
what is bartleby the scrivener about
what is bartleby the scrivener about is a question that invites exploration into one of
Herman Melville’s most intriguing and enigmatic short stories. This literary work delves
into themes of isolation, passive resistance, and the dehumanizing effects of modern work
life through the character of Bartleby, a scrivener in a Wall Street law office.
Understanding what is bartleby the scrivener about involves examining the narrative’s
plot, its symbolic meanings, and the social and psychological commentary embedded
within the story. The tale is often interpreted as a critique of capitalism and bureaucracy,
illustrating how these forces can reduce individuals to mere cogs in a machine. This article
will provide a comprehensive overview of the story’s content, characters, themes, and its
lasting impact on literature and culture. The following sections will guide readers through
the essential aspects of what is bartleby the scrivener about.
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Overview of the Story

Plot Summary
The story centers on Bartleby, a quiet and enigmatic scrivener hired by a Wall Street
lawyer to copy legal documents. Initially, Bartleby is a diligent worker, but he soon begins
to refuse tasks with the phrase, "I would prefer not to." This passive resistance confounds
his employer and coworkers, leading to various attempts to understand and manage
Bartleby’s behavior. Despite efforts to help or remove him, Bartleby’s withdrawal deepens,
culminating in his isolation and demise. The narrative is told from the perspective of the
lawyer, who serves as both an observer and participant in the unfolding drama.

Setting and Context
The story is set in a legal office on Wall Street in the mid-19th century, a bustling center of
commerce and law. This setting reflects the rising capitalist economy and the bureaucratic
work environments of the time. The confined office space symbolizes the restrictive nature
of Bartleby’s world and the impersonal nature of his work. The story’s historical and social



context is crucial to understanding its critique of the alienating effects of modern work
culture.

Main Characters

Bartleby
Bartleby is the central figure whose passive resistance defines the narrative. He is initially
portrayed as competent and quiet but soon becomes a symbol of nonconformity and
existential despair. His repeated refusal to engage in work or social interaction challenges
the expectations of the capitalist workplace and raises questions about individual
autonomy and humanity.

The Lawyer (Narrator)
The lawyer, who employs Bartleby, narrates the story and represents the rational,
pragmatic side of the legal and business world. His perspective offers insight into the
social dynamics of the office and his own moral and emotional struggle in dealing with
Bartleby’s behavior. The lawyer’s role highlights the tension between societal norms and
personal compassion.

Supporting Characters
Other characters include two additional scriveners, Turkey and Nippers, who provide
contrast to Bartleby through their own quirky behaviors and work habits. Their
interactions contribute to the office’s atmosphere and underscore the variety of responses
to the pressures of work life.

Themes and Symbolism

Passive Resistance and Nonconformity
Bartleby's consistent refusal to comply with work demands serves as a powerful symbol of
passive resistance. His phrase, "I would prefer not to," becomes a mantra of quiet
rebellion against the dehumanizing routines imposed by the capitalist system. This theme
explores the limits of individual agency and the consequences of dissent in a conformist
society.



Isolation and Alienation
The story portrays profound isolation experienced by Bartleby, both physically within the
office and emotionally from his colleagues and society. This alienation reflects broader
existential concerns about the loss of connection and meaning in modern life. Bartleby’s
withdrawal is emblematic of the struggle to maintain individuality in an impersonal world.

Critique of Capitalism and Bureaucracy
Melville uses the legal office as a microcosm of the capitalist economy, highlighting how
bureaucratic systems reduce individuals to mere functions or roles. Bartleby’s plight
critiques the mechanical nature of such systems and the ethical dilemmas faced by those
who enforce or resist them. The story questions the human cost of economic progress and
efficiency.

Symbolism of Walls and Windows
The physical environment, including the office walls and windows, carries symbolic
weight. Walls represent confinement, entrapment, and social barriers, while windows
suggest the possibility of escape or connection to the outside world. Bartleby’s
interactions with these elements emphasize his internal and external struggles.

Social and Psychological Interpretations

Existential and Psychological Analysis
From a psychological perspective, Bartleby’s behavior can be seen as a manifestation of
depression, trauma, or existential despair. His refusal to engage reflects a deeper crisis of
identity and purpose. The story invites interpretations related to mental health and the
human condition in the face of overwhelming societal pressures.

Commentary on Social Responsibility
The lawyer’s responses to Bartleby raise questions about social responsibility and
compassion. The story examines the challenges of balancing professional obligations with
humane treatment of individuals who deviate from norms. It critiques societal tendencies
to marginalize or ignore those who do not conform.

Reflection on Modern Work Culture
Bartleby the Scrivener serves as a critical reflection on the nature of work in modern
capitalist societies. It highlights issues such as monotony, exploitation, and the loss of



personal meaning in repetitive labor. The story remains relevant in discussions about
workplace dynamics and the psychological effects of employment.

Literary Significance and Impact

Influence on Literature and Culture
Bartleby the Scrivener has had a lasting impact on American literature and beyond. Its
themes of alienation and resistance have influenced existentialist writers and modernist
literature. The character of Bartleby has become an iconic figure representing passive
resistance and the complexities of human agency.

Interpretations and Adaptations
The story has inspired numerous adaptations, including plays, films, and critical essays. Its
open-ended nature invites diverse interpretations, making it a rich subject for academic
study. Scholars continue to explore its philosophical, social, and psychological dimensions.

Key Literary Devices

First-person narration: Offers an intimate yet limited perspective on Bartleby’s
character and actions.

