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Editor’s Note

This volume gathers together what, in its editor’s judgment, is the best criticism
available upon Mark Twain’s masterpiece, Huckleberry Finn, arranged in the
chronological order of its original publication. The editor is grateful to Eden
Quainton for his assistance in locating and judging these essays.

Freedom, Huck’s obsession, is explored in the editor’s introduction as the
thetoric of the storyteller’s own problematic freedom. Leo Marx begins the
chronological sequence with his spirited strictures upon the moral inadequacy of
the novel’s conclusion, in a vigorous argument with T. S. Eliot and Lionel Trill-
ing, two major critics so enchanted by the book that they fell into a defense of its
weakest aspect.

J. Hillis Miller’s rhetorical criticism contrasts the first-person narrators of
Dickens’s David Copperfield and Huckleberry Finn, and concludes that Twain’s nar-
rative stance is closer to the endless possibilities of nihilism. Consonant with
Miller’s reading is Michael J. Hoffman’s emphasis upon Twain’s irony, with its
assault on societal illusions. A similar contemporary awareness of the dubieties of
literary language informs the analysis by Neil Schmitz of what he terms “Huck-
speech,” the rhetoric of a keenly wary innocence.

Another contemporary mode, feminist literary criticism, is exemplified by
Nancy Walker, describing the ironies of “women and virtue” in the book. She
argues that although the book presents—and ultimately rejects—women in
stereotypical roles, nonetheless “the relationship between Huck and women is
more complex and dynamiic than a simple response to idealized figures.” My own
favorite among Twain critics, James M. Cox, adroitly reminds us that Huckle-
berry Finn remains “a hard book to take,” with the capacity to go on provoking
censorship. Cox powerfully defends the book’s concluding segment, a defense
that shows again why debate about Huckleberry Finn never will cease among us.

In this book’s last essay, Cleo McNelly Kearns shrewdly demonstrates how
Twain's masterpiece exposes the limits and limitations of some widespread cur-
tent critical modes. Eloquently reminding us that Huckleberry Finn moves
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between the dialectical alternatives of prophecy and of silence, she returns us to
the introduction’s concerns with the enigma of the storyteller’s freedom, and its
equivocal relation to our own problematic freedom.
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Introduction

I

After supper she got out her book and learned me about Moses and
the Bulrushers; and I was in a sweat to find out all about him; but by-
and-by she let it out that Moses had been dead a considerable long
time; so then I didn’t care no more about him; because I don’t take

stock in dead people.

Huck Finn's American vision has this in common with Captain Ahab’s or Walt
Whitman’s, that Huck too would strike the sun if it insulted him. The three best
American books —Huckleberry Finn, Moby-Dick, Leaves of Grass—have in com-
mon also that they are each the most American of books. Twain’s masterpiece is
essentially comic, Melville’s is tragic, Whitman's is beyond characterization or
categorization, except that despite its humor and its Emersonian hopes for
America, we remember it best for its dark shadows. Huckleberry Finn, shrewd and
grim as it is sometimes compelled to be, remains unique in our national literature
for its affirmative force. Fecund in its progeny—as diverse as Kipling’s Kim,
Eliot’s The Dry Salvages, Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises, and Mailer’s Why Are
We In Vietnam? — the book is likely to go on engendering our strongest writers,

with only Leaves of Grass as a rival in that role.
What is the secret of an appeal that affected Eliot and Faulkner, Hemingway

and Joyce, with almost equal intensity? Is it because the book tells the truth?
That was the judgment of Lionel Trilling, and I am not moved to dismiss such a
judgment lightly. The book tells a story which most Americans need to believe is
a true representation of the way things were, are, and yet might be. Huck lives in
a complex reality that nevertheless does not negate his freedom. Yet that freedom
is also a solitude, and is purchased by a series of lies, noble in their intention, but
lies nevertheless. Without a family, yet with a murderous father always apt to
turn up again, Huck perpetually experiences a primal loneliness that he both wel-

