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CHAPTER IV
- A ES?P[II)S( OF HMAJOR ESS(IIE&()I;]IESEI
 IN BILLY BUDD

Almost similar to the story of the previous chapter,
Billy Budd is also sbout the struggle between good- and
evil. 'Evil exists in the world and it is powerful enough
to destroy thé good. Related to &ilil Budd, the novel 1is

more than moral guidance between good and evil deeds.

. I find the work not an essay on & moral issue
but a form embodying the feeling and 1idea of
thinking sbout a moral issue, the experience of
facing, of choosing, off being uneasy about.
one’s choice, of trying to know (Gordon, 1968:

" 723).

In revealing his idesa about the reality of evil in
the life of every man, Herman Melville uses symbolisﬁ,
.for through éYmboiism, he‘could ﬁake fhe story more
powerful because the feaders are asked to interpret the
meaningvof symbols of the plot of the'stOry..Like in The

Secret Shﬁxﬁx, symbolism in Billy Budd is 'divided into
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three groups, natural, conventional, and private symbols.

The first symbol in Billy Budd is natural symbol.
Natural symbol is all man’s physical environment exéept
what he himself has creéted (Potter, 1967: 187). The seé
"is the oﬁly natural symbol in this étory beéause it is‘ .
the only natufe which appearé_in Billx,Budd. The sea in
this novel also exists naturally. |

As the natural symbol, the sea in Billy Budd is-bthe
symbol of-humanfs line of 1ife. The sea is considered aé
a line of life because it shows series of actions from
the stage of innocence to the stage of maturity. In the
sea Billy Budd passes from the "Rights4 of-  Man”
-(Melvillé{”1988: 7) to'the "Indomitable” (Melville, 1988:
8). He passes from the;innocent life to the mature 1life k
in which. man has to assume resbonsibility. As Billy
léaves the innocent years of his echildhood behind, he
‘starts to assume responsibility in his sadulthood. The
sea also symbolizes the unpredictability of social, life.
Sea is unpredictable—because at onebtime it is placid and
another time it suddenly cén become véry wild. “In Athe
journey 'throﬁgh - the sea, man should be awﬁre of the
unbredibtable dangef, The same condition is trgé in the
social 1life of mankind, whicﬂ is also unbredictable.
Thefefore,‘one must be aware of possible danger which may
suddenly harm him. For>ins£ance, a person méy not

 realize that the environment surrounding him  is
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dangerous. Without his knowing it,.this environment may
turn him from a good person to a bad one.

On the sesa, Silly is unaware”of the danger. The
potential danger to Billy's life is to be found in
Claggart .who tries.to.destrOy Billy;s lifé. Billy never
suspects that Claggart will harm him because he findé
Claggart to be friendly to him. In human's.life; man very
often does not realizé the existence of danger because
sometimes - tbe- danger §f ;Iife seems harmless. For
instance, if A is jeélous of B, A will pretend to 'be
friendly because he’ is hiding his Jjealousy. In this case,
B will never suspect that A may harm him.

In the adventureﬂthréugh the séa, man faces the
forces of nature, so that man is challenged to struggle
for 1ife.vIn Billx_ﬁgde there are the forcés of natural
innooencé embodied by Billy and the forces IOF-,natufal

evil . represented by Claggart. Billy is the nsatural

innocence because he is totally innocent. Billy does not

know anything about good and e§il. On thé other side,
Clagéart is totally evil because like the character of
evil which always tries to win against the goodness,
Claggart tries to tempt Billy.

Another important symbdl in Billy Budd is the shipl
It is the conventional symbol. The ship is considered as

conventional symbol because the ship iskwidely’known and

often. used as the symbol of the small world or sqciety
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(Melville, 1988: viii). The use of conventional symbol in
this 'story makes the‘reader relaté the-tw0'wor1dé which
Billy lives in ﬁith‘ﬁhe real world. - L e
Ship is an imitation of real erld.-In'itg man leads
his 1ife like in the real world. A ship is a small
society which has rules to follow and life to live  in.
Where'>as in the real world man may have a hard life, in

the ship man may have the same_predidaments.

