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“NOTICE  Persons attempting to find a motive in this narrative will be prosecuted; persons attempting to find a moral in it will be banished; persons attempting to find a plot in it will be shot.  – By Order of the Author,” writes Mark Twain at the beginning of his book Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.  Looking forward to my banishment, this paper will be going against the decree of Twain by suggesting that in the Adventures of Huckleberry Finn there are moral issues to discuss.  Some critics have argued that throughout the course of the novel, Huckleberry Finn is transformed through specific incidents which cause significant moral development.  I believe otherwise.  Huck does not change his morality, remaining static, as shown by the incidents in which Huck is lost in the fog, Huck proclaims he will “go to hell”, and Huck’s “freeing” of Jim and the end of the novel. 

In chapter fifteen Huck’s raft, with Jim aboard, comes untied and he chases after it in a canoe.  A fog envelops the river and Huck cannot find his way back to the raft.  He searches relentlessly during the night, attempting to follow the “whoops” he hears.  The fog still thick and feeling the situation hopeless, Huck resigns himself to his lonesome fate and falls asleep.  He wakes up to find the fog gone and the raft is in the distance.  Once aboard, he sees Jim is asleep.  Jim wakes up and welcomes Huck with open arms and expresses laments he felt fearing the loss of Huck. Huck decides to play a trick on him and convinces him the entire incident was a dream.  Jim finds soon after leaves and a smashed oar about the raft, the remains of last nights trip.  Jim tells Huck, “I’s so thankful En all you wuz thinkin’ ‘bout wuz how you could make a fool uv ole Jim wid a lie.  Dat truck dah is trash; en trash is what people is dat puts dirt on de head er dey fren’s en makes ‘em ashamed” (Twain 142).  Huck apologizes to Jim and says, “I wouldn’t done that one if I’d a knowed it would make him feel that way” (Twain 142). 

This incident however invites the question, is Huck’s apology a sign of his moral growth throughout the novel or rather, is it consistent with Huck’s innate morality.  Huck says, “it was fifteen minutes before I could work myself up to go and humble myself to a nigger – but I done it, and I warn’t ever sorry for it afterwards, neither” (Twain 142).  The image of a young white boy apologizing to a black man in the pre-civil war south seems almost absurdist given the racist attitudes of the time.  Robert Jackson, in his article, “The Emergence of Mark Twain’s Missouri:  Regional Theory and ‘Adventures of Huckleberry Finn,’” believes that this is a sign “of Huck’s evolving conscience is made plain in the exchange (meaning Huck’s apology to Jim)” (32).  Jackson means that Huck, having overcome the racism of his time period, has grown morally and in apologizing to Jim recognizes Jim as a person, not as a slave.  However, Sacvan Bercovitch, writes in “What’s funny about Huckleberry Finn, …Huck doesn’t develop so that we can be conned into believing he does” (47).  In the apology to Jim, Huck has not realized that Jim, though a slave, is a human.  He has not revised his moral system not to lie or play tricks on people.  Rather, Huck behaves in a manner that is consistent with his notion that “make the best o’things the way you find ‘em…for what you want, above all things, on a raft, is for everybody to be satisfied, and feel right and kind towards the others” (Twain 183).  Huck’s apology to Jim is his attempt to “make the best o’things” and dissipate the tensions between Jim and himself, so as to make the ride on the raft as pleasant as possible.

