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Moby Dick Symbolism Answer Key 
Reflection Question Guidance 

1. Ahab projects all his rage, loss, and purpose onto the whale, making it his 

life’s obsession. 

2. Melville emphasizes the whale’s “inscrutable” nature, showing it as 

unknowable and larger than any one man’s understanding. 

3. The whale can symbolize the struggles of humanity against fate, nature, or 

death; universal battles beyond Ahab’s personal vendetta. 

4. Students may argue: 

o Personal enemy: Ahab explicitly declares hatred and vows revenge. 

o Universal mystery: The whale’s inscrutability suggests it represents 

something far larger than Ahab’s quest. 

 

Teacher Notes: 

• Guide students to see that symbols can work on multiple levels 

simultaneously: personal, thematic, and universal. 

• Emphasize Melville’s use of ambiguous language (“agent or principal,” 

“mask,” “inscrutable”) to keep the whale’s meaning open-ended. 

• Encourage connections between Ahab’s obsession and modern examples 

of personal fixations or battles with the unknown. 

 

 

 

 


