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Abstract 
 

In the opening chapter of Moby-Dick, considering the indignity of menial duties 

imposed upon him by superior officers at sea, Ishmael offers the rhetorical question 

‘who ain’t a slave? Tell me that’. Here he implicates all humankind in a condition of 

slavery, which can be either physical or metaphysical. Underlying Ishmael’s playfully 

profound declaration are two key insights, which orient major thematic 

developments in Melville’s fiction. Firstly, that slavery is a universal condition and 

secondly, that a foundational, metaphysical equality unites all of Melville’s 

characters. ‘Who ain’t a slave?’ expresses what I see as a pervasive concern in 

Melville’s work: the balancing of all superficial and limited concepts of mastery and of 

subjection by the realisation of a basic and inalienable condition of bondage.     

     The purpose of this thesis is to explore the ways in which Melville’s major fictional 

works develop and substantiate Ishmael’s claim. The emphasis of the analysis is on 

Melville’s construction of dialectical relationships and how those relationships work 

to structure his major works. I examine Melville’s narratives as expressions of 

dialectical processes, in which oppositions are presented and engaged between 

characters and concepts, within their unique environments. I explore the particular 

significance of the resolutions that these oppositions produce and analyse the ways in 

which these oppositions fail to produce resolutions. A particular focus is the 

relationship between the dialectical interplay evident in Melville’s work and the 

seminal dialectical model presented by Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, especially in 

his chapter, titled ‘Lordship and Bondage’, in The Phenomenology of Spirit. The 

analysis aims to detail the overlapping characteristics of both Hegel’s dialectical 

model and Melville’s narrative dialectics, and to specifically locate the areas of 

tension and implicit disagreement, which cause Melville’s conclusions to diverge from 

Hegel’s.  

     By concentrating on the specifics of the texts I intend to demonstrate a new 

approach to reading Melville, highlighting the dialectical process that constitutes and 

drives his narratives. Through a detailed interrogation of the dynamics of opposition 

introduced through the combination of character, concept and environment in 

Bartleby, Billy Budd, The Confidence-Man, Benito Cereno and Moby-Dick in particular, 
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I aim to establish a coherent reading of Melville’s work as a detailed and subtle 

expression of universal human bondage. This method of analysis makes the content 

of Melville’s fiction the primary focus in order to build a crucial thematic link between 

diverse texts. By drawing attention to the ways in which these texts can be read to 

reveal complex and layered discourses of mastery and bondage, my aim is to explain 

precisely what Ishmael meant by ‘who ain’t a slave?’, and why that meaning is central 

to an understanding of Melville’s oeuvre. 
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Introduction 

Master and Bondsman 

 

It is tempting, given that the issue of slavery was so significant during the period in 

which Herman Melville made his major contribution to the American literary canon, 

to review his stories and novels in relation to that very issue. The centrality of slavery 

and the ferocious debate about its continuation and expansion in the United States 

dominated the political landscape around Melville, but the author himself seemed 

disengaged from that precarious and rancorous political milieu. The political struggle 

over the issue of slavery can be seen to feature, if at all, only obliquely in Melville’s 

fiction.       

     The clearest exception is Benito Cereno. Serialised for Putnam’s Monthly in 1855, 

Benito Cereno is a novella that deals explicitly with the issue of slavery. However, the 

immediacy of slavery as a physical reality, and as an untenable and destructive 

arrangement of power in the novella, in the subtlety of its framing, made any 

particular political perspective which Melville may have embedded in the text, at 

best, elusive. Earlier critics found straightforward examples of Melville’s political 

leaning in the text and focussed their analyses on proving it, but sophisticated critics 

of the later twentieth and twenty-first centuries discovered and elaborated upon the 

story’s inherent complexity. It seems to be the combination of literal slavery, woven 

into a plot dominated by dialectical subversion, that made Benito Cereno the text 

which most inspired a comparison with G.W.F. Hegel’s famous metaphor of ‘Lordship 

and Bondage’, detailed in his opus, The Phenomenology of Spirit. Hegel’s dialectic is 

discussed relative to Benito Cereno in To Wake the Nations, by Eric Sundquist as well 

as in Empire of Necessity, by Greg Grandin. Sundquist briefly discusses Hegel in 

relation to Benito Cereno, in his broader exploration of race and American literature 

and Grandin makes the factual background of Benito Cereno the focus of his study, as 

he thoroughly unpacks the history of the intersecting voyages which constitute Benito 

Cereno’s plot. Hegel’s master-slave dialectic, in both of these texts, is an interesting 

point of comparison, without being a focus. 
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     In her 2000 essay, ‘Hegel and Haiti’, Susan Buck-Morss argues that Hegel’s master-

slave dialectic was inspired by the successful revolution in Haiti, which was Saint-

Domingue at the time. Buck-Morss considers the probability that  

 

‘Hegel knew about real slaves revolting successfully against real 

masters, and he elaborated his dialectic of lordship and 

bondage deliberately within this contemporary context’.1  

 

Buck-Morss’ association of the Haitian revolution with Hegel’s formulation of the 

dialectic of lordship and bondage suggests a further linking of Melville’s story to 

Hegel’s conceptual struggle between masters and slaves, as ‘for the contemporary 

reader of Melville the name San Dominick was easily deciphered as referring to Saint-

Domingue’.2 Buck-Morss is persuasive in linking Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit to 

the Haitian revolution, but it is not within the remit of the discussion to build the link 

to Melville’s text. 

     To my mind, however, the examination of slavery in Melville’s work goes beyond 

the comparison to the Hegelian dialectic suggested by the narrative salience of 

slavery in Benito Cereno and explored by a select few critics. I see slavery as a central 

and multifaceted theme in Melville’s work more generally, and the comparison to 

Hegel’s dialectic of lordship and bondage is especially revealing when applied outside 

the strict boundaries of the actual institution of slavery. Melville’s fiction adopts and 

adapts the features of the struggle for mastery between individuals, described 

metaphorically by Hegel, reflecting it in the intricacies of the ostensibly hierarchical 

arrangements around which much of his fiction is centred. Melville also consistently 

draws attention to the nuances in the relationship between the master and the 

bondsman, containing key conceptual elements of Hegel’s dialectic, but resolving 

them in a formulation of metaphysical equality not anticipated by Hegel. It is also 

critical to this reading to note the psychological dimensions of the master-slave 

dialectic, which Melville elaborates. Hegel’s dialectic describes an immediate, social 

 
1 Buck-Morss, ‘Hegel and Haiti’, 844. 
2 Heide, ‘Herman Melville's ‘Benito Cereno’, Inter-American Relations, and Literary Pan-Americanism’, 
48. 
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struggle between individuals, but also implies that this struggle originates in the 

consciousness of each individual before its development into a social and political 

contest. The psychological basis for master-slave hierarchies and the interior conflict 

which parallels them is something Melville’s texts further explore and complicate. 

Though the thematics of mastery and bondage recur, Melville’s texts critically and 

creatively diverge from Hegel’s model in a variety of ways, which confound the 

dialectic and put strain on the notion of historical progress that is commonly 

associated with Hegel. Melville’s work tends to find an alternative tension at the 

moment when, as Susan Buck-Morss sees it, Hegel’s ‘text becomes obscure and falls 

silent’3. 

 
 

Hegel’s Master-Slave Dialectic 

 

The Hegelian dialectic proposes, as its first stage, that in the meeting of individual 

‘self-consciousnesses’ there exists a mutual need for acknowledgement of 

subjecthood, only available through the recognition of the other.4 This is evident in 

the first point of encounter and entails a struggle. Each individual sees themselves as 

the ‘essential being’, which is to say, the subject for whom the other individual is an 

object, whilst at the same time recognising the independent subjecthood of the 

other. The struggle is wrapped in this contradiction. One ‘self-consciousness’ must 

obtain recognition of itself as the ‘essential being’ from another ‘self-consciousness’. 

One subject demands the recognition, which can only be conferred by another 

subject, whilst simultaneously refusing to recognise the subjecthood of the other. At 

the immediate moment of their meeting, both individuals are conscious of their own 

independence and of the independence of the other and both individuals risk being 

superseded by the other’s desire for subjecthood. This is why, as Alexandre Kojève 

explains, to speak of ‘the ‘origin’ of Self-Consciousness is necessarily to speak of a 

 
3 Buck-Morss, ‘Hegel and Haiti’, 848. 
4 The relevant chapter of Phenomenology begins ‘self-consciousness exists in and for itself when, and 
by the fact that, it so exists for another; that is, it exists only in being acknowledged’, Hegel, 
Phenomenology of Spirit, 111. All references are to the 1977 edition. 
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fight to the death for ‘recognition’.’5 Without recognition, Hegel proposes that the 

independent self-consciousness would be ‘certain of its own self, but not of the other, 

and therefore its own self-certainty [would still have] no truth’.6 This is why the 

struggle that ensues is so starkly described, as a ‘fight to the death’ for ‘recognition’.       

     The ‘fight to the death’ can either resolve in the death of one party and the return 

to a ‘self-consciousness’ which has ‘no truth’, as it is not recognised or acknowledged, 

or it resolves in one party being prepared to risk death and the other party 

submitting, having had their consciousness of self deeply affected by the fear of 

death. Being prepared to risk death indicates the purity of ‘self-consciousness’ that 

sees itself as the essential being or the ‘supreme value’7. This mastering self-

consciousness sees its value as superseding the material value of life. On the other 

hand, being unprepared to risk death in this struggle is to make one’s being 

commensurate with the material value of living, which is to lower oneself to the 

position of an object to be acted upon, rather than the value of a subject capable of 

acting upon the world. The party impacted by the fear of death is then consigned to 

give recognition of the supreme value of the other without receiving recognition of its 

own subjecthood. One party is recognised as the  

 

‘independent consciousness whose essential nature is to be for 

itself, the other is the dependent consciousness whose essential 

nature is simply to live or to be for another’.8  

 

This is Hegel’s conceptual framing of how, in the great metaphor of human 

interaction, to achieve recognition as an independent, or free being, a ‘fight to the 

death’ must take place, after which human relationships are organised into 

formulations of lordship and bondage; the lord receiving recognition of subjecthood 

and the bondsman only giving that recognition. 

 
5 From Alexandre Kojève’s influential introduction to Hegel. Kojève, Introduction to the Reading of 
Hegel, Lectures on the Phenomenology of Spirit, 7. 
6 Hegel, Phenomenology, 113. 
7 Kojève, Introduction to the Reading of Hegel, 7. 
8 Hegel, Phenomenology, 115. 
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     There are many interesting ways in which Melville’s fiction deals with Hegel’s 

central concept of recognition. Melville reframes the ‘fight to the death’ in texts like 

Bartleby and The Confidence-Man, where the very prospect of recognition is 

contingent and often produces contradictions, but Hegel’s master-slave dialectic 

continues to evolve. 

     Once one party has submitted to giving recognition and becomes the bondsman, 

the other party, in being recognised, becomes the master. This creates an immediate 

contradiction, as the significance of the bondsman’s recognition is lost by the fact 

that the master, in the act of mastery, has conceived of the bondsman as an object 

for the master, rather than an independent subject capable of freely offering 

recognition. This pivotal contradiction is summed up by Terry Pinkard, who explains 

that ‘the master demands recognition from the slave while also refusing recognition 

of the slave as even having the status to confer such recognition at all’.9 It is at this 

point, after the resolution of the initial, ‘fight to the death’ struggle, that Hegel’s 

dialectic begins to reverse the terms of mastery and bondage. The master has made 

the bondsman an instrument of his own desire and ‘thus he is the pure essential 

action… while the action of the bondsman is impure and unessential’10, but in gaining 

recognition from an unessential being the master has slipped into dependence on an 

object for his own subjecthood. This in turn makes the master complacent; the 

master thus becomes dependent upon the bondsman for his own essential being, as 

he relies on the bondsman’s work to determine his own self-consciousness. 

     The reverse becomes true for the bondsman, whose self-consciousness is initially 

relinquished to the master. Servitude forces the consciousness of the bondsman ‘back 

into itself’ transforming it ‘into a truly independent consciousness’.11 The very fact of 

the slave’s submission to the fear of death forces the significance of every stable 

aspect of material reality to dissolve for him. In this way he transcends the moment of 

his submission by recognising the unessential nature of the material objects which 

confront him, setting himself above the material world. Through work, the bondsman 

realises his own self-consciousness, because he is able to shape the objective world 

 
9 Pinkard, Introduction to The Phenomenology of Spirit, xxiii. 
10 Hegel, Phenomenology, 116. 
11 Ibid., 117 
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which confronts him. Shaping the object makes the bondsman aware of the authority 

over the material world which has been ceded to him by the master and it is ‘in his 

work wherein he seemed only to have an alienated existence that he acquires a mind 

of his own’.12 At first the ‘fear of death’ makes the slave an object of the master’s self-

consciousness, but, ultimately, the slave’s consciousness ‘will go within itself and 

reverse and transform itself into true autonomy’.13 Simultaneously, the master 

recognises his dependence on the slave, for the slave’s work now represents the 

master’s own, conscious desire.  

     In brief, the positions of master and slave do not essentially reverse, as the 

bondsman does not overthrow or enslave the master, but rather, Hegel’s dialectic 

shows the movement beyond the categories of master and slave towards a greater 

understanding of independent and autonomous being. The master becomes aware of 

the false position of dominance he has achieved by subjugating another and the slave 

becomes aware of the freedom implicit within his state of bondage. Hegel’s famous 

metaphor of lordship and bondage shows that slavery is a necessary stage in the 

dialectical movement towards freedom, as Kojève explains, ‘Man achieves his true 

autonomy, his authentic freedom, only after passing through Slavery’.14  

     Kojève primarily views Hegel’s dialectic as an interpersonal and social struggle, but 

there is another, psychological dimension to interpreting Hegel’s allegory of ‘Lordship 

and Bondage’. Although Hegel’s metaphor is notably cryptic, a view of the dialectic as 

representing both external and internal conflict, as George Armstrong Kelly does, is 

illustrative:    

 

‘In the interior of consciousness, each man possesses faculties 

of slavery and mastery in his own regard that he struggles to 

bring into harmony; the question arises whenever the will 

encounters a resistant ‘otherness’ that goes beyond mere 

physical opposition to its activity’.15 

      

 
12 Hegel, Phenomenology, 119. 
13 Kojève, Introduction to the Reading of Hegel, 20. 
14 Ibid., 27. 
15 Armstrong Kelly, ‘Notes on Hegel’s ‘Lordship and Bondage’’, 784. 



7 
 

This struggle between individuals, suggested by Hegel’s dialectic to be an analysis of 

historical tensions and progress, is conceptualised as a struggle between master and 

slave, but this is only made manifest in the world because it exists within individual 

consciousness to begin with. It is not that the ‘fight to the death’ occurs as a result of 

conflict between discrete individuals, with irreconcilable ideals, but ‘mastery and 

slavery will result necessarily from struggles of awareness and recognition within the 

ego’16. This is the essence of so many of the struggles which take place within Herman 

Melville’s stories. Virtually all of Melville’s characters who lay claim to mastery can be 

analysed through the Hegelian, master-slave lens. Melville’s masters can be viewed as 

having won the initial struggle for recognition, which entails Lordship, but 

consequently and eventually having ceded the apparatus of self-conscious control to 

their nominal inferiors, as described in the social sense by Hegel. The extra dimension 

is also readily apparent in a reading of Melville, as his masters can also be viewed as 

exemplifying the internal master-slave entanglement, which is the origin of the social 

struggle.      

     Armstrong Kelly makes the point that Hegel proposes foundational human equality 

as a premise for his dialectic of ‘Lordship and Bondage’17, and the same could be said 

as the basis for Melville’s semi-fictional and fictional worlds, although the reader finds 

these worlds already rigidly stratified. The key difference, as we continue to find 

Melville’s work engaged in the conversation of mastery and bondage, is that the 

equality, which for Hegel was grounded on human history’s movement towards 

liberty, for Melville, was grounded on an underlying scepticism about this notional 

progress. Hegel’s concept of humanity’s move, through slavery towards freedom, is 

one Melville subtly but consistently repudiates, whilst accepting the fundamental 

equality which foregrounds the dialectic. For Hegel, humanity would come to realise 

the metaphysical freedom implicit in bondage, for Melville metaphysical bondage was 

a universal and inalienable baseline that would make itself manifest, even in the 

extremes of apparent liberty.  

 
 

 
16 Armstrong Kelly, ‘Notes on Hegel’s ‘Lordship and Bondage’’, 798.  
17 Ibid., 798. 
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Melville’s Master-Slave Dialectics 

  

From Moby-Dick through to Billy Budd, Herman Melville’s works have involved worlds 

superficially dominated by hierarchical power arrangements but bound deeply to a 

more complex and less tractable dialectic. Melville’s complex and layered thinking 

acknowledged the factitious conventions of dominance and subjection as they exist 

between masters and slaves, but ultimately repudiated the centrality of this surface 

order to character and plot. Instead, Melville’s interest was in expressing something 

inalienable in the condition of human relationships, which escapes the rigidity of 

simple categories. His fiction suggests that the visible masquerade of masters and 

slaves is a projection of the prevailing metaphysical bondage which bears equally 

upon masters and slaves. The struggle between nominal masters and their bondsmen 

is merely the outward sign of an ‘existential impasse’18, where a dialectic of 

oppositions does not resolve in synthesis, in part because the oppositions which 

Melville details are internal and entangled and in part because of the integral 

influence of a universal indifference, which is subtle but unassailable. For Melville, 

this impasse provides the fertile ground for a concept of human equality, where each 

relationship is reducible to the terrifying truth of slavery both in each individual’s 

internal master-slave conflict and in the broader conflict between partisan individuals 

and a disinterested universe. 

     Melville’s fiction is always caught in the process of approaching truth and seems to 

always find itself, in this process, producing contradictions. These oppositions, as of 

black and white in Moby-Dick and Benito Cereno, of trust and no trust in The 

Confidence-Man, of preferences and assumptions in Bartleby, or of natural law and 

human law in Billy Budd are apparent everywhere, once they are looked for. In 

Hawthorne and His Mosses, Melville, discussing ‘the things that make Shakespeare, 

Shakespeare’, coins the phrase ‘the sane madness of vital truth’19 to describe the 

 
18 The phrase is ‘The Master's attitude, therefore, is an existential impasse’, Kojève, Introduction to the 
Reading of Hegel, 19. 
19 Bryant, ‘Hawthorne and His Mosses’ from Herman Melville, Tales Poems and Other Writings, 52. In 
this passage from ‘Hawthorne and His Mosses’, Melville is lauding Shakespeare ‘not so much for what 
he did do, as for what he did not do’, 53. Melville  makes the point that real honesty can only be 
achieved through subtlety, embracing Shakespeare as the embodiment of that near contradictory 
observation: ‘Only by cunning glimpses will [the truth] reveal herself’, 53. 
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liberating effect of King Lear’s madness. In its paradoxical formulation, ‘the sane 

madness of vital truth’ outlines Melville’s preoccupation with opposition as inherent 

and unresolved, as well as bearing an essential relationship to truth. Truth is, for 

Melville, not a resolution of oppositions, for here madness does not become sanity 

for being truthful, but a dialectical engagement that does not resolve itself. At the 

heart of the Melville dialectic is the unity of oppositional characteristics that involve 

one another, but do not correct one another. Nathaniel Hawthorne noted this 

impasse of essential opposites in Melville’s attitude, described in his recollection of 

sharing a cigar with Melville on the ‘deserts’ of the Southport sand dunes: 

 

‘Melville, as he always does, began to reason of Providence and 

futurity, and of everything that lies beyond human ken, and 

informed me that he had ‘pretty much made up his mind to be 

annihilated’; but still he does not seem to rest in that 

anticipation; and, I think, will never rest until he gets hold of a 

definite belief. It is strange how he persists -- and has persisted 

ever since I knew him, and probably long before -- in wondering 

to-and-fro over these deserts, as dismal and monotonous as the 

sand hills amid which we were sitting. He can neither believe, 

nor be comfortable in his unbelief’20 [emphasis mine]  

 

Melville seems to be caught in a dialectical wandering, where the proposition of 

belief and its antithesis ‘unbelief’, both weighed, do not imply a progressive fusion 

but an impasse. This quality of oppositional impasse in Melville, noted here by 

Hawthorne, is the very thing that Melville produced in so many of his major works, 

from Moby-Dick to Billy Budd.    

     The systems of power to which Melville consigns his characters, tightly organised 

around established structures of command and response, also reflect a critical 

instability, as the reference points of power and service which Melville offers describe 

a fraught relationship between the nominal power afforded by a system and the 

 
20 Nathaniel Hawthorne’s account of his time spent with Melville in Liverpool and Chester – November 
20th 1856, retrieved from Horsford, Horth and Lynn, The Writing of Herman Melville, Journals, 628. 
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metaphysical power of being at liberty to choose. In Melvillean fiction, proximity to 

structural power indicates ever increasing limitation in the exercise of liberty. This 

reversal is ultimately balanced by the deep sense of bondage which, unifying the 

lowest and the highest members within given structures, explores the nuances of 

master-slave relations, whilst accepting the internal condition of slavery as a human 

universal. The questions of grievance and injustice in Melville’s work, often salient 

and pivotal, tend to gravitate to the canonical answer, provided in Moby-Dick’s very 

first chapter, by Ishmael’s famous rhetorical inquiry ‘Who ain’t a slave? Tell me 

that’.21 Ishmael outlines an equality of privation and servitude, consoling himself that  

 

‘however they may thump and punch me about, I have the 

satisfaction of knowing that it is all right; that everybody else is 

one way or other served in much the same way—either in a 

physical or metaphysical point of view’ (MD, 5)  

 

This palliative musing is much more than a mere linguistic shrug and it does not 

commit Melville’s vast ‘Anacharsis Clootz’22 cast of characters to nihilistic fatalism. 

The struggles conspicuously continue but they feature a quality of opposition that, 

though manifested between characters, manages to undermine every ostensible 

indication of power by turning inwards and exposing the limitations which confine 

masters. This internal, conceptual conflict adds tension to the clarity of dialectical 

progress, in the Hegelian sense, which underpins Western philosophy, and it is a 

conflict which is apparent in Melville’s writing. Ishmael refers the reader to the 

master-slave dialectic, not as an interpersonal and progressive dialogue, but as an 

internal contradiction, which has the potential to be completely liberating at the 

same moment as it prescribes total slavery. Ishmael’s profound and laconic sentiment 

is effectively echoed by Pitch in The Confidence-Man: 

 

 
21 Melville, Moby Dick, 4. (MD) 
22 Anacharsis Clootz was a Prussian nobleman, financier and key supporter of the French Revolutionary 
Government. He famously led a diverse delegation to the French National Assembly in 1790 to 
represent the human race – he is named in both Moby Dick and The Confidence-Man to represent the 
diversity of character found on board the ships in both of those novels.  
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‘Aye, for come from Maine or Georgia, you come from a slave-

state, and a slave-pen, where the best breeds are to be bought 

up at any price from a livelihood to the Presidency. Abolitionism, 

ye gods, but expresses the fellow-feeling of slave for slave’.23 

 

Pitch’s reference is to the argument which Melville himself lived through and perhaps 

the most consequential debate in United States history, that of slavery and 

abolitionism. Though it remains tempting to speculate as to Melville’s political 

convictions at this crucial juncture, no definitive answer emerges. Whether Melville 

was an abolitionist or an emancipationist,24 it is clear, taking in the full scope of 

Melville’s ambitions in fiction, that he saw equality as a theoretical baseline for all 

humanity. There are strong indications of this governing sense of human equivalence 

in Melville’s account of the Pacific in Typee and Omoo as well as in his often scathing 

allegory of the United States, presented as Vivenza in Mardi. Melville, reimagining 

the United States South, has his characters respond with frustrated revulsion when 

witnessing the degradation of slavery. In Mardi, Melville’s ‘indictment of… in-humane 

or rigidified inequality is unambiguous enough’25, but in Moby-Dick, the relationship 

of Ishmael and Queequeg clarifies a view of fraternity beyond conventions of class 

and race ‘that was a bit extreme even for the most advanced antislavery man’.26  

     The literal institution of slavery sets the scene for Benito Cereno, and whilst it does 

not provide a definitive picture of Melville’s political perspective, it does reiterate his 

sense of prevailing human equality. In Benito Cereno, the slaves and masters 

exchange places and, the benighted perspective of the story’s narrator 

notwithstanding, the assumption of a naturally ordained relationship of masters to 

slaves is totally undermined by the simple facts of the exchange. The white sailors 

 
23 Melville, The Confidence-Man, 149. All references are to the 1989 Oxford University Press edition. 
(CM) 
24 This speculation bears particularly on critical readings of Benito Cereno. John Stauffer, for example, 
conforms to the view taken by Robert Penn Warren, Cleanth Brooks, and R.W.B. Lewis, that Melville 
was an ‘emancipationist, but not abolitionist’ - American Literature: The Makers and the Making, vol. 1, 
335. Stauffer expresses this view in ‘The Union of Abolitionists and Emancipationists in Civil War–Era 
Massachusetts’, Massachusetts and the Civil War: The Commonwealth and National Disunion, Mason, 
9-47. As well as in his reading of Benito Cereno in Stauffer, ‘Melville, Slavery, and the American 
Dilemma’, A Companion to Herman Melville, 214-230.   
25 Arvin, ‘Melville’s Mardi’, 78. 
26 Simpson, ‘Melville and the Negro: From Typee to ‘Benito Cereno’’, 28. 
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become servile and the former slaves aggressively assert their dominance. This 

rebalancing is immediately reversed once the slave revolt is discovered and 

suppressed, testifying to a concept of mastery which relates itself only to the brute 

facts of physical dominance. 

     In Benito Cereno, the rebellious ringleader Babo demonstrates a degree of 

ingenuity unthinkable to Melville’s blithe American narrator but, tellingly, he also 

demonstrates a degree of pleasure in his orchestration of mastery that goes beyond 

the practical goal of attaining freedom. In fact, freedom in the novella becomes 

almost a chimera, as, dragged into the dialectic of slaves and masters, the concept of 

freedom – its practical and metaphysical components – loses its narrative 

significance. Melville was engaged, as C.L.R. James observed, not in the political 

question of emancipation, but with the psychological ‘question of what exactly did 

men mean by freedom’27, a question which is never satisfyingly answered. In Benito 

Cereno, the characters who become entangled in the master-slave masquerade 

reveal a certain, fundamental equality, but it is an equality without freedom. This is 

the resolution of so many of the dialectics into which Melville’s characters are drawn, 

an equality of bondage that is not produced by the oppositional conflict of master 

and bondsman, as Hegel outlines, but recognised through it. This condition of 

metaphysical bondage is wrought in sharper relief the greater the given character’s 

nominal claim to mastery is, which is to take a Hegelian proposition and expand its 

implication. 

     Melville’s two most authoritative characters, the monomaniacal Ahab and the 

stately and rational Captain Vere, are equally his two most constrained characters, 

where their technically powerless counterparts, Pip and Billy, in Moby-Dick and Billy 

Budd respectively, by virtue of their apparent lowliness, are endowed with the 

greatest liberty. 

     Vere, though perceptive enough to recognise Billy’s innocence and compassionate 

enough to care about it, is bound by the superstructures that empower him to act 

but restrict or neutralise his own rational judgement. Ahab, whose charisma, 

intensity and obsession master the crew, virtually making his word tantamount to 

 
27 James, Mariners Renegades and Castaways, the Story of Herman Melville and the World we Live In, 
83. All references are to the Alison and Busby Ltd. edition. 
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divine commandment, is bound to the quest for Moby Dick and cannot change 

course. Committed to the futility of the quest in a way that the crew whom he 

commands cannot be, Ahab, in spite of an acute awareness of the rudiments of his 

bondage, is incapable of acting or reasoning beyond it.  

     In Billy Budd also, Captain Vere, immediately recognised as an exceptional leader, 

comparable even to Horatio Nelson, ‘intrepid to the verge of temerity, though never 

injudiciously so’28, is conscious of his own inability to act beyond the restraints 

imposed on him by the Articles of War. It is Vere himself who reminds the officers he 

has assembled to form the drumhead court, bound to convict and hang the 

practically helpless Billy, that the buttons they wear testify to an allegiance not to 

nature, but to the King.29  

     Ahab, in the moments before his fatal collision with the White Whale, makes a 

declaration radically different in its rhetorical character but testifying to a similar 

bondage, stating that, even in the intensity of the chase, he is metaphysically bound 

to the object of his spiritual vengeance and cannot free himself.30  

     On the other hand, Billy, who is the lowliest of characters on board The 

Bellipotent, feels the least restricted by its conditions of martial severity and exerts 

the greatest influence over his shipmates. After his experience as a castaway Pip, 

who is likewise the lowliest member of The Pequod’s crew, is able to speak with total 

freedom, and it is he who has the greatest power to influence Ahab.     

     The act or expression of mastery in these telltale cases seems to be an inverse 

reflection of psychological liberty. It seems equally that the desire and the means to 

attain mastery indicate the master’s internal enslavement. Ahab is bound to the 

whale and its mythic association with vengeance and wholeness and Vere, with his 

‘queer streak of the pedantic’, (BB, 118) is bound to directness, however cruel, 

 
28 Melville, ‘Billy Budd’, Melville’s Short Novels, 116. (BB); Melville also describes how ‘some officers of 
[Vere’s] rank’ would, when not in his company ‘be apt’ to compare his seamanship to Nelson’s, whilst 
finding him ‘lacking in the companionable quality’, 118. 
29 ‘…do these buttons that we wear attest that our allegiance is to Nature? No, to the King’, from 
Melville, ‘Billy Budd’, Short Novels, 136. 
30 ‘…chasing thee, though tied to thee…’ is the line that best explicates that sentiment. Moby Dick, 507.  
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prescribed by his honesty, however disinterested.31 The result is a totality of slavery, 

felt, in one way or another, by all.  

     Analogous to the mastery achieved in Hegel’s dialectic, in Moby-Dick, Ahab shows 

that he has superseded the fear of death and thus demonstrates that he is the 

‘essential being’, worthy of subjecthood. He achieves recognition of his self-

consciousness from the crew and consequently he receives recognition of his desire 

to hunt Moby Dick as the essential desire, a desire which drives the novel and all its 

characters towards total annihilation. Ahab masters the crew, making them work, 

against their rational instincts, towards achieving his goal, even to the point at which 

Ahab begins to see his goal as unachievable. The contest for recognition between 

Ahab and the vast array of otherness which confronts him in the form of the Pequod’s 

crew however, seems simply to be the projection or physical realisation of Ahab’s 

psychological conflict. The entire crew become subject to the deep bondage which 

rules Ahab’s existence, committing their individual consciousnesses to the unitary 

purpose which Ahab expresses without being able to control. On the second day of 

their fatal pursuit of the White Whale, Melville, through the always philosophical 

eyes of Ishmael, describes their chase in terms which clarify this layered but 

immutable slavery:  

 

‘The wind that made great bellies of their sails, and rushed the 

vessel on by arms invisible as irresistible; this seemed the 

symbol of that unseen agency which so enslaved them to the 

race. 

     They were one man, not thirty… all the individualities of 

the crew, this man’s valor, that man’s fear; guilt and 

guiltiness, all varieties were welded into oneness, and were 

all directed to that fatal goal which Ahab their one lord and 

keel did point to’. (MD, 492) 

  

 
31 ‘But considerateness in such matters is not easy to natures constituted like Captain Vere’s. Their 
honesty prescribes to them directness…’ from Melville, ‘Billy Budd’, Short Novels, 119. The result of 
Vere’s nature, ‘honest’ and ‘direct’, creates the moral tragedy of Billy Budd, which Vere himself, thanks 
to his natural qualities, is best suited to recognise. 
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That the crew are ‘enslaved to the race’ is clear, but a reading of this scene in context 

shows that Ahab, who only appears to be commanding the chase, is also bound to it 

by ‘the hand of fate’ which had ‘snatched all their souls’ (MD, 491). 

     The same operative bondage drives the fatalistic plot of Billy Budd. In instructing 

the officers of the drumhead court, Captain Vere appeals only to duty. In doing this 

he is demonstrating that his fidelity supersedes his attachment to material existence. 

Here Melville, just as he had in Moby-Dick, replays Hegel’s fight to the death. Vere’s 

setting aside the material value of his own judgements demonstrates his rising above 

his personal concerns. This self-mastery allows him to master the court, but this only 

achieves the effect of returning the officers, and Vere himself, to the truth of their 

servitude. Vere explains that their inevitable guilty verdict would merely be a 

submission to the truth of their position as naval officers, ‘our avowed responsibility 

is in this: That however pitilessly that law may operate, we nevertheless adhere to it 

and administer it’ (BB, 153). Vere applies a metaphor which makes the officers and 

himself mere conductors for the operation of Martial Law, ‘would it be so much we 

ourselves that would condemn as it would be martial law operating through us?’ (BB, 

153) and he is thus committing himself and the court to servitude in its purest 

sense.32 

     This tends to be the relationship of mastery to some form of final bondage in 

Melville’s texts, where greater authority denotes greater personal restriction, seen 

most clearly in the characters who are best able to achieve the practical effect of 

mastery. The internal entanglement of master and slave and its abortive resolution in 

the world however, is by no means limited to Melville’s most commanding master 

figures. 

     From the bottom of Melville’s hierarchies we can also discern similar patterns of 

internal conflict, fights to the death for recognition and projections of psychological 

bondage onto the physical, interpersonal world. Redburn’s overbearing bully, Jackson, 

described by Redburn as ‘the foul lees and dregs of a man’33, was ‘the weakest man, 

bodily, of the whole crew’, (RB, 72) and yet he was able to command his shipmates, 

 
32 Vere concludes this address with a comment on the law which removes the guilt of the officers of 
the drumhead court by removing their agency also: ‘for that law and the rigour of it, we are not 
responsible.’ Melville, ‘Billy Budd’, Short Novels, 153. 
33 Melville, Redburn, His First Voyage, 73-4. (RB) 
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who ‘all stood in mortal fear of him’ (RB, 75) and would ‘watch and tend and nurse 

him in every way’ (RB, 75). Which is more, ‘those who did the most for him, and 

cringed the most before him, were the ones he most abused’ (RB, 75), whilst those 

who were less servile were generally ignored. The curious psychological dominance of 

Jackson in Redburn is a model for the complexity of relationships in Melville’s work, 

that often run counter to intuitions that would organise power into functioning 

hierarchies.   

     As Redburn notes, Jackson’s ‘extraordinary dominion’ is ‘a riddle whose solution 

must be left to the philosophers’ (RB, 354), especially given that he was patently 

weaker and more wretched than those over whom he was able to exert an uncodified 

authority. It is in recounting Jackson’s final worldly exercise though, that Redburn 

does speculate on ‘one cause of [Jackson’s] unbounded dominion over the men’ (RB, 

381), that is, despite finding excuses to avoid the quotidian labour of the ship’s 

upkeep, ‘in tempest-time he always claimed the van, and would yield it to none’ (RB, 

381). Adding weight to the notion of Jackson’s apparent fearlessness in ‘tempest-

time’ was his storied history, having, as Jackson himself alleged, been party to 

privations and cruelties beyond those even imagined by his shipmates and having 

participated in some of them. Apparently Jackson’s past was full of ‘every kind of 

dissipation and abandonment in the worst parts of the world’ and his personal 

involvement in events ‘so incredible’, steeped in ‘such infamous vices’ (RB, 73) 

contribute to producing the effect of an individual who has risen above both the fear 

of death and above an attachment to the value of claiming a good moral character. 

This is the Hegelian basis for Jackson’s dominance but it is evident that he is neither 

contented nor edified by his mastery. To Redburn, Jackson ‘seemed to be full of 

hatred and gall against everything and everybody in the world’ (RB, 78) in spite of the 

privilege of his unofficial status as ‘tyrant’ and ‘dictator’. Determined, so it seemed, to 

inflict misery on the rest of the crew by way of his mastering them, Jackson’s bitter 

achievement is easily conceived of as a projection of his own misery and bitterness. 

Redburn, who comes to view Jackson with pity more than with contempt, sees 

Jackson’s internal self-hating conflict as manifesting in his outward cynicism and 

victimisation of the crew, ‘his wickedness seem[ing] to spring from his woe’ (RB, 134). 

Christopher Sten sees Jackson’s behaviour as ‘marked by a pathological level of 
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‘projection’,… whereby an internal danger is attributed to an external source’.34 Like 

Captain Ahab and even Captain Vere, Jackson is attempting to reify his sense of 

internal degradation and slavery by enforcing it upon others. Jackson’s impulse 

towards mastery is not satisfying because it seems to do nothing to abate his sense of 

misery and wretchedness. The only discernible fruit of his labour is the reduction of 

dignity and liberty for the rest of the crew. His mastery is his own slavery reflected in 

others.  

     Sinking even lower than Redburn’s Jackson, in The Enchanted Isles, we meet 

Oberlus, the hermit of Hood’s Isle, whom Melville describes as almost less than 

human. Where Jackson is at least the lees and dregs of a man, Oberlus is like ‘a 

volcanic creature’ or ‘a heaped drift of withered leaves, torn from autumn trees’35. 

Oberlus, bitter and isolated, ‘at once pitiable and evil’36, as Richard Fogle sees him, is 

driven by an insatiable determination to be the master of whomever he encounters. 

Melville, however, relates Oberlus’ longing for power to a familiar human desire, 

which has no respect for status or stature: 

 

‘Moreover, what is about to be revealed perhaps will show 

that selfish ambition, or the love of rule for its own sake, far 

from being the peculiar infirmity of noble minds, is shared by 

beings which have no mind at all’ (EI, 79) 

 

After one failed attempt to capture a visitor by force, which nearly ends in Oberlus’ 

ruin, he succeeds in getting a group of sailors drunk, before binding them. Oberlus’ 

vicious treatment of his new captives, under which ‘two or three perish’, (EI, 83) 

converts the prisoners into ‘reptiles at his feet’ (EI, 83), slaves to his desire, which 

seems to extend no further than ‘mere delight in tyranny and cruelty’ (EI, 80). 

Oberlus’ mastery seems also to be an attempt at overcoming his own wretchedness, 

a projection which, as for Jackson, merely makes Oberlus more wretched.  

 
34 Sten, ‘’Gentleman Forger’: The Struggle for Identity in Redburn’, 356-7. 
35 Melville, The Enchanted Isles, 77. (EI) 
36 Fogle, ‘The Unity of Melville's ‘The Encantadas’’, 48. 
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     Oberlus, virtually the most degraded human specimen in all of Melville’s fiction, 

manages to bring into subjection four unlucky sailors, transforming them into 

creatures nominally even lower than himself. Melville describes the corrupting effect 

of Oberlus’ dominion, lowering the prisoners to cringing wretches before their lord, 

who was ‘himself the worst of slaves’ (EI, 83). The effect of this interaction is not, of 

course, beneficial for either party. The slaves do not, through their work, discover 

their own liberty and self-consciousness and Oberlus does not recognise the liberty 

he has exchanged for the sake of being master. Attaining his desire for sovereignty 

over others and becoming ‘tsar’, ‘king’ and ‘emperor’ of the desolate isle, Oberlus 

becomes a slave to the task of maintaining his lordship. Every night for a time, 

suspicion forced Oberlus away from his familiar hut, to sleep concealed among the 

volcanic rocks, so that he would be ‘undiscoverable to his band’ (EI, 84) but he 

eventually consigns himself to binding his slaves each night and sleeping, with his 

blunderbuss in hand, against the door of their cell. Oberlus becomes the perfect 

physical embodiment of master and slave in the same body; harsh and commanding 

but also in thrall to suspicion and paranoia and bound by the fear of his captives to 

enact the cycle of dehumanising cruelty that reduces all parties to the lowest depths 

of slavery. Here again the relationship determined by a dialectic of lordship and 

bondage is one which impoverishes and constrains all parties and is antithetical to 

moral and intellectual progress. 

     As Oberlus becomes accustomed to living as a slave to his slaveholding, he begins 

to dream of a larger kingdom and of expanding the sphere of his own projected 

slavery. He hatches a plan to steal a boat from one of the ships that land on the 

opposite side of the isle, and succeeds in doing so, using the boat to escape his 

hermitage and sail to Guayaquil and from there to Paita, probably disposing of his 

slaves as he went. In Paita, Oberlus manages to seduce a ‘tawny damsel’ but, thanks 

to his irresistible attraction to the pursuit of power he is captured ‘with matches in his 

pockets’ (EI, 87) beneath the hull of a vessel about to launch, and thrown into a 

squalid jail cell, a fitting place for him to end the story.  

     Oberlus is worth considering as a prototype, introducing the corrosive reality of 

master-slave oppositions when contained within a single individual. The story of 

Oberlus captures at its simplest and most grotesque the unedifying nature of master-
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slave dialectics as they play out between people as well. As it reaches its concluding 

twist, set in motion by Oberlus’ scheming, we are provided with a hint at the origins 

of Oberlus’ self-destructive impulse towards mastery. In a letter which he pins to the 

wall of his hut, Oberlus, demonstrating an unexpected intellect, claims to be the 

victim of tyranny himself. Though it is trivially easy to dismiss this as a calculated lie, it 

also expresses something integral to Melville’s depiction of the master-slave 

relationship. Oberlus is the victim of tyranny, and certainly some of that tyranny is 

self-imposed, but the tyranny which he feels, perhaps of his own nature, he is intent 

to inflict upon others. Oberlus wishes to become a master of others only as a means 

of negating his own internal sense of being the poor, tyrannised slave of a cruel 

world, reflected in the jagged and unforgiving environment to which he claims to 

have been ‘banished’ (EI, 86). As Richard Fogle notes, Oberlus reflects the island 

which enslaves him, the same island which ‘nourished in him a vast idea of his own 

importance’ (EI, 80). The Galapagos or Enchanted Isles are both the victims of nature 

at its most desolate and strange and the manifestations of nature’s cruelty, both they 

and Oberlus ‘are the misfortunes but also the iniquities’, both ‘are alike oppressors 

and oppressed’.37 

     Oberlus obtains a certain type of mastery but it simply causes him to sink further 

into the degradation that results from the inevitable and unsustainable relationship 

between masters and slaves. Each party in this relationship is both responsible for 

oppressing and being oppressed by the other. Oberlus’ claim to have been the victim 

of tyranny, made whilst he is tyrant, is reminiscent of Babo’s claim, in Benito Cereno 

to have once been ‘only a poor slave’38. Babo makes this claim as he is in the act of 

mastery, but his claim binds him to the fact of metaphysical bondage, from which 

neither he nor Oberlus can escape. The crimes of slavery and tyranny which lie 

putatively at the heart of both stories simply breed further acts of enslavement and 

tyranny, as detrimental to the masters as to the slaves. Both Babo and Oberlus end 

their stories on display in public squares, both possibly undone by overreach towards 

an unattainable mastery; the mastery which they both seek is, in effect, instantiating 

the slavery which they are both attempting to escape. Though they are profoundly 

 
37 Fogle, ‘The Unity of Melville's ‘The Encantadas’’, 48. 
38 Melville, ‘Benito Cereno’, Short Novels, 50. (BC) 
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different in virtually every respect, both Oberlus and Babo describe the confines of a 

dialectic which binds them to the cycle of mastery and bondage, seeming to 

metaphysically entangle those physically opposite roles.    

     The examples of Jackson and Oberlus, as well as of Benito Cereno expose 

something antithetical to human progress in the interpersonal dialectics of lordship 

and bondage. They depend upon the degradation of the slave and result in a mirrored 

degradation for the master, but the devolution of relationships which Melville often 

describes also involves a further agent, something which is entangled in the dialectic 

and yet cannot be involved in the process of reason which might incline oppositions 

towards unification and progress.  

     The external and yet involved third party in the dialectic of master and slave is 

most notably on display in Moby-Dick. The thematics of the inscrutable that develop 

in Moby-Dick, and are reflected throughout Melville’s fiction, exemplify this other 

agency. In Moby-Dick, the White Whale is the great living symbol of an indifferent 

agent, involved in the dialectic of lordship and bondage but uncontrollable within it. 

The whale is at once directing the motion of the dialectic and totally detached from it. 

Moby Dick cannot be mastered, nor can he assume the role of master, and yet his 

centrality to the master-slave conflicts, as they play out between the human 

characters of the novel, confines every character to a certain type of inalienable 

slavery. 

     The White Whale may be the exemplary living symbol of indifferent or 

unpersuadable interference in the dialectic between human characters, but Melville 

is also apt to demonstrate how the intrusion of lifeless, mechanised forces into this 

dialectic generates yet another dimension of bondage. Produced by humans, 

machines, in Melville’s sense, have the feeling of living creatures, in that they can 

determine outcomes and decisively intervene in human affairs and yet they are also 

fundamentally beyond the remit of reason. Just as Moby Dick may become involved 

and even dominate the master-slave relations of the crew and yet remain outside the 

reach of influence by them, so too can Melville’s machines exert a mastering power 

over human characters, whilst remaining beyond the scope of human dialectical 

reasoning.  
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     The Tartarus of Maids, one of two brief sketches published together in 1855, offers 

a preliminary view of Melville’s sense of the dialectical problems produced by the 

intervention or interaction of machines in the dynamics of human systems of 

authority and bondage. In the story, Melville narrates a tour of a paper mill that 

culminates in his narrator’s viewing of the ‘great machine’39 responsible for 

converting pulp into sheets of paper. This ‘great machine’, strikes the narrator as 

having qualities of both living will, describing ‘this inflexible iron animal…’ as striking 

‘in some moods, strange dread into the human heart, as some living, panting 

Behemoth might’ (TM, 165) and lifelessness; of volition and total, inalterable rigidity: 

‘what made the thing I saw so specially terrible to me was the metallic necessity, the 

unbudging fatality which governed it’. (TM, 165)  

     Throughout his tour, the narrator finds ‘iron animals’ served by the unfortunate 

women of the mill; the lifeless, automated objects adopting the role of master and 

the human subjects becoming objectified slaves. The machinery demands and the 

women become mute and subservient, serving the necessity of the machine ‘as the 

slave serves the Sultan’. (TM, 160) Crucially though, this relationship can find no 

amelioration in the form of a Hegelian counter-recognition, because the machinery 

which has become master is incapable of participating in the active dialectic which 

has created the slaves. Essentially the slaves are held in bondage and yet have no 

master, as the apparatus which initially has the appearance of control, has no will and 

is bound only by an unyielding necessity.  

     When asked whether the machine ever stops, Cupid, the narrator’s young host, 

answers ‘‘no. It must go. The machinery makes it go just so; just that very way, and at 

that very pace you there plainly see it go. The pulp can't help going’.’ (TM, 165, 

emphasis Melville’s) Determined by necessity, the machine must go, and its necessary 

running necessitates the bondage of the maids who serve it, both equally mechanical, 

both equally bereft of liberty. Their relationship, like the relationship of master and 

slave described by Hegel, binds them in mutual dependence, but one party has no 

recognition to offer, and so the dialectic between the slaves and the machine has no 

 
39 Melville, ‘The Tartarus of Maids’, from Herman Melville, Tales, Poems and Other Writings, 163. (TM) 
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basis and cannot take place. Both the humans and the machine are bound to operate 

according to a formula that keeps them mutually and endlessly enslaved. 

     In The Tartarus of Maids, Melville provided a vision of the certain, mechanical 

necessity which escapes the remit of Hegel’s human dialectic. In The Bell Tower, 

published alongside Benito Cereno in The Piazza Tales, Melville introduces another 

iteration of the mechanised and indifferent third party which obstructs, and, in fact, 

collapses the dialectic of mastery and bondage. The story is introduced by three 

epigraphs, the last of which reads: ‘seeking to conquer a larger liberty, man but 

extends the empire of necessity’40, alluding to the kind of dehumanising programme 

instituted in the name of progress, which aspires to ‘a larger liberty’, but in reality 

enacts only a broader system of slavery. The Bell-Tower introduces and develops a 

version of the master-slave dialectic impeded by an unreasoning force which is so 

central to the destructive fatalism of Moby-Dick, and finds many expressions 

throughout Melville’s writing.   

     The Bell Tower’s central character, Bannadonna, resembles both Hegel’s Lord and 

his Bondsman. He is the artisan and workman, bound to the will of higher powers, 

whose representatives have become complacent and dependent upon Bannadonna’s 

ingenuity for the products that define their status. Bannadonna is also complacent in 

the face of his own mechanical slaves, who define his status and whom he assumes 

he has comfortably mastered, yet their indifference to the notions of mastery and 

servitude allows them to undermine the basis of the dialectic.  

     Bannadonna is a Renaissance archetype, both artist and inventor, whose self-

determined destiny is to bring nature itself into mechanised subjection: 

 

‘…what Bannadonna had aimed at was … in short, to solve 

nature, to steal into her, to intrigue beyond her, to procure 

some one else to bind her to his hand… himself, to rival her, 

outstrip her, and rule her. He stooped to conquer. With him, 

common sense was theurgy; machinery, miracle; Prometheus, 

the heroic name for machinist; man, the true God’ (BT, 179) 

 
40 Melville, ‘The Bell-Tower’, Herman Melville, Tales, Poems and Other Writings, 168. (BT) 
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This exalted ambition had clear relevance to Melville’s moment of writing, a time at 

which the United States and the wider world, revolutionised by technology, was 

fixated on industry as the driver of human progress. The decade, as Charles Fenton 

notes in his discussion of technology in The Bell Tower, inculcated ‘the notion that 

there was no limit to the bounds of human progress’,41 and that this progress was in 

the hands of masterful man and to be achieved by enlisting the slavery of machines. 

     Bannadonna, ‘the great mechanician’ (BT, 168), designs and builds the 

monumental tower, which lies in ruins as Melville’s story begins. Ironically, the story 

of a man determined to ‘intrigue beyond’ nature, is introduced by the vision of his 

collapsed masterpiece, seeming like ‘the black mossed stump of some immeasurable 

pine’ (BT, 168). The testimony to Bannadonna’s vision of outdoing nature is a 

comparison of his work to nature’s decayed ruins. Bannadonna is dead before his 

monument collapses, killed by his own creation, but both his death and the 

destruction of his tower are symbols of the failed dialectic. Bannadonna, as the 

story’s final epigraph declares, strives towards the progress of ‘a larger liberty’, 

achieved by mechanisation, but is killed by the machine he creates. The goal of ‘the 

new secular religion’, to improve the world through industry, is undermined by the 

products it creates and ‘far from being uplifted by machinery, Bannadonna is literally 

beaten down by it’.42 

     Bannadonna’s signature achievement, unknown before him, is to mount the bell in 

the clock tower and unite the mechanism which operates the clock with the tolling of 

the bell, obviating the human labour of bell-ringing. He creates a mechanical slave, 

‘Talus’ to perform the task of striking the bell. His ‘creature’, ‘a new serf’, invested by 

the craftsman with ‘the appearance, at least, of intelligence and will’ (BT, 178), was 

designed to slide along iron rails and ‘strike the hour with its mechanic hand, with 

even greater precision than the vital one’ (BT, 178). The work having been completed, 

Bannadonna declares to the town’s magistrates that the bell will be struck for the first 

time, and ‘with unusual accompaniments’ (BT, 175), at one o’clock the next day.  

 
41 Fenton, ‘‘The Bell-Tower’: Melville and Technology’’, 221. 
42 Hattenhauer, ‘The Scarlet Cipher: Bannadonna's Tower as Number One’, 50. 
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     A crowd gathers to witness the inauguration of the bell, but at one o’clock, all is 

silent. The chief magistrate, having commanded soldiers to break down the belfry 

door, discovers Bannadonna dead, killed by the very first stroke of his mechanical 

slave. ‘It was surmised’ (BT, 180) that Bannadonna, stooping to inspect the sculpted 

figures on the bell and busy addressing a minor blemish, had been unaware of the 

silent approach of his vassal, who, poised to strike the bell, struck the master instead.    

     Before detailing his death, Melville narrates that, whilst overseeing the casting of 

the great bell, Bannadonna kills a timorous workman, fearing that the workman’s 

nervousness might compromise the precision of the casting. Having stuck the 

workman, ‘a splinter’, presumably blood and bone from the decisive wound, flew into 

the mould and ‘at once was melted in’ (BT, 170). This, we are led to believe, causes a 

flaw in the bell.  

     Bannadonna is hastily acquitted; the fatal blow was ‘charitably’ considered an 

involuntary reflex, like ‘a kick from an Arabian charger’ (BT, 170). Here Bannadonna is 

a slave to his ‘aesthetic passion’ (BT, 170), bound to strike out, as though delivering 

the blow were a mechanical act. Bannadonna struck the timid workman instinctively, 

as a pre-programmed machine; Talus, the ‘metallic stranger’ (BT, 180) struck 

Bannadonna ‘true to its creation and true to its heedful winding’ (BT, 180). Having 

killed Bannadonna however, the ‘creature’ stands over him with a distinctly human 

aspect, ‘as if whispering some post mortem terror’ (BT, 180), arms uplifted ‘as if… 

once more to smite its already smitten victim’ (BT, 176). The ascendancy of 

mechanisation as the vehicle for human liberty, as in The Tartarus of Maids, appears 

to give the machines living characteristics, whilst making the humans machine-like. As 

Melville had already described in The Tartarus of Maids, the ‘larger liberty’ of 

mechanised progress, of necessity, binds human fortune to the productiveness and 

efficacy of their mechanical slaves.  

     In The Bell-Tower, the role of subject and object is confused, perhaps obliterated, 

by the deadly exchange in the belfry, and the notion of mastery and servitude is 

likewise eradicated. In both stories, as Darryl Hattenhauer observes, the mechanical 

rudiments of progress ‘rather than freeing people to their human potential, makes 
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people more like machines’ and furthermore, ‘in failing to free people, the machine 

actually enslaves them’43.  

     As the story closes, the flaw of human blood causes the bell to fracture and 

collapse into the belfry when it is rung for the first time. The bell is repaired, but one 

year after the tower’s completion, an earthquake brings the entire structure 

crumbling down. Nature was evidently not conquered. The Bell-Tower concludes with 

a restatement of the failures inherent in the story’s depiction of the relationship of 

master and slave:    

 

‘So the blind slave obeyed its blinder lord; but, in obedience, 

slew him. So the creator was killed by the creature. So the bell 

was too heavy for the tower. So the bell’s main weakness was 

where man’s blood had flawed it’ (BT, 181) 

 

Principally, the whole enterprise of human progress and industry, represented by the 

tower and its ingenious mechanism, is undone by an operative blindness. This is not 

just Bannadonna’s blindness, in the Hegelian sense, to the potency of those beneath 

him, men and machines, from whose work he derives power and status, but also, and 

crucially, the very blindness of the machine. This is the same blindness that Starbuck 

sees animating the White Whale, which smites Ahab ‘out of blindest instinct’ (MD, 

145).  

     Melville’s dialectic in The Bell-Tower, just as in Moby-Dick, fails as a result of a 

flawed concept of mastery, which extends to the indifferent and non-human entities, 

forced physically or conceptually into human affairs. The whale and the ‘metallic 

stranger’ are blind and so impervious to the dialectical force regulating human 

relationships, as Hegel sees it, yet Melville describes human worlds into which these 

indifferent agents have been conscripted. They are immune to the meaning ascribed 

to them by human characters and yet they have the vital power to intervene in the 

meanings being negotiated in the human dialectic. The instant that these non-human 

entities are given the power to produce or mediate meaning, they adopt a curious 

 
43 Hattenhauer, ‘The Scarlet Cipher’, 50. 
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power over those who would master them. The result is a collapsing of the notion of 

progress which these necessarily external entities have been enlisted to help achieve.  

     In The Bell-Tower, it is the combination of ‘the blind master’ and ‘the blind slave’ 

which conspires to collapse the dream of conquering nature. In Moby-Dick, it is the 

combination of Ahab’s monomania and the whale’s resistance to being subsumed 

into the human dialectic that initiates a fatal collision. In both stories, the ruin of a 

human enterprise is the result. In both cases the human master is killed by the non-

human ‘creature’. After effecting the destruction of the Pequod, Moby Dick returns to 

the depths of the ocean, unknown thereafter; after slaying its master, Bannadonna’s 

creation is ‘pulled far out to sea, and sunk’ (BT, 177).   

     Discussing a plausible reading of The Bell-Tower’s anti-slavery message, warning as 

it does of the potency of the enslaved, Marvin Fisher concludes his essay by drawing 

attention to Melville’s preoccupation with the abiding quality of slavery in human life, 

writing that Melville ‘seems to see domination and subjugation as a lamentable fact 

of human existence’44. Fisher, having rewritten Ishmael’s famous maxim, ‘who ain’t  a 

slave?’, sees Melville as ‘making a stand’45 against the host of forces that subject 

people to slavery, but the clearest place Melville finds to make as stand as far as I can 

tell is where we find his inscrutable scrivener, Bartleby, staring at the wall. It is never 

clear however, that Bartleby is seeking something beyond the wall, as what’s beyond 

the wall, in reality and in metaphor, is only further walls. Perhaps both he and 

Melville find something complex and profoundly true in the wall itself, a symbol and a 

living reality, a vision of confinement that contains, equalises and plays with 

everything in the universe. 

