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Introduction



I have always been able to gain my living without doing any work; for the writing of books and magazine matter was always play, not work. I enjoyed it; it was merely billiards to me.


—Mark Twain


If you are about to read The Adventures of Tom Sawyer for the first time, you will discover that it reads quite fast. The only thing that may slow you down is your laughter. It is possible to read this book many times over and laugh again and again at the same passages. One never grows tired of reading, for instance, about the boy in Sunday school who recited, in a single stretch, three thousand verses from the Bible, an acrobatic feat of memory for which he paid a heavy price—“the strain upon his mental faculties was too great, and he was little better than an idiot from that day forth.” The entire passage moves quickly, but we tend to linger over and savor it. This poking fun at human pretension, especially when it comes to mouthing godly truths, is typical of Twain’s writing. It is gentle satire, in which he celebrates his own schoolboy memories shaped into episodes similar to those in other books of the time. Twain had read many contemporary so-called bad-boy books, a popular literary genre, the most famous of which was Thomas Bailey Aldrich’s The Story of a Bad Boy (1870). He was at times inspired by them, but no more than he was by a scene here and there in such works as Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities (1859). His method of blending personal memories and conventional story elements is, however, all his own. So much so, in fact, that it is no exaggeration to say that Tom Sawyer is a unique book, without which our literary history would have been different. Few if any American books are loved more than this one, and not surprisingly, for it includes something for everyone. The child reader can enjoy amusing and scary victories over adults and adults can admire Tom, that most clever boy, in whom they may see something of themselves. Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is usually considered the greater of the two novels, and perhaps it is, but it explores the darker places of the mind and American society in the way that Tom Sawyer explores the joyful ones. Stories about simple joys do not seem as powerful as stories about complex pain, which is why Tom Sawyer may never seem as artful as Huckleberry Finn. As Henry Nash Smith has remarked, “criticism is notoriously helpless in the presence of writing that is really funny.” We know of course that humor is not superficial just because it feels good, and hence the many philosophical interpretations of such comedic works as Rabelais’s Gargantua and Pantagruel (1532–62) or Cervantes’s Don Quixote (1605–15). Though some critics call Twain a humorist, which often implies mere humorist, a notch below Cervantes or Rabelais, he can certainly hold his own with the works of these luminaries. Gargantua and Pantagruel gleefully portrays philosophical absurdities; Don Quixote portrays an old man’s nostalgia for the medieval world; Tom Sawyer describes a loss that everyone can understand just in growing up. But all three works invoke the same themes: preposterous pretension and the power of illusions. Twain embraces the simplest of contexts; all we need in order to understand and enjoy this book is to draw upon our knowledge of what adults and children do to each other. This does not require that we steep ourselves in nostalgia for the lost innocence of boyhood. Twain’s children are never completely innocent and he expects that we will not be surprised when, from time to time, Tom and Huck express a so-called feminine sensibility. This is, after all, a book for boys and girls and men and women, for it is about what we have all had in common, at least at one time: our childhood imagination.


That imagination is portrayed as existing not in never-never land, but among dangerous adults, from the murderous thief to the Sunday school teacher. What teachers, loving old widows, village mayors, and murderers have in common here is that they cannot stand to have a child put one over on them. To avoid being tricked by these rapscallions, these clever orphans, adults try to tame them. Sometimes this taming is well intended but clumsy socialization—that is what Twain’s teachers and preachers do. Sometimes this taming amounts to eliminating little witnesses to adult crimes—that is what Twain’s child murderers do. But what makes even the threat of murder in Tom Sawyer become an object of fun is that the Tom trying to escape Injun Joe is the same Tom trying to keep Sunday school from taking over his mind and Aunt Polly from whacking him. Child readers can enjoy being scared by the villain, for it is clear from the beginning that the children will win most of the battles. Meanwhile, adults can read on with bittersweet enjoyment, knowing that however many battles the adults lose, they will always win the war, for there is no way to escape the fact that we all do, more or less, grow up. In none of the action does Twain sentimentalize or flatter children, and unlike some English Romantic and Victorian poets, he grants them no mysterious metaphysical importance. He does, however, write what he himself called a hymn to the child’s thriving imagination that can make it fun, all day long, simply to be alive. The memory of that fun often fades and disappears in many adults who, after being knocked about too much by life, come to believe what is said in Samuel Johnson’s Rasselas (1759)—that “life is everywhere a state in which much is to be endured, and little to be enjoyed.” Some adults should read Tom Sawyer at least once a year to remember—or, if their life has been very sad indeed—to discover how much fun life can be.


