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 Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Mark Twain

Dear Colleague:

When Mark Twain began  Adventures of Huckleberry Finn in 1876, he probably wasn't
setting out to write an American classic, and certainly not, as Ernest Hemingway later
proclaimed it, the book from which "all modern American literature" flows. What started
out as a simple sequel to Adventures of Tom Sawyer turned out to be one of the most
celebrated and controversial novels in American history.

For some readers, it is a simply a boy's adventure tale. For others, it is a story of the
choices we must make in order to make ourselves free. For still others, it is an unsettling
exploration of one of the most persistent and troubling divides our nation faces, that of
race. Each generation, it seems, has its own Huck Finn.

Helping students find their own Huck Finn is one of the greatest pleasures—and
challenges—we face as teachers. Yes, we must help students to decode Twain's use of
irony, to see the depth behind the simple mask of Huck's naiveté. Yes, we must provide
historical context for the novel, and, yes, we must acknowledge challenges to its place in
the classroom. Yet we must also allow students the critical space to decide what the novel
means to them. We can help do this by insisting that students ask their own questions
about the novel, ask their own questions of Huck, of Twain—and then attempt to answer
them.

That Huck Finn can still cause wide disagreement over a century after its publication is a
testament to its enduring power, and if we can help students to engage with the
text—even clash with it—then we can be satisfied we have done our jobs. What matters
is not what we say about Huck; what matters is that Huck still speaks to us.

David Gold

Each of the five lesson plans in this packet includes:

• Step-by-step instructions
• Materials needed
• Standards covered
• Questions students should be able to answer when the lesson is over



Curriculum Plan #1

Isn't It Ironic?
(A Lesson in Irony)

Readers of Huckleberry Finn are sometimes confused by Twain's use of irony. For
example, is Twain serious that his book has no motive, moral, or plot, as he declares in
the "Notice"? Some critics, after all, have taken him at his word, finding the book lacking
in all. And what are we to make of this passage in chapter 32?

Huck (as Tom): "We blowed out a cylinder-head."
Aunt Sally: "Good gracious! anybody hurt?"
Huck: "No'm. Killed a n-----."
Aunt Sally: We'll it's lucky; because sometimes people do get hurt."

Does Twain really think it's "lucky," as Aunt Sally and Huck apparently do, that just a
slave was killed in the steamboat explosion?

In this exercise, students will develop a more sophisticated understanding of irony as a
literary device in order to analyze Twain's extensive use of it throughout the novel.

This lesson will take one to two class periods and includes an optional written
assignment.

NCTE Standards Covered:

3.  Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and
appreciate texts. They draw on their prior experience, their interactions with other readers
and writers, their knowledge of word meaning and of other texts, their word identification
strategies, and their understanding of textual features (e.g., sound-letter correspondence,
sentence structure, context, graphics).

5.  Students employ a wide range of strategies as they write and use different writing
process elements appropriately to communicate with different audiences for a variety of
purposes.
 
6.  Students apply knowledge of language structure, language conventions (e.g., spelling
and punctuation), media techniques, figurative language, and genre to create, critique,
and discuss print and non-print texts.
 
11. Students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical members of a
variety of literacy communities.

What To Do:

Part I
1.  Write the word "irony" on the blackboard. Ask the class for definitions and examples



from any source, including books, TV shows, movies, and their own lives. Ask how you
can tell when someone is being ironic. Someone may bring up Alanis Morrissette's hit
song, "Ironic." Cite—or ask someone to recite—the chorus: "It's like rain on your
wedding day/It's a free ride when you've already paid/It's the good advice that you just
didn't take/Who would've thought... it figures." Ask if these are example of irony.

2.  Point out that we have many colloquial definitions of irony—sarcasm, tragedy,
unexpected events—but that these are different from dramatic irony, which is a literary
device. Pass out the activity handout, which provides definitions of irony and a statement
by critic Shelly Fisher Fishkin on the importance of irony in Huck Finn.

