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“Publisher Tinkers with Twain”
By JULIE BOSMAN

Published: January 4, 2011

A new edition of “Adventures of Huckleberry Finn” is missing something.

Throughout the book — 219 times in all — the word “nigger” is replaced by “slave,” a substitution that was made by NewSouth Books, a publisher based in Alabama, which plans to release the edition in February. 

Alan Gribben, a professor of English at Auburn University at Montgomery, approached the publisher with the idea in July. Mr. Gribben said Tuesday that he had been teaching Mark Twain for decades and always hesitated before reading aloud the common racial epithet, which is used liberally in the book, a reflection of social attitudes in the mid-19th century. 

“I found myself right out of graduate school at Berkeley not wanting to pronounce that word when I was teaching either ‘Huckleberry Finn’ or ‘Tom Sawyer,’ ” he said. “And I don’t think I’m alone.” 

Mr. Gribben, who combined “Huckleberry Finn” with “Tom Sawyer” in a single volume and also supplied an introduction, said he worried that “Huckleberry Finn” had fallen off reading lists, and wanted to offer an edition that is not for scholars, but for younger people and general readers. 

“I’m by no means sanitizing Mark Twain,” Mr. Gribben said. “The sharp social critiques are in there. The humor is intact. I just had the idea to get us away from obsessing about this one word, and just let the stories stand alone.” (The book also substitutes “Indian” for “injun.”) 

Since the publisher discussed plans for the book this week with Publishers Weekly, it has been “assaulted” with negative e-mails and phone calls, said Suzanne La Rosa, the co-founder and publisher of NewSouth Books. 

“We didn’t undertake this lightly,” Ms. La Rosa said. “If our publication fosters good discussion about how language affects learning and certainly the nature of censorship, then difficult as it is likely to be, it’s a good thing.” 

The news set off a storm of angry online commentary, scolding the publisher for “censorship” and “political correctness,” or simply for the perceived sin of altering the words of a literary icon. Twain admirers have turned his hefty “Autobiography of Mark Twain,” published last year, into a best seller. 

An initial print run of 7,500 copies has been planned for the revised “Huckleberry Finn.” The print edition is scheduled for publication in February, and a digital edition could go on sale as early as next week. 

Mr. Gribben said no schools had expressed interest yet in teaching the book — nor did he say what ages he thought the edition appropriate for. In his introduction, however, he writes that “even at the level of college and graduate school, students are capable of resenting textual encounters with this racial appellative.” 

Ms. La Rosa said that the publisher had had advance orders from Barnes & Noble, Borders and other bookstores, and that she expected more orders from schools and libraries. 

Some English teachers were less than thrilled about the idea of cleaning up a classic. 

“I’m not offended by anything in ‘Huck Finn,’ ” said Elizabeth Absher, an English teacher at South Mountain High School in Arizona. “I am a big fan of Mark Twain, and I hear a lot worse in the hallway in front of my class.” 

Ms. Absher teaches Twain short stories and makes “Huck Finn” available but does not teach it because it is too long — not because of the language. 

“I think authors’ language should be left alone,” she said. “If it’s too offensive, it doesn’t belong in school, but if it expresses the way people felt about race or slavery in the context of their time, that’s something I’d talk about in teaching it.” 

Tamar Lewin contributed reporting.

A version of this article appeared in print on January 5, 2011, on page A12 of the New York edition.

< http://www.nytimes.com/2011/01/05/books/05huck.html?_r=1&scp=1&sq=twain&st=cse >
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“Bowdlerizing Twain”

Letters to Editors - Published: January 6, 2011

To the Editor: 

Re “Publisher Tinkers With Twain” (news article, Jan. 5): 

To replace the 219 iterations of an offensive “racial appellative” may reduce the distress level of “Adventures of Huckleberry Finn,” but it doesn’t go far enough. Readers will still find instances of murder, theft, chattel slavery, fraud, child abuse, drunkenness and other violations of civil norms. 