A child’s experience of the world is rooted in small, ephemeral things. For the adult, a pile of money, a bug, and the Grand Canyon have very different significance. Not so for Twain’s children: for them a bug can be as, if not more, significant than money or a gigantic feature of the landscape. All objects, whether beautiful or frightening, pleasant or unpleasant, can inspire in them a sense of sheer wonder. This capacity for wonder always fascinated Twain. It appears in one way or another in all of his books, and above all in Tom Sawyer. He cherished this wonder in memories of his own childhood. When he remembers school days in his Autobiography, he still seems charmed by a magical talent of a boy he knew:


In that school we were all about on an equality and, so far as I remember, the passion of envy had no place in our hearts except in the case of Arch Fuqua. . . . Of course we all went barefoot in the summertime. Arch Fuqua was about my own age— ten or eleven. In the winter we could stand him, because he wore shoes then, and his great gift was hidden from our sight and we were enabled to forget it. But in the summertime he was a bitterness to us. He was our envy, for he could double back his big toe and let it fly and you could hear it snap thirty yards. There was not another boy in the school that could approach this feat. He had no rival as regards a physical distinction—except in Theodore Eddy, who could work his ears like a horse. But he was no real rival, because you couldn’t hear him work his ears; so all the advantage lay with Arch Fuqua.


Little Sam Clemens and his friends recognized what could make any one of them special and how this specialness commanded a kind of childhood power. He remembers too the bitterness and envy, but those emotions, which are destructive in adults, are subordinated in the child by the stronger emotion of awe at such small things as a big toe. There comes a time in one’s life when a big toe, cracked with a very loud crack, is no longer an object of amazement. That is when one stops being a child. But recalling that sort of wonder is hardly futile—and Twain teaches us the lesson that without some lasting traces of childhood’s wonder, no one could be a poet, a painter, a musician, or a scientist. Even good accountants and tax collectors maintain a certain primordial wonder for what can magically be done with numbers. It is amazing to think what astonishment must have bristled in the mind of da Vinci studying the wings of a bird, what curiosity emerged in Newton’s thoughts as he watched an apple fall or what simple joy Einstein felt playing his violin. Perhaps no one can excel at any profession without continual wonder over small things, whether they are numbers or sounds or bugs. The example in Tom Sawyer is of the astronomer, whose joy in discovering a new planet is compared to Tom learning how to whistle. Tom’s amazement in discovering how his mouth can make new sounds was perhaps, Twain suggests, even greater than that of the astronomer, but it is pleasure of the same kind. It is a wonder that grants the same importance to a whistling sound, a marble, the loud crack of a big toe, or the silent explosion of stars in outer space.


This is one reason why Twain makes so much out of all the little treasures that Tom and his friends see as real wealth. All the world is full of fodder for their imaginations, and hence everything has value. At any given moment one thing can be traded for another in the delight in all things. This delight is evident in that famous episode wherein Tom finds a way to get Aunt Polly’s fence whitewashed without doing any work. Not only does he do no work, but he also becomes rich with junk—wonderful, valuable junk—in the process of getting his friends to do it. His list of riches is famous and fun just to pronounce:


 . . . the retired artist sat on a barrel in the shade close by, dangled his legs, munched his apple, and planned the slaughter of more innocents. There was no lack of material; boys happened along every little while; they came to jeer, but remained to whitewash. By the time Ben was fagged out, Tom had traded the next chance to Billy Fisher for a kite, in good repair; and when he played out, Johnny Miller bought in for a dead rat and a string to swing it with—and so on, and so on, hour after hour. And when the middle of the afternoon came, from being a poor, poverty-stricken boy in the morning, Tom was literally rolling in wealth. He had besides the things before mentioned, twelve marbles, part of a jew’s-harp, a piece of blue bottle glass to look through, a spool cannon, a key that wouldn’t unlock anything, a fragment of chalk, a glass stopper of a decanter, a tin soldier, a couple of tadpoles, six firecrackers, a kitten with only one eye, a brass doorknob, a dog collar—but no dog—the handle of a knife, four pieces of orange peel, and a dilapidated old window sash.


This passage is also seen as a humorous play upon adult obsession with material possessions. This satirical point works, as usual, gently, in reminding us that what can be ugly in adults is delightful in children. We smile at this list of things but we also respect it. The actual child and the child within the adult both fetishize things and commodities as Karl Marx explains in Das Kapital. We attribute magical power to our possessions as if the value lay within them rather than in what they signify.


In his efforts to turn work into play, Tom takes advantage of our common weakness to desire something simply because other people do. As he does this, we may see in this clever boy the makings of a future industrial boss, a beneficent entrepreneur, or a shrewd advertiser who knows how to stimulate desire for things no one really needs. However, if we do attribute this potential to Tom, we may be in the same boat as old Judge Thatcher, who predicts that Tom will be a great man someday on the basis of the Bible he won with the subterfuge of his traded yellow Sunday school tickets.


