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CAN WE LEARN TO ARGUE? HUCKLEBERRY FINN 
AND LITERARY DISCIPLINE 

BY HOWARD HORWITZ 

I. BLAME IT, IT'S A RIDDLE 

Soon after a steamboat plows over the raft carrying Huckleberry 
Finn and Jim down the Mississippi, separating the two runaways, 
Huck meets up with the Grangerfords. The Grangerfords assure 
themselves that Huck is no Shepardson, and then assign him to the 
care of their son Buck. The boys retire to Buck's room, whereupon 
Buck promptly asks Huck "where Moses was when the candle went 
out." When Huck says he doesn't know, Buck insists that he guess. 

"How'm I going to guess," says I, "when I never heard tell about 
it before?" 

"But you can guess, can't you? It's just as easy." 
"Which candle?" I says. 
"Why, any candle," he says. 
"I don't know where he was," says I; "where was he?" 
"Why he was in the dark! That's where he was!" 
"Well, if you knowed where he was, what did you ask me for?" 
"Why, blame it, it's a riddle, don't you see?"' 

As do many scenes in Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, this exchange 
displays Huck's ignorance of his culture's conventions. Huck under- 
standably believes that Buck's question concerns Moses's where- 
abouts when the candle goes out, not lighting conditions. In thus 
mistaking the context of Buck's question, Huck is like anyone 
stumped by a riddle until hearing the punchline. Huck, however, is 
unfamiliar with the category of the riddle and does not realize he has 
heard one even when Buck delivers the punchline. Huck therefore 
cannot fathom the point of Buck's question. Why would Buck inquire 
where Moses was if he already knows? 

Well blame it Huck, it's a riddle! Riddles are not meant to elicit 
information. Although having the form of a question, riddles are a 
different kind of speech act: a demonstration, a claim, a reassurance. 
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Riddles (like most jokes) are signs that the speaker is able to 

manipulate the contexts in which specific words refer. Telling this 
riddle, which silently shifts the reference of the adverb "where" from 
a place to a condition, displays to Buck his command of linguistic 
conventions. The act reminds him that he is culturally literate. 

No doubt Huck's ignorance is necessary to this effect, as the 
audience's response to a riddle always is. Were I to figure out one of 
my eight-year old son's riddles, he would feel diminished. The 
audience's pleasure at the punchline is really its admiration for the 
teller's cultural literacy; understanding how riddles work, the audi- 
ence appreciates the competence required to tell one. Therefore the 
audience's pleasure at the riddle confirms not just the teller's literacy 
but also its own. The audience shares the joke, even though (or 
perhaps because) it did not guess the specific punchline, for the joke 
really concerns the ability of members of a community to negotiate 
and adapt its conventions. 

Huck, of course, is a frustrating audience. He is irritated by Buck's 
riddle because he cannot conceive of a question not meant to elicit 
information; to him, a speech act taking the form of a question can 
function only as a question. Buck is, in turn, initially irritated by 
Huck's response, but he straightway sees in Huck's bafflement an 

opportunity to instruct Huck in how to be a boy. Buck teaches by 
displaying his own competence in adolescence. He insists that Huck 

stay forever and join him in not attending school, in appreciating how 
well he has trained his dog to fetch, in not "combing up" (109) on 

Sundays, and in finding ways to avoid wearing britches. Huck's 
apparent ignorance makes him, finally, an ideal audience for Buck's 
self-performance. 

The relations between Buck and Huck in this episode are invidi- 
ous and didactic. They are indeed disciplinary, as we now use the 
word following Michel Foucault, meaning "procedures of individual- 
ization," the "modes by which ... human beings are made subjects."2 
The scene of instruction following Buck's riddle helps produce the 

subjectivity of both boys. Huck, the novitiate, receives a lesson in the 

range of expectations he should bring to future linguistic exchanges 
and thus in his basic experience of himself. Correspondingly, Buck 
receives and confirms his sense of himself by envisioning further 
instruction of Huck. The episode presents the production of subjec- 

tivity as specifically literary. Huck must be instructed-and Buck 
must anticipate himself instructing Huck-in how to apprehend 
riddles, which is to say, in how to exploit linguistic contexts. The other 
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activities in which Buck foresees instructing Huck are likewise 

interpretive, concerning when formal attire can be eschewed and 
how animals respond to sounds and gestures. 

This exchange is utterly typical of Huckleberry Finn. The instruc- 
tion Huck continually receives in how to conduct himself tends to be 
instruction in what we should call literary discipline. To be "sivilized," 
Huck must learn to await prayer before a meal and to recognize that 
the prayers are not just "grumbling" about the quality of the food, as 
he initially thinks; and he must learn that meals consist of separate 
portions, without all the ingredients cooked together (2). Whether or 
not Huck endorses such distinctions, he must recognize them. These 
are symbolic instances of literacy, but the novel is full of more 
obvious ones. Huck must learn when and how to pray (Huck thinks 
one prays for useful items like fishing equipment [12]), when $1 can 
stand for $6,000 (the fiction by which Judge Thatcher protects Huck's 
reward money from Pap [19]), how to regard literary figures like the 
Count of Monte Cristo, how to interpret ghost stories, dreams, and 
"signs" (like the presence of snakeskins), and how to interpret and 
indeed use texts like adventure books, histories, Shakespearean 
drama, sentimental poetry, and the Bible. Characters in this novel 

(like the rest of us) understand themselves largely through the way 
they apprehend such narratives and, more generally, experience 
signs. 

As we see in the episode concerning Buck's riddle, this aesthetic 
constitution of the self, let us call it, structures and evolves through 
social interactions. Mark Twain parodies this condition of identity in 
Tom Sawyer's recycling of adventure stories, his adherence to his 
"authorities," especially in the closing chapters when, in the name of 
adventure and style, Tom subjects Jim to unconscionable cruelty. 
Nevertheless, Mark Twain offers no obvious alternative to literary 
discipline. When Huck debates with himself in chapter 31 whether to 
rescue Jim or to inform Miss Watson of Jim's whereabouts, he does so 

wholly within the frame of the two most prominent social narratives 
in the novel, the Bible and slavery.3 Huck's exclamation about going 
to hell when he tears up his letter to Miss Watson, followed by his 
determination instead to "steal Jim out of slavery again" (235), 
indicates how deeply he has internalized his community's interpreta- 
tion of scripture and of civil and property rights. Such ideas, and 
numerous others, so frame Huck's experience of himself that he 
reaffirms their premises even as he disobeys them. Even the action 
that initiates the novel's narrative of liberation-setting Huck on the 
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river to escape, it is often said, the confines of convention while Jim 

escapes slavery-exemplifies literary discipline. When Huck flees 

Pap's brutal regime by lying down in a canoe and setting it afloat 
downriver, he is reenacting Moses's salvation, despite having earlier 
announced skepticism of the story of Moses and the Bulrushers 
because he "don't take no stock in dead people" (2). Huck has so 

deeply internalized this parable that he restages it unconsciously. 
This novel's tendency to evince the interpretive character of 

subjectivization anticipates the controversy that has consistently 
surrounded it.4 Contemporary scholars still follow Lionel Trilling in 

asking whether this novel reinforces or frees readers from the hold of 
convention, from values they have internalized. Huckleberry Finn, I 
have thus far been suggesting, asks a more general form of this 

question: what is the nature and effect of literary discipline? My 
phrasing may sound too presciently poststructuralist, but it was 

precisely the one Mark Twain's contemporaries raised about the 
function of literature and, even more crucially, literary study. Literary 
studies emerged as a formal discipline, recognizably professional, 
toward the end of the nineteenth century. Advocates of so-called 
modern, scientific literary study, who established the Modern Lan- 

guage Association in 1883, proclaimed that their main objective was 
to produce a particular kind of reader; they would cultivate in 
students what they called mental discipline or literary discipline.5 
Readers possessed of mental discipline would be better citizens 
because freed from the dominion of habit and culture. If contempo- 

rary debates about Huckleberry Finn reformulate this ideal in a 
different idiom, the novel itself repudiates it as ludicrously impos- 
sible, albeit indispensable. Discipline enslaves, Twain believed, (and 
his modern readers agree,) but the only condition that might qualify 
as freedom is a laughable fantasy. 

II. INDIRECTION AND IRONY 

Even in so small a moment as when the Grangerfords inspect 
Huck to determine that there "'ain't any Shepardson about him"' 

(107), Huckleberry Finn routinely presents characters with the 
problem of how to interpret texts. In this case, the text is Huck's 

physiognomy and clothing. The Grangerfords interpret Huck's ap- 
pearance as Huck interprets Buck's riddle-formalistically, supposing 
the meaning of a text to be transparent in its form. If a speech act 
resembles a question, it is a question; if a boy doesn't look like a 

Shepardson, he is not an enemy. When Huck early on has trouble 
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understanding Tom's adventure games, or when he later has difficulty 
grasping the difference between stealing and borrowing fruit or 
understanding when it is alright to use a pickaxe ("letting on" that it's 
a caseknife) to dig Jim from the cabin imprisoning him on the Phelps 
farm, he too is interpreting formalistically. Why can't the boys just use 
pickaxes and free Jim quickly? 

We applaud Huck's common sense in these instances, but he is 
employing the same model of interpretation as the Concord Public 
Library Committee that in 1885 deemed the novel "coarse and 
inelegant" if not "immoral." Just as Huck cannot comprehend Buck's 
riddle as anything other than a question, for the committee improper 
behavior (smoking, swearing, and lying) can be only improper; if 
Huck does coarse things, he is coarse, and readers will quite 
unawares absorb and imitate the novel's coarseness, as Huck does the 
story of Moses. The book is therefore "not elevating."6 While we 
should of course remember, as Jonathan Arac urges, that the epithet 
"nigger" has long been and remains a degrading, "wounding" word, 
we must also recognize that objections to the novel's frequent use of 
this epithet, and also to its depiction of Jim as accepting the white 
boys' authority to torture him on the Phelps farm, employ the same 
premise as the Concord committee's more readily dismissed, genteel 
objection to Huck's incorrigibility.7 For those raising this objection, 
the prevalence of the racial epithet, especially without express 
criticism of its usage, is prima facie unacceptable. Again, as with 
Huck's view of the riddle, the form of the speech act constitutes its 
meaning. 