For further reading in this area, Mark Twain recommended “an unexpurgated Bible.” 

Justin Kaplan
Cambridge, Mass., Jan. 5, 2011 

The writer is the author of “Mr. Clemens and Mark Twain,” awarded the Pulitzer Prize in biography. 

To the Editor: 

Efforts to “correct” the use of the word “nigger” in “Adventures of Huckleberry Finn” have a long and sorry history. For more than a century, tone-deaf publishers have been replacing it with “Negro,” “black,” “colored” and even “folk.” 

“Slave” is perhaps the worst alternative, since by no stretch of the imagination are the two words synonyms. Indeed, one of the finest plot twists of the book has Jim learning that for most of his adventures with Huck he was in fact legally free. 

Jonathan Gill
Amsterdam, Jan. 5, 2011 

The writer is a humanities professor at Amsterdam University College. 

A version of this letter appeared in print on January 7, 2011, on page A22 of the New York edition.

< http://www.nytimes.com/2011/01/07/opinion/l07twain.html?src=twrhp >

“We Shouldn’t Censor History”

Barbara Kay

January 10, 2011 – 6:30 am, National Post
A newly-released version of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain will substitute the word “slave” for “nigger.” The Full Comment weekly forum deals with the issue, with two of us (Kay, Gurney) in full-throated revulsion against the idea and one (McParland) arguing for its innocence.

This is by no means the first time such a revisionist approach to the American classic has come up. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn has been the leading target of left-wing censors since the 1950s. Some publishers have in the past substituted the word “slave,” others the word “servant” or “hand.”

When we start tampering with literature, or with any art form of the past, for reasons of political correctness, we are on dangerous ground. In her 2004 book, The Language Police: How pressure groups restrict what students learn, Diane Ravitch, assistant secretary in the U.S. Department of Education under president George H.W. Bush, illustrates the absurdities that result when educators put the sensitivities of readers above literary merit.

In her research on the politics of education, Ravitch found “an elaborate, well-established protocol of beneficent censorship, quietly endorsed and broadly implemented by textbook publishers, testing agencies… and the federal government.” Educational materials are heavily screened to protect children from anything controversial or “offensive.”

Here are some of the words and themes that “bias review” panels have banned from textbooks and reading lists in the U.S.:

· A story in which peanuts are described as “a healthy snack,” because some students have an allergy to them;

· A passage using the words “African slave” was excised, because the “correct” usage is “enslaved African”;

· A passage about patchwork quilting by women in a historical narrative of the western frontier was rejected because it stereotyped women as “soft” and “submissive”;

· An inspiring true story of a heroic blind man who hiked to the top of Mount McKinley was rejected on two grounds: it told readers of the special dangers the blind hiker was vulnerable to, and therefore suggested that blind people are “worse off” than sighted people, and also because it contained “regional bias”: i.e. it favoured students who lived in regions where mountain climbing was familiar;

· Aesop’s fable, “The Fox and the Crow” was eliminated because of “gender bias” – the crow is female, also vain and foolish;

· A charming story about a friendly dolphin was rejected for “regional bias” as well, privileging kids who live by the sea;

· A passage about owls was rejected “because a Native American member of the bias committee said that owls are taboo for the Navajos”;

· A short biography of Gutzon Borglum, who designed the monument of the presidents at Mount Rushmore, was dropped because Mount Rushmore is offensive to Lakota Indians, for whom Mount Rushmore is a sacred place;

· A descriptive story about growing up in ancient Egypt was dropped because it referred to the way people actually lived: some in palaces, some as farmers. The bias and sensitive reviewers decided it had an “elitist” tone.

And for my personal favourite, this: One bias and sensitivity committee voted out a story about a rotting stump in the forest that housed insects, birds, plants and animals. On the surface it was environmentally beautiful, because it emphasized the ways in which nature provides for her wards in organic, environmentally friendly ways. However, the story’s writer made a fatal error: He or she referred to the rotting stump as an “apartment house” for the forest creatures it sheltered. In the view of the committee, the analogy demeaned apartment dwellers, and therefore would upset inner-city children, who might think of themselves as insects in a rotting tree stump: “Youngsters who have grown up in a housing project may be distracted by similarities to their own living conditions. An emotional response may be triggered.”

