American Literature






M. D’Antonio
Huck Finn Essay

Due date:  Tuesday, December 13th 
Requirements: In addition to your use of supporting quotations from the text itself, you must incorporate two quotations from a piece or piece of literary criticism. Since you will be using outside sources, you must have a bibliography as well.

Suggested Essay Topics:

1. Trace the development of Huck’s “unlearning” process. What are the key turning points in the way he views society, race, and human beings? Is his journey complete by the end of the novel? Why or why not?

2. Discuss the Transcendentalist influences in the novel. As a starting point, consider Emerson’s ideas of society as an enemy to the individual; the importance of self-reliance and being true to oneself; nature as the source of truth and knowledge; and the importance of action and experience.

3. Clearly, the novel is meant to serve as a condemnation of Twain’s own 19th century society. What specifically is he criticizing or condemning? What does he point out as the greatest weakness in society and in human beings? How does the novel redefine what we called “civilized”?

4. Some consider Jim’s character to be one of the most admirable, dignified, and important characters in American literature; others consider his character to be a mockery, stereotype, and failure. Examine Jim’s character in the novel. In your assessment, consider his purpose and his impact, his relationships with the other characters, his personal qualities and characteristics and how they compare to those of others, and the way Twain represents him as a character.

5. One of the greatest criticisms of the novel is that the ending, from the point of Tom’s return, undermines everything that the novel set out to do. On the other hand, some suggest that the return of Tom Sawyer is a clever and important way to measure Huck’s growth. Discuss the success or failure of the novel’s ending in relation to the major themes of the work as a whole.

6. You may come up with your own paper topic, but you must clear it with me in advance.
An additional requirement for this essay is for you to look back at my comments on your Scarlet Letter essay and to write me a note indicating at least one specific area that you have attempted to improve your writing in this essay. This will take the form of a note to me at the end of your essay. If you do not include this, your essay grade will be reduced 1/3 of a letter grade.