Life on a sailing ship. usually involved as
well, poor food, hard labor, the treat of
disease, injury, or death, and the tyranny of
superiors,. including whippings for minor
infractions and hangings for  major ones
(Melville, 1988: viii). co '

In Billy Budd, thefevéfe two ships which represent a
tyée of society in real life. The names of the two ships
in this novel are “Righté— of- Man" and "Indomitable".
According to dictionary, the name "Rights- of- Man" means
natural rights  and "Indomitable"” means the hard - life.
ATherefore,_from the meaning of‘the names of the ships one
may form an idea as to the real situation on board.‘

The "Righfs—,—of— Man" is the symbol of natural
society and "Indomitable" is the symbol of civilized
‘society. In the "Rights- of- Mang Billy lives in a world
in which he is not required to assume responsibility. The
“Rights- of- Man" is the natural Sooiety. because theé

social 1ife in this ship 1is clearly &and certainty
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presénted - as natural .to man. It 1is >not enforced 'by
authority. The situation for this statement is described
by the action of Billy when he quiets the last trouble
maker, Red Whiskers. He does iﬁ naturally, not byf—

civilized or qocial means.

So, 1in the second dog watch one day the Red

Whiskers, in presence of showing Billy Jjust

whence a sirloin steak was cut- for the fellow
had once been a butcher- insultingly give him a

dig wunder the ribs. Quick as lightning, Billy-
let fly his arm. I dare say he never meant to

do quiet as much a&s he did but anyhow he gave

the burly fool a terrible drubbing (Melville,

1988: 6). :

In this ship Billy is innocent. His experience is Jjust
thée experience of his own inner ~purity and ideglism_
(Gordon, 1968: 735). U

Billy leaves the natural world of the "Rights- of-

Mam" and he moves to the “Indomitable". This ship

signifiesfcivilized society. It is considered a civilized
_QOOiety, becguse tﬁe life in ihis ship is organized. The
life in this ship is regulated by rules which everybody
should observe. “I£ is a warship in hostile water and so
a fitting symbol for society at its most organized and
most authoritarian” (Gordon, 1868: 727). As Billy changes
ship, he is in fact leaving the.world‘of natural rights

and entering the strictly organized society.

In the "Indomitable” , Billy changed. The world of
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"peace and rights is replaced by the world .of military
discipiine. In this ship, Billy is inﬁerrogaﬁed by an
dfficer about his—background and birthplace, -something
which he has never experienced while he is  with 'the

“"Rights- of- Man".

~ Asked by the officer, a small, brisk 1little
gentleman as it chanced, among other question,
his place of birth, he replied, "Please, sir, I
don’t know". “Don’t know where you were born?
Who was your father?" "God knows, sir" ..
(Melville, 1988: 1G)

On " “Indomitable” Billy takes his responsibility. He is
hanged because he kills Claggért. Actually, Billy ié not
guiltygtbecause Claééért ‘has falsely accﬁsed him of
mutin?; In the civilized lsociety‘ which 1is closely
regulated by“ human-made law,.Billy is found guilty of .
murder under the law of HutinyéAct for killing Claggart.
‘It can be said thatv"the kiiling of Claggart‘ is divine
justice, but on the “Indomitable" it is mufder of
superior office} under wartime condition” (Gordon,
1868: 760). | ;
Finally, some main characters in Billy Budd 1like
Billy Bhdd, John Claggart, and Captaih Vere may be
considered as private symb;ls. They afe called private
‘symbol because Herman Mel?ille uses them for his purpdse

- to reach the theme of the story. In other stories,

Melville or other writers may create different private
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s&mbols to preéent the same meaning. Without reading ' the
‘story, the reader cannot know what they s&mbolize. The
reader can only know that they are symbols from the whole
context of--the story. In Billy Budd the use of the

private symbol is not so private, so the reader can still

A}

generate the meaning from the context.

As private symbols Billy and Claggart symbolize the
two sides of the nature of man. Good and evil exist side
by side. Billy is the good side of man and Claggart is
the evil side of man. Billy, the good, is the symbol of a
pg}ural man. In his naturai state, Billy is ‘often
compéred to Adam before the fall, and to Christ in his
attribute as a peace makér and the victim of false
accusétion.The writer suggests him as "Baby Budd” ﬁhich
meaﬁs he is innoceﬂt like a bgby who does nbt know the

evil of the world.