Defenses of the book against these objections have advanced a 
different view of how to interpret this novel and literature generally. 
They ask us to appreciate the novel's indirection, specifically its irony, 
with the narrative form and vernacular style overriding the apparent 
face value of its episodes and language. At its publication, Brander 
Matthews and Thomas Sargeant Perry judged Huckleberry Finn high 
art because it exposes hypocrisy indirectly. It "teaches its lessons by 
implication," Perry wrote, and Matthews praised the "self-restraint 
with which Mr. Clemens lets Huck Finn set down, without any 
comment at all," absurdities like the Shepardson-Grangerford feud.8 
The novel has merit because readers must extrapolate any lesson for 
themselves. Trilling's 1948 introduction to the novel's first college 
edition effectively codified this view of the novel. The book's trans- 

gression of genteel morality exposes the limitations of gentility. Its 
irony allows those who read it "thoughtfully" to regard with "irony the 
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assumptions of the respectable morality by which he lives." Huckle- 
berry Finn is thus a "subversive book," because it intimates how an 
individual might "discard... the moral code [one] has always taken 
for granted."9 Its irony constitutes what James M. Cox later called a 
"rebellion in form," enabling what Henry Nash Smith called "fidelity 
to the uncoerced self."'1 

We can see that both approaches to interpreting this novel take for 
granted an analogy between signification and readers' subjectivity. 
The Concord committee's formalism has a clear ontological analogue: 
the reader will imitate the text, becoming its image. Just as represen- 
tations of coarse behavior can mean nothing other than coarseness, 
readers of coarse representations become coarse. Similarly, objec- 
tions to the novel's presentation of race assume that readers who 
encounter racist language and characterizations will be unable to 
envision alternatives to bigotry. If in the formalistic approach repre- 
sentations instill and cement customary associations, in the ironic 
approach representation undermines them. The indirection of Twain's 
writing, whereby words work against their conventional meanings, 
releases the interpreting self from its habitual identifications. 

Those who censure the book do so precisely because they believe 
it fails to have this effect. The ironical approach, in contrast, 
interprets Huckleberry Finn's apparent racism as a corrective to 
racism. Many still argue, following Trilling, that Huck's "sympathy" 
for Jim overcomes the boy's trained instinct to treat the man as his 
natural inferior, and thus Huck can determine to steal him out of 
slavery."1 Leo Marx discovered in this "revolutionary doctrine of 
fraternity" "a total repudiation of an oppressive society."'12 Huck's 
failure to sustain this ideal ironically signals the moral imperative to 
pursue it. Tom's cruel burlesque on the Phelps farm, Cox wrote in 
1966, exposes him as the "embodiment of the complacent moral 
sentiment on which the reader has relied throughout the book"; we in 
turn realize that "Tom is doing at the ending what we have been 
doing throughout the book," deriving pleasure from human suffering. 
Thus the racism of the plot's details-and by analogy our moral 
comfort-is, for Cox, inverted, turned against itself.13 

So too, in the view of many, is the minstrelsy of Jim's characteriza- 
tion. Even in the seminal critique of Jim's portrayal, Ralph Ellison 
observed that "from behind this stereotype mask . . . we see Jim's 
dignity and human capacity-and Twain's complexity-emerge."'14 
David L. Smith put the point succinctly: Jim's actions demonstrate 
"that Jim is not 'the Negro.' Jim is Jim."'5 On this view, the character- 
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ization of Jim helps us to imagine the capacity of individuals to escape 
stereotype, to act from experience not determined by precept, by 
culture. This effect does not negate the book's evident minstrelsy, but 
results instead because the novel's debt to minstrelsy and more 
generally to racialist discourse is so palpable. The novel's "subtlety," 
Smith writes, makes us aware of our culture's "mystification of race," 
even if readers have managed to resist this lesson. Ellison, similarly, 
while maintaining that African-American readers must inevitably 
remain uncomfortable with Jim's portrayal, suggested also that the 
"ambiguities" of that portrayal might induce "ambivalence" in white 
readers, which, if they can resist repressing it, might lead them to 
become aware of their "moral identification with [their] own acts."16 

According to these dialectical readings, the novel weakens our 
commitment to phenomena like racial discourse precisely by con- 
fronting us with the depth of those commitments. Through this 
critical lens, the novel performs a similar operation upon the racial 
epithet. Scholars recognize that Huck's own use of the epithet 
remains denigrating, because reflexive. For example, directly after 
Huck reaches the Phelps plantation, Tom's Aunt Sally mistakes him 
for Tom. Pliable as usual, Huck is happy to be welcomed, but now, 
unaware of which "Tom" he is supposed to be, he must troll for a 
convincing lie to explain his apparent delay in arriving. He blurts out 
that his steamboat suffered an explosion. When Aunt Sally inquires if 
anyone was hurt, Huck replies, "No'm. Killed a nigger" (243). 
Although manipulating Aunt Sally by this lie, Huck does not question 
its premise. Nor does he question Tom's use of the racial epithet 
when Tom explains why he is willing to compromise slightly his 
obedience to his authorities and not require Jim to saw his leg off 
while escaping. "'Jim's a nigger and wouldn't understand the reasons 
for it, and how it's the custom in Europe; so we'll let it go"' (264). If 
these instances typify usage of the racial epithet in the novel, 
nonetheless, in the ironic reading, the novel sensitizes readers to the 
epithet's degrading effects precisely because they encounter it un- 
adulterated. For Shelley Fisher Fishkin, the novel's unmitigated 
repetition of the epithet contributes to the irony that "leaves the 
reader reeling.""7 On this account, the novel's irony weakens ordinary 
linguistic associations. Huckleberry Finn, then, subverts cultural 
values even if Huck's adventures do not have this effect on him. This 
is the thrust of Fishkin's celebrated thesis in Was Huck Black? that 
Huck's colloquial voice is that of Jimmy; the American voice is 
African-American, even if the national voice and the narrative 
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bearing it repress this fact.'" The novel's voice modifies our relation 
to national identity. 

Such attenuation of cultural identity is the thrust as well of 
arguments esteeming the novel's most profound subtlety, its exposure 
of our nation's contradictions regarding race, identity, and what Myra 
Jehlen has called "the ideal of individual freedom." The "absolute 
freedom" that Huck desires requires compromise of either Jim's 
freedom or his own in protecting Jim's; individual freedom conflicts 
in this novel with "social responsibilities." Jehlen judges Huckleberry 
Finn "peculiarly unsettling," because it "stands witness to the impos- 
sibility of any acceptable resolution" to these contradictions."9 The 
novel's unremitting immersion in contradictions makes it what Eric 
Lott calls "immanent criticism." Lott traces Twain's "ambivalence" 
toward African-Americans; he recognized the curtailment of their 
rights and opportunities but also understood the satisfaction whites 
derive from their disadvantage, as exemplified in the popularity of 
minstrel representations. Huckleberry Finn's "simultaneous inhab- 
itance and critique" of these pleasures show readers "how implicated 
we remain in the contradictions of North American racial life." The 
novel is therefore not just unsettling but "unassimilable," even 
"unteachable."20 More broadly, Evan Carton argues that the novel 
discloses a fundamental "instability" in literary identity. Twain ex- 
posed the lie underlying American myths, like the myths of freedom 
and equal opportunity, but also recognized that literary performance 
is structured upon a lie. The burlesque closing chapters "indict ... 
[Twain's] own novelistic enterprise." They depend upon the lie they 
expose, Tom's secret knowledge of Jim's manumission. Readers thus 
glimpse "the paradox of [Twain's] identity as social critic and truth 
teller" and, by extension, the way Americans daily tolerate lies about 
equity and justice.21 

The effect of the novel, for these critics, is what Jehlen calls 
"dissonance." We now recognize an "ambivalence" about matters like 
race and identity that we previously repressed.22 Such arguments 
about the novel's exposure of the contradictions of American identity 
radicalize earlier praise of the novel. Matthews and Perry found 
social critique emerging from its narrative indirection. Trilling fore- 
saw deliverance of the individual through the exorcism of convention, 
when the individual's relation to culture is made indirect. Jehlen, 
Lott, and Carton value the book for destabilizing key categories, like 
identity, and therefore warning readers against hypostatizing that 
(identity, values) which is contingent. These views are more subtle 
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than Trilling's idea that the reader, like at some moments Huck, can 
"discard" inveterate values like racism. They nonetheless share a 
basic premise: good literature, immanent criticism (whether or not 

Huckleberry Finn qualifies), weakens the dominion of culture and 
habit. Perhaps no simple catharsis issues from Huckleberry Finn's 
exposure of the contradictions that constitute us as well as our 
culture.23 Yet the dissonance/ambivalence is after all a form of 
exorcism, abating ordinary identifications. The book is "valuable" 
because it "grate[s] on our nerves." In "glimps[ing] the heart of 
national darkness," Jehlen concludes, the novel may show us how 
better "to see in the dark.'"24 

III. DISCIPLINE, FREEDOM, AND CITIZENSHIP 

Critics locate the value of Huckleberry Finn in the way its irony 
destabilizes what Raymond Williams called structures of feeling, 
making immanent criticism possible.25 A comparable emphasis on 
indirection-and also on its liberalizing effect-lies at the foundation 
of modern literary studies. Richard Ohmann, Michael Warner, Wallace 
Douglas, David Shumway, and Gerald Graff have astutely examined 
the emergence since about 1860 of our discipline.26 Though, as Graff 
details, generalists and classicists resisted modern language and 
literary studies, nevertheless both camps proclaimed similar goals: to 
develop through their rival methods what they called "mental disci- 

pline," a term that appears in every methodological essay and literary 
textbook of the period. Wallace Douglas derides this idea as an 
advertising effort to "create an academic reputation." Yet "mental 
discipline" was no promotional coinage; it derived from the classical 
Greek idea of mental gymnastic and had long been the aim of 
education in rhetoric and the classics. In the nineteenth century, 
writers as prominent as J. S. Mill and Herbert Spencer deemed 
mental discipline the aim of education generally.27 The term encap- 
sulates the reasons that humanists (and academics generally) came to 
call their fields disciplines rather than, say, guilds. The ideals attend- 

ing the idea of mental discipline allowed scholars to contend, as 
Horace Scudder wrote, that literary study helps "make good Ameri- 
can citizens."28 

Exponents of modern literary study believed that classical peda- 
gogy, with its emphasis on memorization and recitation, whose 
tedium was well documented, produced inadequate discipline in 
students. Memorizing vocabulary and rules of grammar affords what 
James Garnett of the University of Virginia called "formal discipline," 
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little more than obedience to rules.29 Twain himself parodied this 
aspect of traditional pedagogy in an 1887 essay, "English as She Is 
Taught," which purports to reprint student writing. Students seem 
adept at memorizing passages or rules but utterly unable to apply 
them. Here's one example: "A circle is a round straight line with a 
hole in the middle." This definition is technically correct, but 
contextually absurd. Other examples work in similar fashion. "Parallel 
lines are lines that can never meet until they run together"; "Russia is 
very cold and tyrannical." Twain concludes that students are "as glib 
as parrots with the 'rules,' but [cannot] reason out a single rule or 
explain the principle underlying it. Their memories had been stocked, 
but not their understandings."30 

Defenders of the classical method viewed recitation as a means to 
mental discipline; they did not of course aim to produce what Twain 
calls here "brickbat culture," whose members cannot fathom the 
rationale for their actions and preferences.3' The scientific camp 
objected that merely formal discipline could scarcely produce any- 
thing else. Traditional study of rhetoric and classical languages, 
according to Richard G. Moulton, Professor of Literary Theory and 
Interpretation at the University of Chicago, made literary materials 
"studies of fact, rather than disciplinary stimulus to the imagina- 
tion."32 With literary study competing for funding with other disci- 
plines, promulgators of what Moulton called "scientific criticism" and 
what the president of the MLA in 1896 called "literary science" 
extended their criticism to mathematics and the natural sciences.33 
The president of Williams College, Franklin Carter, told the MLA in 
1885 that "[i]n processes of mathematics and science it is too often 
fixed rules that [students] follow."34 F. V. N. Painter of Roanoke 
College charged that, as presently pursued, "the study of natural 
science consists chiefly in memorizing facts laid down in text-books, 
and possesses but little value as a disciplinary exercise. It does not 
give the manifold discipline" afforded by what Theodore Hunt of 
Princeton University called "critical study" of literature.35 

