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Summary

Chapter 19 of Huckleberry Finn presents multiple examples of knowledge and acquiring it. Huck and Jim
speculate on the origin of the stars. Signals such as lights appearing in windows tell them what time it is.
Huck figures out that the King and the Duke are frauds, but plays along, pretending. Huck decides that the
voices they hear in the fog aren't spirits, like Jim thinks, because "spirits wouldn't say, 'Dern the dern fog.'"

Regarding "An Encounter with an Interviewer," Andrew Jay Hoffman states:1

Twain presents himself as a man entirely devoid of knowledge. Imagination takes its place,
confusing the interviewer ... Mark Twain's humor points out that humans require knowledge,
even uncertain knowledge, and that imagination "makes up the deffisit." ... [We have] the
liberating capacity to imagine...

Warm-up questions

About Huckleberry Finn, Chapter 19

Standard questions

1. Who has read all of the story?
2. (If some admit to not having read it all) How much of the story did you read?
3. Who can summarize the story for us? 
4. Does the story have a moral? If so, what is it? Do you agree with it?

Story questions

1. Did you like this chapter?
2. Have you read this chapter, or heard it before?
3. How are Huck and Jim getting down the river? [Answer: on a raft]
4. [Use your discretion as to whether to bring this up or not.] Huck and Jim "was always naked, day and

night, whenever the mosquitoes would let us." Why? [Answer: Huck's new clothes were "too good to
be comfortable"; also Huck "didn't go much on clothes, nohow."]

What do you think about this?
Was it safe? [You might point out that Huck and Jim were in hiding all the time and no one
could see them at all.]
Would this be a normal way to live nowadays?
Do you think it was OK in that time and place, and in those circumstances?

5. When "the duke" and "the king" appear, they tell Huck that "they hadn't been doing nothing, and was
being chased for it."

What is Huck's immediate, instinctive reaction? [He helps them get away.]
Why do you suppose Huck does what he does? [You may note that Huck invents an evasive
tactic (them wading downstream) so it does not appear that he is forced or afraid of them.]



About "An Encounter with an Interviewer"

Standard questions

1. Who has read all of the story?
2. (If some admit to not having read it all) How much of the story did you read?
3. Who can summarize the story for us? 
4. Does the story have a moral? If so, what is it? Do you agree with it?

Story questions

1. Did you like the story "An Encounter with an Interviewer?"
2. Did you feel like you understood what was going on?
3. Do you think that this story is funny? [See the Guidelines - some children may just be confused if they

don't "get" the humor.]
4. Do you think that the interviewer thought he was smarter than Mark Twain?
5. Who do you think was smarter, the interviewer, or Mark Twain?
6. At the end of the story, as the interviewer leaves, Twain says "He was very pleasant company, and I

was sorry to see him go." Do you think Twain is telling the truth when he says this?
7. [You may want to have the story printed out, or otherwise enable the kids to read the sentence] Look

at this sentence and note the punctuation: "But, 'sh!--don't mention it where the family can hear of
it."

Is there anything unusual about that punctuation? [Referring to the 'sh]
This is a way that we can learn the history of our own language. The apostrophe indicates that
'sh is short; that the first part of the word has been left off. What might it be? [Answer: 'sh is
short for "hush." You can have the children practice saying "hush" with the "hu" said first sotto
voce, then subvocally. Also try whispering.]

8. [Pointing out violation of math - also a math exercise] 
At one point, Twain says he was born on Monday, October 31, 1693. The interviewer says that
that would make Twain 180 years old. So what is the year in which this story was set? [Answer:
1693 + 180 = 1873] 
The story is set in 1873. Twain says he is 19 years old. If that were true, what year would he
have been born in? [Answer: 1873 - 19 = 1854]
When does Twain say he began to write? [Answer: 1836]
Could Twain have begun to write in 1836 if he was not born until 1854?
Aaron Burr died in 1836. Could Twain have met Aaron Burr if he was not born until 1854?
How does Twain explain all this when the interviewer is skeptical? [Check if the kids know what
"skeptical" means.]
Are these only math problems, or are they logic problems also?

Guidelines for philosophical discussion

Depending on your situation and group's structure, this Story Module may well take up three sessions; the
first two covering Chapter 19 of Huckleberry Finn.

A problem with this assignment is that "An Encounter with an Interviewer" is not written for children. Its
vocabulary is not overly difficult for good readers, especially when/if they can ask parents or look up words
such as "peart," "tree her," "notorious," and "defunct." However it is silly nonsense and if you try to get all
the details straight, it's impossible! You just get confused and have to give up.

