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Schizophrenic Enticements and Allegories of Reading in Herman Melville’s Benito Cereno 
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 In consideration of all the ambiguity that underlies Melville’s Benito Cereno and Billy Budd, it is 

somewhat surprising, if not completely ironic, that many critics see in these two novellas subtle 

intimations of objective and penetrable meaning. Benito Cereno, for example, has acted as an enticement 

for critics on both sides of number of different moral and sociopolitical issues. Within the large body of 

modern criticism, it has simultaneously served as an indictment of slavery (Schiffman 126) and as a 

symbol of white superiority (Matthiessen 508). It has been interpreted as a manifesto for modern 

nihilism (Widmer 59-69) and as a testament to the victory of good over evil (Matthiessen 508). 

Individual characters have also oscillated between a number of different binaries: Babo has been hailed 

as a champion for the equality of blacks (Guttmann 145) and as a symbol of terrifying “malignity” 

(Emery 303-307); Delano has served as an allegorical condemnation of American ignorance (Busch 

290) and as an exemplary model for “plain good sense” (Cardwell 99-101); and Cereno has been tugged 

in every direction, serving, at once, as a prototype of the abolitionist movement, white supremacy and 

New World enlightenment. Coincidentally, Billy Budd has also been subject to similar treatment. 

Melville’s latent suggestions of Billy as an allegorical figure of Christ, and Claggart as Satan, have 

tempted some critics to see in this novella an explicit allegory of the nature of good and evil, where both 

struggle for power, and the former emerges victorious (Watson 14-16) Others have been less enticed by 

these allegorical intimations, and have stressed Melville’s latent antipathy towards religion and morality. 

Claudia Johnson, for example, asserts that “[Billy Budd] is scarcely a departure from [Melville’s] view 

in Moby Dick of a mad, mindless power in control of the fate and hearts of mankind” (Johnson 132).  

 Only recently, however, have critics begun to emphasize the inherent ambiguity that underlies 

Billy Budd, and to call into question interpretations (past and present) that claim a privileged knowledge 

of any type of transcendental meaning. Barbara Johnson, writing in the early eighties, for example, calls 

attention to the fact that Billy Budd is not so much an allegory about morality, politics, or society, as it is 

“an allegory of the questioning of the traditional conditions of allegorical stability” (Johnson 83). More 

recently, John Wenke (2002), in his article, Melville’s indirection: Billy Budd, the Genetic Text, and ‘the 

Deadly Space Between, notes that what emerges in Billy Budd “is not completion or closure but the 

cessation of a dialectical process” (Wenke 118). Oddly enough, although, in many ways, Benito Cereno 

also appears to lend itself quite nicely to Postmodern interpretation (as the disparity of criticism certainly 

intimates), this approach remains largely neglected amidst a growing effort to try and discern Melville’s 

own objective views on slavery in the text (Helen Lock 58).1 In an attempt to remain faithful to what I 

take to be Melville’s more fundamental concerns, I would like to suggest that Benito Cereno is less 

about the ontology of slavery than it is about the fragmented practice of allegorical exegesis; and that far 

from giving the reader a stable basis for objective interpretation with regards to morality, race and social 

issues, Benito Cereno, like Billy Budd, merely highlights that all forms of interpretation are based on 

                                                 
1 I do admit that other critics, such as Helen Lock and Dana Luciano, have discussed the indeterminacy 

of signs in Benito Cereno; yet their treatment of this subject remains somewhat minimal, as it is 

subjected to their larger concern over the interchangeability of slavery. Hence, when I say that this 

approach “remains largely neglected,” what I really mean is that there has not yet been a full-scale, and 

adequate, Postmodern interpretation of Benito Cereno. I could also qualify my meaning by simply 

pointing out that Barbara Johnson has not yet applied her model to this novella.  
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partial and faith-based readings. In this light, I hope my essay will show that much of the “objective” 

criticism on Benito Cereno serves only to undermine all claims of epistemological possession, and to 

point to the fact that the process of validation begins and ends with the prior construction of already 

formed assumptions 

 The very opening of Benito Cereno suggests to the reader early on that the theme of 

indeterminacy is clearly at the forefront of Melville’s novella: “The morning was one peculiar to that 

coast. Everything was mute and calm; everything gray (681). The sky “seemed a grey surtout,” and  

“[f]lights of troubled gray fowl, kith and kin with flights of troubled gray vapours [. . .] skimmed low 

and fitfully over the waters” (681).2 As Mensch rightly notes, the scene seems “marked by a certain 

dreamlike quality,” laden with “incongruities and ambiguities” (Mensch 124). The theme of 

indeterminacy is further heightened by the fact that almost all of Delano’s judgments are tinged with 

palpable feelings of hesitancy and doubt; he is unable to accurately identify the nature of particular 

objects, and so, commits himself to judgments of appearance and non-reality: “the longer the [San 

Dominick] was watched, the more singular appeared her maneuvers” (682); and, “the ship [. . .] 

appeared like a white-washed monastery after a thunder-storm” (683).” It is not until Delano actually 

boards the San Dominick, however, and becomes faintly acquainted with the environment and its 

people, that the reader learns the degree to which this ambiguity actually predominates. 

