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If mythic violence is lawmaking, divine violence is law-destroying; if the
former sets boundaries, the latter boundlessly destroys them; if mythic violence
brings at once guilt and retribution, divine power only expiates; if the former

threatens, the latter strikes. (249)
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Abstract

The Queer Politics of Billy Budd

Soo Yeon Kim

Hankuk university of foreign studies

The goal of this paper is to examine queerness embedded in Herman Melville’s Billy
Budd in light of Jacques Ranciére’s political philosophy and Walter Benjamin’s
critique of violence. While Melville’s novella has been amply discussed from diverse
perspectives of psychoanalysis and 19th century American history, for example, the
queer aspect of the novella remains underrepresented. Viewing queerness as
“nonnormative logics and organizations of community... embodiment, and activity,”
not confined to sexual orientation, my paper hopes to illuminate the ways the evasive
homoeroticism in the novella seeks to be “vocal and visible.” The first half of the
paper reads this queer desire to be heard and seen using Ranciére’s concepts, such as

ELIN13

“disagreement,” “miscount,” and “distribution of the sensible.” Ranciere’s notion of
politics as disagreement and contention, 1 argue, is felicitously embodied in Billy
Budd’s queerly defiant moments invoked by the “part that has no part” in society. In
the second half, my essay adds to prior criticism on Billy Budd and violence by
analyzing the way that Billy’s death, previously read as a tragedy resulting from
Vere’s “lawmaking and law-preserving” violence, transforms into “divine violence”

which leads to a Benjamian revolution toward a queer utopia.
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