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Halloween!



Discussion 

• Where to dive in today… and WHY?



Ch. 87: The Grand Armada





Ch. 87: “The Grand 
Armada”— Whale mothers

“…we glided between two whales into the innermost heart of the shoal, 
as if from some mountain torrent we had slid into a serene valley lake. 
Here the storms in the roaring glens between the outermost whales, were 
heard but not felt. In this central expanse the sea presented that smooth 
satin-like surface, called a sleek, produced by the subtle moisture thrown 
off by the whale in his more quiet moods. Yes, we were now in that 
enchanted calm which they say lurks at the heart of every commotion. 
And still in the distracted distance we beheld the tumults of the outer 
concentric circles, and saw successive pods of whales, eight or ten in 
each, swiftly going round and round, like multiplied spans of horses in a 
ring; and so closely shoulder to shoulder, that a Titanic circus-rider might 
easily have over-arched the middle ones, and so have gone round on 
their backs. “ (422)



Ch. 87: “The Grand 
Armada”— Whale mothers

“But far beneath this wondrous world upon the surface, another and still 
stranger world met our eyes as we gazed over the side. For, suspended in 
those watery vaults, floated the forms of the nursing mothers of the 
whales, and those that by their enormous girth seemed shortly to become 
mothers. The lake, as I have hinted, was to a considerable depth 
exceedingly transparent; and as human infants while suckling will calmly 
and fixedly gaze away from the breast, as if leading two different lives at 
the time; and while yet drawing mortal nourishment, be still spiritually 
feasting upon some unearthly reminiscence;--even so did the young of 
these whales seem looking up towards us, but not at us, as if we were but 
a bit of Gulfweed in their new-born sight. Floating on their sides, the 
mothers also seemed quietly eyeing us.” (423-4)



Ch. 88: Schools and Schoolmasters



Moby Dick on Slavery

possible parallel between chasing whales and chasing 
slaves



Ch. 89: Fast-Fish and Loose-Fish



From your blogs

• DIEGO: The globe itself has repeatedly, throughout history, been viewed 
as a Loose-Fish for colonial powers and empires to claim for themselves 
behind their Loose-Fish justifications of divine right or Manifest Destiny. 
Then we have Melville directly asking us readers to view ourselves as both 
Fast-Fish and Loose-Fish, fastened to the systems we are born and raised 
in, yet fair game to whatever outside influence we let catch us. If we 
should be both, then we should also be weary of the distinctions of Fast-
Fish and Loose-Fish applied to others, realizing how absurd it is to blindly 
follow the claims to land, property, thoughts, and people.



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

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: 

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

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



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)



Ch. 89: “Fast Fish, Loose 
Fish”— Fugitive Slave Law

“But if the doctrine of Fast-Fish be pretty generally applicable, the kindred doctrine of 
Loose-Fish is still more widely so. That is internationally and universally applicable. 

What was America in 1492 but a loose-fish, in which Columbus struck the Spanish 
standard by way of waifing it for his royal master and mistress? What was Poland to 
the Czar? What Greece to the Turk? What India to England? What at last will Mexico 
be to the United States? All Loose-Fish. 

What are the Rights of Man and the Liberties of the World but Loose-Fish? What all 
men's minds and opinions but Loose-Fish? What is the principle of religious belief in 
them but a Loose-Fish?”What to the ostentatious smuggling verbalists are the 
thoughts of thinkers but Loose-Fish? What is the great globe itself but a Loose-Fish? 
And what are you, reader, but a Loose-Fish and a Fast-Fish, too?” (435) 



Mexican-American War
• Began in May 1846, over a territorial dispute involving Texas. President Polk declared 

war on Mexico


• The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, signed on February 2, 1848, ended the Mexican-
American War in favor of the United States. 


The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, signed on February 2, 1848, ended the Mexican-American War in favor of the United States. 

•
•



Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo

•



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



Missouri Compromise 

After the Senate and the House passed different bills 
and deadlock threatened, a compromise bill was worked 
out with the following provisions: (1) Missouri was 
admitted as a slave state and Maine (formerly part of 
Massachusetts) as free, and (2) except for Missouri, 
slavery was to be excluded from the Louisiana Purchase 
lands north of latitude 36°30′.

Included in this compromise was the controversial 
Fugitive Slave Act



Slavery and Freedom

See Andrew Delbanco’s biography of Melville Melville, 
His World and Work (Knopf 2005) stresses the 
importance of slavery for Melville’s outlook in the years 
he wrote Moby Dick. 



Take Aways?


