
bartleby the scrivener analysis

bartleby the scrivener analysis explores one of Herman Melville’s most enigmatic and
thought-provoking short stories. This narrative delves into themes of isolation, passive
resistance, and the dehumanizing effects of modern capitalism through the character of
Bartleby, a scrivener who mysteriously refuses to conform to societal expectations. The
story’s rich symbolism and ambiguous ending have invited extensive literary critique and
interpretation. This article provides a comprehensive examination of the plot, characters,
themes, and literary devices, offering a detailed understanding of Bartleby’s role as a
symbol and the broader implications of the story. The analysis also considers the historical
context and Melville’s stylistic choices that contribute to the lasting impact of this work.
Readers will gain insight into the complexities of human behavior and social dynamics as
portrayed in this seminal piece of American literature.
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Plot Summary
The plot of "Bartleby, the Scrivener" centers on the experiences of a Wall Street lawyer
who hires a new scrivener named Bartleby to assist with legal copying work. Initially,
Bartleby is a diligent and efficient worker. However, he soon begins to respond to tasks
with the phrase “I would prefer not to,” signaling a passive refusal to perform various
duties. As Bartleby’s noncompliance escalates, the lawyer finds himself both perplexed
and sympathetic but ultimately unable to change Bartleby’s behavior. This leads to
Bartleby’s removal from the office and subsequent decline into isolation and despair,
ending tragically. The narrative unfolds through the lawyer’s perspective, offering a
poignant reflection on human indifference and societal responsibilities.

Main Characters
The story’s characters are few but deeply symbolic, each contributing to the narrative’s
exploration of isolation and alienation within the workplace and society.



Bartleby
Bartleby is the central figure whose passive resistance challenges the norms of
productivity and obedience. His enigmatic nature and repeated phrase “I would prefer not
to” embody a quiet rebellion against the mechanistic demands of capitalist labor.
Bartleby’s background is largely unknown, enhancing his mysterious aura and
representing the alienation of the individual in modern society.

The Lawyer
The lawyer, who narrates the story, serves as both witness and participant. His character
reflects the conventional values of the time, embodying rationality, pragmatism, and a
capitalist mindset. His evolving response to Bartleby—from initial kindness to frustration
and helplessness—illustrates the tensions between empathy and societal expectations.

Supporting Characters
Other characters include Turkey, Nippers, and Ginger Nut, fellow scriveners whose
distinct personalities and behaviors contrast with Bartleby’s passivity and highlight
various facets of workplace dynamics.

Themes and Symbolism
Bartleby the Scrivener analysis reveals rich thematic content that critiques the social and
economic conditions of 19th-century America while addressing universal questions about
human existence.

Isolation and Alienation
One of the predominant themes is the profound isolation experienced by Bartleby and, by
extension, individuals in industrialized society. His physical and emotional detachment
from others symbolizes the alienation wrought by monotonous labor and the impersonal
nature of modern work environments.

Passive Resistance
Bartleby’s repeated refusal to comply without confrontation exemplifies a form of passive
resistance. This nonviolent defiance challenges authority subtly but powerfully, raising
questions about conformity, free will, and personal agency within rigid social structures.

The Dehumanizing Effects of Capitalism
The story critiques the capitalist system that reduces individuals to mere cogs in a



bureaucratic machine. Bartleby’s role as a scrivener—an individual who copies legal
documents mindlessly—serves as a metaphor for mechanical labor that strips workers of
identity and purpose.

Symbolism in Bartleby’s Behavior

“I would prefer not to”: Symbolizes passive but firm resistance to societal
demands.

The Office Walls: Represent confinement and societal limitations.

Bartleby’s Isolation: Reflects existential despair and disconnection.

The Dead Letter Office: Serves as a symbol for lost communication and forgotten
individuals.

Literary Style and Techniques
Melville’s narrative techniques in "Bartleby, the Scrivener" contribute significantly to the
story’s enduring impact and complexity.

Narrative Perspective
The story is narrated in the first person by the lawyer, whose subjective interpretation
colors the depiction of Bartleby and events. This limited perspective invites readers to
question the reliability of the narrator and consider multiple interpretations.

Use of Ambiguity
Ambiguity permeates the story, from Bartleby’s motives to the story’s conclusion. This
openness encourages diverse interpretations and deepens the philosophical inquiry into
the human condition.

Symbolism and Imagery
Melville employs rich symbolism and stark imagery to underscore themes of confinement,
isolation, and resistance. The sparse office setting and Bartleby’s physical posture are
recurrent motifs that enhance the narrative’s mood and meaning.



Irony and Tone
The tone fluctuates between dark humor and solemnity, with irony used to critique social
norms and the absurdity of bureaucratic life. This tonal complexity enriches the reader’s
engagement with the text.

Historical and Cultural Context
Understanding the historical and cultural backdrop of "Bartleby, the Scrivener"
illuminates its deeper meanings and social critiques.

19th-Century American Capitalism
The story was written during a period of rapid industrialization and economic expansion in
America, marked by the rise of corporate bureaucracy and capitalist enterprise. Bartleby’s
role as a scrivener reflects the increasing mechanization and depersonalization of labor in
this era.

