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Questions for discussion of Moby-Dick: 

1. What are the traces in Moby-Dick of Melville's apparent reading of Homer, Dante, Shakespeare, Milton, Coleridge, Irving, Cooper, Carlyle, Poe, or Hawthorne?  What about contemporary topical sources?

2. Is there a conspicuous or dominant literary form in Moby-Dick? To what extent is it an epic of whaling, the tragedy of Ahab, or a cautionary allegory of contemporary trends such as rampant capitalism, uncontrolled geographical expansion ("manifest destiny"), or the excesses of transcendentalist philosophy?

3.  As we read Moby-Dick do we focus on or identify with Ishmael as character, Ishmael as designated narrator, Melville as general narrator, Ahab as protagonist, or other characters such as Starbuck? 

4.  Do we see the whale as God (and if so, of which religious denomination), as the devil or evil incarnate, as the unconscious or phallic self, as a disclosure of the ultimate extremes of nature, or as evidence of either intelligent design or human limitations in divine creation?  What is the significance of the sea? 

5. What are the whale's primary and secondary qualities? Do they harmonize with each other?  What is the significance of its improbable whiteness? Is it a Job's whale (Ch. 41) or a Jonah's whale? What is the meaning of the details of the anatomy of the whale? What is its proper biological classification? Why do whale have such unusual qualities, and why indeed do they exist at all? How does Melville relate the whale ("the monster") to other real and mythical sea and land monsters, such as the dragons, the giant squid, the kraken, and the crooked, piercing leviathan in the sea (Isaiah)?  

6. Is Ishmael a more mature and more profound version of Redburn and Tommo as adventurer, narrator, and critic? Why is he the only survivor? How do his comments compare with those of Melville's previous narrators? Does he seem to speak for Melville?  Where does Moby-Dick continue the themes of Typee or Redburn? 

7. Is Queequeg a more mature and more profound version of Tommo's Typeean companions?  What is the significance of the monkey rope?  Does Queequeg make possible a deeper treatment of Melville's old theme of civilization versus savagery, of immoral, hypocritical, Christian society compared to healthy, moral, sincere, pagan primitivism? What are the immediate causes and practical consequences of this contrast? 

8. Is Ahab justified in seeking personal revenge for the deep harm done to him by Moby Dick? Is Melville interested in sympathetically portraying his monomania and obsession? Or does Melville depict him as an arch-villain driven to madness ("madness maddened")? What is the effect on the crew of his dominating, authoritarian personality and his making Moby Dick's the main "evil" since Adam in order to justify himself?  What is the significance of his smashing the quadrant, defying the sun, first concealing and then using Fedallah, and his control of the crew through a diabolical sacrament? In drawing a portrait of Ahab, was Melville depicting an American character type? Does he have contemporary relevance for Melville – or for us? 

9.  What is the meaning of the ship-name Pequod?  Apart from providing narrative interludes, what is the importance of meetings or "gams" with the many other ships, including the Albatross, Jeroboam, Town-Ho, Virgin, Rose-Bud, Samuel Enderby, Bachelor, Rachel , and Delight?

10. Does Father Maple's sermon repeat the Calvinism ("the darkness of blackness") of Melville's "Hawthorne and his Mosses." What is its significance for Moby-Dick? 

11. What use does Melville make of the qualities of three mates, the prudent Starbuck, the indifferent Stubb, and the mediocre Flask – and the three harpooners? 

12. What is the function of the minor characters, such as Elijah, Fedallah, or Pip?  

13. One traditional method of Biblical interpretation looked at texts in fourfold ways, namely, the literal, moral, allegorical, and anagogical.  First, the literal or historical: consider Moby-Dick as documentary, its scientific center in cetology, its study of an actual whale incident, its placing the whale in context in marine biology.

14. Second, the moral: consider Moby-Dick as ethical instruction regarding behavior, obligation, observance, faith, prayer, character, conscience, or spirituality. What advice and discipline does it seem to suggest?  

15. Third, the allegorical: consider the rich symbols, metaphors, and analogies in Moby-Dick for their theological, political, or ideological meanings. What confirmation is there for such an interpretation?  

16. Fourth, the anagogical: does Moby-Dick have hidden, secret, or arcane meanings. Do Melville’s comments, metaphors, and associations seem meaningful in themselves in unexpected contexts? 

17. Which added elements of the Norton 2nd Critical Edition are most necessary to reading Moby-Dick, the introductions, the letters, the background documents, the reviews and criticisms, or the nautical illustrations and vocabulary? 