3.  Break the students into groups of three to five. Remind them of one or two examples
of Twain's use of irony; for example, the steamboat explosion scene in chapter 32 or
Huck's decision in chapter 31 to "go to hell" for not turning in Jim. Allow them 15
minutes to find as many examples of irony in the book as possible. During this time,
circulate from group to group to discuss their examples. You may find that students are
more adept at finding examples than articulating reasons why or are "unsure" of the
examples they have found. This is fine—the point at this stage is to help them become
more sensitized to Twain's use of language.

4.  Ask the groups to present their examples to the class and provide explanations for why
they find them ironic. Are any particularly insightful? Are any off track? You may assign
extra credit points to the group that comes up with the most examples or examples that no
other group found.

Part II

5.  Ask the class how Twain's use of irony affects them as readers. Does it change their
opinion of Twain and/or Huck? Confirm it? Make the book funnier? Kill the fun?

6.  Ask students to respond (in class or in writing) to Shelly Fisher Fishkin's statement in
Handout #1 (Isn't It Ironic?). Why does Twain make Huck Finn "innocent and ignorant"?
If Twain is against slavery, why does he use irony instead of just coming out and saying
what he means? Do you agree with Fishkin that Twain's use of irony is effective or is it
just confusing? And is Fishkin correct when she says that Twain really "knows the
score"?

What You Need:

A copy of the Enriched Classic edition of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (ISBN:
0743487575) for each student

Copies of Handout #1



How Did It Go?

Did students grasp the concept of dramatic irony? Were they able to find numerous
examples of it in the text? Were they able to see how Twain's use of irony affects the
humor and the themes of the book? Were they able to make arguments about the
effectiveness of Twain's strategy?



 Curriculum Plan #2

Me 'n Huck
(A Lesson in Language Use)

When Huckleberry Finn was first published, some critics attacked the use of language in
the book. In fact, the Concord, Massachusetts, Public Library decided to ban the book,
taking issue with, among other things, its "rough, ignorant dialect," "systematic use of
bad grammar and an employment of inelegant expressions," and "flippant" tone. Why did
Twain, a well-read, successful author, choose to use the voice of an uneducated rural boy
to tell his story?

In this exercise, students will closely examine Huck's use of colloquial language and
rewrite a passage of nineteenth-century prose in Huck's voice. By doing so they will gain
a better understanding how Twain crafted Huck's voice and how that voice affects us as
readers.

This lesson will take one to two class periods.

NCTE Standards Covered:
 
3.  Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and
appreciate texts. They draw on their prior experience, their interactions with other readers
and writers, their knowledge of word meaning and of other texts, their word identification
strategies, and their understanding of textual features (e.g., sound-letter correspondence,
sentence structure, context, graphics).
 
4.  Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language (e.g., conventions,
style, vocabulary) to communicate effectively with a variety of audiences and for
different purposes.
 
5.  Students employ a wide range of strategies as they write and use different writing
process elements appropriately to communicate with different audiences for a variety of
purposes.
 
6.  Students apply knowledge of language structure, language conventions (e.g., spelling
and punctuation), media techniques, figurative language, and genre to create, critique,
and discuss print and non-print texts.
 
9.  Students develop an understanding of and respect for diversity in language use,
patterns, and dialects across cultures, ethnic groups, geographic regions, and social roles.

11. Students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical members of a
variety of literacy communities.
 
12. Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own purposes
(e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of information).



What To Do:

Part I
1.  Ask students what they can tell about Huck from the way he speaks. How old is he? Is
he educated or uneducated? Smart or dumb? Wise or naïve? Moral or immoral? A rebel
or a conformist? Both at the same time? What kind of observer is he of events? Of
nature? Is he a good or bad judge of people? How does he feel about nature? What does
freedom mean to him? Does he sound like any contemporary characters we know? Ask
students to find examples in the book to support their claims.

