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Jan 3 2011 03:41 PM ET  

New edition of 'Huckleberry Finn' to lose the 'n' word 

by Keith Staskiewicz 

What is a word worth? According to Publishers Weekly, NewSouth Books‘ upcoming edition of 

Mark Twain‘s seminal novel Adventures of Huckleberry Finn will remove all 

instances of the ―n‖ word—I‘ll give you a hint, it‘s not nonesuch—present in the 

text and replace it with slave. The new book will also remove usage of the word 

Injun. The effort is spearheaded by Twain expert Alan Gribben, who says his PC-

ified version is not an attempt to neuter the classic but rather to update it. ―Race 

matters in these books,‖ Gribben told PW. ―It‘s a matter of how you express that 

in the 21st century.‖ 

Unsurprisingly, there are already those who are yelling ―Censorship!‖ as well as 

others with thesauruses yelling ―Bowdlerization!‖ and ―Comstockery!‖ Their 

position is understandable: Twain‘s book has been one of the most often 

misunderstood novels of all time, continuously being accused of perpetuating the 

prejudiced attitudes it is criticizing, and it‘s a little disheartening to see a cave-in 

to those who would ban a book simply because it requires context. On the other hand, if this puts 

the book into the hands of kids who would not otherwise be allowed to read it due to forces 

beyond their control (overprotective parents and the school boards they frighten), then maybe we 

shouldn‘t be so quick to judge. It‘s unfortunate, but is it really any more catastrophic than a TBS-

friendly re-edit of The Godfather, you down-and-dirty melon farmer? The original product is 

changed for the benefit of those who, for one reason or another, are not mature enough to handle 

it, but as long as it doesn‘t affect the original, is there a problem? 

What do you think, Shelf-Lifers? Unnecessary censorship or necessary evil? 

Comments (1270 total) Add your comment  
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 Kelcie  

HA! That cracked me up – and I‘m a black woman who‘s not fond of the ‗n‘ word. Censoring 

those words is a bit frivolous. Are we going to edit Vonnegut‘s ―Slaughterhouse Five‖? Because 

that book could be viewed as being ―anti-war‖. That emphasizes the perspective and mindset of 

the time and of the characters. It‘s realistic and honest. I could go all college-level lit class, but I‘d 

rather not.  

 Ian  

I‘m as against censorship as anyone, but I wouldn‘t call this censorship. Censorship would be 

editing the book, and then making sure all copies of the original text were destroyed so nobody 

could ever read them. As of now, you can still easily and legally find the original text anywhere. 

 jordan  

lol, no this is definitely still censorship. i wish that this would include the fact that it is edited in 

the title. slave seems like an odd word to replace the ‗n‘ word with, though… doesn‘t really mean 

the same thing. personally, i will have my children read the unedited version when i have them, 

and use it as a chance to explain racism to them (if this book doesn‘t do that on its own). still i do 

believe that in schools it is an iffy book for youngsters in an environment away from their parents, 

so that is why i‘d just prefer they would call attention to it as ―an edited edition‖ or something. 
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 Dede  

What‘s next? Since slavery makes people uncomfortable, Jim will be rewritten from a slave to a 

hired field hand? Twain knew what he was doing when he used the words he used and he did it 

masterfully. Racism existed when he wrote it and it exists today. Twain wrote Jim‘s character to 

point out to us our own uncivilized ways. 

 Anchorite  

You‘re apparently not as much against it as I am. Should we change Schindler‘s List to exclude all 

material about the Holocaust because it is offensive to present handsome main characters taking 

part in genocide, even if the movie‘s intent is to criticize it? Personally I think that by using the 

most offensive words possible, which are still in common use today in some parts of the US, it is 

more of a criticism of slavery, and to pretend these words weren‘t used is to destroy the novel‘s 

effectiveness. 

 Allison  

It is censorship. This book is considered a classic. I am a black person and Huck Finn is one of my 

favorite books along with Tom Swayer. I love Mark Twain. I read his books growing up over and 

over and over again just so I could get lost in the pages of adventure. What is wrong with you 

people. Don‘t you have any imaginations? What are you afraid of? Your own racisms and 

prejudices? Children are not born racists they are made that way by the parents. Perhaps if you 

teach that people are just people and you can not like some one because he‘s a jerk regardless if 

he‘s black white or pruple we would all be ok. Stop walking on egg shells. 

 Ted  

If you want to edit the book, then do so. But, take Mark Twain‘s name off of it because he didn‘t 

write it. Otherwise, pure censorship. 

 Neil  

Censorship. Seems to be destroying the original context of the times and lessons Twain meant to 

teach. All to sell more books to an ignorant 21st century audience. 

 Sigh  

How ever you feel about the words used, without keeping history and literature in tact and 

learning how things used to be, you will not be able to correct behavior and more likely return to 

the behavior that you eradicated from the history/literature books. 

 megumi  

Ummm, I think you could call this polite censorship! So new books printed from now on will use 

slave, and when all the old books are destroyed or lost in time the edited books will be all that‘s 

left for future generations to read! 

