works
rather than this one novel that has been consecrated as the mandatory lit-
erary statement about American slavery. The once-incontestable belief that
the reading of this book at multiple levels of schooling ought to be essential
for every American citizen’s education is cracking around the edges.

My personal turning point on the journey toward this present NewSouth
Edition was a lecture tour I undertook in Alabama in 2009. I had written
the introduction for an edition of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer designed to
interest younger readers in older American literature. The volume was pub-
lished by NewSouth Books for a consortium of Alabama libraries in connec-
tion with the “Big Read,” an initiative sponsored by the National Endowment
for the Arts. As I traveled around the state and spoke about the novel to
reading groups of adults and teenagers in small towns like Valley, Dadeville,
Prattville, Eufaula, Wetumpka, and Talladega, and in larger cities like
Montgomery and Birmingham, I followed my customary habit of substitut-
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ing the word “slave” when reading the characters’ dialogue aloud. In severa]
towns 1 was taken aside after my talk by earnest middle and high schoo}
teachers who lamented the fact that they no longer felt justified in assigning
cither of Twain’s boy books because of the hurtful n-word. Here was further
proof that this single debasing label is overwhelming every other consider-
ation about Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn, whereas what these novels
have to offer readers hardly depends upon that one indefensible slur.

Y
Jpashen MICHIKO KAKUTANI 7,

Light Out, Huck, They Still Want to Sivilize You'

“All modern American literature,” Ernest Hemingway once wrote, “comes
from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn.

Being an iconic classic, however, hasn’t protected Adventures of Huckle-
berry Finn from being banned, bowdlerized, and bleeped. It hasn't protected
the novel from being cleaned up, updated, and “improved.”

A new effort to sanitize Huckleberry Finn comes from Alan Gribben, a
professor of English at Auburn University, at Montgomery, Alabama, who
has produced a new edition of Twain’s novel that replaces the word “nigger”
with “slave.” Nigger, which appears in the book more than 200 times, was a
common racial epithet in the antebellum South, used by Twain as part of
his characters’ vernacular speech and as a reflection of mid-nineteenth-
century social attitudes along the Mississippi River.

Mr. Gribben has said he worried that the N-word had resulted in the novel
falling off reading lists, and that he thought his edition would be welcomed
by schoolteachers and university instructors who wanted to spare “the reader
from a racial slur that never seems to lose its vitriol.” Never mind that today
nigger is used by many rappers, who have reclaimed the word from its ugly
past. Never mind that attaching the epithet slave to the character Jim—who
has run away in a bid for freedom—effectively labels him as property, as
the very thing he is trying to escape.

Controversies over Huckleberry Finn occur with predictable regularity. In
2009, just before Barack Obama'’s inauguration, a high school teacher named
John Foley wrote a guest column in the Seattle Post-Intelligencer in which
he asserted that Huckleberry Finn, To Kill a Mockingbird and Of Mice and
Men don't belong on the curriculum anymore. “The time has arrived to
update the literature we use in high school classrooms,” he wrote. “Barack
Obama is president-elect of the United States, and novels that use the
‘N-word’ repeatedly need to go.”

Haven’t we learned by now that removing books from the curriculum
just deprives children of exposure to classic works of literature? Worse, it
relieves teachers of the fundamental responsibility of putting such books
in context—of helping students understand that Huckleberry Finn actually

1. Michiko Kakutani is a Pulitzer Prize—winning book critic for the New York Times, where this article
appeared in 2011.
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stands as a powerful indictment of slavery (with Nigger Jim its most noble
character), of using its contested language as an opportunity to explore the
painful complexities of race relations in this country. To censor or redact
books on school reading lists is a form of denial: shutting the door on harsh
historical realities—whitewashing them or pretending they do not exist.

Mr. Gribben’s effort to update Huckleberry Finn (published in an edition
with The Adventures of Tom Sawyer by NewSouth Books), like Mr. Foley’s
assertion that it’s an old book and “we’re ready for new,” ratifies the narcis-
sistic contemporary belief that art should be inoffensive and accessible; that
books, plays, and poetry from other times and places should somehow be
made to conform to today’s democratic ideals. It’s like the politically correct
efforts in the eighties to exile great authors like Conrad and Melville from
the canon because their work does not feature enough women or projects
colonialist attitudes.

Authors’ original texts should be sacrosanct intellectual property, whether
a book is a classic or not. Tampering with a writer’s words underscores both
editors’ extraordinary hubris and a cavalier attitude embraced by more and
more people in this day of mash-ups, sampling, and digital books—the atti-
tude that all texts are fungible, that readers are entitled to alter as they
please, that the very idea of authorship is old-fashioned.

