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IN PRAISE OF
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By LANCE MORROW

Insteadof banning Twain’s novel, weshouldteachyoungstershow to appreciateit

EADING THESE LISTS OF THE PROSCRIBED IS

a little like walkinginto a police station and
seeinganunexpectedlineupof suspectsunder
glaring lights: The authors,who had seemedto be
familiar, even admirableciti2ens, now look shifty
and disheveled,their respectability torn aside to

disclosetheir secretlives-corruptersof theyoung.
Isn’t thatjohnSteinbeck,guiltily clutchingacopyof OfMiceand

en?J.D.Salinger-whowould havethoughtit?-cringing there
with The Catcherin the Rye?RoaM Dahi, the filthy beast,holding
The Witches?Shifty-eyedMaya Angeloutrying to concealI Know
Why the Caged Bird Sings?

Theseauthorsand booksareat the top of thelist of thosemost
frequently challengedor removedfrom courselists andshelves,or
otherwiseanathematizedin public schools and libraries across
America.WhenI seethe lists I am amazedandhalf-amused.OfMice
and Men?Really!?Ah: The notoriousglove.

When I find Mark Twain in the lineup and he is alwaysthere,
around No. 5 in the rankof suspects,holdinga copyof TheAdven
tures ofHucklebenyFinn, I am appalledand saddened.To sweep
Salingeror Mgelou from the shelvesis bush-leagueintellectualfblly
merevigilantepmvincialism.But it is an actof teal moralstupiditcand
a desecration,to try to deprivetheyoung of thewiceof Huck Finn.

Most of thechallengesto the booksin the lineup comefrom reli
giousconservatives.It is easyto sympathizewith them,up toa point.
Thefirst ruleof life is to protecttheyoung-to dosoevenfuiatically.
In a culture saturatedwith sex, violence,drugsand other secular
recitations,all pouringoutof televisionsor otherwisevividly displayed
in technologythat goesdazzlingup toward virtual reality, it seems
quaint fur parentsto getexercisedaboutHoldenCaulfield’sbadexam
pleA would bethrilled to learn that a kid was readingbooksat all, not
stir-frying his neuronsin MTV. Still, if schoolsand librariesstandin
loco parentis, one understandsbeleagueredparentstrying to draw
somelines insidethe small remainingsanctuaries.

The objectionsto i-luck Finn arisemostlyfrom African-Amer
parents,who arealsotrying to drawsomelines.With Hucle, the

argumentfocusesnot upon sexor profanitybut ratherupon race,
and the deepest,most painful American memory, slavery.The

institutionof slaveryended,of course,during theCivil War.
c"gt Theinstitution of racismstill flourishes.And it is in thecon

textof enduringracism thatblackparentsnaturallyenough
may wish to protecttheir children from [luck Finn.

I hope,however,that it is possible to honorthe wishesof some
black parentswhile at the sametime keepingHuck on shelvesand
readinglists.To do so, it maybe necessaryto stipulatethatchildren
of 12 or so are alittle too young to absorbthe book’scomplexities.
Betterto wait until they are14 or IS.

If Huck Finn weremerelya 19th-centuryminstrel show-the
n-word slurring aroundin an atmosphereof casualhatredabovea
subtextof white supremacy-thenno onecould objectto African-
Americanparentsremovingthe book asa precautionto keepgra
tuitous germsawayfrom their children.Taking booksout of the
handsof children, after all, doesnot raise the sameabsolutecen
sorshipissuesposedwhenan adult audienceis involved.

But American life, hardlya sanitaryenvironment,harborsmil
lions of germsthatmay bedangerousto the young.Black children
should bejudgedquite capable,I think, of makingcertainmoral and
artistic distinctions.Th focus upon Huck Finn as somekind of
racisttract,andto suppressthe book with all its countervailingglo
ries,seemsto me, in theend, both unimaginativeandwrong.

TheMerchantofVenice,an old stapleof sophomorehigh school
English,presentsananalogousmoraldilemma.Should it not betaught
becauseShylock is such an evilly cartoonishJew?Surely Native
Americansare entitled to take all the works of JamesFenimore
Cooperto thedumpster?To carrydilemma mongeringfurther,I can
seea clearfeminist argumentagainstteachingany of the novelsof
ErnestHemingway, on the perfectly accurategroundsthat his
womenareoffensivelytwo-dimensional.Would aSpanish-speaking
constituencybe justified in removingFor Whomthe Bell Yolk, with
all of its preposterouswhat-passes-with-you-Little-Rabbitdiction?

