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Abstract  

This research paper probes into the employment of spatial theory in the works of 

Mark Twain, an eminent American author celebrated for his astute commentary on 

society. Spatial theory, rooted in geography and cultural studies, provides a lens 

through which one can analyse the ways in which Twain's literary landscapes echo 

and assess societal constructs. By examining the spatial scopes within Twain's works, 

this paper aims to shed light on how the author circumnavigates and challenges 

prevailing norms, ideologies, and power structures. Henri Lefebvre, a French Marxist 

philosopher, made significant contributions to spatial theory, emphasized the social 

production of space and insisted that the space was a social product and also a set 

of relations that are lived, that also live in us. The major Objectives of this paper 

mainly focus on the core points such as the spatial dimensions within the selected 

works of Mark Twain and find out the narratives that connect the application of 

spatial theory to interpret the social commentary. The masterpieces Tom Sawyer, 

Huckleberry Finn, life on the Mississippi and The Man That Corrupted Hadley burg 

have been taken to explore the spatial ideas imbibed within the characteristic of 

realism. These works include the landscapes as the major part and the Mississippi 

river interlacing the portrayal of power dynamics, identity, and cultural norms. 

Keywords: Spatial Theory, Societal Constructs, Identity, Freedom, Morality, Literary 

Landscape, Geographical Representation. 

Introduction 

Mark Twain, born Samuel Langhorne 

Clemens, is celebrated for his literary contributions 

that provide profound insights into the socio-

political landscape of 19th-century America. Twain's 

narratives often unfold in diverse geographical 

settings, presenting a unique opportunity to explore 

the intersection of space and societal constructs. 

The discussion in this paper includes an overview of 

spatial theory in literature and explores how authors 

employ space as a narrative device to convey deeper 

meanings and reflect societal realities. Twain is a 

realist with the digression from American 

romanticism and his writing style was different from 

his contemporaries. His works majority based on the 

Mississippi river belt and the people lived in there 

during his times. He found solace in the river and 

spent some time as a steam pilot that has influenced 

most of his writings. The fictional town St. 

RESEARCH ARTICLE 

 
 
 

Article info 

Article Received:30/11/2023 
Article Accepted: 26/12/2023 
Published online:31/12/2023 
DOI: 10.33329/rjelal.11.4.281 

 

 

http://www.rjelal.com/
http://www.rjelal.com/


Research Journal of English Language and Literature (RJELAL) 
A Peer Reviewed (Refereed) International Journal 

Impact Factor 6.8992 (ICI) http://www.rjelal.com;  
Email:editorrjelal@gmail.com; ISSN:2395-2636 (P); 2321-3108(O)  

Vol.11.Issue 4. 2023 
 (Oct-Dec) 

 

282 Radhakrishnan Rajasekaran et al  
 

Petersburg, a small village along the banks of the 

Mississippi River was Twain’s own creation and a 

setting for much of the action in "The Adventures of 

Tom Sawyer & Huckleberry Finn". It is mainly based 

on his native Hannibal, Missouri, a significant 

influence on Twain's writings and inspired him to 

write about its people and surroundings. Life on the 

Mississippi is another major work based on his 

experience as Steam-boat pilot on the Mississippi 

and the towns on its banks. It narrates the 

Geographical Landscape of the river, the River as a 

Symbolic Space and explores Social and Economic 

Spaces: Technological Changes: Nostalgia and 

Change etc. This paper will throw light on the spatial 

elements used by Twain to amalgamate his works 

and space. 

Use of Spatial theory in Life on the Mississippi: 

"Life on the Mississippi" by Mark Twain is an 

appealing nonfictional autobiographical work that 

not only tells the author's experiences as a 

steamboat pilot but also serves as a lens through 

which spatial theory can be applied to understand 

the evolving landscape of the Mississippi River and 

its effect on societal principles of the 19th century.  

One of the essential spatial elements in the 

narrative is the river itself. Twain stunningly defines 

the ever-changing nature of the Mississippi, 

highlighting its dynamic character as it was …The 

face of the water, in time, became a wonderful 

book—a book that was a dead language to the 

uneducated passenger but which told its mind to me 

without reserve... (60).  Here, Twain underlines the 

river as an existing being, with its changing currents, 

ridges, and channels acting as a spatial metaphor for 

the changeability of life and the endless progress of 

societal structures. 