Yet it would be silly to disapprove too solemnly of Tom. He bears no malice and what he does is more delightful trickery than cruel exploitation. In his bad deed with the fence, Tom in fact makes all the tricked children feel quite good about themselves. Through his cleverness, not only Tom but also everyone else has escaped that ugly beast—the painful imposition of labor; the “innocents” do not know that they are actually only working. Tom’s ability to pull this off can elicit the admiration we may feel, even as righteous adults, for a particularly well planned burglary. There is something artful in what Tom does, much more subtle but not unlike the art of the pickpockets in Dickens’s Oliver Twist (1837–39), whose talent as thieves saves them from the plights of other children in the streets or in orphanages—one of them is even called Artful Dodger. Tom is also such a dodger, and Twain does call him, as he sits back to watch the others work, an “artist,” both of the whitewash and the trickster kind. Twain may be poking fun at the capitalist world (of which he was a willing participant) miniaturized in this playful event, but his satire transforms that world into one where wonder and amazement are always possible. For the moment, none of Tom’s cleverness has serious consequences—except that Aunt Polly will, as usual, develop unexpected admiration for him. All the children will go on to another adventure and another moment where they will either dupe or be duped, win or lose a game, get a rare marble or lose it, and be convinced that some other activity, like whitewashing a fence, is marvelous fun in a day’s worth of adventures.


Child’s play that both prefigures the adult world and keeps it at bay is complicated make-believe. Twain’s children are only lazy when it comes to the work imposed on them by others. Like most children, they abound with energy and the power to command reality when it comes to fun. To assume that a child’s world is simple play is to deny the richness in it. Within their imaginative freedom is a grand paradox, for the child’s gigantic narcissism is generally unpolluted by the mere spirit of acquisition or mean selfishness. The activities of children in Tom Sawyer may reflect the manipulating power of adults, but within their domain, they disarm the worst of adult tendencies. This is quite unlike the darker visions of children in such works as William Golding’s Lord of the Flies (1954). Those children are often just small adults in predetermined anthropological experiments that show that, as children and adults, human beings are essentially nasty. Tom and Huck are more clever than the fictional children of such moral fables. Twain’s most interesting children are “bad” boys, but never allegorical boys standing for good or evil. There is the stamp of reality in their desires. Despite their special childishness, they share with adults, not some archetypal aggression, but simple, daily annoyances recognized by adults, such as the painful need for, but often dislike of, each day’s necessary labor.


Childhood freedom and the necessity of labor are common themes in nineteenth-century literature. In Tom Sawyer, the eventual impossibility of the escape from labor signals the child’s fall from paradise. It is revealing to compare Twain and Dickens, the most prominent of all nineteenth-century English novelists, on this theme. Dickens never got over being forced to work in a warehouse as a small boy, where he spent the day sticking labels on shoeblacking bottles. The terror of being condemned for life to nothing but repetitive, brutalizing work shows up now and then in his characters. Uriah Heep, for instance, an odious villain in David Copperfield (1849–50), explaining what he thinks is wrong with the world, blames his villainy in part on what was taught to him as a child. The adult world, he asserts, has never made up its mind about what labor signifies to the soul.


Many of Dickens’s characters are, like Uriah Heep, debilitated by contradictory teachings. Whether they ultimately fail, like Uriah, or succeed like the heroes in Oliver Twist, David Copperfield, or Great Expectations (1860–61), they always lose some of their imagination and love of adventure. Sometimes, as with the orphan Oliver Twist, children are saved by adults; sometimes, as with the orphan Pip, the child saves himself by returning, crestfallen, to his childhood sources of simple goodness. But all in all, nineteenth-century English literary orphans are a sad lot compared to Tom and Huck, who are never subdued by life. They must someday grow up, but before they do, they are able to ride roughshod over all the contradictions of adult teaching. Twain makes it easier to believe this freedom, for he never lets us see his boy heroes turn into adults. But Twain does more than simply explore the hopes invested by American culture in the childlike imagination. Twain’s admiration of spirited, resilient boys is always tempered by the satirist’s common sense, which forces him to complicate all idealizations of the child.


