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Whale Oil Culture, Consumerism, 
and Modern Conservation
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In Q\]R, the Irst gush of fossil oil from the ground in Titusville, Pennsylvania, opened 
a new era for energy production in an energetic young America. Within ten years,  
a clamorous jumble of drilling towers, pipelines, railroads, and reIneries assembled 
to supply the thirsty markets of the industrial Northeast. Quietly senescing in the 
background, localized mainly to the New England ports of New Bedford and Nan-
tucket, was an aging titan of American enterprise: the whaling industry. In Q\TQ, Vanity 
Fair ran an illustration of a “Grand Ball Given by the Whales in Honor of the Dis- 
covery of Oil Wells in Pennsylvania,” a dapper black- tie and ball- gown aFair deco-
rated with banners: “We wail no more for our blubber,” and “Native Land may they 
never secede.”1 Indeed, the Civil War would deal another blow to the whaling in- 
dustry as its ships were appropriated by the Union navy and lost in battle, or in the  
case of the Great Stone Fleet, purposely sunk in southern harbors as (unsuccessful) 
blockades.

As a niche market, whaling continued into the twentieth century. The products 
were updated for twentieth- century automobile and domestic markets, including 
transmission and brake Guid, plant food and pesticides, and laundry detergent (Figure 
2.2). The romance of the perilous sail- driven hunt was lost in the eHcient industrial-
ized Geet of iron, steam- powered ships equipped with pneumatic harpoons, which by 
the mid- twentieth century pushed some whale populations beyond replenishment 
rates. In addition to the direct threat of species extinction, ecologists have established 
the ecosystem beneIts of healthy whale populations, which seed the deep oceans 
with carcases (whale falls), and through defecation add nutrients to shallow waters.2 
Recognizing animal rights arguments and the ecosystem services provided by healthy 

-
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whale populations, in 2530 the International Whaling Commission banned commer-
cial whaling.

There are a number of reasons it is worth going retrograde, all the way back to the 
whalers of Colonial America and the early Federal period, in order to gain perspective 
on consumerism and conservation in today’s oil cultures. Whaling was the Irst Amer-
ican industry to make global economic impacts. Whaling cultivated the entrepre-
neurial spirit of early Americans, and the whale ship captured the American spirit in 
microcosm: it required risk, violence, individualism, bravery, and carried a sense of 
destiny borne on divine favor. The crews of American whale ships were often melting 
pots of global cultures, as depicted on Melville’s Pequod. The men were compensated 
not according to their class in society but their oHce on the ship. The epic hunt was  
a diHcult, dangerous, and often disgusting venture, but it was also the most exotic 
and romantic pursuit available to young men seeking to make their fortune and see 
the world. Whaling also provided an essential point of engagement for evolving ethi-
cal perspectives on animal rights and ecological theories of population endangerment 

^"9<8$ 2.2. “Pursuit to Preservation” exhibit in the New Bedford Whaling Museum, ,42,. 
Photo by the author.
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due to overhunting. These early environmental qualms place whale oil culture in a 
historical continuum with the landscape-  and ecosystem- level hazards of petroleum 
extraction. In eFect, the eco- ethical protests against whaling that began to emerge in 
the second half of the nineteenth century preIgure modern conservationist argu-
ments that seek to preserve potential drilling zones for their inherent, cultural, and 
ecosystem service values.

In this volume, Frederick Buell describes the age of petroleum through a tense  
dialectic of exuberance and catastrophe echoed in capitalist triumph and oppression, 
environmental domination and destruction, and human liberation versus physical and 
psychological shackling. Whale oil culture provides a premonition of this petroleum- 
era paradox of exuberance and catastrophe. Each of thousands of whaling missions 
was a boom or a bust according to myriad uncontrollable factors. The marketing of 
whale oil products exploited the adventure of the hunt, but the market itself was 
unsteady, based on unreliable whale oil supplies and competing plant-  and fossil- 
based oils. The global oceans, landscapes of the quarry, were sublime and often boun-
tiful, but they were also violent, lonely, and increasingly void of sperm whales in the 
latter half of the nineteenth century. It is worthwhile to explore how the emotions  
and ethics of whale oil culture foreshadow the more dominant and ubiquitous cul- 
ture of petroleum and its counter- culture of environmentalism today. On the side of 
exuberance, the marketing of whale and petroleum products has capitalized on the 
adventure, risk, and acquisitiveness inherent in the American psyche. On the side of 
catastrophe, a continuum emerges between the ethical arguments against whaling 
and those against oil drilling based on the desecration of the source: the whale’s body 
and the drilling landscape. Whaling literature and the marketing of whale oil products 
reveal a historical antecedent to the decadence, dependence, and degradation charac-
teristic of our petro- culture.