     When Ishmael asks ‘who ain’t a slave?’ he is not making a stand, he is making 

peace with the facts of human existence. Throughout Melville’s fiction we find 

tension in a variety of dialectical oppositions between human characters, but these 

interactions are always impacted by the non-human realities of a universe endlessly 

accumulating matter and history but essentially indifferent to the human interactions 

within it. Melville’s dialectic doesn’t reveal the kind of gradual progress of recognising 

described by Hegel, for Melville invariably begins his stories with an exhaustive and 

 
44 Fisher, ‘Melville's ‘Bell-Tower’: A Double Thrust’, 207.  
45 Ibid., 207. 
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implied recognition – that of equality, which is only recognised by acknowledging, as 

Ishmael blithely does, that slavery, ‘in one way or other’ (MD, 5) is at the heart of 

human self-consciousness.     

     As a final note, after Melville published The Piazza Tales, with its thematic gravity 

and complex narrative structures, and before he embarked on the dizzying Mississippi 

pantomime of The Confidence-Man, he wrote Israel Potter, His Fifty Years of Exile. 

Israel Potter, as Tony Tanner sees him, is ‘an American loser’46; he is the vision of 

American patriotism: a virile, strong-willed Yankee; stubbornly resistant to all forms 

of arbitrary authority and a passionate lover of liberty but also a slave to his notion of 

America and to his concept of freedom. 

     After fighting at Bunker Hill, being captured and transported to England, Israel 

frees himself and continues to serve his country’s struggle for independence from 

across the ocean. He makes his way into the service of his more famous and more 

cunning revolutionary peers, Benjamin Franklin and later John Paul Jones. Both 

Franklin and Jones, like prototypes of the confidence man, use Israel’s dedication to 

his country as a means to define him and make him pliable. He serves them faithfully 

and courageously, as a bondsman to the visions they conjure, both of his character 

and of his nation’s needs. 

     After America secures independence, Israel Potter is separated from his mentors 

and winds up spending forty-five years wandering through the deserts of London, 

where he finds various jobs and raises a family in relative poverty. When he does 

eventually return to America he is a stranger in an unfamiliar land. America disowns 

him; cheated out of a pension by ‘certain caprices of the law’ he dies ‘the same day 

that the oldest oak on his native hills was blown down’.47  

     Melville’s Israel Potter is a paragon of metaphysical slavery, just as he perfectly 

embodies the human struggle for freedom. Focussed on an ideal of liberty, never 

bowed or broken, he is used, imprisoned, hunted and finally forgotten. In the final 

chapters of his long and illustrious adventures, Melville condenses the last forty-five 

years of Israel Potter’s life into a few pages, beginning with his employment in a 

brickyard, in a chapter tellingly titled ‘Israel in Egypt’ (IP, 204). In the brickyard Israel 

 
46 Tanner, Introduction to Melville, The Confidence-Man, His Masquerade, (1989): vii. 
47 Melville, Israel Potter, His Fifty Years of Exile, 225. (IP) 
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considers ‘what seemed enigmatic in his fate’ (IP, 209), as he mechanically makes 

bricks for the very people whom he had sworn to fight ‘as a slave, better succeeding 

in firing their bricks than sinking their ships’ (IP, 209). His experience in the grim 

confinement of the brickyard makes him consider human life in general as hopelessly 

predetermined:   

 

‘Eden was but a brickyard; what is a mortal but a few luckless 

shovelfuls of clay, moulded in a mould, laid out on a sheet to 

dry, and ere long quickened into his queer caprices by the 

sun?... as man serves bricks, so God him…’ (IP, 206)    

 

Israel Potter testifies to the condition of metaphysical slavery which endures 

throughout the vicissitudes of human endeavour, where concepts of liberty and self-

consciousness feature only as factors which create that condition. 

     Through all of his tribulations however, Israel Potter continues and, whether he 

knows it or not, instantiates Ishmael’s notion of a fraternity of slaves just as he 

instantiates the spirit in which Ishmael makes his declaration. The final action Israel 

Potter takes in the story is to dictate ‘a little book, the record of his fortunes. But long 

ago it faded out of print’ (IP, 225). There is a circularity and a universality to Israel 

Potter’s story being narrated to us by Melville. The novel ends with the image of 

Potter narrating the story, referring us once again to the beginning of the story which 

Melville has just finished narrating. This endless retelling of the story of idealism and 

lifelong struggle for an unattainable freedom bears out the perseverance underlying 

Ishmael’s ‘who ain’t a slave?’ Perhaps though, Israel Potter more clearly directs us to 

the image which concludes Ishmael’s musing on metaphysical bondage, the image of 

all hands, rubbing each other’s shoulder-blades, from now until the end of time. 

 

… 

 

     Beginning and ending with an exploration of Moby-Dick, my thesis intends to draw 

out and analyse the relationship between the dialectical processes embedded in 

Melville’s narratives and the dynamics of mastery and bondage expressed through 
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them. Following on from this introduction to the major concerns in framing and 

resolving master-slave oppositions across Melville’s career, I will now focus closely on 

five, key texts to examine the way in which Melville presents and develops these 

oppositions and the dialectical interplay which results. Sometimes, as in Benito 

Cereno, the oppositions are represented by individual characters, whose immediate 

antagonism, though masked, necessarily produces a conflict. Benito Cereno revolves 

around the elemental struggle between Babo and Benito Cereno, master and slave in 

various configurations throughout their shared history. Benito Cereno’s basic struggle 

between master and bondsman is ostensibly of a Hegelian character, where the 

subjecthood of both parties is at stake, but Melville also develops an opposition 

between the naïve American Captain, Amasa Delano, and the reader. Delano 

interrupts and is blind to the slave rebellion taking place before his eyes but the 

narrator carefully suggests the truth which Delano’s ignorance both conceals and 

exposes. The narrative achieves this balance between the contradictory oppositions 

of revolutionary reality and Delano’s limited perception by controlling and 

interpreting the thoughts and actions of the American. Melville balances his 

restrained, omniscient narration by giving superficial priority to Delano’s experience 

and in doing so produces a conflict which mirrors the one at the heart of the story. 

The result is a detailed insight not only into the interplay and tension between the 

African and the Spaniard, but also between the instance and the implication of the 

American Captain’s reading of the situation, both before and after the revolt is 

discovered.   

     In texts like Bartleby and The Confidence-Man the oppositions take the form of 

involved semantic exercises, which underlie the structures of authority and subjection 

in the business world of Wall Street and on board the Mississippi steamer, the Fidèle, 

respectively. These structures are organised around the dialectical resolutions of 

linguistic oppositions, purporting, but failing to organise systems of power and 

responsibility. In Bartleby, Melville explores the conceptual opposition between the 

assumptions which govern society and the individual preferences which motivate 

human behaviour. The story of the pitiably singular clerk, Bartleby, is one which 

brings into focus the potentially dehumanising conflict between the unspoken but 

necessary arrangements which make society functional and the desires and needs of 
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society’s human participants. This latent opposition explodes into view for the story’s 

comfortable narrator with the arrival of Bartleby at his door. Bartleby is capable of 

undermining every assumption the narrator makes about the obligatory reactions of 

employees, and even eventually of human beings, to certain social prompts, but 

Bartleby is himself incapable, or so it seems, of reasoning beyond the limits of his own 

preferences. 

     In The Confidence-Man, Melville dedicates an entire novel to the more obvious 

opposition between the two calling cards of his story, namely ‘trust’ and ‘no trust’. 

My analysis of The Confidence-Man focuses on the way in which Melville frames this 

opposition, variously emptying out the semantic content of those terms and reducing 

every encounter to a superficial contest for control by manipulating the meaning and 

the association of ‘trust’ and its opposite. Crucial to the novel is the issue of 

recognition, which plays a critical role in the Hegelian dialectic, but is reframed in 

Melville’s story as both vital and a virtual impossibility, because the environment 

Melville describes is dominated by passengers who are essentially strangers. The 

opposition between recognition and strangeness, like the opposition between 

confidence and ‘no trust’, is one which Melville reduces to a linguistic contest, but by 

effectively erasing the difference between opposing terms, Melville also eradicates 

the possibility of reasoning towards progress beyond the nominally conflicting 

positions which establish the basis for discourse.    

     In Billy Budd Melville demonstrates the destructive and tragic opposition between 

the law and human feeling, entangling the novella’s three principal characters in 

relationships defined by deep human feeling but governed by an ultimate allegiance 

to the indifferent regulation of law or the unavoidable facts of their nature. My two 

chapters on Billy Budd examine the relationships which define the novella, between 

Billy Budd, the lowly foretopman, John Claggart, the Master at Arms and Captain 

Vere. Billy is the paragon of innocence and good-nature; John Claggart both loves and 

hates Billy and cannot reconcile those two opposing feelings and Captain Vere acutely 

recognises the moral dimensions of Billy and Claggart’s fateful encounter but declares 

himself powerless to act beyond the remit of the law. I examine the interaction in 

Billy Budd in relation to Hegel’s conceptual struggle between masters and bondsmen 

and highlight the ways in which Melville’s narrative demonstrates that the dialectical 
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oppositions and entanglements work to stymie a progressive dialectical engagement. 

The circular arrangement of power and limitation effectively ensures the erasure of 

agency for each of Billy Budd’s characters and eliminates the possibility of a resolving 

the conflict between law and nature.       

     The pivotal dialectical relationships involving Captain Ahab bookend my thesis and 

suggest themselves as relevant to many of the observations hereafter. Ahab’s 

relationship to the Whale in Moby-Dick, which offers many apt parallels to so many of 

Melville’s characters and texts, is where I begin, establishing the terms of an 

oppositional dialectic that fails to resolve. I propose that the fundamental failure of 

Moby-Dick to resolve its central conflict arises from the deep connection underlying 

the opposition between Ahab and Moby Dick. Melville’s approach to Moby-Dick 

implies this dialectical impasse, making the grand opposition between Ahab and 

Moby Dick that animates the novel’s plot an expression of the oneness of Ahab and 

the Whale, but a oneness that is characterised by the necessity of their opposition. As 

warring opposites, Ahab and the Whale are cast as irreconcilably at odds, but 

Melville’s story subtly introduces and interrogates their fundamental antagonism by 

binding them together in Ahab’s mind. For Ahab, the Whale becomes an irreducible 

and inextricable element of his personality, collapsing his sense of purpose into a 

metaphysical slavery to the inscrutable thing he attempts to master.    

     Returning to Moby-Dick, I conclude with an exploration of Ahab’s relationship to 

Pip, the lowly cabin boy who exerts a strange power over the domineering Captain. 

Ahab’s relationship with Pip, curiously mirroring Ahab’s relationship with Moby Dick, 

expresses a pivotal concern for Melville’s representation of mastery and servitude. 

Pip’s liberated speech, which seems to the rest of the crew to be an expression of 

simplicity and madness, to Ahab seems to be a reflection of the perspicacity Pip 

gained from having witnessed ‘God’s foot upon the treadle of the loom’ (MD, 372). 

Pip becomes the embodiment of the total mastery of a universe indifferent to the 

travails and petty oppositions of humanity, controlling the dialectical struggles of the 

finite, physical world but immune to its logic. In this way, Pip becomes the powerless 

voice, bearing the truth of Ishmael’s opening observation, bringing from the depths of 

the ocean the ‘celestial thought’ (MD, 372) which unites all characters and erases the 

significance of their various claims and counter-claims.    
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   In every chapter I address this final thought, that Melville’s work, in a variety of 

ways both physical and conceptual, presses its oppositions only to reveal that 

underlying them all is a metaphysical equality. This equality, which is contested, 

denied and yet subtly revealed by the dialectical exchanges of the narratives, is one 

produced by the illusion of mastery and bondage and by the powerlessness which this 

illusion variously exposes.   
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1. Moby-Dick Part 1 

 

Ahab and the Whale 

 

The irresistible gravitation to master-slave dialectics in Melville’s major novels and 

stories is recognisable at first glance in the ostensible ruling orders, or chains of 

command that structure them. In most cases (The Confidence-man a notable 

exception) authority and servility can be superficially recognised and this recognition 

becomes the outline for organising narrative action.  

     Melville himself, though frequently resistant to authority, especially in his early 

years as a mariner, is often acquiescent when introducing the topic in writing. The 

structures of subjugation to which the servants of higher powers must submit, often 

coupled with the arbitrariness of the orders which are handed down, relate an 

injustice that Melville’s characters quickly acclimatise themselves to. The young 

Wellingborough Redburn, for example, in his earliest moments as an employee 

(although unpaid, as we later discover) on board the Highlander, learns his ‘first 

lesson in the discipline of the sea’, that, though orders may be irrational, they may 

not be questioned, rendered in the motto ‘obey orders, though you break owners’.1 

Moby-Dick begins with Ishmael choosing the life of ‘a simple sailor’, after all, what 

does trivial deference to authority matter ‘weighed, I mean, in the scales of the New 

Testament’2. C.L.R. James also recognises in Melville’s thinking a sense of humanity’s 

inherent tilt towards servitude. Paraphrasing a scene from Mardi, James describes 

what he feels to be Melville’s ‘essential views’ of the state of humans and societies:  

 

‘equality is an illusion. No equality of knowledge can get rid of the 

in bred servility of mortal to mortal. Men inevitably are divided 

into brigades and battalions, with captains at their head’.3 

 

 
1 Melville, Redburn, His First Voyage, 36. 
2 Melville, Moby Dick, 4. References are to this edition 
3 James, Mariners Renegades and Castaways, 81.  
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     Underlying this submission to an inevitable ordering of Captains and servants is, for 

Melville, the governing and universal bind that all characters find themselves locked 

into. The salient echo, ‘who ain’t a slave’ (4), describes not just the blithe philosophy 

of a passive Ishmael, but also presages the bondage of the furiously proactive Ahab. 

Pulled inescapably and fatalistically towards destruction, what seems superficially to 

be Ahab’s formidable power to act, is really a reflection of his impotence, enslaved by 

ineffable, cosmic forces that bind him to the whale. The question of metaphysical 

slavery, to which Ishmael obliquely refers in the opening chapter of Moby-Dick, 

designates an equality that can only be expressed inversely. On the one hand 

throughout his fiction, Melville depicts the manifest injustices and privations of a 

rigorously enforced hierarchy: the senseless orders, the arbitrary punishments, the 

floggings (White-Jacket) and the executions (Billy Budd) to which underlings must 

submit: the lower one’s rank, the greater the number of oppressors and so, in a literal 

sense, the greater the extent of the bondage. On the other hand, we can detect that 

the assignment of spiritual freedom runs counter to the logic of the hierarchies which 

Melville establishes. The closer that a character gets to total power over others the 

more we can discern their bondage to forces, external or internal: the greater the 

mastery over fellow humans, the greater the bondage to abstract forces.    

     This ordering of rank, denoting authority and servility, so often magnified in 

Melville’s fiction by the microcosm of the ship, always finds a metaphysical reflection 

that overthrows the physical mastery, replacing it with psychological chains, and 

nowhere do we find a more complete example than the one embodied by Captain 

Ahab. Ahab exemplifies the inverse relationship of external power and internal 

impotence; coexistent in one body, Ahab is a totalising vision of dominance over his 

fellow humans and subservience to the maddening psychological trauma that governs 

his life. Ahab’s nominal status gives him the platform to make his appeal, but it is his 

dangerously irrational vision that captivates the crew, whom he is then able to 

command with a totalitarian rigidity beyond the license afforded by his status. Ahab 

even rhetorically raises himself to godlike equivalence, asserting ‘there is one God 
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that is Lord over the earth and one Captain that is lord over the Pequod’ (423), 

considering God to be ‘only an analogue and parallel of himself’.4 

     Ahab’s dominion is scarcely questioned; the only prominent objection comes from 

the second in command, Starbuck, who is cogent and direct in expressing his doubts 

but, like Redburn who pits rationality against an irrational order, his protests are 

utterly in vain. At dusk, two chapters after the first conflict between Starbuck and 

Ahab, we find Starbuck alone and acquiescing:  

 

‘my soul is more than matched; she’s overmanned; and by a 

madman! Insufferable sting, that sanity should ground arms on 

such a field! But he drilled deep down, and blasted all my reason 

out of me!’ (149)  

 

Reason, as Redburn, White-Jacket, Billy Budd and others discover, is not applicable in 

response to the orders of superiors. Reason, as Starbuck also discovers, has no 

persuasive force when marshalled against Ahab, though in this case not because of 

Ahab’s titular status relative to him, but because of Ahab’s psychological mastery of 

him.  

     Ahab is the most uncompromising and the most effective of all Melville’s masters, 

brushing aside the pertinent protest of his Chief Mate and compelling an entire crew, 

against their rational faculties, instincts of self-preservation and the economic 

sensibility advocated by Starbuck, to follow him in an ultimately fatal endeavour. 

Even Ahab himself seems momentarily surprised at his ascendancy, ‘I thought to find 

one stubborn, at the least’ but instead remarks that his ‘… one cogged circle fits into 

all their various wheels, and they revolve’(149). Indeed Ahab achieves his mastery 

purely by evincing his resolution; no more is required. 

     The power that Ahab possesses however is not the immediately recognisable 

power of Melville’s other Captains, vested in an external hierarchy. His authority is 

not substantiated by superficial reference points of costume, conduct and common 

usage. Starbuck is absolutely right to question the rationality of Ahab’s quest, 

 
4 Pry Jr., ‘THAT ‘GRAND, UNGODLY, GOD-LIKE MAN’: AHAB'S METAPHORIC CHARACTER’, 162. 
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because it contravenes the most basic tenets of his obligation; the crew and its 

command are alike bound, at least nominally, to the basic economic interest that will 

see them and the shareholders paid. Ahab is well aware that  

 

‘had any one of his old acquaintances on shore but half 

dreamed of what was lurking in him then, how soon would their 

aghast and righteous souls have wrenched the ship from [him]’ 

(167) 

 

Starbuck’s complaint is a reference to a chain of command that ought, theoretically, 

to trump Ahab’s mania for spiritual vengeance, but in Moby-Dick the crux of Ahab’s 

mastery is not the stipulated organisation of rank and purpose, but the metaphysical 

domination of master over slave. 

     As Starbuck recognises, Ahab has defied not just the rationality of an appeal to 

common sense and reasonable, practical conduct, but also to the external structure 

that assembles and empowers the hierarchy of Captains, Chief Mates, Second Mates 

and so on. In confronting Starbuck, Ahab returns the Hegelian dialectic to its 

foundation, a ‘fight to the death’ competition between individuals, recognising 

Starbuck as an ‘essential being’ whom he seeks to subsume into his own ‘self-

consciousness’. Starbuck is a self-determining subject whom Ahab seeks to make an 

object of his own grand and self-serving vision.  

     In pursuit of his objective, Ahab successfully quells and objectifies Starbuck, 

declaring on the second day of the great chase ‘in this matter of the whale, be the 

front of thy face to me as the palm of this hand—a lipless, unfeatured blank’ (497). 

Starbuck is initially swept into service by the grandiloquent expression of Ahab’s 

appetite for vengeance, a rhetorical flourish that paralyses Starbuck and vivifies the 

rest of the crew, making both Starbuck and the crew pliable objects. When Starbuck 

invokes the business sense that ought to govern the expedition, ‘the profit to be 

counted down in dollars from the mint’ (167) Ahab, smiting his chest, declares that 

the death of the White Whale will ‘fetch a great premium here!’ (145 emphasis 

Melville’s) Here Ahab is offering Starbuck the justification he seems to be asking for 

by making commensurable the rational pursuit of capital with the irrational pursuit of 
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‘that inscrutable thing’ (145). By eliding these disparate categories, Ahab binds 

Starbuck to his purpose, abrogating his appeal to economic duty by making his 

[Ahab’s] passion an equivalent or greater currency than mere dollars. Ahab is 

demonstrating that no rationality can equal the passion he has for his self-destructive 

quest. In fact, in Hegelian terms, the self-destructive nature of this quest is a critical 

element in the mastery which Ahab is able to achieve. The irrationality of the hunt for 

Moby Dick and the mortal danger which attends it demonstrate to the crew, and to 

Starbuck in particular, that Ahab has risen above the fear of death. It is clear that 

Ahab stakes his desire to annihilate the whale above his own life and this resolution is 

enough to bring the entire crew into subjection, making them instruments, dutiful to 

this purpose, ‘mechanical’ as he will later mutter (497). Ahab will finally go even 

further than making his crew mechanical instruments, claiming and rhetorically 

incorporating them into his own body, ‘Ye are not other men, but my arms and my 

legs’ (503). The Pequod and all its crew become the vehicle and engine through which 

Ahab will achieve a deadly communion with the elemental force which, in turn, 

masters him. 

     Although Ahab is capable of turning all of the crew into the ‘mechanical’ 

instruments of his quest, he is incapable of reasoning beyond his commitment to that 

quest. Ahab cannot free himself from his apparently predestined dedication to the 

whale itself. His psychological mastery of Starbuck and the crew is effected only in 

order to further his own bondage to the whale. Ahab’s path, as he muses ‘is laid with 

iron rails, whereon [his] soul is grooved to run’; (149) he has no choice. When 

Starbuck declares that ‘God is against thee, old man; forbear!’ (450) Ahab retorts  ‘All 

your oaths to hunt the White Whale are as binding as mine; and heart, soul, and 

body, lungs and life, old Ahab is bound’ (450). With lightning crashing all around and 

the crew raising ‘a half mutinous cry’ (450) Ahab brings them back into order by 

restating the slavery to which he himself is committed.  

     In a celebrated passage, as the climactic and destructive conclusion looms, Ahab 

voices his musings on the totality of his bondage, evoking fatalistic images of deific 

enigmas, surely reified for him in the form, or imagined form of Moby Dick:  
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‘What is it, what nameless, inscrutable, unearthly thing is it; 

what cozening, hidden lord and master, and cruel, remorseless 

emperor commands me; that against all natural lovings and 

longings, I so keep pushing, and crowding, and jamming myself 

on all the time; recklessly making me ready to do what in my 

own proper, natural heart, I durst not so much as dare? Is Ahab, 

Ahab? Is it I, God, or who, that lifts this arm?’ (481) 

 

     Moby Dick, on the other hand, is the embodiment of chaotic freedom; to begin to 

even describe the physiology of the whale, is ‘the classification of the constituents of 

a chaos’. (116) And if the whale in general is the living symbol of chaos then Moby 

Dick in particular is the epitome of this epitome; unpredictable in the extreme, in 

folklore ‘not only ubiquitous, but immortal’ (163) and in reality deceptive and 

destructively capricious. The quintessential freedom reflected in the paradox of the 

White Whale’s distinctive evasiveness seems the antithesis of Ahab’s fixity. The thing 

which Ahab chiefly hates is the inscrutability of the subject he chases, for, in relation 

to the White Whale, Ahab becomes the object, fixed on iron rails, mechanised and 

programmed, where Moby Dick is ‘all the subtle demonisms of life and thought … the 

sum of the general rage and hate felt by [Ahab’s] whole race…’ (164-5, emphasis 

mine) In a sense, Ahab is enslaving himself to the quest to master the most powerful 

symbol of freedom, and in doing so, entangles his personality with the whale. Like 

Narcissus, the mythological hunter who drowned in pursuit of his own image, Ahab 

dooms himself to failure, for both he and Narcissus attempt to achieve a separation 

and a unity in the same moment. As Barbara Johnson notes, what Narcissus regrets is 

‘not being able to merge with what he already is’.5 

     Narcissus sees in his reflection both what is essentially himself and something 

inalienably ‘other’ and so is caught, like Ahab, in a state of internal confusion 

between subject and object, coexistent in the same body but only reconcilable in the 

suicidal act. Ahab’s fearsome and masterful individuality, his sense of subjecthood 

which is powerful enough to convert the crew into objects of his will, is always caught 

 
5 Johnson, Persons and Things, 49. 
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falling back into the fatalism of a purpose that he can neither reason with nor escape; 

his purpose makes an object of him. As Thomas Woodson describes,  

 

‘striving to remain the grammatical subject of his world, who acts 

upon objects or ‘things’ and creates or destroys them, [Ahab] 

constantly lapses into the passivity of an object, acted upon, 

created or destroyed’.6  

 

Ahab’s relationship to Moby Dick is the externalisation of an internal conflict between 

Ahab the god-like subject, who has it within his power to strike the sun, and Ahab the 

passive object, who knows that his mastery is always collapsing and enslaving him.      

     Without his deep-rooted, plot-generating monomania it is difficult to imagine even 

the rudiments of Ahab’s identity, and Moby Dick, the real, physical whale and the 

fabricated mythology which inextricably accompanies him, is undoubtedly the 

content of that monomania. Ishmael speculates that at the heart of Ahab’s fixation is 

a determination to make the whale the visible, physical incarnation of essential, 

Manichean oppositeness – the other half of life,  

 

‘that intangible malignity which has been from the beginning; to 

whose dominion even the modern Christians ascribe one-half of 

the worlds’ (164).  

 

In some way he succeeds in defending himself ‘against chaos… by attributing a 

constricted, determined purpose to Moby Dick’7 but in succeeding makes his quest to 

annihilate the whale a truly self-destructive one. Ahab seems to explicitly recognise 

the self-effacing effect of his commitment to the hunt, mastering the crew at his own 

expense,  

 

 
6 Woodson, ‘Ahab's Greatness: Prometheus as Narcissus’, 363. 
7 Rogin, Subversive Genealogy, 115. 
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‘like so many ant-hills of powder, they all stand before me; and I 

their match. Oh, hard! that to fire others, the match itself must 

needs be wasting!’ (149) 

 

     The desire to find in Moby Dick the ‘practically assailable’ (164) source of life’s 

negative half, on a superficial level, is Ahab’s way of separating what John Bryant calls 

the ‘banal thematics of good versus evil… slavery and freedom… black and white’ 

which establish ‘certain parameters for [Moby-Dick’s] meaning’.8 To make Moby Dick 

the locus of malignity in the universe might seem to make Ahab, as the heroic 

pursuer, the embodiment of goodness or nobility, but this attempted rhetorical 

abstraction evidently fails because Ahab cannot disentangle himself from the whale. 

Unlike the sensible Captain of the Samuel Enderby who, alike disfigured by Moby 

Dick, successfully enacts a separation, averring ‘no more White Whales for me; I’ve 

lowered for him once, and that has satisfied me… he’s best let alone’ (395) Ahab is so 

interconnected with his desire for a grand, symbolic separation that he has become 

inseparable from Moby Dick. Just as Moby Dick bears the twisted steel of Ahab’s 

harpoon, testament to a vain attempt to shackle or master him, so too does Ahab 

wear a whalebone leg, demonstrating a similar resistance. The two are bound by 

shared substance which, in spite of the oppositional violence it records, blurs the 

lines between Ahab and the whale;  

 

‘Ahab himself, part by part, begins to resemble the White Whale 

he seeks… as the two antagonists confront each other, it is not 

clear who has dismasted – and who is digesting parts of – 

whom’.9 

 

     In all of his furious attempts to describe the whale, predicated on an 

understanding that ‘All visible objects… are but as pasteboard masks’ (145), Ahab is 

grappling with the realities of his own condition. As Tony Tanner notes  

 

 
8 Bryant, Introduction to Herman Melville, Tales, Poems and Other Writing, xxv.   
9 Johnson, Persons and Things, 94. 
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‘many of the characteristics and features which Ahab attempts 

to locate and identify in Moby Dick are manifest projections of 

his own temperament – for who or what more blind, vengeful, 

sterile, dark and destructive than he?’10  

 

In his overwhelming metaphorical attempt to separate out life’s great oppositional 

forces, Ahab is in fact forcing himself into a metaphysical unity with the blank canvas 

of Moby Dick’s ‘pasteboard mask’, a unity born of profound and violent opposition 

which generates a tension only resolvable by destruction. This is perhaps why Ishmael 

is insistent on the centrality of the Narcissus myth to the story; he is heralding the 

philosophical impasse that results from the perilous confrontation of one’s own 

reflection, which is the reflection of an internal and intractable master-slave 

competition. 

     Throughout the novel Ahab is obsessively concerned with the danger and the 

appeal of reflection: Pip endears himself to Ahab, for in Pip he sees ‘not [his] 

reflection in the vacant pupils of [Pip’s] eyes’ (461); in Starbuck he sees his ‘wife and 

child’ reflected back to him in the ‘magic glass’ (480) of the human eye; staring for 

extended periods at Fedallah, the narrator can only speculate that Ahab might be 

seeing ‘his forethrown shadow’ (474) and in the doubloon Ahab sees nothing but 

multiple representations of himself, musing that the world,  

 

‘this round gold is but the image of the rounder globe, which, 

like a magician’s glass, to each and every man in turn but 

mirrors back his own mysterious self’ (385).  

 

     It seems that Ahab, in all of his reflections, in both senses of that word, is intent 

upon seeing himself as isolated from himself, ‘that wild madness that’s only calm to 

comprehend itself’ (149). He insists upon performing the act of separation, splitting 

 
10 Tanner, Introduction to Melville, Moby Dick, xxiii., or, in Rogin’s terms, Ahab is ‘alive only in his bond 
to Moby Dick… His obsession gives Ahab an ‘object to colour’; it twins him with Moby Dick’, Subversive 
Genealogy, 118. This projection or doubling is also detailed by Woodson’s ‘Ahab's Greatness’, ‘An 
important imaginative tendency in Moby-Dick is, then, the tormenting identification and fusion of 
Ahab with Moby-Dick’, 362. 
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himself, or freeing himself from the ‘image of the ungraspable phantom of life’ which 

Ishmael assures the reader ‘is key to it all’ (3). The disunity of Ahab, the ‘two different 

things… warring’ (209) within him, can only be sustained by his projection of this 

inner disharmony onto the image of the whale, making the whale an assailable 

force.11 The problem is always that, in the vast reflecting pool of the ocean, he seeks 

and he finds in Moby Dick an image of himself, that ‘cannibal old’ Ahab (480), which 

he has conjured in order to maintain his grip on life and sanity, but which he is intent 

upon destroying. Moby Dick becomes the abstraction and the realisation of Ahab’s 

auto-cannibalistic urges. Concluding the series of chapters dedicated to analysing 

Ahab, Ishmael attributes an inward duality, which suggests that self-eradication is at 

the heart of Ahab’s quest:  

 

‘thy thoughts have created a creature in thee; and he whose 

intense thinking thus makes him a Prometheus; a vulture feeds 

upon that heart for ever; that vulture the very creature he 

creates’ (181) 

 

     So Ahab is locked into a convoluted and circular relationship with the symbol of 

Moby Dick, which is both himself and the inscrutable otherness which he seeks to 

isolate and master. Another of the unsustainable contradictions that drive Moby-Dick 

towards its predestined conclusion is that Ahab, wishing to wreak his hate upon the 

essentially ‘inscrutable thing’, is determined to give agency to that enigma, for ‘the 

whale must have a meaning and an agency lest Ahab’s energies and suffering mean 

nothing’.12 His goal to attribute agency and meaning to the whale is in opposition to 

the provocation of fundamental unknowability behind the wall of the White Whale, 

which inspires Ahab’s mania in the first place. Making the ‘inscrutable thing’ 

meaningful, Ahab is surely disempowering the elemental force of his hatred, turning 

that force back upon himself. By giving agency to the whale Ahab reverses the 

master-slave relation he initially delineates; by describing the whale as a ‘reasoning 

 
11 Samuel Otter notes that Ahab’s mission is to ‘project, personify, and assail’ but that ‘scapegoating 
allows trauma to be targeted, but it also precludes victory. The practical assault can practically, but 
never quite succeed’. Otter, Melville’s Anatomies, 137.    
12 Hansen, ‘Examining the Myth of Narcissus and its Role in Moby-Dick’, 16. 
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thing’ he is, at least conceptually, dissolving the critical unknowability of the whale – 

finding a basic, if ungraspable rationality at the heart of the fundamentally chaotic. 

The figure of the whale then becomes both the determinate object which can be 

mastered, and the infinite subjectivity of a chaotic truth that is unconquerable and 

‘hath no confines’ (145). This mirrors Ahab’s object-subject dilemma, ‘never sure 

whether he is everything or nothing’13, his identity is so thoroughly bound to the 

thing which he intends to destroy, but if he could destroy it, it would lose the 

redemptive significance which Ahab can only attribute in theory. In the whale, Ahab 

conceives of a union of the ‘nothing and everything’ which he cannot resolve in 

himself, both ‘god-like’ and ‘ungodly’ (71). When addressing the decapitated head of 

a sperm whale in The Sphynx, he gives expression to this defiant unity of virtual 

omniscience and the eerie silence of inscrutability: 

 

‘Of all divers, thou hast dived the deepest. That head upon 

which the upper sun now gleams, has moved amid this world’s 

foundations. Where unrecorded names and navies rust, and 

untold hopes and anchors rot… O head! thou hast seen enough 

to split the planets and make an infidel of Abraham, and not 

one syllable is thine!’ (280) 

  

     In Ahab’s vision of Moby Dick, all of the reflected oppositions of the novel find a 

space of conceptual unity that cannot be sustained in reality, and when Ahab is face 

to face with that unstable repository of oppositions, like Narcissus’ leap into his own 

reflection, the result is annihilation. The leap kills Narcissus and shatters his reflection 

and Ahab’s harpoon, that physically binds him to the whale, runs foul and drags him 

‘voicelessly’ (507) into the depths of inscrutability, muted and mastered.     

     In Ahab, we see the crystallisation of metaphysical bondage. He cannot liberate 

himself because the object of his quest for redemption is not Moby Dick, but the 

image of himself that the glassy skin of the whale presents back to him. In the 

Hegelian model, the master-slave conflict begins with a forceful separation of subject 

 
13 Woodson, ‘Ahab's Greatness’, 364. 
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and object. In Moby-Dick the separation is abstract and turns back in upon itself, 

finding Ahab intensely involved in a futile negotiation between the oppositions he 

cannot separate in himself: the everything and the nothing, the subject and the 

object, the all-knowing and all-ignorant, the darkness and the light, the substance and 

the thought, the master and the slave. The Hegelian model ends with a harmonising 

of experience, where the master recognises the slave’s subjecthood and the slave 

recognises the master’s dependence. This is typically represented by the upwards 

spiral, or helix, of a progressive dialectic. It is fitting that Moby-Dick’s final image is 

the exact inverse of the Hegelian helix: a vortex, which drags the ship, all the crew 

and even ‘a living part of heaven’ (508) down into the sublime depths, saving only the 

passive orphan, Ishmael. Ishmael, whose passivity, like Ahab’s turbulence, is reflected 

back to him; the ‘unharming sharks’ and ‘sheathed beaks’ leave him alive in the 

contradiction of his coffin-life-buoy, for he, like Melville, floated only on the margins 

of that great dialectical vortex of masters and slaves.   
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2. Benito Cereno Part 1 

 

The Master Text 

 

In Benito Cereno, we find Melville’s most explicit view of the excruciating and 

exquisitely balanced undercurrent of tension between masters and slaves. In the 

literal sense, the insurrection, concealed and then brought violently to light on board 

the slave-ship San Dominick, testifies to the obvious, explosive potential always 

lurking in the relationship between those chained and those who have chained 

them. But throughout the text Melville also exposes the psychological tensions that 

hold characters in fraught relationships with one another, defined by oppositions 

that neither insurrections, masquerades nor suppression can resolve. The final 

dimension in this play of concealed authority and pretended servitude is reflected by 

Melville’s narrative method, giving the appearance of fidelity to the facts of a story 

from Captain Delano’s limited perspective. In actuality, Melville is mastering the 

implications and impact of the story and, in doing so, thoroughly indicting Delano, 

the nominal narrator and master of the story’s physical action, who is trapped and 

psychologically enslaved by the complacency which Hegel describes as uniquely 

inflicting masters. 

     Mediated by the pure ignorance of Amasa Delano, Benito Cereno offers a view of 

this preconditioned complacency, in which literal slavery was accepted. This is 

paralleled by the Hegelian suggestion that slavery is the condition from which 

mastery emerges. Ultimately though, both the condition of slavery and of mastery 

are tenuous, interchangeable and, as the devastating facts of Melville’s story 

confirm, bound by an oppositional relationship that is ruinous for both parties and 

cannot sustain the rational progress implied by the Hegelian ideal.  

     Melville’s narrative, in its principal section, is in itself a mode of master-slave 

dialectic, where understanding the implication of the text’s dialectic is grounded in 

the reader’s recognition of the narrator’s sub-text. The foregrounded imposition of 

Delano’s perspective shows an engagement with the reality he cannot see, even as 

he suggests it. The reader is invited to recognise the latent power of the slave, 
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contrasted by the concealed impotence of the master in the form of Benito Cereno 

and the self-satisfied assumptions of Amasa Delano. 

     The very fact that Melville chose to rewrite Amasa Delano’s relatively scant 

historical account of revolt, disguise and revelation on board the Spanish slave-ship 

Tryal – published in chapter eighteen of Delano’s A Narrative of Voyages and Travels 

– indicates a tension between fact and fiction or rather, between instance and 

implication.61  

     Melville, apart from dramatically expanding Delano’s chronicle and changing 

certain details, couched the American Captain’s view of events in the context of a 

third person narrative.62 The technique, which suggests the subservience of narrator, 

actually enables Melville’s system of embedded intimation to control the reader’s 

perception of the delicate interplay of the story’s three principal characters. The 

master text – Delano’s Narratives – provides the context of Melville’s story, but is 

really just the skeleton, over which Melville carefully throws a veil. In essence, 

Melville feigns to align the reader with Delano’s position of uncomfortable 

ignorance, yet the allusive apparatus of his story, when discerningly reviewed, 

actually situates the reader in that especially uncomfortable place between Delano’s 

ignorance and the author’s knowledge.  

     From the very beginning, the story insists on uncertainty. The ‘vapours’ that cloak 

the San Dominick and make her intentions ‘equivocal’ begin and foreshadow the 

nature and the effect of the narrative.63 Almost every aspect of our introduction to 

 
61 Delano’s story is recounted in Delano, A Narrative of Voyages and Travels, in the Northern and 
Southern Hemispheres: Comprising Three Voyages Round the World, Together with a Voyage of 
Survey and Discovery in the Pacific Ocean and Oriental Islands, Chapter XVIII is titled ‘Particulars of the 
Capture of the Spanish Ship Tryal, at the Island of Santa Maria; with the Documents Relating to that 
Affair’, 95-122.  
62 Much has been made of the various changes that Melville made to Delano’s original account, 
Feltenstein, ‘Melville's 'Benito Cereno’, 245 -55. discusses in some detail, as many other critics do, the 
significance of Melville’s name changes – The Tryal becomes the San Dominick, Perseverance 
becomes the Bachelor’s Delight, Bonito becomes Benito and the two separate characters of Babo and 
Mori seem to be united in one figure. A neat paragraph in Laurie Robertson-Lorant’s biography of 
Melville lists the most significant changes which Melville made to Delano’s narrative, Melville a 
Biography, 349-50. It is of particular interest that Melville altered the nature of the relationship 
between Delano and Cereno, fictionalised as collegial. In reality the relationship was embittered by 
pecuniary squabbles, as Greg Grandin notes, ‘Melville jettisoned Delano’s nearly yearlong hounding of 
Cerreňo for half the value of his ship, including the value of its slaves’. Grandin, The Empire of 
Necessity, 271.      
63 Melville, ‘Benito Cereno’, Short Novels – the decidedly equivocal passage, from Benito Cereno’s 
third paragraph sets the scene thus: ‘The sky seemed a gray surtout. Flights of troubled gray fowl, kith 
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the scene offers us only an appearance, ‘It might have been but a deception of the 

vapours, but, the longer the stranger was watched, the more singular appeared her 

manoeuvres’ (36, emphases mine) or a seeming – a relation to the grim masquerade 

that follows: ‘The sea … seemed fixed …The sky seemed a grey mantle… Shadows 

present, foreshadowing deeper shadows to come’ (35, emphases mine).  

     Melville might be suggesting that the superficial shadow masques of the morning 

are a cover for the more disturbing masquerade which follows. When we reach the 

conclusion, and the shadow of that disturbing masquerade lifts, we are rewarded, 

not with enlightenment, but bear witness instead to the deeper shadow evoked in 

that tantalising introduction. The story concludes with Delano’s blithe perplexity at 

the desolation of Cereno, under the shadow of ‘the Negro’; the Negro, whose head, 

in the full light of the plaza, gazes towards St Bartholomew’s church unabashed. 

Delano sees the relationship of slaves and masters as restored, in part by ‘his 

superior muscular strength’ (102), and is renewed by the thought, clearly disengaged 

from the spiritual annihilation of Cereno, which he struggles to comprehend. The 

masquerade of a restored equilibrium clouds Delano view and convinces him of an 

inverse reality as completely as the original masquerade of slaves and masters had 

done. Delano, as the text draws to a conclusion, ‘still knows nothing. Thus his victory 

is hollow and superficial at best: at the worst, it is meaningless and misleading’.64 

Coming close to destruction himself Delano ends the story, in his own mind, as the 

heroic repressor, whose cajoling of Cereno falls on deaf ears, just as Cereno’s muted 

warning makes no impact on Delano. Amasa Delano returns to a state of happy 

ignorance just as, by and large, Melville’s America may have appeared to after 

successive slave insurrections prior to the cataclysm of Civil War.65 The difference 

 
and kin with flights of troubled gray vapours among which they were mixed, skimmed low and fitfully 
over the waters, as swallows over meadows before storms. Shadows present, foreshadowing deeper 
shadows to come’, 35. 
64 Carlisle, ‘Captain Amasa Delano: Melville's American Fool’, 357. 
65 There are several critics who indict Delano for much more than ignorance, aligning him with 
America’s imperial, ‘manifest destiny’ ambitions. These critics ‘read ‘Benito Cereno’ as a critique of 
Manifest Destiny, imperialism, and the beginning of U.S. dominance in the Western hemisphere in the 
mid-nineteenth century’, Heide, ‘Herman Melville's ‘Benito Cereno’, Inter-American Relations, and 
Literary Pan-Americanism’, 48. Heide lists Eric Sundquist, Gesa Mackenthun and James Kavanagh as 
examples of scholars who find Delano an accessory to the crimes of Old World colonialism and an 
apologist for its new, American replacement. 
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here between Melville and Delano becomes pronounced, defined by a gulf between 

the instance of Delano’s ignorance and the implication of Melville’s rendering of it.      

     Once again, in the early stages of the story, the focus of the narrator’s eye, upon 

the action of Delano, might lead the reader to infer that the narrative thrust is 

Delano’s and pertains to his perspective, but a closer look at the opening scene 

shows us clearly that Melville (whom we must not forget has reimagined the 

cheerful New Englander) maintains the equivocation. Delano’s observations are 

sometimes phrased as though the author had been forced to speculate ‘… Perhaps it 

was some such influence…’ (38, emphasis mine), but throughout the text, with its 

close focus on the actions and attitudes of Delano, Melville elaborates beyond the 

scope of Delano’s view, to bring into the peripheries of the text the key to the 

mystery.  

     The story walks the reader through the portentous and suspenseful play of the 

becalmed ship, having made its way through myriad horrors to arrive, creakingly 

anchored at Santa Maria with a diminished, beguiled and restless crew. Coming into 

close proximity with Captain Delano’s consciousness, the narrative constantly implies 

that something is amiss, but through the filter of Delano’s cheery and unsuspecting 

demeanour, attention is repeatedly drawn to and then diverted from the signifiers of 

the San Dominick’s actual state. There is a subtle interplay at work that allows the 

narrative voice to seem dictated by Amasa Delano’s thoughts whilst actually using 

Delano’s guileless musings as a vehicle for communicating the symbols of an inverse 

reality. For example, when Delano hears Babo’s self-effacing rejection of Cereno’s 

disingenuous praise: ‘what Babo has done was but duty’ (45) the narrator transcribes 

his thoughts thus: 

 

‘As master and man stood before him, the black upholding 

the white, Captain Delano could not but bethink him of the 

beauty of that relationship which could present such a 

spectacle of fidelity on the one hand and confidence on the 

other’ (45, emphases mine) 
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This is a description that, on first reading, seems to define quite straightforwardly 

the respective roles of Babo and Cereno. Only when the veil is lifted and passages 

such as these are re-examined does the reader note the variance in Delano’s 

immediate impression and the deft narrative implication. It is indeed, in more ways 

than one, the black who upholds the white. The images of fidelity and confidence 

are of course, in reality, contrary to Delano’s deliberately narrowed view. It is 

Cereno whose performance represents faithfulness (albeit under duress) and Babo 

who is confident in his mastery of the act.  

     When taking advantage of the rising winds to prepare the ship for action, Delano 

believes he is being assisted by Babo. In reality Babo’s echoing of the American’s 

commands is the only thing that gives those commands any substance, another 

instance of ‘the black upholding the white’. Delano, who assumes Babo to be acting 

in the best interests of his master, places his own authority below that of the 

secretly enslaved Benito Cereno. This mock cycle of authority and impotence, 

faithfulness and confidence and mastery and servitude, inflected throughout the 

text is a critical part of Benito Cereno’s dialectic: Melville disguising the reality in the 

same breath as he suggests it, just as Delano vanquishes his suspicions the instant 

they involuntarily occur to him. This ambiguity of control looms over the text just as 

the reality of revolutionary chaos lurks ominously in Melville’s tone. The more 

closely that one examines Benito Cereno, the more one becomes habituated to the 

scope and the circularity of its masquerade. Babo manipulates Delano through 

Cereno, who manipulates the reader through Delano; and Melville pretends to align 

himself with Delano’s ignorance whilst having Delano cryptically give voice to the 

reality of the story.    

     Just as Babo displays his mastery by perfecting the costume of his captive, both 

internally and externally, so as to distinguish Benito Cereno amongst the disorder of 

the frozen revolt, so Melville expresses the undercurrent of subversion in the 

relationship between master and man. Melville superficially demonstrates the 

successful manipulation of Delano’s perspective, but also keeps the reader 

suspended in the inversion of that perspective and this is an irony which will only 

later become apparent.  
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     It is to be noted that through Delano’s naïve perspective, Babo’s mastery, not just 

of Benito Cereno, but of the story itself, attains its full effect. In fact it is Delano’s 

racialist assumptions that so completely enable the plot, as he repeatedly mistakes 

Babo’s lingering presence, a consciously directed reminder of his authority, for 

docility and adherence to the stereotyped role of the black servant or sambo.66 

Delano’s perfunctory reflection, ‘most Negroes are natural valets and hairdressers’ 

(70) acts as an ironic prelude to the most tortuously unnatural act of hairdressing. In 

actuality, the shaving scene is a brutal expression of Cereno’s enslavement, whilst to 

the American, it indicates the opposite.  

     So thorough is Delano’s misreading of the situation that he persistently suspects 

Benito Cereno in the same breath as evincing his unthinking esteem for Babo as 

bondsman. Moreover, Delano is disquieted at what he sees as Benito Cereno’s 

failure to disguise ‘a sort of sour and gloomy disdain’ (41) rather than observing, 

what the narrative voice continues to suggest, that ‘his reserve might, in some 

degree, have proceeded from design’. (42) That Delano is witnessing the 

dismantling, or a stripping of the soul of the already broken Spanish Captain is an 

ever-present allusion, in that scene in particular. Benito Cereno’s continual and 

almost theatrical struggle with the phantoms brought fleetingly from the shadows of 

his ‘bitter experience’ (78) by Delano’s innocent importuning make him seem ‘like 

one flayed alive’ (80) shrinking from every reference to his leadership. His 

leadership, of course, exists only in the mind of Delano. The oblivious American 

however, vacillates between seeing this reserve as a symbol of injudicious, even 

despotic arrogance, ‘but the Spaniard perhaps thought that it was with captains as 

with gods…’ (42) or as the executive incompetence of ‘a paper captain’ (47). Delano, 

in his own way, mirrors Benito Cereno’s struggles, tormented by the rising of 

shadowy doubts and antic conceits, but this natural reaction to the San Dominick’s 

sinister atmosphere, though it strikes upon the truth without allowing the American 

to comprehend it, never wavers from its fixed notion of Benito Cereno as 

commander.  

 
66 C.L.R James notes that Delano’s beliefs about Africans were not just wrong but were ‘the direct 
cause of his own blindness and stupidity’, James, Mariners Renegades and Castaways, 119. 
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     So Benito Cereno, mastered by Babo, cannot be seen as anything but the master 

by Delano. His array of momentary suspicions never usurp this idea, and Babo’s 

hereditary disguise is never more than briefly ruffled. Babo’s act, an adept 

performance augmented by the skilful, even exaggerated use of props, works to 

completely disorient the hapless Delano. In particular, the ritual appearance of the 

chained Atufal effects the dual purpose of confirming Cereno’s leadership and 

reinforcing his slavery. In an elaborate display before the American guest, the 

manifestly powerful Atufal parades his chains, substantiating the intellectual 

dominance of white over black that Delano assumes, but Atufal is simultaneously 

holding the mirror up, as it were, to the mock Captain to remind him of his own 

chains. The striking appearance of Atufal in light of the reality of the situation, is also 

a juxtaposition of the inverse relationship of Delano to the chained Atufal. Delano’s 

desire to see the chains unlocked is another inflection of his ignorance to his 

proximity to peril.67  

     Melville’s subtle influence on the story allows the reader an avenue to gradually 

apprehend the successful ensnaring of Delano, as well as the further demoralisation 

of Cereno represented by Babo’s pretence. Babo’s disguise however achieves its 

most convincing effect inside Delano’s mind, where certain pre-existing assumptions 

about race preclude him from suspecting the faithful servant, who in reality only 

needed a half-hearted gesture of deference to succeed in his deception. Indeed 

Babo’s act, though it successfully upholds Delano’s illusion, is for the most part 

intended directly at controlling Cereno, but Delano too is mastered by the slave. The 

American's endeavours, greeted by the irrepressible reserve and melancholy of his 

perceived host, are all solicited for the assistance of Babo and the slave revolt. 

However, unlike Cereno, who is mastered by the omnipresent threat of violence, 

Delano is mastered by his inherent notion of the slave and his limited sense of what 

makes a master.  

     When Delano marks that the scene of Babo and Benito Cereno, or ‘master and 

man’ is ‘heightened by the contrast in dress, denoting their relative positions’ (45), 

 
67 Allan Moore Emery notes this symbolism ‘If [Atufal] has a particular symbolic role, he most likely 
hints at the power of America's blacks to break their bonds, to imitate Nat Turner, to stun those 
innocent Americans comfortably convinced of the ‘tractability’ of slaves’, ‘The Topicality of Depravity 
in ‘Benito Cereno’’, 321. 
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he outlines a critical aspect of this limited idea of leader and follower. The relative 

positions are most certainly denoted by the costumes adopted by master and slave, 

but not at face value. Babo’s subtle manufacturing of Benito Cereno’s attire is 

intended, much like the ceremonial parading of Atufal, to remind him of his actual 

position. The key that hangs from his neck reminds him that chains can be broken 

without the master’s key and the scabbard that hangs from his sash, bereft of its 

usual contents, reminds him of the threat of violence concealed behind Babo’s mask 

of tameness, as well as his own impotence.  

     In a world of revolutionary reversals, where the disorderly represent the new 

order and where black skin is a signifier of power, Cereno’s carefully ordered, 

obsessively neat clothing, with certain, seemingly anachronistic appurtenances, 

denotes his utter helplessness. This ‘certain precision… curiously at variance with the 

unsightly disorder around’ (45) is a statement, retrospectively realised, of the vital 

ambiguity of appearances as they are presented by the language of Benito Cereno. 

As Delano’s thoughts are relayed to us through Melville’s narrative voice, which, 

once again, touches upon the subject of a design, on one level pertaining to Delano’s 

direct view, and on another demonstrating the mastery of narrative implication, the 

roles of designer and subject are subtly questioned. The image of ‘master and man’, 

so fixed in Delano’s mind, will ultimately become violently overturned as both he 

and the reader see the very real ambiguity of those roles.  

     The disguise that Delano fails to see and the disguises he mistakenly sees 

emanate from a total lack of comprehension for the capability of the black slaves, 

both for the type of adroit performance contrived by Babo and of the brutality of 

that which preceded it. After all, Delano is so confirmed in his racialist views of the 

slaves as submissive and ‘too stupid’ (63) to warrant distrust, ‘arising’ from what he 

sees as ‘the unaspiring contentment of ... limited mind[s]’ (71) that the mysteriously 

reserved Benito Cereno is the only actor who engenders suspicion. The Spaniard 

who, partly by the virtue of his nationality (another racialist reflex), ‘the very word 

Spaniard has a curious, conspirator, Guy-Fawkish twang to it’ (66), seems the only 

one capable of engineering a plot and, at times, casts a terrible shadow over Delano, 

inspiring a ‘ghostly dread’ (55) of the sinister Spaniard and of his various imagined 

machinations.  
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     It later becomes clear that Babo, by falling effortlessly into the category of 

harmless obedience to which Delano’s is thoroughly convinced he belongs, is able to 

all but eliminate any prospect of Cereno’s scheming until the last terrific leap which 

once and for all breaks the ties suspending the plot. Babo is thus able to use the 

incontrovertible facts of his biology as a mask, a mask which Delano is incapable of 

penetrating, or at the very least unwilling to disturb.  

     Delano is the victim of total blindness, like Billy Budd, to that for which he fails to 

see the motivation, although in Delano’s case, the motivation is abundantly 

manifested. He has, in his own way, repeated the fatal mistake of Alexandro Aranda, 

believing that unshackled slaves would not, when the opportunity arose, fight, and 

kill to be free. His slavery, or his susceptibility to be mastered by the ‘slave’, arises 

from his unshakable opinion of himself relative to the African. He is internally the 

superior, although his position as the respectful guest of an unmanned Captain 

specifies him, in all the pomp of his imagined pre-eminence over the blacks, as the 

deferrer to a slave. He, for the period preceding the Spaniard’s pivotal leap, is an 

accessory to the revolution he deemed to be beyond the mental powers of its 

engineers.   

     The guiding hand of Melville’s narrative will bring Delano’s inner monologues 

strikingly close to breaching the mask, even to the point of inadvertently touching 

upon an incisive truth, but in his state of isolated and erroneous contemplation the 

American cannot understand the accidental veracity that Melville proffers to the 

astute reader. Where Delano, not devoid of the necessary curiosity, will simply 

misdirect his doubts, Melville will align the opposites of revolutionary truth and 

misdirected suspicion, the space between filled only by the flawed logic of the 

American.  

     When Delano is vacated by his Spanish host and notices something apparently 

significant in the air of one of the Spanish sailors he begins to fall, automatically, into 

a spiral of misgiving: 

 

‘Is it from foreseeing some possible interference like this, 

that Don Benito had, beforehand, given such a bad 

character of his sailors, while praising the Negroes; 
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though, indeed, the former seemed as docile as the latter 

the contrary? The whites, too, by nature, were the 

shrewder race. A man with some evil design, would not 

he be likely to speak well of that stupidity which was blind 

to his depravity, and malign that intelligence from which 

it might not be hidden?’ (63) 

 

This monologue represents an internal inquiry that comes very close to uncovering 

the truth, before driving it in the opposite direction. Delano hesitantly tenders an 

observation of the reversal in usual power structures that strikes at the heart of his 

misgiving: the unruly liberty of the slaves and the reserve and sheepish ‘docility’ of 

the whites, but he does so from an unsound angle. This pivotal mistake results in a 

representation that almost exactly contradicts the truth that Delano had virtually 

unlocked two sentences earlier. The mutineers are portrayed as too stupid to 

understand the success of their own mutiny and the captives are maligned for their 

assumed liberty to disrupt it. Naturally all of these inquiries, posed in bewilderment, 

will add up to contradictions in Delano’s mind so long as he labours under the 

misapprehension of Benito Cereno as the commander.  

     A few passages later, Delano, having broken the charm of his doubts only to find 

them drawing back around him, decides to take a calculated (or so he thinks) look at 

the cause of his fears. There he once again examines the abundantly manifested 

contradictions of Cereno’s command: the incidents involving the unpunished abuse 

of white sailors by their African counterparts and the extravagantly conflicting 

evidence of Don Benito’s tyrannical authority, brought together in the chained figure 

of the mighty Atufal and in the ‘cringing’ aspect of ‘all the ship’s underlings’ (66). Of 

course all of these contradictions would, in an instant, resolve themselves if Delano 

could see the reality that Melville suggests: Atufal ‘the pretended rebel’ (82), the 

Spanish sailors ‘like stray white pawns, venturously involved in the ranks of chessmen 

opposed’ (59), the ‘dark satyr in a mask, holding his foot on the prostrate neck of a 

writhing figure, likewise masked’ (37) on the ship’s stern-piece and the ‘sudden 

indefinite association in [Delano’s] mind of Babo with Atufal’ (80).  However, thanks 

to his automatic suppositions he can only see Babo, the ‘slave’, speaking for his 
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master, a member of ‘the shrewder race’ (63), when he is too distressed or too 

indignant to respond himself. We eventually learn that throughout his perplexed 

residence on board the San Dominick Delano has been hearing the opposite; rather 

than Babo’s dutifully attempting to express the truth that his master cannot, it is 

Benito Cereno attempting to comply with Babo’s fiction.  

     Babo, as described in the Hegelian model, has obtained self-consciousness of 

independence, but, convolutedly, he must maintain the illusion of the slave before 

Delano to maintain his independent control of Benito Cereno; slave speaking through 

master and vice versa. This is mirrored and intensified in the way that Melville 

contrives his third-person narrative. Melville has Delano speak for the reality of 

latent violence in the story’s key relationships but, like Babo and Cereno, Delano is 

disguised as the master and Melville’s narrative voice plays the part of his servant.  

