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PERSPECTIVES: The Tandem Projects offers perspectives from distinguished authors, writers, religious and diplomatic leaders on freedom of religion or belief.  They are offered with the greatest respect for the dignity of all people of all religions or beliefs and in no way is meant to insult or defame anyone or any belief. 

Recognizes that the open public debate of ideas, as well as interfaith and intercultural dialogue at the local, national and international levels can be among the best protections against religious intolerance, and can play a positive role in strengthening democracy and combating religious hatred, and convinced that a continuing dialogue on these issues can help overcome existing misperceptions.

– Preamble, UN General Assembly Resolution 66/167 
United Nations Resolution – a Culture of Tolerance & Peace Based on Religion or Belief
__________________________________________________________________________________

Author: Edward F. Edinger (1922- 1998) Colleagues said he was the most influential Jungian analyst in the United States from the 1950's until his death.  Dr. Edinger believed that many neuroses were associated with the decline of religion and the dominance of science. He thought it was important for the afflicted to grasp elements of religion, philosophy, literature and even alchemy to heal and thrive. Edinger said of himself: “I am not a scholar but a depth psychotherapist. This book is an effort not so much to understand Melville as to understand the psyche, especially the collective psyche, through the genius of Melville’s imagination.” 
Author’s Note: The Greek word nekyia (nek-ee-ee-ah) has been suggested by Jung as a term for the descent to the underworld. Nekyia… the title of the eleventh book of the Odyssey, is the sacrifice to the dead for conjuring up the departed from Hades. Nekyia is therefore an apt designation for the “journey to Hades,” the descent into the land of the dead…Typical examples are the Divine Comedy, the classical Walpurgisnacht in Faust, the apocryphal accounts of Christ’s descent into hell, etc.  “I shall follow the endless, winding way – the flowing river in the cave of man.” – Herman Melville, Pierre. 
Attachment: Melville’s Moby Dick – An American Nekyia
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Melville’s Moby Dick – an American Nekyia

Edward F. Edinger

Inner City Books, Box 1271, Station Q, Toronto, Canada M4T2P4
Studies in Jungian Psychology, Canadian publisher, 156 pages 
Brief two or three sentence paragraphs selected from each of the 17 chapters

1. Introduction: This book is a psychological study of Melville’s Moby Dick. I shall approach the novel as a record in symbolic imagery of an intense inner experience – as though it were a dream which needs interpretation and elaboration of its images for their meaning to emerge fully.   
A word should be said about the focus of this study. The psychological method differs from the literary or scholarly method. The former is not particularly interested in locating the literary or cultural sources of a theme or image; rather it takes its subject – Moby Dick – in this case – as a manifestation of the psyche and is concerned to understand the psyche through a study of its manifestations…  I am not a scholar but a depth psychotherapist. This book is an effort not so much to understand Melville as to understand the psyche, especially the collective psyche, through the genius of Melville’s imagination.
In what follows I shall elaborate the archetypal aspects of Moby Dick by amplifying them with many Biblical and mythological parallels, most of which have been previously demonstrated by various Melville scholars. If I fail to acknowledge adequately this previous scholarly work it is in order not to blur my method. 

2. Melville the Man: As Melville wrote in Moby-Dick “a whaling ship was my Yale College and my Harvard.” While other future writers were completing their education, living with their social equals, Melville was at sea, a common sailor, “washing down decks, reefing stunsails, standing mastheads, and generally rubbing shoulders with the brutalized, exploited, and mostly illiterate seamen.” 
Coincidentally, Melville’s period of stormy transition paralleled approximately the national tension that built up during the 1850s and culminated in the chaotic violence of the Civil War…In addition to many incidental poems, he produced Clarel, a weighty, religious-philosophical poem, which derived its setting from his journey to the Holy Land in 1856-57… Melville died in obscurity…By the middle of the twentieth century; however, it was beginning to become clear that Herman Melville was the greatest literary genius America had yet produced. 
3. Ishmael, the Alienated One: Moby-Dick begins with the striking sentence, “Call me Ishmael,” setting the theme of all that follows.  We are immediately confronted with the Biblical figure of the rejected outcast, the alienated man. 