One reason Twain’s American orphans can be so much more joyous than their English cousins is that they know without a shred of doubt that blind labor is a curse. Huck, for instance, has a kind of wisdom in the ways of magic and superstition; he knows nature and the river, and he proves himself shrewd when it comes to escaping villains. But all he knows about the ordinary world is that work in any form should be avoided. He will learn a few more things in his own novel, but in Tom Sawyer he is there to represent a free spirit whose life is unburdened by labor or social obligation. Part of Huckleberry’s soul lives in Tom too when he manipulates his friends into whitewashing the fence. But Tom never embodies the complete freedom imagined in Huckleberry. He nurtures the fantasy of Huck as his hero and someone who can remain forever free. Tom can never become this fantastical Huck, who even after being briefly trapped in the normal life of the grateful Widow Douglas, inevitably liberates himself, takes off his shoes, tries to turn his back on a pile of money, and goes on his merry way. Finally it is Tom, the greatest admirer of Huck’s capacity for freedom, who actually forces Huck to stay on with the Widow Douglas by enticing him with membership in a new robber gang. He tells Huck something preposterous—which the naïve Huck accepts—that to be a robber rather than a pirate he has to have a certain social standing and therefore must stay with Widow Douglas. Tom is now more clearly on his way to being only the resigned dreamer—freedom is fine as long as it is accompanied by the security of home, family, and the village. Tom manipulates Huck to remain within accepted society and thereby threatens the independent spirit he most admires in his friend. Fortunately, Twain gives Huck his own novel in which he does walk away from four walls and dullness. Tom will eventually be completely caught by adulthood, but in this novel he is more fascinating a character to us than Huck, who is here a purely fantastical boy. We are always on Tom’s side and feel his disappearing freedom as we watch his amusing struggles on the dire threshold of growing up. Even when he entices Huck back to normality because he wants the best for him, we know that losing Huck, his fantasy figure of freedom, is difficult for him to accept. He needs Huck at home in the village in order to have someone truly worthy with whom he can play at being free. But that ever-present, ominous threshold of adulthood is never forgotten; it is what makes Tom Sawyer more than a fantasy story that adults return to now and then simply to remember carefree days. Wonderful moments, free from care, are important in Tom Sawyer, but they are always highlighted when the child and the adult mind overlap. In this merging, Twain shows Tom resisting what we know must come, the time when growing up is done and all the fun will seem to stop.


Growing Up Reasonable, Growing Up Absurd


When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I became an adult, I put an end to childish ways.


—I Corinthians13


If we did not separate the ways of the child from those of the adult, we would not get through the day. No work would get done, accidental deaths would increase exponentially, and the world economy would collapse. Even Mark Twain, a man so susceptible to all the charms of childhood, was also Samuel L. Clemens, protective father, loyal husband, rational businessman. In other words, he was sometimes a grumpy, practical-minded adult. Walter Blair reminds us of how skeptical both Mark Twain and Samuel L. Clemens could be about the delights of childhood. Here is Clemens writing to a schoolboy friend who had rhapsodized too much about his youth:


As to the past, there is but one good thing about it, . . . that it is the past. . . . I can see by your manner of speech, that for more than twenty years you have stood dead still in the midst of the dreaminess, the melancholy, the romance, the heroics, of sweet but sappy sixteen. Man, do you know that it is simply mental and moral masturbation? It belongs eminently to the period usually devoted to physical masturbation, and should be left there and outgrown. . . . You need a dose of salts. . . .


In his first famous and highly lucrative book, The Innocents Abroad (1869), Mark Twain reminds us that we can idealize childhood only because we forget its miseries:


Schoolboy days are no happier than the days of after life, but we look back upon them regretfully because we have forgotten our punishments at school, and how we grieved when our marbles were lost and our kites destroyed—because we have forgotten all the sorrows and privations of that canonized epoch and remember only its orchard robberies, its wooden sword pageants, and its fishing holidays.


Since these are the kinds of pleasantly remembered events we find in Tom Sawyer, we may wonder whether either Mark Twain or Samuel L. Clemens would have allowed them into this hymn on childhood if the novel were only silly idealization. Twain knew that he was not romanticizing childhood but respecting its powers and implicitly gauging how much of its freedom and capacity for wonder could survive in the adult. In order to suggest the possibility of this survival of the childhood imagination, Twain must clearly show Tom’s growing pains. When Twain speaks of not wanting to carry Tom on into manhood, he recognizes that to do so, he would have had to portray him as what even the most spirited children like Tom must become, which is dull. As we soon discover in Huckleberry Finn, Tom can be a very different creature from the boy in his own novel. In Huckleberry Finn, he becomes a meanspirited boy who prefigures a meanspirited man. Twain probably would never have found a completely pleasant way to show Tom grown up, but he does delight in the fight we usually lose as adults to hold on to the kind of imaginative freedom we knew as a child.


As we witness Tom’s growing pains, we see something in the drama of the young boy’s mind that is more than romantically futile. Among the simplest and the most touching episodes is when Tom and his friends are upon Jackson’s Island with the freedom to design their own heroic world and play in it to their hearts’ content. There comes a moment when their fun fades into fear of being lost in the play and disappearing from the real world. Joe tires of playing and becomes homesick, and even Huck wants to give up pirating for now. Only Tom holds to the idea that this can go on forever. For it is Tom, the imaginative center of the novel, who exhibits the most tension as the boy trying to hold on to his power over time and space. He eventually finds a way to entice his friends to stay. The tough-minded part of Tom, however, is that he seems to know, as we do, that his freedom cannot last all that much longer.