comes and dreads:
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Miss Watson she kept pecking at me, and it got tiresome and lone-
some. By-and-by they fetched the niggers in and had prayers, and
then everybody was off to bed. I went up to my room with a piece
of candle and put it on the table. Then I set down in a chair by the
window and tried to think of something cheerful, but it warn’t no
use. I felt so lonesome I most wished I was dead. The stars was
shining, and the leaves rustled in the woods ever so mournful; and I
heard an owl, away off, who-whooing about somebody that was
dead, and a whippowill and a dog crying about somebody that was
going to die; and the wind was trying to whisper something to me
and I couldn’t make out what it was, and so it made the cold shivers
run over me. Then away out in the woods I heard that kind of a
sound that a ghost makes when it wants to tell about something
that’s on its mind and can’t make itself understood, and so can’t rest
easy in its grave and has to go about that way every night grieving.
I got so down-hearted and scared, I did wish I had some company.
Pretty soon a spider went crawling up my shoulder, and I flipped it
off and it lit in the candle; and before I could budge it was all
shriveled up. I didn’t need anybody to tell me that that was an
awful bad sign and would fetch me some bad luck, so I was scared
and most shook the clothes off of me. I got up and turned around in
my tracks three times and crossed my breast every time; and then I
tied up a little lock of my hair with a thread to keep witches away.
But I hadn’t no confidence. You do that when you’ve lost a horse-
shoe that you’ve found, instead of nailing it up over the door, but I
hadn’t ever heard anybody say it was any way to keep off bad luck
when you'd killed a spider.

Huck, like any American, does not feel free unless he is alone, and yet soli-
tude makes him fear that he is no part of the creation, however the world hap-
pened or came about. His extraordinary pathos results from his ambivalence
towards a freedom he necessarily cannot evade for very long at a time.

II

V. S. Pritchett found in Adventures of Huckleberry Finn evidence of an
American limitation, when compared to the more civilized modes of European
literature:

It is not a book which grows spiritually, if we compare it to Quixote,
Dead Souls or even Pickwick; and it is lacking in that civilised quality
which you are bound to lose when you throw over civilisation —the
quality of pity. One is left with the cruelty of American humour . . .
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Pritchett perhaps forgot that throwing over civilization and its discontents
is not so easily accomplished. Huck’s discomfort with culture is acute, but he is
hardly “a natural anarchist and bum” to whom ideas and ideals are “repugnant,”
as Pritchett thought. Nor is he “the servant of the river-god,” which was Lionel
Trilling’s trope, a mythologization that derived Huck’s supposedly “very in-
tense moral life” from his “perpetual adoration of the Mississippi’s power and
charm.” That is to compound Huck with T. S. Eliot, for whom “the Boy is
also the spirit of the River.” Huck indeed is now part of the American
mythology, but hardly because he is the spirit of the river, which is not a god
for Twain, whatever it was to be for Trilling and for Eliot. Twain tells us that
the Mississippi is well worth reading about, is remarkable, and manifests many
eccentricities. Huck too is well worth reading about, is quite remarkable, and is
a wonderfully eccentric boy. Critics are fond of finding a moral in him, or at
least want to see him as a kind of Sancho Panza to Tom Sawyer’s Don Quixote.
Tom Sawyer, alas, is something of a bore and not very quixotic, and Huck has
little in common with the shrewd and pragmatic Sancho. There is however a
touch of the quixotic in Huck, who is a great storyteller, a boy who lies merely
to keep in practice.

Huck’s fictions are lies against time, against an impossible father, against
society and history, but not against reason and nature. They are not lies for any-
thing; Huck does not seek benefits from them. Like the strong poets, Huck
always has the desire to be different, the desire to be elsewhere. Change and
travel are necessary for Huck; without them he cannot be independent. But we
would do him wrong if we judged him as seeking freedom above everything else.
Except for Joyce's Poldy Bloom, Huck Finn must be the most good-natured and
tolerant representation of a human being in the fiction of the English language.
The freedom he must have, because he is that freedom, is a freedom that he wants
for everyone else. It is the freedom of the storyteller, Twain’s own freedom.

That freedom, by common consent, has something to do with postponing
death, with deferring the fear of dying. Divination, the sidestepping of dangers
to the magic, occult, ontological self, is a fundamental component of the urge
to tell stories. Huck of course is never going to be an adult, and so never will
have to die. Yet that sounds wrong, because Huck rejects a maturation that is
merely t..e death drive. The superego haunts Huck, yet cannot dominate him,
because Huck will not surrender his gift for lying. “You don’t know about
me,” Huck begins by saying, and he ends with the insistence that he will be out
there ahead of the rest of us:

But 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’s discomfort with civilization stems from his wholehearted rejection
of guilt, sin, and solipsism, all of them Eliotic attributes, or should one say vir-
tues? We can call Huck’s attributes his virtues, because Huck, like his creator,
is essentially an enlightened rationalist, though retaining considerable zest for
the romance of superstitions. Unlike Eliot, Huck is not a Christian, and his
prayer is not, “And let my cry come unto Thee,” but something more natural-
istic and buoyant:

