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Abstract 

 

Cannibals Ate My Title: or, Melville’s White Cannibalism and the 
Laboring Body 

 

Helene Remy Schlein, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Martin Kevorkian 

 
In Herman Melville’s first novel Typee, he creates a culture of Polynesian 

cannibals as decidedly more civilized than the comparatively “savage” American 

missionaries. This report examines Melville’s use of cannibalism as a central metaphor 

beyond Typee and throughout his works, spanning both time and genre, to complicate 

U.S. American capitalism and slavery. Melville illustrates how a body’s potential for 

labor determines its use value to an exploitative extent in which man-eating and laboring 

become practices that mirror each other and, in conversation, self-destruct. 

This report traces how Melville expands the object of the cannibal from other to 

self, ultimately warning that the desires that underlie cannibalism eat at the nation until it 

consumes itself from the inside, “[feeding] upon the sullen paws of its gloom!” (M-D 

131). Melville applies notions of the cannibal from Typee onto the laboring body in 

Moby-Dick, suggesting cannibalism as tangential to capitalism and wage labor. Melville 



 v 

later revises this association in the short story “Bartleby, the Scrivener,” in which the 

laborer rejects capitalism and is left to feed on his own body. This preoccupation 

continues through Benito Cereno, in which slaves cannibalize their master and 

commandeer the slave ship. While his uses of cannibalism are often shrouded in 

wordplay and allusion, Melville develops a domestic cannibalism from Moby-Dick’s 

Ahab’s monomania through Benito Cereno’s Babo’s rage. Melville’s consistent use of 

cannibalism as a metaphor for self-destrucion adumbrates a career-long tendency to break 

down differences between the civilized and the savage, ultimately to reveal the United 

States’ manipulation of laboring bodies as cannibalism disguised. 
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 Shortly before Moby-Dick’s Ishmael sails into the Atlantic on the Pequod, 

Captain Peleg puts the fear of God into the narrator by cautioning, “Mark ye, be 

forewarned; Ahab’s above the common; Ahab’s been in colleges, as well as ‘mong the 

cannibals; been used to deeper wonders than the waves; fixed his fiery lance in mightier, 

stranger foes than whales” (M-D 78). Peleg’s warning portrays Ahab as representing two 

forces lethal when mixed: civilization and savagery. Ahab represents both deep and 

shallow, water and fire, strange and familiar; indeed, Ahab cannot be pegged down as 

anything but the fusing of contradictions. Herman Melville’s novels often seek not to 

investigate the center of these poles, but to pull their opposing forces together. Tommo 

remarks in Typee that “Truth, who loves to be centrally located, is again found between 

the two extremes,” and Melville continues to revise the trajectory of truth as not linear 

but circular, residing between multiple extremes. Following the broken compass in 

Moby-Dick, Melville pursues truth in all directions.  

  Truth, of course, proves tenuous, particularly in the case of Melville’s 

preoccupation that begins in Typee and haunts the rest of his literary career: cannibalism. 

For Melville to depict cannibals in his novels, he must enter into a discourse defined 

almost entirely by its rhetoric. As opposed to autobiographical features in his novels, like 

his jaunts through the South Seas, or historical bases in Moby-Dick and Benito Cereno, 

his inclusions of cannibalism are invented – as they must be, for what evidence, a century 

before DNA testing and video surveillance, can cannibalism feasibly leave behind? The 

implausibility of an archive of cannibalism is an issue that has plagued anthropologists 
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for decades, reaching its apex with the publication of W. Arens’ The Man-Eating Myth 

(1979). Still the seminal text of the discourse on cannibalism, Mary K. Bercaw Edwards 

notes in Cannibal Old Me (2009), “[n]o recent dialogue on cannibalism can ignore 

William Arens’s The Man Eating Myth” (xix). Arens’ expansive yet wildly biased and 

heavily criticized study asserts, as its title implies, that ritualized cannibalism exists only 

rhetorically as a form of Othering. Arens identifies a useful trajectory of the written 

history of cannibalism, beginning with Herodotus in the fifth century B.C.E. He traces 

the cannibalism through more anthropological than literary texts, though he notes 

“perhaps not coincidentally, anthropology and the notion of anthropophagy made their 

literary appearance at the same time in the cradle of western civilization” (10). This 

history arrives in the New World with Columbus, who coins the word “cannibal” to 

describe the infamously cannibalistic Caribs. Columbus’ claims, however, have been 

long disputed, and Arens suggests that the Caribs’ notoriety was premised entirely on 

Columbus encountering the Arawak tribe before the Caribs: “[t]he word for man-eater is 

now cannibal and not arawakibal, because Columbus first encountered the latter, who 

were eager to fill him in on the gossip about their enemies to the south” (45). Arens’ 

point, however imaginative and biased it may be, holds for literature: cannibalism is 

rarely if ever depicted, and when it is, it is only through metaphor that the reader may 

glimpse the act of man eating. 

Cannibalism as a category is almost necessarily an accusation – unless to 

manipulate its rhetoric, who would identify oneself as a cannibal, particularly to a hostile 

audience? Claims tend, therefore, to be based upon feeble evidence, such as bones or oral 
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testimony. Arens surmises that cannibalism simply does not exist as a cultural practice, 

and as Jeff Berglund argues in Cannibal Fictions (2006), “Cannibalism is often a verbally 

created reality predicated on false evidence, fanciful imagining, or ideologically infected 

logic. The birth of such terminology arises from the logic of binaries. This moment is a 

classic example of Othering” (3). Regardless of its basis in fact, accusations of 

cannibalism are often indicative of “attitudes about race and about the practices of 

empire-building,” as well as both representations and critiques of “imperialist policies 

and the ideologies of race, gender, sexuality, and class that support them” (Berglund 3). 

In many cases, cannibalism functions better to rhetorically identify the speaker as not 

savage: “Just to call somebody a cannibal is dehumanizing, it makes them less human 

than you are” (Kurt Dongoske qtd. in Berglund 5). Such an accusation asserts the 

boundaries of the self both epistemologically and physically by “distinguish[ing] the 

boundaries between good and evil, between me and you. However, consumption by 

another collapses identity boundaries: in being consumed, You become Me, I become 

You-Me” (Berglund 8). As cannibalism threatens to other the self, it also “threatens to 

make the unfamiliar familiar. It erases difference through the collapse of boundaries,” 

which in turn forces the threatened subject to cling to his sense of self ever more fiercely 

(Berglund 9). Berglund, then, sees Melville’s use of cannibalism “as a supreme site of 

cross-cultural misrecognition,” for a depiction of cannibalism is both an assertion of 

one’s own sense of boundaries and a denunciation of the cannibal’s lack thereof (11). To 

depict a scene of cannibalism, however, is near impossible – the act and its witnesses 
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remain elusive. Therefore, rather than using cannibalism to assert otherness, writers 

create scenes of strangeness and otherness to adumbrate threats of cannibalism. 

Melville, however, addresses cannibalism head-on – without necessarily depicting 

it. While the tradition of Melville studies has always nodded towards Melville’s 

preoccupation with cannibalism throughout his work, it has rarely found cannibalism to 

be central. Though Melville’s career changes drastically in genre, this preoccupation 

remains central. Cannibalism is a concern that may well link the various stages of 

Melville’s career and gives a new though unlikely unity to Melville’s career. 

Cannibalism is, I will show, the master trope that informs Melville as a travelogue 

writer, novelist, and short-story writer. Even a brief survey of Melville criticism shows 

that cannibalism is a durable feature of his writing, though critics tend to stop short of 

describing how, as no assessment of cannibalism as a trope has yet been put into place. 

Let me begin by doing so before going on to show, in each of the principal stages of 

Melville’s career, how cannibalism as a symbol in action works in each phase and ties 

them together, beginning with cannibalism by the other in Typee and culminating in an 

image of a nation cannibalizing itself. 

Far before Melville’s explorations of cannibalism, however, Michel de 

Montaigne’s “Des cannibales” (1580) investigates anthropophagy in a similarly 

comparative way by inquiring how French violences may match or even surpass 

anthropophagy in savagery. Melville mirrors this paradox by using cannibalism to expose 

the “civilized” reader’s own dormant savagery. This aligns each pole of a 

civilization/savagery binary with the other, as “the harmless native is finally neither 
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harmless nor radically unlike his civilized invader, as well as the more obvious intimation 

that the invader or tyrant partakes of the savagery he imputes to barbarians” (Rawson 8-

9). Neither Montaigne nor Melville refers to cannibalism in his own culture, though both 

return to the idea that cannibalism may not be so foreign. 

Montaigne naturalizes savagery and posits that civilization is “artifice” that has 

altered what “nature produces of herself and by her own ordinary progress.” Cannibalism 

seems a natural impulse later suppressed like a form of Foucauldian madness: “it is 

possible for cannibalism to be represented not as a condition of fetteredness, but as the 

consummate expression of a purely independent agency” (Sanborn 49). While Montaigne 

suggests savagery in his countrymen – as Tommo in Typee does through missionaries – 

neither explicitly point to evidence of western barbarism. Moby-Dick approaches 

domestic savagery through Ahab’s monomania. Ahab’s pursuit of the whale is exactly as 

Montaigne describes cannibalism: “They do not do this, as some think, for nourishment, 

as the Scythians anciently did, but as a representation of an extreme revenge.” Ahab 

focuses not on the whale’s spermaceti, but on his revenge, declaring “let me tell thee, that 

my vengeance will fetch a great premium here!” (M-D 139). 

