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Appendix

Notes for Teachers

This appendix does not pretend to be a comprehensive teaching guide.
Rather, it gathers ideas that have proven helpful to teachers trying to
address the major challenges posed by Huckleberry Finn in the
classroom. Part One focuses on the challenge of dealing with the
offensive racial epithet; the challenge of contextu

alizing the history of race and racism in America as background for the
novel; and the challenge of teaching Mark Twain’s use of irony to attack
racism. Part Two includes two scenes from Ralph Wiley’s unproduced
screenplay, Spike Lee’s Huckleberry Finn, and a description of how to
use them for staged readings in class. | have had my students stage
these scenes for two decades, and the results have been remarkable.
Part Three contains full citations for works mentioned in Parts One and
Two that are not included in the endnotes, as well as suggestions for
further reading.

Part One

The Challenge of Dealing with the Offensive Racial
Epithet That Runs through the Book

Teachers often cite the ubiquity in the book of an offensive racial epithet
as a reason not to teach Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Teachers



should not teach it if they are not prepared to have a discussion about
this word before their stu dents begin reading the novel.

Some of the points made in the “Explanatory” that precedes the table
of contents in this book bear repeating. The notorious racial slur that
appears more than two hundred times in Huckleberry Finn has been
used for centuries in the United States to vilify and stigmatize Black
people. Spoken by a non-Black indi
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vidual, the word immediately identifies the speaker with the ideology of
white supremacy, and with it the history of dehumanization,
disparagement, and def amation to which Black people have been
subjected from the beginnings of racial slavery through the present.
While seeking to represent the authentic speech of his characters on the
page as accurately as possible, Mark Twain recognized that the word
denied the humanity of the people it was used to describe, enabling and
embodying the racist norms that prevailed in the world in which he lived."
Al

though no character in the novel challenges those norms directly, Twain
makes those norms the object of his lacerating satire in an effort to push
his readers to recognize and reject them on their own.

Teachers might note that although the word can bring to mind the
hateful practices that have fostered anti-Black hostility from Twain’s day
to our own, a sizable number of Black people have used—and use—the
word themselves in a range of contexts, sometimes repurposing it in
ways that diminish its stigma. But the slur’s historical use by white
people to maintain an unjust racial order asso ciates it with a history of
violence and insult that remains and that can still provoke anger and
cause pain.

Before teaching the book, teachers should inform themselves about
the his tory of the word and how it came to derive the power that it wields
in American culture. Randall Kennedy's book Nigger: The Strange
Career of a Troublesome Word (2003) is a good place to start.2 For
students, a shorter text by Kennedy could be assigned: “A Note on the
Word ‘Nigger,” which appears on the website of the National Park
Service’s Park Ethnography Program, along with the entry on the word in
R. Kent Rasmussen’s Critical Companion to Mark Twain.® Teachers might
also find helpful Jabari Asim’s book The N Word: Who Can Say It, Who
Shouldn’t, and Why.4 Teachers should be willing to discuss the power
that the word retains today to demean and diminish Black people while
also being reclaimed by some Black people as a term of affection when
referring to each other. To clarify these issues, | highly recommend
having students watch an excellent Peabody Award— winning
documentary written and directed by Todd Williams and produced by
executive producer Nelson George, The N-Word, released June 26,
2004.°

Teachers might engage students in a discussion of why Twain



repeatedly used a word that at the time was an offensive epithet as well
as the word normally used to refer to Black people. In their efforts to
convey Twain’s recognition of the power of the word to almost
single-handedly transform Black people into the “other,” | recommend
that teachers assign Twain’s satire from 1869 about a lynching in
Memphis in which an innocent man lost his life. It is called “Only a
Nigger,” and in the piece, Twain mockingly impersonates the Memphis
lynchers justifying and minimizing the importance of their actions by
saying that “only a
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‘nigger” was Kkilled by their mistake. Twain puts the term in quotation
marks, making clear that he viewed it as part of how the lynchers turned
the murdered Black man into someone whose life didn’t matter.®

Teachers might also consider assigning short stories by
nineteenth-century Black writers that are set, like Huckleberry Finn, in
antebellum times, in which the offensive epithet appears. For example,
teachers might assign “The Ingrate” by Paul Laurence Dunbar and “The
Passing of Grandison” by Charles W. Ches

nutt. Both of these writers use the word for the same reasons that Mark Twain
does: to accurately portray the speech of a particular time and place and
to con vey the ways in which the word helps portray Black people as
hopelessly “other.”” As | wrote in my “Explanatory,” given the pain that the
word inflicts, | believe there is no need to read the word aloud in the
classroom.® The word is offensive— but so, too, are slavery and racism.
We can no more hide from this painful word than we can from America’s
painful past. But it is helpful to provide students with a context for
understanding its destructive power by exposing them to some of the
resources outlined here, as well as strategies to avoid saying the word
out loud.