Tom’s struggle against growing up becomes most intense when the child must either accept or reject the idea of actions and consequences. We sometimes think that children do not really fear death for they cannot conceptualize it; otherwise they would not do the many dangerous things they do. But of course children fear death and all its symbols. Ghosts and monsters under the bed are for them serious matters. And like adults, they create powerful magical symbols and devices to ward them off. The magic—Tom Sawyer is filled with it—gives the child the power to disconnect all material causes and effects in order to overleap the bounds between the natural and the supernatural. Children have their ways of emulating the great literary and popular adventure heroes of Western civilization—creatures who cannot really die. Only those who fear death as much as children do can invest so much imagination in such undying heroes. Hence the famous cave episode, where every moment is like that in the adventure of those beloved heroes.


This same childhood sense of being able to survive all deadly consequences is portrayed in one of the novel’s funniest episodes, when Tom, Joe, and Huck arise from the dead and show up at their own funeral. That episode brings together in a tour de force the theme of magical power over death in the child’s adventurous mind with Twain’s satire of Christianity. Twain pushes the children’s game and their own pretended death in front of an audience deeply committed to its own adult version of power over death. After the mourning villagers sing the hymn “I am the Resurrection and the Life” and listen to a tender sermon on their cherished children, all under the spiritual protection of the resurrected God, they are then treated to a “real” resurrection. How much more wonderful it seems that this time it is not the resurrection of Christ that is most important, but that of the village’s beloved bad boys. Behind this, as behind the whitewashing of the fence, lies trickery, in this case, a necessary deceit finally revealed. But it is wonderful trickery and, also as in the whitewashing episode, in fact makes everyone happy. When later Tom discovers that, indeed, Aunt Polly’s feelings were hurt when she realized that Tom had lied to her in carrying out his escapade, he repairs the damage with what else but another lie. It is a beautiful, touching lie in the service of love.


Twain portrays the love of Tom for his grouchy Aunt Polly without false sentimentality. That is why he confirms Tom’s love with the power of what we might call a sincere lie. Tom’s lovesickness over Becky, however, is another matter. His pathos and grand gestures of the dying lover are false because they are made up of large adult lies. In this Twain shows Tom not as the loving liar but as someone who has believed too many conventional, fictitious ways to embody genuine feelings in the first stirrings of sexuality. Even in this gentle satire of adult romantic exaggeration played out by the child, Twain furthers the theme of Tom imagining the triumph over death, even when he wishes only to use death for dramatic effect in the expression of his passion:


The boy’s soul was steeped in melancholy; his feelings were in happy accord with his surroundings. He sat long with his elbows on his knees and his chin in his hands, meditating. It seemed to him that life was but a trouble at best, and he more than half envied Jimmy Hodges, so lately released; it must be very peaceful, he thought, to lie and slumber and dream forever and ever, with the wind whispering through the trees and caressing the grass and the flowers over the grave, and nothing to bother and grieve about, ever any more. If he only had a clean Sunday-school record he could be willing to go, and be done with it all. Now as to this girl. What had he done? Nothing. He had meant the best in the world, and been treated like a dog—like a very dog. She would be sorry someday—maybe when it was too late. Ah, if he could only die temporarily!


Tom’s self-conscious childish fantasy is not unlike the power that Christ himself accords to children, and what we may recall, with respect, as the dream of Christian immortality. Christ did indeed preach that we must become as children in order to believe in what Tertullian, one of the most brilliant of church fathers, called an absurdity turned into a glorious paradox, so far beyond belief that it can compel belief. Everything in this idea speaks against the best traditions of Western logic, but nearly everything in childhood speaks against them too. Tom has, of course, an earnest Judeo-Protestant sense of moral accountability engraved in his Sunday-school record, which obviously shows him to be in arrears. But the childish and delightful part of Tom appears in his laughable lovesickness and attraction to absurdity. That Tom wants to die for mere effect in the saga of his puppy love does not make the passage any less a child’s version of the exalted desire to transfigure oneself in death, whether the purpose is to win eternal life or just the devotion of little Becky’s heart.