 Like Montaigne, Melville only suggests correlations to savagery in his own 

culture, and his novels remain coy in sharing scenes of others’ cannibalism. Though 

Melville regularly depicts characters like Ahab living “’mong the cannibals,” his 1846 

novel Typee is his only work, with the exception of oft-veiled allusions in Moby-Dick and 

Benito Cereno, to include depictions of anthropophagy. Typee opens with a scene on a 

whaling ship rapidly approaching a necessarily cannibalism. Melville immediately 
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initiates a discussion of food of the non-human variety, or lack thereof. The whalers on 

the ship have exhausted their food supplies to the point that they have eaten the Captain’s 

pig and a previously healthy chicken who has made the transition from Pedro to poultry 

(Typee 12). Later, when the ship reaches the Marquesas, the first interaction Tommo has 

with one of the Typees is not as a man or man-eater, but as a food: “something I could 

take for nothing else than a cocoa nut” which turns out to be the head of a swimming 

Typee amidst his floating coconuts (Melville 23). Before even meeting the Typees, 

Melville constructs Tommo as what he later calls a “white cannibal,” as a man who, even 

if engaged in anthropophagy, is not and cannot be a cannibal (Typee 87). 

 This “Peep at Polynesian Life” does not include an unequivocal act of 

anthropophagy. Instead, cannibalism functions only as a rhetorical device for Tommo to 

distinguish himself from the Typees. Of course, there are logistical difficulties with 

portraying anthropophagy – the narrator would be at risk of being eaten, for one. 

Gananath Obeyesekere goes as far as arguing in Cannibal Talk (2005) that the history of 

discourse on cannibalism requires the deadly act to be absent. Obeyesekere is not entirely 

convinced of Arens’ reading of history, and he calls this specific form of Othering 

“savagism.” 

As Arens argues through his coining of “arawakibal,” the terminology of 

cannibalism may be more related to “savageness” than anthropophagy. Obseyekere 

asserts that “‘cannibal’ replaced the term ‘anthropophagi’ and became a sign of 

savagism,” but the OED notes the first recorded use of “cannibal” at 1553 and 

“anthropophagy” not until 1581 (Obeyesekere 14, OED). “Savagery,” however, becomes 
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part of English parlance in the thirteenth century, suggesting that cannibalism represents 

savageness, not people eating people. Obeyesekere also notes the denotative difference 

between cannibal practices and cannibal identity by citing histories of cannibalism in 

Europe. Consuming human flesh is anthropophagy but not necessarily cannibalism: “rage 

may produce a cannibal reaction but the cannibal reaction is not proof that such people 

were ‘cannibals’” (Obeyesekere 17). For Melville, “savagery” seems interchangeable 

with “cannibalism.” To maintain these distinctions, I will use the word “anthropophagy” 

to mean “people eating people,” and “cannibalism” to refer to the discourse of 

cannibalism, or what Obeysekere calls “savagism.”  

Before meeting the Typees, Tommo expresses an understanding of cannibalism 

“after such unprovoked atrocities” by Christians who have invaded the islands. Melville 

does not portray this cannibalism through a spectacle of savagery, though. Geoffrey 

Sanborn suggests in The Sign of the Cannibal (1998) that Melville expects his reader to 

instead identify cannibalism through an absence of civilized whiteness. Tommo, 

however, portrays white missionaries as the force that pushes the Typees from 

civilization (albeit primitive) into savagery: “[o]n arriving at their destination, they burn, 

slaughter, and destroy, according to the tenor of written instructions, and sailing away 

from the scene of devastation, call upon all Christendom to applaud their courage and 

their justice” (Typee 38). Tommo latches onto the rhetoric of cannibalism by bemoaning 

that for “they whom we denominate ‘savages,’” “[h]ow often is the term ‘savages’ 

incorrectly applied!” (Typee 37, 38). If Melville is not forthcoming enough to apply the 

term “savage” to missionaries, he at least suggests that missionaries infect Typeean 
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“savages” with their own lack of humanity and wake an otherwise latent anthropophagy. 

At the very least, the “shared discourse” between cannibalism and missionary enterprise 

exposes how “the cannibal is not only the Other but also the shadow of ourselves" 

(Edwards xix, xxii). 

 Accusations of cannibalism are necessary for Christians to retain humanity after 

interacting with proclaimed savages: “[c]annibalism is in this sense constitutive of 

humanity. Without the presence of some such image of inhumanity, humanity could 

never be anything more than a notion, an endless extensive and purely contentless set” 

(Sanborn 26). Accusations of cannibalism also functioned to bolster racism; though 

bodies granted “humanity” were not necessarily white, white writers portrayed cannibals 

as dark-skinned. A dark-skinned body, then, can signify cannibalism without a scene 

depicting the act, as “[t]hrough its association with race, the fixed desire for human flesh 

had been made visible,” the fear of desire clearly being the issue at hand, not actual 

consumption (Sanborn 28). Cannibalism here figures as an eating disorder, more 

psychological than physical and ever shrouded in secrecy. 

 The one act of anthropophagy that Melville does potentially portray is committed 

not by the Typees, but by Tommo. The first meal served to captives Tommo and Toby is 

potentially “[a] baked baby, I dare say!” delivered, Toby suspects, to fatten both of them 

up to be eaten by the Typees later (Typee 116). Tommo, however, is hungry, and 

immediately “masticat[es] a morsel that Kory-Kory had just put in my mouth; ‘and 

excellently good it is too, very much like véal’”  (Typee 117). There are presumably no 

cows on the island, and Melville never does reveal the source of the mystery meat. 
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Indeed, “hunger cannibalism” is a form of socially-accepted anthropophagy. Sanborn 

exposes cannibalism as necessarily racialized through travel narratives and historical 

accounts that show “it was a ‘socially accepted practice’ during the age of sail for 

shipwrecked white sailors to feed on the bodies of their shipmates” and was even a 

common trope of popular travel narratives and fiction (Sanborn 40). Conversely, the 

same utilitarian motive for cannibalism among dark-skinned peoples was widely decried 

by the white travelers who may have resorted to it themselves (Sanborn 41). 

Melville uses “cannibal” not to identify the Typees’ eating habits, but to reveal 

the rhetoric that defines specific bodies are marked as non-human. Both Kory-Kory and 

Fayaway, by virtue of their moral proximity to Tommo, are exempt from suspicions of 

cannibalism. Other than the baked baby, “the only physical evidence of cannibalism he 

witnesses appears during the Feast of the Calabashes when he sees three smoked human 

heads,” which still does not quite prove anthropophagy (Berglund 144-145). The 

relationship between white men and cannibals is, for Melville, not necessarily even 

related to anthropophagy. Tommo harbors far more hatred for white men than for 

cannibals, and he questions “whether the mere eating of human flesh so very far exceeds 

in barbarity that custom which only a few years since was practised in enlightened 

England,” going on to describe the process by which a traitor is drawn, quartered, and 

decapitated in England (Typee 150). This type of savagism in England is a public 

performance, and Tommo notes à la Montaigne that “in all my excursions through the 

valley of Typee, I never saw any of these alleged enormities” of cannibalism (Typee 201). 
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Melville uses this lack of evidence to assert the corresponding lack of savagism in the 

Typees, an absence which he tries to let make room for Typeean humanity: 

Are these the ferocious savages, the blood-thirsty cannibals of whom I have heard 
such frightful tales! They deal more kindly with each other, and are more humane, 
than many who study essays on virtue and benevolence, and who repeat every 
night that beautiful prayer breathed first by the lips of the divine and gentle Jesus. 
(Typee 238) 
 

While cannibals are “unnatural gourmands” – ironic considering the associations between 

savagery and nature – Melville inches towards identifying whiteness as a shadowy, 

hidden savagery by specifically targeting missionaries. While Christianity enforces self-

restraint, cannibalism figures as a suppressed natural desire. Cannibalism, for Melville, is 

performed in secret and can be expressed by the constellation of signs that represent it. 

Cannibalism is identity on display, “dependent on a ‘shewing’ of power” (Sanborn 63). 

What is unique about Melville’s portrayal of cannibals, even more than his suggestion of 

“white cannibalism,” is his ability to represent humane cannibals – a cannibalism without 

savagery. 

For Melville, the cannibal is a slightly bastardized form of the noble savage; as 

Tommo fears the Typees, he is fascinated by the natural beauty of their bodies. Tommo is 

most fascinated by the Typees’ teeth: 

Nothing in the appearance of the islanders struck me more forcibly than the 
whiteness of their teeth. The novelist always compares the masticators of his 
heroine to ivory; but I boldly pronounce the teeth of the Typees to be far more 
beautiful than ivory itself. […] This marvelous whiteness of the teeth is to be 
ascribed to the pure vegetable diet of these people, and the uninterrupted 
healthfulness of their natural mode of life. (Typee 214) 
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Tommo is charmed by the body part ostensibly designed to eat him, suggesting 

anthropophagy as a fantasy on the part of the cannibalized. Are cannibals, then, man-

eaters at all, or do white men only imagine themselves as food? The only scenes of eating 

meat in the novel happen amongst the whalers, either aboard the ship or at Tommo and 

Toby’s first meal with the Typees, in which only they consume “some kind of steaming 

meat” (Typee 116). Furthermore, human flesh hardly fits into a “pure vegetable diet.” 