 Tequana Zombini  

This is pathetic. I‘m betting it‘s not the word in and of itself to which those schools in Alabama 

are objecting, but the fact that it‘s used by a white author. It‘s clear that these communities are 

very comfortable with the word until it passes white lips. In the novel the word has context and 

very powerful social implications that Twain worked so masterfully to convey. If neither are 

considered useful, then simply ignore the book and find more saccharine material with which to 

fill the curricula. Agree with Ted‘s comment that Twain‘s name should in no way be attached to 

the censored version. 

 Clark  

@Dede, I think you meant, ―Unpaid hired field hand‖  

Good points 

 Joseph English Major  

This is a travesty. What‘s next the Bible? Catcher in the Rye? This book is used to teach against 

racism. If we repackage it with prettier words are we not doing a disservice to the one people we 

are claiming to protect? 

 joesmom  

Twain wrote satire so everything was overdone, including certain words, which he purposely 

chose. First, that is how people spoke in those days, and second, Twain wrote the book to 
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highlight man‘s inhumanity towards his fellow man. The only characters with any smarts are 

Huck and Jim! The whole point of the book is to show how evil people can be, and sanitizing it 

dilutes the point. We should never forget how slaves were treated, and this book should be left as 

it was written. If it bothers some, well then they have the problem! 

 Suze  

@megumi… WHAT?!?!? Editing a book like this is completely pc‘ing our nations history and 

will destroy how our children view the past. If we keep dumbing down our kids they will one day 

think, ―oh, well slavery wasn‘t all that bad… and the holocaust? that never happened!‖ In a few 

decades even the term ―slave‖ will be offensive, and Jim will now be known as that kindly black 

fellow who is a family friend and is no way a man we force to work for us…. 

 amy  

What an articulate and impassioned defense you‘ve presented. Bravo. Race is still a very 

complicated matter in our country, and esp. in the south, and I hope this edition can make its way 

into classrooms where it wasn‘t before. It hadn‘t really occurred to me prior to reading this that it 

wasn‘t. 

 Robert  

If it is painful to hear that word, then let it be so. The classics teach us many things, and they 

aren‘t always the most pleasant topics. All sides of humanity should be discussed, pleasant and 

otherwise. 

 Dawn  

I have been a high school English teacher for 19 years in Georgia and have taught Huckleberry 

Finn many times. I have never had a child refuse to read the book or a parent refuse consent for 

the simple reason that we spend several days discussing the history of censorship surrounding the 

novel and the reasons for and impact of the use of the ―n‖ word. We also do not read the word 

aloud in class, ironically substituting ―slave‖ as well. However, students still see the word in 

Twain‘s original and intended context. With thoughtful planning and sensitivity, most conflicts 

about the book can be avoided without editing Twain‘s words. He knew exactly what he was 

doing. 

 Matt  

Chuck, that might be true but I think him constantly referring to ―N-word Jim‖ as ―Slave Jim‖ 

would serve the purpose of reminding us what Jim‘s status in life is just fine. Not saying I am 

necessarily sold on bowing to moronic parents, but it looks like they‘ve already surrendered to 

them anyway. 

For the record, I really don‘t like Twain‘s books. Have them read Tolstoy or Hugo. 

 kimy  

what a well thought out post. i do think it is censorship, but if it makes Huck Finn/Mark Twain 

more accessible for teaching, then so be it. what is the bigger crime….replacing the n-word with 

―slave‖ or not reading Huck Finn to school children at all? personally, i choose the latter. 

 Larina  

 ―The difference between the right word and the almost right word is the difference between 

lightning and a lightning bug.‖ -Mark Twain 

 Bliss  

 ―The REAL censorship of the novel occurs when teachers silently decide just not to teach the 

whole thing.‖ 

No, I‘m still pretty sure it‘s still when the Purity Commission starts rewriting literature. 

Next up: Lolita! This time, she‘s 21! 
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HUCKLEBERRY FINN 

Chapter 2 

Jim was monstrous proud about it, and he got so he wouldn't hardly 

notice the other niggers. Niggers would come miles to hear Jim tell 

about it, and he was more looked up to than any nigger in that country. 

Strange niggers would stand with their mouths open and look him all 

over, same as if he was a wonder. Niggers is always talking about 

witches in the dark by the kitchen fire; but whenever one was talking 

and letting on to know all about such things, Jim would happen in and 

say, "Hm! What you know 'bout witches?" and that nigger was corked 

up and had to take a back seat. Jim always kept that five-center piece 

round his neck with a string, and said it was a charm the devil give to 

him with his own hands, and told him he could cure anybody with it 

and fetch witches whenever he wanted to just by saying something to it; 

but he never told what it was he said to it. Niggers would come from all 

around there and give Jim anything they had, just for a sight of that 

five-center piece; but they wouldn't touch it, because the devil had had 

his hands on it. 

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn was written by Mark Twain, one of the most influential 

authors in American literature and is considered one of the "Great American Novels". It was 

published in the United States in February 1885 more than twenty years after the Emancipation 

Proclamation of 1863 officially ending slavery in the United States. In the novel, set between the 

years 1835-1845, slavery is still prevalent. 

 


