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Government, Melville, and Thoreau in New England

For authors Melville and Thoreau, democracy was not only a topic to be written
about, but a serious issue which they wrestled with in their everyday lives. In Melville’s
Billy Buddthe focus is on an organized government that fulfills its duty as best as it can
albeit imperfectly. Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” offers a contrary view, proposing that
democracy is flawed and that a better form of government could be possible. Both of
these works were heavily inspired by the authors’ personal experiences and were a
reaction to the era in which they lived.

Herman Melville’s last novel, Billy Budd is a testament to the ambiguous nature
of government. Billy Budd sails in a Navy ship, which is authoritarian yet surprisingly
democratic compared to the usual sea voyages Melville wrote about in which men sail
under monomaniacs such as Captain Ahab in Moby-Dick. In contrast to Ahab, Billy Budd
offers Captain Vere, a level-headed man who simply tries to maintain order on his ship
and not exceed the limits of his authorized power. When Claggart attempts to frame
Billy as the source of a mutiny, Vere analyzes the situation objectively and responds:

“Do you come to me, Master-at-arms, with so foggy a tale? As to Budd, cite me

an act or spoken word of his confirmatory of what you in general charge against

him. Stay,” drawing nearer to him; “heed what you speak. Just now, and in a
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case like this, there is a yardarm-end for the false witness.” (Melville 49)
As the head of a military ship, Vere must maintain order, but he cannot abuse his own
power to do so. He is, after all, the representative of his government on the Navy ship.

Claggart later brings more false evidence to Vere in order to convict Billy of
mutiny. However, Claggart incenses the stuttering Billy, who in turn retaliates with his
fists, killing the man on the spot. Vere assembles a court to try Billy, and the sailing
master asks, “Can we not convict and yet mitigate the penalty?” (60). Vere simply
responds: “Gentlemen, were that clearly lawful for us under the circumstances, consider
the consequences of such clemency” (61). As captain of the military ship, Vere must
adhere to the rules governing the actions of himself and his crew. Thus, he shows no
favoritism to Billy Budd, whom he has a fondness for. Ultimately, he finds Billy Budd
guilty and sentences him to death. In “The Case For Captain Vere,” Milton R. Stern, a
literary critic of Melville, states:

Vere rejects both lure and quester. His heartbroken rejection of Budd as a

beautiful impossibility in favor of an ugly reality, his decision to force his position

of command to operate according to what his head dictates and what his heart

detests, is his acceptance of this world as the only possible one. (212)
Vere acts with his position as captain of the ship in mind and casts away what he feels to
be the proper course of action. While the ship’s form of government--which might be
termed “authoritarian democracy”--is flawed, it successfully avoids a possible mutiny (a
situation in which Budd would not be punished for killing Claggart) and thus is a

necessary evil.
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The ships themselves play a considerable role in the tale of Billy Budd Billy is
forced to transfer ships from the Rights-of-Manto Vere’s ship, the Bellipotent (Melville,
14). The act of being transferred from a ship with a name symbolizing democracy and
human rights to a Navy ship where Billy ultimately meets his death elucidates the fact
that the Bellipotent is a flawed form of government concerned not with the individuals
aboard. The crew is surprised when “Billy made no demur” about being moved between
ships (14). While the situation is not democratic for Billy, he accepts the transfer
cheerfully and bids farewell to his old ship (17). Vere’s fate is much like Billy’s in the
sense that his fate is also determined by a ship. However, he ultimately meets his own
end as a result of engaging a hostile ship in combat. Vere’s crew combats the AthZe,
otherwise known as the Athast (Melville 72). Religions typically give order to the chaos
in people’s lives; to combat the AthZe is to combat the same kind of chaos that Vere had
been attempting to subdue on his own ship. His actions lead to victory over the AthZe,
but he is struck by a musket ball and dies on shore several days later (72). Vere finally
brings order to his ship but at the price of his own life.

Concluding that a ship must have a natural and unyielding order if it will operate
successfully, Melville drew on his life experiences in order to arrive at this point. At the
age of nineteen, he boarded the St Lawrence and went on his first sea voyage. Thomas
Farel Heffernan states in “Melville the Traveller” that from this voyage, Melville “knew
the names of gear, he knew how to work in the rigging, he was used to watches, and he
was used to authority” (38). The experience of the sea continued as Melville enlisted in

the Navy in 1843 (43). All of these instances of adventure on the sea provided Melville
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with the basis to write Billy Budd He was able to draw on his own experiences and
familiarity with sailing life to form the essence of his sea novels. Particularly, Melville’s
basis for government in his novels often takes the organizational form present on ships.
The author had spent considerable time at sea, and the authoritarian structure of order
upon those ships was the only type of organization Melville could relate to. Melville
used those regimentations for the comparisons to democracy, suggesting that although
flawed it was quite possibly the best humanity could do in reality.