Even after Tommo encounters the severed heads, he justifies this type of violence 

as aberrant and “upon the bodies of slain enemies alone; and horrible and fearful as the 

custom is, immediately as it is to be abhorred and condemned, still I assert that those who 

indulge in it are in other respects humane and virtuous” (Typee 241). Melville, however, 

slyly inserts these humane cannibals while refusing to depict anthropophagy. Rather than 

representing cannibals, Melville represents the discourse surrounding them: 

Melville calls up a common sense perception of an object, raises the reader’s 
interest in that object by subjecting it to close examination, and finally draws the 
reader, if he is successful, into sharing the discovery that the commonsense 
perception of the object has insensibly decayed, and that the subject and the object 
of this examination can no longer be found in their accustomed places. (Sanborn 
77) 
 

The absence of cannibalism and Tommo’s reactions to it mimic what Melville imagines 

as the reader’s reaction by revealing representations of “lust to denial to vengeance and 

then, when superstition has been set aside, to terror,” thus redirecting the focus from 

cannibalism to perceptions of it and their implications (Sanborn 77). Melville gives his 

reader every reason to anticipate a cannibal in the flesh, so to speak, but as he opens room 

for anthropophagy to enter the narrative, he refuses to fill it with the promised spectacle 
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and shows, instead, the lack thereof. When Tommo finally does encounter what he 

believes to be evidence of cannibalism, it is not anthropophagy that frightens him, but 

specifically the eating of white men. Upon “[catching] a glimpse of three human heads, 

which others of the party were hurriedly enveloping in the coverings from which they had 

been taken,” Tommo realizes that “[t]wo of the three were heads of the islanders; but the 

third, to my horror, was that of a white man. Although it had been quickly removed from 

my sight, still the glimpse I had of it was enough to convince me that I could not be 

mistaken” (Typee 269, 270). Though Tommo spends his previous narration defending 

cannibalism as no more barbaric than injustices committed by white men, when he 

literally comes face-to-face with cannibalism, he is overwhelmed. The white man’s skull 

(rather than the two islanders’ skulls, which do not seem to bother him) is the spectacle 

that functions as the English practice of affixing a “head exposed upon pikes, and 

permitted to rot and fester among the public haunts of men!” (Typee 150). 

While Tommo’s fears throughout the novel center around being tattooed and 

being eaten, his disgust at both acts is overshadowed by his disdain for white men – he 

flees the ship in the beginning of the novel in favor of the “cannibals.” Tommo describes 

white intrusion on the Typees as the snake that threatens to destroy the Edenic island, 

also through the act of eating, which whiteness provokes in the Typees. When Tommo 

flees the Typees at the end of the novel, he, too, is provoked to commit violence that he 

previously decries as savage. With the vengeance of a savage, Tommo “dashed the boat-

hook at [Mow-Mow]. It struck him just below the throat, and forced him downwards” 

(Typee 291). Though the Typees display signs of cannibalism, like severed heads and the 
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racialized bodies that would eat them, only Tommo pierces a man’s throat with a boat 

hook. The Typees’ violence is again marked only by its absence. In Typee, cannibalism 

does not function to adumbrate anthropophagy – and it could not, as the only evidence of 

cannibalism can be its waste. Cannibalism can only be portrayed by practices other than 

the eating of flesh. Indeed, the only character in Typee who appears to eat flesh is 

Tommo. 

While Typee seeks to represent cannibalism by depicting the signs of it, Moby-

Dick’s use of cannibalism is more metaphorical than metonymic. Typee’s suggestions 

that cannibalism and savagery are “ill applied” do not explicitly point to a “savage” 

Western counterpart. Moby-Dick, however, shows how cannibalism is not the greater 

issue but the savage desire that underlies it, which, for Melville, extends to his audience. 

Through Ahab’s synergy of civilization and savagery, Melville suggests that Ahab’s hunt 

for Moby Dick is a commodification of the body analogous to cannibalism but filtered 

through the Montaignian “artifice” of civilization. Starbuck’s fears of Ahab echo 

Tommo’s fears of cannibalism, and cannibalism even seems less threatening as Starbuck 

protests, “I came here to hunt whales, not my commander’s vengeance” (M-D 139). Here, 

the opposition to cannibalism is capitalism, but Ahab’s vengeance seems a bastardization 

of cannibalism as he seeks tokens of capital not to consume but to destroy them. 

Moby-Dick introduces Melville’s first cannibal character in Queequeg. Queequeg, 

though, is not introduced as a cannibal, but rather as a laborer – when the landlord at the 

Spouter Inn asks Ishmael if he is willing to share a bed, he asks, “you haint no objections 

to sharing a harpooner's blanket, have ye?” (M-D 28). Queequeg the laborer also becomes 
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Queequeg the capitalist: “to-night he went out a peddling, you see, and I don't see what 

on airth keeps him so late, unless, may be, he can't sell his head” (M-D 31). While 

Queequeg participates in a vaguely cannibalistic trade of shrunken heads through a literal 

commodification of the body, “head peddling was a white man's business, so much so 

that it had become established as a conventional sign of the ‘savageness’ of the white 

market for exotic curiosities” (Sanborn 130-131). Ishmael is shocked to discover that 

Queequeg is a Pacific Islander and not a white man. The capitalist savagery of 

Queequeg's commodification of the body, though, does not repel Ishmael, as “only when 

Queequeg has begun to grope him does he call him a ‘wild cannibal,’ and only after 

Queequeg has pantomimically promised not to ‘touch a leg of ye’ does he get back into 

bed” (Sanborn 138). Sharing a bed with Queequeg also carries sexual undertones, and 

Caleb Crain suggests in his essay “Lovers of Human Flesh: Homosexuality and 

Cannibalism in Melville's Novels” (1994) that "[c]annibals and lovers both pay 

exceptional attention to the body of their desired" (36). Ishmael does not necessarily fear 

being eaten by Queequeg, “cannibal” signifying savagery more than anthropophagy, but 

he is disturbed by the juxtaposition of their bodies, which bring civilization and savagery 

together in an embrace. While the boundaries between civilization and savagery crumble 

for Ishmael, so too do those between capitalism and cannibalism for Queequeg. 

By placing Queequeg in a trade whose main participants are white, Melville 

allows not only for the cannibal to be a capitalist, but for the capitalist to be a cannibal. 

Placing the cannibal within capitalism demystifies him: “If one operates under the 

assumption that there are white men in New England who ply a ‘cannibal business'—
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meaning a business fit only for cannibals, characterized by an inhumane contempt for the 

body—there is no good reason to get worked up by the sight of ‘actual cannibals’” 

(Sanborn 133). Through his reversal of savage cannibal and civilized capitalist, Ishmael 

begins to unravel and reveal he latent savagery in whiteness. Queequeg, then, is not 

represented as a cannibal but as a symbol of cannibalism, and paired with Crain’s 

identification of “homosexual panic,” he represents Ishmael's fear of the commodification 

of the body. Furthermore, Ishmael's creation of capitalist cannibalism and cannibalistic 

capitalism not only reveals that the white ideology of commodification may be as 

dangerous as the savage ideology of cannibalism, but also suggests that they may mirror 

each other. 

When Ishmael leaves land for the sea, Queequeg fades into the background of the 

narrative. The cannibal disappears, and Queequeg instead again comes to represent a 

laborer as the harpooner on a whaling ship. The ship, purportedly driven by a desire for 

capital in the whaling industry, is presented instead as the other end of Ishmael's hazy 

civilized/savage opposition as “a cannibal of a craft” (M-D 70). Again, capitalism and 

cannibalism are tied together as Queequeg moves between both domains, and the ship, a 

vehicle of civilized capitalism, is tied to savage cannibalism but enables Queequeg’s 

transformation from cannibal to laborer. Queequeg no longer figures as a symbol of 

cannibalism – indeed, he does not figure at all except when laboring as a harpooner. 

Ishmael adds another valence to the disintegrating civilized/savage opposition by 

creating the sea, a site for capitalist conquest, as a site of cannibalism: 
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Consider, once more, the universal cannibalism of the sea; all whose 
creatures prey upon each other, carrying on eternal war since the world 
began. 
 
Consider all this; and then turn to this green, gentle, and most docile 
earth; consider them both, the sea and the land; and do you not find a 
strange analogy to something in yourself? (M-D 225) 
 

Ishmael opposes the land and sea as dueling sites of civilization and cannibalism, 

implying separate domains of a civilized land and a savage sea. His description of the 

land as “green, gentle, and most docile,” however, is hardly believable. Though initially 

presented as a binary, Ishmael remarks on the presence of both civilization and savagery 

within the reader. By housing both poles of this binary within his audience, they become 

both interdependent and self-defining. Ishmael's oppositional binary becomes 

meaningless, for the binary is not oppositional at all. 