Literary Movement and Influences
Melville’s work is often associated with Dark Romanticism, which emphasizes human
fallibility and the darker aspects of the psyche. The story also reflects existentialist themes
that predate the formal philosophical movement, highlighting questions of meaning and
individual agency.

Social Commentary
The story critiques the lack of social support for marginalized individuals and the failure of
society to accommodate those who deviate from norms. Bartleby’s fate serves as a
cautionary tale about neglect and the consequences of social indifference.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Bartleby the Scrivener?
The central theme of Bartleby the Scrivener is the conflict between individuality and
conformity, highlighting the dehumanizing effects of modern capitalism and the alienation
it causes.

How does Herman Melville use symbolism in Bartleby



the Scrivener?
Melville uses symbolism extensively, such as Bartleby's repeated phrase 'I would prefer
not to' symbolizing passive resistance, and the office setting representing the
mechanization and monotony of modern work life.

What is the significance of Bartleby's phrase 'I would
prefer not to'?
Bartleby's phrase 'I would prefer not to' signifies his passive refusal to engage with
societal expectations and work demands, embodying passive rebellion and existential
detachment.

How does the narrator's perspective influence the
story's interpretation?
The narrator's perspective, as Bartleby's employer and an observer, shapes the story by
providing a lens of curiosity, frustration, and sympathy, which influences readers'
understanding of Bartleby's enigmatic behavior.

In what ways does Bartleby the Scrivener critique
capitalism and bureaucracy?
The story critiques capitalism and bureaucracy by depicting the office as a site of
monotonous, soul-crushing labor, where workers like Bartleby become alienated and
reduced to mere cogs in the economic machine.

What role does isolation play in Bartleby the Scrivener?
Isolation is a key element in the story, reflecting Bartleby's physical and emotional
detachment from society and his coworkers, which underscores themes of loneliness,
mental decline, and the consequences of social disconnection.

Additional Resources
1. Bartleby the Scrivener: A Story of Wall Street - Critical Perspectives
This collection of essays explores Herman Melville's "Bartleby the Scrivener" from
multiple critical angles, including existentialism, capitalism, and alienation. The book
provides in-depth analysis of the story's themes, characters, and narrative style. It is ideal
for readers seeking a comprehensive understanding of the novella's significance in
American literature.

2. Melville’s Bartleby: The Outsider and the American Dream
Focusing on the character of Bartleby as an emblematic outsider, this book examines how
the story critiques the American Dream and modern work culture. It discusses the
symbolic meanings behind Bartleby’s passive resistance and the implications for individual
identity under capitalism. The author also connects the narrative to broader social and



philosophical questions.

3. Reading Bartleby: Textual and Contextual Analysis
This volume presents a detailed close reading of "Bartleby the Scrivener," paying close
attention to Melville’s language, narrative techniques, and historical context. It explores
how the story reflects 19th-century economic and social issues while engaging with
timeless themes of isolation and nonconformity. The book is suitable for students and
scholars interested in literary methodology.

4. The Ethics of Refusal in Bartleby the Scrivener
Examining the ethics behind Bartleby’s repeated phrase “I would prefer not to,” this book
delves into the moral and philosophical implications of refusal and passivity. It discusses
how Bartleby’s behavior challenges conventional notions of productivity, obedience, and
social responsibility. The analysis bridges literary criticism with ethical theory.

5. Bartleby and the Problem of Modern Work
This study investigates the depiction of office labor and bureaucracy in Melville’s novella,
highlighting the alienation and dehumanization inherent in modern work environments. It
situates Bartleby within the context of 19th-century economic transformations and
discusses the story’s relevance to contemporary discussions on labor and mental health.
The book provides sociological and literary insights.

6. Melville’s Narrative Strategies in Bartleby the Scrivener
Focusing on narrative voice and structure, this book analyzes how Melville constructs the
story through the perspective of the unnamed lawyer. It explores the reliability of the
narrator, the use of irony, and the impact of narrative ambiguity on reader interpretation.
The work is valuable for readers interested in narrative theory and Melville’s storytelling
techniques.

7. Existentialism and Alienation in Bartleby the Scrivener
This book explores existentialist themes in the novella, such as absurdity, freedom, and
alienation. It examines Bartleby’s passive resistance as a form of existential revolt against
societal expectations and meaninglessness. The author draws connections between
Melville’s work and later existentialist thinkers like Sartre and Camus.

8. Bartleby and the Limits of Language
This analysis centers on the role of language and communication in the story, focusing on
Bartleby’s minimal speech and the lawyer’s narration. The book discusses how silence,
refusal, and linguistic breakdown highlight the limitations of language in expressing
identity and agency. It offers a linguistic and philosophical perspective on Melville’s text.

9. Psychological Readings of Bartleby the Scrivener
This book applies psychological theories to understand Bartleby’s behavior and mental
state, including discussions on depression, withdrawal, and trauma. It explores how the
character’s enigmatic passivity can be interpreted through modern psychological
frameworks. The analysis enriches the understanding of Bartleby’s enigmatic persona and
Melville’s portrayal of human suffering.
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