The book also emphasizes the geographical 

richness of the Mississippi river that is the basic 

source for agriculture and other benefits to the 

towns on the banks. This spatial abundance 

develops the narrative with its backdrop, shaping 

the characters' lives and influencing societal 

dynamics. The river’s crooked and constantly 

changing channels and, the navigating challenges 

faced by the pilots, act as the central theme which 

adds a layer of intricacy to the physical journey. The 

social and cultural spaces on the banks of the river, 

play the major spatial elements which shape the 

characters' features and interactions based on the 

impact of physical geography on societal structures 

and the flourishing businesses. 

The charming little towns along the 

Mississippi are detailed beautifully in Twain's 

narrative. They with their unique spatial layouts and 

cultural peculiarities, reflect societal norms and 

regional distinctions. Here, the spatial divide 

between the town's perception and reality 

metaphorically shows the perspectives and local 

attitudes in society. The spatial dimensions of the 

banks act as an important role in Twain's study of 

class and race. Unfolding the landscape, Twain 

records that this shift in the milieu has the socio-

economic and racial divides along the river. The 

plantations represent the entrenched structures of 

the pre-war South. 

Twain considers the concept of time and its 

spatial representation as an essential account. As he 

rows around the river, he discusses the passage of 

time and the changes because of the technical 

advancement like the advanced steamboats racing 

against the river. The boats as the spatial movement, 

relate to the persistence of time and technological 

advancement, inevitably tunes the spatial and 

societal landscape. 

In conclusion, "Life on the Mississippi" 

incorporates the rich spatial elements that 

contribute to Twain's understanding of society. 

Twain gives an insightful picture of change in the 

society by the means of the lively river, busy 

steamboats, charming towns, riverbanks, and the 

passage of time. The application of spatial theory 

allows readers to appreciate not only the terrestrial 

aspects of Twain's narrative but also the elaborate 

interaction between space and societal constructs in 

the sprouting landscape of the Mississippi River. 

Use of Spatial theory in the Adventures of Tom 

Sawyer: 

Mark Twain's "The Adventures of Tom 

Sawyer" serves as a masterpiece where spatial 

theory is brilliantly employed to carry the societal 

constructs in the 19th-century American Middle 
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West. The Spatial elements, ranging from the town 

of St. Petersburg to the emblematic Mississippi 

River, are indispensable to Twain's narrative, 

contributing thoughtful perceptions to societal 

norms, individuality, and the limitations that express 

them. 

St. Petersburg, the imaginary town where 

Tom's adventures take place, embodies a miniature 

of societal structures. Twain evinces the township's 

spatial layout to present the boundaries executed by 

social expectations. Twain highlights the foreseeable 

nature of St. Petersburg as it represents the 

increasing population of it. With the help of the 

spatial approach, Twain summonses readers to 

ponder on how the town's physical layout reflects 

the societal expectations on Tom's behaviour. 

The Mississippi River appears as an essential 

spatial theme that …here was a gorgeous triumph; 

they were missed; they were mourned; hearts were 

breaking on their account; tears were being shed… 

(110), signifying their thirst for self-determination 

and exploration. Twain writes, capturing the sense 

of freedom connected with the river. The river turns 

out to be a space where Tom and his friends, notably 

Huck Finn, shortly take a break to escape from the 

societal restrictions and board on their uncontrolled 

adventures. Twain also uses Tom's home with its 

spatial dimensions to explore the tension between 

societal expectations and individuality. Tom’s home 

as a private space, allows him to express his true self, 

free from the scrutiny of society—a spatial duality 

that exemplifies search for his identity in the novel. 

The Caves, such as McDougal's Cave, play a 

crucial role in Tom's adventures and mean hidden 

truths and escapism. McDougal's Cave becomes a 

space of clandestine and refuge, reflecting Tom's 

desire to escape from societal constraints and 

discover the concealed treasures. Spatially, the cave 

is considered as a retreat from society and its 

societal norms.  