It’s tempting to laugh at such absurdity, but there is nothing funny about censorship or the astonishing irrationality that governs the censoring sensibility. We must not give in to the impulse to sanitize even the supposedly unsayable, if it is part of the historical record.

Twain was not a racist. He opposed racism. And that is why the book must remain as it is. As America’s premier literary critic Lionel Trilling said about Huck’s use of the word “nigger”: “This is the only word for a Negro that a boy like Huck would know in his place and time – that is, an ignorant boy in the South before the Civil War.” The use of offensive words, Trilling said, “is a fact that forms part of our national history, and a national history is not made up of pleasant and creditable things only… it is something to be confronted and dealt with, not evaded or forgotten.”

Exactly.

National Post

http://fullcomment.nationalpost.com/2011/01/10/barbara-kay-we-shouldnt-censor-history/#ixzz1Ae2zfhGi
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Debate on the issue:  http://fullcomment.nationalpost.com/2011/01/07/huck-finn-debate-pits-literature-against-reading/ 

“Huck Finn Debate Pits Literature Against Reading”
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National Post  January 7, 2011 – 1:36 pm 

Mark Twain and his friend John Lewis in 1903 (
A publisher’s decision to remove two words — “nigger” and “Injun” — from a new edition of Huckleberry Finn has prompted the predictable outrage. NewSouth Books is being attacked for censorship and literary vandalism. But is the criticism deserved? If they are replaced — and the decision is explained — more people might actually read Mark Twain’s classic tale, which is excluded from many reading lists thanks to its frequent use of those two words.
Barbara Kay in Montreal: I would prefer the original words stay. If the N-word gives educators the vapours, then let it stay off reading lists until students are in university and can handle the truth. Oh wait, I forgot, they don’t handle the truth in universities either. Or in libraries for that matter. So maybe just leave it as samidzdat until a new era ushers in an ability to take things as they were written. If a present-day author or filmmaker feels uncomfortable about words or images he created 30 years ago, let him or her change it (although I think that is cowardly). But to arbitrarily change the words of a dead author who, if he were alive today, would be appalled at such historical legerdemain, I have no doubt, is a dangerous thing. It just isn’t the same book or the same reading experience. Huck Finn is a literary creation. He would have talked a certain way and not another way. If you put words he wouldn’t say in his mouth, his characterization has been deformed. Bowdlerizing Shakespeare for children is one thing. Slyly rewriting a single word here and there in a classic to protect the “feelings” of a modern minority is ridiculous. We have been through this before with the Merchant of Venice. Renaissance views of Jews does not make me swoon, and I am sure that the great-great-great grandchildren of slaves are quite up to the task of recognizing what slaves were referred to by whites in Huck Finn-era America.

Kelly McParland in Toronto: I don’t see how, history, culture or Mark Twain are eternally diminished if a notice is placed at the front of the book declaring that, for the benefit of the faint of heart on school councils and library boards around the world, a bad word has been replaced by less offensive word. Nobody will be deceived or fooled, and readers can mentally substitute the real word if it makes them feel better. It might very well proce educational, raising a debate over why the N-word was acceptable in 1885 but not now — because it isn’t acceptable now, and insisting on absolute adherence to the original text just condemns one of the world’s great books to the remainders bin. Twain wouldn’t write the book the same way today, and Shakespeare wouldn’t write the Merchant of Venice the same way. It’s hard enough to get anyone to read now, unless it’s in 140-character bits or less, and even that’s a stretch for a lot of people. If dropping one word gets someone to read, I’m for it.