2.  Have the students turn to the beginning of chapter 31 (or any other section with
particularly evocative narration by Huck). Ask students to describe the features of Huck's
speech, listing their responses on the blackboard. Some features they will easily grasp on
their own—his slang, poor grammar, colorful phrases—others might require some
prompting or assistance. Some features you may wish to discuss include:

• Poor grammar:
o double negatives: "we couldn't seem to do nothing right . . ."
o misplaced pronouns: "The duke he fretted and sweated around . . ."
o wrong pronoun case: "So me and the duke . . ."
o wrong verb tense: "I was good and glad when midday come . . ."
o subject/verb agreement: "We judged they was studying up some kind

of worse deviltry than ever."
o mispronunciations: "Another time they tried to go at yellocution . . ."

• Descriptive, figurative language: "I lit out and shook the reefs out of my hind
legs, and spun down the river road like a deer."

• Slang/regional colloquialisms: "I might as well go the whole hog."
• Doubled verbs and adjectives: "fretted and sweated," "dreadful blue and

desperate"
• Humorous observations: "First they done a lecture on temperance; but they

didn't make enough for them both to get drunk on."
• Detailed observations: "We begun to come to trees with Spanish moss on

them, hanging down from the limbs like long, gray beards"
• Unexpected eloquence: "It was the first I ever see it growing, and it made the

woods look solemn and dismal."

3.  Ask students what effect this language has. Would Huck sound different if he spoke in
"proper" English? Optionally, you may have students rewrite two or three sentences of
narration by Huck into grammatical, contemporary English. Which version do they
prefer?

Part II
4.  Distribute Handout #2 (Me 'n' Huck), which has two examples of nineteenth-century
language: Lincoln's Gettysburg Address and an 1885 review of Huck Finn. Break
students into groups of three to four and have them rewrite one of the passages, using
Huck's voice.



5.  Discuss the results. Does Huck's voice change the meaning of the passages? The tone?
Are there things they can say as Huck that they couldn't otherwise? Things they couldn't
say?

What You Need:

A copy of the Enriched Classic edition of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (ISBN:
0743487575) for each student

Copies of Handout #2

How Did It Go?

Did students grasp the concept of colloquial and vernacular language? Were they able to
identify examples of it in the text? Were they able to articulate reasons why Twain chose
to write in Huck's voice? Were they able to demonstrate their understanding of Twain's
strategies by writing in Huck's voice themselves?



Curriculum Plan #3

Do the Right Thing
(A Lesson in Moral Conflict)

Huck's sense of morality in Huckleberry Finn at times seems quite flexible. He tells fibs
on occasion and, indeed, seems to think that the occasional "stretcher" is ok. At the same
time he believes his word is his bond. He chafes against the rules imposed by both the
Widow Douglas and Pap, but submits to them nonetheless. When he does break
rules—and even the law—sometimes he feels guilty, sometimes not. And he can't seem
to make up his mind about Jim.

Throughout the novel, Huck is troubled by the tensions between what society tells him is
right and his own sense of morality—his conscience. In chapter 33, he even declares, "If I
had a yaller dog that didn't know no more than a person's conscience does I would pison
him. It takes up more room than all the rest of a person's insides, and yet ain't no good,
nohow."

In this exercise, students will closely analyze Huck's behavior throughout the novel, in
order to better understand his moral choices—and conflicts. They will compare Huck's
dilemma to contemporary ones and write an essay about a time in their lives when faced
with their own moral dilemma.

This exercise will take one class period.

NCTE Standards Covered:
 
3.  Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and
appreciate texts. They draw on their prior experience, their interactions with other readers
and writers, their knowledge of word meaning and of other texts, their word identification
strategies, and their understanding of textual features (e.g., sound-letter correspondence,
sentence structure, context, graphics).