Another major spatial setting is the school 

where Tom studies, an arena for social norms. It 

represents a miniature of the bigger society, 

reproducing social orders, friendships, and clashes 

among the characters. Twain examines the 

communal life through Tom's contacts in the school 

environment with his instructors, peers, and officials 

that help him shape his social identity. He also 

implies that the freedom that Tom enjoyed outside 

the school and the restrictions forced by the school 

environment, evidently indicating the rigidity 

between the structured educational system and an 

individual’s desire for independence and adventure. 

The school as a spatial order, symbolises the severity 

of societal institutions that suffocate one’s 

individuality and freedom of choice. Tom's rebellion 

against spatial boundaries figuratively dares the 

societal norms.  

In conclusion, Mark Twain's mastery in using 

spatial theory in the novel to free from the societal 

constructs, shows through the town, river, Tom's 

home, caves, and the school, Twain illustrates the 

interaction between space and societal expectations 

in a fantabulous way.  He also discusses how the 

spatial elements form characters and influence their 

search for identity and freedom. He has employed 

the spatial elements in a subtle way to explain the 

timeless themes of individuality and societal 

orthodoxy through Tom and his friends.  

Use of Spatial theory in the Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn: 

Mark Twain in his another masterpiece “The 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn", has flawlessly 

incorporated the spatial elements to untie the 

societal constructs of 19th-century American South. 

Twain's skilful use of spatial theory in the journey of 

Huck Finn on the Mississippi, the towns on its banks, 

and various other spaces that detail the social 

norms, racial issues, and the necessity for the 

freedom of an individual through the protagonists 

Huck and Jim. 

The Mississippi River plays a central spatial 

theme signifying freedom and refrains from societal 

constraints. The protagonist of the novel says…It's 

lovely to live on a raft…(392). Huck applauds the 

essence of the river as a liberating space. Twain 

employs the river's endless route and changes to 

compare the instability of life and the impending 

escape from the firm structures of society. The river 

acts like a dynamic spatial metaphor for 

independence and self-discovery that the 

protagonists seek. 
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Huck says …We said there warn't no home 

like a raft, after all. Other places do seem so cramped 

up and smothery…(392). The raft itself serves as a 

unique spatial setting, creating a temporary, open 

space where Huck and Jim can exist beyond societal 

norms.  Huck observes, highlighting the raft as a 

drifting haven that encounters the ordered 

structures of the land. The spatial dynamics on the 

raft emphasize Twain's account of societal 

discriminations. The blunt contrast between the 

spread-out freedom of the river and the restricted 

spaces of the plantation assists as a powerful 

account for the societal institution of slavery on the 

Plantations along the river, such as the Phelps 

plantation, an example for spatial dimension of 

slavery. 

The river towns, such as St. Petersburg and 

various others, act as spatial representations of 

societal attitudes. Twain observes, revealing the 

spatial disharmony between the town's apparent 

morality and its actions. Through these towns, Twain 

analyses the duplicitous nature of societal norms 

and their often-unjust spatial manifestations. 

The concept of the riverbanks takes on 

significance in discovering race and societal 

divisions. Huck narrates…Two or three days and 

nights went by; I reckon I might say they swum by, 

they slid along so quiet and smooth and lovely… 

(390). The riverbanks symbolize not only the physical 

separations between areas but also the racial and 

socio-economic disparities that continue along the 

river. Twain uses spatial illustrations to portray the 

blunt realities of the pre-war South.  

The Caves are the major and recurrent spatial 

elements in Twain's works and find importance in 

"Huckleberry Finn”. The Jackson Island cave acts as 

a refuge for Huck to escape from his abusive father 

and represents a space of safety and freedom from 

the domineering forces of society. The spatial 

imagery of the cave underlines Twain's search for 

hidden truths, personal agency, and the potential for 

escape from societal constraints. 

In conclusion, Twain has skilfully interlaced a 

spatial element to reproduce societal constructs and 

provided readers with a rich exploration of the 

interplay between space and societal expectations 

through the river, the raft, towns, riverbanks, caves, 

and plantations,. The novel also reflects on how 

spatial elements form characters and result their 

quests for individuality and freedom. It attempts an 

eternal exploration of societal dynamics through the 

lens of spatial theory. 