Similar to his treatment of the trade in shrunken heads, Ishmael's lengthy 

descriptions of the body of the whale perform Ishmael's fear for himself: the 

commodification of the body. In the chapter “Cetology,” Ishmael values whale bodies 

according to their potential for capital. He separates whales into three categories: “As the 

type of the FOLIO I present the Sperm Whale; of the OCTAVO, the Grampus, of the 

DUODECIMO, the Porpoise” (M-D 118). Whales are placed in a taxonomy presumably 

based on size, as the forms of the Folio, Octavo, and Duodecimo employed by Ishmael 

represent three sizes of books. The whales in the Folio are led by the sperm whale, lauded 

for being the “largest,” “most formidable,” and “most majestic” of the whales (M-D 118). 

Most importantly for Ishmael, though, the sperm whale is introduced first due to its being 

“by far the most valuable in commerce; he being the only creature from which that 
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valuable substance, spermaceti, is obtained” (M-D 118). The sperm whale is venerated 

not for the size of its body – Ishmael does not bother to specify its dimensions – but for 

the amount of capital it can produce through its commodification. Thus, when the right 

whale is introduced second, so is its potential for capital in its “oil specially known as 

'whale oil,' an inferior article in commerce” (M-D 118).  

In the Octavo, then, the whales must be smaller in size and smaller in capitalistic 

potential. Only the first three of the five whales included in the Octavo are given 

dimensions, and Ishmael again invokes the relationship between capitalism and 

cannibalism when he introduces the killer whale. The killer whale is like a Typee, “very 

savage—a sort of Feegee fish,” and is included in the Octavo rather than the Folio 

because it is a hindrance rather than a boon to capitalism: “He sometimes takes the great 

Folio whales by the lip, and hangs there like a leech, till the mighty brute is worried to 

death. The Killer is never hunted. I never heard what sort of oil he has” (M-D 123). 

Because the killer whale cannot be transformed into a commodity, it and knowledge of it 

are useless to Ishmael. Least important, then, are the Duodecimo whales, which are not 

whales at all, but rather dolphins and seals, virtually devoid of oil. 

Ishmael complicates the opposition between land and sea as civilized and savage 

through his taxonomy of whales – the commodifiable sperm whale that Ishmael himself 

can cannibalize, rather than the cannibalistic killer whale, reigns supreme. This also 

complicates Ishmael's description of the Pequod as “a cannibal craft.” The capitalism that 

drives the whaling industry and the cannibalism that characterizes the sea further weave 

together when the answer to the cannibal-laborer Queequeg arrives in Captain Ahab. 
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Captain Peleg introduces Ahab by his relationship not to the whaling industry, but to 

cannibalism: “Ahab's above the common; Ahab's been in colleges, as well as 'mong the 

cannibals” (M-D 78). In his description of Ahab, Peleg remarks on his name, for “Ahab 

of old, thou knowest, was a crowned king!” (M-D 78). Ishmael defines Ahab's kingdom; 

as captain of the Pequod, Ahab is presumably king of the whalers, but “[y]our true whale-

hunter is as much a savage as an Iroquois. I myself am a savage, owning no allegiance 

but to the King of the Cannibals; and ready at any moment to rebel against him” (M-D 

222). Whaling, not anthropophagy, is what makes Ishmael a savage. Ahab, as captain of 

the vehicle of the whaling industry, rules over a tenuous domain ever on the brink of 

mutiny as the distinctions between capitalism and cannibalism fade. Ahab further 

complicates the Pequod, for despite being a symbol of capitalism, Ahab does not 

participate in industry. In his work Modernity at Sea (2002), Cesare Casarino depicts 

Ahab's relationship to capital as “the embodiment of that anomalous desire that is thrown 

into the machinery of circulation in order to send it haywire: he is the agent of that desire 

charged with the mission of sabotaging and shutting down the process of circulation” 

(87). Ahab's monomaniacal pursuit of the whale is a “precapitalist” “desire to flee from 

the logic of exchange altogether" (Casarino 87). Ahab’s pursues Moby Dick not to 

procure the whale’s spermaceti, but to satisfy Ahab's monomania. Housed in a 

cannibalistic vehicle of a capitalist trade, the quest for Moby Dick becomes less a 

participation in capitalism and more a pursuit of an increasingly meaningless token of 

capital. Ahab's rejection of capitalist logic reveals the contradictions of capitalism, as 

Ahab “is that nonsynchronous element of resistance within capital that finally does the 
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bidding of capital far better than any of its fully synchronous elements” (Casarino 101). 

While benefiting from it, the whaling industry is secondary to Ahab’s vengeance. Ahab 

reveals the monomania of capitalism, then, by pursuing a commodity without 

commodifying it. 

Moby Dick is the lone whale in the novel that is not pursued for its spermaceti; 

despite being a token of capital, his monetary value is irrelevant for Ahab. Moby Dick 

becomes merely symbolic as the target of Ahab's monomania. Karl Marx similarly 

creates money as a meaningless symbol of capitalism, riding solely on its empty 

symbolism rather than on any underlying meaning, which Marx reveals as ultimately 

nonexistent. Money can only function symbolically, as “symbolic money can replace the 

real, because material money as mere medium of exchange is itself symbolic” (Marx 

212). Marx's critique of money both asks and answers, “What does it mean to say of 

money that it is its own symbol? It is to say that it no longer means anything at all” 

(Casarino 90). Like the cannibal, money must consume money. Unlike the cannibal, 

though, money is devoid of meaning and ritual. Furthermore, while cannibalistic subjects 

consume each other, capitalist subjects seem to consume themselves. 

When the sperm whale is commodified into a token of capitalism, it, too, becomes 

self-consuming. As the whale's spermaceti is extracted through its treatment in the try-

works, the whale participates in its own destruction: "Like a plethoric burning martyr, or 

a self-consuming misanthrope, once ignited, the whale supplies his own fuel and burns by 

his own body" (M-D 326). “Self-consuming misanthrope” seems to apply far more to 

Ahab than to the whale. Ahab’s monomania contrasts with the dangerous 
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meaninglessness of capitalism, revealed when the whale’s body dissolves into nothing. 

As the Pequod produces capital, it enforces a self-directed cannibalism by way of the 

whale. The try-works provide Ishmael with a binary that seems to function seamlessly, 

for instead of disintegrating into ash, the burning ship sails through the “wild ocean 

darkness” and commodifies it (M-D 326). Ishmael, however, warns that the distinction 

between water and fire is less natural than it appears: 

“believe not the artificial fire, when its redness makes all things look ghastly. To-
morrow, in the natural sun, the skies will be bright; those who glared like devils in 
the forking flames, the morn will show in far other, at least gentler, relief; the 
glorious, golden, glad sun, the only true lamp—all others but liars!” (M-D 328) 
 

Ishmael suggests that the Montaignian artifice of civilization is what makes cannibalism 

appear so horrifying; without the capitalist production, the whale’s dead body is natural 

and to be consumed rather than artificially consuming itself. By portraying the flames on 

the Pequod as manufactured, Ishmael implicates the entire try-works process in a cycle of 

self-consumption. He creates this site of commodification in “the rushing Pequod 

freighted with savages,” but the laborer-cannibals do not consume each other. The ship 

consumes itself. 

As Ishmael invokes fire, he also echoes his warning of its self-consuming role in 

capitalism, in which the reader literally consumes the laborer’s body: “For God's sake, be 

economical with your lamps and candles! not a gallon you burn, but at least one drop of 

man's blood was spilled for it” (M-D 172). The body of the laborer becomes as 

commodified as the body of the whale. The ship enables capitalism's commodification of 

the laborer while, like Ahab, refusing to include itself in the exchange. This bloody 
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display of capitalism appears not only on the savage sea; it is also manufactured in the 

candle burning on civilized land. By enabling landed capitalist exchange, the Pequod 

enables cannibalism of itself. Its devotion to the meaningless symbol of capital reduces 

cannibalism to self-consumption. 

Ahab becomes a symbol of capitalism's debasement of cannibalism, as he, too, is 

represented as gnawing on himself in the throes of his monomania, “burying himself in 

the hollow of a tree, […] sucking his own paws; so, in his inclement, howling old age, 

Ahab's soul, shut up in the caved trunk of his body, there fed upon the sullen paws of its 

gloom!” (M-D 131). His desire for the whale leads not to the consumption of it, but to 

Ahab's being “consumed with one unachieved revengeful desire. He sleeps with clenched 

hands; and wakes with his own bloody nails in his palms” (M-D 169). As capitalism turns 

the whale into nothing but money, Ahab represents the destruction of the capitalist into 

his laboring body. Together in their inability to synchronize with capitalist exchange, 

whale and whaler reveal self-consumption. Ahab’s fury is similar to the candle that 

figures only through the destruction of the laborer, for “[a]s captain, Ahab is like an 

'artificial fire' that can distract the sailors from ‘the glorious, golden, glad sun’; he can 

invert their compasses and enchant their tillers at will” (Crain 40). Ahab cannot flip the 

binary between capitalism and cannibalism, though, as Ishmael has revealed that binary 

as melting into itself. Rather, Ahab reveals the danger of their inevitable conflation. 

