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ABSTRACT 

Almost all the clashes in the world civilization have occurred out of 

the discrepancies between social ethics and an individual ethics. 

Social constructs demand conformity while as an individual ethics 

compels a man to seek refuge from it. However, when a society is 

based upon illogical, biased and hypocritical principles men with 

conscience start reacting against it. This reaction is not an abrupt 

one but it is a natural corollary of perennial experiences and 

observation. In this regard Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is a 

remarkable masterpiece of remarkable writer- Mark Twain. The 

present study explores how Mark Twain by imposed dexterity 

highlighted the adverse effects of institutionalism that destroy the 

social harmony in society. It also explores the hypocrisy of whites 

and debunks; the so called “American Dream” and “Westward 

Push”. It gives a panoramic view of the entire American social life. 

The novel gives us a fairly detailed picture of what America then 

was. Mark Twain enacts the drama of the growing American 

conscience symbolised by Huck, and the great struggle of the 

Negro, symbolised by Jim. 
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Introduction: 

Huckleberry Finn is the greatest and well 

known novel in the American literature. In 

praising the book Earnest Hemingway, the 

famous writer said, “All modern American 

literature comes from one book by Mark 

Twain called Huckleberry Finn..... It‟s the best 

book we have had. All American writing 

comes from that. There was nothing before. 

There has been nothing as good since.” 

“Controversial, humorous, and complex, „The 

adventures of Huckleberry Finn‟ is in a literal 

sense the story of boy escaping from so called 

“civilization” with a runaway slave. What 

really stands out in the story is Twain‟s 

irrelevant skewering of American society – 

institutionalism and civilization as a whole.     

The novel is a bold attempt to encompass the 

vast frontiers of a spectacular human crusade 

against the unknown and brutal forces of 

nature, which guarded the new world. The 

society painted in the novel is the society, 

Twain saw and experienced, that is why he 

remarks; “I confine myself to life with which I 

am familiar when pretending to portray life, 

but I confine myself to boy‟s life on the 

Mississippi river because that had a peculiar 

charm for me”.  

Mark Twain has served as a steam-boat pilot 

for quite a few years and the river was used as 

the major commercial channel. Therefore he 

had become familiar with its waywardness and 

also the American society which had settled on 

its shore. That is why Mark Twain decided to 

use this river as the central beam on which he 

could raise the superstructure of the story. He 

used it as a best mode to expose and satirise 

the hypocrisy and cruelty of frontier society. 

Mark Twain launches two principle 

characters- Huck and Jim on their quest for 

freedom. Huck‟s quest is freedom from so 

called civilized world and Jim to escape from 

slavery. It is through these characters Twain 

scornfully unveils the true nature of the 

southern decadence, slavery, racism and 

double standard of morality and inhumanity 

through his picaresque American satire. Thus 

twain uses satire as a kind of protest, and takes 

it upon himself to correct, censure and ridicule 

the follies and vices of society.  

In Huckleberry Finn, one of the most 

important criticisms that Mark Twain lodged 

against American culture was its enslavement 

of blacks. Owning a slave was considered to 

be a sign of agrarian feudalism. They were 

treated like animals. Some owners treated 

them as pieces of property, not human beings. 

The laws were equally horrible for them. No 

doubt the racial slavery has been abolished by 

the Abraham Lincoln‟s proclamation of 

emancipation, but the attitude about it 

survived. For example in 1850 the American 

Congress passed the notorious Fugitive Slave 

Law, which protected the right of the owner to 

get the run-away nigger apprehended and 

punished. The slaves could not gather together, 

neither can they meet and discuss their own 

concerns openly. Even in some cases the 

slaves used to be branded with hot iron. In 

America, slaves were divided into different 

classes- house slaves, those who worked in 

field, another section who were in mines. They 

were treated differently. In the novel Jim 

represent the class of house slave. How they 

were treated?  An American writer William 

wells Brown, explained in his autobiography 

“Narrative of William wells Brown as fugitive 

slave”, “I was a house slave, and a house 

servant; as I was better fed, better clothed, but 

still was below than whites”. However Lewis 

Clarke believe that some house slaves was 

worse off than field salves; says “the slaves 

were constantly exposed to the whims and 

passions of every member of the family; from 

the least to the greatest their anger was 

wreaked upon slaves”. There are many 

moments in Huckleberry Finn, where Twain 

exposes the ridiculousness and hypocrisy of 
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slavery through satiric means. On one 

occasion we have been informed by Huck that 

there was a slave namely Jim who belonged to 

Miss Watson. She wants to sell him by meagre 

money to Orleans. When Huck met Jim in 

forest, he asked him about his being run off 

from Watson‟s. After Huck‟s assurance Jim 

said: 