The idea of having students read aloud from Huckleberry Finn in
class is controversial. Personally, I'd discourage this, but some teachers
have found the practice constructive. In any case, I'd encourage
teachers to tell their students that the offensive epithet should not be said
aloud in class. If portions of the book containing the word need to be

quoted in class, students and teachers might substitute a euphemism of

their choice (such as n-word or simply substituting the letter n).9

Teachers should note that students should never use the word when
writing in their own voices in their essays and research papers. However,
teachers may decide whether to give students the option of using the
word in writing when quoting from the text; alternatively, they might
substitute something like [n—]. A trigger warning noting the presence of
the offensive epithet in the book might be included in the syllabus, or it
could be written on the blackboard before stu dents start reading the
book, along with a statement along the lines indicated above about how
the word should be handled.

Teachers might also find the following sources helpful on this topic:
Alan  Carey-Webb’s “Racism and ‘Huckleberry Finn: Censorship,



Dialogue, and Change” (1993); Shelley Fisher Fishkin’'s “Take the
N-Word Out of ‘Huck Finn’? It's an Insult to Mark Twain—and to
American History” (2011); David E. E. Sloane’s “The N-Word in
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn Reconsidered” (2014);  Jocelyn
Chadwick’s “We Dare Not Teach What We Know We Must: The Impor
tance of Difficult Conversations” (2016); Jocelyn Chadwick’s “When Will
We Listen? Mark Twain through the Lenses of Generation Z” (2018); and
David A.
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Gorlewski’s “Scholars Weigh In on Teaching Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn" (2022)."°

College teachers might consider assigning David Bradley’s essay
“Eulogy for Nigger,” winner of the international Notting Hill Editions
Essay Prize in 2015. It was written originally on the occasion of the
NAACP’s decision to hold a funeral for the word. The text of the essay
was reprinted in London when it won the prize.11

The Challenge of Contextualizing the
History of Race and Racism in America

Exposing students to slave narratives and essays by Black writers can
help them understand the conditions that inform the novel. Having
students read slave narratives (or portions of them) by Frederick
Douglass, William Wells Brown, Harriet Jacobs, and others, as well as
selections from WPA Federal Writers’ Proj
ect interviews with individuals who were formerly enslaved in Missouri,
can give them a useful grounding in the situation in which Jim finds
himself in the novel. All of these are readily available online and are not
difficult to understand, al though they can be emotionally painful to
confront.'? Recollections of people enslaved in Missouri may be found at
the website of Missouri State Parks." In addition, Frederick Douglass’s
essay “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?” is powerful and clearly
argued, as well as profound, and can deepen any discussion of race in
the classroom.™

Teachers might share the myths about race that dominated the world
in which both Huck and Mark Twain lived that | outline in the first section
of chapter 2 of this book and ask students to think about whether Jim
embodies or subverts those myths. Take the myth about Black lack of
intelligence. Ask stu
dents to read the book starting with the assumption that Jim is smart.
How does that shape the way we read various scenes that might, on the
surface, appear to cast him as a minstrel show figure? Do the same with
the myths about Black lack of creativity or the ability of Black people to
feel pain and grief. Discussions of whether—and how—Jim subverts
popular stereotypes about race might be en
hanced by having students watch the Emmy-winning documentary about
stereo types by Marlon Riggs titled Ethnic Notions (1987)."°



One novel intervention that some teachers found helpful in recent
years was taking their classes to a stage adaptation of Huckleberry Finn
called Splittin’ the Raft, by Scott Kaiser."® In this play, Frederick Douglass
acts as Greek chorus of sorts, delivering excerpts from his speeches as
asides to the audience that serve as commentaries on the action. (This
option is viable only if a local theater group or high school or college
theater club is willing to present the play.)

| 344 |
Notes for Teachers

Reading accessible works on race and racism can help a teacher
prepare for issues that may come up in discussions. Some useful works
in this category in clude Ibram X. Kendi, Stamped from the Beginning:
The Definitive History of Racist Ideas in America (2016); Thomas H.
Gossett, Race: The History of an Idea in America (1997); George M.
Fredrickson, The Arrogance of Race: Historical Perspectives on Slavery,
Racism, and Social Inequality (1988); Toni Morrison, The Origin of Others
(2017); and George M. Fredrickson, Racism: A Short History (rpt.,
2015)."7

