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Topic 7

Consider Twain’s attitude toward society as embodied in the contrast between corrupt civilization and a “natural” life on the river.  Is society on land always bad and is the reverse true of life on the river?

Twain’s Attempt of Characterization

Mark Twain’s attitude toward society, as expressed thru his book The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, is that life on the river separate from society, is the natural way of life and that society (on land) is corrupt.  Set in pre-civil war, Huck has many encounters with very different characters as he makes his journey down the river with his friend, the runaway slave, Jim.  Twain uses life on the river as and icon of “good” and society as a symbol of corrupt values.  Despite Twains attitude, there are many instances where life on the river is not as innocent as it’s made out to be and society is not as corrupt.  

Life on the river is not as innocent as Twain makes it seem.  Throughout the book, the Duke and Dauphine have conned people into giving them anything they wanted, as they went from city to city, down the river, being chauffeured by Huck and Jim on their raft.  The most despicable of their cons was the deception of Mr. Peter’s daughters, after their father had just died.  The Duke and Dauphine impersonated Mr. Peter’s brothers whom the daughters had never met, and collected their inheritance.  They started their con as they stepped of the steam ship that carried them their and said,  

“ ”Alas, alas, our poor brother gone, and we never got to see him; oh, it’s too, too hard!” Then he turns around, blubbering, and makes a lot of idiotic sings to the Duke in his hands.”(174)


Despite Twain’s attempt to characterize society, society is made up off individuals, some of whom are good and some of whom are bad.  As a result, you can look at society and find good and bad.  Although now thought as despicable and inhumane; in the time of this book slavery was an open practice and wasn’t considered inhumane.  An example of people trying to do good is, “Well, the men gathered around, and sympathized with them, and said all sorts of kind things.”(174) Although these people were conned, by one of the Duke and Dauphines schemes, they were trying to do the right thing.  


Society has many corrupt people, but also many good people.  Twain uses the river as an icon of “good”.  The river has many good people such as Huck and Jim.  The river also has many corrupt people such as the Duke and Dauphine.  Society is full of both good like the Grangerfords and bad people like Pap.  Because both the river and society have good and bad people, they are equally corrupt.  


In The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Mark Twain characterizes society as corrupt.  He also summarizes life on the river as the natural way of life.  Throughout the book Mark Twain contradicts himself; the cons of the Duke and Dauphine, people like Huck and Jim, and families like the Grangerfords.  Both life on the river and society are corrupt. 