One of the most striking instances of Tom’s quick transition from child to adult for just a moment and then back to child again occurs in another confrontation with the idea of punishment and death. Tom seems at one point to be the sole inhabitant of St. Petersburg, Missouri, who has not embraced religion. Even—horror of horrors—that free spirit Huckleberry Finn has taken to quoting Scripture. Huck will soon get over this momentary weakness, but the danger all around him terrifies Tom:


There had been a “revival,” and everybody had “got religion,” not only the adults, but even the boys and girls. Tom went about, hoping against hope for the sight of one blessed sinful face, but disappointment crossed him everywhere. He found Joe Harper studying a Testament, and turned sadly away from the depressing spectacle. He sought Ben Rogers, and found him visiting the poor with a basket of tracts. He hunted up Jim Hollis, who called his attention to the precious blessing of his late measles as a warning. Every boy he encountered added another ton to his depression; and when, in desperation, he flew for refuge at last to the bosom of Huckleberry Finn and was received with a Scriptural quotation, his heart broke and he crept home and to bed realizing that he alone of all the town was lost, forever and forever.


Tom does not assume that everyone else is wrong and he is right. Quite the contrary. Twain portrays his sense of guilty isolation only to show us, as he tries to hold off the adult world, how he teeters on the abysmal edge of Christian guilt. Fortunately, this vague sense of guilt moves gradually backward into a primordial sense of transgression, finally cleared away by the most spirited part of the child’s imagination: the faith that literally everything is escapable. Seeing himself now as the only one not caught in Christian spiritual rebirth, he comes to his own imaginative aid:


And that night there came a terrific storm, with driving rain, awful claps of thunder, and blinding sheets of lightning. He covered his head with the bedclothes and waited in a horror of suspense for his doom; for he had not the shadow of a doubt that all this hubbub was about him. He believed he had taxed the forbearance of the powers above to the extremity of endurance and that this was the result. It might have seemed to him a waste of pomp and ammunition to kill a bug with a battery of artillery, but there seemed nothing incongruous about the getting up such an expensive thunderstorm as this to knock the turf from under an insect like himself.


By and by the tempest spent itself and died without accomplishing its object. The boy’s first impulse was to be grateful, and reform. His second was to wait—for there might not be any more storms.


One of the most lovable parts of Tom is that “second impulse,” the more spirited and spiritual one, which thinks there “might not be any more storms.” This is the child who leaps over institutionalized faith back to faith in himself as a clever and lucky survivor. Part of the reason he survives is that he still has a religious sense of the universe as a collection of powers, not organized by an anthropomorphic patriarch. Tom knows that his dead frogs and cats, magic amulets, and abracadabra are more than a match for such ancient pre-Christian powers. Unlike those who are caught in the grip of the menacing parents that represent God, Tom’s orphan state is his imaginative blessing. Unlike his English literary orphan cousins, Tom is provided with no surrogate father, nor is he looking for one. The thundering menace of the great Judeo-Christian Father who will eventually take hold of him is to be avoided as long as possible, and we find ourselves cheering him on. Tom staggers on the edge of the world of consequences into which his friends have fallen. But one more time— and how many more can there be?—he successfully resists and we breathe with a sigh of relief as he gets away.


Some of the best parts of Tom Sawyer come from Twain’s amusement with religion, especially when he portrays sympathetically the primitive superstition of the boys in little St. Petersburg, where they view death and warts as equally important menaces. The important death of Injun Joe, however, points us to another important subject in Twain’s novels—the bedeviling problem that comes with the pleasures of all of us living together—whites, African Americans, Native Americans, and many other races and mixtures of races. This is our American problem, the problem of race, our perennial and sometimes murderous American problem. The death of Injun Joe may help us to see, however, how some of the communal fun in the novel is born of that which has been obscured in contemporary cultural politics—Twain’s disgust with racial hatred.


The Racial Question


Although both Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn have been popular from the first day of their publication, these books have not had and probably never will have universal approval. From the 1870s to the present, one or another group has tried to remove Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn from schools and libraries. In the last century, the majority of these censors were pedagogues, preachers, and other protectors of American goodness. Many of them have thought that Twain’s novels set a bad example for little boys and girls. Others with more fire in their eyes see these novels in an even more terrible light—as the literary spewings of the Anti-Christ. That some hold a bad opinion of these novels is one thing. That they try to keep others from reading them is quite another. Fortunately, pedagogues and preachers have never been able to keep Tom Sawyer out of our hands. Too many people love the joyousness in Tom Sawyer and the deep understanding of American experience in Huckleberry Finn. More recently, however, the attack upon Tom Sawyer has come not only from religious censors but also from the secular, ethnic world of America’s minorities. Some think that the intended murder in the novel with which we should be most concerned is not that of Tom but that of Injun Joe, victim of a cultural murder similar to that imagined by some in the representation of Jim the slave in Huckleberry Finn. The portrayal of the half-breed and the mere sound of the word nigger are viewed as attempts to fix whole peoples, indeed to destroy their humanity, with the oppressive implications of names.