Examining American culture’s discomfort with facing issues of race
and rac ism as they relate to Twain can also help prepare a teacher for
controversies surrounding the book. Two works that do this are my book
Lighting Out for the Territory: Reflections on Mark Twain and American
Culture (2002) and my essay “Mark Twain and Race” (2002)."®

The Challenge of Teaching Mark Twain’s
Use of lrony to Critique Racism

The materials that follow come out of programs I've presented over the
past three decades in Austin and Dallas, Texas; in Greenwich and
Hartford, Connecti cut; in Stanford, California; at the National Humanities
Center in Research Tri angle Park, North Carolina, and elsewhere to help
high school teachers teach this book.

“Teaching Adventures of Huckleberry Finn,” a ninety-minute webinar
of a teachers’ institute that | conducted in 2015 for the National
Humanities Center’s “Humanities in the Classroom” Webinar Series, can
be helpful. It addresses ques tions such as how to help students
recognize how Twain’s irony works and what led him to choose the risky
strategy of creating a narrator who fails to understand so much of the
world around him. | discuss, among other things, the value of preceding
discussions of Huckleberry Finn with discussions of some of Twain’s
widely available earlier satires on racism that feature narrators too
innocent or too bigoted to grasp what is wrong with the racism that their
society widely normalizes—works such as “What Have the Police Been
Doing?,” “Disgraceful Persecution of a Boy,” and the “Goldsmith’s Friend
Abroad Again” letters.®

My essay “Teaching Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn,”
published in 1999 by PBS in connection with the film Born to Trouble:
Adventures of Huckle berry Finn (part of its Culture Shock series) can be



useful to teachers as well, along with a six-part teachers’ guide
developed in connection with the film. 20

A paper topic that was assigned during my American literature class
during my junior year in high school—*“Write a paper on how Mark Twain
uses irony to attack racism in Huckleberry Finn"—has proven useful to
John Pascal in his classes at Seton Hall Preparatory School for the past
three years.

| 345 |
Notes for Teachers

Part Two

To dramatize the ironic gap between the action of the book as Huck
narrates it and the action of the book as Jim perceives it, | have found it
helpful to have students do a staged reading of two scenes from Spike
Lee’s Huckleberry Finn by Ralph Wiley. The first involves the prank Tom
plays on Jim at the start of the book, and the second centers on the
prank Huck plays on Jim after the fog.

Wiley, who died in 2004, was an influential sports journalist and
iconoclastic satirist who was also an appreciative and insightful reader of
Mark Twain. His books include Dark Witness: When Black People
Should Be Sacrificed (Again) (1996), as well as Why Black People Tend
to Shout: Cold Facts and Wry Views from a Black Man’s World (1991)
and What Black People Should Do Now: Dispatches from Near the
Vanguard (1993).21 Wiley had wanted to subtitle Dark Witness “In
Homage to Mark Twain,” but his publisher refused. When Wiley gave the
book to friends, he sometimes pasted a yellow sticky note with his
preferred subtitle on the cover (he gave me a copy with such a sticky
note in 1999). Wiley wrote the screenplay in the 1990s and hoped to
persuade his good friend Spike Lee to produce it. Wiley, who was
coauthoring By Any Means Necessary: The Trials and Tribulations of Mak
ing Malcolm X with Lee at the time, also hoped to persuade the actor
Denzel Washington, then starring in the Malcolm X film, to play Jim.22
Wiley shared his script with me, sought my advice, and enlisted my help.
The movie was never made—but Spike Lee spent a day with Wiley and
me in his Brooklyn studio dis cussing Huckleberry Finn, Jim, and why
both Ralph and | cared so much about this book. Wiley gave me
permission to publish several scenes from the unproduced screenplay in
the Mark Twain Circular, encouraging teachers to have their stu dents do
staged readings of them. | published the scenes in 1999. For more than
twenty years, | have been having students do staged readings of them in
class, as have many other teachers around the country. The results have
been nothing less than transformative.