At the beginning of Judaic mythical history stands the figure of Abraham, the progenitor of the Jews.  Like Adam before him, Abraham had two sons – Isaac, the legitimate, accepted one, and Ishmael, the illegitimate, the rejected one.  Following Isaac’s birth, Ishmael and his mother, Hagar, were cast into the wilderness to die. God preserved Ishmael, who, according to tradition, fathered the Muslim peoples. Thus, at the very outset, the seed of Abraham was split into two streams, into a pair of opposites. To Isaac and Judeo-Christianity, Ishmael is the adversary, the opposing alternative which must be rejected and repressed. But to him, Ishmael is the rejected orphan who through no fault of his own has been cruelly cast out and condemned to wander beyond the place. Ishmael is, therefore, the prototype of the alienated man, the outsider who feels he has no place in the nature of things…Isaac and Ishmael are only one of many pairs of hostile brothers, one of whom is accepted by God, the other rejected. Cain and Abel, Jacob and Esau, and even Christ and Satan represent the same theme. The opposing brothers embody opposite existential states, acceptance and rejection… A major theme of Moby Dick is the problem of opposites. 
4. Queequeg, the Primitive Shadow: Ishmael seeks lodging and learns that he must share a bed with a savage harpooner, Queequeg. Thus the darkness which was initially diffuse and shapeless takes on form, personified as Queequeg, the primitive shadow figure.  The shadow is the first personification to be met in an analysis of the unconscious. It is the antithesis of the conscious personality, embodying those characteristics, potentialities and attitudes that have been rejected or depreciated by the ego.

Ishmael first meets the savage harpooner in chapter 3 and is frightened by his alien appearance, his strangely tattooed skin and his pagan religious ritual. He is the very opposite of Ishmael’s civilized Christian consciousness… Ishmael quickly comes to this realization: “What’s all the fuss I have been making about, thought I to myself – the man’s a human being just as I am; he has just as much to fear me, as I have to be afraid of him.” (p.26, chap. 3)
5. The Sign of Jonah: The Jonah myth is a story of vocation refused.  Rejecting the call, Jonah encounters Yahweh in the negative aspect of a pursuing and devouring whale. “And the Lord appointed a great fish to swallow up Jonah; and Jonah was in the belly of the fish tree days and three nights.” (Jon. 1:17).  So the chief lesson of Father Mapple’s sermon is that one destined to be a prophet cannot avoid his ordained mission “to preach the Truth in the face of Falsehood.” Melville apparently had a “Jonah reaction” to being gripped by the hand of God.  Summoned to be an artist-prophet, to “preach the Truth,” yet appalled at the hostility he might encounter and mindful of material necessities, he was in an understandable conflict. 
6. The Nekyia Begins: Queequeg’s oracular idol, Yojo, has informed him that the selection of a ship must be made by Ishmael entirely without help. In this crucial matter, the ego is obliged to make a conscious and responsible choice. Ishmael chooses the whale ship Pequod… The ship’s name derives from the Pequot Indians, the strongest tribe in Massachusetts during the early years of the Puritan settlers.  It means destroyer, a fitting name for the ship seeking to kill Moby Dick. The Puritans treated the Pequot Indians with the utmost brutality, declaring war without provocation and massacring them at every opportunity. 

