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“A Sick Philosopher is Incurable”: Herman Melville and William James on Hope
Abstract
This dissertation is about hope. It examines works by two nineteenth-century Americans,
Herman Melville and William James—particularly Benito Cereno—to make a case for the
importance of exercising this religious virtue well, not just in our individual lives but in our
national political life. Hope is a prominent theme in American civic life, or at least in the
national mythos; yet, as both of these American thinkers diagnose, bad or corrupt relationships to
hope can be dangerous, even destructive. So before it makes the case for hope’s positive
importance, this dissertation, with the help of Melville and James, addresses ways distorted
relationships to hope can have far-reaching negative effects, supporting other pernicious attitudes
and behaviors like racism and self-deception.
By extending and applying the insights of Melville and James, this dissertation identifies
ways hope can go wrong, ways to cultivate a hopeful disposition, and ways our disposition to
hope impacts our perception and action in the world. The first and longest chapter studies a
problematic brand of optimism, or how people become adept at not seeing things they do not
want to see, and how this practice of unconscious (im)perception is entangled with race and
religion in America. The next chapter considers despair as another possible dysfunction of hope
connected to perception and highlights the importance of hope as a social virtue. The third
chapter considers hope itself; hope as a form of energy that can drive us to act in accordance with
our visions of the good, even in the face of what is, on rational calculation, assured failure. This
kind of hope, which has much in common with a Christian theological understanding of the
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virtue, will spur one to transformative action, and it persists even despite the knowledge that its
bearer likely will not live to see its success or realization in the world. Thus, this dissertation
treats literature as a site where religious or spiritual formation can occur, drawing out the
possibilities for fiction to transform our perception of the world and help us become better
hopers.
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Though not so plentiful as our peaches in a good year, there are men of such noble quality that being in
their company enriches and mellows one. The wisdom they by contact give out is…wedded to enjoyment,
and hence productive. They would seem to be a confirmation of the otherwise disputable maxim of Spinoza,
that every advance in joy implies an ascent in the scale of intelligence and capability.
Melville, “The Marquis de Grandvin”

For one of those,
Walt Becker,
my grandpa,
who,
being from Reedley,
also knew his peaches
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The central events of our time are not less effectively forgotten by those committed to a belief in an
unavoidable doom, than by those who have given themselves up to reckless optimism.
This book has been written against the background of both reckless optimism and reckless despair. It
holds that progress and doom are two sides of the same medal; but both are articles of superstition, not of
faith.
….
Comprehension does not mean denying the outrageous, deducing the unprecedented from precedents, or
explaining phenomena by such analogies in generalities that the impact of reality and the shock of
experience are no longer felt. It means, rather, examining and bearing consciously the burden which our
century has placed on us–neither denying its existence nor submitting meekly to its weight.
Comprehension, in short, means the unpremeditated, attentive facing up to, and resisting of, reality–
whatever it may be.
….
We can no longer afford to take that which was good in the past and simply call it our heritage, to discard
the bad and simply think of it as a dead load which by itself time will bury in oblivion. The subterranean
stream of Western history has finally come to the surface and usurped the dignity of our tradition. This is
the reality in which we live. And this is why all efforts to escape from the grimness of the present into
nostalgia for a still intact past, or into the anticipated oblivion of a better future, are vain.
Hannah Arendt, 1950 Preface to the First Edition of The Origins of Totalitarianism
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Preface
This dissertation, too, was written against the backdrop of major social and political
upheaval and technological tectonic shifts. It was begun under the Trump administration in the
United States of America and concluded after the events of January 6th, 2021, amid the ongoing
Covid-19 pandemic—the global spread of a novel coronavirus—and Russia’s, or Putin’s,
ongoing invasion of Ukraine. It saw the rise of Black Lives Matter and the George Floyd protests
and the terrible backlash of white supremacist ideology in racially motivated mass shootings
across the United States, and in local school board meetings, where at-times unruly parents and
members of the community advocated for book-bans and curricular censorship in response to
spectral ideas of critical race theory. It saw advances in gender equality and in inclusivity for
transgender and non-binary populations, and it saw a leaked draft of a United States Supreme
Court decision that went on to overturn Roe v. Wade and newly restrict the bodily autonomy of
those whose bodies can bear children.
These stochastic fits and starts of progress and regress1 have all occurred against the
steady pressure of impending climate catastrophe, the effects of which can already be felt, and
the ever-present threat of nuclear disaster as geopolitical tensions again mount. The pandemic, if
anything, has exposed how deeply interconnected our world; how deeply interconnected our
various, simultaneous crises: racial, economic, ecological, political, refugee, carceral,
educational (including higher education and the longstanding ‘crisis’ of the humanities), of
health and healthcare, of public welfare and safety, of democracy, and even of knowledge, truth,
and factuality. This last set of issues returns us to the technological tectonic shifts referenced at
the outset, as the advent of social media has dramatically affected not only how people affiliate

1

Though events may appear sudden or discontinuous, like a yank in a tug-of-war, they usually result from sustained
processes of diligent labor and ferment.

xii

but how information is produced, disseminated, and consumed. Disinformation muddies the
public sphere, obstructing civil discourse and giving a foothold to the authoritarianism and
violence that are on the rise, in this country and around the world.
From such a position, how do we make a way forward? Neither with “reckless optimism”
nor “reckless despair,” but, possibly, with something like what Hannah Arendt recommends as
comprehension: “examining and bearing consciously the burden which our century has placed on
us—neither denying its existence nor submitting meekly to its weight.”
What Arendt speaks of as comprehension is very close to what this dissertation treats as
hope: “the unpremeditated, attentive facing up to, and resisting of, reality–whatever it may be.”
Living or acting in this kind of hope does not mean planning out a course of action in the
abstract, in advance, and imposing it on a given situation; this hope is “unpremeditated,
attentive” in that it is responsive, contextual, particular, improvisational, growing out of careful
attention to the features of the situation itself. Arendt’s simple definition encodes three further
points that this dissertation’s vision of hope shares. First, hope “fac[es] up to” reality—it sees
truthfully and does not hide information from itself. Secondly, despite this full and
uncompromising view, hope is not passive but “resist[s]” reality—it produces and demands
action arising from its vision. Finally, and perhaps most difficultly of all, hope requires us to
acknowledge a lack of control. Hoping well involves the recognition of limits: we act, knowing
we are not in control of the results of our action.2 It can be difficult to bear hope, because it

2

See chapter 5, “Action,” in Arendt’s The Human Condition, pp. 175-247, especially pp. 230ff, where Arendt
describes “the simultaneous presence of freedom and non-sovereignty, of being able to begin something new and of
not being able to control or even foretell its consequences” that characterizes human action (235), and where she
posits forgiveness and promises as the remedies for the “irreversibility” and “unpredictability” of action,
respectively (237). She concludes by underlining action as socially networked, undertaken in the context of
irreducible plurality: “Man’s inability to rely upon himself or to have complete faith in himself (which is the same
thing) is the price human beings pay for freedom; and the impossibility of remaining unique masters of what they
do, of knowing its consequences and relying upon the future, is the price they pay for plurality and reality, for the
joy of inhabiting together with others a world whose reality is guaranteed for each by the presence of all” (244).
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requires a radical openness and vulnerability to the future: “whatever it may be.” Yet this is the
context in which we undertake hopeful action: in the midst of uncertainty, on the power of our
convictions, as we strive to bring some good into existence. I take from Arendt that if we are to
learn from the past and progress well toward the future, we will have to do it together—with
hope.
Philadelphia,
June 2022

xiv

Introduction
I said to my soul, be still, and wait without hope
For hope would be hope for the wrong thing; wait without
love
For love would be love of the wrong thing; there is yet faith
But the faith and the love and the hope are all in the waiting.
T. S. Eliot, “East Coker,” Four Quartets

This dissertation is about hope. It examines works by two nineteenth-century Americans,
Herman Melville and William James—particularly Benito Cereno—to make a case for the
importance of exercising this religious virtue well, not just in our individual lives but in our
national political life. Hoping well is important because hope is a prominent theme in American
civic life, or at least in the national mythos1; yet, as both of these American thinkers diagnose,
bad or corrupt relationships to hope can be dangerous, even destructive. So before it makes the
case for hope’s positive importance, this dissertation, with the help of Melville and James,
addresses the ways distorted relationships to hope can have far-reaching negative effects,
supporting other pernicious attitudes and behaviors like racism and self-deception.
By extending and applying the insights of Melville and James, this dissertation identifies
ways hope can go wrong, ways to cultivate a hopeful disposition, and ways our disposition to
hope impacts our perception and action in the world. The first and longest chapter studies a
problematic brand of optimism, or how people become adept at not seeing things they do not
want to see, and how this practice of unconscious (im)perception is entangled with race and
religion in America. The next chapter considers despair as another possible dysfunction of hope
connected to perception and highlights the importance of hope as a social virtue. The third
chapter considers hope itself; hope as a form of energy that can drive us to act in accordance with
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I.e., one of the stories the nation tells about itself is a hopeful one, reflecting an American self-image as a land of
promise and future possibility. This is not the only story that could be told, of course, but it is a powerful one that
exerts pressure on public life.
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our visions of the good, even in the face of what is, on rational calculation, assured failure. This
kind of hope, which has much in common with a Christian theological understanding of the
virtue, will spur one to transformative action, and it persists even despite the knowledge that its
bearer likely will not live to see its success or realization in the world. Thus, this dissertation
treats literature as a site where religious or spiritual formation can occur, drawing out the
possibilities for fiction to transform our perception of the world and help us become better
hopers.
This dissertation started out as a project on the ethics of perception, with modes of
perception linked to character traits that are stable across time, drawing on the related senses of
“character” as understood in literature2 and moral psychology. The argument would have run
something like this: certain types of willed ignorance have ethical implications, and fiction can
help us cultivate better habits of perception, in a manner similar to the cultivation of virtuous
dispositions. But as my research led me to think about the way perception is connected to a broad
(psychological, ethical, and literary) concept like character or personality, a more specific
relationship emerged: one between perception and hope. So, though the dissertation is properly
about hope, its argument analyzes perception closely, to claim that distorted forms of hope
involve fundamental misperceptions, often leading to harmful actions—or nonaction, as the case
may be. Hoping well, then, also involves perceiving and acting well.
Both figures I was reading, one a novelist and a poet; the other a psychologist and
philosopher, had complicated relationships with theology and religion, but both invested the
concept of perception with religious significance. The more I studied these thinkers’ intuitions,
the more it became clear that the different ways of seeing they identified stood in different

2

On the consistency or inconsistency of characters, in life and in fiction, see chapter 14 of Melville’s The
Confidence-Man, pp. 69-71.
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relations to hope, whether exercised well or badly. Thus this dissertation on hope takes account
of an ambivalence proper to hope, tracing back at least to the early Greeks in the myth of
Pandora.3 Gone wrong—and it is the task of chapters 1 and 2 to specify what this means—hope
can be extremely dangerous, a force of destruction. Gone right, it can be a sustaining and even
creative element, bringing good to bear in the world. This dissertation uses the insights of these
two American thinkers, Melville and James, along with insights from the Christian tradition
more broadly, to make a case for the possibility and the necessity of cultivating the virtue of
hope well—for the sake not only of our selves, but of our neighbors and society. Because, as we
will see, hope worth the name leads us out beyond the self into deeper communion with others.
In this sense, hope is inherently social and political.

Sources and Method
This dissertation brings together two American thinkers from the long nineteenth century,
Herman Melville (1819-1891) and William James (1842-1910). They belong together in a study
of how to hope well, because each independently developed the intuition that hope and
perception are linked, treating hope as a powerful force of human psychology as well as a crucial
virtue of the religious life. Indeed, for James in particular, the two italicized sets of terms are so
closely linked that it is misleading even to draw a distinction between “human psychology” and
religiosity, as the subtitle of James’s Gifford Lectures, the Varieties of Religious Experience: A
Study in Human Nature reveals. I follow his approach in this dissertation by investigating the
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Tamsin Jones begins her article, “Bearing Witness: Hope for the Unseen,” by using the example of Pandora to
frame her argument about “hope as a discipline” (138). Jones proposes the “activity of bearing witness to truth as a
way of thinking of hope as an activity that falls into neither the danger of the passivity of quietism nor that of the
illusion of idolatry” (138)—my dissertation takes up a similar ambivalence and analyzes hope’s opposite dangers as
despair and presumption, respectively.
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human effects of a traditional religious virtue, exploring practices for its cultivation and the
possibility for spiritual-psychological formation to result from the experience of reading
literature. As the hyphenation “spiritual-psychological” expresses, my aim in exploring the
possibilities literature offers for learning how better to perceive and hope is not much different
from that of spiritual exercises developed in different religious communities across the world,
over the centuries that were concerned with moral formation and the care of the soul (psyche).
The view of hope this dissertation engages is not tied explicitly to a particular
metaphysics or theological context. Nevertheless, there may be something distinctively Christian
about the view of hope I emerge with from reading these literary, psychological, and
philosophical texts; or, at least, the operations of hope James and Melville describe seem to me
to fit very well with traditional Christian views of hope, such as those considered later in this
introduction. It is not enough to say the view articulated here does not conflict with Christian
theological understandings of hope; in a stronger formulation, it may converge with or even
conform to a Christian reading in significant ways. However, the focus in what follows is on the
psychological, social and political effects of this virtue, not its establishment within a religious
framework.
Melville and James shared a non-superficial, fraught philosophic engagement with
religion. Their relations to religion, sustained throughout their lifetimes, are deep, serious, and
complex; their religious views are not traditional, and they are not uncomplicated. And their
beliefs and practices are different from each other’s. (Here may be a good place to recall the
comment Melville scrawled in the margin of his copy of the New Testament and Psalms next to
the verse, “Hast thou faith? have it to thyself before God” (Romans 14:22). He underlined this
counsel and added: “The only kind of Faith—one’s own” [Melville’s Marginalia Online, 274].)

4

Both authors develop their thinking about hope against the backdrop of an inherited
Christian theological tradition to a greater or lesser extent, though they forge their ideas in
different intellectual or generic contexts: fiction—novels, short stories, and poetry—in Melville’s
case, and the nascent discipline of psychology and the psychological study of religion in James’s.
By 1902 when Varieties was published, James had written a textbook in psychology (both the
full and a “briefer” version of Principles of Psychology4), a primer on pedagogy that adapted and
applied the insights of his Psychology to an educational context (Talks to Teachers), and
published numerous essays based on talks he delivered at various societies in and around Boston,
as well as across the United States. He had also delivered his 1896 Lowell Lectures on
Exceptional Mental States (he would go on to deliver another Lowell series in 1906-7).
My dissertation draws on all of the above works by James to explore how the psychology
of perception might be connected to the phenomenon of hope. James’s later work moved away
from the emerging field of psychology as he pursued the philosophical work of pragmatism and
radical empiricism. Thus, this dissertation does not address his work after Varieties, by and large,
but a fuller (or perhaps a subsequent) study would pursue the connection between James’s
concept of “meliorism” (a central tenet of his pragmatic philosophy) and hope. For a recent
article that does an excellent job of drawing out this relationship, see Bonnie Sheehey’s
“Reparative Agency and Commitment in William James’s Pragmatism,” published this year in
the British Journal for the History of Philosophy. There she offers an interpretation of James’s
meliorism that amounts to a philosophy of hope. My research on the early James presented here,
then, reflects his longstanding interest in a topic he would go on to develop over the course of his
career. However, for my purposes of reading him together with Melville, his early work was the
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Briefer Course (BC)—which was nicknamed “Little Jimmy” at the time to distinguish it from “Big James,” or
Principles (Stob 74).
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most useful for providing psychological insight into Melville’s characters, and for the explicitly
religious theoretical framework regarding modes of perception he offers in Varieties.
Although this dissertation engages broadly with Melville’s work, drawing on poetry and
prose he composed across his lifetime, the principal text this dissertation considers is Benito
Cereno, first published anonymously in three installments in the October, November, and
December 1855 issues of Putnam’s Monthly Magazine. Benito Cereno was soon thereafter
collected, along with other writings of Melville’s, in the Piazza Tales, published in 1856, and it
was originally planned to title the volume until Melville wrote the “Piazza” sketch that now
introduces the work.5 Benito Cereno is the focus of this dissertation because my argument about
hope and perception locates a central point of connection between Melville and James here in
Melville’s portrayal of the three principal characters in Benito Cereno: namely, as I will show in
the chapters that follow, each corresponds to one of James’s different psychological-religious
“types” in Varieties, who also exemplify different relationships to hope.
Another reason I selected this story is for its prophetic consciousness and its bold, if for a
long time undetected, address to the American public. Published in the years leading up to the
American Civil War, this novella is the story of an enslaved person who becomes the captain of
captains. He is the character who embodies and enacts hope. The other two captains display
hope’s distortions, and one of them is, pointedly, a white American—a New England Puritan.
The political significance of this turn cannot be missed, I would like to say—except that it was
missed, overlooked and distorted by professional readers of Melville until well past the “Melville
Renaissance” of the 1920s, deep into the Civil Rights Era. In fact, the conclusion of the
dissertation will allude briefly to the reception history of the text as a counterargument to the

5

See “Notes on ‘Benito Cereno’” in the Northwestern-Newberry edition, p. 580.
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effectiveness of moral formation through literature. The point that will emerge, however, is that
Melville’s portrayal of hope in the story is inseparable from a scathing political critique that
indicts both American racism and the transatlantic slave trade.
James did not share such radical (for his time) political commitments, though, as James
scholars frequently note, he was a ferocious and uncharacteristically outspoken critic of
American imperialism in the Philippines in his “Address on the Philippine Question” (1903).6
Some of his essays, however, perhaps most notably and ironically, one entitled “On a Certain
Blindness in Human Beings,”7 would benefit from critique with attention to race, class, and
gender. But in this essay, though it fails to live up to its own ideal, as I and others have argued
elsewhere,8 James urges the virtues of toleration and the moral necessity of ever-expanding
sympathies as crucial to a well-functioning democracy. The growth of James’s later philosophy
of pragmatism, which this dissertation does not address, was also intertwined with his
affirmation of pluralism and his respect for and appreciation of difference.
***
Though this dissertation’s argument does not rely on establishing a direct historical
influence between the two primary figures it places it conversation, some biographical
information about Herman Melville and William James may be illuminating. First, I must
acknowledge that though my dissertation’s analysis places Melville and James in close contact,

6

Included in ECR, pp. 81-86; see also ECR chs. 50-55 on the Philippines, chs. 48-49 on Venezuela (1895-6), and ch.
69, “The Problem of the Negro” (1909). See, on the other hand, e.g., his laudatory comments on Emerson’s lack of
involvement (as James characterizes it) in the abolition movement despite Emerson’s declared ideological support
(“Emerson,” ERM, pp. 109-115).
7

Included in James’s Talks to Teachers (TT) as one of his “Talks to Students on Some of Life’s Ideals,” pp. 132-149.
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See Otto, “On a Certain Blindness in William James” (1943), Medina, “The Will Not to Believe: Pragmatism,
Oppression, and Standpoint Theory” (2015) and Torrance, “Perception as a Moral Behavior in The Principles of
Psychology and The Varieties of Religious Experience” (2021).
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and although their lives overlapped almost half a century, there seems to have been very little, if
any, intellectual influence between the two figures. Melville, born several decades earlier, would
be dead the year after James published his magisterial Principles of Psychology (1890), the work
which put James securely on the map of American intellectual life. So it is possible Melville was
not even aware of James’s existence. However, Ralph Waldo Emerson was a close friend of
James’s father, and, according to James family lore, blessed the infant William (Simon 19). And
Melville was connected to Emerson, at least tangentially, through Hawthorne and other
Transcendentalists, so it is not impossible that their social spheres may have overlapped, at least
peripherally. For James’s part, he had heard of Melville, as we will see in more detail below, but
there is no evidence to suggest that he had anything more than a glancing engagement with the
figure who would later be recognized as one of the early great American writers. (James’s
younger brother Henry, a great American novelist himself, published a book on Hawthorne in
1879 that celebrated and singled-out Hawthorne as a literary predecessor; Melville received no
such treatment.)
Melville and James were not quite contemporaries; though they lived roughly equal
spans, their lives were staggered by slightly more than two decades. (Melville died at age
seventy-two and James at sixty-eight.) But they shared a defining American experience: both
lived through and were marked in different ways by the Civil War in their adult lives. Neither
fought, but each had close family members who did. The issue is a particularly sensitive one in
the James family, because Henry Sr. intervened so as to prevent his two elder sons, William and
Henry, from enlisting, but the younger two, Garth Wilkinson and Robertson, his “second-tier
sons,” as Paul Fisher puts it (178) were sent to the front.9 Both were wounded. After the war the
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See Fisher pp. 175-189 for details. Even after the First Conscription Act of March 1863, Henry Sr. made sure his
elder two boys were spared: wealthy families could afford to pay a fee or find a substitute to avoid compulsory
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elder two, by contrast, as Fisher notes, were “saddled…with a bizarre burden: they had missed
[participating in] what was perhaps the most important event of their times” (188). Melville
himself exceeded the age for enlistment, but his brother and cousins served in the Union army
(Delbanco 273). In the “afterglow of war” in 1867 his eighteen-year-old son Malcolm joined “a
regiment of volunteers” (Delbanco 276), was issued a pistol and, shortly afterward, died of
apparent suicide in his father’s house. Melville was the one who discovered him dead “from a
pistol shot to the head” after breaking down the door to his bedroom (276).10 Concerning the
violence of the Civil War itself, Melville (unlike Walt Whitman) did not spend time at the front,
but (like Whitman) he produced a volume of poetry on the war entitled Battle-Pieces and
Aspects of the War, published in 1866.
As Melville and James’s lifespans overlapped, but imperfectly, so their geography. They
both were born in New York but then eventually came to inhabit New England. (Melville and his
family moved back to New York in 1863, after he had composed nearly all of his fiction. While
working a low-level job as a customs-inspector in New York, he would go on to produce a
spiritual epic, Clarel: A Poem and Pilgrimage in the Holy Land [1876], several other volumes of
poetry, and a final novella, Billy Budd, the manuscript of which was “discovered” and published
in 1924, more than thirty years after Melville’s death.). In New England, Melville and James
both had ties to the greater Boston area, as James lived in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and
Melville’s father-in-law, Lemuel Shaw, was a prominent judge in Boston. But Melville himself
produced most of his literary output (assisted by his wife and sisters) while managing his farm,

enlistment (sparking the New York City draft riots), but, though Jameses were wealthy, William and Henry were
excluded by medical exemption.
10

Note that there are some indications—it may never be possible to settle the matter conclusively, but it looks
serious—that Melville was violent toward at least his wife, particularly during this period. Delbanco cites a footnote
to this effect on p. 277.
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Arrowhead, in Pittsfield in Western Massachusetts, now a historical site and the headquarters of
the Melville Society.11 James, his wife Alice, and their children lived several places in
Cambridge on or nearby12 Harvard’s campus, where he taught on the philosophy faculty. Much
could be said about their differing socioeconomic statuses at different points in their lives, their
different but overlapping social strata and differences in formal education (e.g., Melville’s
“whaleship was [his] Harvard,”13 and James’s Harvard was—Harvard14). But both, although by
very different means, navigated cosmopolitan exposure and retained a strong sense of American
identity (in a way that, by contrast, William’s younger brother Henry, the great novelist, did
not15).
The only demonstrable historical connection between the two figures I could locate was a
reference to a novel by Melville in one of James’s letters. James writes from Chocorua, New
Hampshire, describing his summer reading at the Adirondack Lodge. It is merely a passing
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The James house at 95 Irving Street is privately owned but marked by a historical plaque.
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As Ishmael says famously in Moby-Dick, p. 112.
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For an account of James’s early education, which included institutions and tutors both stateside and multiple
locations abroad, see Robert Richardson, William James: In the Maelstrom of American Modernism, chapter 1.2
“Growing Up Zigzag,” pp. 17-23.
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Henry became a naturalized English citizen in 1915, after William’s death, but he had lived abroad for many years
before that. Once, William jokingly attempted to soften Henry’s reentry into American society by forewarning him
that he might experience revulsion at some of his fellow countrypeople’s lately developed habits, such as “slurping
butter-drenched boiled eggs from cups”: “‘I thought I ought to proffer the thought of ‘eggs’ and other shocks,’ he
explained, ‘so that when they came I might be able to say that you went not unwarned’” (quoted in Hallman 68).
Note that there are different ways of thinking of Henry’s Americanness, however. In James Clifford’s
remembrances of the late Norman O. Brown, he recalls a letter from Brown: “I am intoxicated by this little quote—
M. Moore on H. James—on what it is to be American….I thought it might appeal to your sense of geography, and
action (=Olson on Melville etc.” And Clifford reports that taped to the note was the following passage from
Marianne Moore: “Some complain of his [Henry James’s] transferred citizenship as a loss; but when we consider the
trend of his fiction and his uncompromising denouements, we have no scruple about insisting he was American; not
if the American is, as he thought, ‘intrinsically and actively ample…reaching westward, southward, anywhere,
everywhere,’ with a mind ‘incapable of the shut door in any direction.’” (“In Memoriam,” ed. Jerome Neu, pp. 4647.)
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reference with no elaboration: “Reading Omoo and finishing the Manxman” (letter to Sarah
Whitman Wyman, 28 June 1895, Correspondence vol. 8, p. 4816). Omoo (1847) was Melville’s
second novel, the sequel to his extremely popular Typee (1846), which had skyrocketed him to
fame and established him in literary circles. However, by the time James was reading Omoo in
1895, Melville had been dead for years, and his reputation had fallen into such obscurity even at
the time of his death in 1891 that a posthumous notice in the Times got his given name wrong,
referring to “The Late Hiram Melville” in headline (Delbanco 319; Parker vol. 2, p. 921), and his
New York Press obituary notice expressed surprise that he had still been alive (“even his own
generation has long thought him dead”), while another described Melville as “formerly a wellknown author” (Parker 921).17 Moby-Dick, published in 1850, had not yet gained the iconic
status it would during the “Melville Renaissance” of the 1920s.
The other book James mentions, The Manxman (1894), on the other hand, was a popular
novel by Hall Caine involving a romantic love triangle, just come out the previous year—so one
may be able to detect a characteristic self-deprecating wink in James’s phrasing: reading
Melville’s ponderous novel from fifty years earlier—but finishing a current best-seller. Either
way, the connection between these two authors is thin, at best. On Melville’s part, there is no
record of Melville’s extensive reading that includes any of James’s essays (Sealts), and Melville
would be dead the year after James published his magisterial Principles of Psychology, twelve
years in the making (1878-1890). Thus the argument of this dissertation does not rely on
establishing a direct historical relationship or drawing any direct lines of influence in Melville’s
16

Note the “Calendar” section of the endmatter summarizes the same report in a 21 June 1895 letter to AGJ (vol. 8,
p. 568).
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Hershel Parker also reports that “the highest claim Hillard [author of the ‘Hiram’ piece] made for Melville’s
greatness was that he was the ‘equal’ of the recently dead James Russell Lowell, though ‘in a narrower sphere’”
(922).

11

and James’s thought, though strains of American Protestantism and a whole host of other
common background features support and inform their thought.
However similar their geo-temporal spheres, Melville and James develop their ideas in
very different contexts—fiction, on the one hand, and the incipient discipline of psychology and
the psychological study of religion, on the other. I base my dissertation’s argument on careful
close readings of their texts, informed by historical and literary criticism. I apply this closereading methodology to both of their texts alike, reading Melville not only as a brilliant prose
stylist but as a psychologist with profound insight into human character. And I read James not
only for a technical perspective on perception in the history of psychology but as a literary stylist
in his own right, whose phrasings and metaphors often reveal more about his thought than his
intentionally weak attempts to corral concepts into definitions, and whose scientific texts were
nonetheless shaped by rhetorical purposes and ethical concerns. Fostering this conversation
across the disciplinary divisions that later crystallized around these figures does more than
mutually illuminate their texts. It furthers the constructive aim of the project, teaching us
something about the nature of hope, and helps us train our perception to become better hopers.
Despite their proximity in time and space and remarkable thematic overlap in their bodies
of work, these two thinkers have not often been studied together. But many scholars in varied
fields (e.g., literature, philosophy, religion, psychology) have made reference to Melville and
James in conjunction (e.g., Lee Yearley 1996, Elisa New 1998, Robert Milder 2006, Colin
Koopman 2009, Maurice Lee 2012, Christopher Ohge 2021). Occasionally the same scholar has
undertaken a major biographical or critical study of each of the figures, though considered
separately (e.g., Gay Wilson Allen in 1967 & 1971 and R.W.B. Lewis in 1955 & 1991). But until
the present one, there has been no full-length study comparing their views, on any topic.
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Reading Melville and James together on hope as a religious and political virtue provides
mutual illumination, because James’s insights in psychology and religion help us to understand
some of Melville’s characters, and Melville’s fictional scenarios put flesh and blood on the
religious “types” James develops in the Varieties of Religious Experience. Taken together, along
with insights from the Christian tradition on hope, they show us an approach to hope that
proceeds first by negative definition, and then offers a positive vision. Because the first several
chapters of my dissertation will make the case that Melville and James develop ideas about ways
hope can go wrong that resemble the twin “sins” of hope the Christian tradition has called
presumption and despair, let us now turn to a brief overview that highlights the way these
distortions of hope, and hope itself, have been addressed by Christian thinkers across different
times and places. In this brief introduction I can give only the rude contours of philosophically
and theologically complex positions—Gabriel Marcel’s is the only account I will engage
substantially in the body of the dissertation—but I offer these summaries with a view to
establishing the way Christian thinkers have outlined hope as a virtue with antipodal
dysfunctions, presumption and despair.

Selected Conceptions of Hope in the Christian Tradition
Thomas Aquinas: Hope as a Theological Virtue
To examine hope in one of its distinctively religious, or Christian, forms let us turn to
Thomas’s treatment of hope among his voluminous writings on virtue. In Disputed Questions on
Virtue, hope occupies a central place for Thomas in that it is both a human passion and the
second of what have come to be called the three “theological virtues” (see 1 Cor. 13:13). Though
distinct, these three theological virtues—faith, hope, and love—are interconnected or mutually
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innervated. Thus although our examination will concentrate on hope, faith and love are
implicated as well. Accordingly, as we engage examples from Melville and James of ways hope
can go wrong in the chapters that follow, we might think of pathological hope as having links
with pathological forms of belief, and even pathological forms of love.
It is important to emphasize that Thomas recognizes a version of hope as a natural human
passion, which differs from hope in its form as a theological virtue. In the natural case, Thomas
distinguishes hope from desire in the following two ways: first, “desire’s object is any good of
any sort” (a. 1 107). However, “Hope’s object, in contrast, is a demanding good, which is hard to
attain” (a. 1 108). Difficulty, or, to use a term William James uses frequently in his descriptions
the moral life, strenuousness, is built into Thomas’s account of natural hope. Second, “desire’s
object is a good considered without restriction, that is, without regard for its possibility or
impossibility. However, hope tends to a good under its aspect as possible to obtain, for it
expresses in its definition a certain assuredness of obtaining” (a. 1 110-114). Hope, then,
involves possibility and the expectation of fulfillment. These attributes set it apart from desire,
which may just as easily be applied to an unsatisfied (or even unsatisfiable) longing as to a basic
need, the means of satisfying which are within one’s immediate grasp. Hope, by contrast, is for
some difficult but possible future good.18 This definition characterizes both the passion- and the
virtue cases of hope (commentary, p. 363).
However, Thomas defines “possible” in a very particular sense, as becomes apparent in
the theological case. He contends that “something is possible for an agent to achieve in two
ways: either through the agent’s own power or through someone else’s help” (a. 1120-1). With
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I have combined all four components of Thomas’s definition of hope into one concise statement; see Thomas’s
fourfold summary of hope in a. 1 114-119 where he characterizes hope as a good, a future good, a demanding good,
and a possible good, differentiating it from fear, joy or pleasure, desire, and despair, respectively.
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this distinction he sets the stage for the idea of divine intervention—i.e., God’s help. Here I can
give only the basic contours of a complex and detailed account that draws upon and elaborates
Aristotle, the categories of faith and expectation, and Scripture (which, crucially, introduces the
object of theological hope as eternal life) to reach its conclusion. Nonetheless, the idea of divine
help becomes a focal point in Thomas’s definition of the virtue-form of hope: “This is why hope
has the nature of a virtue: because a human being embraces help from a divine power to reach
eternal life” (a. 1 140-1).19
Some background is necessary for understanding the precise character of this help, and
what it means for the virtue of hope to be oriented toward eternal life. In the Summa Theologiae,
Thomas delineates the theological virtues and notes their special character. Francis Schüssler
Fiorenza explains: “Thomas gives three reasons for the theological virtues to be ‘theological.’
The first reason is that God is their object. As theological virtues, they ‘direct us rightly to God’
(ST, I-II, 62, 1).” In the section on hope in Disputed Questions on Virtue, Thomas subsumes all
virtuous hopes under one head directed toward God, or our beatific end in God’s presence: “all
the things we hope for are directed to a single, final, hoped-for object: our enjoyment of God” (a.
1 155-6). According to Fiorenza, in ascertaining what Thomas means by God as the object, “an
interpretation of this statement should observe that Thomas in the same article of that question in
the Summa explains that the reason and will of humans by nature go out to God since God is the
cause and end of nature (ST, 1-11, 62, l ad 3). This suggests that virtues are perfections of human
nature” (81). This consideration is paramount because, as Fiorenza goes on to explain, although
these virtues are denominated “infused” in that they come not from ourselves but from God, they
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Thomas distinguishes between hope’s formal object (“the help we gain from God’s power and compassion”) and
its material object (“the hoped-for goods”); see a. 1 149-151.
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still belong properly to human nature. Why this matters has to do with the larger issue of the
relationship between grace and nature for Thomas, which leads us to the next point.
The second point is “that God is the cause of these virtues,” as Fiorenza explains. “They
are not produced by our activity but by God's action. In Thomas’s words: because they are
infused in us by God alone (ST, I-II, 62, I). The third reason is that we know of them because of
divine revelation. St. Paul mentions the theological virtues (faith, hope, and charity) in his letter
to the Corinthians” (81). So these three, faith, hope, and love, per Scriptural warrant, make up the
three theological virtues that are traditionally set apart from “natural” or “acquired” virtues, or
those virtues that can be obtained by cultivation, through the subject’s own agency. However—
here the issue becomes highly complex—the “infused” status of the theological virtues does not
mean that they bear no relation to or remain separate from the moral subject who exercises them,
or that they have no relationship to the natural virtues. Lee Yearley outlines the complexity in
Mencius and Aquinas: “All these natural and infused virtues interact and affect each other in
various ways. Indeed, their interactions manifest one of Aquinas’s central principles, the idea
that grace does not destroy but presupposes and perfects nature” (29). Despite this complex
interaction, the point remains that for Thomas the theological virtues represent a perfection of
human nature that humanity, by its own unaided powers, cannot reach: “it is due to God’s grace
that eternal happiness is a good befitting us. Therefore, hope, which tends to this good as
befitting a human being to have, is a divinely infused gift” (a. 1 237-40).
Here in this introduction I offer only the broadest strokes of Thomas’s position because
the dissertation will be centrally concerned with the role of human agency in hope. Thus an
account that draws a clear distinction in theory, however mingled in practice, between the
divinely infused and natural forms of hope, may be less useful for this dissertation’s purposes
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than the next part of Thomas’s account, described below. (In other words, this dissertation, like
the two American thinkers it draws on, is less concerned with working out metaphysical systems
than examining the practical effects of a religious virtue—in this case, hope. It is also important
to keep in mind that metaphysical differences may always not translate into practical
differences.)
The second part of Thomas’s account that I wish to highlight, besides his identification of
hope as a divinely infused theological virtue, related to but distinct from hope as a natural
passion, is his description of the ways hope can go wrong. Thomas states: “it is possible to hope
badly when one relies on one’s own power or a false opinion rather than on God, as when people
presume they will be saved while still persevering in their sins” (207). This word “presume” that
appears in this description becomes a watchword in the Christian tradition for one of the ways
hope can be distorted. “Presumption” or praesumptio signifies, according to one of Thomas’s
well-known mid-twentieth century commentators, “a perverse anticipation of the fulfillment of
hope” (Pieper 113). If despair, the other dysfunction of hope, is “a perverse anticipation of the
non-fulfillment of hope” (113), presumption, as Thomas’s statement above suggests, has to do
with “a self-deceptive reliance on a security that has no existence in reality” (125).
“In the sin of presumption,” Josef Pieper writes, “man’s desire for security is so
exaggerated that it exceeds the bounds of reality” (126). In presumption, the desire to believe in a
satisfactory resolution pushes one into an ill-gotten or unwarranted certainty. As Thomas’s
formulation above expresses, a crucial component of this illegitimate certainty—a certainty of
altogether a different type than that which is associated with hope—derives from an
overconfident belief in what is possible to achieve by our own power. Rather than persist in the
face of disturbing irresolution, we soothe ourselves with a fantasy of omnipotence, comorbid
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with self-deception. This relationship to our own power represents a distortion of reality, which
sets presumption apart from hope, which, as will see in the analysis below with Melville and
James, involves acting in the face of possibility and real risk. 20
This belief, as Pieper points out, has in common with despair that it “destroy[s] the
pilgrim character of existence in the status viatoris” (113). “Against all reality, [despair and
presumption] transform the ‘not yet’ of hope into either the ‘not’ or the ‘already’ of fulfillment”
(113). By contrasting despair and presumption,21 Pieper highlights how similarly they function in
their relationship to certainty; for both, the certainty they obtain is illegitimate or illusory.
Despair paralyzes the will with the conviction that nothing can be done, the certainty that there is
no remedy, so one might as well not act. In the Christian context, despair refers specifically to a
sin or “a decision of the will” (Pieper 114) that rejects the saving activity of God.22 Despair, by
refusing to realize possibility or potentiality, harms the despairing self in self-inflicted wounding,
or at least by stunting growth. Thus despair not only constitutes a grave spiritual condition but
also “threatens man’s moral existence, for man’s self-realization is linked to hope” (Pieper 1167).
Hope, on the other hand, against both presumption and despair, requires the willingness
to undertake action in the midst of uncertainty, in the full knowledge that one is working toward
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Of course, it is not always possible to know beforehand what is or is not within one’s power to accomplish—so
this disposition to presumption expresses something different from a situation in which, as James puts it, “faith in a
fact can help create the fact” (“Will to Believe,” 29, italics original). Presumption, rather, as this dissertation will
argue in the first chapter, is based on a fundamental misperception rooted in a corrupt epistemic relation to reality,
exemplified in the character of Captain Amasa Delano, who prefers living in a comfortable unreality rather than give
up his cherished illusions that would demand a revision of his worldview.
21

Note that in Pieper’s account despair and presumption are not true opposites; they are both sins against hope, but
“presumption is less opposed to hope than is despair. For despair is the true antitype of hope, whereas presumption
is but its falsa similitudo, its fraudulent imitation” (124; cf. Yearley 1990 on “semblances” of virtue, esp. pp. 19-23).
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“For the Christian, despair is a decision against Christ. It is a denial of the redemption” (Pieper 115).
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something that is beyond the range of one’s own power to accomplish alone. Hope draws one out
of the self, whether it is into communion with the divine or solidarity with others. Still there is a
kind of certainty that is proper to hope, but this certainty is intimately related to the other two
theological virtues of faith and love, for Thomas.23 And so this certainty is of an entirely
different order from the certainty of despair or presumption, which squelch the state of
restlessness that belongs to hope and instead promote complacency, whether of the positive or
negative variety (both cases, on a Christian reading, based on a distortion or falsification of
reality).
Hope, on this view, not only requires but thrives on the recognition of human limits. Far
from issuing in quietism or a grudging acceptance of the status quo, hope engenders a
willingness to act despite foreseen limits, out of one’s conviction. According to Thomas: “we
should explain the certainty characteristic of hope and the other virtues not by our knowledge of
an object or its distinctive principles, but by our unfaltering inclination in acting” (a. 1 257-9). In
other words, the certainty of hope does not derive from secure knowledge, epistemic mastery or
control; the certainty of hope, like the certainty of its companion virtues faith and love, inheres in
the unfailing energy it produces in the self striving toward some good. Hope carries its certainty
in itself, and this certainty gives birth; it bears fruit.

Gabriel Marcel: Hope as “Being on the Way”
The pilgrim character of hope, its status viatoris, is a theme Gabriel Marcel takes up
develops in his Homo Viator: Introduction to a Metaphysic of Hope. In this collection of essays,
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A fuller account would need to discuss Thomas’s recognition of the interdependence or cooperation of the
theological virtues; e.g., “Hope’s certainty stems from faith’s certainty” (a. 2 52).
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particularly in his “Sketch of a Phenomenology and a Metaphysic of Hope” (1942), Marcel
presents a similarly complex view of how human agency relates to hope, and, like Thomas, also
triangulates hope against despair and presumption. However, Marcel approaches the subject of
hope in a wholly different stylistic manner from Aquinas. Rather than trying to pin down
definitional formulas to be elaborated in arguments as he goes along, Marcel deliberately
withholds a recognizable definition until the end of his essay, giving it only in the last sentence.
Unusual for a philosophic essay, to say the least. But Marcel was a dramatist as well as a
philosopher, which is one reason why his treatment of hope pairs particularly well with the two
American literary and philosophical thinkers this dissertation addresses. Attention to the form of
his essay, then, repays consideration, because it is intimately related to the content of its subject.
I have said that Marcel reserves his definition of hope until the end of the essay, but that
is not entirely accurate, or not the full picture. He characteristically troubles temporality by
finding a way to give the definition before the piece that withholds it until the end has even
begun. That is, he quotes his definition in the preface to the volume: “‘Hope is essentially…the
availability of a soul which has entered intimately enough into the experience of communion to
accomplish in the teeth of will and knowledge, the transcendent act—the act establishing the
vital regeneration of which this experience affords both the pledge and the first-fruits’” (10).24 A
gloss or explanation follows: “This means that in the first place hope is only possible on the level
of the us, or we might say of the agape, and that it does not exist on the level of the solitary ego,
self-hypnotised and concentrating exclusively on individual aims” (10).
Marcel’s second point, which he makes directly after establishing the social character of
hope, concerns hope’s relation to knowledge, or what Marcel calls the “prophetic character” of
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Note that the preface’s version includes an ellipsis (although nothing has been removed from the original) and
introduces a comma after “knowledge.”
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hope: “Hope is a knowing which outstrips the unknown—but it is a knowing which excludes all
presumption, a knowing accorded, granted, a knowing which may be a grace but is in no degree
a conquest” (10). Marcel uses the concept of presumption to mark out a particular kind of
knowing (or certainty) as antithetical to knowledge in the mode of hope. As we began to see in
the discussion of presumption in Aquinas, hope’s relation to certainty is orthogonal to logic and
rational calculation, perhaps what Marcel considers an epistemology of knowledge by conquest.
The certainty associated with hope is not something that can be arrived at and securely possessed
by one’s own power. Objects of hope are not conquered and possessed but created and shared.
The first chapter of the dissertation will expand on this idea, what it would mean to experience a
knowledge or a certainty that is a grace and not a conquest.
In working out hope’s relation to knowledge, the issue of form (versus content) becomes
paramount—particularly so in Marcel’s account. Marcel’s placement of his definitional
statement about hope right at the front of his writings, means that a reader who reads the volume
straight through will have encountered a definition of hope, an explanation of that definition, and
an extension of its insights before encountering the essay that withholds the definition until the
end. However, the definition reproduced so freely in the preface is accompanied by instructions
on how to read it. Here Marcel orients the reader to “the essential characteristics of the definition
itself”: namely, that “the experiences it summarises can in no way be reduced to the image which
an abstract and devitalising method of thought forms of them” (10). Note that Marcel speaks of
“experiences,” not concepts. Thus Marcel announces his definition resists summary, by
definition. It cannot be understood abstractly. But it can be entered into more and more fully as
he circumambulates the virtue—entered into slowly, or suddenly understood with a flash of
recognition of the experience it describes.
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This philosophical approach to the material, with its attention to the form in which
concepts are expressed, lends itself to thinking about fiction. Marcel’s orientation toward his
definition is similar to views the writer Flannery O’Connor expressed of fiction: “Some people
have the notion that you read the story and then climb out of it into the meaning, but for the
fiction writer himself the whole story is the meaning, because it is an experience, not an
abstraction” (“The Nature and Aim of Fiction,” 73). An experience, and not an abstraction. If
stories, which are lived and told, resist abstraction, so does a concept like hope, for Marcel.
When he advises that a “devitalising method of thought” should not be applied to conceptions of
hope, it sounds a lot like O’Connor’s caution that a moral “cannot be drained off and used as a
substitute for the book. As the late John Peale Bishop said: ‘You can’t say Cézanne painted
apples and a tablecloth and have said what Cézanne painted’” (75). This would be the ultimate
devitalization of the subject.
O’Connor’s resistance to abstraction is so strong, in fact, that she, too, uses an
inseparability metaphor. In another essay she writes:
People talk about the theme of a story as if the theme were like the string that a sack of
chicken feed is tied with. They think that if you can pick out the theme, the way you pick
the right thread in the chicken-feed sack, you can rip the story open and feed the
chickens. But this is not the way meaning works in fiction….When you can state the
theme of a story, when you can separate it from the story itself, then you can be sure the
story is not a very good one. The meaning of a story has to be embodied in it, has to be
made concrete in it. A story is a way to say something that can’t be said any other way,
and it takes every word in the story to say what the meaning is. You tell a story because a
statement would be inadequate. (96)
Marcel, as a dramatist and writer (and Catholic) himself, holds a view close to
O’Connor’s. And yet, because he is not only a fiction writer but also a philosopher, he
recognizes the role for statement, not only story. In an interview with Paul Ricoeur, Marcel holds
a place for philosophy, accordingly: “I believe that the autonomy of the philosophical act, which
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is actually an act of reflection, must be recognized absolutely and safeguarded completely”
(235). However, in a discussion of the importance of examples in philosophy, he turns toward
literature again to make his case, observing that “the character is like an embodied example”
(236). Returning to the notion of a vitalized thought, Marcel admits, “I still find in my plays a
kind of living interest or freshness which seems to be somewhat lacking in my philosophical
ones to the extent that they are in some way too explicit, too summary, or have occasioned too
many commentaries” (236, emphasis added). He explains, “If I can make use of a histological
comparison, I would say that drama for me is like living tissue; it is more capable of internal
regeneration than is properly philosophical thinking” (236).
What Marcel means by “internal regeneration” links art not only with vitality but
autonomy, autonomy of a different sort than the act of philosophical reflection as he
characterized it above. There is a kind of internal logic that art embodies before one has even
realized there may be a moral there to be drawn. It is a medium capable of growth, change, and
therefore surprise. In his own work, Marcel finds that “the dramatic vision, what I see with the
help of my characters, has very often been an anticipation of what could appear to me only later
on at the philosophical level” (234). As a dramatist, he recognizes the potential of literature to
aid or provoke our sight, or our insight. And as a philosopher, he also recognizes the importance
of later reflection, encoding growth.
This capability for movement and change is something Marcel highlights in his
philosophical writings on hope. He titled his volume Homo Viator in reference to the human
condition of “being on the way” (11); hope accompanies the soul understood as wayfarer. Marcel
observes in the preface to his volume that “the idea of a journey, which is usually not considered
as having any value or application of a specifically philosophic order, does however offer the
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inestimable advantage of gathering together determinations which belong both to time and space;
and it would be worthwhile to try to find out how it accomplishes such a synthesis” (9). These—
time and space25 —turn out for Marcel to be precisely the categories relevant for addressing
ourselves to hope with our human understanding, our mental machinery: “It will no doubt be
replied that we have no right26 to extrapolate, that is to say to produce the curve beyond the
region where observation is possible, for this curve may in fact be interrupted or perhaps stop
just where a definite equipment can no longer function. But this is precisely where hope comes
into its own” (9). So hope pertains to that region just around the bend of our sight, frustrating
time and space in a different way than that which happens before our eyes during and through
the experience of a journey. How can one address oneself philosophically to a phenomenon in
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In my personal experience (though not having read Marcel yet) these were the two categories I felt break down as
I witnessed (just one type of) Death up close for the first time. Time and space seemed suddenly to withdraw the
coherence they provide in structuring reality. –In this period of waiting, something is happening right before your
eyes, but you cannot know it is happening as it is happening. Only afterward can you know what has taken place,
when you learn that what you were watching for so intently has already happened. And the subjective experience of
disordered temporality pertains not only to the definitional trouble of fixing the “moment” of death in time, but also
to the strange type of waiting that—in some of Death’s modes—is required. You have a different relation to futurity
if you sit and wait for something not to happen. Another breath, as the space between them gradually lengthens,
another increasingly slow and erratic faint beat of the pulse: how long do you wait before you know that was it; the
not-happening has taken place?
It is the problem of identifying the final event of a repeated sequence of indeterminate length, which can be
done only retroactively, but it matters more than it ever has.
The spatial disorientation relates to a similar felt contradiction or sense of not being able to perceive what
you are perceiving—not just when it is happening, but where. That is, the material mass has not changed—it is right
there, under your fingers, just as before (whenever that was)—yet everything has changed. Nothing is gone;
everything is gone. You don’t need to entertain the concept of the soul for the questions still to press in.
I personified Death above as John Donne does in Holy Sonnet X, because I read that poem to the person as
he lay dying. I am not typically one to inflict poetry on others, least of all those who have no easy means of escape;
but I had suddenly remembered that Donne was a favorite of this person’s in his younger years, and I thought I
would take the chance, while he and I were waiting there together, to see what Donne was about. Turns out, Donne
is a lot about: death. So I read “Death, Be Not Proud,” to him—and to Death, already there working—while he was
seemingly unconscious (though, as I later discovered, he could hear). I had thought I would be ministering to this
person by reading him something he loved, but, of course, it was still he to me, even though he could no longer
speak.
26

Note that the objection cannot but phrase or present itself in the form of a claim, evoking ownership, something
already within one’s secure possession; exactly what hope is not.
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some significant sense beyond the reach of our definite equipment? One cannot. But one can
journey toward it—with others. And that is precisely what Marcel does in his essay.
Gabriel Marcel is often categorized as a “Christian existentialist,” 27 though he disliked
the term. “I’m completely against this classification,” he told Paul Ricoeur at the beginning of
the fourth in a series of published conversations (Tragic Wisdom and Beyond, p. 23728). “Since
1949 I’ve said that I reject this tag, and more generally that I’m repelled by all labels and
‘isms,’” he protested in 1968 (238). It may be that he resisted the potential for his philosophy to
be seen as a reaction to the established territory of the ‘atheistic’ existentialism of Sartre and
Heidegger, with him as constructing a ‘Christian’ response, acceding in some sense to their
originary framing. But there is a sense in which the label is not so much misleading as not subtle
enough to capture adequately Marcel’s position.
Forced to clarify the relationship of his philosophy to Christianity, Marcel simply tells the
story of his conversion. Pressed further by Ricoeur, who asks “When you take up the themes of
hope and fidelity, aren’t you exploring theological dimensions?” (239), Marcel does not hesitate
to agree. He explains, however, that accepts the term “Christian philosophy” only “as a negation
of a negation” (240), in that sense that he rejects the position outlined by Émile Bréhier “when he
denied…that life or Christian experience could include elements capable of nourishing and
enriching philosophical thought” (240). The limited positive claim yielded by this negation of a
negation, then, is something like the following: attention to specifically Christian concepts, as
Marcel’s work takes up, will have broader human relevance beyond a strictly theological
audience.
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In Hope without Optimism Terry Eagleton offers a healthy critique of a position that I do not think is Marcel’s,
and in which he refers to Marcel as a “doyen of Christian existentialism” (114).
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Originally published in French as Entretins: Paul Ricoeur, Gabriel Marcel (1968).
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Marcel expresses his position thus: “I have always considered myself a philosopher of the
threshold, a philosopher who kept himself in rather uncomfortable fashion on a line between
believers and nonbelievers so that he could somehow stand with believers, with the Christian
religion, but also speak to nonbelievers, make himself understood by them” (240). How genuine
this liminality is, how effective or possible it is to stake out and hold such a position is a debate
outside the scope of this dissertation. There are many who would deny that the enterprise is a
worthy one, or, indeed, possible to hold with intellectual honestly and sincerity. And there is
something to these objections. But Marcel’s self-understanding as inhabiting a “threshold”
position with regard to Christian theological concepts makes him a very useful figure for
understanding Melville and James’s own fraught relationships with traditional Christian
religiosity. A playwright and literary artist himself, Marcel in his writing grasps the incarnational
and creative potentiality around the act of hope. The body of this dissertation will engage the
specifics of his theological views on hope more fully, including his own version of the
presumption/despair dichotomy as opposed to hope.

Jürgen Moltmann: Hope as Eschatology Now
Hope does not put up with things, but it crowds the future.
Moltmann, “The Realism of Hope” p. 154

Jürgen Moltmann (b. 1926) is an influential theologian from the 20th century. His work is
informed by his experience as a prisoner of war in World War II, during which time he converted
to Christianity. He begins the first volume of his systematic theology with what would become
the organizing principle or criterion of his subsequent theological thought: hope. This
throughline in his work inspired diverse figures and movements in liberation-, Black-, and
feminist theology (and he is married to an influential feminist theologian, Elisabeth Moltmann-
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Wendel). As is well known, Moltmann’s work on hope was highly influenced by the Marxist
philosopher Ernst Bloch’s sprawling and expansive three-volume work, The Principle of Hope
(Das Prinzip Hoffnung, 1938-1947). But, unlike Bloch’s, Moltmann’s vision is distinctively
Christian.
In his Theology of Hope: On the Ground and Implications of a Christian Eschatology
(1967), Moltmann argues that Christian theology needs to refocus the doctrine of eschatology on
the present. He begins his study by reminding his readers that eschatology was traditionally
thought of as the “doctrine of the end” (15). However, he proposes that eschatology “must
formulate its statements of hope in contradiction to our present experience of suffering, evil and
death” (19). This insistence on eschatological hope not as something that awaits us at the end of
temporal existence but as a power that meets us in the midst of our lives, in the conditions of
history, means hope occupies a central position in Moltmann’s thought. Indeed, he boldly aims
“to present hope as the foundation and the mainspring of theological thinking as such” (19).
Aside from the primacy Moltmann affords hope by installing it so explicitly at the heart
of his theology, Moltmann’s analysis is fairly similar to traditional Christian ideas about hope.
Like Aquinas and Marcel before him, he, too, offers an account of hope as opposed both to
presumption and despair. He even cites Josef Pieper’s gloss on Thomas in On Hope in this
connection and refers to presumption and despair as the “two forms” that “the sin against hope”
can take (23). His definitions of these forms are admirable for their clarity, and worth citing here
at the risk of repetition, because his view follows the others’ so closely: “Presumption is a
premature, selfwilled [sic] anticipation of the fulfillment of what we hope for from God. Despair
is the premature, arbitrary anticipation of the non-fulfillment of what we hope for from God”
(23). Note the disordered relation to time in both cases. Both cases foreclose possibility and
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foreshorten the future into something illusorily within one’s grasp. One stops hoping, which
involves, in some sense, waiting; that is, acting in the midst of uncertainty, acting while waiting,
despite waiting.
Instead, on this account, each of these sins allows one to act as though knowledge of the
outcome is our secure possession—when in fact it is not. It cannot be, because the outcome has
not yet occurred. The decision for or against—and it is a decision—is taken prematurely.
Therefore humanity misappropriates certainty, grasping after the kind it can manufacture, which
is, in any case, illusory. Placating oneself with premature certainty is not as painful as waiting in
hope; thus presumption and despair “rebel against the patience in which hope trusts in the God of
the promise” (23). This promise accompanies us on the way, putting us in the space of the
already but not yet, or the pledge and the first fruits. According to Moltmann, “[b]oth forms of
hopelessness, by anticipating the fulfilment or by giving up hope, cancel the wayfaring character
of hope” (23) that we saw was so important to Thomas and Marcel’s understanding of hope as
well.
Moltmann homes in more strongly than these other two thinkers on hope’s role in
reshaping reality. He posits a connection between our way of thinking, or what this dissertation
will analyze in terms of perception, and the action that hope drives: “As long as hope does not
embrace and transform the thought and action of men, it remains topsy-turvy and ineffective”
(33). Effective hope “makes us ready to bear the ‘cross of the present’” (31). This formulation
sounds close to what Moltmann has disparagingly called “the religion of humble acquiescence in
the present” several pages earlier (26), which to him misunderstands the nature of hope. So by
bearing the “cross of the present,” he cannot mean that. Moltmann rather indexes hope to God’s
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saving activity; specifically, that manifested in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. This
resurrection power exerts a transformative pressure on reality rather than acquiesce to it.
Moltmann writes that Christian hope is “empowered to creative transformation of reality,
for it has hope for the whole of reality” (34). Hope “constantly provokes and produces thinking
of an anticipatory kind in love to man and the world, in order to give shape to the newly dawning
possibilities in light of the promised future, in order as far as possible to create here the best that
is possible, because what is promised is within the bounds of possibility” (34-5). In the next
section we will address Gustavo Gutiérrez’s well-made critique of Moltmann’s putting the
transformative effect of hope on history so abstractly, or so generally. Here we may simply note
that Moltmann’s vision of hope is specifically tied to a Christian witness; see his conception of
the “Exodus Church” (305) and the role of the church as a destabilizing force in society. In
Moltmann’s view the church will “therefore endeavor to lead our modern institutions away from
their own immanent tendency towards stabilization, will make them uncertain, historify them and
open them to that elasticity which is demanded by openness towards the future for which it
hopes” (330). Later Moltmann puts it slightly less mildly, noting that obedience to hope “cannot
consist in adaptation to, or preservation of, the existing social and judicial orders” (334). The
revolution may not be televised, but it still sounds awfully gentle.
Later on, Moltmann began to emphasize more strongly that the theology of hope cannot
be separated from the theology of the cross, an important corrective that may have been inspired
by his interactions with liberation theologians such as Gustavo Gutiérrez, discussed below. In a
short article entitled “The Realism of Hope,”29 published several years after his Theology of
Hope, Moltmann proclaims: “The New Testament never simply says that Christ is risen and that
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Where “realism” stands in relation to possibility: “Hope alone is to be called ‘realistic’, because it alone takes
seriously the possibilities with which all reality is fraught” (Theology of Hope, 25).
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now a glorious future for people begins.30 It always speaks of the Resurrection in connection
with His cross, therefore also about hope in connection with suffering and the patience of love”
(152). Moltmann recognizes that the reality of suffering persists in history. He begins to
articulate a position more grounded in dissatisfaction with the state of the world: “This hope is
realized in no empty dreams of the future, but always in opposition to the reality of godlessness
and inhumanity that had become visible. Dreams of the future characteristically play down the
value of the present….Christian hope, on the other hand, conversely draws the future into the
present, because the divine future became the present in the crucified Christ. This is where the
future arrives” (152, emphasis added).
Moltmann’s version of hope now demands, is defined by its production of change: “Hope
first comes alive when the future is present and does not allow the present to remain what it is”
(152). It is worth lingering over that formulation: when the future is present. This phrase recalls
Moltmann’s major contribution of stressing eschatology’s impact in the here-and-now. It also
evokes an incarnational logic in its paradox. These two points, connected, present Moltmann’s
view of hope in miniature.
Moltmann’s account of hope, being so tightly tied to the cross and God’s saving action,
could never be mistaken for presumption. But perhaps its potential resemblance to something
more like quietism, content merely to wait for the fulfillment of God’s promise, is why
Moltmann felt the need to distinguish his view from what he called above “the religion of
humble acquiescence in the present.” He does have passages where he emphasizes action. For
example: “Hope, then, does not make one patient but impatient, nor placid but restless. When a
man does begin to hope, he can no longer be satisfied with things as they happen to be; he begins

30

This is one way of avoiding what Timothy Snyder calls the “politics of inevitability” in The Road to Unfreedom
(Crown, 2019).