In any case,permit me to arguethatHuck Finn-intelligently
taught,andunderstood-belongson an infinitely higherartistic and
moral plane.A teachershouldbeableto showtheyoung of any race
the book’s gracesand virtues.

In the story of Huck andJim and the river, Twainconfrontsthe
Americanproblems.[luck Finn is one of the earliestanddeepesttexts
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on raceand slavery,on violence,on child abuse,alcoholism,classdis- Aunt Sally: "WTeII, it’s lucky; becausesomenmespeopledogethurt:’
tinctions in America, hatred, hypocrisy, fraud, gaudily manifold stu
pidity, backwoods brainlessness,and lying in all its forms-cre
ative, vicious andotherwise.MuckFinn is about Americancivilization
andaboutwhatit meansto be civilized in a vast,experimental,pro
visional andmorallyunsettledterritory.Huck,who spellsit "sivilized,"
is oneof the most truly civilized characters in Americanletters.For
a work often pairedwith Tom Sauyeras theiliad andOdysseyof ide
alized American boyhood,MuckFinn carriesan almost magiccargo
of deepergrownupmeanings.How raciallycondescendingto assume
that such meanings of American civilization-even as they are
relayed by I-luck through his white genius/ventriloquist, Mark
Twain-cannotconcernblacks.A number of black writersin the past,
uncontaminated by the ideologiesof correctness,haveagreed.

HuckFinn is also, as Hemingway understood, the source from
which modern American literature has
flowed. Twainturnedthe Americanvenue
ular into literature,and an enormousnumber
of later American writers, black and white,
havebeen in his debt.Huck’s voiceechoesin
Langston Hughes and Ralph Ellison and
Alice Walker as well as in William Faulk
ner. In an interview with Shelley Fisher
Fishkin,professorof Americanstudiesat the
Universityof Texas,Ellison said that Twain’s
use of comedy and vernacular "allow us to
deal with the unspeakable," meaning "the
moral situation of the United Statesand the
contrastbetweenour idealsandour activiti&’

Is Huck Finn about
kids’ adventureson the Iluck Finn savages racism as thoroughly
Mississippi?In the same
sensethat Moby-Dick is about commercialfishing. Everyoneshould
understandwhat is lost in shelving Muck Finn. On one level, it
operates as a children’s book, but if it were merely a children’s
book, then we would not miss it when we put it aside.No: Twain
to makethe sort of grandclaim that he would have had fun with
created in Huck an origin myth of the nation’s moral struggles.

HuckFinn is alsooneof thefunniestbooksto bewrittenin Amer
ica. Sometimesthe humor is gentle enough, and spoofy at the Torn
Sawyerlevel of prankery. Much of the wit is deliciously literate, as in
the duke’s magnificent compressionof the Shakespearesoliloquy:

To be, or not to be; that is thebarebodkin
Thatmakescalamityofso long Ift;
For who would fardels bear, till Birnam Wood do come to Dunsinane,
Bitt that thefear ofso’rnetbingafter death
Murderstheinnocentsleep,
Greatnature secondcourse,
Andmakesus rather sling thearrows ofour rageousfortuse
Thanfly to othersthat we knownot of

But moreoften the humor hasaphilosophicalsavageryaboutit-
as in this exchange toward the end of the book, when Buck shows
up at Aunt Sally’s, impersonating Tom and lying about a mythical
steamboattrip downriver:

Huck: "We blowed out a cylinder head’
Aunt Sally: "Good graciousanybody hurt?"
Huck: "No’m. Killed a niggee’

Twain comesdown to the moral core of HuckFinn in a chapter
called "You Can’t Play a Lie," wherein Huck wrestleswith his con
scienceabout whether to turnJim in as a runaway slave.Huck’s most
attractive quality-one worth calling to the attention of school
children- is that for an inveterate and accomplished liar, he has a
powerful needto find the truth, and to act on it.

Buck’s two-pagestruggleover whether to betray Jim is a master
piece of metaphysicallycomic inversion,a sardonic,hilarious exami
nation of conscience.Buck accuseshimself of low-down, ornery
wickedness"in stealingapoor old woman’s niggert’ The law-right
eousness,the society’sdefinition ofgood-saysHuck is doinganawful
thing in harboring Jim. Huck tries to pray, but "my heart warn’t
righC At last, Huck decideshe cannot turn in his friend Jim. In one
of the greatmomentsofAmerican literature,acousinto Melville’s "No!