Use of Spatial theory in the Man That Corrupted 

Hadleyburg: 

Hadleyburg, is a virtuous town, defined by 

the author as a place where the best things in the 

world are done by its people. This initial spatial 

depiction sets stage for the narrative and forms an 

atmosphere where the contrast between the 

apparent moral correctness of the town and the 

imminent corruption becomes noticeable. Besides, 

it explores themes of human nature, morality, and 

the consequences of corruption. While the story is 

primarily focused on the moral decay of the town of 

Hadleyburg, there are spatial elements that 

contribute to the narrative.  

Twain gives the spatial context of the story by 

emphasizing the town’s reality and hardships. He 

narrates that the town was long, busy and full of life, 

confined to a single street that is of a mile, the fullest 

area of its capacity. The town is the most honest and 

upright town in compared to all other towns and 

keeps its clean name for three generations. It holds 

that reputation among other towns that makes the 

people of it feel prouder than any other possession 

it has. 

The stranger arriving to Hadleyburg, becomes 

a catalyst for spatial commotion. Twain defines the 

transformation of the town’s spatial dynamics 

because of the visitor's presence. The stranger's 

introduction tremors the spatial harmony of 

Hadleyburg. The townspeople on their town’s 

official motto inscribed the words ” Lead Us Not Into 

Temptation” to show others that they are the people 

far from being tempted or forced to do anything 

dishonestly. But, their greed for the stranger’s gold 

has made them dishonest and lie about everything 

to acquire that gold even the richest of the town 

tries fraudulently. 

The moral testing on Hadleyburg's residents 

exposes a series of spatial happenstances. Twain 

http://www.rjelal.com/


Research Journal of English Language and Literature (RJELAL) 
A Peer Reviewed (Refereed) International Journal 

Impact Factor 6.8992 (ICI) http://www.rjelal.com;  
Email:editorrjelal@gmail.com; ISSN:2395-2636 (P); 2321-3108(O)  

Vol.11.Issue 4. 2023 
 (Oct-Dec) 

 

285 Radhakrishnan Rajasekaran et al  
 

feels that the church service was long; it was, dreary, 

depressing. The church acts as a spatial setting for 

the town's moral scrutiny, highlighting the division 

between the mocking moral standards of 

Hadleyburg and the internal moral deterioration 

that the stranger's activities expose. 

The town hall meeting, another spatial 

setting, is a battleground for the residents as they 

discuss the consequences of the stranger's 

influence. The spatial transformation of the town 

hall exemplifies the breakdown of social order and 

the outbreak of chaos as the town's layer of morality 

unties. The stranger chides saying that the town is 

full of the same deceit and the name it held for years 

is just a farce. It shows Twain’s use of spatial theory 

to mark on the acceptance of moral check within the 

groups. The spatial borders of Hadleyburg suppose 

that it would not defense the human tendency for 

dishonesty and corruption. 

In conclusion, "The Man That Corrupted 

Hadleyburg", a shorter work, shows Mark Twain's 

skilful use of spatial theory. With the spatial 

dynamics of the town, the church, and the town hall, 

Twain exposes the fragility of moral conviction and 

the impact on a peaceful civic society by the 

influence of the stranger. Twain reveals a tale of 

moral uncertainty, deception, and the integral flaws 

of human nature within the setting of a small, self-

assured town through the spatial elements. 

Conclusion 

The notable works of Mark Twain, "The 

Adventures of Tom Sawyer," "Life on the 

Mississippi," "The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn," 

and "The Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg," have 

used the spatial theory as a powerful lens through 

which societal constructs are exposed and dissected. 

Twain skilfully employs a number of spatial elements 

to convey the necessity of identity, freedom, 

morality, and the complex dynamics of human 

society. In conclusion, across Twain's selected 

works, it can be said that the spatial theory has 

emerged as a constant and impactful literary device. 

Twain’s masterly use of spatial elements boosts his 

storytelling, appealing readers to learn the details of 

identity, freedom, morality, and the ever-changing 

landscapes of the physical and societal lands. 
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