30

to suffer in behalf of this unredeemed world and because of the inhumanity in it” (152). The
passage ends with the phrase, “Hope becomes a power of a love that is capable of suffering”
(152). Surely this power is miraculous itself. But Moltmann even in his active phrasings slips
back into aligning hope with endurance.
There is, accordingly, a fundamental ambivalence in Moltmann’s account of hope. Hope
functions both as an engine of discontent and provides endurance in suffering. Both strands can
be seen clearly in the following quotation: “Hope is a permanent disquiet, a longing for the true
life from God and a suffering in a life without Him, the way one has to live it. Not comfort, not
protest, not nightmarish enthusiasms but resistance, suffering, not escape but love—that is what
hope brings into life” (153). Not comfort, not protest—between these two is the difficult territory
of hope, for Moltmann, existing in a space of “permanent disquiet.”
When Moltmann does speak of hope as driving transformation, he often locates it at the
level of the individual rather than that of structures or systems: “Hope not only takes a man [sic]
as he is, but it does pressure him with demands as to how he should behave” (154). Thus
hope does not bless the rich but the poor, the miserable, the lowly, the offended, the guiltladen, and the dying, as it is stated in the beatitudes of Jesus and guaranteed in His
resurrection….One finds happiness when in love for the lost he takes up the task and the
suffering. But, of course, that takes patience. And to have patience one has to have hope.
Patience is actually the art of everyday hope. (154, emphasis added)
Although Moltmann clearly sees hope as prompting a job to do—by referencing ‘the task,’ and
hope’s demands on our behavior—by conceiving of hope in terms of patience, he underlines the
aspects of waiting (or endurance) and suffering. Our next thinker reorients hope more directly
toward action—and action of a very particular sort, born out of the experience of suffering.
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Gustavo Gutiérrez: Hope as the Struggle for Liberation
Writing in the context of Latin America, Gustavo Gutiérrez (b. 1928) takes up the theme
of hope with a different emphasis than our foregoing writers. Indeed, he explicitly responds to
our other thinkers’ positionality relative to hope, offering appreciative criticism but nevertheless
demonstrating the need for a concrete turn to politics as inseparable from the practice of hope.
Speaking out of the “complex situation” (122) of Latin America in A Theology of Liberation
(1971), Gutiérrez’s vantage point on the future has an urgency that our other writers’ lack. He
takes care to “specify that this thrust toward the future occurs above all when one participates in
the building up of a just society, qualitatively different from the one which exists today” (122).
By virtue of where he stands, he can see, with special hermeneutical insight, that “many in the
developed countries do not have an intense experience, in political matters, of this typical
characteristic of today’s person [a strong orientation toward the future] because they are so
attached—in both the East and the West—not to the past, but rather to an affluent present which
they are prepared to uphold and defend under any circumstances” (122). We should take his
diagnosis to heart. It is a highly damning indictment of modern (Western) (Christian) society,
stated in matter-of-fact terms.
Gutiérrez’s work on hope absorbs and extends the insights of our other thinkers. Of
Gabriel Marcel, Gutiérrez writes: “he made a valuable contribution to the rediscovery of the role
hope plays in reflecting on the Christian life and on the existence of all persons. But his approach
was personal and conversational and did not stress the implications that hope has in historical
and political reality” (123). Gutiérrez’s assessment is accurate, in my view. Marcel, who himself
lived through times of societal upheaval, was conscious of the problem of unjust societies, but, as
Gutiérrez correctly points out, he did not explicitly connect the concern for justice with his work
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on hope. In an interview with Paul Ricoeur, Marcel describes how his “reflection on current
events” led him to the following realization: “It has seemed more and more clear to me that the
problem of justice is the supreme problem…and that a state that does not maintain justice in the
supreme position it deserves will be a degraded state” (246). His statement of this concern,
however, does not give politics the live charge of a theological imperative.
Pressed further by Ricoeur in the interview, Marcel does eventually connect theological
principles (in the guise of “fundamental commitment”) to social conditions. Ricoeur asks him,
“What kind of political commitment does seem to you compatible with the mission of a
philosopher?” (248). This way of posing the question presupposes that politics and philosophy
are two separate vocations, that some acceptable combination must be found if they are to mix;
in other words, that they do not go together naturally, as Gutiérrez stresses they must. Marcel
replies first by underscoring that philosophy is concerned with fundamental commitment rather
than contingent ones. But then he subtilizes his position in how he defines this fundamental
commitment: “Fundamental commitment has to do with…the structural conditions of personal
existence. For example: for me it would be wholly out of the question not to condemn absolutely
every kind of racism” (248). He underlines this point with strong language, calling it an example
of one of the “situations where I think a philosopher must take a truly militant position” (248).
Unfortunately, Marcel’s reflections on hope do not explore its concrete practical demands, such
as this critical example affords. (His readers must determine for themselves what specific actions
‘condemning racism’ would call one to undertake.) Gutiérrez’s work shows us concretely how
theological and political commitments are wed, how they must go hand-in-hand as part of one
fundamental commitment.
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Moltmann, thanks to his strong influence by Ernst Bloch, demonstrates more awareness
of the historical present, for Gutiérrez. But, following Rubem Alves, a liberation theologian from
Brazil who produced a volume on hope that a fuller treatment than this dissertation would
consider in its own right (A Theology of Human Hope, 1969), Gutiérrez claims Moltmann
reverses the priority of the grounds for challenging the present. That is, Gutiérrez cites Alves’s
critique that Moltmann objects to present historical reality not because of the condition of the
present in and of itself, but because the eschatological criterion reveals the present as falling
short. Moltmann has it the wrong way round, on this view, because it is the future that is driving
dissatisfaction with the present rather than the protest born of the intolerable condition of the
present itself. So Gutiérrez concludes that “despite all his efforts, Moltmann has difficulty
finding a vocabulary both sufficiently rooted in human concrete historical experience, in an
oppressed and exploited present, and yet abounding in potentialities” (124).
Translated into theological terms, Alves locates a docetic tendency in Moltmann’s
thought. In a logic that prioritizes eschatology, according to Alves, “It is not the incarnation
which is the mother of the future, but rather the transcendental future which makes man aware of
the incarnation” (quoted in Gutiérrez, 124). And, as anyone who has read the Gospels knows,
this temporal ordering cannot be right. It seems, then, that Alves and Gutierrez are calling for
adjustments in the balance of “already” and “not yet” in Moltmann’s eschatology. One could
potentially read Moltmann in a way friendly to this amendment, such that the problem would
then become one of emphasis rather than outright disagreement, though the critique is significant
and must be registered.
Gutiérrez balances his criticism of Moltmann, however, with praise. He credits Moltmann
with reinvigorating the study of hope in Christianity: “Despite these critical observations,
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Moltmann’s work is undoubtedly one of the most important in contemporary theology. It offers a
new approach to the theology of hope and has injected new life into reflection on various aspects
of Christian existence” (124). Though Gutiérrez’s own view is rooted in historical praxis, as he
urges, his view of hope shares with Moltmann an inextricable tie to the Christian context of
Christ’s redeeming work on the cross. Gutiérrez, however, subtly reverses the temporal priority
in accordance with Alves, so that it is the present exerting a pressure on the future rather than the
other way around: “The death and resurrection of Jesus are our future, because they are our
perilous and hopeful present. The hope which overcomes death must be rooted in the heart of
historical praxis; if this hope does not take shape in the present to lead it forward, it will be only
an evasion, a futuristic illusion” (124). Notice how Gutiérrez incorporates the existentialist
concern of hope’s overcoming death (à la Marcel) into a larger picture of hope’s ability to
transform the concrete historical world in the here-and-now. He goes on to caution Christians
against implementing a new version of the temptation to focus disproportionately on
transcendence rather than immanence, in the form of an overemphasis on the future and neglect
of the present.
In another move of inversion, this time drawing on Charles Péguy, whose poem Portal to
the Mystery of Hope (1911) also deserves careful study, Gutiérrez advances the idea that hope,
“which seemed to be led by her two older sisters, faith and charity, actually leads them” (125).
Gutiérrez finds that hope seems to be coming into “a new primacy” and suggests that this hope
“liberates history because of the God who is to come” (125). He comments, “But this will be true
only if hope in the future seeks roots in the present, if it takes shape in daily events with their
joys to experience but also with their injustices to eliminate and their enslavements from which
to be liberated” (125). In case one wonders if this portrait of hope veers too close to presumption

35

in continually reminding us of the historical locatedness of the action it demands of the self,
Gutiérrez further explains: “To hope does not mean to know the future, but rather to be open, in
an attitude of spiritual childhood, to accepting it as a gift. But this gift is accepted in the negation
of injustice, in the protest against trampled human rights, and in the struggle for peace and
fellowship. Thus hope fulfills a mobilizing and liberating function in history” (125).

Conceptions of Hope in Melville and James
James ends Varieties by appending a post-script to his final chapter. At the end of the
post-script, he brings us back to the subject of his study: “human nature,” as the full title, The
Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature, proclaims. In the post-script James
writes: “No fact in human nature is more characteristic than its willingness to live on a chance.
The existence of the chance makes the difference, as Edmund Gurney says, between a life of
which the keynote is resignation and a life of which the keynote is hope” (414). By concluding
his study of the varieties of religious experience with hope as the driving force of human life,
connected to our religious capacity, James underscores the immense importance of hope. This
despite the fact that it has remained implicit throughout most of the work, with very few
mentions in a technical rather than casual usage of the term.
However, he ends the work with a statement of intent to continue his research in that
direction: “But all these statements are unsatisfactory in their brevity, and I can only say that I
hope to return to the same questions in another book” (414). (This sentence, incidentally,
contains a good example of a casual use of the term “hope.”) While James never completed the
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full extent of his projected course of lectures which became Varieties,31 James’s interest in hope
expressed here connects to strong currents in his later thought, notably his philosophical
pragmatism and meliorism, mentioned briefly above.
My dissertation, however, shows that Varieties itself drives toward something like the
psychological-existential attitude of hope, though not always explicitly. This hopeful orientation
is one of the fruits of the religious life James explores, and what his religious investigations are
pointing him toward when he supplements the “healthy-minded”/“sick soul” distinction with
another distinction, the “once-born” and the “twice-born” distinction. This distinction is overlaid
on the first, creating the category of the “twice-born sick soul,” which this dissertation will argue
corresponds closely to the religious virtue of hope. James’s description of healthy-mindedness
bears a significant similarity to discussions of presumption in the Christian tradition, as my first
chapter shows. And the sick soul, addressed in the second chapter, significantly resembles
despair. Making the case that the “twice-born sick soul” approaches something close to the
attitude of hope helps make sense of the organization of Varieties, the movement toward
conversion and saintliness that follows in the second-half of the book, and the discussion of the
fruits of the religious life. Each of these types, or relationships to hope, finds an analog in a
character from Melville’s short story Benito Cereno.
***
Like the famous “Doubloon” chapter in Moby-Dick, Benito Cereno gives us different
views onto an object or event: in this case, a revolt by people who have been enslaved. Except
this time, he obscures the central event. As Toni Morrison summarizes the plot of the tale:
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An American captain boards a ship in disrepair with gifts of food and good intentions.
What he sees is what he is socialized to see: docile if disorderly blacks; a frail, un-manly
(read “un-American”) captain attended by a devoted Senegalese. The American captain
spends the day on board the San Dominick….Any mild uneasiness he feels is quickly
obliterated by his supreme confidence in his assessment of the order of things. He is
unmindful of nefarious plots, hints of danger, until he is about to return to his own ship.
At that point the Senegalese and all of the captives behave in such a manner that, at last,
the American realizes that he has been the dupe of the black men, who are in fact in
rebellion, and that not service but the murder of white people has been in operation all the
while. (ix-x)
And she concludes: “Melville, releasing and withholding, massaging and sabotaging,
rationalizing and raising doubt, hiding and exposing, tells the story of an innocent white captain
while simultaneously critiquing the racist foundations of that innocence” (x).
Morrison offers this summary of Benito Cereno in the introduction to a book of scholarly
essays she collected on—not literature, but the O. J. Simpson trial.32 Morrison framed the
volume with an introduction that highlights the role race played (and continues to play) in the
administration of justice, in media coverage, and in the public’s reaction surrounding the trial.
She comments: “Within this official story are issues that can remake and unmake America:
violence, class, race, capitalism, the control and distribution of information, equitable justice,
constitutional guarantees, privacy, patriarchal power, to name a few” (xxiv). So Morrison frames
her volume on the Simpson trial with an introduction that identifies its cultural and political
stakes, and she frames her introduction with—Benito Cereno. She begins and ends with Benito
Cereno, and she uses it throughout to refract the issues Simpson’s trial raises about race, class,
gender, and a whole host of other interlocking issues that bear immediately on America’s future.
In this dissertation, I follow Morrison in relating Benito Cereno to its American past,
present and future. Melville’s tale speaks to the urgency of our own political moment—another
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new urgency arising from the same deeply rooted problems. My analysis of the virtue of hope
applies directly to the necessity for America to reckon with its hideous legacy of slavery.
Melville, in this tale, helps us think about what a revolutionary hope would look like, and how to
get it. It involves a new way of seeing—a real conversion, unlike the one the American captain
figuratively undergoes, without fundamentally changing his perspective. Written in the decade
leading up to the Civil War, Melville’s tale comments on America’s “innocent” New World
entanglement with and extension of “Old World” practices of empire and the slave trade. And it
comments on the American trait of persistent, invincible ignorance, which this dissertation will
link to presumption. So this dissertation reads James and Melville for what they can teach us
about how to hope now, not only in our individual lives, but as political actors in America, in the
twenty-first century. Contemporary America is quite different from that of Melville and James’s
time, but some human social and political realities are strikingly not different.

Outline of Chapters
My dissertation is structured around the perspectives of each of the three principal
characters in Benito Cereno. With the help of William James, it treats each perspective as a
distinct religious psychology that exemplifies a relation to the virtue of hope, whether hope itself
or its semblance or lack. Thus Amasa Delano, the healthy-minded American captain who blocks
out large portions of reality that cause him discomfort, only acknowledging them when he cannot
do otherwise, and who forgets as quickly as possible once he has perceived the disturbing
events—his relationship to hope has strong resonances with what the Christian tradition has
identified as the sin of presumption. Benito Cereno, the title character and Spanish captain
personifies despair in acting like James’s sick soul, and Babo embodies true hope. Each chapter,
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further, explores an associated literary device which presents or express the character’s relation
to hope—and affects the reader’s own perception. Thus, the first chapter, which analyzes the
perspective of Delano, the healthy-minded perceiver, examines the narrative filter Melville
applies to events, since events of the story are largely reported through this character’s
consciousness, making him what narratologists call the story’s “focalizer” or “focalizing
character” (see Genette). And it explores the way this narrative conduit may impact the reader’s
own reception of the events of the story.
The second chapter considers the perspective of the Spanish captain, Benito Cereno, who
Melville presents as the emblem of despair, and who corresponds closely to James’s description
of the sick soul. This character’s perception is indelibly marked by irony, the literary device in
this chapter’s analysis. Every positive comment Delano offers through his “innocent”
shortsightedness Cereno can only receive in the form of its opposite, negatively, which causes
him pain and constitutes part of the torture of his role. (Babo’s relation to this irony, the next
chapter will address.) Melville’s characterization of Cereno emphasizes the physicality of his
reactions to Delano’s accidentally ironic comments—his wincing, fainting, paling. And yet
Cereno’s vision is true, in the sense that, unlike Delano’s, he can see what is going on, even if it
causes him great pain—pain from which he does not recover. His sick soul vision forestalls
action with the false perception that nothing can be done; he dies shortly after he is given his
freedom. His irony is pure negativity; his relation to it is passive; he cannot envision a creative
way forward. The reader’s relationship to this irony is important as well. Much of the irony may
be missed on the first reading, but when the reader is able to detect the irony, it indicates that
they have enlarged their vision and entered into the sight—this far, at least—of the sick soul
perspective.
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The discussion of this “sick soul” attitude in this chapter provides the rationale for the
title of my dissertation. The first part of the title is a line taken from a scene in Melville’s The
Confidence-Man,33 Melville’s last novel, published the year after “Benito Cereno.” In this scene,
a dying miser expresses skepticism toward the proffered medicine an herb doctor is selling.
Hope, in its good and bad forms, is at issue in this chapter, along with deception. The miser vents
his doubts about the efficacy of the concoction, and the herb doctor responds by accusing the
sick man of being a “philosopher,” confidently pronouncing: “A sick philosopher is incurable”
(80). The irony, of course, is that this herb doctor is probably a confidence man speaking truth in
the service of a lie;34 that is, in an attempt to defraud the miser on his deathbed.35 By adopting
this line for my title, I want to suggest the complicated layers of irony that my study of hope
engages, and the idea of the hoper as a “twice-born sick soul,” for whom there are more things in
heaven and earth than could be dreamt of in the sick soul’s philosophy alone.36 As this second
chapter argues, the sick soul must pass beyond the irony it is able to see in the full compass of its
vision to shift into the mode of hope.
This hope, arrived at, is the subject of the third chapter. There I offer a reading of Babo as
the main character who embodies hope in Melville’s tale. He exhibits the kind of energy or shift
into a new mode of power of the twice-born sick soul and the fruits of the religious life that
James identifies. The device considered here is Babo’s authority, in the sense of authorship—his
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Chapter 16, entitled “A sick man, after some impatience, is induced to become a patient” (pp. 77-83).
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For an analysis of Melville’s study of this phenomenon in the “dark” characters of John Milton, see Torrance,
“Melville’s Milton: Of the Devil’s Party and Knows It.”
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The power of the placebo effect (though not in those terms) is something James recognizes in his discussion of the
healthy-minded type and the “mind-cure movement”—an important factor that complicates the charge of deception.
36

To adapt a line from Hamlet 1.5.167-8.
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ability to originate what, as we will see, Vera Tobin calls the “well-made plot.” Babo’s authority
derives not only from the morality of his cause but from the creative energy of his hope. Babo
has seen all the horror that the sick soul can take in, but he is able to act in hope. This type of
hope can be distinguished from optimism and wishful or delusional thinking in that it requires its
bearer to be relatively free from self-deception, to have a radical openness toward the world, and
relinquish full control—not imposing so much as improvising; acting and reacting. Hope
requires clear-eyed enough vision to see the world as it is, and then not to be overwhelmed by
trouble, but still act—act to bring reality more in line with the hoper’s vision, even if they will
not live to see the results.
Despite the failure of Babo’s project in earthly terms—here one is reminded of Frederick
Douglass’s refrain “Did John Brown fail?” that beats throughout the end of his 1881 oration at
Storer College37—it is Babo’s vision we are left with in the end. But by the end of the tale,
something has happened to Babo’s vision: his limited perspective becomes transmuted into
narratorial omniscience, and we learn of the fate of other characters through Babo’s sightless, allseeing eyes. Further, the words which Babo had inscribed under the ship’s figurehead are picked
up by the narrator, and the echo of his words ends the tale—suggesting his project may have
some hope of an afterlife after all. Perhaps in the life—and society—of the reader.
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A question which he answers resoundingly in the negative, so that it becomes more of a challenge than a question.
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Chapter 1: Amasa Delano
[T]his is the crime of which I accuse my country and my countrymen, and for which neither I nor
time nor history will ever forgive them, that they have destroyed and are destroying hundreds of
thousands of lives and do not know it and do not want to know it….But it is not permissible that the
authors of devastation should also be innocent. It is the innocence which constitutes the crime.
James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time
Someone who is perennially surprised that depravity exists, who continues to feel disillusioned
(even incredulous) when confronted with evidence of what humans are capable of inflicting in the way of
gruesome, hands-on cruelties upon other humans, has not reached moral or psychological adulthood.
No one after a certain age has the right to this kind of innocence, of superficiality, to this degree
of ignorance, amnesia.
Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others

This chapter analyzes one way that hope can go wrong. It considers the character of the
American ship captain, Amasa Delano, in Melville’s Benito Cereno and demonstrates the
connection between the way this character sees or perceives and his ability (or lack thereof) to
hope. In making this argument, the chapter underscores studies that demonstrate the way
Delano’s racism distorts his perception. Delano’s exercise of hope, I argue, closely resembles the
distortion of hope called “presumption” in some parts of Christian tradition. Pairing this reading
of Delano as a figure of presumption, or an attitude that might pass in our contemporary terms
for shallow optimism, with William James’s study of the healthy-minded perceiver in the
Varieties of Religious Experience helps us see this dysfunction of hope as a religious problem
and not only a problem of perception. James’s account of this type of perception comes out of his
earlier work in psychology, not often read together with his work on religion. But attention to
James’s study of the psychological underpinnings of this way of perceiving, construed
religiously in connection with our disposition to hope, suggests that it may be possible to train or
intentionally form this kind of hopeful perception. And Melville’s character shows us the stakes
of why we must. Because this way of hope’s going wrong generates vicious kinds of selfdeception that have political and social consequences far beyond the individual. The final chapter
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of the dissertation will take up the topic of how perception and hope may or may not be formed
in, with, and through literature. This chapter, however, shows how the way Melville structures
the story, particularly his use of narrative point of view, impacts the reader’s own perception and
may (or may not) help the reader avoid the kinds of distorted hope and self-deception that
Delano persistently displays.
In presenting the story largely through the eyes of the character of Amasa Delano,
Melville gives us an anatomy of a self-deceived, racist mind. Melville explores the ethical and
political implications this pattern of distorted perception has in the American context in which he
is writing, particularly with regard to race and slavery. Racism and self-deception are not the
same problem; the one cannot be reduced to the other. They do, however, in Melville’s story,
appear mutually implicated and perhaps mutually reinforcing, in the sense that Delano must
deceive himself and deny the evidence of his senses in order to hold the racist beliefs he holds,
and he readily draws on racist tropes to support his self-deceptive interpretations of the story’s
action. He does not see what is going on because he does not want to acknowledge a reality he
would find painful or would demand something of himself if he saw it. And perhaps most
disturbingly of all, he is able to hide from himself the fact that he does not see. This chapter
analyzes how he manages to do that, and how the story manages the reader. Thus this character’s
vision functions as a negative exemplar for hope. Hope does not refuse to see, but opens itself up
to reality, however dire. A hoper makes themself vulnerable to disappointment and despair but
hopes anyway, as we will see with Babo in the third chapter. But here in Delano we see an
attitude the Christian tradition has classified as a corruption of hope entangled with some of the
most pressing social and political questions of Melville’s time—his, and our own.
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The Historical Amasa Delano
The character of Amasa Delano was one Melville discovered rather than created out of
whole cloth. Melville based Benito Cereno on events recorded in chapter XVIII of the 1817
memoir, Narrative of Voyages, 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 (henceforth: “Narrative of Voyages” or “Narrative”) of one Amasa
Delano.38 Delano was a ship captain from Duxbury, Massachusetts and ancestor of Franklin
Delano Roosevelt.39
Delano’s strongest motivation for writing his memoir was financial: not only was his
four-year trading voyage not prosperous, he returned with too few goods to repay his creditors,
incurring such substantial debt that he likely served time in a debtors’ prison (Grandin 255).
Writing his memoir was a chance to recoup some of his losses and salvage a profit from the
commercial failure of his seafaring enterprise. Instrumental in the publication of this document,
and in preventing Delano from being further incarcerated for being unable to repay his creditors,
was Melville’s future father-in-law, Lemuel Shaw, a young lawyer who would go on to become
the chief justice of the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts. Shaw helped Delano secure the
necessary advance to cover the cost of printing the volume (Grandin 256). Though Melville
mentions no family connection to the story he would later adapt and call “Benito Cereno,” surely
his father-in-law’s personal involvement with the historical Amasa Delano and the publication of
his memoir is significant.
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Harold Scudder was the first critic to make this source connection (Dillingham p. 229, n. 3).
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Amasa was a “distant cousin,” see Grandin p. 2. (Therefore I pronounce his name with the stress on the first
syllable, unlike the Spanish “Benito Cereno.”)
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It may be particularly significant in terms of the racial commentary the story offers.
Many critics have noted that Melville wrote “Benito Cereno” (1855) only several years after his
father-in-law’s April 1851 controversial decision to uphold the Fugitive Slave Act in
Massachusetts,40 and the year 1854 saw another public and highly contested case for which
Shaw’s ruling set the precedent. As Brook Thomas notes, “for a decade” Shaw’s decision
remained “the highest authority on the issue” (118). In the 1851 Sims case, Shaw had enforced
the Fugitive Slave Act in Massachusetts and ordered Thomas Sims, who had escaped to Boston,
to be returned to his master in Georgia. Though Shaw was personally against slavery, he deemed
it his duty to uphold the law even where it conflicted with his conscience.41
In some of his prior rulings, however, Shaw had freed enslaved persons who had been
brought into Massachusetts by their masters, so Shaw had developed a reputation among his
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Robert K. Wallace provides an extensive discussion of Shaw’s rulings in “Fugitive Justice: Douglass, Shaw,
Melville” in Frederick Douglass & Herman Melville: Essays in Relation, pp. 39-68; see also Brook Thomas, “The
Legal Fictions of Herman Melville and Lemuel Shaw” (1984). For a review of Shaw’s role in the Sims case in
relation to its possible influence on Moby-Dick, see Michael Paul Rogin, Subversive Genealogy, pp. 140-148. In
Democracy Matters, Cornel West references Shaw’s decision as evidence that “Melville’s abolitionist sentiments
cut against the grain of many in his personal family and national community, but he expressed them nonetheless”
(91). Note that Shaw also nominally favored abolitionism—but Melville certainly had more radical beliefs on this
issue than his father-in-law. Jonathan Stauffer writes:
“Melville differed from his father-in-law primarily in his understanding and treatment of blacks. Here he
went farther than many abolitionists, who tended to treat blacks paternalistically and as symbols rather than as
humans and equals. In his writings, Melville approached the perspective of John Brown, who, more than virtually
every other white on the historical record, was able to burst free of cultural beliefs and break down the dichotomy of
black and white.
“Yet while Melville often empathized with slaves and other social outsiders, and envisioned a radical
notion of racial equality, he could never endorse the kind of immediate abolitionism and millennialist faith of a John
Brown or a Frederick Douglass” (219); “He lauded reformers’ efforts to expose present truths about slavery and
racial prejudice; but he distanced himself from their future utopian visions” (220).
41

Greg Grandin notes well the resonance with the character of Captain Vere in Billy Budd in this connection and
also compares Shaw to the historical Dr. Rozas, the character whose name authenticates the deposition in “Benito
Cereno” (287). Robert K. Wallace makes the same connection between Shaw and Vere (40) and alludes to a similar
parallel previously drawn by Robert Cover in 1975 in Justice Accused (Wallace 53). Another extremely important
connection between Shaw and Vere is that, as Lenora Warren reports in Fire on the Water, Shaw presided over one
of few capital cases in Massachusetts which sentenced a Black sailor to death under dubious circumstances, just like
what happened with Billy, who is linked to the Black figure of the “Handsome Sailor” (see chapter 4, pp. 98-128).
And John Bryant 2014 details that the textual addition of the “Handsome Sailor” figure came at a relatively late
stage of composition, thanks to the manuscript available through the Melville Electronic Library (MEL).
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contemporaries as an anti-slavery judge. For example, a judge from New Jersey publicly accused
Shaw of allowing his personal opinions to color his legal judgement (Thomas 118). But in cases
of fugitive slaves, like that of George Latimer in 1842 and Thomas Sims in 1851, he enforced the
preexisting Fugitive Slave Acts of 1793 and 1850, respectively (Wallace 39).42 There are signs
the consideration of preserving the union held greater importance for Shaw than the issue of
slavery, although Shaw did pen an anti-slavery treatise entitled “Slavery and the Missouri
Question”43 in 1820, ten years before he was appointed chief justice (Wallace 41).44 Shaw’s
checkered record meant he was no stranger to attacks from both sides. In regard to the Latimer
case, the Liberator ran a piece by the editorial board entitled “Legal Injustice,” which
condemned Shaw’s verdict in no uncertain terms: “In our opinion, the remarks of Judge Shaw
were as atheistical as were ever uttered by human lips….They mocked at human rights, gave the
lie to the Declaration of Independence, repudiated as illegal the Constitution of Massachusetts,
and blotted God out of the universe.” The editors further charged that Shaw was playing “the
part of Pilot [sic] in the crucifixion of the Son of God….We are unable to perceive, in the light of
Christianity, wherein the guilt of Judge Shaw differs from of the slave pirate on the African
42

Wallace notes that Melville himself was a fugitive from the Acushnet at nearly the same time his future father-inlaw was trying the Latimer case; there was a warrant out for Melville’s arrest, and he was arrested on mutiny charges
later in Tahiti. But he escaped (Wallace 56). Melville was not pursued because of his race, but as a deserter and
mutineer. Though the cases are significantly different, as he recognizes, Wallace suggests that Melville’s life
experience might have influenced his outlook. I would also include Melville’s experience working alongside Black
men as equals or as their inferior in the hierarchy of the ship’s crew (Jeffrey Bolster, Black Jacks), and his time in
England, during which, as John Bryant notes, Melville saw Black men walking arm-in-arm with white women, the
same circumstance which caused Frederick Douglass so much controversy at home—these circumstances, too, must
have played a role in his vision of race in America, contributing strands to what Maurice Lee (2000) has called “the
radical Melville who voiced unspeakable politics” (495).
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Melville’s father, Alan Melvill (the “e” was added to the family name after Alan’s death), was a friend of Shaw’s
and wrote to him in praise of his work: “Your Article on Slavery is a very forcible & argumentative view of a
system alike repugnant to reason, justice & humanity, whose existence at the era of our Independence was a national
misfortune, but whose existence under our free & happy Constitution has become a national reproach, God grant it
may not prove the ruin of our rising empire” (quoted in Wallace, 41).
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The defense attorney in both of these cases was Melville’s friend and correspondent, fellow sailor-writer Richard
Henry Dana, which deserves mention though I cannot develop this point here.
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Coast” (quoted in Wallace 48; emphasis mine). Notable here are the religious imagery and theme
of piracy—both of which Melville picks up in “Benito Cereno,” both of which come slowly and
subtly to encircle the character of Amasa Delano.
The historical Amasa Delano had a similarly ambivalent anti-slavery record. As
mentioned, his insolvency presented him with a major problem. After several unsuccessful
voyages, he needed to make money, and fast. As Greg Grandin rightly points out, if Delano
needed a surefire way to turn around his fortunes, “[t]here was one industry he probably could
have done well in, a trade so vital and dynamic that in a way it made all other trades possible:
slavery” (79). However, Delano expressly rejected this option because he was morally opposed
to slavery (90; 8345). As he did not have the requisite capital to undertake a whaling voyage,
another profitable industry at the time, he chose sealing. So it was for this reason he set off in his
sealer, which he aptly named the Perseverance, from Boston in 1799 on the voyage that would
lead him to Benito Cereno—and Babo.46
This historical context puts my analysis of Delano that will follow in a slightly different
interpretive frame from other studies. If we keep in mind that Delano, as Melville knew, objected
to slavery strenuously enough to refuse to enter into its commercial entanglements (insofar as he
thought it was in his power to avoid) for moral reasons, despite its lucrative promise, which he so
desperately needed—if we keep this in mind as we read his account and Melville’s story, both
full of racist misperceptions and imperceptions, we witness how pervasive anti-Black racism was
and is, how deeply woven into the fabric of American society and the worldview of even its
white Northern abolitionist citizens. This background is important because it shows the way in
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For a fuller account, see Grandin pp. 78-83.
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Or Babo and Muri, to be precise—Melville made a composite figure out of the father-son team in the historical
account.
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which racial bias was still operating, consciously and unconsciously, even among those who
were morally opposed to slavery. If Melville helps us see the bias then, it may help us recognize
it better now, too.
***
One Melville scholar imagines Melville examining the frontispiece of Delano’s memoir
and reading his physiognomy for indications of character (Dillingham 227; see Figure 1). But
Melville’s first encounter with the man’s personality, aside from his portrait or family
connections, might have come from the first few lines of the preface. There Delano writes of his
object in preparing and publishing his Narrative: “I… desired to employ and amuse my mind in
this work, and to spend, in a rational and profitable manner, a number of months which might
otherwise have be left a prey to melancholy and painful meditations” (15-16). Thus his stated
rationale (money motive aside) suggests that the act of writing itself was for him a way of
staving off unpleasantness. This deliberate avoidance of melancholy becomes a dominant motif
of his character that Melville will identify and develop.
In the next line Delano invokes Providence, as he will do pointedly and repeatedly in
Melville’s story. “I esteem it an occasion of peculiar gratitude to Providence when a man,
depressed in his spirits, can fall upon a mode of beguiling his sadness which is equally
reasonable and useful in regard to the community, and at the same time agreeable and reputable
in regard to himself,” he writes (16, emphasis added). His “resolution not to indulge in misery”
(as we will see James say of the “healthy-minded,” VRE 80) and clenched-jaw optimism come
through very clearly, not only in this passage, but throughout his writing. His prose is peppered
with small moralisms and pieties. For example: “I hope, however, that what I have always felt
may always appear in my expressions, and that is a uniform respect and attachment to all the
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Figure 1.1, Frontispiece.
Delano, Amasa. 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. By Amasa Delano. E. G. House, 1817. New York
Public Library, HATHITRUST; Public domain; Google digitized.
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good and generous qualities of our nature, and an unaffected veneration for the laws of
Providence and the principles of true religion” (19). Here Delano reveals himself to be concerned
with the “good and generous qualities of our nature,” Providence, and “the principles of true
religion.” These qualities certainly do appear in his expressions, and often; but Melville
recognized something a little sinister in their usage and redeployed them to entirely different
effect in his own version of Delano’s narrative—without having to change much at all.
In fact, he changed so little (in a sense) that the brilliant reader of Melville and scholar of
religion Bruce Franklin concluded that the reason Melville did not render the story with firstperson narration was because “Melville could not very well make Delano the narrator of a
fictionalized tale so closely parallel to the captain’s own published version” (“Past,” 241). And
Newton Arvin, midcentury literary critic, in his acclaimed biography of Melville writes:
Liberties, to be sure, he rather freely takes with his original, but strictly speaking he takes
too few, and takes these too half-heartedly; and nothing is more expressive of the low
pitch at which “Benito” is written than the fact that with one incident in his original
Melville takes no liberties whatever: the scene of the actual mutiny on the San Dominick,
which might have been transformed into an episode of great and frightful power, Melville
was too tired to rewrite at all, and except for a few trifling details, he leaves it all as he
found it, in the drearily prosaic prose of a judicial deposition. (239)
Later literary critics have panned Arvin’s famous panning of Benito Cereno as a lapse in
otherwise creditable judgement. A possible reason for Arvin’s singularly vehement dislike of this
story will be discussed obliquely in the third chapter. For now, the point is how little of the
substance of Delano’s account Melville needed to change in order to recast it as a radical
indictment of unacknowledged white supremacy linked to a confident American optimism—for
those who could recognize it as such. As he read Delano’s prose, Melville must have detected the
raw material for his psychological drama of perception in the subtle, alternately self-pitying and
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self-aggrandizing account of the sea captain, which Delano framed to highlight his own heroic
benevolence. Melville frames it differently.
Charles Feidelson, Jr. claims that “the most important change from Delano’s Narrative of
Voyages is not the addition of particular incidents but rather the whole process of trying to
understand which is imputed to Delano” (327)—I would only note that Delano’s process “of
trying to understand” is not so much imputed as accentuated. Melville did not have to embellish
or imagine much about this character, only place him in a narrative setting (more on this in a
moment) that exposed the irony and contradictions in his own account, for those who could see
them. If this formulation sounds tautological, it is: as Melville would later title one of his short
excurses on fiction in The Confidence-Man, Delano’s narrative is “Worth the Consideration of
Those to whom It May Prove Worth Considering” (chapter 14). So Melville’s shifts may be
subtle, but they are profound. In Melville’s hands, a portrayal of Delano that corresponds closely
to Delano’s own self-presentation becomes a merciless critique—even more abrasive for its
being the sort of mockery that could pass undetected by its target—and readers like Delano.
The second thing Melville does, besides critique the way Delano perceives is to highlight
what he is not seeing. Melville was already attuned to certain absences in Delano’s memoir, in
the historical record and the archive of the present, and the brilliance of his artistry was that he
was able to retell the same story, in almost exactly the same way, reproducing Delano’s same
omissions or suppressions—in such a way as to draw attention to what is missing. Melville
shows us Delano’s attempt to paper over and forget. Melville did not invent this American. He
recognized the extremely problematic tendencies of perception ingrained in this character and
highlighted them in his retelling. As Toni Morrison writes in “Unspeakable Things Unspoken”:
certain absences are so stressed, so ornate, so planned, they call attention to themselves;
arrest us with intentionality and purpose, like neighborhoods that are defined by the
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population held away from them. Looking at the scope of American literature, I can’t
help thinking that the question should never have been “Why am I, an Afro-American,
absent from it?” It is not a particularly interesting query anyway. The spectacularly
interesting question is “What intellectual feats had to be performed by the author or his
critic to erase me from a society seething with my presence, and what effect has that
performance had on the work?” What are the strategies of escape from knowledge? Of
willful oblivion? (136, italics added)
This is what Melville explores in the psychology of Captain Amasa Delano. The rest of this
chapter makes the case that certain types of ignorance or perceptual failure are not innocent, but
morally culpable,47 and the final portion will attempt to show that they result from a process
similar to that which undergirds the sin of presumption in the Christian tradition.
But first, two other episodes in Delano’s memoir are worth calling attention to for the
way they bear on understanding this character that Melville replicates and accentuates in his
fiction. These do not come from Chapter XVIII, but from a “Biographical Sketch” appended to
the end of the volume with the attribution “Written by a Friend” (577). This “friend” of Delano’s
begins with the people of Duxbury and details Delano’s early life circumstances and family.48 In
one incident, the friend describes how young Amasa’s behavior almost caused his younger
sibling to drown, though the friend manages to turn it into a tale of Delano’s bold heroism rather
than encouragement to rash endangerment:
In returning home from a peninsula…Amasa eleven and Samuel six years of age, they
attempted to cross over a salt marsh intersected by a creek. Samuel discovered some fear
of difficulty: But Amasa, who never thought of difficulty or danger, even at that early
age, endeavoured to dissipate the fears of his younger brother, and with both hands full of
articles, which he was conveying home from the peninsula, plunged into the water, and
47

For an astute analysis of this type of ignorance in the context of race and white supremacy specifically, see
Charles Mills, “White Ignorance” in Agnotology and the longer, more developed version in his monograph.
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The friend provides the following horrifying tale of how Amasa got his name, which Melville did not change
(Melville may have appreciated its biblical resonance). Amasa’s namesake uncle led a “Rogers’ Rangers” troop,
which got lost in the woods in the wilderness by the Canadian border: “They were reduced to the greatest extremity;
and were compelled to eat an Indian child which they met in the woods. They soon came to an Indian settlement,
and their conduct with regard to the child being known, they were massacred in a most horrid manner. The writer of
this journal, was named for this unfortunate uncle” (580). So settler colonialism is part of this particular American’s,
not only American, history.
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was swimming fearlessly across, when looking back for his brother he observed him
struggling with the waves and nearly exhausted. (581)
Then follows an account of how both nearly drowned as Amasa tried to rescue Samuel until a
man came to their aid, with Samuel requiring resuscitation after “apparent death and suspended
animation” (581). Here is the moral the writer draws at the close of this episode: “It was owing,
however, to the resolution and promptness of the elder brother, that the younger was saved”
(581). This statement is not factually untrue, perhaps. But the larger context begs for a different,
more appropriate moral, such as one that extols the importance of caution.
After this scare, one might be forgiven for suspecting (or hoping) Delano might have
learned to temper his rashness. No. In the second incident, an older but not wiser Delano once
again demonstrates his foolhardiness. In this scene he is an eighteen-year-old on board a
merchant ship: “An embargo was laid on all merchant vessels then at the Cape, and was
continued for six weeks. The season proved very sickly, and great numbers died of the prevailing
fever. It was supposed that all tropical fruit was injurious; and on this account, if used at all, was
eaten with great caution and very sparingly.” The narrator continues:
But Delano, who could hardly be said to know what fear was, and who in fact would
sometimes disregard the common means requisite for health and preservation, would not
be deterred from the constant use of fruit from that climate. He is said to have subsisted
almost entirely on it, and to have eaten it in great quantities at all times, without any bad
effects. (586-7, italics added)
This passage is very funny. The humor and absurdity of this “tropical fruit incident” would not
have gone unnoticed by a storyteller like Melville. But, on reflection, it is also very scary.
Underneath the hagiographical tone (which surely adds to its humor) a portrait emerges of a man
who will rush headlong into real danger without recognizing the stakes. This is not a man who
will listen to experts, make careful, considerate judgements. And, by the time of the events
Melville’s story, he is in a position of authority—the highest authority possible on a ship.
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This “friend” and biographer of Delano’s (who may be Delano himself, taking a leaf
from Coleridge’s book—or William James’s, for that matter49) constantly reinterprets the scrapes
Delano gets himself into, from which escapes from relatively unharmed, in a positive light, as
evidence of Delano’s fearlessness and can-do spirit. (Gender scripts and socialization surely play
a role here, as his view of the Spanish captain as “weak” and “unmanly” attests.) The bottom line
is that though this account of Delano’s childhood through early adulthood is evidently intended
to chronicle and celebrate his bravery, the overall picture that emerges is of an eager, brash youth
unmindful of danger. He suffers many close brushes with death, his own and others’, and never
tempers his dangerous enthusiasm. On the contrary, his recklessness is praised as bravery and
taken evidence of Providence’s protection. Whether or not the writer “friend” is actually Delano,
we see in this biographical sketch the same sort of interpretive strategy we see operating when
the fictional Delano boards the San Dominick (and the Tryal, in Delano’s own narrative): a mode
of perception that relentlessly negates all signs of danger or even tries convert them into
something positive, before simply forgetting, passing over whatever difficult moral could have
been learned, and moving on.

Amasa Delano in Benito Cereno
Benito Cereno begins with an act of perception. After a seemingly objective, omniscient
third-person narrator sets the scene, the action opens with Captain Amasa Delano snug in his
berth, roused by his mate to descry the “strange sail” that approaches (46). Upon seizing his glass
and sighting the ship, Captain Delano reacts with “surprise.” The narrator immediately intrudes
here with a remark that would seem to underscore the captain’s competency as a perceiver. He
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Instances of authors taking on the persona of a friend (or in James’s case, a French correspondent)—was this not
uncommon?
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explains to us that Delano’s surprise is an appropriate reaction, given the provocative context:
the ship displays no flag (“no colors”), offering no signaling at all, “though to do so upon
entering a haven…where but a single other ship might be lying, was the custom among peaceful
seamen of all nations” (46-7). The clear implication of this information from the narrator is that a
captain like Delano might reasonably fear the ship be a pirate or otherwise hostile.
However, after backing Delano’s initial reaction of surprise, the narrator goes on to cast
doubt over it. He explains: “Considering the lawlessness and loneliness of the spot, and the sort
of stories, at that day, associated with those seas, Captain Delano's surprise might have deepened
into some uneasiness had he not been a person of a singularly undistrustful good-nature, not
liable, except on extraordinary and repeated incentives, and hardly then, to indulge in personal
alarms, any way involving the imputation of malign evil in man” (47). The narrator makes us
doubt, crucially, not Delano’s perceptive capability per se, but his ability to register the full
range of that perception’s ramifications. In the space of a few sentences, then, the narrator has
endorsed Delano’s instinctive response of disquietude, yet hinted that something may be
overlooked in Delano’s subsequent reaction; that something may have interrupted the initial
reaction of surprise from running its proper course: “Captain Delano’s surprise might have
deepened into some uneasiness”—but it did not. Why not?
The narrator locates the cause in Delano’s personality: --“had he not been a person of a
singularly undistrustful good-nature, not liable, except on extraordinary and repeated incentives,
and hardly then, to indulge in personal alarms, any way involving the imputation of malign evil
in man.” This does not sound like a compliment (though it has seemed so to some readers50); nor
yet is it quite an overt insult. The phrase “might have deepened into” suggests a maturation
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E.g., James E. Miller, Richard Fogle, and others.
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process that was truncated, not allowed to develop. The narrator implies that that is the course
other minds would have run, “considering the lawlessness and loneliness of the spot,” which,
according to the narrator, is well-known, even storied. (And “lawlessness” and “loneliness” are
nothing if not piratical adjectives.) Thus the narrator clearly communicates to the reader, over the
head of the character, that there is reason to fear.
From the first sentence of the story we know that Delano’s ship is in possession of a
“valuable cargo.” The narrator has told us as much, and Delano himself would certainly be aware
of this fact. It might even be uppermost in his mind, given the purpose of his voyage. Thus it
would be eminently reasonable if he were, given the circumstances, extremely wary of the
strange ship behaving strangely and approaching him in a deserted harbor. Historically speaking,
“it was a common pirates’ ploy to make ships appear distressed in order to lure victims on
board” (Grandin 2). So the narrator comments: “Whether, in view of what humanity is capable,
such a trait implies, along with a benevolent heart, more than ordinary quickness and accuracy of
intellectual perception, may be left to the wise to determine.” (The sarcastic tone of the passage
may lead one to question whether the heart be truly benevolent, either.) With this aside, the
narrator warns the reader specifically that Delano’s perception is under evaluation; he even
issues a challenge with his warning to the reader. Arguably, this is a moment of the greatest
distance between the narrator’s and the character’s perspectives, the clearest separation between
the two, though they will go on to become increasingly enmeshed (Coviello 168). Here the
narrator and character’s perspectives have come apart completely with the narrator’s
extradiegetic address to the reader.
Thus, the narrator tells the reader at the outset that Amasa Delano’s perception is suspect,
that it is reliably distorted by stable features of his character. The “wise” reader who heeds the
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narrator’s caution here will avoid trusting the less than ordinary (though as the story continues,
one suspects he is very average—or common, indeed) intellectual perception furnished by this
character. However, this character also happens to be the narrative’s center of consciousness or
focalizing character, the one through whose eyes we witness the action of the story. This means
that the one whom the narrator has just told is deficient in perception is our main conduit of
impressions in the story. How this narrative structure might impact the reader’s relation to the
action of the story will be a theme picked up and developed further in the end. For now, a few
words on the relation between the narrator and the character.
I have written that the text of the story begins with an act of perception, but that is not
entirely accurate. Before we see the captain roused in his berth, the narrator sets the scene with
the opening lines, the first beginning of the text: “In the year 1799, Captain Amasa Delano, of
Duxbury, in Massachussetts, commanding a large sealer and general trader, lay at anchor, with a
valuable cargo, in the harbor of St. Maria—a small, desert, uninhabited island toward the
southern extremity of the long coast of Chile. There he had touched for water” (46). The narrator
speaks with authority and with clear knowledge of the time, place, and personages involved. We
know exactly where we are located. The narrator has pinpointed the year, described the
coordinates on the map, and made transparent the captain’s mission and occupation. The narrator
has insight not only into the type of ship, or its general purpose, but even its more local
motivations, or the circumstances that have brought the ship to that harbor.
By beginning with standard omniscient third-person narration, the story disguises how
much it will depend on perception. As Jane Mushabac notes, “‘Getting’ it is seeing that the
whole story is written from inside Amasa Delano’s mind and is an ironic commentary on that
mind” (143). This omniscient style of narration, however, complete with intrusive asides to the
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reader that purport to explicate Delano’s character,51 first casts the reader as a passive spectator
and underplays the role or responsibility the reader will need to assume in reconstructing events.
Further, this type of omniscient third-person narration gives the impression of being objective
and impartial. Thus the narrator establishes a relationship of trust and authority with the reader
from the outset. Although there is no promise that it will continue, once the relationship is
anchored in information transparency, the reader may expect the same level of information
access to continue throughout the story. It does not.
However, not long after the omniscient beginning, the narrator reinforces his omniscient
posture toward the reader with the asides quoted earlier regarding Delano’s character. In these he
appears to have access not only to the exact index of the captain’s emotions—i.e., “surprise” but
not “uneasiness”--but also to the reasons for Delano’s experiencing one emotion rather than
another, reasons taking the form of transcendental insights into Delano’s personality. He
establishes himself as an authority, and in the capacity of this authority exerts a gentle pressure
on the reader, acting as a friendly presence, guiding them toward the correct conclusions by
providing the necessary background information (“Ships were not then so plenty in those waters
as now”) to make sense of the action and the characters’ reactions in the story. The reader is
made privy to all this information at the beginning and loses the privileged insight by
imperceptible degrees. The narrator started out in league with us against the character, and
eventually becomes elided more and more with the character’s mind through untagged free
indirect discourse, as we will see exampled later.
Much of the interest in the story, especially on the second reading—and this is a work
that rewards rereading, as the third chapter will show—lies in subtle manipulations in
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perspective and point of view as in the dramatic unfolding of events. Before we address the issue
of narrative point of view, first we must consider the kind of character for whom it would require
“extraordinary and repeated incentives, and hardly then” to become alarmed by—and
recognize—“malign evil in man.”
James on Healthy-Mindedness
In the Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), William James identifies an attitude that
closely corresponds with Amasa Delano’s mode of perceiving the world. James calls this attitude
“healthy-mindedness,” which, in view of the word health, sounds positive, but in fact describes a
tendency of perception that has problematic aspects. There are benefits to being healthy-minded,
James acknowledges, but in his discussion he is more effective (or more convincing, to my
mind) in indicating its potential faults—namely, the imperception or suppression of unpleasant
facts, with the result that the “healthy-minded” end up with a less complete, less philosophically
adequate conception of reality, James says.52
James develops the idea of “healthy-mindedness” in contrast to another type, which he
calls the “sick soul.” (The other ship captain in Melville’s story, Benito Cereno, happens to
correspond to this type, as I argue in the next chapter—so Melville intuited a similar perceptual
division, and also developed its significance in relation to religion.) James advances these two
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“The method of averting one's attention from evil, and living simply in the light of good is splendid as long as it
will work. It will work with many persons; it will work far more generally than most of us are ready to suppose; and
within the sphere of its successful operation there is nothing to be said against it as a religious solution. But it breaks
down impotently as soon as melancholy comes; and even though one be quite free from melancholy one's self, there
is no doubt that healthy-mindedness is inadequate as a philosophical doctrine, because the evil facts which it refuses
positively to account for are a genuine portion of reality; and they may after all be the best key to life's significance,
and possibly the only openers of our eyes to the deepest levels of truth.” (136, emphasis added). Note that James
expresses this perspective while still assuming the attitude of “impartial onlookers”(136); not as voicing one side
against the other in imagined dialogue, which he also does, and well—causing Jacques Barzun to remark on James’s
“Shakespearean ability to impersonate opposite temperaments” (Stroll, 245).
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types, the healthy-minded and the sick soul as different ways of being religious, although the
basis of their differentiation has to do with perception. Of all distinctions James could have
selected to differentiate between ways of being religious, he homes in on perception, broadly
construed.
As he begins to explicate these types in Lectures IV and V, “The Religion of HealthyMindedness,” James opens with a very broad view. He asserts that one proposed answer to the
question “What is human life’s chief concern?” is simply: happiness. So, in very American
fashion, he takes the pursuit of happiness as fundamental in some way to the human condition.
He does not define the term happiness but states: “How to gain, how to keep, how to recover
happiness, is in fact for most men at all times the secret motive of all they do, and of all they are
willing to endure” (71). This sentence gives an epigrammatic anatomy of Amasa Delano’s
character as he strives to maintain his emotional equilibrium after he has boarded the San
Dominick.
James writes: “In many persons, happiness is congenital and irreclaimable” (72). His
phrasing here suggests happiness as a birthright and as a stable set-point, which makes it difficult
to diminish.53 However, what protects this set-point is not the absence of trouble, but the
insulation provided by the person’s perception. James’s phrasing, “secret motive,” suggests—
and in other places he is more explicit—that this insulating activity may occur outside of our
conscious awareness. Though we all operate this way to some extent, those James would group
into the healthy-minded category take ignorance of evil to a virtuoso level; this quality of
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Indeed, now-classic psychology studies on hedonic adaptation seem to bear out the finding that people tend to
have a “happiness equilibrium,” which circumstances or events may temporarily displace, positively or negatively,
but it soon returns to the individual’s baseline. E.g., see Brickman et al.’s 1978 study of lottery winners.
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filtering out the bad is what distinguishes them as a type. 54 In the defense of the stronghold of
happiness, the will may be involved as well; the defense may not be only automatic but
deliberate. James explains: “I speak not only of those who are animally happy. I mean those
who, when unhappiness is offered or proposed to them, positively refuse to feel it, as if it were
something mean and wrong” (72). Thus, James writes that healthy-mindedness entails an
experience of happiness that “needs no deliverance from any antecedent burden” (73). They
simply extrude the negative from their vision. (The sick soul, however, can be meaningfully
subdivided by applying “once-born” and “twice-born” as adjectives, as we will see in the third
chapter. The introduction of these terms in Varieties points the way toward conversion, and
toward the discussions of saintliness and mysticism that occupy the rest of the book.)
So the healthy-minded, on this reading, have no need for a conversion. They have “a
temperament organically weighted on the side of cheer and fatally forbidden to linger, as those of
opposite temperament linger, over the darker aspects of the universe” (75). James draws out the
positive side of this trait:
It is to be hoped that we all have some friend, perhaps more often feminine than
masculine, and young than old, whose soul is of this sky-blue tint, whose affinities are
rather with flowers and birds and all enchanting innocencies than with dark human
passions, who can think no ill of man or God, and in whom religious gladness, being in
possession from the outset, needs no deliverance from any antecedent burden. (73)
However, in identifying this attitude more with femininity and youth or inexperience, James may
implicitly denigrate or trivialize it in comparison with the other attitude, even while he praises it.
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A note on James’s use of typologies—in Varieties James carefully states that no individual can be reduced
without remainder to a category, and that the healthy-minded and sick soul are ideal types that may never see perfect
exemplification in reality. Nevertheless, he thinks that people roughly correspond to one type or the other in their
patterning of afferent input. For a thorough discussion of James’s use of typologies across his works, see David
Leary, “William James’s Use of Temperaments and Types,” WJS 17.1 Spring 2021, pp. 62-79. “In sum,” Leary
writes, “types for James were convenient conceptual or methodological tools, intended to facilitate understanding
without introducing new essences into the various continua of experience” (64).
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But his attempt at praise does seem genuine, insofar as people of this healthy-minded, naturally
sunny disposition do make for pleasant companions. And not only companions, but popular
writers and poets:
Walt Whitman owes his importance in literature to the systematic expulsion from his
writings of all contractile elements. The only sentiments he allowed himself to express
were of the expansive order; and he expressed these in the first person, not as your mere
monstrously conceited individual might so express them, but vicariously for all men, so
that a passionate and mystic ontological emotion suffuses his words, and ends by
persuading the reader that men and women, life and death, and all things are divinely
good. (76)
While expounding the healthy-minded type, James mentions a handful of examples, such as St.
Francis, the early Rousseau, Diderot, and the Unitarian minister Edward Everett Hale. But the
proportion of his examples is overwhelmingly American in comparison with his examples of the
other type(s). He lingers over Walt Whitman as “the supreme contemporary example of such an
inability to feel evil” (75).
James forms this opinion by drawing on both poetry and biography. In the Varieties,
James cites a lengthy account by one of Whitman’s disciples that states: “Perhaps, indeed, no
man who ever lived liked so many things and disliked so few as Walt Whitman. All natural
objects seemed to have a charm for him; all sights and sounds seemed to please him” (76). As
both the poet and the man, then, what James is identifying in Whitman is his tendency to affirm
all of life as good—taking almost the same attitude as the Creator God, pronouncing upon God’s
creation at the end of each day: “we give the name of healthy-mindedness to the tendency which
looks on all things and sees that they are good” (78). Healthy-minded eyes are attuned to the
goodness of the world, in prelapsarian fashion.
James uses the example of Whitman a few times across his work, always standing for the
same temperamental optimism, but depending on the philosophical stakes of the work in which
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James cites him, James’s evaluation of Whitman ranges from unqualified admiration to a more
ambivalent endorsement. In “Is Life Worth Living?” published in The Will to Believe (1897)55
James begins the first section of the essay with the example of Whitman, standing for “healthymindedness” before he has named the type: “With many men the question of life's worth is
answered by a temperamental optimism which makes them incapable of believing that anything
seriously evil can exist.” He continues, “Our dear old Walt Whitman's works are the standing
text-book of this kind of optimism. The mere joy of living is so immense in Walt Whitman's
veins that it abolishes the possibility of any other kind of feeling” (35). You can see Whitman
really is the supreme example, for James, of this kind of “animal happiness” suffusing the
world56--the mystical optimist whose way of simply being takes on a religious patina. Here it is
not that evil or “contractile elements” are actively blocked out; simply that Whitman’s joy in
living is so strong it overrides “any other kind of feeling.” There is simply no room for suffering
in this vision. Evil is scarcely believed, let alone experienced. It is not considered at all. James
takes for granted that this kind of temperamental optimism does not grace most people
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Whitman also plays a complicated and integral role in exemplifying what James calls “The Sentiment of
Rationality,” originally published in Mind in 1879 (collected in Essays in Psychology). His citation of Whitman here
is notable for its early position in James’s works but outside the scope of the present investigation since it bears only
indirectly on James’s characterization of healthy-mindedness. James’s reception of Whitman and other literary
figures—particularly poets—is worth a study in its own right.
56

Supporting this view, James quotes the following lines from “Song at Sunset”:
“To breathe the air, how delicious!
To speak—to walk—to seize something by the hand! …
To be this incredible God I am! …
O amazement of things—even the least particle!
O spirituality of things! …
I too carol the sun, usher'd or at noon, or as now, setting,
I too throb to the brain and beauty of the earth and of all the growths of the earth. …
[…]
I praise with electric voice,
For I do not see one imperfection in the universe,
And I do not see one cause or result lamentable at last.” (WB 35)
Note that Whitman continuously revised Leaves of Grass up until the 1891 “deathbed edition”; see
https://whitmanarchive.org/published/LG/.
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permanently: that is why he has written a philosophical defense of living in the first place,
against the melancholic temptation that he sees as besetting the reflective life. But Whitman
represents the pure opposite, the type for whom “there would never be any occasion for such
discourses as the present one” (35). Whitman’s joie de vivre is so overpowering there is no room
for any other element.
Similarly, in “On a Certain Blindness” published several years later in Talks to Teachers
on Psychology: and to Students on Some of Life’s Ideals (1899), James presents Whitman as “a
contemporary prophet” (141). He quotes from “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” and one of Whitman’s
letters to “a young car-conductor who had become his friend” (143). James owns that from the
practical perspective of the American capitalist spirit, Whitman may be “a worthless
unproductive being” (141), but from perspective James is urging us to adopt in this essay, a
Whitman might hold the key to life’s deepest mysteries: “And yet, from the deepest point of
view, who knows the more of truth, and who knows the less—Whitman on his omnibus-top, full
of the inner joy with which the spectacle inspires him, or you, full of the disdain which the
futility of his occupation excites?” (144). Here, as in “Is Life Worth Living?,” James still uses
Whitman as a purely positive example. In fact, here, James seems to wish to enable his reader to
access Whitman’s joyful omnibus perspective. What James emphasizes here is the radical
inclusivity of Whitman’s expansive vision, not any form of exclusion. Whitman is lauded for the
“expansiveness” of his vision, his ability to catch more truth; his omnibus perch. This is ironic,
because soon James will be emphasizing the opposite: what Whitman’s vision occludes.
When James writes Varieties, he homes in on another element in Whitman besides the
universal expansiveness. In keeping with his earlier position, James notes that “a passionate and
mystic ontological emotion suffuses his words, and ends by persuading the reader that men and
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women, life and death, and all things are divinely good” (76). But now James attends to the
process by which Whitman achieves such a view. It is prefigured in the word “expulsion” in the
quotation by which I introduced James’s “healthy-minded” Whitman above. (Recall that James
thinks Whitman “owes his importance in literature to the systematic expulsion from his writings
of all contractile elements” [76].) The systematic expulsion…of all contractile elements. The
phrasing suggests Whitman’s joy is not, in fact, so overweening that it prevents opposing facts
from being noticed. Rather the opposite: the metaphor suggests they are noticed, and they are
expelled. Thus, James introduces voluntary and involuntary subtypes of healthy-mindedness in
the context of the Whitman57 example, which points to the involvement of the will in perception.

