






65 

of slavery" in which they prophesied not only the death of slavery but the death of the 

republic itself. "We sit with dull eyes and heavy spirit, as we listen to the tick of a death-

watch as armed marauders of Missouri carry their slaves into Kansas under protection of 

Congress, which had recently annulled the Missouri Compromise by declaring the 

Kansas Territory open to slaveholders" (230). The Missouri Compromise of 1820 that 

allowed the continued expansion of slavery to the west uprooted more than one million 

African-Americans from the older slave states to the newer ones. 

History questions how the slaves survived the many transitions in their lives, as 

they were more and more demoralized for decades before the Civil War. The black 

immigrants to North America faced lives of physical and psychological hardships from 

one generation to the next for the conditions of slavery would be passed down from 

parent to child. Masters of plantations realized that, in order for the slaves to endure 

plantation living, they would have to allow the establishment of black families and black 

communities to develop. The philosophy of the master was that a slave who had a family 

dependent on him/her would be a more obedient and hardworking slave. So, although 

legal marriages among slaves were not recognized long-term relationships were 

encouraged, for the master looking to the future envisioned the slave's eventual children 

as laborers. Although family breakup and the disruption of established relationships was 

part and parcel of a slave's life, the family and kinship ties that prospered among the 

slaves had a huge part in the slave's survival. The slaves possessed the ability and the 

intelligence to take action in their own interest and did form black communities on many 

plantations. Music and performing was an inherent part of a slave's existence. It was the 

crucial starting point of community and cultural building that drew black slaves from 
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different regions who, because of different languages, could not converse but shared the 

same African musical background. Songs of grief, worship, love, and work became the 

common denominator that brought together entire black communities from neighboring 

plantations. When being transported from Africa to the colonies on the slave ships the 

slaves were encouraged to sing and dance. 'Dancing the slaves' was the expression used 

by the slave traders and was usually accompanied by the use of a whip. The theory of 

America's white supremacy was that a merry slave was a happy slave, but according to 

Frederick Douglass, who escaped slavery in 1838, allowing the slaves to sing and dance 

was a way of keeping revolts and rebellion at bay on the plantations. 

An article published in Putnam's Monthly in 1855, when "Benito Cereno" was 

published, confirms Douglass' theory of the not so merry slave. 

But with all this charming jollity and waggishness, the 

nigger has terrible capacities for revenge and hatred 

(which opportunity many develop, as in St. Domingo), 

and which ought to convince the skeptic that he is 

a man, not a baboon; and whenever our southern 

partners quit us, and begin to take care of their 

niggers themselves, they will learn that they are 

no joke. 

Melville emphasizes Douglass' point in "Benito Cereno" in the characterization 

of Babo when, "Glancing down at his feet, Captain Delano saw the freed hand of the 

servant aiming with a second dagger—a small one, before concealed in his wool—with 

this he was snakishly writhing up from the boat's bottom, at the heart of his master, his 
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countenance lividly vindictive, expressing the centered purpose of his soul" (295). 

Melville, aware of the intelligence of the slaves and their desire for freedom, reveals that 

the white race should not underestimate the African race for it was not only the slave 

mutinies on the slave ships that distinguished the African's desire for freedom. Small 

acts of resistance by slaves were common in plantation life but no act of defiance was 

more commonplace than the runaway slave. Small acts of resistance such as pretending 

to be sick to avoid work, bungling a task, or stealing food and larger acts of defiance such 

as running away, riots, and planned revolts resulted in harsh physical punishment such as 

whippings, branding, or the wearing of shackles. 