     Delano, in the position of assumed benevolence, sincere but benighted, 

sympathetic but repressive, as I have stressed, is ignorant to the potentiality, even 

the desire of slaves to break their chains and avail themselves of liberty. His 

statement about Benito Cereno’s taciturn and disdainful manner  

 

‘as if forced to black bread themselves, they deemed it but 

equity that each person coming nigh them should, indirectly, by 

some slight or affront, be made to partake of their fare’ (41)  

 

constitutes a powerful explanation for the violence of the slaves, who ‘had to 

swallow far worse fare than black bread’.68 This logic, though absent from the 

benevolent heart of one ‘whose quickness and accuracy of intellectual perception, 

may be left to the wise to determine’ (35), is certainly legible, though masked, in 

Melville’s text. 

     The shaving scene, perhaps the greatest of Babo’s pageants of mastery, evokes 

further glimpses and incidental expressions of this truth in the wandering mind of 

the American Captain. The cuddy, like a torture chamber, inducing ideas of ill repose, 

plagued by ‘sad thoughts and bad dreams’ (70), projects to Delano, in the figure of 

 
68 Altschuler, ‘Whose foot on whose throat?: A re-examination of Melville's Benito Cereno’, 388. 
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the ‘master’, trembling at the ‘close sight of the gleaming steel’ (72), and the 

composed ‘slave’, ‘expertly strapping [the razor] on the firm, oily skin of his open 

palm’ (72), the ‘antic conceit’ (72) of executioner and condemned man.  

     Delano, who undeniably finds the scene peculiar, does not dwell on those 

momentary insights, even apparently laughing off the idea that Benito Cereno, who 

had once seemed a ghastly, piratical conspirator had been transformed into one who 

feared that he ‘himself were to be done for’. (73) He seems able to ignore the 

recurrent unsettling vagaries of his imagination but, to the reader, the scene 

undoubtedly acquires a sense of abnormality, even menace and this sense is 

expressed most effectively in the numerous nervous reactions of Don Benito, 

casually noticed and turned over in Captain Delano’s limited contemplations. These 

nervous reactions are countered by the unflinching industry of Babo. The two 

disparate figures, master and servant, beneath the costumes of rank and burden, 

even and especially down to the skin, on reflection, though portrayed physically in 

their customary places, psychologically appear in stark opposition to their 

‘accustomed’ roles. One displaying, with steady, calculated movements, which 

regulate the spectacle, the controlling authority Delano cannot see, and the other 

presenting a terrified aspect and shaking involuntarily. This seems like an exemplary 

portrayal of the relationship of controlling indifference evinced by a seasoned 

‘master’, who imposes a calculated terror upon a beleaguered bondsman, too used 

to ill-treatment and consequently always filled with uncertainty and trepidation.  

     These physical manifestations of an inverted hierarchy are supported by the 

theatrical tension of the dialogue and the delicate ambiguity of the qualifying 

descriptions offered by Melville. Babo tells Cereno  

 

‘you must not shake so master…master knows I never yet have 

drawn blood, though it’s true, if master will shake so, I may 

some of these times’ (72) 

  

before entreating him to continue with his fictional account of the San Dominick’s 

troubled voyage. Here he is thoroughly convincing in both of his roles. Delano sees 

the doting servant and Cereno sees the terrifying rebel master, with the razor, like 
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the slave rebellion, suspended above him. If we choose, upon re-examination, to 

read the word shake as synonymous with the word waver, which is surely closer to 

Benito Cereno’s understanding, then Babo’s veiled threat becomes explicit. 

Significantly, it is after the moment that Delano tentatively reveals an inclination to 

doubt some of Cereno’s story that Babo justifies his warning with a small cut, 

explaining ‘…you shook so – here’s Babo’s first blood’ (p73). Babo then, with his face 

‘alike visible to the Spaniard and the American’ (73), to one seeming to implore and 

to the other delivering a menacing instruction, says ‘But answer Don Amasa please, 

master, while I wipe this ugly stuff off the razor and strop it again’ (73) as if to 

reiterate the threat.  

     Babo, here positioning himself between the two respective figures of traditional 

but deflated authority, maintains his control of both of them. Don Benito, conscious 

of Babo’s every allusive word and gesture, obediently continues the cycle of 

manipulation, ‘rehearsing’ (73) the same story that was dictated to him, ‘mingling 

with his words, incidental praises, less qualified than before, to the blacks’ (73). This 

husky rehearsal gives rise to yet another of Delano’s unconscious revelations, that 

the two ‘for some unknown purpose, were acting out, in word and deed… some 

juggling play… this play of the barber’ (73-4). Delano strikes directly upon the truth 

and then immediately dismisses it as ‘a whimsy, insensibly suggested’ (74) excusing 

Cereno’s anxiousness as the product of harsh experience and reducing Babo’s 

mastery back to within the familiar sphere of the merry and faithful Negro servant. 

Though the American fights to vanquish his whimsical notions, their truth registers 

not just in the continuation of this play of master and man, but in the confluence of 

dramatic symbols persistently delivered by Melville and persistently repressed by 

Delano.  

     When Babo exits the cuddy, having deliberately wounded himself, he transposes 

his dominant attitude into a servile one, once again for the benefit of Delano, who 

falls into the trap with the decisively ambiguous lament ‘Ah, this slavery breeds ugly 

passions in man’ (75). Melville once again focuses on Benito Cereno’s truth through 

the lens of Delano’s ignorance. In an expression of ignorance to the suffering and 

degradation slavery inflicts upon the slaves that verges on the absurd, Delano 

attributes the ugly passion to Benito Cereno. Superficially the statement is 
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symptomatic of the attitude of well-meaning northern liberalism ‘incapable of satire 

and irony’ (51), whose reflections on the institution of slavery know only one 

perspective.  

     More literally the ugly passion surely belongs to Babo, the architect of that 

intimidatory pretence of hairdressing, and to his companions, whose considered use 

of terror maintains and reinforces their mastery over the remaining Spanish crew. 

However, if we consider this line to be a carefully placed Melvillean suggestion, with 

more meaning than intended or grasped by its originator, then we might read it as 

an indirect expression of the universal condition of slavery that produces all human 

‘ugliness’. Hegel’s notion that human interaction is always initially reduced to a 

struggle between people and peoples to establish lordship or mastery is reimagined 

as the origin of Benito Cereno’s conflict. In the Melvillean sense the results of this 

conflict are ultimately as damaging to the master as to the slave. The complacency 

and comfortable racialism of the former masters, Aranda and Cereno, which induced 

the Hegelian stupor of reliance and loss of self-consciousness, is reproduced by the 

purportedly liberal and benevolent Delano. Slavery, specified as the root of ‘the ugly 

passion in man’, is a see-sawing conflict, inalienable in human society, with the issue 

of authority perpetually questioned and violently redefined. 

     It is significant that all of the unsolicited and suspicious fancies to which Delano 

attaches no special significance are his only connection to the reality of Melville’s 

narrative. Through Melville’s ostensible control over these unconscious flutters we 

witness the master and slave tension that exists between author and subject. The 

subtle projection of truths through the critically impaired vision of Captain Delano, 

though often directly rendered, are distorted as they pass through their flawed 

conduit and are therefore always only indirectly, almost unconsciously received, in 

the same way that Delano receives his significantly insignificant suspicions. Melville’s 

interaction with his audience is much like the relationship of Babo and Delano, one 

cryptically conveying his authority over the other through a pattern of imitation and 

manipulation that can only ever register peripherally. Both Melville and Babo delight 

in the process of suspended terror, displaying an artistry as impressive as it is 

subversive, hinting at the ‘slumbering volcano’ (56) of violent, vindictive power that 

lies hidden beneath layers of simulation and repression.  
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     Melville dictates, as Eric Sundquist summarises,  

 

‘Delano’s conduct as completely as Babo dictates Benito 

Cereno’s, [bringing Melville] into virtual equivalence with the 

slave, both carrying out plots and expressing in mimic action 

their mutual authority through a suspended and agonising 

ritual’.69  

 

Melville is continually suggesting his authority in the same way as Babo, both 

adopting the posture of subservience are able to control the information given and 

received without cutting the slender cords that suspend the illusion that is both the 

plot of Benito Cereno and the artifices of mastery and bondage within it.      

     Both Melville’s narration and Babo’s performance are engaged in a dialectic 

hidden from view, predicated on dissimulation in order to achieve control but 

ultimately both dialectics highlight the impotence of the mastery they produce. Babo 

is bound to perform as a slave and the instant he reveals himself as master he is 

enslaved anew. Melville, despite the subtleties of his narrative, is bound to Delano’s 

master-text, which proscribes not just the return to slavery for Babo’s fellow 

Africans, but a totalising ruin for all involved, except the American himself, who 

continues comfortable in the perception of his own mastery. The master stroke from 

Melville is undercutting Delano’s mastery by showing how thoroughly enslaved he is 

to a worldview which precludes him from recognising his own involvement in a 

struggle in which he was used as a slave.  

 
69 Sundquist, To Wake the Nations, 160. 
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3. Benito Cereno Part 2 

 

The Fate of Leaders 

 

A significant portion of the early criticism Benito Cereno received, from the late 

nineteen-forties, when critical interest in the story was revived, tended to focus on 

issues of black and white, and their direct correlation with the poles of good and evil. 

Readings of the text, though often intricately laid out, seemed ultimately to zone in 

on resolving the issue of Melville’s moral allegiance. Naturally enough, many critics 

have looked directly to Benito Cereno to decipher Melville’s position on slavery, with 

Melville writing the story in 1855, as the nation teetered on the cusp of Civil War.  

     Questions of how the reader should see Babo – as hero or monster – were duly 

asked and answered, as were questions about the Spanish and American Captains. 

The opposition of good and evil, allied to the grand symbolism of black and white, 

colours at the opposite ends of the spectrum, and of our imagination, have been the 

subjects of lengthy discourse. Sidney Kaplan, writing in 1956, provides a concise 

summary of the two contrasting views of the story that dominated its reception over 

the preceding decade.70 The first sees Benito Cereno as the parable of white 

innocence facing the Iago-like malignity of Babo’s blackness, where blackness is the 

Melvillean symbol of some inscrutable human evil; darkness rather than blackness. 

The second sees almost exactly the opposite: a fitting indictment of slavery, with 

Babo ‘the moral victor’. This view, exemplified by Joseph Schiffman, notes Melville’s 

inversion of the typical correlations of colour and morality in Moby-Dick, with 

whiteness being the symbol of that unknown and unknowable depravity.71 

     Although these views have long since been supplanted, it is worthwhile, rather 

than casually dismissing the simplistic schema that undergirds them, understanding 

why such simple, moralistic readings might suggest themselves in the first place. In 

 
70 Kaplan, ‘Herman Melville and the American National Sin: The Meaning of Benito Cereno’, Kaplan 
provides the list of those whose work falls into the category described, in a footnote – ‘Rosalie 
Feltenstein, Stanley T. Williams, F. 0. Mattheissen, Carl Van Doren, Lewis Mumford, Richard Chase, 
Leon Howard, Yvor Winters, Charles Neider, Arthur H. Quinn, Newton Arvin, Tom B. Haber, Stanley 
Hyman, Ward Pafford, Floyd C. Watkins, Jean Simon, Pierre Frederix’, 334. 
71 Schiffman, ‘Critical Problems in Melville’s ‘Benito Cereno’’, 26-37.  ‘to Melville white was evil, harsh, 
ugly – the unknown’, 31. 
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some fundamental way, the trend of black and white interpretation recapitulates the 

essence of the story. Benito Cereno is the story of stark and absolute oppositions, and 

its characters cannot escape the view of these oppositions as somehow integrally 

related to black and white surfaces.  

     In a characteristic moment of dubiety, Captain Delano notes that the white sailors 

looked as pawns interspersed in ‘the ranks of the chess-men opposed’.72 Here he 

strikes, with his usual countermanded lucidity, on something about the relation 

between the black and white sailors that cannot be overcome. Firstly that they are 

exactly equal except for their colour, and secondly, that they are, by virtue of their 

relative circumstances, like chess-men, locked in an oppositional, zero-sum struggle 

that only the total defeat of one side can resolve.73 Unlike the dialectical model 

proposed by Hegel, in which individuals surpass their immediate ‘fight to the death’ 

contest for recognition by renegotiating the opposing conditions of lordship and 

bondage, the characters in Benito Cereno are paralysed in their moment of opposition 

and are incapable of moving beyond it. This opposition can be tracked throughout the 

arc of the San Dominick’s story. 

     Were it to be chronologically arranged, the story would begin with the awful 

reality of slavery in its familiar structure, with its conspicuously imposed racial 

hierarchy, where white ipso facto dominates black. The liberal master, Alexandro 

Aranda, makes the fateful assumption that his slaves are all ‘tractable’ enough that 

they can be permitted to sleep unfettered on deck. Aranda, convicted of the natural 

legitimacy of his position, sleeps, complacent in what he must surely feel to be his 

benign authority over intellectual inferiors. The white masters misread the 

significance of black and white, seeing inherent representations of power and 

submission, rather than surface symbols of untenable and fundamentally 

transposable power relations. The slaves, allowed physical freedom, prepare their 

insurrection. They revolt and murder most of the crew in the act of securing their 

freedom. Following this, Babo assumes the master’s role, and under his authority, the 

newly ascendant Africans kill more of the remaining crew. These murders and other 

 
72 Melville, ‘Benito Cereno’, Short Novels, 59. All references are to this edition 
73 The imagery of ‘chess-men opposed’ is discussed in this vein in Joyce Sparer Adler’s essay – ‘Benito 
Cereno: Slavery and Violence in the Americas’, 76-94. – ‘chess is a game in which black and white are 
essentially equal. The opposing colours merely represent their opposition’, 83.   
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acts of cruelty, perhaps necessary, perhaps gratuitous, are enacted with gruesome 

symbolism – the spectacle of men being thrown overboard alive; the remaining 

Spaniards watch their shipmates beg for mercy as they drown; the calculated 

reduction in status and humiliation of educated members of the crew and the secret 

desecration of Alexandro Aranda’s body, followed by the menacing ritual of forcing 

each of the white sailors to observe his fleshless bones.  

     The balance of power has shifted, and in shifting it has become more complex, 

more vexed by the prominence of the opposition between black and white and more 

ostensibly bound to violence and terror. The slaves, in becoming masters of a shabby, 

undersupplied ship, facing an improbable voyage back to Africa, recognise the fact 

that their mastery is dependent upon those of their former oppressors who remain 

alive, for Babo and the other Africans do not possess the practical skills of navigation 

and seamanship required for such a monumental journey. The new masters, fully 

aware also that the sailors who remain are filled with murderous resentment, are 

consequently dependent upon suspicion and cruelty as necessary means of accessing 

those essential skills and of maintaining control. It is at this point that Melville’s story 

begins, with a simulated return to the roles of slave and master which Amasa Delano 

quickly and comfortably recognises. Delano, like Aranda is ‘literally unable to see the 

reality of hatred and incipient rebellion that stares [him] in the face’.74 The ‘hatred’ to 

which Delano is blind exists in a mutual and specular relationship between black and 

white that bristles under the surface of the masquerade.  

     Finally, when the suspenseful game that constitutes the main body of Melville’s 

story is shattered by reality, the ship is retaken by Delano’s men. James H. Kavanagh 

points out that, though this may seem like an act of courage on the American’s part, 

Delano has been made aware that the Africans on board are unarmed, that a 

slaughter will likely ensue and, in fact, deceives his own men about the possibility of a 

reward.75 The ship is retaken by force and the Africans who are not killed are 

captured and bound. Some of the vengeful Spanish sailors who survived the San 

 
74 Kavanagh, ‘That Hive of Subtlety: ‘Benito Cereno’ and the Liberal Hero’, 367. 
75 Ibid., 371-2. Kavanagh discusses at length the implied cruelty and duplicity of Delano’s 
counterthrust.  
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Dominick’s tumultuous power struggles then murder and attempt to murder some of 

the Africans who are chained to the ring-bolts of the deck.  

     When the ship reaches the end of its journey and comes to rest at Lima, its human 

cargo is put on trial, in an attempt to return this whole process back to its original 

configurations of authority and servitude. The brutal execution of Babo however, is 

followed only by the forlorn death of Benito Cereno, who is unable to assume the 

authority that Lima’s colonial powers are eager to return to him. Each reconfiguration 

of power relations bringing with it only a new wave of cruel retribution that tilts 

closer to the total annihilation of one side, until there is virtually nothing left but 

Amasa Delano’s bemused silence. 

     Much has been made of how the novella reflects Melville’s attitudes towards 

literal slavery, but it is difficult to imagine a conscientious review of Benito Cereno 

finding any resolution to the narrative’s metaphysical conflict between masters and 

slaves. Though it remains tempting to use Benito Cereno as a gauge for Melville’s 

stance regarding slavery, whether as a testament to his profound abolitionist 

sympathies, as Schiffman has it, or as a reflection of Melville’s cautious lean towards 

anti-abolitionism, as John Stauffer suggests, these readings make too much of the 

literal and superficial accoutrements and indignities of slavery, and think too little of 

the actual, human relationships that the text describes.76 The novella, unquestionably 

revolving around the issues of mastery and bondage, suggests that the conflict 

between parties runs deeper than the shallow (in fact skin deep) costume of 

authority and subjection. Melville comprehensively demonstrates that colour is a 

poor guide when it comes to understanding the intentions and capacities of his 

characters. For Babo, it seems that the dishonour of bondage can only be redressed 

by enacting a form of mastery so totalising as to subsume the very personhood of his 

former masters. For Cereno, there seems no possibility of recognising the equality of 

his former slaves, for he is so diminished by the end of his travails that he cannot 

even recognise himself. Lastly, Amasa Delano, who has the privilege of opposing 

slavery by virtue of his birth in Massachusetts; he is the man who offers his Spanish 

host this throwaway comment about his servant-captor Babo, ‘‘Don Benito, I envy 

 
76 Stauffer, ‘Melville, Slavery, and the American Dilemma’, A Companion to Herman Melville, 214-230. 
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you such a friend; slave I cannot call him’.’ (45 emphasis mine) He ends the story still 

locked within the solipsism which had denied him insight throughout. For Delano, the 

roles of black and white only momentarily slipped out of focus, and the instant that 

they did, he forcibly put them back in place, not realising that their original position 

was entirely a conceit. He does not understand the unassailable force of opposition 

that keeps Babo silent and, as if by a physical law, prevents Benito Cereno from facing 

his tormentor. The ‘order’ that he feels he has helped to restore, is an order of 

precarious opposition built upon the artifice of mastery and bondage; an ‘order’ that 

cannot be maintained, either by force or by condescending benignancy.  

     The story, in essence, illuminates the impasse faced by parties defined by an 

opposition more intractable than the one which the Hegelian master-slave dialectic 

purports to resolve. It is fair to assume, as Greg Grandin does, that Hegel’s dialectic 

offers a final synthesis of freedom, afforded by mutual recognition. Grandin offers 

this neat summary of how Hegel’s dialectic of lordship and bondage escapes 

‘existential impasse’, by identifying ‘how human consciousness evolves, how it moves 

towards a higher level of freedom’.77 This redemptive dialectic involves the discursive 

process of recognition and counter-recognition of the interdependence of 

consciousnesses and of the ultimate equality of masters and slaves. Grandin goes on 

to summarise that ‘it is out of the struggle between master and slave that a new 

world consciousness emerges’.78 The problem with Benito Cereno is that the equality 

that it insists upon is an equality of destruction, and the consciousness that remains 

has recognised nothing. At no stage during the story does a real conversation take 

place between the three characters that drive the action. Every layer of Benito 

Cereno involves an opposition calculated to dissimulate, diminish or destroy. 

     From the moment that Amasa Delano arrives on board the San Dominick, he is 

inculcated into the simulacrum of slaves and masters. His host greets him with the 

reluctant recitation of the false story that synchronises with his well-established 

sense of black and white roles. A similarly reticent performance greets him when he 

questions the other Spanish sailors, ‘confirming all that remained to be confirmed of 

the story’ (60). Delano is briefly interrupted by the futile effort of the aged-sailor, who 

 
77 Grandin, The Empire of Necessity, 89.  
78 Ibid., 89. 
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exhorts him to ‘undo’ a knot; a gesture that proves to be a capital offence for the 

aged-sailor, but only further confuses Delano and, if anything at all, pushes him 

further from the truth. Delano does not have the insight to probe his intuitions, and 

never forces his conversations beyond the scope already anticipated by Babo, who 

accommodates Delano’s questions to further develop his fiction.  

     As for Babo, his silence throughout the story is the most revealing communicative 

act offered by the triumvirate. Although he decisively negotiates the pretence of the 

humble bondsman, whilst simultaneously mastering the impotent Cereno, he never 

speaks with his own voice. As Jean Fagan Yellin puts it, ‘his view of the Spaniard and 

the American, his response to slavery, his perception of reality, his understanding of 

good and evil, are known only through the commentaries of his enemies’.79 Every 

utterance witnessed and reported by Delano in the first act, is not merely offered to 

corroborate the fiction, but calculated to inspire renewed confidence in the 

erroneous perceptions of black and white that Delano accepts and that Melville’s 

story so utterly repudiates. When the act finally concludes with Cereno’s leap from 

the bulwarks and Babo’s suppression, Babo never allows himself the freedom of 

explanation. When overwhelmed by ‘the superior muscular strength’ of Delano, as 

Melville reveals in the final passage of the story, Babo ‘seeing all was over… uttered 

no sound, and could not be forced to. His aspect seemed to say, since I cannot do 

deeds, I will not speak words’ (102).80  

     The revolt and the subsequent masquerade are reported, second-hand, through 

the deposition of Cereno. Cereno’s account of Babo stands in complete opposition to 

Delano’s unenlightened assumption of the good-natured but unsophisticated 

manservant. In the deposition, all of Babo’s actions appear as unreservedly wicked, 

demonstrating both his sophistication and his cruelty. Between Delano’s racist 

assumption of limitation, and Cereno’s racist insistence on depravity, lies the forceful 

silence of Babo, denying the reader ‘a complete understanding of the characters and 

events and their significance of appearance and reality, of good and evil’, yet the 

 
79 Fagan Yellin, ‘Black Masks: Melville's ‘Benito Cereno’’, 687. 
80 The similarity to Iago’s ‘from this time forth I never shall speak word’ is often noted here, for 
instance, by Arthur Vogelback in ‘Shakespeare and Melville's Benito Cereno’, 113-6. but, although 
there are obvious similarities, they take no account of the deep gulf that divides the worlds of 
‘motiveless’ Iago, and Babo, whose motivations, generally speaking, suggest themselves readily. 
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significance of appearance and reality and of good and evil are the very binaries that 

plague the story.81 The image of Babo occupies the extremes, but surely between 

them there is a synthesising truth, one that remains inaccessible to the two 

characters that retain the urge to speak. They speak but cannot break the charm that 

might allow them insight into the silence of the third, though the spectre of Babo 

remains inescapably the cynosure of Benito Cereno – the story and the man.    

     Whereas, when Delano is fully disabused of his concept of Babo as immanently 

docile and subservient, he ceases to think about him, Cereno can think of nothing 

else. It is Babo’s presence that stymies the possibility of Cereno’s convalescence, just 

as it is the vacuum created by Babo’s silence that prevents a conversation from taking 

place. Though Delano and Cereno do engage in ‘cordial conversations’ on their way to 

Lima, those conversations seem to focus only on the fiction engineered by Babo or on 

the peril of the roles he had dictated for the two Captains. The moment that the 

actual humanity of the engineer is evoked, silence reigns again.   

     It is worth noting also that when Babo’s machinations are detailed in Cereno’s 

deposition, Babo is always introduced as ‘the negro Babo’ [emphasis mine]. I see this 

as another indication of the failed dialectic. If the final goal is a recognition of shared 

humanity – a humanity that both gives and receives recognition – then this persistent 

epithet, ‘the negro Babo’, by continuing to insist on Babo’s blackness, or otherness, 

obviates the possibility of approaching that goal.  

     The version of Babo that haunts Cereno, powerfully reiterated by his final, 

melancholic words in the novella: ‘the negro’, is a version that merely reverses the 

otherness assumed both by Delano, and by Alexandro Aranda.82 Aranda, who was 

certain that the slaves were content with their inborn chains, so much so that they 

did not require literal ones, was ignorant of the human potential of Babo, placing him 

in a lower category and  fatally underestimating his intellect and ambition. This 

mistake is repeated by Delano, who, when he speaks of ‘negroes’, is quick to bypass 
 

81 Fagan Yellin, ‘Black Masks’,688 
82 Cereno’s final words in Benito Cereno form the unwritten focus of Ralph Ellison’s epigraph to his 
influential novel Invisible Man. Stewart E. Omans effectively explains the invisibility produced by the 
incongruent views of both Ellison’s protagonist and Babo - ‘… the institution of slavery, creates the 
preconceptions that produce total invisibility… the Negro must necessarily be either the innocent 
child or the primitive beautiful brainless savage. In both cases he is cargo like a hold full of crates and 
boxes to be kept in order’, Omans, ‘The Variations on a Masked Leader: A Study on the Literary 
Relationship of Ralph Ellison and Herman Melville’, 20. 
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the recognition of human equivalence, seeing jovial inferiors (but never slaves) 

instead. Cereno however, having borne witness to Babo’s prowess, converts him into 

‘the negro Babo’, his ingenuity testifying to the kind of inhumanity that so many early 

critics thought that they too had identified: an inborn depravity rather than an inborn 

servility.   

     So, at first seen as a sort of subhuman beast of burden, passing over the stage 

where his humanity might be recognised, Babo becomes a demonic tormentor; from 

essentially tractable to essentially intractable. The real person chooses to remain 

silent in between these two extremes. Having achieved the almost supernatural 

mastery over Cereno and yet having been returned to chains in the process, Babo, 

voiceless throughout Melville’s story, meets a ‘voiceless end’, as total in his triumph 

as he has been thoroughly vanquished. Both his triumph and his defeat are 

impossible to deny, as is the recognition that, at the end of the novella, no dialectical 

progress has been made. 

     But if it is true that Cereno and Delano contribute to the failed dialectic of the story 

by instinctively, blithely or bitterly refusing to recognise Babo as a human equal, it is 

equally true that Babo is resistant to that same recognition, once he has the power to 

offer it. Babo’s consciousness of freedom, which he translates, through violence, into 

the actual, physical reversal of power roles, does not mitigate the tension between 

master and slave, instead it heightens awareness, for both parties, of the conceptual 

power of their opposition. It seems that Babo’s freedom, and the freedom of his 

companions is imperilled by the mere existence of his former masters and is 

contingent upon their destruction, either physical or spiritual. 

 

‘…the negro Babo came to the place where the deponent was, 

and told him that he had determined to kill his master, Don 

Alexandro Aranda, both because he and his companions could 

not otherwise be sure of their liberty, and that to keep the 

seamen in subjection, he wanted to prepare a warning of what 

road they should be made to take did they or any of them 

oppose him; and that, by means of the death of Don Alexandro, 

that warning would best be given’ (92) 



68 
 

 

Babo is reported to declare that his freedom depends upon the death of Alexandro 

Aranda and, furthermore, that he wished the death of the former master to act as a 

means of keeping the remaining ship’s crew ‘in subjection’. Aranda’s death, as Babo 

sees it, is a necessary condition of freedom, and also the ‘best’ means of enforcing 

the new order. Both Aranda’s death, and the ensuing terror engendered by it are 

conceived of as essential conditions of liberty. So, Babo’s sense of liberty, in some 

crucial way, is connected to the fate of his former masters. This is practically evident, 

both in the sense that he sees Aranda’s death as a basic condition of liberty, for 

himself and his fellow Africans, and in the sense that he needs the expertise of 

Cereno and the remaining handful of Spanish sailors in order to navigate his way back 

to Africa. But more than this, he is bound by the opposition of black and white which 

he, although concealing in his act for Delano, has brought fully into focus. His mastery 

and, paradoxically, his slavery, combined in that one act, are the instantiation of that 

opposition. 

     To say that Babo required the destruction of his former masters is not to comment 

on his excesses; the practical necessity of executing Aranda and the subsequent, 

grisly display of his bones to the Spanish crew is a matter for debate. What is evident 

is that Babo was resolved of the necessity of these actions, and that their purported 

necessity reflects a quality of abiding opposition that is impervious to the kind of 

mutual recognitions that make dialogue productive. This is reiterated when Cereno 

begs for mercy for his childhood friend and ‘the negro Babo answered him that the 

thing could not be prevented, and that all the Spaniards risked their death if they 

should attempt to frustrate his will in this matter, or any other’ (92). Liberty for the 

slaves means, at the very least, slavery for the masters.  

     In some important ways, Babo’s performance of mastery echoes and refines the 

practice of slavery to which he and his fellow Africans have been subjected, by 

denying the newly enslaved whites any claim to self-determination. He uses Cereno 

as a tool, ensuring in delicately contrived ways, Cereno’s awareness that his very 

existence is contingent upon his utility. Babo and his companions constantly and 

systematically deny Cereno recognition of his personhood, whilst concurrently 

depending upon him for the success of their enterprise.  
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     Aside from making use of Cereno’s seafaring ability, Babo seems to delight in using 

Cereno to manipulate Captain Delano, pitting Cereno in a secretly oppositional 

relationship with his white confrere and best hope of rescue. During the action of the 

story, as we are later informed by the deposition, Babo uses Cereno to obtain 

information about Delano’s ship, provisions and crew, in order that the Africans 

might capture it. Delano, though not a slaveholder, is pulled in to the conceptual 

network of opposition, an opposition that Delano almost unconsciously enacts. This is 

starkly exposed when Delano sets aside his doubts about Cereno by wondering ‘who 

ever heard of a white so far a renegade as to apostatize from his very species almost, 

by leaguing in against it with negroes?’ (63) Here, Delano is blindly corroborating the 

depths of the conceptual opposition between black and white which Babo is engaged 

in resolving by destruction. No reason or bargain on Cereno’s part will dissuade Babo 

from his designs on the Bachelor’s Delight. In answer to Cereno’s pleas, Babo simply 

refers his prisoner to the point of his dagger.  

     That dagger point is the pivot for the relationship between Cereno and Babo; it is 

the perfect expression of the power that governs the relationship and precludes 

discourse. Cereno, aware that he is virtually indispensable, is always held in the grip 

of terror represented by that dagger point. Babo, aware that he needs Cereno, makes 

certain that Cereno lives in constant fear of his own annihilation. This paradoxical 

relationship, of necessity and dispensability, as between master and slave in any 

configuration, binds them both. Babo makes Cereno into a mere object, for denying 

him the dignity of personhood is the only way to maintain a relationship that relies 

absolutely upon denying its most basic conditions of interdependence.  

     But, if these are practical measures to ensure Cereno’s compliance, there are signs 

also that Babo’s command goes beyond the mere practicality of ‘objectifying’ his 

captive. The theatricality of Babo’s game often passes beyond expediency to become 

powerfully symbolic. It is as though Babo’s domination of Cereno has been calculated 

to force him to experience not just the physical privations of being a slave, but the 

spiritual ruin of the law of slavery that he had endorsed. Babo’s game, as Eric 

Sundquist sees it, is a symbol of vengeance on behalf of all New World slavery.83  

 
83 ‘Revealing Babo’s role as trickster at the height of ostentation, the ‘play of the barber’ compresses 
Delano’s blind innocence, Benito Cereno’s spiritual fright, and Babo’s extraordinary mastery of the 
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     The engineered drama of showing the bones of Alexandro Aranda, himself a 

representative of slavery, to the Spanish crew, is a layered symbolic act. Babo 

highlights the ‘whiteness’ of Aranda’s bones as a representative quality, taking each 

of the Spaniards to see the skeleton and then asking them whose skeleton it was and 

‘whether, from its whiteness, he should not think it a white’s’. (93) Here Babo, hinting 

at the totalising subsumption of Aranda’s person, makes whiteness synonymous with 

spiritual as well as physical annihilation. He then presses home the point that only by 

‘keeping faith with the blacks’ could the white sailors avoid such a fate.  

     When Delano boards the ship, and Melville’s story begins, Babo’s use of costume 

and props pushes the irony of sign, symbol and reality close to breaking point, 

obliging Cereno to counteract his own impotence, even as he is forced to bear 

witness to it. Babo cloaks Cereno in lavish Captain’s attire, ‘curiously at variance’ with 

the disorder all around him; his scabbard has been ‘artificially stiffened’, the key 

hanging from his neck is likewise a symbol and not a tool; Cereno is dripping with the 

symbols of his predicament, but nowhere does Babo’s mastery express a greater 

symbolic force than in the shaving scene. That the shaving has become a part of the 

San Dominick’s daily repertoire of regulating symbolism is suggested by Babo’s 

explanation, ‘master told me never mind where he was, or how engaged, always to 

remind him to a minute, when shaving-time comes’ (69). Cereno might be, as slave to 

his new master, essential as a tool, but he is also fixed in place, at razor’s edge, to 

remind him that he is a dispensable object. Melville makes certain that this 

objectification is recognisable, ‘the negro seemed a Nubian sculptor finishing off a 

white statue-head’ (74). When the shaving is complete, Melville once again subtly 

remarks on the relationship between the barber and his object, ‘all this being done; 

backing off a little space, and pausing with an expression of subdued self-

complacency, the servant for a moment surveyed his master, as, in toilet at least, the 

creature of his own tasteful hands’. (74) 

     The ritual display of the dagger point, this time a razor, forced against Cereno’s 

throat, acquires the quality of a creative act. The razor is being wielded by the faithful 

servant, Machiavellian minstrel and Nubian sculptor all in one, and it is used to 

 
scene’s props into a nightmare pantomime symbolic of the revenge of new world slaves upon their 
masters’. Sundquist, To Wake the Nations, 158. 
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reinforce Cereno’s relative position. But, beyond constituting the crux of a literal 

threat, the razor is also a prop to which Cereno is asked to submit himself. This ritual 

not only has the practical effect of keeping Cereno compliant, but has the greater 

symbolic effect of reminding him, both of his former complacency, delicately 

mimicked by Babo in his role as barber, and of the dehumanising objectification of 

slavery. No doubt that Cereno would have been reminded of pre-revolt instances of 

shaving, with their identical physical arrangements – razor’s edge still against his 

throat, in the hands of one fixed in deep-rooted opposition to him – but with the 

conceptual roles reversed: master becomes slave, subject becomes object. The post-

revolt recitals of shaving confirm for Cereno that he is an object in relation to a 

subject, feeling the pressing reality of the razor against his throat. The shaving scene 

confirms the exact opposite to Delano: the relationship of the Negro barber to his 

white master, replete with signs of affection even as Cereno’s blood is spilled. This 

has the doubly crushing effect of reducing Cereno to subhuman status, whilst 

simultaneously corroborating the fiction of his mastery, which keeps him enslaved 

before his guest. 

     So Benito Cereno is made aware, at knife point, of his current status, but at the 

same time, Babo is engaged in the project of casting a ‘shadow’ over Cereno’s former 

existence also. This also shows Cereno that his former mastery, indeed, in a sense his 

very ‘subjecthood’ was a conceit, maintained by the slave, who, having stepped into 

subjecthood himself, makes clear that Cereno was always the ‘object’. Babo’s 

minstrel performance brilliantly recreates the conditions of that former existence, 

fleshing out the physical verisimilitude whilst emptying out its psychological 

significance. Babo devalues Cereno’s concept of who he is in relation to his past by 

replicating the conditions under which he made the sets of assumptions that enabled 

him to commit to the degrading practice of slaveholding. Babo’s terrifying play of the 

barber demonstrates that the same assumptions of mastery that justified his 

slaveholding led to his current slavery. Cereno is forced to feel not just the indignity 

of being held in subjection, but the lasting indignity of his complicity in the 

inhumanity of slavery itself. The shaving goes beyond a mastery of the present 

moment, seeking to corrupt Cereno’s memories, undermining the foundations of his 

personhood by bringing home to him the humiliating impotence of slavery combined 
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with the mortifying ignorance of slaveholding. It is a dramatic, hypostasized 

indictment of character, past and present, and it comes with the illusion-shattering 

clarity of physical threat, as well as the insidious subtlety of psychological warfare. 

From this process Cereno cannot recover. 

     After ‘order’ has been restored on the San Dominick, and Cereno has been, in 

Delano’s view, ‘saved’, Delano wonders why Cereno cannot forget:  

 

‘But the past is passed; why moralize upon it? Forget it. See, yon 

bright sun has forgotten it all, and the blue sea, and the blue 

sky; these have turned over new leaves’.’ (101) 

 

Cereno’s reply echoes the effect of Babo’s mastery ‘‘Because they have no memory’’ 

(101). Perhaps the truly enervating thing about Cereno’s ordeal is that it has revealed 

not just the reality of slavery, but the illusion of mastery, exemplified by his contact 

with Babo, where the roles of master and slave are embodied, divided and unified. 

Their dialectic reaches the height of dramatic tension, expresses something vital 

about all of Benito Cereno’s characters and yet can go no further than recognition of 

mutual slavery, guaranteed by oppositions too vitally intertwined to negotiate 

freedom, like the knot which Amasa Delano cannot undo.    

     It seems, though, that in taking such care to eviscerate Benito Cereno in mind and 

body, Babo becomes entangled in the corrosive interplay of master and slave himself. 

His freedom is contingent upon the ruin of his former masters and so, in a sense he 

falls prey to the kind of dependence which debilitates masters. Because he cannot 

break the shackles that bind him to Benito Cereno, he cannot escape the knotted 

dialectic of Melville’s story. The dialectic is one of masters against slaves and vice 

versa, not productively between them. Obtaining mastery is the only antidote to 

slavery, even as it rehearses the conditions of slavery for others and places the new 

masters in the precarious position of power, held only by the exercise of force and 

terror. Under the circumstances described, where every party is first and foremost a 

slave to the limited confines of the San Dominick, there is no way to secure freedom 

without subjecting others to slavery; there is no resolution to the hard and absolute 

conditions of domination and subjugation: when one is ascendant, the other must be 
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prostrate, foot upon its throat. Each thrust towards freedom for one group, results in 

the enslavement, or destruction of the other. 

     In light of this cycle of slaves who become masters, only to be enslaved anew and 

with ever more substantial chains, it is worth considering once again, the almost 

ludic, rhetorical question posed by Ishmael at the very beginning of Moby-Dick: ‘who 

ain’t a slave?’ The answer: ‘we all are!’ The instability of power relations in the 

novella, which grows more apparent as the story unfolds, reveals that the disguises 

of master and slave, so adeptly manipulated by Babo, are disguises in a deeper sense; 

beneath both the temporary mask and the transient configuration of oppressor and 

oppressed, there is no authentic freedom. The intense and irresoluble opposition 

which persists between characters forces them to adopt these disguises, but makes 

the disguises interchangeable and antithetical to the vanishing prospect of self-

determination. This prospect is held perpetually in abeyance by the necessities of 

retaining mastery or of escaping bondage. Whoever wears the master’s mask is as 

restrained by it as the one who wears the counterfeit shackles and, crucially, it is the 

relationship between these disguises which best describes the restriction. Melville’s 

narrative glimpse into the world of the San Dominick shows that, as Greg Grandin 

describes, ‘there are no free people on board…’ Cereno, in his elaborate but hollow 

costume, is enslaved by Babo, Delano is ‘locked in the soft cell of his own blindness’ 

and Babo is chained to the necessity of mimicking his own enslavement.84      

     The Melvillean formula of bondage, expressed simply here, exposes the distinct 

particulars of each individual’s moment of slavery, caught in the terrifying yet 

pantomimic action of the novella, yet there is a sense that all of these characters fall 

irretrievably under the single category of dominion contained within the dialectical 

opposition of master and slave itself. 

     It is Babo who, in his moment of liberation, has the catalysing effect of collapsing 

the illusion of power relations into a single sense of inalienable slavery – slavery to 

the roles of master and slave. Babo concentrates focus on the two inseparable and 

opposing realities – of equality and division. He does this, in part, by so convincingly 

adopting the tenuous role of master and by prosecuting the role with greater 

 
84 Grandin, Empire of Necessity, 271. 
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authority and acuity than his former masters. In doing so, he illuminates for the 

whites, the reality of division so painfully apparent to the blacks, such that the 

division can no longer relate itself to a comfortable ‘natural order’. His commanding 

presence shatters the complacent myths of intellectual superiority which blind 

Delano to the reality of insurrection, just as they had blinded Aranda to its possibility. 

In his ascendancy, Babo forces both parties into awareness of the immutable 

opposition that necessitates their roles and the total restriction that their roles 

impose upon them. Without those harmonising myths, masters and slaves can 

coexist only within the limitations of force and paranoia; domination and subjection. 

Babo’s instant rise from slave to master brings to the foreground the impossibility of 

reasoning beyond the bitter relationship between black and white, one that compels 

suspicion and facilitates the escalating cruelty that follows the revolt. 

     Aware of the dilemma of his mastery, ‘in control of the ship, Babo experiences the 

kind of suspicion of his remaining captives that they had perhaps been ‘too stupid’ to 

feel toward the slaves. Babo makes clear that his regime will not repeat the same 

mistake’.85 Babo breaks the shackles of slavery, rises to become the master and takes 

on a new mantle of slavery, bound by a prevailing and necessary suspicion. 

     In fact, whilst Delano is on board, Babo is restricted to the very highest degree of 

suspicion; he cannot venture to leave Cereno’s side, even for a moment. During the 

masquerade, Babo is constrained by the latent forces of opposition which dictate his 

new role as master. The opposition is embodied this time by Benito Cereno. During 

the pretence, the presence of Delano affords Cereno the limited authority to lead 

Babo, even as Babo is leading him. The tension is exquisite, heightened by a 

connection between two characters that is both absolutely necessary, but always 

borders on total destruction; a connection that seems both practical and strangely 

metaphysical.  

     The force of opposition between Benito Cereno and Babo is so strong that it binds 

them inextricably together even as it forces them apart. Consider the almost 

uncanny mirroring game that is enacted throughout the story between the two, and 

how that game is linked to Melville’s tortuous masquerading narrative and the very 

 
85 Reiss, ‘Madness and Mastery in Melville's ‘Benito Cereno’’, 137. 



75 
 

roles of master and slave themselves. In the story, Babo’s mastery relies upon his 

proximity to Cereno at all times, just as it relies upon his affectation of slavery and 

Cereno’s presentation as master. Both Babo and Cereno must accommodate the 

dual roles of master and slave, reacting to the cues which they both give and receive 

– if Babo asks, Cereno must obey; if Cereno moves Babo must follow. This 

connection is accentuated in the shaving scene, when Babo cuts Cereno and then, to 

complete the eerie mirroring act, cuts himself. He displays to Cereno, Delano and 

the reader the equality he and Cereno share, so much so that a wound for one 

becomes a wound for both, perhaps hinting that, should Babo be destroyed, Cereno 

would surely follow him. Joyce Sparer Adler observes this about the fated 

relationship, 

 

‘Factually they are physically close… Below the fact and the 

simple irony are the realities: the reciprocal enchainment of 

master and slave; the explosion that must come from their being 

locked together in the prison of slavery; and the death sentence 

for master as well as slave’86 

 

     This is indeed the case, but its manifestation once again adopts both a physical 

and a metaphysical quality. When Cereno finally leaps from the bulwarks, Babo, as if 

reflexively, follows him, dagger in hand. At this point, Babo must surely be aware that 

his leap is tantamount to suicide, yet it seems that his endeavours are so driven by 

the oppositional force that entangles him with Cereno that he is bound to follow him, 

even to his death. His final deed, before he retreats into silence, is an attempt to 

destroy Cereno even though he is certain to die in the act. Such is the force of their 

connection; such is the power of their opposition.  

      There is a notable mirroring to their ends also, a specularity that reflects the 

‘spiralling dialectic’ of the story, as it tends towards oblivion.87 Both end the story in 

profound silence knowing, as James Kavanagh explains ‘the futility of speech in the 

 
86 Adler, ‘Benito Cereno: Slavery and Violence’, 85. 
87 ‘the law of slavery, the law of ‘man’ and ‘thing’, was a pure tautology in which is and is not, mastery 
and bondage, were entangled in a spiralling dialectic’ Sundquist, To Wake the Nations, 182. 
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face of an infinite, closed ideological discourse whose only pronouncement can be, 

whose every pronouncement is death’.88 The physical mastery that ensures the 

destruction of Babo’s body is reflected back in the psychological mastery that 

destroys Cereno’s mind. Across the plaza, the mirroring continues, as Cereno, whose 

mind has been overtaken and conquered by the shadow of ‘the negro’, even in 

death, is met by the gaze of ‘that hive of subtlety’, whose body has been ‘burned to 

ashes’ but whose mind makes whole the two characters in a single formulation of 

ruined equivalence. 

     The final recognition belongs to Melville, who brings the dialectical impasse into 

ironic harmony by uniting warring parties in one totalising image of silent union. This 

is the dialectic to which Melville’s oeuvre commits itself, one where these 

overwhelming oppositional encounters finally resolve in silence, as Bannadonna is 

silenced by his creation in The Bell-Tower before the creation itself is destroyed by its 

fatal, human flaw; as Bartleby lies dead at the foot of the wall; as Billy and Claggart, 

unable to communicate, effectively silence each other; as Ahab, is dragged into silent 

communion with the whale, so, in Benito Cereno, Melville delivers a dialectic 

between master and slave which cannot sustain meaningful communication and 

produces a definitive and masterful silence. 

     The failed dialectic of the story, ‘spiralling’ as Sundquist describes it, does indeed 

result from the ‘law of slavery’, but more than the particulars of slavery, it is 

Melville’s characteristic touch to make slavery a universal condition. We remember 

that ‘poor Babo here, in his own land, was only a poor slave; a black man’s slave was 

Babo, who now is the white’s’. (50) Though Babo is again, subtextually referring to his 

mastery, he is also subtly expressing something ineluctable about the condition of his 

existence. Babo rises in status, but can rise no higher than slavery; a principle 

underpinning the failed dialectic that, in the end, produces a supreme and 

devastating equality. 

     The final words of the story refer the reader back to the macabre figurehead which 

Babo had placed on the San Dominick: the skeletal figure of the usurped master, 

Alexandro Aranda, which replaced ‘the image of Christopher Colon, the discoverer of 

 
88 Kavanagh, ‘Benito Cereno and the Liberal Hero’, 376. 
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the New World’. The skeleton, revealed at last to the uncomprehending American 

the meaning of its ‘chalky comment on the chalked words below, ‘Follow your 

leader’.’ (86) Yet the Americans prove impervious to this revelation; the former pirate 

and aspiring mate of the Bachelor’s Delight, Delano’s proxy in the retaking of the San 

Dominick, shouts ‘follow your leader’ to the men as they prepare to board. A 

message delivered to the American crew, eager to share in the phantom treasures 

accrued by the Spanish; eager to profit from the illusory riches stored in the depths of 

the slave ship.  

     The metaphor is also unveiled by the act that returns the San Dominick full circle 

upon the surface – with blacks chained and whites at the helm – Spain the colonial 

power which dominated ‘the New World’, now represented by a skeleton instead of 

Columbus, was experiencing the steady usurpation of its power by Delano’s America. 

America, unheedful of the lesson which it cannot decipher, stands ready to follow 

Spain. Delano and the reader, especially Melville’s contemporary reader, are being 

shown vividly and hauntingly the destructive slavery to which all leaders eventually 

rise.     

 

 

Writing of Christopher Columbus under the inscription ‘follow your leader’, symbolically mounted at the head of a 

slave ship destined for the New World, I couldn’t help but be reminded of Bob Dylan’s surreal ode to America: 

Bob Dylan’s 115th Dream. Dylan presents an anachronistic composite of American iconography, beginning on The 

Mayflower, commanded by a certain ‘Captain Arab’. Dylan’s Arab can only be dissuaded from his pursuit of ‘the 

whale’ by the alluring vision of America, sighted by the narrator. Once on shore, Dylan’s narrator commences an 

aleatory journey through the phantasmagoria of America, full of bathetic elements, incorporating the extremes of 

hypocrisy, greed and cruelty from which, despairing, he eventually decides to flee. Leaving the harbour, he 

encounters three ships heading his way, towards America that is. He asks the Captain what his name is and the 

Captain replies ‘Columbus’. The narrator’s response, bucolic and saturated with follow your leader irony, is a 

devastatingly simple ‘good luck’.      
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4. Bartleby Part 1 

 

Walls within Walls 

 

The literal slavery and the immediacy of physical struggles for control and domination 

that loom over and eventually overtake the plot of Benito Cereno give a certain 

dramatic and recognisable form to Melville’s complex perspectives on mastery and 

bondage. In Benito Cereno the careful regulation of symbol and costume worked as a 

way of maintaining control and reinforcing the organisation of power. These symbolic 

arrangements veiled the always imminent reality of violence as a means of 

determining mastery. In the relatively sedate, urban environment of New York’s 

financial district, the setting for Bartleby the Scrivener, A Story of Wall-street, there 

are also, as ever, power arrangements, reinforced by symbols. In Bartleby we are 

situated at a remove from the kind of violence which is always close at hand in Benito 

Cereno and this is largely thanks to the ubiquity and density of the symbols which 

organise relationships and confer the nominal status of master and slave. Though 

Bartleby is laden with symbols and signs which have been granted or have acquired 

the symbolic power to organise society into its various configurations of authority and 

servitude, no symbol is as powerful and as prevalent as the walls themselves; walls 

which give society a clear and tangible form and which are simultaneously blank and 

unreadable.       

     When reading Bartleby the Scrivener it is impossible to ignore the prevalence and 

situational significance of the story’s many walls. As Leo Marx observes, ‘the walls are 

the controlling symbols of the story’ 89, they turn Wall Street into a walled street or, at 

the very least, a street of walls. Walls house and shelter; they are part of a systematic 

understanding of the collective goals of society; they confine, they imprison and 

crucially, they are impermeable. This final quality sets up a dual view of the story’s 

walls. On one hand, the walls are transparently functional, structural devices that 

 
89 Marx, ‘Melville's Parable of the Walls’, 602. but Sanford Pinsker also notes (‘Bartleby the Scrivener: 
Language as Wall’, 17.) that ‘‘Walls’ are the central motif of Melville’s story’ and William H. Hildebrand 
offers that ‘Although inert within the narrative order, [the walls] exert a massive symbolic presence…’ 
‘‘Bartleby’ and the Black Conceit’, 293. These being only a small number of articles affirming in some 
way or another the centrality of the symbolic function of walls in Bartleby.  
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invite or require no subtle analysis: they are basic, solid objects created to fulfil a 

specific and rudimentary purpose. On the other hand, as ‘controlling symbols’ of 

Melville’s narrative they unquestionably invite and require analysis. In this sense, they 

are impenetrable barriers, impediments to human vision and understanding, man-

made but inorganic and engineered as a constituent parts of broader structures. In 

Bartleby, detached from the structures they constitute, both representative and 

unreadable, walls ‘both contain and resist meaning’.90 Naturally much critical 

attention is given up to deciphering the motive or the malady of the titular character, 

but if the story, organised as it is by walls, confirms anything, it is the unresolvable 

quality of blankness that greets us at the end of every avenue of inquiry. As the 

salient and repetitive image of the text, Bartleby’s synecdochal pose, staring 

deliberately but inexplicably at a ‘dead wall’, demonstrates, walls have a clear 

fascination but they, like Bartleby himself, will yield up no answers. 

     Walls, as a basic structural unit of buildings, settlements and by extension 

societies, are essential not just in the creation of organised societies, but also for 

understanding how those societies are organised. Walls express the extent (and the 

limits) of authority and control. Each wall, within a certain structure, gives an 

indication of the limits of the authorities which the structure houses. Walls create the 

separation of professional authorities by creating separate and definable spaces. 

Offices, for example, such as the one in which the lawyer narrator of Bartleby 

conducts his business, are functionally defined by walls but just as the walls which 

enshrine the lawyer’s practice work to define and legitimise his role, they also limit 

and confine it. The walls which impose human mastery upon a natural environment 

by ordering and compartmentalising human activities, once erected, come to define 

and regulate human behaviour. Again, walls are the symbols which reiterate human 

mastery but they are also the non-human symbol of a universal mastery of humanity. 

The walls of Wall Street speak the language of mastery and bondage, but they 

prevent the productive dialectical engagement of the two conditions and 

consequently they come to represent human slavery to the unresolvable dialectic.     

 
90Kelley, Melville’s City, Literary and Urban Form in Nineteenth Century, 254. – ‘The answer lies in the 
city’s very topography, in its stones, which Melville shows to both contain and resist meaning’. 
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     The walls of Bartleby are imposing in two senses, firstly they dominate nearly every 

view our narrator cares to describe, and secondly, they quite manifestly impose a 

structure of limitations upon their world. The walls become abstracted 

representatives of a particular society’s order but also of the collective and 

dehumanised force which has been produced as a result of social and not an 

individual impulse, as if woven by the loom of time, to ordain the social order. The 

integrity of these structures, engineered as a means of human mastery, is 

counterpointed by the accumulated effect they have of denoting confinement and 

restriction. The street and the society that the street belongs to and represents can 

be understood more easily by its many walls than by an examination of its diverse 

denizens, as the network of walls can be read as concretising otherwise abstract 

power relations. Crucially their communication of these relations is a disinterested 

one, demarcating the simultaneity of authority and limitation without actively 

participating in that relationship – they are of course ‘dead’. Hence again, the walls of 

Bartleby are both a manifestation of human mastery and a symbol of human 

bondage. 

      Consider the various functions of the walls in Bartleby: the white wall seen 

through one window is part of a skylight shaft which ‘penetrate[s] the building from 

top to bottom’.91  The black wall and the wall visible through Bartleby’s little window 

are the walls of neighbouring buildings. These walls are the basic architectural units 

of Wall Street and consequently represent the things which Wall Street represents 

and so also the things which the lawyer and his business represent; they are the 

exteriors of huge corporate edifices and the foundation of America’s financial empire; 

they are man-made but, as Melville is at pains to reiterate, devoid of life – ‘deficient 

in what landscape painters call ‘life’’(5), ‘the dead brick wall’ and a number of times 

the phrase ‘dead-wall reverie/s’. The walls are a testament to collective human 

achievement but they are also conspicuously unhuman. The result of this dual 

recognition, at least for the occupants of Wall Street offices, is limitation. From their 

windows, the clerks, lawyers and scriveners can only see these walls, walls which 

confirm their confinement both physically and figuratively. This type of confinement 

 
91 Melville, ‘Bartleby’, Short Novels, 5. All references are to this edition. 
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is not attributable to any specific individual; it is not that these clerks refer that sense 

of limitation directly to a ‘master’, but rather to the quality of servitude which 

prevails upon all of Wall Street and the world. 

     The walls which exist as part of a definitive ordering structure cannot fulfil their 

function of organisational mastery without simultaneously limiting the scope of those 

who built them and those for whom they were built, confining the engineers and 

masters of this scheme of walls to offices, walled about by the proliferation of other 

walls. Melville’s narrator cannot describe any view of Wall Street without describing 

the particular character of a particular wall. To live and work on this street is to be 

confined to this type of view, one which unmistakably characterises the Street itself 

as infringing on a sense of personal liberty, as Janis Stout explains: 

 

‘through insistent imagery of walls, Melville continues his 

interpretation of urban society as a denial of individual freedom 

and ability, the narrator's as well as Bartleby's… With the city 

occupying the whole field of experience, the only opportunity for 

escape is inward withdrawal’.92  

 

This feature is even internalised within the lawyer’s office by his use of folding glass 

doors (which, when closed, act as a wall) to separate his portion of the office from 

that occupied by his copyists. He also uses a high green folding screen with the 

express purpose of entirely ‘isolating’ Bartleby from his sight, whilst keeping him 

within earshot. These manipulable devices work to express the lawyer’s authority 

within the office, separating him from his employees as he chooses, telling the reader 

that ‘according to my humour I threw these doors open or closed them’ (9). The 

lawyer, whether he is open to the acknowledgement or not, is using these barriers as 

a way to assert his authority and to signal his position as master within the office. The 

screens seem to be the most explicit and most effective recourse for a benign 

employer to insinuate control, just as erecting walls, buildings and cities is the most 

effective way for a society to assert its arrangements of authority. These walls affirm 

 
92 Stout, ‘The Encroaching Sodom: Melville's Urban Fiction’, 172. 
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the assumption of power relations within the workplace but they do so by alienating 

and dehumanising. Bartleby has been walled-in and so confirmed as a definable, 

catalogued object, assigned a space by his employer and set to work with the hope 

that he proceed, as he initially does, mechanically. The lawyer narrator chooses to 

frame his isolation of Bartleby as the joining of privacy and society. He is an ever 

sanguine apologist for the confinement implicit in Wall Street practice, profiting as he 

does from the labyrinthine practice of ‘drawing up recondite documents’ and dealing 

in ‘rich men’s bonds and mortgages and title-deeds’ (4). The lawyer’s business is, 

incidentally, characterised in some way by the confinement of contractual 

agreement.  

     In his confinement of Bartleby, the lawyer is euphemising, equating the seclusion 

of his newest scrivener to the joining of society and privacy. William Vaughn notes 

that for the lawyer there is an intractable (and lamentable) bond between society and 

utility and further to this ‘if work equals society, Melville seems to be suggesting, then 

society is a prison’.93 Bartleby, from the instant he is employed, is placed behind 

walls, with a small window offering, of course, the view of another, more permanent 

wall. The lawyer’s euphemistic confinement of Bartleby is both mastering him and 

gesturing towards the condition of slavery that the walls denote. 