James on Perception
Perception is a topic James covered extensively in the Principles of Psychology,
published in 1890. There he addressed perception in connection with sensation and also
demonstrated that in practice (in adult life, not as a pure abstraction), perception cannot be
divorced from a whole host of other factors which exert their influence in multidirectional,
simultaneous processing. Thus when this dissertation speaks of perception, it intends the term
with all the range that William James gives it when he positions it between our bodily and
mental life. Because many of the processes James describes are mutually implicated, it is
difficult to discuss one piece without the simultaneous description of others. So in one sense,
though James offers a specific definition of “perception,” it is a process that covers a wide
territory. David Leary accurately observes: “Helpful as these first approximations may be, James
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James of course takes a rhetorical posture with this Whitman; the actual Whitman deserves a more complicated
and complex reading. He was, after all, a Civil War poet in a different way from Melville, having spent time on the
battlefields tending wounded soldiers, during which he certainly did not avert his eyes or aestheticize tragedy away:
see C. K. Williams’s excellent biography of the poet, On Whitman (Princeton, 2010).
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emphasized in ensuing discussions of sensation and perception, and then of perception and
conception, that there is no sharp, absolute point of division between any of these terms or
between the processes to which they refer” (Leary 2019, 126).
See how James first introduces the terms that begin the chapter on Sensation, under the
heading “Sensation and Perception Distinguished”:
The words Sensation and Perception do not carry very definitely discriminated meanings
in popular speech, and in Psychology also their meanings run into each other. Both of
them name processes in which we cognize an objective world; both (under normal
conditions) need the stimulation of incoming nerves ere they can occur; Perception
always involves Sensation as a portion of itself; and Sensation in turn never takes place in
adult life without Perception also being there. They are therefore names for different
cognitive junctions, not for different sorts of mental fact. The nearer the object cognized
comes to being a simple quality like 'hot,' 'cold,' 'red,' 'noise,' 'pain,' apprehended
irrelatively to other things, the more the state of mind approaches pure sensation. The
fuller of relations the object is, on the contrary; the more it is something classed, located,
measured, compared, assigned to a function, etc., etc.; the more unreservedly do we call
the state of mind a perception, and the relatively smaller is the part in it which sensation
plays. (651, italics in original, here and henceforth unless otherwise marked)
He concludes: “Sensation, then, so long as we take the analytic point of view, differs from
Perception only in the extreme simplicity of its object or content” (651-2).
In the large block quotation above, notice, first, how James aligns the fate of the term in
disciplinary parlance with its fate in “popular speech.” As is the well-documented pattern with
James, he consistently establishes a rapport between a concept considered in technical precision
and a “common sense” view.58 We see this not only at the level of his imaginatively suggestive
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Cf. Charles Peirce’s 1891 review of Principles in The Nation where he faults James’s reluctance to keep a crisp
technical vocabulary of disciplinary precision: “With an extraordinarily racy and forcible style, Prof. James is
continually wresting words and phrases of exact import to unauthorized and unsuitable uses” (Works, 231). Peirce
devotes the last half of his review specifically to James’s short section entitled, “Is Perception Unconscious
Inference?,” which Peirce may particularly object to because here one of James’s slipperiest terms is applied in such
a way as to raise Peirce’s rigid logical hackles. Peirce ends the review by asking: “when
an unconscious predication was called perception, was this perception ‘properly so called’? And if not, was calling it
by that name a ‘useless metaphor,’ or was it a ‘positively misleading confusion between two different things’?”
(239). Peirce’s reaction demonstrates the extent to which James refuses to draw lines of demarcation that would
artificially segment the process, even if it would satisfy Peirce’s preference for clarity and specificity.
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metaphorical language (“cognitive junctions”), but also in the often homely examples he uses to
illustrate his points (e.g., a child reaching out toward a flame59). For all his technical learning and
cutting-edge psychological research in the form of books, journal articles, and laboratory work,
James consistently takes a common sense view of bodily and mental processes that accords with
our experience, in most cases.
So, in psychology, as in life, it is difficult to demarcate sensation from perception. And
even considered analytically (from “the analytic point of view”), the difference is one of degree
only rather than kind. On the other end of the psychological spectrum, it is similarly difficult to
disentangle perception from our store of preexisting mental associations and our imagination:
“Any quality of a thing which affects our sense-organs does also more than that: it arouses
processes in the hemispheres which are due to the organization of that organ by past experiences,
and the results of which in consciousness are commonly described as ideas which the sensation
suggests” (722). Here James describes the impact made by past learning. The sensation60 itself,
in the moment of experience, is subject to the influence of ideas as the sensation is perceived.
Even in the organization of the text, the “Perception of ‘Things’” chapter follows chapters on
Sensation, then Imagination,61 as though the end points needed to be established first before
identifying the less well-bounded middle term.
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Strengthening the point about sensation and learning, James adverts to the expression: “‘the burnt child dreads the
fire,’ and that one experience usually protects the fingers forever.” James goes on to give a technical description,
including diagrams, of the process of association that might supervene to remind the experienced child of the pain
and trigger the withdrawal of the finger (pp. 36-7).
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Gerald Myers shows how the organization of James’s psychology text contrasts with the others of his day, which
typically began with sensation, as though one could begin at an elementary level and ascend the scale of complexity
from there (81). James’s organization of Principles emphasizes, rather, the impossibility of simplification and
abstraction of sensation as a starting point.
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Note that James thinks there are “imaginations, not ‘the Imagination,’ and they must be studied in detail” (696).
He gives wide scope to individual differences. He also quotes extensively from Galton’s study, which revealed “men
of science” to have “feeble powers of visual representation” on the whole (699). James himself has replicated this
finding in studies with his students. He endorses the result and speculates on the cause. The word ‘painter’ in
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But James’s interest in perception does not only extend to what gets “in” through
perception; he is just as interested in what gets left out. David Leary explains:
James underscored that ‘few of us are aware how incessantly it [the mind’s selecting or
choosing activity] is at work in operations not ordinarily called by these names’ (p. 273).
Beyond that, ‘we do far more than emphasize things, and unite some, and keep others
apart. We actually ignore most of the things before us’ (p. 273). From this insight, he
proceeded to ask, ‘what are our very senses themselves but organs of selection?’ (p. 273),
and then argued that the same selective function operates in perception, reasoning,
aesthetics, and ethics. (Leary 26, Profound and Radical)
In James’s own words:
we see that the mind is at every stage a theatre of simultaneous possibilities.
Consciousness consists in the comparison of these with each other, the selection of some,
and the suppression of the rest by the reinforcing and inhibiting agency of attention. The
highest and most elaborated mental products are filtered from the data chosen by the
faculty next beneath, out of the mass offered by the faculty below that, which mass in
turn was sifted from a still larger amount of yet simpler material, and so on. The mind, in
short, works on the data it receives very much as a sculptor works on his block of stone.
(277)
A fuller treatment of James’s work on selection and attention, particularly as they bear on the
scope and continuity of consciousness is outside the scope of this dissertation.62 The important
thing to note now is, as Leary said, the way James moralizes perception or selection by
discussing them in connection with ethics. It is not far-fetched to stretch the endpoint of this
process of educating the senses to its moral sense, as even in James’s psychology he runs the
gamut from physiological [nerve-centered] reflex processes in a frog to the philosophical

Galton’s account triggers the personal admission from James, in a footnote, that he himself evidences the very
condition Galton describes: a talent for drawing despite poor mental visualization abilities. “I am I am myself a good
draughtsman, and have a very lively interest in pictures, statues, architecture and decoration, and a keen sensibility
to artistic effects. But I am an extremely poor visualizer, and find myself often unable to reproduce in my mind's eye
pictures which I have most carefully examined.—W. J.” (700, n.8). James also gives an early account of different
learning modalities, drawing on Binet’s “visual type,” “auditory type,” and “motor type” of individual (707).
Individual differences carry the day where perception is concerned.
62

For further reading see James’s work on “psychic blindness” in Principles, “The Hidden Self” (published in
Scribner’s March 1890), and his 1896 Lowell Lectures, reconstructed by Eugene Taylor in William James on
Exceptional Mental States.
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problem of the freedom of the will. The education of the senses, or of perception James
describes, has clear ethical implications.
As Sarin Marchetti writes in his book Ethics and Philosophical Critique in William
James, “The moral life is described by James as a field for self-fashioning in which we challenge
our entrenched views and reactions….It is thus not an exaggeration to locate in James’s writings
a pragmatic version of the classical conception of self-cultivation as the proper goal and mode of
ethics” (119). So it is possible to read the Principles of Psychology as an ethics as well as a
psychology, as Marchetti does, following Colin Koopman (124). James announces as much in
his chapter on habit: “The physiological study of mental conditions is thus the most powerful
ally of hortatory ethics” (130). James’s link between physiology and ethics suggests a fruitful
line of research, rooted in James’s extensive study of habit, that this dissertation unfortunately
does not have the space to develop. In future research I would like to consider the question of
how perception might be trained as at least partially a bodily-based practice in association with
sensation, and as susceptible to formation through attention to physical habits, as well as by
adjusting our “mental stores” of concepts (which is the direction the conclusion of this
dissertation takes with regard to literature’s possible influence on perception).
***
James’s emphasis on education shines through Principles even before he adapted it for
pedagogical use in his what became his extremely popular lecture series, Talks to Teachers. In
fact “Talks to Teachers” was the “most-delivered series of James’s career” (Stob 76). Published
in 1899, it was delivered by James almost a dozen times across the United States from the year
1891 to 1898 (Stob 75). In the context of adapting his psychology to educational purposes, he
leans heavily on a word he has hitherto been reluctant to adopt: apperception. “‘Apperception’ is
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a word which cuts a great figure in the pædagogics of the present day,” he states (TT 94). The
field has adopted it, to their detriment, he thinks, and he cites an advertisement brandishing the
jargon word like a shibboleth against the uninitiate.63 James is anxious to demystify it for his
listeners. He cites the hypothetical case of a “conscientious young teacher” who, through
advertisements for books about apperception “is led to believe that it contains a recondite and
portentous secret, by losing the true inwardness of which her whole career may be shattered.”
Then comes the anticlimax: “And yet, when she turns to the books and reads about it, it seems so
trivial and commonplace a matter—meaning nothing more than the manner in which we receive
a thing into our minds” (95). The manner in which we receive a thing into our minds is precisely
what I try to capture by using the term “perception” in this dissertation. Thus, although
“perception” has a very technical sense in the history of psychology, really it is this
commonsense notion of James’s we are after.64
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In Principles James explains why he declines to use the term: “I have myself not used the word apperception
because it has carried very different meanings in the history of philosophy, and 'psychic reaction,' 'interpretation,'
'conception,' 'assimilation,' 'elaboration,' or simply 'thought,' are perfect synonyms for its Herbartian meaning,
widely taken. It is, moreover, hardly worth while to pretend to analyze the so-called apperceptive performances
beyond the first or perceptive stage, because their variations and degrees are literally innumerable. 'Apperception' is
a name for the sum-total of the effects of what we have studied as association; and it is obvious that the things which
a given experience will suggest to a man depend on what Mr. Lewes calls his entire psychostatical conditions, his
nature and stock of ideas, or, in other words, his character, habits, memory, education, previous experience, and
momentary mood” (751, emphasis added). He concludes: “We gain no insight into what really occurs either in the
mind or in the brain by calling all these things the ‘apperceiving mass’ though of course this may upon occasion be
convenient” (751).
64

James is impatient with overly technical classificatory schemas and, though science must be analytic in many
regards, often views processes in their connection with the whole. See, for instance:
“In one book which I remember reading there were sixteen different types of apperception discriminated
from each other. There was associative apperception, subsumptive apperception, assimilative apperception, and
others up to sixteen. It is needless to say that this is nothing but an exhibition of the crass artificiality which has
always haunted psychology, and which perpetuates itself by lingering along, especially in these works which are
advertised as 'written for the use of teachers.' The flowing life of the mind is sorted into parcels suitable for
presentation in the recitation-room, and chopped up into supposed 'processes' with long greek and latin names,
which in real life have no distinct existence.
“There is no reason, if we are classing the different types of apperception, why we should stop at sixteen
rather than sixteen hundred. There are as many types of apperception as there are possible ways in which an
incoming experience may be reacted on by an individual mind. A little while ago, at Buffalo, I was the guest of a
lady who, a fortnight before, had taken her seven-year-old boy for the first time to Niagara Falls. The child silently
glared at the phenomenon until his mother, supposing him struck speechless by its sublimity, said, "Well, my boy,
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The metaphors James uses to describe this process of receiving things into the mind are
instructive. I will highlight a few of his formulations in the following explanation in Talks to
Teachers:
Every impression that comes in from without, be it a sentence which we hear, an object
of vision, or an effluvium which assails our nose, no sooner enters our consciousness than
it is drafted off in some determinate direction or other, making connection with the other
materials already there, and finally producing what we call our reaction. The particular
connections it strikes into are determined by our past experiences and the 'associations' of
the present sort of impression with them. If, for instance, you hear me call out A, B, C, it
is ten to one that you will react on the impression by inwardly or outwardly articulating
D, E, F. The impression arouses its old associates; they go out to meet it; it is received by
them, recognized by the mind as 'the beginning of the alphabet.' It is the fate of every
impression thus to fall into a mind preoccupied with memories, ideas, and interests, and
by these it is taken in. (95, emphasis added)
All of the expressions James uses reveal some interaction, some mutual encounter between the
new sense impression and the preexisting mental store of concepts, past experience, desires,
interests, even current emotional states, as James specifies later. James metaphorically refers to
this welcoming contingent as a “mental escort” that accompanies the new data: “This mental
escort which the mind supplies is drawn, of course, from the mind's ready-made stock” (96). Of
the incoming information he writes: “we dispose of it according to our acquired possibilities” in
“a fusion of the new with the old, in which it is impossible to distinguish the share of the two
factors” (96, emphasis added).
So learning takes place as we deepen and enrich our mental stores. But how, or where, is
this learning registered? Because James is working as a psychologist in Principles he does not
treat the mind apart from the organ of the brain. He places the “Functions of the Brain” chapter

what do you think of it?" to which, "Is that the kind of spray I spray my nose with?" was the boy's only reply. That
was his mode of apperceiving the spectacle. You may claim this as a particular type, and call it by the greek name of
rhinotherapeutical apperception, if you like; and if you do, you will hardly be more trivial or artificial than are some
of the authors of the books.” (TT 97-8, emphasis added)
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directly after the first, after he has outlined “The Scope of Psychology” to introduce the reader to
the discipline. Thus he begins his psychology with the brain as an organ, discussing in great
detail the cutting-edge localization of brain function research of his day, from animal vivisection
to aphasia studies. Of course, he does not stay at the level of brain function, ending his textbook
with the very un-psychological, even philosophical, title: “Necessary Truths and the Effects of
Experience,” where he considers mathematics, logic, and problems verging on the metaphysical.
But it would be a mischaracterization to say that James’s psychology progresses teleologically
toward philosophy or metaphysical issues, because he always has both the physical organism and
humanity’s ability of freedom to introduce something new, undetermined65 stereoscopically in
mind. His refusal to employ reductive explanations of phenomena like the medical materialists
he takes on at the beginning of Varieties results in a psychology resonant with life and believable
as an account of human experience.66
So if James believes learning is taking place, with our store of concepts improving our
perception over time, but perception is such a varied process, integrating information from
numerous different parts of the brain and body—where is the impact of our learning registered?
Fortunately and unfortunately for James, there is a ready-made psychological term of his day to
hand: ‘apperceiving mass.’ He references this term obliquely in his psychology in the
“Perception of ‘Things’” chapter, where he locates his understanding of perception in relation to
historical discussions in the field:
In Germany since [Johann Friedrich] Herbart's time Psychology has always had a great
deal to say about a process called Apperception. The incoming ideas or sensations are
65

That James was preoccupied with the problem of free will, and that it was a key component of the lifting of his
own depressive crisis is evident from almost any biography on James, along with James’s famous declaration in his
journal, after reading Charles Renouvier, that his first act of free will would be to believe in free will.
66

See Barzun’s backing on this point: “The originality of James’s psychology is that it is written throughout from
the empirical or naturalist’s point of view without its being ‘reductive’” (35, Stroll).
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said to be 'apperceived' by 'masses' of ideas already in the mind. It is plain that the
process we have been describing as perception is, at this rate, an apperceptive process. So
are all recognition, classing, and naming; and passing beyond these simplest suggestions,
all farther thoughts about our percepts are apperceptive processes as well. (750-1)
Instead of closing off his definition of perception as a term of art, James opens it out to
encompass a very wide swath of experience. He aligns perception with what the Germans have
been investigating as ‘apperception,’ which etymology invokes the concept of “taking up,” with
the Latin ad- meaning “to” or “toward.” But James, as we can see, takes the term “perception” in
a wide enough sense to include the process of apperception.
James references the “mass” component of apperception directly in Varieties. At the end
of the first lecture, James invokes Herbart’s term, “apperceiving mass,” to explain to the
audience what he seeks to accomplish in these lectures: “The mass of collateral phenomena,
morbid or healthy, with which the various religious phenomena must be compared in order to
understand them better, forms what in the slang of pedagogics is termed 'the apperceiving mass'
by which we comprehend them. The only novelty that I can imagine this course of lectures to
possess lies in the breadth of the apperceiving mass” (29). Thus in these lectures James hopes he
“may succeed in discussing religious experiences in a wider context than has been usual in
university courses” (29). In other words, James means to enrich and enlarge his listeners’ stock
of concepts or store of ideas so that they can take a more fine-grained approach to religious
phenomena, the better to apperceive them with. That is his rhetorical purpose, expressed as what
he sets out to accomplish in the lectures.
Rather than define the word perception by closing off avenues of meaning, definition by
limitation, James practices definition by expansion, by showing us the term in wider and wider
context and connection. I follow him in this practice. In the analysis of Amasa Delano’s
perception in the next section, I use perception in this broad sense, as involving Delano’s habits,
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memory, will, prior experiences, social location, emotions, and even momentary mood.
Perception in this wider sense involves something more like Delano’s total character, his
dispositions—and especially relevant here is his disposition to hope and his ability, or lack
thereof, to exercise this virtue well.
In his discussion of healthy-mindedness in Varieties, James demonstrates how the
‘happiness motive’ can exert a pressure on selection that influences the way we perceive. And, as
the voluntary/involuntary distinction with the example of Whitman showed, the mind can do this
unnoticed, so that we literally do not see what we do not see. In a later section we will address
this mode of perception’s link with presumption, but for now we turn to Delano as exemplifying
this healthy-minded mode of (im)perception. By triangulating James’s concept of healthymindedness, Delano’s shallow optimism, and the distortion of hope called presumption, we can
learn how to avoid a fundamental error of perception that leads to a species of self-deception that
resists correction—a bad form of hope that can harm not just ourselves, but others and society.

Amasa Delano as a Healthy-Minded Focalizer
As if in comment on the complexity of the process of perception James describes,
Jonathan Lear, in Love and its Place in Nature, writes: “The world I take in and recreate on the
intrapsychic stage is thus not the world as it is in itself, but the world as it has been
psychologically metabolized by me” (161). Thinking of perception as a ‘psychological
metabolism’ is helpful because it describes a personalized process of interfacing with the world.
That is, we get a sense of Captain Delano’s personality, and specifically his orientation toward
hope (presumption) from watching him watch the events on board the ship.
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Because the story begins with an act of perception and the narrator’s description of
Delano’s personality in and through that act of perception, the two issues are linked right from
the beginning, perception and the personality or character of the perceiver. Personality should
not be taken to imply a transcendental, metaphysical entity67; simply the suggestion that there
may be something stable about the patterns of perception of an individual, these linked to a
conception of ‘character,’ just as it makes sense to describe a person’s individuated metabolic
process as possessing certain characteristics or qualities. As a physical metabolism can be
modified through diet and exercise and a whole host of other mysterious interacting factors, so,
James’s work suggests, an individual may have a resting, but influenceable, psychic metabolism.
James in Varieties has given us a scalar conception of a healthy-minded, presumptive
way of perceiving, and a (once-born) sick soul variety more in line with despair, as we will see in
the next chapter. This orientation, this psychological metabolism, and specifically here in
consideration to its relationship to the character’s ability to hope, affects the way people take in
information about the world—and act in it. This section argues that Delano’s perception is stably
skewed in the direction of presumption, and that the factors that skew it this way are his inability
to tolerate unpleasant facts he would prefer be otherwise, and his self-focused need for control,
his need to suppress the fears he cannot face. His attitude of presumption ultimately leads him
into the trap of self-deception. Now to the larger questions this dissertation asks. The first is a
more technical one: how does Melville communicate this character’s vision to the reader? And
the second is one pursued throughout the dissertation: what does—or can—this literary
communication do to the reader?
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Similar to how James treats the concept of the soul; see his section, “The Theory of the Soul” in Principles vol. 2,
pp. 325-332.
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The first and longest section of the narrative is presented primarily from the perspective
of the American captain, Amasa Delano, although the presence of a narrator makes the person
who is seeing different from the one who is speaking. I have adopted the term “focalization”
from narratology to express this difference. Gérard Genette first famously used the concept of
focalization to make the distinction between viewpoint and narration, charging that earlier
studies “suffer from a regrettable confusion…a confusion between the question who is the
character whose point of view orients the narrative perspective? and the very different question
who is the narrator?—or, more simply, the question who sees? and the question who speaks?”
(186).
It is a subtle difference but one that has a drastic impact on the way information is
relayed to the reader. That is because what is noticed and what gets represented are two different
authorial or stylistic choices, though they often operate in tandem. Because they appear aligned
so often, their inseparability is often assumed or taken for granted. But in cases like “Benito
Cereno,” where there is a difference between the seer and the reporter, the difference can be
significant. By providing a name for the role of the seer (‘focalizer’) to complement that of the
narrator, Genette’s concept of focalization helps us see these choices as separable, which, in turn,
helps us analyze their effects.
Expressing this difference between “who sees” and “who speaks” is the term
focalization’s advantage over the more familiar “point of view.” Focalization denotes a specific
concept that “the vaguer and more disputed point of view cannot,” because focalization “refers
specifically to the lens through which we see characters and events in the narrative” (Abbot 66).
In many cases, the narrator is the focalizer, and so denoting the difference between those two
roles is not important. But in other cases it matters very much. Porter Abbot gives the example of
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a scene in Madame Bovary where the “narrator maintains a strict, external third-person narrative
voice but lets us look through the eyes of someone else” (66). Here we still technically have
third-person omniscient narrator (voice), yet information access is restricted or modified by the
adoption of a character’s perspective.
To take an example of this narrative arrangement from “Benito Cereno”:
Presently he [Delano] thought something moved nigh the chains. He rubbed his eyes, and
looked hard. Groves of rigging were about the chains; and there, peering from behind a
great stay, like an Indian from behind a hemlock, a Spanish sailor, a marlingspike in his
hand, was seen, who made what seemed an imperfect gesture towards the balcony, but
immediately, as if alarmed by some advancing step along the deck within, vanished into
the recesses of the hempen forest, like a poacher. (74)
The narrative presentation here is complicated. If we try to analyze the above passage in
terms of “point of view,” the insufficiency of the concept becomes apparent. Technically, the
passage takes the narrator’s point of view—we see a man rubbing his eyes and looking hard at
something—but then the information given is restricted to what that staring eye-rubber (Amasa
Delano) can see. So Delano is our focalizing character, through whom we will receive most of
the sense-impressions of the story, although the narrator is the one doing the telling and thus has
his own ‘point of view’ on Amasa Delano. To put it another, if slightly simplified way, the story
is told from the narrator’s perspective, but we see the events of the story from inside the
character’s head. The term “focalization” captures this restriction of perspective that is occurring
within the narrative, allowing the reader to experience the events of the story through the
consciousness of the focalizing character.
Genette elaborates his classification into different types of focalization, some with
various subcomponents, ranging from non- or zero focalization to “variable internal focalization”
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to “fixed external focalization.”68 Melville’s story seems mostly to conform to variable internal
focalization, like Madame Bovary in Genette’s example. But not perfectly: Melville’s narrative
techniques were so complex they often anticipated later literary movements. Here he anticipates
Henry James (William’s brother) in his use of focalization69 and anticipates Modernist literature
in general, in which “revelatory reflector [focalizer] characters” were a “key feature” (Jahn 95).
(In Benito Cereno Melville also anticipated the genre of the detective story, made popular
subsequently by Edgar Allen Poe.)
Genette uses Roland Barthes to suggest that the “minimal criterion” of internal
focalization is the “possibility of rewriting the narrative section under consideration into the first
person (if it is not in that person already) without the need for ‘any alteration of the discourse
other than the change of grammatical pronouns’” (193). For example:
‘[James Bond] saw a man in his fifties, still young-looking…’ can be translated into the
first person (‘I saw…’)—and so for us it belongs to internal focalization. On the other
hand, Barthes continues, a sentence like ‘the tinkling of the ice cubes against the glass
seemed to awaken in Bond a sudden inspiration’ cannot be translated into the first person
68

Genette enumerated three different ways (six if you count the subtypes) a text can be focalized, from non- or zero
focalization to internal focalization to external focalization. Later developments to his theory were most notably
proposed by Mieke Bal (see Jahn 100-1), and he himself made some suggestions for change in his Narrative
Discourse Revisited (1990), published a decade later. The most important one for our purposes is his realization that
“his own original formula ‘who sees?’ is ‘too purely visual’…and he replaces it by the more general ‘who
perceives?’” (Jahn 101). Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan suggested widening the scope even further by
“complement[ing]” the “perceptual facet” with the “psychological facet (subsuming cognition and emotion); and the
ideological facet” (101). Although Rimmon-Kenan’s proposal has met with some resistance, Jahn underlines that “it
is well nigh impossible to deny that psychology, cognition, emotion, and ideology have a direct impact on
perception” (101). This influence is precisely what Melville dramatizes in “Benito Cereno.” Thus, though even the
term focalization itself is taken from “optics,” as deconstructionist J. Hillis Miller reminds us in “Henry James and
‘Focalization,’ or Why James Loves Gyp” (125)—I still use the term “focalization” with the proviso that the literary
device is understood to include a much fuller range of perceptual processes, not just sight.
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The early history of not just focalization but interest in point of view more broadly in literary theory is typically
traced to Henry James’s Prefaces (1907-9), then the book-length studies Beach 1918 and Lubbock 1921, which
draw heavily on James, appear to be the earliest technical considerations of, excepting Norman Friedman’s
contention that Seldon L. Whitcomb’s section on the narrator and his point of view in The Study of a Novel (1905)
predates Henry James (1165). So it may be contested, but Henry James is a towering figure in the literary history of
point of view, both as practitioner and critic. After James interest in this technique blossomed; for example,
Friedman cites Edith Wharton, herself both novelist and critic, stressing the crucial importance of focalization in
1925: “It should be the story-teller’s first care to choose his reflecting mind deliberately, as one would choose a
building-site” (1166).
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without obvious semantic incongruity.” Here we are typically in external focalization,
because of the narrator’s marked ignorance with respect to the hero’s real thoughts. (1934)
As we saw in the passage above, Melville’s narrator’s description is replete with “seemed”; the
sheer prevalence of hedging words is one of the defining stylistic features of the narrative,
especially when involving Delano’s perception. Thus some of the story’s prose does not always
meet the minimal criterion for internal focalization. There are times when we are partially inside
Delano’s head, times when we are not, and especially as the narrative progresses, is not always
possible to tell when we are in and when we are out. (In a sense, this narrative style reflects
Delano’s situation, because, as the conclusion of this chapter argues, Delano himself may sustain
a “marked ignorance” with regard to his “real thoughts.”) Genette does not require perfect
consistency, however, in order for a schema to apply. Genette notes in a musical analogy that
just as there can be a scattered number of accidentals in a key without thereby transposing the
piece into a different key, a scattered number of exceptions or violations of the established
focalization might not modulate one type of focalization into another.
Genette gives the name paralipsis to one error of this kind that can occur—information
left aside that should be taken up and given—and paralepsis to the second—information taken
up and given that should be left aside (195). An example again from the commentary of Roland
Barthes: “Barthes rightly mentions the ‘cheating’ that, in Agatha Christie, consists of focalizing a
narrative like The Sittaford Mystery or The Murder of Roger Ackroyd through the murderer while
omitting from his ‘thoughts’ simply the memory of the murder” (196). Nothing like that happens
in Melville’s story. Rather the reverse: a major event has taken place, not witnessed by the
focalizing character, and it is appropriately hidden from the focalizing consciousness. (If the
narrative were focalized through Babo, it would be a different story. Which is, in a sense, the
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point! We consider Babo’s perspective in the third chapter.) But we see the focalizer see the
clues: the astonishing fact is that Melville’s tale does not have to “cheat” at all, either through
paralepsis or paralipsis, to achieve the effect of mystery and suspense.
In structuring the tale with Delano as focalizer, Melville gives us an what Genette calls an
“excess of implicit over explicit information” (198), which means that the reader is in the
position of having to interpret, or add significance to, what Delano perceives in order to get an
accurate picture of the situation—if they can. (In other words, we must read his reading in order
to reconstruct events.) This interpretive situation occurs because Delano is a deficient perceiver,
a faulty or fallible focalizer, as we come to find out through the events of the story—though the
narrator has also told us as much at the outset. Not only Delano’s racism, but his healthymindedness and inability to tolerate discomfort (though these qualities may intertwine with and
support his racist beliefs) prevent him from being able to adequately ascertain the true state of
affairs on board the ship. In Melville and the Idea of Blackness, Christopher Freeburg writes that
Benito Cereno
attests to the power of ideology and its ability to reconcile contradictions, but it also
shows Delano as impatient, willful, and intellectually shallow, which one cannot limit to
racist false consciousness. Melville certainly calls attention to something mechanically
primal in Delano that relies on a particular picture for personal self-interest, protection,
and egoistic satisfaction. The individual, social, and existential inextricably connect here
in a way that suggests Delano could be rebooted with antiracism and antislavery
ideologies and still be willful, shortsighted, and overconfident. (122)
I think Freeburg is right, that Delano’s racism and what I am calling his pathological healthymindedness are separable if intertwined (at times) problems. And I diagnose the “something
mechanically primal” that sustains his “personal self-interest, protection, and egoistic
satisfaction” as something like the “happiness motive” that animates the healthy-minded turning
away evil before it crosses, or even reaches, the threshold of their perception. Whether the reader
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is able to take up the implicit information the narrative supplies over the head of the focalizing
character is another story—and one that depends on the quality of the reader’s own perception.
***
William James himself, and not only his novelist brother Henry, frequently appears in
literary discussions of focalization, for at least two reasons. The first is because he is credited
with coining the term “stream of consciousness” that caught on among Woolf and the modernist
literary circles, which were absorbed by an interest in individual perception. And the second is
because of James’s own attention, like Melville’s, to the way an individual’s perception was
shaped by personality. For example, in a chapter on focalization, Manfred Jahn cites (95) the
following classic passage from James, which comes from the “Stream of Thought” chapter in the
Principles:
Let four men make a tour in Europe. One will bring home only picturesque
impressions—costumes and colors, parks and views and works of architecture, pictures
and statues. To another all this will be non-existent; and distances and prices, populations
and drainage-arrangements, door- and window-fastenings, and other useful statistics will
take their place. A third will give a rich account of the theatres, restaurants, and public
balls, and naught beside; whilst the fourth will perhaps have been so wrapped in his own
subjective broodings as to tell little more than a few names of places through which he
passed. Each has selected, out of the same mass of presented objects, those which suited
his private interest and has made his experience thereby. (275-6)
This sounds a lot like Melville’s (or Ahab’s) doubloon gazed upon by different members of the
Pequod’s crew.
William James’s novelist brother Henry thought a lot about this same notion of how
individualized perception reveals character, and this relationship became a focal point of his
fiction, basic to its structure and arrangement. For example, in the preface to Roderick Hudson,
he writes: “The centre of interest throughout ‘Roderick’ is in Rowland Mallet’s consciousness,
and the drama is the very drama of that consciousness” (1050). We might say the same of Amasa
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Delano’s consciousness in “Benito Cereno.” Deepening the similarity, Henry70 adds that
Rowland’s consciousness had “not to be too acute—which would have disconnected it and made
it superhuman: the beautiful little problem was to keep it connected, connected intimately, with
general human exposure, and thereby bedimmed and befooled and bewildered, anxious, restless,
fallible, and yet to endow it with such intelligence that the appearances reflected in it, and
constituting together there the situation and the ‘story,’ should become by that fact intelligible”
(1050). Henry also paid special attention to the way perception reveals personality: “the beauty
of the constructional game was the preserve in everything its especial value for him” (1050).
In another, particularly famous, example of a limited or fallible focalizer, What Maisie
Knew, Henry decided the “presented register of the whole complexity would be the play of the
child’s confused and obscure notation of it, and yet the whole, as I say, should be unmistakeably,
should be honourably there, seen through the faint intelligence” (1160). Henry gives us the
impressions of the story through the narrative filter of a child’s understanding yet expects the
adult reader to sense the significance behind what the child perceives, to be able to perceive
through and beyond the child to reach the sense of the “whole,” as he puts it. Though our
impressions of the action are filtered through the consciousness of a child, our interpretation of
those events is not restricted. The same holds true for Benito Cereno. Yet though the narrator
clearly informs us that we are about to inhabit a fallible consciousness with a peculiar perceptual
flaw, many readers of Benito Cereno could not and cannot see beyond it to reach an accurate
sense of the whole. One reason may be because the issue, in Melville’s construction, is not
merely epistemic (or even aesthetic) but moral.
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I refer to him by his first name to distinguish him from William, who in this dissertation is the typical subject of
“James.”
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William himself, in a subsection in which he discusses apperception in Principles, cites a
Professor Steinthal’s work on apperception, giving in full an anecdote he borrows from a “comic
paper” to illustrate the point of connection between the individual and their perception. Here is
the anecdote:
In the compartment of a railway-carriage six persons unknown to each other sit in
lively conversation. It becomes a matter of regret that one of the company must alight at
the next station. One of the others says that he of all things prefers such a meeting with
entirely unknown persons, and that on such occasions he is accustomed neither to ask
who or what his companions may be nor to tell who or what he is. Another thereupon
says that he will undertake to decide this question, if they each and all will answer him an
entirely disconnected question.
They began. He drew five leaves from his note-book, wrote a question on each,
and gave one to each of his companions with the request that he write the answer below.
When the leaves were returned to him, he turned, after reading them, without hesitation
to the others, and said to the first, 'You are a man of science'; to the second, 'You are a
soldier'; to the third, 'You are a philologer'; to the fourth, 'You are a journalist'; to the
fifth, 'You are a farmer.' All admitted that he was right, whereupon he got out and left the
five behind. Each wished to know what question the others had received; and behold, he
had given the same question to each. It ran thus:
'What being destroys what it has itself brought forth?'
To this the naturalist had answered, 'vital force'; the soldier, 'war'; the philologist,
'Kronos'; the publicist, 'revolution'; the farmer, 'a boar'. This anecdote, methinks, if not
true, is at least splendidly well invented. Its narrator makes the journalist go on to say:
'Therein consists the joke. Each one answers the first thing that occurs to him, and that is
whatever is most nearly related to his pursuit in life. Every question is a hole-drilling
experiment, and the answer is an opening through which one sees into our interiors.' ... So
do we all. We are all able to recognize the clergyman, the soldier, the scholar, the
business man, not only by the cut of their garments and the attitude of their body, but by
what they say and how they express it. We guess the place in life of men by the interest
which they show and the way in which they show it, by the objects of which they speak, by
the point of view from which they regard things, judge them, conceive them, in short by
their mode of apperceiving. (751-2, all emphasis added, except “apperceiving,” which is
italicized in the original)
James adds a footnote to this passage in brackets: “[One of my colleagues, asking himself the
question after reading the anecdote, tells me that he replied 'Harvard College,' the faculty of that
body having voted, a few days previously, to keep back the degrees of members of the
graduating class who might be disorderly on class-day night. W. J.]” (752). James uses this
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anecdote (and his colleague’s witty comment) to make the point that our apperception, or our
perception in the wider sense of that word, involves fundamental aspects of our personality. So
what happens when we watch Delano perceive? What does Delano’s perception reveal about his
personality, particularly with regard to his ability to exercise hope?
Amasa Delano is nothing if not “healthy-minded,” on James’s description, as the
following examples will show. Recall the passage in which Delano is equally calmed by the
“reassuring” sights of his boat and Blacks performing harsh menial labor. Delano, as the narrator
has warned us from the beginning, does his best not to notice anything that would make him
uncomfortable. He tries to ignore his unease: “All this is very queer now, thought Captain
Delano, with a qualmish sort of emotion; but, as one feeling incipient sea-sickness, he strove, by
ignoring the symptoms, to get rid of the malady. Once more he looked off for his boat. To his
delight, it was now again in view” (76-7, emphasis added). Even before Delano distracts himself
by looking for the pleasant sight of his boat, he plainly tries to ignore the discomfort of the
situation rather than face it. This behavior is the healthy-minded tendency in a nutshell.
Sometimes, as James does note (with the example of the mind-cure movement), this strategy is
effective—as it might be in the example Melville gives here of seasickness! But when the source
of the unease is something that ought to be paid attention to, the strategy, however unconscious,
of distracting the self to keep the mind off the trouble does not serve the good in the long run.
Watch what happens in another instance when Delano has recognized trouble, when the
signs that something is amiss are so obvious that Delano successfully becomes suspicious, he
misguidedly suspects the fainting Cereno of murderous intent: “To think that, under the aspect of
infantile weakness, the most savage energies might be couched—those velvets of the Spaniard
but the silky paw to his fangs” (65). But then in the next sentence the narrator tells us: “From no
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train of thought did these fancies come; not from within, but from without; suddenly, too, and in
one throng, like hoar frost; yet as soon to vanish as the mild sun of Captain Delano's good-nature
regained its meridian” (65). The narrator makes it clear that these suspicions are not native to
Delano or his nature. They do not originate with Delano; they descend upon him: “not from
within, but from without.” These considerations are wholly external, and, once admitted, or once
arrived, they dissolve by dint of his nature: “soon to vanish as the mild sun of Captain Delano's
good-nature regained its meridian.” Back in its ascendant place—the image suggests a midday
equilibrium—Delano’s healthy-mindedness is able to banish the involuntary suspicions that
breach his consciousness. His nature rejects the suggestion. The actual features of the situation
are no match for the natural meridian of his mind, with its tendency to buoyancy above all else.
The metaphor of hoar frost Melville uses here teaches us something about the
psychological and spiritual condition of healthy-mindedness. Hoar frost suggests something that
has been percolating, collecting overnight, in the darkness. Then when light comes it is noticed
all at once, in one sweep; but then the same light it is seen by melts it back into invisibility. In
Principles, James writes: “There are…some ideas from which we shy away like frightened
horses the moment we get a glimpse of their forbidding profile upon the threshold of our
thought” (1171). This statement from James describes the same perceptual behavior we see in
Delano—the moment our consciousness gets a whiff of the unpleasant thought, it moves to hide
or dissipate it, like the hoar frost.
Thresholds and margins of consciousness, as referenced in the quotation above, are
crucial concepts for James. As Richard Niebuhr observes, “‘Margin,’ ‘threshold,’ and equivalent
terms not only occur frequently in what he wrote about religion, they also appear at important
junctures in his descriptive and analytical account” (99). The important point is that “what lies
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within and what lies beyond the margin of consciousness are continuous. The difference between
these two regions is not a difference in kind but a difference between what falls within awareness
or attention and what falls outside” (100). Applied to this passage from James, when the one of
these ideas is glimpsed on the threshold, it is pushed back across, out of sight. In other words,
once it is detected, it is quickly hidden. How is this behavior possible for one who is
“intellectually sincere,” (VRE 80) as we will see James characterize the healthy-minded in their
pursuit of happiness in the next section on self-deception?
In his Psychology James addresses a similar phenomenon called “psychic blindness”71
that occurs within the context of experimental hypnosis. But it can, I think, be generalized to
describe the particular psychological dynamic at work in healthy-mindedness and in Delano’s
strategy of maintaining ignorance. Referencing a particular stimulus the hypnotic subject72 has
been instructed to ignore, James writes: “He 'apperceives' it, as a preliminary to not seeing it at
all! How to conceive of this state of mind is not easy” (127). Indeed, the paradox James sharpens
in the hypnotic subject, namely, that they can identify what they are not supposed to see in order
not to see it, even discriminating it from among other similar stimuli, in the scenario James
details, sounds a lot like the healthy-minded refusal to see, or the spooked horse shying away
from the unwanted idea about to broach consciousness. 73 This is exactly how Delano behaves
perceptually on the ship. He overlooks many signs he ought to notice, even signs to which his
attention is called.
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As distinguished from sensory blindness, in which the organs of sight are affected; James mainly refers to this
hypnotic imperception under its technical name of “systematized anesthesia.” See Chs. VIII and XXVII (he includes
the same section of material twice, reproduced verbatim).
72

Note that hypnotic subjects were usually female, though James uses the general male pronoun in the example
below.
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See Torrance, “Perception as a Moral Behavior in The Principles of Psychology and The Varieties of Religious
Experience” WJS 17.1, Spring 2021, pp. 9-33 for a more thorough discussion of this point.
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It must be said that Delano is not, contrary to some readings and even to some extent
what the narrator gives us to believe about his character, an unsuspicious person. Delano is
willing to entertain suspicion; just suspicion which does not threaten his worldview, suspicion
not so terrifying that it must be extruded the moment it appears on the threshold, before it can
cross over into consciousness. For instance, to explain Don Benito’s strange behavior that he is
unable to overlook, Delano suspects Benito of illness, lunacy, piracy, even murderous intent
(64). The “shadowy” thought cannot be entertained; Delano goes to great reflexive (not even
reflective) lengths to avoid the much more reasonable (and correct) suspicion that the Blacks, not
the whites, may be running the show. Even his suspicions of the Spaniard, like anything causing
fear, he considers only reluctantly; the narrator tells us “the stout mariner began to quake at
thoughts which he barely durst confess to himself” (68). These are the kind of thoughts that must
be identified and suppressed before they are even registered.
Delano manages to dispel the imposter/pirate worry, the one that appeared in his mind
suddenly, like hoar-frost, by visually examining Benito’s face in profile: “Away with suspicion.
He was a true off-shoot of a true hidalgo Cereno” (65). Of course, this double-true ‘conclusion’
is merely Delano comforting himself with classist notions of what constitutes a “noble”
appearance, purporting to read aristocratic lineage off from physiognomy (more on this in the
third chapter with Babo’s direct attack on physical interpretation by the race science of his day).
Any unpleasant thoughts for Delano are unwanted and dealt with as efficiently as
possible. When faced with a mystery he cannot ignore, what Delano does is dismantle it by
creating a false dichotomy, neither option of which contains the correct solution, and then
dismiss both possibilities. And then feel—not confused, but relieved. As a problem-solving
strategy, this method is obviously unproductive. Explanation-wise, he is back at square one;
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however, as an affective management strategy, it turns out to be very effective. Here is the
dichotomy Delano poses: “The singular alternations of courtesy and ill-breeding in the Spanish
captain were unaccountable, except on one of two suppositions—innocent lunacy, or wicked
imposture” (64). When he cannot manage to push an uncomfortable idea back into oblivion
quickly enough, or at all, once it has broached consciousness, he works to destabilize it from the
other end. Even if he has no positive explanation for the strange behavior, he can convince
himself that he has exhaustively ruled out all possible negative ones. That leaves, according to
the calculations of his affective nature, only a positive one to be had—in future. Nothing about
the circumstances has changed; it is all in how Delano looks at them.
The text is clear that although the suspicion has melted like hoar-frost, the circumstances
that provoked it have not:
Relieved by these and other better thoughts, the visitor, lightly humming a tune, now
began indifferently pacing the poop, so as not to betray to Don Benito that he had at all
mistrusted incivility, much less duplicity; for such mistrust would yet be proved illusory,
and by the event; though, for the present, the circumstance which had provoked that
distrust remained unexplained. But when that little mystery should have been cleared up,
Captain Delano thought he might extremely regret it, did he allow Don Benito to become
aware that he had indulged in ungenerous surmises. In short, to the Spaniard's black-letter
text, it was best, for awhile, to leave an open margin. (65, italics added)
Despite the fact that nothing objectively has changed, Delano has supplied himself with enough
happier, better thoughts that he can now walk around nonchalantly “lightly humming a tune”!
Notice the perspective Delano adopts: has so successfully acquired a mental position of safety,
that he is now viewing events as though “the little mystery” (he even refers to his terror
dismissively) had already “been cleared up”! Listen to how confident he sounds to himself:
“such mistrust would yet be proved illusory.” He will not inhabit his present confusion but
grasps after a proleptic and illegitimate certainty.
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Presumption, Ignorance, and the Self-Deceivable Self74
The psyche is much smarter than consciousness allows. We bury things so deep we no longer
remember there was anything to bury. Our bodies remember. Our neurotic states remember. But we don’t.
Jeanette Winterson, Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal?