"Literary discipline" uniquely trains "reasoning, judgement, and 
taste," Garnett asserted, because, as a professor of education at the 
University of Michigan declared, unlike "studies of the scientific 
type," studies of literature and other humanistic fields "affect the 
mind as a whole, involving both thinking and feeling, calling into play 
several distinct modes of intellectual activity, and so producing what 
is known as culture."36 Literary discipline "bring[s] into action almost 
every faculty of our minds" precisely for the reason that literature 
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might seem an unlikely arena for scientific method: its manifestly 
impressionistic quality, which impedes its quantification. This aspect 
of literature was not an obstacle to systematic study but furnished its 
occasion.37 Under the influence of Hippolyte Taine's 1863 History of 
English Literature, Anglo-American literary scholars adopted an 
evolutionary view of literature. The evolutionists viewed literature as 
the expression not of individual genius (or at least not solely of 
genius), but of the character or spirit of a race or nation (with these 
two terms, as was typical of the period, used almost interchange- 
ably).38 They thus conceived literary study as a form of social science. 
What Moulton called "literary morphology," "inquiry into the founda- 
tion of the forms of literature" could analyze the evolution of 
national, racial character and help to improve that character by 
producing the right kind of readers, those possessed of mental 
discipline.39 

Evolutionists in the social sciences sought the type of the nation 
and race. Likewise, literary scholars liked to say that an author like 
William Shakespeare "stands for England and the English type."40 

Scholars resisted the "strict determinism," rendering the individual a 
reflection of national or racial character, that such a view arguably 
implied. Individuals are not mere "types and symbols," remarked 
George Lyman Kittredge of Harvard University, the renowned editor 
of Shakespeare, because persons do not receive impressions "uni- 
formly" and "mechanically."41 The variety of literature proves the 
existence of what the president of the MLA in 1896 called "incalcu- 
lable" personality.42 The distinguishing property of personality was 
the imagination, the faculty that both produces and interprets 
literature. As evolutionists, literary scholars defined the imagination 
not as some sui generis phenomenon but as a principle of variation 
and differentiation, analogous to idiom in language, inflecting the 
materials treated in literature and prior forms of expression. Moulton 
wrote that the imagination is neither mimetic of objects nor self- 
engendering. It "select[s among] conditions of life"; "the creative 
faculty is . . . a sort of lens, focusing human phenomena for better 
observation."43 The imagination focuses phenomena by modifying 
"elements of nature," wrote Charles Mills Gayley, long-time depart- 
ment chair at the University of California, Berkeley. The artist 
thereby "liberates, emphasizes, and adjusts the properties of his 
material."44 

The operation of the imagination parallels that of linguistic signifi- 
cation-the fundamental mode of literature-which is the real 
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reason that literary study exercises all mental faculties. Scholars made 
a virtue of the fact that literature is not an object found in nature. 
Without invoking their contemporary C. S. Pierce and his work on 
signs, scholars like Barrett Wendell of Harvard University celebrated 
the fact that literature exemplifies the way language consists of 
"arbitrary symbols," "purely arbitrary" "black marks," meaningful 
only conventionally.45 "Signification" is conventional, wrote Kittredge. 
"Words are conventional signs," with "no natural and essential 
meaning," "no character in themselves." Since, as Garnett put it, 
letters are simply signs of sounds, linked to them conventionally 
rather than necessarily, words do not imitate the objects or mental 
states they represent.46 

We nowadays associate such a view with the linguist Ferdinand de 
Saussure. This generation of scholars adapted it from Hugh Blair's 
1783 Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres and George Campbell's 
probably more current Philosophy of Rhetoric (1776).47 Blair wrote 
that "the connexion between words and ideas may, in general, be 
considered as arbitrary and conventional." Campbell observed, simi- 
larly, that "not a natural and necessary, but an artificial and arbitrary 
connexion" "subsisteth between words and things."48 Both Blair and 
Campbell believed that words are to some degree consolidated with 
ideas and objects. Blair felt that language is ideally mimetic: names 
for objects "imitat[e] . . . the nature of the object"; "words [are] 
copies of our ideas." Without speculating on the origins of words, 
Campbell declared that the "habit of associating the sign with the 
thing signified" leads persons to imbue this association with "a 
relation additional," as if signs and ideas are "naturally related to one 
another," related axiomatically, perhaps causally or by "resemblance."49 
Probably following John Locke's view more, American scholars 
insisted upon, and celebrated, the nonmimetic nature of language. 
"Words . . . are neither imitative . . . nor inevitable," asserted 
Wendell.50 Moulton urged scholars to emphasize the way words are 
"associated images" that through convention stand for ideas as, at a 
minimum, "tokens" or, in the ideal, "vital metaphors."5' We must 
therefore always recognize, Kittredge reminded readers, the "essen- 
tially poetical or figurative character of language."'52 

With their emphasis on the arbitrary, figurative character of 
language, these literary scientists sound quite contemporary. We 
might think that their view of signification undermines their evident 
positivism, as they strove to develop morphologies and taxonomies of 
types of literature. It did not. This view of signification constituted 
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their positivism, with its primary goal of inducing mental discipline. 
The nonmimetic, figurative character of language and literature is 
what made literary discipline "a higher discipline," exercising all 
mental faculties, for it requires students to determine the relations 
among disparate terms.53 Since words do not point to or imitate their 
referents, E. H. Babbitt of Columbia University explained, we learn 
about things "by their relations": "two things which look just exactly 
alike may be quite different if they stand in different relations to 
other things." Readers are therefore continually "reasoning out the 
meaning of words from the context." "The pupil is constantly called 
upon to form an opinion of the meaning of a word which he would 
not know if it stood alone, but which he has help to understand ... 
from the context."54 

Literary discipline does not teach "doctrine," then, but cultivates 

competence in the indirection-shifting among contexts-that struc- 
tures symbolization. Literature is the optimal course of study because 
it exemplifies this process. "Representing life," James Russell Lowell 
wrote, literature "teaches, like life, by indirection, by ... nods and 
winks."55 In the essay "How to Tell a Story" (1895), Twain recom- 
mended "humorous" stories over "comic" stories for the same reason. 
Tellers of comic stories shout at you the core or "nub" of the story, 
lest you miss it. "Only an artist can tell" a humorous story, which 
conceals the nub, requiring "the listener [to] be alert."56 By training 
us to adapt to new contexts, which Huck cannot do with Buck's 
riddle, literary discipline enables us to grasp the subtlest nod, wink, 
or nub. It thus cultivated "discrimination," training faculties in 
"recombination of the proximate parts" of an "aggregate." Note that 
discrimination, like its cousin term judgment, is here a resolutely 
practical rather than metaphysical idea. Recombining elements and 

reapplying ideas to diverse contexts, the critical faculty remains 
indebted to, but does not merely recycle, prior forms and tradi- 
tions.57 

The effect of literary discipline is to "liberalize us," as Lowell put 
it in his president's address to the MLA. By sensitizing readers to the 
"diversity" of experience and men's minds, it effects an "enlargement 
of ourselves," with literary study a kind of "foreign travel" that 
broadens sympathy.58 "The ability to assume others' point of view is 
the most valuable equipment that an education can give you," 
declared Benjamin Ide Wheeler, president of the University of 
California at Berkeley, in his 1907 commencement address.59 The 
sheer content of literature accustoms readers to the experience of 
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diverse characters. Perhaps more fundamentally, sympathy is a 
structural byproduct of disciplined reading, which involves discern- 
ing the connections between experience and formal signs. The 
disciplined reader was therefore "cosmopolitan," because possessing 
what Lowell and Franklin Carter called, in their respective MLA 
president's addresses, "manysidedness."60 

Manysidedness was felt to vanquish habit and prejudice, and this 
assault on prejudice, long a staple of a certain (Cartesian) strain of 
western philosophy, introduced a metaphysical idealism into the 
discourse of modern literary science. The prominent critic Edmund 
Clarence Stedman maintained that criticism should not "be tainted 
by private dislike, or by partisanship."61 Surely, however, the disci- 
plined reader is partisan, in the sense of having values and prefer- 
ences. One of the main goals of mental discipline was precisely for 
persons to be able to articulate the rationale for their values. But the 
disciplined "habit of mind" should not be static, Moulton clarified. 
While the disciplined thinker tries to differentiate among types of 
experience and expression, the "static thinker," "possessed by fixed 
ideas, or fixed standards," rigidly assimilates "varied types ... to his 
own conceptions.""62 

Such rigid thinking is prejudice, and we must "strive to master our 
prejudices," wrote Brander Matthews of Columbia University, one of 
Huckleberry Finn's most prominent defenders.63 The problem, how- 
ever, as Wendell lamented, is that "creeds long survive experience."64 
To compensate, literary discipline was often imagined to release 
readers from ordinary habits of thought, which scholars virtually 
equated with the narrower category of prejudice. It seems fair to say 
that literary discipline, because it enhances readers' skill at recom- 
bining elements of experience, promotes "open-mindedness" or 
"keeps the mind flexible," or even that it amounts to "self-discipline," 
with persons practiced at curtailing automatic responses to unfamiliar 
phenomena.65 The idea that the disciplined subject, no longer slave 
to dogma, has been "delivered from all narrowness" is surely melo- 
dramatic but perhaps does not idealize the effect of mental discipline 
upon habit.66 But the ability to curtail prejudice is not the same as 
"complete emancipation from the past." The disciplined subject can 
be said to be, like Trilling's reader, "unfettered by tradition" only if 
the imagination and critical faculty transcend habitual patterns of 
thought rather than recombine them.67 

If discipline involves eschewing the very qualities that constitute a 
cultured self-having a specific (disciplined or imaginative) relation 
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to phenomena, the past, and tradition-then the disciplined subject 
can exist only by not being a subject at all. Yet a good number of 
scholars deemed this idealized mode of being the precondition for 
citizenship. Wheeler reminded audiences that the term "liberal 
education" derives from "freemen's training" in Attica. Liberal educa- 
tion will "free [students] from the bondage of prejudice [and] 
routine," and thus "rescue men from slavery and make them free." 
Liberal studies will thus yield "American freemen," who "initiate" 
and are "independent.'"68 Mental discipline produces what Wendell 
called "sovereign man" and others called "a manhood true, free, 
brave."69 

Perhaps the need to compete with other human science disci- 
plines proliferating in the era led scholars to hyperbole. A few 
scholars consistently termed the ability to exercise faculties and 
negotiate contexts "the discipline of an ordered liberty."'0 Most 
others, however, viewed discipline as "self-activity" exempt from the 
limits of context and transcending convention." The well-trained 
reader inhabits "more ethereal air," Lowell writes, as if the disci- 
plined reader is so elevated, as the Concord Library Committee 
might have wished, that it no longer inhabits a body.72 This logic, 
continued in Trilling's view that Huckleberry Finn frees us from 
convention and habit, or in recent arguments that this novel (or any 
good literary work) unsettles identity and thereby our relation to our 
own convictions, suits the idea that the trained reader is freed from 
prejudice, conceived as any subjective belief. So conceived, the 
disciplined reader of Huckleberry Finn or other literature is freed 
from being oneself. 