“Well, I did. I said I wouldn‟t, and I‟ll stick to 

it. Honest injun, I will.  People would call me 

a low-down Abolitionist and despise me for 

keeping mum-but that don‟t make no 

difference. I ain‟t  a-going to tell, and I ain‟t a-

going back there, anyways. So, now, le‟s know 

all about it.” 

“Well, you see, it uz dis way. Ole missus-

dats‟s Miss Watson-she pecks on me all de 

time, en treates me pooty rough, bu she awluz 

said she wouldn‟ sell me down to Orleans. But 

I noticed dey wuz a nigger trader roun‟ de 

place considable lately, en I begin to git 

oneasy. Well, one night I creeps to de do‟ 

pooty late, en de do warn‟t quite shet, en I hear 

old muissus tell de widder she gwyne to sell 

me down to Orleans, but she didn‟t want to, 

but she could git eight hund‟d dollars for me, 

en it uz sich a big stack o‟ money she couldn‟t 

resis‟. De widder she try to git her to say she 

wouldn‟t do it, but I never wanted to hear de 

res‟. I lit our mighty quick, I tell you (Chapter 

XVII).                    

One of these episodes is when Jim is being 

held in a shed owned by otherwise, good 

Christian family the Phelps‟s. The family 

needs Jim‟s help to complete a task that they 

could not do on their own, so they went to 

shed, unshackled him briefly, asked him to 

help them and then returned him to the shed. 

In this moment, Jim had the chance to escape 

but he didn‟t. So, the ridiculousness of the 

situation is exposed through this ironic 

exchange between the captive Jim and his 

temporary masters. Another satisfactory 

example of satire occurs when pap becomes 

outraged at the thought of black man having 

the opportunity to vote. However the Black 

man actually has more education than pap. 

Religion  

During the time period in which Huckleberry 

Finn was written, religion was important part 

of civilization. The religion of the south 

western society was Puritanism. But religion is 

one of the key victims of Twain‟s satire 

throughout the novel because they showed no 

regard for the values in their life. He harshly 

satires the way people treat religion. The satire 

occurs in the very first chapter when Huck 

said, “by and by they fetched the nigger in and 

had a prayers and then everybody was off to 

bed.” This pokes fun at the fact that Miss 

Watson tries to become a better Christian and 

a better person but still owns slaves and even 

consider them property, not only that she 

decided to sell him in an open market because 

of the lure of money. Thus through Mrs. 

Watson, religionists were made shame. She 

tries to discipline the child and to bring up in 

an atmosphere i.e., which is all hypocrisy, 

nothing more. She herself used to snuff. The 

satire is more apparent when Huck‟s guardian 

the widow Douglas, preaches to him about 

Moses. Huck did not understand very much of 

her lecture. “Here she was bothering about 

Moses, which was no kin to her; Mark Twain 

uses Huck to exhibit his objection to the blind 

faith that civilized society places towards 

religion. Huck said: 

  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 and 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 no stock in dead people (Chapter I).        
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In one of Mark Twain‟s most poignant 

commentaries on civilization, Twain satires 

two families and their blood thirsty feud over 

events unknown to them. The feud takes many 

lives but still it remains mystery why they 

were fighting with one another. It exposes the 

society with full of hypocrisy and 

pretentiousness. They wanted to dominate one 

another. They have no principles, no 

sympathy; no love and no fellow feeling. 

Everyman was the master of himself. The 

environment had made them heartless. 