Sometimes we’d have that whole river all to ourselves for the longest
time. Yonder was the banks and the islands, across the water; and
maybe a spark —which was a candle in a cabin window —and some-
times on the water you could see a spark or two—on a raft or a
scow, you know; and maybe you could hear a fiddle or a song com-
ing over from one of them crafts. It’s lovely to live on a raft. We
had the sky, up there, all speckled with stars, and we used to lay on
our backs and look up at them, and discuss about whether they was
made, or only just happened—Jim he allowed they was made, but I
allowed they happened; I judged it would have took too long to make
so many. Jim said the moon could a laid them; well, that looked kind
of reasonable, so I didn’t say nothing against it, because I've seen a
frog lay most as many, so of course it could be done. We used to
watch the stars that fell, too, and see them streak down. Jim al-
lowed they’d got spoiled and was hove out of the nest.

This delightful compromise upon a myth of creation is “kind of
reasonable,” and wholly characteristic of Huck’s cheerful skepticism. Even
more characteristic is the joy of being that opens Chapter 19 with what must be
the most beautiful prose paragraph yet written by any American:

Two ot three days and nights went by; I reckon I might say they
swum by, they slid along so quiet and smooth and lovely. Here is the
way we put in the time. It was a monstrous big river down there—
sometimes a mile and a half wide; we run nights, and laid up and
hid day-times; soon as night was most gone, we stopped navigating
and tied up—nearly always in the dead water under a tow-head; and
then cut young cottonwoods and willows and hid the raft with
them. Then we set out the lines. Next we slid into the river and had
a swim, so as to freshen up and cool off; then we set down on the
sandy bottom where the water was about knee deep, and watched
the daylight come. Not a sound, anywheres— perfectly still —just
like the whole world was asleep, only sometimes the bull-frogs
a-cluttering, maybe. The first thing to see, looking away over the
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water, was a kind of dull line —that was the woods on t’other side
—you couldn’t make nothing else out; then a pale place in the sky;
then more paleness, spreading around; then the river softened up,
away off, and warn’t black any more, but gray; you could see little
dark spots drifting along, ever so far away—trading scows, and
such things; and long black streaks—rafts; sometimes you could
hear a sweep screaking; or jumbled up voices, it was so still, and
sounds come so far; and by-and-by you could see a streak on the
water which you know by the look of the streak that there’s a snag
there in a swift current which breaks on it and makes the streak
look that way; and you see the mist curl up off of the water, and the
east reddens up, and the river, and you make out a log cabin in the
edge of the woods, away on the bank on t'other side of the river,
being a wood-yard, likely, and piled by them cheats so you can
throw a dog through it anywheres; then the nice breeze springs up,
and comes fanning you from over there, so cool and fresh, and
sweet to smell, on account of the woods and the flowers; but some-
times not that way, because they've left dead fish laying around,
gars, and such, and they do get pretty rank; and next you’ve got the
full day, and everything smiling in the sun, and the song-birds just
going it!

This is a cosmos that was not made, but “only just happened.” It is no part
of romance or legend, not myth, but a representation of a natural reality seen in
its best aspect, where the days and nights swim and slide by. We hesitate to call
this a fiction, since it lacks any residual Platonism. Even Freud had his last touch
of Platonism, the transcendentalism that he called the “reality principle.” Twain
and Huck tell us a story about reality, but without reference to any principle.

I

Eminent critics have disagreed vigorously over the way in which Twain
chose to end his masterpiece. That something is seriously wrong with the con-
clusion is palpable, but what is wrong may only be that in this book no conclu-
sion is possible anyway. T. S. Eliot and Lionel Trilling both argued the formal
adequacy of the long episode at the Phelps place, in which Tom Sawyer arrives
again to organize the “rescue” of Jim, runaway slave who in some clear sense
has become Huck’s true family. But the critical decision here certainly goes to
Leo Marx, who sees the novel’s end as its self-defeat:

Should Clemens have made Huck a tragic hero? Both Mr. Eliot and
Mr. Trilling argue that that would have been a mistake, and they
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are very probably correct. But between the ending as we have it
and tragedy in the fullest sense, there was vast room for invention.
Clemens might have contrived an action which left Jim’s fate as
much in doubt as Huck’s. Such an ending would have allowed us to
assume that the principals were defeated but alive, and the quest un-
successful but not abandoned. This, after all, would have been con-
sonant with the symbols, the characters, and the theme as Clemens
had created them—and with history.