     Whilst Bartleby is situated behind the opaque folding screen, effectively 

surrounding him with walls and isolating him from the lawyer’s sight, Turkey and 

Nippers remain visible behind transparent glass doors. This symbolic arrangement 

attests to the relative ease with which the dispositions of the other copyists fall into 

certain categories of assumption. That is, as the lawyer delicately alludes, Turkey’s 

fondness of lunch time excess and Nippers’ ambitions and anxieties (some of which 

result from his being or seeming to be in debt) are deducible, though not explicit. 

From visible surfaces, the lawyer is able to make useful assumptions about the 

desires of his two erratic but governable copyists. The lawyer is thus able to place 

Turkey and Nippers in zones of practicable assumption that are the equivalent of the 

 
93 Vaughn, ‘Moving from Privacy: ‘Bartleby’ and Otherness’, 542.  – Vaughn also writes ‘And here again 
we’re back to the lawyer’s closing lament: what happens when the only society possible equals 
utility?’, summarising the limitations of the lawyer’s relationship with his employees and so his inability 
to reconcile his scrivener with his pragmatic worldview whilst still recognising Bartleby’s as a member 
of society. 541. 
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walls which confine Bartleby, who, as it turns out is impossible to isolate with 

assumptions. Bartleby openly declares his preferences, making them a surface, 

beyond which no assumption can penetrate.      

     With every fresh look at Bartleby, certain assumptions fall away, making his 

behaviour increasingly suggestive of depth and purpose and his nature increasingly 

hidden and incommunicable. The fact that Bartleby refuses to be controlled or 

organised by recognisable patterns of behaviour and the fact that he seems to 

commit to his recondite preferences, cause the lawyer and the reader to consider the 

meaning of his commitment. Where other characters like Turkey and Nippers submit 

instead of prefer, the lawyer (and the reader) comfortably rest on the assumption of 

a recognisable motivation that relies on a concept of utility.94 Both Turkey and 

Nippers, though superficially hiding the source of their flaws, suggest meanings that 

exist behind exteriors and can be accessed through ‘assumptions’. Bartleby, on the 

other hand, denies any depth with an imperturbably mild declaration of his 

preferences. It is this recurrent denial which implies a depth, a manner of ‘… dumb 

blankness, full of meaning’, like the whiteness of the whale, whose head is a ‘dead, 

blind wall’.95 We are then coerced into a dead-wall reverie by the mechanics of the 

story which impose upon us a regress of considerations, beginning with Bartleby’s 

supposed contemplation of the walls which he fronts, which mirrors our reaction to 

his character. As an attempt to reach beyond the wall and communicate the 

humanity hidden behind Bartleby’s exterior of impassivity, the story is destined to 

fail. All that can be known of the scrivener, as the lawyer avers in his introductory 

paragraph, is what he has seen and that constitutes only the most astonishingly 

superficial category of knowledge. In other words, Bartleby’s supposed contemplation 

of the many walls he faces makes him and the story a figurative wall.    

     Finally we encounter the ‘surrounding walls of amazing thickness’ (33) of the 

Tombs prison. The walls of the Tombs do more than merely suggest confinement and 

authority. Bartleby, having been removed from his makeshift dwelling place inside 

the lawyer’s former building and imprisoned, continues his unaccounted for vigil of 

 
94 Leo Marx (‘Parable of the Walls’, 620.) observes that Turkey and Nippers prefer to use the word 
submit or ‘with submission’. 
95 Melville, Moby-Dick, ‘dumb blankness…’, 175. and ‘dead blind wall’ occurs twice – 302. and 421. 
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wall gazing. The question raised by this, Bartleby’s only significant situational shift, is 

what, fundamentally, is the difference for the by now ex-scrivener between the 

lawyer’s offices and the Tombs? Bartleby’s removal to the Tombs is, in a sense, 

comparable to the lawyer’s initial confinement of his scrivener behind the folding 

screen; it isolates him, removing him from a field of vision in which his occurrence 

seemingly constituted a disturbance. The lawyer, as well as confirming his authority, 

attains the sense of privacy for himself by eliminating Bartleby from his sight, just as 

the conveyance of Bartleby from the sight of those for whom his presence is offensive 

in the latter case imposes the same solution. In other words, in both cases Bartleby is 

placed behind walls simply so as not to be seen. His unwanted presence in the 

corridors of the lawyer’s old building is just an intensification of the obstruction of 

privacy that prompted his initial enclosure.96  

     Whilst in prison Bartleby resumes, at least on the occasion of the lawyer’s first 

visit, his signature activity of fixedly staring at a wall. His view has not been altered by 

imprisonment, nor, it seems fair to infer, has his lifestyle; in fact in prison he is 

permitted to ‘freely wander’ rather than simply being ‘assigned a corner’, yet still he 

prefers to spend his time at the wall, exactly as he had done whilst employed in the 

lawyer’s chambers. William Vaughn observes other similarities; Bartleby, a former 

copyist, is mistaken for a forger, ‘Turkey’ becomes ‘turnkey’ and the grub-man, Mr. 

Cutlets bears some vague similarities to Nippers.97 Leo Marx however is more direct 

when he explains that ‘the central irony is that there was scarcely a difference… 

between the prison and Wall Street’.98 The difference of his theoretical freedom to 

leave is made negligible by the fact that Bartleby was clearly unprepared to vacate 

the lawyer’s offices voluntarily, ‘The plain inference is that he acknowledged no 

distinction between the lawyer's chambers and the world outside… indeed, from 

 
96 Of course there exists the obvious distinction that the lawyer was Bartleby’s employer and so was 
contractually linked to him, whereas his evictors shared no such agreement with him formal or 
otherwise, but I would argue that Bartleby’s seclusion in both instances is a demonstration of mastery 
– one in an effort to emphasise the hierarchy of the office and one as a punishment for Bartleby’s 
refusal to participate in the social and economic practices of Wall Street, America and the world. 
97 Vaughn notes that both Nippers and Mr. Cutlets are ‘deal maker[s] of sorts’ (‘Moving from Privacy’, 
542.) which is perhaps to labour the comparison a little. The point I am making is that as far as Bartleby 
is concerned Turkey and Nippers and the turnkey and Mr. Cutlets are virtually interchangeable – he will 
have nothing to do with them, free or otherwise. 
98 Marx, ‘Parable of The Walls’, 617. 
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Bartleby's point of view, Wall Street was America’.99 If we follow this logic then 

Bartleby’s apparent recognition of where he is after the lawyer’s attempts to provide 

an optimistic commentary on the prison yard might be read as a universalising 

statement as well as a repudiation of the lawyer’s final attempt to appease or even to 

communicate with his former employee. Perhaps Bartleby is intimating that, 

wherever he is, all relevant knowledge of one’s environment can be ascertained from 

the blankness of his particular view. This is a recognition of the inevitability of being 

enclosed, whether metaphorically or literally and its serves as a figurative rendering 

of Ishmael’s inquiry and of the thematics of universal, metaphysical bondage. It is 

worth noting that Bartleby speaks without taking his eye off the wall, seeming to 

identify where he is simply by recognising the familiarity of the outlook. In any case, 

even a statement as bland as ‘I know where I am’ (32) from the mouth of such a 

reluctant divulger as Bartleby adopts a cryptic character and seems to speak to a 

futility which he could never escape. The attempt to situate, isolate and master 

Bartleby by placing him behind screens and walls is something which eventually 

imposes a sort of recognition of universal slavery upon the lawyer and the reader.  

    Bartleby, as some have suggested and as the title states, is not the story of the 

scrivener but actually a Story of Wall-street.100 Given the lawyer’s almost total 

ignorance of any aspect of Bartleby’s history and the absence of any recognisable 

logic or motivation for Bartleby’s actions within the story this claim seems fair. Even 

though the scrivener is the primary focus of the narrative, only a surface can be 

perceived and by the time that Bartleby dies he has only succeeded in confirming the 

failure of his biographer’s attempts to reveal anything beyond that surface. The 

lawyer’s experience in trying to see beyond Bartleby’s pallid, wall-like façade is 

certainly comparable to the dead-wall reveries we can only assume Bartleby to be 

engaged in. The narrator’s, and consequently our own, inability to access anything 

beyond Bartleby’s exterior make him the human equivalent of the dead brick wall at 

which he is prone to stare. 101 It is also telling that the lawyer seems, almost 

 
99 Vaughn, ‘Moving from Privacy’, 618. 
100 Ibid., ‘for if Bartleby the Scrivener really is A Story of Wall-street, then it’s not genuinely about 
Bartleby after all’, 546. 
101 See: Springer, ‘Bartleby and the Terror of Limitation’, who makes the point that ‘Bartleby… is a kind 
of wall without reason, incomprehensible, blank’, 415. This analogy is well observed by Gillian Brown 
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incidentally, to imbue his scrivener with death-like qualities: his ‘mildly cadaverous 

reply’ (20) his ‘cadaverously gentlemanly nonchalance’ (16) and his ‘cadaverous 

triumph’ (24). Furthermore, Bartleby, like the impenetrable walls that dominate his 

environment, is unmoving. From the moment we are introduced to him he is ‘a 

motionless young man’ who ‘stood upon [the lawyer’s] office threshold’ (9). No 

mention is made of his arrival; he seems to have simply appeared. This pattern of 

appearance and disappearance, without any apparent movement, continues 

throughout the story, with the narrator’s observations of his lack of motion 

multiplying also.102 Many times in the text the lawyer is given cause to look 

‘steadfastly’ at his scrivener, awaiting some explanation, response or movement but 

predictably on each occasion Bartleby is unprepared to offer more than rhetorical 

blankness. His static nature – ‘he was always there’ (15 emphasis Melville’s) – 

coupled with his emotional and cognitive impenetrability, help to summarise the 

narrative’s preoccupation with walls. The coupling of Bartleby and walls, beginning in 

the title of the story, make the story as well as the scrivener a figurative wall in itself. 

We look at the story, as the narrator looks at Bartleby, as Bartleby looks at walls; on 

each occasion the suggestion of acquiring some deeper knowledge is confronted by 

the insurmountable obstacle of absence. The wall will communicate nothing to 

Bartleby, Bartleby will communicate nothing to the lawyer and the lawyer, as a 

consequence, will be able to communicate nothing to us. The illusion of depth is 

created by the eventual distance achieved between the reader and the dead wall to 

which Bartleby directs us. That is where the interplay of the narrative takes place, but 

once we unpack the evidence we are left where Bartleby began, facing the wall. 

Hence the dialectical interplay that attempts to generate relationships of mastery and 

bondage actually collapses into a singular sense of its futility. 

     Melville’s Bartleby however, goes further than the suggestion that knowledge of 

the arcane inner world of the scrivener is precluded by the interposition of walls, 
 

also (Brown, ‘The Empire of Agoraphobia’, who describes Bartleby as the translation of a wall into a 
scrivener – 134. Morris Beja in ‘Bartleby and Schizophrenia’’ talks at length about the ‘petrification’ of 
Bartleby as a result of the lawyer’s depersonalisation or objectification of his employee. Interestingly 
Beja suggests that Bartleby’s petrification may be a deliberate and pre-emptive move by the scrivener 
to counter the dehumanising imperatives of his environment. See 563-6. 
102 The lawyer speculates on Bartleby’s ‘long continued motionlessness’ 18., Bartleby makes ‘no 
motion’, 22. to take money offered to him and the lawyer leaves Bartleby ‘the motionless occupant of 
a naked room’, 28. 



87 
 

implicating society at large with the prospect that knowledge of any self is challenged 

by the insistence of this system of barriers. The lawyer, who begins the story with 

blithe and superficial self-assessments which attest to a sense of comfortable self-

knowledge, is, through confrontation with Bartleby, made to think more seriously 

about the assumptions he has made about himself. The gulf between Bartleby and 

the lawyer, leads the narrator to question the socially approved implications of 

gesture. The series of semiotic clues, with which the lawyer has always felt 

comfortable as a form of communicating something about his preferences and 

‘inmost being’ are revealed, by his fascination with and his failure to understand 

Bartleby, to have been directed at a dead-end. 103 In Bartleby, the lawyer faces 

preferences without gesture and the question of the meaning of his own gestures 

then becomes salient and unsettling. 

     Bartleby poses an epistemological problem for the lawyer that extends beyond the 

scrivener’s own emotional barrenness and unmasks, or at least threatens to unmask, 

the social and economic signs of the lawyer’s world for what they are – walls, beyond 

which disturbingly persistent and critically elusive human preferences lie. This 

happens when the lawyer first encounters Bartleby’s resistance to duty; he responds 

first by ‘rallying [his] stunned senses’ (11) and fixing immediately upon the 

assumption that Bartleby has misheard or misunderstood, he then turns to anger and 

insistence – ‘here – take it’ – before his confounded assumptions and instincts 

dissolve into perplexity and he surrenders.  Upon the next occasion of Bartleby’s 

refusal the lawyer is briefly ‘turned into a pillar of salt’ then, after confirmation 

without explanation, ‘he begins to stagger in his own plainest faith’ (11-12) and turns 

to his other employees for assurance. The lawyer’s ‘plainest faith’ is reduced to an 

empty gesture, as it does nothing to explain or organise what he is witnessing, and his 

immediate recourse is to seek out other individuals who will reconfirm the edifice of 

his ‘staggered faith’ by mimicking his disbelief and exasperation. Then, when after 

requiring Bartleby to leave his service and furnishing him with twenty dollars 

 
103 Abrams, ‘Bartleby and the Fragile Pageantry of the Ego’, 488-500. – Abrams discusses, in the final 
chapter of his essay, the distinction between the amorphous inner self and the mimetic gestures 
learned and constrained by social expectations, writing ‘Melville lays bare an inevitable disjuncture 
between gesture and inmost being… translucent, empathically ‘open’ forms of human-ness, normally 
mimicked and gestured back and forth between figure and figure, are nevertheless configurations and 
images of human-ness ultimately severable from the self-in-itself’, 497. 
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compensation, the assumption ‘He must be gone’ (24) proves erroneous, the lawyer 

is ‘thunderstruck’ (24) to find Bartleby still within his offices. Again he describes 

himself as if in a state of paralysis, his fabricated, gestural performance of 

assumptions has once again found itself severed from a tangible reality, and he, 

temporarily immobilised, is forced to re-evaluate his relationship with Bartleby.  

     The lawyer’s answerless questions proliferate; those articulated to Bartleby – 

‘what earthly right have you to stay here?’, (25, emphasis mine) still with a focus on 

definable structures of law and common usage, and those that occur in the lawyer’s 

mind, ‘what was to be done?’ (22 and again 24) and ‘if nothing could be done, was 

there any thing further that I could assume in the matter?’ (24). The problem of 

course being that the lawyer’s orderly assumptions have failed to account for 

Bartleby’s preferences and the questions then begin to take aim not at Bartleby, but 

at the lawyer himself, who notably, at one point, albeit vaguely, begins to suspect 

himself capable of murder.104 The lawyer is indeed given cause to ‘check himself’ (25) 

in the sense that he searches himself for the right way to handle Bartleby, who 

doesn’t participate in and seems to be unmoved by the involuntary, mimic gestures of 

social imperatives. But what does the lawyer find when he looks inward for answers? 

     The lawyer introduces himself purportedly ‘because some such description is 

indispensable to an adequate understanding of the chief character [Bartleby] about 

to be presented’ (4) but it is relative to Bartleby that the lawyer seems to find the 

greatest difficulty in deciding who he is. His convictions are tested and in his 

convictions he wavers between acquiescence and outrage, between anxiety and 

acceptance. On one hand Bartleby is his divinely ordained penance and on the other 

he is an incubus, but each of these views seems to arise from and be driven by some 

socio-cultural precedent, found in the annals of his legalistic brain: The case of Colt 

and Adams, The philosophy of Priestly and Edwards, the divine injunction to ‘love thy 

Neighbour’ or the good opinion of his professional colleagues. The lawyer, within his 

internal and capacious library of human specimens, searches in vain for Bartleby; thus 

the story’s structure of collapsing perspectives is turned inwards on its narrator, 

revealing a complex network of categories and assumptions with which to order the 

 
104 The lawyer considers it ‘prudent to check [himself]’ 24., remembering the details of the murder of 
Samuel Adams by John C. Colt.   
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world that are, when the artifice is deflated, no more than walls. The lawyer is walled 

within, incapable of seeing through the walled-in compartments of knowledge to 

unlock the secret of Bartleby or to claim that he has learned anything from the 

experience. Every attempt to explain the scrivener constitutes another inevitable 

instance of building walls, walls which, as we have seen, compartmentalise and 

organise the world in a gesture of symbolic mastery and control, until a Bartleby 

arises and illuminates the palpable reality of the walls. When the lawyer perceives in 

Bartleby’s vigil at the wall nothing more than the wall’s human equivalent he is also, 

whether or not he is prepared to acknowledge it, perceiving within himself the same 

fascination, the same impediment and the same condition of bondage. 

     A final view of this reading of reduced perspective can be found in the chronicles of 

Bartleby’s critical history, replete with attempts to account for and so to wall-in the 

scrivener.105 Looking at the wall through the inflated lens of suggested perspective, 

critical inquiry, in its detailed and various forms, expands the story’s many, 

conspicuously unsubstantiated suggestions to form vast and flexible analytical fields 

that can only exist behind the metaphorical wall. No matter how hard we try, we 

cannot penetrate the fortress that Melville has constructed and we cannot see 

through Bartleby’s eyes. We can only see our own version of the wall at which he 

stares.106 Unpacking the deft and intricate layers of the narrative the realisation 

dawns that the wall is the story’s only perceptible field; it is all we can see no matter 

how we wish to describe it. 

     As the lawyer looks at Bartleby and the reader looks at the lawyer and the critic 

examines this elaborate arrangement, it is easy and perhaps desirable amid the 

 
105 The critical readings of Bartleby are profuse and extremely varied and any attempt to define them 
as existing exclusively in specific categories would be reductive and perhaps seem hypocritical at this 
juncture, but it may be helpful to list a few well-represented types of reading. In ‘Body Politics in 
‘Bartleby’’ Richard J. Zlogar lists four main groups of criticism – those that see Bartleby as an ‘artist’s 
fable’ (see next chapter), those that read Bartleby as representative of a Marxist struggle against the 
behemoth of American capitalism, one that sees Bartleby as demonstrating diagnosable features of 
mental illness, and one that sees Bartleby as a messianic ‘Christ’ figure, 505-506. Another reading that 
proves to have had some analytical traction is found in Rogin’s Subversive Genealogy. Rogin suggests 
that James Ely Murdock Fly (a friend of the Melvill family) ‘supplies the missing history of Bartleby’, 
194.      
106 It is worth mentioning here that it is not at all clear that Bartleby is ever attempting to see through 
or beyond the wall, as suggested in Markels, Melville and the Politics of Identity, From King Lear to 
Moby-Dick, ‘For Bartleby… there is nothing a priori or symbolic about his effort to penetrate his wall by 
vision itself’, 119.  
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periphrastic haze to bracket or disclaim the knowledge that Melville has directed us 

to a singular object, and that object is not Bartleby. As J. Hillis Miller succinctly 

explains, ‘all readings of the story… are more ways to call in the police. They are ways 

of trying to put Bartleby in his place’107 but they inevitably return us to our place, 

facing the fact, the only fact we can face.    

     Whether behind the folding green screen, enclosed within the various walls of 

America’s financial heart, or behind the formidable masonry of the Halls of Justice, 

through the attempts of our earnest but bewildered narrator, we find only another 

wall, both in Bartleby, and through our perception of Bartleby, and that wall is far 

more resistant to interpretation. The story, with all its avowed effort to surmise 

depth, is the story only of an impermeable surface after the dialectic of mastery and 

bondage has collapsed and flattened. 

     Bartleby’s former employment at the Dead Letter Office, (the contention of an 

unsubstantiated rumour), is the story’s final and determined attempt to 

communicate that concealed humanity, but as an explanation it relies still on the 

unknown facts of Bartleby’s unknowable condition: ‘conceive of a man by nature’ 

(which remains the unsolved riddle of Bartleby) ‘and by misfortune’ (which is 

undisclosed) ‘prone…’ (34). Rather than elucidating, this footnote adds another wall 

in letters that find themselves in the hands of one with whom it is impossible to 

communicate; letters themselves which reach a dead end and express that failure of 

communication and of dialectical negotiation that is so central to the story and so 

ineluctable on Wall Street.  

 

… 

 

     The walls which exist first to create, delineate and separate society, superficially 

testify to humanity’s mastery of its environment. In this sense, those walls give a 

tangible form to society’s abstract models of economic and political authority. In the 

context of Bartleby however, the walls convert that mastery into the inescapable 

reality of confinement and limitation, reducing the scope of perception of the 

 
107 Miller, Versions of Pygmalion, 174. In this chapter Miller concludes that Bartleby is an inversion of 
the Pygmalion myth, where the statue that is the scrivener turns its observer to stone.   
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individuals who become walled-in. In a sense however, this confinement, if not 

voluntary, is accepted by both the lawyer and Bartleby. The lawyer is a representative 

of the society of walls and Bartleby, who confounds the implications of that society, 

actively chooses them, making his radical, blank freedom an impassable barrier. The 

physical walls of the story then come to represent humanity’s self-limitation, 

manifested in its ceaseless production of barriers but its most powerful expression of 

this limitation, or slavery, is its depiction of Bartleby as a human wall. Bartleby, like an 

unmotivated machine, imposes upon the dialectic of mastery and bondage 

comfortably assumed by the lawyer, and with his insistent blankness, collapses the 

very mechanism of mastery. 

     It is not so much that Bartleby’s choice, as Liane Norman observes,108 strikes a 

resonance with that of Moby-Dick’s Ahab, but that Bartleby’s opacity brings him into 

conceptual unity with the whale. Bartleby chooses his proximity to the ‘dead brick 

wall’ where Ahab feels ‘to me, the White Whale is that wall, shoved near to me’.109 

Ahab’s declaration of his quest to thrust through the wall even despite his suspicion 

that there may be ‘naught beyond’ is another expression of Melville’s fixation on the 

competition between the radical freedom of characters like Ahab that inevitably 

translates itself into an obsessive and slavish pursuit of the unattainable: that ‘naught 

beyond’. Both Ahab and Bartleby perish in close proximity to ‘that dead blind wall 

that butts all opposing heads at last’110; the final thrust, as far as we can discern, is 

against and not through the wall.  

 

 

   

 
108 Norman, ‘Bartleby and the Reader’, 38. Norman writes, ‘Like Captain Ahab, he has chosen to be 

extreme. Whereas Ahab would pursue a private quarrel and search at the expense of his whole society, 
Bartleby would choose nothing but perfect passivity’. Liane Norman isn’t alone in drawing the 
comparison between Ahab and Bartleby, Marcus Mordecai, in ‘Melville's Bartleby as a Psychological 
Double’, writes that ‘in both story and novel, [Bartleby and Ahab] represent chiefly the terror and 
implacability of existence, against which Ahab actively and Bartleby passively revolt’, 367. The 
comparison is also drawn by Leo Marx, ‘Parable of the walls’; comparing the destructive force of the 
‘dead wall’ of Bartleby to Ahab’s view of the white whale as ‘that wall shoved near to me’ 621-2. – 
Both Ahab and Bartleby are, to paraphrase Marx, risking annihilation if they attempt to penetrate the 
symbolic wall. 
109 Melville, Moby Dick, 145.  
110 Ibid., 461. 
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5. Bartleby Part 2 

 

Statues and Ghosts 

 

The many walls of Bartleby, as the last chapter has detailed, can be seen as having the 

dual qualities of physical presence and symbolic significance, a sort of impassive 

blankness which ought to be unremarkable and yet is the subject of intense 

fascination. This duality suggests an opposition in the fabric of the story. The physical 

immediacy of the walls organises relationships of mastery and bondage, but their 

symbolic function reduces those relationships to a singular sense of restriction, 

confinement and slavery. The walls have qualities which mirror the oppositional 

qualities we see manifesting and ultimately collapsing within Bartleby, the text and 

the scrivener.         

     One of the most notable instances of Bartleby’s many oppositions is the 

competition in the text between the tangible and intangible. This tension is in 

evidence abundantly, whether in the smallest phrase or in the broadest view. To 

begin with, it is worth noting that Bartleby, the central character and focal point of 

the text, is the only character featured directly in the story whose name we are 

given.111 The lawyer narrator can only realistically be referred to as ‘the lawyer’, ‘the 

narrator’ or ‘the Master in Chancery’; his other employees are only known by their 

playful nicknames and the rest of a limited cast, equally nameless, are described 

either by their roles or by a precursory definition of their physical qualities. Only 

Bartleby receives the dignity of a name. The other characters can be aptly 

summarised according to their definable traits or by their particular positions – 

‘professional friends’, ‘turnkeys’, ‘attorneys’ etc. Bartleby, who fits no such expedient 

categorisation, is therefore only ‘Bartleby’, a concrete, personalised term of reference 

and yet one that provides no elucidation. 

     Names are simultaneously indispensable communicative units and no more than 

arbitrary and meaningless sounds. This gives Bartleby both the clearest and the 

 
111 This is not necessarily true, as we are told that the ‘grub man’ in the Tombs is called ‘Mr. Cutlets’, but, although 

the narrator never confirms it, this seems very much like another instance of a food-related pseudonym.  
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vaguest of the story’s definitions. This singular act of appellation holds Bartleby in a 

state of ambiguous limbo, apart from the lawyer’s practical vision of society and 

awaiting a satisfactory classification, one that will summarise his humanity, so that he 

can be adapted and made useful. His name however, is one of Bartleby’s few 

normalising assets, one of the few things about him which conforms to social 

expectations. It humanises him and yet the fact that he is the only character whose 

name is revealed also alienates him.  

     One of the story’s most perplexing and insistent inquiries, both philosophical and 

pragmatic, is into the site of Bartleby’s humanity. His humanity isn’t necessarily 

doubted, but it is definitely elusive and unable to be located with surety by any of the 

characters. Again and always Bartleby is, even simply in the consideration of his 

name, the source of an epistemological disjuncture for a world that relies on naming 

things in order to understand them. In naming Bartleby, Melville makes his abstract 

humanity into a pronunciation, but that pronunciation allows us only to articulate, 

but not to solve the riddle. As Hillis Miller explains of all attempts to read Bartleby  

 

‘they are ways of trying to put Bartleby in his place, to convey 

him where we want to put him, to make sense of him, even if it 

is an accounting that defines him as the nonsense that inhabits 

all sense-making’.112  

 

Naming Bartleby draws attention to the deliberative and functional namelessness 

around him and to both the lack of discernible meaning in a name and the pure and 

incommunicable identity that a name represents. 

      The story’s other characters can be reduced to their various monikers and made 

interchangeable, evincing human features and flaws but, like the alternating good 

humours of Turkey and Nippers, they combine to create a workable balance; 

something which can be regulated. Bartleby however, sedate, mechanical and 

deliberate, defies definitions and so cannot be regulated, and, contrary to the 

 
112 Miller, Versions of Pygmalion, 174. 
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lawyer’s first impressions, only exaggerates the disquiet of his office’s self-regulating 

chaos.113  

     Melville’s Wall Street world is one pre-occupied with labelling and organising, and 

when the immediate, useful and dehumanising terminologies of an automatic, trade-

oriented community fail to mechanically place a person, their name emerges, stark 

and unheralded, as much to separate as to recognise. Bartleby’s name, like the walls 

to which he is drawn, is an ostensible vehicle for the pursuit of mastery, where 

Bartleby can be mastered by being named and situated. As the story deepens 

however, the name becomes another indication of a fundamental intransigence 

which does not master but reduces all characters to practical impotence.        

     Outside of the subtle issue of his name, there are two contrasting rhetorical modes 

used by the lawyer to characterise Bartleby, one that paints him as an immovable, 

inanimate entity and another that identifies him as spectral and inapprehensible. He 

is either ‘like the last column of some ruined temple’ (23) or ‘Like a very ghost, 

agreeabl[e] to the laws of magical invocation’ (15). The narrator seems almost 

instinctively and indiscriminately to vacillate between these conceptual descriptions. 

At first glance such polarised visions of the scrivener seem irreconcilable; they 

certainly embody vastly different spaces in the human imagination, that is to say that 

we can subsist comfortably alongside solid and inanimate objects (like marble 

columns) but the notion of ghostly apparitions connotes, indeed is designed literally 

and figuratively to connote, the very opposite of a comfortable environment. 

However, such is Bartleby’s influence on reader and narrator, that though he can be 

relied upon to ‘always [be] there’ (15), his presence is unsettling. Both ghosts and 

statues are monuments to the past; both the historical and supernatural, the tangible 

and intangible, are inflections of a prior reality. Bartleby has qualities of both in that 

he, with his stark and unjustified commitment to his preferences, is like a relic of an 

infancy when preferences held rhetorical significance. It is reasonable to assume that 

what seems to particularly offend the sensibilities of the office is not that Bartleby 

prefers not to do any particular thing but that he considers the statement worthy of 

utterance, like a child. Naturally he prefers not to copy dry and lengthy legal 

 
113 The lawyer felt that ‘a man of so singularly sedate an aspect… might operate beneficially upon the 
flighty temper of Turkey, and the fiery one of Nippers’, 9. 
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documents, proof read them and laboriously compare them against one another, 

who wouldn’t? It is an unpreferable task; to state that one would prefer not to do it is 

to suggest both that others might and more crucially that, in a reasoned, adult work 

environment, it is in any way relevant to declare such preferences. They are 

immaterial in the context that they are delivered and yet, in the lawyer, Bartleby’s 

conduct inspires a sort of fatherly pity. His submitting of the negative preference is 

both a child-like statement of the obvious and a complex and ambiguous incongruity 

that touches, baffles and infuriates.  

     Another key similarity between ghosts and statues is that, when confronted, they 

proffer no explanations; they both require a conscious interpretive effort. If we 

expect Melville to lift the veil of bewilderment and let us in on the secret of Bartleby’s 

preferences, then we are bound for disappointment. Much is suggested, not least of 

all the suggestion that any possible explanation for Bartleby’s conduct will find only a 

figurative brick wall by way of confirmation. We ought to, after bearing witness to the 

lawyer’s repeated, laboured and fruitless attempts to justify Bartleby’s behaviour, 

give up the ghost so to speak. The problem isn’t necessarily what’s wrong with 

Bartleby, but how does one deal with a character who is both as solid as a stone 

column and as ethereal as a ghost?  

     The problem begins and ends, at least, I would argue, for the lawyer, with 

semantics. The process of attempting to define Bartleby is the crux of the lawyer’s 

perplexity, as every convenient avenue is blockaded by the obstinacy of the scrivener 

when asked to yield up some crucial information. The exorcism of a rebel image, as 

Kingsley Widmer aptly describes it, is the primary concern of the story.114 Bartleby 

remains problematic so long as he evades categorisation, something which is 

essential, especially in the nuanced practice of law. The lawyer’s world depends upon 

having its constituents assimilated into a structure of lexical reference and Bartleby, 

although he has a reference point, does not fit the structure. 

     Exorcisms work, not physically but psychologically. Once the exorcist can convince 

the victims of haunting that the offending spirit has passed on into a definable space, 

the anxiety that manifested the problem is quelled and an internal order has been 

 
114 Widmer’s actual quote is, ‘the attorney attempts to exorcise that rebellious and infuriating image’ 
from  Widmer, ‘Melville’s Radical Resistance: The Method and Meaning of ‘Bartleby’’, 457. 
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restored. This is why exorcising a rebel image is such a fitting solution for the problem 

of Bartleby. However, the problem with Bartleby is that he continues to exist 

physically, resistant to the attempts to ‘exorcise’ him. In fact the semantic process 

that tries to file/exorcise him only succeeds in further confounding the force of 

assumptions that, prior to his occurrence, had seemed to have accurately and usefully 

described the world. Like a ghost Bartleby is unsettlingly mysterious, but at the same 

time he is like a statue: opaque, enduring and unmistakably present. 

     The difficulty in isolating the nature of the relationship between the lawyer 

narrator and his newly employed scrivener, Bartleby, is at the heart of Melville’s text. 

The assumption of a strictly professional relationship is soon rebuffed by Bartleby’s 

negation of the social contract he implicitly entered by answering the lawyer’s 

advertisement. From that moment of rejection, the boundaries of the relationship 

continue to defy definition; each attempt to define them is again rebuffed by 

Bartleby’s attitudes. The lawyer strives to account for his scrivener’s eccentricities by 

imposing appropriate terms for the relationship under which those eccentricities 

could be interpreted but each designation is unable to explain the dynamics of 

authority, service, motivation, empathy and mutual understanding necessary to 

classify the various modes of human coexistence. The lawyer’s reflex imposition of 

names, definitions and categories under which to file Bartleby is predicated on the 

survival of his practice and the society which spawned it, as without the ability to 

express or at least recognise connections between people, reducible to configurations 

of mastery and servitude, it is impossible to delimit and manipulate those connections 

into a constructive framework. Indeed without that process of delimitation society has 

no framework and without a framework it cannot function. If the associations within 

the framework cannot be defined then the interdependence that is the framework’s 

founding principle is shattered. Without the web of connections, themselves defined 

by their ability to be defined and therefore ordered, society collapses from a collective 

and mobile whole, constituting manifold individual realities, to a discrete and static 

disorder of individual and essentially unconnected desires. Bartleby’s evasion of a 

practical or predictive definition undermines the dialectical exchange between 

masters and their bondsmen and suggests, once again, a real equality underlying the 

manufactured dialectic. 
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     In truth Bartleby does not represent any sort of threat to the framework of society 

because, although he escapes a definition satisfactory to the lawyer, he is all too easily 

defined by the rest of the Wall Street community. The community in which the lawyer 

operates is not entangled, as he and the reader are, in the intriguing dialectic which 

takes place between Bartleby and the lawyer. The rest of Wall Street don’t care about 

Bartleby’s peculiar place within humanity, their focus is, quite naturally, on the effects 

and not the motives of his behaviour.  

     Following on from Widmer’s phrase, Michael Clark senses the problems with 

certain approaches to the lawyer’s epistemological struggle with the essence of 

Bartleby, when he asks what he considers to be the obvious question: ‘Why does the 

narrator fail in his exorcism of this rebel image when everyone else in the story 

succeeds?’115 The rest of Wall Street feel no obligation towards Bartleby and make no 

excuse for his behaviour, they simply regard him as what he essentially is: extrinsic to 

their world. They can exclude Bartleby from disrupting the functioning of their world 

by confining him to the variety of vague and unscientific designations that amount to 

the same conclusion. He is ‘a little luny’ (12), ‘a little deranged’ (32), ‘the victim of an 

innate and incurable disorder’ (19), ‘a demented man’ (21), and by being evaluated in 

these terms, however technically unqualified they may be, he is made alien to society.  

     It is also important to note that the lawyer, contrary to the above suggestions, gives 

us clear evidence of his concept of Bartleby’s sensibility by observing his careful 

comprehension of every statement and the cool and unaffected self-possession of his 

responses. In fact Bartleby delivers his incomprehensible, quasi-refusals with such 

surety and nonchalance that the lawyer begins to question his own soundness of 

judgement, calling for reassurance from those present that Bartleby has indeed 

transgressed the boundaries of acceptable professional conduct. It is not Bartleby’s 

awareness or his sanity however that the condemnatory terms ‘demented’ or 

‘deranged’ take aim at. They intend an expedient definition of Bartleby to alienate 

him from society and so prevent his corruption of it, a sort of semantic biopsy to 

remove a potentially cancerous element. Some of these descriptions, offered in 

earnest by the lawyer himself, belie the fact that he cannot seem to achieve the same 

 
115 Clark, ‘Witches and Wall Street: Possession Is Nine-Tenths of the Law’, 66. 
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degree of separation from Bartleby that viewing him as mentally incompetent effects 

in the others around him. For him these descriptions do not confine Bartleby to an 

existence outside of his world, where he can do no structural damage but instead 

seem to represent an insidious problem within his world that needs the remedy of 

internal classification, an account of their (his and Bartleby’s) connection rather than a 

statement of their isolation. To resolve the master-slave conflict, after all, involves the 

engagement of oppositions opening the space for mutual recognition. Clark concludes 

that such is the lawyer’s problem,  

 

‘The humanity he would impute to Bartleby simply is out of place 

in the business world around him. Within that world and within 

the various systems of law and language that make it run 

Bartleby is truly ‘deranged’ that is, out of order, as long as one 

looks at him to see beyond the surface’.116   

   

     It is the lawyer’s problem then that although he proffers the terms ‘deranged’ and 

‘demented’ as explanations for Bartleby (accepted and adopted by Wall Street 

society) he can never entirely commit to them, having such a strong concept of 

Bartleby’s sanity. The lawyer, no matter how convenient and practical it is, cannot rid 

himself of identification with Bartleby’s sentience. If he could achieve this ‘exorcism’ 

then his labelling of Bartleby might achieve its desired effect. Dan McCall, in 

examination of William P. Sullivan’s detailed essay on Bartleby and infantile autism, 

cannot help but recognise the compelling comparison to which Sullivan draws our 

attention, but, like the lawyer, primarily distinguishes Bartleby’s sanity amongst the 

accrued symptoms of autism he seems to display.117 It is this account of Bartleby’s 

sanity which makes him so difficult (or impossible) a character to come to terms with:  

 

‘To see Bartleby’s trouble as a chemical malfunction of the brain 

is contradicted by his actual behaviour. When we study the 

 
116 Clark, ‘Witches and Wall Street’, 72-3. 
117 McCall discusses Sullivan’s essay – ‘Bartleby and Infantile Autism: A Naturalistic Explanation’, 43–60. 
in ‘A little luny’, The Silence of Bartleby, 33-59. 
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actual lines Bartleby speaks, we have to notice that a certain 

obdurate wit springs up naturally in the special delicacy of his 

phrasing’.118  

 

As McCall notes, it is not that Bartleby has trouble expressing himself, but rather that 

his expression is troubling. Morris Beja, in another essay comparing Bartleby’s 

condition to mental illness also notes Bartleby’s comprehension and deliberation: ‘as 

always, Bartleby’s words suggest that his behaviour is a volitional response to his 

situation, consciously – even provocatively – made’.119  

     Bartleby’s non-compliance, which is at first disruptive and then subversive, 

continues to perplex. The lawyer, identifying the clarity of Bartleby’s process without 

understanding its inevitable conclusion, endeavours to overcome, explain or manage 

it. If the lawyer were truly committed to viewing Bartleby as mentally ill then he 

would not repeatedly engage him in his most reasonable and structured way. When 

he describes Bartleby as ‘a little deranged’ he is commenting on his own failed 

attempts to reconcile his world with Bartleby’s behaviour, to make the dialectic work. 

The phrase is an abortive attempt to communicate these failures of reason in the 

quest for a workable relationship with such an opaque character. As McCall 

summarises, it is not Bartleby who has problems with communication, but the lawyer: 

The derangement exists in the unbridgeable void between those two reaches of 

sanity, one which is inextricable from its environment and the other which seems to 

make no connection with it. The language exchanged from either side loses its 

meaning as it crosses the space between these two sanities. 

     It becomes increasingly and abundantly clear that the vexed relationship between 

master and clerk, through the process of Bartleby’s unsettling abstinence and the 

lawyer’s ambivalent treatment of this unexpected insubordination, is pushed far 

beyond the limits of professionalism. The result of this process is the lawyer’s 

development of a seemingly familial empathy towards his scrivener. Recognising the 

failure of his attempts to constrain Bartleby’s behaviour to within professional limits 

and strangely unwilling to proceed to the next professional step – to dismiss Bartleby 

 
118 McCall, The Silence of Bartleby, 50. 
119 Beja, ‘Bartleby & Schizophrenia’, 561. 
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forcibly – he begins to recognise his authority over Bartleby not as professional, 

where non-compliant workers, if they refuse to be corrected, are swiftly disposed of, 

but as a compassionate duty. He takes a fatherly stance in many of his most 

instinctive responses to Bartleby. Rather than dismissing Bartleby when professional 

expectations are first brazenly contravened, as an employer would treat an 

employee, the lawyer, though discomfited and frustrated, excuses Bartleby as a 

father might excuse a mischievous son. The ‘spasmodic passions’ (15) inspired by 

Bartleby’s conduct, from a professional standpoint, are unnecessary and unhelpful – 

if Bartleby refuses to comply then he ought to be discharged – but they are inevitable 

if we recognise that the lawyer has somehow developed a bond with Bartleby that 

surpasses the normative conditions of his employment. In witnessing the lawyer’s 

disappointment in and concern for Bartleby, manifested as sudden bouts of 

exasperated hectoring and spells of ‘overpowering stinging melancholy’ (17) we 

recognise a sort of paternalism taking precedence over professionalism.          

     The rules which govern professional relationships are relatively straightforward; 

there is a clear economic structure and a well-defined set of expectations for a 

scrivener: he has duties which he performs for remuneration. If he, without 

justification, does not perform those duties, then the contract has been broken. Why 

then does Bartleby remain? Clearly the contract linking Bartleby to the narrator is 

more complex than it was first intended to be, and the result is that Bartleby’s 

method of resistance to the assumed conditions of his contract creates a problem for 

the lawyer’s concept of his own authority. This decisive issue would, in some vital 

sense, be left unresolved if the lawyer were to dismiss his clerk upon his first 

declaration of preference. Even though this procedure would outwardly signify the 

lawyer’s authority, it would also, for a man whose livelihood and reputation depends 

upon understanding and ordering the baffling and the intricate, dealing with 

‘recondite documents of all sorts’ (9), be to surrender. He must find a way of reaching 

Bartleby or he must dismiss him so as to leave himself assured of his clerk’s 

comprehension of his predicament, that is, to persuade Bartleby that he must leave, 

signifying Bartleby’s recognition of the implicit structure and imperatives of his 

authority. Crucially, he cannot be mastered by the mystery of Bartleby; he cannot 

allow this forlorn figure to stand in silent and impenetrable objection. In fact, rather 
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more devastatingly to the lawyer, Bartleby’s refusals constitute more than just 

passive objecting. Bartleby is actively rejecting the structures which organise the 

lawyer’s existence and refusing to give the recognition which the master initially 

requires of the one whom he subjugates. When he asks Bartleby ‘will you go home 

with me now — not to my office, but my dwelling — and remain there till we can 

conclude upon some convenient arrangement for you at our leisure?’ (30), he is 

making a last desperate attempt to place Bartleby under his authority, not so as to 

enslave or command him but to be able to position him and to escape being 

mastered by him. Even if he is taken to the lawyer’s home as an invalid who requires 

constant care, Bartleby would, in exhibiting a certain dependence on the lawyer, fit 

into a structure, become ‘ordinarily human’ (11) and find a place in the lawyer’s 

understanding. Having already established a bond of sympathy with Bartleby which 

negates the proper exercise of his authority, the lawyer, in redefining Bartleby’s 

position, would be re-endowed with the authority denied to him by Bartleby’s 

defiance. If he could refashion their relationship as a purely compassionate one then 

Bartleby’s obstinacy, which is professionally untenable and seen as a defiance of 

authority, would be relabelled as a derangement or disorder, the treatment of which 

requires the authority of a compassionate caregiver. Given his difficulty in claiming 

any authority over Bartleby in professional terms, the creation a sort of familial, 

paternal bond, where the parameters of authority are considerably broader, offers 

the possibility that he can still consider Bartleby useful to him and so, in a sense, still 

in his service:  

 

‘Here I can cheaply purchase a delicious self-approval. To 

befriend Bartleby; to humour him in his strange wilfulness, will 

cost me little or nothing, while I lay up in my soul what will 

eventually prove a sweet morsel for my conscience’. (13-4) 

 

As long as he can convince himself that he is profiting in some way from his 

acquaintance with Bartleby then he can maintain the sense of his dominant role by 

redefining the criteria which creates that dominance. In this view, the lawyer may 
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convince himself that he is receiving recognition of his pre-eminent subjecthood by 

making Bartleby an object to him. 

     The problem the lawyer will encounter when he gambles his professional authority 

to make paternal allowances for Bartleby, who has established himself as a hindrance 

to the lawyer’s physical operations, is the exchange of direct authority for symbolic 

authority. The gamble is an attempt to create a structure under which Bartleby might 

be clothed, housed, cared for and to that extent controlled. Bartleby would then 

become an employee of the lawyer’s soul, useful to him as a symbol of his 

compassion: to balance the physical impediment of Bartleby’s recalcitrance by using 

him to gain spiritual currency. When Bartleby rejects the lawyer’s offer, preferring to 

make no change, the lawyer is left not only still in debt – having failed to pay for 

Bartleby’s practical failures by using him to procure internal and symbolic advantage 

– but also having compromised his professional status relative to Bartleby, making 

himself increasingly vulnerable to his scrivener’s refusals. It is a process of bewildered 

appeasement that has no effect on Bartleby’s responses but continually weakens the 

lawyer’s position. From his privileged station of wealth and influence on the capitalist 

pyramid of Wall Street the lawyer finds himself in constant retreat, emending his 

vision of Bartleby in order to stabilise his own position. 

     In analysing the ways in which the lawyer looks to profit from his association with 

Bartleby I am not, as others have, asserting that, in his bemused treatment of 

Bartleby, the lawyer is manifesting his selfishness and greed.120 In fact I tend to agree 

with Morris Beja, who notes that ‘the lawyer is more patient, more generous and 

more self-aware than most of us would be’.121 The cynical outlook that views the 

lawyer as self-indulgently feigning compassion in order to assuage (or delude) his 

conscience, denies his evident human concern for Bartleby and fails to pay attention 

to the genuine emotional responses he has to his scrivener’s decline. Perhaps the 

contemptuous treatment of the lawyer emanates from reading Melville’s story as an 

allegorical indictment of society’s pre-occupation with profits, represented by the 

lawyer’s ‘snug business among rich men’s bonds and mortgages’ (4) and a lack of 

 
120 Kingsley Widmer, for example, writes that the lawyer’s ‘strong responses come only from 
selfishness’ and that ‘law for this attorney connects not at all with morality’, Widmer, ‘Melville’s 
Radical Resistance’, 450. 
121 Beja, ‘Bartleby and Schizophrenia’, 566. 
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concern for human needs and desires, represented by Bartleby’s preferences. This 

sort of reading however, seems to equate the lawyer’s puzzled responses and 

subsequent attempts to understand Bartleby with his professional quest for money 

and ease, when clearly the two are incompatible. Although it is true that the lawyer 

has retreated by choice from the more urgent realities of his world, when he is faced 

by Bartleby he is determined to persevere, despite being given numerous 

opportunities to dismiss him. Whether we deem the lawyer’s efforts thorough or 

well-considered is another issue, but he has, by taking a modicum of responsibility for 

Bartleby, exercised a kind of authority unfamiliar and uncomfortable to him. In 

exercising that authority he has entered, or rather been pressed into, a dialectic of 

mastery and servitude which was present but unexamined in his professional life.   

     The Master in Chancery, in the very first lines of his introduction, describes himself 

as ‘an eminently safe man’ (4, emphasis Melville’s), adept at resisting conflict and 

committed to the ‘profound conviction that the easiest way of life is the best’ (4) and 

yet in Bartleby he encounters an obstacle easily avoided by others but somehow 

hopelessly problematic for him. The lawyer is not a strict disciplinarian, like Captain 

Vere; he does not establish his authority through monomaniac rigidity or domineering 

rhetoric, like Ahab, nor does he demonstrate it through ritual exertions like Babo in 

Benito Cereno; he simply relies upon society to reinforce it. In fact, the issue of 

authority, or mastery, to the lawyer, unlike to the others, is a practical, economic 

reality, a result of financial circumstance and significant not for its own sake but only 

as a framework for achieving comfort and prosperity. Compared to Melville’s other 

‘master’ figures, the lawyer is benign, thanks to his lifelong commitment to the path 

of least resistance. He is a master who, in reality, prefers not to lead. He is therefore 

not single-minded about the perception and exercise of his authority; he does not 

explicitly recognise its importance because it exists in an environment where it is not 

challenged, because it is so firmly rooted in practicality and for him subsists only as an 

unopposed means to the ends of wealth and comfort. The practical functioning of his 

office is paramount and issues of responsibility and mastery are avoided as 

unproductive, potentially detrimental to his business and certainly detrimental to his 

beloved easy-living. Everything in the lawyer’s world tacitly confirms that he is 

receiving recognition from those beneath him. He is then confronted by someone 
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whose initial appearance, neat (though pallidly so), respectable (though pitiably 

so)122, disguises, with the kind of blandness probably familiar to a Wall Street 

employer, the impermeable enigma of passive rebellion; the rebellion of a supposed 

slave who refuses to involve himself in the master-slave dialectic and so refuses to 

offer recognition to his masters.   

     Without the kind of habitual and symbolic veneration of authority demonstrated in 

Melville’s other stories, the lawyer’s world is one regulated by assumptions and the 

his mastery is likewise an assumption which doesn’t seem to require reinforcement. 

Bartleby, the pallid and pitiable rebel, by the simultaneous display of humanity and 

defiance, causes the lawyer’s authority to become a palpable concept. By being called 

upon to make a judgement between pitiable humanity and stark defiance of 

authority, the lawyer is introduced to the reality of the role he had left to the abstract 

of assumptions. Only when the easy running of his office is interrupted does the 

notion of the lawyer’s executive authority become relevant. Before Bartleby the 

lawyer, the employer and Master in Chancery, was never persuaded by circumstances 

to make an assertive display of his authority; instead he allowed his other employees 

a certain license to indulge themselves in their erratic behaviours. They did not 

require forceful instruction or discipline as they were, in their respective periods, 

productive enough. They understood the economic framework under which they 

were operating and were sufficiently impelled to be productive by the imperative 

assumptions of the framework. Their productivity, stunted though it may have been, 

was enough to constitute the recognition the dialectic requires. In awareness of the 

mutual benefits of their employment, the lawyer’s other employees must choose 

either to cede to authority or to be dismissed. Their dismissal would be the automatic 

and systematic response to their decision not to conform and upon being dismissed 

both they and their employer would be freed from responsibility for or to the other. 

Indeed should Bartleby have acted with ‘the least uneasiness, anger, impatience or 

impertinence’ he should ‘doubtless’ have been ‘violently dismissed’ (11), that is to 

say, had the lawyer been presented with any of these identifiable forms of insolence, 

he would have been given to the automatic and unproblematic course of action to 

 
122 ‘I can see that figure now — pallidly neat, pitiably respectable’, 9. 
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eliminate the disturbance. Instead the choices the lawyer makes tend initially towards 

his usual inclination to evade the burdens of responsibility but with every attempt to 

be rid of his scrivener he can only achieve a deepening of their connection. Each time 

that he fails in his efforts to surrender his authority by attempting to persuade 

Bartleby that he must leave, the burden of his responsibility seems to increase. This is 

because his method of dealing with Bartleby rests entirely upon deference to the 

supposed axioms of professional behaviour, a set of time-honoured laws governing 

social and commercial interaction, or, more succinctly the assumptions of the human 

world, which Bartleby inexplicably ignores. When called upon to use his authority to 

deal with Bartleby, the lawyer’s first instinct is to refer Bartleby to a higher authority 

– the system itself, yet it is Bartleby’s abstinence from the contract of that authority 

which emphasises the responsibility the lawyer was seeking to escape. So by 

straddling the boundary of infuriating disobedience and strangely disarming 

humanity, Bartleby’s conduct both enriches and ridicules the lawyer’s authority. This 

revealed authority is something the lawyer is only made aware of when Bartleby 

proves unaffected by the weight of social pressure. The problem for the lawyer is that 

all of his authority up until that moment had been vested in the social pressure to 

which Bartleby seems oblivious. The very issue of assumptions around which all 

arrangements of mastery and servitude are structured is shattered by Bartleby’s very 

simple refusal to recognise them.    

     Eventually, when Bartleby has stopped working altogether and confounds all 

attempts to remove him from the premises, the lawyer muses  

 

‘Others may have loftier parts to enact; but my mission in this 

world, Bartleby, is to furnish you with office-room for such period 

as you may see fit to remain’ (26) 

 

At this critical moment, when Bartleby’s resistance attains its fullest effect, the 

relationship between master and servant, lawyer and copyist has almost completely 

been reversed. From his early attempts to express his authority over Bartleby, the 

efforts to make him work by insisting, cajoling, appeasing and reasoning with him, 

which then become attempts to force Bartleby to leave his service, the lawyer 
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eventually submits to the mastery of the scrivener. Under the pressure of his hired 

clerk’s resistance to the common usage upon which he has founded his entire career, 

the lawyer becomes Bartleby’s servant. Instead of his falling into ‘spasmodic passions’ 

(15), repeatedly calling for the assistance he expects or, in short, internally treating 

Bartleby as one over whom he has theoretical dominion, whether that is actualised or 

not, he surrenders. It is in that moment of reverie, where the epiphany of his fated 

role in Bartleby’s life occurs, that the lawyer declares himself to be, though 

temporarily, in the service of the man he had hitherto hired to serve him. This is one 

of Melville’s many, curious inflections of the role reversal so central to Hegel’s 

dialectic. The lawyer embodies the complacency of Hegel’s master, allowing the 

power of assumption to become the cornerstone of his mastery, but Bartleby’s refusal 

to copy totally undermines the lawyer’s concept of self-consciousness and forces him 

to recognise his absolute human equivalence with Bartleby.  

     The lawyer expresses his subsumption into this equivalence, where he and Bartleby 

are integrally linked, by declaring Bartleby to be a signifier of his own humanity  

 

‘I never feel so private as when I know you are here. At least I see 

it, I feel it; I penetrate to the predestinated purpose of my life. I 

am content’. (26)  

 

At that moment, the lawyer recognises what Hegel leaves unresolved in his chapter on 

Lordship and Bondage, namely, that the lawyer’s own sense of self, without a violent 

struggle, is given or recognised by Bartleby, by the fact of his existence alone. Where 

earlier he had felt deprived of self and manhood by the clerk’s emasculating non-

compliance, or he had been pained by thoughts of Bartleby’s incurable forlornness, by 

reversing his role, from master to servant, he considers Bartleby an element of his 

own humanity.     

     Having proved to be resistant to the objectification of being externally classified, as 

everything else in the lawyer’s world has been, Bartleby becomes entangled in the 

lawyer’s notion of his own, internal self. Bartleby’s gravitation to preferences initiates 

the struggle which causes this entanglement. His insistence on the relevance, or 

implied relevance of his preferences, comes into immediate, dialectical confrontation 
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with the superseding structure of assumptions, which the lawyer had comfortably 

and complacently accepted. This structure declares that preferences, which are 

human caprices, are subservient to assumptions, which are societal imperatives. The 

conflict between human preferences and social order resolves in the strange 

unification of Bartleby and the lawyer. This is not, however, the unification of 

preferences or assumptions, but rather their mutual collapse, for as we see in the 

text, preferences do not triumph and are not realised, they simply eradicate the 

power of assumptions to explain and order the natural world.  

     Bartleby’s preferences, like the ‘inscrutable malice’123 of the whale, Captain Vere’s 

‘queer streak of the pedantic’124 and Claggart’s ‘depravity according to nature’125 are 

all external to human dialectical reason and yet they have power to effect it. Though 

in Bartleby, relationships of mastery and servitude seem to be fluid, with the lawyer 

exerting the authority of assumptions and Bartleby determining the lawyer’s 

behaviour with the blankness of his preferences, in fact, their equivalence is the 

thematic driver of the story. Bartleby is the human iteration of non-human yet 

influential forces. He is as a blank as a statue and as full of meaning as a ghost, and 

he, like Moby-Dick’s coral insects, is capable of determining human behaviour. More 

decisively however, Bartleby’s persistence, and the persistence of his preferences, 

reminds the lawyer of the condition of all humanity, in bondage to the inaccessible 

force of preferences, wheresoever they may arise. That sentiment is perfectly 

recapitulated in the story’s closing line ‘Ah Bartleby! Ah humanity!’ (34)    

 
123 Melville, Moby Dick, 145. 
124 Melville, ‘Billy Budd’, Short Novels, 118. 
125 Ibid., 128. 
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6. Bartleby Part 3 

 

Authority without Location 

 

So the dialectical opposition of assumptions and preferences in Bartleby reveals a 

flaw in the hierarchy of a world driven by implication. Bartleby challenges, with an 

uncommon recourse to preferences, the subtext of mastery and bondage generated 

by the assumptions of common usage. For the lawyer, this proves to be an 

insurmountable challenge to both assumption and preference, and resolves into a 

notion of human equivalence which undermines all workable concepts of authority 

that rely on assumptions and implications. Bartleby, with the simplest of linguistic 

offerings, destabilises all sense of direct authority and reveals the illusions which 

undergird the lawyer’s notion of mastery. The salient question becomes how to 

justify arrangements of authority and obligation, mastery and bondage, in the face of 

this simple expression of shared humanity.  

     Part of the fascination with Melville’s Bartleby the Scrivener has surely to do with 

the very simplicity of its method of suggesting the chaos of human equivalence that 

lies at the heart of all organised society. All it takes is for a single lowly underling to 

refuse to yield to the power of assumption.  