In thunder!’ I-luck says,‘4ll right, then, I’ll v
to helU’ Hetearsupthenoteto Miss Watson
in whichhemeantto betrayhisfriend.He has
done the loneliest, bravest work there is-
makingalife-or-deathdecisionagainstthelaw
and customof his own tribe.

For all its deepindignation,MuckFinn is the
tenderestandmostdecentof stories.When
the king andthedukearefinally caught,tarred
and feathered,andrun out of town, Huck,who
has every reason to cheer the spectacle,
instead reactsthis way: "Well, it made me
sick to see it; andI was sorry for them poor
pitiful rascals,it seemedlike I couldn’t ever

feel any hardnessagainst

as any document in American history them any more in the
world. It was a dreadful

thing to see.Humanbeingscanbe awful cruel to oneanother’

The book is an inventory of essential values: kindness,courage,
loyalty to friends, abhorrenceof cruelty, independenceof conscience,

theneedto think throughmoral choices,and,of course, the inexhaustible
power of creativelying-which is to say putting a more edifying

light on it the inexhaustible power of imagination.
Let me propose a wayof teachingHuck.
The key to appreciating HuckFinn moral dimensions and,for

a black pupil, the key to tolerating the disturbing universe of white
supremacyin whichthestory is told is to understandthathere, noth
ing is what it seems.At the beginning of HuckleberryFinn, Mark
Twainplaced his famous"Notice":

‘Personsattemptingto find a motive in this narrativewill be pros
ecuted; personsattempting to find a moral in it will be banished;

persons attempting to find a plot in it will be shoC
Meaning:Watch out for all three of thoseitems,for they will sure

ly turn up-motive and moral unfolding just as plot unfolds. The
"Notice" was the trickster declaringhimself. Twain wassayingone

thing andmeaningtheopposite,lying andyarninghis wayalong,spin
ning themoral landscapeinto asort of trompel’oeil tapestrywhere

in Lies and the real thing play hide-and-seekwith oneanother.
Twain’s pseudo-stern,eyebrow-waggingopener I’m justhere to tell

somecolorful provincialstoriesso don’tyoudarego deepandmoralSicon

megoesto the secretof his game:the narrative sleight of hand, with

the reversalthatsetsup oneexpectationin thereader’smind and then

poofi replacesit with another.A theater of dancing contraries.
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Therninsutlsyis thesurfacestuff,just as the boys’ adventureawry ColonelSherburn.Sherburnfinally comesoutof his storeandwarns
is theshallowestdimensionof thebook.Thefirst lessontoteachis that

-e, in someimmensemetaphysicsof democracy’sbeatitudes,virtu
everythingand everyoneswapsplacesand meanings:The first shall

be last, the civilized shallbeuncivilized; the king andthe duke shallbe
white trash thesetwo white conmen are,in fact, the Amos ‘if Andy
of the plot-another racial switchemo;the slaveshallbe free, betimes,
on the river, and the free whites shallbe enchainedin various waysby
hereditaryblood feud, by their own casuallyinstitutionalizedhate,by
alcoholism,by sheerbucolic idiocy; the child shall be wise and the
grownupirresponsible;the boy shall be aphilosopherand the father,
l1ap, a monsterof the American id; the sub-adolescents’lark shall be
profoundin its consequenceJim’s life is at stake,and theallegedlypro
fomid theShakespearesoliloquy, for exampleshall be a travesty

in other words,HucklebersyFinn is, amongother things,acom
plex, seriousbook. And it should be taught
as such-to children old enough to think
and read with imagination. The supposed
ly racially insensitivetale, with its repeated J
useof theword "nigger," is the mostdevas- %s
taringportrait of Americanwhitetrashand N
white-trashracismthathasever beenwrit-
tea.Hitch Finn savagesracism as thorough

ly as any document in American history.
But all of this is a lot for students to take

in. I would suggestthat in order to stabilize
TheAdventuresof HucklebenyFinn in stu
dents’ minds, and to neutralize the surface
L.,tu of apparentminstrelsyandraceepithets,

* shouldbe taught
iithtwoaccompany- A teacher should be able to show the young
ing texts that will
serve, so to speak,as moral outriggers:1 Narrative of the Life of
Frederick Douglassand2 WasHuckBlack?:Mark Twain andAfrican-
American Voices, by Shelley FisherFishkin.