At most we can say that billy is Christ- 1like
and Adam- 1like in his innocence and Christ-
like in his role as victim. It is fitting that
the world in which "Baby Budd” is most at home
is the world of the Rights- Of- Man which,
Melville tells us, is named after Paine’s book;
the world of the Rights Of Man is a natural
world Jjust as Billy Budd 'is a "natural man"
(Gordon, 1968: 7286) '

As s naturél man, he does not realize the danger of
‘evil in his life. Billy morally and intellectually never
leaves the 1ife in. the ship named the "Rights- 0Of- Han",

where the life goes on peacefully and naturally.
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Billy never hurts other people. Although Claggsrt
hates him, Billy does not care for it. But when Claggart
is directed by Captain Vere to tell Billy face to face
the -story he previousl? told the captain about Billy’'s
part in the cohspirécy,;of course he becomes angry. Sd,
out -of control, Billy strikes Claggart on the head which
causes Claggart'svdeath.

When confronted by his accuser in the presence
of Captain Vere, Billy is so agitated by the
monstrous falseness of the charge that he
cannot speak to deny it in words, and he impul-
sively . strikes Claggart so hard a blow on the

forehead that he falls to the deck dead (Abel,
1863: 450).

'In this case, Billy, feéls that he is not guilty'vbecausé
he is right and Claggart is wrong. |

In addition,,Billy;s innocense can be compared to
"Adam before the fall"” as the following quotation showé:

x>

A youth of outstanding physical beauty and of
sincere kindnéss toward all with whom he comes
in contact, Billy exhibits the most ingenuous

- innocence, reflecting a complete unawareness of
existence of evil. In fact because of his
innocent nature Billy is compared to Adam
before the fall (Emerson, 1868: 38).

Because of his innocence, Billy does not realize that
Claggart may hsrm him. He only knows that everybody 1in

the ship 1loves him. Billy does not even believe that
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Claggart hates him.

Billy Budd has lost his innoceﬁce after he knows the
evil of 1life. If there is a-serpént“in the‘Garden of Eden
to tempt Adam,Athere is Claggart in the ship who temﬁts
Billy. Later on, because.of Claggart;s 'false ‘accﬁsation
toward Biiiy, Billy is tempted to commit aﬁ act of anger

"and violence. "The next instant, quick as thé flame from
a discharged’cannén at night, his right arm'shot out, and
Claggart dropped to the deck”™ (Melville, 1988: 71). After
striking Cléggart,'Billy finally‘recognizes the evil of
Claggart and finds the potentiality of evil in himself.
Because of this Rnowledge, he fallsvfiom the state of
innocence that he held‘Seere. | l |

Moreover, Billy can be compared to Jesus Christ in

his character as a peace maker.

“Beg pardon, but you don’t understand, Lieuten-
ant. See here, now. Before I shipped that young.
fellow, my.forecastle was a rat- pit of quar-
rels. It was black times, I tell - you, aboard
Rights here. I was worried to that degree my

pipe had no comfort for me. But Billy came; and -

it was like a Catholic priest striking peace in.
Irish shindy ..." (Melville, 1988: 5)

Billy is comparable to Christ in the sense that both of
them are the victim of false.accusation. éilly is falsely
accused by Claggart of having taken part in a conspiracy.

Claggart accuses him because he hates Billy. In the case
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of Christ, He is betrayed by Judas. As H. E. Hudson says

that both, Biliy and Christrare-falsely accused of _the

same crime- treason (Gordon, 1868:.--7585). Like Jesus

Christ, Billy does not speak a word to defend himself.

From the story the statement is stated: ".., serving to

bring out his_lurkihg defect and in this instance for the

time intensifying it into a convulsed tongue- tie, .o
(Melville, 1988: 71).