6.  Students apply knowledge of language structure, language conventions (e.g., spelling
and punctuation), media techniques, figurative language, and genre to create, critique,
and discuss print and non-print texts.
 
7.  Students conduct research on issues and interests by generating ideas and questions,
and by posing problems. They gather, evaluate, and synthesize data from a variety of
sources (e.g., print and non-print texts, artifacts, people) to communicate their discoveries
in ways that suit their purpose and audience.

11. Students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical members of a
variety of literacy communities.
 
12. Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own purposes
(e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of information).



What To Do:

1.  Break up the class into five groups. Assign each group to find examples of one of the
following:

• Huck fibbing, fudging, or exaggerating the truth
• Huck obeying social conventions and authority
• Huck disobeying social conventions and authority
• Huck doing the right thing
• Huck doing the wrong thing

Have each group share its answers with the class. Is Huck at all times a rebel or does he
sometimes go along to get along? Does his doing the right thing ever clash with what
society tells him is right? Concur? How does Huck deal with these tensions?

2.  Ask the class to come up with other examples of people following their conscience
despite the law or the consequences, either historical or contemporary. Where would
Huck stand on the Civil Rights Movement? Protest against the Vietnam War? The war in
Iraq? Abortion Clinics? The inclusion of the phrase, "under God," in the Pledge of
Allegiance? If we believe one must follow the dictates of the law, how do we reconcile
Huck as a hero? If we believe that it is moral to follow one's conscience, how do we
decide which laws or social conventions are wrong? Who gives us the authority?

3.  For homework, ask students to write an essay about a time in their lives when they've
been confronted with a choice between doing what their conscience told them to do and
what society—friends, parents, teachers—told them to do. Was it easy to decide? Was it
easy to tell what the right thing was? Does the example of Huck shed any light on their
decision?

What You Need:

A copy of the Enriched Classic edition of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (ISBN:
0743487575) for each student

How Did It Go?

Were students able to describe and analyze Huck's behavior, especially the
contradictions? Where they able to articulate the tensions between conventional morality
and personal or universal morality—and the problems of following each? Were they able
to relate Huck's problem to contemporary moral dilemmas? Their own lives?



Curriculum Plan #4

Can't Live Without You
(A Lesson in Theme)

Students sometimes have difficulty identifying the theme of a book—especially a book
such as Huckleberry Finn, which has many themes. Is this a book about race, as some
have argued? Freedom, as others have argued? Moral choice and responsibility? Or is it
just a boy's adventure book that somehow got out of hand?

This exercise will help students develop close reading skills by having them select—and
argue for—what they think is the most important sentence in the book.

This exercise will take one full class period (with brief set-up the prior day) and has an
optional writing assignment.

NCTE Standards Covered:
 
3.  Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and
appreciate texts. They draw on their prior experience, their interactions with other readers
and writers, their knowledge of word meaning and of other texts, their word identification
strategies, and their understanding of textual features (e.g., sound-letter correspondence,
sentence structure, context, graphics).
 
5.  Students employ a wide range of strategies as they write and use different writing
process elements appropriately to communicate with different audiences for a variety of
purposes.
 
6.  Students apply knowledge of language structure, language conventions (e.g., spelling
and punctuation), media techniques, figurative language, and genre to create, critique,
and discuss print and non-print texts.
 
12. Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own purposes
(e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of information).

What To Do:

1.  For homework, ask the students to find the most important sentence in the novel, the
one the novel cannot “live” without.

2.  Optionally you may define the word synecdoche for the class: a metaphorical
substitution of the part for the whole. Students should try to find the sentence that "stands
in" for the entire novel.

3.  At the beginning of the next period, collect the answers or ask students to share their
answers with the class. Write their responses on the blackboard, adding a check or other



tally for repeated answers. You should end up with several possibilities, or you may
substitute some of your own.

4.  Break up the class into small groups. Assign each group one sentence—regardless of
students' individual choices—and ask them to come up with a one-paragraph argument
why that sentence is the most important one in the book. Allow 15-20 minutes for this
exercise, circulating among groups as they work.