The voyage begins on Christmas Day – the current form of the age-old festival of the winter solstice.  The winter solstice, long before Christ, was celebrated as the birthday of the sun. On this date, the darkest day of the year, the old sun reaches its nadir, and the new sun, a new light, is born out of the darkness and death of the old…The Pequod’s Christmas sailing suggests that the center of dramatic action is shifting from one principle figure to another.  Up to this point, Ishmael, identified with the ego, has been the central figure; from here to the end of the book the focus of attention will be Captain Ahab. Ishmael remains the narrator but assumes a subordinate position. Ahab is the newborn sun, the new dynamic principle emerging from the unconscious to direct the coming voyage. 
7. Captain Ahab: When, after some days at sea, Captain Ahab finally appears on deck we meet one of the most significant figures in American literature.  He is a giant enigmatic figure who contains aspects of the world’s major myths and is himself a genuine and original myth.  Like Job, Oedipus and Faust, Ahab speaks to all. But he speaks best to those whose culture and idiom he shares; for Americans, the tragic figure of Ahab merits close scrutiny.
In Judaic mythology, Ahab is an idolatrous backslider, a traitor to the covenant with Yahweh.  A nine-century B.C. king of Israel, the Biblical Ahab married Jezebel and, under her influence, permitted the idolatrous worship of Baal.  The prophet Elijah denounced him, prophesying his downfall, for Baal and his mother consort, Astarte, were the major deities of the Phoenician matriarchal religion which the patriarchal religion of Yahweh opposed. Ahab is thus the prototype of the heretic. That Melville too was a heretic there can be no doubt. An entire book has been written to demonstrate his opposition to the orthodox religion of his day. 

8. Ahab and Mythology: Melville clearly means for Ahab to have universal relevance. Around his tragic hero, he weaves a rich network of symbolical and mythological allusions. In fact, the figure of Ahab assimilates to itself most of the major myths of the world… Ahab considers himself the sun’s equal when he says, “Talk not to me of blasphemy, man; I’d strike the sun if it insulted me.” 
At first sight it may seem incredible that mad, vengeful Ahab could be related to Christ, the apotheosis of love, purity and innocence.  But this is just one more example of the paradoxical play of opposites that runs throughout Moby-Dick. If the white whale is equated with evil, Ahab, its antagonist, must be equated with good, even with Christ himself. At least this will be the way Ahab sees his own efforts. He is identified with Christ, the bright sun of God, and in that inflated identification he succumbs to an identification with its opposite, Satan, the dark son of God.
Ahab is a study in the psychology of resentment. His image serves as a mirror, showing the true nature of our own resentments.  Everyone has this problem, a monomaniacal inner Ahab whose means are sane but whose motive and object are mad. Resentment that strives to get even, that inflicts one hurt for another, that asserts one’s personal power over anything that challenges it, or that withdraws in sullen, wounded majesty, disdaining to communicate with a world that doesn’t recognize its sovereignty, these are the expressions of the Ahab in every soul. Resentment – in its various manifestations – is perhaps the central problem of psychological development and psychotherapy. Jung writes, “A deep resentment seems to dwell in man’s breast against the brutal law that once separated him for instinctive surrender to his desires and from the beautiful harmony of animal nature.”
We know Melville’s sanity was in grave danger for several years after Moby Dick. The psychological risk which accompanied Melville’s creative efforts is appalling.  Melville pitted the powers of his own creative imagination against the mystery of human existence. A collision against the impenetrable mystery of being may bring personal trauma or tragedy, but collectively, given the image-making genius, it produces a new symbolic image to be added to the collective cultural consciousness. 
The most ruthless dictators gain their power by gaining what can only be called no matter how perverse, a spiritual appeal. Such a process is always operating in mass movements. Although, because the function through unconscious dynamisms, such movements are almost always disastrous, nevertheless the source of their energy is spiritual.  Whether these energies work for good or ill depends upon the quality and extent of the human consciousness that mediates them.  History’s greatest atrocities have been perpetrated by men in the unconscious grip of this archetype.  Ahab, possessed by this mythological motivation and its unconscious power, magically infects the less-developed personalities of his crew. 
9. The Meaning of the Whale: With the crew all committed to the destruction of Moby Dick, we must now turn to the question: What is the meaning of this mighty whale, the central character of the book? The sacred, special character of Moby Dick is indicated by his whiteness. White or albino animals are typically considered sacred. Melville notes this fact, giving examples the sacred white elephant of the Orient and the sacred white dog of the Iroquois. An assault on Moby Dick is an assault on the very concept of the sacred.