The psychological-spiritual attitude Delano exemplifies with his proleptic experience of
ill-founded comfort is a perfect illustration of presumption, not hope. Though presumption may
resemble hope in that it involves both a desire and a form of certainty, it is not hope but hope’s
simulacrum, a counterfeit hope. As I outlined in the introduction in discussions of Thomas
Aquinas, Gabriel Marcel, Jürgen Moltmann, and Gustavo Gutiérrez, presumption in the Christian
tradition has to do with latching onto a certainty that cannot be had by one’s own strength, that
destroys the pilgrim character of existence that Marcel names in Homo Viator. The aspect of
presumption I would like to draw out in this section that theologians have not focused on but that
James and Melville help us to see, is its connection with ignorance and self-deception. Its
intimate link with these other attitudes makes presumption a vice harmful, as we will see, not
only to the self who operates in that mode, but also to the world that that self impresses itself and
its desires upon.
Recall from the introductory chapter Josef Pieper’s explication of presumption, that
presumption occurs when “man’s [sic] desire for security is so exaggerated that it exceeds the
bounds of reality” (126). Thus Moltmann calls presumption “a premature, selfwilled anticipation
of the fulfillment of what we hope for” (23). Gutiérrez, too, emphasizes the element of risk and
uncertainty: “To hope does not mean to know the future, but rather to be open” (125). This
74

I borrow this term from Robert Cummings Neville’s “A Confucian Construction of the Self-Deceivable Self” in
Self and Deception: A Cross-Cultural Philosophical Enquiry, edited by Roger T. Ames and Wimal Dissanayake
(SUNY, 1996): pp. 201-217.
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openness is something Marcel picks up on by defining hope (though, recall, in a “definition
which we would not allow ourselves to place at the beginning of our analysis” [67]) as “the
availability of a soul which has entered intimately enough into the experience of communion to
accomplish in the teeth of will and knowledge, the transcendent act—the act establishing the
vital regeneration of which this experience affords both the pledge and the first-fruits” (67,
emphasis added). But, as we saw in the above example, Delano is not open but has closed
himself off. He perceives according to a personal rubric of the way he desires the world to be, so
his perception is directed by self-serving motives (such as racism) and the avoidance of fear.
(This Babo knows and is able to adapt to his own purposes, thereby directing Delano’s
perception himself, as we will see in the final chapter.) Delano is not, despite his high opinion of
his own generosity, directed by a radical openness to others and to the world.
Two related aspects of his perception are of particular note, in line with the understanding
of presumption in Christian tradition. The first, as we have seen, is his tendency to grasp after an
illusory certainty, a certainty that comes from himself alone, that he manufactures for himself,
whether or not it applies to the situation. The second, related, aspect is his centering of self.
Watch how he comforts himself at another point in the text when he tries to rid himself of the
suspicion that his life is threatened by Cereno:
What, I, Amasa Delano—Jack of the Beach, as they called me when a lad—I, Amasa; the
same that, duck-satchel in hand, used to paddle along the water-side to the school-house
made from the old hulk—I, little Jack of the Beach, that used to go berrying with cousin
Nat and the rest; I to be murdered here at the ends of the earth, on board a haunted pirateship by a horrible Spaniard? Too nonsensical to think of! Who would murder Amasa
Delano? His conscience is clean. There is some one above. Fie, fie, Jack of the Beach!
you are a child indeed; a child of the second childhood, old boy; you are beginning to
dote and drule, I’m afraid. (77)
Of course, there is no logical relation between Delano’s childhood nickname and whether
or not he might be killed by a pirate (or, for that matter, a rebel formerly-enslaved person). But
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the recollected thought of his own innocence comforts him all the same. Though by the end of
the interior monologue he reproaches himself as a (senile) child, his childhood is precisely
what—ironically, incredibly—becomes his refuge in this situation. (His religion and views of
Providence, as we will see at the end of this section, also play a role.) The innocence Delano
claims for himself, his will-to-innocence, to use Joseph Winters’s excellent phrase from Hope
Draped in Black, is part of the gravitational field that distorts his perception. And he places
himself at the center.
In the garrulous, over-the-top self-talk above, the ignorance is the product of a frenzied
positive reinforcement. Delano actively ignores threatening evidence, rationalizes it away, such
that his ignorance is not passive but almost hyper-active. It must be pointed out that this seeming
use of “reasoning” for reassurance, a reasoning which follows the form of argument but in
actuality has no purchase on reality, stands in some relation to rationality coopted for irrational
ends—just as in Billy Budd, Melville’s narrator calls reason “that ambidexter implement for
effecting the irrational” (28). This relation to reason is typical for forms of un-hope. As Marcel
says:
The optimist does not hesitate to extrapolate the conclusions which we are led to if only
we are willing to ‘consider things’ thoroughly, from a sufficient distance and over a wide
enough stretch. ‘It always comes out right in the end…’…. ‘If only we don’t allow
ourselves to stop too soon…’ such are the formulae which constantly recur in the
speeches of optimists. Notice that the word ‘speeches’ is important here. The optimist is
essentially a maker of speeches. There is in the natural and favourably directed
development to which he so complacently clings something which readily lends itself to
oratorical sequences…. (34, emphasis added)
And Marcel adds that there is a form of pessimism strictly analogous to this other form on unhope; they “are like the inside and outside of the same garment” (34). Hope, by contrast, stands
in different relation to reason, as we will see in the dissertation’s conclusion. Hope is not a maker
of speeches. In fact, the character who exemplifies hope in Benito Cereno is marked by silence.
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***
Let us now examine a parallel process of manufactured innocence or ignorance that
applies to analyzing Delano. In Gabriele Taylor’s Deadly Vices, she argues vices are selfdestructive and, more importantly for our purposes, that they rely on or make use of ignorance
and rationality in a complex way. She demonstrates a structural similarity among the Christian
vices or “seven deadly sins” (though she analyzes them philosophically, not theologically, as she
says). Her focus is on the vices’ effect on the self. She finds that with each vice “the agent’s
thoughts and desires…focus primarily on the self and its position in the world” and that “in each
case they are destructive of that self and prevent its flourishing” (1). That is her central claim,
that the vices all share in common the following structural feature: they are self-destructive, in
the sense that they undercut their own aims and damage the self that bears them.75
Ignorance becomes an important part of the story because it abets vice as a mode of
confusion or technique of concealment. Taylor carefully distinguishes the ignorance of the
vicious from the lack of reflectiveness the virtuous often display. On some descriptions, the
paradigmatic quality of the virtuous person is the ability to act from inclination rather than
internal deliberation among competing desires. Two points follow from this. Both are relevant to
understanding Delano’s character and making the case that he displays presumption rather than
hope. First is the virtuous character’s lack of self-focus. For example, in the case of the “truly
generous,” Taylor writes: “Their thoughts will be engaged with what the other’s situation might
require them to do, and not with the virtue itself. The virtue-concept is not in itself an element of
their first-personal deliberations” (4). That is, the virtuous agent will not be preoccupied with
acting in such a way as to become or be perceived as generous (e.g., asking ‘Will this act
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demonstrate my generosity?’). On the contrary, they will not be preoccupied with self at all; they
will instead be focused on the needs of the other.
Addressing a counterargument, Taylor acknowledges that those in the grip of a vice also
do not take an explicit-cultivation approach (e.g., ‘Will this act help to demonstrate my envy?’).
However, despite this similarity, Taylor points out a significant “asymmetry” between the cases
of virtue and vice: “while the separation of reasoning and virtue-concept seems required if the
action is not to be suspect, a similar separation of deliberation and vice-concept rather suggests a
lack of awareness, a failure in perception which lends support to the claim that the agent is
confused and ignorant” (5). This confusion Taylor evaluates by an internal criterion: “given their
own aims and points of view they can be shown to be confused” (4). Ignorance serves as a
coverup, preventing reasonable clarification from occurring, both permitting the confusion and
even “disguising its existence from themselves” (4). We see here how intimately self-deception
may play a role in the encouragement of vice, leaving it room to grow unimpeded.
The second point relates to how this coverup can occur. On deducing the function of this
ignorance, Taylor reasons: “There must be some point to it, otherwise it would remain
inexplicable why the agent should rest apparently content with the kind of confusion which is
harmful to her, and why, apparently, she does not recognize this harm” (5). Again drawing a
parallel with the virtues, Taylor shows how the virtues’ exercise is supported by a harmony of
faculties acting in coordination; e.g., emotion, cognition, will, etc. “In the case of the virtuous
such cooperation of faculties is thought to be the desired state: there is no struggle or competition
between competing inclinations and no struggle between inclination and reason. There is
therefore no temptation to stray from the path of virtue, and this in turn indicates that the virtue is
well-established” (5). However, “In the case of the vices, such interconnection has the same
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effect, namely, it guarantees that the relevant vice is firmly established. But here it is a disaster,
for it means that the agents concerned are committed to defective modes of perceiving the world
and themselves” (6, italics added).
The fact that Taylor shifts into the category of perception in her argument about how the
vices self-destruct is highly instructive. It supports the argument I have been advancing in this
chapter about the way Delano’s dis-ordered relation to hope (which satisfies both Taylor’s
vicious conditions of self-focus and confused ignorance) provides a “secret motive” that directs
his perception away from what he does not want to see–and it also helps explain why Delano
does not see that he does not see. In her work Secrets, Sissela Bok brings in self-deception as
allied to the kind of ignorance Delano displays: “To see the self as deceiving itself has seemed
the only way to explain what might otherwise be incomprehensible: a person’s failure to
acknowledge what is too obvious to miss” (60). “Postulating such self-inflicted ignorance,” she
writes, “helps point to the biases and weaknesses besetting perception and testifies to the
perennial effort to understand human failures that would otherwise seem inexplicable” (60,
emphasis added).
Considering Delano’s imperception as a species of self-deception is helpful because it not
only explains how it might be possible for him to achieve such a magnitude of perceptual failure,
but because other characteristics of self-deception accurately describe Delano’s psychological
dynamics. In her treatment of self-deception, Taylor notes that “Self-deception inevitably
spreads” (68), and she connects this with its necessity for self-reinforcement: “Self-deception is
self-protective” (69). She explains: “The protection is against others who may challenge the
relevant beliefs. But most importantly it is the agents themselves who have to be protected from
self-discovery. So they need to be doubly protected, to be achieved by embedding their feelings
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of conviction as securely as possible, thus making it ever harder for themselves to abandon the
deception in the self” (68). This kind of vicious, self-deceptive ignorance truly forms a vicious
cycle.
The contention about the self-perpetuating, self-protective character of self-deception
sounds a lot like James’s insight that the kind of ignoring that practitioners of healthymindedness regularly engage in also has a tendency to generalize: “The deliberate adoption of an
optimistic turn of mind thus makes its entrance into philosophy. And once in, it is hard to trace
its lawful bounds. Not only does the human instinct for happiness, bent on self-protection by
ignoring, keep working in its favor, but higher inner ideals have weighty words to say” (VRE
80). One whose temperament predisposes them to look on the bright side will be particularly
vulnerable to this tendency to elevate happiness at the expense of reality. And that tendency has
a tendency to expand: “thus our resolution not to indulge in misery, beginning at a comparatively
small point within ourselves, may not stop until it has brought the entire frame of reality under a
systematic conception optimistic enough to be congenial with its needs” (80). The entire frame of
reality. James explains:
In the first place, happiness, like every other emotional state, has blindness and
insensibility to opposing facts given it as its instinctive weapon for self-protection against
disturbance. When happiness is actually in possession, the thought of evil can no more
acquire the feeling of reality than the thought of good can gain reality when melancholy
rules. To the man actively happy, from whatever cause, evil simply cannot then and there
be believed in. He must ignore it; and to the bystander he may then seem perversely to
shut his eyes to it and hush it up.
But more than this: the hushing of it up may, in a perfectly candid and honest
mind, grow into a deliberate religious policy, or parti pris. (80)
We see that James nominally does not consider healthy-mindedness a case of selfdeception. His discussion of the matter is framed, on the contrary, in order to explain how it may
be possible to be “intellectually sincere” while in the position of healthy-minded ignorance:
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“Systematic healthy-mindedness, conceiving good as the essential and universal aspect of being,
deliberately excludes evil from its field of vision; and although, when thus nakedly stated, this
might seem a difficult feat to perform for one who is intellectually sincere with himself and
honest about facts, a little reflection shows that the situation is too complex to lie open to so
simple a criticism” (80). The complexity of the situation lies in its connection with our everyday
perceptive capacities, as we have seen, and ingrained tendencies to avoid pain and pursue
pleasure.
Taken to an extreme, however, as the healthy-minded mode of perceiving by definition
is, I would argue that healthy-minded subjects may be particularly prone to self-deception, as we
see in the character of Amasa Delano. Self-deception is a useful category for understanding the
extremes of this level of ignorance. The generalizing happiness motive James recognizes that
causes the healthy-minded to bar out certain phenomena from their notice may have something
in common with what Amelie Rorty, in her work on self-deception, calls a “magnetizing
disposition”: “A disposition is magnetizing or tropic…when ‘it promotes and even constructs the
occasions that require its exercise’” (77).76
This idea of a magnetizing disposition may be another way of describing the spread or
general dynamics, as Taylor suggests, self-deception’s tendency to become ever more embedded
and firmly entrenched. As such, given what we know about this propensity, we should be
extremely careful when confronting this psychological dynamic or allowing it to gain a foothold.
Rorty explains the danger: “our epistemological strategies become habitual before we are aware
of their patterns and consequences” (86). Further, she points out, along with Taylor, “Self-
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deception does not monitor its own use: it doesn’t know when or where to stop. It is specifically
constructed to ignore and resist correction” (85, emphasis added). Given this catch-22 scenario,
what kind of intervention is appropriate and effective?
In her recent work on ignorance, Renata Salecl draws a line between certain types of
ignorance and self-deception (15). In laying out the theoretical underpinnings of her work, she
cites a typology of ignorance designed by Nancy Tuana that categorizes different types of
ignorance in the following way:
1. Knowing that we do not know, yet do not care to know;
2. Not even knowing that we do not know;
3. Not knowing because (privileged) others do not want us to know;
4. Willful ignorance. (16)
This classification is too simple to capture what is going on in the case of Amasa Delano, as
James’s complex examination of the psychological condition of healthy-mindedness shows. But
it is helpful for pinpointing precisely where this examination of ignorance linked to a disposition
toward presumption is located: in that overlapping territory between case 2 and 4.
To quickly make the case that types two and four do in fact interrelate, I point to Annette
Baier’s research that engages “the very thin line between what is an achievement, namely,
keeping out of full mental view what is reasonably judged for the moment best kept dark, or at
least blurry, and what is usually a fault or a failure, namely, disowning one’s own pushing of
these things into obscurity, and so mistaking one’s ignoring of them for one’s ignorance of them”
(54-5). It is possible, on her sophisticated account of self-deception, to mistake one’s act of (or
active) ignoring for ignorance. The reason this distinction matters is twofold: 1) it matters
ethically, in evaluating the moral status of this ignorance, and 2) it matters pragmatically, in how
this type of ignorance can be addressed or prevented. Baier herself explicitly moralizes
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perception by calling “versatility of focus” “an important moral skill” (54). By extension, the
avoidance of certain kinds of ignorance is a moral skill as well.
In applying this concept of focus, Kent Bach makes the helpful distinction between
intention and motivation in his characterization of self-deception: “Self-deception is a kind of
self-distraction. This is not an intentional act, but a motivated process” (788). James would be
first to agree that we can experience psychological motivations, even very powerful ones, that
exert an influence on our perception outside our conscious awareness. One of Bach’s
descriptions seems to fit Delano’s behavior analyzed in the previous section, in which Delano
conjures various explanations, rejects them all—and then feels relieved even though he is no
better off than when he had begun. Bach writes: “Another technique falls somewhere between
evasion and rationalization: with the help of a good imagination, one conjures up fanciful
alternatives to the warranted proposition and implicitly uses these mere possibilities to keep the
case for that proposition unsettled. I have called this technique ‘jamming’, because of the
radio/radar analogy” (787). This sounds exactly like Delano’s comfort of the “open margin”—
his rationalization strategies kick up enough interpretive dust to obscure the problem, which he
can then forget, for a while anyway, that he has.
It is important to keep in mind, however, that the potential for self-deception is latent in
most acts of perception. To answer the question raised earlier about what kinds of interventions
are appropriate to stop self-deception from taking hold, one answer, extrapolating from James, is
to decide to become aware of our happiness motive, to consciously bring it under our review—
and to take seriously James’s insight that certain types of perceivers (the healthy-minded) may
need to be extra vigilant, noticing that their affinity for pleasure and desire to avoid pain may be
impacting the way they perceive. Recognizing presumption as a dysregulated form of hope may
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also help, because we might catch ourselves trying to exert an illusory or impossible control over
reality in order to comfort ourselves and outstrip our fears. Instead, we must hold open space for
others and for reality, even and especially its unpleasant aspects we would prefer not to see. We
can do this by the willingness to recognize and examine those things we try to hide from
ourselves—our fear, our uncertainty, our racism. The first step is being willing to see.
And this perceptual behavior is not limited to only a certain class of perceiver; everyone
should pay attention to these psychological dynamics. James emphasizes the continuity of this
healthy-minded attitude with common features of our mental (and even religious) life when he
tries to bring out its positive side:
The systematic cultivation of healthy-mindedness as a religious attitude is therefore
consonant with important currents in human nature, and is anything but absurd. In fact, we all do
cultivate it more or less, even when our professed theology should in consistency forbid it. We
divert our attention from disease and death as much as we can; and the slaughter-houses and
indecencies without end on which our life is founded are huddled out of sight and never
mentioned, so that the world we recognize officially in literature and in society is a poetic fiction
far handsomer and cleaner and better than the world that really is. (80-1)
Melville, however, is alert to the danger this sanitized vision poses in terms of ethical and
political outcomes in ways James is not. Melville’s story makes this clear, as we will address
now in the conclusion of this chapter. Benito Cereno is not a “poetic fiction far handsomer and
cleaner and better than the world that really is”—it is an atlas of human behavior that can help us
uncloud our own vision if we look at it carefully and honestly enough.

“I Muse upon My Country’s Ills”77: America’s Guilty Innocence
Returning to the American context with which we began, we return to the issue of race
and racism that we started with in considering the historical Delano at the opening of this
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“Misgivings,” Battle-Pieces
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chapter. Melville uses the word “American” to refer to Delano twenty-eight times in the novella,
by my count: for instance, as the “blunt-thinking American” (57). The emphasis on national
affiliation is hard to miss. If the question this chapter has asked is why doesn’t Delano see what
is really going on? One necessary and sufficient answer is: racism.
Delano’s racism has been well-documented in the critical literature of the last forty years
or so (why not so frequently earlier is a related question the final chapter will address), and it is
also immediately evident within the story itself. And not only Delano’s racism, but a whole host
of other interconnected attitudes and beliefs that intersect with and support his racism are on
display: sexism, classism, and xenophobia, to cite a few. These familiar—and correct—answers
to the question of Delano’s blindness point to his racist underestimation of the Blacks’ ability,
his xenophobic and stereotypical attitudes toward the Spanish captain, and his gaze, in one
frequently cited instance, that renders a Black mother nursing her babe in bestial and sexualized
terms. Prejudicial attitudes impinge on his perception and prevent his understanding. They limit
the horizon of the possible for him so that he fails even to consider Black agency; it is more
plausible to him that the Spanish captain be hatching a senseless murder plot or harboring
designs of piracy.
This chapter accepts these previous critical judgements of Delano’s prejudicial attitudes
and has sought to deepen our understanding of how those ideas shape Delano’s perception, his
imperception and misperceptions, and the way they are networked with and supported by the
general psychology of Delano’s character. So this study builds on previous insights. Because
once we have accurately described his beliefs, behavior, and perception as racist, classist, or
sexist, for example, we have not exhausted that explanation’s significance, as we saw in
Christopher Freeburg’s point that Delano could be “rebooted” without racism and still display
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problematic character traits. In other words, recognizing that Delano’s perception is racially
inflected and racistly constituted is not a place to end, but rather begin, the conversation.
In this story, Melville has given us an atlas of a racist consciousness and special narrative
access to its mental workings, all while it impinges on our own understanding of the story. In
Benito Cereno Melville dramatizes a mind in which racist ideals have not yet been flushed to the
surface, but surface often enough as to leave no doubt they are there E. M. Forster’s distinction
between homo sapiens and homo fictus (or “people in life and people in books,” [61] roughly) is
problematic in some ways, but Forster’s suggestion that fiction can make visible parts and
processes of our lives that ordinarily remain hidden is extremely valuable (55). Characters in a
book “are people whose secret lives are visible or might be visible: we are people whose secret
lives are invisible” (64). Melville makes Delano’s secret life apparent—to those, unlike him, who
are willing it see it.
Thus in giving us Delano, Melville makes this racist consciousness legible, smokes it out,
lets it declare itself, and, in yoking the reader’s consciousness in the story to this central
focalizing consciousness, forces us to grapple with the limits of this perspective. This strategy is
different from other works by white abolitionist authors of the period, like Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, which encourage sympathetic identification.78 Rather than encouraging the development
of a positive moral emotion such as sympathy that can move one beyond oneself, this story
instead exposes the radical inadequacy of the focalizing character’s perspective. If the reader
cannot throw off this morally and perceptually flawed consciousness from within, there comes a
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See Ezra Tawil’s contention that Melville (probably not consciously) takes Stowe to task and exposes
“benevolent” forms of racism, whereas Stowe’s confirms the stereotypes: “for all of the characterological echoes
between the two works, the glaring difference is that Stowe’s novel ultimately confirms these commonplaces about
“negro character,” while in Melville’s tale they turn out to be the very deceptions that disguise the slaves’ violent
plot” (45).
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point in “Benito Cereno” where they are externally confronted with its inadequacy by the action
of the story. The reader, then, is in position for an experience not unlike the violent transition of
power that occurred on board the San Dominick. As this long-short story was written in the
decade leading up to and culminating in the Civil War, Melville was publishing a parable of and
for his country.
As discussed above, abolitionist or anti-slavery sentiments like those the historical
Delano purported to hold alone were no guarantee that their holder was free of racism. In fact,
some abolitionist literature drew on racist tropes even in its anti-slavery advocacy. As Lenora
Warren writes: “While abolitionist rhetoric was arguably successful in creating a climate in
which opposition to slavery became more mainstream, the way in which it used the figure of the
slave placed African Americans in an untenable position” (3). She points to common tropes or
images of the “dead slave,” the “slave as penitent,” and argues that “[t]he political efficacy of
these images combined with a growing fear of insurrection both before and after the St. Domingo
uprising created within anti-slavery and later abolitionist discourse a growing awareness that any
representation of the slave had to be non-threatening” (5).79
Melville, of course, in this story does exactly the opposite. In the anti-slavery magazine
in which he ran his piece (Putnam’s80), Melville not only names Babo’s ship the San Dominick,

79

For more on different representations of Black Americans in white American fiction and American culture, see
Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Stony the Road, pp. 93-96.
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Sheila Post-Lauria notes, “The publisher, George Palmer Putnam, the chief editor, Charles F. Briggs, and the
contributors were closely aligned to the antislavery movement” (201) and that “Even the new publishers, Dix and
Edwards, who took over in 1855 after financial problems forced Putnam to sell the magazine, committed
themselves, despite a real need to boost Southern circulation, to the editorial politics of racial equality. Olmsted, one
of the new editors with the change in management asserted in a letter to Godwin: ‘We shall be prepared and willing
to lose 1000 Southern subscribers if the article commands the attention and respect that most of your articles have.’
The essay to which Olmsted referred, ‘Uncle Tom at Home,’ rigorously criticized sentimental views of African
Americans as dependent children, views that promoted the idea of racial inferiority and as a result helped to sustain
slavery” (202).
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he styles Babo after the revolutionary hero Toussaint Louverture.81 In the cases of Lemuel Shaw
and the historical Amasa Delano, though both declared themselves opposed to slavery and
displayed their views in some of their actions, “these two good, fair-minded men from
Massachusetts reenslave[d] blacks who had achieved freedom” (Burkholder 123). Melville saw
the irony or hypocrisy of their positions, that they not only ended up participating in but actively
perpetuating an institution that they claimed to abhor. Eduardo Mendieta writes: “this novella
turns out to be one of the greatest explorations of the anatomy of the racist mind written just
shortly before the United States exploded into civil war. It was and is a decisive indictment of
slavery, its legitimating ideology, and a warning about the ways in which we are prisoners of our
idealized innocence and alleged benevolence” (170).
In “Visualizing Race Science in Benito Cereno,” Christine Yao demonstrates how
“scientific knowledge…structures the authority of Delano’s gaze” (131). She points out the
abundance of sight language that begins and continues throughout the tale, observing that
“Benito Cereno’s narrative focus stays oppressively close to the American’s perspective,
showing how his eye, and therefore literal point of view, is informed by the expectations of race
science” (133). Yao argues: “These scientific discourses helped to train the average American
gaze in the techniques of scientific visual evaluation, combining the expertise of the Foucauldian
clinical gaze with a culture of everyday panoptic scrutiny, thereby providing widespread
justification for racial prejudices naturalized to be as evident as sight itself” (131-2). She shows
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See Jonathan Beecher, “Echoes of Toussaint Louverture and the Haitian Revolution in Melville’s ‘Benito
Cereno’”: “Melville placed at the center of his narrative a figure—also named Babo—who bears a striking physical
and psychological resemblance to Toussaint Louverture. Like Toussaint, and unlike either the real-life Babo or the
real-life Mure [from Delano’s account], Melville’s Babo is small in stature. Like Toussaint, Melville’s Babo is also
incredibly resourceful and endowed with a penetrating mind—a mind that Melville’s narrator describes as a “hive of
subtlety.” Finally, like Toussaint, Melville’s Babo is both a gifted actor with an extraordinary sense of theater and an
ultimately inscrutable individual” (45).
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the extent to which Melville was informed about the scientific research of his day through
detailed records of his reading (133). I say informed about, not only informed by, because
Melville’s personal experience, uniquely for the time, included traveling around the globe,
meeting and briefly living among indigenous Polynesian populations, and working as a common
sailor alongside sailors from around the globe.
Melville was much more progressive, in some ways, than many of his white
contemporaries. However, in suggesting that that story itself offers resistance to Delano’s vision,
I do not mean to portray Melville in lockstep with a twenty-first century progressive vanguard.
Assimilating him completely to our contemporary ends is as inaccurate as locking him away
within his time. Ezra Tawil, using Samuel Otter’s terminology, characterizes Melville’s
intervention as an “immanent critique,” reminding us that we are all caught in the web of history
and respond to events from the vantagepoint of our own particular context. In Tawil’s measured
assessment: “It is no accident that critics have found ‘Benito Cereno’ to provide such an incisive
critique of racial ideology, but to interrogate the racialist assumptions of one’s culture is not
necessarily to escape their constraints.” As Keith Cartwright cautions, “Although Melville
plotted for first-time readers to misread, and may even have plotted the misreadings of critics
who saw Babo as the text's figure of evil, it is possible that Melville may have indeed sided
consciously or unconsciously with many elements of his critics' racial assumptions. Since
authorial intent is elusive and can never provide ‘the last word,’ we must reread what the text
itself authorizes, what it does and makes possible in its tortuous emplotment” (187). Tawil goes
on to underline Otter’s position in Melville’s Anatomies that “Melville’s fiction ‘offers neither a
transcendent critique nor a symptomatic recapitulation’ of that ideology, but rather an ‘immanent
critique’ that is consequently ‘subject to entanglement and complicity.’” (51). Tawil’s project,
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and indeed, Melville’s, as he sees it, is to trouble the very possibility of an “outside” (51).
Melville developed his position within and in response to the events of his time, but perhaps the
irony and ambiguity with which his text is riddled contributes to its strange staying power. One
thing is certain: its continuing ability to comment on our times.82
For some readers such as Cornel West and William Spanos, Melville is an outspoken
critic of American empire. In fact, West claims “Melville’s corpus—from Typee (1846) to Billy
Budd (1891)—is an unprecedented and unmatched meditation on the imperialist and racist
impediments to democracy in American life” (87). He identifies Melville with a particular
tradition of American self-critique so incisive it cuts all the way down: “This stream begins in
the works of Herman Melville, unappreciated in their time, and still less appreciated than they
should be, as damning commentaries on the evils of empire. While the Emersonian is
preoccupied with redeeming the soul of America—through its swings from its low to high
moments—the Melvillean tradition seriously questions whether America has a soul, has lost its
soul or ever really had a soul” (86). This kind of radical questioning—and I believe West’s
assessment of Melville is correct—had the effect of setting him apart from even the reformminded among his fellow Americans. This point is one Toni Morrison makes in “Unspeakable
Things Unspoken,” responding to another of Melville’s finest readers, Michael Paul Rogin
(Subversive Genealogy). I give her comment in full:
‘Slavery,’ writes Rogin, ‘confirmed Melville’s isolation, decisively established in Moby
Dick, from the dominant consciousness of his time.’ I differ on this point and submit that
Melville’s hostility to and repugnance for slavery would have found company. There
were many white Americans of his acquaintance who felt repelled by slavery, wrote
journalism about it, spoke about it, legislated on it, and were active in abolishing it. His
attitude to slavery alone would not have condemned him to the almost autistic separation
visited upon him.
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In a recent article, “Mediating Babo” Robert Wallace addresses Benito Cereno in relation to the Black Lives
Matter movement.
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She continues:
And if he felt convinced that blacks were worthy of being treated like whites, or that
capitalism was dangerous—he had company or could have found it. But to question the
very notion of white progress, the very idea of racial superiority, of whiteness as
privileged place in the evolutionary ladder of humankind, and to meditate on the
fraudulent, self-destroying philosophy of that superiority, to ‘pluck it out from under the
robes of Senators and Judges,’ to drag the ‘judge himself to the bar’ - that was dangerous,
solitary, radical work. Especially then. Especially now. (144)
Cornel West observes:
Melville expressed a radical suspicion of the capacity of the American empire to cast
aside its childish innocence and confront nihilistic violence. He grappled with the hard
mystery of America’s imperial impulse to dominate and conquer others and exposed the
martial ideas and monarchical principles hiding behind peaceful language and benign
democratic rhetoric. For Melville, beneath the smooth surfaces of American democracy
festered the ravages of Amerindian genocide and the damages of African slavery. (88)
***
What can we learn from Melville’s portrayal of Delano’s extraordinary ability to sustain
his preferred illusions in the face of much so evidence to the contrary? (This extraordinary ability
will turn out to be very ordinary, after all, and, as Melville and James both suggest in different
ways, very American.) Something commentators have noticed less frequently than Delano’s
racism, however, is that Delano’s attitudes are also religious. He holds beliefs about the way the
world is constituted, and these beliefs that fall explicitly under the head of ‘religion’ in the text
are mutually entangled with his attitudes about race, class, and gender as identified above. His
religious beliefs enable and support his other attitudes, so that they cannot be conveniently
separated.
For instance, after Delano has overcome one of his most fearful moments on board the
ship, the narrator tells us: “Once again he smiled at the phantoms which had mocked him, and
felt something like a tinge of remorse, that, by harboring them even for a moment, he should, by
implication, have betrayed an atheist doubt of the ever-watchful Providence above” (italics
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added, 97). Delano seems to have, or work to convince himself that he has, a belief like the one
Robert Browning put so memorably into verse: “God’s in His Heaven—/All’s right with the
world” (“Pippa’s Song”). However, when we look at exactly what reassures him, what reminds
him of his belief that Providence is seeing to the good order of the world, we find that his happy
world order includes slaves employed in ceaseless menial labor, crowned by the image of a
Black man in chains:
As he saw his trim ship lying peacefully at anchor, and almost within ordinary call; as he
saw his household boat, with familiar faces in it, patiently rising and falling, on the short
waves by the San Dominick's side; and then, glancing about the decks where he stood,
saw the oakum-pickers still gravely plying their fingers; and heard the low, buzzing
whistle and industrious hum of the hatchet-polishers, still bestirring themselves over their
endless occupation; and more than all, as he saw the benign aspect of nature, taking her
innocent repose in the evening; the screened sun in the quiet camp of the west shining out
like the mild light from Abraham's tent; as charmed eye and ear took in all these, with the
chained figure of the black, clenched jaw and hand relaxed. (italics added, 96)
This packed sentence directly precedes the previous one, in which Delano regrets his suspicions,
ever harboring any doubts of “ever-watchful Providence.” The sight of his own ship, naturally,
reassures him; but the passage is also clear that Delano finds comfort at the sight of the slaves
going about their “endless occupation,” polishing hatchets and picking oakum—a job commonly
used as punishments for sailors, and in prisons and poorhouses. Oakum-picking, when not
assigned as a punishment, was a job undertaken only by the most destitute of society because of
the painful physical toll it took on the hands, creating sores and splitting nails, sometimes
permanently deforming them. (The material, oakum, was in high demand for caulking ships, and
could be obtained by picking apart old ropes that had been tarred with the stuff [Bolster, Black
Jacks].) Delano sees slaves engaged in this painful task and then comments on “the benign
aspect of nature,” the sun “taking her innocent repose”—to him the world has lost nothing of its
“charmed” character; rather, the opposite. This catalog of charms culminates in “the chained
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figure of the black”—at which point Delano is so reassured, even the muscular tension of his
body dissipates: “clenched jaw and hand relaxed.”
Delano’s belief in the benignity of nature not only survives but is reinforced by the sight
of others suffering. This fact is obvious, and grave. Their suffering may not even be registered as
such to him; it simply forms part of the landscape of the world gone right. As William Spanos
sums it up: “To the confident adherent of the American philosophy of optimism, the violence
perpetrated against America’s ‘Other’ in its name seems to be benign” (192). But it is not only
the American philosophy of optimism underwriting this oblivion; it includes American religious
belief as well. Delano’s Providential ordering of the universe includes manifest injustice,
unrecognized as such in his achieved ignorance.
Before asking why Delano’s Christian belief that God is sovereign is not only
unchallenged by the sight of another’s suffering but reinforced by it, we must notice one further
fact: namely, that Delano’s strange reassurance is communicated to us precisely in and through
an expression of Scripture: “…he saw the benign aspect of nature, taking her innocent repose in
the evening; the screened sun in the quiet camp of the west shining out like the mild light from
Abraham's tent…” (emphasis added). This reference to Genesis 18 invokes the locus classicus of
hospitality in Jewish and Christian tradition. As Melville applies it here, in this context, it is
deeply ironic. (As Lawrance Thompson pointed out a long time ago in his classic study,
Melville’s Quarrel with God, one of Melville’s favorite devices is the ironic use of Scripture, and
the reference in this passage is no exception.83) Genesis 18 describes Abraham sitting at the flap
of his tent, receiving a visit from the Lord, and/or three strangers:
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then, turn out to be acts of ventriloquism perpetrated ironically, readings of Scripture by two types of biblical
literalists whose faith in the Jonah narrative, rather like Dwight’s Conquest of Canaan, leads to an imaginative
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And the Lord appeared unto him in the plains of Mamre: and he sat in the tent door in the
heat of the day; And he lift up his eyes and looked, and, lo, three men stood by him: and
when he saw them, he ran to meet them from the tent door, and bowed himself toward the
ground, And said, My Lord, if now I have found favour in thy sight, pass not away, I pray
thee, from thy servant: Let a little water, I pray you, be fetched, and wash your feet, and
rest yourselves under the tree: And I will fetch a morsel of bread, and comfort ye your
hearts; after that ye shall pass on: for therefore are ye come to your servant. And they
said, So do, as thou hast said. (Genesis 18:1-5)
Jewish and Christian tradition has typically interpreted these three strange men as angels, as in
the Epistle to the Hebrews’ injunction: “Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some
have entertained angels unawares” (13:2). (The verse that follows in Hebrews, of which Melville
himself would not have been unaware, is: “Remember them that are in bonds, as bound with
them; and them which suffer adversity, as being yourselves also in the body.” If Delano, and
indeed, Cereno, had brought to mind this omitted verse, perhaps “Benito Cereno” would have
ended quite differently.)
The verse in Hebrews highlights the importance of hospitality to strangers, and it
obliquely draws this moral of hospitality from the Genesis 18 episode. Midrashic tradition on
Genesis 18 emphasizes hospitality by suggesting Abraham’s tent “was open on all sides so that
he could welcome strangers coming from any direction” (Schwartz 23). This word “stranger” is
crucial. At the beginning of “Benito Cereno,” it is this word that introduces the ship to Delano’s
sight: “the stranger, viewed through the glass…” (46). The words “strange” or “stranger” applied
to the ship recur five more times in the next five or so sentences, and remain some of the most
repeated words throughout the tale,84 usually applied to the San Dominick or her captain.

reconstruction that the careful reader sees as defective” (179). Biblical references measure the user, not the other
way around, like the speaker has been “weighed in the balance [by the act of speaking them] and found wanting.”
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Larry Edward Wegener’s concordance to “Benito Cereno” gives the following totals: “strange” (21), “strangely”
(4), “stranger” (13), “stranger’s” (4), and “strangers” (1), for a total of 43 instances (p. 385). Words like “black” and
“blacks,” words related to seeing/sight, and hedging terms such “seemed,” which the narrator habitually employs,
occur more frequently than the “strange” axis; however, the strange axis appears more frequently than other
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Further, the sight of the “stranger” provokes Delano to behave not dissimilarly to
Abraham in the story. He goes forth to meet the stranger, offering food: “presuming that the
stranger might have been long off soundings, the good captain put several baskets of the fish, for
presents, into his [whale] boat, and so pulled away” from his own ship, to board the stranger
(47). Delano seems to be behaving according to the dictates of hospitality. He has gone out to
meet the stranger and offers his aid in the form of the provision of food for travelers on a long
journey, just as in the Abraham passage. So why is the reference ironic?
Mona Siddiqui, in her book on hospitality in Islamic tradition, includes substantial
comparative dialogue with and deep understanding of Christianity. In a chapter entitled
“Scriptural Reflections on Hospitality,” she points out that the story in Genesis 18 and its
Quranic version in Q51: 24-30 is “often used as an image of unity and common ground between
Judaism, Christianity and Islam on the theme of hospitality” and reports that “Some would claim
that the fundamental moral practice of hospitality which welcomes the stranger is the essence of
the three monotheistic religions” (21). This is a strong claim, indeed, but it helpfully casts the
importance of hospitality to the stranger as a “sacred duty” (21). What does this look like in
practice? She explains:
The most concrete form of hospitality familiar to most of us very often does involve
inviting, welcoming or being with others, and the etiquettes associated with these kinds
of encounters. We invite those who are our friends or those with whom we wish to
nurture and develop friendships. It is a preferential kind of hospitality, a form of social
interaction for the purpose of mutual pleasure. But hospitality towards others in scripture
and in ancient societies was often commanded towards those who were nameless
strangers and not just invited guests. These strangers could be wealthy or poor, travellers
or our fellow citizens, and indeed those living on the margins of society. It demanded a
commitment reflected in showing dignity and care to those who are unknown rather than
welcoming those whom we wished to know. (29-30)

significant clusters of repeated terms, such as “America/American/American’s/Americans,” which appears 34 times
(p. 19).
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The hospitality imaged in Genesis 18 is thus not a preferential love based on the attractions of
similarity, but an ethic of care extended to the Other in recognition of the sheer otherness of the
Other. As the argument of this chapter will make clear, one of Delano’s problems of perception
lies in his inability to recognize, in this context, Who is the stranger? This question resembles the
“Who is my neighbor?” that prompts Jesus’s telling of parable of the Good Samaritan,85 which
also enjoins an ethic of care for the Other.
The reason the reference to this locus classicus of hospitality in Genesis 18 is bitterly
ironic, then, is that it comes embedded in a sweeping report, through Delano’s eyesight, of many
“strangers” in need of hospitality and assistance—which he has boarded the ship to offer—but
his eye passes them by.86 Instead of activating his sense of sacred duty, the sight of these others
balms his conscience and buoys his mood, as he registers them not as individuals but as part of a
familiar backdrop. That these individuals are never foregrounded as possible partakers of
hospitality but rather remain part of the undifferentiated background mass, the scenery
supporting his mood, is partly what this chapter addresses when it considers Delano’s
deficiencies of perception. The reference to Genesis 18 highlights this deficiency by invoking
true hospitality toward the stranger: the anti-type to Delano’s behavior in this situation, and,
arguably, in the story as a whole. Thus, in this example, Scripture not only does not challenge,
but—as the narrator proves in describing Delano’s state of mind—its imagery can be all-tooeasily coopted to abet his comfortable and comforting worldview, reinforcing his misperception
of reality instead of correcting his vision.
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Luke 10:29—though the question there may be disingenuous.
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The careful reader will notice the way the narrator calls attention to the fact that though Delano, the American,
will sometimes speak in terms of equality and nonpartisanship, he is wildly inconsistent and contradictory in the
principle’s application: Delano “complied, with republican impartiality as to this republican element [water], which
always seeks one level, serving the oldest white no better than the youngest black” (80). But only a few lines later:
“But the soft bread, sugar, and bottled cider, Captain Delano would have given the whites alone” (80).
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But there are times even Delano can tell something is not right, or that the providential
order as he determines it may be askew. Witness how the narrator reports Delano’s thoughts, in a
moment when Delano experiences suspicion and tries to convince himself that nothing is amiss:
“Could then Don Benito be any way in complicity with the blacks? But they were too stupid.
Besides, 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?” (75).
There are a number of things here that deserve remark, but I will point out two obvious
features in this rendering of a racist consciousness. First, Delano attributes to the Africans an
inferior intelligence. This racist belief the whole pattern of the story explicitly refutes. But it is
here in Delano’s consciousness, and he employs it now as a soothing agent. Second, in the
revelation that Delano considers Blacks and Whites to be of “almost” different species, we
glimpse how far his view of the Blacks as subhuman extends. In fact, the specific formula used
to express Delano’s belief takes the form of a religious renunciation. If on the one hand, the
Blacks were “too stupid” to come up with a plan for the white captain to participate in
voluntarily (note that the possibility of a power reversal never broaches Delano’s consciousness);
on the other, even if they did, the level of betrayal involved in a white “leaguing in” with the
blacks is as unimaginable to Delano as the gravest religious sin. The word used to describe his
defection from his “very species” is apostasize, which metaphorizes it as renunciation of faith, a
betrayal in the strongest possible terms: apostasy describes the condition of Judas Iscariot. Thus
Delano’s consciousness portrays cooperation across racial lines as a defection in the strongest
possible terms available to him, and it is significant that these are religious terms.
Delano’s religious understanding makes no resistance but rather is the idiom that offers
itself, repeatedly, to express his reassuringly racist worldview. Here the idea is that loyalty to
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race is like loyalty to religion, where to deconvert is to imperil the soul eternally. However, as
with the previous racist thought, the narrative itself undermines its accuracy and exposes its
unfoundedness. Instead of portraying Blacks and Whites as so different they “almost” belong to
different species, the narrative often portrays them as reverse mirror images. The narrator uses
images of parity, like the following chessboard analogy: “…[Delano’s] eye curiously surveying
the white faces, here and there sparsely mixed in with the blacks, like stray white pawns
venturously involved in the ranks of the chess-men opposed” (71). The simile presents the blacks
and whites locked in opposition, and it suggests the equality of the opponents. Both components
are correct, as a true report of the reality of the situation in which Delano finds himself. Both
components Delano fails to see. But through this symbol the reader, if not the character, receives
conflicting signals that surface the tension or the cognitive dissonance inherent in the story’s
dominant frame, like little flares. The simile bears the true significance, reflects an accurate
understanding of the situation—and registers its risk—though Delano’s consciousness does not.
Thus it is not Christian Scriptures or theological concepts that put up resistance to
Delano’s distorted and unrealistic vision. Instead, they become part of his rationalization toolkit,
as we have seen in the Abraham and Providence examples. To be clear, I am not arguing for an
intrinsic link between religion and racism, only pointing out the ease with which Christian
biblical imagery may be perverted, divorced from its sense and applied to reinforce its opposite,
as occurs in this story, and indeed, in much of American political life. In becoming an implement
of rationalization instead of an impediment to it, the biblical texts Melville cites offer a silent
ironic comment on the contexts in which they appear. If not perverted into irony, the biblical
concepts could provide a critique of Delano’s vision and offer him new sight. But they are
coopted, and they do not. Rather, the resistance to Delano’s vision comes from the story itself,
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from outside of his point of view. Which is where, hopefully, at least by the end, the disentangled
reader is able to find themselves—or become a rereader from another point of view.
***
Returning to the epigraphs that began this chapter: in Regarding the Pain of Others,
Susan Sontag writes that “it seems a good in itself to acknowledge, to have enlarged, one’s sense
of how much suffering caused by human wickedness there is in the world we share with others”
(114). She continues, as though she were speaking of Delano, Melville’s American captain:
Someone who is perennially surprised that depravity exists, who continues to feel
disillusioned (even incredulous) when confronted with evidence of what humans are
capable of inflicting in the way of gruesome, hands-on cruelties upon other humans, has
not reached moral or psychological adulthood.
No one after a certain age has the right to this kind of innocence, of superficiality,
to this degree of ignorance, amnesia. (114)
This moral Sontag draws is what I have tried in this chapter to argue Melville exposes in Amasa
Delano; to show how, in James Baldwin’s unsurpassable phrase: “It is the innocence which
constitutes the crime” (The Fire Next Time, 16).
The next chapter will consider a different way of seeing, the point of view of the Spanish
captain, a point of view that is not innocent, but characterized by irony and despair.
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Chapter 2: Benito Cereno
The lunatic’s visions of horror are all drawn from the material of daily fact.
Varieties of Religious Experience, “The Sick Soul”
[T]he sun hides not Virginia’s Dismal Swamp, nor Rome’s accursed Campagna, nor wide Sahara,
nor all the millions of miles of deserts of griefs beneath the moon. The sun hides not the ocean, which is
the dark side of the earth, and which is two-thirds of this earth. So, therefore, that mortal man who hath
more of joy than sorrow in him, that mortal man cannot be true—not true, or undeveloped. With books
the same.
The truest of all men was the Man of Sorrows, and the truest of all books is Solomon’s, and
Ecclesiastes is the fine-hammered steel of woe. “All is vanity.” ALL. This willful world has not got hold
of unchristian Solomon’s wisdom yet. But he who dodges hospitals and jails, and walks fast crossing
graveyards, and would rather talk of operas than hell; calls Cowper, Young, Pascal, Rousseau, poor devils
of sick men; and throughout a carefree lifetime swears by Rabelais as passing wise, and therefore jolly;—
not that man is fitted to sit down on tombstones, and break the green damp mould with unfathomably
wondrous Solomon…..
…There is a wisdom that is woe; but there is a woe that is madness.
Moby-Dick, “The Try-Works” (Ch. 96)

This chapter analyzes what Melville’s presentation of the character Benito Cereno
teaches us about despair, the counterpoint to presumption and opposite of hope. First, it
establishes Benito Cereno as a figure of despair, elucidated by comparison with William James’s
“sick soul” in Varieties. Then it addresses Cereno’s perspective in the tale, a perspective marked
by irony, repetition, and foreclosure or forsaking of the future. In addition to Cereno’s
perspective, it considers Cereno’s voice and the account he gives of the sole moment in the
novella when he acts out of character—that is, in accordance with hope. The circumstances of
this sudden flowering of hope and Cereno’s subsequent reversion to despair bring together
elements of Cereno’s characterization as an isolated figure who represents both despair and
decaying empire, so that we end by considering hope, by contrast, as a deeply social virtue that
demands political action and solidarity.
The reader is first introduced to Captain Cereno in a scene that highlights his delayed
appearance. On boarding the San Dominick, Captain Delano registers Cereno’s absence before
his presence. Instead of Cereno’s presenting himself to the visiting captain to welcome him
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aboard and officially receive him, it is quite some time before the American captain is even able
to find him. This delay is one that Melville invents in his retelling. In the historical Amasa
Delano’s version of the narrative, Sereno (as it is spelled in Delano’s account87) is the first
mentioned in the list of those greeting him: “As soon as I got on deck, the captain, mate, people
and slaves, crowded around me to relate their stories” (322). Before continuing with the
argument, I want to pause briefly over the phrasing “people” / “and slaves.” A central tenet of
Frank Wilderson’s Afropessimism is that Blacks are viewed as a foil to humanity, the “other”
against which the human species is defined or constructed (“I know I am a Human because I am
not Black,” 225); and here, right in line with this thesis, the historical Delano’s speech betrays a
clear psychic division between the categories of “slaves” and “people.”88 Like the character
based on him, this Captain Delano, white abolitionist northerner, trumpets the racism he hides
from himself. And Melville preserves, replicates, or even amplifies Delano’s unconscious racism
in his retelling, as analyzed in the previous chapter.
Returning to the line of argument—Cereno’s absence at the beginning heightens the
impression of passivity Melville’s narrator creates in his description of the character. Delano,
scanning the ship while listening to the crowd’s account of their misfortunes, has to seek out the
captain: “impatient of the hubbub of voices, the visitor turned in quest of whomsoever it might
be that commanded the ship” (50-51). The irony, of course, is that the ship has two captains, one
real and one apparent, and they both appear together on the scene as a pair, simultaneously. But
because we see through Delano’s eyes as the focalizer, and he registers only one as a possible
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(Though not in the deposition documents Delano includes at the end of his account.)
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It would take a larger argument to show how this division operates differently from that of those labeled as their
role in the dominant power structure; i.e., “captain” and “mate” vs. person. However, note that the general sailors
receive the designation of people, whereas the “slaves” (enslaved people) do not.
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locus of command, in the narrative they are presented sequentially. First the captain who rates, in
Delano’s mind:
But as if not unwilling to let nature make known her own case among his suffering
charge, or else in despair of restraining it for the time, the Spanish captain, a gentlemanly,
reserved-looking, and rather young man to a stranger's eye, dressed with singular
richness, but bearing plain traces of recent sleepless cares and disquietudes, stood
passively by, leaning against the main-mast, at one moment casting a dreary, spiritless
look upon his excited people, at the next an unhappy glance toward his visitor. (51)
Then the one who actually holds the authority in the microcosm of the ship: “By his side stood a
black of small stature” (emphasis added, 51). The word “stature” has been taken as a reference to
Babo’s height, suggesting echoes of the famously short Toussaint Louverture. But Benito Cereno
is a text of doublings and double meanings. If “stature” is construed as rank or achievement,
however, then Babo is of the higher—a captain of captains. Given that it appears in Babo’s first
appearance, right as Delano has mistakenly fixed upon the other of the pair as the figure of
authority, it may be a pun or verbal irony—at least to the rereader.
The narrator’s description of Benito Cereno quoted above offers two different
interpretations for the passivity he displays: indifference, emphasized in the double negative
formulation, “not unwilling to let nature make known her own case,” and impotence. In this
latter connection, the word despair appears for the first time in the tale: “or else in despair of
restraining it for the time.” From first sentence that describes him, the word despair is associated
with Cereno. Not in a technical sense, but as an expression of futility. In this context, despair is
associated with giving in to a force he feels it is beyond his power to control, i.e., the clamorous
multitude pouring out the tale of woe. Either of these options is offered as an explanation for the
captain’s reserve.
In terms of physical appearance, the way Melville characterizes Benito Cereno here and
throughout the novella borrows heavily from the description of a racialized character type in
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“Lima and the Limanians,” an article that appeared in the Oct. 1851 3.XVII issue of Harper’s
magazine, the same issue that carried Melville’s “The Town-Ho’s Story.” In this article, the
author attempts a sociological description89 of the various admixtures of race in Lima, beginning
with the “white Creoles, all of European, and mostly of Spanish descent”:
The white Creoles are of slender figure, and of middling height, with features strongly
marked, fair complexion, and black hair. Like the descendants of the Spanish race
throughout all the Western World, they have degenerated from the parent stock. The
males have even in youth a look of premature age; as though the powers of nature were
exhausted, and insufficient to develop a vigorous manhood. Indolence is their
predominant characteristic. They are utterly indisposed to any continuous exertion,
whether of body or of mind. (600-1)
Compare the psycho-physical description Melville’s narrator next gives of Benito Cereno: “This
distempered spirit was lodged, as before hinted, in as distempered a frame. He was rather tall, but
seemed never to have been robust, and now with nervous suffering was almost worn to a
skeleton. A tendency to some pulmonary complaint appeared to have been lately confirmed”
(52). Cereno is presented as “a pale invalid” (64) and frequently associated with bodily and
mental sickness: “But the debility, constitutional or induced by hardships, bodily and mental, of
the Spanish captain, was too obvious to be overlooked” (52); “his national formality dusked by
the saturnine mood of ill health” (51); “like some hypochondriac abbot he moved slowly about,
at times suddenly pausing, starting, or staring, biting his lip, biting his finger-nail, flushing,
paling, twitching his beard, with other symptoms of an absent or moody mind” (52); “the
Spaniard, regarded in his reserve, seemed the involuntary victim of mental disorder” (53).
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“In 1836, when the population of the city was a little more than 54,000, it was composed of about the following
proportion of the different races: white Creoles, all of European, and mostly of Spanish descent,
20,000; Negroes, 10,000; of whom a little less than one half were slaves; Indians, 5000; mixed races, 19,000; these
are of every shade of complexion, from the Mestizo, the child of a white father and an Indian mother, whom only a
keen and practiced eye can distinguish from a White, and to whom no higher compliment can be paid than to inquire
whether he is not a Spaniard, to the Zambo who can only show claim to a portion of white blood, on the ground that
to all the vices of the negro race, he adds others peculiar to the Whites.” (p. 600)
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Melville explicitly draws out the connection in Delano’s mind between Cereno’s
degenerate appearance and the intersection of his class position and the racial hierarchy: “Eying
Don Benito's small, yellow hands, he easily inferred that the young captain had not got into
command at the hawse-hole, but the cabin-window; and if so, why wonder at incompetence, in
youth, sickness, and gentility united?” (58). Delano reads off from Cereno’s features and the
physical condition of his body that he is not someone who worked his way up the chain of
command but rather entered at “the cabin-window”—that is, by virtue of his gentle birth. Later,
when he is plagued by the suspicion Cereno may be an impostor impersonating the true Benito
Cereno, Delano supposes he can confirm the genuineness of his noble lineage by the cut of his
face: “Glancing over once more towards his host—whose side-face, revealed above the skylight,
was now turned towards him—he was struck by the profile, whose clearness of cut was refined
by the thinness, incident to ill-health, as well as ennobled about the chin by the beard. Away with
suspicion. He was a true off-shoot of a true hidalgo Cereno” (65).
The description of Cereno’s dress adds to the portrait of degenerate nobility Melville’s
narrator constructs. He points to Cereno’s costume and the relative luxury of the personal
ablutions he persists in as a marker of class:
However unsuitable for the time and place, at least in the blunt-thinking American's
eyes, and however strangely surviving in the midst of all his afflictions, the toilette of
Don Benito might not, in fashion at least, have gone beyond the style of the day among
South Americans of his class….Still, relatively to the pale history of the voyage, and his
own pale face, there seemed something so incongruous in the Spaniard's apparel, as
almost to suggest the image of an invalid courtier tottering about London streets in the
time of the plague.
Here the metaphors of illness and gentility, or, as in the description from Lima and the
Limanians, age even in youth (“an invalid courtier tottering about London streets”) intertwine at
their height. Delano sees in Cereno’s adornments the performance of class identification, which
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rankles the sensible American who deems the energy expended on Cereno’s personal
presentation inappropriate to the setting of the dire situation of the ship. (Later, of course, we
find out “The dress so precise and costly…had not been willingly put on” [116].)
The word “invalid,” as we saw here and once above, appears eight times in connection
with Cereno, so frequently that it almost becomes an epithet. This word, too, brings together
connotations both of sickness and negated power. He appears like an invalid in the sense of
health when he collapses into Babo or leans on him for support, as, for example, when Delano
sees “[Cereno’s] meagre form in the act of recovering itself from reclining in the servant's arms,
into which the agitated invalid had fallen” (80). But Cereno is also an invalid in another sense, in
the sense that his authority is invalidated, the basis of his power removed. Thus the application of
this term trades on another double meaning or irony, only one side of which Delano can access.
Going further, Cereno’s physically degenerate appearance is not only associated with
sickness, but death. We will continue to unfold the significance of this attribution as the analysis
of his character in connection with despair progresses, but note here that Delano is distressed by
Cereno’s “cadaverous aspect” (59).90 Even when Delano does seem to detect or elicit life and
energy from Cereno, it is short-lived. When Delano holds out the promise of enabling Cereno to
reach Lima, his ship’s “destined port,” witness the following reaction:
Such generosity was not without its effect, even upon the invalid. His face lighted
up; eager and hectic, he met the honest glance of his visitor [Delano]. With gratitude he
seemed overcome.
“This excitement is bad for master,” whispered the servant [Babo], taking his arm,
and with soothing words gently drawing him aside.
When Don Benito returned, the American was pained to observe that his
hopefulness, like the sudden kindling in his cheek, was but febrile and transient.
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Another character of Melville’s frequently associated with cadavers is, significantly, Bartleby. As, for example, in
the following description of his characteristic line, “I would prefer not to”: “‘At present I would prefer not to be a
little reasonable,’ was his mildly cadaverous reply” (Piazza Tales, 30).
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What is described in this scene is Babo reëxerting his authority over Cereno and stamping out the
threat Delano constitutes with his vision of transporting the ship to Lima, in line with Cereno’s
most fervent desire, rather than returning it to Africa, in line with Babo’s. However, though hope
is kindled, Cereno does not maintain it or act in accordance with it. Strikingly, even the language
in which Cereno’s hope is described remains that of illness, such that even his short-lived hope
appears as the symptoms of a sickness: the flush of hope gracing his pallid cheeks comes under
the description of a fever (“febrile”) rather than the ruddiness of health.
Melville’s narrator associates Cereno’s evident mental and bodily sickness with despair,
not only from the first sentence applied to Captain Cereno, but in the subsequent development of
his character. From early on, Cereno is presented as an anti-type to hope: “A prey to settled
dejection, as if long mocked with hope he would not now indulge it, even when it had ceased to
be a mock” (52). Later in the story this statement will prove true—even after Cereno is saved, he
will not or cannot hope—but as situated here in the text, it is profoundly ironic. This is because,
though related by the narrator, the perspective belongs to Delano, the focalizing character (see
chapter 1). The irony is that at the time of this description, the “hope” Delano offers has not
ceased to be a mock, but rather constitutes or provides the setup for the mock itself. What Delano
supposes should alleviate Cereno’s despair is precisely what Delano has the mistaken confidence
he can provide, the value he assigns to his own arrival, presuming it betokens “the prospect of
that day, or evening at furthest, lying at anchor, with plenty of water for his people, and a brother
captain to counsel and befriend” (52).
However, Cereno and the rereader know Delano is gravely mistaken, and Cereno’s
seemingly strange response is predicated on his far more reasonable projection that the day will
have a sinister end for him, if not Delano, too. In other words, the moment in which Delano
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accuses Cereno of lacking hope is the same moment in which Delano’s own “hopes” are sorely
misplaced due to his presumption, his ignorance and imperception. A reader or rereader with
enough knowledge to be able to inhabit Cereno’s perspective will be alive to the irony of the
situation—an irony, which, as the narrator warns the reader in several asides, routinely goes right
over Delano’s head. And in fact the text tells us Delano is “a man of such native simplicity as to
be incapable of satire or irony” (63) in a narratorial aside that follows another one of Delano’s
innocent remarks wherein his innocence itself becomes the engine of torment for the painfully
enlightened Cereno. Cereno habitually winces from the blows unintentionally administered by
Delano but registered by his incommunicable double-perspective, and the unintentionality of
Delano’s innocent remarks only heightens their impact.
In a moment we will come to the scene that proves Delano’s words about Cereno’s lack
of hope true, despite their misapplication in context. In other words, Delano’s characterization of
Cereno as a man without hope, however misinformed its basis, is apt. In the confrontation
between Delano’s and Cereno’s viewpoints at the end, we see Cereno reject any possibility of
future good and hasten toward death. Read together with the scene just analyzed, the ending
highlights the extent to which even when the differential in knowledge, or the characters’
disparity of insight, is removed, their perspectives on events still irreconcilably diverge. In order
to understand how this divergence is possible, how their views can remain diametrically opposed
even after the “truth” of the events has been revealed and each undergoes a conversion of sorts,
we must turn to William James’s explorations in religious psychology.
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James on the Sick Soul
In The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), William James provides a religious
taxonomy of a condition that closely aligns with Cereno’s, which James calls the “sick soul.” In
his lectures on the sick soul, James observes: “there is a pitch of unhappiness so great that the
goods of nature may be entirely forgotten, and all sentiment of their existence vanish from the
mental field” (122). James continues: “The individual must in his own person become the prey of
a pathological melancholy. As the healthy-minded enthusiast succeeds in ignoring evil's very
existence, so the subject of melancholy is forced in spite of himself to ignore that of all good
whatever: for him it may no longer have the least reality” (122). The melancholic sick soul91
presents its own perspectival filter to the world; its own systematic distortion of reality. The
comparative focus on ill to the exclusion of the good, including possible future goods, has the
added effect of leading to paralysis of the will and passivity. The coincidental similarity of
Melville’s and James’s metaphors reflects this passivity: we read above that Cereno was “Prey to
settled dejection,” and James characterizes the sick soul as the “prey of a pathological
melancholy.”92 It is as though the despairing subject is caught in a trap of their own making, as
the self-deceived optimist is caught in theirs.
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Note that James distinguishes different levels of the sick soul. Benito Cereno would certainly be of the latter
camp: “Just as we saw that in healthy-mindedness there are shallower and profounder levels, happiness like that of
the mere animal, and more regenerate sorts of happiness, so also are there different levels of the morbid mind, and
the one is much more formidable than the other. There are people for whom evil means only a mal-adjustment
with things, a wrong correspondence of one's life with the environment. Such evil as this is curable, in principle at
least, upon the natural plane, for merely by modifying either the self or the things, or both at once, the two terms
may be made to fit, and all go merry as a marriage bell again. But there are others for whom evil is no mere relation
of the subject to particular outer things, but something more radical and general, a wrongness or vice in his essential
nature, which no alteration of the environment, or any superficial rearrangement of the inner self, can cure, and
which requires a supernatural remedy” (114).
92

See above, p. 52; James, quoted above (ibid.).

