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Civil Misinterpretation of Popular Culture

There is a certain redundancy to the plot of most stories told in American
popular culture. The Wizard of Oz follows a similar plot to most television sitcoms, in
which the Dorothy-like protagonist desires something new in his or her life and
receives it only to discover through a series of mishaps and struggles that the grass
only looks greener on the other side and he or she had the happiness that was
sought for all along. One could even say that even an ingenious and celebrated
writer like Mark Twain fell into this trap with The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.
After all, Huck and his grown slave pal Jim spend their adventure on the Mississippi
River in an attempt to fulfill two desires: for Huck, a life away from his abusive Pap
and for Jim, a life of freedom. Near the end of the book, both learn that these lives
have been available to them for quite some time; Tom Sawyer relays that Miss
Watson died two months before, freeing Jim in her will, and Jim informs Huck that
his father has been dead for almost the entire time of their river excursion.
Theoretically, it would appear Twain did imitate this common pop culture
storytelling, but I like to give the guy with the awesome facial hair a little bit more
credit. Mark Twain was mocking the pop culture that existed and would one day
come to exist, when he gave Huck Finn its Oz-like resolution. Not only did he remark
on a protagonist’s futile efforts to achieve a goal, he went even further to criticize

the efforts of any member of a civilized society for the fruitlessness of their actions



and their tendencies, whether intentional or not, to imitate the popular culture that
helped to shape them.

Back in my elementary school days, my parents, my teachers, and the Power
Rangers encouraged me to read to further my intellectual development. They were
probably right, but I cannot help but reflect on the social ramifications to my book-
wormish tendencies, as my fifth grade daydreams had me calculating which summer
[ would receive an owl-delivered letter informing me that [ was a Muggle-born
wizard and was invited to attend Hogwarts with Harry Potter. I was only a toy wand
away from embodying Tom Sawyer, whose indulgence in popular culture
encourages the re-enactment of it that all parents fear. When he creates his band of
robbers, he claims that the band must ransom people, even though he does not
know how; all that matters is “I've seen it in books; and so of course that’'s what
we’ve got to do.” And rather than take the time to uncover what it means to ransom,
he freely decides, “it means we keep them till they’re dead.” (18) Ironically, Tom
strictly adheres to the rules of his prized fiction but does not even take the time to
comprehend and examine the rules he does not understand, thus illustrating an
irresponsible and naive reading of popular culture, and because of his charisma and
his “it’s in this books” justification, this makes Tom very dangerous near the end of
the novel. While Huck sees that Tom’s reasoning has “all the marks of a Sunday
school” lesson (23), which he also finds ridiculous, he never refutes his foil of a
friend. When Huck and Tom reunite near the end of the story, Huck should is a
changed boy; he has resolved his moral dilemma, casting aside the St. Petersburg

notion that helping a slave is a sin by proclaiming “I'll go to hell” to save Jim. He has



even proven that he can get out sticky situations with simple, direct solutions, such
as “telling the men [they] had smallpox aboard” (207). Yet, all of this is worth
nothing when Huck reenters Tom's civilized world; he throws out his simple plan to
save Jim in exchange for Tom's ludicrous one, because “it was worth fifteen of
[Huck’s] in style, and would make Jim just as free a man”. Furthermore, both boys
display faulty logic in choosing their course of action. Tom admits that Huck’s plan
“cert’'nly...would work” but dismisses it because he believes “[w]hat’s the good of a
plan that ain’t no...trouble”, and Huck realizes that Tom’s idea would “maybe get us
all killed”, but he delivers this as a reason for the plan, not against it (224-5).
However, Tom's civilized nature makes him much guiltier of foolishness than Huck.
Huck has learned to take the most direct path possible, free from frivolous social
rules, while Tom possesses the most direct solution to Jim’s freedom: the knowledge
that Jim is “as free as any cretur that walks this earth” (275). Yet he adheres to
snakes, rope ladders, and other shenanigans because that is the way “some of the
best authorities has done it”, and by authorities, Tom means “Baron Tenck...
Casanova... Benvenuto Chelleeny... Henri IV” and any other fictitious hero from his
beloved stories. Simply put, following popular culture trumps common sense in
civilized society and Tom and Huck pay the price for it. Their fiction-fueled plan
ends with futile failure and a slew of troublesome consequences on the side, and Jim
is only recognized as a free man when Tom caves to common sense and admits Jim
has been free all along.