Efforts to sanitize classic literature have a long, undistinguished history.
Everything from Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales to Roald Dahl’s Charlie and the
Chocolate Factory have been challenged or have suffered at the hands of
uptight editors. There have even been purified versions of the Bible (all that
sex and violence!). Sometimes the urge to expurgate (if not outright ban)
comes from the right, evangelicals and conservatives, worried about blas-
phemy, profane language, and sexual innuendo. Fundamentalist groups, for
instance, have tried to have dictionaries banned because of definitions
offered for words like hot, tail, ball, and nuts.

In other cases the drive to sanitize comes from the left, eager to impose
its own multicultural, feminist worldviews and worried about offending
religious or ethnic groups. Michael Radford’s 2004 film version of The
Merchant of Venice (starring Al Pacino) revised the play to elide potentially
offensive material, serving up a nicer, more sympathetic Shylock and blunt-
ing tough questions about anti-Semitism. More absurdly, a British theater
company in 2002 changed the title of its production of The Hunchback of
Notre Dame to The Bellringer of Notre Dame.

Whether it comes from conservatives or liberals, there is a patronizing Big
Brother aspect to these literary fumigations. We, the censors, need to pro-
tect you, the naive, delicate reader. We, the editors, need to police writers
(even those from other eras), who might have penned something that might
be offensive to someone sometime.

% ES *

Although it’s hard to imagine a theater company today using one of
Shakespeare adaptations—say, changing “Out, damned spot! Out, I say!”
in Macbeth to “out, crimson spot!”—the language police are staging a

comeback. Not just with an expurgated Huckleberry Finn but with political
efforts to clamp down on objectionable language. Last year the Boston Globe
reported that California lawmakers first voted for, then tabled a resolution
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‘ declaring a No Cuss Week, that South Carolina had debated a sweeping
L anti-profanity bill, and that conservative groups like the Parents Television
‘ Council have complained about vulgarities creeping into family-hour shows
on network television.

| But while James V. O’Connor, author of the book Cuss Control, argues
that people can and should find word substitutions, even his own Web site
. grants Rhett Butler a “poetic license” exemption in Gone With the Wind.
. “Frankly, my dear, I don'’t give a hoot”?? Now that’s damnable.

2. The original line of dialogue from Gone With in the 1939 film adaptation—is “Frankly, my dear,
the Wind (1936)—made famous by Clark Gable Idon’t give a damn.”

; BRET HARTE
| 1836-1902

o .. rancis Bret[t] Harte was born August 25, 1836, in Albany, New York, of English,
; i ( & Dutch, and Jewish descent. His father, Henry, a schoolteacher, died in 1845, and
i ’ nine years later, Harte followed his mother, Elizabeth Rebecca, and his elder sister and
[ [ brother to Oakland, California. When he turned twenty-one, he left to seek employ-
S ment farther north in California, where he worked for a time for a stagecoach express
company (he claimed that he “rode shotgun”) and also as a miner, teacher, tutor,
pharmacist’s clerk, and printer. From 1858 to 1860 he set type and served as an edito-
Ol rial assistant on the staff of the Uniontown Northern Californian. In late February
i 1860, while the editor-in-chief was out of town, Harte wrote an editorial expressing
ek outrage over the massacre in nearby Eureka of sixty Native Americans, mostly women
" ‘ and children, by a small gang of white vigilantes. After the appearance of the edito-
i L rial, his life was apparently threatened, and within a month he left for San Francisco.
‘ J il Harte quickly found a job setting type for The Golden Era, a monthly magazine,
il 1] g and soon began contributing poems, stories, and sketches, many under the pseud-
e onym “The Bohemian.” Harte’s career as a writer was confirmed in 1868 when he
Honil became the first editor of the newly established Overland Monthly, a publication that
gan quickly became influential throughout the United States as the representative jour-
I ‘ nal of the burgeoning, often unruly culture of the Pacific coast. In the second issue,
\

Harte published “The Luck of Roaring Camp,” which made him a national celeb-
rity. In this story, as elsewhere, Harte’s success rested on his ability to portray dis-
tinctive characters whom he connected to the western settings.
iy Harte’s popularity and influence could be felt throughout the late-nineteenth-
Ui century boom in regional or local color writing, fiction that situates its characters
! in carefully drawn local environments. Writing primarily for readers who were gen-
‘ erally distant from its terrain or people, Harte helped to create a compelling vision
‘ of the West through a combination of romantic adventure and gritty realism. Per-
haps what most distinguished him from other writers who exploited the myths of
the Wild West is an ironic perspective that often went undetected by readers unfa-
il miliar with California. His writing frequently challenged the dime-novel treatment
| of the West, with its chivalrous heroes and black-hearted villains, by focusing on
3 characters—stagedrivers, miners, schoolmarms—who never quite made their for-