 Throughout his stay aboard the San Dominick, Delano encounters a number of signs that he is 

unable to fully comprehend. In reading the novella the second time through, the reader becomes aware 

that one of Delano’s most predominate weaknesses in this area, if not an entire fault, is that he is unable 

to fully grasp the signifying potential of the black people. Much like Alexandro Aranda (as well as 

Cereno before the mutiny), he cannot fathom that the blacks could be anything but humane and naturally 

subordinate “creatures.” Thus, he thinks of the breast-feeding negress only as a “doe” and her child as a 

“fawn” (712), and considers the negro, in general, to be “too stupid” to invent any sort of intelligent 

design  (715). As the narrator rightly confirms, “Captain Delano took to negroes, not philanthropically, 

but genially, just as other men to Newfoundland dogs” (724). Even when he does perceive certain signs 

of superiority among the blacks, such as the knife attack upon a white Spanish sailor (696) and the 

“trampling” of another sailor by two different negroes (718), Delano’s prejudicial blindness forces him 

to attribute the “incongruities” of the negro’s actions not to any natural aversion to slavery, nor even to 

the more imaginative possibility of mutiny itself, but to the dissipation of Cereno’s authority. For 

example, after the knifing incident, Delano’s first and only reaction is to question the nature of Cereno’s 

rule: “Is it that this hapless man is one of those paper captains I’ve known, who by policy wink at what 

by power they cannot put down?” (696).  

  In addition to the negro, Captain Delano’s interpretable limitations are also revealed through his  

many unsuccessful attempts to come to terms with the perplexing character of Benito Cereno. 

Interestingly enough, although Delano is described as being “incapable of satire and irony” (700), he is 

nonetheless somewhat capable of recognizing the latent indeterminacy that underlies Cereno’s 

appearance: he recognizes the possibility of Cereno as an “impostor,” a fabricated “low-born adventurer 

masquerading as an oceanic grandee” (702); wonders whether his enigmatic behaviour might reflect an 

inner touch of madness (701); and, also considers whether his weak appearance might possibly conceal a 

viciousness waiting to be released: “To think that, under the aspect of infantile weakness, the most 

                                                 
2 All further references to Melville’s Benito Cereno will be taken from Herman Melville, “Benito 

Cereno,” Comp. and ed. Thomas Tanselle, Harrison Hayford and John Hollander, Herman Melville: 

Moby-Dick, Billy Budd, And Other Writings (New York: Library of America, 2000) 679-763. 
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savage energies might be couched—those velvets of the Spaniard but the silky paw to his fangs” (702). 

It is only after Delano realizes just how many possible meanings might actually lie beneath (or 

“between”) Cereno that he finally recognizes the unlikelihood of authentic interpretation: “In short, to 

the Spaniard’s black-text, it was best, for awhile, to leave open margin” (703). Yet, surprisingly, 

although Delano recognizes the difficulty of discerning this hidden meaning, he still remains somewhat 

ignorant of the depth to which this indeterminate space is liable. In spite of the many significations that 

he entertains as to the true nature of Cereno, he never actually manages to consider that possibility 

which lies closest to the truth: that Cereno’s ambiguity is not limited merely to the significations of 

“innocent lunacy, or wicked imposture” (701), as he erroneously assumes, but also extends to include 

the possibility of signifying a benevolent and coerced actor.  

 Although Melville alludes to the impenetrability of the sign by focusing on Delano’s deficient 

capacity to accurately interpret, he also points out that it is the elusive nature of the sign itself that also 

contributes to his exegetical frustration. On one occasion, Delano catches the penetrating glare of a 

sailor, and thinking it surreptitiously directed to Cereno, wonders whether he has found evidence to 

confirm his misgivings: “Ah, ah—if now that was, indeed, a secret sign I saw passing between this 

suspicious fellow and his captain awhile since; if I could only be certain that in my uneasiness my senses 

did not deceive me, then---” (705). Interestingly, in this particular excerpt, the space of signification--the 

space where Delano thinks he apprehends meaning--is curiously termed the space “between.” It is this 

same space “between” that is also heavily emphasized in Delano’s famous encounter with the “aged 

sailor seated cross-legged,” engaged in the construction of multiple knots (715). It is a space that in 