IV. ARGUING 

Literary discipline shall make us free, I guess, but we should note 
that such a motto summarizes the force of literary activity in 
Huckleberry Finn. Moses's escape, for example, is a parable of 
salvation from political oppression, specifically racial oppression, and 
generally literary performances in this novel share the structure of 
this parable. The sentimental poems, political allegories like that of 
the Dolphin, stories about robbers, adventure stories like The Count 
of Monte Cristo, the Duke and King's lies about their disenfranchise- 
ment, even parts of the Hamlet monologue that they refashion-all 
relate an escape by someone misunderstood and mistreated.73 

Literary discipline in this novel, however, lacks the ratiocination 
that literary scholars and Twain, in his essay on English education, 
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vested in literary activity. Like Tom's adventure tales, stories in this 
novel serve as internalized authorities governing characters' actions 
and mental processes. They are so profoundly internalized that, while 
we might list the venues at which characters absorb them (school, 
church, the family, decorum, the birch, the overseer's whip), the 
novel rarely depicts the process of inculcation. Few characters- 

perhaps only Huck on the raft-actually read. They simply live out 
their lives according to customary narrative structures, their 
subjectivization complete and irremediable. 

Here surfaces a deep skepticism about the prospects for culture. 
Characters merely regurgitate lessons; they act not of their own 
accord but rather as emblems of the lesson. Tom's relation to his 
authorities exemplifies this phenomenon. We laugh at his inability to 
explain to his cohorts what ransoming is, especially the idea of keeping 
kidnap victims "'till they're ransomed to death"' (10). His devotion to 
his authorities provides the gratuitous occasion and instructions for 
Jim's torture, and proves ludicrously risky to Tom himself, who at 
novel's end proudly displays the bullet he received pursuing his 
adventure fantasies. Tom is as much in control of his authorities as 
anyone in the novel, yet his devotion to them is depicted from the 
outset as laughable and cruel, and finally self-destructive. 

As the Shepardsons and Grangerfords absurdly continue a homi- 
cidal feud whose origin and rationale they cannot recall, this novel 
rebukes not so much the rampant cruelty of culture as its members' 
relation to its values. Whether the novel is being funny, tragic, or 
pitying, its irony concerns characters' utter subjection to the lessons 
they have internalized but do not understand. In this novel, one's 
relation to models-discipline-is irredeemably formal, as Garnett 
employed the term. Wholly possessed by authorities, one might say, 
characters are unable to apply principles in different contexts, to 
recombine principles, to figure out a riddle. This predicament is 
dramatized when Huck and Jim debate first Solomon's wisdom and 
then "speaking Franzy" (87). Each insists that the other does not get 
the "pint" (86) of the Solomon story. In the end, frustrated at Jim's 
refusal to yield to his superior book learning, Huck quits the debate 
exclaiming, "'You can't learn a nigger to argue"' (88). Most readers 
probably judge that Jim wins the argument. Critics like David L. 
Smith, Steven Mailloux, and more recently Jehlen have argued that 
although Jim is culturally ignorant, his syllogisms contending that 
Solomon is cruel and that a Frenchman should speak English like a 
man are "structurally sound." He wins a "rhetorical victory"; his 
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premise is wrong but his logic is "exemplary."74 Yet Huck and Jim 

argue in exactly the same way. Both accept a premise utterly and as 
self-evident, and insist upon it absolutely as the literal lesson, even as 
each insists that the "'pint is down furder"' (86). Each confuses the 
literal for the figural and is capable of neither understanding the 
difference nor reasoning about premises he accepts intuitively. 

Huck's "sivilizers" proceed in the same way. They are incapable of 

explaining to Huck the moral lessons of the Bible. When Huck prays 
for fishing equipment, for example, Miss Watson brands him "a fool. 
She never told me why, and I couldn't make it out no way." Miss 
Watson's instruction itself (as Huck reports it) led the boy to pray for 

goods and services: "She told me to pray every day, and whatever I 
asked for I would get it" (12). When she catches Huck praying for 
specific items, she cannot begin to explain Huck's mistake; she just 
knows that one prays for virtue and wisdom, not fishhooks (as if the 

principle really differs if the items requested are abstract). Huck 

repeats both this obtuseness and contumely in the debate with Jim. 
Huck cannot explain to Jim the principle behind the Solomon 
parable because it seems so self-evident to him. These literate folks 

employ a kind of evangelical version of what I called earlier formalis- 
tic interpretation. For them, Solomon's offer to cut the child in half, 
because so patently absurd, is in itself the sign that he is wise. Huck 
so takes for granted the middle term of the syllogism (that the child's 
real mother would waive her custody claim to avert such partition) 
that he cannot rehearse it for Jim and cannot imagine (nor tolerate) 
any other view of the parable. Huck regards the relation between the 

story and its moral tautologically rather than syllogistically. 
Jim is no more adept at argument. He regards his counterexamples 

as literally true. People who offer to sever infants are mean and 
moreover wasteful of humanity; and it is only "'natural and right'" 
that all humans speak in ways comprehensible to Jim (88). Therefore, 
Solomon is not wise and French people should speak English. Jim 
interprets both cases formalistically, as Huck does Buck's riddle. Jim 
does not consider that there can be a difference between the form of 
a speech act (offering to divide the child; the sounds we make while 
speaking) and the content of that speech act (Solomon means to 

identify the mother; "chaise" does not mean "chaise" but an object 
people sit on). No less than Huck, Jim believes that the meaning of a 

speech act is self-evidently embodied in the speech act itself. 
Neither character, therefore, is capable of argument, only of 

assertion. It is almost inevitable (Huck and Jim would say "natural") 
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that Huck would dismiss Jim's efforts by means of the racial epithet. 
Jim disagrees with Huck, but in this novel, there is no such thing as 
rational disagreement; there are knowledgeable persons and ignorant 
ones. People who disagree with us are beneath us; their disagreement 
marks them as members of an inferior caste, constitutionally unable 
to understand the superior position. Huck therefore dispatches Jim 
as disputant by invoking Jim's caste membership, just as Jim will later 
castigate Huck as "trash" when the boy tricks him in the fog (95). 

Huck's dismissal of Jim as unable to argue is repeated later, when 
Tom finally agrees to let Huck pretend that pickaxes are caseknives 
(otherwise Jim's escape might indeed take thirty-seven years). Unable 
to "let on" consistently, however, Huck suggests that they use a rusty 
saw-blade to expedite Jim's escape even more. As exasperated with 
Huck as Huck was earlier with Jim, Tom exclaims: "'It ain't no use to 
try to learn you nothing, Huck"' (269). The point of these mirror 
episodes is not just that Huck and Tom are incapable of arguing, but 
that argument or learning-the adaptation of logical structures to 
different contexts-is impossible. In this novel, once we have ab- 
sorbed a model of values, we spout it inveterately until another 
overcomes us. 

The figure of Huck may offer hope of an alternative to Twain's 
dystopic vision of literary discipline, but it is false hope. Huck's 
narration lets us see the arbitrariness of conventions because he is 
incompletely adapted to any one context. But he does not initiate 
action; his goal, instead, he says repeatedly, is to avoid "trouble" and 
"cost." He always invokes authoritative figures-Tom, Jim, Pap, or 
the Widow-to try to dispel difficult situations. He appreciates 
having recourse to authorities/friends, for whom he yearns when 
lonely, which he feels almost as soon as he is alone. Whereas Tom 
invokes his authorities actively and deliberately (so do Jim, Miss 
Watson, the Widow, and Pap), Huck tends to do so by default. But 
Huck's form of reliance only literalizes the condition of subjectivity in 
this novel, which Twain finds fundamentally violent, illustrated in the 
scoldings and beatings that the Widow, like Pap, administers when 
Huck muddles lessons (and which Jim, too, delivers to his daughter 
when he thinks she disobeys him [171]). Huck does become habitu- 
ated to the lessons. Going to school gets "easier" (17), and he grows 
comfortable at the Widow's-"I was getting sort of used to the 
widow's ways, too, and they warn't so raspy on me"-even to the 
extent that he appreciates the point of later beatings. He remarks that 
"the hiding" he receives for playing hooky "done me good and 
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cheered me up" (17) because he accepts as literal (as the Widow 
probably does herself) what must be the Widow's conventional 
commentary on the hiding. (Huck's phrasing echoes these sorts of 
phrases: "I'm doing this for your own good"; "Are you unhappy with 
these rules? This will cheer you up!" [17]) Huck's enthusiasm for his 
own punishment here means that, as Jim has with whites, he has 
internalized her right to exercise dominion over him. 

Like Buck's scolding of Huck for his inability to grasp the riddle, 
the debates between Huck and Jim, and Huck and Tom epitomize 
the novel's (naive) view of acculturation. In Huckleberry Finn, 
disciplining-the formation of the subject-precludes agency, as if 
freedom is an absolute condition requiring underived subjectivity 
free of precedent, free of values, even though this condition evacu- 
ates (and thus nullifies) subjectivity. In this novel, once characters 
internalize models, they simply imitate them and can initiate no 
genuine innovation in patterns of thought or conduct. The novel 
envisions nothing like literary scholars' active mental discipline which 
recombines internalized principles. Apparent dissent is merely mas- 
tery by a competing model. No one learns to argue. Huck and Tom 
have not; that is why they become exasperated with their social 
inferior in the two scenes. They are capable only of reiterating what 
we readers identify as shibboleths, which they, like everyone else in 
the novel, garble anyway. Miss Watson and the Widow Douglas are 
no better arguers and teachers. Huck is never convinced by their 
lessons; he simply becomes accustomed to them until he reenacts 
them and tries to transmit them, even though his efforts, like 
everyone else's, indicate his failure to understand them. 