While Queequeg's participation in the trade of shrunken heads exposes a savage 

capitalism, Ahab's role as a symbol of rather than a participant in capitalism reveals its 

relationship to cannibalism far more distinctly. Through the competing roles of Ahab and 
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Queequeg, Ishmael creates capitalism as a bastardization of cannibalism, both 

commodifying and consuming bodies. 

Ultimately, the cannibal Queequeg’s commodification of his own body is what 

saves Ishmael from being submerged with the Pequod. As Ishmael floats alone in the sea 

after the Pequod has sunk, “liberated by reason of its cunning spring, and, owing to its 

great buoyancy, rising with great force, the coffin life-buoy shot lengthwise from the sea, 

fell over, and floated by my side” (M-D 427).  Ishmael destroys any remnants of a binary 

between savagery and civilization in Moby-Dick’s epilogue; the cannibal’s coffin saves 

Ishmael from the self-consuming capitalism that has destroyed the “cannibal ship.” 

Through the interactions between symbols of capitalism and cannibalism, Melville posits 

the practices as mirrors of each other. 

Cannibalism fades from the forefront of Melville’s subsequent works but 

continues to underlie his narratives. Rather than using cannibalism to depict themselves, 

Melville’s narrators portray self-immolation in a cannibalistic way in Pierre and The 

Piazza Tales. In the short story “Bartleby, the Scrivener,” though, Bartleby does not 

arrive at self-destruction but enters the narrative already as a ghost. Bartleby figures as 

one who has been martyred by capitalism and subsequently consumed. Bartleby’s 

relation to his own “use value” includes an Ahab-like self-exclusion from capitalist 

exchange, and a similar need to live off his own body. 

 The first word of “Bartleby, the Scrivener” is unusual for Melville; in the wake of 

third-person omniscient Pierre and the self-christening in Moby-Dick, “Bartleby”’s 

narrator opens by admitting, “I am a rather elderly man” (635). The narrator is nameless, 
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so one might assume he was Bartleby, but he goes on to establish Bartleby as an exterior 

body, something like a spectacle the narrator and reader may both observe: “What my 

own astonished eyes saw of Bartleby, that is all I know of him, except, indeed, one vague 

report which will appear in the sequel” (“Bartleby” 635). Bartleby, then, is filtered 

through the narrator, who has presumably edited his story for consumption, saving some 

for a sequel. (To what sequel, though, is the narrator referring? Melville’s next published 

work was Benito Cereno, from which Bartleby is seemingly absent, though he could very 

well be one of the novella’s ghosts.) As opposed to the narrator in Benito Cereno, who is 

either unreliable or unbelievable, the “Bartleby”’s narrator mimics the reader as one 

subsumed in American capitalist culture and is arguably reasonable. The narrator even 

displays a sense of humor like a kind of well-adjusted Ishmael who had ascended the 

New York City social ladder rather than having tumbled down it. 

 As the narrator presents an alternative Ishmael, Bartleby may be the Ishmael who 

did not follow the magnetic pull of the sea. Ishmael is also a laborer who ever positions 

himself with one foot outside of capitalist exchange: “I do not mean to have it inferred 

that I ever go to sea as a passenger. For to go as a passenger you must needs have a purse, 

and a purse is but a rag unless you have something in it” (M-D 20). Ishmael’s distaste for 

luxury reveals his penchant for associating with the subordinated and impoverished 

(Hayford 663). Ishmael has no ambition for capitalist success; while the prospect of being 

paid is compelling, the idea of having to pay money is revolting and “perhaps the most 

uncomfortable infliction that the two orchard thieves entailed upon us” (M-D 21). 

Bartleby shares this discomfort, and neither Ishmael nor Bartleby (unlike Nippers, who 
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the narrator assesses is “the victim of two evil powers—ambition and indigestion”) have 

any illusions about upward mobility (“Bartleby” 638). Ishmael and Bartleby would prefer 

to hoard their money, evident when the narrator comes upon Bartleby’s secret stash of 

coins before Bartleby eventually eschews exchange altogether. 

 Before the narrator introduces Bartleby, he provides his interpretation of his other 

three employees through their nicknames: “First, Turkey; second, Nippers; third, Ginger 

Nut. These may not seem names, the like of which are not usually found in the Directory” 

(“Bartleby” 636-637). Naming proves always to be an important feature of Melville’s 

narratives, and for this narrator, characters are what they consume. Gillian Brown, in her 

essay “The Empire of Agoraphobia” (1987), suggests that “these concerns with food and 

drink are labor/management issues: what his employees consume directly affects what 

they produce” (146). Bartleby, of course, has no nickname, though his name may not 

appear in a directory, either. By using Bartleby’s own name, though, is the narrator 

suggesting that Bartleby is consuming and producing himself? 

 Bartleby does, indeed, produce, whether legal documents, words, or irritation. 

Bartleby immediately subsumes himself in his work and begins at the law office in a sort 

of production binge: 

At first Bartleby did an extraordinary quantity of writing. As if long famishing for 
something to copy, he seemed to gorge himself on my documents. There was no 
pause for digestion. He ran a day and night line, copying by sun-light and by 
candle-light. I should have been quite delighted with his application, had he been 
cheerfully industrious. But he wrote on silently, palely, mechanically. (“Bartleby” 
642) 
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While Bartleby seems to choose to engage in his work as a copyist, he appears more as 

machine than man. Mark Anderson, in his essay “Anorexia and Modernism, or How I 

Learned to Diet in All Directions” (1988), suggests that Bartleby’s labor functions as his 

sustenance (34). Bartleby is a machine – he works mechanically and does not wind down 

but stops abruptly, as opposed to the other employees who waver between productivity 

and uselessness. The reader, however, can only perceive Bartleby’s trajectory of progress 

through the narration of him. Bartleby’s dialogue, or at least blurbs of it included by the 

narrator, is almost entirely a collection of variations on “I would prefer not to” and 

responses to direct questions. This contrasts with Pierre’s Isabel, who starts and stops the 

narrative by declaring when she will and will not speak, regardless of the narrator’s 

designs for the story. Bartleby speaks only when spoken to and only to assert his 

unwillingness to participate in any exchange of words or money. The narrator ultimately 

determines the terrain of the narrative, regardless of Bartleby’s preferences. 

 Bartleby’s body, too, is initially subject to the narrator’s whims, at least within 

reason of his control. Turkey, Nippers, and Ginger-Nut can only obey the narrator to the 

extent that their bodies allow them. All of the narrator’s other employees’ bodies 

maintain their impenetrable interiority emotionally and physically; nobody is 

dismembered, flogged, or eaten, in stark opposition to Melville’s previous works. The 

narrator, however, is quite interested in the goings-on within the bodies of others (despite 

the absence of a description of his own body), while he, unlike the cannibal, has no 

interest in marking himself upon or encroaching within the bodies of his employees. 

Bartleby’s body, in particular, is impenetrable as either mechanical or ephemeral. The 
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narrator immediately hides Bartleby’s body upon “procur[ing] a high green folding 

screen, which might entirely isolate Bartleby from my sight, though not remove him from 

my voice” (“Bartleby” 642). Of course, Bartleby’s voice only sounds when beckoned, so 

the narrator can summon and banish Bartleby at will. Bartleby is the ideal laborer for the 

narrator, for he abandons his body but somehow continues to labor. Bartleby crystalizes 

capitalist ideology, which Naomi Reed, in her essay “The Specter of Wall Street: 

‘Bartleby, the Scrivener’ and the Language of Commodoties” (2004), explicates via 

Marx: 

The figure of Bartleby, that amalgam of spirit and body, apparition and 
gentlemanly cadaver, suggests that a Marxist reading of “Bartleby” must not 
dimly account for a worker’s resistance but must attend as well to the spectrality 
of capitalism, its complex intertwining of the material and the immaterial. Such a 
reading will allow us to see in “Bartleby” a critique not only of dehumanizing 
labor but of capitalism more broadly. (255) 
 

Evidenced here by Moby-Dick, nearly all of Melville’s works post-Typee contain 

criticisms of capitalism through the eyes of the laborer. “Bartleby,” however, is unique in 

its being perceived through the lawyer overseer rather than capitalism’s laboring victim. 

From such an outside perspective, the laborer’s body becomes more apparent as an 

aesthetic object. The reader, then, observes the wasting away of Bartleby’s body in a way 

that Brown diagnoses as anorexic, similarly to how Reed sees Bartleby as a ghost. 