attempting to discern, Delano “crosses over,” “his mind [. . .] passing from its own entanglements to 

those of the hemp” (715). The ambiguous “between” is also the space occupied by the knot, which 

unlike any normal knot, is presented as an aggragate of many finely fashioned intricacies: “a 

combination of double-bowline-knot, treble-crown-knot, back-handed-well-knot, knot-in-and-out-knot, 

and jamming-knot.” It is a knot that is so inexplicable in its inner complexity that, immediately, it 

implies a certain amount of impenetrability and unknowingness. The only allusion to its signification 

that Delano receives, ironically enough, is an even more mysterious imperative uttered by the sailor 

which, much like the space between the sailor’s glance towards Cereno, is enmeshed between the 

borders of equally unhelpful Spanish phrases (715). That the space “between” is something that is 

supposed to represent the ambiguity behind the sign (its capacity to assume many oppositional binaries) 

is an assumption to which Melville seems to lend great support throughout his text. In an earlier 

instance, where Delano is still oscillating between the alternate meanings of different signs, the narrator, 

in prefacing Delano’s confusion, comments: “Gingerly enough stepped good Captain Delano between 

[the hatchet grinders and Cereno], and in the instant of leaving them behind, like one running the 

gauntlet, he felt an apprehensive twitch in the calves of his legs” (695). This “apprehensive twitch,” the 

reader subsequently learns, denotes the affect of Delano’s mental uncertainly upon his equally fraught 

physical make-up. His occupation of the space “between,” coupled with this physical malfunction, 

signifies quite nicely that what Delano is suffering from is not simply a spontaneous physical reaction, 

but a frustration over the perceived slipperiness of the nature of signs aboard the San Dominick.   

 In addition, towards the end of the novella, when the truth has finally been revealed, Cereno, in 

attempting to dissuade Delano from any kind of self-chastisement in regards to his blindness, counsels 

him: “So far may even the best man err, in judging the conduct of one with the recesses of whose 

condition he is not acquainted” (762). That both of these latter incidences make explicit reference to the 

indeterminacy of the space between is certainly no mistake. Melville is clearly warning his reader, if not 

the American people themselves, who are extremely prone to impulsive allegorical readings, that this 

space should be acknowledged and that it ought to serve as a reminder for all the instability that 
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underlies many of our interpretable claims. Deborah Madsen suggests, even more specifically, that 

Melville’s concentration on the ambiguity of signs represents a subtle, yet direct, polemic against the 

American creed of manifest destiny. She notes: “Melville developed the ambiguous nature of  

Post-Romantic allegory into a style of rhetoric that perfectly expressed [his] dissent from the orthodox 

vision of America as possessed of a manifest spiritual Destiny.” Melville’s fundamental point, Madsen 

argues, is that “in the absence of faith, or a reliable guide to verifiable spiritual meanings, typology 

breaks down and the powerful indeterminacy of allegory reasserts itself” (Madsen 12). It is exactly this 

point that Melville’s many examples of the space “between” in Benito Cereno seem to emphasize most.   

 Both the deficiency of Delano’s interpretable capacity and the inherent indeterminacy of signs 

highlight for the reader quite nicely that what is really at the forefront of Melville’s novella is not merely 

the issue of slavery (though this is an important theme), but the nature and motivation of judgment itself. 

This larger theme can also be understood in line with what Peter Coviello calls the “catastrophic failure 

of reading” (Coviello 159). It is a reading that, in essence, is much more suited to activity rather than 

passivity; it does not receive unmediated impressions and signs from the outside world, like Locke’s 

famous idea of the Tabula Rasa. No, this reading, although receiving impressions from the external 

world, actually engages with its objects and helps to form and create their meanings. With respect to 

Delano, this reading assumes two different guises. The first can be understood as a propensity to view 

the world in a sentimental and romantic light. As Coviello notes, while Delano’s suspicions result from 

imagining himself to be a protagonist in some kind of gothic novel, his ability to assuage those fears, 

and remain optimistic, emerge from his more triumphant tendency to see life as the unfinished work of a 

sentimental romance. In this way, his hopeful view of the world is, itself, the cause of his inability to 

imagine himself a possible victim. Delano’s second faulty reading practice results from what Dana 

Luciano calls a “temporal disability.” In this context, Delano’s misinterpretation of particular events is a 

direct result of his historical inability to comprehend the negroes as anything other than loving, cheerful 

and naive slaves. He dismisses lingering doubts of mutiny among the blacks only because he thinks that 

they are too stupid to be capable of discursive and intelligent thought (Luciano 40).  