Of course we all resist being stereotyped, and how much more so when the stereotypes are demeaning. In the case of minority peoples, these stereotypes must be taken seriously, for they have been materially involved with discrimination, oppression, hate, murder, rape, and, in some cases, attempted racial extermination. No book, however brilliant, involved in a pattern of thought that lends itself to such horror is worth defending. There are passages in some of the writings of Mark Twain that we may find outrageous today. They are directed at Anglo-Saxons, African Americans, Native Americans, feminists, and, in his misanthropic old age, the entire ridiculous human race. These passages are often painful to read, especially because we know that Twain also writes as an anti-racist. At one time or another, Mark Twain certainly had something mean to say about everyone and everything. Tom Sawyer, however, should not need a defense. It is not part of any oppressive, ideological pattern of hate. On the contrary, its particular celebration of life speaks against it. But since the charge has been brought that the novel breeds racism and since some parents keep their children from reading this book, the charge must be addressed. Not to be sensitive, as we read one of the best of all American stories, to the concerns of fellow citizens, especially those whose race is portrayed in the novel, is to ignore the lessons of our history, but to ignore the obvious anti-racism in Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn is another way to be insensitive.


Elementary matters should be dismissed first. We know that there were actual persons of mixed race who could be associated with the fictional Injun Joe. This is to assume no more than that there were actual white men who could be associated with filthy-mouthed, bank-robbing cowboy murderers. One reason why America is a wonderful country is because it is a place where every human being, regardless of race, color, gender, or creed, has the inalienable right to be rotten to the core, and Americans of every size, shape, and color have successfully exercised that God-given right. So anyone who imagines that art can continue without involving bad people of all identifiable racial or ethnic types, does not live in America but in fantasy land. The more interesting question is whether or not any child reading about Injun Joe contracts the idea that all persons of mixed race are like Injun Joe, or that the Native American child reader would be emotionally damaged by thinking that Injun Joe is his only available literary reflection. This is a concern similar to that of those who think that African-American children have bad cultural memories pushed to the fore with the use of the word nigger, the single word evoking for all of us the worst parts of our national history. We often hear it said by those who defend Twain’s novels that minority objections to its images and language are actually insulting to African Americans or to Native Americans. We should not assume, it is urged, that persons of minority race and those who have suffered in history are not sophisticated enough to read with historical consciousness, aware of changing contexts and mental habits, and aware that derogatory words in a story should not negate its other beneficent effects. Still, we must be careful, even as we defend Tom Sawyer, to avoid declaring what is and is not an insult to someone else. The only persons who should explain what may or may not be offensive to them are the persons who feel offended.


There is someone, however, who, in all this controversy over racial epithets and stereotypes in the novel, is certainly underestimated and that is the child reader, which is all the more ironic in that Tom Sawyer shows us the superior elements of childhood imagination. Since we have all been children, we all have some authority to speak about him or her. Any child who reads this book with delight must become, in a serious way, all the characters. He must be Injun Joe as well as Tom and Huck and Aunt Polly and Becky. He must be Injun Joe to enjoy the thrill of villainy and Tom to enjoy escaping from villainy. Most important in the novel is that Twain leads his reader, adult or child, to see that Tom and Injun Joe are connected, beyond all racial feelings or words, by decent human feelings. When Tom imagines Injun Joe dying in the cave, we come upon both touching and amusing passages that should argue anyone out of the idea that the fictional Injun Joe is dangerous to American egalitarian principles:


When the cave door was unlocked, a sorrowful sight presented itself in the dim twilight of the place. Injun Joe lay stretched upon the ground, dead, with his face close to the crack of the door, as if his longing eyes had been fixed, to the latest moment, upon the light and the cheer of the free world outside. Tom was touched, for he knew by his own experience how this wretch had suffered. His pity was moved, but nevertheless he felt an abounding sense of relief and security, now, which revealed to him in a degree which he had not fully appreciated before how vast a weight of dread had been lying upon him since the day he lifted his voice against this bloody-minded outcast.


This paragraph opens with the simple fact of Injun Joe’s body imagined in the moments just before death and the simple evocation of what any reader can imagine—someone trapped in a hopeless situation whose “eyes had been fixed, to the latest moment, upon the light and the cheer of the free world outside.” Injun Joe, who has emerged brutalized by circumstance, by oppression and vice, and by his own temperament, we see here as a tortured man cut off from the world. He takes shape before us simply as someone trying to hold on to his life. He is confirmed in the best way as a human being by the kindest hearted boy in all literature, Tom, his intended victim, who is “touched” by what he can imagine was the pain of Injun Joe in his last moments. Tom, like Twain himself, saw no value in suffering. This is the Tom who substitutes for Becky in the required beating by their teacher as punishment for the discovered anatomy picture of a naked man. He is mercilessly whipped by the schoolmaster Mr. Dobbins, but not as a salvational Christ-like child, simply as a little boy whose mind is uncluttered by abstraction, doing an heroic, manly thing because he cannot bear the pain of watching others suffer. This is the Tom who, when he learns how he has deeply hurt Aunt Polly by the lies he had to tell to remain hidden, is also moved by her pain and lies again to make her feel better. If the child reader becomes all the characters, then in being Tom and, especially at this moment, in being Injun Joe, the child will understand emotionally how stereotypes are only stereotypes better than many school-books could explain it. That such a half-breed is a plausible character in the then-southwestern town of St. Petersburg, Missouri, is made clear by historical fact. Twain both uses Injun Joe as a character and also humanizes him in Tom’s imagination as a real, suffering human being. Because Twain is intellectually honest, he does not indulge in hypocrisy by making Tom sorry that Injun Joe is dead. Tom is in fact quite content, as any child would be, that the villain, the monster, or the ghost is gone.