Bartleby’s “radical refusal to partake of, and participate in, the world makes Bartleby 

'self-possessed' and impenetrable,” perhaps in the same way that the narration already 

reveals through Bartleby’s rhetoric (Brown 147). 
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 There is little if any communication with Bartleby while he continues to perform 

his duties as desired. Bartleby’s refusal to work appears to today’s reader as more of a 

computer glitch than a protest, and to a nineteenth-century reader as, perhaps, a laboring 

ghost or corpse. The narrator does not allow Bartleby dialogue until after he finishes his 

ordered labor, and, of course, his first line is the dissention “I would prefer not to” 

(“Bartleby” 643). Bartleby remains without the context of the narrator’s dialogue – even 

when the narrator delivers his ignored order, he reveals to the reader only that “it was 

what I wanted him to do—namely, to examine a small paper with me,” and he provides 

no previous speech against which one may imagine Bartleby (“Bartleby” 643). Bartleby 

appears, then, only to negate himself. 

 When Bartleby abandons his labor, his affect seeps out of his body and infects the 

office’s other workers. Bartleby, revealing himself as less mechanical and more human, 

throws a wrench into the cogs of the narrator’s legal machine. As “the motor of capital is 

the systemic exploitation of the worker to produce surplus value and thus does not 

depend on the personal characteristics of any one individual,” Bartleby halts work with 

his personal characteristics and, more aptly, preferences – much like Ahab and Moby 

Dick’s departure from the whaling industry (Reed 248). Though the narrator’s other 

employees express their discontent, the narrator still categorizes them based on what they 

consume and produce: "Bartleby's fellow workers have 'food names' like Ginger Nut or 

Turkey, and their office production is regulated according to the organic rhythm and 

circulation of their own bodies” (Anderson 33). Bartleby’s body is unpredictable and 

defies any form of organic rhythm, save anorexia. Bartleby becomes representative, 
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instead, of the office’s non-productivity as “the borders between world and self are traced 

(and ultimately erased) on the individual body” (Brown 147). As Moby-Dick’s Ishmael 

seeks to do by cementing his low social status and hoarding what capital he has, Bartleby 

achieves through his austerity: “A strict and rigid observance of this division, anorexia 

realizes the hermitage agoraphobia cannot obtain; eliminating consumption, it halts 

agoraphobia's inevitable progress into the marketplace" (Brown 147). Bartleby’s refusal 

to submit his body to capitalist labor mirrors his willingness to sacrifice his body for it. 

 Bartleby continues to work as a copyist, and he sustains himself through the office 

network by paying Ginger Nut to deliver him sustenance, the nutritional value of which is 

highly contested by the narrator. As Bartleby and his vocabulary contaminate the office – 

even the narrator notices that “of late I had got into the way of involuntarily using this 

word ‘prefer’ upon all sorts of not exactly suitable occasions” – he consumes the other 

employees, and in the case of Ginger Nut, by literally eating his identity (“Bartleby” 

655). Like the cannibal, Bartleby’s consumption is predicated on an invasion into the 

bodies of others and a display of identities, as Melville includes no scenes of his eating. 

Of course, though “Ginger Nut munche[s] his noon apple,” the narrator includes no 

depictions of Bartleby’s eating other than his crumbs: “Rolled away under his desk, I 

found a blanket; under the empty grate, a blacking box and brush; on a chair, a tin basin, 

with soap and a ragged towel; in a newspaper a few crumbs of ginger-nuts and a morsel 

of cheese” (“Bartleby” 662, 651). The narrator’s discovery of Bartleby’s rations echoes 

Typee’s Tommo’s discovery of presumably cannibalized bones. These remnants 

illuminate the mystery of why these characters choose to eat in secret. Melville ties 
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consumption of food to participation in the market when the narrator also discovers “an 

old bandanna handkerchief, heavy and knotted. I opened it, and saw it was a savings’ 

bank” (“Bartleby” 652). While Bartleby ostensibly participates in consumption, or at 

least accumulation, of both food and capital, he does so behind his green folding screen. 

 Bartleby’s motives are a mystery and literally invisible. When the narrator 

interrogates Bartleby about his bizarre behavior and Bartleby exasperatedly responds, 

“Do you not see the reason for yourself,” the answer is negative for both narrator and 

reader, especially as the narrator hides Bartleby behind a screen (“Bartleby” 656). As 

Bartleby’s body remains in but his work dissipates from the office, his use value for the 

narrator shifts from production of legal documents to a kind of cultural capital – and on 

sale! The narrator muses, “[i]f I turn him away, the chances are he will fall in with some 

less indulgent employer, and then he will be rudely treated, and perhaps driven forth 

miserably to starve. Yes. Here I can cheaply purchase a delicious self-approval” 

(“Bartleby” 647). When Bartleby abandons his labor, the narrator commodifies him as 

“delicious” sustenance for his conscience. This transition from laborer to commodity also 

eases the reader’s perception of Bartleby’s ghostliness. Food and money become 

worthless to Bartleby, whose body is a cumbersome prosthesis. This the narrator can 

comprehend, and perhaps because it saves him money: “I might give alms to his body; 

but his body did not pain him; it was his soul that suffered, and his soul I could not reach” 

(“Bartleby” 653). Of course, it is not the narrator who chooses to cut off communication, 

despite his abandonment. Bartleby asserts “I know you, […] and I want nothing to say to 

you,” identifying his desire rather than his preference to remove himself from an 
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exchange of words (“Bartleby” 669). When the narrator does attempt to gives alms to 

Bartleby, Bartleby “made no motion” and leaves the money on his desk (“Bartleby” 658). 

Money, like food, is of no worth to him. 

  As Bartleby’s language and malaise invade the office, the narrator loses sight of 

his own preferences: “What shall I do? what ought I to do? what does conscience say I 

should do with this man, or rather ghost?” (“Bartleby” 663-664). Bartleby hovers 

between human and something else – ghost? machine? – vacillating “somewhere between 

the material and the immaterial. He is a ghost who haunts, but one who can still be 

imprisoned by the law. He is a corpse that will not eat even as corpses cannot eat” (Reed 

252). Similar to Pierre’s Isabel, Bartleby is a textual object rendered by the narrator, but 

who drives the narrative. Even when the narrator abandons his office building, Bartleby’s 

ghost follows him and draws him back. Nonetheless, “while Bartleby the figure might 

certainly be thought of only as a verbal sign, Bartleby the amalgam of apparition and 

gentlemanly cadaver always retains his physical self, however tenuously” (Reed 252). 

When the narrator visits Bartleby after he has been transferred to the Tombs, the 

grub-man accosts the narrator and asks. “Does he want to starve? If he does, let him live 

on the prison fare, that’s all” (“Bartleby” 669). Of course, in a prison called a “Tomb,” 

the food is fit only for those already dead. While Bartleby would probably prefer not to 

starve, he would also prefer not to eat. Brown’s diagnosis of Bartleby’s anorexia explains 

that the illness “is not the condition of being without desire but the enterprise of 

controlling desire. That is, the anorexic wants to not want and to this end tries not to 

consume, or to undo consumption" (Brown 147-148). Brown’s use of the word 
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“consumption” represents both what Bartleby refuses to do to others but must do to 

himself, aligning mind and body. The grub-man asks the narrator, “Did you know 

Monroe Edwards? […] he died of consumption at Sing-Sing” (“Bartleby” 670). Though 

the narrator happens not to know Edwards, the cook aligns anorexic Bartleby with the 

consumptive. Tuberculosis, much like anorexia, is a wasting disease in which one is eaten 

from the inside. Anorexia seems the mental counterpart to tuberculosis, as anorexia also 

represents “a repudiation of the marketplace and an expression of self-control. A refusal 

to replicate the economy in the body, anorexia is the paradoxical antidote to 

consumption” (Brown 149). Anorexia, then, requires its own ecology within the body, 

enforcing a form of self-cannibalism. 

The last thing Bartleby says before resigning himself to silence is “I prefer not to 

dine to-day, […] It would disagree with me; I am unused to dinners” (“Bartleby” 670). 

Finally refusing sustenance, Bartleby performs "the anorexic economy of self-denial” in 

which death is “divestment from the marketplace" (Brown 149-150). Here, Bartleby also 

excuses himself from an economy of words and becomes characterized as “the silent 

man” (“Bartleby” 670). By the end of the story, Bartleby refuses to participate in any 

economy or exchange, “and his incredible stillness is both part and product of these 

repeated refusals” (Reed 256). If Bartleby’s product is his refusal, his anorexia is an act 

upon the self rather than a neglect. Bartleby eats himself rather than the cannibal, who 

eats the other.  

Cannibalism returns to Melville’s fiction in the novella Benito Cereno, though it 

only haunts the text until Delano’s discovery of Aranda’s skeleton. Melville wrote Benito 
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Cereno last out of The Piazza Tales – or, at least, it was published last – and it appears 

directly after “Bartleby, the Scrivener” in the collection’s table of contents. Benito 

Cereno temporally precedes “Bartleby,” being Melville’s only work explicitly set in the 

eighteenth century, but it potentially functions as the “sequel” that “Bartleby”’s narrator 

promised.1 Benito Cereno maintains a similar focus on the laboring body as “Bartleby” 

by warning that the institution of slavery, as much a product of capitalism as the whaling 

industry, could ultimately bring about the nation’s political and economic collapse. 