 While Delano’s reading deficiencies are given more commentary and attention in the novella, he 

is certainly not the only one that bears this exegetical weakness. Both Alexandro Aranda and Benito 

Cereno, in allowing the negroes to roam unfettered aboard the San Dominick, divulge that they too 

possess this “temporal disability” (Rogin 317-325). As the reader later learns, it is this very inability to 

imagine their slaves as both intelligent and mutinous that precipitates Aranda’s eventual torturous death 

and Cereno’s agonizing subjugation. It is a reading that is fraught with both an underestimation of black 

capability and an overestimation of white control. In large part, it fails to take into account the relative 

imposition of history itself, and to realize that assumptions about both the whites and the blacks have 

emerged not from any observation of nature, but from an act of subjective judgment. 

 Now, aside from Aranda and Cereno, what can be said about Babo, that surprising “hive of 

subtlety” (763)? Is the reader supposed to assume that he, unlike the whites, is completely exempt from 

faulty exegetical practice. Although Allen Guttman suggests that Babo represents Melvilles’s perfect 

hero, and, thereby, an unblemished character, I think there is away in which Babo also seems to possess 

this same interpretive flaw. For all the intelligent and practical success that Babo achieves aboard the 

San Dominick, he still seems to fall somewhat short in his reading of both Cereno and Delano as simple 

instruments for the accomplishment of his ends. It should not be forgotten that, in the end, not all of 

Babo’s designs are fully executed: he does not retain complete control of Cereno (i.e. the jumping from 

the boat); he is unable to fully frustrate the Spanish sailor’s attempts to warn Delano; and he does not 

arrive at Senegal. In this light, although Babo avoids the degree of naivety evinced by Aranda, Cereno 

and Delano, he is certainly not altogether free from this interpretive flaw. The very fact that he is 
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unsuccessful in these areas indicates that his practice of reading does not always conform to the reality 

of the text before him.  

 In light of all the indeterminate meaning aboard the San Dominick, one might be tempted to 

object that the testimony of both Cereno and the other Spanish sailors (at court) finally gives all the 

previously elusive signs an objective and interpretable nature. In other words, one might ask: now that 

the “white” characters become aware that Babo was really in charge, that the negresses were equally 

capable of horrifying malignity as they were of “love” and tenderness; that the hatchet grinders were 

really intent on murder rather than manual labour; and that Cereno was not inimical to Delano’s well-

fare but entirely hopeful of it--- do the characters (i.e Delano and the court) now have a clear referent in 

order to be able to interpret what really transpired aboard the San Dominck? Well, the answer is both yes 

and know. In the sense that these court testimonies reflect the external actions of Cereno, yes, they are 

made aware of past, external significations: they come to learn that Cereno’s nervousness represented 

compulsion; Babo’s tenacious intrusion denoted hidden authority; the mistreatment of Spanish sailors 

signified an inversion of authority; and that the sailor’s glare was an attempt to warn Delano. While 

these points can never be denied, however, the entire meaning of these significations can in no way be 

said to be fully revealed; and, it is in this sense that they fall short of occupying the position of objective 

referents. Let me attempt to clarify this important distinction by way of some relevant questions: 

although we know that Babo’s omnipresence was not a signification of faithful service, but an attempt to 

maintain power, can we now conclude that it was an example of criminality? Though we recognize that 

the negress could use her hands for torture as well as for the nursing of her infant, can we now conclude 

that this practice was worthy of punishment? And lastly, because we know that Cereno was coerced 

(sometimes agonizingly) by Babo, can we now conclude, without subjective intrusion, that the former 

occupied the status of victim while the later assumed the role of “immoral tyrant”? The answer to these 

questions remains simple: the text does not present these meanings as being inherently objective, nor 

does it intimate that they cannot be interchangeable. These meaning are merely imposed, created and 

fashioned by the judgments of those who represent the contemporary Limian (or, the white man’s) court; 

by those who have it in their power to determine, as a naked act of the will, which external actions 

represent criminality and which ones represent justice. In this light, all the previous signs aboard the San 

Dominick come to light only in an external sense, while there internal nature, or essence, continue to 

remain fairly elusive. As a short answer to my first question, then: with the revelations of the court 

proceedings, the reader comes to both know and not know the previously ambiguous signs. The result is 

both knowledge and confusion. 