Twain then goes on to satirize the mentality that lies behind most cultural image-making. For, lo and behold, Injun Joe is turned from sinner into saint. It was discovered that Injun Joe had tried with a hollowed stone to collect water to drink from a dripping stalactite, trying to catch “the precious drop that fell once in every three minutes with the dreary regularity of a clock tick—a dessert-spoonful once in four and twenty hours.” With florid rhetoric, our narrator imitates the search for sublime meanings of human experience and turns that little drop of water into a connecting image:


That drop was falling when the Pyramids were new; when Troy fell; when the foundations of Rome were laid; when Christ was crucified; when the Conqueror created the British Empire; when Columbus sailed; when the massacre at Lexington was “news.”


This thumping exhortation turns into a description of how the place where Injun Joe breathed his last becomes a kind of shrine to the glorious mystery of humanity in time:


 . . . to this day the tourist stares longest at that pathetic stone and that slow-dropping water when he comes to see the wonders of McDougals Cave. Injun Joe’s cup stands first in the list of the cavern’s marvels; even “Aladdin’s Palace” cannot rival it.


Injun Joe the man then disappears into a secular meditation on humanity as some kind of vague life force. Twain has a great deal of fun here at the expense of all those who turn human beings into symbols. So even this glorification of Injun Joe, whose drop of water links him to the Pyramids, to Christ, and to the Battle of Lexington, is to be seen for what exactly it is—pompous mindlessness. To emphasize his realistic grasp of human beings and their potential transformation into masks, caricatures, and heroes, Twain must also eliminate any false sentimentality about Injun Joe. Feeling good about a bad man like Injun Joe can dehumanize him just as much as racial stereotypes can demonize him. In the case cited by Twain, poor Injun Joe disappears into vapid sentimentality. His death and funeral, Twain goes on to say:


stopped the further growth of one thing—the petition to the governor for Injun Joe’s pardon. The petition had been largely signed; many tearful and eloquent meetings had been held, and a committee of sappy women been appointed to go in deep mourning and wail around the governor, and implore him to be a merciful ass and trample his duty underfoot. Injun Joe was believed to have killed five citizens of the village, but what of that? If he had been Satan himself there would have been plenty of weaklings ready to scribble their names to a pardon petition, and drip a tear on it from their permanently impaired and leaky waterworks.


This sentimentality strips Injun Joe of that inalienable right previously mentioned—the right to be a rotten murderer, like every other rotten murderer, be he or she Protestant or Catholic, white or black, Native American or someone just off the boat from someplace else. Misplaced sentiment strips the community at large of common sense and kills Injun Joe with kindness. Any notion of him as a reflection of a real human being can be expunged both by racists who are knaves and abstract sentimentalists who are fools. Such knaves and fools will always have trouble with funny, satirical, honest books like Tom Sawyer, because authors like Mark Twain strongly dislike the manipulation of the mind carried out by ideas too sacred or abstract. Above all, what Twain sees in the abstractly sacred is a threat to intelligence. One of the joys in Tom Sawyer for both the child and the adult lies precisely in the possibility of intelligence in both Tom Sawyer and Injun Joe.


All the characters in good stories have what represents a real life in our imagination. When Injun Joe, though at first a stock villain, is turned into a real human being and then back into a cultural and political symbol, Twain anticipates the criticism of those who would keep children from reading his book. He has disarmed that criticism by showing how symbol makers can manipulate the humanity in men like Injun Joe in ways that he as a novelist never does. Holden Caulfield in The Catcher in the Rye (1951), a literary descendant of Tom Sawyer, understands this when he says at the end of his novel, “Don’t ever tell anybody anything. If you do, you start missing everybody.” What he means is that in a story that is essentially true even your enemies become dear to you because they become real. When a writer tells a good and moral story like Tom Sawyer, everyone in it comes alive, even the stock characters, and everyone becomes, in a strange way, cherished, because they partake of the reality and the truth of the whole story.
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