5.  Ask each group to read its argument to the class.

6.  Have the class vote on their preferred sentence. Did the discussion change their
minds? Reinforce their opinions?

What You Need:

A copy of the Enriched Classic edition of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (ISBN:
0743487575) for each student

How Did It Go?

Did students grasp the concept of how one sentence can represent an entire book? Were
they able to find—and make an argument for—the importance of that sentence? Were
they able to see the validity of competing arguments?



Curriculum Plan #5

Race Matters
(A Lesson in Language and Audience)

Of all the contradictions in Huckleberry Finn, perhaps the most troublesome for
readers—and teachers—is Twain's treatment of Jim. At first he appears to be a minstrel
show-like caricature: superstitious and ignorant. As the novel progresses he is revealed to
be sensitive, caring, insightful, and a good friend to Huck. And he is capable of giving as
good as he gets, suggesting to Huck that he is "trash" for his cruel prank of pretending to
be dead. Yet, just as Huck comes to recognize Jim's inherent dignity, suddenly Tom
Sawyer arrives on the scene, and the poignancy gives way to crude farce. To Tom, Jim is
nothing more than fodder for his childish games; we expect this from him, but what do
we make of Huck's apparent willingness to go along with it—and Twain's apparent
willingness to put Jim in such a humiliating position?

Many critics have suggested that Twain himself didn't know what to do with Jim, or the
book (which took him nearly eight years to write), and that he himself was deeply
conflicted about race, despite his good intentions.

Twain's ambiguous and perhaps ambivalent treatment of Jim has led many to argue that
the book should not be taught in secondary schools. Some critics have assailed the book
for being outright racist, pandering to cruel and inaccurate stereotypes. Others have said
that, despite whatever merits the book might possess, Twain's repeated use of racial
epithets renders the book unfit for classroom discussion, and especially painful for
African American students, who should not have to hear such slurs.

In this exercise, students will examine Twain's treatment of Jim in Huck Finn. They will
then act as a curriculum committee to determine whether or not the novel should be
taught in secondary schools. Through this exercise they will gain a better understanding
of the controversy surrounding the novel as well as experience crafting and supporting
arguments for an audience.

This exercise will take two class periods.

NCTE Standards Covered:

1.  Students read a wide range of print and non-print texts to build an understanding of
texts, of themselves, and of the cultures of the United States and the world; to acquire
new information; to respond to the needs and demands of society and the workplace; and
for personal fulfillment. Among these texts are fiction and nonfiction, classic and
contemporary works.

3.  Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and
appreciate texts. They draw on their prior experience, their interactions with other readers
and writers, their knowledge of word meaning and of other texts, their word identification
strategies, and their understanding of textual features (e.g., sound-letter correspondence,
sentence structure, context, graphics).



7.  Students conduct research on issues and interests by generating ideas and questions,
and by posing problems. They gather, evaluate, and synthesize data from a variety of
sources (e.g., print and non-print texts, artifacts, people) to communicate their discoveries
in ways that suit their purpose and audience.

9.  Students develop an understanding of and respect for diversity in language use,
patterns, and dialects across cultures, ethnic groups, geographic regions, and social roles.

11. Students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical members of a
variety of literacy communities.
 
12. Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own purposes
(e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of information).

What To Do:

Part I
1.  Break the class into two groups. Ask the first to find examples of Twain treating Jim
in a demeaning fashion or as an object of ridicule. Ask the second to find examples of
Twain treating Jim in a dignified fashion.

2.  Chart the examples on the blackboard by writing the page number, followed by a plus
or minus sign. Is there a pattern that students can discern or do the good and bad
examples seem randomly placed? Does everyone agree on all examples? From these
examples, what do we make of Twain's attitude toward Jim? Is the novel racist? Anti-
racist? Somewhere in-between?