V. SOCIAL HIERARCHY AND THE UNITY OF THE TYPE 

The basic joke, and also the tragedy, of Huckleberry Finn is that 
characters reflexively recycle stories they have absorbed but cannot 
hope to understand. All their beliefs strike us as superstition; their 
relation to parables of Moses and Solomon is no different from Huck 
and Jim's fear of ghosts and snakeskins, or Pap's need to wear the sign 
of a cross on his bootsole. We laugh, or feel pity, or are appalled-or 
have all three responses at once-as we witness characters' entrap- 
ment by the stories that constitute them. Twain's marginalia in his 
own reading consistently lambasts this derivative quality of mental 
life. He directs much sarcasm at religion, though his point is broader. 
He wrote in a volume by Francis Parkman that "[t]here seems to be 
no valuable difference between the superstition of the priest and that 
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of the medicine men." Twain wrote in another history book, "The 
Bible was (& is) able to addle the ablest intellects in the world." More 

generally, he was struck by a passage in one volume characterizing 
"life [as] an infinite syllogism from premises you have not examined 
to conclusions you have not anticipated or willed."75 

In short, no one can be a believer and also, Twain remarked, "not 
a fool," "not a slave."76 For Twain, any conviction bespeaks enslave- 
ment to precept. Jim's yielding to imprisonment and torture painfully 
symbolizes this incarceration by mimesis. The obverse of this phe- 
nomenon is a compensatory impulse to exercise dominion over 
others. Slavery and its attendant racism, which the novel understands 
to have evolved rather than ended since the Civil War, are prominent, 
historically specific manifestations of this phenomenon, which Twain 

regards as ontological." They symbolize the inevitability of social 
hierarchization, with some persons commanding cultural capital 
while others are visibly subjugated. Hierarchization occurs because 

persons desperately need to remind themselves of their own sover- 

eignty, to use the scientific literary scholars' term. Most interactions 
in this novel involve the attempt by one person or group, fearing 
dominion by others, to subjugate others, often by violent means. Miss 
Watson, the Widow, Pap, the King, and Duke, not to mention the 
robbers and killers populating the river, all labor to impose their wills 

upon others. Even Jim intuitively expects to wield such authority over 
his daughter. When the girl, having unbeknownst to him lost her 

hearing, appears to disobey his command, Jim exclaims, as a prelude 
to slapping her, "'I lay I make you mine"' (171). "Mine" here means 
"mind," as in "mind me," but the difference is negligible. No less than 

Pap, who thinks Huck's reward money belongs to him, Jim imagines 
his authority over his child to be absolute and proprietary. 

The displacement and transference of anxiety in Jim's exasperation 
here are more obvious, but no greater, than in Pap and the Widow's 
treatment of Huck, or even in Buck's offer to instruct Huck during 
the riddle episode. Feeling subject to sundry "regulations" imposed 
by others, Jim instinctively confirms his sense of self by imposing his 

authority on someone else. Given Twain's view of how acculturation 

proceeds (by enslaving persons to habit and myth), it makes sense 
that the narratives circulating in this novel involve aggressive exer- 
cises of power. The legal fiction of slavery and the bilking escapades 
of the King and Duke are only the most blatant examples of this 

pattern, which begins when the notorious "Notice" by "THE AU- 
THOR" threatens to prosecute, banish, and execute those who find 
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motive, moral, and plot in the book. Tom's idea that the gang of 
robbers will ransom kidnap victims to death typifies his adventures, 
even when they concern rectifying wrongs perpetrated against inno- 
cents. Surely the burlesque on the Phelps farm inconveniences the 

Phelps family as well as torturing Jim. 
Characters find solace in these narrative structures of domination, 

which seem to perform a necessary psychological function, providing 
a form of relief or escape. (This explains why "THE AUTHOR" 
threatens readers who find purpose, structure, and meaning in the 

novel.) Fiction seems to be an acceptable place to release the anxiety 
that Twain associates with social disciplining. One striking feature of 
the closing chapters is that Tom and Huck are not punished for their 
behavior. I suspect that my own readers' children would be severely 
punished for behaving like Huck and Tom. But after a brief glare of 
disapproval, the adults express relief to discover the real Tom and 
Huck. It is not enough to say that the boys are spared punishment 
because they mistreat a slave, for they are not punished either for 

playing the ransom games early in the novel, and here their adven- 
tures significantly discomfort the Phelps. Boys in Huckleberry Finn 
are expected to play out fictionally the cultural aggression that 

compensates for the fact that subjectivity is really enslavement to 

mimesis."7 The adults seem to need bad boys performing fictional 
violent acts so as to displace their simmering impulse to violence.79 
By sanctioning the boys' violent imagination, adults indulge their own 

impulse to violence, though this fantasy does not actually curtail the 
impulse. 

In this novel, then, literary discipline is unrelievedly regulatory; 
there is only following "regulations," no meaningful recombination of 
them. The best available response to literary discipline is aggression 
disguised as fiction. Twain thus doubts what his contemporary literary 
and cultural scholars called the liberalizing effects of social disciplin- 
ing. Whether or not one thinks this novel is racist, I wish to suggest 
that this question is framed by a larger one: to what extent are the 
invidious distinctions that seem to accompany subjectivization trac- 
table? Racial hierarchization, as exemplified by Jim's suffering (which 
he does not exactly feel as suffering), symbolizes what for Twain is the 
pernicious refractoriness of hierarchization. This impulse to stratifi- 
cation has, of course, often been justified through classifying physiog- 
nomic differences as racial (and therefore as differences of charac- 
ter). For Twain, social hierarchization is inevitable, and racial 
distinction is an emblematic form of it. 
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His contemporary humanistic scholars promoted mental discipline 
as undoing this basic structure. I mentioned earlier that these 
scholars, as did virtually everyone in the period, believed that 
individual and national character were racial. They were hereditar- 
ians.8' In one concise example, Kittredge attributed the "dismal" 
"seriousness" of British Romantics to "the Anglo-Saxon temper."8' 
Or, in his president's address to the MLA, Thomas Price of Columbia 
asserted without feeling the need to argue the point that persons 
"judgment of literature" is "deeply modified by the sympathies and 
traditions of race," or "race affinities."82 Even the ecumenical Moulton, 
who criticized the study of national literatures (which inclines stu- 
dents to jingoism), made his case in racialist terms. Study of "World 
Literature" would best "secur[e] the aims of literary culture," "broad- 
ening human sympathies, as travel broadens them by bringing us into 
contact with racial ideas different from our own.",83 

Though hereditarians, these scholars were not generally nativist, 
as we understand the term from John Higham's seminal work.84 Far 
from seeking to purify the American race (whatever that term could 
mean), they celebrated the way the American race or American type 
was composite. In his influential history of American literature, 
Moses Coit Tyler located the vitality of the American people in its 
"multitudinous, variegated" composition.85 E. C. Stedman was en- 
thused that "the traits of many lands" "commingle" in our "national 
admixture," making "our civilization assume the composite type."86 
Wendell and Matthews often stressed the mixed composition of the 
American type. Wendell advised teachers not to lament, at seeing 
many immigrants in their classrooms, that "we of the elder tradition 
are a race peacefully conquered-overwhelmed." Instead, the teacher 
should be reassured that immigrants make our "national character ... 
composite.""' Matthews wrote that "there is no basis for the preva- 
lent belief that the people of the United States were once almost 
purely English in descent, and that they have been diluted by foreign 
admixture." "Abundant" admixture, "the commingling of... many 
bloods," has constituted this culture from the start. Americans should 
appreciate their "enrichment by alien stocks"; "vigorous foreign 
blood" makes us "cosmopolitan. "88 

In sum, literary scholars claimed that mental discipline would alter 
a basic racialist notion of how to organize society, broadening 
Americans' definition of national identity to include and even wel- 
come foreign and minority influences. A few scholars went further, 
disjoining the idea of national identity from race. In a textbook that 
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went through eight editions between 1900 and 1924, Wendell 
asserted that language and the ideals it bears are "more potent in 
binding men together than any physical tie," like that of blood. What 
makes immigrants Yankees is not their blood but their ideals, and 
their refusal to "cherish" ancestral traditions.89 Wheeler was yet more 
direct, asserting, in a rare sentiment for the period, that because of the 
"mingling [of] bloods and temperaments" in the U. S., "American ... is 
not at all a word of race." The most fundamental liberalizing effect of 
literary discipline, therefore, would be to supersede the idea that 
society should be organized around divisions of caste or race.90 

Nonetheless, as hereditarians, scientific literary scholars envi- 
sioned achieving this transformation through what we might call 
racial idealism, and its illusoriness is of the kind that Twain made a 
career of debunking. Their racial idealism derives from the way 
readers apprehend signs. By recognizing that diverse phenomena are 
interdependent, readers come to understand not just others' perspec- 
tives but the way any experience involves relations among disparate 
elements. Scholars like Edwin Greenlaw and James Hanford called 
this phenomenon "the essential unity of human thought."91 Unity of 
thought does not mean that everyone's experience is identical, but 
that diverse experiences belong to one universal phenomenon, and 
are indispensable to it. To maximize this effect, many scholars, 
though viewing individual character as a type of national, racial 
character, recommended that literary study be comparative-a study 
of world literature, not conceived or organized around nationalist 
categories, since these were truly artificial, restrictive categories, 
obstructing readers' experience of the "unity of all literature."92 

Advocates of "World Literature" did not abandon the category of 
race; they idealized it. Greenlaw and Hanford, for example, promptly 
link (in a melodramatic fragment sentence) the idea of unity of 
thought to that of racial inheritance: "The unity of human thought, 
and the enormous, silent power of forces inherited and written in our 
blood."93 Unity of thought, here, does not simply involve the human 
race rather than national races. It encompasses national races. 
Persons begin in this model as national types. Matthews, who 
celebrated the cosmopolitan commingling of blood in all races, urged 
the critic to "perceive the race behind the individual and . .. force it 
to help explain him." Perhaps the ultimate task of the critic, then, is 
to realize the contribution of specific races to the "resulting race," the 
cosmopolitan American type.94 Even Wheeler, who with scarcely any 
precedent denied that "American" "is a word of race" and declared 
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that education should enable students "to rise as individual creations 
out of the disease and thralldom of their parentage and the limita- 
tions of class and craft and caste," finally imagined these self 
creations as racial types. In America "all the races of Europe are 

mingling their bloods and tempers to bring into being the new 
Occidental man."95 

The notion of "the new Occidental man," and the idea of commin- 

gling races generally, at once subsumes specific racial types and 
embodies their specific contribution to cosmopolitan character. A 
sublime economy of race is at work here. The human race to which 
all individuals, most notably Americans, belong both transcends and 
transmits racial types.96 "Unity of thought," best expressed and 
studied in world literature, supersedes individual racial types by 
preserving and distilling their best characteristics. Lowell named this 
effect "idealism," and deemed it the characteristic activity of the 

imagination, by means of which persons can be understood as at once 
types and distinctive. "The imagination always idealizes," Lowell 
wrote; "in the representation of character, it goes behind the species 
to the genus, presenting us with everlasting types of human nature." 
The "type" here is not a reduction of individual characteristics but 
their refinement. 

The office of the imagination is to disengage what is essential from 
the crowd of accessories which is apt to confuse the vision of 
ordinary minds. For our perceptions of things are gregarious, and are 
wont to huddle together and jostle one another. It is only those who 
have been long trained to shepherd their thoughts that can at once 
single out each member of the flock by something peculiar to itself. 

When Lowell writes that "idealized" objects and persons have been 

"stripped of all unessential particulars," he means that in becoming 
typified, with unessential particulars purged, the individual entity 
becomes more itself, "peculiar to itself," as if refined or smelted.97 
This racial idealism underlies literary scholars' imagination of persons 
as "sovereign," achieving through discipline self-mastery and abso- 
lute freedom from tradition and convention. 