However, Melville also spent a considerable amount of time landlocked. At his
home, Arrowhead Farm in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, Melville endured a life of meager
income and crowded quarters. His popularity as the man who wrote about the cannibals
in his youth had passed; he was simply a writer of books few people wanted to read. His
relatives moved in with him, and he struggled to make enough money to get by.
Additionally, Merton M. Sealts, Jr., states in “Innocence and Infamy: Billy Budd
Saior:

As head of the family Herman Melville was a strict disciplinarian, given to

moodiness and irascibility that some of his relatives by marriage came to interpret

as outright insanity. When he began to develop the story that became Billy Budd
as Peter L. Hays and Richard Dilworth Rust conjecture, he identified Billy with
his lost sons and the bookish, moody, and sometimes irascible Vere with their

strict father. (416)

One of Melville’s sons died at thirty-five and the other committed suicide at eighteen

(416). This loss of his sons manifests itself in Billy Buddthrough the loss of the
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protagonist with a father-figure who can do nothing to prevent the imminent death.
Melville tragically had only his experiences at sea to relate to when trying to maintain
order in his household. Naturally, he used his memories of the authoritarian rule on ships
to form the basis of his family structure. Harsh and a rigid disciplinarian, Melville ruled
his home much like the captain of a ship.

Similarly to the memory of his sons, the sea pervaded Melville’s thoughts even at
his farm in Pittsfield. At his house, on the second floor, Melville had a window he was
fond of gazing out of. In the distance he was able to see a mountain range that reminded
him of the backs of whales. This image which he would see every day kept his thoughts
focused on the sea life he could no longer return to. It is no surprise then that his final
work would again be a testament to the life of a man of the sea.

In contrast to Melville, Henry David Thoreau proposed that America’s form of
government was faulty and that a better system could feasibly replace what existed. In
“Civil Disobedience,* he displayed the flaws of democracy in the distribution of
punishment in accordance to crimes:

If a man who has no property refuses but once to earn nine shillings for the State,

he is put in prison for a period unlimited by any law that I know, and determined

only by the discretion of those who placed him there; but if he should steal ninety
times nine shillings from the State, he is soon permitted to go at large again.

(1187)

Thoreau’s argument against democracy stemmed from the nonsensical and irregular

balance between crimes and punishment. A proper government, by his standards, should
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have clearly defined and logical laws for crime. Not to be confused with an anarchist, he
exclaimed, “I ask for, not at once no government, but at once a better government”
(1182). Lawrence A. Rosenwald in “The Theory, Practice, and Influence of Thoreau’s
Civil Disobedience” says that with this essay Thoreau “is now a citizen, not an outlier.
He acknowledges the possibility that government would command his respect; and he
asks that citizens like himself would specify what that sort of government would be, and
how the existing government falls short of it” (159). Thoreau recognized that the
government had its faults and wished that citizens like himself would endeavor to
improve it. He accomplished his part through his essay in an attempt to awaken citizens
to the injustices and shortcomings of their government. Through this calling,
disenfranchised citizens could work on a solution to the central government’s critical
problems.

Thoreau continued to question his government while examining other areas where
it fell short. He boldly questioned, “Is democracy, such as we know it, the last
improvement possible in government?” (1196). Thoreau left the question unanswered
but considered the possibility that a better form of government yet to be created could
replace democracy and efficiently fill the needs of a nation in dire need of improvement.

299

Barry Wood in “Thoreau’s Narrative Art in ‘Civil Disobedience’” further explains
Thoreau’s view of democracy’s flaws:
As Thoreau describes it, American life is full of contradictions and American

policy is inconsistent with its stated values. Moreover, no political solution can

eliminate these problems. At best a democratic society resorts to the vote--an
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artificial procedure for deciding who shall have their say by reducing right to

might. The divisive tensions of society are thus left unresolved, precisely because

“voting for therightis doing nothing for it.” (177)

For a corrupt and sick institution such as democracy, nothing the government itself can
do will fix the situation. The governing body is too flawed to attempt to change; the
majority is in control, and as long as a majority prevails, the minority will be powerless to
represent themselves.

