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Grading Rubric for Classroom Participation 
A= attend class regularly, prepared to participate, and participate actively (generously 
and generatively) in class discussion 
B= attend class regularly, prepared to participate 
C=attend class regularly

ADMIN



ADMIN

• Today— new seats and conversational partners!





Discussion 

• What is exciting you, confusing you, moving you?


• Where do you want to dive in today?



Ch. 40: Midnight, Forecastle



The Novel as Heteroglossia

The novel is heterglossic; the plurality of voices in 
the novel genre. “other tongues” or “different 
languages.” All novels are polyphonic and this 
discourse disables authoritarian and monologic 
voice of author and/or his/her culture. 

Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogical Imagination (pub. 
1975, written in 1930s) 



Ch. 42: The Whiteness of  
the Whale

Though neither knows where lie the nameless things of which the mystic 
sign gives forth such hints; yet with me, as with the colt, somewhere those 
things must exist. Though in many of its aspects this visible world seems 
formed in love, the invisible spheres were formed in fright. 

…Is it that by its indefiniteness it shadows forth the heartless voids and 
immensities of the universe, and thus stabs us from behind with the 
thought of annihilation, when beholding the white depths of the milky 
way? Or is it, that as in essence whiteness is not so much a color as the 
visible absence of color, and at the same time the concrete of all colors; is it 
for these reasons that there is such a dumb blankness, full of meaning, in a 
wide landscape of snows - a colorless, all- color of atheism from which we 
shrink?



From your blogs- Ch. 42— the whiteness of the 
whale

• DIEGO: Melville asks “or is it, that as in essence whiteness is not so much 
a color as the visible absence of color, and at the same time the concrete 
of all colors; is it for these reasons that there is such a dumb blankness, 
full of meaning, in a wide landscape of snows– a colorless, all-color of 
atheism from which we shrink?” (212). What’s striking to me here is the 
contrast which Melville seems to love: this absence of, yet concrete of all 
colors, the “colorless, all-color”. It seems that this whiteness is another of 
the unanswerable questions, ungraspable phantoms of life that we are left 
to define for ourselves. This “dumb blankness, full of meaning” is nothing 
yet everything at the same time…the conflicting feelings that this 
whiteness puts upon us, perhaps a way of showing the indefinite nature of 
life itself.



Defining Whiteness in the 
U.S.

• One Eighth rule


• The “one-drop rule” — also known as hypodescent — 
dates to a 1662 Virginia law on the treatment of mixed-race 
individuals.


• “Not only does the one-drop rule apply to no other group 
than American blacks, but apparently the rule is unique in 
that it is found only in the United States and not in any other 
nation in the world.” 


• —F. James Davis, Who is Black? One Nation's Definition 
(Penn State University Press, 1991)



Marxist/postcolonial 
appreciation in McCarthy era

“Ahab now utters words which strike at the very foundation of American 
civilization. He says, in effect, to hell with business and money” (1) 
-a factory-like Pequod whose “captain of industry” leads the crew to 
their doom. 

Melville ‘has painted a body of men at work, the skill and the danger” 
(30) 
“Their heroism consists in their everyday doing of their work” (30) 

Mariners, Renegades, and Castaways: 
The Story of Melville and the World We Live in 

C.L.R. James 
NY: 1963 (2025)



Historical Context: 
Territorial Expansion:

Mexican War 1846-1848: annexation and invasion of Mexico. Territorial expansion.

1850: future of United States was up for grabs.....so too was the American literary 
scene.

in 1850 US was pushing itself across the continent 
-railroad and steamboats started to connected county & very different people 

1850: Fugitive Slave Act of 1850: required that any escaped slaves be handed over 
to the authorities. Made slavery a national (not just Southern) problem 



Territorial Expansion= The 
Question of  Slavery 

The Compromise of 1850: “By 1850 sectional disagreements related to 
slavery were straining the bonds of union between the North and South. These 
tensions became especially critical when Congress began to consider whether 
western lands acquired after the Mexican-American War would permit slavery. 
In 1849, California requested permission to enter the Union as a "free state" –
 meaning one where slavery was banned. Adding more "free state" senators to 
Congress would destroy the balance between "slave" and "free" states that had 
existed since the Missouri Compromise of 1820….But one aspect of the 
compromise – a strengthened fugitive slave act – soon began to threaten 
sectional peace.  
 —https://www.archives.gov/

https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/missouri-compromise
https://www.archives.gov/


Fugitive Slave Act (part of  
Compromise of  1850)

required citizens to assist in 
the recovery of fugitive 
slaves. 

denied a fugitive's right to a 
jury trial (instead of jury, 
special commissioners)



New England Transcendentalists 
and Unitarians were pissed

Ralph Waldo Emerson: “The Fugitive Slave Law—Lecture at New York” Lecture 
Read in the Tabernacle, New York City March 7, 1854 
 
“I have lived all my life without suffering any known inconvenience from American 
Slavery. I never saw it; I never heard the whip… I never felt the check on my free 
speech and action, until, the other day, when Mr. Webster, by his personal influence, 
brought the Fugitive Slave Law on the country..[….] Here was the question, Are 
you for man and for the good of man; or are you for the hurt and harm of 
man? It was the question whether man shall be treated as leather? whether the 
Negro shall be, as the Indians were in Spanish America, a piece of money? Whether 
this system, which is a kind of mill or factory for converting men into 
monkeys, shall be upheld and enlarged? […]There was an old fugitive law, but it 
had become, or was fast becoming, a dead letter, and, by the genius and laws of 
Massachusetts, inoperative. The new Bill made it operative, required me to 
hunt slaves, and it found citizens in Massachusetts willing to act as judges 
and captors. Moreover, it discloses the secret of the new times, that 
Slavery was no longer mendicant, but was become aggressive and 
dangerous”



Compromise of  1850

Question/Concern: Would new territories (result of war with 
Mexico) in the West be slave states or not? 

Ever since the Missouri Compromise (of 1820), the balance between slave 
states and free states had been maintained

California petitioned to be free.

Dispute over land: Texas claimed that its territory extended all the way to 
Santa Fe.

These petitions challenged previous compromise: Missouri Compromis



Take Aways?