In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, whale oil was nearly as essen-
tial to a functional society as petroleum is to our own. Until kerosene (or “coal oil”) 
hit the market in the second half of the nineteenth century, whale oil was the lead- 
ing source of lamp oil used for illumination, and it provided the best lubrication for 
the hulking machines of the industrial age. From the ports of New England, Ameri- 
can whaling ships of that era would compete on remote oceans with the great global 
powers of the day— among them England, France, and Japan— and emerge victori-
ous, hulls riding low in the water with a burden of spermaceti. Yankee success in whal-
ing unnerved the British, who in the 2134s placed an embargo on American whale  
oil to support its own competing industry, knowing full well that its refusal to buy 
would foster a trade relationship between upstart America and rival France. Ambas-
sador and future president John Adams wrote with sarcasm to British Prime Minister 
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William Pitt the Younger: “The fat of the spermaceti whale gives the clearest and 
most beautiful Game of any substance that is known in nature, and we are all surprised 
that you prefer darkness, and consequent robberies, burglaries, and murders in your 
streets, to the receiving as a remittance, our spermaceti oil.”3 That same year, the 
French Marquis de Lafayette signed a contract that Illed the streetlamps of the City 
of Light with American sperm oil.

Whale oil culture is deeply immersed in the adventure of its acquisition. As a  
commodity, whale oil was sold using the romantic danger of whaling as a marketing 
strategy that actively promoted its harrowing intrigue. The hunt, the harpoons, the 
Nantucket sleigh- ride,4 and the Inal vanquishing of the beast were all salable images 
associated with whale products. In our era of animal rights and Save the Whales cam-
paigns, the violence of whale oil culture in this heady era may seem terribly antiquated 
and grotesque. Will the taboo on whale slaughter promoted by adventure- conservation 
television shows like Whale Wars in the future become a taboo on petroleum extrac-
tion, due to its environmental impacts? As we will see, the nascent environmentalism 
based on whale suFering and diminishing populations is continuous with modern 
eco- centrism seeking to defend landscapes of petrochemicals against the degradation 
of intense drilling.

W=%($ B'+"$) %#+ O"( B%88$()
Commonalities between whale oil- culture and petroleum culture are both symbolic 
and economic. In our time, the increasingly desperate search for new reserves of 
petroleum drive oil corporations to more remote and lower- quality reserves, such as 
oFshore deep- water drilling and tar sands production. By Melville’s time of the mid- 
nineteenth century, the heyday of whaling, more ships competed for dwindling popu-
lations of sperm whales, and the outIts were driven into the far hinterlands of the 
PaciIc and Indian oceans to seek their quarry. The American whaling culture of the 
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries merely took day trips oF the beaches of 
Nantucket to reach great pods of migrating whales, make kills, and render the beasts 
on shore. Barely a century later, professional whaling outIts built Goating factories 
that held all the necessary equipment and expertise to seek, kill, retrieve, and render 
a whale into tidy barrels below decks using an on- board try- works, or rendering stove. 
These Goating factories remained on the seas for years, and for proIt’s sake would  
not return home until the ship sailed heavy in the water. The whaling boat’s techni- 
cal eHciency and self- suHciency previewed the kind of strategic competition for 
proIt now displayed in oFshore oil- drilling rigs. Indeed, the improved technology of 
whaling, particularly the on- board try- works, enabled the markets to expect a regular 
supply of whale oil and entrepreneurs to Ind more uses for its products.
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Petroleum and whale oil are both made of the bodies of dead organisms. The 
“body” of petroleum, mostly ancient zooplankton and algae, is obscured by the deep 
time and geologic pressure required to convert the body into fuel, as opposed to the 
explicitly embodied source of whale oil. Like petroleum, whale oil came in many 
graded varieties, from the highest- quality spermaceti extracted from the head of the 
sperm whale, to the rendered blubber of the sperm whale, to the blubber of the right 
whale, and so on downward to impure and rotten oil. Spermaceti was to the whale 
man what light sweet crude is to the oilman.5 A contemporary historical survey of the 
Whale- Fishery by William Scoresby (conducted in 23/1) enumerates the many uses 
of whale products developed by manufacturers:

The oil produced from the blubber of the whale, in its most common state of prepara-
tion, is used for a variety of purposes. It is used in the lighting of the streets of towns,  
and the interior places of worship, houses, shops, manufacturies, etc; it is extensively 
employed in the manufacture of soft soap, as well as in the preparing of leather and 
coarse woolen cloths; it is applicable in the manufacture of coarse varnishes and paints, 
in which, when duly prepared, it aFords a strength of body more capable of resisting the 
weather than paint mixed in the usual way with vegetable oil; it is also extensively used 
for reducing friction in various kinds of machinery; combined with tar, it is much 
employed in ship- work, and in the manufacture of cordage, and either simple, or in a 
state of combination, it is applied to many other useful purposes.6

One crucial distinction between whale oil and petroleum is that, because of its value 
and scarcity, the former was not used as a fuel to drive machinery. Both heavy and 
light machines were engineered to run on coal steam. Whale oil in industrial settings 
was strictly a lubricant and illuminant. Since petroleum and whale oil had distinct 
uses in nineteenth- century industry, the assumption that the rise of petroleum single- 
handedly slayed the whalers is misleading, though the introduction of kerosene 
extracted from coal undercut the market for lamp oil from whales. Whale oil in its 
various grades was inInitely useful to industrial- era machinists, and secondary prod-
ucts less commonly pursued eventually found their own markets. The baleen from 
the mouth of the right whale became a leading material for ladies’ corset stays, whips, 
and umbrellas because of its dual rigidity and Gexibility. By the end of the nineteenth 
century, baleen fell out of the competition when challenged by steel, and later in the 
twentieth century, by plastic manufactured from petroleum products.

Greater mythos is associated with the occasional discovery of ambergris in the gut 
of sick whales, the ultimate conGation of the sublime pleasure and disgust associated 
with whaling. As Melville writes, “Suddenly from the very heart of this plague, there 
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stole a faint stream of perfume, which Gowed through the tide of bad smells without 
being absorbed by it . . . and this, good friends, is ambergris, worth a gold guinea an 
ounce to any druggist.” The Irst mate Stubb merely cries, “A purse! A purse!”7

Speaking of the whale’s body in economic terms was commonplace. As a petro-
leum reserve is valued for its projected quantity of barrels, so whale- men also 
described their catches. The discourse allowed whales to be simultaneously described 
as living creatures and as tanks of proIt. It was conventional to “kill 2.4 barrels of 
sperm oil” or land a “O.444 sperm.”8 Melville’s Ishmael examines the head of a dead 
sperm whale suspended over the deck of the Pequod in simultaneous terms of pathos 
and proIt: “Look at that hanging lower lip! What a huge sulk and pout is there! A sulk 
and pout, by carpenter’s measurement, about twenty feet long and Ive feet deep; a 
sulk and pout that will yield you some /44 gallons of oil and more. . . . This particular 
tongue now before us; at a passing glance I should say it was a six- barreler.”9 Melville 
claims that large sperm whale’s head case would yield about /44 gallons of sperma-
ceti, the most valuable purse.10 The Irst mate Stubb makes a cheeky economic con-
version as a threat to a black boy still Inding his sea legs: “‘We can’t aFord to lose 
whales by the likes of you; a whale would sell for thirty times what you would, Pip, in 
Alabama. Bear that in mind, and don’t jump any more.’ Hereby perhaps Stubb indi-
rectly hinted, that though man loved his fellow, yet man is a money making animal, 
which propensity too often interferes with his benevolence.”11 Whale- men made easy 
conversions among individual whales, barrels of their oil, and the value of those bar-
rels, which, as Graham Burnett describes, “meant that a whaleman could look at the 
surface of the PaciIc and see cash breaching, just as he could look at the kegs of oil 
oXoaded at Sag Harbor and see an angry sperm whale on the Brazil Banks.”12 Whales 
were creatures of commerce, quite simply, and the discourse of money coexisted with 
romantic rhapsodies on their bestial grandeur.

Melville’s Ishmael gets misty over the beatiIc qualities of the whaler’s prize, the 
spermaceti. His raptures are their own advertisement that translates easily to the 
commercial market:

It was our business to squeeze these lumps back into Guid. A sweet and unctuous duty! 
No wonder that in old times this sperm was such a favorite cosmetic. Such a clearer! 
Such a sweetener! Such a softener! Such a delicious molliIer! After having my hands in 
it for only a few minutes, my Ingers felt like eels, and began, as it were, to serpentine and 
spiralize . . . as I bathed my hands among those soft, gentle globules of inIltrated tissues, 
woven almost within the hour; as they richly broke to my Ingers, and discharged all 
their opulence, like fully ripe grapes their wine; as I snuFed up that uncontaminated 
aroma,— literally and truly, like the smell of spring violets; I declare to you, that for the 
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time I lived as in a musky meadow; I forgot all about our horrible oath [to seek Moby 
Dick]; in that inexpressible sperm, I washed my hands and my heart of it; . . . all the 
morning long I squeezed that sperm till I myself almost melted into it; I squeezed that 
sperm till a strange sort of insanity came over me; and I found myself unwittingly 
squeezing my co- laborers’ hands in it, mistaking their hands for the gentle globules. 
Such an abounding, aFectionate, friendly, loving feeling did this avocation beget, that  
at last I was continually squeezing their hands, and looking into their eyes sentimen-
tally; as much as to say,— Oh! My dear fellow beings, why should we longer cherish any 
social acerbities, or know the slightest ill- humor or envy! Come, let us squeeze ourselves 
universally into the very milk and sperm of kindness.13

His ecstasy of the spermaceti builds to erotic undertones supported by the rich, mul-
tisensual experience of the whale’s bounty. Such ardent aFection for his unbathed 
shipmates shows the alchemical nature of the spermaceti, which renders body Guids 
into the “very milk and sperm” not only of kindness, but of a sense of well- being built 
upon a thriving proIt. The material substance corrects physical ills with its capacities 
to clear, sweeten, soften, and mollify. But it does not stop there. Spermaceti tran-
scends the material to animate the civic and philosophical ideals of the young Amer-
ica, where such exceptional, abundant natural resources absolve any need for acerbity, 
ill humor, and envy. Ishmael’s ecstasy is the promise of success through diligent hard 
work: the American dream.

What we see in the commercial whaling imagery of the mid- nineteenth century  
is congruent with the oil cultures of later decades, where the grandson of the salty 
harpooner may well have been a “wildcatter” drilling his claim in Texas. The diFer-
ence is one of degree, not of kind. The risk and reward was extreme for the whale- 
man, measured by the inches in thrusting harpoons and dodging Gukes, tried by the 
stench of a half- rendered whale on deck and the years of privation on board, and 
rewarded by the fragrant, pellucid, precious spermaceti that became high- quality 
lubricants, illuminants, and cosmetics in the marketplace. Those somewhat mundane 
products were the spoils of an epic and sublime adventure, Illed with a dual share of 
pleasure and horror.

Despite the romance of the hunt, whale ships like the Ictional Pequod were com-
missioned, built, outItted, staFed, and Goated as pure business enterprises. Its pur-
pose was to produce spermaceti at a proIt, so the whale ship served as a prototype  
for the American oil corporation that would rise to prominence with Standard Oil  
by the early twentieth century.14 Pure business enterprise does not make for great 
mythological literature, however, and Moby- Dick is celebrated as a raw exploration of 
man versus nature precisely because its crazed captain Ahab disdains any practical 
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application of means toward an end. For Starbuck and the other Irst mates, the 
Pequod is sailing under an austere dictate to maximize proIts for its stakeholders— a 
corporate mentality. For Ahab, she sails the waters solely to wreak revenge on the 
white whale— an egocentric rationale. This disagreement within the “board of direc-
tors” emerges very early in the text and continues to pluck at the tense lines between 
characters of unequal power. Starbuck is the only mate who directly challenges Ahab’s 
ambition, and early in the sailing he says, “I came here to hunt whales, not my com-
mander’s vengeance. How many barrels will thy vengeance yield thee even if though 
gettest it, Captain Ahab? It will not fetch thee much in our Nantucket market.” To 
which Ahab tersely replies, “Nantucket market! Hoot!”15 Much further from their 
home shore, Starbuck discovers that some of their spermaceti barrels are leaking 
below decks, so by the dictates of business, they must seek a port to “up Burtons and 
break out.” Ahab responds, “Let it leak! . . . Let the owners stand on Nantucket beach 
and outyell the Typhoons. What cares Ahab? Owners, owners? Thou art always prat-
ing on me, Starbuck, about those miserly owners, as if the owners were my conscience. 
But look ye, the only real owner of anything is its commander; and hark ye, my con-
science is in this ship’s keel.”16 At this moment Starbuck fully understands that the 
mission for proIt is moot compared to Ahab’s mission of revenge, and that the Pequod 
is no average whaler, and no business operation.

W=%($ O"( P8'+<>7): M%8E$7"#9 R'6%#>$
In addition to epic literature, there is considerable emotive content in whale- oil prod-
uct advertising that partakes of the same grandeur and glory that Melville extolls. The 
heroic imagery of many nineteenth- century advertisements can be captured in one of 
the hundreds of images used to market whale oil (Figure Q.S).