This idealism explains a curious remark by Wendell when he 

surveys the immigrants in his imaginary classroom. Seeking to credit 
their contribution to the American race without reducing them to 
exotic "strangers," Wendell declares that "these boys themselves are 
not diverse."98 How can denying their so-called diversity respect their 
difference and thus individuality? If the boys merely add diversity to 
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American culture, then that culture remains organized around cat- 
egories of caste. Wendell must imagine, therefore, that their racial 
specificity is visible yet unaccountable. Wendell's paradoxical remark 
bespeaks the precariousness of the sublime economy of race by 
which he conceives the composite, cosmopolitan race, and Lowell 
idealizes persons as at once types and peculiar to themselves. 
Cosmopolitanism does indeed retain (in order to overcome) the 
category of caste as an organizing principle. The idealism that Lowell 
defined was scholars' methodological attempt to preserve the cat- 
egory of caste, with its implied hierarchization, yet negate its conse- 
quences. 

Huckleberry Finn doubts that the consequences can be negated 
and thus that literary discipline can liberalize. Characters in this 
novel instinctively need to assert the difference in status between 
themselves and others, so as to confirm their sense of themselves. 
Twain foresaw no end to this psychology; characters and persons are 
enslaved to structures of belief and assertion. Critics before me have 
noted that the prospects for freedom in this novel seem bleak. Jehlen 
has eloquently examined the way the novel dramatizes the irresolvable 
conflict between a political freedom sought by Jim and an ideal of 
"absolute freedom" that motivates Huck.99 Twain recognizes that any 
idea of "absolute" freedom is rendered incoherent by the fact of 
subjectivization, with the subject forged as a complex of habitual 
structures; yet he retains as the only viable basis of individuality and 
freedom an ideal subject not constituted by habitual structures. 
Scientific literary scholars of the period, I have tried to show, 
embraced such idealism, and I argued earlier that even modern 
critics as astute as Jehlen preserve such an ideal when they judge the 
novel immanent criticism whose dissonance releases readers from 
their habitual structures. The premise shared by Twain, his contem- 
porary humanists, and modern critics is that subjectivization itself 
(rather than particular cultural practices) compromises the subject 
and is brutal. The subject should be absolutely free (even though all 
recognize the untenability of this ideal). As I have suggested, this 
premise has been the criterion by which Huckleberry Finn has been 
defended or censured. But if the measure of this novel is whether or 
not it succeeds in releasing us from habitual structures, then it fails its 
defenders' own test. 

The anxiety and compensatory idealism I have been tracking 
express a desire for subjectivity without disciplining, without 
subjectivization.'00 Such idealism is misguided and unnecessary. Its 
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initial assumption is that subjectivity is compromised by the sheer 
fact that it arises through disciplining structures. This premise is self- 
negating, of course. Only within formative structures does the subject 
possess a frame of reference in which to act. In contemporary 
scholarly work, the idea that disciplinary structures merely restrict 
subjectivity finds authority in some of Foucault's phrasing. The 
"procedures of individualization" by which "human beings are made 
subjects" very quickly can become "mechanisms of normalization."'01 
Individualization thus negates the individual, and we can read in 
many venues today that disciplining mechanisms are forms of polic- 
ing, most profoundly forms of self-policing. In his late writing, 
Foucault dissented from this "carceral" reading of his work. He tried 
to clarify that subjectivization, while an "invigilated process" in which 
the subject comes to monitor itself, involves an "ensemble of actions" 
or "field of possibilities" rather than merely a set of regulations and 
restrictions.'02 That is, "practices of subjection" through which the 
subject comes to experience itself may be in fact "practices of 
liberation.'103 Literary scholars of Twain's era employed a similar 
logic in touting literary discipline as potentially emancipatory, since 
discipline, as they defined it, involves not just the internalization (and 
then rote repetition) of principles but their recombination in differ- 
ent contexts. 

Rather than being sheer subjection, then, discipline makes pos- 
sible the modification of context. Nonetheless, scientific literary 
scholars retreated from their definition of mental discipline, and 
Huckleberry Finn even more radically views subjectivity as enthrall- 
ment to convention and habit. The book's drama and humor, and its 
violence, express Twain's mourning for an unformed subject, released 
from itself. The book's final joke, a cruel one, is on those who bask in 
its idealism. When we laugh at characters garbling their literary and 
cultural models, we are laughing at their subjection to their own 
habits of thought, which is their subjection to the operation of culture 
(which this garbling signifies). The point of the debates over Solomon's 
wisdom and pickaxes, however, is that the apparent culturally supe- 
rior character is equally enslaved to precept. We readers laughing at 
characters are in precisely the superior cultural position: convinced 
of our command of culture yet, to that exact extent, enthralled to it. 
As this novel presents the situation, all personages believe they 
possess an idealized form of mental discipline-meaning all think 
themselves free from the constraints of culture-and to that very 
extent they are doomed to repeat narratives and precepts. No 
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liberalizing is possible, on this account, no recombination of extant 
principles in new formations; nor, therefore, can there be meaningful 
critique of either values or identity. For Twain, proponents of literary 
discipline, and recent critics of this novel, identification is a form of 
enslavement. The novel shows as well, however, how the alternative 
adventure in self-imagination is only an illusion of freedom. 

University of Utah 

NOTES 

I wish to thank the many people who have commented on drafts of this essay at 
Dartmouth College, the University of Pittsburgh, and the Obert C. and Grace 
Tanner Humanities Center at the University of Utah, where I was fortunate to be the 
Virgil C. Aldrich Fellow in Fall, 1999. 

1 Mark Twain, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (New York: Penguin, 1985), 108- 
9. Hereafter cited parenthetically by page number. 

2 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan 
Sheridan (New York: Vintage, 1979), 305; Foucault, "The Subject and Power," 
Critical Inquiry 8 (1982): 777. 

3 Evan Carton has rightly called this scene a "literary moment," and Jonathan Arac 
has even more astutely called Huck's actions in it the "impersonation" of a 
schoolmarm. See Carton, "Speech Acts and Social Action: Mark Twain and the 
Politics of Literary Performance," in The Cambridge Companion to Mark Twain, ed. 
Forrest G. Robinson (New York: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1995), 167; and Arac, 
"Huckleberry Finn" as Idol and Target: The Functions of Criticism in Our Time 
(Madison: Univ. of Wisconsin Press, 1997), 53. Carton's specific reasons for aptly 
calling the scene a literary moment are insightful and differ from mine. Huck is 

negotiating among two texts, his letter to Miss Watson and his spoken words, which 
are competing with the letter. 

4 On the novel's anticipation of these controversies, see also Steven Mailloux, 
Rhetorical Power (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1989), 118. 

5 In the tradition of Thomas Kuhn, David Shumway has shown that literary studies 
constituted itself by defining its object of inquiry in a particular way and in terms of 

specific, operative assumptions. Literature was not merely writing, but possessed 
specific formal and thematic characteristics, which generally were seen to symbolize 
and contribute to American idealism and nationalism. Shumway's argument is 

persuasive, but I believe that literary scholars touted most their cultivation of 

particular kinds of mental activity. See Shumway, Creating American Civilization: A 

Genealogy of American Literature as an Academic Discipline (Minneapolis: Univ. of 
Minnesota Press, 1994), 2, 15, 100, 120. For the general argument that disciplines 
and their objects of study (in this case scientific disciplines) are defined by their 

problems and practices, see Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 2nd ed. 
(Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1970). 

6 
Boston Transcript, in Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, ed. Sculley Bradley, 

Richmond Croom Beatty, E. Hudson Long, and Thomas Cooley, 2nd ed. (1885; 
reprint, New York: Norton, 1977), 285. 

Howard Horwitz 293 



7 See Arac, 20-36. In particular, Arac persuasively demonstrates that celebrations 
of Huckleberry Finn as "the great spiritual representative" (21) of America, and 

especially "as an icon of integration" (21) have in effect permitted Mark Twain's 
novel "to license and authorize the continued honored circulation" (29) of an 

explosive racial epithet, if only because journalists and scholars inveterately refer to 
Jim as "Nigger Jim," even though the appellation does not appear in the novel. Arac 
cites 213 instances of the term in the novel (20). 

8 See Thomas Sargeant Perry's review of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, in Huck 
Finn among the Critics: A Centennial Selection, ed. M. Thomas Inge (1885; reprint, 
Frederick, MD: Univ. Publications of America, 1985), 34; Brander Matthews, 
"Review of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Saturday Review" (1885), in Huck Finn 
among the Critics, 28. 

9 Lionel Trilling, "Huckleberry Finn," in The Liberal Imagination: Essays on 
Literature and Society (New York: Scribner's, 1950), 112 ("thoughtfully"; "subver- 

sive"), 113 ("irony"), 111 ("discard"). 
10 James M. Cox, Mark Twain: The Fate of Humor (Princeton: Princeton Univ. 

Press, 1966), 175. Cox affirms that Huck thoroughly inhabits the "conventions" 

pervading the novel, like the idea that one can be a "bad boy" and "a good boy." Yet 
in the end, Cox writes, "the style is the inversion which implies the conventions yet 
remains their opposite. And this style is Mark Twain's revolution in language, his 
rebellion in form" (169). Henry Nash Smith, Mark Twain: The Development of a 
Writer (1962; reprint, New York: Atheneum, 1972), 122. 

11 Trilling, 109. 
12 Leo Marx, The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in 

America (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1964), 338. 
13 Cox, 175. Arac notes, however, that cultural custodians like Nat Henthoff and 

Jonathan Yardley, and also some more academic interpreters, have been conde- 

scending toward those who do not share the ironic approach and object to the novel's 

repeated use of the racial epithet and the minstrelsy of Jim's portrayal. How, these 
commentators imperiously ask, can one fail to see that the novel is ironic? See Arac, 
63-77. 

14 Ralph Ellison, "Change the Joke and Slip the Yoke," in Shadow and Act (1958; 
reprint, New York: Vintage, 1964), 50. Through minstrelsy, Ellison observed, "the 

Negro is reduced to a negative sign that usually appears in a comedy of the grotesque 
and the unacceptable." Minstrelsy is therefore "a ritual of exorcism," though not of 
the Negro per se but of whites' guilt (48). 

15 David L. Smith, "Huck, Jim, and American Racial Discourse," in Satire or 
Evasion? Black Perspectives on "Huckleberry Finn," ed. James S. Leonard, Thomas 
A. Tenney, and Thadious M. Davis (1984; reprint, Durham: Duke Univ. Press, 
1992), 110. 

16 D. L. Smith, 116. Ellison, "Change the Yoke," 49-50. For other discussions of 
the minstrel roots of Jim's portrayal see, for example: Bernard Bell, "Twain's 'Nigger' 
Jim: The Tragic Face behind the Minstrel Mask," in Satire or Evasion?, 124-40; Eric 

Lott, "Mr. Clemens and Jim Crow: Twain, Race, and Blackface," in The Cambridge 
Companion to Mark Twain, 129-52; and Fredrick Woodard and Donnarae MacCann, 
"Minstrel Shackles and Nineteenth-Century 'Liberality' in Huckleberry Finn," in 
Satire or Evasion?, 141-53. Bell, Woodard, and MacCann do not believe that 
particulars of Jim's characterization invert the minstrelsy. 