In this screenplay, Huck’s voiceover narration stays close to the story
as Huck tells it in the novel, while the camera shows us the action from
Jim’s per spective. In addition to casting students as Jim, Huck, and Tom,
teachers who want to have students stage these two scenes should cast
a student to read the part of “Narrator” and another to read the “stage

directions.” Excerpts from the screenplay follow.2 My article about the



screenplay, “In Praise of Spike Lee’s Huckleberry Finn by Ralph Wiley”
(Mark Twain Circular 13, no. 4 [1999]), may be accessed at this link:
https://marktwaincircle.org/ralph-wiley-huck-finn.
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Scenes from Spike Lee’s Huckleberry Finn
by Ralph Wiley

7. ext. widow douglas home. rear. night. — Huck scrambles out of the
window onto the roof of attached shed. He jumps down and crawls back
among the trees and underbrush behind the house and there is Tom,
grinning. They tiptoe along a path among the trees. Passing the back of
the corral, where Jim sits, using an awl on what appears to be a doll’s
head. Huck steps on a dry branch and it snaps. At this sound, Jim
surreptitiously puts away the doll-object and picks up a rack of tallow
candles; his head comes up as he begins to snap them off.

jim

Who dah?

The boys bend over, stock-still, grimacing, then hide behind separate
trees. We can see that Jim catches a glimpse of them. Jim walks back
into the foliage with two candles, and stops in a space between the two
trees. Only a fool would not have seen the boys. So Jim pretends to be
one.

jim
Say—who is you? Whar is you? Well, | knows what I's gon’ do.
I's gon’ setdown heah .. .ahh!...and listen till | hears it agin.

Jim sits down on a natural seat under the tree. Huck is on the other side.
Huck shuts his eyes tight. Jim settles into a comfortable position, puts
his hat on the ground and sighs contentedly.

7a. ext. moon shot. silvery river. night.

8. ext. trees. night. — Huck hears heavy breathing from the other side,
begins to peer around the tree. We see Jim, eyes slitted open, obviously
awake, feigning sleep, as he continues to make the sound of a man
deep in slumber. Tom Sawyer’s cap begins to emerge from the other
side of the opposite tree. Jim’s eyes close effortlessly. Tom makes a sign
to Huck; he and Huck creep away on their hands and knees in opposite
directions away from the trees.

9. ext. medium shot. jim under tree. night. — Through the foliage we can



see Jim, Huck and Tom’s profiles enter from opposite sides of the shot,
close-up. They look at each other, then back at Jim, then back to each
other.
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tom
Let’s tie him to the tree.
huck
No, let’s don’'t. S’pose he wakes up? It's my bust, not yourn.
tom

Go on ahead. I'll happen to borrow some ’a them candles from Jim.

Huck slips off.
narrator

Nothing would do Tom but he must crawl to where Jim was, and
play something on him. Tom didn’t borry the candles, he left
Jim a nickel for them . .. he also slipped Jim’s hat on a limb.

Tom creeps up to Jim and picks up the candles and leaves a nickel, turns
to go, but is unable to resist a trick. He picks up Jim’s hat and places it
on the limb of a tree, and then, with a look of glee, races off to catch
Huck. As he goes, Jim smiles and opens his eyes, looks down and
smiles at the nickel even more affectionately. He palms the nickel; then
calmly looks up and takes his hat off the limb of the tree, puts it on his
head, and walks away, all action as Narrator says . . .

narrator

Afterwards, Jim said witches bewitched him, put him in a trance
and rode him all over the State, and then set him under the tree
again and hung his hat on a limb to show who done it. Next time
Jim told it, he said they rode him down to New Or-leans. Next
time it was all the way ’round the world. Strange niggers came
from miles away to hear Jim talk about it. Jim, he was most
ruined for a servant, he got so stuck up, on account of having
seen the Devil . . .

10. ext. hillside. night. — Seven boys, including Huck and Tom, run along
the hillside, in the moonlight. Tom stops and howls like a wolf at the
silvery moon.

narrator

... and been rode by witches.
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61. ext. river raft. night. — Jim is “sitting there with his head down
between his knees, asleep, with his right arm hanging over the steering
oar. The other oar was smashed off. The raft was littered with leaves
and branches and dirt. So she’d had a rough time.” Huck paddles up
silently, quietly, makes the canoe fast, boards the raft, lies down under
Jim’s nose, “and begun to gap, and stretched my fists out against Jim
and says”:

huck
Hello, Jim, have | been asleep? Why didn’t you stir me up?
jim
Huck? En you ain’ dead—you ain’ drowned? Lemme look
at you, lemme see . ..
Jim touches Huck’s shoulders and arms. Near tears with relief.
jim
... no, you'se back, d’'same ole Huck . . . thanks to goodness.
huck
What's the matter with you, Jim. You been a-drinking?
jim
... Has | had a chance to be drinkin’?
huck
Well then, what makes you talk so wild?
jim
How does | talk wild?
jim