Part II
3.  Distribute Handout #3 (Race Matters), which contains various perspectives on the
teaching of Huck Finn.

4.  Explain to students that they will be taking on the role of a curriculum committee to
decide whether Huck Finn should be taught to future classes in your school. Assign
students to write a two-minute speech either defending the novel or calling for its
removal. (You may assign students to write on both sides of the issue or have half the
class write on each side. Students may also work in groups.) If students support the novel,
how should it be taught? If students oppose the novel, what should be taught in its place?

5.  The next class period, have five students on each side present their arguments to the
class, which will be serving as the curriculum committee. Allow the class one to three
follow-up questions for each speech.

6.  After the students have spoken, have the class vote on whether to retain or reject the
novel.



What You Need:

A copy of the Enriched Classic edition of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (ISBN:
0743487575) for each student

Copies of Handout #3

How Did It Go?

Did students see the mixed treatment of Jim in the novel? Did they understand how some
parties have found the novel objectionable? Were they able to articulate reasons in
support of their arguments? Did their opinions change as a result of hearing their peers'
arguments?



Handout #1

Isn't It Ironic?

What is irony? Webster's Dictionary offers two definitions:

1. The use of words to express the opposite of what one really means.
2. Incongruity between the actual result of a sequence of events and the expected result.

The first definition we sometimes think of as sarcasm (although not all irony is sarcastic);
the second definition is how we often use the word colloquially, or in everyday life. In
literature, however, irony has a special meaning, closer to the first definition than the
second.

When an author wants to distinguish her ideas from that of her characters, she will use
dramatic irony. According to the Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, dramatic irony
occurs when "an audience knows more about a character's situation than a character does,
foreseeing an outcome contrary to the character's expectations, and thus assigning a
sharply different sense to some of the character's own statements." Such a character is
sometimes called an unreliable or naïve narrator. Dramatic irony is often used in satire, a
genre of writing that makes fun of or mocks individuals, institutions, and society. Huck
Finn, as you know, is definitely a satire.

Just as we can't always tell if someone is being sarcastic, we can't always tell if an author
is being ironic. But just as with our friends, family, and teachers, the more we know
about an author, the easier it becomes to tell when she is being ironic or not. Although it
may sometimes seem like authors are being needlessly confusing when they use irony,
they actually mean for us as readers to feel smarter; after all, we know more about the
characters in the book than the characters themselves.

Irony abounds in Huck Finn. Indeed, English professor and Mark Twain scholar Shelly
Fisher Fishkin argues that Twain's use of irony is the key to understanding the novel:

It is impossible to read Huck Finn intelligently without understanding that Mark
Twain's consciousness and awareness is larger than that of any of the characters in
the novel, including Huck. Indeed, part of what makes the book so effective is the
fact that Huck is too innocent and ignorant to understand what's wrong with his
society and what's right about his own transgressive behavior. Twain, on the other
hand, knows the score.



Handout #2

Me 'n Huck

Huck's colloquial language is very different from conventional nineteenth-century literary
standards. Here are two examples of nineteenth-century writing, Abraham Lincoln's
Gettysburg Address (1863) and a contemporary review of Huck Finn (1885). Rewrite one
of these in Huck's voice. (We've started the first one for you.)

The Gettysburg Address, by Abraham Lincoln
Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, November 19, 1863

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a new nation,
conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.

[Eighty some years ago, or thereabouts, I don't take much stock in dead people, our
fathers, though prob'ly not my Pap, got together and decided to raise themselves up a
brand new country, con-something or other in Liberty, and decided on the idea that most
folks is pretty much about the same and should be treated as such. Slaves excepted of
course, though I reckon they couldn’t come right out and say that, as it would make 'em
look like hippocrits.]

Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so
conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a great battle-field of that
war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field, as a final resting place for those
who here gave their lives that that nation might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that
we should do this.