This advertisement for Mitchell and Croasdale of Philadelphia, dating from 23/1– 
04, shows the tranquil whale ship Goating upstage, while the action of the scene cen-
ters downstage on two harpoon boats and an enormous sperm whale.17 The whale is 
impossibly buoyed on top of the water to show its fabulous bulk in comparison to the 
men in the harpoon boats, and it mightily froths the water from tail to blowhole. One 
of the harpoon boats is scuttled on the whale’s back dangerously close to its smashing 
Gukes, and at least four men are thrashing in the water. A pair of legs Gails helplessly in 
the air, a synecdoche of the lost whale- man symbolic of the uselessness of legs against 
a sublime sea beast. The other harpoon boat is in better position, with its men at oars 
following orders and its harpooner poised to sink another iron in the whale’s Gank. 
Score one for the whale, one for the men. The whale is still spouting clear water, so 
the men have yet to deliver the fatal blow when the whale begins to spout blood. The 
image, in medias res, lingers on the violent excitement of irresolution.
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Below the tumult, in boldface, proprietors Mitchell and Croasdale hock their wares: 
diFerent grades of oil for tanning and lubrication, and candles made of spermaceti— 
cozy, mundane consumer goods equally available in dozens of other shops. The rhet-
oric of the image seems, to contemporary sensibilities, to contradict the rhetoric of 
the writing. In eFect, the advertisement has two messages: (2) These goods were 
acquired through a remote, dangerous, and deadly encounter between courageous 
predatory man and mighty whale; (,) The whale’s blubber is now available in bottles 
and candles for your convenient purchase above Arch -1 in the wharves of Philadel-
phia. The implication of this strange marriage of image and content is that consumers 
ought to feel the excitement of the hunt as they light their evening candles, and feel 
the sleek power of the whale as its oil keeps their machines lithe. The lives of the men 
and cetaceans sacriIced for the market embellish the rhetoric of consumption rather 
than being eFaced from it. It is an advertisement that belongs to an age when frontier 
adventure, risk, and danger were commonly praised in popular discourse.

^"9<8$ 2.,. Advertisement for Mitchell and Croasdale of Philadelphia, c. 23/1– 04. 
Courtesy of the New Bedford Whaling Museum.
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This Gavor of advertisement was favored in exuberant pro- petroleum rhetoric in the 
Irst half of the twentieth century. Once the sheer use- value of gasoline had established 
thirsty markets and spawned the American romance with the automobile, petroleum 
companies deployed the Texas wildcatter as an embodiment of the risk- hungry, wily, 
egotistical, free- enterprising, self- made man so readily worshipped in public discourse. 
This characterization gelled with gasoline ads that commonly depicted juiced- up con-
sumers in thrall of their powerful cars, the new proselytes of the open road. The Feb-
ruary 2-, 25/4, cover of Time magazine shows wildcatter Glenn McCarthy with a 
frontier suntan and tousled hair glancing back at a drilling tower.18 “Diamond Glenn” is 
wearing a Houston- brass pinstripe suit, and the anthropomorphic drilling tower sports 
a Stetson, cowboy boots, and a pair of bulging biceps. McCarthy comes across as a 
wildcatter for the corporate postwar twentieth century: dressed like a businessman but 
harboring the adventurous soul of a cowboy. The Time story begins: “If it were possi-
ble to cap the human ego like a gas well, and to pipe oF its more volatile byproducts as 
fuel, Houston’s multi- millionaire wildcatter Glenn McCarthy could heat a city the size 
of Omaha with no help at all. Whether he would allow his rampant psyche to be dedi-
cated completely to so prosaic a project, however, is doubtful— several million cubic 
feet would undoubtedly be diverted to a McCarthy Memorial Beacon which would 
nightly cast its glare as far west as El Paso.”19 So popular was his charm- smacking, 
egotistical persona that he was replicated in Edna Ferber’s 25/, novel, Giant, adapted 
into the 25/0 Ilm. The appeal of this iconic wildcatter Igure has not diminished in 
the intervening half- century: a similar, though toned- down, version of the “Diamond 
Glenn” persona became a two- term American president in the twenty- Irst century.

