
Herman Melville Bartleby The Scrivener

Introduction to Herman Melville's Bartleby the
Scrivener

Bartleby the Scrivener is one of the most famous short stories written by Herman Melville, first
published in 1853. This story, set in a law office on Wall Street, explores themes of isolation,
individuality, and the complexities of human behavior through the lens of its enigmatic protagonist,



Bartleby. Melville’s work is often regarded as a precursor to modern existential literature, reflecting
the struggles of the human condition in a rapidly industrializing society.

Summary of Bartleby the Scrivener

The narrative unfolds from the perspective of an unnamed lawyer, who describes his experiences as
a successful yet somewhat indifferent businessman. He employs several scriveners, including the
peculiar Bartleby, who initially performs his duties diligently. However, as the story progresses,
Bartleby begins to refuse tasks with the simple phrase, "I would prefer not to."

Character Analysis

The characters in Bartleby the Scrivener play crucial roles in conveying the central themes of the
story. The key characters include:

1. The Narrator (The Lawyer): The lawyer serves as both the narrator and a character in the story.
He represents the capitalist society of the time, grappling with his moral obligations towards
Bartleby while simultaneously prioritizing his business interests.

2. Bartleby: Bartleby is a scrivener whose passive resistance and insistence on solitude raise
questions about conformity, autonomy, and the human spirit. His character embodies the struggle
against societal expectations and the consequences of isolation.

3. Turkey and Nippers: These two scriveners provide a stark contrast to Bartleby. Turkey is an older
man who works diligently but becomes incompetent after lunch, while Nippers is a younger man
whose work is hindered by his chronic irritability. Together, they represent the varied responses of
individuals to the demands of labor.

Plot Development

The story progresses through a series of interactions between the lawyer and Bartleby, marked by
the latter's growing withdrawal from the world around him. Key plot points include:

- Initial Productivity: Bartleby initially impresses the lawyer with his efficiency and dedication to
work.
- Refusal to Work: The turning point occurs when Bartleby begins to refuse tasks, leading the lawyer
to confront the implications of his behavior.
- Isolation: Bartleby’s isolation becomes more pronounced as he declines to leave the office and
ultimately stops eating, symbolizing his complete withdrawal from society.
- Final Confrontation: The lawyer's attempts to understand Bartleby culminate in a confrontation
that forces him to confront his own values and responsibilities.



Themes of Bartleby the Scrivener

Bartleby the Scrivener is rich in thematic content, making it a complex and thought-provoking text.
Some of the prominent themes include:

Isolation and Alienation

Bartleby’s story is a poignant commentary on the isolation experienced in modern society. His
refusal to engage with others reflects a profound sense of alienation that resonates with many
readers. The law office, a microcosm of society, becomes a space where human connection is
limited, reinforcing Bartleby's isolation.

Individuality versus Conformity

Bartleby embodies the tension between individuality and societal expectations. His passive
resistance challenges the conformity that the law office represents. This theme invites readers to
ponder the costs of nonconformity and the societal pressures that compel individuals to comply.

Compassion and Responsibility

The lawyer’s struggle to understand and assist Bartleby raises questions about compassion and
moral responsibility. As he grapples with his feelings of guilt and helplessness, the story critiques
the indifference often present in capitalist societies, where human beings are reduced to mere cogs
in a machine.

Symbolism in Bartleby the Scrivener

Melville employs various symbols throughout the narrative to deepen its meaning. Some key symbols
include:

- The Wall: The wall that Bartleby faces in his confinement represents barriers to communication
and understanding, illustrating the isolating nature of modern life.
- The Office: The law office serves as a symbol of the dehumanizing effects of capitalism, where
workers are valued solely for their productivity.
- Bartleby’s Refusal: Bartleby’s repeated phrase, "I would prefer not to," symbolizes the struggle for
autonomy against societal pressures and expectations.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its publication, Bartleby the Scrivener received mixed reviews, with some praising its



innovative narrative style while others found it perplexing. Over the years, however, the story has
grown in stature and is now considered a classic of American literature. Scholars have analyzed it
from various perspectives, including psychological, philosophical, and socio-economic lenses.

Influence on Literature

Bartleby the Scrivener has left a lasting impact on literature and has influenced countless authors
and thinkers. Its exploration of existential themes and the complexities of the human experience
resonate with modern readers. Writers such as Franz Kafka and Albert Camus have drawn
inspiration from Melville’s work, incorporating similar themes of alienation and absurdity in their
own narratives.

Modern Interpretations

Today, Bartleby is often interpreted in the context of contemporary issues such as mental health,
work-life balance, and the alienation of individuals in an increasingly digital world. The phrase "I
would prefer not to" has become a rallying cry for those resisting societal norms and expectations,
highlighting the story's enduring relevance.

Conclusion

In summary, Herman Melville's Bartleby the Scrivener is a profound exploration of isolation,
individuality, and the moral complexities of human behavior. Through the character of Bartleby,
Melville challenges readers to reflect on their own lives and the societal structures that shape them.
The story’s rich themes, compelling characters, and symbolic depth ensure its place as a cornerstone
of American literature, inviting ongoing discussion and interpretation in a modern context. The
enigmatic nature of Bartleby continues to resonate, prompting readers to question the status quo
and consider the value of compassion in a world often defined by indifference.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Bartleby, the Scrivener'?
The central theme of 'Bartleby, the Scrivener' is the conflict between individual will and societal
expectations, exploring themes of isolation, passive resistance, and the challenges of modernity.

Who is the narrator of 'Bartleby, the Scrivener'?
The narrator of 'Bartleby, the Scrivener' is an unnamed lawyer who runs a law office on Wall Street
and provides a first-person account of his interactions with Bartleby.



What does Bartleby mean by 'I would prefer not to'?
'I would prefer not to' is Bartleby's non-confrontational response to requests and symbolizes his
passive resistance and refusal to conform to societal norms and expectations.

What literary style is 'Bartleby, the Scrivener' associated with?
'Bartleby, the Scrivener' is often associated with realism and existentialism, reflecting the
complexities of human behavior and the absurdity of modern life.

How does the setting of Wall Street contribute to the story?
The setting of Wall Street emphasizes the themes of capitalism and dehumanization, highlighting the
stark contrast between the bustling business environment and Bartleby's quiet defiance.

What is the significance of Bartleby's eventual fate?
Bartleby's fate, which ends with his death in prison, signifies the ultimate consequence of societal
neglect and the failure to understand or accommodate individual differences.

How does Melville use irony in 'Bartleby, the Scrivener'?
Melville employs irony by depicting a lawyer who prides himself on his empathy and understanding,
yet ultimately fails to recognize Bartleby's profound suffering and need for connection.

What role does the character of the narrator play in
understanding Bartleby?
The narrator serves as both a witness and a participant in Bartleby's story, providing insight into the
complexities of human behavior and the struggle between compassion and helplessness.

How has 'Bartleby, the Scrivener' influenced modern
literature?
'Bartleby, the Scrivener' has influenced modern literature by inspiring discussions about alienation,
the nature of work, and the human condition, and by serving as a precursor to existentialist thought.
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