In the 1850's Melville, although personally withdrawn from the literary circle in 

New York, kept a keen eye on the slavery issue in America and had access to the many 

articles and periodicals that were published regarding pro-slavery and anti-slavery when 

he was writing "Benito Cereno." Articles that were anti-slavery in Putnam 's, articles in 

the New York Times that gave an overview and daily account of what was happening with 

the slavery issue, and many other various accounts of slavery and the slave trade in the 

influential black newspapers in America such as, Frederick Douglass' Paper (1851- 

1860), The Colored American (1837-1842 The), Alienated American (1853-1854), 

Impartial Citizen (1849-1856), and The Ram's Horn (1847-1850). Melville understood 

that the controversy over slavery between the Northern and Southern states in America 

was due to the continuing political process fueled by racism that prevented the dominant, 

white culture from visualizing an egalitarian, biracial society. Not only was he anti-

slavery in regards to the American institution of slavery but also addressed, in many of 

his other works, other forms of slavery that existed in America in the nineteenth-century. 
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Critic Robert Midler, in the essay, "Herman Melville 1819-1891: A Brief 

Biography," addresses Herman Melville's assessment of chattel slavery in America 

during the nineteenth -century. He writes, 

Melville abhorred slavery and voiced his outrage 

whenever he addressed it, yet, try as one might to 

allegorize his writing or draw workable analogies 

between text and context, politics in general 

and anti-slavery politics in particular are not 

(except in "Benito Cereno" and some of the poems 

in Battle-Pieces) at its immediate center. (33) 

Midler, in this essay, addresses only chattel slavery and completely dismisses the many 

apparent and various elements of slavery in Melville's other works. This is not a true 

assessment for many other critics and scholars, as well as myself, have detected specific 

evidence that relates to other various forms of slavery in many of Melville's other texts. 

Several examples of this are: "The Tartarus of Maids" when the girls that work in the 

factory are portrayed as sub-human slaves chained to the machinery of American 

capitalism, or in "Bartleby the Scrivener: A Story of Wall Street" where Melville exposes 

America's class-division, hierarchal power, and wage-slavery, and in Billy Budd, Sailor: 

An Inside Narrative where Melville addresses American Military slavery and hierarchal 

power in the characterizations of Billy Budd and Captain Vere. 

"Benito Cereno" was published in Putnam's Monthly magazine in October, 

November, and December 1855. However, Melville placed "Benito Cereno" in 1799. 

J.H. Kavanagh explains this placing of "Benito Cereno" in 1799 this way: "We can 
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surely read as significant the setting of this story of a rebellion in 1799, a period flush 

with the triumphant victories of the American and French revolutions, a period whose 

"momentousness," as Melville elsewhere remarks, is un-exceeded "by any other era of 

which there is record" (361). Another possibility is that Melville changed the date and 

the name of Cereno's vessel to coincide with the violent slave revolt on the isle of Santo 

Domingo in 1799 led by Toussaint L'Ouverture. The African slaves in Santo Domingo 

rose up and revolted on August 22,1791 and would not lay down their arms until Haiti 

became an independent nation on January 1, 1804. From that day on Haiti became a 

beacon of hope and freedom for all the black slaves in the New World. Other sources 

that probably provided material for Melville when writing "Benito Cereno" could very 

well be the numerous articles, published in the New York Times, on the African Slave 

Trade and chattel slavery in America's southern states. 

Criticism tells us that Melville based "Benito" on the eighteenth chapter of a story 

published in Boston in 1817, titled Narrative of Voyages and Travels in the Northern and 

Southern Hemispheres by Amasa Delano of Duxbury, Massachusetts. Rosalie 

Feltenstein in the essay, "Melville's Use of Delano's Narrative" comes to Melville's 

defense. "Most of this criticism is inadequate because it considers only the factual, 

narrative level of the tale, disregards Melville's highly conscious artistry, and seems 

unaware of his extension through symbolism of the meanings of this factual level" (125). 

Feltenstein goes on in the essay to say that one way to see how Melville used the source 

is to be aware of his technique and treatment of Delano's Narrative of Voyages. In 

Narrative of Voyages Delano's narrative is a matter-of-fact rendition of a shrewd sea 

captain who believed in whippings, and who is less interested in the evil of slavery on the 
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Spanish ship than the Spanish captain trying to deny Delano his right to salvage the 

ship's cargo. Feltenstein argues that Melville made many alterations when he wrote 

"Benito Cereno." 