Petroleum advertising, however, has shifted over the last half- century from the 
Texas frontier to the technocratic reInery laboratory. This change from risky adven-
ture to controlled expertise echoes the evolution of whale oil advertising in the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century. Whale oil advertising grew to rely on more staid 
claims for the exceptional quality of their products as compared to competitors, 
rather than reveling in the danger of whaling. According to one advertisement, Ful-
crum Lubricants “positively will not gum . . . will not evaporate . . . will not become 
rancid or discolor . . . is absolutely free from acids.”20 The only image is a row of bottles 
that helps the buyer recognize the brand in stores. This clean style is more familiar in 
today’s oil rhetoric, where the geographical source of petroleum extraction is almost 
never disclosed, but we commonly hear how one brand of gasoline has better deter-
gents and molecular- level engineering that lead to better performance and fuel econ-
omy. For example, Shell touts how its “patented cleaning agents shield and protect 
critical engine parts from performance- robbing gunk” and “Shell Nitrogen Enriched 
Gasolines actively protect fuel injectors and intake valves.”21 We never hear Shell 
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advertising the environmental status of its oil Ields in the Niger Delta, in analogy to 
Mitchell and Croasdale’s heroic imagery of the harpooning scene on the high seas. 
Any information about the people and landscapes involved in petroleum extraction is 
reserved for defensive press releases or Iltered through corporate feel- good initiatives 
that provide small grants for environmental and humanitarian projects. Oil corpora-
tions today carefully promote images of philanthropy and responsibility, often adver-
tising issues unrelated to their business, such as Chevron’s AIDS advocacy.

Why the marked shift in these parallel rhetorics of oil consumerism? Perhaps  
one reason for the changed tune of petroleum rhetoric is that the very volatility of  
the product is now seen as dangerous on both human and environmental scales. 
When corporations emphasize the hyperscientiIc process of petroleum extraction, 
reInement, and engineering, they underscore the rhetoric of control and mastery 
that reassures consumers about a dangerous and ubiquitous substance. There is also 
growing consumer distaste for the suFering caused by the oil products they purchase. 
This distaste has environmental origins, with concern for whale welfare and, later, the 
degradation of the landscapes of petroleum extraction. It also links with modern 
environmental justice, as the human rights of whale- men, oilmen, and natives of the 
locales that oil extraction has transformed have gained attention. Environmental eco-
nomics has become an essential risk communication tool that shows in dollar terms 
the value of the “work” done by ecosystems (and the whales within them), therefore 
justifying regulations that limit the exploitation of these systems, especially for pri-
vate proIt. The concept of ecosystem services aids in the transition from a cultural 
mind- set of exploiting oil resources (whales and drilling zones) for the production of 
proItable consumer goods to a mind- set of preserving oil landscapes because they 
provide calculable beneIts to the society that leaves them intact. Oil resources are 
also potentially cultural and ecological resources that enable ecotourism, biodiver-
sity, robust food webs, and pollution remediation.

E7=">%( E@'(<7"'# %#+ EA7$#)"'#
Whaling literature constantly mediates between economics and emotions elicited by 
the hunt. Alexander Starbuck (not Melville’s character) wrote an essay called “The 
Story of the Whale” for Harper’s New Monthly Magazine (Q\]T), which shows how the 
eco-  and therio- centrism of the conscience- stricken whale- man is beginning to emerge 
in the early waning period of the industry, the middle of the nineteenth century. In 
this Romantic aesthetic, the whale’s mighty body is wrecked by the avaricious hunt:

of all game pursued by the destructive hand of man [the whale is] the most sublime. . . . 
Imagination cannot conceive any thing more awful than the butchery that now takes 
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place. TerriIed, the whale plunges from wave to wave— springs with agony out of the 
water, and covers the surrounding ocean with blood and foam. He dives downward, 
leaving a whirlpool in his path— he rushes upward, and the fatal lance enters some still 
untouched spring of life— whichever way he turns, the cold iron goads him to despera-
tion . . . the once mighty breathing mass, now dead, is tossed contemptuously in the 
troughs of the sea.22

This description could apply to the Mitchell and Croasdale advertisement discussed 
above, but its pathos is clearly aimed to elicit sympathy for the whale, who suFers as 
human quarry, and anger toward the heartless hunters and their cold harpoons. Star-
buck extends man’s destruction of the mighty and peaceful beast to its entire habitat: 
whale- men are “destroyers of the sea”; their actions toward sea dwellers have an evis-
cerating eFect on the whole landscape.23 True to the ambivalence of his period, Star-
buck goes on to describe the heroic bravery of the harpooner involved in mortal peril, 
and he relishes stories of whale violence and seemingly premeditated vengeance like 
the story of the Essex, the ship splintered by a monster whale that sparked Melville’s 
epic. However, the Inal pages of Starbuck’s essay are plaintive ones, where he weighs 
the intelligence and adaptability of the whale against the onslaught of the market- 
driven hunt:

Circumstances favor the probability that the time will eventually come when the great 
leviathan of the deep will be exterminated. In the course of two centuries it has been 
driven from sea to sea; and now, with the scientiIc discoveries of Wilkes and Maury 
added to perseverance of the whaleman, it has no resting place. It is estimated that ten 
thousand are annually slain, and the increase can not equal the destruction. The num-
ber of ships engaged in the pursuit is constantly increasing.24

Starbuck Inds hope in the “intellectual faculties” and potential self- awareness of the 
great mammal, and imagines behavioral adaptation toward preservation through a 
combination of greater stealth, wariness, and aggression toward whalers.25 Starbuck 
invokes both the evolution of the animal and the preservation of its habitat, the ocean, 
which is “indeed richer in treasure than the land— its great characteristic is abun-
dance,” as necessary bulwarks against the increasing sophistication of whaling sci-
ence.26 As goes the animal, so goes the landscape, and both deserve protection in the 
face of purely economic drives.

Today’s environmentalism has picked up Starbuck’s thread. Animal rights activism 
is gaining strength from Enlightenment- era declarations of the rights of man based 
not upon shared species (humanity’s unalienable rights), nor on the ability to suFer 
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(as in Bentham’s and Singer’s animal rights philosophy), but most recently upon the 
demonstrated intelligence of cetaceans. A recent article in The Economist discusses  
an American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) conference panel 
that used comparative anatomy to defend the rights of whales as “people.”27 Their 
brains have similar anatomical complexity as humans and contain spindle cells, a kind 
of nerve cell that we associate with abstract cognition. Initial steps toward establish-
ing the legal personhood of whales include using the word “population” (a human- 
linked word) instead of “stock” to refer to cetacean groups, and researching speciIc 
populations of whales to discover their unique “culture” that distinguishes them from 
other groups in the same species.

Philosophy and anatomy have the power to make inroads on the legal standing and 
protective status of certain species. But this line of argument has more reach. Legisla-
tion like the Endangered Species Act protects not only particular species threatened 
by human activity, but also, by ecological necessity, their entire habitat. Thus land-
scapes, by “ecological extension,” can receive special protection status against human 
invasion based upon the species that live within them. The Spotted Owl, to take  
one controversial example, has long been silencing bulldozers in PaciIc Northwest 
forests. According to Starbuck, man without conscience is a destroyer of the sea, but 
with an eco- conscience that foreshadows major tenets of Deep Ecology, even the 
whaler can perceive that his quarry is a protective mother, or a helpless calf, or a stoic 
old bull with war scars to prove his mettle. The “abundance” of the ocean is its lead- 
ing characteristic, and Starbuck uses whales as the charismatic mega- fauna that make 
the whole seascape sublime and worth appreciation. Deep Ecology holds that all spe-
cies, and even all land- /seascapes, are equal in intrinsic worth, and should therefore 
all be treated with the same ethical status. Ecological extension implies the rethink- 
ing of physical boundaries from the skin of the animal body to the entire landscape 
upon which the body depends; this eco- spiritual identiIcation originates in European 
Romanticism, notably Rousseau and Wordsworth. Across the Atlantic and a century 
later, Aldo Leopold’s Land Ethic became an important part of this tradition as it pro-
posed that the land- /seascape should be considered a member of the community, not 
a substrate and resource base that human groups possess for their utility.

With this strategy environmentalists have approached the protection of landscapes 
that hold petroleum. Oil drilling is not overtly slaughter, as whaling is, so the ethical 
line is necessarily a subtler one. The argument about the “body” of the landscape 
deserving protection can be made by submerged metaphor, as when the National 
Resources Defense Council describes how the Arctic Wildlife Refuge “continues to 
pulse with million- year- old ecological rhythms” and includes “a fragile swath of tun-
dra that teems with staggering numbers of birds and animals.”28 The landscape itself 
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has a “pulse,” a “rhythm,” and in eFect a metabolism or homeostasis regulated by its 
complement of native species. Against this evolved, havenlike biodiversity, the NRDC 
characterizes the apocalyptic hell- scape of Prudhoe Bay, already exploited for oil, as 
“a landscape defaced by mountains of sewage sludge, scrap metal, garbage, and more 
than 04 contaminated waste sites that contain— and often leak— acids, lead, pesti-
cides, solvents, and diesel fuel.” Their rhetorical strategy is to characterize the former 
landscape as alive and homeostatic in ecological balance, and the latter as sick or 
dead, trampled under the treads of industrial exploitation. While an Endangered  
Species Act assessment might argue to protect the entire landscape on the premise 
“save the Musk Ox!,” this NRDC strategy uses the macrocosmic vision of a living, 
dynamic ecosystem as a superorganism. The landscape is a popular level of analysis 
and intervention in today’s environmental ethics.