Another similarity between Billy and Christ is vthat
Billy ié as fsréiving as Christ. The fbrgiveneSs_ of
Christ on the Cross-is shown before the execution has
taken. Billy forgives Captain Vere for his wrong decision
to execute him. In the stPry;’Herman Méiville writes that
“at the penﬁltimaﬁe moment, his words, his only ones,
,woyds wholly unobstrﬁéted in the utterance were these:

“God bless Captain Vere!" (Melville, 1988: 101). °©

In Billy Budd, the evil is John Claggart. He is

considered evil because 1like the character of evil,

Claggart wants to destroy Billy;sb 1ife.r 'Claggart's-

friendly behavior»tdward Billy makgs Billy never suspects
‘that Claggart hates him. "Even when the 01ld Dansker told
Billy tﬁat Claggart hates him, Billy réfuses to believe
- the Dansker..Billy protests the Dansker s teliing about
Claggart. Bill& says that Claggart always speak

pleasantly to him.
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The o0ld man, shoving up the front of his tar-
paulin and deliberately rubbing the long
slant scar at the point where it entered the
thin hair, laconically said, "“Baby Budd, Jemmy
Leg’s (meaning the master- at- arms) is down on
you'".

-

“Jemmy Leg!" éjaculated Billy, his _welkin’ eyes
expanding. “What for? Why, he calls me, "“the
sweet and pleasant young fellow,” they tell me.

“No, not always. But to me he has. I seldom
pass him but there comes a pleasant word"
T : (Melville, 1888: 36). '

.Becagse of his innocence, Billy considers that every man
.is like‘hihself. Therefore, Claggart will not harm him.‘

In contrast with Billy, Claggart symbolizes all of
the bad,véide of man. Claggart is.the natural evil ini
human lifé. As the evil, Claééarf is the tempter and
destroyer df Billy'é life. He is considered as the ser-
pent of Eden or Satan. He hates Billy and tries to de-
stroy .him.

Claggart is iinked with the éerpent of the Garden
of Eden“ One hot night Billy is sleeping oﬁ ‘the upper
deck when he is awakéned by SoheOne'who whisper nervously
to him by saying "Hist"” and again "Hist, Hist!" (Mel-
ville, 1988: 51). The sound‘"Hist, Hist!"” signifies the

sound of a serpent who>tempts Billy to join the mutiny.
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""Hist, Hist!" the hurried whisper now growing

husky. “See here, "and the man held up two
small objects twinkling in the night- 1light;
“see, they are yours, Billy, 1if you'1ll
only --" (Melville,; 1888: 51)

When Claggart is directed to tell the accusation of
joining & mutiny, face to face with Biily, he 'is seen as
a fascinated serpent. It is written in the story: "The
first mesméfic élance was one of serpent fascination”
(Melville, 1988: 71):

| The‘ Serpent figufe is shown again when the sailors
carry away the dead body of Claggart. Aftef‘.Billy has
.struck the fatal blow which has cauéed Claggart’'s death,
' Captain Vere feels that moving Claggart’'s body is “"1like
handling a°dead snake” (Melville, 1988: 72).

Capfain .Vere, however,bstays between the good side
and the bad side. He.is the symbol of |aﬁthority. His
decision t6 hang Billy is a moral responsibility. Captain
~Vere Kknows thét'Billy is_innOCent, buf when Bill; hears
the éccuéation'of Cléggart, Billy is unable to say a word
to defend himself. In thisvsituation,'Captain_Vere trieé

to help éiily indirectly because Billy is in the right‘

}

side.



“Speak, man!" said Captain Vere to the trans-
fixed one, struck by his aspect even more than
by Claggart’'s. "Speak! Defend yourself!”™ Which-
appeal caused but a strange dumb gesturing and
gurgling in Billy; ... (Melville, 1988: 71)

Billy is still unsble to defend himself that he is not
inVoived in thé mutiny but instead he strikes Claggart
dead. Captain Vere is faced with a dilemmd; whether t0»>
defend Billy ‘or not. Because'of. moral ‘responsibility,—
althougﬁ he loves Billy as his son, he says that Billy
must be hanged. Captain Vere realizes that Billy’'s death

is a sacrifice to preserve the King’'s law. Caught between

love and duty, Captain Vere chooses duty.
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