Feltenstein writes: 

The statement that Melville found his story ready-made 

is surely contradicted by the extent of the list of his 

alterations. He changes the names of the two ships 

from the Perseverance and the Tryal to the Bachelor 's 

Delight and the San Dominick; he invents the oakum 

pickers and the hatchet polishers, the shaving of Cereno 

by Babo, the appearance of the giant Atuful in chains, 

the luncheon aboard the Spanish ship, the attack of the 

two Negroes upon the Spanish seaman, the glimpse 

of the sailor with the jewel, the incident of the sailor and 

the knot, and finally, Don Benito's death in a monastery. (126) 

I do agree with Feltenstein that Melville, in "Benito Cereno" does make 

alterations, however there are names and incidents from Chapter XVIII of Delano's 

Narrative of Voyages (304-353) that Melville blatantly pirates from. The captain in 

Narrative of Voyages and "Benito Cereno" is Don Benito Cereno, the owner of the slaves 

on the Spanish ship Tryal and the owner of the slaves on the Spanish ship San Dominick 

is Don Alexandro Aranda, Amasa Delano is the American captain of the Perseverance 

and is also the American captain of the Bachelor's Delight, and Artufal and Babo are two 

black slaves from Senegal on the Tryal and are two black slaves from Senegal on the San 



71 

Dominick The execution of the black slave Mure who is the organizer of the mutiny and 

servant to Benito Cereno in Narrative of Voyages, and the execution of the black slave 

Babo who is the organizer of the mutiny and servant to Benito Cereno in "Benito 

Cereno" in both stories is very similar. 

To the common penalty of death, which shall be 

executed, by taking them out and dragging them 

from the prison, at the tail of a beast of burden, 

as far as the gibbet, where they shall be hung 

until they are dead. That the heads of the five 

first be cut off after they are dead, and be fixed 

on a pole, in the square of the port of Talcahuano, 

and the corpses of all be burnt to ashes. (347) 

In the essay "Melville" Laurie-Robertson-Lorant writes that, 

In the end, Babo's point of view comes across 

wordlessly and lingers in the reader's mind. The 

story closes with the haunting image of Babo's head, 

"that hive of subtlety," impaled on a pole in the 

Plaza by the "civilized" Spaniards. The "unabashed 

gaze" of Babo stares down the long corridors of history 

in accusation and defiance, a challenge to a nation 

heading inexorably toward civil war. (293) 

Lorant is absolutely right. Melville uses "that hive of subtlety" to impress on 

Putnam 's readers that sixty-two years after "Benito's" setting in 1799, the young 
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American Nation will be engaged in a civil war over chattel slavery. In reality, because 

Melville wrote "Benito" in 1855, the beginning of the Civil War was knocking at 

America's door, just a mere six years away. When placing "Benito" in 1799 Melville 

was well aware that the Transatlantic Slave Trade was a flourishing and profitable 

enterprise in 1799. By 1820 at least ten million slaves had been transported to the New 

World via the Atlantic Slave Trade. However, four million of these ten million slaves had 

died in transportation or on the plantations leaving only six million people of the African 

black race as descendents in America. This shocking set of figures reveals the inhumanity 

that the Africans suffered because of slavery and the slave trade. Britain banned the slave 

trade, but not slavery, in 1807, and the United States followed Britain in 1808. So, in 

"Benito" Melville places Delano smugly within American law as he has Delano take 

possession of the San Dominick and its cargo of African slaves. 

When writing "Benito" in 1855 Melville lived in a slave society rather than a 

society with slaves for although some African slaves had gained their freedom through 

private manumissions in the upper South, or gradual emancipation in the Northern states 

America was still considered a slave society. It was not until January 1, 1863 when 

President Lincoln issued his final Emancipation Proclamation that all slaves in America 

became free men and women. 