Consistency in Huck’s attitudes and actions can also be seen in the “two instances Huck decides to go to hell rather than obey moral conscience” (Trachtenberg 350).  The first is in chapter 1, in which Miss Watson tries to convince Huck to correct his posture or else he will go to hell, and that he ought to want to go to heaven where she would be.  Upon hearing this Huck tells her he wishes he was there, as he “couldn’t see no advantage in going where she was going, so I made up my mind I wouldn’t try for it” (Twain 72).  The second incident of Huck claiming he’ll go to hell, occurs in chapter 31.  Huck’s conscience, or rather the values of the community which he calls his “conscience”, start to grind on him (Twain 256).  He feels bad about having stolen Miss Watson’s slave, Jim, because he feels the community would become aware of his “wickedness” and then everyone would know that “Huck Finn helped a nigger to get his freedom; and if I was to see anybody from that town again, I’d be ready to get down and lick his boots for shame” (Twain 256).   So in an effort to relieve the pain of his conscience, Huck decides to write a letter to Miss Watson informing her of the whereabouts of Jim.  The letter resolves Huck’s feelings of guilt as he “felt good and all washed clean of sin for the first time” (Twain 256).  However, his thoughts quickly turn to how Jim said he “was the best friend ole Jim ever had in the world, and the only one he’s got now”  (Twain 256).  He decides against returning Jim to his life of slavery and tears up the letter, and in doing so decides, “All right, then, I’ll go to hell.  It was awful thoughts, and awful words, but they was said.  And I let them stay said; never thought no more about reforming”  (Twain 256).  Here, it appears, Huck has finally rejected the his moral conscience as defined by society.  Again, the question is do his actions show a developing sense of morality or rather are his actions consistent to his own moral code.  

Victor A. Doyno in “The Composistion of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn” believes that “one should not exaggerate or sentimentalize Huck’s moral growth…he has learned to treat Jim with loyalty and to attempt to protect his friend” (Doyno 15).  Eric Carl Link in “Huck the Thief” believes that in “chapter thirty-one, Huck makes the same decision (to go to hell), only this time he does so in complete awareness of the gravity of such a choice.  These dual decisions…illustrate Huck’s deepening moral awareness” (Link 22).  Again these criticisms believe Huck has changed, when in fact he is merely being consistent with his own character.  Laurel Bollinger writes in “Say, Jim: the Morality of Connection Adventures of Huckleberry Finn”, 

Huck agonizes over whether or not to help Jim find freed…when he tears up the letter to Miss Watson – it is not the greater wrong of slavery that motivates him.  There are any number of other slaves in the novel whose status does not concern Huck in the slightest.  He based his decision to help Jim strictly on their friendship; although Huck clearly upholds slavery as morally acceptable, he knows that it is not acceptable to Jim (Bollinger 6).  
Bollinger believes Huck “acts on the basis of relationship not abstract principles” (Bollinger 7).  In this regard, Huck is being consistent to his own set of moral beliefs and acting based on his relationship with Jim, being that Jim is his friend and he values their friendship.  Since Huck settles “moral dilemmas by choosing what to him is the easiest, most comfortable course” we can see Huck’s pragmatism;  it is more practical for Huck to choose his relationship with his friend Jim, a relationship that directly effects his life,  over the abstract principles of what is “right” and “wrong” dictated by his conscience that exist rather in some mysterious deontological realm, which Huck has no access  (Trachtenberg 351).  Again Huck’s actions remain consistent with his own belief system and his morality does not change.

The last two pieces of the novel that cement the conclusion that Huck does not undergo any moral change is Tom Sawyer’s Evasion scheme and Huck’s end of the novel.  Tom Sawyer describes what an evasion is when he says, “when a prisoner of style escapes, it’s called an evasion” (Twain 300).  Huck finds Jim in captivity at the Phelp’s farm.  Huck enlists Tom Sawyer’s help in stealing Jim and setting Jim free.  Tom agrees to the idea and Huck, seeing Tom as being admirable as Tom is “well brung up…was bright...knowing...kin” allows Tom to assert his authority over the project of Jim’s escape (Twain 272).  Tom goes about Jim’s escape in a most absurdist manner.  Since the Phelps are simple and trusting people, Jim could escape any time he wanted being the security was lax.  However, Tom plots to make his escape as complicated as possible as to ensure both his and Jim’s fame.  Tom makes Jim’s prison break more “daring” by having Huck and him dig a tunnel under Jim’s shack with knives, steal candles, have Jim write a journal in blood, scratch messages in pie plates, saw off the leg of the bed when all Jim has to do is life up the bed, bake a pie with a rope ladder in it, give Jim the “companionship” of rats and spiders and snakes, etc, etc.  Tom complains about the lack of a watchman to drug or of a lock to pick or dogs to escape (Twain 276).  Huck suggests that Tom isn’t doing things properly and they should just help Jim escape before Jim is sold in the paper.  Tom insists that Huck must do as he says as, “It don’t make no difference how foolish it is, it’s the right way – and it’s the regular way.  And there ain’t no other way, that ever I heard of, and I’ve read all the books that gives any information about these things” (Twain 280-281).  