How? Talkin’ about me coming back and all that stuff, as if I'd
been gone away?

jim
Huck. Huck Finn. You look me in d’eye; look me in d’eye; Ain’t
you been gone away?



| 349 |
Notes for Teachers

huck
Gone away? | hain’t been gone anywheres. Where would | go to?
Jim pauses for a few seconds; decides to string along, affects a slightly
stronger dialect.
jim
Well . . . looky here, boss, dey’s sumf'’n wrong, dey is. Is | me, or
who is 1? Is | heah, or whah is |I?
huck

Well, you’re here plain enough, but | think you're a
tangle-headed old fool, Jim.

jim
(unamused) | is, is 1? Didn’t you tote out d’line in d’canoe fer to
make fast to d'tow-head?
huck
Tow-head? What tow-head? / hain’t seen no tow-head.
jim
Didn’ d’ line pull loose, en de raf’ go hummin’ down d’ river, en
leave you en d’canoe behind in d’fog?
huck
What fog?
jim
De fog. En didn’ you whoop, en didn’t | whoop? En didn’ | bus’ up

agin a lot er dem islands en have a turrible time en mos’ get
drowned? Ain’t dat so—boss?

huck
It's too many for me, Jim. | hain’t seen no fog, nor no islands,

nor no troubles, nor nothing. You been dreaming.

Jim “didn’t say nothing for about five minutes, but he set there studying it
over. Then he says”
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jim
... Well,den . ..reck'n | did dream it, Huck . . . never had no
dream b’fo’ dat’s tired me like dis one.

huck

That’s all right, because a dream does tire a body like
everything, sometimes. Tell me about it, Jim, about your
dream.

Jim purses his lips, knits his brow, then eases his features
and speaks: jim

... well, d’'fust tow-head mus’ stan’ for a man who gon’ try t'do
us some good; den d’curren’s is ‘'nuther man dat’ll get us ‘'way
from d’ good man. D’'whoops is warnin’s dat gon’ come t'us
ever now en den, ’long d’'way. D’tow-heads is troubles en all
kine o’ mean folk, but ef we mine’s our bidness, don’ talk back
en aggravates 'em, we’ll pull thoo en gits to de big clear river,
d’'O-hi-o.

Huck’s face clouds up tiring of Jim’s facility with the lie Huck himself had
started, and not wanting to think about losing his companion at the Ohio.
Huck’s face then becomes smug.

huck

Oh, well, that’s all 'terpreted well enough, as far as it goes, Jim
(points to dirt on raft). But what does these things stand for?

Jim looks at the detritus, then at Huck, levelly, emotionlessly, then back to
the sticks, leaves and dirt; one side of his face—the side away from
Huck—lifts in a fatalistic half smile. He turns back to Huck looking at him
steadily, without smiling, and says:
jim

What do dey stan’ for? I's gon’ tell you . . . When | got all wore

out wid work, en wid callin’ for you, my heart was most broke

because you was los’ en | didn’ k’yer no mo’ what become er me

en d'raf’. En when | wake up en fine you back agin, all safe en

soun’ . .. en all you wuz thinkin’ ’bout wuz how you could make

a fool uv ole Jim wid a lie. (points to detritus on the raft, speaks

calmly, clearly). . . . Dat truck dah is trash; en trash is what

people is dat puts dirt on de head er dey fren’s en makes
’em ashamed.
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Jim slowly rises and enters the wigwam. Huck watches him, then looks



out over the river, as if he is too proud to care. But then, he looks down.

61a. int. wigwam. night. — Jim sits, pensively. It seems Huck is no
different from the “witches and devils” that have ridden him in his days of
bondage. Huck enters wigwam. Jim recoils, but holds it in. Huck gets on
his haunches, looks at Jim, looks down. Looks up.

huck

Jim, | . .. (inhales, exhales deeply) I'm sorry, Jim.

And with that, a crack in Jim’s soul is patched. Huck looks down again as
Jim regards him with slightly knitted brows. His face softens. He reaches
out with the flat palm of his hand—hesitates, then rubs the boy’s bowed
head. Huck looks up, so thankfully, his eyes shining wet.

Part Three

In addition to the works cited throughout, the following may provide
teachers with useful background.
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