Instead, the change must come from the citizens. Thoreau asserted, “That
government is best which governs not at all” (1181). While this was a radical statement,
Thoreau was less concerned with anarchy than with the strength of the individual.
However, he contradicted himself by suggesting both that he did not wish to get rid of
government and that the best government was one which did not govern. It is clear the
author was torn between different methods of achieving the results he wanted, but could
not find a single satisfactory one. He believed that the solution might be found in
people, who were naturally “a higher and independent power” (1196). Thoreau
suggested that people had the power to change the way the country was run, but to do so
they would have to take action. Voting does not work, and he ascertained, “A wise man
will not leave the right to the mercy of chance, nor wish it to prevail through the power of
the majority” (1185). Thoreau did not have a concrete plan for altering the course of the
nation, but he did encourage all people unhappy with the current situation to do
something about it. In this sense, Thoreau called for action for action’s sake since

complacency was what allowed the nation to degenerate into its faulty state of
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government in the first place.

Although some of Thoreau’s arguments such as the best governments were those
which governed not at all are no longer completely applicable from a modern perspective,
most of his essay continues to be an affirmative assessment of the political state of
America. The factors leading up to the writing of this essay were largely based on the
community he lived in. The most prevalent factor was the city itself, Concord. The area
is alive with the spirit and essence of rebellion even today. Citizens are opposed to the
purchase of some of the land at Walden in order to create more soccer fields for high
school students. At the Concord Town Museum, the tour guide stressed that the citizens
of Concord are very active in their local government. Moreover, they are concerned
more with local issues than national or global ones such as the war in Iraq. Thus, the
spirit of Concord, both now and then, is one of egocentrism rather than global concern.
Citizens participate in government for what they perceive to be the good of the
community of Concord.

With that same spirit of self-importance, Concord was an important place for the
American Revolution. The town was the site of the first fighting of the American
Revolution, and Ralph Waldo Emerson’s grandfather witnessed the first battle between
the British and the minutemen. From the Old Manse, the fighting could be seen at the
North Bridge. Thoreau eventually stayed at the Old Manse for a duration, and the culture
embedded in the site surely had an effect on him, inspiring him with the spirit of rebellion
the Concord minutemen had. Besides his connection to the Old Manse, Ralph Waldo

Emerson influenced Thoreau in more direct ways. In A Historical Guideto Henry Davd
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Thoreau, William E. Cain states that “Emerson led Thoreau to the other strong minds and
forthright personalities who took part in the gatherings of the Transcendental Club. . .
Transcendentalism represented an effort to break free from the heritage of Calvinism”
(17). For Thoreau, transcendentalism was a method of living outside the normal
boundaries imposed upon him by the government and society. It was a way of living
independently as a free man. This philosophy directly influenced the way Thoreau
perceived the world around him and his place in it. He summed up this viewpoint in
Walden by stating, “It is true, I might have resisted forcibly with more or less effect,
might have run "amok" against society; but I preferred that society should run "amok"
against me, it being the desperate party” (1103).

Through the use of their works of fiction and essays, both Melville and Thoreau
illustrated governments which were functional yet are not wholly healthy. For Melville,
government could be anything from the cracked Ahab in need of mending to the
reluctant Vere bound by duty. Thoreau simply placed government as the flawed and
irreparable state of any nation if its citizens’ inaction allowed corruption to breed and
manifest into a perversion of the original idea and not the idea itself. Melville and
Thoreau did not have the answers to the problems; they only showed Americans the flaws

in their government.



Bivin 10

Works Cited

Heffernan, Thomas Farel. “Melville the Traveller.” A Companion to Melville Studies.

Ed. John Bryant. Westport: Greenwood Press, 1986. 35-61.

Melville, Herman. Billy Budd Melville’s Billy Budd and the Critics. Ed. William T.

Stafford. 2™ ed. Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing Company, 1968. 13-75.
Rosenwald, Lawrence A. “The Theory, Practice, and Influence of Thoreau’s Civil

Disobedience.” A Historical Guide to Henry David Thoreau. Ed. William E.

Cain. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000. 153-179.

Sealts, Merton M., Jr. “Innocence and Infamy: Billy Budd Saior.” A Companion to

Melville Studies. Ed. John Bryant. Westport: Greenwood Press, 1986. 407-430.

Stern, Milton R. “The Case For Captain Vere.” Melville’s Billy Budd and the Critics.

Ed. William T. Stafford. 2" ed. Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing Company,
1968. 211-212.

Thoreau, Henry David. “Civil Disobedience” The American Tradition in Literature.

Vol. 1. Ed. Barbara Perkins and George Perkins. New York: McGraw-Hill,
2007. 1181-1196.

Thoreau, Henry David. Walden. The American Tradition in Literature. Vol. 1. Ed.

Barbara Perkins and George Perkins. New York: McGraw-Hill, 2007. 1017-

1181.

299

Wood, Barry. “Thoreau’s Narrative Art in ‘Civil Disobedience.”” Henry David Thoreau.

Ed. Harold Bloom. New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1987. 173-181.