In following Tom’s methods, or his evasion plan rather, is Huck being consistent with his own morality or does his inner sense of morality grow or decline from this incident?  Literary critic Link believes Huck’s decision to steal Jim, had

the severest consequences, thus requiring the strictest moral conviction, and producing the greatest moral growth.  Stealing a slave was so serious because it undermined the whole Southern plantation system…it also asserted that slaves were worth stealing, not because they were a commodity…because they were humans with an inherent right to freedom”(Link 17).
In stealing Jim, Link believes Huck now recognizes Jim as a human being, and acts more so from a belief in the dignity of human autonomy, rather than purely from the Calvinistic plea of damnation in chapter thirty-one in choosing loyalty to a friend “to outweigh his social and religious convictions” (Link 18).  Henry Nash Smith writes in “Introduction to Adventures of Huckleberry Finn”, that this is not the case.  Huck has not undergone any moral change, but rather an emotional growth or maturing rather, of being self-reliant.  However, Smith believes, “some if not all of this emotional growth has been sacrificed when Huck accepted Tom’s leadership during the Evasion sequence, without any indication that he perceived the consequent degradation of Jim” (Smith 338).  Again though, Huck’s integrity is his consistency, his consistency to follow his “spontaneously good heart (that) has dictated his actions, but his conscience has remained depraved, for it represents the community.  And Huck, is not able to think his way toward the perception the community is mistaken” (Smith 339).  Huck cannot find his conscience to be wrong, he would be dammed for his actions then contemplate the possibility that society and its morality were wrong.  Another critic, Bennet Kravitz in “Reinventing the World and Reinventing the Self in ‘Huck Finn’,” takes a similar stance against a reformation of Huck and writes,
the most potent argument for the impossibility of reform is presented in the so-called ‘evasion’ scene…the collapse of the novel’s moral stance.  Both Huck and Jim revert to grotesque caricatures once Tom arrives…both lose the initiative…Jim…agrees to Tom’s tortous route to escape…Huck…abandons his own initiative and meekly agrees to all of Tom’s plans…True reform has never been possible in the novel, despite the bond of friendship between Huck and Jim (Kravitz 10).  

Bollinger also agrees that in the Evasion incident there is a lack of moral growth.  Bollinger suggests Huck’s moral stance in terms of actions stems from his relationships with said people.  Since Tom and Jim are both Huck’s friend, Huck would like to accommodate both of their desires – Tom’s desire for the Evasion and Jim’s desire for freedom.  Bollinger calls Huck’s ethics an ethics of care, as it concerns the particular of situations and which people you care for in said situations.  He argues that 
an ethics of care provides Huck no hierarchies whatsoever – no way to adjudicate between the conflicting needs of his two friends…rather than risk the friendship…he doesn’t establish a hierarchy between Tom and Jim, or their conflicting needs.  So long as both needs are being met” (Bollinger 8).
Rather, “Huck’s decisions are not based on abstract moral reasoning…(but) based on the maintenance of relationships” (Bollinger 2).  Huck decides the Evasion is okay since the end result will be the same either way, Jim will be free.  

The final proof for Huck’s lack of moral growth comes from the ending of the book itself.  The book ends with Jim being “freed” when he was already a free man, Tom and Huck’s deception is found out by Aunt Polly, and Huck decides to head out for the Western Territories.  Smith writes Huck “is still living in Tom’s fantasy-world of robber gangs and literary Indians at the end of the book.  What he is trying to escape from is not a society corrupted by slavery, but the same petty harassments he had fled from at the end of Tom Sawyer” (Smith 338).  Trachtenberg agrees with Smith writing “the final words rejecting civilization, this time Aunt Sally’s, do seem to register a difference: ‘I been there before.’ These are precious words for the reader; they confirm what he has discovered about civilization” (Trachtenberg 350).  In his final declaration against the morality of the community, of his conscience, Huck decides to opt out of civilization all together.  Instead he will live a life free as his life on the river with the only system of morality he has known, “by choosing what to him is the easiest, most comfortable course” (Trachtenberg 351). 
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