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4 Ishmael as Cross-cultural Educator
Steve Redford Shizuoka University

In this presentation, I examine Moby Dick as a text that can shed light on
the nature of cross-cultural understanding and suggest that Ishmael, as he
first strives, then fails to fathom “the ungraspable phantom of life,” proves
an insightful cross-cultural educator. Of course, Ishmael is preoccupied



with the human condition in its entirety, but he also sees the difficulties that
arise when members of different cultures are brought together as a
significant and representative aspect of the human condition, and he
encourages us to see parallels between understanding the whale and
understanding foreign cultures. Indeed, Ishmael reveals to us—through his
interactions with the “savage” Queequeg, his observations on both his and
his shipmates’ perceptions of the white whale, and his studies on cetology
and his conclusions thereof —a great deal about the nature of both
cross-cultural understanding—and misunderstanding.
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