 Allen Emery has recently pointed out that, aside from the authoritative ruling of the Limian 

court, which judged the savagery of the negroes to be different from that of Delano’s white sailors 

(when they eventually recapture the San Dominick), both acts are, in and of themselves, really mirror 

images of each other. As Emery notes, “Clearly the shout of the invader and the motto of the San 

Dominick speak true: if Babo’s blacks are guilty of viciousness, then Delano’s whites are all too willing 

to ‘follow their leader’” (Emery 311). Like the actions of the negroes, the acts of the Americans are also, 

ironically enough, divulged in the very same court: “beside the negroes killed in the action, some were 

killed after the capture and re-anchoring at night, when shackled to the ring-bolts on deck”; and “these 

deaths were committed by the sailors ere they could be prevented” (760). Yet, despite the fact that the 

actions by both parties are externally identical, the guilty verdict only visits the last of the remaining 

blacks. What can account for the difference in signification between both acts? What serves as the 

defining features in one that does not equally serve to define the other? All that is left, as a basis for 

determination, is the simple act of judgment itself. It is judgment and the will of the individual, the 

court, the white society, that act as the sole ingredients for signification. It cannot be emphasized 
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enough, however, that without these final (subjective) ingredients both acts remain the same; both acts 

remain interchangeably one. 

 In addition to savagery, natural enslavement is also presented as equally void of inherent 

meaning. The enslavement of Cereno and his Spanish crew by the blacks is, as Helen Lock persuasively 

argues, nothing other then the re-enactment of their own slavery (Lock 55-58). Just as the negroes were 

imposed upon, wrecked from their natural inhabitance, taken from there own roles of authority, and 

forced to subordinate functions of degrading service; so too are the whites aboard the San Dominick 

made to undergo a similar, if not completely identical, experience. Babo’s scheme, of course, does not 

allow for the amount of time that would be needed for this subjugation to pass on from one generation to 

another, and eventually precipitate a kind of unconscious belief in the minds of the whites as to the their 

“fated” indenture; but had it allowed for such a variable, the San Dominick, as an allegorical symbol of 

society, would have represented an identical account of this very same enslavement. In this light, 

slavery, itself, comes to represent anything, and any person, that assumes subordinate characteristics. It 

does not conform to a specific colour, nor to a particular person: it is void of objective meaning, and 

thus, cannot be naturally represented in any object.  

 Over the course of the novella, Melville, in emphasizing this point, also presents a number of 

different allegorical devices that allude to the arbitrary nature of the sign and the subjectively motivated 

practice of reading. The first, and possibly the most obvious one, is the horrifying object of Aranda’s 

skeleton. Dana Luciano rightly notes that the skeleton, as an allegorical symbol, derives its power from 

its ironical context as a substitute for the figure of Christopher Columbus: “Melville’s location of the 

skeleton in the place formerly occupied by the figure of Christopher Columbus, identified in the 

narrative as ‘the discoverer of the New World,’ returns an historical frame to the allegory” (Luciano 51). 

This allegory, however, has less to do with Columbus and much more to do with the nature of 

indeterminacy itself.   

 Throughout the events that transpire, Aranda’s skeleton undergoes so many significations that, in 

the end, the only meaning that really endures is unmistakable ambiguity. (Altschuler 300-301). At first, 

as a new figurehead for the San Dominick, it stands, under the directions of Babo, as a warning for the 

remaining Spanish sailors. As the reader later learns from the court proceedings, its adjacent imperative, 

“follow your leader,” is a forceful reminder that all subsequent forms of resistance will meet with the 

same horrifying demise as was inflicted upon Aranda at the hands of both the “Ashantee Matilugui” and 

the Ashantee Lecbe” (750-752). Ironically enough, during the recapturing of the San Dominick, it is this 

very same symbol that serves to intensify the American sailors’ thirst for revenge (745). In this light, 

then, the skeleton serves as both a warning against resistance to negro rule and as a provocation of this 

very thing.   

 The reader is later informed that Babo also uses the colour of Aranda’s bones to reveal the empty 

meaning behind what the Spanish considered the sign of their superiority: “Babo took by succession 

each Spaniard forward, and asked him whose skeleton that was, and whether, from its whiteness, he 

should not think it a whites” (752). In this context, the skeleton serves as a window to the larger allegory 

of the indeterminacy of signs; it helps to underscore the more general theme that the origin of all 

allegorical reading, all attempts to penetrate the “between” of the signifier, resides merely in the 

impulses, prejudices and judgments of the individual subject. As the materiality of Aranda’s skeleton 

aptly communicates, without the imposing imperative of Babo (“follow your leader”), and the decision 

of the American sailors to take it as an incentive for resistance, the ontological status of the bones 

remain merely a sign, and nothing more.     