Marx is aware that he asks for too much, but that is the lasting power of
the book that Twain wrote until he reached the Phelps place episode. We are so
transported by Huckleberry Finn that we cannot surrender our hopes, and of
these the largest is a refusal to abandon the desire for a permanent image of free-
dom. Twain could not extend that image into a finality, but the image endures
nevertheless, as a permanent token of something evermore about to be.



Mr. Eliot, Mr. Trilling,
and Huckleberry Finn

Leo Marx

In the losing battle that the plot fights with the characters, it often takes a
cowardly revenge. Nearly all novels are feeble at the end. This is because the
plot requries to be wound up. Why is this necessary? Why is there not a
convention which allows a novelist to stop as soon as he feels muddled or bored?
Alas, he has to round things off, and usually the characters go dead while he is
at work, and our final impression of them is through deadness.

—E. M. ForsTER

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn has not always occupied its present high place
in the canon of American literature. When it was first published in 1884, the
book disturbed and offended many reviewers, particularly spokesmen for the
genteel tradition. In fact, a fairly accurate inventory of the narrow standards of
such critics might be made simply by listing epithets they applied to Clemens’s
novel. They called it vulgar, rough, inelegant, irreverent, coarse, semi-obscene,
trashy, and vicious. So much for them. Today (we like to think) we know the
true worth of the book. Everyone now agrees that Huckleberry Finn is a master-
piece: it is probably the one book in our literature about which highbrows and
lowbrows can agree. Our most serious critics praise it. Nevertheless, a close look
at what two of the best among them have recently written will likewise reveal, I
believe, serious weaknesses in current criticism. Today the problem of evaluating
the book is as much obscured by unqualified praise as it once was by parochial
hostility. .

I have in mind essays by Lionel Trilling and T. S. Eliot. Both praise the
book, but in praising it both feel obligated to say something in justification of

From Ametican Scholar 22, no. 4 (Autumn 1953). © 1953 by Leo Marx.
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what so many readers have felt to be its great flaw: the disappointing “ending,”
the episode which begins when Huck arrives at the Phelps place and Tom
Sawyer reappears. There are good reasons why Mr. Trilling and Mr. Eliot
should feel the need to face this issue. From the point of view of scope alone,
more is involved than the mere “ending”; the episode comprises almost one-
fifth of the text. The problem, in any case, is unavoidable. I have discussed
Huckleberry Finn in courses with hundreds of college students, and I have found
only a handful who did not confess their dissatisfaction with the extravagant
mock rescue of Nigger Jim and the denouement itself. The same question
always comes up: “What went wrong with Twain’s novel?” Even Bernard
DeVoto, whose wholehearted commitment to Clemens’s genius is well known,
has said of the ending that “in the whole reach of the English novel there is no
more abrupt or more chilling descent.” Mr. Trilling and Mr. Eliot do not
agree. They both attempt, and on similar grounds, to explain and defend the
conclusion.,

Of the two, Mr. Trilling makes the more moderate claim for Clemens’s
novel. He does admit that there is a “falling off” at the end; nevertheless he
supports the episode as having “a certain formal aptness.” Mr. Eliot’s approval
is without serious qualification. He allows no objections, asserts that “it is right
that the mood of the end of the book should bring us back to the beginning.” 1
mean later to discuss their views in some detail, but here it is only necessary to
note that both critics see the problem as one of form. And so it is. Like many
questions of form in literature, however, this one is not finally separable from a
question of “content,” of value, or, if you will, of moral insight. To bring
Huckleberry Finn to a satisfactory close, Clemens had to do more than find a neat
device for ending a story. His problem, though it may never have cccurred to
him, was to invent an action capable of placing in focus the meaning of the
journey down the Mississippi.

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 cur-
rent. 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—laughter so spontaneous, so free of the bitter-
ness present almost everywhere in American humor that readers often forget
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how grim a spectacle of human existence 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 Clemens 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 a2 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 Clemens 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 unsatis-
factory. Huck realizes 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,
everything 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.

Huck knows that the journey will have been a failure unless it takes Jim to free-
dom. 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 freedom.