Consider explaining to the children that this kind of humor was widely practiced in Twain's day, and still is.
The person pulling the prank, or making the joke, or in this case, "funning" the interviewer, pretends to be
uneducated, "simple," unsophisticated, or just plain dumb. They "just say stuff" - silly things that don't
make a lot of sense, or make no sense at all. The fun comes from puzzling the person you are talking to, in
this case the interviewer who figures he is sophisticated, cultured, educated et cetera. Eventually you will
confuse him to the point where he gives up and goes away. He thinks that he's way above Twain



intellectually and in sophistication; in reality, the joke's on him.

Huckleberry Finn - Chapter 19

This story addresses (at least) two different aspects of epistemology. 

First, Huck and Jim on the river are gathering and using a variety of information, from a variety of different
sources. "These sparks was our clock" - morning was coming, time to tie up and hide right away. Note that
this also implies that people were in the habit of rising before dawn. Huck discerns that the "duke" and the
"king" don't know each other; nobody tells him this; he figures it out from their conversation. Huck figures
out that the sound of an axe takes time to come over the water.

Second, Huck and Jim spend time talking about all sorts of topics, trying to figure things out on their own.
They wonder about the origin of the stars. Many questions can be based on this. 

You can tell children that cosmology was not a developed science in those days; in fact, the word
"cosmology" had the same kind of connotation or feeling associated with it that "astrology" does nowadays.
The origin of the universe, and even its nature, was largely a matter of speculation and myth. Respectable,
serious, academics avoided this field. Nobody really knew and it was pretty much sheer conjecture, with
plenty of wild speculation. It's not too much of a stretch to say that the "star creation myth" that Huck and
Jim came up with, was just as good as any of the others.

Both Huck and Jim were well aware of Christianity (this isn't mentioned in this chapter but is, elsewhere in
the book), which states that God created the universe including all the "heavens." So why didn't they just
accept that, having heard it? Why did they still want to figure it out? One obvious potential answer is that
the statement "God did it" is not always completely satisfying. Could that be true for similar statements,
such as "Because God said so," "Because God wants it that way," and "Because God made it/made things
work that way?" What about statements like "It/he/she does that because that's its/his/her nature?"

A possible topic for discussion: Huck and Jim have the time to talk about "all kinds of things." What about if
they did not have all that free time, but were busy all the time learning, learning, learning? For example in
a school, or in a homeschool family where the parents keep the kids busy all the time? Would they come to
the same conclusions? Is there value in them figuring things out for themselves instead of just being told?
What if they come to a different conclusion?

Another possible line of inquiry is due to Robert Pirsig and his book Zen and the Art of Motorcycle
Maintenance. Pirsig discusses ghosts whereas Huck talks of spirits. Basically, a "spirit" or anything else
"unreal" might be fairly characterized as something that lacks physical attributes such as mass or energy,
can't be directly observed, is not tangible. But then of course all the laws of science are unreal by that
definition, as well. Yet we believe in them. Pirsig writes of this in Chapter 3 of his book.

The last paragraph of chapter 19 of Huckleberry Finn brings up a lot of questions. How did Huck figure out
that "these liars warn't no kings nor dukes at all, but just low-down humbugs and frauds?" Huck handles
this by going along, pretending to believe, or at least not saying he doesn't believe them, not challenging
them. He doesn't tell Jim because "it warn't no use." Is this right? Is it expedient? Huck says he learned
from his pap " that the best way to get along with his kind of people is to let them have their own way."
What kind of people does Huck mean? Presumably, liars, humbugs, frauds, but children may have different
answers. Why let them have their own way? What in Huck's experience might have taught him this? The
answer(s) (such as: Huck's pap is a drunkard) may depend on parts of the book other than this chapter,
but even if children haven't read the rest of the book they may have opinions, and/or good thoughts.

An Encounter with an Interviewer

In this story Twain tosses off so many violations of arithmetic, chronology, and logic that it gets kind of
ridiculous. Brought into sharp relief is the difference between two kinds of knowledge. The first is
knowledge of particular events that have happened, or facts. The candle burned (or it didn't). Sally ate the
cake (or she didn't). The table is blue (or it isn't). These sorts of things can be true or false; people can



disagree as to the facts. If you wonder about the color of the table you can just go look at it and make a
determination one way or the other. You may or may not be able to figure out whether Sally ate the cake;
it depends on your standards of evidence, and also upon what evidence is actually available to you.

But there are other statements that are not in this category. For example, is it possible for a person to be
both 19 and 180 years old? Is it possible that a person met someone, or began to write, before they were
ever even born? One of two twins had a mole on the back of his left hand; that child was drowned, and
"that was me." Is this possible? These kinds of violations of logic or "common sense" cannot be true; nor
do we normally expect such assertions from smart people of good will. The interviewer seems to think that
Twain is good-hearted enough; does he therefore presume that Twain is stupid? Is he? What might be the
purpose of coming off with all these "crazy" statements? (You might want to review the word "crazy" - its
meaning as "crooked" - not straight, not aligned.) Of course the whole article is basically an exercise in
humor, and amounts to documenting a round of "mess with the guy's mind." 