With the end of the Civil War in 1865 peace had returned to America however, 

the nation would now have to find a way to seek a lasting peace between the Northern 

conqueror and the Southern conquered citizens of America. This peace and the search 

for reconciliation in the United States remains incomplete, as it did in the many years of 
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reconstruction after the Civil War, for now in the twenty-first century many citizens of 

the United States have merely changed the name of chattel slavery to racism. 
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CONCLUSION 

The two short stories, "Bartleby the Scrivener: A Story of Wall Street and "Benito 

Cereno," by Herman Melville portray the limits of an individual who confronts the power 

and authority of nineteenth-century white America. From wage-slavery and resistance in 

"Bartleby" to chattel slavery and resistance in "Benito Cereno," Melville uncovers how 

and why both Bartleby and Babo become victims of those in power. Melville's strong 

opinion regarding the institution of chattel slavery and the injustices imposed on the 

lower class are quite evident in the two tales. The settings of each story symbolize 

America and American ideology, and the narratives represent the tragic futility of the 

working class and the African slaves who challenge the capitalistic hegemony. 

Melville's comic touches in both "Bartleby" and "Benito Cereno," intended to 

make the stories palatable to Putnam's audience, are in turn a cruel mockery of 

America's traditional social values. The two tales dramatically illustrate Melville's 

personal despair over his failed literary career and his disenchantment with the hierarchal 

power of the dominant white class when writing "Bartleby" and "Benito Cereno." Like 

Bartleby, Melville was walled-in by the norms of American society and the American 

readers who refused to accept him as an accomplished author. In retaliation Melville 

created characters that displaced the reading public from their comfort zone of optimism, 

a comfort zone that existed between the haves and have-nots, the division between the 

wealthy and the poor, and the division between the white-skinned and the dark-skinned 

population in America. Melville paints both Bartleby and Babo with the same fictional 

angst. When Babo is faced with a world that does not make sense he constructs a means 

of dealing with it by organizing a slave mutiny aboard the San Dominick. Bartleby 
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chooses the martyrs' saintly way of passive resistance and initiates his own death as a 

way out of a world the he cannot and will not conform to. In order to survive in a hostile 

chaotic world any individual has to scrupulously adhere to the roles and rituals of the 

white dominant society where one can only gain at most a limited autonomy. 

Bartleby and Babo both realize the reality of their lives, and choose through 

passive and violent behavior to either change their situation or submit to death, for only 

death has the power to free them from distorted ideals. In a world devoid of moral values 

Bartleby and Babo never waver from their personal commitment to resist the enslavement 

of wage-slavery and chattel slavery that controls their lives and stand as Melville's role 

models for all future generations who might be victimized by wage-slavery, chattel 

slavery, and racism. 

In Melville's literary works, and in his life, the themes of rejection, isolation, 

passive resistance, and disappointment in the human race continually surface. Melville's 

characters were victims of poverty and debasement and Melville uses this victimization 

to prove skillfully that it was the power of whiteness over blackness that shaped 

antebellum American culture, a culture who's values were indifferent to human suffering 

and the injustices of racism and class. The antebellum notion that power and privilege is 

derived from race, class, and wealth is a notion that is strongly in-cultured in American 

society. The power and privilege of white America was, and still is, based on the 

capitalistic and political forces that invariably shape the social norms of America's white 

wealthy society. 

White America has always harbored a dual self in regards to the African-

American. While America professes the principles of democracy she continually 
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practices the antithesis of democracy. Today it is called "white backlash." This theory is 

rooted in the same problems that America formulated in the beginning when the first 

chained black men arrived on its shores. The government and the white society in 

America theoretically refuse to address or to assume a commitment and the personal 

responsibility that arose from the tragic institution of slavery and the emancipation of the 

African slaves. The African-American dilemma in America lies not within the world of 

the African-American but lies in the world of the white. As Martin Luther King, Jr. 

writes, "In short, white America must assume the guilt for the black man's inferior 

status" (489). In 1857 the Supreme Court of the United States, in the Dred Scott 

decision, confirmed the legality of the system of slavery by supporting and affirming that 

the Negro had no rights that the white man was bound to respect. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

argues that, "Virtually all of the Founding Fathers of our nation, even those who rose to 

the heights of the Presidency, those whom we cherish as our authentic heroes, were so 

enmeshed in the ethos of slavery and white supremacy that not one ever emerged with a 

clear, unambiguous stand on Negro rights" (489). When George Washington died he 

owned and leased more than one hundred sixty slaves, and Thomas Jefferson, in his 

speeches, portrayed the Negro as inferior to the white man. As late as 1862 Abraham 

Lincoln presented a plan of gradual emancipation to slave states with the promise of one 

hundred million dollars as retribution, they refused and ultimately on January 1, 1863 

Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation freeing the Negro from chattel slavery. 