124

However, the sick soul, James acknowledges, does in fact have a wider field of vision
than the healthy-minded. Thus there is a significant asymmetry in the way perception operates
for the healthy-minded and the sick soul. This difference cuts very deep and is linked to what
James calls their religious temperaments. As a result, James’s opposition between the healthyminded and the sick soul reflects not only a surface-level difference in content but a difference in
underlying motivation and application, reflecting the ability or inability of each type to tolerate
views of the world that differ from their own perceptions—particularly views they do not
understand, dislike, disapprove of, or that make them uncomfortable. It is the sick soul’s
comparative ability to admit more unpleasantness that explains why the sick soul is able to have
a wider, fuller perception of reality.
If the difference were only perspectival (selective, filtrational) and not a difference in
ability to tolerate unpleasant facts, it would be akin to James’s example of the four men on a tour
of Europe, as we saw in the previous chapter in our discussion of focalization. But the difference
between the healthy-minded and the sick soul is not only perspectival—though it is that, too.93
The difference between the healthy-minded and the sick soul is not simply that, exposed to the
same set of facts, the former would focus on the positive and the latter the negative, as might be
the case with a simple optimist/pessimist distinction94. With the healthy-minded/sick soul
distinction, James is getting at something deeper, where the difference between these perceptive
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See, e.g., his evenhanded recognition of the role of temperament plays in perception: “The constitutionally sombre
and the constitutionally sanguine onlooker are bound to emphasize opposite aspects of what lies before their eyes”
(68).
94

Note that when James does speak of “pessimism,” in Varieties and beyond, however, he often (but not always)
invests it with existential significance and does not treat it as a mere temperamental or psychological proclivity. For
more on James’s treatment of the religious dimensions of pessimism, see Michael Slater, William James on Ethics
and Faith, chapter 4, pp. 95-110.
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types stems from an individual’s “total reaction on life”—which, significantly, is the way, or one
of the ways, James defines religion.95
The more commonly focused-upon definition of religion in Varieties is the one James
provides italicized and announces with build-up in his “circumscription of the topic”: “Religion,
therefore, as I now ask you arbitrarily to take it, shall mean for us the feelings, acts, and
experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in
relation to whatever they may consider the divine” (34). But then follows a large section in
which he elaborates the terms of the definition and even adds components, such as the
requirement that the total reaction be a “solemn” one (which disqualifies, in James’s opinion,
Voltaire from religiosity!) (39). James distinguishes total reactions from “casual reactions” and
“professional attitudes” (36), explaining that
To get at them [total reactions] you must go behind the foreground of existence and reach
down to that curious sense of the whole residual cosmos as an everlasting presence,
intimate or alien, terrible or amusing, lovable or odious, which in some degree every one
possesses. This sense of the world's presence, appealing as it does to our peculiar
individual temperament, makes us either strenuous or careless, devout or blasphemous,
gloomy or exultant, about life at large; and our reaction, involuntary and inarticulate and
often half unconscious as it is, is the completest of all our answers to the question, “What
is the character of this universe in which we dwell?” (36-7)
How individuals answer this question, perhaps in the quiet of their hearts rather than the
consciousness of their minds, indicates the sort of religion (or perhaps irreligion) to which they
are most attuned. Recall the requirement that the total reaction be solemn, not partaking of the
“je m’en fichisme” (37) of a Voltaire. This solemnity requirement cuts both ways, however, in
that it favors neither positive nor negative emotions: “But if hostile to light irony, religion is
equally hostile to heavy grumbling and complaint….There must be something solemn, serious,
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“Religion, whatever it is, is a man's total reaction upon life” (36).
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and tender about any attitude which we denominate religious. If glad, it must not grin or snicker;
if sad, it must not scream or curse” (39).96 Thus the healthy-minded and the sick soul are equally
disposed to religion, on James’s view, equally worthy of being denominated religious attitudes or
temperaments (as James alternately refers to them).
The main difference, then, besides the difference in content, is a difference in method, in
how these types manage to focus on different aspects of reality. The reason it makes sense to talk
about an asymmetry in how the types perceive is that on a cursory examination it would appear
that the one simply focuses on the good, and the other, the ill (that would be a symmetrical
difference in perception). But that is not how this distinction operates, or not the only way.97 The
primary way each type achieves their focal result radically differs from the other. The healthyminded minimizes, expunges; the sick soul fixates and multiplies—specifically with regard to
how they treat evil in their field of vision. James himself highlights this contrast: “Now in
contrast with such healthy-minded views as these, if we treat them as a way of deliberately
minimizing evil, stands a radically opposite view, a way of maximizing evil, if you please so to
call it, based on the persuasion that the evil aspects of our life are of its very essence, and that the
world's meaning most comes home to us when we lay them most to heart” (112). Following
James’s terminology, we might denominate these ‘minimization’ vs. ‘maximization’98 strategies,
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Note that James spells out this clarification in the context of specifying or stipulating what he means by the term
“divine” in the definition quoted above: “So I propose—arbitrarily again, if you please—to narrow our definition
once more by saying that the word 'divine,' as employed therein, shall mean for us not merely the primal and
enveloping and real, for that meaning if taken without restriction might well prove too broad. The divine shall mean
for us only such a primal reality as the individual feels impelled to respond to solemnly and gravely, and neither by a
curse nor a jest” (39).
97

The process is complex enough also to accommodate sheer differences in perspective, as I said earlier, but James
certainly highlights and elevates the following difference, suggesting it is worth paying attention to.
98
Note that this maximization strategy can have different outcomes: 1) it can become pathological and masochistic
in the extreme, as James detects in some of the lives of the saints, or 2) it can increase and precipitate a crisis that
leads to conversion, an idea perhaps not dissimilar from that in Romans 5:20: “Moreover the law entered, that the
offence might abound. But where sin abounded, grace did much more abound:.” The process of conversion will be
discussed in more detail later in relation to the figure James refers to as the “twice-born” sick soul.
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respectively. As we will see in a later section, there are advantages and disadvantages to both.
(One important terminological note: the term “strategies” should not be taken necessarily to
mean conscious strategies, since they may operate at least partially unconsciously, as we saw in
the last chapter with healthy-mindedness considered in relation to self-deception.)
James goes on to describe sick souls as “those persons who cannot so swiftly throw off
the burden of the consciousness of evil, but are congenitally fated to suffer from its presence”
(114). Note the language of fate and congenital inheritance (and recall he used similar language
with regard to the healthy-minded). But this formulation also implies the involvement of the self
in the perception, in the sense that the vision of evil is experienced as a “burden,” and that the
self “suffer[s]” from it. So, in the case of the sick soul, the problem is not so much that they do
not see, or refuse to see the good (as the healthy-minded refuse to see the ill), as that the sick soul
weighs it so lightly in comparison with evil that evil is maximized, to the point where it
overwhelms the subject and leads to paralysis of the will. Thus, the crucial difference between
the types is that the healthy-minded refuses to perceive what it detects to be harmful (which
demonstrates the paradox of pre-perception we explored in the first chapter in connection with
self-deception), whereas the sick soul admits a wider swathe of experience but weights the
components in a way skewed toward evil. And James explicitly states that the sick soul, or
morbid-minded as he sometimes refers to the sick soul, interchangeably, has the more inclusive
vision: “we are bound to say that morbid-mindedness ranges over the wider scale of experience”
(136).
In a section in which he tries to adopt an attitude of “impartial onlookers” (136) and
present the healthy-minded from the sick soul’s point of view, and vice versa, James brings the
“antagonism” (136) between the two ways of perceiving the world to a head, as Melville does at
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the end of his tale in dramatizing the uncomprehending encounter between Delano and Cereno.
To the sick soul, according to James, “healthy-mindedness pure and simple seems unspeakably
blind and shallow” (136). But to the healthy-minded, “the way of the sick soul seems unmanly
and diseased. With their grubbing in rat-holes instead of living in the light; with their
manufacture of fears, and preoccupation with every unwholesome kind of misery, there is
something almost obscene about these children of wrath and cravers of a second birth” (136).
In defense of the healthy-minded, James, focused as ever on the effects of an attitude99,
writes: “The method of averting one's attention from evil, and living simply in the light of good
is splendid as long as it will work. It will work with many persons; it will work far more
generally than most of us are ready to suppose; and within the sphere of its successful operation
there is nothing to be said against it as a religious solution” (136). Note that, as we saw, James
does not see this attitude as too shallow to befit the label “religious.”100 The healthy-minded
strategy for dealing with the problem of evil is a practical one (and finds its metaphysical
correlate in pluralism, not monism; see the discussion on 113), and James notes the sphere of this
strategy’s effectiveness may be widespread, indeed.
On the other hand, in detraction, James points equally to healthy-mindedness’s
insufficiency in certain extreme circumstances that may be encountered less frequently, but
eventually will come, assuredly and inevitably, such as death:
But it [healthy-mindedness as a “religious solution”] breaks down impotently as soon as
melancholy comes; and even though one be quite free from melancholy one's self, there
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James Dittes comments on this passage: “In the middle, then, of his essentially descriptive, static account, James
introduces functionalism—pragmatism, as he will later call it—not as a style of psychological analysis, but as a
criterion of philosophical evaluation” (303).
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Cf. James’s remarks on the mind-cure movement, a subset of the healthy-minded type: “The mind-cure gospel
thus once more appears to us as having dignity and importance. We have seen it to be a genuine religion, and no
mere silly appeal to imagination to cure disease; we have seen its method of experimental verification to be not
unlike the method of all science; and now here we find mind-cure as the champion of a perfectly definite conception
of the metaphysical structure of the world”—i.e., pluralism, as contrasted with monism (see 113).
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is no doubt that healthy-mindedness is inadequate as a philosophical doctrine, because
the evil facts which it refuses positively to account for are a genuine portion of reality;
and they may after all be the best key to life's significance, and possibly the only openers
of our eyes to the deepest levels of truth. (136, emphasis added)
Thus what the sick soul acknowledges, and what the healthy-minded refuses, may be of
paramount spiritual significance. James is clear that the evil or negativity in the world that the
sick soul sees is no mere figment of a diseased imagination. The evil may be overemphasized or
fixated on, but it is “a genuine portion of reality.” In language even more striking, James insists:
“Let sanguine healthymindedness do its best with its strange power of living in the moment and
ignoring and forgetting, still the evil background is really there to be thought of, and the skull
will grin in at the banquet” (119).
Though the sick soul may be prone to exaggerate the bad, or weight it so heavily that it
overwhelms their perception, they at least really see, acknowledge, and recognize this aspect of
the world. James comments, “The normal process of life contains moments as bad as any of
those which insane melancholy is filled with, moments in which radical evil gets its innings and
takes its solid turn. The lunatic's visions of horror are all drawn from the material of daily fact”
(136-7). Indeed, when he wrote those words, James had just included his own experience of
dread, religious melancholy or “panic fear” (134), as he refers to it, as the last autobiographical
account in the section on the sick soul. However, he cloaks this fact from his academic audience
by attributing the account to a French “correspondent.” (“I translate freely,” James says, p. 134.
He even pretends to ask a follow-up question for clarification, which the “correspondent”
obligingly answers.) So he knows whereof he speaks. James famously struggled with his own
severe bout of melancholia or depression, and so the matter of the sick soul’s recovery really is a
matter of how to live and not only academic. We will address the category James describes as the
“twice-born sick soul” in a subsequent section (and much more thoroughly in the next chapter on
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hope) that deals with the possibility of finding a new equilibrium, a reorganization of the self that
allows one to experience visions of horror and not be cowed. It is in this sense that the sick soul
perceives not only a wider swathe of reality, but particularly aspects that may be most religiously
significant.
James goes on to suggest that the healthy-minded habit of denying the existence of such
potentially significant aspects of life may bar the healthy-minded, or the once-born (more on this
shortly) from participation in the higher flights of religious ecstasy that twice-born sick souls are
capable of experiencing. (However, they may experience ecstasy of the natural world, as we saw
in the Whitman example.) James does not fault the healthy-minded morally or religiously,
beyond pointing out their insufficient accounting for all the facts, philosophically. As we have
seen, he tries to take a fairly evenhanded treatment. In my constructive use of James, however, in
the first chapter, informed by careful reading of Benito Cereno, I likened this particular
perceptive behavior or proclivity to the Christian theological concept of presumption. This
analogy does come freighted with a spiritual judgement, which James tried to withhold at least
until the second half of his lecture series.101 The sick soul’s view, on the other hand, aligns well
with despair, the opposite sin of hope. To demonstrate this connection, it will be necessary to
return to Melville’s text and watch the way he dramatizes the encounter between the two types of
religious perception embodied in his captains, just as we saw James imagine their dialogical
encounter above.
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James opens his lectures on “Saintliness” by explicitly turning toward a spiritual or existential judgement: “What
may the practical fruits for life have been, of such movingly happy conversions as those we heard of? With this
question the really important part of our task opens, for you remember that we began all this empirical inquiry not
merely to open a curious chapter in the natural history of human consciousness, but rather to attain a spiritual
judgment as to the total value and positive meaning of all the religious trouble and happiness which we have seen”
(210, emphasis added).
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Interlude: Melville’s Tortoise
Melville, writing under the pseudonym Salvator R. Tarnmoor102 in the Encantadas,103
takes a similar view to James’s of the two aspects of life. In “Sketch Second: Two Sides of a
Tortoise” the tortoise becomes a cipher for the perception we bring to bear on the mixed-bag
world:
even the tortoise, dark and melancholy as it is upon the back, still possesses a bright side;
its calipee or breastplate being sometimes of a faint yellowish or golden tinge. Moreover,
everyone knows that tortoises as well as turtle are of such a make that if you but put them
on their backs you thereby expose their bright sides without the possibility of their
recovering themselves, and turning into view the other. But after you have done this, and
because you have done this, you should not swear that the tortoise has no dark side.
Enjoy the bright, keep it turned up perpetually if you can, but be honest, and don't deny
the black. Neither should he who cannot turn the tortoise from its natural position so as to
hide the darker and expose his livelier aspect, like a great October pumpkin in the sun, for
that cause declare the creature to be one total inky blot. The tortoise is both black and
bright. (PT 130)
Melville recognizes this human tendency of selective perception. His message to those James
calls the healthy-minded is “Enjoy the bright, keep it turned up perpetually if you can, but be
honest, and don't deny the black.” And to the sick souls, he admonishes them not to fixate so
much on the bad that they forsake the good. It is worth lingering over Melville’s metaphors for a
moment, because they pick up and highlight even more clearly than James does the volitional
aspects of perception, the control it may (or may not) be possible to exercise over which side of
the turtle we perceive. In the bright side case, note that the standard or default position of the
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According to the New Bedford Whaling Museum, this pseudonym was “a deliberately constructed name
combining the Spanish first name "Salvator" (meaning "savior") with the compound last name "Tarnmoor" (tarn: "a
small lake or pool," from the Old Norse root terne; and moor: meaning "marsh" as well as recalling the Moors of
North Africa and Spain). The middle initial 'R' is perhaps a nod to Salvator Rosa (1615-1637), an Italian Baroque
painter whom Melville admired. The pseudonym racially yokes the Spanish first name with the compound
Scandanavian and Arabic last name, mixing both the idea of mountain pools and marshy swamps, white and black,
conquest and imperialization.” https://www.whalingmuseum.org/power-encantadas/pages/introduction.html
Accessed 29 October 2019.
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First published in Putnam’s in 1854, included in the Piazza Tales (1856) edition in which Benito Cereno was also
collected.
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tortoise is darker side up. Its darkness is displayed for all to see, simply there on its shell as the
tortoise moves through the world. But in this morality fable, Melville draws on common
knowledge (“everyone knows”) to show how human the temptation to forcibly intervene in order
to view the preferred side. The narrator speaks to the reader directly: “after you have done this,
and because you have done this”—i.e., flipped the turtle over onto its back. In addressing the
reader with such an assumption, Melville’s impression seems to accord with James’s contention
that the healthy-minded pursuit of happiness, that is, “[h]ow to gain, how to keep, how to recover
happiness, is in fact for most men at all times the secret motive of all they do, and of all they are
willing to endure” (71, emphasis added). Further, in Melville’s image, this action is selfperpetuating, precisely as we saw self-deception to be operating in the previous chapter, as the
turtle cannot recover itself once on its back. Once the shell has been hid, it will stay that way
unless there is an effort of will reexerted to right it. According to Melville, it is fine to keep the
tortoise inverted to expose the side with the joyful gleam “perpetually,” if you can, but the key is
not hush up the darkness from consciousness—and, pointed, Melville does index a moral fault to
this behavior: dishonesty, as he adjures the reader to “be honest.”
On the other hand, there are those who cannot manage to turn the tortoise over at all.
These would be the sick souls, on James’s account.104 The auxiliary image Melville presents here
is a “great October pumpkin,” which can grow to many times the weight of a human being. Like
James’s analysis of the sick soul weighed down by the vision of evil, Melville’s image suggests
something too heavy to manipulate, something beyond the strength of the individual’s ability to
handle. To summarize how the will is involved in Melville’s analogy, the first type will turn the
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Of course, the same person in different situations may exhibit both reactions or tendencies—and indeed, James
himself acknowledges this fact, as we saw in our discussion of his use of typologies in the previous chapter.
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turtle so they can forget the bad; the other cannot turn it, it exceeds their power to turn. And here,
in this situation of impossibility that could correlate with despair and lead to passivity and
inaction, enters the religious element for James: “Here is the real core of the religious problem:
Help! help!” (135). This impulse to cry out, like Job, in situations that drive our human limits to
or past the breaking point is yet another instance of the sick soul calibrated to aspects of reality
that bear spiritual significance. In the next chapter we will address in depth James’s study of
conversion (notably, another kind of “turning”) in covering the twice-born sick soul and
movement of hope. (The maximization of evil until one’s utter helplessness is realized
existentially will turn out to be a key factor.) But for now, suffice it to note that Melville and
James both make strong statements in favor of recognizing both the light and dark aspects of
reality: not hiding the bad, but neither forsaking the good just because one it cannot be had on
one’s own, by one’s own power.

Despair and the Sick Soul Perspective
Though the first and longest portion, focalized through Delano’s consciousness, is
narrated so coherently that it even conforms to the unity of time, place, and action of classical
drama, when the narrative switches to Cereno’s voice, each of the unities breaks down.
Temporality becomes fragmented and repetitious, the setting changes, and the single climatic
action Delano witnesses on board is revealed to be only a small symptom embedded in a much
larger and more complex syndrome, with “every inch of ground mined into honeycombs under”
it (115). The narrator even draws attention to the failure of consistent narration in this latter
section with the following words: “Hitherto the nature of this narrative, besides rendering the
intricacies in the beginning unavoidable, has more or less required that many things, instead of
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being set down in the order of occurrence, should be retrospectively, or irregularly given; this
last is the case with the following passages, which will conclude the account:” (114)—then
follows the final reported encounter between Delano and Cereno.
Before we turn to the final exchange of the two captains, we must examine what precedes
these words to get a better sense of Cereno’s disunity and despair. What precedes this
notification of the disordered presentation is Cereno’s deposition, the primary place in the story
Cereno speaks in his own voice when not under duress and gives an account of events from his
own perspective. Though it is propped up by all manner of colonial authority and judicial
apparatus—see the signatures, certifications, and credentials Melville’s text reproduces from
Delano’s memoir’s reproduction of the deposition documents—Cereno’s account lacks authority
on its own. It is doubted by the very authorities that take his testimony. The narrator draws
attention to this fact, commenting that
Some disclosures therein [Cereno’s deposition] were, at the time, held dubious for both
learned and natural reasons. The tribunal inclined to the opinion that the deponent, not
undisturbed in his mind by recent events, raved of some things which could never have
happened. But subsequent depositions of the surviving sailors, bearing out the revelations
of their captain in several of the strangest particulars, gave credence to the rest. So that
the tribunal, in its final decision, rested its capital sentences upon statements which, had
they lacked confirmation, it would have deemed it but duty to reject. (103)
First of all, this comment indicates the racism of the court—their unwillingness to believe in the
capability of Babo and Blacks more generally. This fact is well documented in the historical
white ambivalence around slave insurrections (i.e., both the terror that they might happen and the
[conscious] disbelief that they could; Delano’s psychology shows us how this contradictory
coexistence is possible) as well as the critical literature on Benito Cereno.
Secondly, this passage shows the extent to which Cereno always needs propping up by
some external authority. He is not self-sufficient. (Given Cereno’s status as a representative of
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empire, Melville may be commenting on the nature of colonial authority as well.) Physically, the
character Cereno himself is no more self-sufficient than his words. By the time of his deposition,
he has lost or rejected his powers of locomotion and must be carried in and out of the court “in
his litter” (103), the same way later in death his body is “borne on the bier” (117).105 Further,
despite the horror of his dependence on Babo and Babo’s near constant presence at his side,
sometimes seemingly reviving Cereno while actually drugging him, or catching Cereno in a
swoon or fainting spell—Cereno replicates this relation of dependence immediately upon being
released from Babo. Cereno finds a structural substitution in the monastery he enters after
quitting the ship—which, recall, Delano mistook for a monastery and the Africans for monks, on
his first sight of it:
the ship, when made signally visible on the verge of the leaden-hued swells, with the
shreds of fog here and there raggedly furring her, appeared like a white-washed
monastery after a thunder-storm, seen perched upon some dun cliff among the Pyrenees.
But it was no purely fanciful resemblance which now, for a moment, almost led Captain
Delano to think that nothing less than a ship-load of monks was before him. Peering over
the bulwarks were what really seemed, in the hazy distance, throngs of dark cowls; while,
fitfully revealed through the open port-holes, other dark moving figures were dimly
descried, as of Black Friars pacing the cloisters.
Delano’s double vision of race and religion vis-à-vis empire is not coincidental. Indeed, the link
is more substantial than our fallible focalizer’s impression would merit, as the narrator hints (“no
purely fanciful resemblance”; “really seemed”).
Once again, Delano mistakenly gets it right. In Roads to Rome Jenny Franchot develops
an extended reading of Benito Cereno and makes an impressive historical argument that the tale
probes “the interlocking menaces of the 1850s: Romanism and slavery” (174). Her analysis
focuses on the convergences of race, religion, and empire in the tale, and she argues that
“Melville’s Catholic imagery invokes the Roman church’s role in spurring the development of
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African slavery” (175). She points to Bartolomeo de las Casas106 as a signal example, a figure
Melville alludes to in telling the reader that Aranda’s and Cereno’s bones are laid to rest in “St.
Bartholomew’s church” (117), and whose martyrdom Melville may be referencing with the line
applied to Cereno: “‘He is like one flayed alive, thought Captain Delano; where may one touch
him without causing a shrink?” (93).
Franchot comments that Delano’s naivete is “a naivete ideologically and aesthetically
enabled by the suggestive convergence of black habit and black skin” (173) and observes, “That
Delano first sees the Spanish slaver as a crowded cloister registers the cultural error of nativism,
in which racial blindness is enabled by religious illumination, a purifying light that mistakenly
transforms slaves into monks” (174). If this light (or this perceptual mistake) appears innocent
enough in the beginning, as the tale progresses, the knowing reader will be able to detect that
“the sentimental vagaries of [Delano’s] anti-Catholicism falsely schematized black and white as
abbot and monk to obscure the murderous racial schism between them” (179). Thus Franchot
highlights the extent to which Delano’s prejudices interlock to provide mutual support.
To return to the nature of the perceptual mistake itself, Delano thinks Cereno’s ship is
floating monastery; by the end, Cereno really ends up in one. (Note the way this mirroring
connects the beginning and end of the tale; the next chapter will make the case that Benito
Cereno functions as a ring composition, encouraging readers to start over and reread from the
beginning once they have reached the end.) On the ship, he is figured as a living death, a
cadaverous form; in the monastery he continues to waste away until he dies. While on board the
San Dominick, Cereno has Babo constantly at his side; in the monastery, instead of Babo,
Cereno now experiences the constant presence of the monk Infelez. Thus he replicates his
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dependence on a single figure, whose name in Spanish is a homophone for unhappiness. All this
suggests that Cereno, in keeping with despair, lives out the end of his days with unhappiness as a
constant companion—“his one special guardian and consoler, by night and by day” (103). (This
sounds very much like the sick soul, for James).
However, there is a moment when it seems Cereno might recover. True to the disordered
fashion of Cereno’s portion of the text, the narrative twice recounts an episode that raises the
possibility of a recovery which is then foreclosed. The first instance comes in the transition
between the resolution of the action in the earlier part of the narrative and the deposition, in a
description of the both captains’ ships sailing in tandem to Lima, to the seat of colonial authority:
“Though, midway on the passage, the ill-fated Spaniard, relaxed from constraint, showed some
signs of regaining health with free-will; yet, agreeably to his own foreboding, shortly before
arriving at Lima, he relapsed, finally becoming so reduced as to be carried ashore in arms” (103).
(As he was also carried into court.) The key phrase in this passage is “agreeably to his own
foreboding,” as we will see in a moment.
The second instance follows the deposition and introduces the coda, the conversation
between the American captain and the Spanish captain to which we will turn in the next section.
Here, the narrator signals the repetition with the phrase “as before hinted”: “During the long,
mild voyage to Lima, there was, as before hinted, a period during which the sufferer a little
recovered his health, or, at least in some degree, his tranquillity. Ere the decided relapse which
came, the two captains had many cordial conversations” (114). When Delano and Cereno hold
their conversations now, they can speak freely—“their fraternal unreserve in singular contrast
with former withdrawments”—and Cereno is in a form not yet wholly plunged into despair. But
then follows his “decided relapse,” which he himself predicts. Not only does he welcome death,
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“agreeably to his own foreboding,” nursing unhappiness as his special consoler, he verbally
predicts death in his exchange with Delano, rejecting Delano’s suggestion of the healing powers
of nature with the rebarbative “With their steadfastness they but waft me to my tomb” (116).
All this narrative signaling of Cereno’s determination on his own death is important
because it is one of the most marked characteristics of despair. Gabriel Marcel, for example,
takes an individual’s determination on death as a hallmark of despair. In his “Sketch of a
Phenomenology and a Metaphysic of Hope,” Marcel portrays despair as a self-declaration of
defeat, also in the context of physical sickness, in his first example. The example itself is too
complicated and Marcel’s analysis too subtle, as Marcel is first to acknowledge, to recount
here.107 But Marcel concludes that the key characteristic of the way despair operates is the
premature foreclosure of future, the anticipation of one’s own destruction: “I pronounce my own
sentence” (37). Even if the destiny is unavoidable and not within the subject’s control, the
despairing subject, for Marcel, displays a perverse anticipation of the outcome: “It is at bottom to
renounce the idea of remaining oneself, it is to be fascinated by the idea of one’s own destruction
to the point of anticipating this very destruction itself” (37-8).
This perverse embrace of destruction must be carefully differentiated from making peace
with or coming to terms with one’s terminal diagnosis, for example—we can see how the
character Benito Cereno belongs to the former, not the latter, category, and helps to illustrate the
difference between the two reactions. In despair, Marcel is not talking about a serene acceptance
of the inevitable but something radically different, something captured by the phrasing
“agreeably to his own foreboding” applied to Cereno’s relapse and death. Death is the sentence
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between graceful acceptance of a terminal diagnosis, on the one hand, and the capitulation he ascribes to despair, on
the other. (Though, as his analysis unfolds, it would be a misreading to accuse him of totally confusing the two
situations, in my view.)
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Cereno pronounces upon himself, with his confident last reported words in the tale: “With their
steadfastness they but waft me to my tomb” (116). Marcel, too, describes despair as a
“capitulation before a certain fatum laid down by our judgment” (37). The crucial component of
this statement is that this fate is levied by our own judgment in despair, not some external source,
regardless of the objective likelihood of success or failure. What matters to Marcel is that we
determine the impossibility ourselves and thereby pronounce our own sentence. Thus, in parallel
fashion to presumption, despair grasps after its own form of certainty, except it is the certainty of
failure before the event has occurred.
Marcel goes on to clarify what he means by capitulation: “To capitulate…is not only,
perhaps is not at all,108 to accept the given sentence or even to recognise the inevitable as such, it
is to go to pieces under this sentence, to disarm before the inevitable” (37). To disarm before the
inevitable. With this martial metaphor, the main characteristic of despair Marcel homes in on is
giving up, abdication, the will’s prediction of and embrace of the destruction of the self before it
has occurred.
Despair, then, is nothing like the stoic acceptance of one’s fate but rather an anguished,
sick-souled preoccupation with one’s own self and suffering; it is centered in and on the self, “a
concentration of the self on the self” (39). Marcel clearly differentiates between despair and the
attitude he calls stoicism: “It may come about that by accepting an inevitable destiny which I
refuse with all my strength to anticipate, I will find a way of inward consolidation, of proving my
reality to myself, and at the same time I shall rise infinitely above this fatum to which I have
never allowed myself to shut my eyes” (38). Think here of the sick soul and its more
comprehensive allowance of vision. However, Marcel faults this approach, too, for its focus on
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the self. He continues after the quotation above, “Herein without any doubt lies the power and
greatness of stoicism, but at the same time, it must be recognised that the stoic is always
imprisoned within himself” (38). Hope, by contrast, is not this attitude of acceptance, adjustment
to inevitability: “in hope there is something which goes infinitely further than acceptance, or one
might say more exactly that it is a non-acceptance” (38). (And hope, as the reader comes to find
out several pages later, is not centered in the self but the other, in its connection with love.)
Hope, then, as the opposite of despair would mean to hold firm, even in the face of
certain defeat, not to “disarm before the inevitable.” This behavior, as we will see more
thoroughly in the conclusion, is not well described as irrational, because hope does not operate
on the same plane as belief. In an interview with the Scotsman, John Berger contends: “Hope is
not a form of guarantee, it's a form of energy, and very frequently that energy is strongest in
circumstances that are very dark.” As we will see in the next chapter, James thinks of hope as a
form of energy, too, aligned with his pragmatic meliorism. This is an energy Cereno certainly
lacks but Babo has in spades, along with creativity and vision—characteristics Marcel also
attributes to hope.
So Cereno, fitting Marcel’s model of despair, pronounces his own sentence and does not
recover. He exhibits not energy, but the physical symptoms of distress and lethargy even when
he is free from all external constriction. He becomes, in words Marcel may as well have written
for Benito specifically, “that deformed creature, a catalogued and professionalized invalid, who
thinks of himself as such and contracts in all respects the habitus of illness. It is the same with
captivity or exile, etc., and, I should say, with every sort of misfortune” (41). Hope does exactly
the opposite, regardless of its external efficacy: “In so far as I hope, I detach myself from this
inner determinism which is rather like a cramp, threatening, when the trial is upon me, to change
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me into one of those…hypnotized expressions of human personality produced by despair,
because it is above all things a fascination” (41, emphasis added). Cereno’s despair settles on
him unshakably; like a habitus, it becomes a defining characteristic he acquires, an atmosphere
he absorbs and creates for himself that colors everything he sees, and he ends his life cramped
and cloistered, according to his wish.
Though his captivity and “forced self-parody” (Dillingham 256) at the hands of Babo
were not his doing, when these external factors are removed, Cereno cannot recover himself. He
cannot reclaim his old position of authority but instead continues to replicate the position of
unhealthy dependence on another. (This enacted repetition parallels his verbal habit of repetition
in the story.) When he enters the monastery at the end, it is not as abbot presiding over a
monastery109—which would have been the lateral translation of his role on the San Dominick;
recall Delano’s monastic projection that takes him for a “hypochondriac abbot”—but as lay
patient or “sufferer” (PT 114). In his treatment aboard the San Dominick, Cereno is made to
display all “the trappings of wealth and power knowing that now he is merely wearing a costume
like an actor in a play” (Dillingham 256). And not just any role: he is forced to “parody himself
in the play, to make a mockery knowingly of all in the past he has identified himself with, his
distinguished family, his wealth, his ship command” (256, emphasis added).110
To the outside world and particularly to Delano, the man “of such native simplicity as to
be incapable of satire or irony” (63), the difference between Cereno’s reality and his play-acting

109

See Franklin, “Apparent Symbol” for a reading of the Life of Charles V as a source text for Cereno’s “anchoritish
retirement from the throne.”
110

William Dillingham (whose article, it should be noted, is problematic in its reading of the way race functions in
the story) likens it to “mental torture,” citing a Dutch psychiatrist’s account of a Nazi prisoner subjected to
interrogation, who “hardly ever spoke when he returned home. He simply sat—bitter, full of indignation—and in a
few weeks he died” (257).
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is indistinguishable. But between these two conditions there is all the difference in the world.
Having to seem to be what he once was—that vast territory between being and seeming that
Hamlet explores111—compounds his torture. The next section will explore the way this
difference corresponds to a particular literary device that pervades Benito Cereno as thoroughly
as it does Hamlet, a strong influence on Melville.

Structural and Verbal Irony
This literary device is irony, and this section argues that Babo makes Cereno into a living
embodiment of irony. Though Benito Cereno as a whole is a profoundly ironic text, irony
surrounds the character of Benito Cereno in particular, and it overwhelms him. Cereno’s person,
his dress, his social roles, his relationships all become subject to irony. Even Cereno’s speech is
so thoroughly characterized by irony that he can neither speak (or, more precisely, be heard) nor
be spoken to without irony twisting his words. He is trapped. There is no possibility of
communication for him outside of the ironic mode. When he speaks falsely it is taken as true;
and truly, it is taken falsely, in a sense entirely opposite from that which he means. He cannot
control the meaning of his words; they turn back against him repeatedly. For this extremity of
irony to characterize every aspect of his situation, it takes a master of irony like Babo (and
Melville) to have engineered it. This section will address two types of irony in particular: verbal
irony, and what I will call symbolic or emblematic irony—because irony not only pervades all
Cereno’s patterns of communication, but he comes to embody it himself.
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Or what F.O. Mathiessen calls “Hamlet’s problem”: “In his examination of both society and religion [Melville]
became increasingly possessed by Hamlet’s problem, by the difference between what seems and what is” (376).
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Irony is a literary device with a long and varied history.112 I do not attempt to trace this
history here, or, indeed, even to offer a definitive account of what irony is. What I will do is
focus on three aspects of irony that particularly illuminate Cereno’s situation: 1) the structure of
opposition, inversion or negation that classical irony displays, 2) its close relation to point of
view, the narrative technique covered in the previous chapter, and 3) its connection with
dissimulation and deception. The last point synthesizes, in a way, the previous two. In treating
irony as a form of deception, this chapter exposes even fuller set of relations between the
previous chapter and this one, because it concerns again deception—although this form of
deception is not practiced on the self but others. If, in the previous chapter, Delano cannot see
well enough to hope, in this chapter, Cereno can see better (perhaps still not completely), but
what he sees paralyzes him with despair instead of leads him to hope. In this way, the form of
irony he comes to embody becomes the quick ally of despair. (The problem, however, is not the
irony itself; Babo has a different relation to irony113 and is the paradigmatic hoper in the text, as
we will come to see in the next chapter.) So the analysis of irony this section undertakes is all
performed in the service not of irony in itself, but in how irony might relate back to hope.
Let us take the first point first, concerning irony as contrast. There are many different
types of irony and as many different ways of enumerating them (e.g., verbal, dramatic, structural,
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As Lilian Furst notes: “The pluralism of irony has long been tacitly acknowledged in the plethora of descriptive
tags current in critical vocabulary: verbal irony, rhetorical irony, dramatic irony, tragic irony, comic irony, satiric
irony, irony of situation, structural irony, Socratic irony, cosmic irony, general irony, romantic irony, irony of fate,
irony of character, metaphysical irony, self-irony, etc.” (4).
See, e.g., Northrop Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism (1957) for its ancient origins, i.e., in the figure of the eiron
in contrast to the alazon; A. E. Dyson, The Crazy Fabric (1965) for a discussion of irony as a rhetorical technique
vs. a view of the world; D.C. Muecke, The Compass of Irony (1969) and Irony and the Ironic (1970) for the trope’s
historical evolution; Wayne Booth, A Rhetoric of Irony (1974) for an intricate but not undisputed classification of
different types, most notably “stable” vs. “unstable” irony; Lilian R. Furst, Fictions of Romantic Irony (1984) for a
systematic study of a shift in irony from “traditional” to “romantic”; Jonathan Lear, A Case for Irony (2011) for a
creative application of irony to a therapeutic context, its role in shaping a flourishing human life.
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Many forms of irony are actually seen as desirable in cultivating a flourishing life; see Lear’s work, mentioned in
the footnote above, as well as Alexander Nehamas, The Art of Living, and Plato’s treatment of Socrates.
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cosmic, Romantic, stable, unstable…), and each has varied meanings in varied contexts that
would be impossible to compass here. But to approach the trope of irony in broad strokes, I
follow one scholar’s articulation of a more general definition that takes “as basic to all irony a
contrast of ‘appearance’ and ‘reality’” (Muecke 44). Another scholar in his study of Hamlet
observes of irony more broadly: “ironia…is more than a figure of speech or even of thought; it
may be a point of view, a view of life, and—as such—a resolvent for contrarieties. Its most
clear-cut form…is a statement which means the contrary of what it purports to say” (Levin 80).
The difficulty, then, with this type of irony (as distinguished from the more open-ended romantic
irony Furst identifies) consists in recognizing the appropriate contextual cues to determine
whether or not the statement ought to be submitted to the inversion operation to produce a
‘correct’ interpretation.
Note that Melville uses different types of irony at different points in his career and even
in the same works. For instance, in The Confidence Man, published in 1860, five years after
Benito Cereno, Melville approaches the romantic ironist par excellence, according to Furst’s
definition: “whereas the traditional ironist, who accepts authority and has a hold on knowledge,
exposes the disparity between appearance and reality, the romantic ironist, who suspects that
each successive reality may be as illusory as the previous one, subjects appearance and reality
alike to an unrelenting ontological scrutiny” (229). Thus the romantic ironist’s “irony is the
instrument for registering the obdurate paradoxicality of a universe in eternal flux” (229). In
Benito Cereno Melville is not out to destroy certainty by exposing the groundlessness of our
claims to knowledge or beliefs; Benito Cereno takes aim, rather, at particular false certainties.
Accordingly, Melville organizes the piece around binary structures and their reversal or collapse,
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as in the ship’s scene-of-subjection114 escutcheon (analyzed in the next chapter) with the two
masked figures that emphasizes their artificiality and interchangeability of position.
In the Confidence-Man, Melville has one of the possible confidence men, or the
confidence man in his “cosmopolitan” incarnation, remark: “irony is so unjust; never could abide
irony; something Satanic about irony. God defend me from Irony, and Satire, his bosom friend”
(136). The grand irony, though, is that these remarks about irony come from the mouth of the
trickster figure par excellence. (And the last place we are told the steamboat is docked before the
cosmopolitan’s exchange is at a “grotesquely-shaped bluff”—another pun—called the Devil’s
Joke [128, emphasis added].) For its cunning and cleverness and slightly wicked associations,
irony is sometimes seen as a diabolical device. But, as will become important in the third chapter
in considering Babo’s relation to irony, though Melville’s devilish trickster figure professed to
detest irony, Melville’s Christ was ironic—or, at least, Melville was willing to attribute the use
of irony to Christ. In his copy of the New Testament and Psalms, Melville penciled “This is
ironical” next to Jesus’s words to his disciples: “Sleep on now, and take your rest:”—which he
underlined—“behold, the hour is at hand, and the Son of man is betrayed into the hands of
sinners”—all of which he scored, placing a line in the margin (Matthew 26:45b).115 So for
Melville, the use of ironic speech was, far from being intrinsically devilish, not incompatible
with a Christ figure.
To take now the second point about irony, building on the first sense of a private
inversion of meaning, irony as a trope depends on the literary technique discussed in the first
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In Saidiya Hartman’s phrase
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Bible. The New Testament of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ: Translated out of the Original Greek; and . . .
The Book of Psalms, Translated out of the Original Hebrew. (New York: American Bible Society, 1844.) Houghton
Library, *AC85.M4977.Zz844b. Accessed via http://melvillesmarginalia.org, 4 June 2022.
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chapter, point of view, in that it relies on disparities of knowledge or insight to produce its effect
(Scholes et al. 240116). In his monograph on satire, David Worcester explains that “The
distinction between the world of uninitiate, common souls and the select few who share some
special knowledge underlies every form of irony” (111). Irony’s contrast between appearance
and reality sorts those who encounter it into those who detect the discrepancy and those who do
not. This division between knowing ingroup and oblivious outgroup might be seen most clearly
with dramatic irony, which names an effect by which the audience (or reader, though as the name
of the term suggests, it was developed in the context of the stage) has a superior vantage point
regarding the fate of the protagonists or characters, who cannot see their fate coming.
As Abrams and Harpham define it, structural irony in contrast to the occasional verbal
irony is a “structural feature that serves to sustain a duplex meaning and evaluation throughout
the work” (185). Indeed, as I will argue in the next chapter, Melville wields his irony so
ferociously that it can create and sustain not a duplex meaning but a triple meaning (or more),117
tied to the different available perspectives (if the reader can see them). The way a work typically
accomplishes this structural duplication (or multiplication) of meanings, according to Abrams
and Harpham, is through “the invention of a naive hero, or else a naive narrator or spokesman,
whose invincible simplicity or obtuseness leads him to persist in putting an interpretation on
affairs which the knowing reader—who penetrates to, and shares, the implied point of view of
the authorial presence behind the naive persona—just as persistently is called on to alter and
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In its connection with point of view, Scholes argues irony may be a fundamental aspect of storytelling itself: “the
quality of irony is built into the narrative form” (240); “Our pleasure in narrative literature itself, then, can be seen
as a function of disparity of viewpoint or irony” (241). He reiterates: “Irony is always the result of disparity of
understanding. In any situation in which one person knows or perceives more—or less—than another, irony must be
either actually or potentially present”; “the control of irony is a principal function of point of view” (241).
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Sometimes leading to what I call a re-coincidence of the literal.
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correct” (185). In Benito Cereno, we certainly have a naïve persona as the focalizing character,
as the previous chapter addressed—though Melville recognized rather than invented this persona
and accentuated this naivete in his retelling. The naïve focalizer arrangement means that the
reader must be able to see over the head of the character, so to speak, to appreciate the delicious,
multi-layered irony thickly surrounding Cereno. And the naïve (or first-time) reader may not be
able to grasp the full range of the irony directed at Cereno, or see the events from Cereno’s
perspective. For that, the story demands another reading; the same tableaux will look entirely
opposite, like the negative image of a photo, the second time.
To take one example, when Delano sees a “black boy” and strike a “white boy” over the
head with a knife, “inflicting a gash from which blood flowed” (59),118 and also sees that Cereno
does not punish the Black, Delano tells Cereno:
“Had such a thing happened on board the Bachelor's Delight, instant punishment
would have followed.”
At these words the Spaniard turned upon the American one of his sudden, staring,
half-lunatic looks; then, relapsing into his torpor, answered, “Doubtless, doubtless,
Señor.”
Is it, thought Captain Delano, that this hapless man is one of those paper captains
I've known, who by policy wink at what by power they cannot put down? I know no
sadder sight than a commander who has little of command but the name. (59)
This statement is ironic because it is true, but not in the way Delano thinks it is. Delano once
again verges on truth, but his statement means the opposite of what he thinks it means. Cereno
cannot hear Delano’s unexpressed thoughts, but the re-reader will know that all Cereno has of
command is the name. This unexpressed thought does not hurt Cereno in the way some of
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Cf. the episode from Delano’s memoir: “One of them [the Black boys] gave a stroke with a knife on the head of
one of the Spanish boys, which penetrated to the bone, in a cut four inches in length. I saw this and inquired what it
meant. The captain replied, that it was merely the sport of the boys….I told him it appeared to me to be rather
serious sport, as the wound had caused the boy to lose about a quart of blood” (323). Here Delano reproduces and
exposes his own naivete in the retelling—in some places, Delano’s account is very close, even almost verbatim, to
the account Melville reproduces in his fiction.
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Delano’s other unknowingly right-for-the-wrong-reasons observations he does express aloud do.
But Cereno registers the irony, signaled by his wide-eyed “half-lunatic” look—or, the text tells
us, “one” of them, suggesting just how frequently these ironic misprisions between Cereno and
Delano occur. Cereno tries to bore a shared understanding into Delano’s head with his eyes (as
in, “that would have been the case here, too, but for--”), but Cereno realizes the futility, and
mutters a true statement that he knows Delano will take in an entirely different way from the way
Cereno wishes he would take it. And that is precisely what happens.
As Delano’s thoughts reveal, Delano does not read the incident as one that reveals the
true state of affairs, as he might have done, especially from a situation that raised up enough
warning flags to cause him such “amazement” (59) that he “inquired what this meant” (59). But
Delano does not realize Cereno has lost his control of the ship; merely that he is not exercising
his control well. And so his response is to proffer advice, the rather obvious advice of keeping
sailors (or in this case, he particularly singles out “the blacks”) occupied to keep them out of
trouble.119 To Cereno, who has the double vision that allows him to see this episode from both
his own perspective and Delano’s, this advice would sting. In fact, the hatchet polishers and the
oakum-pickers appear to be engaged in just the kind of busy-work Delano recommends, which
Delano notices approvingly and points out to Cereno. But of course, these are not figures
engaged in pointless menial tasks at all, but Babo’s strategically-placed weapon distributors and
lookouts. Cereno’s double perspective allows him to register this irony, too. The text even
presents it in precisely such terms: Cereno responds to Delano’s question of whether Cereno
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In Delano’s memoir, he recounts another use for meaningless toil: “I once kept a crew on my quarter-deck
thrumming mats for my cabin, when, for three days, I had given up my ship—mats, men, and all—for a speedy loss”
(59-60). In line with his disposition of presumption, here Delano’s response to danger is to pretend he is still in
control, to act as though he were still in control and ignore the suggestion that he is not. That the mats were for him,
his cabin, also demonstrates the self-focus presumption (and despair) rather than hope often display.
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assigned all these figures to their designated positions “in an acrid tone, as if resenting some
supposed satiric reflection” (60). Delano can see that Cereno takes it amiss, even if he cannot
understand why.
Mere moments later, another of Delano’s “innocent” remarks causes Cereno pain, a very
visceral, physical pain, when the subject of the Alexandro Aranda, Cereno’s deceased friend,
arises.120 Cereno manifests strong grief at the mere mention of his name: “his air was heartbroken; he knees shook: his servant supported him” (60). And then Delano takes a crack at the
interpretation of such sorrow, overconfident (“Thinking he divined the cause of such unusual
emotion,” 60) and self-referential as usual:
"Pardon me," said Captain Delano, lowly, "but I think that, by a sympathetic experience,
I conjecture, Don Benito, what it is that gives the keener edge to your grief. It was once
my hard fortune to lose, at sea, a dear friend, my own brother, then supercargo. Assured
of the welfare of his spirit, its departure I could have borne like a man; but that honest
eye, that honest hand—both of which had so often met mine—and that warm heart; all,
all—like scraps to the dogs—to throw all to the sharks! It was then I vowed never to have
for fellow-voyager a man I loved, unless, unbeknown to him, I had provided every
requisite, in case of a fatality, for embalming his mortal part for interment on shore. Were
your friend's remains now on board this ship, Don Benito, not thus strangely would the
mention of his name affect you." (61)
The irony is that his remains are on board the ship; that is why Cereno is so affected. The reader
later learns what Cereno already knows, which is that Babo replaced the original figurehead of
the ship, which was of Christopher Columbus, with Aranda’s skeleton, stripped clean. (The
implication may be that the slave trade has followed from the exploitation and colonization that
resulted from the European exploration and “discovery” of the New World; one form of
exploitation and domination crisscrossing and preparing the way for another.) The text hints at
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Even the context in which it arises is laden with irony: Delano asks Cereno, “You are part owner of ship and
cargo, I presume; but none of the slaves, perhaps?" (60) His reply: “ ‘I am owner of all you see,’ impatiently
returned Don Benito, ‘except the main company of blacks, who belonged to my late friend, Alexandro Aranda’”
(60).
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cannibalism, that the bones of Aranda may have been cannibalistically prepared.121 If so, no
wonder Delano’s “scraps to the dogs”/ “throw all to the sharks!” comments induce special
horror. And they do. Witness Cereno’s response: “ ‘On board this ship?’ echoed the Spaniard.
Then, with horrified gestures, as directed against some spectre, he unconsciously fell into the
ready arms of his attendant [Babo]” (61). Later, Aranda’s remains are transferred to a vault at St.
Bartholomew’s church, named after the martyr who was flayed alive, which is what literally
happened to Aranda to reveal his bones. And it is the same treatment the text figuratively applies
to Cereno, in another doubling or pairing: “He is like one flayed alive, thought Captain Delano;
where may one touch him without causing a shrink?” (93).
What prompts this musing is another one of Delano’s unintentional ironies afflicting
Cereno. Delano is about to seize a much-desired opportunity to speak with Cereno alone when he
sees Babo and Atufal advancing from opposite directions:
“Confound the faithful fellow [Babo],” thought Captain Delano; “what a
vexatious coincidence.”
Possibly, the vexation might have been something different, were it not for the
brisk confidence inspired by the breeze. But even as it was, he felt a slight twinge, from a
sudden indefinite association in his mind of Babo with Atufal.
“Don Benito,” said he, “I give you joy; the breeze will hold, and will increase. By
the way, your tall man and time-piece, Atufal, stands without. By your order, of course?”
Note the way the narrator hints at, again in hypothetical or subjunctive mood, the insufficiency
of Delano’s assessment—of course, it is not a coincidence at all that Babo intervenes to prevent a
private conference between the two captains, with Atufal guarding the door. Cereno’s response:
“Don Benito recoiled, as if at some bland satirical touch, delivered with such adroit garnish of
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This suggestion is abundantly documented in the critical literature and may have first come from Geoffrey
Sanborn. Wendy Stallard Flory’s “Aranda’s Skeletonizing in ‘Benito Cereno’” is one of the most detailed treatments
to date.

151

apparent good breeding as to present no handle for retort” (93). The innocent remarks of the man
“incapable of satire or irony” (63) keep landing as satire or irony on Cereno.
The narrator here compares Delano’s questioning to those kinds of disguised insults
delivered with the “adroit garnish of apparent good breeding” that deprive their mark of the
chance to respond, rendering them defenseless by “present[ing] no handle for retort.” These are
the hidden daggers thrust in with a smile, in a way that coopts the victim into the game, forcing
to smile, too, and pretend not to be in pain. This forced pretense is part of the hidden cruelty that
multiplies the pain. However, although Delano’s treatment of Cereno might superficially
resemble this type of cruelty—a perfectly aimed shot delivered from a perch of plausibly
maintained innocence, so that Cereno would seem the guilty party if he took it amiss—this
intentional cruelty is not what Delano is trying for (though the narrator takes the trouble to point
out Delano could not do a better job rubbing it in if he tried). Delano truly does not know what
he is doing to Cereno; he thinks he is being helpful, and then feels put-upon and unappreciated
with Cereno’s lackluster response.
Babo is the one who has engineered the whole setup in this encounter between the
American and Spanish captains, and as we will see in the next chapter, Babo is keenly aware and
approving of the electric shock of irony Delano and Cereno’s interactions produce. It is as
though Babo has tied knives or hatchets to Delano’s wrists, forcing him to brandish them against
his own will, intent—and even knowledge. In other words, between Cereno and Delano Babo
arranges the psychological equivalent of the fate of one of the Spanish ranking members of the
San Dominick’s crew. We learn from the deposition
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that Don Joaquin122 was killed owing to another mistake of the Americans, but one
impossible to be avoided, as upon the approach of the boats, Don Joaquin, with a hatchet
tied edge out and upright to his hand, was made by the negroes to appear on the
bulwarks; whereupon, seen with arms in his hands and in a questionable attitude, he was
shot for a renegade seaman; (113)
Just so, Babo sets it up so that the American captain attacks the captain he came to help, in the
very process of his attempt, and cannot recognize that he is doing it.
The irony of Delano’s statements is a constant irritant to Cereno, and it does act as a kind
of flaying alive, a systematic, slow stripping away in nearly every interaction. Examples are too
numerous to cite because they occur nearly every time Delano opens his mouth or the narrator
reports his interior monologue. The unwitting truth of Delano’s remarks is like an arrow that flies
right to the target. Imagine hearing the following lines from Cereno’s perspective: “‘Faithful
fellow!’ cried Capt. Delano. ‘Don Benito, I envy you such a friend; slave I cannot call him’” (57,
emphasis added). Or: “ ‘This is an uncommonly intelligent fellow of yours, Don Benito,’
whispered Captain Delano across the table” (90). To the latter Cereno truthfully replies, “You
say true, Señor” (90).
Like Babo’s constant attendance and observation, irony superintends and marks every
attempt at communication. What prompts Delano’s remark about Babo’s uncommon intelligence
is Babo’s positioning himself near Delano, facing Cereno, instead of presumably the more usual
practice of standing behind Cereno in order to wait on him. The non-naïve reader can see that
Babo positions himself behind Delano, instead, so that he has Cereno in full view in case the
latter attempts to signal Delano. But Delano’s interpretive frame is so governed by the
association between Blackness and servitude that he cannot see outside it even though there are
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Don Joaquin is an important figure not often discussed, but he appears at several key moments in the text (the
hand in the tar pot and the sparkling jewel in the silk-trimmed undershirt) that highlight the interpretive problems
that plague Delano, particularly his misguided literal readings.
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“extraordinary and repeated” (47) signals that should cause him to suspect the link. So instead of
loosening his interpretation from the procrustean bed of his racism, in an attitude of openness
and vulnerability, he packs the data in more tightly from a position of control and safety, which
are the psychic attitudes that govern his disposition to presumption. Rather than allow his
observations to threaten his meticulously constructed and protected worldview, Delano quickly
reinterprets Babo’s unusual behavior merely as extraordinary skill—skill in servitude, just as he
was expecting. He thinks Babo watches from that unorthodox vantage, not to surveil his master
for his own (inconceivable) ends, but to be that much more attentive.
Delano is able to think like this because he has a full repertoire of self-contradictory
racist beliefs at his disposal, a mind stored with concepts, as James described impacting the
process of perception we considered in the previous chapter. Delano has these racist beliefs
ready-to-hand for any threatening occasion, e.g, “Most negroes are natural valets” (83). When he
looks at Babo with Cereno, he sees “that affectionate zeal which transmutes into something filial
or fraternal acts in themselves but menial; and which has gained for the negro the repute of
making the most pleasing body servant in the world” (52). In arguably the peak of terror on the
ship, the shaving scene we will come to in a moment, Delano sees “a certain easy cheerfulness,
harmonious in every glance and gesture; as though God had set the whole negro to some pleasant
tune” (83). And he sees “the docility arising from the unaspiring contentment of a limited mind
and that susceptibility of blind attachment sometimes inhering in indisputable inferiors” (84).
That just several moments later he is cooing over Babo’s uncommon intelligence presents a
contradiction Delano will not allow to surface.
As we saw in the previous chapter, Delano presses his impressions ever more tightly into
that frame when the sense data show signs of not fitting. In this particular case, watch how he
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reinterprets the scene of Babo in order for it to match the perception he desires to have: “The
negro placed a rug under Don Benito's feet, and a cushion behind his back, and then stood
behind, not his master's chair, but Captain Delano's. At first, this a little surprised the latter. But
it was soon evident that, in taking his position, the black was still true to his master; since by
facing him he could the more readily anticipate his slightest want” (90). This is what Delano
means when he comments on Babo’s “uncommon” intelligence. It is not what Cereno means
when he agrees.
In replying “You say true, Señor,” Cereno endorses the truth of Delano’s statement that
Delano himself cannot or will not realize. Insofar as the same sentence signifies one thing to
Cereno but quite another—or its opposite—to Delano, irony has bitten deeply into their every
attempt at communication. There are no conditions in place that allow for the possibility of their
communication outside of the ironic situation that Babo, with his superior epistemic perspective,
has set the parameters for. Thus Cereno is hamstrung in his attempts to communicate, not only
by Babo’s constant observation and potential exercise of force, but by the American’s
obtuseness. That there is such an unbridgeable gulf in communication, which persists even after
Babo is removed, we will see in their conversation at the end, appended to the tale after the
deposition documents like a coda. Their final reported conversation reveals their differential in
perspective to be irremediable, not momentary or circumstantial.

