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Preacher Sam and Pudd'nhead Wilson
A New Historic Criticism



Samuel Langhorne Clemens wrote his novel Pudd'nhead Wilson in the 1890s, long after the Civil War (1861-65) and the post-war Reconstruction period (1865-77) attempted but failed to deal with gnawing issues of class distinction, race, and exploitation in America.  The timing of the story itself is circa 1835-1855, which is antebellum. Clemens' retrospective approach was possibly an attempt to explain the human experience of his present, by describing past times as their source. In addition, Clemens loved feigning fictitious identities as much as writing about them. Several of his stories, including Pudd'nhead, contain descriptions of female impersonation, a very outright form of alternate identity assumption. He also enjoyed playing moralist preacher, albeit in a sarcastic kind of way.  When he began to write seriously, he took on the pseudonym of Mark Twain, another assumed alternate identity. In this case, the author of the work and the narrator in the story are the same, and his intention is to deliver, in Twain's usual ironic style, a moral message concerning the pitfalls of excessive pride and the inequity of prejudice.

The virtual preacher Samuel Clemens is Pudd'nhead Wilson.


Samuel Clemens disseminated his personal feelings through Mark Twain. The psychologist Jung might have said that Twain was a 'persona' of Clemens, a projection of his inner self into the world, and therefore the two were inseparable...like Siamese twins. The protagonists in many of Twain's tales are in fact Clemens, acting out one fantasy or another. He is Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer. With the tale of Pudd'nhead Wilson, the goal was for Twain to project Clemens into the role of benevolent catalyst, a stranger who assimilates himself into a somewhat warped society and corrects several unjust situations by applying technology and Clemens' fancied enlightened moral perspective. 


Clemens penned Pudd'nhead in the 1890s, when a distinct historical-cultural environment enveloped his world. The important 1896 court case of Plessy vs. Ferguson that would establish States' rights to impose on African Americans a "separate but equal" legal status, in other words legalized apartheid, was on the verge of happening. (Module 2) The reunited Union had abolished slavery; however, countless theoretically free low-paid workers still worked in abject servitude to the rich. They had simply altered their nomenclature, not their status, in the relentless production of wealth. As Twain, Clemens perceived that humankind's "chief end" was to get rich. (Twain, 1871) The Civil War had demolished the feudal class structure of the Southern States, but pride and prejudice survived in age-old traditions dating back to the first Virginia settlements, and not only below the Mason-Dixon line. Clemens lived inside a seemingly imperishable cocoon of social injustice, and he must have felt a need to say something about it. He did so in the midst of writing a satire, his favorite means of expression, on a totally different topic: Siamese twins. However, the fact that the inspiration for his planned farce about the notion of "incompatible selves forced to inhabit one body", the famous Tocci twins, were foreigners, nudged him down an alternate creative path. (Pudd'nhead's Sources) Writers usually end up writing about what they know or care about most anyway, and Clemens saw himself as a champion of the "lowly and oppressed."


The cultural setting he chose for his project overflowed with childhood memories. Twain's tales of life on the Mississippi were usually autobiographic. (Budd, 252) The setting must have contributed to diverting his mind into more serious thoughts while establishing the context and how the story's characters would interact. (Module 2)  He painted in words a kind of purgatory place for blacks, with hell just "down the river" and heaven open only to properly born white people. In the story, the ideology of the people of Dawson's Landing, Missouri, was one of aristocratic feudal tradition above all. It was a way of life based on presumptions originating from racial prejudice as well as class distinction extrapolated from a self-serving application of eugenics, literally a breeding program for humans. In Dawson's, personal honor was paramount; nevertheless, its culture was built on lies. (Champ)

Nietzsche postulated that people shape facts to suit their desires. (Dobie, 169) New historicists acknowledge, "the accepted practices of a culture keep the powerless in their place and serve the interests of the ruling classes by maintaining social divisions." (Dobie, 170) Dawson's community inferred the existence of three classes of people. Anyone with African blood, regardless of their skin color, belonged at the bottom. Whites of poor breeding were slightly elevated to a middle level. The highborn, coincidentally wealthy and powerful, loomed above all. The 'thick description' of the town's culture included a myriad of detailed rules of behavior and even criteria for how to think, all based on class status. Over many years, all of this evolved into customary prejudice, presumption, and irrational judgments. This theme within the historical context of the town, emphasizing class distinctions, is not unique; it is a "universal and timeless" viewpoint (Dobie, 169). It has plagued humanity since the first civilizations. In Pudd'nhead, Clemens created a character, Dave Wilson nicknamed Pudd'nhead by Dawson's highly prejudiced first citizen based on a simple off-hand remark. The black people could have perceived Wilson more as an angel from heaven; he was a northerner from New York, where presumably only free blacks lived. In any case, Wilson is destined to be a destroyer of worlds, even if unintentionally.


