
Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science, 2023, 7(2), 359-361 

https://www.hillpublisher.com/journals/jhass/ 

ISSN Online: 2576-0548 

ISSN Print: 2576-0556 

 

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2023.02.018 359 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science 

 

American Individualism of The Westward 

Movement in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 

Qinglan Chen 

National University of Singapore, Singapore. 

 
 

How to cite this paper: Qinglan Chen. 

(2023) American Individualism of The 

Westward Movement in The Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn. Journal of Humanities, 

Arts and Social Science, 7(2), 359-361. 

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2023.02.018 

 

Received: January 30, 2023 

Accepted: February 28, 2023 

Published: March 27, 2023 

 
*
Corresponding author: Qinglan Chen, 

National University of Singapore, 

Singapore. 

 

  Abstract 

The Westward Movement was one of the historical events in American history 

that directly contributed to the development of the country in all aspects. It 

strengthened American individualism, laying a solid spiritual foundation for the 

growth of America. Simultaneously, the Westward Movement was also a cultural 

exploration and a source for the rise of native American literature, giving rise to 

the emergence of its Western literature with a distinctive regional identity. It not 

only shaped the national spirit, but also fostered its own literature, leading the 

young nation to maturity and strength. The aim of this paper is to take The Ad-

ventures of Huckleberry Finn, the famous American western novelist Mark 

Twain’s masterpiece, as the object of study, exploring the ways in which the 

Westward Movement, a historical event, influenced the development of indige-

nous American literature from the perspective of the national spirit bred by 

it—individualism. 
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1. Introduction of The Westward Movement 

The Westward Movement of the United States refers to the large-scale land reclamation and colonization move-

ment that took place from the late eighteenth century to the end of the nineteenth century, and was the exploitation 

of the extensive areas of the West that were still barren at that time. The American Westward Movement can be 

regarded as a landmark event in the modern history of the United States, promoting the rapid development of 

American capitalist society, which further affected the world pattern. 

Although the United States won political independence in the American Revolution, it was still subject to Europe 

culturally for a long time, importing the literature from England in large quantities. Along with the deepening of the 

Westward Movement, the United States not only broadened its frontiers, but also conducted unprecedented explo-

rations in culture, especially in the field of literature (Tai Bei, 2005). The Western Movement opened up new hori-

zons for American writers. The new generation of writers shifted their focus to the local area, using a realistic ap-

proach to express everything that happened around them as well as using humor and fantasy to describe the daily 

lives and psychological status of immigrants. This created an opportunity for American literature to truly break 

away from the shackles of England, and thus began to own a true American literary trend. The emergence and de-

velopment of Western literature have shown people the path that American literature should take, becoming the 

basis of American literature, enriching the world culture, and influencing the pattern of world literature. 
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2. Theme and Importance of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 

Among a large number of Western literary writers, Mark Twain is undoubtedly the most prominent. His humor 

combined with profound connotations and meaning is particularly reflected in his classic work, The Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn, which epitomizes the author’s emotional experiences when he was a child, sets the hard life of 

the Mississippi River and the western frontier as the background, gives a bitter mockery and fierce attack on the 

racial issues and moral concepts of that time, and shows us a quest for national freedom from the pioneering strug-

gles of the western people. Through the clear and innocent eyes of the hero Huckleberry Finn, we can see a real 

American society. This excellent work portrays a boy fully according with Americans’ recognition of their national 

spirit, and deserves to be read, tasted, and analyzed time after time. Hemingway once highly evaluated it: All mod-

ern American literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn (Ernest Hemingway, 1935). 

3. American Individualism of The Westward Movement 

The Westward Movement strengthened the individualistic values of the young nation. American individualism 

promotes individual freedom and personal values, emphasizing self-rule and self-control, which contributed to the 

most prominent features embodied in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn: freedom. 

In the westward movement, freedom was first shown in people’s ownership of land. The immigrants realized 

their power through the exploration of the West and were confident in their future. They believed that the resources 

of nature were equal for everyone, and it was up to each individual to seize the opportunity and achieve success. 

According to the Homestead Act of 1862, settlers can exchange a $10 fee for 160 acres of public land, and after 

five years, they could acquire ownership of the land. It built a free kingdom for the poor laborers. In the vast land, 

the dispossessed settlers could get themselves out of the old social order and build new ideal institutions on an 

equal footing. In the quest for the life full of freedom and happiness, the western pioneers were brave enough to 

fight against all external interference, like the harsh natural environment. 