     If the walls, both metaphoric and literal, of Wall Street cannot be demolished or 

surmounted by an external rebellion, then they can be stripped of all meaning and all 

their symbolic, authoritative power by simple indifference. If the conflict between the 

slave and the master cannot be resolved from without, then the futility of any notion 

of authority from within can be revealed by a simple phrase. Bartleby doesn’t 

redefine or reconfigure authority within the story, but with his meek yet blunt 

intransigence he replaces it with a linguistic and philosophical lacuna. Bartleby 

initiates a conflict from which he is exempt, for it is a conflict internal to the narrator, 

who was so comfortable with the notion of authority that he had never been 

compelled to consider where this abstract notion acquired its practical power.  

     Bartleby, with his singular response to instruction, stands both as the definitive 

cause of conflict and the total negation of that conflict. With his insistent reply, 
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Bartleby declares himself external to the conflict he has created and so Bartleby is the 

cause of the pivotal conflict within Melville’s story, without being a participant in that 

conflict. The story details a vacillating and ultimately unsolvable internal dispute that 

takes place over the terms of Bartleby’s service, set against the terms of his humanity. 

He causes the lawyer to question the exercise of his authority to the point at which 

his authority itself is questionable.  

     The issue of the lawyer’s mastery, over his staff and his practice, is reduced to an 

abstract when he is faced with an employee who, by an indirect refusal to comply 

with the generally accepted terms of his employment, forces, or coerces, the 

employer to undertake extra work. On one hand the lawyer, as he explains in the 

wake of Bartleby’s initial utterance of the story’s central phrase, expects only a 

compliance with ‘common usage’ (12). The laws, both those written and those tacitly 

accepted by society, are on his side; he has every right to expect Bartleby, over whom 

he has mastery according to ‘common usage’ to obey him. The lawyer is however, 

rendered impotent before Bartleby’s passive negation and impelled to take on some 

of the subservient duties intended for his new clerk. It appears that Bartleby has 

reversed the terms of his service, inasmuch as he, by the declaration of his desire 

(neither a matter of infirmity or convenience) not to fulfil his obligation has 

transferred his duties on to his superiors. On the other hand, Bartleby has not issued 

a direct challenge in the form of a point blank refusal. Bartleby is refusing Hegel’s 

dialectic from its very beginning, because he, as we have seen, reveals his humanity 

but refuses either to demand or to offer recognition. Therefore he does not initiate a 

fight to the death, refusing ‘the Hegelian idea that man needs external affirmation of 

his reality’.126 Bartleby has remained external to the conflict he has set in motion. He 

has brought into question the nomenclature that defines the Hegelian master-slave 

dialectic, undermining its potential for synthesis and towards progress, by confusing 

the essential divisions that separate the slave from the master. In this case it seems 

that Bartleby, by making such a statement, in full understanding of its impact, but 

 
126 Kohn, ‘Frederick Douglass’s Master-Slave Dialectic’, 504. Margaret Kohn’s discussion compares 
Frederick Douglass’ fight with notorious ‘slave-breaker’ Edward Covey to this Hegelian precept. In this 
case Douglass, the committed pacifist, found that the only way to exert his liberty and humanity was to 
risk death in a violent struggle, not simply in self-defence, but to assert his manhood and establish his 
equivalence as a human being.  
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without malice or disrespect, has simply rejected the terms which would define him 

as a participant in the dialectic and he certainly seems to reject the assumption that 

he is a servant or a slave to the authority of the lawyer. He does not engage in a 

struggle, either physical, political or emotional, to refuse the order he is given by a 

nominal superior, he only apparently refuses to respond in adherence with the 

accepted meaning of the terms he is given. In other words, the reader must ask to 

what extent Bartleby, at that crucial moment early in the text, when he first 

steadfastly prefers not to comply, is an employee in the service of the lawyer rather 

than just an impassive human presence, kept behind a screen in the lawyer’s office.  

     His immediate statement of a negative preference, in content and tone, exists 

outside of any expected mode of resistance and it consequently ‘strangely’ disarms 

the lawyer (12). Bartleby’s ensuing conduct so defies any usual template for 

interaction between a figure of authority and one in the service of that figure that the 

lawyer, having attempted with authoritative insistence, with imploring and inquiry 

and with the exercise of reason, must himself submit to the authority that seems to 

forbid any further action against his clerk. The authority in this case is Bartleby’s 

elusiveness. His indifferent repudiation of the lawyer’s attempts to classify him 

constitutes his form of resistance. The lawyer arduously attempts to define him by his 

objections and so to place him in a stance of rebellion, as the slave struggling to 

overthrow the master. He, naturally enough, recognises the conflict, but in being 

unable to position his adversary, is unable to commit to a method appropriate for 

resolving it. The consequence is that the lawyer struggles to locate the source of his 

sense of authority, given that its practical effect has been negated. The lawyer 

expresses the conundrum of defining Bartleby, who cannot even rightly be dubbed an 

opponent, when he states  

 

‘had there been the least uneasiness, anger, impatience or 

impertinence in his manner; in other words, had there been any 

thing ordinarily human about him, doubtless I should have 

violently dismissed him from the premises’ (11, emphasis mine)  
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If Bartleby could be defined as ‘ordinarily human’, a participant in, or indeed the 

cause of the conflict, then the routine resolution of indignation and, if necessary, 

forcible dismissal could take place. Bartleby escapes definition, cannot be seen as a 

participant, and therefore escapes retribution.  

     At first, dumbfounded by Bartleby’s dismissive statement, the lawyer considers the 

idea of a violent dismissal, which might ordinarily be apt, tantamount to the absurdity 

of throwing out his plaster-of-paris bust of Cicero (11). Then, upon further subjection 

to Bartleby’s non-compliance, the lawyer turns to pity in order to avoid the challenge 

of comprehending such unsocial or even unhuman behaviour. He prefaces his 

decision to convert Bartleby into a figure of pity with an expression of agitation at the 

display of passive aggression that ‘proves impossible to be solved by his judgement’. 

(13) the lawyer then continues:   

 

‘Poor fellow! thought I, he means no mischief; it is plain he 

intends no insolence; his aspect sufficiently evinces that his 

eccentricities are involuntary. He is useful to me. I can get along 

with him. If I turn him away, the chances are he will fall in with 

some less indulgent employer, and then he will be rudely 

treated, and perhaps driven forth miserably to starve’. (13)  

 

The lawyer’s initial comparison of Bartleby to the office ornament is valid inasmuch as 

this economy of pity, grounded in assumptions which are at best unverifiable, has 

become as absurd as the prospect of a violent dismissal. This is revealed and 

reiterated to him through the tortuous process of his endeavouring to define the 

scrivener, in spite of his apparent recognition of the task’s impossibility.      

     At every stage the lawyer attempts to compel Bartleby to respond in an 

appropriate, that is to say, a classifiable manner, using the full arsenal of his 

persuasive tools and repeatedly invoking reason.127 This method however, is reliant 

 
127 It is worth mentioning here the number of times the lawyer demands reasons from Bartleby: ‘I 
advanced towards the screen, and demanded the reason for such extraordinary conduct’, 11-12. ‘But 

what reasonable objection can you have to speak to me?’, 19. ‘will you begin to be a little 

reasonable…?’, 20. ‘and what is the reason?’, 21. and the number of times that the lawyer reflects on 
or laments Bartleby’s unreasonableness: ‘…when a man is browbeaten in some unprecedented and 
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upon an implicitly accepted structure which Bartleby refuses to acknowledge. These 

numerous appeals to reason or attempts to reason with Bartleby, rather than being 

expressed as logical formulae that, according to the dialectical process, will justify a 

particular course of action, are abstract gestures towards a system of behaviour that 

Bartleby implicitly repudiates. Only in the informal or pejorative sense is Bartleby 

being ‘unreasonable’, where properly it is the lawyer who is unreasonable, because 

he is unreasoning, in that he raises the issue of reason without actually applying it. 

The lawyer is a man who has learned primarily and extensively from experience and 

not from principle, and when he attempts to request compliance with reason all he is 

really requesting is a compliance with the model of expectations according to which 

he has structured his professional life. His concept of Bartleby’s humanity is indivisible 

from his imbedded experience of what humanity is and yet the experience of Bartleby 

seems to defy his most basic experiential premises.  

     The conflict that Bartleby provokes in the lawyer is the assumed necessity of 

resolving or coming to terms with the scrivener’s humanity – his desires, his motives 

and his needs. Without this understanding the notion of his authoritative relationship 

with Bartleby becomes as absurd as the notion of sustaining a professional 

relationship with his bust of Cicero. The terms of the lawyer’s attempted control 

fluctuate between the involuntary compassion which Bartleby’s forlornness inspires 

and practical and social considerations relevant to the effective operating of his office 

and the maintenance of his professional reputation. In a sense Bartleby’s 

imperviousness to reasoned interpretation creates a conflict between those two 

competing aspects of the lawyer’s response to him. So the lawyer’s intentions in 

trying to exercise control over Bartleby waver between the humanitarian and the 

capitalist, and can never be fixed in either. Subject to Bartleby’s desolation of his 

hopes through inalterable impassivity, the lawyer’s aspirations are diluted, changing 

from compelling his clerk to obey him, then to at least complete some of his expected 

duties, then to leave his service willingly, then to leave the building and finally, simply 

to eat. At every step Bartleby, whose attitude does not change, whose language, 

 
violently unreasonable way… he begins, as it were, vaguely to surmise… that all the reason is on the 
other side’, 12. ‘such perverseness—such unreasonableness’, 16. 
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magnetised to the expression of his negative preferences, barely alters, is reshaping 

the lawyer’s intentions and usurping his power. Bartleby seems to be capable of 

reversing the assumed terms of the master-slave relationship, not by insisting upon 

his own supremacy, but by suggesting that the lawyer’s mastery has no basis and is 

invalid.  

     Bartleby is persistent in the expression of those negative preferences and, though 

delivering them indifferently, he is particular about never allowing them to be altered 

to take the form of an outright refusal. It then devolves to the lawyer to make 

something concrete out of Bartleby’s non-committal terms, to construe his clerk’s 

apathetic expression as a commitment to resist his duty. The conclusion that Bartleby 

will never do anything which he prefers not to, though irresistible, must be made by 

the lawyer as it will not be offered by the clerk. The lawyer then is made to accept 

responsibility for the conclusion which is forced upon him and which he cannot resist. 

From the very moment he hears that phrase and continually thereafter, the lawyer 

suffers emotional discomfort and is obliged to undertake extra work, both for the 

continued functioning of his practice and for the appeasement of a conscience 

increasingly dominated by thoughts of Bartleby. Needless to say that the lawyer’s 

preferences, which should, according to his position as proprietor and nominal 

master, have priority, have become as irrelevant as Bartleby’s ought to have been in 

the first instance. The pre-eminence of the master’s desire, as described by Hegel, has 

been nullified by the insistence of his slave on simply stating not his own desire, but 

his preference not to do so.   

     It is because Bartleby appears, to the lawyer, bereft of the emotional substance 

that would make him ‘ordinarily human’ that he is allowed the freedom to make a 

statement as inappropriate as ‘I would prefer not to’. This escape from the usual 

framework of consequences enables Bartleby’s singular utterance to assume 

relevance that it could not claim within that framework. As such the statement both 

incites and negates the conflict.  

     The perceived absence of Bartleby’s fundamental ‘humanness’ affects both the 

rational and emotional faculties of the lawyer when he considers the logical impasse 

produced by his failure to apprehend Bartleby’s motives. His immediate frustrations 

are attenuated by sympathy but this sympathy ultimately does nothing to advance a 
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logical account of Bartleby’s humanity. The sympathy in fact creates an extra 

dimension to the sense that Bartleby has achieved a subversive, even incidental 

dominion over him. The charitable feelings which initially reconcile the lawyer to the 

impenetrability of his clerk crumble into hopelessness when Bartleby reveals himself 

as resistant to charity as he is to authority. 

     As the previous chapter detailed, Bartleby resists any definition that would provide 

a rubric for how to effectively work with or around him; he even resists any definition 

which would serve to allow the lawyer to aid or benefit him. Instead, with his tireless 

method of resistance, he begins to shape his environment more than it shapes him. 

The energy vainly exerted to manipulate or comprehend him is deflected so 

thoroughly, that his repeated catchphrase begins to permeate the consciousness of 

those who are repeatedly subjected to it. Whereas Bartleby’s behaviour withdraws 

further and further towards absolute seclusion and inactivity, his catchphrase 

becomes social. The lawyer can’t help but notice the involuntary interpolation of the 

word ‘prefer’ into his speech and the speech of his staff, and this occurrence is one 

that the reader recognises instantly, yet one that has been so insidiously produced or 

directed that it entirely escape the notice of those within the text - as is the case with 

Turkey (20-21), as if Bartleby’s idiom were acting like a cognitive virus.128   

     Though it seems that Bartleby intends no mischief, the scene in which he is 

rebuked with a bombardment of the words ‘prefer’ and ‘preferences’ (20-21) borders 

on the farcical, and the verdict that he is the cause of this subliminal mischief cannot 

be withheld. The lawyer, perhaps already weighed upon by the troubling notion of 

Bartleby’s involuntarily controlling force, ‘trembled to think that my contact with the 

scrivener had already and seriously affected me in a mental way’. (20) These thoughts 

progress into the resolve to dismiss Bartleby and although this instinct seems to 

waver, as all instincts seem to when directed against the riddle of Bartleby, the 

lawyer eventually commits and confronts Bartleby with his intention to be rid of him, 

replying ‘you must’ (22, emphasis Melville’s) when met with the obligatory ‘I would 

prefer not’. 

 
128 Frances K. Howard observes that ‘[Bartleby’s] pallidly courteous response to most verbal gestures 
toward his will becomes almost hypnotic in its inexorability. The word ‘prefer’, in fact, bids fair to infect 
the office’. Howard, ‘The Catalyst of Language: Melville's Symbol’, 830. 
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     The lawyer still reasons that, unable to control Bartleby within the margins of his 

employment, he has the recourse at any time to dismiss him and end their 

association. This is the final, material manifestation of his authority. He praises 

himself on administering this coup-de-grace without damaging his sense of moral 

worthiness, softening the blow with the offer of future assistance and the provision of 

twenty dollars added to the wages owing. By stacking together assumptions to force 

an inexorable conclusion and sealing the implied contract with a definitive farewell, 

the lawyer is initially convinced of the unimpeachable decisiveness of his manoeuvre. 

His final, unequivocal claim to mastery leaves him to vainly reflect upon his 

management of the situation, ‘Masterly I call it, and such it must appear to any 

dispassionate thinker’. (23)  

     The thoughts of his own ‘masterly’ handling of assumptions, when the haze of 

pride evaporates, retreat somewhat and leave still the resonance of Bartleby’s 

invariable response to all previous assumptions. Doubts return to haunt the lawyer, 

fostered by the very unreasonableness of the one against whom the full force of 

society’s reason is directed. The very world in which the lawyer walks becomes the 

chamber in which the debate over Bartleby’s motives and preferences takes place:   

 

 ‘And so I kept veering about. At the corner of Broadway and 

Canal-street, I saw quite an excited group of people standing in 

earnest conversation  

‘I’ll take odds he doesn’t’, said a voice as I passed.  

‘Doesn’t go?—done!’ said I, ‘put up your money’.   

I was instinctively putting my hand in my pocket to produce my 

own, when I remembered that this was an election day. The 

words I had overheard bore no reference to Bartleby, but to 

the success or non-success of some candidate for the 

mayoralty. In my intent frame of mind, I had, as it were, 

imagined that all Broadway shared in my excitement, and were 

debating the same question with me’. (23)  
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This is an example of the lawyer’s increasing preoccupation with Bartleby’s condition 

and resulting loss of touch with the rest of society. Though it seems as though his 

desire to be rid of Bartleby has taken a position of pre-eminence, in actuality, it is 

Bartleby’s desire that remains paramount here, as the lawyer is inadvertently 

revealing that Bartleby may still choose not to leave. This departure from a normal 

outlook is symptomatic of the problem of Bartleby’s influence. He has undermined 

the foundations of the lawyer’s world, not just by refusing his benign authority but by 

refusing it without malice or rebelliousness, so as to seemingly deny the existence of 

that authority altogether. The lawyer would then, if his well-constructed offer 

achieves its desired result, be most grateful not for the material benefit of being rid of 

a disruptive presence, but for the psychological benefit of reconfirming the value of 

his assumptions. Critics like David Kuebrich observe that the lawyer’s assumptions, 

more than simply providing him with a factitious, legal and economic basis for 

imposing his authority ‘…identif[y] his authority with the natural order’. 129 When the 

lawyer is defied, the world is disordered. It seems however that, given the quantity of 

evidence provided by prior circumstances, the feared ‘deeper aberration’ (20) of the 

lawyer’s is produced perhaps not by Bartleby’s influence, but by the hitherto 

unchallenged influence of a world ordered by assumptions and unprepared to, or 

incapable of assimilating Bartleby. The ‘masterly’ proposition of carefully arranged 

assumptions proves as impotent as all the other assumptions Bartleby refuses to 

conform to.    

     To the lawyer’s mind Bartleby’s resistance to even the most basic operating 

imperatives within the hierarchy which employs him bring him dangerously close to 

fulfilling the definition of the master. He has already compelled the lawyer to 

complete work which he himself preferred not to do. Furthermore he has, without the 

effrontery of giving a direct order but with the assurance that his preferences will be 

respected, prohibited the lawyer from entering his own offices:  

 

 
129 Kuebrich, ‘Melville's Doctrine of Assumptions: The Hidden Ideology of Capitalist Production in 
‘Bartleby’, 393. 
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‘In a brief word or two, he moreover added, that perhaps I had 

better walk round the block two or three times, and by that time 

he would probably have concluded his affairs’. (16) 

 

In response to being dismissed from his own property the lawyer ‘slunk away from 

[his] own door, and did as [Bartleby] desired. But not without sundry twinges of 

impotent rebellion…’ (16, emphasis mine) Here the expression of his indignation at 

this unexpected inconvenience is deemed a ‘rebellion’, an act conventionally reserved 

for the slave as recourse against the oppression of the master. The lawyer’s ‘twinge’ 

betrays the gathering sense, as in this instance the terminology of the slave has been 

transplanted into the lawyer’s thoughts, that Bartleby has in some way usurped his 

position of authority. He frames Bartleby’s mild suggestion as an order and his own 

uneasiness at being ‘dictated to’ as a rebellion, exchanging the usual terms of 

reference relative to the positions that those terms denote. Not just in the basic 

language of authority and service however, does this seeming reversal take place, but 

in the observable fact that the lawyer complies under the pressure of his copyist’s 

disarming passivity, when common usage, law and, as is alluded to on more than one 

occasion, manhood determines that he need not. Conversely Bartleby does not 

submit to orders that according to his position he ought to. The lawyer is being 

dictated to, yet it is not Bartleby, who only ordinarily gives dispassionate accounts of 

his own conduct and reiterates his preferences (always framing them in the negative), 

who dictates. Though the lawyer may, in moments of reversal, see himself as being 

mastered by his subordinate, for the most part he is convinced that there is no 

intention on Bartleby’s part to assume any authority over him directly. The mastery 

then, achieved through the opacity of Bartleby’s resistance and the irregularity of his 

language, is one achieved by accident and for no practical purpose. The loss of 

authority to Bartleby is particularly troubling for the lawyer because it is achieved 

outside of any prescribed norms for such a transfer. Bartleby cannot have usurped the 

lawyer’s authority if he did not recognise it in the first place and this is the key to the 

scrivener’s operation upon the dialectic of mastery and bondage. Bartleby repudiates 

the very notion of the oppositional dialectic he seems to initiate, remaining 
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impervious to the assumptions that counter his preferences and refusing to accept the 

notion of mastery from which the dialectic ordinarily arises.  

     That leads us to the vital question of the source of the authority which Bartleby 

seems to deflate. What are the terms which allow the lawyer to assume effective 

control over his office and staff? How is he able to accept the regular irritations and 

conflicts caused by his other employees and maintain the assumption of authority? 

Herbert F. Smith considered the Master in Chancery the capitalist equivalent of a 

feudal lord who ‘rules over the so various dispositions of his employees… and creates 

a functional society from their disparate parts’ [emphasis Smith’s]130, In short, his 

management, the very concept of management, is dependent on assumptions of 

authority grounded in the history of society, whose basis was altered but whose basics 

remained comparable, and this authority is itself dependent upon classification. The 

hierarchy exists because it first defines the struggles which occur within its limits.  

     As I have stressed and as Sanford Pinsker points out, the lawyer ‘is obsessed with 

definition’ [emphasis Pinsker’s], and his ability to categorise and understand his other 

copyists is the key to his mastery in the office.131 The struggles familiar to the lawyer 

can be demarcated within the boundaries of the subservient stations held by his other 

employees. Turkey is often ‘rash with his tongue, in fact, insolent’ (6) in his post 

meridian phase. Nippers also is  

 

‘the victim of two evil powers—ambition and indigestion. The 

ambition was evinced by a certain impatience of the duties of a 

mere copyist, an unwarrantable usurpation of strictly 

professional affairs, such as the original drawing up of legal 

documents’. (7)  

 

Turkey’s occasional afternoon insolence and Nippers’ morning irritability and 

scandalous appropriation of higher duties, are a demonstration of displeasure at the 

 
130 Smith, ‘Melville’s Master in Chancery and his Recalcitrant Clerk’, 736. 
131 Pinsker, ‘Language as Wall’, 22. Norman Springer also introduces his essay ‘Bartleby and the Terror 
of Limitation’, by stating that the lawyer’s limitations are illuminated by his failed efforts ‘…to come to 
terms with, and locate in some category – the strange experience he has with the enigmatic Bartleby’, 
410.  
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repetitious duties of a scrivener. These expected moments of defiance are absorbed 

and accepted by the lawyer, chiefly because they can be classified. Those traits and 

habits fall into the appropriate category and are articulable through the lexicon 

familiar to master-slave, employer-employee relations. The difficulties posed by 

Turkey and Nippers occur within a well-ordered taxonomy, enabling their designation 

as subservient. Turkey could be insolent under provocation, his insolence however, is 

an expression of the powerlessness of his position. Only the employee in this case can 

be insolent, as insolence by definition is the lack of respect due to a figure of 

authority. The situation is such that, even when Turkey is disrespectful, the respect 

due is tacitly acknowledged by the very designation ‘disrespectful’. As far as Turkey is 

concerned, even at his most impudent and obstructive his idioms defer to a 

vocabulary appropriate to his subservient station, preferring as he does to rely on the 

phrase ‘with submission’.132  

     Nipper’s irritability at the tedious endeavours of a copyist and his evident ambition 

to rise higher also signify the authority of his employer as the ‘rebellion’ itself is a 

recognition of hierarchy. Even though the exchanging moods of the two scriveners 

show, each in their irritable meridian, a certain disrespect towards the lawyer, that 

disrespect is classifiably reserved for those in service and can only be directed at a 

figure of authority. The lawyer can understand and order the rebellious and 

incontinent natures of Turkey and Nippers and in ordering them he recognises his 

authority within them. Their respective problems are so neatly expressed as of the 

morning in one and of the afternoon in the other that they become almost 

complimentary to one another. These regular and predictable moods are contrary to 

the problem raised by the arrival of Bartleby, who is perhaps Melville’s most 

predictable character. Crucially though, where the disagreeable qualities of his other 

clerks are fixed in place and manageable, Bartleby is predictable without being 

classifiable. The lawyer is able to recognise with precision the faults pertaining to 

Turkey and Nippers and though he is patently unable to rectify them (though he does 

 
132 The lawyer recounts 7 occasions where Turkey uses the phrase ‘with submission’, and given that 
very little of the narrative is dedicated to describing his activities it seems more than fair to assume 
that ‘with submission’ is as frequent an occurrence in dialogue with Turkey as ‘I would prefer not to’ is 
with Bartleby. Leo Marx briefly considers the relationship between the two utterances, conflating both 
Turkey and Nippers, postulating that ‘In their mouths ‘prefer’ actually is indistinguishable from 
‘submission’; only in Bartleby's does it stand for a genuine act of will’. ‘Parable of the Walls’, 621. 
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attempt to) he is able to manage them so as to extract an acceptable level of service 

from them both and so maintain the functional office and the notion of his authority. 

Bartleby’s passivity however creates a problem that is unmanageable. He, unlike 

Turkey and Nippers, is invariably mild, and his refrain of ‘I would prefer not to’ is 

uttered without the suspicion of insolence in ‘a flute like tone’ (12). His moods, or, 

more accurately his mood, does not fit within the structured hierarchy and so cannot 

be organised for the benefit of the office. He shows no sign in his language or his 

behaviour that he is in service to the lawyer except in the work that he industriously 

performs in the story’s first phase but even this service is related in unfamiliar terms:   

 

‘At first Bartleby did an extraordinary quantity of writing. As if 

long famishing for something to copy, he seemed to gorge 

himself on my documents. There was no pause for digestion. He 

ran a day and night line, copying by sun-light and by candle-light’. 

(10)  

 

His initial and tireless work seems like the fulfilment of some elemental need, its 

volume far exceeding the requirements or expectations of his employer, but then, 

without warning, he simply gives up copying altogether. The description seems to 

suggest that rather than performing the duty because instructed, Bartleby is copying 

to satisfy some undesignated desire of his, some arcane hunger to copy and, when the 

hunger is sated, the task is relinquished. Ordinarily copying such lengthy documents 

for a living, as the lawyer and the reader perceive, is a chore. It does not seem such 

for Bartleby, for in the first instance he undertakes his duties with an industry both 

uncalled for and unusual. He initially behaves as though he had sought out the chore 

of copying lengthy documents; after all, he arrives mysteriously at the lawyer’s door 

and eagerly begins work. When he has reached the point at which the copying 

becomes, as one would have expected from the start, a task undertaken as a service 

to his employer, he ceases. When his behaviour becomes expressible as a regular and 

understandable submissive function, he resists it.  

     Before Bartleby concludes his only service (that of copying), he begins, upon first 

being requested to perform a duty other than copying, his astonishing expression of 
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resistance to the assumptions of his role. It is crucial to note that Bartleby’s usual 

phrase ‘I would prefer not to’ is not just a denial, but rather a non sequitur. As the 

response to an order issued under the assumptions of the social structure which 

employs him, his preferences do not matter. His place in the economic hierarchy is 

determined by the assumptions that hold his preferences to be irrelevant, yet those 

assumptions and those structures are themselves meaningless if they are not 

accepted by the humans which constitute their existence. Bartleby’s preferring not to 

is not just a denial of his place in the hierarchy but a challenge to the very nature of 

that structure when subjected to such a refusal.              

     This unexpected departure from the laws of socio-economic assumption causes the 

lawyer to attempt to construct another web of assumptions under which he might be 

able to understand and so halt or curb Bartleby’s intent at non-compliance. He tries to 

frame Bartleby’s phrase in terms of rebellion by repeatedly entreating Bartleby to 

change ‘I would prefer not’ to ‘I will not’ or ‘I refuse to’. The lawyer continues to strive 

to clarify his copyist’s position, to at least commence a conversation which might lead 

to the overwhelming but unpronounceable question of why. Bartleby however 

remains absolutely committed to the vocabulary which exempts him from the 

regularity of definition within those social assumptions. When pressed for an account 

of his past life Bartleby, of course, prefers to give no answer and furthermore, when 

asked by his increasingly vexed employer if he will, in time be ‘a little reasonable’ 

Bartleby responds with the jarringly desolate ‘At present I would prefer not to be a 

little reasonable’ (20). Here he is not just refusing, but essentially exterminating the 

possibility of any discourse which might facilitate a mutual understanding. The lawyer 

is intently engaged in the process of attempting to begin Hegel’s master-slave dialectic 

but again and always, Bartleby, in preferring not to be reasonable, suggests that the 

inevitability of the struggle which creates masters and slaves is not an consequence of 

human coexistence, but an illusion. 

     The next day, when Bartleby, still without notice of his dismissal, is found standing 

at his window, the lawyer, confirmed in his suspicion that Bartleby, at present, will do 

no more writing, asks what the reason is and Bartleby replies ‘Do you not see the 

reason for yourself?’ (21) This question, couched in the negative and stated 

indifferently, highlights and epitomises the crucial difference, or perceptible gulf 



122 
 

between preferences and assumptions. The answer, to the lawyer’s mind, Implies that 

he ought to recognise the reason, yet Bartleby has offered nothing more than a 

question, to which the answer is surely ‘no’. The question imposes upon the lawyer to 

further assume about Bartleby’s behaviour, which he duly and erroneously does. As 

Kingsley Widmer explains ‘The attorney’s reason for Bartleby’s defiance comes as 

kindly and logical; it is also totally unsupported by fact or assertion’.133 Rather than 

accept the neutrality of their relationship, the lawyer continues the struggle, in a 

sense allowing himself, albeit indirectly, to be commanded. He concocts an answer 

which still, in some way, confirms his tenuous claim to authority over the scrivener. 

He excuses Bartleby’s cessation of duty, categorizing it as relating to a problem with 

his eyes, therein maintaining the illusion that Bartleby requires permission to desist 

working.  

     It is as though all of Bartleby’s incongruous and enigmatic utterances are taken as 

commands to interpret, which is to say, commands to undertake futile work, as there 

are no solid grounds upon which to base an interpretation. The lawyer is then being 

mastered by his own interpretations of Bartleby’s conduct, or, more accurately, by the 

imperative to interpret the uninterpretable. It is an abstracted idea of what Bartleby 

represents that imposes upon the lawyer and coerces him into forcing Bartleby into 

some firm classification. The inevitable result is a practical and emotional breakdown. 

The mystery of Bartleby engenders in the lawyer both a profound sense of pity and of 

Christian duty, reflected in the commandment to love thy neighbour. At the height of 

his exasperation and questioning his own identity, this amorphous, Christian duty 

gives him something to cling on to. Elizabeth Barnes makes the case, in her essay 

‘Manhood and the Limits of Sympathy’, that the sympathies that Bartleby brings to life 

in the lawyer are in fact the forces that have potential to enslave him entirely: 

 

‘Moreover he [the lawyer] is increasingly at the mercy of his 

own varying ‘resolves’: his emotional vacillation between 

fraternal affection and repulsion, the claims of sympathy as 

 
133 Widmer, ‘Melville’s Radical Resistance’, 454. Widmer goes on to assert that ‘The decent rationalist 
will have an assumption that properly explains away otherwise rebellious behaviour, no matter what’. 
But I tend to suggest that ‘rebellious behaviour’ is the explanation the lawyer is looking for and unable 
to find in Bartleby. 
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refracted through Christian doctrine, and the self-interest 

that identification with Bartleby challenges. The narrator’s 

initial equanimity regarding the eccentricities of his scrivener, 

grounded in the view that charity involves an exchange of 

services that benefits both parties, finally gives way to a kind 

of paranoia – the sense that Bartleby will someday master 

him’. [Emphasis Barnes’]134 

 

The ‘varying resolves’ stand for the lawyer’s two absolute recognitions about the 

scrivener: on the one hand is the recognition of Bartleby’s humanity; his kinship with 

all human beings, and all the sensitivities and vulnerabilities inherent to that 

condition. On the other hand, the recognition that Bartleby is the dead end of all 

inquiry. The insurmountable evidence that points to the fact that nothing can be 

known about Bartleby, and that, consequently, nothing exists to link him to the rest of 

the human race except the incontrovertibility of form. In their opposition, these 

recognitions amount to the challenge to authority and identity that manifests as the 

paranoid sense of the lawyer’s having been mastered. To identify with Bartleby (the 

crux of the story’s conflict is, of course, the very attempt to identify Bartleby) means 

either to make the unwarranted leap into the treacherous world of assumptions 

which Bartleby continually proves to be false, or to reduce one’s own personality to a 

reflection of the dead-end that Bartleby represents. The lawyer is made impotent by 

the impossibility of reconciling these competing truths. His sympathy proves to be as 

ineffectual a pathway to understanding Bartleby as his assumptions about society, 

human behaviour and their attendant logic. The attempt (and failure) to identify with 

Bartleby through sympathy, as Elizabeth Barnes continues to explain, rather than 

enabling an understanding, actually destabilises the power structure which first made 

the attempt feasible: 

 

‘… a man’s identification with a person (even) more 

disadvantaged than himself, rather than engendering 

 
134 Barnes, ‘Fraternal Melancholies: Manhood and the limits of Sympathy in Douglass and Melville’, 
240-1. 
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fraternal sympathy, tends to create an anxiety about what 

such identifications mean and how they might change or 

affect the person whose manhood is tenuously supported by 

the fragile pyramid of social differentiations. The support is 

so tenuous, in fact, one might say the concrete difference 

between black and white, or between slave, worker and 

capitalist owner, evident in antebellum America is ultimately 

subsumed in a sentimental notion of manhood – in the idea 

that how a man feels about himself carries its own reality’.135   

 

The lawyer’s laborious process of identification with Bartleby brings him in to contact 

with the possibility that his assumptions about that ‘fragile pyramid’ of 

differentiations that constitutes society might be an illusion. The underlying principles 

that organise the lawyer’s world are exposed not as absolutes but simply 

conveniences and accidents, written into the laws of common usage to impel, without 

objective authority, ethereal and capricious humanity to become predictable. The 

lawyer’s assumptions exist to enable a structured view of an otherwise chaotic 

fluidity. His inability to relate to Bartleby, or to relate Bartleby to society, is the 

window through which this unstructured reality becomes visible and threatens the 

stability of his own concept of self, the relationships he has formed with members of 

society and his relationship with society itself.     

  

… 

 

The issue of the lawyer’s authority, vexed by the occurrence of Bartleby, suggests, as 

we have seen, a reversal of the roles of master and slave, where Bartleby’s 

preferences take precedence over the lawyer’s and, from one standpoint, frame 

Bartleby as the master. There are a number of problems with this view however: 

crucially, though it describes the lawyer’s loss of control, it is unable to define Bartleby 

as a mastering force, since he derives no benefit from the power he seems to wield 

 
135 Barnes, ‘Fraternal Melancholies’, 248-9. 
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incidentally and his desires are held in abeyance because of their negative framing. As 

Bartleby’s control is both indirect and undirected, the label ‘master’, in any practical 

sense, is erroneous. Consequently, locating authority in Bartleby’s deliberations is 

mistaken. Bartleby comes closer to annihilating authority than he does to seizing it. 

Bartleby, rather than assuming control, collapses the intricate system of assumptions 

and negotiations that concretise relationships of service and authority. Ultimately 

though, Bartleby is crushed under the weight of the edifice he undermines. 

     Those critics who see Bartleby, inflected through Melville’s narrative, as the 

embodiment of a particular ideology or the engine of a particular protest must 

confront the unequivocal fact that any gesture Bartleby makes towards altering his 

world borders on incomprehensible obliquity.136 In the same way, the critic who views 

Bartleby as the idealised or abstracted expression of total freedom or independence 

must concede that, at the very least, his expression of this liberty results directly in his 

ever-increasing confinement.137 This increasing confinement, as we have seen, does 

little or nothing to alter Bartleby’s outward presentation; whether in prison or free, 

his activities and his preferences remain fixed, or, as Walton R. Patrick notes, if 

anything, as the action of the story progresses, Bartleby’s predisposition becomes 

more fixed, even and perhaps especially as his preferences put him at greater risk of 

deprivation.138 It is Patrick also who proposes that the lawyer’s casual assessment of 

Bartleby early in the text, ‘his aspect sufficiently evinces that his eccentricities are 

involuntary’ (13), contains a reflection of the story’s central and difficult truth, that 

 
136 See Barnett, ‘Bartleby as Alienated Worker’, 379-385. and Kuebrich, who in ‘Doctrine of 
Assumptions’ repeatedly suggests that Bartleby – both story and character – motions towards social 
change ‘Since Bartleby is ultimately protesting the unjust treatment of the working class, a genuine act 
of friendship would not be an act of pity but a recognition of the justice of Bartleby's complaint. It 
would ultimately have to become an act of solidarity, requiring a conversion of the lawyer-a conversion 
in his personal values, in the office work arrangements, and in his understanding of and mode of 
relating to the larger society’. 403   
137 See Mason, The Spirit above the Dust, London, 190-192. Giorgio Agamben goes further, describing 
Bartleby as a ‘new saviour’, 270., occupying a space of pure immanence – where potentiality and 
actuality meet and are indistinguishable. See Agamben, Potentialities, Collected Essays in Philosophy, 
Trans. Heller-Roazen, Daniel, 243-271. Allan Moore Emery expresses the dilemma of freedom 
engendering slavery writing ‘the rebel’s quest for freedom of mind must inevitably involve him in a life 
of ever-increasing limitations’, Moore Emery, ‘The Alternatives of Melville’s ‘Bartleby’’, 179. but still 
insists on finding some deducible rationale for Bartleby’s behaviour in order to express him as a 
symbolic representative for a type of doomed free-will.      
138 Patrick, ‘Melville’s ‘Bartleby’ and the Doctrine of Necessity’, 43. 
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Bartleby is the vocal agent of a mastering force within himself.139 Although Bartleby’s 

so-called eccentricities find a deliberate and obstinate expression in the form of his 

preferences, and this expression is one of a remarkable commitment, the 

commitment to preferences seems to express a condition of fixity that has no 

coherent index to reason and is inimical to the exercise of Bartleby’s preferences. In 

other words, Bartleby’s absolute commitment to his preferences inevitably opposes 

the content of those preferences. His preferences not to quit the lawyer (25) and to 

remain stationary (30) are obstructed by his ‘willed’ actions in resisting the authority 

that would enable them. It is the location of authority that Bartleby confuses, creating 

a void between the instance of his preferences and the implication of his actions. That 

void, it seems, cannot be traversed by reasoned interpretation. Everything about 

Bartleby’s conduct ought to suggest to the reader that he exists in a state of paralysis, 

repeating formulated phrases in response to every entreaty or effort to move him, 

staring at dead-walls and refusing even to acknowledge the necessity of nourishment. 

In his curiously willed dedication to a form of freedom outside of the bondage of the 

dollar-bound, socio-economic structure, Bartleby has bound himself to that 

unpronounced, perhaps unpronounceable internal force which absolutely determines 

his fate.  

     A great number of critics read Bartleby as an indictment of the lawyer-narrator and 

the society he represents, but impugning the lawyer seems to be another way of 

avoiding the fact that explanations of Bartleby, as protestor, oppressed and 

misunderstood worker, ideological proxy, outcast or lunatic all fail as completely as 

the lawyer’s efforts do, by providing no rubric for dealing with the scrivener.140 

Furthermore, they fail for precisely the reason that the lawyer fails, in that they 

propose categories for Bartleby that seem to be laborious extensions of the process of 

 
139 Patrick writes ‘While on the surface Bartleby's dogged assertion of preferences seems to provide 
evidence that he is a ‘wilful’ or even ‘free-willed’ individual, the necessitarian approach suggests to the 
contrary that he is ‘programed’ by his fixed disposition and unchanging viewpoint to will as he wills and 
that he has no more control over the direction of his ‘preferences’ than a machine would have’. 
‘Doctrine of Necessity’, 44. 
39 The list of critics who condemn the lawyer for a host of reasons is vast but sufficiently summarised by 
the first part of Dan McCall’s essay ‘The Reliable Narrator’, See McCall, ‘The Reliable Narrator’ The 
Silence of Bartleby, 99-154. – McCall explains that he felt compelled to write The Silence of Bartleby 
chiefly to defend his sympathetic view of the narrator against the vituperative attitudes towards him 
which characterise the ‘overwhelming majority of the Bartleby Industry’, 99.   
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understanding him through definition, a process which proved so unhelpful for the 

lawyer. The only difference in the critic’s case is that Bartleby cannot appear before 

them to demonstrate the untenability of their new categories. The lawyer, if anything, 

is a benign representative of that real world to which Bartleby is confined. He is 

capable of compassion, recognition and flexibility; he allows for Bartleby’s humanity 

where other’s might not or do not and he suggests the possibility of reading Bartleby, 

right up until the fatalism of his closing lament. Of course he fails to read Bartleby, but 

he does not fail because he approaches Bartleby in an inappropriate or misguided 

way, he fails because Bartleby is unreadable. He cannot be reasoned with in the 

narrative, nor, from outside of the narrative, can he be dismissed or isolated as an 

ideological abstraction. To treat him as such is to ignore the fact that he patently 

exists in, and is physically manipulated by the real world, encoded by the assumptions 

of his society, actualised by its many walls. Bartleby dies as a result of his failure to 

comply with laws, not just those of synthetic character, but natural laws also, for 

humans must eat to live. He dies with his head resting upon the concrete foundations 

of a reality from which critical thought tends to want to divorce him.  

     The authority that controls the action of the text and mystifies both narrator and 

reader is present in the persistence and tenacity of Bartleby’s presence within the 

narrative, and his unwillingness to explain either that presence or that unwillingness. 

His pivotal utterance seems to delineate a linguistic impasse, both emanating from 

him and mastering him, as though he is being articulated by his preferences rather 

than articulating them. He is the voice of an untranslatable and unlocatable authority 

and he seems to declare his freedom in the same breath as he defines his bondage.  

     At this point it seems appropriate, as a vague sequel, to make mention of the idea 

that Bartleby was engineered as an alter ego of the author himself.141 In his celebrated 

‘dollars damn me’ letter to Nathaniel Hawthorne Melville wrote ‘what I feel most 

moved to write, that is banned, - it will not pay. Yet, altogether, write the other way I 

cannot’142 [emphasis Melville’s]. This is the sentiment that provides some valid ground 

 
141 This is the view suggested by Leo Marx in ‘Parable of the Walls’ but the idea of Bartleby as an artist’s 
fable is also proposed by Newton Arvin and Richard Chase in, Arvin, Herman Melville, 211. and Chase, 
Herman Melville: a Critical Study, 147. 
142 Davis and Gilman, The Letters of Herman Melville, 128. – The letter in question was written to 
Nathaniel Hawthorne in June 1851, whilst Melville was working on the manuscript for Moby Dick  
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for the reading of Bartleby as an allegorical Melville, who averred that he could not do 

what was asked of him, that is to say, copy the successful model of his earlier works: 

Typee and Omoo. As I see it though, this view is both limited and limiting. It tends to 

ignore the content and impetus of Melville’s letter – which contained direct 

references to his efforts both to continue working and to continue writing. I don’t see 

that, given the scope and ambition of Moby-Dick, it is sustainable to suggest, as Marx 

does, that Melville saw the increasingly metaphysical concerns of his writing as the 

equivalent of ‘ceasing to write’.143 These readings (like a great number of critical 

interpretations of literary texts) can be compelling in the very fact of their 

tendentiousness, but as Dan McCall points out ‘we shrink from our job of 

understanding Melville’s imaginative energy when we turn his work of fiction into an 

autobiographical essay’.144  

     Bartleby, as I see it, is a generalised inflection of Melville’s vision of humanity, 

coming to terms with the incontrovertible limitations of its condition. Bartleby is 

unreadable because he will not be assimilated into the dialectic which relies on 

cooperation with an arbitrary system and yet his expression of this is quintessentially 

arbitrary. His appearance in this dialectic, as both absolutely human and absolutely 

unreadable, imperils the entire enterprise of arranging the systems which determine 

human mastery, by highlighting the inability of the systems to engage in a dialectical 

process with their constituents.    

     The lawyer’s final exclamatory and unifying summary of Bartleby and humanity is 

as apt as any critical evaluation, recognising in Bartleby both the unreadable 

stubbornness with which he will always be associated and his undeniable membership 

in the human race; a fact which condemns humanity to a version of equivalence with 

the stubbornness of Bartleby.  

  

 
143 Two sentences after the above proclamation about being unable to write ‘the other way’ Melville 
talks about blisters on his hands produced by ‘hoes and hammers’, The Letters of Herman Melville, 128. 
and the letter makes repeated mention of his efforts to refine ‘my ‘Whale’. Leo Marx, again in ‘Parable 
of the Walls’ considers Melville at this point as accepting ‘the popular view of his work and of his life’ 
as ‘the equivalent of ceasing to write’, 612.    
144 McCall, ‘Hawthorne: A Problem’ The Silence of Bartleby, 97. 
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8. The Confidence-Man Part 1 

 

Master of the Masquerade 

 

From Melville’s perplexed narrator in Bartleby, and his first person account of the 

mystifying effect of a single, unreadable character, we move into the entirely 

uncertain terrain of The Confidence-Man, with its dizzying array of characters. In 

Bartleby, a single character destabilises the basis for structures of authority, both 

practical and metaphysical. Bartleby does this by excluding himself from the 

dialectical process which aims at establishing a mutual understanding, but in The 

Confidence-Man, it is the definitive and contradictory protestations of the characters, 

most of whom are prepared to expound a very particular worldview, which 

undermines that dialectical process. Whereas in Bartleby, Melville’s voice adopts the 

singular perspective of the lawyer, in The Confidence-Man Melville maintains a 

deliberately equivocal distance from the perspectives of characters observed in the 

third person. The effect, as in Melville’s other ‘masquerade’, Benito Cereno, is to 

generate a sort of master-slave dialectic between reader and author. Melville 

suggests from the outset that a competition for mastery is set to take place on board 

the Fidèle, between confidence men and those who wish to unmask them. The key to 

this competition is recognition, yet access to the information required for recognition 

is the thing which Melville conspicuously withholds. Consequently, the reader is left 

unable to process the claims and counter-claims of characters whose identity is never 

more than suggested and the result is the reduction of truth seeking to a linguistic 

stalemate; a kind of slavery to semantics.  

     Truth, as described by Hegel’s rational process, is approached through the 

engagement of dialectical oppositions, but the dialectic at play in The Confidence-

Man suggests a truth which is unreadable between the two oppositional extremes 

which its characters espouse. The two certainties of trust and no trust in The 

Confidence-Man are set forth so conclusively by their adherents that the firm 

principle of each position is to refuse the kind of engagement with the other that 

Hegel’s dialectic requires. In this way, Melville situates truth and progress as 
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unreadable and unreachable between characters whose philosophy enslaves them, in 

a metaphysical sense, to a course of action which is prescribed by principled 

ignorance. At the same time, Melville makes his text the exemplar of uncertainty, 

suggesting the nature of a dialectic of mastery and bondage bound by the need for 

recognition but making that recognition impossible without falling into the trap of 

adopting one or other flawed stance. The terms of Melville’s novel commit the reader 

to the space between extremes, either confined by limited information and bound by 

inescapable and ubiquitous doubts, or trapped by an equally confining dedication to 

one of two carefully delimited certainties.           

     The first three chapters of The Confidence-Man effectively establish its tone of 

dubiety as well as introducing the major dialectical oppositions that constitute its 

thematic content. A close-reading of these chapters, and the introductions they 

make, will illustrate how Melville’s most dialogue driven novel functions. The reader 

is offered the opposition of dialectical extremes pitted against one another but faced 

with the deliberative concealment of identities and origins which make judgement 

effectively impossible. Melville sustains a prevailing uncertainty, in between the 

fervent certainties of his characters, and in doing so ensnares the reader in a mock 

Hegelian dialogue that moves towards a greater slavery.   

      The confusion of this insistence on opposition is heralded straightaway, with 

reference to the date in the opening line, ‘at sunrise on a first of April’145, April Fools’ 

Day, and the mysterious appearance of the deaf-mute man who proceeds to display a 

series of biblical pronouncements about charity to an irritable crowd. This very first 

sentence is a clear signpost of the expected deceptions to come (as, of course, is the 

title of the novel) and an instruction for the reader to withhold confidence, as it were. 

This narrative hint is the overture to a novel which revolves around a series of 

requests for confidence made by characters of uncertain origin and of dubious 

authenticity. The hint will be repeated several times within the first three chapters 

and is the subtext of virtually every chapter thereafter, but crucially, Melville will 

indicate the ambiguities that undermine confidence, without ever providing the 

evidence required to see behind the mask and to inculpate any of the confidence 

 
145 Melville, The Confidence-Man, 1.  
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man’s supposed avatars. The hint specifically is that the reader must beware of the 

information provided by characters who attempt to master whomever they 

encounter by manipulating the terms of their recognition. The novel, as Melville 

relentlessly insinuates, is about recognising, but the dialectic is vexed by the author 

himself, who keeps all characters and the reader enslaved to the central 

contradiction: making a recognition is the key to mastering the confidence man, but 

making a recognition is also the key to being mastered by him. 

     The first three chapters of The Confidence-Man are littered with suggestions, both 

oblique and direct, to our dual understanding of the word ‘confidence’ – the novel’s 

title being our first initiation into Melville’s use of suggestion to introduce this duality. 

The novel is both a disquisition on confidence as a paramount virtue and cornerstone 

of society on all levels and, as the title, the date and the setting hint, a warning to the 

reader against confidence and a joke at the expense of those prepared to give it.146 

Whilst the various conceivable confidence men within the novel attempt to generate 

an atmosphere in which confidence is currency, by adamantly declaring its self-

evident value they are simultaneously suggesting to the reader that their requests for 

confidence should be treated with suspicion.  

     To call the novel The Confidence-Man suggests also that its action will focus on the 

activities of a single swindler. Indeed the majority of critics agree that it is realistic to 

infer, on the basis of various narrative clues, that the confidence man is a single, 

protean figure who assumes various disguises and so the reader is prompted to be 

vigilant from the outset; mindful of the departures and arrivals of figures who seem 

solely interested in discussing and celebrating confidence.147 In effect the title of the 

 
146 It should be noted that in 1857, when Melville wrote The Confidence-Man, the term was relatively 
new, (see Reynolds, ‘The Prototype for Melville's Confidence-Man’, 1009-1013.) but had by this time 
begun to acquire its idiomatic meaning and would, especially when followed by ‘His Masquerade’, and 
given the additional implication of the date, have been understood in this sense by his contemporary 
audience.  
147 James E Miller Jr., for example, thinks that ‘The confidence man glides out of one guise and into 
another in such slick manner as to put even that infamous snake of Eden to shame’  ‘The Confidence-
Man: His Guises’, 104.  Opinion is divided as to whether the deaf-mute of chapter one is one of the 
confidence man’s avatars, Miller sees him as Christ-like,  ‘In short, the mute is Christ bringing the 
essence of the Christian ethical message to the world’. ‘The Confidence-Man: His Guises’, 104., 
whereas Thomas L McHaney views him as diabolical ‘Is the fleecy deaf-mute one of the disguises of the 
Confidence Man? Is the Confidence Man, in all his guises, always to be identified with the devil? If I am 
correct, the answer to both questions is Yes’, ‘The Confidence-Man and Satan's Disguises in Paradise 
Lost’, 200. 
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novel does much to immediately undermine our confidence in the various men it 

introduces. It is, however, no more than a suggestion; it is not definitive evidence that 

any of the novel’s transactions are necessarily fraudulent. The confidence man could, 

alternatively, refer simply to the man/men who appear, one after another, to 

espouse ‘confidence’ as one of society’s principal qualities. The novel itself could, 

after all, be viewed as a linguistic investigation into the substance of the word 

‘confidence’. On this note of potential ambiguity we must admit that Melville has not 

begun his story with conclusive evidence that a swindler is on board, but he has made 

it impossible for the reader to accept prima facie the professed innocence or good 

intentions of his suspicious cast. In this sense Phillip Drew is unimpeachably correct 

when he asserts that ‘every incident narrated is innocent in itself and innocent to a 

trusting eye, but filled with dubious circumstance to the reader who is himself 

without confidence’ but wrong when he tells us that ‘the mistrust has its origin not in 

Melville but in the reader himself’.148 Given our understanding of what it means to be 

a confidence man and what it means to masquerade, points we would be 

unforgivably naïve to dismiss, we ought to be suspicious from the very beginning. 

Even the most trusting eye has been converted to suspicion by the time chapter one 

has been reached.  

      Suggestion, in the sense of premeditatedly implanting a particular idea in the form 

of an incidental remark, is one of the methods used by the confidence man to 

inculcate trust and to introduce deception. Black Guinea’s list of men who can vouch 

for him, for example, seems to include all of the characters who will practice some 

form of probable confidence trick thereafter but Black Guinea implies that they are all 

worthy of confidence (otherwise their opinions on his character would be, and 

probably are, worthless). The man with the weed (John Ringman) promotes the 

potential for investment in the Black Rapids Coal Company, introducing yet another of 

 
     There are clearly other characters (Charlie Noble and the Soldier of Fortune for example) who, 
roughly speaking, fit the description, but Black Guinea, the man with a weed, the man with the grey 
coat, the man with the transfer book, the herb doctor, the PIO officer with the brass plate, and the 
Cosmopolitan all follow each other without ever meeting or being in the same scene together and for 
the most part they seem to introduce one another.   
148 Drew, ‘Appearance and Reality in Melville's The Confidence-Man’, 440-1. Drew admirably and 
effectively demonstrates that Melville’s refusal to provide any irrefutable evidence of deceit ensures 
that it is the reader who must betray a lack of confidence, but the argument fails to make a convincing 
case that the reader’s suspicions are not thoroughly justified.    
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the figures from Black Guinea’s list, and in chapter fifteen the man with the book 

(John Truman) recommends the Herb-Doctor’s Omni-Balsamic-Reinvigorator to the 

old miser with a cough. These suggestions about the trustworthiness or probity of 

certain characters have the function of advising or instilling trust in several characters 

within the novel, but have the opposite effect on the reader. There is a sort of ‘who 

ain’t a slave’ circularity to this web of confidences that places the reader at a loss, 

unable to refer to any authority because every figure of reference is linked to every 

other. If any of the figures to whom an individual refers for authentication were 

brought before the increasingly conflicted jury, comprised of the various assembled 

characters of the novel, what would stand as proof of their integrity? Presumably 

further witnesses or the kind of documentary proof which time and time again 

Melville shows to be critically ambiguous and unsatisfactory.149 This regressive quest 

for clarity is all part of the debate between the positions of confidence and ‘no trust’ 

upon which identifiable distinctions are predicated in theory and through which all 

identifiable positions are obscured in practice.150 The only solution, once again, is to 

commit to trusting everyone, or to trusting no one, positions that entail a deep 

limitation which cannot be reasoned away and which is a kind of metaphysical 

slavery.  

     The suggestions that, within the novel, attempt to, and often succeed in paving the 

way for confidence, are red flags to the reader; they are indications of mendacity. Yet 

without the clarification of an authorial intervention, the reader is left with the 

dilemma of having no concrete evidence to justify the ensuing lack of confidence, 

beyond the contrast of Melville’s suggestions and the subsequent overtures of his 

characters, which, as we have seen, fails as the basis for a rational discourse. 

 
149 There are many examples of the unreliability of written evidence that suggest that even if Black 
Guinea, for example, could provide the ‘waloable papers’ he laments not having, either the crowd, the 
reader or both would remain unconvinced. Examples range from the PW label on the wine brought to 
Charlie Noble and Francis Goodman in chapter twenty-nine, which neither of them can decipher, to the 
counterfeit detector of the final chapter which proves to be useless in determining the validity of the 
notes which are examined against it. 
150 This uncertainty within the novel extends to and envelops any critical analysis that claims to identify 
either the confidence man/men or a definitive moral centre. Peter Bellis writes that ‘each portion of 
the book is either undercut by the circumstances or language of its presentation or revealed as the 
start of a seemingly infinite interpretive regress’, noting as he does that Melville does not provide the 
novel with any central certainty around which to build a specific reading, ‘Melville's Confidence-Man: 
An Uncharitable Interpretation’, 568.  
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     Melville, within the first seven words of his novel, ‘at sunrise on a first of April’, 

has, in effect, mastered the response of his audience to a cast of characters whose 

activities, after such an introduction, will inevitably arouse suspicion. This makes the 

extensive and recurrent discussion on the subject of confidence both disturbing and 

comic. Its comedy is partly our feeling of being an impartial and initiated observer: 

one who understands that tricks are about to be played on characters, varying in their 

degrees of susceptibility and ignorance. In this capacity, we observe the pantomimic 

farce from a comfortable distance. The unsettling quality of the novel however, is 

partly that we cannot be certain that we are not also dupes, subjected to deception 

and, on another level, duped and mastered by Melville. We may, at first, be inclined 

to indulge ourselves by sitting in judgement of those who have made deals with the 

evasive and evolving tricksters of the Mississippi, but we can never be fully satisfied 

that we have understood the interplay and the exchange; we can never be sure we 

are not being fed misleading clues and being furnished with incomplete evidence. 

Here the game of mastering one’s audience, just like the confidence man’s game of 

mastering his mark, relies on making the dupe believe that they are achieving 

dominance, whether this is assuring them of the satisfaction of alms-giving, or giving 

them the assurance that their investments will yield a profit. In Melville’s case it is 

allowing the audience to believe they understand who is tricking whom, but the trick 

is that this will never be clear. 

     The first character to whom we are introduced, the deaf-mute with the slate, 

whose muteness the reader is alerted to in the title of the chapter, ‘A Mute goes 

aboard a Boat on the Mississippi’ (1), expertly and instantly addresses the novel’s 

preoccupation with communication. We are immediately introduced to a Melville 

archetype, the virtual incommunicado, whose messages and whose significance 

cannot be established with certainty because they are unprepared to or cannot 

communicate. Like Moby Dick, Bartleby, Babo and John Claggart, the deaf-mute only 

suggests meaning; he cannot or will not participate in a dialogue that will establish his 

motives. Given the circumstances of his appearance, the suggestions he makes must 

be counted as essentially ambiguous, and even perhaps unreadable and, as in Moby-

Dick, the dialectical prison of mastery and bondage assumes its power over 

characters by forcing them to inscribe meaning onto the blank space which confronts 
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them; to read the unreadable. This is Melville’s operative mastery of his reader, 

forcing us to count recognition as the master value in understanding his novel and so 

mastering us by making any and every recognition critically unreliable. 