Matt Gurney in Toronto: Kelly, the fact that Twain DID use the word nigger, and Shakespeare DID write awful things about Jews, aren’t just things to be glossed over. They’re glimpses into a different period of our history, a lot of which is kind of awful and violent. You can read the Merchant of Venice for the story, or you can take a more historically minded approach and ask yourself what can be gleaned about the beliefs and conceits of the era from what was acceptable in the popular culture. As to your suggestion of inserting a small introduction into the book, I think that’s a terrific idea, but why not leave the text unaltered and make that brief introduction not a half-hearted apology for the censorship, but an overview of the word, its origins, why it was used and how it came to be politicized and eventually rejected. That way the work’s original text is preserved, the author’s words are honoured and the needs of education and political correctness are served all at once. Hell, keeping the text as is and adding a brief discussion note about the language that is now objectionable would offer a launchpad for broader discussion about racism and the politics of language. Teachers the world over should thank us for coming up with this idea. We’re practically handing them a lesson plan!

Barbara Kay: Hear hear, Matt. I agree, but even if these books were never used for a lesson plan, Kelly, consider what you are condoning: Literature is an art form. Like architecture and sculpture and music, it reflects its period, and that is its main value. Your statement that these authors would not have written such books today and therefore their words can be changed is revisionist history. Ban them or present them as what they are. Rewriting them – even a few words here and there – is also a sop to our “therapeutic” culture, in which the feelings of children, and their self-esteem is the touchstone for what they should be exposed to, rather than knowledge of civilizations that preceded them, and their own history. There are schools in the U.S. – this sounds parodic but isn’t – where the classic book Heidi can’t be taught in prairie regions because children on plains cannot relate to “mountains”. I’m not making this up. There are scores of other books that deal with winter and oceans and whatever for the same reason. What shall we do with T.S. Eliot’s poem, Gerontion, with these lines: “My house is a decayed house, And the Jew squats on the window-sill, the owner/ Spawned in some estaminet of Antwerp. Shall we say “a person of Mosaic persuasion squats on the window-sill”? Good grief, the door you would open with this accommodation is actually pretty chilling. Hey, I live in a place – Quebec – that already has language police that stick their noses into every bill of lading and exercise machine list of instructions to make sure the French is twice as big as the English, all so some francophones’ “feelings” won’t be hurt. And let me tell you, it is creepy. Be real careful what you wish for here.

Kelly McParland: Maybe I’ve been in the writing business too long to treat it with the rapture and awe it seems to inspire elsewhere. I doubt I’ve ever written a thing that wasn’t subject to change by someone, somewhere. I change other people’s work all the time — I might change some of this discussion, because it’s too long. No one is censoring Twain; no one is banning words. Governments do that. The original version will still be widely available. Libraries and schools can choose whichever they want.  Readers can make their choice. This is a publisher who is trying to get a larger audience for a great book by making an editing tweak. If every writer fell over dead every time an edit was made to their work, there wouldn’t be a writer alive. As for the “OMG, where will this lead???” argument, the answer is that it won’t lead anywhere. You can take any argument to an absurd conclusion, which is what both of you are doing. Hey, if you’re willing to step on a spider, maybe you’re willing to shoot a bird. And then why not kill a dog, and a baby, and next … Your own mother!!!! By your logic, the publishers of Readers Digest should be strung up, since they publish abridged versions of longer works. Let’s calm down: The aim is to get a bigger audience for Mark Twain, and if a little cosmetic surgery works, the world won’t end.

Matt Gurney: First of all, let me assure my mother I have no intention of escalating my occasional spider killing to matricide. Moving on, Kelly, you’re comparing historical revisionism with standard editing. Sure, you’ve been edited and edit others. I’m sure you’ll work your magic with this piece to make Barb and I seem better (or less convincing … I kid, I kid). That’s part of the job we all recognize when we get into it. But Twain already went through that whole process, and an editor working with a piece before it’s published is a completely different thing than a later generation of editors going back to a published work and altering it to suit changing cultural sensitivities. I don’t think Barbara and I have to raise anything to an absurd level, because we’re not warning of fire and brimstone somewhere far down the road. We’re making principled objections to the very situation before us, which is altering a famous work of historical import because modern sensibilities would be offended by the archaic language. As a writer, reader and lover of history, I find that offensive and worrisome on its own merits, with no need to spin hypothetical slippery slope arguments. Save Twain! (OK, maybe a bit of hyperbole there.)