In the story, two white-skinned babies are born at the same time and raised by the same nanny. One is a genetically correct white boy, the other the son of the black slave Roxanna. One day, Wilson makes a passing remark to Roxanna on how "both boys are similarly cute."  He also asks how she tells them apart when they are not wearing clothes. 'Roxy' responds that for her it is instinctual and proudfully declares her Master, Percy would not be able to. (Twain) This is where Wilson, Twain's unwitting avenging angel, interjects into the sleepy town the seed of discontent. From this remark, grow huge crises that eventually demolish the community's smug complacency. Roxy switches the babies. (Twain) With that act, Clemens jumped from satire to tragedy and into moral messaging.  The narrator took on a new role, that of agitator for moral reform. Wilson does not preach, or even indicate that he believes in anything contrary to the established notions of the community, however, his actions to resolve the emergencies end up challenging Dawson's culture to the core.  
Wilson defies mainstream thinking and proves what a farce the community's pillars of pride and prejudice are. He achieves this as an outsider, Clemens' favorite position on any issue.  Wilson proves, with the irrefutable modern science of fingerprinting, that genetics, racism, honor, tradition, and class structure are all meaningless. Prejudice leads to injustice, from debasing an intelligent man because his first words in town did not fit the usual pattern, to the dire consequences of switching two babies' identities, to the life-and-death issue of accusing an innocent man of murder with circumstantial evidence. 

         
Clemens was not religious; in fact, some dubbed him irreverent. However, he did enjoy preaching his personal point of view as long as he had an audience and could present his thoughts in his sarcastically witty way. His sense of morality, especially regarding the issue of slavery, appears to have come from within himself, not from his environment. That process may have been more spiritual than the doctrinal imperatives of any organized religion. His thought processes were the epitome of critical thinking and his intentions righteous only in so far as injustice aroused outrage in him. Clemens sought power to the people, not to the institutions. He studied the human condition and often found it lacking, which prompted him to compose moral lessons. In Pudd'nhead, he fed the new historic critic's concern with social and cultural forces that create or threaten a community. (Dobie, 161) With the hand of Twain, he crafted a subtle sermon that the not-so-pudding-headed character Wilson acted out when he showed Dawson's Landing what a mess their warped ideology caused. In terms of satire, the joke turned out to be on the townspeople and their redundant code.

While the discourses in the story are all symbolic of one main stream of thought: pride and prejudice and their corrupting influence on the community, Clemens never openly discloses his own leanings, his self-positioning. (Dobie, 168) Wilson never contradicts the established order. His actions however, from the suggestion he makes to Roxy about the babies to the resolution of all complications, the denouement in the final court scene, show his and therefore Clemens' stance. As to fingerprinting, that thread in the story is another way for Clemens to demonstrate how justice cannot derive from presumption, only irrefutable facts.  

History is unclear as to who understood anything from the story. Non-intellectuals confused by his acute ironic wit often thought Clemens was dumb, just like Wilson. They read for amusement, not to learn something, and mostly missed the moral nuggets buried in Clemens' stories. Martha Mcculloch Williams, a deep southerner, writing in Southern Magazine in February 1894, after two installments of Pudd'nhead were published, declared that the story was "tremendously stupid", and the title would be better as "The Decline and Fall of Mark Twain." (Williams, 1894) This offhand rejection is no surprise considering the time and place. New historic critics can see that Clemens commonly jocular approach could have acted as a force of containment when he displayed any seriousness. Those dedicated to hegemony, to maintaining the status quo, could easily have discarded any serious effort by Clemens' efforts as continuing buffoonery. (Felluga) 

Twain's humor prodded in people "an urge to reform some element of existence." (Headrick) The moral of this particular story was that Sam Clemens, the son of a real-life version of Judge Driscoll who grew up in a highly moralistic environment, through the novel character Wilson, was essentially provoking readers to individually "confront their own biases". (Dobie, 171) Clemens the moralist, through the penmanship of his other self Twain, uses the character Wilson to ridicule the absurd culture of Dawson's Landing and of the times that Clemens personally lived in.
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