     The statements that he writes on the slate come directly from the New Testament, 

but the question which dichotomised the early critics of The Confidence-Man is 

whether or not those statements are part of the confidence game or whether they 

constitute a conspicuous contrast to it; is the deaf-mute man in cream colours an 

ineffectual Christ figure or one of the subtly effective disguises of the devil?151 This 

critical division is further evidence of what John Cawelti notes as the insolubility of 

the question of whether the innocent appearance and muteness of this ‘lamb-like 

figure’ (5) are just more disguises for the confidence man.152 The question I think 

bears extension to include all of the proposed confidence men, who clearly all protest 

(or pretend) innocence, and all ground their requests for money on the veracity of the 

deaf-mute man’s biblical tracings. The only intratextual evidence that the deaf-mute 

man is not one of the confidence man’s avatars is that he does not ask for money, but 

if we assume that he is one of the confidence man’s avatars then this is a redundant 

observation; he is clearly making similar use of the suggestive functions of the 

vocabulary of charity and confidence, being the first to insist upon their inherent 

value.  

     The point is this, if we are impelled, by Melville’s introduction, towards suspicion 

of any character who makes claims on behalf of confidence or charity then we must 

suspect the deaf-mute man. I believe that the circumstances of his arrival make at 

least a cursory suspicion inevitable, but in suspecting him, we must also accept the 

counterpoint: that no character is definitively implicated any more than any character 

is beyond suspicion. It should be emphasised that, in a novel where the central issue 

is trustworthiness, Melville (or Melville’s narrator) is responsible only for the 

 
151 It’s no exaggeration to frame the critical debate over the identity and motives of the deaf-mute 

man using such polarised religious terms, as these types of readings are well-established in the annals 

of The Confidence-Man’s criticism, as typified by Thomas L. McHaney in ‘The Confidence-Man and 

Satan's Disguises’, who identifies the deaf-mute as Satan’s first disguise, in contrast to Miller and John 
J. Gross, who, in ‘MELVILLE'S ‘THE CONFIDENCE-MAN’: The Problem of Source and Meaning’ says that 
the confidence-man ‘is clearly not the man in cream colours’, 309., and identifies him as a Christ figure, 
rejected by the Fidèle’s passengers and by an American society driven by the accumulation of wealth. 
152 Cawelti, ‘Some Notes on the Structure of The Confidence-Man’ – ‘We are left with the insoluble 

question of whether the mute is what he seems, or another mask for the confidence-man’, 285.  
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description of outward appearances; aspects and seemings; and the careful 

observation of an outward appearance perhaps only further enables the success of a 

masquerade. Melville consistently takes control of the rudiments of recognition 

which are central to the Hegelian dialectic, first by making the act of recognition 

ambiguous and perilous and then by eliding the uncertainty of recognition with the 

assumption that recognitions have been made. 

     Communication of the truth or the reality beyond or behind the mask is thwarted; 

the competition between the dialectical extremes of the barber’s categorical ‘No 

Trust’ sign (appearing first on page 4) and the kind of unthinking, blind confidence, 

entailed by such declarations as ‘charity thinketh no evil’ (2) and ‘charity believeth all 

things’ (3), is set in motion by a character who escapes, by virtue of his apparent 

condition, the ensuing and unsolvable debate, after essentially initiating it. Melville’s 

narrator falls somewhere between the charitable and the uncharitable, the revealing 

and the concealing, reality and the masque and can never be understood as actually 

revealing anything beyond surfaces.   

     It is apt that The Confidence-Man, masquerading behind its dialogic chapters as a 

novel concerned with communication, opens by introducing a character who can say 

nothing, and to whom nothing can be said. The first chapter documents the 

ostensibly failed communicative efforts of and to the deaf-mute man: the crowd have 

no regard for what he writes on his slate, becoming increasingly irritated by his 

‘apparent intrusion’ (2); in turn he seems (at least until he is thrust aside) not to 

recognise or not to respect the obvious atmosphere of scorn and irascibility he is 

provoking. Furthermore, he seems unable to hear the warnings/instructions of the 

porters who knock him over with the large trunk they are carrying. The first chapter 

also suggests a general communicative dilemma, a dilemma that will envelop the plot 

of The Confidence-Man, with its equivocal narrative tones. Within the first chapter 

both the scope and the extent of the narrator’s observations are established. Melville 

is able to describe everything within the visual field of the Fidèle, that is, all the 

interactions on board and all that is visible on the banks of the Mississippi, but is 

unable to see beyond the information made accessible by the senses and by the 

presumptions that this information prompts. He is unable to divulge any information 

about the origins of characters that would be useful in testing the claims that they 
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make and he is unable to tell us where they go after leaving the ship. The fact that the 

narrator has a detached and panoramic view of the Fidèle’s physical environment is 

demonstrated early in chapter one by a detailed survey of the passengers thronging 

around the placard, which offers a reward for the capture of a mysterious impostor. 

Melville exposes an array of behaviours from the intrusive and brash hawking of 

sensationalist history, to subtle thievery, noting that the eyes of certain chevaliers in 

the crowd ‘it was plain, were on the capitals’ but that ‘their fingers… were enveloped 

in some myth’ (2). The narrative report goes no further than recording what is 

apparent; it can detect tone but not intention; it can describe costume but it cannot 

reveal identity; it sees the pickpocket but can only guess at the confidence man. The 

title alone should be enough to warn us against jumping to conclusions about identity 

based on appearance, but Melville’s narrator falls into the trap (or sets the trap) a 

number of times. In chapter three he describes the appearance of a character ‘… 

while this game of charity was yet at its height, a limping, gimlet-eyed, sour-faced 

person—it may be some discharged custom-house officer…’ (12, emphasis mine) but 

when referencing this character a little later he allows what may be to become what 

is: 

 

‘…a middle-aged person, a country merchant apparently, whose 

natural good-feeling had been made at least cautious by the 

unnatural ill-feeling of the discharged custom-house officer’. (15, 

emphasis mine) 

 

The appearance seamlessly becomes the reality; the presumption becomes the fact. 

We will hear more from the apparent ‘country merchant’ in subsequent chapters, but 

instead of being merely apparent, his identification as ‘the country merchant’ will be 

asserted without qualification. In chapter five we are introduced to a character who 

‘seemed a collegian—not improbably, a sophomore’ (31) but who later becomes 

simply ‘the collegian’ or ‘the sophomore’. It is the one-legged man, who may or may 

not be a discharged custom-house officer, who, in the course of an invective 

challenging of supposed identity to which we will return, makes the salient point: 
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‘Looks are one thing, and facts are another’ (16).153 Melville engages us in the 

uncertainty of this statement throughout the novel, by suggesting the essential 

discrepancy between looks and facts whilst also conforming to a scheme of 

identification that is overtly based on appearances. Once again, recognition as the 

grounding for a dialectic of mastery and bondage is being manipulated by an author 

who delicately repudiates the foundation of the discourse by reading depth into 

surfaces. Melville, in effect, establishes a flawed basis for recognition, by moving 

directly from appearances to assumed realities, paving the way for the confidence 

man by modelling the assumptions which confidence men rely on to master their 

victims.  

     Returning to the opening chapter, it is crucial to note the confusing interplay of 

appearance and reality in Melville’s initial description of the deaf mute man. We are 

told that the reaction of the crowd is enough to evince that ‘he [the deaf mute man] 

was, in the extremest sense of the word, a stranger’ (1). This delicately dissimulating 

description, which borders on contradictory when we consider that it is qualified by 

‘it was plain that he was…’ (1, emphasis mine), is our first introduction to one of the 

novel’s pivotal oppositional refrains, the familiar and the strange, or recognition and 

strangeness. Here the two exist in one formula, namely that strangeness is 

recognisable. We encounter insurmountable difficulties if we try to make any 

practical use of this description. The fact that we can read the essential strangeness 

of the deaf mute man is the equivalent of telling us that we can read nothing else. 

Melville then proceeds to make a number of careful observations about the deaf-

mute man’s appearance; the focus on surface detail extends to suggestive 

speculation but must, given the already established and impenetrable mask of perfect 

strangeness, withhold any verifiable evidence. The following list, with my emphases, 

includes a number of examples of Melville’s formula of suggesting internal qualities 

but taking his descriptions no further than external appearances:  

 

 
153 This leap from the scant evidence of appearances to the direct framing of identity is noted by 

Stephen Kemper in ‘The Confidence-Man: A Knavishly-Packed Deck’ – ‘The narrator moves from an 
essentially groundless hypothesis to an undebatable conclusion’, 28. 
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‘the air of one… evenly pursuing the path of duty’ (1), ‘he being 

of an aspect so singularly innocent’ (2), ‘but, as if at last 

despairing of so difficult an adventure, wherein one, apparently a 

non-resistant’(3), ‘he seemed already to have come from a very 

long distance’ (5), ‘his cream-colored suit had a tossed look, 

almost linty, as if, traveling night and day from some far country 

beyond the prairies, he had long been without the solace of a 

bed’ (5) and ‘His aspect was at once gentle and jaded’ (5) 

 

These descriptions clearly suggest innocence, perseverance and weariness but they 

are reliant on the inferences made by assessing appearances alone; they are 

magnetised to the use of similes and to observing the way that things seem, and, as 

will become apparent, the way that things seem is a question of perspective. 

     Making a brief diversion into the second chapter, which attests to the variety of 

perspectives competing for recognition on board the Fidèle, the reader’s attention is 

once again drawn to the unreadability of the perfect stranger. The chapter begins 

with a quoted list of observations and interpretations of the deaf-mute man, as he 

sleeps at the base of the ladder. The variety of the list testifies to the potential 

confusion of identity occasioned by a superficial view. To the crowd on the upper 

deck’s balcony, who are not witnesses to the deaf-mute man’s performance with the 

slate, he is alternatively: a convict, a lunatic, a simpleton, singularly innocent, 

conspicuously suspicious, in need of protection or requiring protection against. The 

chapter will go on to further emphasise the immense variety of passengers on board 

the Fidèle, ‘…a piebald parliament, an Anacharsis Cloots congress of all kinds of that 

multiform pilgrim species, man’ (9) and twice Melville will utilise aqueous metaphors 

to rhetorically unify the steamer’s population. This unification works to suggest the 

impossibility of individual identification; one cannot recognise the individual currents 

of the Mississippi, nor can one identify the individual particles in the Rio Janeiro 

fountain. It also works to suggest a unification or practical equivalence of all of the 

novel’s dialectical oppositions. Just as the Mississippi takes ‘the streams of the most 

distant and opposite zones’ (9) and mixes them together to make the opposites 

indistinguishable, the manifold interpretations of the deaf mute man, those which 
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Melville playfully relates and also, extratextually, those which echo discordantly 

through the annals of academic review, amount to a singular view of his inviolable 

strangeness. Into the amalgamating confusion of the atmosphere described in this 

chapter, the confidence man is able to disappear and reform, just as the deaf mute 

man, whoever he is, successfully disappears into Melville’s helter-skelter oblivion of 

familiar strangeness. It is this milieu of familiar strangeness which undermines the 

dialectical move towards mutual recognition implied by Hegel, for the process of 

mutual recognition would allow for individual self-consciousnesses to emerge, but, in 

The Confidence-Man, this does not happen. Characters are interchangeable and self-

conscious, individual identity, or subjecthood, is subsumed by a regress into 

archetypal stances which make characters rigid, or object-like. Melville creates this 

effect by undermining the reasoned process through which characters may negotiate 

recognition and so confines the reader and the characters to an equality of ignorance 

– an essential, metaphysical bind.    

     Retreating again into the opening chapter, the carefully suggestive descriptions of 

the deaf-mute man may, from one perspective, seem to be in contrast to Melville’s 

outstandingly equivocal description of the contents of the placard concerning the 

‘mysterious impostor’, but if we bracket the ostensible difference in implication we 

may instead find a remarkable accord in their descriptive method: 

 

‘a placard nigh the captain's office, offering a reward for the 

capture of a mysterious impostor, supposed to have recently 

arrived from the East; quite an original genius in his vocation, as 

would appear, though wherein his originality consisted was not 

clearly given; but what purported to be a careful description of his 

person followed’. (1, emphasis mine)   

   

Note here that Melville seems to be providing a disinterested review of the placard’s 

deficiencies, which comprise the same problems that the narrative itself encounters. 

This is, of course, typified by its treatment of the deaf-mute man. The placard’s 

deficiencies all amount to the fact that it can only describe what appears to be the 

case, what is supposed and what seems. He comments that the particular method of 
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this impostor (‘wherein his originality consist[s]’) is ‘not clearly given’, which sounds 

like an indictment of the placard’s lack of clarity, but also draws our attention to an 

immediate irony: that Melville is omitting the actual content of the placard in favour 

of this patently unclear summary. In fact, by neglecting to quote the placard directly, 

Melville has effectively and purposefully excluded from the novel what purports to be 

a description of the impostor whom the reader is condemned to search in vain for 

throughout. Melville, by swiftly summarising and blithely passing over the substance 

of the placard, is impugning the reliability of its description of appearances and 

suppositions and so, by extension, he is bringing his entire narrative under the same 

suspicion of obscurity.  In chapter fourteen Melville makes his first of three narrative 

intrusions to defend an apparent inconsistency in the character of the merchant, 

remarking  

 

‘that fiction, where every character can, by reason of its 

consistency, be comprehended at a glance, either exhibits but 

sections of character, making them appear for wholes, or else is 

very untrue to reality’ (90) 

 

Crucially, Melville is allowing for the variance of appearance and reality as that is the 

essence of both his novel and of a masquerade. The Confidence-Man only ever offers 

purportedly careful descriptions of characters and their appearances, suggesting 

possible (even probable) but never definite explanations of origin, motive and 

identity.  

     Reading The Confidence-Man one must always bear in mind that he (the 

confidence man), whomever he might be, is in masquerade; in control of the way that 

things seem. Melville, the confidence man behind The Confidence-Man, achieves 

control by mastering the suggestions and implications of appearances and so 

effectively makes the reader a slave to the uncertainty he has cultivated. His control 

isn’t the rendering of disguises so effective as to convince the reader of the innocence 

or guilt of any given character, but in equivocating, eluding and confusing, to the 

point at which all appearances are suspect and all suggestions ambiguous. What we 

read about the content of the placard is not that it contains a suggestive description 
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of appearances but rather a suggestion of the inability of appearances to convey the 

information necessary for identification. If the novel seems to be principally 

concerned with the issue of trustworthiness, then the pivotal question that both 

grounds and obliterates all other investigations, is the reliability of the narrator. 

     As soon as we receive the scant information about the content of the placard we 

are informed that the crowd congregating around the notice regarded it ‘as if it had 

been a theatre-bill’ (2). This highlights a transcendent moment of metatextual 

suggestion, where the placard describing the confidence man draws the attention of 

the audience, just as Melville’s text, advertising the presence of a mysterious 

impostor, is drawing the reader’s attention. If we draw out the comparison we may 

be able to further discern the ultimate futility of the quest to identify this impostor. 

The crowd observes the placard superficially, with their ‘eyes… on the capitals’ (2), 

but they seem to conceive its purpose, not as a warning, but as an entertainment or, 

at least, as the advertisement of entertainment to come. Undertaken in an intricate 

series of miscommunications and through a general milieu of confusion and 

competition, the quest for the confidence man is predicated on a notice regarded as 

akin to the promotion of a fiction, comparable to Melville’s title. Our eyes, so to 

speak, are on the capitals, but the real analytical work becomes entangled in the 

convoluted mythologies of the text. The reader becomes engaged in a dialectical 

exercise in which every avenue of enquiry refers back to an all-encompassing slavery 

to essential ignorance. 

     Melville frustrates our potential identification of the mysterious impostor, not only 

by undermining the description on the placard and by omitting its specifics but also 

by drawing attention to the inclusion of the phrase ‘quite an original’ (1). The 

impostor is described by the placard as apparently being ‘quite an original’, but, if this 

is the case, then we know that the purported description is flawed, because of the 

impossibility of describing an original character to an audience, as that audience can 

have no precedent for understanding the description. Melville will later discuss, in his 

penultimate chapter and the last of his narrative digressions, the idea of an original 

character and the notional difficulty of apprehending such a character. He avers that 

an original character has the effect (like a Drummond light) of illuminating the 

characters around him or her but 
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‘raying [light] away from itself… so that, in certain minds, there 

follows upon the adequate conception of such a character, an 

effect, in its way, akin to that which in Genesis attends upon the 

beginning of things’. (318) 

 

Forty-three chapters after we hear that the impostor is ‘quite an original genius in his 

vocation’ (1), Melville offers us a justification for the placard’s inability to clearly give 

the nature of that originality. Such originality virtually entails that recognition through 

experience would be impossible, as experience is at odds with originality. Naturally, 

as Melville explains, to be such an original would require, a mysterious birth, one ‘not 

in the author’s imagination’(319)  or, a sudden appearance, as sudden as Manco 

Capac, the mythological founder of the Incan civilisation, who might be considered 

‘quite an original’ according to Melville 

 

‘in short, a due conception of what is to be held for this sort of 

personage [quite an original] in fiction would make him almost as 

much of a prodigy there, as in real history is a new law-giver, a 

revolutionizing philosopher, or the founder of a new 

religion’.(318)154  

 

Furthermore, this character, having no precedent, would have to be ‘in the extremest 

sense of the word, a stranger’ (1). We may account for the radical divergence of 

opinion on the identity of the deaf mute man previously discussed as an effect of his 

strangeness, originality or unreadability. The reported observations and purported 

recognitions are then, in fact, more like personal disclosures than reasoned 

speculations. As it is with the Drummond Light, the strange sight of the deaf mute 

 
154 According to Lucia Reyes, accounts of Manco Capac differ but, essentially, his place in Incan 

mythology is as the founder of the Empire’s capital at Cuzco and as the founder of both the new 
religion and new legislature – aligning him with at least two and probably three of Melville’s ‘due 
conceptions’ of what it means to be ‘quite an original’. Reyes, ‘Manco Capac: History & Overview’. 
Ernest Tuveson notes that Melville would probably have read an article in Putnam’s Monthly, to which 
he was a subscriber, that verified these details, comparing Manco Capac to various other legendary 
religious founders, ‘The Creed of the Confidence-Man’, 249-50. 
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man has illuminated the concerns and inclinations of those around him whilst 

effectively masking his own identity.  

     If we add up all of these surmises then within virtually the first page of the novel 

we find the comic and revealing scenario of a crowd, enthralled by the description of 

the confidence man and enticed by the unspecified reward, irascibly thrusting aside 

the man who best fits that purportedly careful description, so that they can view the 

words, unimpeded by the reality. What we can gauge from this potentially ironic 

juxtaposition is not that the confidence man has incriminated himself (it would be 

absurd to claim recognition of the deaf mute man on the basis of his 

unrecognisability) but that, once again, recognition and strangeness are both 

opposites and equivalents. The deaf mute man is ignored because the crowd deems 

him to be a ‘strange kind of simpleton’ (3), an assessment that is simultaneously a 

practical categorisation and a recognition of obscurity. The crowd thrust him aside 

because they have made certain, expedient and superficial observations, like the 

observations which all but the lawyer are able to make about Bartleby, the absence of 

any badge of authority for example, and in doing so they have identified him as a 

stranger; they have determined that his ‘intrusion’ is out of place, and so they place 

him outside of the field of further inquiry. The problems suggested by this pragmatic 

if callous judgement, are problems which inhere in the novel’s many and various 

communicative efforts and which provide perhaps the most effective mask for any 

and all of the mysterious impostors we will later encounter. The attempt to master 

the confidence man by unmasking, or recognising him, is subverted by Melville’s 

subtle narration. The characters who rush towards the apparently inadequate 

description of the confidence man are already making recognitions which will master 

them.  

     Testifying to the nature of this problem are the three signs that appear in the first 

chapter: the placard, which attracts the attention of the crowd, the deaf-mute man’s 

slate endorsing charity and the barber’s pasteboard sign, antithetically declaring ‘NO 

TRUST’. These signs outline three distinct modes of bondage for the passengers who 

confront them: slavery to an unbudging allegiance to trust or mistrust and slavery to 

Melville’s world of shifting signs and interchangeable and unidentifiable strangers. 

This arrangement of signs is a microcosm of the novel’s frustrated failure to progress 
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towards mutual understanding. Our attention is drawn to the placard advertising a 

reward for the capture of a mysterious impostor, but the information on this sign is 

unreadable – Melville does not allow us to read it, preferring instead to adumbrate its 

details in a way which vaguely suggests their inadequacy. The signs which we can 

read diametrically oppose one another; they do not engage in a productive discourse, 

but simply and blankly express polarities without clarification or justification. Our 

attempt to read the unreadable is inhibited or infringed upon by the occurrence of 

these other signs. They intrude on and distract from the thing upon which we intend 

to focus. Melville is explicit on this issue, explaining about the slate of the deaf-mute 

man: ‘he held it up before him on a level with the placard, so that they who read the 

one might read the other’ (2) and, introducing the barber’s sign: ‘an inscription which, 

though in a sense not less intrusive than the contrasted ones of the stranger…’ (4). On 

the one hand we see (and hear) appeals for charity for its own sake and on the other 

we are presented with the cynical reversal of this appeal – total and uncompromising 

mistrust. What lies between these two extremes is the elusive secret of the novel, a 

purportedly careful description of the apocryphal confidence man, like the bible’s 

binding of apocrypha together with the canonical, which the Cosmopolitan refers to 

in the final chapter. The confidence man, so we are led to believe, is the influence 

which corrupts the entire text and makes confidence itself a non-starter.  

     The two signs, which, for the reader, dominate the scene, are the operative 

elements of the confidence man’s disguise. They are oppositions that can go no 

further than declaring a basic and outright denial of the other and they appear, 

incarnate, in this first scene, in the same visual field as the dubious description of the 

confidence man.  In virtually every other scene in which we might suppose that an 

iteration of the confidence man is masquerading, we are also forced to see iterations 

of these two peripheral signs. That is to say that every time a request for confidence 

is made, using the intrinsic and supposedly self-evident value of confidence as 

justification, some form of bluntly cynical opposition emerges as its counterpoint. The 

opposition is as stark as the proposition; both attempt to persuade by virtue of 

unsupported rhetorical force and both explicitly lack the evidence required to make a 

substantial claim. In practice, both ends of that spectrum of trust inhibit the 

discerning from making a positive identification of the prospective deceiver. The 
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charitable believer in total and unalloyed confidence is easily lured into trust by the 

appearance of a good cause or a good deal, making that confidence a dangerous and 

critically unreliable commodity, especially given our introduction to the world of the 

Fidèle, on April Fools’ Day, with ‘chevaliers’ (2) everywhere. We are often enough 

witnesses to the several smooth operating agents of this kind of confidence, adroitly 

trading on and implicitly manipulating appearances in order to acquire confidences. 

On the other end of the scale, the obstinately untrusting characters will prove to be 

suspicious of everyone they encounter, making their lack of confidence also critically 

unreliable and making them resistant to the kind of productive recognitions that 

enable them to engage in mutually beneficial social discourse. Melville suggests that 

the one-legged cynic, who casts doubts over Black Guinea’s authenticity, ‘had 

concluded to be avenged on government and humanity by making himself miserable 

for life, either by hating or suspecting everything and everybody’ (12). He, using a 

different but equally insistent scheme, is asking for confidence in his unsupported 

allegations, and those liable to trust the exhortations and manipulations of the 

confidence men, it would appear, are equally as likely to trust him, making his 

confrontation with Black Guinea an exemplar of the novel’s dialogic impasse. His 

intrusion sows the seeds of mistrust (the one-legged man even makes use of this 

botanical analogy by describing his remonstrations as having the effect of scattering 

the seed of the Canada thistle (16)) but because he is so starkly committed to the 

mantra of ‘no trust’, his suggestions only produce a purely oppositional deadlock; his 

warnings are as unsubstantiated as Black Guinea’s protestations and each time one 

seems ascendant the appeal of its inverse increases. When the man with the wooden 

leg notices the apparent waning of the crowd’s charitable sentiment he is 

‘emboldened by this evidence of the efficacy of his words’ (13), and advances on 

Black Guinea to prove his hypothesis, but the crowd, who had been partly moved 

towards suspicion by his inveighing, drag him away and prevent the reality of 

appearances from being tested. This scene provides a key example of the confusion 

of dialectical opposition behind which Melville allows the confidence man to hide. 

Each appeal for confidence seems to incite distrust but the distrust itself seems to 

occasion further calls for confidence. In other words, in The Confidence-Man, we see 

a festival of negation of Hegel’s notion of productive dialectic. Confidence and no 
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trust fail to engage one another because they are pure rhetoric. The spurious 

opposition between them generates the illusion of fixed principles that could engage 

in the Hegelian process and would seem to make identification between the novel’s 

multitude of opposites possible, but these identifications, when the fixed principles 

they gesture towards prove to be chimeras, are of appearances and idioms alone – in 

other words, the stuff of masques. Behind this masque and behind the various masks 

of confidence and no trust there is actually an equivalence, which amounts to 

deliberate and self-imposed bondage, beyond the bounds of productive exchange. 

Characters within the novel can be either slaves to absolute confidence, slaves to 

total mistrust or can languish in the impossibly ambiguous middle ground. 

     The cycles of charity and scorn that describe much of the plot of The Confidence-

Man show how fickle and how implicitly associated the superficial extremes of 

confidence and distrust are. The Methodist minister, for example, uses the putative 

misfortune of Black Guinea to sermonise about charity in opposition to the one-

legged man but, when the assailed cynic is forced to retreat, the Methodist minister 

shows himself to be as disposed to suspicion as the rest of the crowd:  

 

‘a change had come over that before impassioned intercessor… 

the distrusts first set on foot were now generally reviving, and, if 

anything, with added severity’. (19) 

 

Do we assume then, that his celebrated defence of charity was insincere; a rhetorical 

imposture intended to qualify his personal character, or perhaps that his charitable 

address, rather than being inspired by confidence in Black Guinea, was provoked by 

distrust of the one-legged man? The case of Black Guinea shows both that the 

reactions of the crowd are (as with the ‘epitaphic comments’ (6)155 about the deaf 

 
155 It is perhaps worth noting that the story of China Aster, told by Egbert in chapter forty, concludes 

with the quoting of China Aster’s epitaph, which, though apparently penned by China Aster, is virtually 
a summary of the views of his nominal friends – Old Plain Talk and Old Prudence – who go so far as to 
add a postscript which further corroborates their sceptical philosophy. Rebecca J. Kruger Gaudino 
questions how much of the epitaph’s sentiment was intended by China Aster, writing ‘we never know 
how much of the epitaph reflects China Aster's own summary of his life or how much reflects the 
summary of his pious friends’. ‘The Riddle of ‘The Confidence-Man’’, 138. It is also noteworthy that the 
story is recited second-hand by Egbert in order to validate his own philosophy, which comes to him 
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mute man) claims to personal identity rather than positive identifications of 

strangers, and that the difference between confidence and distrust is often negligible. 

Victims and perpetrators of confidence tricks are identifiable, if at all, only by relative 

and volatile positions of commitment and denial and, ultimately, both are slaves to 

the flow of narrative action which carries them into these relative positions.156  

      Later in the novel Melville further illustrates the underlying equivalence of distrust 

and confidence in the case of Pitch, the Missouri bachelor, who is the novel’s hardest 

sell before the Fidèle reaches Cairo and the propensity of its passengers towards 

‘giving confidence’ is arrested. Pitch states to the herb doctor that he has ‘confidence 

in distrust’ (143) but this maxim of distrust eventually, after a long diversionary 

discourse with The Philosophical Intelligence Officer (the man with the brass plate, 

who follows the herb doctor onto the scene), is turned against its originator and 

manipulated into an opening for confidence. The Philosophical Intelligence Officer 

convinces Pitch to distrust his own, hasty assessments of his five and thirty previously 

employed boys, suggesting that his tendency to distrust them has caused him to 

dispose of them before they could evince their better, more mature qualities. He 

instead proposes that Pitch reconsider his position of distrust, which apparently has 

the weight of considerable experience to support it, and trust that Nature, which he 

had already inveighed against in his confrontation with the herb doctor in the 

previous chapter, will, ultimately, overcome the problems it had initially manifested. 

In summary, the Philosophical Intelligence Officer asks Pitch to distrust virtually 

everything which he has sworn by in the novel up to that point, something that his 

personal philosophy suggests he might do with confidence. Remarkably, this circular 

argument proves to be effective in procuring three dollars from the formerly 

reluctant Pitch, for the provision of a new employee, plus the cost of this new boy’s 

passage. The confidence man has once again, behind the linguistic mask, shown the 

equivalence of confidence and distrust, and that equivalence is a slavery to the 

ceaseless manipulation of language which makes distrust as much a vehicle for 

 
second-hand from Mark Winsome. However authentically the epitaph can describe its signified is 
severely undermined by the implied manipulation of this process of multiple retelling.  
156 Edward Mitchell makes the point in ‘From Action to Essence: Some Notes on the Structure of 
Melville's The Confidence-Man’ that ‘Since essence is determined by action, the implication is that the 
roles of confidence man and victim are potentially interchangeable, depending upon which ‘direction’, 
in any given instance, the activity flows.’ 33. 
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enslavement as pure, unthinking confidence. Given this reduction of antithetical 

positions to a singular susceptibility, it is fitting that Pitch should be the one to 

reiterate the sentiment of universal bondage, even if he is unaware of indicting 

himself, declaring that ‘come from Maine or Georgia, you come from a slave-state, 

and a slave-pen’ (149). 

     Naturally enough, the result of this long exchange is that the reversal of rhetorical 

positions has been unsuccessful in procuring lasting confidence, because, predictably, 

as soon as the Philosophical Intelligence Officer disembarks (or claims, for this 

purpose, to leave the scene) the unresolvable cycle of trust and distrust reverses the 

former confidence, bringing on a ‘return of [Pitch’s] chilly fit’ (172).  

     The susceptibility of the brazenly misanthropic and cynical Pitch is a demonstration 

of the fallibility, if not the logical absurdity, of the philosophy of ‘no trust’. The dual 

nature of confidence, as both the stable basis for practical judgement and the 

destabilising potential for deception, means that a statement such as ‘no trust’ 

requires its own confidence, as Edward Mitchell effectively argues about the novel’s 

most cynical characters,  

 

‘each in his own way is placing confidence finally in himself, in 

the veracity and applicability of his personal experience as a 

sufficient means of judging the confidence man's solicitations’.157  

 

To abide by the principle, succinctly disclosed by the barber’s sign, one must withhold 

judgement on identity and exist enchained in a perpetual cycle of doubting one’s 

doubts – a cycle analogous to the experience of reading The Confidence-Man.    

     Shortly after Pitch disappears from focus, having been left by the newly introduced 

Cosmopolitan, we are introduced, second hand, to Colonel John Moredock and, more 

specifically, to his inclination to hate Indians. Moredock provides the perfect example 

of metaphysical rigidity, which superficially seems to allow him the freedom of 

subjecthood but which stands as actually as the exemplar of how holding a position 

 
157 Mitchell, ‘From Action to Essence’, 36. 
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which is determined to remain beyond the remit of rationality is to commit to being a 

slave. 

     Colonel Moredock’s history is divulged to the Cosmopolitan by a man in a violet 

robe who later discloses that his name is Charlie Noble, but Noble is recounting the 

story and the philosophy of Indian-hating from memory of stories told by his father’s 

friend, Judge James Hall. The description of Moredock is held off initially, as an 

apparent prerequisite for understanding Moredock and his ardent Indian-hating is an 

understanding of the ‘philosophy’ of Indian-hating itself, in a chapter titled 

‘containing the metaphysics of Indian-hating’158. Noble, aping Hall, first explains the 

character of the ‘backwoodsman’, whose ‘hatred of the Indian has been a topic for 

some remark’ (192). The backwoodsman, according to Hall, is ‘self-willed; being one 

who less hearkens to what others may say about things, than looks for himself, to see 

what are things themselves’ (192). This immediately aligns the backwoodsman with 

notions of freedom and rationality. The description continues to laud the 

backwoodsman, comparing him to the greatest conquering heroes of history. In 

essence, James Hall describes the backwoodsman as the model for mastery, in the 

mode of Hegel’s first vision of a fight to the death, won by the one prepared to stake 

his own life. The backwoodsman is self-reliant, dominates his environment, is 

dependent upon ‘his own judgement, though it stand alone’ (193) and crucially, he 

has the freedom of self-determination resulting from this exercise of judgement.  

These qualities however, are annulled almost immediately, as the description 

continues to relate how, from infancy, the backwoodsman is inculcated into the 

tradition of hating Indians, typified by this account of how he absorbs Indian-hating 

into his most basic, moral sensibilities: 

 

‘The instinct of antipathy against an Indian grows in the 

backwoodsman with the sense of good and bad, right and 

wrong. In one breath he learns that a brother is to be loved, and 

an Indian to be hated’ (195) 

 

 
158 The full chapter title is ‘containing the metaphysics of Indian hating, according to the views of one 
evidently not so prepossessed as Rousseau in favour of savages’ (192).  
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The chapter continues in this vein, explaining the extent of the backwoodsman’s 

convictions that all Indians are to be hated. Hall, through the recollection of Charlie 

Noble, goes on to account for every indication which may suggest a relevant counter 

to this ‘metaphysical’ obligation to hate Indians, with reference to the mastering 

principle that effectively states ‘no trust’. In other words, every instance of decency, 

honour and generosity on the part of the Indian is to be counted as the prelude to 

some heinous act of deceit or violence – there is no escape from the bind of ‘no 

trust’. The freedom for the Indian-hating backwoodsman to ‘look for himself’ and to 

make empirical and rational judgements about the world is totally negated by his 

slavery to Indian-hating. The chapter culminates in a description of ‘the Indian-hater 

par excellence’ (first mentioned on page 199, emphasis Melville’s), a character whose 

hatred for Indians has crystallised into the purest form of enmity, so that his whole 

life becomes dictated by this governing passion. The Indian-hater par excellence 

stands as the perfect illustration of metaphysical bondage. He makes his hatred for 

Indians completely impervious to dialectical reasoning and so is destined to reach 

only one conclusion, no matter what the evidence shows. This conclusion has the 

effect of making the course of his entire life dictated by the object of his unreasoned 

antipathy. The Indian-hater par excellence is another version of Captain Ahab, 

seeking a spiritual vengeance upon an abstract. Consider this description of the 

Indian-hater par excellence as applying perfectly to Ahab also: ‘so long as life shall be 

his, to act upon a calm, cloistered scheme of strategical, implacable, and lonesome 

vengeance’ (200). Having the appearance of total mastery, but in reality totally 

mastered, the Indian-hater par excellence is unable to achieve vengeance upon the 

object of his hatred because that object has, as with Ahab and the White Whale, 

become incorporated into his sense of self. 

     In the following chapter, Noble relates Hall’s version of the story of Colonel John 

Moredock. Moredock’s mother was killed by a band of Indians, after which he swore 

vengeance upon them, but, even having tracked and killed every member of that 

band, Moredock remained a committed Indian-hater. Strangely enough, the chapter 

goes on to heap praise upon Moredock’s character, describing him as caring, 

considerate, generous and noble. Moredock’s nobility is apparently evinced by his 

renunciation of a candidacy for the governorship of Illinois, as his refusal of this 
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honour was, so the judge surmised, a consequence of his devotion to Indian-hating: 

Moredock was bound to refuse the governorship because ‘he was not unaware that 

to be a consistent Indian-hater involves the renunciation of ambition, with its 

objects—the pomps and glories of the world’ (208). Moredock’s ‘Indian-hating’, 

especially as it is variously qualified in the course of an encomium on his good nature, 

is a grotesque parody of the self-imposed slavery that accompanies a fixed an 

unconditional philosophical commitment. The diversionary escape from the Fidèle’s 

oppositional encounters into the story of Colonel John Moredock is another iteration 

the novel’s preoccupation with certainties, or more specifically, the physical and 

metaphysical confinement which accompanies certainties. As Tony Tanner states in 

his introduction to the Oxford University Press Edition: 

 

‘Melville’s point – the one which his whole work is engaged in 

making – is that it is not only impossible but potentially very 

dangerous for any man, or society, to reach, ascertain, and 

proclaim absolute, unconditional certainty, rigid classifications 

of true and false, and good and bad’159  

 

The novel repeatedly makes this point about the futility, either of reasoning towards 

truth or even of avoiding becoming victims of confidence men, by committing to a 

stable and unyielding position but leaves no escape and no authentic freedom in 

what Tanner dubs ‘the zone of uncertainty’160 between false choices. This is the very 

place where both confidence man and author would wish to situate their target and it 

is this arena where the real game of mastery is enacted. Melville offers the reader the 

same choice that characters are offered, between the confinement of the two signs, 

‘charity’ and ‘no trust’, and the zone of maximal uncertainty in between. 

     In the final chapter, perhaps the final confidence trick is performed by a young boy, 

‘a juvenile peddler’ (326), who approaches the old man as he in conversation with the 

Cosmopolitan. The ‘juvenile peddler’ adeptly shows the semantic emptiness of the 

old man’s claim to be trusting of his neighbour by selling him security devices. The 

 
159 Tanner, Introduction to Melville, The Confidence-Man, His Masquerade, (1989): xxxi. 
160 Ibid., xxxi. 
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final thing which the junior con-man sells to the old man is the very thing which, on a 

purely semantic level, is required, for the characters and reader to master Melville’s 

novel, namely a counterfeit detector. Of course, the masterful irony which virtually 

brings Melville’s story to a close is that the detector, like the novel itself, proves to be 

unreadable.      

 

… 

 

In The Confidence-Man, Melville undermines the very basis for a dialectical escape 

from the kinds of bondage his fiction describes. The dialectic of The Confidence-Man, 

fixed, as we have seen, on the starkly oppositional quality of trust and distrust, is, like 

all of Melville’s dialectical depictions, flawed from the outset. The negotiation which 

takes place between characters will not conform to the rationality of recognition 

which Hegel presupposes because Melville makes recognition itself an unstable 

quality. Recognition is never ceded by The Confidence-Man’s characters, as they all 

exist under the cloud of a narrative suggestion that makes them all slaves to an 

uncertainty that they cannot escape, united under the dubious framework of trust 

and distrust.   

     In The Confidence-Man, recognition is rendered impossible because the two poles 

of confidence and ‘no trust’ do not engage each other to uncover the reality in 

between. This is part of the operation of the novel’s system of suggestion and 

concealment that actually pushes these antithetical stances further from each other 

as well as making them practical equivalents. Counter to Hegel’s grounding notion of 

recognition as a requisite for mastery, recognition in The Confidence-Man is the very 

thing which confidence men wish to avoid, as avoiding recognition is the apparent 

basis for their mastery. In the novel, to give confidence, or to be distrustful, is to 

become a slave to one form of unreasoned commitment, which simply pushes one 

further from the dialectical process intended to reveal truth.  

     Captain Ahab’s immortal quarterdeck declaration that ‘all visible objects, man, are 

but pasteboard masks’161 and his ambiguous counsel that ‘if man will strike, strike 

 
161 Melville, Moby Dick, 145. 
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through the mask’162 are provocatively, if obliquely, revisited on the more sedate 

decks of the Fidèle. The confidence man, in masquerade, demonstrates in a multi-

layered, self-contained dialectic, the futility of the novel’s plot – attempted 

recognition of the truth behind the mask. By repudiating the process of reason 

through which humans may access that truth, Melville is collapsing the Hegelian 

dialectic at its foundation.   

 

      

 

  

  

      

  

 
162 Melville, Moby Dick, 145. 



155 
 

9. The Confidence-Man Part 2 

 

Recognisable Strangeness 

      

In a sense, in The Confidence-Man, Melville returns society, and Hegel’s dialectic of 

lordship and bondage, to their original positions. As passengers on board a ship that is 

perpetually full of strangers, the characters of The Confidence-Man are guaranteed a 

certain chaotic equality, being situated outside of the structures of socio-cultural 

familiarity that would brand and organise them on shore. Every character is free to 

claim any identity or status, and every character is, given the circumstances of their 

cohabitation, likely to be suspected, by other characters and by the reader, for a 

fraud. As such, the atmosphere is both communal, by virtue of the forced proximity of 

the Fidèle’s disparate and temporary residents, and guarded, as every person, to 

every other person is, primarily, a stranger. The mask of the stranger, that tempts 

with the very real prospect of financial opportunity, could equally conceal the 

fraudulent chevalier, and, without an assured method of testing the evidence of 

appearances, the identifications to which characters must commit are arbitrary. The 

chaotic equality, ensured by the concealment of identity, generates the extremes of 

these arbitrary identifications, to which the novel relentlessly returns: extremes of 

philanthropy and misanthropy, confidence and distrust, society and isolation. The 

novel delicately intimates that, under these conditions, the great American frontier, 

symbolised by the Mississippi steamer, was disposed either to unite characters, albeit 

with precarious and conditional confidences, or to dislocate and alienate characters, 

like Pitch, Colonel Moredock and the Homespun Titan, who are governed by 

principles of distrust and seek out solitude.163  

     Almost every scene describes the meeting of strangers and details their claims to 

identities, claims that have no stable basis for recognition, because they describe a 

 
163 In chapter 2 Melville describes both the perpetual strangeness of passengers on board the Fidèle – 
‘the huge Fidèle… though always full of strangers, she continually, in some degree, adds to, or replaces 
them with strangers still more strange’, 7., and the variety of passengers on board ‘an Anacharsis 
Cloots congress of all kinds of that multiform pilgrim species, man’, 9. The chapter gives ample 
justification for reading the Fidèle as a microcosm of American society at a time of profound social 
expansion, and of the melting pot of frontier life.  
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reality external to the world of the Fidèle, and therefore external to the scope of the 

novel. No character, from within the narrative confines of the Fidèle, except William 

Cream the barber, who, in the opening chapter, aptly appears with his sign declaring 

‘NO TRUST’ (4, initially), can provide any credible evidence to support their claim to 

identity.164 The Captain, whose office we see and hear about, never appears, and in 

his absence there is no recognisable social hierarchy to moderate a series of 

encounters governed by a necessary but fragile confidence. In the very first chapter, 

as discussed, the crowd survey the deaf-mute man in cream colours, searching for a 

‘badge of authority’ (2), the absence of which gives them license to jostle him aside. 

This absence of recognisable authority creates an equality of opportunity upon an 

equal plane of ignorance. The possibility for any character to assume any role is 

counterbalanced by the chance that every character they engage with is likewise 

masquerading behind an assumed identity. Every encounter, except the one 

described in the novel’s penultimate scene, between the cosmopolitan, Francis 

Goodman, and the barber, William Cream, is between passengers who, regardless of 

their superficial postures and appearances, are in a position of practical equality. That 

is to say that every character is definitively a ‘passenger’, performing only a passive 

role, subject to the course set by the unseen management of the Fidèle, and 

exercising no power over that course. As passengers, the characters are not engaged 

or employed within the normative and recognisable conditions of activity and 

exchange that would identify them on shore and nominally categorise the power 

balance of their relationship. These characters therefore begin each encounter 

without verifiable advantage, in a socially neutral position. As the initial phase of the 

Hegelian contest dictates, each character demands recognition from the other of the 

pre-eminence of his own desires, but, as is evident, this recognition is confused and 

inverted by the peculiar adaptability of the ‘confidence’ it requires.  

 
164 William Cream provides evidence of his identity by occupying his barber’s shop and dispensing the 
functions of a river barber. He is apt to display the ‘NO TRUST’ sign because he is aware that the ship is 
constantly full of strangers and notes in chapter forty-two ‘‘… I do say that strangers are not to be 
trusted, and so’, pointing up to the sign, ‘no trust’.’ 305., (emphasis Melville’s). Technically a few 
characters who are in service on board the Fidèle, and therefore have evidence to support their 
‘practical identifications’, make brief appearances (porters and waiters etc.) but they are incidental to 
the dialectic of the novel. 
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     The ‘passengers’, in their condition of tenuous equality, subsist on board the Fidèle 

in a volatile zone, where unauthorised and unregulated exchanges and activities take 

place between characters whose only identifying features are the superficial postures 

and appearances that live and die by the confidence they are able to induce. No one, 

least of all the reader, can be certain of the identifications made by character and 

author in the state of helter-skelter confusion produced by the mixing of a seemingly 

endless supply of ‘strangers’. In this microcosmic world, marked by opportunity and 

uncertainty, identity becomes critically reliant on confidence but, at the same time, 

confidence becomes the pivotal gauge of identity. The questions of identity, raised by 

the novel’s pattern of circuitous discourse, revolve around associations with the 

charitable or uncharitable, the confident or the suspicious, the philanthropic or the 

misanthropic. These disputed terms are offered as means of self-identification and 

are often thrust upon characters, to separate them according to a dualistic moral 

schema, but also to practically commit them to a certain course of action, dictated by 

this superficial identification. In chapter five, the man with the weed says to Mr. 

Roberts ‘Ah, Mr. Roberts, I trust you are not one of those business men, who make a 

business of never having to do with unfortunates’ (25, emphasis mine). Two chapters 

later, the man in the grey coat says of the episcopal clergyman ‘since you are of this 

truly charitable nature’ (43) and a chapter later ‘yonder is one who I know will 

contribute, and largely’ (45, emphasis mine). In chapter eight, the same character 

says to ‘the charitable lady’, ‘Nay, nay, you have [no confidence]—none at all. Pardon, 

I see it’ (58). All of these forced identifications (and many more) are intended to 

coerce their referents into a compliance with the manufactured codes pertaining to a 

particular character type, that is, the charitable, the confident and the philanthropic. 

They invert the Hegelian struggle for mastery and control in the form of being 

recognised, because control here is achieved by ceding recognition to the other, but 

controlling the terms of that recognition. Rather than have his desires recognised as 

essential and preeminent, the confidence man will achieve advantage by claiming to 

recognise the pre-eminence of his ‘victim’s’ desires, but in doing so he is actively 

shaping and confining those desires. The novel’s many suspected confidence men will 

repeatedly offer the chance for their interlocutors to identify themselves by allowing 

them, or provoking them into displays of confidence, but the expression of this 
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confidence has been predetermined. The confidence men control the terms of the 

discourse and subtly coerce participants to comply with fixed roles, either by claiming 

to recognise qualities – confidence, charity, wisdom etc. – or to recognise deficiencies 

in such qualities. Each recognition requires, for either affirmation or refutation, a 

compliance with a course of action determined by the confidence men; a course of 

action that involves conformity with the manufactured and incessantly expounded 

schema of confidence and mistrust as fixed and dualistic positions.   

     In a novel which, from its opening line and in its abiding attitude, undermines 

recognisable identities, characters are asked, by a procession of insistent traders-in-

confidence, to identify themselves. This identification characteristically involves 

either committing (or declaring a commitment) to confidence. This commitment is 

either sealed by the offer of money, or repudiated by the refusal to make such an 

offer. The resolution of the confidence men, in demanding or assigning these 

identifications, amounts to their practical mastery of the text.165 The confidence men 

are the ones who are able to impose order upon the chaotic equality of the Fidèle, by 

forcing identifications with the factitious extremes of confidence and distrust, 

philanthropy and misanthropy etc. Whether or not they receive money, they compel 

the various characters they encounter to behave in certain ways, by delimiting the 

behaviour correlative to the positions they force these characters to identify with, or 

rebel against. This linguistic imposition is how the confidence men achieve the first 

stage of mastery over the strangers whom they encounter. For example, when Pitch, 

the Missouri Bachelor is on the cusp of another dyspeptic defence of solitude and 

distrust, Francis Goodman, the garishly cloaked confidence man and self-professed 

‘cosmopolitan’, interrupts him to announce that ‘To shun society in any way, evinces 

a churlish nature—cold, loveless; as, to embrace it, shows one warm and friendly, in 

 
165 Depending on the persuasion of the reader or critic, a version of ‘the confidence man’ features in, 
and exerts a controlling influence over, every one of the novel’s chapters. As discussed, there is some 
critical dispute over whether the deaf-mute man in cream colours (the first character to whom Melville 
introduces us, and the pivotal character of the novel’s first two chapters) is one of the purported 
‘avatars’ of the confidence man. There is also the question of Melville’s three narrative interruptions – 
chapters fourteen, thirty-three and forty-four – which are interjected to excuse apparent 
inconsistencies but work also to further the novel’s general confusion of identity. In these chapters, 
Melville works parallel to the confidence men by undermining their superficial assessments and 
affirming the fundamental inconsistency of character. As Rebecca J. Kruger Gaudino neatly concludes 
in ‘The Riddle of ‘The Confidence-Man’’ – ‘Melville, the creator of his fiction, the ‘original genius’ from 
the East, knowingly dupes us as we read his novel’, 139. 
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fact, sunshiny’ (182). The cosmopolitan is categorical on this point and definitively 

offers Pitch the limited choice of how he will be recognised. The Cosmopolitan is able, 

through his contrived and reductive method of interpreting human behaviour, to 

force Pitch into the false choice and so to master his response.   

     At the crux of the operation is the interest that every character has in being 

recognised. This recognition is at the heart of Hegel’s description of realising one own 

self-consciousness. Each character enters the dialectic seeking recognition from their 

counterparts, but in the prevailing atmosphere of suspicion engendered both by the 

practical dangers of the Mississippi steamer (remembering that we are informed, in 

chapter one, of the ‘mysterious impostor’) and by the absence of familiar social 

distinctions, offers of recognition are conspicuously withheld by all but the 

confidence men. In chapter three, Black Guinea, in the act of asking for charity, is 

confronted by an extreme example of this distrust, at a level that threatens to 

destabilise any attempt at productive social intercourse. As Peter Bellis explains,  

 

‘the sceptic [the man with the wooden leg] questions Guinea's two 

primary, and presumably unchangeable, physical characteristics, 

his colour and his deformity’.166  

 

This scene, and the milieu of the novel as a whole, describes the degree of doubt to 

which characters can be coaxed, and to which the reader is subjected, by the most 

insubstantial implication of deceit, suggested by the most prejudicial characters.167 

 
166 Bellis, ‘Melville's Confidence-Man: An Uncharitable Interpretation’, 557-8. 
167 The majority of interpretive work, in the wake of the mid-twentieth century’s rediscovery of The 
Confidence-Man, tends to assert that Black Guinea is an impostor – either the first or second of the 
confidence-man’s supposed avatars. This probably begins with John W. Schroeder’s essay, ‘Sources 
and Symbols for Melville's Confidence-Man’, 363-380. and Elizabeth Foster’s influential introduction to 
the Hendricks’ House Edition of 1954. Peter Bellis provides a fairly long list of Melville scholars who 
have characterised the confidence-man as satanic, all of whom consider Black Guinea to be a member 
of the confidence-man’s infernal crew or a regeneration of the same, satanic figure. Bellis does this in a 
note to his 1987 essay ‘Melville's Confidence-Man: An Uncharitable Interpretation’, 549. Phillip Drew 
comments on this trend, drawing attention to the readiness shown by critics to doubt Black Guinea’s 
integrity. He focuses on James E. Miller, Jr’.s analysis in ‘The Confidence-Man: His Guises’, as 

representing what he calls ‘the orthodox view’ of The Confidence-Man, writing 'Professor Miller, for 

example, argues in effect as follows. The mute is Christ: but Melville (we happen to know) believes that 
heaven's law is inapplicable on earth: therefore the mute's heavenly ethic of charity which is to be 
‘humanly tested’ must be found wanting: therefore Black Guinea, who appeals for charity, ‘is the 
Devil’. It will be observed that this equivalence of Black Guinea and the devil rests on an assumption 
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On this ship of strangers, the highly competitive and reserved environment creates a 

natural inclination towards distrust, one which extends even to the most fundamental 

conditions of the human body, and stymies the process of mutual recognition upon 

which all social agreement and organisation is founded. The confidence men offer to 

obviate this spiral of cynical alienation, which is its own kind of slavery, by providing 

an opportunity for characters to be recognised. The offer is for these characters to 

exchange their confidence for a place in the evolving social order, one which the 

confidence man will manufacture.  

     Across an ever broadening American frontier, strangeness was a ubiquitous 

condition of existence, both a barrier obstructing the regulation of economic 

enterprise, and an emblem of radical freedom, providing limitless new social and 

economic opportunities. The issue of recognition, central to each meeting described 

in The Confidence-Man, is the basis for social and economic relations and is always, 

and necessarily, predicated on confidence, as the ‘recognition’ always takes place 

between strangers. In this environment, grounded in strangeness and robbed of the 

organising influence of familiar authority, the confidence men take their opportunity 

to re-establish the rules of commerce and community.  

     The tumultuous melting pot of the Fidèle, as a representative model of the 

conditions of colonial expansion into the chaos and strangeness of the mythologised 

‘West’, describes the liberty of the confidence men to stipulate the terms of the social 

and economic contracts they trade in. These are contracts for a new world, that has 

no stable social or economic order, and that must therefore either commit to 

confidential agreements between strangers, or yield to dissolution. James B. Salazar 

notes ‘the uniquely American civic space figured by the Mississippi riverboat’168; the 

perfect symbolic locale to illustrate the dialectic of a perfectly new and infinitely 

versatile social order. It is a dialectic enabled by the condition of strangeness, and 

controlled by the confidence man, with adaptable laws, written in the ambiguous 

language of confidence. At the heart of this frontier-forging discourse, as Salazar goes 

 
which cannot be taken for granted and for which no evidence is given’, Drew, Phillip, ‘Appearance and 
Reality in Melville's The Confidence-Man’, 422.    
168 Salazar, ‘Philanthropic Taste: Race and Character in Herman Melville’s The Confidence-Man’ Bodies 
of Reform, The Rhetoric of Character in Gilded Age America, 37. 
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on to explain, is the primary need for recognition, counterpointed by the omnipresent 

facility for deceit:  

 

‘As strangers increasingly interacting across regional, cultural, and 

racial divides, individuals could no longer make recourse to the 

sedimented reputation of familiar members of a local community 

and thus grew increasingly reliant on the ability to read at a glance 

the character of strangers. The ‘strangeness’ of late antebellum 

society thus made confidence between strangers an increasingly 

necessary, yet precarious, condition of economic and social 

exchange.  

The Confidence-Man thus charts the promise and peril of 

this reliance on the legibility of character at a time when the terms 

of that legibility were themselves increasingly unreliable’.169 

 

It is the series of ‘confidence men’ who master the pretence of recognition. This is 

achieved by their claim to be capable of ‘character-reading’: professing knowledge of 

the social and moral framework which unites and organises the succession of 

ostensible strangers they run into. They differentiate themselves from the other class 

of ‘character-readers’ in the novel – its numerous cynics and pessimists – because 

their requests for confidence, rather than obliging estrangement, are always founded 

on the principle that the dispatch of this confidence (in the form of a financial 

contribution or ‘investment’) will entitle the investor or benefactor to membership in 

a recognisable social or moral group. To support this implied promise, the confidence 

men establish a branching network of connections by introducing, endorsing or 

vouching for one another. Black Guinea’s list begins the sequence of probably self-

referential assurances: The man with the weed (John Ringman) promotes the 

potential for investment in the Black Rapids Coal Company; the man in the grey coat 

attests that Black Guinea is honest; in chapter fifteen the transfer-agent for the Black 

Rapids Coal Company (John Truman) recommends the Herb-Doctor’s Omni-Balsamic-

 
169 Salazar, ‘Philanthropic Taste’, 37. 
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Reinvigorator to the old miser with a cough and the herb-doctor, in turn, assures the 

old miser that Mr Truman is worthy of confidence. Beginning with Black Guinea’s 

much-discussed list, this carefully managed structure, one that never finds two 

members of its system of interconnecting promises and assurances in the same 

scene, generates an illusory web of familiarity, which sustains the mask of society that 

can offer inclusion to those willing to trust it. The confidence men will also 

occasionally feign recognition of the strangers that they meet, broadening their 

referential network. In chapter four, the man with the weed insists that he knows the 

country merchant, Mr Roberts, despite Mr Roberts’ incredulity and in chapter 

seventeen the herb doctor claims to recognise the homespun Titan and is rebuffed. 

Within this network of supposed familiarity, we can again see how Melville is 

reconfiguring the significance of recognition in the struggle for mastery. The 

confidence men are always ceding recognition to others and in doing so they are 

generating the rhetorical confinement, or slavery of the ones they recognise, by 

controlling the desires which they are conjuring into existence in the act of 

recognition.  

     Extending beyond the issue of personal acquaintance, the confidence men 

frequently make claims on behalf, or in summary, of mankind, affirming the beneficial 

nature of human society: the man with the weed, in chapter five, avers that, despite 

his ill fortune, ‘To my fellow-creatures I owe alleviations. So, whatever I may have 

undergone, it but deepens my confidence in my kind’ (33); the Philosophical 

Intelligence Officer finds that mankind, ‘confidentially viewed’ (158), ‘present[s] as 

pure a moral spectacle as the purest angel could wish’ (158-9), and claims that society 

‘at bottom has a Christian confidence in boys’ (169); the cosmopolitan describes 

shunning society as an ‘awful sin’ (183), insisting to Pitch that ‘…it is as much 

according to natural law that men are social as sheep gregarious’ (183) and in his long 

discussion with Charlie Noble, often commends humanity’s virtues: ‘Man is a noble 

fellow… I am not displeased to find one who has confidence in him’ (211).  