 Upon closer analysis, although not as salient and emphasized as Aranda’s skeleton, every single 

sign in Benito Cereno seems to be susceptible to some kind of interchangeability. In fact, there is not 
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one sign that cannot simultaneously serve to denote both extremes of any oppositional binary: the 

symbol of the masked satyr (684) can represent the negroes before their revolt, during their revolt and 

after their capture, as well as Delano’s literal pacification of Babo (i.e. his foot on his neck) and the 

court’s sentencing of the blacks; the knot can stand for the concealed enslavement of the Spanish sailors 

and also for the unjustified slavery of the negroes themselves; Babo’s decapitated head can serve as a 

“white” condemnation of black mutiny and as a curse upon white domination (Robertson-Lorant 290); 

and, as Helen Lock notes, “the lock and key” can denote either the black’s enslavement or the white’s at 

any point in the story: “All [the] crew are at the mercy of the slaves, but the slaves are also dependent on 

the crew not to reveal the imposture. Both are simultaneously slave and free, mirror images of each 

other, entirely mutually dependent for their lives” (Lock 58). As a group, then, these signs point 

allegorically to the fact that meaning, at least in Benito Cereneo, is largely an invention and construction 

of the human mind.  

 It is true, of course, that many critics still vouch for the existence of some kind of transcendental 

meaning in Benito Cereno and claim that careful, impartial reading can, and does, result in unmediated 

serendipity. But, these contentions, although tempting to a mind that wants to prove its competency, or 

worse yet, its superiority, prove to be unsupported when all the textual evidence (or, lack thereof) is 

eventually brought to light. Take, for instance, the problem of Delano’s character: is he morally 

admirable, mentally competent, and an example of common sense? For James Miller, Delano is all of 

these and a whole lot more. He is “realistic,” “generous,” “insightful,” and “great”: “[t]hough reluctant 

to recognize evil, he is not slow to confront it. Unlike either Ahab or Billy Budd, Captain Delano can 

deal with evil in a practical and effective manner. For in him mind and heart are held in balance” (Miller 

108). On the other hand, for critics such as Robertson-Lorant, Delano is dull, ignorant and completely 

outmatched by the “hive of subtlety” found in the character of Babo (Robertson-Lorant 290). Which 

position is correct? Who possesses the valid interpretation? As I have stated earlier, both and neither! 

There is sufficient evidence in the text to prove and disprove each. Even the narrator himself alludes to 

the inconclusiveness of this very question when he states: “Whether, in view of what humanity is 

capable, such a trait [Delano’s ‘undistrustful good nature’] implies, along with a benevolent heart, more 

than ordinary quickness and accuracy of intellectual perception, may be left to the wise to determine” 

(681). That the nature of his character is left to the interpretation of the reader, as the narrator highlights, 

is enough evidence to safely conclude that the question itself is one that is open for discussion, and yet 

closed for conclusion.  

 What about the character of Babo? Is he respectable, humane and a model for emulation? For 

Richard E. Ray, the answer is unequivocally, yes: “Like all leaders, Babo is a man with an end in mind, 

an illegal end to be sure, but hardly a morally wrong one [. . .] Unfortunately to achieve [freedom] a man 

who elects to lead a rebellion cannot afford to rely on gentle persuasion” (Ray 336). Yet, for Emery, the 

answer is, with equal passion, no: “Whatever Babo may represent for the Spanish captain, he was 

obviously meant to typify the ‘malign’ potential in every man” (Emery 316). Like both sides of the 

earlier question, each of these critics presents a strong case for their arguments. At the same time that 

they do so, however, they also necessarily prove themselves to be both right and wrong, and hence, 

wrong. There is support for both (subjectively), and evidence for neither (objectively). Babo commits 

murder, deceives, and allows for acts of torture; and in this sense he does not come close to being moral. 

But, yet, Melville presents him, in some ways, as a victim, as someone deprived of his right of freedom, 

equality and just treatment; and in this sense, one might argue (at least in Melville’s text) that self-

defense sometimes necessitates murder and deception. The debate really comes down to these very 

specific questions: do his acts fall under the category of killing, or murder? Immoral deception or 
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legitimate concealment? The truth of the matter is that Melville’s Benito Cereno does not bend either 

way, and yet bends both ways. 

 These questions tend to be a little easier to treat because they do not directly touch upon the more 

sensitive issue of slavery. When it comes down to it, critics can still condemn Babo’s acts without, at the 

same time, claiming that the text supports slavery. But, regardless of its sensitivity, the question must 

still be asked: Does Melville’s text represent slavery as being inherently unnatural? Is it represented as 

being clearly antipodal to the very essence of human nature? Well, it depends upon what one means by 

nature. Just like all the other signs in Benito Cereno, both slavery and “man” do not seem to possess any  

objective referent. On the contrary, much like the “knot,” the “lock and key,” the “satyr,” Babo’s 

decapitated head, and Aranda’s skeleton, the meaning of nature appears to be equally interchangeable 

and dependent upon judgment. For example, if one assumes that nature is something that speaks for 

itself, much like Darwin’s evolutionary theories, where the strong (by nature) naturally find and occupy 

their position of authority by subjugating those who are inherently weak, then natural slavery is 

something that is certainly evident in Benito Cereno. This idea of “natural enslavement,” however, can 

be applied to both whites and blacks alike: the blacks evince natural strength over the Spanish sailors 

they eventually conquer and kill, and the Americans and Limians prove superiority in their triumph over 