Having withheld this information as this time indeed shows Tom as

incredibly cruel, but he holds on a shred of decency in that he pays Jim for his



troubles. Tom may be willing to have a thrilling adventure at another’s expense, but
at least he ensures that his victims are properly compensated. Unfortunately, other
prominent characters in Huck Finn do not possess Tom’s desire to appease other in
pursuit of personal gain, as seen when the duke and king con a village with the Royal
Nonesuch act. While enticing local townsfolk with the promise of the Romeo and
Juliet balcony scene and the Richard Il swordfight, the two tricksters fool a packed
house into surrendering their money to them for nothing more than the king “a-
prancing out on all fours, naked; and...painted all over...splendid as a rainbow”
(149). When the audience discovers they have been duped, they do not take the
direct approach to alleviating their anger by getting what they want, which would be
to retrieve their money from the two thieves. Instead, out of fear of being “the
laughingstock of this whole town”, a fellow audience member convinces them to
“sell the rest of the town” so they will “all be in the same boat”. And sure, this allows
the degraded audience a chance to unleash their frustration, but their energy is
directed in the wrong direction and their efforts allow the duke and king who
exploited them to be more successful in their own wants and desires. The even
greater irony comes on third night, when Huck explains “they warn’t newcomers
this time, but people from the other two nights” ready to wreak havoc on the con
men; the townspeople try to get revenge on the duke and king by giving them more
of the money they were so angry to lose in the first place. Much like Tom'’s rationale
for freeing Jim, common sense plays as miserable of a role as the king on stage, and
an ill conceived logic that the majority of society can absentmindedly accept

replaces it. The big man who takes charge and presents a foolish idea is just as



clueless as Tom is when he does not know what ransom means, and he reacts the
same way. Rather than quietly processing the best course of action, he spouts off the
first ridiculous thought that enters his mind, unlike Huck who we see time and time
again silently contemplating different moral dilemmas and reaching thoughtful
conclusions on the river far away from the cloudy confusion of civilized people.
While nothing in this scenario directly suggests that popular culture influences the
townspeople’s ill-informed decisions in the same way Tom Sawyer is, Twain uses
this a different example in how popular culture can be misused and bring out the
bad in people. Although the Duke and Dauphin are ultimately successful in their
schemes because the townspeople’s manifestation of their anger results in
exploiting their peers, the con men hook the first audience by offering the well-
known Shakespeare scenes, a popular form that they all know and recognize.

One could even argue that the Duke and Dauphin and the townspeople
received their bad ideas through fictionalized actions that unknowingly inspire
them. They are grown up versions of Tom Sawyer, and because they are no longer
kids, the justification through popular culture has become so subtle and habitual
that they are unable to identify it as their rationale like Tom can. Popular culture
undoubtedly shapes society, and the older characters rarely recognize it. Plus, Tom’s
“by the book” quip would sound even more absurd in an adult mouth.

Huck Finn is so rampart with characters making foolish decisions based off of
faulty, civilization-ingrained reasoning that one can even perceive Huck and Jim to
be the lucky ones of the story. While their efforts to achieve their wants and desires

accomplish just a little as any other character, their futility results from the fact that



they are already both free without even knowing it and they do not suffer the same
negative consequences of their actions. Perhaps this is Twain’s reward for them for
rejecting cultural norms and acting in such a way that makes sense to them. Huck’s
beliefs do not come straight out of popular culture, but out of his personal
experience. For example, he begins to accept Jim’s superstition about holding
snakeskin being bad luck after the snakeskin is directly responsible for a snakebite
Jim receives (59).

At the end of The Wizard of Oz, Dorothy, while ending up exactly where she
started, has learned the lesson to not run away, and vows never to do it again. At the
end of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, we see just how hard it is for a person to
live these lessons he or she learns from a fantastical journey when put back into
structured society. Huck becomes just as guilty of Tom of imitating popular culture
when the two are reunited, so Huck'’s final solution to his dilemma is “to light out for
the territory ahead of the rest” to separate himself from an already established
culture and civilization and return to the clarity that the river brought him to make
intelligent empirically based decisions. He returns to a stasis that feels like home the
untamed wilderness. He even condemns the idea of creating popular culture,
claiming he’s “rotten glad” that “there ain’t nothing more to write about”, and “if
[he’d] ‘@’ knowed what trouble it was to make a book [he] wouldn’t ‘a’ tackled it”
(279). This is why Twain included his disclaimer at the very beginning to not take
this book seriously. A lot of trouble occurs out of making a book, both in the ordeal
of creating it and the aftermath of becoming part of the popular culture that can

mislead the individuals of a society. By prefacing with the disclaimer, Twain



separates himself from the rest of pop culture in hopes that by not taking his work
seriously that we may see our own culture and civilization through the eyes and

judgment Huck employed on the river.