The characters of the Duke and the king are 

excellent tools for Twain‟s satire. Through 

them he childes small time criminals and all 

the people they dupe. The chapters on the 

Royal Nonesuch are the climax of satire in this 

story. The two frauds are perfect artists in 

roguery. They fully know the character of the 

village folk, easily hoodwink them 

“Greenhornes, flatheads!I knew the first house 

would keep mum and let the rest of the town 

get roped in; and I knew they‟d lay for its the 

third night, and consider it was their turn now, 

“says the duke. Again the Duke and the 

Dauphin had continued to torture Jim and sold 

him away. But when he sees them astraddle on 

a rail taken round in a procession, he is 

overwhelmed with pity, “Human beings can be 

awful cruel to one another.” First Twain 

presents the altered version of Hamlet‟s 

soliloquy, which even in its first line, “to be, or 

not to be; that is the bare bodkin that makes 

calamity of so long life,” clearly shows his 

readership that though the co-man and towns 

people know enough to have heard of 

Shakespeare and even recognise some lines, 

their arrogance is unwarranted for in reality 

they are ignorant of high society.  

Twain uses the Boggs Sherburne event to 

include more satire, when Boggs enters the 

story he says he has come to murder clove 

Sherburne. Sherburne then proceeds to shoot 

Boggs and the town‟s people lynch him. 

Sherburne laughs at their faces and says to 

them, “You are cowards”. Finally the coward 

breaks up and moves on. Huck reflects on this 

incident and says, “the pitifulest thing out is a 

mob”. Disputes among them were settled with 

guns. Even the judges and jurymen feared to 

put them on trail. This is made explicit in 

colonel Sherburn‟s speech to the people who 

came to his place with a view to lynch him for 

the day-light murder of Boggs. He shouts: 

                 “The idea of you lynching anybody! 

It‟s amusing. The idea of you 

Thinking you had pluck enough lynch a man! 

Because you are brave enough to tar and 

feather poor friendless cast-out women.....why 

don‟t your juries hang murders? Because they 

are afraid the man‟s friend will shoot them in 

the back, in the dark –and it‟s just what they 

would do.”  (Chapter XXII) 

The very moving Wilk‟s episode also raised 

the curtain over the frauds. The two frauds try 

to grab the poor and innocent girls. They are 

perfect rogues; they grab people by playing 

pranks. Another example of satire occurs when 

Huck goes to the Phelps plantation and sees 

the two frauds, the king and duke, tarred and 

feathered. He points out that “human beings 

can be awful crude to one another”.  

Moral and ethical values were giving away to 

greed and love of money and materialism. The 

novel explores the growing hold of money on 

man‟s mind; characters such as Duke and king 

are excellent tools of Twain‟s satire. Their 

inhumanity and greed for money is highlighted 

in their vain attempt to grab the already 

bereaved and tragic Wilk‟s family. Thus false 

concept of religion is best illustrated by the 

Grangerford-shepherdson episode. People are 

supposed to go to church for repentation of 

their sins. But the two families, no doubt visit 

the church regularly but always with loaded 

guns as if they have to fight there. Not only 

that the false code is exposed when Harney 
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who belongs to Shepherdson used Holy Bible 

to send a romantic note of Sophia and use 

innocent child as a carrier. So Twain debunks 

this false religions exterior which the people 

observed for the sake of appearance.  

“...says I myself ,something is up; it ain‟t 

natural for a girl to be such a sweat about a 

Testaments I give it a shake, and out drops a 

little piece of paper with. “Half past two” 

wrote on it with a pencil. I ransacked it, but 

couldn‟t find anything else. I couldn‟t make 

anything out of that, so I put the paper in the 

book again and when i got home and upstairs 

there was a Miss Sophia in her door waiting 

for me. She pulled me in, and shut the door; 

then she looked in her Testament till she found 

the paper, and as soon as she read it she looked 

glad...she grabbed me and give me a squeeze, 

and said I was the best boy in the world.” 

(Chapter xviii) 

Thus Mark Twain looked down upon the 

deformed human race with contempt.  The 

people and the society were devoid of human 

values, sympathy and brotherhood as a whole. 

He ruthlessly attacked the contemporary socio-

religion and moral values, and he felt 

indignant at the treatment of man by man 

under the blessed garb of civilization. The 

novel provides not merely the photographic 

picture of society, it also shows us the inside 

of the social structure; and additionally, it is a 

running commentary, packed with value-

judgments. 
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