Melville’s approach to slavery, however, is not a direct critique of the United States like 

Moby-Dick but a retelling of “From a Narrative of Voyages and Travels, in the Northern 

and Southern Hemispheres,” Captain Amasa Delano’s 1817 observation of a Chilean 

slave ship. Benito Cereno’s narrator speaks not only for the historical Delano, but also for 

those Delano reinterpreted in the figures of Cereno, Babo, and the ship’s other occupants. 

By silencing the historical Delano, Melville opens up the figures of master and slave to 

new possibilities and remaps the threat of slave revolt at sea onto antebellum United 

States. Though Melville obscures the immediate threat of slavery, he showcases the 

dangers of trading the laboring body as a commodity and its implications for the nation 

and its economy. 

Benito Cereno consciously troubles the distinction between master and slave by 

making Cereno, the seeming master, physically dependent on Babo. In Eric J. 

                                                
1 Many readers interpret the narrator’s anecdote about Bartleby’s work in the Dead Letter Office as the 
“sequel” promising a “vague report,” but I argue Bartleby’s ghost continues to haunt The Piazza Tales 
beyond this (“Bartleby” 635). 



 33 

Sundquist’s To Wake the Nations (1998), he explains Melville’s almost literal use of 

Hegel’s master-slave dialectic: 

The master’s domination slides into slavery when he understands his parasitic 
dependence on his slave; the slave’s subservience slides into mastery when he 
understands that his very consciousness of freedom is a mode of liberation. In the 
Hegelian paradox, mastery (like slavery) both is and is not. Granting Babo a true 
mastery that has simply been reconfigured as the artifice of bondage, however, 
Melville takes this one step further. (156) 
 

The step Melville takes is granting Babo mastery. According to Hegel, Babo’s mastery 

would necessarily imply his slavery to Cereno’s recognition. Conversely, both Babo and 

Cereno are created in opposition to the narrator Delano through his interpretation of 

them. As much as Delano depicts Babo and Cereno in opposition to himself, the story’s 

only arguable (albeit bumbling and naïve) master is the Delano – however far the term 

can be applied without Hegel’s connotations. To argue Babo as master of Cereno is 

“historically and materially unlikely, and as a result idealizes a version of the ‘master 

narrative’ as potentially written by a slave—when the point of the designation is precisely 

the slave’s exclusion” (Goldberg 13-14). Both Babo and Cereno, then, are “slaves” to 

Delano’s interpretation. 

By rendering Cereno and Babo virtually silent throughout the novella, Delano 

figures as an imperial conqueror on the San Dominick depicting the Other to justify the 

empire’s conquest. In Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978), he invites his reader to 

“consider Napoleon and de Lesseps. Everything they knew, more or less, about the Orient 

came from books written in the tradition of Orientalism” (95). The Man-Eating Myth was 

published only a year after Orientalism, and Arens revises this assessment of Othering 
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via cannibal accusations. And despite being in the third person, Benito Cereno is written 

in the style of a travel narrative that can double as a manual for conquest and to obviate a 

slave revolt. Frantz Fanon’s argument in Black Skins, White Masks (1952) that the desire 

to enslave the master is predicated on the slave’s desire “to be like the master” 

illuminates the threat of revolt (221). Rather than representing a desire for freedom, Babo 

illustrates Fanon’s warning as a desire for mastery. By narrating from Delano’s point of 

view, thereby denying the reader entrance into Babo’s interiority, Babo is a threat that is 

necessarily veiled. 

Interpreting Babo’s silence as a voice of its own is hardly a new reading of Benito 

Cereno, but whatever language Babo speaks remains elusive. Sanborn explains the 

dominant reading of the novella as that in which “one finds in the silences of the story the 

voices of savagery,” a reading that has not been applied to the similarly silent Bartleby 

(173). Babo’s silence expresses a range of emotions, which Maurice Lee identifies as 

“despair to racist erasure to more sensitive thoughts on the politics of silence and open-

ended narration” (498). Some critics still see the possibility of Babo representing the 

“politics of silence” as opening a space for interpretation, for “muteness at once locates 

the premise of the ‘true history’ and the silence that ultimately sustains it” (Goldberg 8). 

Language, however, is as difficult to interpret as silence is. In Melville’s typical fashion, 

he constructs language to dance around information rather than to convey it: “the more 

language we get here from our narrator, the more information we as readers expect from 

more words, the less clear that information becomes, and therefore, the less clear is the 

meaning of the passage” (Rebhorn 158). Then again, the language of slavery seems 
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designed to dissemble. The situation on the ship is indecipherable to Delano, and the 

interiority of the ever-silent slave is overlooked by Delano and hidden from the reader. 

In addition to his silence, Babo is voiced through the contemporary figure of the 

slave – specifically, the Haitian insurrectionist Toussaint Louverture. Melville almost 

certainly had Haiti in mind when writing Benito Cereno. While he often strayed from 

Delano’s source text, a few editorial decisions in particular have delighted New 

Historicists: renaming Cereno’s ship Tryal to the San Dominick and changing the date of 

the narrative from 1805 to 1799, repositioning the tale in the center of Toussaint’s rule of 

Saint-Domingue. Jonathan Beecher’s article “Echoes of Toussaint Louverture and the 

Haitian Revolution in Melville’s ‘Benito Cereno’” (2007) provides an expansive study of 

Melville’s various invocations of the Haitian Revolution. Beecher identifies Babo’s 

uncanny similarity in body and mind to Toussaint: 

Like Toussaint, and unlike […] the real-life Babo […], 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 sublety.’ Finally, like Toussaint, Melville’s Babo is both a gifted actor 
with an extraordinary sense of theater and an ultimately inscrutable individual. 
(45) 
 

Toussaint enacts and escapes Said’s theory of Oriental silence by, similar to Bartleby, 

intentionally obfuscating his own language, essentially silencing – and mastering – 

himself. While Babo, too, embodies insurrection, he is also excluded from it: “Babo has a 

Napoleonic capacity to achieve revolution, but he does not have Napoleon’s imperial 

skin. So he must masquerade as a slave to cozen white authority” (Richards 76). Quite 

like how Babo manipulates his role as slave to repel Delano from his “penetrating mind” 
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and harness his inscrutability to orchestrate revolt, Melville blurs the “distinctions 

between the imperial and native race […] even as he repeated, colonial discourse with a 

difference” (Schueller). Both Cereno and Babo work to fool Delano; each is enslaved to 

the other while both fall under Delano’s scrutiny. 

 Of course, the Haitian revolution resulted in disaster. Launching a sovereign 

nation required a reconfiguring of political and economic structures, including capitalism. 

Slavery, however, had inextricably fused labor and violence so that capitalism, a tool for 

production, became a tool for destruction. Melville portrays this in the famous shaving 

scene between Babo and Cereno, which has often been cited for Babo’s usurpation of the 

razor, seemingly a tool of labor, as a tool of violence. Though Babo maintains his 

dominance over Cereno by “showing a dagger, which he carried hid” to represent his 

similarly hidden mastery, Babo’s shaving razor also functions as a makeshift dagger (BC 

99). The dagger represents the overwhelming potential for violent revolt, and the razor 

shows how the very tools for revolution have been placed in the slaves’ hands by their 

masters. As Babo manipulates the razor, so, too, does he exercise silence as a tool. In the 

shaving scene, Babo almost exclusively addresses Delano rather than Cereno, and Cereno 

himself is silenced by Babo’s wielding of the razor. Like Bartleby, Babo only speaks 

when addressed – except after he draws Cereno’s blood. As he “held up the trickling 

razor” and displays his laborer’s tool as a bloodied weapon, Babo reminds Cereno that it 

is his nominal role as master that incurred this violence: “See, master, — you shook so — 

here’s Babo’s first blood” (BC 75). Babo reinforces his role as Cereno’s master by 

threatening him with violence, displaying his weapon, and finally asserting Cereno’s 
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blood as not his own but “Babo’s.” Like Babo’s dagger, Cereno’s bleeding body is a 

warning for Delano – who, despite his impressive stupidity, recognizes the blood as “the 

barber’s,” not Cereno’s (BC 75). 

Babo’s interiority is expressed not through his language or his body, but rather 

through Cereno’s blood. Melville suggests that Babo’s inertia or silence is a display of 

interiority specifically denied to the master, so Delano must perceive it elsewhere 

(Rebhorn 169). By enforcing Cereno’s silence and carefully crafting his own sparse 

language, Babo disallows Delano from reading the scenario on the San Dominick. Much 

like Isabel and Bartleby before him, Babo drives the narrative by withholding his 

language. Insisting on speaking in the language prescribed by the role of slave, Babo 

rejects language as a form of communication and wields it as a tool for obscurity. Jason 

Rebhorn argues that the language Babo does choose to speak to Delano conceals Babo’s 

domination by masquerading as “the language of embodiment” (Rebhorn 170). While 

Rebhorn also argues that Babo’s usurpation of the role of master flips the Hegelian 

paradox as he “enslaves Cereno’s body, causing the Spaniard inadvertently to respond to 

and thus legitimize Babo’s authority,” this shift rather asserts the power Babo already had 

through legitimizing and subsequently dismantling Cereno’s role as master (171). The 

danger of slavery, Melville illustrates, is not a role reversal, as the roles are already 

reversed. Slavery, then, threatens a collapse of those who manipulate it, “representative 

of New World political and economical power built upon the common crutch of African 

slave-labor” (Rebhorn 151). The danger for the United States lies in the political and 

economic dependence on the slave’s body as a commodity. By trading slaves simply as 
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their laboring bodies, the master’s attempt to deprive the slave of interiority instead opens 

a space for revolution through the slave’s imposed unreadability. 