Babo and the remaining black slaves. What about substituting nature for intelligence? In the same way, 

both colours evince some and none of this characteristic? Babo exhibits competence in executing a coup 

aboard the San Dominick, but fails to exert the same craft, to the very end, with respect to both Cereno 

and Delano; and, as for the whites, Delano, Cereno and Aranda all fall prey to Babo’s intelligent 

deceptions. The one thing than can be said, in relation to this question, however, is that, in refusing to 

allot slavery an objective referent, Melville does not commit himself to saying that it is either natural or 

unnatural. As every sign (white, black & mulatto) is equally interchangeable, every sign is equally 

capable of assuming the signification of slavery; and, at the very same time, equally capable of assuming 

its opposite. Thus, slavery is both natural and unnatural. 

 The issue of slavery in Benito Cereno, however, can become quite perplexing when one attempts 

to answer the question of whether its interchangeability necessarily implies a condemnation of its 

practice. It is easy to assume, as does Helen Lock (55-65), that because Melville represents slavery as 

something interchangeable in nature, he necessarily gives his reader a kind of categorical imperative 

against its existence. This seemingly logical deduction, however, is somewhat suspect, especially when 

one considers that the obliteration of signification, of essence, or of any kind of meaning behind signs, 

irrevocably leads to the destruction and impossibility of imperatives themselves. In a reality, where 

meaning is created and fashioned by subjective judgments, one cannot resort to words such as “ought” 

or “should.” The nature of subjective experience excludes their very existence and usage. Man, 

therefore, in Benito Cerneo, is not something that is, that exits, but something that becomes, something 

that defines itself by its very actions. Ironically enough, what is moral, and what is natural, is simply 

what one chooses, or is forced to become. In Benito Cereno, both Babo and Cereno can become either 

slave or master, depending on the circumstances involved. Melville, however, does not depict his 

characters as being either slave or leader, naturally speaking. In the words of both Sarte and Nietzsche, 

their being resides merely in their acts of becoming. They are becoming.  

 Now, how does this notion of becoming relate to the moral characterization of slavery itself? Are 

these modes of becoming (slavery and mastery) actually moral? Can they be considered right or wrong? 

No, they cannot. Melville clearly represents morality as an effect of subjective judgment, just as he does 

with all of his other signs (linguistic and physical): the negroes’ mutiny is justified in light of their 

freedom, and the practice of enslavement and the later court prosecutions are both vindicated by their 

contemporary, cultural standards of white superiority. Yet, each party’s acts, in the eyes of the other, 
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become equally unjustifiable. In this light, they are both good and bad; both justified and reprehensible. 

This problem of moral categorization becomes more clear if one considers that the reality of becoming 

(the nature of the sign itself) is really the only standard for judgment in Benito Cereno: a person’s role as 

slave, leader, even equal subject, is validated, proven and justified only by their act of assum-ing that 

role. Although Postmodern philosophers argue that the absence of substance and essence necessitates 

(another word for “ought” or “should”) that one be given, at least, the option to choose, their very 

repudiation of “nature” dissolves the “imperative” connection that underlies “choice” and “subject.” In 

this light, one is not morally obliged to occupy the position of slave, leader, or even equal. There is no 

conscientious force edging one on to assume these positions. These options are merely left on the table 

as possible and potential significations. Simply put, an individual can (as opposed to ought to) assume 

these positions if they so chose, and if they are capable of actualizing these roles.  

 It is in this light that Melville’s Benito Cereno, although divulging the empty signification of 

slavery, does not seem to provide its reader with a moral imperative to strive for equality among blacks 

and whites. The only way obligation could have entered into the issue of equality in Benito Cereno is if 

Melville had given his reader some kind of objective definition of man. If he had allotted man, and 

morality, a categorical nature, and suggested that freedom, respect, justice and all other ethical 

components served as their objective referents, then one would be able to not only divulge the empty 

signification of slavery, but also to suggest that equality itself is something towards which all should and 

ought to strive. As Melville only highlights the absence behind different signs (physical and linguistic), 

this suggestion is far from receiving any kind of loud, univocal voice. In this light, then, if Benito 

Cereno does seem to hint at a categorical imperative in relation to equality, in any way, as Helen Lock’s 

article suggests, one must also concede, as this reflection proves, that, at the same time, it does not.  