     Indeed the reader’s tentative recognition of the confidence man has much to do 

with this timbre of social endorsement. On a number of occasions avatars of the 

confidence man go as far as to connect their reputed understanding of mankind to 
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the providence of divine law. Perhaps most notably the herb doctor, who declares 

that  

 

‘…it is never to be forgotten that human government, being 

subordinate to the divine, must needs, therefore, in its degree, 

partake of the characteristics of the divine… to one who has a right 

confidence, final benignity is, in every instance, as sure with the 

one law as the other’. (129-30) 

 

And the old man of the final chapter summarises the Cosmopolitan’s aversion to the 

book of Sirach, saying ‘you think that to distrust the creature, is a kind of distrusting 

of the Creator’ (325). This intricate and highly dubious network of recommendation, 

assurance and familiarity takes advantage of the lack, or impossibility, of verification. 

As I have noted, Melville’s attentive stage-management ensures that no guarantor is 

ever present in the same scene as the one whose authenticity they can allegedly 

guarantee. So the individual confidence man produces a picture of society, supported 

by markedly elusive sources and dubious assertions, that he is empowered to offer 

membership into. Crucially though, this society, recognised and manufactured by the 

confidence man/men, requires submission to the concealed desires of the confidence 

man, desires which masquerade behind a preliminary recognition of the victim’s 

desires.   

     The confidence man’s offer of society entices as a remedy for the dislocating 

effects of the Fidèle’s ‘strangeness’ and it takes many forms: The man with the weed 

accosts Mr Roberts, with the claim of being an acquaintance and further aligns 

himself with the merchant by appealing to another social bond: ‘sir, we are masons’ 

(26). His entreaties are in the name of the simple, and apparently already established, 

bond of friendship. The man in the gray coat is appealing on behalf of the destitute 

community of Seminole widows and orphans; a contribution towards their relief 

entitles the contributor to have his or her charitable donation recorded and, 

apparently, published. In chapter seven, the man with the gray coat zealously 

expounds his plan to unite all the world’s charities in to a single society, which would 

bind the governments of the world ‘to levy, annually, one grand benevolence tax 
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upon all mankind’ (51). The transfer-agent of the Black Rapids Coal Company (with 

the travelling cap and the big book) alleges that he is the president of a company, into 

which he inevitably is prepared to extend offers of membership, in the form of share 

sales. 

     The herb-doctor makes a broader and more elemental case in plying his trade, 

seeming to seek out those alienated by physical maladies and offering them a chance 

of re-joining society. His first patient asks that the herb-doctor allow him ‘the power 

of being something else to others than a burdensome care’ (107); he then listens to 

the story of the invalid Thomas Fry, ‘the soldier of fortune’, who is embittered by his 

experience of society and government and makes a living begging under the false 

pretence of having been wounded in the Mexican-American War. A self-confessed 

isolato, Fry bemoans the fact that he has no friends and is determined to convince 

the herb-doctor of the injustice of society and the world by reciting his story of 

misfortune and friendlessness. The herb-doctor, who admonishes Fry in the early 

stages of their conversation, by requesting that he ‘be sociable—be human, my 

friend’ (123), eventually manages to sell four boxes of his Natural Bone-Setter to Fry, 

who pays despite the herb-doctor’s apparent reluctance to accept remuneration. Fry 

insists on paying because the herb-doctor had ‘borne with [him] like a good Christian, 

and talked to [him] like one’ (132). The herb-doctor had, in fact, rebuked Fry for his 

lack of confidence in society, and by talking to him (and by purporting to make a 

present of the Natural Bone-Setter) he had ostensibly confirmed to Fry that, in spite 

of his misfortunes, he was still a member of society, able interact and transact with its 

members. The herb-doctor engages in yet another version of a master-slave contest 

with Fry, concealing the pre-eminence of his desire, presumably to sell as many sham 

remedies as he can, by manipulating the terms of the discourse so as to offer Fry the 

opportunity of having his desire recognised. Of course the trick is to frame Fry’s pre-

eminent desire in terms which actually conform to the herb-doctor’s mission. 

     The third misanthrope to do business with the herb-doctor is the old miser with a 

cough, who, by the time he runs into the herb-doctor, has already parted with a 

hundred dollars. He too, perhaps disingenuously, laments his friendlessness, four 

times exclaims that he ‘ought to have a guardeean’ (134, twice on 136 and 137), and 

tells the herb-doctor that his cough has even seen him shunned from a community of 
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chronic coughers. Naturally enough he is tempted by the herb-doctor’s confidence in 

his Omni-Balsamic Reinvigorator, but in the following chapter, when confronted by 

the aggressively cynical Pitch, the old miser begins his own defence of the medicine, 

whilst leaning heavily upon the herb-doctor who, in turn, confirms the social bond 

between himself and the old miser, a bond sealed by the issue of trust: ‘How can he 

find it lonely… or how desire a companion, when here I stand by him; I, even I, in 

whom he has trust’ (145). Here again, the confidence man has mastered his mark by 

making the old miser believe that his desire has been recognised as pre-eminent, 

even as he is clearly playing the part of assistant to the confidence man.  

     This encounter leaves Pitch unconvinced, but Melville, in the very first line of the 

next chapter, introduces the next confidence man, with the brass plate, from the 

Philosophical Intelligence Office, who will attempt to sell the contemptuous bachelor 

on the virtues of society, by using a series of analogies to refute Pitch’s misanthropic 

maxim that ‘all boys are rascals’ (first on 158). The man with the brass plate 

apparently believes that his own arguments exemplify the exercise of ‘human reason’ 

(165), using this specious claim – an understanding of the link between reason and 

humanity that generates a uniquely ‘human reason’ – to authorise his appeal for 

confidence, suggesting that refusal to accept his strained logic excludes one from the 

designation ‘human’. This discourse amounts to the confidence man’s grandest 

attempt to coax one who renounces society to enter into a social arrangement. The 

PIO man concludes his business with Pitch by demanding ‘a perfect and 

unquestioning confidence’ (171) and affirming its necessity ‘as the indispensable basis 

of all sorts of business transactions’ (171). 

     After the departure of the PIO man, focus turns to the dialogues of the 

cosmopolitan, perhaps the last of the novel’s confidence men. He introduces himself 

by enthusiastically greeting Pitch, whose antisocial sentiments have returned as the 

Fidèle sits in port at Cairo, and by offering more commendations of society, coupled 

with proposals of friendship. He tells Pitch that  

 

‘one roams not over the gallant globe in vain. Bred by it, is a 

fraternal and fusing feeling. No man is a stranger… the principle of 

a true citizen of the world is still to return good for ill’ (177) 
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 In this brief and unprofitable encounter, the cosmopolitan effectively adumbrates 

the confidence man’s offer: to replace the alienation of strangeness for the society of 

confidence. The proposition is grounded on the confidence man’s control of what it 

means to be social and what it means to be confident, as he blithely pronounces the 

principles of true citizenship and characterises the feelings bred by the ‘gallant globe’ 

(177). The society that the cosmopolitan, along with his fellow confidence artists, 

offers membership into bears no relation to the one which is actually typified by the 

denizens of the Fidèle, driven by a highly competitive, economic impetus that sought 

to possess and commodify a continent. Rather than the organic and conditional 

arrangement, where trust is gradually earned, and strangeness grows into familiarity 

through experience, the confidence man describes an ideal, supported by a 

consistent and absolute confidence, which guarantees that ‘no man is a stranger’ 

(177) because it purports to know the ‘fusing feeling’ (177) which unites all men. By 

rhetorically uniting all men, the confidence man intends to marshal them into a 

community of slaves. The vision he conjures is one strictly bound to the necessities of 

that social ideal, where confidence is offered not because of a process of dialectical 

reason, but because it is absolutely required for membership in that ‘ideal’ society.         

     In his interaction with the Fidèle’s barber, William Cream, the cosmopolitan 

outlines the duality at the centre of his fabricated vision of society by asking 

 

 ‘do you think it sensible standing for a sensible man, one foot on 

confidence and the other on suspicion? Don't you think, barber, 

that you ought to elect?’ (305) 

 

He is offering the barber the false choice discussed in the previous chapter, between 

trusting all men and suspecting all men. This choice and this vision of society 

underlies every one of the confidence man’s entreaties, and whether the society is of 

friendship, communality or religious orthodoxy, its founding principle is the 

renunciation of rational reasoning. By imposing this choice upon his counterparts, the 

confidence man controls the semantics of recognition and is able to codify society 



167 
 

based on empty distinctions between confidence and mistrust, which he engineers 

and manipulates according to his requirements.  

     Behind his exceptionally mutable mask we can discern at least one thing, that, as 

the originator and arbiter of the term ‘confidence’, the confidence man is able to 

demonstrate its semantic versatility by stretching its application, either to demand 

payment from others or to avoid having to pay himself, as is the case when the 

cosmopolitan leaves the barber without having paid for his shave. The absolute 

necessity of committing to the principle of ‘confidence’ which apparently makes 

society itself possible, is rigid, but ‘confidence’ itself is whatever the confidence man 

requires from it.    

     In an environment where the key skill appears to be character-reading, the key skill 

of the confidence-man is character-writing, reclassifying the chaotic equality of 

dislocated strangers into the masquerade of society, enabled by the desire of 

characters to be recognised. This ‘being recognised’ primarily involves conforming to 

the socially expedient categories that the confidence-man will adeptly describe – the 

adaptable and benevolent giver of confidence, or the antisocial and ‘dangerous man… 

to be put down in any Christian community’ (42). Crucially the confidence-man’s 

recognition is built around the contrast between these fictive character types, 

conformity with which necessitates a disavowal of the integral inconsistency at the 

heart of identity 

     In chapter fourteen, ‘worth the consideration of those for whom it may prove 

worth considering’ (89), Melville interjects to explain  

 

‘That fiction, where every character can, by reason of its 

consistency, be comprehended at a glance, either exhibits but 

sections of character, making them appear for wholes, or else is 

very untrue to reality’. (90) 

 

 Melville’s interruption of his own narrative defends the inconsistency of the country 

merchant, who, after exclaiming that ‘truth will not be comforted’ (87, emphasis 

Melville’s) by wine or by confidence, was  
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‘almost as much surprised as his companion, at what had escaped 

him. He did not understand it; was quite at a loss to account for 

such a rhapsody popping out of him unbidden’. (87) 

 

Melville takes the opportunity to stress the point that human character is essentially 

inconsistent, in the merchant’s case both trusting and doubtful, and furthermore, 

that individuals lack the ability to consciously evoke or suppress the reactions 

actuated by these inhering inconsistencies. This is almost a direct contradiction of the 

society proposed by the confidence-man. His operation, which involves a cursory 

appraisal of character, and the offer of recognition within the conceit of social 

organisation, demands consistent adherence to behaviours determined by 

association with the poles of confidence and distrust.  

     This social classification, performed by the confidence-man, which Melville calls 

‘very untrue to reality’, is very apt for ‘a masquerade’, in which characters adopt roles 

that, by definition, stipulate characteristics, binding the masked ones to the 

behaviour dictated by their mask. Consider Pitch’s vehement declaration, ‘my name is 

Pitch; I stick to what I say’ (155) as an expression of this voluntary commitment to a 

particular role, defined in relation to confidence.170 In order to resist the omnipresent 

call for confidence, Pitch becomes a salient example of the surrender of agency to the 

mask of consistent character. However, by refusing the social bond of confidence, by 

sticking to what he says, Pitch isn’t claiming autonomy over the influence of the 

confidence-man, but rather forcing himself into another deterministic posture, one 

which superficially rejects both manipulation and inconsistency but does not prevent 

them guiding or dictating his actions. His declaration ‘I stick to what I say’ is 

tantamount to this loss of agency, confining him to the circular role of Pitch – he 

 
170 Rachel Cole considers Pitch’s case the novel’s best demonstration of a loss of dignity which grants 
advantage to the confidence-man. This loss of dignity originates in Pitch’s own reduced sense of 
identity, which I would argue is an effect of the novel’s insistently reductive dialectic of confidence and 
distrust, which compels Pitch to mask himself in the posture of inflexibility – ‘Inflexibility subsumes 
Pitch's character. It is all right there in his name; he is Pitch, he sticks to what he says. Thus Pitch is 
humiliated by association with his own identity (as one who sticks). But he is also - and more 
significantly - humiliated by something like the condition of substantive identity itself: his 
ridiculousness is a direct result of the fact that he has a fixed predicate and that he prioritizes his 
commitment to that predicate over both rationality and eloquence’ – ‘At the Limits of Identity: Realism 
and American Personhood in Melville's ‘Confidence-Man’’, 389-90. 
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sticks to what he says because he is Pitch and he is Pitch because he sticks to what he 

says. It proves to be only a superficial commitment to the role, as the next thing that 

he says after ‘all boys are rascals… I stick to what I say’ (168) is ‘Well, really, now—

really… I don't know but that I may have been a little bit too hard upon those five and 

thirty boys of mine’ (168). This glaring contradiction represents the disjuncture 

between character, in the form of the social (or antisocial) mask, and identity, in the 

form of treacherous inconsistency, and highlights the absence of agency inherent in 

either position.  

     The opposing masks of confidence in man, or of distrust in man (Pitch’s avowed 

philosophy) which describe the outward dialectic of the novel, confine the social 

individual to narrow roles, which suppress self-consciousness, determining action by 

excluding the mediation of subjective inquiry. According to the Black Rapids Coal 

Company’s transfer-agent,  

 

‘whoever had the true light should stick behind the secure 

Malakoff of confidence, nor be tempted forth to hazardous 

skirmishes on the open ground of reason… whether in private or 

public, there was nothing which a good man was more bound to 

guard himself against than, on some topics, the emotional 

unreserve of his natural heart’ (85-6 emphasis mine).  

 

The requests of the various confidence-men for ‘perfect’ or ‘unquestioning’ 

confidences further attest to the required surrender of agency: they are demanding 

that their patrons submit to having confidence in them, which they equate with 

confidence in mankind and, ultimately, confidence in the natural order of the world, 

ordained by the unquestionable principles of the divine. This pyramid of deferred 

responsibility, adeptly articulated and re-articulated by the succession of confidence-

men, denies agency at all of its levels below the divine. To accept the offer is to have 

one’s self-consciousness subsumed by this hierarchy, propped up by confidences and 

prohibiting personal judgement and self-determination by its injunction that ‘the 

least symptom of distrust, of any sort, which hereafter, upon whatever provocation, 

may arise in you’ (43, emphasis mine) must be strangled.  
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     The opposite view, as explicated by the one-legged man who emerges to reduce 

every facet of human existence to a probable deception, is equally as confining. It is 

from this exemplary cynic that we receive the universally applicable maxim, ‘to do, is 

to act; so all doers are actors’ (41), but in the sense that he gives it, it is intended to 

eradicate the basis for society altogether by challenging the very notion of a true 

identity behind the mask of action. Certainly this attitude will prevent the one-legged 

cynic from being duped (although it will not prevent him, as we will see later, from 

being an extremely useful tool in the confidence-man’s game) but it binds him to 

blind distrust as comprehensively as any dupe is bound to blind confidence. As Joyce 

Carol Oates notes,  

 

‘the motif is one of a tension between truth – the pitiless ground 

base of nature's indifference and the ‘no trust’ of the human heart 

- and the illusion of man's creation, which is confidence’.171  

 

What lies in between these two extremes is the unmanageable caprice of identity, 

which makes man subject to ‘vicissitudes of light and shade’ (172) over which he has 

no control. The very notions of society, confidence and character, as described by the 

novel, expose the lack of control individual characters have over of the formulaic 

attitudes, scripted by the mask of character, and the involuntary and unwitting 

actions, escaping from the depths of the true identity, to which the mask is 

apparently moulded.  

     The tension, which seems to be manifested in the oppositional dialectic between 

confidence and mistrust, appearance and reality, society and Timonism and so on, 

which dominates the novel, is however, yet another surface, which exists only in 

reference to other surfaces. Like the authority Black Guinea’s list claims, in being able 

to simultaneously authenticate both him and its referees, which James Salazar calls ‘a 

referential short-circuit’,172 the society which the confidence-man proposes 

 
171 Oates, ‘MELVILLE AND THE MANICHEAN ILLUSION’, 125. 
172 Salazar, ‘Philanthropic Taste’, Salazar continues, providing an excellent explanation of the false logic 
of Black Guinea’s list, concluding with ‘[those mentioned on the list] are reliable, in other words, 
because they attest; they do not attest because they are reliable’, 48. 
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consistently refers itself to an underlying ethical principle, one which exists only 

insofar as it is acceded to by the society it claims to govern intrinsically.173 It is hard to 

deny that characters in The Confidence-Man never actually give the unquestioning 

confidence that they are asked for, they simply pretend to (usually not very 

convincingly), in order to avail themselves of apparent opportunities. The authority 

within this structure of oppositions, its mastering impulse, is in fact the illusion which 

engulfs the entire novel.  

     The dialectic is grounded on principles of confidence and suspicion as absolute 

opposites that exist, inviolate, at the centre of an individual’s character, but, in fact, 

the progress of the novel shows that all social interactions involve a complex 

negotiation between the two which makes each dialectical extreme dependent upon 

the other. No character in The Confidence-Man can give unalloyed confidence, 

because all ‘confidences’ involve the balance of mistrusting their opposite. When the 

man with the grey coat tells the Episcopal clergyman that ‘we should shut our ears to 

distrust, and keep them open only for its opposite’ (42) he is, once again, trading on a 

purely rhetorical currency of differentiation between distrust and ‘its opposite’. In 

actuality he is preaching distrust as much as he is preaching ‘confidence’, because his 

confidence requires a distrust of suspicions, however well-grounded in experience, 

logic or instinct they might be.  

     Perhaps the most telling example of the convoluted unity of confidence and 

distrust comes in chapter sixteen, after the herb-doctor gradually convinces the sick 

man to purchase his ‘Omni-Balsamic Reinvigorator’. The herb-doctor is able to secure 

a sale by expounding both the efficacy and the necessity of confidence  

 

‘…the mind so acts upon the body, that if the one have no 

confidence, neither has the other… Hope is proportioned to 

confidence. How much confidence you give me, so much hope do I 

give you’ (105) 

 

 
173 The illusion of ethical principle generated by the circularity of the confidence-man’s appeal is why 
Joyce Carol Oates sees the novels dualistic imposture dissolve into ‘a final nihilism’ – ‘MELVILLE AND 
THE MANICHEAN ILLUSION’, 123.   
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He concludes the chapter, however, with a lengthy warning about counterfeit 

medicines. When the sick man notices the contradiction, the herb-doctor tells him 

‘you must have confidence, unquestioning confidence… confidence in the genuine 

medicine, and the genuine me’ (109, emphasis Melville’s). It is obvious that the 

genuine medicine and the genuine herb-doctor are indiscernible based on the 

evidence they provide (or refuse to provide); they both require unquestioning 

confidence, confidence that, as the herb-doctor is genuine enough to explain, is 

impossible without distrust. Virtually the final word in the chapter is ‘from evil comes 

good. Distrust is a stage to confidence’ (109). Rather than being a feature of 

differentiation and self-determination, confidence and distrust are personal 

ubiquities, and their foundations actually unite and potentially obscure individuations 

within the text.   

          The dialectic of The Confidence-Man, rather than advancing from the obscurity 

of discordant opinions to reach a mutually acceptable synthesis, demonstrates the 

equivalence of rhetorical poles that can only superficially make identifications. 

Melville’s style of littering the novel with litotes, tautologies and oxymorons, like the 

‘surly philanthropist’ (236) and the ‘genial misanthrope’ (236), is indicative of the 

confusion of theoretically absolute but practically interchangeable positions.174 The 

number of times Melville’s prose expresses the instinctive equivocation of characters 

by describing half-measures is remarkable: a ‘half-suppressed tone’ (26); a look ‘half 

humour, half pity’ (55); a book ‘half relinquished’ (56); an exclamation made ‘half 

humorously, half seriously’ (87); money given ‘half eagerly, half reluctantly’ (98); an 

eye ‘half distrustful, half hopeful’ (138); a glass lifted ‘half confusedly, half 

ostentatiously’ (216) and many more. Most of these equivocal gestures come not 

from, but in response to the confidence-man, who will, apparently, ‘have no half-

confidences’ (98). Melville also subjects readers to a not infrequent use of the 

idiomatic ‘more or less’, which it is fair, given the regularity of its occurrence, to view 

 
174 Rebecca J. Kruger Gaudino describes Melville's descriptions as ‘at times are impossibly ambiguous. 
The words, seemingly conveying something, in close scrutiny are opaque’ – ‘The Riddle of ‘The 
Confidence-Man’, 137,. Paul Brodtkorb Jr. remarks that the stylistic negativism of Melville’s prose 
‘recoils upon itself’, in ‘THE CONFIDENCE-MAN’: THE CON-MAN AS HERO’, 430., and R.W.B Lewis draws 
attention to Melville’s ‘self-erasing’ prose, Trials of the Word, 71. 
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as adding to the atmosphere of ambivalence, especially when it occurs outside of the 

conventions of the idiom, notably in the title of the novel’s penultimate chapter: 

 

‘In which the last three words of the last chapter are made the text 

of the discourse, which will be sure of receiving more or less 

attention from those readers who do not skip it’ (317, emphasis 

mine).  

 

The refrain of tautological chapter titles175 mirrors the circular logic of confidence, 

which can only ever pass for whatever it may prove to be worth. The personal 

confidences that are given up to the mirage of social reality actually constitute that 

reality.176 The sharp edge of this truth is that characters either bear the responsibility 

for the failure of their confidence, which instantly undermines the value of their deal 

with the confidence-man, or else they are condemned to live within the limitations of 

unreasoned faith, in whichever direction that may take them. As Leon Seltzer points 

out,  

 

‘the general situation which prevails on the riverboat makes trust 

and distrust alike rationally indefensible… When objective truth on 

a matter is correctly perceived as unattainable, then the only 

alternative, if one is to act at all, is to act unreasonably, on simple 

intuition or faith’.177    

 
175 The chapters in which Melville steps away from the narrative to impose his own commentary – 
fourteen: ‘Worth the consideration of those to whom it may prove worth considering’, 89., thirty-
three: ‘Which may pass for whatever it may prove to be worth’, 243., and forty-four, as mentioned. 
The novel contains forty-two chapters which tend to appeal to organising and consistent meta-
structures and the three chapters of meta-text which highlight the inconsistent foundations upon 
which such appeals might be made. 
176 Blair, ‘Readings of Melville, The Difference(s) that Culture makes’ Writing and Culture. Blair makes 
this point: ‘in the world dominated by a confidence man all see only their own convictions reflected 
back at them’, 126. And also ‘the world according to the confidence-man tautologically reflects back 
whatever presumptions characters have paced their confidence in’, 127. 
177 Seltzer, Leon, ‘Camus's Absurd and the World of Melville's Confidence-Man’, 19. Seltzer’s essay 
contends that ‘the paradoxical and problematic nature of The Confidence-Man would seem to invite 
interpretations from the radically ironic vantage point of the absurd’ as described by Albert Camus, 
especially in his seminal 1942 essay The Myth of Sisyphus. Seltzer illustrates the absurd choice facing 
characters in The Confidence-Man, who must either use their lucid capacity for rationality to confront 
the impossibility of metaphysical knowledge, or commit to acting irrationally.  
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     The Confidence-Man is a novel almost entirely composed of dialectical interplay – 

it is a novel of conversations; at stake in all of these conversations are the issues of 

control, identity and recognition; all issues that are critically obscured by the nature 

of their progress and the manner of their presentation. Every one of the novel’s 

encounters entails such a competition; indeed every encounter is predicated on a 

semantic challenge involving ‘confidence’ and ‘identity’ that suggests an issue of fixed 

principle. These are the two points of critical ambiguity that condemn every 

communicative effort and obscure every potentially reliable point of reference. The 

arguments that take place rely on appeals to supposedly recognisable norms; these 

norms take the form of moral standards and character types, reinforced by stipulative 

definitions and anecdotal abstracts which make the related arguments unproductive. 

They can go no further than essential and rigid opposition, eschewing a relative 

justification of the practical benefits of certain actions in favour of grounding the 

discussion in the concept of confidence and mistrust as polarised ideologies. The 

arguments are unproductive because their basic precepts are unable to interact, as 

they are defined to involve a fundamental opposition, and to create irreconcilable 

philosophical extremes. They insist that one extreme must be respected without 

entering into logic or evidence based discourses. 

     These superficial affiliations – with confidence or with suspicion – are the type of 

false identifiers that mask the dialectic of mastery predicated on the false recognition 

of separate characters. Rather than separating characters by identifying their distinct 

and self-determined core beliefs, Melville’s narrative suggests the interdependence 

of supposedly diametric core beliefs and highlights the limited agency these 

conspicuously masked characters have over their own narrative continuity. By 

insistently undermining the distinctions upon which the Fidèle’s passengers ground 

their concept of character, Melville eradicates the basis for distinction in the first 

place, making character and mask as indistinguishable as the opposite currents which 

compose the mighty but undetermining Mississippi. The mask of identity can never 

be separated from whatever it is that constitutes real identity, just as the extremes of 

confidence and mistrust actually represent a circular dialogue in which truth and 

deception are irredeemably entangled.             
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     Control is superseded by confidence; the passengers all submit, involuntarily, ‘to 

that natural law which ordains dissolution’ (8) and yet simultaneously they ‘blended 

their varieties of visage and garb’ (8) becoming one indistinguishable vision of ‘Tartar-

like picturesqueness’ (8). Just as the individuality of the Mississippi’s several strange 

and opposite currents is obliterated by their confluence in the masterful river, the 

individuality of the passengers on board the Fidèle is obscured by Melville’s masterful 

narrative. The tide of the Mississippi, both ‘confident’ and ‘cosmopolitan’, takes the 

Fidèle from the free states of the north, to the slave states of south. The Fidèle lives 

up to its name and is unerringly faithful to the course determined by the Mississippi, 

which exerts control over the steamer, pouring it, along with all its disparate currents, 

into the sea, which is itself composed of innumerable particles, merged together and 

practically inseparable.  

    

… 

 

     In its subtitle, ‘His Masquerade’, and in its very first, fundamentally equivocal 

descriptions, The Confidence-Man introduces its particular dialectic of mastery and 

servitude, one that will take place both within and throughout the novel between its 

cast of ‘strangers’, and between reader and author, until its final, mystifying word. 

The competing principles of recognition and obscurity, familiarity and strangeness 

and appearance and reality will be visited in every chapter and in every one of the 

novel’s vexed communications (or miscommunications).  

     Naturally recognition is at the heart of The Confidence-Man, as a masquerade both 

invites and opposes recognition; the subtitle suggests that the confidence-man does 

not wish to be recognised – properly speaking, for that would unmask him– but also 

that he does wish to be recognised – falsely or mistakenly recognised that is, for the 

various roles that he plays. As readers, we too are invited and compelled to recognise 

this game, and are tempted to conclude that we have mastered it by making the 

appropriate recognitions – those of the dupes and the dupers. The whole process, 

however, is undercut by the nature of its proposal – by an author who makes 

withholding vital information the controlling principle of his narrative. Melville’s list of 

clues, which are supposed to denote deception, or to inspire suspicion, are 
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suggestions to us in the same way that the litany of suggestions intended to inspire 

confidence within the text are to the characters we identify as ‘the duped’. In this 

way, the reader is in the same position as some of the confidence-man’s obvious 

victims – submitting to a confidence in his ability to see through the disguises of 

various suspects, but on the basis of evidence drawn from the kind of suggestion that 

impugns the confidence of those we suspect to have been deceived. We are 

repeatedly supplied with the superficial suggestion of need, opportunity or remedy 

that is repudiated by the equally superficial presumption of deceit. We cannot 

perform the task of unmasking without being confronted by a textual abyss, as 

Melville, ever elusive, places nothing of substance behind the masks which we are led 

to suspect conceal the singular, supernaturally resourceful confidence-man. So, 

whenever we do strike through the mask, it is to grasp at the emptiness of the 

unknown beyond. We will never know whether the investors get returns on their 

investments, whether the sick and the lame benefit from ‘natural medicine’, whether 

the barber receives his fee or whether Black Guinea is indeed black. Every judgement 

we make about identity is prone to the same problems we associate with the various 

confidence-givers; our suspicion is coaxed from us by an author who manipulates his 

audience behind the semantic mask of confidence and suspicion that can never be 

mastered. The mask of identity can never be separated from whatever it is that 

constitutes real identity, just as the extremes of confidence and mistrust actually 

represent a circular dialogue in which truth and deception are irredeemably 

entangled.           
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10. Billy Budd Part 1 

 

Novella in the Darbies 

 

With the monumental enterprise of hunting the White Whale looming, Ishmael asks 

the question to which I have been subjecting Melville’s legacy – ‘Who ain’t a slave?’ 

This resonant inquiry into the condition of ineluctable bondage is a question I find, 

not answered, but most conclusively asked by Melville’s final creative output. To my 

mind, in the entire canon, Billy Budd, the last word in Melville’s literary legacy, 

provides the most complex thematic demonstration of the dialectic of mastery and 

bondage, in its most metaphysical sense, by illustrating the scope of slavery and the 

dimensions of servitude to which its characters are confined. Further than this 

though, Billy Budd, in exploring the interconnectedness of mastery and bondage, 

exemplifies the circularity of master-slave relationships, which Ishmael foreshadows 

with his image of all hands rubbing each other’s shoulder-blades.     

     The world of the man-of-war is a strictly hierarchical one, in Billy Budd even more 

so than in White-Jacket; the Bellipotent after all, is engaged in active duty and at a 

time of particular stringency. There is a comprehensive and all-engulfing structure 

embedded in the world of the man-of-war where almost every aspect of its 

arrangement denotes relative status and designates duties accordingly. As In White-

Jacket ‘every man of a frigate's five-hundred-strong, knows his own special place, and 

is infallibly found there. He sees nothing else, attends to nothing else, and will stay 

there till grim death or an epaulette orders him away’.178 This encoded martial 

limitation is something Melville goes to great lengths to focus on in White-Jacket, 

dedicating much of the content of its early chapters to rigorously outlining duties and 

etiquette according to recognisable status, and this is especially true for officers, 

consider: 

 

‘when the captain visits the deck, his subordinate officers generally 

beat a retreat to the other side and, as a general rule, would no 

 
178 Melville, White-Jacket, 7-8. (WJ) 
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more think of addressing him, except concerning the ship, than a 

lackey would think of hailing the Czar of Russia on his throne’ (WJ, 

25)  

 

The same rigidity of rank and duty dominates the arrangement in Billy Budd. John 

Rathburn notices the frequency of  drums and whistles used in Billy Budd to call men 

to their duty; these further accoutrements of a martial hierarchy serve to 

immediately return crew members to a well-trammelled sense of their status at the 

same time suppressing their ‘innate sense of justice’.179 The implications of the 

unfolding plot of Billy Budd however, bring into sharper focus the extent of the 

bondage shared by all of its characters, stretching far beyond the hierarchy signified 

by epaulettes and whistles. 

     On board the Bellipotent mastery comes firstly, as in White-Jacket, in a rigorously 

defined chain of command: servitude is delineated by every link in that chain and the 

near literal slavery of impressment, the very bottom of that chain, looms over the 

entire narrative from its opening moments. The story of Billy Budd begins with his 

being taken into military service by the Bellipotent’s boarding officer, much to the 

chagrin of the ‘enforced host’180, Captain Graveling. Billy’s sorrowful shipmates watch 

helpless from the taffrail of The Rights of Man (the irony of this appellation not 

bypassing the oarsman and officer who carry Billy into service) as Billy is even 

admonished by Lieutenant Ratcliffe for the temerity of an accidentally ironic farewell.  

     Virtually all relationships on board the Bellipotent are regulated by a reference 

point in the unquestionable chain of command; equality, in its most basic sense, is a 

foreign concept to the sailor whose ‘life afloat is externally ruled for him’, with no 

access to encounters anchored by ‘unobstructed free agency on equal terms’ (136). 

This automatic understanding of status and duty, within a necessarily rigid hierarchy, 

is the milieu of the Bellipotent, but Melville’s story brims with subtler symbols of 

ever-present bondage and always illusive mastery, both literal and metaphysical. 

 
179 Rathburn, ‘Billy Budd and the Limits of Perception’, 96. Rathburn explores the instinctive call to 
order that whistles represent in Billy Budd at various points in his essay also.  
180 Melville, ‘Billy Budd’ Short Novels, 136. 
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     Consider the accretion of instances and symbols of bondage and restriction in Billy 

Budd that are not imposed or conjured by martial order but come from the 

limitations and restrictions of nature. Billy’s speech impediment, Claggart’s ‘depravity 

according to nature’ (128), the Dansker’s ‘guarded cynicism’ (125) and even Captain 

Vere, whose commitment to duty is not a mere calculation of self-interest but 

something to which he is bound by nature. He perceives axioms not apparent to the 

immature officers of the drumhead court, which he is powerless to contradict, and 

his honest nature ‘prescribes [him] to directness’ (119). 

     We see Billy’s paralysis before the accusations of Claggart replaced by reflexive 

violence that condemns him. Upon witnessing this, Vere remarks ‘fated boy’ (145 

emphasis mine) and when instructed, Billy obeys in ‘mechanical’ silence. The crew 

repeat Billy’s final words, as if without conscious control, and as the sentence is 

carried out we see Captain Vere re-enacting Billy’s former paralysis. When dying, 

Vere, under the influence of ‘that magical drug’ (168), presumably opium, the 

suggestion being that he has both lost control and lost restraint, verging on both 

paradox and tautology, murmurs ‘Billy Budd. Billy Budd’. (168) After his death, Billy 

Budd is intuitively venerated, even elevated to mythic status, by a crew bound by 

superstition and instinct and the novella closes with a further act of reverence that 

focuses on the symbols of bondage that pervade the story. In the Ballad ‘rudely 

printed at Portsmouth’ (169), the balladeer’s vision is of Billy, chained between 

cannons, awaiting the dawn of what will be his last day, and, as he falls asleep, the 

ballad and the story end with the image of ‘oozy weeds’, preparing to twist about 

him, like chains, locking him into an eternal bondage, about which he makes no 

demur.     

     Notwithstanding these signs of bondage, there is a curious inversion of the 

expectation of liberty that can be perceived in Melville’s treatment of characters, 

who are set within an exacting hierarchy, on board the Bellipotent. For the three focal 

characters, their autonomy is not necessarily correlated to their nominal claims to 

mastery. It is not clear that Captain Vere is at greater liberty than John Claggart and it 

is equally moot whether Master-at-Arms Claggart enjoys greater freedom than the 

lowliest of sailors, Billy Budd. Each is bound by a unique set of restrictions, yet 
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Melville’s plot implicates each member in the restrictions of the others, which 

ultimately entangles all three in an unresolvable, dialectical web.  

     Billy Budd, the lowliest sailor on board – orphaned, inexperienced, illiterate, 

unintelligent, freshly impressed and impaired with ‘an organic hesitancy… a stutter or 

even worse’ (111), is also, in many ways, the freest and most powerful member of 

the crew. From his first appearance, Billy is externally characterised as a slave by any 

other name. Examined by Lieutenant Ratcliffe in the first chapter as though he were 

on display at a Southern slave market, Billy is chosen as an excellent physical 

specimen. Wherever he finds himself, Billy is always prone to be taken or traded at 

the behest of his superiors, and virtually the entire world considers itself in some way 

superior to the quintessential tyro. Billy has no recourse to family, acquaintance or 

qualification, he is perpetually vulnerable to orders which he is bound to obey. Prone 

to the vicissitudes of fate and nature, over which he can exercise no influence, Billy 

makes no complaint. At a time of foreign revolution and domestic insurrection, he is 

the ideal serviceman; he is physically able to obey even the most strenuous orders 

but he is mentally incapable of reasoning beyond his subservience. In this respect, 

Billy does not resemble the Hegelian slave, whose recognition of significance to the 

master is one of the critical catalysing factors that unhinge and rebalance the master-

slave relationship. Billy does not recognise the power he has, perhaps in part 

because, despite its extremity, he also seems ignorant of his bondage. He makes no 

objection to being taken and, although this would be, as Melville explains ‘as idle as 

the protest of a goldfinch popped into a cage’ (105). Billy does not recognise the 

confinement, nor the fact that he behaves as a ‘fatalist’ (108). Instead, Billy seems 

only to recognise the possibility of new adventures, ‘novel scenes and martial 

excitements’ (108), connoting a sense of his freedom that is exactly at odds with the 

reality of his situation. His impetuous farewell to The Rights of Man, as he is being 

carried away, also suggests that, though he is now bound by the strictest of 

disciplinary codes, he doesn’t realise it. He clearly feels at liberty to follow his 

impulses, freely and cheerfully bidding adieu to the merchantman, not recognising 

the martial restraint that hangs over him. Such a remark from another character may 

have occasioned punishment, but Lieutenant Ratcliffe appears, with a smile, to 
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recognise blithe submission as the actual content of an otherwise insubordinately 

ironic utterance.  

     The fate of slavery is something Billy indifferently accepts, without it impacting his 

inward sense of liberty. He is unable to reason with the conceptual chains that 

constrain him, he seems aware only of the practical freedom of impulse and 

adventure that are endlessly before him. In the most literal sense, Billy embodies the 

fundamental, physical state of slavery, but he avoids the internalisation of his chains 

and so, in some senses, he escapes the metaphysical slavery which manifests as self-

denial in Billy Budd’s other characters.  

     The old Dansker, bearing the scar of his adherence to orders, typifies the trope of 

self-denial which Melville brings to a powerful culmination in Captain Vere’s grave 

instructions to the drumhead court. The Dansker is confidant and friend to Billy and 

apparently divines the peril that Billy is in, twice warning that ‘Jemmy Legs is down on 

[him]’ (124) but, chained by lifelong subordination to the will of superiors, ‘commit[s] 

himself to nothing further’ (135). Melville makes it clear to the reader that the 

Dansker is sage enough to know the predicament Billy faces, as well as knowing the 

inefficacy of a cryptic suggestion directed at one incapable of parsing satire or irony. 

The Dansker is endowed with the foresight and the comprehension that Billy lacks, 

yet because the Dansker has internalised his slavery and expresses this in self-denial, 

his warning to Billy, though insightful for the reader, is futile for its recipient. The 

Dansker’s warning is abrogated by the invisible chains that bind an otherwise 

courageous man to a sort of oracular reticence, and in the naïve ears of Billy Budd his 

pronouncement is profoundly unhelpful. The doomed collision of Billy with the 

Dansker’s inherent limitations is an entanglement of the practical inability of Billy and 

the metaphysical inability of the Dansker; the Dansker can neither advise nor 

interfere and ‘innocent’ Billy cannot fathom the sinister suggestion of the Dansker’s 

encoded warning. As John Wenke points out, ‘Billy Budd depicts the tragic 

intersection of incompatible characters’181; this incompatibility is apparent in each of 

Billy Budd’s pivotal relationships. The tragic intersection of Billy and John Claggart is 

another example of the impasse generated by the entanglement of Billy’s outward 

 
181 Wenke, ‘Genetic text and ‘the deadly space between’’, 130. 
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limitations and, in this case, Claggart’s internalised slavery to the nature he is 

powerless to annul. Claggart apparently cannot tame the ‘elemental evil in him’ (130) 

that manifests as a disdain for Billy’s innocence, and Billy cannot begin to 

comprehend Claggart’s irrational antipathy. Wenke goes on to describe the 

interaction between Billy and the Dansker as ‘a collision… of the sweeping forces of 

historical necessity’182. The futility of the exchange is of a piece with the fatalism of 

the text, where the Dansker is able to read the unfolding of history, but powerless to 

change it and Billy is eminently capable of influencing history, but incapable of 

recognising it. 

     That Billy has a dramatic power to influence is variously in evidence throughout 

the story. Captain Graveling is the first to testify to the almost supernatural power 

Billy is able to exert over his shipmates. The ‘fighting peacemaker’ sugared ‘the sour 

ones’ amongst the crew of The Rights of Man, ‘like a ‘Catholic Priest striking peace in 

an Irish shindy’. (106) By the force of what Captain Graveling can only describe as 

something like Billy’s radiant virtue, he brings calm to the ship and even has 

messmates running errands for him. He has the unconscious effect of coercing those 

he encounters into an automatic reverence for him that seems to bring them into a 

closer harmony with one another also. This trick is repeated on board the Bellipotent, 

to the extent that even Captain Vere is aware of Billy’s popularity amongst the crew. 

Billy’s evident power extends even to the troubling echo of his final words, by a crew 

spontaneously robbed of agency:  

 

‘Without volition as it were, as if indeed the ship’s populace were 

but the vehicles of some vocal current electric, with one voice 

from alow and aloft came a resonant sympathetic echo’. (163)  

 

This apparently unwilled repetition is an echo of an earlier incident, in which 

Claggart’s infamous remark ‘Handsomely done, my lad! And handsome is as 

handsome did it too!’ (125) is taken as a joke by those who hear it, inspiring a 

counterfeit laugh in deference to a superior officer. The crew of a man-of-war are 

 
182 Wenke, ‘Genetic text and ‘the deadly space between’’, 130. 
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well-acquainted with the inflexible and sometimes arbitrary requirements of martial 

life, so much so that they will react in unison to something as trivial as a supposed 

joke, but in the case of Billy’s final words, under no compulsion, the performance can 

only testify to the scope of Billy’s influence. 

     The crucial observation here, however, is that Billy Budd is locked into an 

inaccessible relationship with his own power. In fact, the power of each character, to 

act and to influence, is always referred to an organised and essentially limited 

hierarchy, converting the seeming power into a considered powerlessness. In the 

case of Billy, his radiant good nature has demonstrable power, but its power is 

integrally entangled with his powerlessness also. His immediately recognisable good-

nature, the source of his ability to influence those with whom he comes into contact, 

is a facet of his worldly ignorance. Consequently he has no power to direct the 

influence he exerts through it, as it is, by its very nature, inaccessible to him. In the 

same way, his evident sense of freedom is merely an expression of his ignorance of 

the literal facts of his slavery. Billy is, as Claggart dubiously sneers, ‘nothing more 

than innocent’ (130), but that innocence is the essence of his power and his agency. 

For Billy, to recognise his own innocence would be to imperil or even to negate it. In 

Billy’s case, an ability to comprehend his own power would simultaneously introduce 

him to the reality of his powerlessness and the power he did possess would dissolve 

in the instant of its recognition.  

     Because Billy is not reflective, he escapes the recognitions that could reveal to him 

the contradiction supporting his sense of freedom. The necessary constraint of self-

denial that is imposed upon the novella’s other characters, a negotiation between 

the literal power to act and the omnipresent authority that regulates and approves 

action is absent in Billy because he is unable to recognise its necessity. Other 

characters can manage the contradiction of power in powerlessness by deferring to 

the ironic act of self-denial: the Dansker sees but refuses to tell; Captain Vere is 

aware of Billy’s innocence yet insists upon finding him guilty, and Claggart converts 

his evident obsession with Billy into the impetus to destroy him. For these other 

characters, impulse is always countermanded or shackled by the salience of an ironic 

reading, but Billy, incapable of dealing with double meanings, is shackled only by the 
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salience of impulse. He is the clearest example of enslavement to his nature, whilst 

being at the greatest liberty to enact his impulses.     

     Locked into this unresolvable, internal master-slave dialectic that has no outside 

point of reference capable of putting it in perspective, Billy is in the precarious 

position of being imperilled by self-reflection. In a way, Billy is a repudiation of 

Hegel’s vision of the bondsman, who obtains self-consciousness through the 

realisation of his own agency and power, because for Billy, self-consciousness is the 

very thing which will confine him to the greatest slavery. The power that his 

ignorance confers, both to generate his sense of agency and to exert influence over 

others, is bound to the powerlessness of ignorance. Billy is thus vulnerable to any 

experience that would prompt the insight of self-recognition. This precludes him from 

entering into the negotiation that the Hegelian dialectic outlines, because he cannot 

achieve the necessary first step of recognition without exploding the very concept of 

power that, in the Hegelian sense, would be the content of that recognition.  

     Facing the accusations of John Claggart, who is also subject to the nature he 

cannot control, Billy is brought into contact with his unrealised master-slave 

contradiction. The effect of this deadly contact is to demonstrate to Billy, hitherto a 

slave assured of internal freedom, the totality of his powerlessness. The fact that it is 

Billy’s power over Claggart that drives the conflict is yet another layer to this 

entanglement. 

     Billy is made aware that the authority indicting him, and the accusations 

themselves, are beyond the power of his mere innocence to answer. The irony which 

constitutes the crux of the accusation, which is to say, the disjunct between Billy’s 

outward goodness and Claggart’s imputation that resentment and sedition are being 

signified by the outward appearance of innocence – ‘a man-trap beneath the daisies’ 

(141), is something fundamentally beyond Billy’s purview. He cannot answer a 

question which he cannot comprehend. This pivotal scene collapses Billy’s sense of 

agency into an unsustainable moment of paralysis, manifested as an inability to 

speak. The poles of power and impotence; mastery and bondage meet in that 

excruciating moment, rendering Billy at first the reification of powerlessness, frozen 

and muted, yet still in a tenuous relationship with the power of his innocence. This 

innocent slavery, in the presence of the opprobrious mastery of Claggart, then 
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explodes in a sign of literal power: the blow which kills Claggart. The blow 

demonstrates Billy’s physical power at the same time as his psychological impotence; 

demonstrating too the psychological power of Claggart, which sees him physically 

destroyed. With that involuntary action Billy annihilates the power of his innocence 

by exhibiting the potency which the brief and unsustainable contact with his 

impotence had actuated.  

     The unassailable reflex which dooms Billy had been foreshadowed by Captain 

Graveling’s account of Billy’s fight with Red Whiskers on board The Rights of Man. 

The effect of this fight however was to reiterate the power of Billy’s essential 

innocence; his instinctive resort to violence converted Red Whiskers from antagonist 

into ally. In the case of Claggart, he is converted from assailant to victim and Billy 

undergoes this transformation in reverse. Coming into contact with the 

powerlessness of his innocence, Billy becomes instantly guilty. In her seminal essay 

on Billy Budd, Barbara Johnson discusses the dynamics and implications of this 

exchange: 

  

‘No consideration of the nature of character in Billy Budd, 

however, can fail to take into account the fact that the fate of 

each of the characters is the direct reverse of what one is led to 

expect from his ‘nature’. Billy is sweet, innocent, and harmless, 

yet he kills. Claggart is evil, perverted, and mendacious, yet he 

dies a victim. Vere is sagacious and responsible, yet he allows a 

man whom he feels to be blameless to hang’.183  

 

The reversal or subversion of character and nature, the chiasmus, as Johnson 

describes it, expresses for her the ‘troubling incompatibility between character and 

plot’184, or the apparent incompatibility of ‘being’ and ‘doing’ within the story. This 

irreconcilable variance, between inner goodness and outward signs of evil, feeds into 

the early critical history of Billy Budd. The tendency to read the story as either ‘a 

testament of acceptance’ or characterised by searing irony, is an attempt to resolve 

 
183 Johnson, Barbara, ‘Melville’s Fist: The Execution of Billy Budd’, 571. 
184 Ibid., 571. 
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what is amiss between the signs of character and what is being signified by the 

plot.185  

     Of course there is no way to read Billy Budd without noticing the prevalence of 

irony, always counterpointed by the irrepressible signs of surface order. I see this 

tension as created by the entanglement of masters and slaves, impulses and rational 

evaluations. Where the novella is glutted with signs of authority, power and mastery 

it is also always in an essential relationship with the prevailing signification of 

metaphysical bondage; in Johnson’s words ‘the twisted relations between knowing 

and doing, speaking and killing, reading and judging’186, where the power of each 

action is bound to the impotence of the actor.     

     In the aftermath of Billy’s twice-deadly blow the story turns to Captain Vere, the 

embodiment (or so the outward sign professes) of authority. Where many of the 

problems that arise in The Confidence-Man result from the absence of the Fidèle’s 

Captain and so the absence of recognisable authority to which the novel’s characters 

can appeal, Billy Budd is surfeited with the recognisable outward signs of authority, 

but suffers, under the exquisite pressure of its plot, from the same absence. When 

called upon to judge – the very performance of authority – Captain Vere renounces 

his own agency, deferring to the Articles of War, the Crown and God. 

     Captain Vere is master of his impulses, in exactly the way that Billy is a slave to his. 

Where Billy’s impulses invariably manifest as action, Vere’s action seems to always be 

a manifestation of the instant control and rationalising of impulses. The relationship 

of Vere to his authority however, just as Billy’s relationship to his influence, is vexed 

by the internal entanglement of master and slave. Vere derives his authority always 

from the external sources to which he is bound. His authority to act is an expression 

of his inability to do otherwise. This is agonisingly established as he instructs the 

officers of the drumhead court: 

 

 
185 Notably, critic E.L. Grant Watson reads Billy Budd as Melville’s ‘testament of acceptance’ in 
‘Melville's Testament of Acceptance’, 319-27. Whereas Joseph Shiffman is typical of an early reading of 
the novella as essentially ‘ironic’, see ‘Melville’s Final Stage, Irony: A Re-Examination of Billy Budd 
Criticism’, 128-136. 
186 Johnson, ‘Melville’s Fist’, 599. 
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‘…do these buttons that we wear attest that our allegiance is to 

Nature? … in receiving our commissions we in the most important 

regards ceased to be natural free-agents. When war is declared are 

we the commissioned fighters previously consulted? We fight at 

command. If our judgements approve the war, that is but 

coincidence. So in other particulars. So now. For suppose 

condemnation to follow these present proceedings. Would it be so 

much we ourselves that would condemn as it would be martial law 

operating through us? For that law and the rigour of it, we are not 

responsible. Our avowed responsibility is in this: That however 

pitilessly that law may operate, we nevertheless adhere to it and 

administer it’. (153, emphasis mine) 

 

In this lengthy statement Vere is declaring himself a slave to the authority for which 

he is only the vehicle of communication. It is apparent that the closer a character 

comes to fully possessing the signs of authority, the greater the signification of 

individual powerlessness becomes. Vere’s stoic insistence that his authority (the only 

authority to which all characters must submit) is only the product of the chains that 

prevent him from doing otherwise, is an expression of this. The sentence which Vere 

renders is not an indication of his authority, but only the transmission of 

‘predetermined content’.187 

     That Vere is conceding his agency and his own judgement to the Crown is evident, 

but he also brings this conceptual ‘higher authority’ into another master-slave 

entanglement, by prefacing or qualifying his enforced judgements with reference to 

religious authority: ‘innocent before God’ (153), ‘it is the divine judgement on 

Ananias!’ (146), ‘struck dead by an Angel of God’ (146), ‘At the Last Assizes it shall 

acquit’ (154).  

     The two conceptual, higher tiers of authority to which Vere defers, are brought 

into the oppositional and circular master-slave dialectic that confines the entire story. 

 
187 Wiener, ‘Law, Literature and the Space Between: The Case of Billy Budd’, 161. – However, Wiener 
sees the ‘predetermined content’ as a discourse of power in which Vere is an active participant. Her 
argument condemns Vere’s legalistic evasiveness and suggests that alternative options were available 
to him.  
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This opposition, circularity and ultimate impotence finds a clear expression in the 

predicament of the Bellipotent’s Chaplain: 

 

‘the minister of the Prince of Peace serving in the host of the God 

of War—Mars. As such, he [was] as incongruous as a musket would 

be on the altar at Christmas’. (162) 

 

     The Chaplain, the representative of the highest authority to which Vere and the 

martial law he serves can submit, is bound by the contradiction of purpose that 

renders him utterly powerless. The final appeal Vere can make when enslaving 

himself to the necessities of his duty under the Articles of War is an appeal for 

religion to harmonise the irreconcilable opposition it has been all but impressed to 

serve. Religion on board the Bellipotent is bound by the same absurd circularity, as 

Melville explains when describing the function of the Chaplain: 

 

‘Why then is [the Chaplain] there? Because he indirectly subserves 

the purpose attested by the cannon; because too he lends the 

sanction of the religion of the meek to that which practically is the 

abrogation of everything but brute Force’ (162). 

 

I cannot help but see a stroke of Melvillean irony then, in the fact that Vere is slain, 

‘before attaining to the fulness of fame’ (168), by a bullet fired from the Atheé (the 

Atheist). Vere, who, as Abraham to Isaac, asserted his powerlessness to gainsay the 

higher authority that invested him with the rudiments of his power, is ultimately 

killed by the symbol that fundamentally repudiates that higher authority. Vere, who 

declares metaphorically that he has no power to act as other than as the vehicle for 

higher powers, has his literal power to act taken from him by ‘the atheist’ – a 

renunciation of the higher powers that sanction him.       

     At this point we may return to the web of bondage that implicates and entangles 

all of Billy Budd’s characters. Captain Vere, a slave to The Articles of War, defers to 

religion and declares that Billy is innocent in the eyes of God; Billy, condemned by 

Vere for the impulse he could not fathom or control, asks God to bless his 
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executioner; the Chaplain, bound by the contradiction that describes his presence on 

board a man-of-war – a man of peace, in the employ of Mars – is enslaved, against 

the impulses of his profession and his credo, and offers Billy the unorthodox gesture 

of a kiss. Here is the tragic formulation, to which the sanguine Ishmael refers, of 

hands rubbing each other’s shoulder-blades. 

     Within the story, all appeals to authority, when made, find themselves becoming a 

part of the circular dialectic of masters and slaves, judgements and compulsions in 

which they can only defer, but there is one final appeal, to the authority of Melville 

himself, that brings the dialectic full circle.   

     Beginning the first chapter after the execution and ‘burial’ of Billy Budd, Melville 

provides a remarkable expression of the constraints that bind him to the facts of his 

fable: ‘The symmetry of form attainable in pure fiction cannot so readily be achieved 

in a narration essentially having less to do with fable than with fact’. (167) Here 

Melville seems to be telling the reader that, though fiction is apt to be made 

symmetrical in form by its author, he cannot instantiate this in Billy Budd, because he 

is chained to the facts.  

     Some critics have argued that the key insight here is that the narrator, a character 

in his own right, is a fundamentally unreliable one, but I see Melville’s narration as 

reliably conforming to the bondage which underlies the entire story.188 Here the 

originator of the facts of the narrative is seen denying responsibility for them. The 

operative irony that underscores the story of bondage, is that its author, in deferring 

to the method of ‘truth uncompromisingly told’ (167) is ostensibly declaring his own 

lack of agency. The bondage which the story so variously and subtly explicates 

reaches beyond the intricacies of its plot and its thematics, to its very inception. The 

rudiments of the narrative, which Melville tells us cannot be other than they are, 

flowed from his pen at the behest of the inscrutable authority of truth and facts, 

truth and facts that can be referred no further than the one who disavows 

responsibility for them. This is the final layer of a system of bondage that envelops 

every character and dictates the dynamics and results of every encounter. Individuals 

 
188 Lyon Evans, Jr makes this point in ‘Too Good to Be True’: Subverting Christian Hope in ‘Billy Budd’’, 
writing ‘…our own doubts as readers will center less on Melville's artistry than on the narrator's 
reliability’, 328.   
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either concede to the authority of a tangible higher power, whether signified by 

epaulettes or crowns, or they are constrained by the unchallengeable diktats of their 

nature. The system of concession never reaches a final authority, as even its 

originating narrator, in a brilliantly circular gesture, forswears the freedom of fiction, 

deferring instead to the constraints of the facts which he, in the act of genuflection, is 

also simultaneously mastering.    
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11. Billy Budd Part 2 

 

Claggart 

 

At the heart of Billy Budd’s complex and tragic depiction of layers of human bondage 

is the mystery which initiates the fatal confrontation and collapses those layers into a 

single image of inalterable fate. That mystery is wrapped up inside the character of 

John Claggart. John Claggart, as engineer of the unfolding plot of Billy Budd, is the 

novel’s pivotal character; as the narrative explains, ‘the point of the present story 

[turns] on the hidden nature of the master-at-arms’ (128-9). The ‘present story’ then 

turns chiefly on the mystery of John Claggart’s motives, designated as fundamentally 

unknowable: ‘the aim is never declared’ (128). Barbara Johnson points out that even 

in Melville’s most meticulous attempts to uncover the source of Claggart’s profound 

antipathy there is, after a proliferation of signifiers of the ‘unknown’, an empty space 

between language and meaning: ‘the place of explanation and definition is repeatedly 

filled, but its content is always lacking’ (emphasis Johnson’s).189  

     Melville’s system of interpreting the mystery of John Claggart’s ‘depravity’ through 

indirection produces only an amplification of that mystery. This ‘depravity according 

to nature’ (128), both a contradiction and a tautology that becomes the story’s 

central, controlling element, expresses a master-slave dialectic that Claggart is 

incapable of resolving. Both internally and externally, Claggart is caught between 

master and slave, embodying both without entirely taking possession of one or 

submitting to the other.  