294 Can We Learn to Argue? 



17 Shelley Fisher Fishkin, Lighting Out for the Territory: Reflections on Mark 
Twain and American Culture (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1997), 197, 201. 

18 Fishkin, Was Huck Black? Mark Twain and African American Voices (New 
York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1993). 

19 Myra Jehlen, "Banned in Concord: Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and Classic 
American Literature," in The Cambridge Companion to Mark Twain, 97. 

20 Lott, 140, 141. 
21 Carton, 163, 166, 168. Carton is extrapolating from Cox's argument that the 

novel exposes the moral complacency of a middle-class reading public, which 

accepts the social stratifications that the cruelty toward Jim depends upon, but 

congratulates itself for feeling that the cruelty is unjust. 
22 On this point see Jehlen, 95; and Lott, 141. 
23 Jehlen, 97. 
24 Lott, 141. Jehlen, 114. 
25 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 

1977), 128. 
26 In addition to Shumway, see also Wallace Douglas, "Accidental Institution: On 

the Origin of Modern Language Study," in Criticism in the University, ed. Gerald 
Graff and Reginald Gibbons (Evanston, IL: Northwestern Univ. Press, 1985), 35-61; 
Graff, Professing Literature: An Institutional History (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago 
Press, 1987); Richard Ohmann, English in America: A Radical View of the Profession 
(New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1976); and Michael Warner, "Professionalization 
and the Rewards of Literature: 1875-1900," Criticism 27 (1985): 1-19. 

27 Douglas, 52. Andrew P. West is only one author who cites both J. S. Mill and 
Herbert Spencer on this point. See West, "Must the Classics Go?" North American 
Review 138 (1884): 151-62. 

28 Horace Scudder, Literature in School (1888), cited in Shumway, 65. 
29 James M. Garnett, "The Course in English and its Value as a Discipline," PMLA 

2 (1886): 66. 

30 Twain, "English as She Is Taught," The Complete Essays of Mark Twain, ed. 
Charles Neider (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1963), 40, 41, 47. Conversely, here's 
an example in which the alleged student is contextually correct although factually 
wrong: "The Constitution of the United States was established to ensure domestic 

hostility" (45). The basic principle is the same: students do not grasp the relation 
between facts or rules and context. If Twain's depiction of student personae is at all 
accurate, then despite well-publicized laments about American students' poor grasp 
of, say, American history, little deterioration in student performance has occurred in 
the last century. 

31 Twain, "English as She is Taught," 47. 
32 Richard Green Moulton, The Modern Study of Literature: An Introduction to 

Literary Theory and Interpretation (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1915), 349. 
33 Moulton, Shakespeare as a Dramatic Artist: A Popular Illustration of the 

Principles of Scientific Criticism (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1888), 37; Calvin 
Thomas, "Literature and Personality," PMLA 12 (1897): 301. 

34 Franklin Carter, "Study of Modern Languages in our Higher Institutions," 
PMLA 2 (1886): 19. 

3' F. V. N. Painter, "A Modern Classical Course," PMLA 1 (1884-1885): 114; 
Theodore W. Hunt, "The Place of English on the College Curriculum," PMLA 1 
(1884-1885): 126. 

Howard Horwitz 295 



36 Garnett, 73; William H. Payne, Contributions to The Science of Education (New 
York: Harper, 1886), 58. 

37 James Baldwin, Poetry, vol. 1 of An Introduction to the Study of English 
Literature and Literary Criticism (Philadelphia: Potter and Co., 1882), 4. For an 

argument that literary study can be specifically "systematic," see W. T. Hewett, "The 
Aims and Methods of Collegiate Instruction in Modern Languages," PMLA 1 (1884- 
1885): 33. 

38 Here is just one of countless examples. Henry S. Pancoast begins his history of 
English literature with a remark that treats the terms nation and race as virtual 

synonyms: "English literature, like English history, is memorable and inspiring 
because it is the genuine expression of a great race" (An Introduction to English 
Literature [1894], enlarged ed. [New York: Henry Holt, 1907], 1). 

39 Moulton, Modern Study of Literature, 491. See also Moulton's introduction to 
his The Literary Study of the Bible: An Account of the Leading Forms of Literature 
Represented in the Sacred Writings, Intended for English Readers (1895), revised 
ed. (Boston: Heath, 1900), v. 

40 Pancoast, An Introduction to American Literature (New York: Henry Holt, 
1898), 332. 

41 Thomas, 303. George Lyman Kittredge, Shakspere: An Address (Cambridge: 
Harvard Univ. Press, 1916), 12. 

42 Thomas, 309. Nervous about the impulse to typification, scholars wrote many 
essays affirming the existence of what Kittredge called "unaccountable individuali- 
ties" (Shakspere, 12). Thomas duly titled his president's address "Literature and 
Personality." Payne praised E. C. Stedman and James Russell Lowell because, while 

they sought the "underlying laws" of literature, they also "recognize[d] ... that the 

workings of genius evade exact calculation" (32). Charles Mills Gayley of the 

University of California, Berkeley, declared that "[t]he poetry of art is the poetry of 
the individual, of personal effort or thought, of yearnings rarely all comprehended 
and less than half expressed, of conscious criticism of life" (Charles Mills Gayley and 
Clement Young, The Principles and Progress of English Poetry, with Representative 
Masterpieces and Notes [New York: MacMillan, 1904], vii). Painter wrote that the 
"personal element is of great importance" in the evolution of the literature of a race. 
"From time to time, men of great genius appear, and rising by native strength high 
above the level of their age, become centres of a new and mighty influence in 
literature" (A History of English Literature [Boston: Sibley & Ducker, 1899], 4). 

43 Moulton closes his book, The Modern Study of Literature, with an encomium to 
the imaginative character of the critical faculty: "The creative faculty is assumed for 
the appreciation of poetry and art, as well as for the producer. Every lover of poetry 
is himself a poet" (492). Moulton writes that the evolutionary scholar focuses on 
"[t]he differentiation by gradual process of specific varieties out of what was more 

general, and the reunion of species in new combinations" (Modern Study of 
Literature, 7). Matthews wrote that language cannot be "fixt." In language "there is 

always incessant differentiation and unending extension. To 'fix' a living language 
finally is an idle dream," and success in any such effort would be a "dire calamity" 
("Is the English Language Degenerating?" (1918), in Essays on English [New York: 
Scribner's, 1921], 8). Moulton, Modern Study of Literature, 461 ("select"), 348 
("creative faculty"). 

44 See Gayley's and Young's introduction, xxvii, xxxii. 

296 Can We Learn to Argue? 



45 Barrett Wendell, "American Literature," in Stelligeri, and Other Essays Con- 

cerning America (New York: Scribner's, 1893), 101 ("arbitrary"; "purely"); Wendell, 
English Composition: Eight Lectures Given at the Lowell Institute (New York: 
Scribner's, 1894), 11 ("black"). 

46 Kittredge and James Bradstreet Greenough, Words and their Ways in English 
Speech (New York: Macmillan, 1901), 219, 221, 224. Garnett, 69. 

47 Less proximate sources were Adam Smith's Considerations Concerning the First 
Formation of Languages (1761) and John Locke's discussion of words as signs in 
book 3 of Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), ed. Alexander Campbell 
Fraser (New York: Dover, 1959). 

48 Hugh Blair, Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (1785; reprint, New York: 

Garland, 1970), 1:123. George Campbell, The Philosophy of Rhetoric (1776), ed. 

Lloyd F. Blitzer (Carbondale: Southern Illinois Univ. Press, 1963), 258. 
49 Blair, 1:128 ("imitat[e]"), 2:7 ("words"). Campbell, 258 ("habit"; "a relation"), 

259 ("naturally"; "resemblance"). 
50 Locke stressed that signification occurs "by a perfect arbitrary imposition." He 

recognized that "[w]ords, by long and familiar use, ... come to excite in men certain 
ideas so constantly and readily, that they are apt to suppose a natural connexion 
between them." But this habit is wrong, he insisted, and moreover leads to confusion 

(Locke, 2:12). Campbell explicitly takes issue with Locke's view of signification and, 
more specifically, how the mind abstracts. The American literary scholars do not 

directly cite Locke, but neither do they cite Blair or Campbell on this point. 
Wendell, "American Literature," 101-2. 

"' Moulton, Modern Study of Literature, 458. In Moulton's taxonomy, "tokens" are 
mechanical symbols for ideas, so taken for granted by long use that they are 
"lifeless." Vital metaphors intimate the affective reasons that words initially became 
associated with ideas, as when "vast" implies in Paradise Lost the emptiness and 

foreboding of the desert rather than merely "very large." Nevertheless, even if 
"vital," the linkage of metaphor to idea remains conventional (458). 

52 Kittredge and Greenough, 9. 
53 Carter, 8. 
54 E. H. Babbitt, "How To Use Modern Languages as a Means of Mental 

Discipline," PMLA 6 (1891): 57, 60, 61. This author is not (and, so far as I can 
determine, of no relation to) the notorious conservative Irving Babbitt of Harvard, 
who opposed the elective system instituted by Charles Eliot, the devotion of American 
academics to the scientific models emigrating from Germany, and the growing emphasis 
on research. Yet I. Babbitt's opposition to these desiderata of modern humanistic 

study were in the service of the common premise that the office of education is the 

"disciplining of the individual." Contemporary humanistic education, he com- 

plained, tended to encourage "a pure and unrestricted liberty," unbounded sympa- 
thy and individual indulgence rather than discrimination in sympathy. He shared the 
goals of his contemporaries, but thought current institutional structures and empha- 
ses were ill-designed to achieve these ends (I. Babbitt, Literature and the American 

College: Essays in Defense of the Humanities [1908], ed. Russell Kirk, new ed. 
[Washington, D.C.: National Humanities Institute, 1986], 74, 109). 

55 See Edwin Greenlaw's and James Holly Hanford's introduction to The Great 
Tradition: A Book of Selections from English and American Prose and Poetry, in 

Illustrating the National Ideals of Freedom, Faith, and Conduct (Chicago: Scott, 
Foresman, and Co., 1919), xviii. Lowell, "Shakespeare Once More," Among My 

Howard Horwitz 297 



Books (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, 1882), 223. Thomas Wentworth Higginson made 

essentially the same point: literature works like "real life," in which "the moral is 

usually implied and inferential, not painted on a board; you must often look twice, or 
look many times, in order to read it ... We have to read very carefully between the 
lines" (Higginson, "Discontinuance of the Guide-Board" [1892], in his Book and 
Heart: Essays on Literature and Life [New York: Harper, 1897], 3). 

56 Twain, "How To Tell a Story," The Complete Essays, 156. 
67 Payne, 58 ("discrimination"; "aggregate"), 59 ("recombination"). While literary 

scholars generally distinguished discrimination and judgment from mere taste, I 
have found no instances of judgment used in a way that requires the self to transcend 
the scope of its knowledge, as one could argue Immnuel Kant's idea of judgment 
involves. 