But, in a larger sense, we can not dedicate—we can not consecrate—we can not
hallow—this ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have
consecrated it, far above our poor power to add or detract. The world will little note, nor
long remember what we say here, but it can never forget what they did here. It is for us
the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who fought here
have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task
remaining before us—that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that
cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion—that we here highly resolve
that these dead shall not have died in vain—that this nation, under God, shall have a new
birth of freedom—and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall
not perish from the earth.

(-continued-)



Review (excerpt) of Huck Finn
The Hartford Courant, February 20, 1885

In his latest story, Huckleberry Finn (Tom Sawyer's Comrade), by Mark Twain, Mr.
Clemens has made a very distinct literary advance over Tom Sawyer, as an interpreter of
human nature and a contributor to our stock of original pictures of American life. Still
adhering to his plan of narrating the adventures of boys, with a primeval and Robin Hood
freshness, he has broadened his canvas and given us a picture of a people, of a
geographical region, of a life that is new in the world. The scene of his romance is the
Mississippi river. Mr. Clemens has written of this river before specifically, but he has not
before presented it to the imagination so distinctly nor so powerfully. Huck Finn's voyage
down the Mississippi with the run away nigger Jim, and with occasionally other
companions, is an adventure fascinating in itself as any of the classic outlaw stories, but
in order that the reader may know what the author has done for him, let him notice the
impression left on his mind of this lawless, mysterious, wonderful Mississippi, when he
has closed the book. But it is not alone the river that is indelibly impressed upon the
mind, the life that went up and down it and went on along its banks are projected with
extraordinary power. Incidentally, and with a true artistic instinct, the villages, the cabins,
the people of this river become startlingly real. The beauty of this is that it is apparently
done without effort. Huck floating down the river happens to see these things and to
encounter the people and the characters that made the river famous forty years ago--that
is all. They do not have the air of being invented, but of being found. And the dialects of
the people, white and black--what a study are they; and yet nobody talks for the sake of
exhibiting a dialect. It is not necessary to believe the surprising adventures that Huck
engages in, but no one will have a moment's doubt of the reality of the country and the
people he meets. . . .



Handout #3

Race Matters

Huckleberry Finn is one of the most challenged books in American secondary schools.
Below are some perspectives on the novel, which you may use as starting points for your
own arguments. Which of these, if any, do you agree with?

"It's not just a word. It carries with it the blood of our ancestors. They were called this word while
they were lynched; they were called this word while they were hung from the big magnolia tree.
That word, in the history of America, has always been a degrading word toward African
Americans. When they were brought to America, they were never thought of as human beings in
the first place, and this word was something to call a thing that wasn't human. So that's what they
bring into the classroom to talk about. I just think it's utterly unconscionable that a school would
think it's acceptable."
—Beatrice Clark, President of Parent-Teacher-Student Association, Renton High School, WA. Qtd. in

Roberts, Gregory. "'Huck Finn' a Masterpiece—or an Insult." Seattle Post-Intelligencer. 26 November
2003 <http://seattlepi.nwsource.com/local/149979_huck26.html>

"There is no denying the rightness of Huck's decision to risk his soul for Jim. But there is no
tangible reason to assume that the regard Huck acquires for Jim during his odyssey down the
river is generalized to encompass all blacks. . . . It must be remembered that Huck does not
adjudge slavery to be wrong; he selectively disregards a system that he ultimately believes is
right. So when he discourses with Aunt Sally, he is expressing views he still holds. His
emancipatory attitudes extend no further than his love for Jim. It seems valid to argue that were
he given the option of freeing other slaves, Huck would not necessarily choose manumission."
—Peaches Henry. "The Struggle for Tolerance: Race and Censorship in Huckleberry Finn." Satire and

Evasion: Black Perspectives on Huckleberry Finn. Durham: Duke University Press, 1992.