Twain and Douglasswerefriends. I would useDouglass’sauto
biography, a noble documentby a noble man, as a kind of stringent
realityenforcer. The narrative is, after all, a loftily pitiless record of
what it was like to beaslave on Maryland’s EasternShorein thefirst
halfof the 19th century.HitchFinn is slaveryandthe restof therural
Americaof thatdineseenfictionally throughtheeyesof akind of
wild child. Frederick Douglass’snarrative is an adult former slave’s
recollection0f what it waslike to be a slavechild in thatworld.

At one point an eerie intersection occurs between Twain’s novel
and the ex-slave’sstory. Douglassrecordsthat on the plantation
wherehe lived, property of a Colonel Lloyd, there was an overseer
namedAustin Gore. One day, Gore was whipping a slave named
Demby,who "to get rid of the scourging,...ran and plungedhimself
into the creek, and stood there at the depth of his shoulders, refus
ingto comeoutMr. Goretold him thathewould give him threecalls,
andthat, if he did not comeout at the third call,he would shoothim!’
Gore gavethe three calls,then "raised his musket to his face,taking
deadlyaim at his standingvictim, andin aninstant,poorDembywas

no more. His mangled body sank out of sight, and blood andbrains
markedthe water where he had stood:’

This incident is strangelysimilar to the Colonel Sherburn storyin
Finn: In the street of a river town, a drunk namedBoggsstarts

railing and hurling boozyabuse againsta local merchantnamed

Boggs thathe has until oneo’clock to shutup. One o’clock comes.Boggs
rantson. Shethurncoolly shootshim deadin the street and walks away.

In both stories,thereis anoteof absoluteauthenticity,akind of sav
ageAmericanathat is perfectly recognizable today.

Frederick Douglass’seyesight is clear and mercilesson the sub
ject of slavery.His story of painstakingly and surreptitiously learn
ing how to readand write-activities that were forbidden to slaves-
castsacomplicated light on efforts in the late 20th century to keep
other childrenfrom readingabook, Hitch Finn, on grounds that it
might offend them. Any kind ofcensorship,of course,implies a con
descensiontoward the audience being "protected," but the ironies
hereareespeciallypoignant.

The secondbook, Fishkin’s WasHuckBlack?, exploresa fascinat
ing thesis.The author’s tabloid-headline title does not mean that

Fishkin thinks Huck had African blood but
rather that Huck’s speech,the splendid,

/41 never-before-heardAmericanvoicethatwas

7 Twain’s greatcontribution to the streamof
American letters, was based,in very large
part, upon the vernacular and speech
rhythms of blacks. Le style, c’estl’hwnme. Dr.
Fishkin argues that i’homme in this case,
meaning Mark Twain/Huck Finn, owed a
hugedebt, in vocabulary, syntas,verbal strat
egy and style, to the blacks who were young
Samuel Clemens’s preferred playmates in
1-lannibal,Missouri, and to other blacks
whom Mark iain knew and listened to

attentivelyin later life

of any race the book’s graces and virtues The result, argues
Fishkin, is that Huck,

in his speechand his point of view, was black to a significant degree.
And if that is true-Fishkinmakesascholarlyandfascinatinglyplau
sible case-then the most original voice in American literature, the
sourcefrom which so much elsehas flowed, is black, or half-black, or
anywayimmensely tinted by precisely the African consciousnessso
long excluded from the official cultural life of the country.

All of that is worth teaching to schoolchildren,once they areold
enoughto absorbit. Fishkin’s thesisis not anotherdrearyexercise

in political correctness.When you havereadher book, you say, Of
course.The black component0f Hock-and of the immense lit
erature that derives from it-becomesas sell-evidentas the influ
enceof African voicesin American music.

After ThcklebenyFinn was published in 1885, the Public Library
in Concord,Massachusetts,banned the book. As the Boston Transcript

reported:"Onememberof the committeesaysthat,while hedoesnot
wish to call it immoral,hethinks it containsbut little humor,andthat
of a very coarsetype.He regardsit as the veriesttrash.The librari
anandtheothermembersof thecommitteeentertainsimilar views,
characterizingit as rough,coarseandinelegant!’

Theambientlight in Concordat the time wastheTranscendental
Emersonianmoonbeam.The prevailinglight in Americaneducation

at themomentunfurtunately,is that pitiless,accusatoryglare-fiat and
harshasazealot’smind-that poursdownuponthelineupof suspect

authorsat thepolice station.That light is blinding, it is time to turn
it off, at leastwhereHuckFinn is concerned,in orderto appreciatethe
novel’s amazingplay of intelligenceand morality andshadow Ii

CIVILIZAIION * JANUARY! FIU3RUARY 995 27