58 Lowell, "Presidential Address," PMLA 5 (1890): 18, 21. Moulton, Modern Study 
of Literature, 374. 

59 Benjamin Ide Wheeler, "The Solvent of Human Sympathy," in his The 
Abundant Life, ed. Monroe Deutsch (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1926), 58. 

60 Lowell, "Presidential Address," 20; Carter, 19. As Wheeler put the point: "The 
true interpretation of literature or the appreciation of any other form of human art, 

sculpture, painting, or music, is a process of entering into spiritual accord by the 
solvent of human sympathy" ("Solvent of Human Sympathy," 56-57). 

61 Edmund Clarence Stedman, Poets of America (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
1885), 26. 

62 Moulton, Modern Study of Literature, 256, 7, 257. 
63 Matthews, "Gateways to Literature" (1909), in Gateways to Literature, and 

Other Essays (New York: Scribner's, 1912), 27. 
64 Wendell, "Stelligeri," 12. 
65 Matthews, "Gateways to Literature," 28. Thomas, 317, 310. 
66 James MacCalister, "The Study of Modern Literature in the Education of Our 

Times," PMLA 3 (1887): 16. 

67 See the editor's preface to Painter's A History of Education, ed. William T. 
Harris (New York: D. Appleton, 1897), xii. Painter, 325. 

68 Wheeler, "The Liberal Education," in The Abundant Life, 175-78 ("liberal 
education"; "freemen's training"), 183 ("rescue men"). Wheeler, "What the Univer- 

sity Aims to Give the Student," in The Abundant Life, 187 ("free [students]"), 187- 
88 ("American freemen"; "initiate"; "independent"). 

69 Wendell, "Stelligeri," 15; MacCalister, "The Study of Modern Literature," 16. 
70 Greenlaw and Hanford, xix. 
71 Painter, "Modern Classical Course," 112. 
72 Lowell, "Presidential Address," 19. 
73 Amid the scrambling of Shakespeare's words, these themes do emerge piece- 

meal. The bare fact of existence ("To be, or not to be") "is the bare bodkin / That 
makes calamity of so long a life." The King and Duke's "Hamlet" later asks, "For who 
would bear the whips and scorns of time, / The oppressor's wrong, . . . / The law's 
delay" (150-51). 

74 D. L. Smith, 111. Mailloux, 75. Jehlen, 100. 
75 Francis Parkman, The Jesuits in North America in the Seventeenth Century, part 

2 of France and England in North America: A Series of Historical Narratives 

(Boston: Little, Brown, 1880), 93. Twain inscribed this volume, "Mark Twain 1881." 
Andrew D. White, A History of the Warfare of Science with Theology in Christendom 

298 Can We Learn to Argue? 



(New York: D. Appleton, 1901), 2:24. Letters from a Chinese Official: Being an 
Eastern View of Western Civilization, ed. G. Lowes Dickinson (New York: McClure, 
Phillips, and Co., 1904), 29. This passage is one of the few that Twain underscored 
in this volume. The Parkman, White, and Dickinson volumes are all held in the Mark 
Twain Papers of the Bancroft Library at the University of California, Berkeley. I 
thank the Mark Twain Project for permission to cite from them. 

76 Inscribed in White, 2:321, 320. 
" On this point see Cox, 175; Laurence B. Holland, "'A Raft of Trouble': Word and 

Deed in Huckleberry Finn," in American Realism: New Essays, ed. Eric J. Sundquist 
(1979; reprint, Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1982), 80; and Toni 
Morrison's introduction to Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (New York: Oxford 
Univ. Press, 1996), xxxvi. 

78 Maintaining the distinction between fictional and social realms is important in 
this novel, and is what spares the boys from punishment. One might say that Boggs, 
in contrast, is murdered by Colonel Sherburn because he confuses fictional and 
actual contexts. One witness to his barrage of insults against Sherburn attempts to 
minimize them by saying, "'He don't mean nothing"' (156). The temporal boundary 
that Sherburn sets is also generic: after one o'clock, anything Boggs says will mean 
something. Similarly, Buck Grangerford is sacrificed to his family's confused 
devotion to a fiction (the feud) as real. 

79 For an extensive discussion of the social significance of the "bad-boy boom," see 
Mailloux, 100-29. Focusing on the reception of Huckleberry Finn, Mailloux empha- 
sizes late nineteenth-century culture's fear of the bad boy. His discussion suggests 
that Twain's inversion of this pattern in the novel, with adults tolerating and even 

appreciating aggressive adolescent narratives, was incisive parody. Twain's use of the 
bad boy trope is no doubt parodic, but its end, in my view, is more tragic than critical. 

80 This term, meaning that character traits can be inherited and are visible in 
corporeal features, underlies the more general idea that racial difference affects the 
customs or temperament of groups. For a discussion of hereditarianism in America 
after the mid-nineteenth century, see Mark H. Haller, Eugenics: Hereditarian 
Attitudes in American Thought (New Brunswick: Rutgers Univ. Press, 1963). 

8' Kittredge, Shakspere, 27. 
" Thomas R. Price, "The New Function of Modern Language Teaching," PMLA 

16 (1901): 88. 
83 Moulton, World Literature, and Its Place in General Culture (New York: 

MacMillan, 1911), 448. 
84 See John Higham, Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860- 

1925 (1955; reprint, New York: Atheneum, 1973). 
85 Moses Coit Tyler, A History of American Literature (New York: G. P. Putnam, 

1879), 2:318. 
86 Stedman, 7. 
87 Wendell, Liberty Union and Democracy: The National Ideals of America (New 

York: Scribner's, 1906), 9, 11. 
88 Matthews, "The American of the Future" (1906), in The American of the Future 

and Other Essays (New York: Scribner's, 1911), 14, 15, 16. Gayley and Young (4) and 
Painter (History of English Literature, 11) are a few others who note the composite 
character of the so-called English race. I have encountered one literary scholar who 

perhaps qualifies as a nativist, wishing to exorcise immigrants and achieve a pure 
American (Anglo-Saxon) race. In the conclusion to An Introduction to American 

Howard Horwitz 299 



Literature, Pancoast writes: "If as a nation we can be saved from the dangers of great 
possessions, if we can resist the thousand insidious influences which are corrupting 
our national character, and give that which is best in us free play, American 
literature, like that of Greece, Rome, or England, will take its place among the most 
precious and imperishable possessions of our race" (333). Even with his desire to 
distill the American type, however, Pancoast comfortably noted the "composite 
character" of the English language, literature, and people (11), implying by exten- 
sion the composite nature of Americans. 

89 Wendell, A Literary History of America (1900), 4th ed. (New York: Scribner's, 
1905), 3. Wendell, Liberty Union and Democracy, 10. 

90 Wheeler, "The American Public School," 224, 223. Wheeler wrote in 1905 that 
racial prejudice "is surely in but small part due to physical aversion, if at all. It is in 
its substance social and based in difference of inherited manners, garb, tongue, and 
modes of thought" ("The Abundant Life," 92). 

91 See the introduction to Greenlaw and Hanford, xx. 
92 Moulton, Modern Study of Literature, 3. Moulton expounds this point at length 

in this volume and in World Literature. 
93 See the introduction to Greenlaw and Hanford, xx-xxi. 

94 Matthews, "Gateways to Literature," 16, 20. 
95 Wheeler, "Call Nothing Common," in The Abundant Life, 217. Wheeler 

grounded the idea that identity is not a function of caste in "modern doctrines of 

heredity"-that is, Mendelism, recovered only in 1900. This was a very unusual use 
of Mendelism, which most biologists and geneticists (who were almost uniformly 
eugenists) tried to use to chart racial characteristics more precisely. Moreover, this 
application of Mendelism was exaggerated in popularizations of Gregor Mendel's 
law for the lay public. Wheeler, "American Public School," 224. 

96 This view of Americanism redefines what we now call American exceptionalism 
as precisely the admixture of the American type. On this view, Americans are the 
most cosmopolitan type because the most commingled. 

97 Lowell, "The Imagination," in Literary Criticism of James Russell Lowell, ed. 
Herbert F. Smith (Lincoln: Univ. of Nebraska Press, 1969), 26-27. 

98 Wendell, Liberty Union and Democracy, 10. 
99 Jehlen, 97. See also, Howard Horwitz, By the Law of Nature: Form and Value in 

Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1991), 104-8. 
100 Theodor Adorno observed that such an impulse for "pure autonomy of mind," 

"the delusion of being absolute," was central to bourgeois psychology ("Cultural 
Criticism and Society," Prisms, trans. Samuel and Sherry Weber [Cambridge: The 
MIT Press, 1982], 26). 

101 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 305 ("procedures"), 306 ("mechanisms"). 
Foucault, "Subject and Power," 777 ("human"). 

12" Foucault, "Subject and Power," 788, 786, 790. 
103 Foucault, "An Aesthetics of Existence," in Foucault Live: Interviews, 1966- 

1984, ed. Sylvere Lotringer, trans. John Johnston (New York: Semiotext(e), 1989), 
313. Foucault accordingly defines "power" as a network of relations among agents, 
not as domination by an agent over a mere receptacle (subject). He explains in "The 

Subject and Power" that the subject of power relations is by definition, at least, free. 
"Power is exercised only over free subjects," he writes, "and only insofar as they are 
free." Foucault continues: "Freedom must exist for power to be exerted"; it is "the 
condition for the exercise of power" (790). 

300 Can We Learn to Argue? 


	Article Contents
	p. 267
	p. 268
	p. 269
	p. 270
	p. 271
	p. 272
	p. 273
	p. 274
	p. 275
	p. 276
	p. 277
	p. 278
	p. 279
	p. 280
	p. 281
	p. 282
	p. 283
	p. 284
	p. 285
	p. 286
	p. 287
	p. 288
	p. 289
	p. 290
	p. 291
	p. 292
	p. 293
	p. 294
	p. 295
	p. 296
	p. 297
	p. 298
	p. 299
	p. 300

	Issue Table of Contents
	ELH, Vol. 70, No. 1 (Spring, 2003), pp. 1-318
	Front Matter
	Monuments and Ruins: Spenser and the Problem of the English Library [pp. 1-34]
	John Foxe and the Desires of Reformation Martyrology [pp. 35-66]
	Mr. Bunyan's Neighborhood and the Geography of Dissent [pp. 67-87]
	William Cowper and the "Taste of Critic Appetite" [pp. 89-115]
	Critical Conditions: Coleridge, "Common Sense," and the Literature of Self-Experiment [pp. 117-149]
	Walking on Flowers: The Kantian Aesthetics of "Hard Times" [pp. 151-169]
	The Clerks' Tale: Liberalism, Accountability, and Mimesis in "David Copperfield" [pp. 171-195]
	"Ruth's" Perverse Economies: Women, Hoarding, and Expenditure [pp. 197-221]
	Abortion and the Individual Talent [pp. 223-266]
	Can We Learn to Argue? "Huckleberry Finn" and Literary Discipline [pp. 267-300]
	Bruising, Laceration, and Lifelong Maiming; Or, How We Encourage Research [pp. 301-318]
	Back Matter