     The Master-at-Arms is simultaneously the sophisticated architect of a plot to 

victimise the ‘innocent’ Billy and the victim of an internal antipathy that controls his 

design. The motivation for his design is caught up in the issue of the ‘depravity’ that 

describes John Claggart. Melville explains this discrepancy between the manufactured 

outlook and the underlying reality when he summarises Claggart’s  

 

 
189 Johnson, ‘Melville’s Fist’, 583. 
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‘exceptional nature: Though the man’s even temper and discrete 

bearing would seem to intimate a mind peculiarly subject to the 

law of reason, not the less in heart he would seem to riot in 

complete exemption from that law’. (128) 

 

This internal riot, Melville tells us, is not continuous but occasionally evoked by a 

‘special object’ (128), in this case Billy Budd. The very mystery of Claggart rests 

therefore on the indecipherability of his purpose in entrapping the unworldly 

foretopman. Of course the notion of Claggart’s self-control or self-mastery would be 

indubitable and singular if the complexity of the action he takes against Billy were 

aimed at the purpose of self-promotion or self-aggrandisement, it is however, 

profoundly unclear what he stands to gain, if anything by the destruction of Billy. He 

understands that his attempts to annihilate Billy place himself in an invidious position, 

both in the eyes of the crew and the captain. Both the crew and the Captain hold Billy 

in high regard and, for the most part, affirm his good nature and perceive his 

innocence. Captain Vere listens to Claggart’s accusation carefully, but with ‘gray eyes 

impatient and distrustful’ (143), and Claggart is fully aware that he has insufficient 

evidence for the claims he is making. The combination of these factors amount to a 

dangerous predicament, namely that ‘there is a yardarm-end for the false witness’ 

(142) and it is inconceivable to think that Claggart is unaware of this danger. So then if 

Claggart’s often referenced rationality were able to master the unexplored, even 

unexplorable condition of his feeling towards Billy, surely the hazardous endeavour of 

Billy’s attempted persecution would be prohibited. However, it appears that the 

irrational aspect of his nature, the so-called and often repeated ‘depravity’ is the 

controlling force and is consequently able to override, or rather to make full use of, 

the logic that ought to thwart it. Once we recognise the inconsistency between 

calculated and rational self-interest and the single-minded commitment to this 

dangerous and unprofitable enterprise, we must also recognise the powerful 

influence of definably opposing forces which seem to be united in Claggart. The 

rational brain is the slave and so the co-conspirator of the irrational heart. The 

rational is, when confronted with that special object, merely ‘an ambidexter 

implement for effecting the irrational’ (128). Claggart plays out the contradiction of 
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this opposition. He is both the cool and balanced master of his emotions and the 

slave to them. He is able to use the force of his intellect to hide his malevolent 

ambition, measuring his step with the ‘collected air of an asylum physician’ (144) 

when accusing Billy but has ‘no power to annul the elemental evil in him’ (130). Those 

forces which are by ‘nature’ opposite, in Claggart are cohabitant, inextricable and 

collusive. 

     The master-slave competition/opposition represented by these constituent forces 

resident in Claggart’s personality is both inspired and mirrored by his relationship 

with Billy Budd, whose very handsomeness and moral innocence seem 

simultaneously to arouse both desire and despair, a ‘soft yearning’ (137)  and a ‘cynic 

disdain’ (130). Eric Crozier and E.M Forster’s libretto to Benjamin Britten’s operatic 

rendition transcribes Claggart’s hidden thoughts after the incident of the spilled soup 

‘Oh Beauty, Oh handsomeness, goodness … I will destroy you’190, therein representing 

the duality of his response to Billy. Billy is both handsomeness and goodness 

incarnate and yet Claggart, who openly seems to recognise this, secretly wishes his 

destruction. To suggest envy as the primary motive for his antipathy, as Melville duly 

but cautiously does, rather than concluding the inquiry, simply leads it, quite 

naturally, to other pressing questions. Although envy and antipathy ‘may spring 

conjoined’ (129), they are ‘passions irreconcilable in reason’ (129) and unlike the 

basic schema for a morality play model of envy, where motivation is superficial, 

explicated and renounced, ‘Claggart’s envy struck deeper’ (129). Claggart’s envy, if it 

causes a yearning for something possessed by Billy, has no reasonable hope, nor ever 

could have, of usurping it from the handsome sailor. Intricately involved with the 

various manifestations of Billy’s handsomeness and innocence, Claggart’s envy could 

perhaps best be characterised as envy of innocence, perhaps even envy of the lack of 

envy: 

 

‘If, askance he eyed the good looks, cheery health and frank 

enjoyment of young life in Billy Budd, it was because these went 

along with a nature that, as Claggart magnetically felt, had in its 

 
190 Crozier and Forster, ‘Billy Budd, op.50’, from Claggart’s Aria, Act 2  
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simplicity never willed malice or felt the reactionary bite of that 

serpent. To him, the spirit lodged within Billy, and looking out 

from his welkin eyes as from windows, that ineffability it was 

which made the dimple in his dyed cheeks, suppled his joints, and 

dancing in his yellow curls, made him pre-eminently the 

handsome sailor… to be nothing more than innocent!’ (129-30) 

 

Claggart holds the intellectually privileged position of being able to comprehend the 

beauty and the goodness of Billy Budd, as Melville explains  

 

‘one person excepted, the master-at-arms was perhaps the only 

man in the ship intellectually capable of adequately appreciating 

the moral phenomenon presented in Billy Budd’ (129)  

 

but this purported aptitude is tested against his instinctive animosity, to the point 

that it seems he is fated to take exception to howsoever Billy conducts himself. When 

subjected to that intelligence which is the instrument of his unreasoned aversion, 

Claggart’s observation of Billy’s apparent virtues converts, whether deliberately or 

involuntarily, signifiers of core innocence into suspicious disguises, where the 

outward display exists to mask the inner mutiny, as it does in Claggart. The ‘deeper’ 

envy that Claggart exhibits then draws upon his own manifestations of rationality, 

which conceal his guilty intent. His envy of innocence springs from his own hidden 

and contorted feeling of guilt.   

     We are certain that it is Claggart’s intention to fabricate the plot of Billy’s secret 

dissent. To facilitate this, an inversion of roles takes place in his psyche that sees his 

conscience play the part of ‘lawyer to his will’ (131). According to this model, the 

‘conscience’, usually the automatic and ungovernable moral response, is rational and 

manipulable and the will, something usually requiring positive decision, is the 

mysterious and automatic force, which takes control of the conscience and uses it for 

its own hidden purposes. Conscience as it is attributed to Claggart is performing a 

duty rather than informing a judgement. His exceptional faculties of reason exist, 

ironically, as tools of his irrational antipathy, so that the more he is able to apprehend 
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Billy’s moral qualities the more he is bound to despair and then to scheme. The more 

naïve Billy seems the more emphatic Claggart’s ironic reading becomes. 

     The issue of Claggart’s self-awareness regarding the development of his suspicion, 

given the nature of his rationalised irrationality is inevitably vague and this is 

heightened by the fact that the suspicion is being described by a narrator who claims 

no direct access to Claggart’s thoughts. That narrative voice, which is able to 

permeate every secret chamber of the HMS Bellipotent and witnesses every 

otherwise unobserved glance, in its confessed inability to penetrate the internal 

world of its characters, makes it critically ambiguous whether Claggart is convinced of 

his own accusations. The extent to which the consciously directed manipulation of 

physical evidence to create a context of suspicion is acknowledged in Claggart’s mind 

to be a fiction is unclear. It could be that the peculiar interaction of those competing 

yet unified forces has created a fiction convincing enough to become Claggart’s truth. 

Barbara Johnson points out the psychoanalytical validity of Claggart’s suspicion, even 

if we know, thanks to Melville’s narrative, that Claggart most certainly lacks the 

impartial view required of the psychoanalyst.191  

     Claggart’s scheming, enabled by a keen and rational use of provocation and 

misrepresentation, though it follows automatically the overwhelming instinct that has 

made despair out of desire, is competent to see both the handsomeness and 

goodness of innocent Billy and the possibility that those very attributes may belie 

their origin. Claggart, following rational and calculated procedures, as he invariably 

does, does not make a logically absurd jump when he suggests that indeed Billy for all 

‘that sort of good-humoured air… resents his impressment’ (141). Claggart’s 

wonderfully equivocal phrase ‘a man-trap may be under the ruddy-tipped daisies’ 

(141) expresses, at least obliquely, some of his own resentment, (as a man trapped) 

just as it sums up the case for Billy’s motivated duplicity. Whether consciously or not, 

Claggart moulds Billy’s cheery and inoffensive response to unfortunate circumstances 

into a representation or deep disguise for hatred, hatred which should rightfully be 

directed at the powers which, to all intents and purposes, have enslaved him. Given 

 
191 Johnson, ‘Melville’s Fist’, on p.578 Johnson examines the work of critics explaining how Claggart’s 
reading of Billy is, in some ways, valid, introducing the list with ‘it is perhaps even more interesting to 
examine the way in which the psychoanalytical view treats Billy's so called goodness as being in reality 
a repressed form of hate’ 
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the story’s historical context, Captain Vere, even if he does not believe Claggart, 

understands the motivation to which Claggart alludes, and on those grounds is 

compelled to take his accusations seriously. 

     Claggart has successfully, inasmuch as Captain Vere must take him in earnest, 

made a rational case justifying his irrational abhorrence of Billy, but to what extent 

can we consider his plot a success? To attempt to answer that question it is necessary 

to inquire about the true basis of Claggart’s purpose. This issue cannot be treated 

without special preliminary reference to the accumulated suggestions of a concealed 

sexual desire and the implicit connection of that desire to the shaping of Claggart’s 

pivotal animosity:  

 

‘X – is not a nut to be cracked by the tap of a lady’s fan’ (127), 

‘‘Handsome is as Handsome does’, he there let escape an ironic 

inkling… as to what it was that first moved him against Billy, 

namely, his significant personal Beauty’ (129) 

 

and perhaps most expressive of all, a long paragraph in a chapter following Billy’s 

encounter with the afterguardsman: 

 

‘But for all of that, there were certain other demonstrations now. 

When Claggart’s unobserved glance happened to light on belted 

Billy rolling along the upper gun deck in the leisure of the second 

dogwatch… that glance would follow the cheerful sea Hyperion 

with a settled meditative and melancholy expression, his eyes 

strangely suffused with incipient feverish tears. Then would 

Claggart look like the man of sorrows. Yes, and sometimes the 

melancholy expression would have in it a touch of soft yearning, as 

if Claggart could even have loved Billy but for fate and ban’. (136-7) 

 

Melville goes on to describe this unobserved but undeniable demonstration of the 

momentary escape of otherwise hidden love as ‘an evanescence… quickly repented 

of’ (137), remodelling itself as the antipathy that must equally be hidden.  
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     Given these gathered symbols of interchanging desire and despair, when we 

characterise Claggart’s motive, rather reductively, as envy, it follows that envy and 

desire are interlocking. Claggart’s envy is the rationalisation of a forbidden or 

unattainable desire but it does not follow that such a rationalisation produces a 

rational conclusion. Indeed Claggart’s rational process, impacted by the ingrained but 

un-rational revulsion of his homosexuality, inevitably creates a state of irrational or 

paranoid hatred, hatred that is initially directed inwards, as at the natural and 

unassailable force that fosters that forbidden and stigmatised desire. Eve Kosofsky 

Sedgwick proposes two answers to Melville’s crucial question ‘what was the matter 

with the master-at-arms?’ (126). The first answer Sedgwick proffers is that Claggart 

was naturally ‘a pervert, of a sort that by 1891 had names in several taxonomic 

systems although scarcely yet, in English, the name ‘homosexual’’192, but her second 

proposal better elucidates Claggart’s vindictive reaction and the crisis of the novella’s 

doomed relationship: 

 

‘…Claggart is depraved not because of the male-directed nature of 

his desire, here seen as natural or innocuous, but, rather because 

he feels towards his own desires only terror and loathing (call this 

‘phobia’). The relation between these possible answers – that 

Claggart is depraved because homosexual, or alternatively 

because homophobic – is of course an odd problem. Suffice it to 

say that either would qualify him for, and certainly neither would 

disqualify him from, a designation like ‘homosexual’’193  

 

She goes on to conclude the chapter: 

 

‘The shape taken – the form of knowledge that represents at the 

same time ‘knowledge itself’ and a diagnosable pathology of 

cognition, or the cognition of a diagnosable pathology – must, in 

accordance with the double presentation of Claggart’s particular 

 
192 Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet, 96. 
193 Ibid.,96 
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depravity, be described by some such condensation as 

‘homosexual-homophobic knowing’. In a more succinct 

formulation, paranoia’.194 

 

     In his relationship with Billy, Claggart is affected by the critically interwoven forces 

of envy and desire but more than this he is affected by the irreconcilability of his 

rational and irrational desires. In harnessing his refined, conscious abilities to achieve 

his undeclared aim, he enacts a complex and indirect negotiation between that 

consciousness and an unconscious desire, the result of this negotiation is a state of 

‘homosexual-homophobic’ entanglement. The paranoia that this entails describes 

Claggart’s interposition between forces that are both competitively and significantly 

opposed and yet also united in a sublimated purpose. The question of what Claggart 

is aiming at and how this aim ultimately stands to benefit him remains vital and 

troubling. At the very centre of Melville’s unfolding narrative, lies the desire of John 

Claggart, nominally irrational, to destroy the source of his paranoid desire. The two 

opposed forces, related by a peculiar inter-dependence, work in harmony towards a 

mutually unsatisfying goal, the realisation of Oscar Wilde’s fatalistic refrain ‘Each man 

kills the thing he loves’.195   

     Claggart is conscious both of his desire for Billy, which is a pre-eminent and 

essentially indestructible, unconscious force, and of the simultaneous and inalienable 

revulsion of that desire. His conscious mind, subjected to those competing desires, 

works to create an alternative in the form of the profound and hidden antipathy 

directed at Billy. This struggle and redefinition however, does not resolve the conflict, 

for in a sense Claggart has self-consciously created an internal master. The rational 

rerouting of antipathy that originally existed in the form of ‘phobia’ creates a 

distinctly irrational desire and one that is not merely influential but controlling. It uses 

Claggart’s natural responses and his interpretive authority to achieve an unnatural 

purpose, and in doing so succeeds in driving him further from the actual source of his 

self-loathing. Furthermore, by consciously altering the nature of his emotional 

response to the handsome sailor, he has almost indistinguishably entangled the 

 
194 Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet, 97. 
195 Wilde, ‘The Ballad of Reading Gaol’, 118.  
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rational and conscious with the un-rational and unconscious. He thus binds the 

master and the slave inseparably together, the conscious and rational with the 

elemental. This makes it impossible for his rational and refined intellect to observe 

the irrationality of the desire this process creates. Just as it is impossible for Billy and 

Claggart to engage in negotiation, on the surface as a result of Billy’s inability to 

comprehend Claggart’s animosity towards him, Claggart, outwardly ordered and 

rational, cannot force a negotiation between his internally opposed and yet inter-

dependent desires. In other words, Claggart has become a mystery even to himself 

and if it is true that Billy fails to comprehend his motives, it may be true to the same 

degree that Claggart, impaired by the internal convolution of desire and rationality, 

fails also. 

     The master-slave construct, which requires (actually contains) a fundamental 

opposition, in Claggart originates in the displacement of his phobic self-loathing. 

Master and slave, though necessarily connected are also, in the Hegelian sense, 

necessarily opposed, defined by a preliminary contest for recognition and a 

subsequent relationship of service and complacency that reverses the terms defined 

by the initial conflict. In Claggart that conflict is internalised. His acute faculty for 

calculated and rational behaviour is subjugated by the potent and ineffable desire to 

frame Billy as a covert mutineer, a desire which is now disconnected from its origin. 

We can see the dominance of the irrational aspect in Claggart’s behaviour, as has 

been examined, and we know that if Claggart's rational constitution were the master 

of his irrational heart then his endeavours towards the mysterious goal of Billy’s 

annihilation would be forbidden, but the rationality which both conceals and enacts 

the entrapment of Billy, like the ‘conscience’ that plays lawyer to the will, is 

performing tasks ordained by the irrational, master reflex. The reason, which 

evidently displays self-consciousness and contains the manufactured logic of its 

justification, is, in a sense, like the Hegelian slave, empowered by the work it is 

engaged in. The internal and hidden antipathy, one which arises from the 

transformation of paranoid desire, has lost, through the process of its redirection, any 

consciousness of itself and has become reliant on the guiding force of Claggart’s 

outwardly rational performance. If we follow Hegel’s progression, then a conflict is 

inevitable, as the crisis point, wherein Claggart’s enslaved reason has attained 
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mastery, in the form of self-consciousness of control, over the unreasoned antipathy 

has been reached. However, because the ‘master’ in this case is an artifice, 

engendered so that Claggart might be able to redirect the ‘terror and loathing’ he 

feels inwardly, he cannot separate it to begin to resolve Hegel’s impasse, without 

reverting to those self-destructive forces. The ‘phobia’ and ‘paranoia’ latent in 

Claggart’s nature preclude him from realising the conflict internally and untangling 

the intertwined master and slave. He therefore externalises the final conflict 

suggested, in Hegel’s formulation, by the slave’s realisation of self-consciousness and 

independence, by transposing the subsequent oppositional feelings onto Billy, whom 

he designates the master. Billy, in that he triggers the desire which sets in motion 

Claggart’s loathing and terror, embodies the essence of the force which has come to 

master him. By destroying Billy, Claggart reasons, he will have also destroyed the 

chains of sexual desire wrought by Billy’s handsomeness and virtue, which seem to 

have created the internal conflict. Furthermore, if we suspect that Claggart is both 

enticed and tortuously enslaved not only by Billy’s good looks but also by his 

unaffected cheerfulness and innocence, then by provoking violent retribution he 

might succeed in undermining the qualities that helped to foster the problematic and 

unrealisable desire. Perhaps in this sense Claggart is using his Captain as a catalysing 

agent in this provocation, so that he might further discomfit Billy, driving him to 

renounce his tacit claim to innocence with the fateful blow. To put it more succinctly, 

Claggart may not be intending to prove his accusations in the eyes of Captain Vere, 

but to himself. Claggart may be aiming to disabuse himself of his hidden homosexual 

longing by causing Billy to eradicate his position of moral impeccability. Striking 

Claggart would make Billy seem no longer ‘nothing more than innocent’.  

     Claggart had already, in his musings precedent to that remark, surmised that the 

root of Billy’s handsomeness lay in that innocence unfamiliar with the serpent’s 

‘reactionary bite’ (129). Claggart then, rather than being an unadulterated villain, may 

have genuinely considered the case for Billy’s unworldliness disguising a subversive 

intent, if only as a rationally grounded construct for escaping the constraints of his 

dominant homosexual desire. Not necessarily to destroy Billy physically, the effect of 

which may not conquer those urges, but through an attempt to destroy Billy’s moral 

standing and in doing so, to poison the root of his allure. Of course in achieving this 
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Billy would also face certain physical destruction, perhaps merely as a by-product of 

Claggart’s primary design, but it is telling that Claggart and Billy’s fates are entangled.  

     Claggart’s aim to destroy Billy, framed as an attempt for him to conquer the 

irrational, ‘self-loathing’ paranoia within himself, brings Claggart into proximity with 

the irrational mania of Ahab. Melville’s use of the term ‘monomania’, in the following 

passage, to characterise Claggart’s ambition cannot help but strike a sense of 

familiarity in the reader: 

      

‘As to Claggart, the monomania in the man—if that indeed it 

were—as involuntarily disclosed by starts in the manifestations 

detailed, yet in general covered over by his self-contained and 

rational demeanour; this, like a subterranean fire was eating its 

way deeper and deeper in him. Something decisive must come of 

it’. (138, emphasis mine) 

 

Here Claggart not only has Ahab’s characteristic ‘monomania’ but also that something 

deep, ‘like a subterranean fire’, so reminiscent of Ahab’s grand and wild ambition, 

described with images of the ‘captive king’ who sits ‘far beneath the fantastic towers 

of man’s upper earth’196.   

     Claggart conceptualises Billy in the same way that Ahab conceptualises the whale, 

as something internal which can be transposed onto something external and 

mastered, but also something external, which is internalised and masters them both. 

Claggart’s desire to inscribe Billy with meaning beyond his seeming innocence mirrors 

Ahab’s insistence on filling the ‘inscrutable’ whale with personal meaning. This is the 

bind which I see as dominating Melville’s master-slave dialectics, not just the 

intrusion of forces beyond the scope of rational human discourse into the bounds of 

that discourse, but the active desire of human characters to conscript the abstract 

caprices of the universe into the dialectic.  

     Billy’s innocence is something which Melville describes as beyond the remit of 

‘shrewdness’, for ‘something more, or rather, something else than mere shrewdness 

 
196 Melville, Moby Dick, 166. 
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is perhaps needful for the due understanding of such a character as Billy Budd’s’ 

(138). Here it is possible to read shrewdness as a stand in for the rationality that 

would enable a progressive dialectical process, but in Billy Budd, the process of 

dialectical reasoning is prohibited. The two oppositional and un-rational forces which 

dominate its plot, namely, Billy’s innocence and the internal conflict which John 

Claggart endeavours to resolve, cannot engage one another. The result is the collapse 

of dialectical reason and the ultimate and unavoidable tragedy of a story which 

begins with the slavery of impressment but concludes with a more decisive slavery. 

The sense of humanity’s inherent condition, that of universal, metaphysical bondage 

so prevalent in Melville’s work, is at the heart of Billy Budd. It is the thematic 

underpinning of a plot that attempts to apply dispassionate reason to the 

entanglement of irrational forces and it is the inevitable futility of this endeavour that 

drags all characters into the vortex of slavery.   
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12. Moby-Dick Part 2 

 

Ahab and Pip 

 

The metaphorical vortex that describes the reduction of all of Billy Budd’s characters 

to slavery features in Moby-Dick as a final and literal incarnation of this equalising 

force. In fact the catastrophic destruction of the Pequod that concludes Moby-Dick 

and drags Ahab and all of his fated crew, barring the orphan Ishmael, down to the 

depths of the ocean, figures for me as Melville’s enduring image of the failure of 

human dialectical progress. Generated by the immensity of an inscrutable force, the 

image of the vortex, as I explained in the opening chapter, reverses the helix familiar 

to the Hegelian dialectic. The vortex which consumes the crew leaves only Ishmael, 

and it is passive Ishmael who knows well that slavery is intrinsic to the human 

condition, who is left to tell the story. It is Ishmael’s testimony, the novel itself, filled 

with dialectical wanderings, that breathes life into the depths and undercurrents of a 

story animated by more than the oppositional determination of human subjects to 

overcome the malice of inscrutable objects.     

     The elemental force that seems to engender the profound destruction which 

concludes Moby-Dick is at once the White Whale, and more than just a single, 

capricious entity. The whale’s destructive impulse suggests malicious agency to Ahab, 

but through Pip’s far-seeing eyes, the reader is introduced to the minutiae, beneath 

the level of terrestrial consciousness, governing the laws of the universe. For Moby-

Dick, and Melville’s work more generally, the minute and innumerable ‘coral 

insects’197, whose indifference represents ‘heaven’s sense’ (371), are the effective 

rudiments of a divine and totalising force.  

     Ahab and Pip, from the depths of the ocean, have both encountered the 

inscrutable. For one it acquires a meaning that must be foreclosed and for the other it 

opens a world of meaning that is inexpressible. For both Ahab and Pip, this encounter 

gives them the outward appearance of insanity. The dialectic between them reflects 

the antithetical images of depth – destruction and creation – which they dredge up 

 
197 Melville, Moby Dick, 371-2. 
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from the ocean. These perfect Hegelian terms can find no Hegelian synthesis, because 

they are mediated not by the superior forces of reason and recognition, but by  a 

‘celestial thought’ that repudiates reason and is only recognisable in ‘man’s insanity’ 

(371). That ‘celestial thought’ is the very thing which binds Ahab and Pip and lies at 

the heart of their putative madness; it is the apparently unspeakable thought of an 

overwhelming impotence that stymies the discourse between masters and slaves as it 

does the discourse between man and fate. The dialectic between Ahab and Pip, both 

oppositional and binding, is, in its own way, a mirror image of their oceanic visions; 

one reflects the powerful and unyielding malignity of the whale and the other mirrors 

back the unyielding proliferation of coral insects, weaving, in total indifference, the 

unreadable motions of the whale and of the ever-changing universe.      

     That Ahab enforces, through his own monomania, a metaphysical bondage to 

Moby Dick has already been detailed, but in Pip, Ahab discovers, by an accident of 

circumstance, another bondage. He finds that Pip is ‘tied to [him] by cords woven of 

heart-strings’ (462), bound by the reflection of his own madness inverted in the 

powerless figure of the cabin boy.  

     The strange, almost corporeal bond between Ahab and Pip, ‘the most insignificant 

of the Pequod’s crew’ (368), produces a notable inversion of the ship’s power 

relations also. Pip, the lowliest member of the crew, whom Stubb evaluates as a 

commodity, worth one-thirtieth of a whale, by Stubb’s estimate, when he first jumps 

from the whaleboat and sabotages the hunt, seems singularly able to influence the 

brooding Ahab. Ahab is even fearful that Pip is capable of curing his madness, at the 

point at which the greatest concentration of that madness is required. It is not, 

however, through determined rational discourse that Pip is able to affect Ahab, but 

rather by embodying total passivity. Pip, the image of powerlessness without demur, 

reflects to his monomaniac captain-mentor the same consent to the sovereignty of 

fatalistic powers which binds Ahab to the whale. 

     That Ahab claims he cannot see himself reflected in Pip’s ‘vacant pupil’s’ (461) is a 

symbolic testament to Pip’s point of difference from other members of the crew, who 

fail to influence Ahab with their rationally oriented objections. In those other crew 

members Ahab can discern his own reflection, insofar as he can see his desires 

enacted through them. All those other crew members become mechanical parts, 
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revolving at the behest of Ahab’s ‘one cogged circle’ (149), all becoming instrumental 

in Ahab’s quest for Moby Dick. Consequently, in them he can only see the pliable 

mediators of his own will. In Pip there is no such reflection; Pip is powerless to assist 

in the pursuit of the whale and so he is practically worthless to Ahab, but that 

practical worthlessness is inverted, or converted into a psychological power that even 

threatens to unman Ahab. A similar, operative transmutation of powerlessness into 

power becomes apparent in the relationship of Ahab to Starbuck, as the novel draws 

towards its conclusion and it is clear that Starbuck has given up on attempting to 

influence his dangerously single-minded Captain. The moment that Starbuck’s total 

submission is recognised, signalled by Ahab having his chief mate hoist him to the 

mast-head, ‘freely giving his whole life into such an otherwise distrusted person’s 

hands’ (476), seems to be the moment at which Starbuck is able to draw out some of 

Ahab’s human sympathies. 

     So powerlessness, when recognised by the tyrannically powerful Ahab, seems to 

have a noticeable effect, and this is most effectively rendered through the precarity 

Ahab feels in the presence of the completely powerless Pip. Pip, who is scorned, 

shunned and pushed around by the rest of the crew, acquires, or comes close to 

acquiring the power to ‘keel up’ Ahab’s purpose (471), becoming as Jimmy Packham 

relates, ‘representative of both that which stands outside the influence of Ahab’s will 

and that which destabilizes the monolithic power of such a will’.198 The thing which 

connects the highest with the lowest, the lord with the bondsman, and threatens to 

reverse the very source and object of the master’s power is the focus that Pip is able 

to draw to the universal bondage that orders and unites them both, dissolving the 

significance of the hierarchy that superficially divides them.  

     This sense of metaphysical bondage, on which I have been focussed, finds 

expression in the parallel relationship of Ahab and Pip. They are two characters of 

such dramatically divergent backgrounds, possessing such radically different 

personalities – one a forcefully authoritarian ruler and the other even lower than a 

menial – and yet they express a human equivalence that testifies to something deeply 

unifying in their shared experience. Pip is the one member of the crew who seems 

 
198 Packham, ‘Pip's Oceanic Voice: Speech and the Sea in Moby-Dick’, 583. 
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overtly to recognise human equivalence with his domineering captain, profoundly 

effecting Ahab in the process.199 This entanglement of power and powerlessness 

plays out in The Cabin, as Ahab, feeling Pip’s potential psychological mastery of him, 

threatens him with physical destruction: ‘Weep so, and I will murder thee’ (472), but 

Ahab follows this threat with an expression of his connection to Pip, ‘have a care, for 

Ahab too is mad’ (472). 

     Ahab states that ‘like cures like’ (472), expressing his sense that Pip’s madness 

reflects his own madness back to him, and menaces him with its power to cure the 

cherished malady that fuels his vengeful expedition. Though it is true that Melville 

describes both Ahab and Pip as mad, the notion that their respective madnesses are 

the same, as Sharon Cameron discusses, is mistaken; in fact, Pip’s madness is the 

‘very antithesis of [Ahab’s] own’.200 Endearing and somehow essential, one might say 

that Pip’s connection to Ahab is a reversal of the terms of Ahab’s madness; in Ahab’s 

eyes, Pip’s madness is something both fundamentally like his own and yet represents 

something opposite, as a mirror image. Pip is the one member of the crew whom 

Ahab cannot absorb into himself, noting that Ahab, who calls those who share the 

whaleboat with him not separate individuals, but his arms and legs (503), refuses 

Pip’s offer to become his missing leg (471).    

     That Pip and Ahab demonstrate alternate forms of madness is as abundantly 

evident as their difference in status. Ahab is driven by one, all-consuming purpose, a 

monomania which directs all of his worldly energies and animates him like few other 

characters in literature; Pip’s madness diffuses any sense of purpose, and even any 

sense of selfhood, reflected in his disjointed and unfocussed speech which is so 

frequently self-denying. Ahab’s madness reduces the world to within the bounds of 

his own perception, ‘haunted by the unknowability of ‘things’, he turns desperately to 

solipsism’201, whereas Pip’s madness entirely obliterates his sense of owning an 

individual self, and when he talks it is as though from an unregulated, universal 

perspective. Pip, apparently in the literal sense, considers his prior self, the Pip who 

 
199 C.L.R James notes that ‘alone of all the crew [Pip] now spoke to the terrible Ahab as one human 
being to another’, Mariners, renegades and castaways, 63. but the same might also be said of Starbuck 
in The Symphony, as before Starbuck approaches Ahab he recognises Ahab’s sobbing, seeming ‘to hear 
in his own true heart the measureless sobbing that stole out of the centre of the serenity around’, 479. 
200 Cameron, ‘Ahab and Pip: Those Are Pearls That Were His Eyes’, 577. 
201 Woodson, ‘Ahab's Greatness: Prometheus as Narcissus’, 362. 
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had a fixed point of view, to have been irredeemably lost to the ocean. In The Cabin, 

Pip asks imagined dignitaries ‘Monsieurs, have ye seen one Pip?—a little negro lad, 

five feet high, hang-dog look, and cowardly’ (472). Pip cannot find a centred 

perspective, unable to fit into the body that was once Pip, and Ahab cannot escape 

the limits of his own body and the bondage of his own motives. 

     Both Ahab and Pip, as Ishmael speculates, were driven mad by life-threatening 

experiences at sea. The way that Ishmael’s speculations trace the impacts of those 

experiences provides the critical insight into the difference between the madness of 

Ahab and Pip, as well as the results which connect their disparate experiences and 

fuse the two together, generating their tender but unstable relationship. 

     Ahab’s deranging encounter was with the White Whale and, in the extremest 

sense, it was a corporeal encounter, involving only reflexive ‘sudden, passionate, 

corporal animosity’ (165) directed against an animate and recognisable entity. The 

fight with Moby Dick took place in the object realm, directly and immediately 

involving Ahab’s physical body. The consequence was Ahab’s dismemberment, the 

physical mutilation that Ishmael suggests begins Ahab’s spiral inwards, into an 

infinitely confining isolation from other perspectives. Ishmael goes on to imagine the 

return journey, in which Ahab was closeted with the personification of his physical 

and mental wounds –  

 

‘Ahab and anguish lay stretchered together in one hammock… 

then it was, that his torn body and gashed soul bled into one 

another; and so interfusing, made him mad’. (165)  

 

Ahab’s madness then seems to be a crystallisation of character, a reduction of soul 

and body into a single formula, and the result is the solipsism that produces and 

sustains his monomania.  

     Ahab’s demeanour reflects this introverted madness, madness uniquely capable, 

as Ahab soliloquises, of comprehending itself (149). This self-knowledge means that 

Ahab has an acute understanding of the terms of his derangement, an understanding 

which, in itself, constitutes the acumen required to dissemble and so to appear 

composed and sane. We are told that, when Ahab arrived on shore ‘no Nantucketer 
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thought him anything other than naturally grieved’ (166) but his effective 

concealment of his madness was, of course, in service of that madness. Here is 

another reflection of the formula of Ahab involved in a personal master-slave 

dialectic, where Ahab is pitted against Ahab, master and slave simultaneously. This 

ongoing conflict drives him ever closer to the annihilation of both masters and slaves 

in that final encounter.  

     Ahab then, seems eminently able to perceive the core of his own insanity, but, 

utterly enslaved to it, he is incapable of changing course; the power of his ‘special 

lunacy’ (165) makes him, as previously discussed, both subject and object in one 

body. Self-reflection is not only permitted by Ahab’s madness, but it is actually 

necessitated by it; that obsessive self-reflection is the pivotal power his condition 

confers, giving him the dramatic force to compel others, but also binding him to 

introversion – a powerlessness to see beyond himself. The monomania is all-

consuming in the sense that Ahab is bound to absorb all his worldly experiences into 

that self-reflecting centre, which insists on seeing agency in others, but cannot escape 

the reduction of all agencies to a conflict within himself. His affliction resolves itself 

into a needlepoint, which focuses intensely inwards and turns all the entropic activity 

of the universe into a motivated assault on Ahab. At all times, Ahab recognises 

himself as both victim and perpetrator. His madness then, is the reduction of all of 

the various phenomena of the world, observed and hidden, to a single contestable 

agency, and he arrogates to himself the radical power of attribution that makes this 

observation possible, but this power of individualism cannot get beyond the 

inevitability of being blocked in every insight by the blank wall of a single image.202 

The image is always the image of Ahab, as for Ahab, the world is only Ahab: Ahab, as 

Starbuck astutely explains, is the only thing which Ahab needs to beware of (423) and 

the peril of this limitation is also evident when he reviews the doubloon, in which he 

can only see himself in triplicate (385) and yet in every image he remains mysterious. 

The bleeding together of soul and body which gives Ahab his overwhelming purpose 

 
202 Mark Edelman Boren touches on Ahab’s power to covert material objects into personally significant 
trophies:  ‘Ahab is not a creature of interpretation, but an invested being, a walking, ranting trophy 
carrying his significance with him—a rhetorical man-thing that has the power to invest with meaning 
whatever he physically or rhetorically touches’ from ‘What's Eating Ahab? The Logic of Ingestion and 
the Performance of Meaning in Moby-Dick’, 10. 
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and the god-like power to give meaning to the signs which confront him, also makes 

Ahab incapable of seeing anything other than Ahab. His mastery does not resolve the 

fatalistic conflict within him. Even in a universe dominated by Ahab, the unsolvable 

mystery of the agency he claims to discern still faces him in his own reflection, which 

is defined by mysteriousness.     

     Ahab’s powerful quarterdeck appeal to his crew explicates this, with its images of 

agency and inscrutability conjoined in every frantic but compelling utterance. He is 

determined to impute an agency (Ahab is unclear whether Moby Dick is self-

motivated or acting on behalf of another determining force) which operates behind 

‘walls’ and ‘pasteboard masks’ and it is always implicit that his attribution of this 

agency takes Ahab as its target. In this way, Ahab finds it within his power to conceive 

of himself as master of his universe, but this mastery confines him to within the 

limitations of that universe, where every natural force is imagined as a wall, pushed 

near to him. Here, Ahab is both the wall and the one who would strike through it. In 

discussing the contraction of Ahab’s madness, Ishmael moves on to an expansive 

metaphor of the Hôtel de Cluny, with its ‘fantastic towers’ concealing man’s ‘root of 

grandeur’ (166). The polished palimpsest of surfaces, sits on top of the ancient halls 

of Thermes, where man’s ‘whole awful essence’ sits in ‘bearded state’ beneath the 

‘entablatures of ages’ (166), a metaphor exemplifying Ahab’s captivity beneath the 

commanding superstructure of his own personality, hemmed in by the innumerable 

walls he himself erected and through which he is determined to thrust. 

     Ahab’s is a madness born of the unnatural fusion of his masterful appropriation of 

the universe’s meaning and his irreducible slavery to the meanings he has created. He 

is capable of converting all objects into reasoning things, but he cannot use reason to 

engage with them. He attributes motivation to the walls that confront him, yet his 

only method of coming to terms with that motivation is to marshal all of his lucid and 

rational energy into acts of aimless violence, striking through the wall at the unknown 

beyond. It is worth observing again the similarity between Bartleby and Ahab in this 

regard; both characters empower themselves with special abilities that frustrate, 

captivate and coerce others, yet both are suffocated by the inescapable attraction to 

which their powers commit them. For Bartleby, it is the power to declare preferences 

which can only ever be expressed as a negative; for Ahab it is the power to assign 
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meaning that is always locked behind opaque masks. For both characters the result is 

gravitation towards the wall, drawn by their power towards the image and the source 

of their impotence. 

     The experience which produced Pip’s madness however, is almost the exact 

opposite of the physical struggle that unhinged Ahab. Where Ahab’s reflex led him to 

an active, violent encounter with a single living thing, Pip’s reflex was to jump away 

from danger into the paradox of a passive struggle with the totality of all things. In 

The Castaway, Ishmael provides one of Melville’s most searching and poetic passages, 

an account of Pip’s being stranded, where his finite body and infinite soul are 

separated, in a reversal of the ‘bleeding together’ of those aspects which caused 

Ahab’s madness: 

 

‘The sea had jeeringly kept his finite body up, but drowned the 

infinite of his soul. Not drowned entirely, though. Rather carried 

down alive to wondrous depths, where strange shapes of the 

unwarped primal world glided to and fro before his passive 

eyes; and the miser-merman, Wisdom, revealed his hoarded 

heaps; and among the joyous, heartless, ever-juvenile eternities, 

Pip saw the multitudinous, God-omnipresent, coral insects, that 

out of the firmament of waters heaved the colossal orbs. He 

saw God’s foot upon the treadle of the loom, and spoke it; and 

therefore his shipmates called him mad’ (371-2) 

 

Here Pip’s passivity is the governing image. Where Ahab proactively concentrates all 

the dynamic energy of the universe into one body, Pip loses his concentrated centre 

into the vastness of an indifferent universe. Ahab is blinded by the collapsing inward 

of his world and Pip is essentially muted, as his speech becomes incomprehensible to 

the crew by the explosion of profundity that diffuses his character outwards, into an 

unspeakably large space. These opposite experiences testify to the reality of slavery 

for both Pip and Ahab. In these two encounters, Melville suggests a unity: that the 

universe itself is as confining as the straightjacket; that Ahab’s concentration is the 

reflection of Pip’s diffusion, both reflecting from opposite angles on the same point, 
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the powerlessness of the finite individual, locked in a relationship with the infinite, a 

relationship between a subjective self and the objective enormity of the universe. 

Where Ahab will attempt to master this opposition by locking himself in solipsism, Pip 

passively slips from himself into a ‘subject-cancelling and identity-negating’203 unity 

with a universal truth that he cannot articulate.    

     In the preceding paragraph, Ishmael explains why, when swimming in the open 

ocean, ‘sailors hug their ship and only coast along her sides’, because to be lost, as Pip 

was, exposes one to the intolerably ‘intense concentration of self in the middle of 

such a heartless immensity’ (371). In this phrase Ishmael offers another view of the 

relation of Ahab to Pip and of the underlying immensity that binds them: Ahab is the 

intensely concentrated self and Pip, who once found himself (and lost himself) in that 

position of intense concentration, embodies the immensity and the indifference of 

the heartless ocean, and so it becomes Pip who threatens to diffuse Ahab’s 

concentrated self.    

     Pip’s speech is also a sort of reversal of the dramatic concentration of Ahab’s. Once 

again, The Doubloon sequence provides an excellent example of this difference, with 

Ahab giving meaning to the inscriptions on the doubloon by the sheer force of his 

pronouncing those meanings, and Pip’s speech reverting back to the very basic and 

universal rudiments of language itself. Where Ahab makes the world outside mean 

something for him alone, ‘Pip’s words do not emphasize distinct perspectives but, 

instead, define perception as a shared, structurally linked activity’.204 Samuel Otter 

observes the universality embedded in Pip’s conjugation of the verb to look, as he 

confronts the doubloon, ‘in Pip’s morphology, the verb ‘to look’ may take different 

forms, but the acts of looking are yoked together’.205 Donald Pease sees a similar 

universality in Pip’s ‘seemingly infinite stream of primal inspiration seemingly 

emanating from the primal source of utterance itself’206 which suggests that Pip’s 

speech, as Ishmael tells us, is somehow a direct expression of ‘God’s foot on the 

treadle of the loom’ (372), the overwhelming truth which ‘drowned the dimension of 

 
203 The phrase belongs to Donald Pease, though Pease relates Pip’s madness to his bearing witness to 
the ‘triumphs of a culture of speculation’, see ‘‘Moby-Dick’, Melville's Governmentality’, 334. 
204 Otter, Melville’s Anatomies, 170. 
205 Ibid., 170. 
206 Pease, ‘Melville’s Governmentalities’, 335. 
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Pip that [could] bring back the news of the infinite to the realm of finitude’.207 So Pip’s 

speech is both insanity – that which cannot be articulated, and sense – that which is 

undeniably true. This illustrates the paradox which seems to divide Pip from the crew, 

who see him as an idiot, but binds him to Ahab, who sucks ‘most wondrous 

philosophies from [him]!’ recognising that ‘some unknown conduits from the 

unknown worlds must empty into [him]’ (467)  

     Ahab seems to be drawn to the unification that Pip ‘speaks’, even as it contradicts 

the clear Manicheanism of his worldview. For Ahab, proximity to Pip, as much as it 

imperils his purpose, is another indication of his recognising a critical opposition 

within himself, an opposition between the universal and the particular, the decisive 

subject and the passive object. Ahab’s fascination with Pip is magnetism to the all-

prevailing and universal slavery, which, concentrated within him into a particular, is 

made general by Pip’s effusive madness. Ahab, who dedicates the energy of his 

personality and his speech to efforts to delineate and control, is drawn towards  

 

‘a voice that is ultimately irreducible, that is powerful not for 

the way in which it counters Ahab’s authority but destabilizes it 

simply by speaking without control’.208  

 

Both Ahab and Pip see the totalising power of agencies resistant to human reason, 

reified in Melville’s image of coral insects, imagined before Pip’s ‘passive eyes’, and in 

Ahab’s plot-controlling attraction to the hidden and conquerable motivation of the 

whale. Ahab’s bond with Pip is a self-reflecting one, for both Ahab’s focus and Pip’s 

dispersion are directed at the ‘celestial thought’, which, from alternative angles, 

echoes the same overarching truth. Sharon Cameron notes the unity expressed 

beneath Ahab and Pip’s radical difference, suggesting that it is no surprise  

 

‘that [Ahab] should be privy to Pip's language when the latter 

speaks in soliloquy… given how thoroughly Melville means us to 

see these characters as halves of the same consciousness’.209  

 
207 Pease, ‘Melville’s Governmentalities’, 335. 
208 Packham, ‘Pip's Oceanic Voice’, 584. 
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     The function of Pip, as the other half of Ahab’s consciousness – the objective to 

Ahab’s subjective – is the negation of Ahab’s romantic individualism.210 Pip’s loss of 

self into the depth of the ocean conceptualises for Ahab the elemental vastness 

against which he rages and to which he is bound.  

     Throughout the novel we find Ahab in a relation to the various symbols thrown at 

him by nature that is both violently oppositional and unifying. Standing beneath the 

forked flames of St Elmo’s fire, addressing the flames, Ahab articulates this 

contradiction, finding fate and freedom in the same image and equating defiance 

with devotion:  

 

‘I now know that thy right worship is defiance… I own thy 

speechless, placeless power; but to the last gasp of my 

earthquake life will dispute its unconditional, unintegral mastery 

in me’ (449)  

 

but Ahab then goes on to unify himself with the thing he both defies and worships, 

‘light though thou be, thou leapest out of darkness; but I am darkness leaping out of 

light, leaping out of thee!’ (450). This is the same specular configuration that links 

Ahab to Pip, both integrally the same but expressed as superficially opposite. Pip 

touches Ahab’s ‘inmost centre’ (462) yet Ahab is prepared to destroy him.      

     In these configurations, Melville is suggesting once again an equality born of basic 

oppositions. Pip is the lowliest member of the crew and yet commands Ahab’s 

greatest respect, instantiating Ahab’s decree under the flames that ‘come in thy 

lowest form of love, and I will kneel and kiss thee’ (449), for Ahab is prepared to be a 

slave only to the power represented by the lowliest form. ‘Pip, the lowest of the low 

in America in 1851’ as C.L.R James observes, ‘in the end will be hailed as the greatest 

 
209 Cameron, ‘Ahab and Pip’, 585. 
210 Ahab suggests various analogies to heroes of the romantic canon, whose defiant individualism was 
their leading characteristic, and whose individualism doomed them. John P. McWilliams provides an 
extensive list of these analogies in ‘‘In the face of the fire’: Melville’s Prometheus, Classical and 
Romantic Contexts’, 241-266. 
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hero of all’.211 Though this may seem a stretch by the terms of the narrative itself, it is 

the way that Melville chose to introduce Pip when describing the crew in Knights and 

Squires:   

 

‘Poor Alabama boy! On the grim Pequod’s forecastle, ye shall ere 

long see him, beating his tambourine; prelusive of the eternal 

time, when sent for, to the great quarter-deck on high, he was 

bid strike in with angels, and beat his tambourine in glory; called 

a coward here, hailed a hero there!’ (106) 

                     

The inversion of powerlessness and power that this passage describes has the same 

character of opposition as Pip’s madness, which is ‘heaven’s sense’. This is the 

opposition which Melville keenly describes between the ‘robed investiture’ of kings 

and the ‘exalted mounts’ to which ‘the most abased’ (102) are lifted. These inversions 

are all grounded on the supreme equality that underlies all the superimposed 

structures which determine nominal mastery. In this particular sequence Melville 

gives the equality a numinous character, ‘that democratic dignity which, on all hands, 

radiates without end from God… His omnipresence, our divine equality!’ (102) but, 

essentially, he is confirming the implication of Ishmael’s resonant inquiry in the very 

first chapter, which is to say that this ‘just Spirit of Equality’ is predicated on a 

universal and inalienable slavery. That Melville designates that this equality is divinely 

ordained is inflected once again in A Bower in the Arsicades, this time however, 

Melville adds the intervening symbol of the loom, precluding discourse between the 

‘weaver-god’, who is ‘deafened, that he hears no mortal voice’ (401) and humans, 

who are likewise deafened by the humming of the loom. The interposition of the 

image of the loom between humans and the generative forces of nature, here 

personified as the weaver-god, is Melville’s vision of dialectical breakdown. The 

weaver-god is reimagined for Pip as operating through the unreadable confluence of 

coral insects, ‘heaving the colossal orbs’, but the key concept remains indifference, 

which prohibits operation or intervention by human agency. This indifference is what 

 
211 James, Mariners Renegades and Castaways, 25. 
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Ahab recognises in Pip, who returned from the depths of the ocean to confirm the 

devastating truth that Ahab already acts out, that the ‘weaver-god’ operates beyond 

the influence of human force or human reason.    

     The Hegelian resolution of recognised equality, expressed exquisitely in the bond 

between Ahab and Pip, is achieved not through the master’s eventual recognition of 

being dependent upon the slave, but by the slave’s exposition of a shared 

dependence on forces which exist outside of the dialectic. The great irony of Moby-

Dick is that the ‘celestial thought’ which Pip’s madness illuminates is not approached 

through the helical progress of dialectical reason, because it is found not in the 

heavens, as the designation suggests, but at the bottom of the ocean, where ‘the 

treadle of the loom’ is operated in total indifference.  
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13. Coda 

 

The Dialectical Loom 

 

The dialectical process is one in which contrary propositions engage with one another 

to expose flaws and refine ideas. Hegel’s opus, The Phenomenology of Spirit, saw this 

process as something evident in and resolved through human history. His vision of an 

interaction between people, initially determining relationships of mastery and 

servitude, demonstrated steps in a larger dialectical movement towards self-

determination for people and for civilisation. For Melville, whose fiction contains 

rigorous dialectical interplay, the progress of reason seems not so certain. 

     The metaphor of the loom, woven with immense significance through Moby Dick, 

describes and sustains the idea of the dialectic throughout the novel’s turbulent 

progress. The human activity of weaving, which involves the integrating, or 

synthesising of alternating threads, produces history, in the form of fabric. That the 

weaving metaphor applies to history and nature is expressed in A Bower in the 

Arsicades, where the skeleton of a sperm whale is ‘all woven over with the vines; 

every month assuming greener, fresher verdure’212 the opposites of life and death 

beget, in their dialectical engagement, ‘curly-headed glories’ (402). Crucially though, 

for Melville’s recurrent use of the loom as a symbol, the idea of an interceding and 

indifferent force is always held in play. Melville’s loom creates motion and speaks of 

the ever accruing materials of the universe, but doesn’t necessarily imply progress. 

The other force involved in the weaving, independent and unresponsive, has a say in 

every exertion and every active engagement between characters, yet it cannot be 

consciously acted upon. The loom, when given this elusive component, describes 

progress in a non-human sense, a progress that is definitively unconcerned with 

human endeavour. For Melville, this indifferent externality, rather than the active 

reason of the Hegelian dialectic, defines the supreme, underlying equality of masters 

and slaves, both equally ruled by the force that intervenes in their dialectic.  

 
212 Melville, Moby-Dick, 402. 
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     In The Mat-Maker Ishmael, whilst weaving a sword-mat with Queequeg, imagines 

the literal loom which he is working on as ‘The Loom of Time’ (192). He extends the 

abstract image, by describing the interplay of the various inputs, and relating them to 

the dialectic which produces the ‘final aspect of the completed fabric’ (192-3). The 

fixed warp is necessity, unalterable and constant, Ishmael, acting as the shuttle, is 

free-will, as he weaves his thread in between the rigid strands of necessity, and 

Queequeg, sliding his sword between the threads, is chance, indifferent and 

fundamentally both unpredictable and unpersuadable. Ishmael concludes his reverie 

with this explanation of the interweaving of forces: 

 

‘The straight warp of necessity, not to be swerved from its 

ultimate course—its every alternating vibration, indeed, only 

tending to that; free will still free to ply her shuttle between 

given threads; and chance, though restrained in its play within 

the right lines of necessity, and sideways in its motions 

directed by free will, though thus prescribed to by both, 

chance by turns rules either, and has the last featuring blow at 

events’. (193) 

 

     There is a surface captivity prescribed by this interplay, in the form of necessity, 

which dictates confinement within certain, unalterable boundaries. However, 

necessity merely states a superficial sort of limitation, as that of ‘dead blind walls’ 

(461) and ‘pasteboard masks’ (145), which can yield, or, as Ahab proudly declares, be 

struck through. The real sense of prevailing bondage comes from the ruling hand of 

chance, active at the very heart of the many and various struggles for mastery around 

which Melville’s stories are composed. These struggles run through Melville’s work 

and are central the narrative development of his stories, yet they are themselves 

oriented by the generative unfolding of chance, situated outside the remit of 

individual control; the final input orients, but is impervious to the interior forces 

which attempt to orient it. Chance in this sense is both the triviality of particular 

misfortunes: Ahab’s mutilation, Claggart’s depravity, every one of the host of 

calamities visited upon the earnest Israel Potter, but also the profundity of a universe 
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endlessly and immutably regenerating from the bottom of the ocean, where 

subaquatic insects comprise celestial thoughts. 

     In The Mat-Maker, Queequeg stands outside of Ishmael’s negotiation with the 

rigidity of the warp, and it is his ‘impulsive, indifferent sword’ (192) which ‘finally 

shapes and fashions both warp and woof’ (192-3). Queequeg’s capricious hand 

expresses the critical impact made by the final prevailing stroke of inscrutable chance 

upon the active dialectic of masters and slaves. This ‘last featuring blow at events’, 

dealt by a force external to the active dialectic between Ishmael and the reality 

confronting him, is the inscrutable thing, both dynamic and impassive, at which Ahab 

seems to take aim. It is an intervening inscrutability made manifest in the White 

Whale, but it equally manifests itself through every character, each event and every 

narrative. It is this apparent, yet starkly unreadable force which masters Ahab and, to 

a certain extent, all of Melville’s characters, as they wrestle with the impossible task 

of making chance conform to the will of the human forces, motivated by abstract 

dialectical reason, which chance cannot recognise, and yet which chance, by turns, 

rules over.       

   The idea of a locatable universal agency, as postulated by Ahab in Moby-Dick to be 

active in the potential of the White Whale, is annulled, or at least made incomplete, 

by the influence of an undiscriminating, external factor that is both influencing and 

beyond the scope of influence. If Ahab wishes to apprehend the universal potency 

which mutilated him, he finds only a part of the picture in the whale, for both Ahab 

and the whale are, in turns, ruled over by an external force, both mastered and in 

some way engineered by the unceasing motion of the great metaphorical loom.  

     That the searching Ahab finds himself reflected back in the White Whale is true, 

but also provides only a part of the picture, for the thing which Ahab is searching for, 

the thing he is missing, symbolised but not defined by his missing leg, is the thing 

which arresting the whale cannot provide. The foundling’s hidden father, to whom 

Ishmael refers in The Gilder (437), is by definition hidden and must remain hidden – 

‘the secret of our paternity lies in their grave, and we must there to learn it’ (437). 

Though suggested by Moby Dick, Ahab’s answer dissolves the instant he confronts 

the whale, for the key to loom metaphor is the total negation of fixity. Its endless 

weaving allows no room for the completion of the mastering moment, for, as Ishmael 
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states, ‘there is no steady unretracing progress in this life; we do not advance through 

fixed gradations, and at the last one pause’ (437) but instead, life is ceaselessly in flux, 

‘once gone through, we trace the round again’ (437) with no allowance for pause. 

Each recognition made, of what has or has not been achieved, is abrogated or 

obscured by the continued motion of the universe away from the moment of 

recognition.  

     The attempt to pinpoint the location of an authoritative, determining agency, at 

stake equally in Moby Dick as in the other works discussed, is fundamental for a 

human concept of mastery, which, as Hegel suggests, begins with recognition. This 

process of seeking recognition is confounded by the inextricable connection of the 

active authority of recognising and demanding recognition to the passive hand of 

fate. The loom effectively describes the necessary and unarrestable condition of 

change and, consequently, uncertainty and fluidity in the universe, always away from 

the fixed terms of recognition. Each struggle turns inwards upon itself, where the 

passive but omnipresent influence of chance negates the active particulars of 

character. Masters and slaves are likewise returned to the reference point of an 

external factor, binding them in relationships of service and mastery that are never 

fixed, because the last word belongs to the random weaving of chance into each 

equation. That integrated uncertainty keeps these relationships in a state of 

equalising fluidity. Tony Tanner describes the significant psychosocial concerns 

embedded in Melville’s recurrent weaving metaphors and analogies, with particular 

reference to the passage in The Gilder, as highlighting a ‘dis-teleological vision’ of 

‘destinationless circularity’213, reminiscent of Ishmael’s notion of history’s continual 

retracing, but also reminiscent of the circularity of that universal thump, which brings 

all hands into the cycle of slavery, from a metaphysical point of view. 

     This metaphorical, metaphysical thump passes through and organises Melville’s 

writing, as does the framework provided by the dialectic of the loom, explored and 

expressed in both its symbolic and literal references. The unarrestable and enigmatic 

dialectic of the ‘Loom of Time’ parallels Melville’s narrative dialectic generally, and 

describes the point at which Melville’s vision diverges from that of Hegel. For Hegel, 

 
213 Tanner, Introduction to Moby Dick, xiv. Tanner goes on to note that Melville’s searching metaphor 
‘ran exactly counter to nineteenth-century versions of unilinear Progress and Evolutions’, xiv.  
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the ‘celestial thought’ is a universal recognition, resulting from the productive 

engagement of masters and slaves, something which is approached proactively 

through reason. Melville’s ‘celestial thought’ is instead approached through the 

catastrophe of the vortex, dislocating masters and slaves from ‘all mortal reason’ 

(372). Hegel conceptualises the progress of history as ‘an intelligible process moving 

towards a specific condition—the realization of human freedom’214, this abstract 

freedom is a destination towards which human history, by degrees of mutual 

recognition and negotiation, moves. Melville offers an alternative vision, one of 

human history anchored to the absolute metaphysical equality of bondage.  

     The bondage to which Melville’s fiction is drawn is one of simultaneous depth and 

simplicity. When Ishmael proffers slavery as a hard and absolute condition of human 

existence, with which we must be content, he is being both superficially consoling 

and deeply philosophical. He is, at the very beginning of a futile quest, suggesting to 

the reader a cosmic circularity that shatters the Hegelian ideal of an always 

progressive development, advancing human reason towards freedom. In Melville’s 

world, masters and slaves are both bound by the anchor of arbitrary and non-human 

agency, which, though it is indirectly the architect of reason, resists the force of the 

dialectic because it is essentially unreasoning. As I see it, underlying Melville’s fiction 

is the manifest but unreadable force of indifference, impacting mortal reason yet 

immune to it, set flowing by weaver gods and coral insects and having the subtle but 

definitive final say in each of his complex narratives. 

  

 
214 Little, ‘Philosophy of History’. 
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