4. The Embodiment of American Individualism in the Novel 

At the beginning of the novel, Huck lived with The Widow Douglas, having to learn the rules of the so-called 

civilized life everyday. It is a torment for Huck, who is used to freedom since childhood, so he often goes out to get 

some air and put back on his rags. On a common day, his alcoholic father who had disappeared for more than one 

year came back, taking him to a forest cabin. Not having to wear uncomfortable clothes and learn the hypocritical 

rules of civilization, Huck is very happy, catching fish and hunting freely. However, his father often becomes mad 

after drunk and abuses Huck with violence. Huck can not endure it, and finally secretly fled to Jackson Island, 

where he met Jim. He looks down on Jim at first, knowing that it is illegal to help black slaves escape, but their 

cooperation in escaping makes the two become best friends. They take a raft together down the Mississippi River, 

embarking on a journey of escape, but also a journey of seeking freedom. For Huck and Jim, only the Mississippi 

River and the raft they ride on are safe and free. At the end of the novel, Huck declines Tom’s aunt’s desire to 

adopt him and decides to continue pursuing a life of freedom to the place where the Indians live. From the begin-

ning to the end, Huck keeps seeking freedom, and the purpose of all his struggles, all his actions, is to achieve the 

freedom he wants. He will always seek the sanctuary of his own freedom, instead of staying in one place. “That is 

the territory to which Huck, in the end, must light out again (Daniel Hoffman, 1960).” 

In the novel, both the river and the raft are symbols of freedom, reflecting the author’s strong admiration for in-

dividualism. On the one hand, the river symbolizes the power of nature and the passage of time; on the other hand, 

it also represents a democratic and free kingdom on the water where people of different races can live together in 

peace, which is what the pioneers in the west aspired to. In a new territory, there was no constraint of the old social 

morality, and what they sought was the kind of absolute equality and freedom among people. 

The raft in the text is a means of escape for Huck and Jim, suggesting the connection and communication be-

tween humans and the free Garden of Eden, like Noah’s ark. The raft helps Huck escape from the control of his 

alcoholic father and Jim escape from being trafficked, and is a symbol of freedom. On the raft, Huck and Jim “are 

directionless” (David Burg, 1974). They can go wherever and do whatever they want. The raft witnesses the expe-

rience of Huck and Jim who meet by accident and then solve all kinds of hardships and difficulties on the road of 

pursuing freedom and democracy. They rest, play and even build a deep friendship on the raft, suggesting the au-
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thor’s hope that whites and blacks can help each other and treat each other as equals to build a democratic and free 

America. The raft elevates the freedom of individualism to a new height to become a national-level idea. 

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is not only Huck’s own experience of pursuing his freedom, but also the 

process of helping Jim, a black slave, to gain his freedom. Jim is brave, strong, loyal and selfless, aspiring firmly to 

freedom. Although he is a black slave, he does not grovel and submit to fate because of his status, maintaining an 

independent mind. His motive to escape and look for a free state to earn money is to redeem his wife and children 

and live a free life in the future. Huck believes that Jim thought of his family as being the same as the white race. 

This is a significant element of Mark Twain’s belief that everyone has the right to enjoy a free and happy life re-

gardless of race and color. With the same aim of pursuing freedom, Huck covers for Jim and Jim takes care of 

Huck in every way. However, as Huck is only 14 years old, he is more or less influenced by society. On the one 

hand, the old moral standards still dominates his judgement in most cases, and on the other, he has formed his own 

values and moral standards, wanting to act according to them rather than the norm of the society. When Huck is 

writing to Miss Watson to inform her of Jim’s movements, his conflicting perceptions reached a peak. The conflict 

between the controllable desire to assist Jim and the deep-rooted social standards in his mind stirs him up. Helping 

Jim escape is obviously illegal and treacherous, and that’s why Huck felt more and more uneasy when Jim is closer 

to freedom. He decided to write a letter to denounce Jim. But when he recalled their rare friendship in trouble, he 

felt “full of trouble”. Finally he “studied a minute, sort of holding his breath” and then said to himself: “All right, 

then, I’ll go to hell” and then tore the letter up (Mark Twain, 2020). The impact of the unenlightened slavery on 

children was defeated by Huck’s instinct to help Jim pursue freedom and it shows his idea of freedom for all 

equally, regardless of race or color. 

5. Conclusion 

Before the Westward Movement, the United States had just become politically independent and did not have an 

independent culture, let alone literature of its own. But in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, we find the em-

bodiment of the typical national spirit bred by the Westward Movement -- individualism, which, as the core of the 

American national identity, has left a deep imprint on Huck. This is the trace left on Huck by the Westward Move-

ment, and Huck, as a recognized typical American, shows the native American literary identity as well as the image 

of this country. Thus, it can be seen that the Westward Movement was not just a historical event, but also indirectly 

promoted the development of American literature through its influence on the American national spirit, forming 

national literature with its own ethnic characteristics, and enriching the world literary system. 

Since the beginning of the 20th century, American literature has entered a new era. The spiritual crisis led to a 

literary boom, with a new trend replacing the old one almost every 10 years (Gao Bo, 2016). Numerous historical 

events and the contradictions brought about by industrialization and urbanization demanded writers to express their 

ideas in new ways, forms, and genres. All these established a time of bold innovation and experimentation, and 

various techniques, genres, and literary theories emerged one after another. 

Under this circumstance, the American dream emphasized by the Westward Movement and the national spirit 

bred by it have been seriously affected. However, the pursuit of freedom in Huck should always be the national 

characteristics that Americans take pride in, and they should be deeply rooted in the bones of every American. 

Whether in the 19th century or the 21st century, literature carries a mission far beyond the literary world. As the 

promoter of the growth of American and witness of the efforts and dreams of Americans, the literature with western 

characteristics still needs to have its place in the modern era, and we can’t emphasize it too much. 
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