Symbolic and Embodied Irony
On top of the verbal irony that plagues Cereno’s communication, Babo devises physical
symbols of irony that attach to Cereno—not merely figuratively, but literally. The three
examples we will examine below each come into contact with Cereno’s body. They all
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physically attach to his person in intimate ways, whether suspended from his neck or covering
his body. These three objects that become sites of irony on Cereno’s body, that Babo applies, are
the scabbard, the flag, and the key.
In his aristocratic clothing that “had not willingly been put on” (116) Cereno must display
all the symbols of power, vacated of their power. His fine garments and elaborate dress that Babo
takes such care to arrange would themselves disguise Cereno’s newly lowly position, but the
narrator draws particular attention to one component of his costume: “that silver-mounted sword,
apparent symbol of despotic command, was not, indeed, a sword, but the ghost of one. The
scabbard, artificially stiffened, was empty” (116).123 Criticism on these lines commonly observes
the sexual connotations of the “artificially stiffened” scabbard and focuses the analysis on
Cereno’s emasculation.124 I want to argue, without losing this insight, that part of what torments,
or haunts (as the passage itself suggests with the term “ghost”), Cereno is the experience of
negation itself: he is forced to embody a self-negation, become a literal bearer of irony, not an
incarnational but excarnational symbol, like Aranda’s bones—and from this he never recovers.
He persists in his self-negation—a symptom of despair—long after the external pressure to do so
is removed.
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The horror factor here is high: “there was a certain precision in his attire, curiously at varience with the unsightly
disorder around” (57).
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There is an implication of sexual violence, however, not only in the wording of this passage (“not willingly put
on”) but in the sentences that introduce the lines about the clothing and scabbard in the first place: “But if the
Spaniard's melancholy sometimes ended in muteness upon topics like the above, there were others upon which he
never spoke at all; on which, indeed, all his old reserves were piled. Pass over the worst, and, only to elucidate let an
item or two of these be cited” (116). Compare this phrasing with that applied to the character Hunilla in The
Encantadas. There the narrator will not report the incidents she suffered at the hands of sailors: “The half shall here
remain untold. Those two unnamed events which befell Hunilla on this isle, let them abide between her and her God.
In nature as in law, it may be libelous to speak some truths” (158). Critics frequently index this statement to sexual
violence; Benito Cereno’s narrator’s “Pass over the worst” may be not disclosing something similar with regard to
Cereno.
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A reference to the sword first appears in the narrator’s earliest description of Cereno’s
clothing. In this scene Cereno does not appear alone but is again immediately juxtaposed with, or
even conjoined with Babo. As Delano the focalizer sees “master and man,” “the black upholding
the white,” 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” (57). These are
loaded terms, confidence and fidelity, and Melville would go on to exploit them to their full
potential in The Confidence-Man, set on board the Fidèle. As they appear here they are no less
vicious, if more discreet. The reference to the sword comes in a catalog of items depicting the
“contrast in dress” between Cereno and Babo “denoting their relative positions” (57)—which, of
course, are reversed, unbeknownst to their perceiver. The narrator relates that “a slender sword,
silver mounted, hung from a knot in [Cereno’s] sash—the last being an almost invariable
adjunct, more for utility than ornament, of a South American gentleman's dress to this hour”
(57).
From this description we learn, firstly, that the sword is a marker of class, signaling
Cereno’s hidalgo status. Cereno is a bona fide aristocrat, we discover from the reputation of his
prominent family. Later in free indirect style we overhear Delano compare him to a “Castilian
Rothschild”: “Benito Cereno—Don Benito Cereno—a sounding name. One, too, at that period,
not unknown, in the surname, to super-cargoes and sea captains trading along the Spanish Main,
as belonging to one of the most enterprising and extensive mercantile families in all those
provinces; several members of it having titles; a sort of Castilian Rothschild, with a noble
brother, or cousin, in every great trading town of South America” (64). So this sword would
indicate his class membership, his lineage in which is bound up his identity. It is a de rigueur
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piece of the ensemble (“an almost invariable adjunct”) that would denote his class membership
and signify his status as a South American gentleman.
Secondly, notice the way the text—visible on second reading, at least—rubs in the fact
that this sword serves no merely vestigial, decorative purpose but is specifically prized for its
use: “more for utility than ornament.” So Cereno is not merely missing some token or trappings
of his social position; he is missing something practical and necessary. This useful item was
supposed to be always within his grasp, ready to hand. From his standpoint at the time of the
narrator’s description, what Cereno would give to be in possession of a sword! But instead he
has only the constant reminder of its lack hanging from his waist, the taunt of its absence. There
could not be a more total contrast between appearance and reality. In Cereno is made to wear a
literal symbol of ironic reversal: emptiness where there appears to be fullness, a sign not of
presence but absence, only a hollow negation.
The next symbolic irony we will consider occurs in one of the most terrifying scenes in
the tale, saturated with the affect of anxiety. This is the shaving scene, which Babo initiates at the
moment Cereno slips in his cover story. The slip happens as Delano attempts to reconstruct the
timeline of Cereno’s disastrous voyage, and Cereno responds:
“Cape Horn?—who spoke of Cape Horn?"
“Yourself did, when giving me an account of your voyage," answered Captain
Delano, with almost equal astonishment” (81)
If Delano kept pressing on this contradiction, he would discover that Cereno’s story is as tangled
as the knot the sailor tossed Delano several pages earlier, the knot Delano cannot unravel even
though he can name all its components: “the knot seemed a combination of double-bowline-knot,
treble-crown-knot, back-handed-well-knot, knot-in-and-out-knot, and jamming-knot” (82).
Delano can recognize and identify the parts correctly, but he cannot make sense of the whole. He
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cannot see the purpose behind their combination—just the same position he is in with regard to
his perception of events on board the ship. When he, “puzzled to comprehend the meaning of
such a knot,” asks “what is it for?” (76), he receives the reply: “For some one else to undo” (76).
And then he receives the knot itself; it is for him.
Like Ahab’s “strike through the mask!” in Moby-Dick (164), Delano is urged, “Undo it,
cut it, quick,” in the first English Delano hears on the ship. The narrator draws our attention to
the fact it is in Delano’s own tongue. Some critics have speculated about what object might have
been secreted in the knot, but notice the way the narrator primes us to see the English as
smuggled in between the Spanish: “It was said lowly, but with such condensation of rapidity,
that the long, slow words in Spanish, which had preceded and followed, almost operated as
covers to the brief English between” (76). On my reading the message, then, is what is smuggled
“in” the knot. (And the knot associated with the message bears its own meaning, examined
shortly.)
Support for this reading comes from the fact that Babo burrows into the knot “like a
detective Custom House officer after smuggled laces” (76) but does not find anything. So the
knot smuggles the message, which Delano receives with the knot. But for him really to receive
the message, to realize its meaning or significance, he must pass from the literal to symbolic,
which he cannot. The narrator, on the other hand, persistently connects the knot with Delano’s
(mis)perception of events, the tangled mass of thoughts and suspicions concerning the real state
of affairs on board Delano unsuccessfully revolves in his mind when he is alone. Before the knot
is thrown, the narrator describes Delano watching the knotter, “his mind, by a not uncongenial
transition, passing from its own entanglements to those of the hemp” (76). And after: “For a
moment, knot in hand, and knot in head, Captain Delano stood mute” (76). Though the narrator
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explicitly makes the connection between the two tangles of confusion, suggesting a one-to-one
literal correspondence, Delano cannot make the connection between his own confused perception
of events and the secret whispered warning, in his own language, passed to him with the knot.
However, as Delano attempts to untangle or straighten out Cereno’s story of the ship’s
journey, as we saw above, he suddenly catches hold of a thread, which, if pulled, would undo the
whole intricate edifice. And Babo knows it. In brilliant improvisation, Babo pretends that Cereno
has instructed him to stop and interrupt whatever he is doing at a particular time during the day
set aside for the shaving ritual. So when Delano is on the cusp of discovering a damning
contradiction in Cereno’s story, Babo sends Cereno to the barber’s chair. Thus Babo interrupts
the line of questioning that would jeopardize his project and changes the scene, encouraging
Delano’s questioning to continue, as he knows it must, in a setting where he will be able to hold
a knife up to Cereno’s throat as he responds.
On the religious significance of the setting, as it bears on Delano’s racism, xenophobia,
and piety, Jenny Franchot writes
The cleansed and orderly procedures of Anglo-American subjectivity thus appraise with
dismay the mingled items of Don Benito’s cuddy, whose indiscriminate Catholic clutter
contains both an actual and a metaphorical Catholicism. Delano notices a ‘thumbed
missal’ and a ‘meager crucifix’ and then proceeds to metaphorize other items in the
cuddy into his own ideological edifice of Romanism: thus the rigging lies ‘like a heap of
poor friar’s girdles’; the malacca cane settees are ‘uncomfortable to look at as inquisitors’
racks’ (82); and the barber chair ‘seemed some grotesque, middle-age engine of torment’
and the sink ‘like a font’ (83). (176)
She comments:
This rush of remembered artifacts dismembers Catholicism into an assemblage of books,
clothing, and furniture that chaotically invokes the Franciscan order, the Inquisition, the
sacrament of baptism, the Catholic liturgy….As this paraphernalia prophesies the
collapse of an antiquated Spanish imperial power before a modern Anglo-American one
(whose interiors are well organized in their domestic rather than ecclesiastical piety), so
the genre of Catholic captivity slips into Delano’s subconscious, inhabiting the
subordinated regions of fleeting intuition, suspended revelation, and haunting
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resemblance. Part of the tale’s ideological subtlety is its simultaneous use of Delano’s
anti-Catholicism to voice his provincial view of New World politics and race and the rise
and subsidence of the narrative’s truth. (176)
Delano’s racism, anti-Catholicism and xenophobia125 here, and as we saw in the first chapter,
provide the tools he needs in this situation to construct an alternate explanation in order to avoid
recognizing the truth.
The flag enters the scene in this way: “Among other things, Delano was amused with an
odd instance of the African love of bright colors and fine shows, in the black's informally taking
from the flag-locker a great piece of bunting of all hues, and lavishly tucking it under his
master's chin for an apron” (84). The interpretation precedes or is simultaneous with the event
and is fully formed of racist misinformation. What seems “an odd instance of the African love of
bright colors” will turn out to be an ironic exploitation, symbolic sacrilege and desecration of the
Spanish flag. Melville exploited the symbolic potential of flags in connection with irony again
when discussing the Nore Mutiny in Billy Budd:
the blue-jackets, to be numbered by thousands, ran up with huzzas the British
colors with the union and cross wiped out; by that cancellation transmuting the flag of
founded law and freedom defined, into the enemy’s red meteor of unbridled and
unbounded revolt.
The event converted into irony for a time those spirited strains of Dibdin…strains
celebrating, among other things, the patriotic devotion of the British tar:—
“And as for my life, t’is the King’s!” (12)
By raising a flag altered to resemble enemy France, then undergoing the Revolution, the British
sailors convert what is supposed to be a sign of patriotism into its opposite, a sign of rebellion.
Melville links this practice of inversion to irony with the reference to the line, “as for my life, t’is
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For instance, Delano often chalks Cereno’s odd behavior up to his nationality, and this case is no different: “The
mode of shaving among the Spaniards is a little different from what it is with other nations” (84)—except we receive
that statement in the narrator’s authoritative voice. The description credited to Delano’s own perception is that he
thought it “another strange instance of his host's capriciousness, this being shaved with such uncommon punctuality
in the middle of the day” (82).
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the King’s!” The narrator presents this statement as ironic because he implies the mutiny resulted
from the British navy’s policy of impressment, by which sailors, like Billy, could suffer
“arbitrary enlistment” (11) into the Royal Navy due to its wartime shortage of sailors. Thus the
line supposed to express a patriotic willingness to devote oneself to King and country instead
ironically expresses the resentment of forcible enlistment.
Babo’s use of the flag generates a more private irony, shared only by him and Cereno, its
victim. Delano’s racism screens it from his perception. In a delayed identification, Delano at first
does not even register the object taken from the flag-locker as a flag; it is just a “great piece of
bunting” that he presumes Babo selects for its colorfulness. Soon, however, it becomes apparent,
even to Delano:
the agitation of the Spaniard had a little loosened the bunting from around him, so
that one broadfold swept curtain-like over the chair-arm to the floor….
"The castle and the lion," exclaimed Captain Delano—"why, Don Benito, this is
the flag of Spain you use here. It's well it's only I, and not the King, that sees this," he
added, with a smile, "but"—turning towards the black—"it's all one, I suppose, so the
colors be gay;" which playful remark did not fail somewhat to tickle the negro. (85)
Delano’s comment that it is a good thing the king is not there to witness the flag profaned in such
a manner shows that he has registered this act for the sign of disrespect it is (to put it mildly). It
should be all the more shocking, however, because there was a place Delano was supposed to see
this flag, and from which it was conspicuously absent. Recall from the opening: “To Captain
Delano’s surprise, the stranger, viewed through the glass, showed no colors; though to do so
upon entering a haven, however uninhabited in its shores, where but a single other ship might be
lying, was the custom among peaceful seamen of all nations” (46-7). Here, around Cereno’s
neck, is the flag that should have been flying to identify the ship in port. Thus when the “colors”
finally do make their appearance in the story, it is not as suspended from the mast where Delano
expected them to be, but from Cereno’s neck—as a common rag, a barber’s cloth to catch the
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flecks of foam and bits of hair. Babo’s “dusky comment of silence” (87), then, may be what he
enacts here ironically: this is what your Spanish flag is good for.
From Cereno’s perspective this usage represents a total indignity, perhaps heightened by
the fact it is inflicted in the presence of someone apparently utterly insensible to it but who
should know better. Delano surely makes it worse when he quickly abandons his surprise and
seizes this chance to demonstrate his in-group “knowledge” of African aesthetic preferences (the
same “fact” the narrator has laid down for the reader in free indirect style earlier) and “share” a
smile with Babo, who is “tickle[d]” by Delano’s remark for an entirely different reason—which
Cereno understands, with horror, though he is paralyzed and can do nothing about it. He is the
victim of an irony Delano cannot see but that Babo wields against him as effectively as any
weapon, as effectively as the knife that scrapes against his throat and draws his blood (86). It all
occurs right under Delano’s nose, but Cereno does not miss a moment of the torture.
There is much more to say about the scene’s wild vacillation in tone that careens between
Gothic terror and comic whimsy, which only heightens the suspense and anxiety of the scene—at
least for the reader who can perceive the comic as a discordant genre for what is occurring. In
indirect discourse the narrator even refers to the flag as Don Benito’s “harlequin ensign” (87) as
Delano strives yet again to dispel the uneasy suspicions that arise as he witnesses this
barbering126—harlequin, of course, being the colorful traditional costume of the fool, named for
its association with the comic stock character. Look how the scene finishes: “All being over at
last, the standard of Spain removed, tumbled up, and tossed back into the flag-locker” (!)—there
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In fact, right before the bunting unfurls Delano has, and quells, another of his dark—and correct—visitations of
suspicion: “Altogether the scene was somewhat peculiar, at least to Captain Delano, nor, as he saw the two thus
postured, could he resist the vagary, that in the black he saw a headsman, and in the white a man at the block. But
this was one of those antic conceits, appearing and vanishing in a breath, from which, perhaps, the best regulated
mind is not always free” (85).
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is a real comic effect here for the reader who can perceive the absurdity of Delano’s
incompetence as a perceiver, but then the sudden whiplash of horror returns just as quickly—
“the negro's warm breath blowing away any stray hair, which might have lodged down his
master's neck” (87). Thus scene ends with the chilling image of Babo literally breathing down
Cereno’s neck, or perhaps it ends with Cereno’s off-stage retribution (88), although we do not
see Cereno strike Babo, only the gash on Babo’s cheek, which many critics have assumed may
be a self-inflicted wound for plausibility and dramatic effect.
Now we turn to the final symbol of ironic inversion to address, the lock and key. This
scene occurs earlier than the shaving scene but is similarly announced with the marking of time:
“At this moment, with a dreary grave-yard toll, betokening a flaw,127 the ship's forecastle bell,
smote by one of the grizzled oakum-pickers, proclaimed ten o'clock, through the leaden calm”
(61). This bell heralds Atufal’s approach, the figure of a “gigantic black” (61) in chains: “An iron
collar was about his neck, from which depended a chain, thrice wound round his body; the
terminating links padlocked together at a broad band of iron, his girdle” (61). After Delano has
again asked the meaning of this scene (62), Babo explains:
“The slave there carries the padlock, but master here carries the key.”
His attention thus directed, Captain Delano now noticed for the first, that,
suspended by a slender silken cord, from Don Benito's neck, hung a key. (63)
In a text where doubling is common, and the doubles proliferate and rotate, here is
another pair of opposites bound together in a structure of ironic reversal: Atufal’s padlock and
Cereno’s key. Again the reality is the opposite of appearances, because, as the reader will come
to find out in Cereno’s deposition, Atufal’s chains are merely a “device”: Cereno states “that,
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Could refer to the Liberty Bell, which Melville also referenced in the “Bell Tower,” the tale preceding Benito
Cereno—Carolyn Karcher argues these pieces should be read as diptych. The link of the Liberty Bell with abolition
would make the reference all the more ironic, and also symbolic of the nation with the fatal flaw cleaving it apart.
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among other devices, was the device of presenting Atufal, his right hand man, as chained, though
in a moment the chains could be dropped” (109). So the padlock on the ponderous chains is in
reality much less confining than the key on the slender thread: the balance of power is entirely
the opposite of what it seems. Cereno again is trapped, subject to Atufal’s approach, ostensibly at
his own command, every two hours to enact a highly ritualized scene. At Babo’s prompting,
Cereno reluctantly plays his part:
Thus reminded, Don Benito, nervously averting his glance, as if shunning, by
anticipation, some rebellious response, in a disconcerted voice, thus spoke:—
"Atufal, will you ask my pardon, now?"
The black was silent.
Babo urges Cereno “again,” and Cereno again reluctantly complies:
"Answer," said Don Benito, still averting his glance, "say but the one
word, pardon, and your chains shall be off."
Upon this, the black, slowly raising both arms, let them lifelessly fall, his links
clanking, his head bowed; as much as to say, "no, I am content."
"Go," said Don Benito, with inkept and unknown emotion.
It is of paramount significance that this highly ritualized scene is a forgiveness scene; or
rather, that what is dramatized is the refusal to ask forgiveness. It is important because the next
time these symbols appear in the story is not with the reappearance of Atufal, as one might
expect, but with the narrator, in the transition between the deposition and the final reported
conversation between Cereno and Delano. There the narrator writes: “If the Deposition have
served as the key to fit into the lock of the complications which precede it, then, as a vault whose
door has been flung back, the San Dominick's hull lies open to-day” (114). Joyce Sparer Adler
has observed that the first word after the deposition is “if,” (29) which she argues serves to call
its point of view into question; however, the use of the key/lock symbology is even more
destabilizing than the conditional “if” because, as Jean Fagan Yellin has observed, “keys and
locks, when presented earlier in the narrative, proved false symbols” (223). I would go further
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and say they are not only false, but that they operate on the logic of reversal, or the structure of
irony that this chapter has explored in connection with Cereno.
We can understand better what a logic of reversal might mean with regard to the
deposition if we think through the other concepts that these symbols are associated with: the
refusal to ask forgiveness and silence. If we follow the analogy with the earlier scene, just as
Cereno there held a “key” that was non-functional, that did not truly confer the power unlock
Atufal’s chains but rather signified his own imprisonment, so, the narrator implies, the “key” of
his testimony might not function, either, to unlock to the significance of the events on board the
ship that day. There might need to be a reversal of perspective, it hints.
Beyond pointing toward this general destabilization of Cereno’s testimony, the lock/key
pair reversal considered in the context of the earlier scene also raises specific questions. First and
most importantly: who ought to be asking forgiveness of whom? The pattern of reversal strongly
suggests that the first arrangement, the Black asking the forgiveness of the white, is not the
arrangement that should stand. The white, rather, should ask the forgiveness of the Black—for
putting him in literal, not symbolic chains. For slavery. But in the scene, there is dramatized the
refusal to ask forgiveness, which, indeed, is the role assumed by Cereno and all of the whites in
this story. In the structure of reversal and irony, it is the whites who play the part of the refusal to
ask for pardon for the sin of slavery. And this refusal is an accurate description the whites’
behavior, in Melville’s time as well as our own.
Second, there is the issue of the silence, and the question of its ever-expanding
significance. If the deposition is Cereno’s “key,” its paired contrastive term is padlocked silence.
And that is exactly what we find in the story. After the deposition, we have Babo’s famous
silence. Many critics note that the structure of the tale calls attention to this missing third
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perspective on events: Babo’s.128 And it does. For example, Yellin again writes, “The peculiar
structure of ‘Benito Cereno’ articulates this deliberate omission….We strike through the
confusion of the American’s conflicting perceptions [the first and longest section of the tale, in
which Delano is the focalizer] to encounter only one side of a legal argument [the deposition]”
(223). But the structure is not the only feature of the tale that draws attention to the silence. The
silence’s connection with the lock/key ironic symbol makes it all the more powerful. It suggests
a resistance to and silent condemnation of Cereno’s “official” version of events—Cereno, who
does not ask forgiveness, but instead tells a self-justifying narrative in which he is the innocent
victim. But if this “key” is defunct, where is the testimony of Cereno’s counterpart, the lockbearer, who might actually, the image implies, possess the power of unlocking the significance
of events? There is only silence: Babo’s “aspect seemed to say,129 since I cannot do deeds, I will
not speak words” (116).
There are a number of indications that Atufal’s silence ought to be read together with
Babo’s silence at the end of the story (which we will consider in greater detail in the next
chapter). First, it is Babo himself who first draws attention to Atufal’s silence from the moment
he appears: “"How like a mute Atufal moves," murmured the servant [Babo]” (61). And the
narrator then reports Atufal “stood in unquailing muteness before Don Benito” (61), just as
Babo’s in “voiceless end” his “head…met, unabashed, the gaze of the whites” (116). Unquailing
and unabashed, Atufal and Babo both mutely face down their white onlookers.
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See, e.g., Mendieta: “Yet there are no depositions from Babo or any of the insurrected slaves….That there are no
depositions from the slaves is something that Melville wants us to note” (172).
129

Note this is only the inference or conjecture of the narrator, because the silence is total opacity (Glissant’s notion
of opacity in the Poetics of Relation could be useful for theorizing this mode of silence); it refuses to explain itself.
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Thirdly, the contrastive element in their pairing, since the binary structure of the tale’s
doubling revolves around opposition, is established in the body of the narrative, when Delano
concludes from Atufal’s calm and dignified behavior during the discharge of the ritual that “he
has a royal spirit in him, this fellow” (62). Cereno then informs him that Atufal “says he was
king in his own land” (62), which Babo confirms and then reveals of himself, to whom he refers
to in the third person, 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” (62). The contrast in their relative positions before their
abduction into slavery could not be starker. Their physical presences also are a study in contrast,
with Atufal as the mute giant, whereas Babo’s small stature is emphasized, and Babo speaks
quite a lot during the narrative portion of the text—so much so that he repeatedly draws Delano’s
disapproval, which he expresses again immediately after Babo’s self-revelation: “Somewhat
annoyed by these conversational familiarities, Captain Delano turned curiously upon the
attendant, then glanced inquiringly at his master; but, as if long wonted to these little
informalities, neither master nor man seemed to understand him” (63).
Further support for connecting the silence of the two men, the one amplifying the other,
and for reading Atufal and Babo as doubles comes in Cereno’s deposition, which clarifies the
nature of their relationship. Babo and Atufal operated as a team. The deposition refers to Babo as
the “ringleader, and Atufal, who assisted him” (105), Atufal as Babo’s “right-hand man” (109),
and reports that the two frequently conferred and collaborated in pulling off intricate scheme:
“the negroes Babo and Atufal held daily conferences, in which they discussed what was
necessary for their design of returning to Senegal, whether they were to kill all the Spaniards,
and particularly the deponent” (106).
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Finally, during the performance of the ritual, Cereno will not look at Atufal, just as he
refuses to look at Babo at every point after his arrest, including during the legal proceedings in
Lima: “During the passage, Don Benito did not visit him. Nor then, nor at any time after, would
he look at him. Before the tribunal he refused. When pressed by the judges he fainted. On the
testimony of the sailors alone rested the legal identity of Babo” (116). This account of Cereno’s
averting his eyes stands in stark contrast, separated by only a sentence, to the account of Babo’s
head meeting his white antagonists’ gaze head-on. Atufal positions himself in the same manner
with Cereno. But Cereno instead is “nervously averting his glance,” and when he must repeat the
question a second time, Cereno is “still averting his glance” (62), the narrator tells us.
Delano watches this scene, and after Babo explains to him that Cereno’s key fits Atufal’s
padlock the narrator writes of Delano:
At once, from the servant’s muddled syllables divining the key’s purpose, he
smiled and said:-- “So, Don Benito—padlock and key—significant symbols, truly.” (63)
The irony is, however, he does not divine the key’s purpose. He does correctly identify its
importance as an interpretive clue, but he has the significance of the “significant symbols”
reversed. Watch the way this irony, through Delano’s innocent misinterpretation, causes pain to
Cereno:
Biting his lip, Don Benito faltered.
Though the remark of Captain Delano, a man of such native simplicity as to be
incapable of satire or irony, had been dropped in playful allusion to the Spaniard's
singularly evidenced lordship over the black; yet the hypochondriac seemed some way to
have taken it as a malicious reflection upon his confessed inability thus far to break
down, at least, on a verbal summons, the entrenched will of the slave. (63)
So then, if we take the deposition, which is Cereno’s voice, perception of, or “key” to events, as
having the sole narrative or explanatory authority along with its legal authority, we will miss the
irony here where it intrudes again with the recurrence of these symbols and be as sorely mistaken
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as Delano.130 Because, just as Atufal resurfaces regularly in Cereno’s presence, which one
scholar has linked to the type of repetition that pertains to trauma (Mendieta), so this image of
the lock and key associated with Atufal’s ritual reinserts itself, through the narrator’s aside to the
reader, in the middle of Cereno’s perspective on events, between the deposition and his reported
final conversation with Cereno. This section is also the section where the narrator draws
attention to the disordered temporality in Cereno’s portion of the narrative, as we discussed at the
beginning of the sick soul section.
The disordered temporality continues and even intensifies during what I will call the
story’s “coda,” the short third and final section of the narrative that follows the deposition. The
analogy with the musical term seems appropriate not only because it acts as a short tail (its
etymology), but because in music, the coda occurs after the earlier repetitive sections have
concluded. And that is precisely what happens here; we have a short ending that follows after
earlier repetition. Delano’s and Cereno’s sections, while drastically different in form, cover the
same ground and account for many of the same events, albeit from very different perspectives.
But this third section emphatically does not contain a restatement of the theme from a third
perspective. It contains something else, the last part of which we will analyze more fully in the
next chapter, devoted to Babo and hope. For now, we will finish with how the coda begins, by
reporting the conversation between the Spanish and American captains.
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And, to show how deeply the Delano characteristic is etched into parts of the American self-understanding, this is
what readers of this tale in the literary establishment did for more than a hundred years—accept Cereno’s version
and not bother to recover or, indeed, consider Babo’s.
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The Coda
Repetition and passivity again attach to Cereno at the beginning of his final reported
exchange with Delano. After the segment of text discussed above that notes there was a moment
when Cereno seemed he might recover, and conducted conversations of “fraternal unreserve”
(114). The following sentence introduces the exchange: “Again and again it was repeated, how
hard it had been to enact the part forced on the Spaniard by Babo” (114). The narrator once again
calls attention to Cereno’s repetition; Cereno is caught in a cycle of trauma and cannot see his
way to a changed future undetermined by his past, which continually breaks in upon his present
and demands narration. Further, Cereno’s passivity is doubly emphasized in that the sentence is
not only in the passive voice but the construction omits a human subject altogether. Rather than
say “Cereno repeated, again and again…,” Cereno appears as nothing more than the indirect
object in the narrator’s report of Cereno’s own action. “By Babo” is the only hint of agency the
sentence provides. And this preposition “by” does not label, as one would expect in a passive
construction like this, the subject of the sentence’s action—the subject who is doing the
repeating—rather, it identifies the true source of the action in the first place, minimizing
Cereno’s agency.
From there, the story moves straight to Cereno’s own words, indicating with the almost
fairytale-like “once” that what is reported in this dialogue is merely one instance out of many:
“‘Ah, my dear friend,’ Don Benito once said…” (114). What Cereno says to Delano then is selfjustification, his attempt to reclaim and explain his behavior in relation to Delano, recovering, as
story suggests, the same ground, but from a different perspective—an attempt to undo the irony
and establish a shared, common understanding. He tells Delano that “at those very times when
you thought me so morose and ungrateful, nay, when, as you now admit, you half thought me
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plotting your murder, at those very times….I could not look at you, thinking of what, both on
board this ship and your own, hung, from other hands, over my kind benefactor” (114-5). Cereno
attempts to recontextualize Delano’s reading, redirecting his suspicion toward the unnamed Babo
and the rest of Blacks and replacing the lifted suspicion with sympathy for himself.
Cereno continues:
And as God lives, Don Amasa, I know not whether desire for my own safety alone could
have nerved me to that leap into your boat, had it not been for the thought that, did you,
unenlightened, return to your ship, you, my best friend, with all who might be with you,
stolen upon, that night, in your hammocks, would never in this world have wakened
again. (115)
This expression of solidarity might be another ploy for Delano’s sympathy, but it could be
something more. Because here Cereno gives an account, in his own words—if he is to be
believed—of the one time he acted out of character; that is, in opposition to despair, in
accordance with hope. This moment was his last-ditch leap into Delano’s boat. Cereno describes
his motivation as a concern for Delano. He denies that self-preservation, or the “desire for [his]
own safety alone” would have been a strong enough impetus to overcome his despair and
passivity.131 Thus the motion of his leap was a movement away from self, to and for the other.
Indeed, this is precisely how Marcel describes hope, in the end: “it does not remain centred upon
the subject himself. Once again we are led to draw attention to the indissoluble connection which
binds together hope and love” (66).
It is not that, on a rational calculation, Cereno was banking on the objective likelihood of
success; he did not weigh his alternatives at all. He simply leapt. Marcel again notes: “hope and
the calculating faculty of reason are essentially distinct and everything will be lost if we try to
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Note that Cereno’s phrasing, at least on the surface, recognizes the counterfactual, true-to-life scenario that it is
impossible to separate out the cases and know whether or not he would have acted solely out of concern for self, but
his phrasing suggests he strongly doubts it.
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combine them” (65). This is not to claim that hope is irrational or necessarily violates reason;
rather they are not co-planar. Hope and belief, construed as something detached from the self and
susceptible of rational argumentation or logical demonstration, do not intersect when hope is
seen or exercised in its true expression. (Hope and faith do, however, coordinate.) Subtlety
follows on subtlety in Marcel’s account. But to explain briefly, Marcel uses the example of a
mother hoping for her son’s return: “she has within her a loving thought which repudiates or
transcends the facts, and it seems as though there was something absurd or even scandalous in
disputing her right to hope, that is to say to love, against all hope” (65). To hope, that is to love—
this slippage is the key to defining hope. Hope is a form of energy, not a guarantee, to recall John
Berger’s words.
Before Cereno’s leap, Delano sees Cereno advancing toward him with “an unwonted
energy in his air” (97). Love takes one out of oneself, beyond the boundaries of the isolated
individual. Before he leaps, Cereno prolongs physical contact132 with Delano until the last
possible moment, past all decorum: “Don Benito would not let go the hand of Captain Delano,
but retained it in his, across the black’s body” (97). Even at the edge of the boat:
Waiting a moment for the Spaniard to relinquish his hold, the now embarrassed Captain
Delano lifted his foot, to overstep the threshold of the open gangway; but still Don Benito
would not let go his hand. And yet, with an agitated tone, he said, "I can go no further;
here I must bid you adieu. Adieu, my dear, dear Don Amasa. Go—go!" suddenly tearing
his hand loose, "go, and God guard you better than me, my best friend." (97)
Hope is ultimately not rooted in the self, for oneself alone. This is why, in such a
paradox, “hope is able to survive an almost total ruin of the organism” (Marcel 36). The
destruction of the self that may occur when one is moved beyond the self to undertake some
action for others, for instance, for love’s sake, has nothing in common with the destruction of the
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This contact may signify fear, but nevertheless its effect is to create a point of connection.
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self by and for the self, which is a hallmark of despair. The self-pronounced, self-induced
annihilation that Cereno displays at the end when he rejects recovery is that feature of despair
that leads Marcel to characterize it, in quite graphic terms, as “spiritual autophagy” (44); “he
preys on himself” (“Il se consume”). Melville applies this same language of selfcannibalization133 to Cereno when Delano has caught him in his Cape-Horn contradiction and the
narrator describes Delano’s “astonishment at this eating of his own words, even as he ever
seemed eating his own heart” (81). This same activation of self-destruction is what happens to
the sick soul, for James, if they do not undergo regeneration and shift their equilibrium toward a
new center of personal energy but exhibit pathological forms of saintliness focused on self-harm
(e.g., Suso).
But in that instant, Cereno’s concern drew him out of himself, out of his despair, and into
an expression of a (possible) sudden solidarity, a charity of the type the Delano had claimed
motivated himself to board Cereno’s ship. However, Delano’s charity, we discover, was based on
rational calculation, in the end, of trying to reclaim the spoils he thought ought to belong to him
as recompense for his assistance. Cereno, in his leap, made no such rational calculation. Indeed,
he made no calculation at all. His leap took place not reflectively but reflexively; the narrative
tells us, in a single moment—a single instant of inbreaking eternity in which “what preceded,
and what followed, occurred with such involutions of rapidity that past, present, and future
seemed one” (98). This moment of temporal fusion or unification in which his hopeful action
takes place is the opposite of the persistent, traumatic repetition he has displayed throughout the
tale. His sudden visitation of hope comes in the moment he jumps because he wants to save a
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Cannibalization is a theme of the piece; see Wendy Stafford Flory’s article, cited above, regarding the figurehead
and the frequently repeated suggestion (proposed by Geoffrey Sanborn) that Aranda’s bones may have been
cannibalistically prepared.
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life—another’s and/or his own. Even if pure selfishness and the instinct for self-preservation (to
the abandonment his crew) are behind Cereno’s leap—and they may in fact be—still, he acts
uncharacteristically in that he undertakes action in the belief that has even the tiniest chance of
averting the dismal repetition of the future. In that moment, he does not embrace the temporal
horizon of despair but sees the possibility for newness and has the energy to act. So despite being
an emblem of despair, it is possible that Cereno displays the transports of grace in his life, in a
sudden act of hope—though he cannot sustain it and immediately relapses into despair.
The way Delano reacts to Cereno’s verbal revelation is telling. First he responds with
humble generosity (“you have saved my life, Don Benito, more than I yours”), so it looks as
though the chasm in their communication will not be unbridgeable. But it soon becomes clear, as
their conversation continues, that they are not talking to but past one another. Cereno points out
how astounding it is that none of Delano’s behavior put Delano’s own life in danger. And
Cereno interprets this fact religiously134: “you had the Prince of Heaven's safe-conduct through
all ambuscades” (115). Delano seems to agree with Cereno at first, but his response goes on to
undermine their rapprochement:
Yes, all is owing to Providence, I know: but the temper of my mind that morning was
more than commonly pleasant, while the sight of so much suffering, more apparent than
real, added to my good-nature, compassion, and charity, happily interweaving the three.
Had it been otherwise, doubtless, as you hint, some of my interferences might have ended
unhappily enough. Besides, those feelings I spoke of enabled me to get the better of
momentary distrust, at times when acuteness might have cost me my life, without saving
another's. Only at the end did my suspicions get the better of me, and you know how
wide of the mark they then proved. (115)
Although Delano begins with an affirmative, he translates Cereno’s Catholic idiom (his
reference to Saint Michael the Archangel) into the Protestant terms of God’s Providence, which
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And the narrator even primes the reader to think in terms of religiosity by describing Cereno as “courteous even
to the point of religion” in giving this reply (115).
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is a doctrine quite different from the belief in special protection by the angels. (And Delano’s
version of Providence is much more “healthy-minded” at that, as we saw in the first chapter.) So
already they are not agreeing to the same thing. But then the misunderstanding worsens, for
Delano immediately goes on to claim personal credit for or offer several explanations to
demystify the thing Cereno has just ascribed to powers beyond or outside of the individual. The
mysterious forces of grace and Providence become easily appropriated and domesticated into
Delano’s narrative taking credit for his own success—precisely the opposite the usual import of
the Puritan or Protestant doctrines concerning grace. Delano credits both his pleasant
temperament135 (the same one the narrator has warned us about) and the circumstances
themselves as drawing out his sympathies, which allowed him to “get the better of” his
suspicions. He ends, then, with something close to a boast that he managed to not be suspicious
in a situation in which he really should have been (a statistician would call this is a Type II
error). And then he goes on to observe that when he could no longer resist his suspicions, they
were wildly off base in any case—almost as though the second point made good on the first, his
ability to ignore the dangerous warning signs.
Now it is Cereno’s turn to agree, but really to disagree completely. To this latter point
about how mistaken Delano’s suspicions, Cereno offers the reinforcement “Wide, indeed”! and
goes on to draw an entirely different conclusion about the outcome from the one Delano has just
drawn (and will go on to draw out further in his reply). Cereno focuses on the benefit of
Delano’s enlightenment (“But…you were in time undeceived”) and expresses the wish “that…it
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The real-life Delano made the same remark, almost verbatim: “It was to my great advantage, that, on this
occasion, the temperament of my mind was unusually pleasant. The apparent sufferings of those about me had
softened my feelings into sympathy; or, doubtless my interference might have cost me my life” (323). Here Delano
does not say “without saving another’s,” but Melville rightly emphasizes Delano’s is a pragmatic calculation
centered on self.
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was so ever, and with all men” (115). But Delano will not have this, he whose stubborn positivity
has just managed to reinterpret even his death-defying ignorance as a feat worth applauding. No.
He prefers a different approach, more in line with his valorization of ignorance—happy oblivion:
“‘You generalize, Don Benito; and mournfully enough. 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’” (116).
Delano draws on nature, as he has done all along, to express and support his vision of
innocence. Based on Delano’s earlier observations on board the San Dominick, e.g., when the
sight of “chained figure of the black” in no way diminishes “benign aspect of nature” (96) to
Delano but rather reinforces it, Peter Coviello justly charges him with “a misapprehension of the
nature of Nature, allowing him to ascribe to a benign and providentially-ordained Nature an
alarmingly indiscriminate array of more properly human and social acts and practices, including
those of racial terror and subjection” (163-4). To Delano, nature is innocent. He is innocent. He
uses this incorrect belief or perception, and has used it all along, to contain his fear and subdue
his suspicions, to persuade himself that it is his perception of something amiss that cannot be
trusted; he does not have to, must not, abandon his cherished, illusory notion that he and the
world are fundamentally good.
But Cereno emphatically rejects Delano’s analogy of nature. Delano’s consolation drawn
from the blue sky and the blue sea, which, when the tale began were equally grayly swathed in
mist and fog, is no help to Cereno:
"Because they have no memory," he dejectedly replied; "because they are not
human."
"But these mild trades that now fan your cheek, do they not come with a humanlike healing to you? Warm friends, steadfast friends are the trades."
"With their steadfastness they but waft me to my tomb, Señor," was the
foreboding response.
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"You are saved," cried Captain Delano, more and more astonished and pained;
"you are saved: what has cast such a shadow upon you?" (116)
Cereno cannot, will not recover. He picks up on the “steadfastness” of the winds Delano has just
referenced but transforms what Delano finds a reassuring attribute into a relentless persecution
unto death.
These are no innocent winds, however, despite their ministrations to Delano’s cheek.
These are the winds that made possible the colonization of the Americas (recalling the
figurehead of the ship, Christopher Columbus) and the transatlantic slave trade. And it was
precisely the winds’ steadfastness that facilitated these operations, making possible the regular
and reliable exchange of goods and people. The point cannot be overstated. Here at the end of
the tale, we have two perspectives on the way humans have harnessed nature for evil: one
chooses to ignore this history and see only the wind’s gentle caresses and conferral of personal
benefit; the other feels the effect of these winds wafting him to his tomb in parallel with the
“shadow” that plagues him, as in his famous answer to Delano’s final question, and famous last
words: “The negro.” Once Cereno has registered the horror of domination, he does not act
against injustice but continues to give his voice to unjust legal systems—literally, in the
deposition. He is finally overcome by the negative element, not accomplishing anything but only
succumbing to death. (Babo, however, would certainly have another perspective on these trade
winds—and it is to his perspective we turn in the next chapter.)
Cereno does not maintain his innocence in the way Delano does, through ignorance, but
he does maintain his own brand of innocence: the self-pity of victimhood. In his reply to
Delano’s remark noting how off-base his suspicions were, Cereno agrees and admonishes him:
“you were with me all day; stood with me, sat with me, talked with me, looked at me, ate with
me, drank with me; and yet, your last act was to clutch for a monster, not only an innocent man,
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but the most pitiable of all men” (115). Cereno’s self-pity and total unconsciousness of guilt,
both personal and corporate guilt, as implicated in larger national political contexts, constitutes
his own illusion and imperception. Again we have the total self-focus of despair, and the self as
marking out the path to its own destruction. He ends the conversation by withdrawing into
himself, and finally into death (here figuratively, later literally):
There was silence, while the moody man sat, slowly and unconsciously gathering
his mantle about him, as if it were a pall.
There was no more conversation that day. (116)
Cereno’s behavior recalls Ahab’s going to his own destruction after his encounter with
The Bachelor, a ship by the same name as Delano’s (which Melville changed from the
Perseverance): “As this glad ship of good luck bore down upon the moody Pequod….” (MD
494). The narrator describes the revelry on board its decks and contrasts the two captains:
Lord and master over all this scene, the captain [of The Bachelor] stood erect on the
ship’s elevated quarter-deck, so that the whole rejoicing drama was full before him….
And Ahab, he too was standing on his quarter-deck, shaggy and black, with a stubborn
gloom; and as the two ships crossed each other’s wakes—one all jubilations for things passed,
the other all forebodings as to things to come—their two captains in themselves impersonated the
whole striking contrast of the scene. (494)
Ahab declines the other captain’s invitation, “Come aboard!”, fishes for information about the
“White Whale,” and, after receiving the reply: “only heard of him; but don’t believe in him at
all,” famously retorts: “Thou art too damned jolly. Sail on.” (495). Something like this encounter
is portrayed at the end of Benito Cereno, when the conversation reaches an impasse. And, one
suspects, however much repeated, their conversations could get no further; or indeed, have no
other outcome.
William James imagined a similar interaction between his healthy-minded and sick soul
figures. In his chapter on the sick soul he writes: “In short, life and its negation are beaten up
inextricably together. But if the life be good, the negation of it must be bad. Yet the two are
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equally essential facts of existence; and all natural happiness thus seems infected with a
contradiction” (118). He goes on:
To a mind attentive to this state of things and rightly subject to the joy-destroying chill
which such a contemplation engenders, the only relief that healthy-mindedness can give
is by saying: 'Stuff and nonsense, get out into the open air!' or 'Cheer up, old fellow,
you'll be all right erelong, if you will only drop your morbidness!' (118)
This response sounds very much like Amasa Delano and his advice to Cereno simply to turn over
a new leaf. Here is how James’s sick soul responds:
But in all seriousness, can such bald animal talk136 as that be treated as a rational answer?
To ascribe religious value to mere happy-go-lucky contentment with one's brief chance at
natural good is but the very consecration of forgetfulness and superficiality. Our troubles
lie indeed too deep for that cure. The fact that we can die, that we can be ill at all, is what
perplexes us; the fact that we now for a moment live and are well is irrelevant to that
perplexity. We need a life not correlated with death, a health not liable to illness, a kind
of good that will not perish, a good in fact that flies beyond the Goods of nature. (118-9)
For this kind of goodness, incorruptible and beyond the self, we must turn to the perspective of
the twice-born sick soul, the one who can see and not be overcome by irony or the vision of life’s
negation, but instead move gracefully into action. That will lead us in the next chapter to the
perspective of the true captain of the San Dominick, Babo—and hope.
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Cf. “They are not human” in Cereno’s reply.
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Chapter 3: Babo
[C]ertain absences are so stressed, so ornate, so planned, they call attention to themselves; arrest
us with intentionality and purpose, like neighborhoods that are defined by the population held away from
them.
Toni Morrison, “Unspeakable Things Unspoken”
It was a black and hooded head; and hanging there in the midst of so intense a calm, it seemed the
Sphynx’s in the desert. “Speak, thou vast and venerable head,” muttered Ahab, “…speak, mighty head,
and tell us the secret thing that is in thee. 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; where in her murderous hold this frigate earth is ballasted with
bones of millions of the drowned; there, in that awful water-land, there was thy most familiar home….O
head! thou hast seen enough to split the planets and make an infidel of Abraham, and not one syllable is
thine!”
Moby-Dick, “The Sphynx” (Ch. 70)

In Benito Cereno, Melville gives us another Black, silent, venerable head who has seen
unrecorded terror. This head, this “hive of subtlety” (116), belongs to the character who hopes.
Unlike Amasa Delano, unlike Benito Cereno, whom we considered in the previous chapters, this
character sees, this character looks, and, in the face of the reality he perceives, is able to hope.
With his hopeful vision, this character, Babo, acts to reshape reality through his intelligent
creativity and just purpose. Unlike the healthy-minded optimistic character, Babo keeps his eyes
open, even down to the depths—of all divers, he has dived the deepest. But unlike the sick soul,
who has also visited earth’s murderous hold, Babo avoids despair and remains able to hope. He
resembles the twice-born sick soul described by William James: he has the vision of the sick
soul, but he is not overwhelmed by what he sees. He is still able to act, and his actions have
creative power.
This chapter will highlight two interrelated qualities of this type of character’s hopeful
action: creativity and authorship or authority, which generate a different power than mastery by
force.137 These qualities are part of Babo’s hopeful perception, his way of seeing the world. This
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chapter will show that it is this character’s vision we are left with in the end, with the view not
only of but from his Black, silent head. The silence loudly proclaims the necessity for this vision
from, and the narrative structure, this chapter will argue, invites the reader to revisit the story
from the beginning with a new mode of perception—one that might translate into real-life action,
as with a conversion experience. Thus this hope chapter begins an analysis that the concluding
chapter extends, by examining how the form of Melville’s fiction may help us transform our own
perception and disposition to hope—if we can hear from this head that has seen enough to split
the planets and powerfully bears witness, uttering not one syllable.

Babo’s Use of Symbolism
The previous two chapters, each devoted to a character’s perspective, began with the way
that character was introduced in the narrative. In a sense, the second chapter already examined
Babo’s first appearance, because recall that he and Cereno appear together, in tandem, like the
ship and the sun the first time the San Dominick enters Delano’s eyeline. (This fact will become
important later.) So this chapter instead will begin with the final image of Babo, when he finally
speaks in propria persona—in and through silence, after he has refused his voice to the officially
sanctioned but morally corrupt court proceedings. Here is the final image of Babo, occurring in
the final lines of the story:
Some months after, dragged to the gibbet at the tail of a mule, the black met his voiceless
end. The body was burned to ashes; but for many days, the head, that hive of subtlety,
fixed on a pole in the Plaza, met, unabashed, the gaze of the whites; and across the Plaza
looked towards St. Bartholomew’s church, in whose vaults slept then, as now, the
recovered bones of Aranda: and across the Rimac bridge looked towards the monastery,
on Mount Agonia without; where, three months after being dismissed by the court,
Benito Cereno, borne on the bier, did, indeed, follow his leader. (117)
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The following section will explicate this dense quotation, unwinding its implications for
Babo’s, and the reader’s, hopeful vision. To take the end first: the final words of the tale are
Babo’s. Though the narrator tells us Babo met his “voiceless end,” the final words of the tale
belong to Babo, as the narrator echoes a phrase previously voiced by Babo, a phrase that appears
three other times in the text at key moments. That the narrator echoes Babo’s phrase at the
story’s close allows Babo’s words to reverberate all the more strongly with the reader, and their
ambiguity, or the element of mystery surrounding their referent and their meaning in this new
context, makes them not easy to put to rest after the book (or magazine) is closed. The phrase is
one that “hangs on and expands in the mind,” as Flannery O’Connor said of good stories
(Mystery and Manners 108). It is clear, then, that the narrator picks up Babo’s “follow your
leader.” In Babo’s voice, however, it was always rendered in the imperative, as a command, but
in the narrator’s report, it is rendered as an accomplished fact: “Benito Cereno…did, indeed,
follow his leader.” When combined with the rest of the analysis I am about to perform, this
change may be significant in terms of how to evaluate the status of Babo’s project, and may hint
at a new, retroactive interpretation of who the leader really was138—just as after Jesus’ death, the
Roman centurion proclaimed: “Truly this man was the son of God” (Mark 15:39; see also
Matthew 27:54).139 Or, as this chapter argues: Truly, Babo was the leader.
Whenever the phrase “follow your leader” appears, it is always in some relation to the
figurehead of the ship. The two are associated from the beginning. In this final instance, too, it
appears in the same sentence as a reference to Aranda’s “recovered” bones—the skeleton that
138

A just-published article I have encountered only now, post-defense, attempts to puzzle out the referent of
“leader” as an exercise in narrative deconstruction (Morris, “Following Leaders,” 2022).
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Strengthening the association between Babo and Christ, Michel Imbert points out that the phrase itself is similar
to Jesus’ “follow me” in the Gospels: “[Babo’s] maître mot, « Follow your leader » (PT 99), fait écho aux paroles du
Christ (Matthieu, 19:21)” (“L’empreinte du vide dans ‘Benito Cereno,’” 427). Imbert seems to be punning on the
French word for “master” included in the phrase that signifies a motto (“maître mot”).
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Babo had made the figurehead of the ship while he was in charge. Working backwards from the
end, the next context in which the phrase appears is the deposition that precedes the coda.
Cereno, the deponent, gives testimony that establishes how the figurehead came to be, and its
importance as a signifier. In a court transcription of Cereno’s testimony—recall from the
previous chapter how he is propped up by layers of colonial authority—Cereno describes how
he,
the deponent, uncertain what fate had befallen the remains of Don Alexandro [Aranda],
frequently asked the negro Babo where they were, and, if still on board, whether they
were to be preserved for interment ashore, entreating him so to order it; that the negro
Babo answered nothing till the fourth day, when at sunrise, the deponent coming on deck,
the negro Babo showed him a skeleton, which had been substituted for the ship’s proper
figure-head—the image of Christopher Colon,140 the discoverer of the New World; that
the negro Babo asked him whose skeleton that was, and whether, from its whiteness, he
should not think it a white’s; that, upon discovering his face, the negro Babo, coming
close, said words to this effect: “Keep faith with the blacks from here to Senegal, or you
shall in spirit, as now in body, follow your leader,” pointing to the prow; (107)
Here the phrase is explicitly tied to the figurehead, functioning in tandem to constitute the threat
issued by Babo’s deictic indication of the bones at the prow. The word ‘leader’ in this context, as
Babo makes clear, refers to his friend Aranda, the slave owner, gone before Cereno into death.
Babo fully exploits the signification of the figurehead, and in the process of doing so, he
lambasts literalism as an interpretive strategy—the same kind of flat-footed literalism that
undergirded the racist racial science of the day, whereby the physical features of the negroid
skull were supposed to indicate inferiority.141 Babo brutally reveals this physical literalism’s
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On the Columbus-Aranda relation of the figurehead, Eduardo Mendieta proposes, “There is an explicit semiotic
transfer or semiotic equivalence between Columbus and Aranda, both Spaniards, who are implicated in indigenous
and Black genocide” (182).
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In Shadow Over the Promised Land, Carolyn Karcher positions Melville as staunchly anti-racist: “Beginning
with Mardi, in almost every piece of fiction Melville wrote, he addressed himself directly or indirectly, concertedly
or in passing, to refuting the racist assumptions that justified slavery in the South and racial discrimination
throughout the United States” (19).
Regarding Benito Cereno in particular, she writes: “We may recall that in 1854, only one year prior to the
publication of ‘Benito Cereno,’ the southern ethnologist Josiah C. Nott and his English collaborator, the famous
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inadequacy as mode of signification—and he does so in a ritual centered around the figurehead,
that brilliantly undercuts the stability of white supremacist attitudes.
Cereno reports that Babo “asked him whose skeleton that was, and whether, from its
whiteness, he should not think it a white’s.”142 Cereno then, in his testimony, goes on to detail
that Babo repeated this line of questioning, or taunt, with each member of his crew:
* * * that the same morning the negro Babo took by succession each Spaniard forward,
and asked him whose skeleton that was, and whether, from its whiteness, he should not
think it a white’s; that each Spaniard covered his face; that then to each the negro Babo
repeated the words in the first place said to the deponent; * * * that they (the Spaniards),
being then assembled aft, the negro Babo harangued them, saying that he had now done
all; that the deponent (as navigator for the negroes) might pursue his course, warning him
and all of them that they should, soul and body, go the way of Don Alexandro, if he saw
them (the Spaniards) speak, or plot anything against them (the negroes)—a threat which
was repeated every day; (108)
Many critics have observed the aspect of ritualized terror as Babo forces each sailor in
turn to gaze upon the stripped bones, repeating the question, followed by the threat. Notice,
however, that the content of the torture Babo devises is a violent, ritualized retraining of the

Egyptologist George R. Gliddon, had published their influential compendium of current scientific thinking on race,
Types of Mankind, whose principal thesis, defended with much erudition, was that the human races were entirely
separate species, endowed with vastly different physical, intellectual, and temperamental characteristics and ranked
hierarchically on a biological scale ranging from the lowest type of Negro to the highest type of Caucasian, the
Anglo-Saxon. Melville had almost certainly seen the lengthy review of this work, reluctantly endorsing its scientific
findings, that had appeared in the same issue of Putnam’s as the first installment of Israel Potter. It must have been
immediately obvious to him, from such a journal’s capitulation to racist propaganda that the ‘scientific’
demonstration of Negro inferiority threatened to deflect the issue of the Negro’s rightful status in American society
and to lull the American public into supposing that the Negro would bear his chains indefinitely” (128). For more on
the context of Melville’s work against the backdrop of the scientific racism of Nott, Gliddon, and Agassiz
(incidentally, one of William James’s teachers at Harvard, whom James joined on an expedition to Brazil to collect
evidence in an attempt to disprove Darwin’s lately published theory), see pp. 21-7.
On this ‘scientific’ literature, Frederick Douglass comments appositely in “The Claims of the Negro”
(1854): “A mortifying proof is here given, that the moral growth of a nation, or an age, does not always keep pace
with the increase of knowledge, and suggests the necessity of means to increase human love with human learning”
(10).
142