Perhaps Babo’s unreadability extended to the entire narrative, and Benito Cereno 

did not strike U.S. American readers as allegorical. When Delano first boards the San 

Dominick, the ship has clearly abandoned any plans for economic development via the 

slave trade. The ship “is in a state of pathetic decay, its cargo damaged or discarded 

altogether, its work force in arms and engaged in a clever charade” (Sundquist 165). Even 

before the slaves destroy the bodies of their masters Cereno and Aranda, the economic 

ruin on the San Dominick indicates that the removal of labor from the slave’s body and 

the destruction of the ship’s commodities drains the slaves of their use value as such and 

depletes slavery of its economic purpose. With the slave’s body as a commodity, Delano 

immediately comes upon a spectacle showcasing how  “the instruments of labor could 

become the instruments of revenge” (Sundquist 166). 

The threat of revolution was mostly opaque to Melville’s contemporary readers, 

though, as the very construction of the slave’s body was as not only a commodity, but 

also the keystone of the economy. Slavery’s dependence on manual labor makes the 

slave’s body in particular an important space to read economy, as slave labor is primarily 

performed by or on the body. Indeed, the slave’s body is another commodity produced by 

slavery, but the slave’s body is necessary for the production of further commodities. Like 

Babo’s razor, the body becomes the slave’s own tool for labor. The master saps the slave 

body of interiority and imagines it as a commodity like sugar or cotton, “nothing but 

strong muscles, attractive matter that can be produced, manipulated, and circulated in a 
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chattel economy,” and Babo’s usurpation of power on the ship is particularly opaque to 

Melville’s audience, for he saps the body of its earning potential (Rebhorn 169). 

Babo abandons the slavery structure as well as the capitalism that enables it, but 

he retains the figure of the slave as reduced to his or her body. Rather than putting the 

slave’s body into circulation, though, Babo removes it from any form of exchange. Even 

before Babo’s unveiling of the ship’s figurehead, Melville suggests that Cereno’s partner 

Aranda’s body has been rendered useless by illness. Upon the discovery of its position at 

the head of the ship, though, Melville reveals the implications of a slave revolution for its 

masters and their economy. Instead of forcing Aranda to perform manual labor, Babo 

utilizes his dead body as a symbol not of capital but of capitalism’s failure in slavery. 

Furthermore, Melville suggests that before ascending as the ship’s figurehead, Aranda’s 

body was consumed not through labor or illness, but through cannibalism. 

Sanborn identifies the almost entirely symbolic body in this text replete with 

meaningful bodies: Aranda’s skeleton. Sanborn contributes to Sidney Kaplan’s strong 

hint that “Melville adds a strong hint that Aranda’s skeleton has been cannibalistically 

prepared” (22). Melville deliberately invokes cultural conceptions of cannibals as 

“native,” and as well as focusing on Haiti in his edits to his source text, Melville edits 

Delano’s narrative and “emphasizes ‘Ashantee,’ interpreted by some critics as evidence 

to support the practice of cannibalism on board the San Dominick” (Anderson 69). Like 

Columbus’ evidence, only Aranda’s bones remain when he is discovered as the 

figurehead of the ship – a body symbolizing a misreading of conquest. As Melville 

begins to hint in Typee, historians contemporary to Melville suggest that the implication 
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of native cannibalism functioned mostly “to justify [The Spanish’s] own enormous and 

unexampled cruelties” (Sanborn 179). The skeleton, then, becomes a reflection of the 

Spanish, and as Aranda is reduced to his body and consumed by its master (or slaves?), 

his death by cannibalism reveals slavery’s own consumption of the body. Aranda’s 

cannibalized body replaces Columbus as the figurehead of imperialism in the American 

imagination. This, too, was an editorial choice of Melville’s that differed from Delano’s 

narrative, and in his choice to replace Columbus, Melville silences the voice of conquest. 

By rendering both master and slave silent, consumed, and finally symbolic as slavery 

saps the body of meaning beyond its bones, Melville aligns slavery’s use of the body as 

commodity with cannibalism’s use of the body as food. He reveals the ideological 

violence of capitalism as performing the same consumption and destruction of bodies as 

cannibalism, the burgeoning nation ultimately consuming herself. 

Rather than the Cereno consuming the slaves’ bodies for their production value, 

Melville leaves his reader with the suggestion that the slaves consume and literally eat 

Aranda to preserve his financially worthless skeleton. The purpose of the slaves’ 

cannibalism is less consuming the body as food than removing Aranda’s body as a master 

of capitalist exchange and their own bodies as its commodity. The slave’s body has 

already been depleted of exchange value when Delano tries to purchase Babo: “‘Tell me, 

Don Benito,’ he added, with a smile – ‘I should like to have your man here myself – what 

will you take for him? Would fifty doubloons be any object?’” (BC 60). Rather than 

allowing Cereno to answer, when Babo scoffs and hyperbolically remarks that “Master 

wouldn’t part with Babo for a thousand doubloons,” he sidesteps the question to confirm 
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that the slave’s body has no trade value (BC 60). The offer recalls Ahab’s nailing of the 

doubloon to the mast of the Pequod for whoever first sees the similarly valueless Moby 

Dick, the money being ultimately worthless when it sinks with the ship. Babo also 

removes himself from exchange by refusing to figure the body as a commodity 

exchangeable through money. 

Melville’s alignment of the slavery with imperialism, capitalism, and cannibalism 

siphons these structures down the same self-destructive path. By showing the fluidity 

between slave and master, Melville reveals that by turning the slave’s body into a 

commodity, the master must also recognize the value of his own body and its failure to be 

traded as such. Here, Melville prefigures, almost revising, Fanon: the slave desires not to 

master, but to be removed from commodity exchange. The master’s desire to use the 

slave’s body as a product, reflects his own conception of himself as absent within 

commodity exchange – as does Babo when he depletes both the masters’ and slaves’ 

bodies of commodity value. Cereno and Aranda mirror each other and enforce the failure 

of body as commodity. When Delano first sees Cereno, he remarks that Cereno “with 

nervous suffering was almost worn to a skeleton. A tendency to some pulmonary 

complaint appeared to have been lately confirmed. His voice was like that one with lungs 

half gone, hoarsely suppressed, a husky whisper” (BC 41). Cereno, the last master 

standing, reveals how the slave economy feeds on and silences itself as Cereno’s lungs 

disintegrate. When Aranda’s cannibalized body emerges as figurehead, it attains a self-

consuming meaning generally reserved for slaves. The commodification process of 

cannibalism seems the proper venue for the slaves to achieve vengeance and mastery 
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through a “ritual ingestion of the leader to gain his power” (Hattenhauer 14). Cereno’s 

body also erodes and mirrors that of Aranda’s, illuminating the body’s ephemerality and 

the danger of structuring an economy that depends on its trade value. If removed from 

capitalist exchange, the body must be consumed otherwise, whether as symbol, food, or, 

as Aranda represents, both. 

Rather than openly denouncing slavery or capitalism, Melville almost suggests 

that cannibalism is a perfected form of capitalism. The actual eating of Aranda need only 

be implied rather than confirmed, as Babo’s consumption of Aranda’s body and 

“treatment of the skeleton implies some grisly ritual, whether it be the eating of the 

master’s flesh or its removal by tools” (Sanborn 170). While Colombus’ allegations of 

cannibalism in the Carib tribe was “a justification for slavery,” Melville, by centering 

Benito Cereno on the unveiling of Aranda’s remains, suggests slavery as a justification 

for cannibalism (Sanborn 180). Capitalist industries consume the laboring body until 

rather than only producing goods, it becomes one, but deprived of the ritual and meaning 

of cannibalism. To sustain the economy, the capitalist nation blindly consumes itself from 

within. 

Melville never portrays cannibalism as foreign. Beginning in Typee, Melville 

demystifies cannibalism as Tommo, like Ahab before his leg has been eaten, lives 

“‘mong the cannibals,” finally fleeing not from his distaste for anthropophagy, but from 

the fear of his own body being thrust back into commodity exchange as not laborer but 

food. Melville crystallizes capitalism as a domestic form of cannibalism by Moby-Dick, 

as the Pequod commodifies not the whale’s body but the whalers’ and is finally 
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swallowed up by the sea it seeks to consume. Bartleby is a body already cannibalized by 

capitalism, no longer able to labor and having rejected commodity exchange to instead 

consume himself. Melville’s critique of capitalism expands from the laboring body to the 

national body in Benito Cereno, evident through his editorial decisions in adapting 

Delano’s narrative. Melville breaks down and reverses relations between civilized and 

savage, suggesting not only the looming threat of revolt, but also the United States’ 

insistence on arguing its own savagery as economy and the silent space this leaves open 

for destruction. Then again, for Ahab, Bartleby, and Babo, the revolt has already 

happened. 
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