Oil landscapes are often described in terms of an original eco- dynamic purity lost to 
the smeary onslaught of industrial production. Nearly 2/4 years after Alexander Star-
buck’s plea for the landscape of the whale, Joshua Hammer’s 2550 essay in Harper’s 
focuses on Nigeria in familiar terms of opposition, with biblical undertones to invoke 
the “sin” of ecosystem degradation that follows rampant drilling:

To Gy into the Niger Delta is to fall from grace. From the air, the silvery waters seem 
peaceful. Dubbed “The Venice of West Africa” in Q\TU by British explorer Winwood 
Reade, the Delta stretches SR_ miles along the Atlantic coast from the Benin River in the 
west to the Cross River in the east. In between, the powerful Niger feeds an intricate 
network of tributaries and creeks that partition sandbars and mangrove islands into 
cookie- cutter shapes as they meander toward the Gulf of Guinea.

Yet far beneath the belly of the airplane, oil Ields mottle the landscape, their rigs 
ceaselessly pumping crude and natural gas from deep underground. The gas burns 
incessantly in giant geysers of Game and smoke, and at night the Gares that ring the city 
of Port Harcourt and Ishing villages deep within the mangrove swamps cast a hellish 
glow. As the smoke from the Gares rises above the palm trees, methane and carbon diox-
ide separate from the greasy soot. The gases rise but the grime descends, coating the 
trees, the laundry hanging on lines, the mud- daubed huts, and the people within. There 
is nothing pure left in Nigeria.29

This vision of a lost Eden is reminiscent of Dickens’s Coketown, where the maniacal 
machines “ceaselessly” and “incessantly” pump the landscape to the glow of sooty 
Ires. The impact of modern industrialism has moved far aIeld from urban centers 
like London or Pittsburgh into the nineteenth- century colonial frontier of wild Africa, 
eliciting Hammer’s retrospective dialectic of purity and contamination, Eden and 
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Hell, innocence lost. From his God’s eye view, Hammer analyzes the aesthetic con-
version from the intricate ecological “network of tributaries and creeks” to the descent 
of universal grime even on remote Ishing villages: the ecological body’s descent from 
healthy heterogeneity to sickly homogeneity. This shroud of death suFocates the 
entire landscape, showing no favorites between human and nonhuman, animal, plant, 
or mineral. Environmental justice, which focuses on the oppression of people in 
degraded landscapes, is signaled by his focus on huts and laundry, and the implication 
that humans who suFer the conditions of oil extraction do not beneIt from their sac-
riIce. Still, the passage is one of eco- centric rather than anthropocentric injustice, 
with a common sad fate for all the “people” of this Nigerian landscape. Like the great 
whale grossly skinned at the ship’s side, this ecosystem bears the stamp of ethical per-
version that cannot be justiIed by economic gain once it is painted in Hammer’s vivid 
terms. In addition, any economic calculus that favors exploitation must consider the 
imbedded services lost by transforming the landscape from a productive ecosystem 
into a productive oil system.

The advertising rhetorics of whale and petroleum oil have followed a similar trajec-
tory across their discrete historical arcs. From advertising literature based on blind 
risk and wild adventure, both whale oil and petroleum evolved in popular discourse 
toward a calculated “responsible” rhetoric of technological expertise, quality, and 
control. This evolution is the result of the parallel shift from an initial culture of exu-
berance to an emergent culture of catastrophe that came to surround each oil source. 
For whale oil, the shift came toward the end of the nineteenth century, and petroleum 
followed about a century later. In both cases, nascent environmental awareness and 
protest necessitated the emergence of “quality control” assurances, as the impacts  
of too much extraction became clear in the damage to oil landscapes, both sea and 
land. Of course, global cultures are nowhere near renouncing petroleum because of 
its environmental impacts, from landscape to climate; with ample substitutes, wean-
ing cultures from whale oil was a much less formidable task. Industrial consumerism 
often proceeds from celebration to concealment of the origins and means of its oily 
products, and environmental ethical writing about whales and wells exposes these 
elisions to a newly conscious audience.
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