  There is only one question that remains to be answered, and it is one that Barbara Johnson fails 

to adequately consider in her Postmodern interpretation of Billy Budd: how can a Postmodern approach 

to Benito Cereno (or, for that matter, Billy Budd) claim that the text (as an arbitrary signifier) does not 

provide a basis for objective, impartial interpretation and, at the same time, offer a theory that is, in its 

very nature, both objective and metaphysical? In other words, how can I, or Johnson, claim to be 

engaged in an impartial allegorical reading when I have already conceded that the essence of 

signification in Benito Cereno only allows for partial judgment? I must admit that this question is not an 

easy one to answer, nor is it an easy one to even conceive. For, how many people can actually assent to 

the propositions, ‘I exist and I do not’? Four plus four is two and three’? ‘God exists and He does not’? 

The fact of the matter is that in real life all these propositions are actually incapable of being 

comprehended, let alone assented to. Even while I write and read these propositions, I cannot, in truth, 

come to a complete understanding of their signification. Yet, these same metaphysical necessities and 

axioms do not have to hold true with respect to a novel, more specifically, with respect to Melville’s 

novella. Benito Cereno does not have to be a faithful and exact representation of reality; and it does not 

have to abide by the laws of logic, metaphysics, or mathematics. By the simple (inventive) employment 

of indirection, double negatives, and contradictory claims, Benito Cereno can be, and, as I am arguing, 

actually is, a creation of a world, a reality, another realm of existence, where oppositional binaries can 

collapse and cancel each other out. In the realm of fiction (though it be somewhat related to fact), 

characters are able to be both admirable and repugnant; moral and immoral; intelligent and ignorant. 

They can signify nihilistic tendencies and metaphysical proclivities; traces of hatred and mixtures of 

love; noble characteristics and lowborn qualities. They can be both protagonists and antagonists, heroes 

and villains, tyrants and slaves. It all depends upon how one decides to construct their space of fiction; 

how good one is at indirection, surreptitious contradictions, and the balancing and conflation of 

antipodal binaries. In this light, I think the apparent incongruities of my Postmodern approach, though 



 10 

surely different from what Johnson might argue, are nevertheless completely consistent with Melville’s 

text and with metaphysics and logic in general. In choosing to laden his text with multiple modes of 

indirection and contradiction, Melville actually allows, even forces, and demands, his critic to adopt a 

fragmented form of reading. Simply put, a contradictory theory fits Benito Cereno so well because 

Benito Cereno subsists in a realm of contradictions. Whether one chooses, individually, and correctly, to 

assume this approach towards Benito Cereno is, in the larger picture, really irrelevant. Because 

individual critics of Benito Cereno stubbornly persist in trying to discern meaning (when they merely 

create these meanings), they actually negate and disprove their very own interpretations; for, this 

collective body of antipodal criticism, treating the exact same issues, can only stand erect for so long. 

Once these different views, antagonistic to each other as they are, builds and builds and permeates the 

field of criticism, one cannot help but be sympathetic this Postmodern stance. The very difference 

among these many supposedly objective interpretations is enough to prove the existence of difference 

itself. It is, therefore, in this light, that my argument gains its greatest strength. 

 In approaching Melville’s Benito Cereno in a Postmodern light, I have taken great pains to stress 

the ambiguity that underlies individual characters, themes, signs and various reading practices. I have 

argued that Melville’s novella is not simply a subjective, partial judgment on my own part; but an 

interpretation that is supported by an unstable and elusive text. Furthermore, I have pointed to the 

somewhat axiomatic truth that much of the criticism on Bentio Cereno, although being partially correct, 

falls short, in the end, of complete interpretive accuracy. Yet, for all that my essay has demonstrated in 

relation to these topics, there is one thing that I have refrained from committing to paper thus far: 

evidence to support that Melville was consciously aware and intent upon creating a multi-interpretive 

text. I have, however, assumed in different places, that it was Melville’s purpose to construct his novella 

in the way I have interpreted it. I have even gone so far as to suggest that the text’s questioning of 

allegorical stability was Melville’s preoccupation from the time of Benito Cereno’s publication in 1855 

to the time of his unfinished work, Billy Budd, in 1891 (Robertson-Lorant 290-291); and that both works 

seem directed largely towards the American public. Yet, in spite of all of these claims, I must admit that 

I cannot provide any indubitable evidence with respect to these assumptions. In fact, I think I have more 

certainty and faith that his authorial intention will always remain somewhat inexplicable 

(demonstratively speaking). However, given the fact that Benito Cerneo and Billy Budd both evince 

unbelievable and ingenious constructions of double negatives, indirections, contradictions and allusions 

to many instances of indeterminacy, I am somewhat content, despite being a faith-based claim, to 

conclude that nobody could have written with such subtlety and nuance without a certain amount of 

deliberation and volition. In this light, I hope I may be allowed to take my subjective opinion as being 

objectively true.  

 