Note that I give a different reading of the figurehead than the article cited above by Yao; see pp. 135-137. Their
interpretation of detail with regard to the figurehead is incisive but does not engage its religious significance. See
also their expanded version of this article in their recent book, Disaffected, Chapter 1: “The Babo Problem: White
Sentimentalism and Unsympathetic Blackness in Herman Melville’s Benito Cereno,” pp. 30-69, which positions
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sailors’ reading strategy. What I mean by this is that Babo forces the sailors to see, in a shocking
way that overwhelms their senses, such that they, like Benito Cereno vis-à-vis Babo, try not to
look—the radical insupportability of not assigning personhood to bearers of the same essential
skeleton because of an accidental feature: skin. The bones stripped of flesh are also stripped of
their racial signification. They visibly signify a common humanity; a ghastly, silent version of
Shylock’s question: “If you prick us, do we not bleed?...If you poison us, do we not die? And if
you wrong us, shall we not revenge?” (Merchant of Venice 3.1).
With his taunting question about the bones, Babo mimics the interpretive strategy of the
whites, goading them into the kind of bad interpretation they used to practice, just as he forces
them to perform their former roles on the ship. Babo terrorizes—or reeducates by force—the
sailors and their racial perceptions by parodying them, turning them inside out, using irony143
like a scalpel to reëxpose an indeterminacy that had been falsely closed down, an indeterminacy
immediately apparent when you look at the skeleton: you cannot tell whose bones those are
unless you know, and Babo, as part of the torture, lets the sailors know he knows they know.
Picking up the point about reopening an indeterminacy that had been falsely closed down,
recall that in the first chapter I tried to show the way presumption manifests as an illegitimate
certainty imposed on circumstances, closing down possibility and forcing an uncomfortably
indeterminate situation into something that can be known and controlled. Conversely, as we also
saw in the case of Delano, the disposition to presumption may work to falsely prop open an
unpleasant interpretive possibility that ought to be closed down—as in the “comfort of the open
margin” Delano manufactures for himself out of obfuscating ratiocination. An interpretive
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strategy144 governed by presumption thus allows the subject to see what they want to see. Babo,
with this device of terror, cuts through the pretense and forces the sailors—and by extension, his
readers, to come face-to-face with the undecidability of the sign and the illusion that they have
the power to determine its meaning in their favor.
So Babo makes the sailors perform a ritualistically enacted exposure of the failure of the
reading strategy of single-minded literalism. Recall that Delano, in single-minded mode, is
described as incapable of satire or irony. Earlier in the tale, the narrator tries to help the reader
see Delano make just such a flat-footed, literal interpretive blunder of the kind Babo lampoons
with the Spanish sailors. (That it was, in fact, a blunder is later confirmed by the incident’s
description in the deposition—assuming the reader can reconstruct events). The context of the
passage in which Delano’s mistake occurs is important, but we will return to it in our discussion
of the way Babo directs Delano’s attention with the literary sleight-of-hand of a magician or
skilled artist. Delano, left alone on deck, searches for a Spanish sailor to talk to. His eye falls on
one at work tarring a strap. The narrator reports the following, though because of the slippage
between the narrative voice and free indirect style, at first it is not clear to whom these
impressions belong:
The mean employment of the man was in contrast with something superior in his figure.
His hand, black with continually thrusting it into the tar-pot held for him by a negro,
seemed not naturally allied to his face, a face which would have been a very fine one but
for its haggardness. Whether this haggardness had aught to do with criminality, could not
be determined; since, as intense heat and cold, though unlike, produce like sensations, so
innocence and guilt, when, through casual association with mental pain, stamping any
visible impress, use one seal—a hacked one. (72)
To stop here for a moment, notice the way the narrator emphasizes the interchangeability of
opposites and the impossibility of making an ultimate determination. Here in Benito Cereno, as
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we will see, this interpretive indeterminacy derives from the impossibility of deciding between
two alternatives in a binaristic structure. However, by the time of The Confidence-Man a few
years later, the bottom drops out and the character of the indeterminacy changes. It becomes
much more radical and is exponentially multiplied as the very possibility of verification itself is
challenged. But here, it is a problem of not being able to settle on one or the other, because both
interpretive claims are equally valid. This is the structure of irony, as detailed in the previous
chapter. (Note that this is only one version of irony, the version I have argued is operating here in
the tale.) But Delano cannot see stereoscopically; his is a monovision.145 And so watch the way
the narrator shows us the insufficiency of his perception. Continuing directly on from the
passage quoted above:
Not again that this reflection occurred to Captain Delano at the time, charitable
man as he was. Rather another idea. Because observing so singular a haggardness
combined with a dark eye, averted as in trouble and shame, and then again recalling Don
Benito’s confessed ill opinion of his crew, insensibly he was operated upon by certain
general notions which, while disconnecting pain and abashment from virtue, invariably
link them with vice.
If, indeed, there be any wickedness on board this ship, thought Captain Delano, be
sure that man there has fouled his hand in it, even as now he fouls it in the pitch. (72)
The narrator lets us know, probably not without sarcasm (“charitable”), that in Delano’s case, he
does not even perceive both sides of the binary structure in order to register a choice. His
perception here automatically shunts only to one side; and the narrator emphasizes his passivity
and the unconsciousness of the perceptual influence of “certain general notions.” There are
factors, or, as William James would say, concepts with which his mind is stored, that skew his
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perception in a certain direction unconsciously. He cannot see that he cannot see. He is not able
to recognize irony, the device that plagues and surrounds Cereno, because he is not able to grasp
alternatives. Instead of “hacked seal” (—I cannot conclude), Delano thinks: “fouled hand,” and
draws a straight line from there to the man’s moral condition, though the relationship between
the signifier and signified ought to be, the narrator tells us, one of ambivalence. It is one of the
interpretive possibilities that ought to remain open; yet Delano closes it down, and he does so so
unconsciously that he does not know what he has done. That is the terrifying reality of his
condition.146 But Babo can see it, and Babo knows it.
In the deposition we learn that the sailor with his hand in the tar pot was none other than
Don Joaquin, discussed in the previous chapter—the same one who, with hatchets tied to his
hands, was mistaken for an enemy in rebellion and executed by the Americans as they retook the
ship. They, too, like Delano, took this sign as literal, at its face value and were not able to
recognize even the possibility of irony. They never suspected the waving hatchet might signal its
opposite, a gesture welcoming their help, even though, again like Delano, they should have been
tipped off by the incongruity of the situation (regarding the sailor’s motive). But the incongruity
that might signal ambiguity or open up space for at least several interpretive possibilities was
overridden by the more powerful, automatic perceptual motives at work.
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The next time the phrase and figurehead appear (still working backwards from the end),
is in this context of retaking the ship. In keeping with what Franz Fanon in The Wretched of the
Earth calls the “Manichean” character of the colonized world (“The colonized world is a world
divided in two,” 3), the figurehead itself does not escape this binaristic structure of interpretation.
Now their signification is flipped:
With creaking masts, she came heavily round to the wind; the prow slowly
swinging into view of the boats, its skeleton gleaming in the horizontal moonlight, and
casting a gigantic ribbed shadow upon the water. One extended arm of the ghost seemed
beckoning the whites to avenge it.
“Follow your leader!” cried the mate; and, one on each bow, the boats boarded.
Sealing-spears and cutlasses crossed hatchets and hand-spikes. (x)
Before they hijack the ship to take it back over, the Americans hijack the signification of the
figurehead and Babo’s phrase along with it. Rather than the bones upholding Babo’s mastery and
constituting his threat, the white sailors turn it into an emblem of their revenge. It is a mobile
signifier caught in the violent vacillation of the relation of domination, like the masked figures
on the ship’s sternpiece acting out, to use Saidiya Hartman’s term, a scene of subjection. That the
figures are masked suggests the interchangeability of their positions, arbitrarily maintained by
force. Joyce Sparer Adler suggests that the form of this relation, the vacillation of opposites
according to power, may have caught Melville’s attention: “The exchange of roles between black
actor and white actor is an essential aspect of the plot and may be what drew Melville to the
story” (33).
Joyce Sparer Adler then takes up the chessboard metaphor that the narrator uses to
describe Delano’s visual scan of the deck, “his eye curiously surveying the white faces, here and
there sparsely mixed in with the blacks, like stray white pawns venturously involved in the ranks
of the chess-men opposed” (71). She writes: “The opposing colors merely represent their
opposition; either may find itself in the better or worse position. The chessboard may be turned
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around, and black may stand where white has been. But the game itself remains the same;
warfare is its essence” (33). In this, she agrees with Fanon’s assessment of the inevitability (or
necessity—he goes further) of violence. Fanon interprets the words of the Gospel (“the last shall
be first, and the first last” 147) that had so often justified a quietist acceptance of the status quo in
the present, including slavery, as a reversal so profound that it cannot be accomplished without
violence: “decolonization is always a violent event” (1).148
Melville’s story portrays this violence, and it also portrays the anxious psychic affect
surrounding white supremacy. Fanon’s psychoanalytic diagnosis helps us see that the very fear
of interchangeablity implies equality and not a natural-born superiority. The colonist’s anxiety of
being replaced, at any moment, reveals this fact: “the eventuality of such a change is also
experienced as a terrifying future in the consciousness of another ‘species’ of men and women:
the colons, the colonists” (1). This recognition may be more frightening than the bones
themselves. Because what the figurehead’s bones show is precisely this same equality and
ultimate arbitrariness of power.
In The Example of Melville Warner Berthoff wonders, “What was it that attracted
Melville to this story, in which an odd and vaguely ominous succession of incidents is suddenly
revealed, in a single instant of action, to mean very terribly the opposite of what it has seemed?”
(151). In a sense, he has answered his own question; Melville stumbled upon (and then refined)
what cognitive neuroscientist Vera Tobin calls the “well-made plot”—more on this later.
Berthoff opines that considered as an allegory, it may be lacking and concludes: “But is it not
reasonably apparent that what primarily caught Melville’s practical interest as a writer was just
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the intense chiaroscuro strangeness of the situation and of its material facts, with their—
literally—double meaning?...Melville’s leading impulse in working out the sequence of his
retelling was to capitalize on just this material ambiguity, and on the delayed double-exposure it
results in” (151-2). “Delayed double-exposure” is an apt phrase for its evocation both of time and
of photography, in which a picture is developed from its negative.149 As this chapter continues, I
will try to show how in fact a triple exposure is required. The delayed double-exposure
performed in and by the text as the masquerade is revealed to the characters is not enough; a
third perspective is needed, a change in the reader’s mode of perception, in order to lead to hope.
The remaining two instances of the figurehead and phrase’s exposure (or lack thereof) in the text,
showing how the symbol is introduced, we will reserve for the discussion of the way it reveals
each character’s perspective and orientation toward hope, like a Rorschach test—or, to use
Melville’s terms, a doubloon.
Returning to our discussion of the image of Babo’s head at the end, the narrator, we have
seen, picks up and echoes Babo’s phrase after indicating the bones were laid to rest. We have
tracked the life and afterlife of Babo’s handiwork and phrase; let us now track his line of sight.
The body was burned to ashes; but for many days, the head, that hive of subtlety, fixed on
a pole in the Plaza, met, unabashed, the gaze of the whites; and across the Plaza looked
towards St. Bartholomew’s church, in whose vaults slept then, as now, the recovered
bones of Aranda: and across the Rimac bridge looked towards the monastery, on Mount
Agonia without; where, three months after being dismissed by the court, Benito Cereno,
borne on the bier, did, indeed, follow his leader. (117)
The narrative perspective follows Babo’s sightless, all-seeing150 gaze. Where previously
the narrator has merged his consciousness with Delano’s, the focalizing character, such that it
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was difficult or even impossible in places to differentiate or parse what is free indirect style and
what is narration, here the narrative perspective merges with Babo’s. In fact, I would contend the
slippery relation between the narrator and focalizing character is antagonistic, in the sense that
wherever the narrative voice clearly comes apart from the character’s consciousness, it always
emphasizes or reveals the limitedness and inaccuracy of the character’s perspective. But here it is
different. It is as though the omniscient narrator is tied to Babo’s perspective—the narrative
voice is subsumed into his perception, albeit a perception heightened and transfigured by death.
First, the narrator presents a view of Babo’s head as inanimate object, reporting Babo’s
fixed death-stare “met, unabashed, the gaze of the whites.” In terms of the reader’s perspective,
or the way the reader’s sight has been directed by the narrator throughout the story, previously
Melville arranged for us to see through Delano’s eyes, to watch Delano doing most of the
looking. But now we see Babo see. In a subtle shift in narrative perspective, he view is no longer
of but from his head, that “hive of subtlety.” We are suddenly no longer simply looking at Babo’s
head, but seeing from his eyes, despite—or even because of—his death. Events that post-date
Babo’s execution are reported from his perspective. And this narrative perspective never
exercises omniscience apart from or in excess of Babo’s view: this is how we learn of the fate of
remaining characters, from the direct, physical line of sight from Babo’s head—his transfigured
sight. I have formed the opinion from my wider reading of Melville that it is typical for him, as it
was for the metaphysical poets, to discover spiritual correlates of the material world. By which I
mean this mode of signification is not best described by a term like symbolism, because Melville
does not use one object to mean through another; neither does he reduce one term to another or
collapse their meanings and identify them; rather, their meanings are coördinate: Melville’s is a
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several-storied or stereoscopic vision, a sacramental imagination.151 I offer this reading here
because it describes the relation between Babo’s physical head and his line of sight that
simultaneously is tied to, and yet transcends, his physical vision.
So we are left with Babo’s head, and his sight. But that is not where the story necessarily
ends. Once the story has displayed this new perspective, it invites us to return to the beginning to
see the events of the story—and indeed, the world in which we live—afresh, from Babo’s eyes.
In The Humble Sublime, in a chapter on the poet Anna Akhmatova, Ronald Thiemann describes
the technique of Russian Orthodox iconography, contrasting it with the “representational art that
one associates with Western painting beginning in the fourteenth century” (45). Of the
iconographic style of art, he writes: “Icon painters employ ‘inverse’ or ‘inverted’ perspective
which, in contrast to Western perspectival painting, locates the lines of convergence not in a
vanishing point behind the painting but in a focal point behind the viewer and in front of the
painting….Thus the image extends into the viewer’s space and so encompasses and even
embraces the viewer, thereby relativizing ‘my own’ point of view” (45). Something like this is
what I will argue happens to us with Babo’s vision. A reversal of the direction of hermeneutical
pressure152 takes place: we thought we were reading tale, but the tale is reading us.
In the next section, I develop this motif of the sudden reversal of vision, of the watcher
being watched—by a figure whom I will show has significant links with Babo. Babo’s vision, I
will argue, directs us back toward this figure; if we follow his line of sight, I will show, it returns
us to the beginning. The next section will also lay further groundwork to justify my reading of
Babo as an icon of holiness in the text. He, too, has undergone martyrdom. And, just as in
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Thiemann’s description of the icon, the emphasis with Babo, too, is on the eyes: “the eyes of the
icon are always symbolically enlarged so that the person depicted gazes directly into the eyes of
the viewer and draws the viewer into the space of the painting itself” (45). Babo draws us in with
his vision as we gaze upon his head. And if we follow his line of sight, we find it takes us—
across the plaza—back to the beginning.

Babo and the Lima Intriguante
Melville frames the problem of perception in “Benito Cereno” with a set of paired images
that bookend the tale. The first image calls to the other across the text, linked together by both a
phrase and visual motif. And the latter image calls back to the first, in a structure that formally
resembles a ring composition.153 Taken together, the two images suggest and then confirm a
sense that the reader is being examined by the text, and not only the other way around. With this
pair of images, the reader is suddenly objectified, as in Sartre’s account of the “look.” Predating
Sartre’s keyhole by more than a century, Melville constructs a similar device: one effect of this
narrative’s structure, as I will argue, is to turn the focus back on the reader’s own way of seeing.
Like the play-within-a-play in Hamlet, this story encodes a “mousetrap effect”: if it works,
Melville’s novella will “catch the conscience of” the reader. And, perhaps even more
remarkably, if it does not work, as we will see when we consider its critical interpretive history
in the dissertation’s conclusion, Melville’s story already contains the explanation for its own
failure—the reader may be a Delano.
The final image of the pair is the closing image of Babo’s severed head on a pike,
analyzed above. We saw how Babo’s sightless, all-seeing eyes are assumed into narrative
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omniscience at the end—the largest possible view on events. But I further contend this image of
Babo’s head must be considered with its complement, an image that haunts the beginning of the
tale—another silent, disembodied head that comes into view the moment Delano sees the ship—
the ship which Babo, unbeknownst to him, captains, and who is busily arranging his cast or crew
as he waits and watches for Delano’s arrival. Over the next several sections, this chapter will
trace their sightlines, which meet each other across the text, merge into narrative omniscience,
and, finally, turn outward to examine the reader. Following this line of sight is particularly
important, because their vision is the vision of hope.
The first image occurs near the beginning of the tale. As Amasa Delano gazes toward the
ship and tries to make out “the stranger’s” intent, he fixes on two sources of light projecting
toward him through the fog:
With no small interest, Captain Delano continued to watch her—a proceeding not much
facilitated by the vapors partly mantling the hull, through which the far matin light from
her cabin streamed equivocally enough; much like the sun—by this time hemisphered on
the rim of the horizon, and, apparently, in company with the strange ship entering the
harbor—which, wimpled by the same low, creeping clouds, showed not unlike a Lima
intriguante's one sinister eye peering across the Plaza from the Indian loop-hole of her
dusk saya-y-manta. (47)
What begins as a description of Captain Delano, squinting through the mist, concentrating his
sight on “the stranger” that approaches, ends with an image of someone watching him. Following
the broad line of the sentence, it begins with Delano looking out into the fog and ends with the
appearance of his being watched. In his grammatical relationship to the gaze, he begins as its
subject and ends its object, such that the convolutions of syntax enact a complete reversal of his
position.
This reversal is all the more unsettling because the eye reveals little of the identity of the
beholder: a single eye is visible through an otherwise total covering, which performs the double
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function of concealment and attracting the attention, heightening the focus on or accentuating the
single eye. Thus the image generates the effect of a disembodied eye staring back at Delano,
already trained on him, ready to meet his gaze, before Delano has even realized there is an
“other” to be seen. The power dynamics of the visualization described here are akin to that of a
hunter in the woods, out seeking game, spotting some prey and discovering, as they lift the rifle,
that there are crosshairs already trained on them. It is a striking image, and in keeping with the
spooky gothic tone the narrator has established.
Words like “low, creeping,” “intriguante,” “sinister,” and especially “dusk” pair uneasily
with the concept of a sunrise. A natural process that is usually figured as the dawn of day, the
light of reason dispersing the clouds of darkness, is here described in the vocabulary of its
opposite. Nevertheless that is how the event appears to Delano: a gothic sunrise. (I say “appears
to Delano” because the adverb “apparently” signals that the point of view in this passage is
restricted to the focalizer Delano’s consciousness, or, at least, it is not omniscient.) What is
emphasized in this passage, then, is not the dispersal of darkness but the persistence of covering:
the fog “mantling the hull,” still shrouding most of the ship from sight. It is the cloud cover that
sets the sun into relief, draws the eye.
Much of what later occurs in the interpretive encounter, as Delano boards and tries to
make sense of the strange ship, is prefigured in this, his first glance. The interaction of light and
shadow that confuses his first visual attempt to take in the ship persists interpretively for Delano
even after he is physically on board. Delano vacillates between polar opposites of interpretation
as he tries to make sense of the ship’s murky narrative. The chiaroscuro figuration of the
physical environment, the shifting interplay of dark and light the narrator describes, reflects the
binary structure of irony, as described in the previous chapter, in which it is difficult to tell if a
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word or phrase means itself or its opposite.154 This is precisely how the light behaves, for
Delano. The cabin light streams “equivocally”—a strange choice of adverb to describe the
process of light’s emanation, but it semantically signals the following meanings: “So as to admit
of a twofold or manifold application”; “So as to convey a double meaning, ambiguously” (OED
3a,b).
The narrator continues by connecting this equivocally streaming light from the ship’s
cabin to the sun in the next line. And what is the position of the sun? Halfway up, halfway down;
“hemisphered on the horizon.” If we were given a still image of the scene, with no directionality
attached such that we did not know we were pointing East, we would not be able to determine
whether it is a sunrise or sunset: an equivocal position, the sort readily exploitable for irony.
Thus the language emphasizes the irresolvability of impressions, one way or the other, even as
the narrator persists in connecting images through similes. So far we have ship’s cabin light
associated with the sun; now we will include the eye.
To return to the arresting image of the woman’s single eye staring back at him: but of
course, the eye does not really belong to a woman staring back at him; this image is simply the
narrator’s figuration of the sun. An elaborate set of connections in this passage links the ship to
the sun to the woman’s eye, in several double configurations that reinforce the ship-sun-eye
associative line. Because of the significance of the visual motif of sudden reversal, the condition
of being watched, and the particular identity of the “Other” who is doing the watching, as well as
the fact that this passage comes in the first description of the American captain’s sighting the
ship, it is worth taking the time to understand why and how Melville fuses these images.
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In its simplest form, the sentence describes two sources of light projecting toward Delano
through the fog: the light from the ship’s cabin, and the sun, halfway up on the horizon. The arc
of the sentence moves like this: the narrator, in following Delano’s gaze, and also, it seems, his
train of thought, links the light emanating from the ship’s cabin to the rising sun, and then to the
arresting image of a veiled woman’s eye gazing back at him. First we have the light from the
ship’s cabin likened to the sun in the parallel descriptions of how their light moves through the
mist: “the far matin155 light from her cabin streamed equivocally enough; much like the sun.”
Then the sun is likened to the single exposed eye of the Lima intriguante: “the sun…showed not
unlike156 a Lima intriguante’s one sinister eye.”
If we read the connection transitively, as the structure of the simile permits us to, it
implies that the condition of being watched applies to Delano’s situation vis-à-vis the ship as
well. And this in fact turns out to be the case: it is not the sun that is watching Delano, but the
strange ship which has its eye on him. The feeling of being watched in the atmosphere the
narrator creates is correct, but the source is misidentified. The sun interposes between the ship
and the eye images, so it functions as both the connector and a site of displacement or
misattribution. Because we find out later that Babo and the crew of the ship were warily eying
Delano’s approach and saw his ship first, it would be much more accurate for Delano to locate
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the figurative sensation of being watched in relation to the ship hurriedly preparing for his
arrival—not the sun. But the way the narrator sets up this passage mirrors what occurs repeatedly
throughout the text: the generation of anxious affect and its constant misattribution is the pattern
the narrative takes with regard to Delano’s consciousness, in brief.
In the composite simile’s more complex form, the narrator makes the connection from
ship to sun to eye not once, but twice, double-stitching each image together. The paragraph
above traced the main through-line or the architecture of the simile, and this section focuses on
the intricacy or the detail. The way the narrator solidifies the connection between the ship and
the sun is by making a separate, parallel note that both seem to be emerging from the horizon
together, traveling “in company” (the material enclosed by the second set of em-dashes): the sun
“—by this time hemisphered on the rim of the horizon, and, apparently, in company with the
strange ship entering the harbor—.” In the structure of the main simile, the narrator has already
noted the similarity in the manner in which their lights move through the fog, and now he locates
the lights’ sources as moving in tandem.
So through all the mist, these two sources of light draw the eye. The first, the cabin light,
is likened to the second, the sun; and the sun is then figured as a veiled woman. Actually, the sun
is doubly imaged as veiled, because first we are told the sun is “wimpled by the same low,
creeping clouds.” The narrator anticipates the image of the veiled intriguante by already
metaphorically figuring the sun as a veiled woman with the term “wimpled.” The word alludes to
the medieval European headdress worn by many women that covered their heads and necks,
leaving only their faces exposed. This item has a religious connotation as well, because a wimple
is traditionally part of a nun’s habit, continued to be worn up to the present day in some orders.
The next image intensifies the veiling with the reference to the “saya-y-manta” (or “saya y
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manto,” as it is known). Whether consciously or not, in arranging the imagery in this passage,
Melville follows the biblical parallelism of the Hebrew Bible, the pattern of repetition with
intensification. And so in this next image of female veiling, the covering intensifies.
Just as Melville has said the morning was one “peculiar to that coast,” with the invocation
of the saya y manto we have a costume similarly peculiar to that place. The saya y manto (see
Figures 3.1-3.3) was a style of dress unique to the women of Lima, such that Lima had become
internationally famous by Melville’s time for its so-called tapadas limeñas, or the veiled women
of Lima. I would like to dwell on this figure and her costume for a moment, because she is
important in her own right as well as illuminating when paired with Babo—as, I argue, the text
nudges us to do, though this has mostly gone unnoticed.157
The saya was an overskirt, worn tight at the waist. During the colonial period it was
binding, making it difficult to walk but accentuating the figure (Higgins 86; see figure 3.4). (This
detail will become important soon in discussion of why versus how the garment was worn.) Later
it was worn loosely, flaring out in the same fashion as the skirt underneath. The manto was a veil
fastened to the back of the waist and brought over the head so as to obscure all of the wearer’s
features, save for a single eye (Higgins 86).
The combination of both garments, the saya y manto, was reported in the 1851 “Lima and
Limanians” article that ran in the same issue of Harper’s as Melville’s “The Town-Ho’s story,”
and which I referenced in the previous chapter as a possible source text for Melville’s portrayal
of the Benito Cereno character. It is worth quoting at length because it shows what Melville
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Brenna Casey’s “‘Peering Across the Plaza’” is the major exception. I had developed my ideas about the tapadas
limenas independently of her, around the same time, drawing on different sources for research. My account
eliminates some small factual errors—though on the main points we are in agreement. However, I link the tapada
more substantially to Babo, citing the similar phrases used to describe both, which Casey does not mention, and the
figures’ similar operations with regard to irony.
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Figure 3.1, Acuarela de Pancho Fierro
Attributed to Pancho Fierro, 1854.
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Saya_y_Manto_del_a%C3%B1o_1854.jpg, public
domain. Accessed 16 June 2022.
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Figure 3.2, A woman wearing the saya standing in profile, from a group of drawings depicting
Peruvian costume
Attributed to Francisco (Pancho) Fierro, African Peruvian, ca. 1848.
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Accession no. 38.145.465; public domain, open access.
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Figure 3.3, Two woman wearing the saya attending mass, from a group of drawings depicting
Peruvian costume
Attributed to Francisco (Pancho) Fierro, African Peruvian, ca. 1848.
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Accession no. 38.145.467; public domain, open access.
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would have known about the garments, in addition to whatever he might have seen in person
during his brief stopover in Lima in 1843158 during his tour as an ordinary seaman on the United
States navy frigate:
The first thing which attracts one's regard in Lima, is the singular and picturesque
costume of the females. This costume, which resembles that of the Moors, to whom it
owes its origin, takes the name of the two principal parts of which it is composed—it is
called the saya y manto. It is worn only in Lima, and there only in the day time, as a
walking-costume. The saya, as formerly worn, was a skirt or petticoat made of an elastic
black silk, plaited at the top and bottom in small folds, and fitting so closely as to display
the outlines of the figure, and every motion of the limbs. It was made so narrow at the
bottom that the wearers were forced to take steps extremely short, which gave to their
gait a mincing character more striking than modest. (602)
As for the second part of the garment: “The manto is a thick vail [sic] of black silk, joining the
saya at the back of the waist. It is brought up over the shoulders and head, and drawn over the
face in such a manner as to conceal the features entirely, with the exception of one eye, which is
visible through a small triangular space left open for the purpose” (602).
Why did the women of Lima dress this way in the public square? One way to answer this
question has to do with the history of the practice and its emergence; and another has to do with
its effects. Its “Moorish origins” referenced in the selection above already link the figure to
Senegalese Babo. In “Dusky Comments of Silence: Language, Race, and Herman Melville’s
‘Benito Cereno’” Gavin Jones shows how, far from treating all Africans on board as a
homogenous group, and “[i]nstead of implying racial sameness, Melville clearly demarcates
ethnic boundaries, dividing the slaves into several groups” (40). Jones, in analyzing the historical
source, finds “The general repugnance of the Ashanti people to the doctrines of Islam would
exacerbate their isolation from the Moorish Africans, whose presence on the slave-ship is
implied by the tale’s many Islamic allusions” (40). Babo, a “small negro of Senegal” (104), is a

158

See Hershel Parker, Herman Melville, Vol. 1, pp. 279-282.
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Moor. (He is a Moor, just like Othello: if I had the space here, I would offer a reading of Othello
as an important intertext for Benito Cereno, which is, in effect, the deception plot of Othello with
the racial categories—and, not unrelatedly, the ethical valuations of deception—reversed.)
So the historical origins of the garment are related to the complex history of religion and
colonial power in the region, with Babo and the veiled intriguante both associated in some way
with Islam, and by extension, each other. In her work on Peruvian folklorist and poet Ricardo
Palma, Elisa Sampson Vera Tudela provides a thorough account of the tapadas limeñas,
collating and translating various sources from their Spanish original. She draws on Antonio de
León Pinelo’s 1641 account to conclude that “after the fall of Muslim Granada the Spanish
crown forbade the Arab women of Andalusía to wear the Islamic veil. Various prohibitions were
passed and resisted and women finally compromised and wore a veil that partially covered their
faces— leaving one eye peeking out. Christian women then went on to imitate the fashion and
eventually exported it to the New World, where it was most successful in Peru” (65). In one of
his poems from 1886, which Vera Tudela quotes and translates, Palma wrote that “In bygone
centuries Lima was this, a half-Christian, half-Moorish city, a city of trellises and incense
burners, of gothic towers and minarets, a city both gothic and Arab, serious and simple, whose
cathedral resembles that of Seville” (65). Half-Christian, half-Moorish: both the place and the
dress broadcast the equivocality of the sign, the blended confrontation of culture.
If the derivation of the garment evokes the equivocal, so does its affordance, even more
strongly. Its intended purpose, related to its origins, was to enforce female modesty, the covering
of women’s bodies to thwart the male gaze in the public sphere. What it actually accomplished
was to provide a condition of anonymity for women, which allowed them to behave freely, as
they wished, without regard for their reputations or their husbands. As James Higgins describes:
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“the manto allowed women to circulate freely around the city without fear of molestation. Yet if
it was initially an emblem of female modesty, it came to serve a different purpose, functioning as
a disguise that freed women from social constraints and allowed them to engage in playful
flirting or to conduct secret liaisons” (86). Indeed, this ironic reversal was recognized and talked
about abroad even during Melville’s time. Higgins provides the following account by the French
novelist and travel writer Max Radiguet from the 1840s:
The saya y manto, a costume which was originally designed to serve ideas of chastity and
jealousy, has come through one of life’s contradictions to act as a cover for diametrically
opposite customs; its uniformity makes the city one vast salon of intrigues and ingenious
manoeuvers that mock the vigilance of the fiercest Othellos. With such elements
scandals, merry adventures and burlesque misunderstandings cannot fail to occur. (87)
In fact, these adventures occurred so frequently and so regularly, and some did not find
them merry—particularly the husbands, and the Church—that legal channels were repeatedly
employed to try to outlaw this form of dress over a period of more than two hundred years, to no
avail:
All official attempts to regulate or ban the saya y manto over the sixteenth to eighteenth
centuries failed completely. According to Luis Martín, the Peruvian tapada had been
under pressure to reveal her face since at least the 1570s when the viceroy Don Francisco
Toledo passed various edicts in the vain hope of reforming the women’s behavior. In
1583, at the Third Council of the Peruvian church, the matter was raised again and
another decree issued. In 1609, royal officials, including Blas de Torres Altamirano,
advised the new viceroy, the marquis of Montesclaros, that radical action was necessary.
Montesclaros, significantly invoking the family metaphor that would be so resonant in
the nineteenth century, argued that where fathers, husbands, and brothers had failed, he
was unlikely to succeed and that he did not want to expose the government to ridicule at
the hands of women. It was his successor, Diego Fernández de Córdoba in 1622 who
passed the strictest royal ordinance yet dictated on the subject, with punishments such as
public whipping and exile for nonconformists as well as penalties for the men who
frequented them. Martín argues that the tapadas necessarily became a bit more cautious
after this, but that their dress, which in a matter of seconds could transform a tapada into
a “normal” woman and vice versa by a quick slip of the veil, meant that the ordinance
passed largely ignored once again. Despite the harshness of the laws, tapadas continued
to circulate fairly freely, undermining the authority of colonial government as they did so.
(Vera Tudela 66)
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Thus while the purpose may have been to subserve the goal female modesty, the effect of this
garment was to provide almost total anonymity, guaranteeing the women of Lima freedom of
movement in the streets and allowing them to conduct their business in secrecy. Its function
perfectly subverted its intended purpose—a perfect example of an irony Melville would not have
failed to notice.
Indeed, the article Melville owned and was likely to have read remarks on this same irony
explicitly: “The Limeñas, effectually disguised in this national dress, to which they are
enthusiastically attached, go out every where unattended. Any one can address them, and they
violate no usage in accosting any one. The uniformity of the costume, in materials, shape, and
color, and the perfect concealment of the features, makes identification impossible, so that the
street becomes a perpetual masquerade. The costume which owes its origin to marital jealousy
has in Lima become a most efficient aid to intrigue” (“Lima and Limanians,” 602). This last line
is very suggestive and may be in fact why Melville referred to this figure as the Lima
“intriguante.”
Vera Tudela highlights the equivocal or ambivalent character of this figure. In her words:
“The tapada is the ultimately ambivalent symbol. A half (un)dressed woman, traversing public
space, breaking personal and social boundaries as she goes….The saya y manto allowed its
wearer to insinuate their sexual charms while simultaneously disguising their identity: it both
exposed and protected honor while giving play to desire (68-9). Adding to the ambivalence is the
fact that the garment obscures not only the woman’s personal identity, but her race and social
class159 as well (perhaps also sex, if a man were to disguise himself in the garment). Vera Tudela
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There are conflicting accounts in the literature: some suggest that the quality of the garments may be an indicator
of class; others stress equality, noting that gentlewomen and their servants would be likewise attired in the saya y
manto, leading to class confusion.
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notes that “these women remained veiled— and therefore racially ambivalent—in public” (71).
Vera Tudela draws on Manuel Mendiburu’s account in his historical dictionary of Peru (1874),
commenting: “The sexual misadventures the tapada’s dress can give rise to as a result of its
ability to confuse identities are seen by him to challenge the very foundations of the republic in
terms of familial and social hierarchy.” In his account:
Women dressing as tapadas have become so widespread that great offense has been
caused to God and notable damage to the republic, because in this dress the father cannot
recognize the daughter, or the husband the wife, or the brother the sister. Moreover,
women have freedom, time, and space to themselves, meaning that it is possible that men
may as easily importune the daughter or wife of the greatest nobleman as of the most
lowly man, whereas if they could distinguish one from the other then each one would
expect to be treated (and would be treated) differently. (quoted and translated, 71)
These women, in other words, undercut or thwart colonial and patriarchal authority in and
through the act of wearing the costume prescribed for them. In a fantastic grasp of irony, they
turn something that has been imposed on them into something that becomes the means of their
liberation in and through the act of performing their prescribed social roles through their mode
of dress—just as Babo and the rest of the Blacks on board the San Dominick, indeed, “every soul
on board, down to the youngest negress,”160 subvert the racial and economic hierarchy of slavery
in and through acting the role of a slave. On this aspect of performance, Sundquist observes:
“One can hardly lose sight of the fact that Babo, as Melville was at pains
to show, is not a white man in blackface on a stage but a black man, an African, on a slave
ship—nonetheless playing the part of a slave” (Wake, 154). Babo exploits the doubleness of
irony to his and the rest of the Africans’ advantage, at least temporarily, until Delano’s
reinforcements overpower them and reimpose the power constraints of the existing social and
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At one moment, Delano thinks: “If Don Benito’s story was, throughout, an invention, then every soul on board,
down to the youngest negress, was his carefully drilled recruit in the plot: an incredible inference. And yet, if there
was ground for mistrusting his veracity, that inference was a legitimate one” (69)—indeed, it was legitimate; Delano
just assigned it to the wrong leader. They were Babo’s recruits—and so were the whites.
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juridical order, as the deposition makes clear. Babo’s silence, then, becomes another mode of
resistance—and another tactic of subversion, which the narrator then redeems—if we can see it.
But we will return to Babo’s silence in the concluding section.
For now, let us emphasize the extent to which irony can be employed not only to break
down, as we saw with the chapter on Benito Cereno, who felt the full force of irony and went to
pieces under its weight—but creatively, as a revolutionary tool. From here we will move into a
discussion of authority, in the sense of authoring or bringing some new potential into being,
finding a new, creative way forward, as distinguished from mastery, a form of domination and
control that tries to contain events or force them into a pattern. This chapter will make the case
for Babo as a figure of authority, as an artist and dramaturge, who opens up new possibilities and
launches a revolution, which, though it “fails” has implications that continue to reverberate to the
present day, resonating with the narrator—and, perhaps, the reader.
The figure of the Lima intriguante helps us recognize this political, revolutionary
potential of irony.161 Elisa Tudela translates and cites Flora Tristán, “who sees in the dress a
tremendous force for liberty for women” (72). According to Tristán,
While under the saya, the Limeña is free. She can enjoy her independence and she relies
on this real strength which any being feels when it can act according to its own desires.
The woman of Lima is truly herself in any of moment of her life. She never bows to any
yoke: unmarried, she escapes the authority of her parents through the freedom her dress
gives her; when she marries she doesn’t take her husband’s name but keeps her own and
is the owner of her own house. When the house bores her too much, she throws on her
saya and leaves, just as men do as they pick up their hats. She proceeds in everything
with the same independence of action. (72)
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Melville recognizes political dimensions of irony explicitly in Billy Budd, where, commenting on mutinies in the
context of the British navy’s impressment policy, the narrator notes: “Reasonable discontent growing out of
practical grievances in the fleet had been ignited into irrational combustion as by live cinders blown across the
Channel from France in flames. The event converted into irony for a time those spirited strains of Dibdin…strains
celebrating, among other things, the patriotic devotion of the British tar:-- ‘And as for my life, t’is the King’s!’” (p.
12 Northwestern-Newberry edition, emphasis added).
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In a more ambivalent posture, a man writing on the topic in 1850 refers to the saya y manto as
“las armas de la independencia de la mujer” [women’s weapons of independence], and Tudela
reports that he laments they “giv[e] her access to normally forbidden ‘male’ spaces” (72). This,
then, is how thoroughly the strategy of domination has backfired in the example of this mode of
dress. The tapadas destabilize the hierarchy of society through their costume, which, once
introduced, it became impossible to control or suppress, as we saw above. They turned the means
of their subjugation into the means of their liberation, promoting free movement throughout
society, moving through spaces in which they would otherwise be disallowed. As we can see
from the foregoing analysis, Babo and the Lima intriguante share a common theme or practice of
ironic reversal. Both subvert a dominant power structure in and through their performance of a
designated role. They are able to apply irony creatively, in the service of greater freedom and
authority. They share this thematic connection, which Melville helps us to recognize by applying
parallel phrasing to both cases.
The first is a phrase they share in common describing the location and direction of their
sight: “across the Plaza.” Recall the final lines of the story, in which Babo’s head is said to have
“met, unabashed, the gaze of the whites; and across the Plaza looked towards St. Bartholomew’s
church, in whose vaults slept then, as now, the recovered bones of Aranda” (116-7, emphasis
added); similarly, when the Lima intriguante is introduced in the passage about the sun, the
narrator says it “showed not unlike a Lima intriguante’s one sinister eye peering across the Plaza
from the Indian loop-hole of her dusk saya-y-manta” (47, emphasis added). Not only the
repetition of the phrase but its content is significant. In “The Style of Lima: Colonialism, Urban
Form, and ‘The Town-Ho’s Story,’” Wyn Kelley brings out architectural dimensions of political
congress in her analysis of the plaza as a democratic space. She observes that “the plaza also
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allowed cultural conflict between colonizers and oppressed to be staged in a more generous
public space than in North American cities” (62). She argues that the plaza is an architectural
design element that promotes democratic engagement, a common space where disparate social
classes can come into contact, in contrast to the city’s colonial heritage and Spanish-style
architecture. In this way, according to Kelley, Lima compares favorably even to the United
States: “democratic New York had no such plaza, no place where the victims of North American
colonialism might meet and stare down their rulers as Babo does the Spanish at the end of
‘Benito Cereno’” (x). If Babo stares down the Spanish, the intriguante, the female subaltern
figure, stares down Delano, the (other) white figure involved in the promotion of an unjust power
relation, the American entangled with slavery—and the two are entangled with each other, just as
Babo and the intriguante gaze toward each other from opposite ends of the story, across the
Plaza.
Then, the word “dusk.” The word occurs in association with both figures as well. As we
have seen, the intriguante is a figuration of the sun, represented in the vocabulary of its opposite,
in terms more appropriate to a sunset than a sunrise. But “dusk” literally reflects the typical
colors of the garments, as we saw above: “her dusk saya y manta” (44). However, “dusk” is term
connected with Babo as well: in the shaving scene referenced in the previous chapter, it is
applied, paradoxically, to Babo’s silence—or more precisely, its communicative function:
To Captain Delano’s imagination, now again not wholly at rest, there was something so
hollow in the Spaniard’s manner, with apparently some reciprocal hollowness in the
servant’s dusky comment of silence, that the idea flashed across him, that possibly master
and man, for some unknown purpose, were acting out, both in word and deed, nay, to the
very tremor of Don Benito’s limbs, some juggling play before him….But then, what
could be the object of enacting this play of the barber before him? At last, regarding the
notion as a whimsy, insensibly suggested, perhaps, by the theatrical aspect of Don Benito
in his harlequin ensign, Captain Delano speedily banished it. (87, emphasis added)
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In the next section, I will analyze Babo’s silence more closely and offer a reading that aligns it
with the dusky saya y manto of the Lima intriguante. That is, I will try to show the way Babo’s
silence, which has been imposed on him like the garment on her, through his exclusion from the
judicial system and the denial of his humanity—imposed, because his is the kind of silence
resulting from the fact that even if he spoke, he would not, could not be heard under these
conditions—the way this silence acts as a cover that intensifies and draws the attention, like the
single eye peering through the loophole—and that ultimately subverts the dominant power
structure in and through its operation in the text.

Babo and Silence
In the passage quoted above, Babo’s silence is presented through the prism of Amasa
Delano’s perception. Though Babo’s silence (along with his double, Atufal’s “muteness”), is
repeatedly emphasized throughout the tale,162 Babo’s “dusky comment of silence” occurs here
within this “play” of the barber. Specifically, this dusky silent “comment” as it characterizes the
relationship of servitude to Cereno serves to raise the suspicion of Delano—no small feat, as we
saw from the analysis of his character in the first chapter, particularly for someone who also
holds a set of beliefs that includes the following:
There is something in the negro which, in a peculiar way, fits him for avocations about
one’s person. Most negroes are natural valets and hair-dressers; taking to the comb and
brush congenially as to the castinets, and flourishing them apparently with almost equal
satisfaction. There is, too, a smooth tact about them in this employment, with a
marvelous, noiseless, gliding briskness, not ungraceful in its way, singularly pleasing to
behold, and still more so to be the manipulated subject of. And above all is the great gift
162

When Babo is first introduced, his silence is emphasized, as it continues to be from beginning to end: “By his
side stood a black of small stature, in whose rude face, as occasionally, like a shepherd’s dog, he mutely turned it up
into the Spaniard’s, sorrow and affection were equally blended” (x, emphasis added). And in the padlock and key
scene, Babo himself draws attention to Atufal’s silence: “‘How like a mute Atufal moves,’” murmured the servant”
(61). Muteness also applies to Cereno several times throughout the tale, and once to Delano, but their relationships
to—and reasons for—silence are quite different from Babo’s. Babo’s is emphasized the most consistently.
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of good-humor….a certain easy cheerfulness, harmonious in every glance and gesture; as
though God had set the whole negro to some pleasant tune. (83)
These are not beliefs Delano expresses directly; this passage comes to us from the narrator as the
shaving scene begins, reported as though it were a sociological observation or fact. However, the
narrator then continues, describing Delano’s relation to this assessment of “the negro”:
When to this is added the docility arising from the unaspiring contentment of a limited
mind and that susceptibility of blind attachment sometimes inhering in indisputable
inferiors, one readily perceives why those hypochondriacs, Johnson and Byron—it may
be, something like the hypochondriac Benito Cereno—took to their hearts, almost to the
exclusion of the entire white race, their serving men, the negroes, Barber and Fletcher.
But if there be that in the negro which exempts him from the inflicted sourness of the
morbid or cynical mind, how, in his most prepossessing aspects, must he appear to a
benevolent one? When at ease with respect to exterior things, Captain Delano’s nature
was not only benign, but familiarly and humorously so. At home, he had often taken rare
satisfaction in sitting in his door, watching some free man of color at his work or play. If
on a voyage he chanced to have a black sailor, invariably he was on chatty and halfgamesome terms with him. In fact, like most men of a good, blithe heart, Captain Delano
took to negroes, not philanthropically, but genially, just as other men to Newfoundland
dogs. (84)
The first chapter covered the coexistence of Delano’s casual anti-Black racism with his professed
anti-slavery stance; so despite the wealth of confirmatory material here—recall, too, Delano
watching with similar satisfaction or gratification the oakum pickers on board the San
Dominick—we will focus on how this lengthy passage sets up what Babo’s dusky comment of
silence can do in this text. In short—even though we do not hear Babo speak a word in his own
voice, he confounds every single word of this narrator’s screed and Delano’s genial philanthropic
approach to slavery. All of this material we do not hear, we see, we witness, Babo prove as far
from the truth as it is possible to be: not just despite, but in and by his silence,163 he powerfully
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In “Melville’s Subversive Political Philosophy: Benito Cereno and the Fate of Speech,” Maurice Lee shows how
the issue of silence and silencing was a prominent concern of the abolition movement:
Frederick Douglass charged in 1853 that a ‘‘cardinal object’’ of the ‘‘Slavery Party’’ was the ‘‘suppression
of all anti-slavery discussion,’’ and abolitionists often traced their movement in terms of the struggle for
speech—from William Lloyd Garrison’s Liberator to Theodore Weld’s Lane Seminary to Elijah Lovejoy
and the Gag rule to more personal moments of speech and suppression at variously contested public sites.
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and resoundingly proves these passages completely and utterly false. If the reader, or at least the
rereader, cannot immediately reject these statements when they encounter them, they have a
“Delano problem,” which the text may not be able to solve (more on this conundrum in the
dissertation’s conclusion).
For Babo is no “natural valet and hair-dresser”; he is a dramaturge of the first order. His
is not “the docility arising from the unaspiring contentment of a limited mind” but rather an
incredibly powerful force of creativity and passion exerted out of extreme discontent with his
situation, in the service of obtaining freedom—not for himself alone but all of those on board
who were captured and forced into slavery. If he turns the silence that has been forced upon him
into a powerful tool of subversion, as I argue, in this scene there is evidence it is beginning to
work, even on Delano. As difficult as it is to pierce through the self-serving illusions that sustain
his buoyant mood, and even though Delano was primed to expect Babo to be flitting about,
flourishing the scissors and comb like “castinets” (the reference to Spanish percussive instrument
only adds to the ludicrousness of the scene) something in Babo’s silence communicates to
Delano, against his will and all of his preconceived notions, that “possibly master and man, for
some unknown purpose, were acting out, both in word and deed, nay, to the very tremor of Don

Melville is keenly aware of this emphasis. John Quincy Adams tried the Amistad case [another slave
mutiny in the background of Benito Cereno] during the heart of his Gag rule fight. (498)
In Shadow over the Promised Land, Carolyn Karcher makes an even more specific silence connection: “One is
reminded again of Frederick Douglass’s poignant characterization of the slave’s plight: ‘ask the slave what is his
condition-what his state of mind-what he thinks of enslavement? and you had as well address your inquiries to the
silent dead. There comes no voice from the enslaved”’ (141); she quotes from ‘The Nature of Slavery,” in Douglass,
My Bondage and My Freedom.
Strengthening the connection between Douglass and Melville (on which topic there is a recent volume of
essays, see Levine and Otter, eds.), Susan Weiner points out that “A segment of Melville's story Benito Cereno ran
concurrently in the fall of 1855 with a review of Frederick Douglass's Autobiography in Putnam's” (“‘Benito
Cereno’ and the Failure of Law”).
And, speaking more generally, from Brook Thomas: “The most simple explanation of Babo’s silence is to
see it in terms of the silencing of blacks throughout antebellum America. Not only were blacks generally repressed;
specifically, the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 refused to accept testimony of accused slaves in proceedings against
them” (124). Recall from the first chapter that this is the same law that Judge Lemuel Shaw, Melville’s father-inlaw, felt bound to enforce.
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Benito’s limbs, some juggling play before him”—in other words, Delano has an intimation of the
role reversal that is the truth. But he quickly takes cover in confusion, asking himself: “But then,
what could be the object of enacting this play of the barber before him”? What could be the
object, indeed. He does not stop to ponder this uncomfortable question long, but manages to get
rid of the thought efficiently by redirecting his attention to the flag in which Cereno is draped.
As we saw from the analysis of this scene in the previous chapter, Babo is here a master
of irony, which interacts with each character’s disposition and situation, combined, differently.
In Delano’s case, the very same observation that should be cause for further alarm, should cause
more worry, he uses to disarm it. Delano perverts the signifier into something to dispel the
worry, to quell his own emotional upheaval. Again the characters demonstrate their relation to
irony: Delano does not see it, Cereno cannot escape it, is literally draped in it (the flag); and
Babo creatively engineers and leverages it as part of his own theatrical performance—a flourish.
And the characters’ relation to irony, which has to do with their mode of perception, also tracks
their disposition to hope: Delano’s willful optimism is the procrustean bed that distorts his
reality, merely a semblance of hope, or presumption; Cereno’s recognition of irony, his constant
perception of the true state of affairs, but paralysis underneath their weight, shows him to be in
despair; and Babo, who creatively leverages irony as a tool to make a way forward, into the
future, who acts in hope, not for himself alone, but in solidarity with others.
Babo’s silence has often been compared to that of a certain Shakespearean villain, Iago.
The narrator relates Babo’s silence at the end to his recapture in a line that has drawn
comparisons with Iago: “Seeing all was over, he uttered no sound, and could not be forced to.
His aspect seemed to say, since I cannot do deeds, I will not speak words” (116). The narrator
interprets Babo’s silence as a mode of resistance, resistance in the only form still available to
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him after his revolutionary attempt has failed. Iago’s final words in Othello are “Demand me
nothing. What you know, you know: / From this time forth I never will speak a word” (5.2.3034). This seems an apt referent linking the two figures, who do share certain similarities. But with
an important difference: Iago speaks his lines. Babo’s silence is so complete, the motivation must
be imputed from an outside perspective. Even the omniscient narrator has only uncertain access:
“his aspect seemed to say.”
As we will see in the concluding chapter, authors who support a racist reading of this text
frequently draw on a comparison of Babo with Iago, especially in applying Coleridge’s famous
assessment of Iago’s “motiveless Malignity.”164 Note that it creates problems of textual
interpretation to assert, as prominent early commentators incredibly did, that Babo—abducted
into slavery—launched a revolution with no motive. And yet even talented readers of Melville
found ways to assert this, metaphysicalizing Babo into a representation of pure evil.165 The
conclusion of this dissertation will draw together insights from the other chapters, gathering and
applying what we can learn from the forms of distorted hope in relation to the kinds of
hermeneutical contortions that may accompany them. In doing so, the conclusion will widen the
frame of interpretation beyond the figure of Babo (though he still figures centrally) to consider
the problem of reading and training our perception more generally—and the ways fiction may, or
may fail to, help us become better at wielding the powerful and potentially dangerous virtue of
hope.
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Coleridge’s Shakespeare marginalia is visible here (the remark occurs pp. 1050-1): https://www.bl.uk/collectionitems/coleridges-annotated-copy-of-shakespeare. Accessed 14 February 2022.
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See e.g., Sidney Kaplan 1957: “It is Babo, the prototype of innate depravity, who, like an unrepentant villain, an
Iago indeed, gazes ‘unabashed’ from his death’s head of unfathomably malign subtlety at the goodness he has
murdered” (45); to be clear, Kaplan does not condone the racism of this portrayal but contends (contra Schiffman)
that the racism expressed in this scene of depravity is Melville’s.
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The comparison of Babo to Iago does not have to reinforce a racist reading of the text,
however. Another way to read Benito Cereno against the backdrop of Othello is to highlight the
way the Babo-Iago comparison inverts or subverts racial stereotypes, as I mentioned briefly
above. In Othello the white Iago machinates and deceives the Black Othello, “the Moor of
Venice” (and race is heavily thematized in the play, as evident from its full title). But in Benito
Cereno, we have the Black Babo deceiving the white Delano. Carolyn Karcher points out
(without reference to Iago) the way Melville highlights Babo’s intelligence: “Melville’s portrayal
of Babo as an almost disembodied brain—‘his slight frame, inadequate to that which it held’—
reverses the conventional racist stereotype of the Negro as all brawn and no brain” (130). By
linking Babo with Iago, Melville presents Babo as a mastermind figure behind the revolt, who,
further, devises scenes in the manner of Iago contriving to supply Othello with “ocular proof” to
confirm his deceptions. Joseph Adamson, who also reads Babo with reference to Iago (though
his is not an anti-racist reading, making the point of transference the villainy rather than the
mastermind quality), observes that “the deception practiced on Delano by Babo and his agents
depends largely on optical effects” (232). (And it also involves a lot of wordplay, or verbal irony,
along with it.) Adamson takes this focus on visual perception as an intertextual link between Iago
and Babo: “One of the critical turning points in the play is when Othello demands from Iago
some ‘ocular proof’; this allows Iago to set the snare that seals the downfall of his paranoid
superior. For the paranoid and the suspicious, seeing is indeed believing” (232)—especially, as
we have seen with Delano, if he can manage to see only what he already wants to believe.
One of the most instructive features of this Babo-Iago comparison derives from Iago’s
relation to Othello (which, not incidentally, is also a subordinate one). It highlights the brilliance
of Iago’s tactics and the way they demonstrate a superior knowledge of Othello’s own
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psychological propensities. Amelie Rorty draws on the Iago-Othello relationship to make her
case about self-deception, which I discussed at length in the first chapter—though she does not
apply her analysis specifically to Delano. According to Rorty: “Succesful deceivers are acute
rhetoricians, astute seducers who know how to co-opt the psychology of their
subjects….Othello’s psychology—his sensitivity, his pride, his sense of being a stranger—was a
collusive instrument in his being deceived and eventually in his being self-deceived” (76).
Babo is, similarly, aware of and able to turn Delano’s racism against him, such that it also
becomes a “collusive instrument,” something he can calm himself with and derive reassurance
from during the times he is most troubled, when he has been forced to notice something; and a
shield for his eyes so that he will not notice, or will dismiss, the things Babo does not want him
to perceive. In The Tragic Imagination, Rowan Williams observes that “Iago is among many
other things a diabolical image of the dramatist: he ‘stages’ suffering, knowing its workings in
the mind of an other” (45). Babo, similarly, (though I would stress we must strip away the
“diabolical” characterization in Babo’s case) is able to inhabit both Delano’s and Cereno’s
perspectives as he leverages irony creatively. W. E. B. DuBois’s notion of double-consciousness
may be applicable here, along with James Weldon Johnson’s remark in his preface to the original
1912 edition of his Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man: “It is very likely that the Negroes of
the United States have a fairly correct idea of what the white people of the country think of them,
for that opinion has for a long time been and is still being constantly stated; but they are
themselves more or less a sphinx to the whites. It is curiously interesting and even vitally
important to know what are the thoughts of ten millions of them concerning the people among
whom they live” (xil-xl). And, as Johnson’s character puts it more succinctly: “I believe it to be a
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fact that the coloured people of this country know and understand the white people better than
the white people know and understand them” (22).
This statement is certainly true in Babo’s case, and perhaps we might venture even
further: Babo understands Delano better than Delano even understands himself. As Joyce Sparer
Adler observes: “‘Since I cannot do deeds, I will not speak words,’ Melville imagines his silence
to say, the likely implication being that Babo feels the only language the whites will understand
is action. The Negro, Melville seems to be saying to America, has yet to be heard from; it would
be well for whites to imagine what is in his mind before it is too late” (42). But more than try to
imagine—even, first just to listen to and for that silence, to recognize it is there, as Melville
draws attention to it. Babo’s silence is willed, and not because he cannot speak; but because he
cannot be heard. He is in the untenable position that what he has to say cannot be heard by his
audience. And so, he creatively finds another way to achieve his hoped-for ends.