Symbolism: Uses physical settings and Bartleby’s behavior to convey deeper
meanings.

Irony: Highlights contradictions in societal values and the lawyer’s role.

Minimalist style: Reflects the sparse and repetitive nature of Bartleby’s work and
life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Bartleby, the Scrivener' about?
'Bartleby, the Scrivener' is a short story by Herman Melville that explores the life of a law
copyist named Bartleby who gradually refuses to perform tasks, famously saying 'I would
prefer not to.' The story delves into themes of isolation, passive resistance, and the
dehumanizing effects of modern work.



Who is Bartleby in 'Bartleby, the Scrivener'?
Bartleby is the main character, a scrivener or copyist employed by a lawyer on Wall
Street. He is initially hardworking but soon begins to refuse tasks with the phrase 'I would
prefer not to,' leading to his eventual social and personal decline.

What themes does 'Bartleby, the Scrivener' explore?
'Bartleby, the Scrivener' explores themes such as alienation, the mechanization and
monotony of work, passive resistance, the nature of human compassion, and existential
despair.

Why does Bartleby keep saying 'I would prefer not to' in
the story?
Bartleby's repeated phrase 'I would prefer not to' symbolizes his passive resistance to the
demands of his job and society. It reflects his withdrawal and refusal to conform, which
can be interpreted as a critique of dehumanizing work conditions or as an expression of
existential nihilism.

How does the narrator in 'Bartleby, the Scrivener'
respond to Bartleby's behavior?
The narrator, who is Bartleby's employer, initially tries to reason with him and
accommodate his refusals but gradually becomes frustrated. Despite this, he shows a
degree of sympathy and attempts to help Bartleby, highlighting the tension between
professional obligation and human compassion.

What is the significance of the setting in 'Bartleby, the
Scrivener'?
The story is set in a law office on Wall Street, symbolizing the impersonal, routine, and
capitalist work environment of 19th-century America. The setting underscores themes of
alienation and the mechanization of labor.

How does 'Bartleby, the Scrivener' end?
Bartleby ultimately refuses to leave the office and is arrested for vagrancy. He is sent to
the Tombs jail, where he continues his passive resistance until he dies of starvation. The
ending reinforces the story's themes of isolation and despair.

Why is 'Bartleby, the Scrivener' considered a significant
piece of American literature?
The story is significant for its innovative narrative style and its profound exploration of
modern work life, individuality, and passive resistance. It has influenced existential and
modernist literature and remains relevant for its critique of capitalist society and the



human condition.

Additional Resources
1. Crime and Punishment
This classic novel by Fyodor Dostoevsky explores the psychological turmoil of Raskolnikov,
a young man who commits a crime and grapples with guilt and redemption. Like
*Bartleby, the Scrivener*, it delves deeply into the human psyche and the complexities of
morality and isolation. The story examines themes of existential despair and the struggle
for meaning within a rigid society.

2. The Stranger
Albert Camus' *The Stranger* follows Meursault, an emotionally detached man who faces
the absurdity of life and the indifference of the universe. The novel shares *Bartleby*’s
exploration of alienation and passive resistance against societal norms. It is a profound
meditation on absurdism and the human condition.

3. Waiting for Godot
Samuel Beckett’s play *Waiting for Godot* centers on two characters who wait endlessly
and futilely for someone named Godot. Like Bartleby’s persistent refrain, "I would prefer
not to," the play examines themes of existential inertia, meaninglessness, and passive
defiance. It highlights the absurdity and monotony of human existence.

4. Notes from Underground
Another work by Dostoevsky, *Notes from Underground* presents a bitter, isolated
narrator who critiques society and himself. This novella, much like *Bartleby, the
Scrivener*, explores themes of alienation, passive rebellion, and the conflict between
individual will and societal expectations. It is a psychological exploration of self-imposed
exile and nihilism.

5. One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s novel portrays a single day in the life of a Soviet labor camp
prisoner. It shares *Bartleby*’s themes of endurance, passive resistance, and the struggle
to maintain dignity within oppressive systems. The story is a stark commentary on
conformity, survival, and the human spirit.

6. Invisible Man
Ralph Ellison’s *Invisible Man* tells the story of an African American man who feels
unseen by society despite his efforts to assert his identity. Like Bartleby, the protagonist
experiences profound alienation and questions societal roles and expectations. The novel
is a powerful exploration of identity, invisibility, and social marginalization.

7. Heart of Darkness
Joseph Conrad’s *Heart of Darkness* explores the darkness within human nature as
Marlow journeys into the African Congo. The novella shares *Bartleby*’s themes of
isolation, moral ambiguity, and the enigmatic aspects of human behavior. It delves into
existential questions and the limits of civilization.

8. The Metamorphosis
Franz Kafka’s *The Metamorphosis* tells the story of Gregor Samsa, who wakes up



transformed into a giant insect, leading to his social and familial alienation. Similar to
Bartleby’s withdrawal from society, Gregor’s transformation symbolizes isolation, passive
resistance, and the absurdity of human existence. The novella explores themes of identity
and dehumanization.

9. Death of a Salesman
Arthur Miller’s play depicts Willy Loman, a man struggling with his identity and failures
within the American Dream. Like Bartleby, Willy’s passive resignation and internal
conflicts highlight themes of alienation, societal pressures, and the quest for meaning. The
play is a poignant critique of conformity and the human cost of societal expectations.
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