National Post

Posted in: Full Comment, Social Issues  Tags: Barbara Kay, censorship, Huckleberry Finn, Kelly McParland, literature, Mark Tawin, Matt Gurney, N word 

http://fullcomment.nationalpost.com/2011/01/07/huck-finn-debate-pits-literature-against-reading/#ixzz1Ae3mWRZe
“A Twain Scholar Reacts to the New, Censored Version ‘Huckleberry Finn’”
January 9, 2011, 3:30 PM ET

By Steven Kurutz

Given the controversy that arose after it was announced that a new edition of “The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn” will replace mentions of the N-word with “slave,” Speakeasy called up Mark Twain scholar Robert Hirst to get his opinion on the matter. Hirst is the Official Curator of the Mark Twain Project, housed at the University of California, Berkeley. He said his office had been buzzing all week after it was announced that Auburn professor Alan Gribben planned to publish the revised work.

The Wall Street Journal: What was your reaction to this new edition of Huck?
I’m the head of an edition that’s devoted to getting all of Twain’s works exactly the way he wanted them. My natural inclination is to not think very highly of it. If it were my high school class, I wouldn’t be asking them to read a bogus Huck Finn.

How do you think Twain would react to this? 
He would be outraged by it. Twain himself complained all his life about the way proofreaders and typesetters changed his punctuation. I bring that up because it shows he was concerned about things we might consider even more minute.

Is changing a classic like this legally allowed? 
Huck is long in the public domain. It’s not copyrightable. Anyone can publish Huck now. It’s not the first time Huck has been edited down for a young audience.

How important is the N-word to the text?
I think it’s very important. When Pat Finn, in his drunken tirade about meeting a “nigger” who could vote and was educated, the whole strength of that depends on feeling how bigoted Pat Finn is. If you soften his words, you’re not helping the point. I teach Twain once a year and I tell my students, I’m not going to euphemize this word. I’m not going to say N-word. You’ve totally destroyed the music of it and the point of it. Clemens is well aware of the uneasiness this would cause. He lets Huck use this word exclusively. The uniformity of it shows you that he doesn’t want the pressure to be let up.

Has this been the talk of your colleagues all week? 
Oh, god. It’s been all over the Mark Twain forum. I think far more than it deserves. I guess I would say it’s really a tempest in a teapot. What’s this going to do? Sell some books in Alabama? I think the real outrage is who’s backing it. In this case, you have someone who’s a scholar and ought to be defending the truth saying, this is okay to do. He’s putting his imprimatur on this –- I think that’s what partly outrages people.

< http://blogs.wsj.com/speakeasy/2011/01/09/a-twain-scholar-reacts-to-the-new-censored-version-huckleberry-finn/ >
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Defense of New Edition:

“Editor of New Mark Twain Book Defends His Work”

WSJ Staff

A coming edition of Mark Twain’s work will combine “Huckleberry Finn” and “The Adventures of Tom Sawyer” into a single volume and omit racially-sensitive language, like the n-word, which it will replace with the word slave. The news of the new edition set uff a flurry of debate. The editor of the coming volume, Alan Gribben, who teaches at Auburn University, defends his work in the introduction. Excerpts have been posted on the web. Among them:

–”Far more controversial than this reuniting of Twain’s boy books will be the editor’s decision to eliminate two racial slurs that have increasingly formed a barrier to these works for teachers, students, and general readers. The editor thus hopes to introduce both books to a wider readership than they can currently enjoy.”

–”We may applaud Twain’s ability as a prominent American literary realist to record the speech of a particular region during a specific historical era, but abusive racial insults that bear distinct connotations of permanent inferiority nonetheless repulse modern-day readers.”