There can be no doubt that the white whale symbolizes the deity. Later, Moby Dick is called a “grand god”: warningly waving his bannered flues in the air, the grand god revealed himself, sounded and went out of sight.”  A definite effort is made to assimilate the god-images of many of the world’s mythologies to Moby-Dick…Much earlier Ahab had described Moby Dick as representing the transcendental reality behind the appearance of things.  And such transcendental reality is another name for God. “All visible objects, man, are but pasteboard masks. If man will strike, strike through the mask! How can the prisoner reach outside except by thrusting through the wall? To me, the white whale is that wall, shoved near to me.” 
The whale can relate to opposites simultaneously and thus transcend or reconcile them. It is stated that the eyes of the whale are located in the sides of the head, and hence they look in opposite directions. “How is it, then, with the whale? True, both his eyes, in themselves must simultaneously act; but is his brain so much more comprehensive, combining, and subtle than man’s, that he can at the same moment of time attentively examine two distinct prospects, one on one side of him, and the other in an exactly opposite direction? ”
10. The Whiteness of the Whale: Melville relates the whiteness of the whale to spirituality when he says that whiteness is “the most meaning symbol of spiritual things, nay; the very veil of the Christian’s Deity.” Whiteness is described as symbolizing the impersonal infinite, eternal undefined vastness that lies behind the personal, particular concrete and ordinary phenomena of everyday life.
Ahab’s attack against the whiteness of Moby Dick represents the heroic effort of the ego, through creative imagination, to refract and dismember the infinite, boundless transpersonal psychic energy embodying it in specific images. Such images would then be able to mediate between the ego and the transpersonal psyche in the same way as Moses’ brazen serpent operated for the Israelites in the wilderness. The infinite whiteness of the whale is not described in neutral or balanced terms.  The dark, evil side is predominant, and in several passages Moby Dick is described as the incarnation of evil. William James describes the same acute awareness of evil, which contradicts the naïve attitude of healthy-mindedness: “The normal process of life contains moments as bad as any of those which insane melancholy is filled with, moments in which radical evil gets its innings and takes its sold turn. Our civilization is founded on the shambles, and every individual existence goes out in a lonely spasm of helpless agony.” 
11. The Whale as Sphinx and Medusa: The whale head was associated with the Sphinx, which bring us to the symbolism of that mythical creature. The name means “throttle,” reminding us that Ahab dies in his encounter with Moby Dick by being throttled by his own harpoon line. The Sphinx had the head of a woman and the body of a lion, indicating that it belongs largely to the animal world of instincts which has not yet been humanized by consciousness. It was said to be a guardian of the underworld. In the Oedipus myth, the Sphinx was a characteristic devouring feminine monster who posed fiddles and devoured those who could not answer them. The Sphinx thus represents the inviolable mystery of life.
How does Ahab know that the whale’s knowledge is destructive – would split planets and destroy faith? Ahab thinks he knows the secret of life.  Like Oedipus he thinks he has answered the riddle.  This is his fatal hubris that must lead inevitably to his downfall. As the proverb puts it, the fear of God is the beginning of wisdom. Ahab has repressed all his fear, his capacity for wonder and awe. He thinks he has discovered the nature of the deity – thinks it to be no more than destructive malice toward man. In fact, however, he is only seeing the reflected image of himself.

12. Fedallah, the Avenging Angel: Unbeknown to the others, Ahab had secretly brought on board the Pequod his own whaleboat crew with its leader, Fedallah.  When whales were first sighted and the boats were being lowered, these strange stowaways suddenly make their appearance. “With a start all glared at dark Ahab, who was surrounded by five dusky phantoms that seemed fresh formed out of air.” Fedallah, their leader, was the most striking one. His figure “was tall and swart, with one white tooth evilly protruding from its steel-like lips. A rumpled Chinese jacket of black cotton funereally invested him, with wide black trousers of the same dark stuff. But strangely crowning this ebonness was a glistening white plaited turban.” Fedallah is clearly related to the devil; if not the devil himself, at least he is one of his subordinates.  