Consequently the American government, in the issuance of the Emancipation 

Proclamation, did not provide any financial or moral support for the Negroes 

advancement and welfare. Four million freed slaves had no bread to eat, no land to farm, 
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and no homes to live in. In 1954 a plan was initiated to end school segregation but 

lacked a follow up plan that would make integration a reality. Congress passed a civil 

rights bill in 1868 but refused to enforce it, and in 1964 Congress again passed a civil 

rights bill that has not been fully enforced to this day. The laws that have been passed in 

America to benefit the black society have become a mockery of America's judicial 

system. Slavery is an historical fact that cannot be erased by simply denying 

responsibility, but must be formed, understood, absorbed, and made into a supporting 

structure that will withstand intelligent decisions in the future. To ignore the 

dehumanization of slavery is as wrong as ignoring the needs of the four million freed 

slaves in 1863. Man should not, and consciously can not, walk away from the needs of 

every human being, regardless of color, that walk on God's land. 

Is it possible for white and black communities in America to co-exist without 

hatred? The persistent problem of "the color line" continues to plague America's white 

dominate society categorizing it as the only country in history where racism, due to color, 

has been so important for so long. The issue of color is so imbedded in the fabric of 

American history from its inception that it becomes impossible to erase the 

dehumanization of the African slaves, through the institution of slavery, from the minds 

of both white and black communities. The question that remains is not why, but how can 

America rid itself of the stigma of "the color line." Evidence has been found that poor 

blacks in many cities, although cynical about their chances of influencing government, 

have not allowed their attitudes to influence their decision as to whether or not to become 

actively involved in politics. Having a strong sense of community, poor blacks attempt to 

cross "the color-line" in politics in order to promote and publicize government programs 
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initiated to eradicate the underlying causes of poverty. The activists of poor black 

communities realize that participation is an essential tool in improving the quality of life 

in their neighborhoods and that passivity will only compound their misery. Working to 

instill high aspirations and expectations in their children for the future, despite financial 

and cultural obstacles, is of prime importance to poor families living in inner city black 

communities. Crossing "the color-line," by defying racial slurs and un-equality is 

perhaps the first step that poor black parents must engrain in their children until the 

dream is realized that all children will be evaluated not by the color of their skin, but by 

the quality of their character will the barriers to crossing "the color-line" be extinguished. 

The New York Times front page headline on January 21, 2009 read: "The 44 th 

 President: Obama takes oath, and Nation in Crisis Embraces the Moment" (1). Another 

article on the front page of the Times marked Barack Obama's oath as "A Milestone in 

History" (1). It read: 

Beyond the politics of the occasion, the sight of a 

black man climbing the highest peak electrified people 

across racial, generational and partisan lines. Mr. Obama 

largely left it to others to mark the history explicitly, 

making only passing reference to his own barrier- 

breaking role in his 18-minute Inaugural Address, 

noting how improbable it might seem that "a man 

whose father less than 60 years ago might not have 

been served at a local restaurant can now stand before 

you to take a most sacred oath. (1) 
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Jesse Jackson's statement, "From the outhouse to the White House" (481) 

contradicts the actions of the dominant white society to keep blacks in a subjugated 

condition since their arrival as African slaves in colonized America. For Jesse Jackson, 

the African American population, and a large percentage of the white American 

population Martin Luther King Jr's. dream became a reality when Americans of all races 

unanimously elected, in 2008, Barack Hussein Obama as the first African-American 

president of the United States. 
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