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Abstract

Captain Ahab in Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick has long been a central focus of literary studies, with
much of the existing scholarship approaching his character through symbolic or cultural-critical
lenses, often treating his body merely as a vessel for meaning or a site of power dynamics. While
valuable, such perspectives tend to instrumentalize the body, overlooking its role as the fundamental
medium through which we experience and exist in the world. To address this gap, this paper draws
on Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of the body to examine Ahab’s condition of what might
be termed “pathological embodiment” following the loss of his leg. I argue that Ahab’s tragic struggle
stems from an irreconcilable tension between the phantom limb, a persistent, painful reminder of
his lost wholeness, and the prosthetic leg, a functional but alien tool that enables his pursuit of re-
venge. This conflict traps him in a dualistic view of mind and body: the phantom limb ties him to an
unattainable past, while the prosthesis drives him toward a destructive future. Although Ahab oc-
casionally glimpses alternative ways of perceiving the world through bodily sensation, and though
he attempts to remake his identity through language, these efforts are ultimately overpowered by
his obsessive fixation on vengeance. Thus, his journey does not lead to integration or liberation but
instead culminates in failure, illustrating how embodied experience can become a source of frag-
mentation and madness rather than a path to wholeness.
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