Another aspect of Fedallah’s meaning is suggested by his name…It is an Islamic name compounded of two elements: feda, meaning “sacrifice” or “ransom” and Allah, meaning “God.” It thus means “the sacrifice of God.” The cognate term fedai meaning “he who offers up his life,” was applied to the medieval sect of Islamic mystics call Assassins. Fedallah’s name thus suggests that he is the avenging agent of God, Fate’s assassin, sent to punish Ahab for his hubris. 
13. Linked Analogies: A large middle section of Moby Dick is devoted to detailed factual descriptions of the various aspects of whaling.  This section is interesting from the informational standpoint alone, but Melville’s intention exceeds mere fact. Scattered comments make it clear that the practical aspects of the whaling industry, and by extension all practical human pursuits, have another level of meaning.  Whaling, agriculture, manufacturing, building, etc. as business enterprises are but shadows in Plato’s cave. 
The awareness of “linked analogies” between outer and inner worlds is evidence of conscious contact with the objective psyche, a contact Melville repeatedly demonstrates. The book is filled with such linked analogies of the soul, some explicit, some implied.  They make for an immense psychological richness that repays careful study. 

14. The Pact with the Devil: As the Pequod approaches the cruising grounds where it is expected Moby Dick will be found Ahab has the blacksmith make him a special harpoon of the hardest steel to use against the white whale. For the final tempering, he asks the three harpooners for some of their blood, and into this he plunges the heated barbs. “Ego non baptize te ill nomine patris, sed in nomine diabolic (I baptize you not in the name of the father but in the name of the devil,” deliriously howled Ahab, as the malignant iron scorchingly devoured the baptismal blood.
The ritual confirms what has been suspected all along, that Ahab’s pact with Fedallah is a pact with the devil. First of all, we note that Ahab does not use the full formula of the Christian baptism. The complete ritual statement is, “I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” Ahab omits reference to the Son and the Holy Spirit.  This suggests that his psychological state corresponds symbolically to the pre-Christian period. Ahab’s image of deity is the Old Testament Yahweh.