Questions for philosophical discussion

Huckleberry Finn - Chapter 19

1. In the early part of the story, before meeting the "duke" and the "king," Huck describes a routine life
that does not change a lot. Would you call this sort of life an adventure, even though it is routine?

2. What makes an adventure?
3. Huck talks of [waking] "up by and by, and look to see what done it." 

Do you ever wonder what woke you up, or is it always pretty much the same?
If you are living so that you don't know what it is that woke you up, is that an adventure?

4. Twain writes "then for about an hour there wouldn't be nothing to hear nor nothing to see -- just
solid lonesomeness." He also says they "would put in the day, lazying around, listening to the
stillness. [Possibly explain what it means to "put in time"]

What does it mean, to listen to stillness?
What do you suppose Huck meant by "just solid lonesomeness?" 
Do people ever listen to stillness nowadays? Or experience the solid lonesomeness that Huck
mentions? 
How often do you think it happened back then?
Was Huck being a very patient scientific observer?
Do you think that Huck would or could have learned what he did, without those long periods of
time?

5. Why would Jim think that the voices in the fog were spirits?
6. How does Huck decide that the voices in the fog aren't spirits? [Answer: spirits wouldn't say "Dern the

dern fog."]
Explain Huck's reasoning. Or discuss it if you can't explain it.
Is Huck right?
How do you know?
Do you suppose Jim is convinced?

7. Huck doesn't say that spirits aren't real - just that these particular voices aren't spirits.
Do you think Huck believes in spirits? Maybe in some spirts sometimes?
Do people nowadays believe in spirits?
Do you know anyone who really believes in spirits?
How would you know that someone really believes in spirits?

8. What would it mean, for spirits to really be real?
9. Suppose that someone says that certain spirits exist, but they really don't.  

What would be some differences between something we could all agree is real, and an unreal
spirit?

10. What would convince you that something is real?
11. Is the law of gravity real? [This is where a review of the Pirsig chapter/excerpts will come in handy.]
12. If Jim or Huck yelled out to the "spirits" in the fog and they yelled back, would that prove that they

are not really spirits?
13. If Jim or Huck yelled out to the "spirits" in the fog and actual humans emerged from the fog, coming



up physically to Huck and Jim, would that prove that they are not really spirits?
14. If Huck or Jim really did this, Jim, a runaway slave, would be enslaved again, or else killed. 

So, is this a test that Huck or Jim can really perform?
If there is no test that you can perform, to prove the truth one way or the other, then can you
really know?

15. Huck says that "These sparks was our clock" - morning was coming, time to tie up and hide right
away. Huck figures out that the "duke" and the "king" don't know each other. He also figures out that
the sound of an axe takes time to come over the water.

How do Huck and Jim figure all this stuff out? Nobody tells them.
Is this kind of knowledge better than your knowledge of these things that you get from reading
this chapter?
Is it any different?

16. Huck and Jim spend time talking about "all kinds of things," trying to figure things out on their own.
They wonder about the origin of the stars and come up with a possible explanation. 

Both Huck and Jim knew about Christianity and its teachings. Why didn't they just say "God
made the stars?" Why did they keep trying to figure them out?
Are statements like "God did it," "Because God said so," "Because God wants it that way," and
"Because God made it/made things work that way" satisfying?
What about statements like "It/he/she does that because that's its/his/her nature?"

17. Huck and Jim have the time to talk about "all kinds of things." 
What about if they did not have all that free time, but were busy all the time learning, learning,
learning?
Would they come to the same conclusions? 
Is there value in them figuring things out for themselves instead of just being told? 
What if they come to a different conclusion?

18. How did Huck figure out that "these liars warn't no kings nor dukes at all, but just low-down humbugs
and frauds?" 

19. Huck handles this by going along, pretending to believe, or at least not saying he doesn't believe
them, not challenging them. He doesn't tell Jim because "it warn't no use." 

Is this right? 
Is it expedient? [You may need to explain "expedient"]

20. Huck says he learned from his pap "that the best way to get along with his kind of people is to let
them have their own way." 

What kind of people does Huck mean? 
Why let them have their own way? 
What in Huck's experience might have taught him this? 
If you're going along with something you know is not true, is that kind of like being a liar
yourself? Or living a lie?

An Encounter with an Interviewer

1. Does this story even make any sense at all?
Could there be a meaning to it, or an intent of it, or any point to it, other than setting out "true
facts?"