Babo and the Well-Made Plot
From the section of the deposition intended to establish Babo’s criminality, the authorial
or editorial voice inserts the following contextual remarks before continuing to excerpt Cereno’s
testimony: “the deposition then proceeds with recapitulatory remarks, and a partial
renumeration of the negroes, making record of their individual part in the past events, with a
view to furnishing, according to command of the court, the data whereon to found the criminal
sentences to be pronounced. From this portion is the following” (111, italics in original). Thus,
one of the only places in the narrative where the enslaved persons are individuated and given
names and identities is for the purpose of establishing criminality; otherwise they are

220

inventoried. But here in the matter of assigning personal responsibility, Cereno reveals that he
knows exactly who has done what:
that Yan was the man who, by Babo’s command, willingly prepared the skeleton of Don
Alexandro, in a way the negroes afterwards told the deponent, but which he, so long as
reason is left him, can never divulge; that Yan and Lecbe were the two who, in a calm by
night, riveted the skeleton to the bow; this also the negroes told him; that the negro Babo
was he who traced the inscription below it; that the negro Babo was the plotter from first
to last; he ordered every murder, and was the helm and keel of the revolt; that Atufal was
his lieutenant in all; but Atufal, with his own hand, committed no murder; nor did the
negro Babo; (x, emphasis added)
Babo is here, even if only for the purposes of charging him with a crime, recognized as a true
captain; he has made both a literal and metaphorical usurpation of Cereno’s authority, figured as
“the helm and keel of the revolt.” But more than simply a captain, he is figured as a plotter.
Many critics have pointed out the resonance of this term in the overlapping senses of a schemer
and a writer of fictional plots, but Keith Cartwright gives one of the strongest, most pointed
formulations: “it is my contention that Babo, the dictator of the fiction within Melville's tale, is
the text's authorial figure. Babo's insurrectionary pleasure authorizes the tale and mirrors the
bitter pleasures of the novella's plotting artist” (184).
In fact, Babo, has already, from within his extreme constraints, created something like
what Vera Tobin, who uses cognitive science to study literature, calls the “well-made plot.” This
is not a term of praise but a term of art: she defines the concept on analogy with the “well-made
play” popular in the 19th century. In these plays, “their ruling aesthetic is concerned with the
degree to which the surprise in question has been cleverly constructed and set up beforehand”
(1). So, on her definition, “a well-made surprise plot is one that aims to produce a flash
reinterpretation of events together with the feeling that the evidence for this interpretation was
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there all along—the surprise should be not merely unexpected but also revelatory” (2). The story
of Benito Cereno itself fits this description to a T.166
These types of plots, she writes, are “crowd-pleasing” (2), but it turns out they are very
hard to construct. Because in order “to build such a plot you have to point first in one direction,
then turn around and point in another, while also producing the impression that the whole has
been coherent and even inevitable” (2). “This particular type of surprise,” she explains, “requires
a masterful balance if it is to be satisfying. The rug-pulling revelation must be genuinely
surprising, but it’s no good if the narrative simply tells you one thing, then another. This
balancing act is quite a trick….How, then, can a story reliably give its audience the impression
that one state of affairs is the case in the world of the text and later that it is not, without making
a liar of itself?” (19-20). She continues:
A narrative that seems merely inconsistent may indeed surprise us but in a way that is
more likely to read as a failure of the text than as a gratifying success. To sidestep that
failure, this kind of plot must build up a set of expectations only to undermine them later
on, while also maintaining a sense that the undermining has all been done in a spirit of
fair play. Specifically, the revelation surprise succeeds only if, first, it is unexpected and,
second, it does not, in retrospect, conflict with the information otherwise presented. In
fact, the surprise should do better yet. In the ideal case, the new interpretation of events
not only should seem compatible with previously narrated material; it should feel like a
superior, more correct understanding of that information. (20)
This type of balance, of laying out all the facts necessary and yet somehow obscuring their full
significance from the reader, is very difficult to achieve. But Melville did not have to invent a
plot that could function this way, because he found one ready-made, perpetrated in real life on
Amasa Delano by Babo (and Mure, in the historical account). The ideology of white supremacy,
along with Delano’s general disposition to presumption, or his propensity to bend his perception
of reality to be more in line with his desires, provided a naturally occurring opportunity for this
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I also have a section about how this tale anticipates detective fiction as a genre, drawing on the work of Tzvetan
Todorov and John Haegart, but not including bc tangent (was supposed to go with Amasa Delano’s section).
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type of plot to be sprung on him—and the reader, through his consciousness. In the everyman
American figure of Delano, Melville recognized a ready-made plot of this sort that would work
on his fellow American readers—even those of the Northern anti-slavery sort who took
Putnam’s, the magazine in which it was published.
Tobin observes, “It is very difficult indeed, if not impossible, to be surprised by
something we already know” (39). But, as I hope the first chapter on Delano has shown, it may
be possible for us to be surprised by something we know but are hiding from ourselves. In fact,
undergoing this kind of surprise is central to the ethical work of the story, I argue—if it works on
us. Tobin herself argues for the ethical seriousness and importance of these well-made surprises,
“contend[ing] that they are not at all the sole purview of light fiction and, further, that they are
deeply entwined with issues of character and sympathy” (4). Babo stages a play that plays
Delano, and Melville restages it for a larger audience—giving credit to the plotter and
amplifying his silence so that maybe we can hear it is there, in a process like what the epigraph
to this chapter from Toni Morrison described.
Babo has an authoritative, authorial energy deriving from his superior epistemic and
moral perspective. His authority comes not from any legal apparatus of domination and control,
but rather from the creative possibility he realizes, or brings into being, from within a situation of
extreme restraint. From this situation of ultimate duress, in full recognition of the predicament in
which he finds himself and his fellow Africans, he does not give up or give in, but acts to bring
something new into existence, making a way where there was no way. That is what Babo does;
he shows us what hope looks like.
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Babo and the Twice-Born Sick Soul
The previous chapter concluded with an interaction between the healthy-minded Delano
and the sick soul Cereno that revealed the inadequacy of each perspective, clearing the way for
hope. Now we will analyze Babo as the hoper in conjunction with James’s “twice-born sick
soul.” The previous chapter concluded by gesturing toward the fact that the twice-born sick soul
is a subtype that has managed not to be mired in despair and pathological melancholy due to the
existence of evil in the world, but rather undergo a conversion of sorts, to shift into a new center
of energy, find a new equilibrium that helps rather than hinders action in the face of this evil.
Importantly, James is explicit that this conversion to a new equilibrium does not have to take on
a religious cast, though it can and often does. (In his lecture on “The Divided Self and the
Process of its Unification,” James writes: “But to find religion is only one out of many ways of
reaching unity; and the process of remedying inner incompleteness and reducing inner discord is
a general psychological process, which may take place with any sort of mental material, and
need not necessarily assume the religious form” [146].)
To describe what he means by “twice-born,” James uses a building and arithmetic
analogy and contrasts the term with its opposite type, the “once-born”: “In the religion of the
once-born the world is a sort of rectilinear or one-storied affair, whose accounts are kept in one
denomination, whose parts have just the values which naturally they appear to have, and of
which a simple algebraic sum of pluses and minuses will give the total worth. Happiness and
religious peace consist in living on the plus side of the account” (139). This once-born relation to
happiness has much in common with the healthy-minded approach of the first chapter. The
twice-born type is more complex. It subdivides the sick souls, who perceive evil very acutely and
cannot integrate it into their world-accounting. James writes:
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In the religion of the twice-born, on the other hand, the world is a double-storied mystery.
Peace cannot be reached by the simple addition of pluses and elimination of minuses
from life. Natural good is not simply insufficient in amount and transient, there lurks a
falsity in its very being. Cancelled as it all is by death if not by earlier enemies, it gives
no final balance, and can never be the thing intended for our lasting worship. It keeps us
from our real good, rather; and renunciation and despair of it are our first step in the
direction of the truth. (139)
The twice-born sick soul, then, is one who has come through this recognition of evil into a
different sort of happiness. Notice that the twice-born is not merely an additional storey atop the
same sort of once-born building but results in a different kind of edifice: “a double-storied
mystery.” It uses a different arithmetic, because its accounts do not square on the natural plane.
The best “natural” solutions are all rejected as insufficient. This is a despair that has to be moved
through in order to reach the secret arithmetic of hope: as Marcel asserted, there can be no hope
where there is no temptation to despair. By contrast, presumption as a counterfeit of hope is not a
stage through which one must pass. But despair is a real temptation that must be rejected in the
movement of hope, assumed into a higher creative synthesis.
In his chapter on the “Circumscription of the Topic,” James describes a distinctly
religious type of happiness that accomplishes just such a feat. He contrasts the Stoic as a type
who has reached the highest point of natural happiness with the Christian, as an example of the
religious type, writing that the Stoic “lacks something which the Christian par excellence, the
mystic and ascetic saint, for example, has in abundant measure, and which makes of him a
human being of an altogether different denomination” (45). This difference has to do with the
way that the despair characteristic of the sick soul is overcome: “The Christian also spurns the
pinched and mumping sick-room attitude, and the lives of saints are full of a kind of callousness
to diseased conditions of body which probably no other human records show. But whereas the
merely moralistic spurning takes an effort of volition, the Christian spurning is the result of the
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excitement of a higher kind of emotion, in the presence of which no exertion of volition is
required” (45). As we will see below, this overcoming of conditions that would seem to lead to
despair, not through an exertion of will but through the visitation of some higher emotion, James
goes on to call religion’s “secret.” But first, James’s assessment of the result: “Religious feeling
is thus an absolute addition to the Subject's range of life. It gives him a new sphere of power.
When the outward battle is lost, and the outer world disowns him, it redeems and vivifies an
interior world which otherwise would be an empty waste” (46, emphasis added).
This existential attitude toward life becomes, then, a quintessential feature of James’s
definition of religion: “If religion is to mean anything definite for us…it ought to mean nothing
short of this new reach of freedom for us, with the struggle over, the keynote of the universe
sounding in our ears, and everlasting possession spread before our eyes” (47). This attitude is
what this dissertation has been arguing, we find in hope. Babo acts in a new sphere of power, he
acts calmly and collectedly as though the universe were on his side and the battle were already
won, and he finds a new range of freedom within the greatest possible constraint. The failure of
his earthly project, then, is no obstacle, because his life and his action perfectly accord with this
religious definition; he exemplifies its results in his life, which he stakes in its service. With
attention to its practical effects, James calls religion “an essential organ of our life, performing a
function which no other portion of our nature can so successfully fulfill” (49).
Of this religious attitude, James writes: “in its most characteristic embodiments, religious
happiness is no mere feeling of escape. It cares no longer to escape. It consents to the evil
outwardly as a form of sacrifice—inwardly it knows it to be permanently overcome. If you
ask how religion thus falls on the thorns and faces death, and in the very act annuls annihilation, I
cannot explain the matter, for it is religion's secret” (47-8). But if James cannot explain it, he can
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describe it, and he does so using a particular image drawn from art—one that scholars have
argued167 also inspired Melville’s depiction of the sternpiece in Benito Cereno:
In the Louvre there is a picture, by Guido Reni, of St. Michael with his foot on Satan's
neck. The richness of the picture is in large part due to the fiend's figure being there. The
richness of its allegorical meaning also is due to his being there—that is, the world is all
the richer for having a devil in it, so long as we keep our foot upon his neck. In the
religious consciousness, that is just the position in which the fiend, the negative or tragic
principle, is found (48) (See Figure 3.4)
The religious consciousness, then, (on this definition—recall the “healthy-minded” and onceborn “sick soul” are also religious attitudes for James) includes and transcends the negative
principle. It, like the sick soul, attends to and recognizes the darker sides of life, but by some
mysterious alchemical process is able to incorporate the darkness within itself, not be
overpowered by it, in the service of greater goodness and beauty. It is able to incur minor losses
because of its vision of goodness.168 This is the kind of energy that hope provides, and it is an
energy: “Hope,” as John Berger observed in an interview in the Scotsman,169 “is not a form of
guarantee, it’s a form of energy, and very frequently that energy is strongest in circumstances
that are very dark.”
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See Dillingham, particularly, though Parker includes a description of Melville’s trip to Paris.
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In her analysis of James’s later-developed philosophy of pragmatism, Bonnie Sheehey develops the concept of
“reparative agency” to describe James’s meliorism. It is an excellent article and has substantial overlap with what I
argue about hope in his chapter. For instance: “The reparative agent recognizes the reality of her action being limited
by a variety of hindrances and losses without arriving at the fatalistic conclusion that she is therefore impotent. She
attends, rather, to the possibilities that remain open for action. This form of agency consists in an affirmation of
agents’ ability to act and their venture to actually act when the occasion arises without the guarantee that their action
will stave off all uncertainty or doubt. That is, reparative agency is less about the certain execution of action and
more about the possibility of acting in the midst of constraints.” (9) And it includes the element of solidarity with
others, as well: “Reparative agency underscores the vulnerability of action in a world where we are given over to
others. This feature of vulnerability contests the fantasy of mastery at the heart of sovereign individualism and the
acquiescence of defeat central to melancholic individualism” (15-6).
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Quoted in https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/576-an-uncommon-optimism-john-berger-on-bbc-radio-4-and-inthe-scotsman-and-the-new-statesman

227

Figure 3.4, Reni, Guido. Archangel Michael. ca. 1636. Oil on canvas. Santa Maria della
Concezione, Rome. Public domain, Wikimedia commons.
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Guido_Reni_031.jpg>, accessed 22 May 2019.
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However, in Melville’s hands, this image (the same or a similar one) serves a different
purpose. The sternpiece Melville invents for the boat emphasizes not the integration of evil into a
higher synthesis, but rather the interchangeability of roles in a power structure based on
domination. Near the figurehead on the ship, there is a “shield-like stern-piece, intricately carved
with the arms of Castile and Leon, medallioned about by groups of mythological or symbolical
devices; uppermost and central of which was a dark satyr in a mask, holding his foot on the
prostrate neck of a writhing figure, likewise masked” (49). This scene of subjection becomes
literally acted out, as long noted in the critical literature, after Cereno leaps into Delano’s
departing whaleboat and Babo follows with a dagger, with Delano grappling him to the ground:
“the left hand of Captain Delano, on one side, again clutched the half-reclined Don Benito,
heedless that he was in a speechless faint, while his right-foot, on the other side, ground the
prostrate negro” (99).
From this unstable position, the American hurtles forward in his boat, propping up the
fading Spanish imperial power on the one side, and holding down the figure of a slave with the
other. The balance here is precarious, and moments later, Babo rises up again with a second,
secret dagger. Reading this scene after the killing of George Floyd in America in 2020, the
message takes on a new somberness and urgency, with the foot on the prostrate figure
disturbingly similar to the knee on the neck. This set of figures appears in Melville’s story not to
emphasize the beauty of a portrait of everything comfortably in its right place, but precisely the
opposite: it is an untenable and dangerous posture for the American to hold. The masks on the
sternpiece emphasize the reversibility of roles, and the arbitrariness of power, and the
suddenness and unpredictability with which it can shift. For Melville, there is no higher synthesis
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here; for a figure of hope we must look elsewhere—to Babo himself, and the figurehead of the
ship, with which we began.

Babo and the Figurehead
To conclude the analysis of the phrase and the figurehead Babo makes emblematic of the
San Dominick, it is useful to recall the first appearance of the ship. As Amasa Delano approaches
the ship in his whaler, he first thinks he sees a “whitewashed” monastery with a “ship-load of
monks” (Black Friars)170 before he can make out that it is Spanish merchant ship carrying slaves.
But the way Delano perceives the ship in his third segment of approach I will argue becomes a
governing simile for the story: “Her keel seemed laid, her ribs put together, and she launched,
from Ezekiel’s Valley of Dry Bones” (241). Then follows a more detailed description of the
ship’s condition, then the description of the sternpiece analyzed above, and then the narrator
introduces the figurehead and phrase, paired together here, as always: “Whether the ship had a
figure-head, or only a plain beak, was not quite certain, owing to canvas wrapped about that part,
either to protect it while undergoing a re-furbishing, or else decently to hide its decay. Rudely
painted or chalked, as in a sailor freak, along the forward side of a sort of pedestal below the
canvas, was the sentence, “Seguid vuestro jefe” (follow your leader)” (49).
The juxtaposition of the reference to Ezekiel’s vision of dry bones and what will turn out
to be the literal composition of the figurehead—bones—sets up the thematization of hope in the
story, I argue. Ezekiel 37 is a locus classicus of hope in the Christian Scriptures, because it is a
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On this perceptual mistake, Jenny Franchot comments: “That Delano first sees the Spanish slaver as crowded
cloister registers the cultural error of nativism, in which racial blindness is enabled by religious illumination, a
purifying light that mistakenly transforms slaves into monks” (Roads to Rome, 174). Here, as usual, the conflation of
racial and religious biases, operating in tandem in Delano’s white New England Protestant consciousness, occludes
his perception.
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passage about restoration in the most extreme of circumstances, after it seems all hope is gone. I
give the reference in full to better demonstrate how it shapes my reading of Babo as a figure of
hope in Melville’s text:
According to Ezekiel:

2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12

13
14

The hand of the Lord was upon me, and carried me out in the spirit of the Lord,
and set me down in the midst of the valley which was full of bones,
And caused me to pass by them round about: and, behold, there were very many
in the open valley; and, lo, they were very dry.
And he said unto me, Son of man, can these bones live? And I answered, O
Lord God, thou knowest.
Again he said unto me, Prophesy upon these bones, and say unto them, O ye dry
bones, hear the word of the Lord.
Thus saith the Lord God unto these bones; Behold, I will cause breath to enter
into you, and ye shall live:
And I will lay sinews upon you, and will bring up flesh upon you, and cover you
with skin, and put breath in you, and ye shall live; and ye shall know that I am the Lord.
So I prophesied as I was commanded: and as I prophesied, there was a noise, and
behold a shaking, and the bones came together, bone to his bone.
And when I beheld, lo, the sinews and the flesh came up upon them, and the skin
covered them above: but there was no breath in them.
Then said he unto me, Prophesy unto the wind, prophesy, son of man, and say to
the wind, Thus saith the Lord God; Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe
upon these slain, that they may live.
So I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they
lived, and stood up upon their feet, an exceeding great army.
Then he said unto me, Son of man, these bones are the whole house of Israel:
behold, they say, Our bones are dried, and our hope is lost: we are cut off for our parts.
Therefore prophesy and say unto them, Thus saith the Lord God; Behold, O my
people, I will open your graves, and cause you to come up out of your graves, and bring
you into the land of Israel.
And ye shall know that I am the Lord, when I have opened your graves, O my
people, and brought you up out of your graves,
And shall put my spirit in you, and ye shall live, and I shall place you in your own
land: then shall ye know that I the Lord have spoken it, and performed it, saith the Lord.
(Ezekiel 37: 1-14)

To take first the Scripture passage. This is a story of a people in despair. Circumstances are so
dire, the vision Ezekiel beholds is not a valley of corpses, but stripped-clean, dried-out bones;
they are not only dead, they have been dead a long time. Our hope is lost is the corporate plaint
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of the people. Two related points follow, both of which are expressly relevant to Babo and the
other Africans’ situation. One is the message of vindication and revivification or resurrection; the
other is the promise of repatriation, or restoration to their land.
In Ezekiel’s vision, circumstances have so advanced that the people’s restoration will
involve nothing less than an act of re-creation, a new word spoken over these dry bones, a new
breath breathed into the human forms. And this act of re-creation happens simultaneously as
Ezekiel prophesies, as he speaks over them the words God has given him to say. God gives him a
message of resurrection and restoration that accomplishes what it foretells. The physical healing
or revivification of the people is accompanied by a promise of repatriation: they will be able to
return to their land, the land from which they were exiled, taken as captives. This latter motif is
as important as the first, and connected to it thematically.
In the 19th-century, enslaved African-Americans found in this passage a message that
spoke to their own impossible situation. Whether or not Melville was aware of this text’s
paramount importance in African-American spirituality171 (and there are signs he may have
been—Sterling Stuckey finds evidence Melville attended Black churches in Harlem during the
time he was living in New York, which he made the basis of a gospel scene in Moby-Dick),
Melville has chosen to place this image at the head of a story about slaves rising up to return
home, to turn the course of their ship back homeward, back to their land.
If we keep the text of Ezekiel in mind, then, as we read the story, the themes of hope,
restoration, and healing form part of our horizon of meaning. We will remember God’s promise
that the experience of death is not the end of the story. And, in this passage from Ezekiel, the
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Walter Fluker writes, “Scholars like James Weldon Johnson, Allen Callahan, and Henry Lewis Gates…describe
the sermonic tradition surrounding Ezekiel 37 as ‘one of the canonical narratives within African American
experience’” (100).
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promised restoration comes not just to an individual, but a whole people; a whole race. An army
of bones is raised and re-created. They are brought out of their graves. The many attempted and
actual suicides of those captured into slavery attest that slavery was itself a kind of death, a
death-in-life worse than death. We are cut off for our parts. But that is not the end of the story.
Melville plays with this Scriptural image from Ezekiel throughout, adding layers and increasing
its complexity through its association with the figurehead.
As cited above, the first time Delano lays eyes on the figurehead, he does not see it at all.
In fact, he cannot even tell if there is a figurehead on the ship, because there is a piece of canvas
wrapped around the area where it should be, either—recall Delano’s interpretive tactic of
creating two opposing alternatives and dismissing both, as well as the chiaroscuro flip-flopping
of irony throughout the tale—because it is improving (to protect its refurbishment) or worsening
(to hide its decay). So the figurehead is first introduced in terms of uncertainty, a blank signifier:
the canvas covers the place where the figurehead would be, if there were one, and the narrator
presents us with the false choice between its hiding either refurbishment or decay.
Thus, when we first meet the figurehead, not only do we not know what image it carries;
we do not even know if it exists. In addition to the instability created by this perspective, the
narrator poses an either/or scenario, one of many the reader will encounter on the ship, where the
same state of affairs is assumed either to signify one thing or its direct opposite. In this example,
we are told the hiddenness of the spot where a figurehead belongs could signify either
improvement (“refurbishing”) or continued decline (“decay”). The narrator does not simply
report the covering, he imputes a significance to it, giving us two options—both of which,
significantly, turn out to be wrong. And yet narrator presents the interpretation as a dichotomous
choice, without a third option even hinted at yet to the reader.
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The third, unthought-of option, the one that turns out to be true, is that there is a
figurehead—and it is a skeleton. An accidental occurrence toward the end of the story reveals it:
“the cable of the San Dominick had been cut; and the fag-end, in lashing out, whipped away the
canvas shroud about the beak, suddenly revealing, as the bleached hull swung round towards the
open ocean, death for the figure-head, in a human skeleton.” Not only the skeleton but the
“bleached” hull recall the dried-out bones of Ezekiel, the image associated with this ship from
the beginning of Delano’s sighting of it. Death, appropriately, is the figurehead of this slave
ship.172 However, if we replace the bony image in its original context of Ezekiel, we may have a
new way of reading it: death may become the figurehead for life. As Melville writes in the
Epilogue of Clarel, “Even death may prove unreal at last/And stoics be astounded into heaven.”
Making the point even more forcefully, Melville ends his entire, nearly 18,000-line epic poem
with a powerful meditation on the theme of resurrection:
That like the crocus budding through the snow—
That like a swimmer rising from the deep—
That like a burning secret that doth go
Even from the bosom that would hoard and keep;
Emerge thou mayst from the last whelming sea,
And prove that death but routs life into victory.
Replacing the significance of death in a greater, larger context of victory is a classic trope in a
Christianity that takes as its central image the cross of Christ’s crucifixion. Melville’s final line
fully captures the paradox or the seeming impossibility involved in the claim that death routs
life—into victory. In any other context, the language of routing an opponent into victory would
make no sense. It is nonsensical, in the literal meaning of the term. But here language is stretched
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For the pirate connection, see Bolster, Black Jacks: “From 1716 to 1726, the heyday of large-scale Europeandirected piracy, some five thousand buccaneers sailed ‘under the banner of King Death’” (13).
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to its breaking point in the face of mystery: it is made to signify something beyond what the
words themselves can contain. This is poetry, or the logic of incarnation.
The context helps to supply the meaning that the sentence itself cannot, semantically and
grammatically. With this sentence, Melville culminates a list of natural occurrences in which the
same nonsensical principle is at work: the late-winter bloom of a crocus, its pale pastel shoots
poking up through a crust of ice, converting the very spot one would least expect into spring’s
first flowerbed; the buoyancy of a swimmer, described so beautifully by the character Stein in
Joseph Conrad’s Lord Jim: “The way is to the destructive element submit yourself, and with the
exertions of your hands and feet in the water make the deep, deep sea keep you up”; and the
burning secret, whose injunction to keep close only increases our desire to tell. All of these cases
seem not only paradoxical, but to violate what we know about the order of nature. And yet, there
they are: the crocus, the swimmer, the secret that will out, meeting the evidence of our senses.
Their simple presence disputes reason’s claim to final authority, any claim to master and know
the full measure or secret logic of the world. And so, Melville suggests in his supra-sensical final
sentence, the reader who has registered this list of unexpected—but once arrived at, accepted as
wholly natural—features of our human experience of the world may be able to feel the force of
the “mayst” that comes before “prove” in the last lines of the poem.
Returning to the image of death, or death converted into a symbol of hope, as the
figurehead of this particular slave ship: the meaning may all depend on how one reads it; the
context in which the symbol is placed; the perspective one takes. To the Spanish captain of the
slave ship, the bones can signify only terror. When the canvas whips away, the narrator tells us:
“At the sight, Don Benito, covering his face, wailed out: ‘‘Tis he, Aranda! My murdered,
unburied friend!’” To him the bones represent trauma, not merely in representation’s weaker
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sense of “standing-for,” but in its stronger sense of making something present again, recalling it
afresh to experience. As we saw in the second chapter, Cereno’s instinct is to shield his view. He
is the character who can see, but cannot look. One sentence later, he again declines to look—in
this case, at Babo: “Don Benito, wan as he was, refused to move, or be moved, until the negro
[Babo] should have been first put below out of view.”
However, there is another way of reading the figurehead. I place great interpretive
importance on the fact that the moment the figurehead is revealed is also the moment the
kidnapped Africans achieve their freedom, the moment they turn the ship around to pilot it back
to their homeland. The shroud comes off because “the cable of the San Dominick had been cut”;
the errant rope-end is what releases the canvas. And the timing of the revelation occurs
“suddenly…as the bleached hull swung round towards the open ocean.” Thus the figure173 that
now points out toward the “open ocean,” the path the slaves must take to return home, freed from
captivity—is none other than the figurehead of dry bones, previously linked to Ezekiel, in an
apocalyptic image of restoration and repatriation.
In the moment of the figurehead’s revelation, then, the story gives us three different
reactions from the three central characters: we have seen that Cereno averts his gaze as he is
forced to confront again the remains of his friend, but to Babo and his compatriots, the
figurehead points the way home, signaling a turn of direction and corresponding to the first open
indication of their command. Captain Delano’s visual awakening, relayed in the same paragraph
as the revelation of the figurehead, represents a third reaction, a sudden, forced recognition of the
truth: “Captain Delano, now with scales dropped from his eyes, saw the negroes, not in misrule,
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Note that the bones in question do not belong to the community in question, but rather to the former slaveowner.
I read this disanalogy, however, as yet another instance of Babo’s ability to subvert authority, as he assigns a new,
opposite meaning to the former symbol of domination.
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not in tumult…but with mask torn away, flourishing hatchets, and knives, in ferocious piratical
revolt.” The narrator describes Delano’s sudden realization of the truth using the biblical idiom
of Paul’s conversion: “And immediately there fell from his eyes as it had been scales” (Acts
9:18).
In the biblical story, Paul’s restoration of sight was accompanied by a change in personal
identity, which tradition signals by linking the change in name from Saul to Paul with his
conversion (although he is not referred to as Paul until Acts 13). The biblical story emphasizes
Paul’s restoration of sight corresponded to a metanoia, or spiritual conversion, a total change in
way of life and repudiation of what had gone before. This is exactly what does not happen in
Delano’s case. In fact, the opposite is true: Delano’s reaction to the scales falling from his eyes,
so to speak, is to continue undisturbed on his way; to leave unchanged. Thus Melville’s use of
Scripture here may be ironic, a frequent mode of his relation to Scripture.174 Although the
allusion’s surface function is to liken Delano to Paul, by describing a similar transition from
blindness to sight, what it really does is heighten the contrast between these figures, and show
the ways in which Delano’s conversion is no conversion at all. He may as well still be walking
around blind. Thus, in true healthy-minded fashion, both before the figurehead’s revelation and
after, we are shown that Delano cannot see it. Cereno, for his part, cannot look at it. And Babo—
Babo has designed it. He silently, powerfully speaks through it. And indeed, it literally bears his
words in his inscription below, the same inscription the narrator picks up and echoes at the end
of the tale, assuming Babo’s line of sight into narrative omniscience. But it also becomes a
creative carrier for his words and an emblem of the hope which he enacts—in his life and in his
play.
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For examples, see Lawrance Thompson, Melville’s Quarrel with God.
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Melville’s representation of Babo’s silence in this story is more powerful than all the
words of the frantic rationalizations of the one captain and the official deposition of the other
combined. This is a silence that speaks from beyond the grave, that calls us to convert our sight
and perceive and act according to hope175—like Babo. The next chapter, the conclusion, will
address some of the ways the fictional form may or may not help us to clarify our sight and act
according to our vision.
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In a strange coincidence it is doubtful Melville was aware of, Babo and the rest of the slaves were literally
“prisoners of hope” (Zech. 9:12), in the sense that before they were on the board the Tryal, the historical ship on
which the San Dominick was based, they were taken from another slave ship, the Neptune, by the French privateer
Hippolyte Mordeille—on board the Hope (Grandin 16).
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Conclusion; or, “A Language Powerful Enough to Say How It Is”
Whoever is not queasy in the presence of strength will always love Melville.
E. A. Blair (George Orwell), Review of Herman Melville by Lewis Mumford
When we are impressed and moved by a story, it engenders something that becomes, or may
become, an essential part of us, and this part, whether it be small or extensive, is, as it were, the story’s
descendant or offspring.
What I’m trying to define is more idiosyncratic and personal than a mere cultural inheritance; it is
as if the bloodstream of the read story joins the bloodstream of one’s life story. It contributes to our
becoming what we become and will continue to become.
John Berger, Bento’s Sketchbook
I had no one to help me, but then T. S. Eliot helped me.
So when people say that poetry is a luxury, or an option, or for the educated middle classes, or
that it shouldn’t be read at school because it is irrelevant, or any of the strange and stupid things that are
said about poetry and its place in our lives, I suspect that the people doing the saying have had things
pretty easy. A tough life needs a tough language—and that is what poetry is. That is what literature
offers—a language powerful enough to say how it is.
Jeanette Winterson, Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal?
[I]n books of fiction, they look not only for more entertainment, but, at bottom, even for more
reality, than real life itself can show….It is with fiction as with religion: it should present another world,
and yet one to which we feel the tie.
Melville, The Confidence Man

Lewis Mumford, one of Melville’s earliest biographers, writing at the beginning of the
“Melville Renaissance” of the 1920s, began the epilogue to his life story of Melville with the
following two questions: “Why does Herman Melville mean so much more to us than he did to
his own contemporaries? What has his thought done for us, and what has his vision given?”
(361). Presumed in the first question is the idea that, given the unpopularity that plagued
Melville’s career after the success of Typee, including in the wake of Moby-Dick, Melville’s
contemporaries may not have seen certain things about Melville’s fiction that those of later
centuries have been able to recognize or appreciate. Though Mumford does not develop it in this
direction, that issue (as well as the one of who is included in his “us”) is closely entangled with
the question of what ideas can or cannot be made legible, by whom and to whom, given certain
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conditions of justice or injustice in society. The reception history of Benito Cereno is a case in
point. In future writing I hope to highlight the ways in which particular ideologies (NB: white
supremacy) generated confused readings and aesthetic judgements of the text from some of the
most talented literary critics in America, up until, and in some cases well past, the 1970s. In the
chapter on Amasa Delano, I opened an investigation into what it would mean for certain types of
misperception to be motivated but not intended—all the more dangerous for their ability to
operate systematically below the threshold of consciousness, to use Jamesian language, and selfprotectively resist correction. Considering this problem on a societal scale leads into a thicket too
dense for this short conclusion, but I have already begun substantial work in this direction that I
hope to carry out, using the example of Benito Cereno to complicate the longstanding debate
around literature and moral formation, and whether or not it has political outcomes.176 Some of
my thoughts on this issue will come out obliquely, however, in consideration of the second
question.
Adapting Mumford’s second question to its own purposes, this conclusion will ask what
Melville (and James) can contribute to our own time in history, and particularly, what Melville,
with James, has helped us to see with regard to hope—its potential and its dangers. Note that
Mumford, too, has framed the question in terms of Melville’s contribution not only to our
thought but to our vision. Thus in conclusion I also begin, if only in a preliminary way, to take up
the question of how Melville has communicated—or not, as the case may be—his vision of hope.
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Arguments about literature’s impact, for good or ill, on moral formation, along with the larger related question of
art’s impact on society, date back in the West at least to Plato and have continued up to the present, with thinkers
representing a wide range of positions on the issue. A small subset of those whose writings I have consulted on this
issue includes James Baldwin, Elif Batuman, Wayne Booth, Stanley Cavell, Wai Chee Dimock, Rita Felski, Eddie
Glaude, Hans Gumbrecht, Richard Kearney, Joshua Landy, Alexander Nehamas, Toni Morrison, Iris Murdoch,
Adam Zachary Newton, Sianne Ngai, Martha Nussbaum, Robert Pippin, Richard Poirier, Richard Rorty, Elaine
Scarry, Adam Smith, Namwali Serpell, Brian Stock, Jane Thompkins, Vera Tobin, Leo Tolstoy, Blakey Vermeule,
and Lisa Zunshine, among others.
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And I mean “communicated” in a sense that includes but goes beyond that of getting one’s point
across, to the sense of something given over, passed on. (The Eucharistic resonances of
“communication” would bear exploring in this context as well.) In other words: can reading—or
rereading, as I have argued in the third chapter the structure of the text directs us to do—Benito
Cereno become an exercise in clarifying and extending the reader’s own vision? If so, how—or
under what conditions?
***
In this dissertation I have tried to schematize three different relations to hope that
Melville’s three main characters in Benito Cereno embody, coordinating them with James’s three
main religious types or sub-types in Varieties of Religious Experience. And I have argued that
this triplet of types corresponds, roughly speaking, with the Christian tradition’s understanding
of hope as a virtue with two opposite “sins” or distortions: presumption, a semblance or
counterfeit of hope, and despair, its lack, or more strongly, the positive corruption of and turning
away from hope. (The title of Michel Imbert’s fine work on the character of Benito Cereno,
«L’Empreinte du vide» [“The Imprint of Emptiness”] captures well this nuance of despair, how
an absence could exert such a force.) Thus my tripartite classification yields the following sets of
terms: Amasa Delano/healthy-minded/presumption; Benito Cereno/sick soul/despair;
Babo/twice-born sick soul/hope. In this study, I devoted a chapter to exploring each resonance,
and tried, in each chapter—but particularly the first—to draw out the importance of these
relations to hope for the American political context, then and now.
If I have succeeded, along with Melville and James, in expressing clearly how not to
hope—i.e., revealing the dangers of operating in either the mode of presumption or despair that
the first two chapters explored—perhaps I have not succeeded, comparatively, in presenting as
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clear a positive definition of hope. Here again, I am in the company of Melville and James. The
character who is Melville’s great hoper in Benito Cereno, as we saw, meets his end in silence.
And James ends Varieties, as I mentioned in the introduction, by expressing the wish to return to
the subject of hope in a subsequent study, after he admits to its “unsatisfactory” treatment there
(414). A hunch which I have not been able to develop yet in writing is that James’s discussion of
the way the will is involved, or, it may be more accurate to say, not involved, in a conversion
experience such as one that means the difference between the once-born and the twice-born sick
soul, has something to do with this difficulty of prescribing positive steps to take toward hope.
That is, the ultimate mysteriousness of this process frustrates our ability to initiate or at least to
complete it, even though James, as he usually does, tries manageably to classify conversions as
either gradual or sudden (on the medical model of “lysis and crisis” [152]), and, even more
strikingly, as “the volitional type” and “the type by self-surrender” (170).
Both of these distinctions, however, turn out not to hold water in practice: even the most
gradual of conversions (often seen in the volitional type) contains sudden bursts of progress and
tipping-points of discontinuity. And though he specifically characterizes one of the types as
“volitional,” watch the way this type that is defined by willed effort eventually collapses back
into a movement of self-surrender. James admits, “the difference between the two types is after
all not radical. Even in the most voluntarily built-up sort of regeneration there are passages of
partial self-surrender interposed; and in the great majority of all cases, when the will has done its
uttermost towards bringing one close…it seems that the very last step must be left to other forces
and performed without the help of its activity. In other words, self-surrender becomes then
indispensable” (171). For someone as fond of binaristic orienting distinctions as James, he was
also quick to discard them when they seemed no longer useful or even positively misleading. The
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sense of being relieved of our own action in conversion must have been strong, indeed, for it to
foundationally underlie both types, and, I would say, severely undermine if not overturn the very
basis of his distinction.
So the movement from the once-born to the twice-born sick soul is complicated and
fraught, and cannot be easily aimed at, characterized, or explained like steps in a process. This is
the movement into what I have characterized as the mode of hope, the overcoming of the
temptation to despair (a temptation that persists, recall, according to Marcel, despite the shift into
the register of hope). As his examples of the gradual and sudden modes of conversion,
respectively, James uses the writers177 Tolstoy and Bunyan. As converted figures, however, both
these twice-born sick souls share a motion James describes not as going backward, but forward,
in a new synthesis or dialectical178 movement: “neither Bunyan nor Tolstoy could become what
we have called healthy-minded. They had drunk too deeply of the cup of bitterness ever to forget
its taste, and their redemption is into a universe two stories deep” (155). (Recall James’s
contention that for “the religion of the twice-born,” “the world is a double-storied mystery”
[139].)
For the twice-born, their positive religious emotion does not become simpler but fuller,
more complex. James continues: “Each of them realized a good which broke the effective edge
of his sadness; yet the sadness was preserved as a minor ingredient in the heart of the faith by
which it was overcome” (155). (Recall James’s use of Reni’s St. Michael painting, which he
alludes to to contend that this preservation enriches the joy.) The sense of the tragic, then, is too
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James’s reliance in Varieties on literature and literary figures, not only on collected autobiographical material and
psychological case studies is another point that deserves development.
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In William Lynch’s Images of Hope, he cites a “single sentence” from Norman O. Brown’s Life Against Death:
The Psychoanalytic Meaning of History. This sentence is: “Dialectics rather than dualism is the metaphysic of hope
rather than despair” (162). Though they diverge on fundamental commitments, Lynch and Brown share the sense I
also detect in James that hope is dynamic, moving toward integration rather than separation.
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deeply etched for it to be erased; however, it may be transfigured. In the Tragic Imagination,
Rowan Williams, speaking of the Easter Gospel and the resurrected Christ at the center of its
hope, writes: “What we are talking about is neither a [simple] comic resolution nor a simple representation of the catastrophe (resurrection as the proclamation of the crucified as Lord): it is a
new fact” (280). Rather than reverting to healthy-mindedness after there has been a rupture in its
vision of the good, rather than simply re-presenting the tragedy to oneself in despair, the twiceborn sick soul somehow absorbs the grief and moves forward creatively, achieving what James
calls “the most wonderful of all those shiftings of inner equilibrium, those changes of the
personal centre of energy” (233). When what James calls “spiritual emotions” predominate in
this personal center, this type of character he classifies as “saintly”: “The collective name for the
ripe fruits of religion in a character is Saintliness. The saintly character is the character for which
spiritual emotions are the habitual centre of the personal energy” (219). But if James cannot
exactly prescribe a set of steps to work ourselves up into this condition, he recognizes
unmistakably its power.
Certain of what James classifies as “religious energies,” such the disposition to hope that
I have argued belongs to the twice-born sick souls, force James to reorganize his evaluative
categories and make room for modes of operation in the world that cannot be judged by their
immediate effects. In Varieties the man who would go on to found and develop the philosophy of
pragmatism, a method based on its results, writes: “From the biological point of view Saint Paul
was a failure, because he was beheaded. Yet he was magnificently adapted to the larger
environment of history; and so far as any saint's example is a leaven of righteousness in the
world, and draws it in the direction of more prevalent habits of saintliness, he is a success, no
matter what his immediate bad fortune may be” (299). James calls “the saintly group of
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qualities…indispensable to the world's welfare,” and then shifts into a hortatory mode: “Let us
be saints, then, if we can, whether or not we succeed visibly and temporally” (299, italics added).
So, to the question, Did Babo fail?: to paraphrase and repeat again Frederick Douglass’s
refrain, James’s discussion of saintliness179 may help us formulate an answer in a new light. As
we have seen in the character of Babo, hope is creative; it does not block out but takes account of
all the facts, facing even the most unpleasant and painful head-on; and it gives its bearer the
energy and authority to undertake action in the midst of uncertainty, or even in the fact of what
looks like assured failure. Babo manages not to give up before he has begun, in the face of
overwhelming odds and dominant power structures, and instead creates a plan—a play, a literary
masterpiece—and leads a revolution. I cannot say how it is possible for him to do this; only that
he does, like the historical father-son duo Melville based his character on.180 However, what I
can do in the remaining pages is explore the way hope is a mode of vision, on the strength of the
connection between hope and perception that I discovered in the work of James and Melville.
We may be able to adjust the perception side of the equation, at least, and learn how to perceive
less badly—if we have ears to hear Babo’s silence, potentially amplified by the medium through
which it comes.

The Good Physician and the Sick Philosopher
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Violence, it must be noted, however, does not fit James’s characterization of the saintly character, whom he
explicitly presents as non-violent.
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Considering the reading I have offered here of hope as social and not individualist, it may be significant that the
figure of hope in Melville’s story is a composite figure.
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In Self-Consuming181 Artifacts, Stanley Fish calls the trope of the “good physician” “one of the
most powerful in western literature and philosophy” (3). The good physician, like Plato’s
Socrates, “tells his patients what they don’t want to hear in the hope that by forcing them to see
themselves clearly, they may be moved to change the selves they see” (3). This notion of truth as
curative though unpleasant medicine (a “bitter pill”) means it must be administered carefully; the
good physician knows it will be resisted. The goal of administering this truth has two parts, and
they are causally related: first, recognition; then, change.
Fish argues that literature of a certain variety can operate this way. He differentiates
broadly between different modes of presentation, contrasting “a presentation that leaves the mind
complacent and self-satisfied and a presentation that unsettles the mind and demands, literally,
that it change” (76-7). He begins his study by posing an opposition between a category he calls
the “rhetorical,” which satisfies readers because it mirrors the world they think they see back to
them, and is flattering, and the “dialectical”: “A dialectical presentation…is disturbing, for it
requires of its readers a searching and rigorous scrutiny of everything they believe in and live by.
It is didactic in a special sense; it does not preach the truth, but asks that its readers discover the
truth for themselves, and this discovery is often made at the expense not only of a reader’s
opinions and values, but of his self-esteem” (1-2). The experience of encountering a dialectical
text, then, Fish warns can be profoundly “humiliating” (2). But its rewards are correspondingly
large: “For the end of a dialectical experience is (or should be) nothing less than a conversion,
not only a changing, but an exchanging of minds. It is necessarily a painful process…and it is as
the ‘good physician’ that the dialectician is traditionally known” (2).
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I would like to note that I do not think “self-consuming” is the right metaphor for the process Fish describes,
though he has used it again as recently as 2016 in Winning Arguments (90). My objection is only to the name and
not the process, however.
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In what follows, I unfold Fish’s reader-response method as it bears on the above process
and contend that Benito Cereno may be a dialectical text in Fish’s special sense: that is, it tries,
or has the potential, to operate on the reader in such a way as to force them suddenly, unlike
Amasa Delano, to see a painful and humiliating truth of self-knowledge and demand they
change. It is a text that tries to do something to the reader; communicate a vision. Fish’s readerresponse theory shifts literary criticism away from the view of the text as a self-enclosed, stable
object. His view of the text is one of a dynamic process that involves the reader’s subjectivity182:
the text “is no longer an object, a thing-in-itself, but an event something that happens to, and
with the participation of, the reader” (368). The text we encounter, he contends, “is an
experience; it occurs; it does something; it makes us do something” (393). (His emphasis here on
action is one James would approve [see esp. Principles, 129] and may be one of the reasons Fish
can be read fruitfully in connection with neopragmatists.)
This view of the text as an experience that characterizes Fish’s reader-response method
some may find alarming. It does not allow for a safe distancing of personhood from reading, but
rather, we are exposed as we read. Fish writes: “In a peculiar and unsettling (to theorists) way, it
is a method which processes its own user” (425). A method which processes its own user. He
clarifies: “strictly speaking, it is not a method at all, because neither its results nor its skills are
transferable” (425). In order for something to be transferable, it must be detached from its
original location. But this is precisely what Fish points out we cannot do when we read—or are
read: the self is always involved in the act, the experience, of reading, in the process of making
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For all this, it is not wholly subjective, as some of its critics charge; Fish counters that he prefers a “constrained
subjectivity” to a “false objectivity,” p. 426. (The subjectivity is constrained in the sense that Fish has a particular
sort of “informed reader” in mind, and standards of judgement to adjudicate better and worse readings. For his
notion of “competence,” see p. 402 and 406.)
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meaning; in interpreting, consciously and unconsciously. Something may happen in and to us
when we read.
Literature resists the portability of concepts, resists summary, simplification, the
separation of content from form, even what Fish calls “coming to the point”: “Coming to the
point is the goal of a criticism that believes in content, in extractable meaning, in the utterance as
a repository”—think back to Flannery O’Connor’s metaphor of the sack of chickenfeed in the
introduction. “Coming to the point,” Fish writes, “fulfills a need that most literature deliberately
frustrates (if we open ourselves to it), the need to simplify and close. Coming to the point should
be resisted, and in its small way, this method will help you to resist” (410).183 True to his antipropositional taste, Fish cannot say how or why his method works, only that it does: “In the end
the only unqualified recommendation I can give it is that it works.” It must be tried and
experienced.
There is something about the literary-artistic enterprise, Fish and others have noted, that
lends itself to this cultivation of perspective. Not in a propagandistic sense, as in simple didactic
literature, but in a sense with effects more far-reaching and diffuse: “Perhaps literature is what
disturbs our sense of self-sufficiency, personal and linguistic” (409), Fish parenthetically muses.
This unsettling feeling of disturbance matches what T. S. Eliot, in his writing on William Blake,
described as “the peculiarity of all great poetry.” And it is connected with the widening of vision
and the sacrifice of pleasant illusion—the art, as we will see Melville say in a moment—of
telling the truth we are afraid to hear: “It is merely a peculiar honesty, which, in a world too
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Cf. Northrop Frye’s contention that “Not all elusiveness, however, is merely that” (Great Code, xv) and his use
of irony as a pedagogical device. As he describes his teaching methodology: “I am not dispensing with the quality of
irony that all teachers from Socrates on have found essential….To answer a question…is to consolidate the mental
level on which the question is asked (xv). Instead, his teaching involves “breaking up the powers of repression in
[the student’s] mind that keep him from knowing what he knows” (xxi).
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frightened to be honest, is peculiarly terrifying. It is an honesty against which the whole world
conspires, because it is unpleasant” (Eliot, Sacred Wood, 151).
That Melville himself took such a view of the potential for literature to disturb and edify
us as a conveyer of terrifying truth is also clear. In his artistic statement “Hawthorne and His
Mosses” (1850), “For in this world of lies, Truth is forced to fly like a scared white doe in the
woodlands; and only by cunning glimpses will she reveal herself, as in Shakespeare and other
master of the great Art of Telling the Truth,—even though it be covertly, and by snatches” (x).
The Art of Telling the Truth—it may be that certain kinds of knowledge cannot be aimed at or
conveyed directly; this is one reason literature may be particularly valuable for this kind of
cultivation. Something as skittish as certain concepts are to our threshold of thought has to be
crept up on, hidden until just the right moment—until we are ready to receive it, or until it can
transform us into the kinds of people who are able to receive it. However, as the reception
history of Benito Cereno shows, it may be that literature alone never can or will.
Toni Morrison, in a review in The Nation, calls these hidden sideways approaches
Melville’s “deliberate misdirections.” She speaks of this tactic in Melville in general, but she
notes that in Benito Cereno in particular, she could sense “he was telling some other story
underneath the obvious one” (The Nation). She could glimpse Melville’s told-Truth because she
is Toni Morrison (or, in other words, a finely sensitized, attuned reader)—but also because she
had some prior existent stores of concepts that guided her perception. Concerning Babo, she
reports that she
didn’t believe a kidnapped African slave en route to ownership by a stranger in a foreign
land would be so accommodating. Why would he care about the health and well-being of
his captor? I understood that the massacre of violently rebelling slaves would be
condoned in nineteenth-century “slave history” as the erasure of evil or the culling of
herds. But I saw the equally violent response of the slaves on the ship as that of rational,
if enraged, humans unwilling to be kidnapped for profit. (The Nation)
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So any conclusions that might be drawn about the ability of literature, in and of itself, to train our
perception must be tempered by the recognition that readers’ life experiences and readerly
dispositions will impact their reception of the text. And, as I alluded to in the exposition of the
first question, it may be particularly difficult to make visible the sorts of truths we are not
prepared to see. The most we can say, then, is that literature, under certain conditions such as the
application of the pedagogy of a Stanley Fish or the tutelage of a Toni Morrison or, as I have
tried to demonstrate in this dissertation, close attention to the form of a story, may impact our
perceptive capabilities; not that it must.
***
In The Confidence-Man, published in 1860, Melville includes a chapter entitled “A sick
man, after some impatience, is induced to become a patient” (chapter 16; pp. 77-83). It portrays
an interaction between an “herb-doctor”—or, more accurately, the salesman of a potion called
the “Omni-Balsamic Reinvigorator”—and a “cadaverous” (79)184 sick man described as “tranced
into hopelessness by chronic complaint” (77). This man, like Benito Cereno, is a figure of
despair. Though the herb-doctor is a self-proclaimed purveyor of hope (here linked to
“confidence”185) in and with his miracle cure, the interaction that takes place between him and
his mark is manifestly one of healthy-mindedness tricking a despairing soul into a counterfeit
hope like his own attitude, the one he peddles. Like the self-deceived self we explored in chapter
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Melville’s use of this term places this character in the company of other figures such as Benito Cereno (to whom
“invalid” [80] also is applied) and Bartleby.
185

The herb-doctor confidence man tells his patient, or mark: “Hope is proportioned to confidence. How much
confidence you give me, so much hope do I give you” (81). This transactional logic underlies or is the basis of their
relationship, also one of business or commerce.

250

1, the sick man, though he initially resists, is eventually “glad to be confuted in a way tending
towards his wish,” the narrator tells us (81).
When the sick soul resists, he does so by invoking previous experience (“the most
confident hopes have so often failed me, and as often have I vowed never, no, never, to trust
them again” [82]), logic and skeptical inquiry. At first he asks the herb-doctor: “What herbs?
And the nature of them? And the reason for giving them?” (80)—all reasonable enough
questions. But they provoke the accusation: “You are sick, and a philosopher” (80). The man
protests: “No, no;--not the last” (80)—Melville’s irresistible humor. Then follows the line I have
taken as the title of this study: “But to demand the ingredient, with the reason for giving, is the
mark of a philosopher….A sick philosopher is incurable” (80, italics added). The irony of this
line is that the herb-doctor confidence man speaks the truth in order to defraud his patient.
Like the healthy-minded optimist we encountered in the writings of Marcel, the herbdoctor is “essentially a maker of speeches” (34). And he reveals his own attitude to be
recognizably healthy-minded. The confidence man appears (or pretends) to share a trust, like
Delano’s, in the goodness of nature and the world, the same healthy-minded streak that Melville
has occasionally lambasted Emerson for in his marginalia to the Essays. When the sick man says,
“I have heard of a book entitled ‘Nature in Disease,’” the herb-doctor snorts: “As if nature were
aught but health; as if through nature disease is decreed!”—as it manifestly is. He continues:
“Trust me, nature is health; for health is good, and nature cannot work ill….Get nature, and you
get well” (81).186 This philosophy is a far cry from the “All is vanity—ALL!” of Ecclesiastes; yet
that does not stop the herb-doctor from intoning, “Solomon the Wise”—the one Melville has
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His ostensible faith in nature extends to a healthy-minded faith in human nature as well, as he later
parenthetically expresses doubt even in the possibility of murder: “for murder (if such a crime be possible)…” (83).
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elsewhere likened to the “Man of Sorrows” and credited with producing a book he calls “the
fine-hammered steel of woe”187—“Yes, Solomon was the first of herb-doctors” (79). The herbdoctor’s statement is hilariously wrong, and should straightaway provide readers with the clues
they need to withdraw, not tender their trust.
But the herb-doctor confidence man eventually gets his man. The sick man’s able
reasoning does not protect him from the rationalizations offered by the confidence man, and the
sick man purchases the medicine at “half a dollar a vial” (82). But his box only contains six vials.
If he should need supplementary boxes, the herb-doctor warns him, he must be careful to buy the
genuine article, because future vials may contain poison rather than medicine. Counterfeiters and
“contrivers” (83) have flooded the market. In a parody of 1 Thessalonians 5:12, the herb-doctor
advises his patient: “Prove all the vials; trust those which are true” (83).
He takes his leave from his dismayed patient with a rhyming couplet from the Aeneid188
that references “the devout herb-doctor, Iapis in Virgil when, in the unseen presence of Venus,
he with simples189 healed the wound of Aeneas”:
This is no mortal work, no cure of mine,
Nor art’s effect, but done by power divine. (83)
The irony, however, is that though these lines in the context in which the confidence man quotes
them seem to point to the superhuman efficacy of the cure, they actually communicate precisely
the opposite: Iapis’s herbs did not work. “No cure of mine…done by power divine”: in Book XII
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Moby-Dick (96); see the epigraph that begins chapter 2.

188

In John Dryden’s translation.

189

Herbs.
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of the Aeneid, Aeneas is healed because Venus comes to his aid, and Iapis speaks these words in
praise of her cure.
One further irony follows from the herb-doctor’s invocation of his classical counterpart.
Iapis, we learn a few lines earlier, was given the opportunity to choose other gifts (talents) as
blessings from Apollo, but he rejected the lyre of the poet/musician and the arrows of the
warrior. Instead, he chose the healing art in order to help his aging father: “He, to protract his
sire’s appointed span/Now nigh to death, the power of herbs to know,/The healer’s skill, chose
rather, and to ply/A silent art, inglorious”190 (Book XII). A silent art. The herb-doctor in The
Confidence-Man, by contrast, is all talk. He is a maker of speeches par excellence. He makes an
equal and opposite reply to every one of the despairing sick man’s rationalistic queries—with the
result that he converts the sick man over to his cause and sells him a counterfeit hope: the
application of reason only takes the sick man from despair into a simulacrum of hope.

Hope and the Limits of Rationality
Melville’s uncollected poetry (which has now been collected in the NorthwesternNewberry edition of Billy Budd) includes a single-stanza poem entitled “A Reasonable
Constitution”:
What though Reason forged your scheme?
‘Twas Reason dreamed the Utopia’s dream:
‘Tis dream to think that Reason can
Govern the reasoning creature, man.
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In Melville’s Dryden:
“The pious youth, more studious how to save
His aged sire, now sinking to the grave,
Preferr'd the pow'r of plants, and silent praise
Of healing arts, before Phoebean bays.”
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The title of the poem contains an asterisk that directs the reader to the following
footnoted remark: “Observable in Sir Thomas More’s ‘Utopia’ are: First, Its almost entire
reasonableness. Second, Its almost entire impracticality. The remark applies more or less to the
Utopia’s prototype ‘Plato’s Republic’” (284). In Billy Budd itself, Melville’s narrator hints to the
reader that reason can be used as “an ambidexter implement for effecting the irrational” (28).
The character who occasions this phrase is one of the most “evil” characters in all of
Melville’s fiction, John Claggart, and he is presented as an almost ultra-rational type: “Toward
the accomplishment of an aim which in wantonness of atrocity would seem to partake of the
insane, he will direct a cool judgement, sagacious and sound. These men are madmen, and of the
most dangerous sort, for their lunacy is…self-contained, so that when, moreover, most active it is
to the average mind not distinguishable from sanity” (28). On the reader’s part, for an
understanding of these “phenomenal” characters, the narrator suggests it is not enough to have
the blunted perception of an “average man of the world” (27), or even to have the exceedingly
fine, rationalistic legal mind of a “Coke and Blackstone” (28); “finer spiritual insight is
indispensable” (28). I cannot argue my reading of Billy Budd here in what little space remains
(though I hope to do so elsewhere), but I take the story itself to show that this finer spiritual
insight is precisely the kind that fiction—apart from non-fictional uses of language—can help us
cultivate; if we will let it. What is important for now, in the end, is the way reasoning is
susceptible to being coopted for “irrational” or bad ends.
James, too, recognizes the double-edged nature of reason, its status as a tool that can cut
both ways, for and against a given position. What makes the difference, then?
Your whole subconscious life, your impulses, your faiths, your needs, your divinations,
have prepared the premises, of which your consciousness now feels the weight of the
result; and something in you absolutely knows that that result must be truer than any
logic-chopping rationalistic talk, however clever, that may contradict it. This inferiority
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of the rationalistic level in founding belief is just as manifest when rationalism argues for
religion as when it argues against it. (VRE 67)
He concludes: “The truth is that in the metaphysical and religious sphere, articulate reasons are
cogent for us only when our inarticulate feelings of reality have already been impressed in favor
of the same conclusion” (67). It would be a misunderstanding to characterize James’s remarks as
totally irrational or anti-rational; he is attempting to show, rather the insufficiency of reasoning
alone in certain types of domains—and I would argue that hope is one of them.
We saw in the first chapter the dangerous psychological terrain that can open up when
one is motivated to convince oneself of something—if we have a Delano-type thought process,
an inner “healthy-minded” optimistic “maker of speeches” desperately trying to beat back some
fear or anxiety, it is fairly secure indicator that we are not dealing with hope, but something
probably resembling presumption. You can reason yourself in or out of something—that
ambidexter implement—but there is no guarantee this reasoning process will lead you in the
direction of truth, as it can so easily, as Melville and James saw—be coopted in the service of
“the irrational.” “Hope is a thing with feathers;” not ironclad, self-protective arguments.
To avoid vulnerability to this type of deception, like that the sick patient suffered from,
one must be willing to open oneself up to reality, not be afraid really to look at the world, to
examine oneself and one’s motives before believing what one wants to hear. Then we are in a
position to hope well. If we do not allow ourselves to be exposed to the tug of despair born of a
clear-eyed view of reality, we will be moving toward presumption rather than hope. Babo, and
Melville, as literary artists, do not use language in a rationalistic fashion to try to convince
someone of something. Rather, they try to make you see. They may fail, like Babo; like Melville;
artists who risk failure and ultimately lapse into silence. But if we can act from their vision with
the hope that “something further may follow” (Confidence-Man 251)—we have hope.
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