The most obvious thing wrong with the ending, then, is the flimsy contri-
vance 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 granted by old
Miss Watson. If this were only a mechanical device for terminating 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 is an ardent proselytizer for piety and
good manners, and her greed provides the occasion for the journey in the first
place. She is Jim’s owner, and he decides to flee only when he realizes that she
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is about to break her word (she cannot resist a slave trader’s offer of eight hun-
dred dollars) and sell him down the river away from his family.

Miss Watson, in short, is the Enemy. If we except a predilection for
physical 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 aboard
the raft, is accordingly freedom from everything for which Miss Watson stands.
Indeed, the very intensity of the novel derives from the discordance between the
aspirations of the fugitives and the respectable code for which she is a spokes-
man. Therefore, her regeneration, of which the 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 less easily discerned elsewhere in the conclud-
ing chapters, Clemens plays it down. He makes little attempt to account for
Miss Watson’s change of heart, a change particularly surprising in view of Jim’s
brazen escape. Had Clemens given this episode dramatic emphasis appropriate
to its function, Miss Watson’s bestowal of freedom upon Jim would have pro-
claimed what the rest of the ending actually accomplishes —a vindication of per-
sons and attitudes Huck and Jim had symbolically repudiated when they set
forth downstream.

It may be said, and with some justice, that a reading of the ending as a vir-
tual reversal of meanings implicit in the rest of the novel misses the point — that
I have taken the final episode too seriously. I agree that Clemens certainly did
not intend us to read it so solemnly. The ending, one might contend, is simply
a burlesque upon Tom’s taste for literary romance. Surely the tone of the epi-
sode is familiar to readers of Mark Twain. The preposterous monkey business
attendant upon Jim’s “rescue,” the careless improvisation, the nonchalant dis-
regard for commonsense plausibility —all these things should not surprise readers
of Twain or any low comedy in the tradition of “Western humor.” However,
the trouble is, first, that the ending hardly comes off as burlesque: it is too fanci-
ful, too extravagant; and it is tedious. For example, to provide a “gaudy” atmos-
phere for the escape, Huck and Tom catch a couple of dozen snakes. Then the
snakes escape.

No, there warn’t no real scarcity of snakes about the house for a
considerable spell. You'd see them dripping from the rafters and
places every now and then; and they generly landed in your plate, or
down the back of your neck.

Even if this were good burlesque, which it is not, what is it doing here? It is out
of keeping; the slapstick tone jars with the underlying seriousness of the voyage.
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Huckleberry Finn is a masterpiece because it brings Western humor to per-
fection 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 excruciat-
ing moments of wavering between honesty and respectability. None of these
emotions are called forth by the anticlimactic final sequence. I do not mean to
suggest that the inclusion of low comedy per se is 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 to mind: the major characters themselves
are forced to play low comedy roles. Moreover, the most serious motive in the
novel, Jim’s yearning for freedom, is made the object of nonsense. The conclu-
sion, in short, is farce, but the rest of the novel is not.

That Clemens reverts in the end to the conventional manner of Western
low comedy is most evident in what happens to the principals. Huck and Jim
become comic characters; that is a much more serious ground for dissatisfaction
than the unexplained regeneration of Miss Watson. Remember that Huck has
grown in stature throughout the journey. By the time he arrives at the Phelps
place, he is not the boy who had been playing robbers with Tom’s gang in St.
Petersburg the summer before. All he has seen and felt since he parted from
Tom has deepened his knowledge of human nature and of himself. Clemens
makes a point of Huck’s development in two scenes which occur just before he
meets Tom again. The first describes Huck’s final capitulation to his own sense
of right and wrong: “All right, then, I'll go to Hell.” This is the climactic mo-
ment in the ripening of his self-knowledge. Shortly afterward, when he comes
upon a mob riding the Duke and the King out of town on a rail, we are given his
most memorable insight into the nature of man. Although these rogues had sub-
jected Huck to every indignity, what he sees provokes this celebrated comment:

Well, it made me sick to see it; and I was sorry for them poor piti-
ful rascals, it seemed like I couldn’t ever feel any hardness against
them any more in the world. It was a dreadful thing to see. Human

beings can be awful cruel to one another.

The sign of Huck’s maturity here is neither the compassion nor the skepticism,
for both had been marks of his personality from the first. Rather, the special
quality of these reflections is the extraordinary combination of the two, a
mature blending of his instinctive suspicion of human motives with his capacity
for pity.

But at this point Tom reappears. Soon Huck has fallen almost completely