Perhaps the most important of all the functions to be reclaimed from hell is that of the creative imagination. Since the imagination is the function of the total personality, it must include the repressed primitive aspect consigned to the devil by Christian consciousness. One can easily understand why Melville, living in the United States in 1851 and using such a procedure on himself, might feel he was making a pact with the devil. The idea must have constantly haunted Melville that in this way lies madness. I can only agree with Kirsch when he comments on “the extraordinary courage which Melville demonstrated by starting the journey on that ocean which we now call the unconscious.  We must note, however, the mistakes that Melville made in his use of active imagination. Courage and recklessness should not be confused. Like Ahab, he was trying to storm the gates of heaven with an inflated urgency that was dangerous. He went too fast.
15. Encounter with Numinosum: Following the ritual of baptizing Ahab’s harpoon, the pace of the drama quickens. The ship is approaching “the season of the line” where Moby Dick is expected to be found. A rapid series of events presage the approaching climax. While the ship is being battered by the howling typhoon, that eerie phenomenon, St. Elmo’s fire appears. Preceded by the rushing wind of the typhoon, the Pequod’s crew experiences a Pentecostal epiphany of the Holy Spirit. 
Ahab has no attitude of his own toward the fire. If the sun insults him, he hits back; if fire is breathed to him, he breathes it back. As Ahab proceeds in his soliloquy to the fire, another aspect emerges. The insight starts to dawn on him that God is incomplete and has his own grief. Ahab is here very close to that awareness of the nature of deity which Jung consider Job to have acquired in his encounter with Yahweh. Job discovered, writes Jung, “that Yahweh is not human but, in certain respects, less than human, that he is just what Yahweh himself says of Leviathan.” Yahweh’s behavior was as intolerable from the human point of view because “it is the behavior of an unconscious being who cannot be judged morally. Yahweh is a phenomenon and, as Job says, ‘not a man.’”
16. Transformation: Despite his immediate reaction of defiance, subsequent events suggest that Ahab too was affected by the fire and the storm. A completely new aspect of Ahab’s personality suddenly makes its appearance for the first time, namely, human feeling. Up to this point, we have had many reasons for grave concern regarding Melville’s personal fate. We now have reason for reassurance. Although the dangers were most serious, the daring resolve to create out of his hatred has been justified. Of course, no such sudden realization came to Melville when he reaches this point in his writing of Moby Dick. The whole symbolic drama of Ahab’s like a crucial dream, prefigures a course of events that would take years, perhaps a lifetime, to be consciously realized. Much later in life, in a poem, Melville could write, “Healed of my hurt, I laud the inhuman sea.”
Ahab discovers that the conscious acceptance of one’s weak, inferior side opens up new worlds of experience and enlarges the personality.  All human relationship is based on the fact of human weakness. Those who are not aware of their own weakness are tyrants or madmen like Ahab. Strength and weakness is a pair of opposites, and from the broad viewpoint one is no more valuable than the other. Each has its own particular virtue, and each if carried to extremes can turn into its opposite. 
17. Death and Rebirth: At last the white whale is sighted, and the final act of the tragedy begins. For three days Moby Dick is chased. Harpoon in hand, Ahab meets him for three successive encounters. The symbolism of the three-day hunt and the triple encounter is significant. It is an archetypal motif referring to the fulfillment of a development process in time. It signifies the completion, for good or ill, of a fateful destiny.  Starbuck expresses this instinct as he contemplates the beginning of the third day of the chase: “And this is the critical third day? – For when three days flow together in one continuous tense pursuit; to be sure the first is the morning, the second the noon, and the third the evening and the end of that thing – be that end what it may.” Typically, in the legends of the hero swallowed by a monster, the hero spends three days in its belly, like Jonah, for instance, who was in the belly of the whale for three days and three nights. Three days elapsed between Jesus’ death and his resurrection. The crucifixion itself was a triple one, since Jesus was crucified between two thieves. These mythological parallels indicate that Ahab’s encounter with the white whale reflects the typical pattern of death and rebirth.
Moby Dick is the fiery wheel of torment to which Ahab was bound by his inflated identification with deity. Ahab expresses this bondage in his final words just before the rope catches him around the neck and carries him into the sea, tied to the whale by his own harpoon line: “Oh, lonely death on a lonely life! Oh now I feel my topmost greatness lies in my topmost grief.” Ahab’s dying words are, Thus I give up the spear!”
The anguished realization of one’s wounded condition is actually the first step toward recovery of the lost wholeness. Resentment of the injury can contain the seeds of a future religious attitude.  Hatred of God at least grants His existence. It assumes a responsible transpersonal agency to whom one can bring his grievances, or even against whom one may retaliate. The crucial feature is the ego’s awareness of the  “other,” the basic requirement for dialogue. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________

Life imagines its own significance and strains to justify its beliefs.

People want to know that their life has somehow counted, if not for themselves, than at least in a larger scheme of things, that they have left a trace that has meaning; that they have fulfilled God’s purpose, or done their duty to ancestors or family, or achieved something which has enriched humanity. What people really fear is not extinction, but extinction with insignificance.  It is as though the life force itself needed illusion in order to further itself. Logically, then, the ideal creativity for humans would strain toward the grandest illusion. - Ernest Becker (1924-1974)
____________________________________________________________________________________________

The Tandem Project a non-governmental organization (NGO) founded in 1986 to build understanding, tolerance, and respect for diversity of religion or belief, and to prevent discrimination in matters relating to freedom of religion or belief. The Tandem Project has sponsored multiple conferences, curricula, reference material and programs on Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights- Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion – and the 1981 United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief.
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