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The Power of Nothingness: Destruction and Reconstruction of American Ideals in Herman
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Summary of Thesis:

The goal of my dissertation is to examine what | call “the power of nothingness” in Herman
Melville’s writings. Melville often adopts motifs of passivity, indecisiveness, self-fashioning, and
self-annihilation. Yet, the seemingly destructive and pessimistic nothingness in his writings includes a
sort of creativity or futurity. Such ambivalent figuration of nothingness can be interpreted as Melville’s
aesthetic strategy of critically and creatively rethinking the contradictions of American society and its
ideals. On the one hand, Melville provides a destructive criticism of his society: while trying to realize
universal equality inside and outside of the country, America perpetuated the hierarchical relationship
between the ruler and the ruled through slavery and Manifest Destiny. On the other hand, more
importantly, nothingness in Melville’s writings maintains the possibility that American ideals such as
democratic equality, self-reliant individuality, and white subjectivity would be reconstructed.

My dissertation consists of four chapters. By examining Pierre; or, the Ambiguities (1852), chapter
1 analyzes Melville’s attitudes toward the American ideal of democratic equality from the point of
authorship. Through the ambiguity surrounding Pierre and Isabel's deaths, Melville’s text explores the
possibility of a world without hierarchy in the story’s tragic ending. By focusing on Isabel’'s authorship,
rather than on Pierre’s, | intend to read Pierre as a novel that witnesses the destruction and re-creation
of democratic equality.

Chapters 2 and 3 suggest that Israel Potter: His Fifty Years of Exile (1855) and Battle-Pieces and
Aspects of the War (1866) examine the themes of self-reliant individuality and regional equality after the
Civil War by deliberately articulating the contemporary discourses of the Founding Fathers. Chapter 2
argues that Israel’s rejection of self-reliant individuality ironically forms an alternate path for an individual
to overcome the national hatred for the enemy, England. Chapter 3 suggests how the ingenious
re-figuration of the Founding Fathers in Battle-Pieces reveals the potential dangers of Union victory, not
only the hypocrisy of the Confederate cause. Melville’'s war poetry, while reflecting a desire to abandon
his partisan Northerner identity, reminds the readers of the U.S. history of revolution and encourages
them to relativize their victory and avoid inheriting sectionalist hatred.

Chapter 4 discusses the issue of white subjectivity in Melville’s writing by scrutinizing the
complicated figuration of Asian junks in the antebellum exhibition culture. Specifically, | would like to
suggest that Melville’s texts, while reproducing the racial stereotypes of the period that had enforced
white superiority, subvert the hierarchical relationship between the colonizer (the United States) and the

colonized (the Asia-Pacific region).




Keio University

Thesis Abstract No. 2

My dissertation will end with an argument of Yoji Sakate’s Bartlebies (2015) to demonstrate how
the power of nothingness in Melville’s writings has been handed down. Sakate’s play deals with the
Great East Japan Earthquake of 2011 and imagines a resurrection of lost humanities in the future. The
play also expresses Sakate’s political anger toward the institutions that allowed a man-made

catastrophe, the radioactive leakage from the nuclear power plant, to occur.
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