–”I believe that a significant number of school teachers, college instructors, and general readers will welcome the option of an edition of Twain’s fused novels that spares the reader from a racial slur that never seems to lose its vitriol. Despite occasional efforts of rap and hip hop musicians to appropriate the term, and well-meaning but usually futile (from my own experience) endeavors by classroom teachers to inoculate their students against it by using Huckleberry Finn as a springboard to discuss its etymology and cultural history, the n-word remains inarguably the most inflammatory word in the English language.”

You can read additional excerpts from the intro here.

< http://blogs.wsj.com/speakeasy/2011/01/06/editor-of-new-mark-twain-book-defends-his-work/ >

“New Edition Removes Mark Twain's 'Offensive' Words”

By PHILLIP RAWLS (AP)

Tuesday, 5:18 PM

Mark Twain wrote that "the difference between the almost right word and the right word is really a large matter." A new edition of "Adventures of Huckleberry Finn" and "Tom Sawyer" will try to find out if that holds true by replacing the N-word with "slave" in an effort not to offend readers.

Twain scholar Alan Gribben, who is working with NewSouth Books in Alabama to publish a combined volume of the books, said the N-word appears 219 times in "Huck Finn" and four times in "Tom Sawyer." He said the word puts the books in danger of joining the list of literary classics that Twain once humorously defined as those "which people praise and don't read."

"It's such a shame that one word should be a barrier between a marvelous reading experience and a lot of readers," Gribben said.

Yet Twain was particular about his words. His letter in 1888 about the right word and the almost right one was "the difference between the lightning bug and the lightning."

The book isn't scheduled to be published until February, at a mere 7,500 copies, but Gribben has already received a flood of hateful e-mail accusing him of desecrating the novels. He said the e-mails prove the word makes people uncomfortable.

"Not one of them mentions the word. They dance around it," he said.

Another Twain scholar, professor Stephen Railton at the University of Virginia, said Gribben was well respected, but called the new version "a terrible idea."

The language depicts America's past, Railton said, and the revised book was not being true to the period in which Twain was writing. Railton has an unaltered version of "Huck Finn" coming out later this year that includes context for schools to explore racism and slavery in the book.

"If we can't do that in the classroom, we can't do that anywhere," he said.

He said Gribben was not the first to alter "Huck Finn." John Wallace, a teacher at the Mark Twain Intermediate School in northern Virginia, published a version of "Huck Finn" about 20 years ago that used "slave" rather than the N-word.

"His book had no traction," Railton said.

Gribben, a 69-year-old English professor at Auburn University Montgomery, said he would have opposed the change for much of his career, but he began using "slave" during public readings and found audiences more accepting.

He decided to pursue the revised edition after middle school and high school teachers lamented they could no longer assign the books.

Some parents and students have called for the removal of "Huck Finn" from reading lists for more than a half century. In 1957, the New York City Board of Education removed the book from the approved textbook lists of elementary and junior high schools, but it could be taught in high school and bought for school libraries.

In 1998, parents in Tempe, Ariz., sued the local high school over the book's inclusion on a required reading list. The case went as far as a federal appeals court; the parents lost.

Published in the U.S. in 1885, "Huck Finn" is the fourth most banned book in schools, according to "Banned in the U.S.A." by Herbert N. Foerstal, a retired college librarian who has written several books on First Amendment issues.

Gribben conceded the edited text loses some of the caustic sting but said: "I want to provide an option for teachers and other people not comfortable with 219 instances of that word."

In addition to replacing the N-word, Gribben changes the villain in "Tom Sawyer" from "Injun Joe" to "Indian Joe" and "half-breed" becomes "half-blood."

Gribben knows he won't change the minds of his critics, but he's eager to see how the book will be received by schools rather than university scholars.

"We'll just let the readers decide," he said.

< http://www.timesleader.com/news/ap?articleID=6204686 >

< http://www.timesleader.com/features/Word_changes_hinder__lsquo_Huckleberry_Finn_rsquo__01-09-2011.html?pageType=mobile&id=4&start=1 >