2. Could it be true that Mark Twain was really born in 1693? Could it be true that he was really born in
1854?

How could you go about deciding which is true, or if either is true?
Is this something you could argue about, and would such an argument make any sense?
Could you ever be completely, finally certain, with absolutely no doubt?

3. Could it be true that Mark Twain was born in 1854 but started to write in 1836?
Is this something you could argue about, and would such an argument make any sense?
Could you ever be completely, finally certain, with absolutely no doubt?

4. How are these two questions different?
5. Could somebody be both 180 years old and 19 years old?

Can you be sure? 
How do you justify or support such a claim other than by saying "just because" or "you just
can't?"



6. What would happen if people allowed that a person could be both 180 years old and 19 years old?
7. Could you formulate a law, in words, that prevents it being true that a person is two different ages at

the same time?
8. What would be some other laws like that?
9. [After listing/noting some of the responses] Are these things what is meant by, or called, "common

sense?"
10. Albert Einstein invented, among other things, the idea that time slows down, that is, time flows at a

different rate, depending on how fast you are moving. Galileo invented the idea that heavy and light
objects fall at the same rate; heavy things don't fall faster. These ideas have actually been proven
true. They also seemed to many people to violate "common sense." When people obejected to
Einstein's theories on these grounds, he is said to have said "Common sense is nothing more than a
deposit of prejudices laid down by the mind before you reach eighteen."

If Einstein was right (and he was), and if his theory seemed to violate "common sense," then
should we change our common sense?
How should we decide when to change or discard parts of our common sense?
Does it depend on whatever everyone else thinks?
What if everyone else is wrong?

11. 100 years ago most people thought it was common sense that a black person and a white person
could not marry, and then go on to have a good, successful family. Now, you may know a family like
this. 20 years ago most people thought that two men, or two women, could not marry, and then go
on to have a good, successful family. Now, you may know a family like this.

Is this kind of "common sense" about what humans can or cannot do different than common
sense about rules of logic?
What makes it different and how can we have any idea if it is right or not?

12. Do you feel like your name is a part of you, or special to you, or "means" you?
13. If somebody started to call you by a different name, would that be correct? Would it be OK by you?
14. What if everybody in the whole world all at once began calling you by a different name, and never

talked about you or called you by the name you have now. 
What would your "real" name be?
Does it depend on how long this has been going on?

15. Suppose there are 2 identical twin boys, three days old. They are so identical that no one can tell
them apart. Their parents name them "Jim" and "John."

Are their names "part of them?" Does the name "Jim" denote (means "refer to" or "point to" or
"distinguish" or "point out") just one of the boys?
Does it matter? To anyone? The boys are too young to know that names exist.
What if the boys got mixed up in the bath? Dad or mom or somebody can't remember which
one is which. 

Would that make any real difference?
Suppose you're the one giving the boys a bath, You're done drying off one of the boys and
you hand him to his dad, who asks you "Which one is this?"

Should you just say "Jim?"
If you do, you stand a 50% chance of renaming the baby. Is this OK?
Should you say "I don't know?"
What would happen then?

Could you say that if one of the boys died, it wouldn't matter if it were Jim or John?
In what sense could this be true?

16. Suppose it was a long time ago and the only one who remembers the story isn't so clear on the
names. You ask "which one died - Jim or John?" The narrator (the person telling you the story) says
"Does it matter?" or "It makes no difference." Does it?

17. Will it ever matter, which twin is which?
18. Will it ever matter which twin has which name?
19. Suppose two identical twins decide to swap names for a while and pretend to be each other. Is this

OK?
Is it OK if they do it at their jobs?
Is it OK if they do it with their wives or husbands?

20. In Twain's story, the twins are not really identical. One has a large mole on the back of his left hand.
Now does it matter which twin died?



What's the difference?
21. Twain says that he was the twin with the large mole. He also says that the twin with the mole was

the one that was drowned.
Now does it make any difference, which twin was which?

22. Twain makes two statements:
1. The twin with the mole was the one that was drowned.
2. "That was me."

Could these statements both be true?
23. If you were the interviewer, what should you do?

Would it be right to leave immediately, as soon as you realize that Twain was saying
contradictory things, because such statements offend?
Would it be right to document all these statements and then publish them? Wouldn't that make
Twain look like a fool or something?
Would it be right to omit all these statements and write an article describing Twain's manner of
speech, and dress, and tone of voice, etc.?

24. Do you think the real Mark Twain ever really did anything like this?
25. Real people do this sort of thing. The "game" can be called "the country guy fools the city clicker."

The idea is that the city slicker figures he's superior, better educated, smarter. The country guy
confounds the city slicker and "shows him up." 

Does this sound like a fun game to you?
Do you think it'd be easy, or hard, to play the "country guy?"
Is there anything wrong with it?
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