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Kathleen Helal, author of our Enriched Classic’s edition of Billy Budd, Sailor states that Melville’s timeless and influential novella is about essential questions which continuously plague our justice system and our identity as a society.  The question is as follows:

How do we make legal exceptions and maintain order?  

Melville writes Billy Budd and yet never publishes it; perhaps, even with the confidence of literary acclaim, he is unable to resolve the conflicts of this essential question.  Without question, buried deep within the moral fabric of our community, our family and our identity exists a philosophical tangle.  We, as members of an inclusive society, must commit to untangling the frayed and course strands of this question.  Become part of the conversation and choose a side.  

H. Bruce Franklin claims that Melville wrote Billy Budd at a time in America where citizens were likely to vote against capital punishment (“Billy Budd and Capital Punishment: A Tale of Three Centuries”).  Melville’s character, Captain Vere, convinces his men to assign Billy death in order to avoid confrontation and possible mutiny.   The officers must weigh how the ship’s crew would perceive the crime and punishment and measure it against Billy’s right to life.  In this way, Billy’s rights are swallowed up by the notion that one must be sacrificed for the rest to live.  Immediately after repeating Vere’s argument, the narrator reflects on the most convincing element, 



“considering the unconfirmed tone of the fleet at the time, should a man-of-war’s man’s violent killing at sea of a superior in grade be allowed to pass for aught else than a capital crime demanding prompt infliction of the penalty” (100).

Recently, many contemporary issues relating to the death penalty have come to our attention. In a well-formed essay, following the recommended format, agree or disagree with the necessity of the death penalty as a form of punishment for crimes committed.

Use a variety of sources to support your claim and include a works cited page.  This essay will be graded on the generic AP rubric.  

Please consult the following sources before writing: 

Billy Budd, Sailor
H.L. Mencken’s “The Penalty of Death”

Coretta Scott King’s “The Death Penalty is a Step Back”

Thomas Pains’s “The Rights of Man”
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