"When we teach Huck Finn and we identify it as a classic, we sort of participate in
institutionalized racism. We perpetuate in an institutional manner certain stereotypes (and) myths,
particularly myths concerning the African-American male."
—Jocelyn Irby, professor of Languages, Literature, and Philosophy, Tennessee State University.

Qtd. in Harris, Eugenia. "'Huck Finn ‘Still Pushes Buttons’, Professor Says." The Freedom Forum
Online. 26 September 2000.
<http://www.freedomforum.org/templates/document.asp?documentID=3637>

"Despite the culture surrounding him, Twain understood deeply that racism is wrong. For Twain
to have depicted in Adventures of Huckleberry Finn a young hero who questioned racial
inequality and an African American who was caring, compassionate, and strongly committed to
his freedom was revolutionary indeed. . . . Through the controversy surrounding this book alone,
Twain brings into schools what all of us in this country desperately need, yet fear, most:
discussions—frank discussions—about race, race relations, interracial relations, race language,
racial stereotypes and profiling, and, ultimately, true and unadulterated racial equality."
—Jocelyn Chadwick, professor of Education, Harvard University. "Why Huck Finn Belongs in

Classrooms." Harvard Education Letter November/December 2000
<http://www.edletter.org/past/issues/2000-nd/huckfinn.shtml>



ISBN                                   TITLE/AUTHOR                                                                                        PRICE

NEW!
0-7434-8759-1 Pride and Prejudice/ Austen $4.95
0-7434-8764-8 Wuthering Heights/ Bronte $4.95
0-7434-8769-9 My Antonia/ Cather $4.95
0-7434-8767-2 The Awakening and Selected Stories/ Chopin $4.95
0-7434-8765-6 Heart of Darkness and The Secret Sharer/ Conrad $4.95
0-7434-8761-3 Great Expectations/ Dickens $4.95
0-7434-8760-5 A Tale of Two Cities/ Dickens $4.95
0-7434-8755-9 The Count of Monte Cristo/ Dumas $6.50
0-7434-8763-X Crime and Punishment/ Dostoevsky $6.95
0-7434-8771-0 The Federalist Papers/ Hamilton $6.50
0-7434-8756-7 Scarlet Letter/ Hawthorne $3.95
0-7434-8768-0 The Prince/ Machiavelli $3.95
0-7434-8774-5 The Scarlet Pimpernel/ Orczy $4.95
0-7434-8758-3 Frankenstein/ Shelley $3.95
0-7434-8762-1 The Jungle/ Sinclair $5.95
0-7434-8766-4 Uncle Tom’s Cabin/ Stowe $5.95
0-7434-9369-9 Bless the Beasts and Children/ Swarthout $6.99
0-7434-8772-9 Walden and Civil Disobedience/ Thoreau $4.95
0-7434-8757-5 Adventures of Huckleberry Finn/ Twain $4.95
0-7434-8773-7 The Time Machine/ Wells $3.95
0-7434-8770-2 Ethan Frome/ Wharton $4.95

AVAILABLE IN NOVEMBER 2004
0-7434-8776-1 Sense and Sensibility/ Austen $4.95
0-7434-8777-X Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass/ Douglass $4.95
0-7434-8775-3 Cyrano de Bergerac/ Rostand $4.95
0-7434-8779-6 Best Short Stories of Mark Twain/ Twain $6.95
0-7434-8778-8 Pudd’nhead Wilson/ Twain $4.95

AVAILABLE WHEREVER BOOKS ARE SOLD.

New and Forthcoming Titles

 FREE CURRICULUM GUIDES
are currently available for the following Enriched Classics titles:

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
The Awakening and Selected Stories by Kate Chopin

Frankenstein
Great Expectations

Heart of Darkness/The Secret Sharer
Pride and Prejudice

The Prince
The Scarlet Letter

A Tale of Two Cities
Wuthering Heights

For more information or to download a free curriculum guide, please visit
www.simonsaysacademic.com/ecoffer.


