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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
ENIGMA OF
MELVILLE'S WALL
STREET PARABLE

In the sprawling
literary landscape of
American letters, few
works possess the
quiet, unsettling power
of Herman Melville
Bartleby The
Scrivener A Story Of
Wall Street. Published
in 1853, when Melville

was still reeling from
the commercial failure
of his masterpiece
Moby-Dick, this short
story stands as one of
the earliest and most
profound critiques of
American capitalism
and the dehumanizing
forces of the modern
workplace. It is a tale
that seems, at first
glance, deceptively
simple: a lawyer hires
a new scrivener, a

copyist named
Bartleby, who initially
produces an

extraordinary volume
of work but soon
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begins to politely
refuse every task with
the now-legendary
phrase, "l would prefer
not to." What unfolds is
not just a story of an
eccentric employee,
but a philosophical
meditation on passive
resistance, mental
health, isolation, and
the limits of human
compassion within the
cold architecture of
commerce. A century

and a half later,
Herman Melville
Bartleby The

Scrivener A Story Of
Wall Street remains
startlingly relevant,
speaking directly to our
own age of qig
economies, burnout,
and quiet quitting.

THE SETTING:
WALL STREET AS
BOTH PLACE AND
SYMBOL

Melville’'s choice of
setting is far from

incidental. Wall Street
in the mid-19th century
was already the
epicenter of American
finance, a place
defined by bustling
trade, legal paperwork,
and the relentless
pursuit of profit. The
narrator, an unnamed
Wall Street lawyer,
describes his chambers
as being located on the
second floor of a
building, bounded on
one side by a white
wall and on the other
by a skylight. This
physical environment
mirrors the spiritual
and psychological
confinement that
defines Herman
Melville Bartleby
The Scrivener A
Story Of Wall Street.
The "dead brick wall"
that Bartleby
eventually faces is not
merely a feature of the
office—it is a metaphor
for the impenetrable
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structures of society,
the limits of empathy,
and the barriers that
separate the individual
from meaning. The
narrator's office is a
microcosm of the
market economy: a
place where men are
valued for their utility,
where productivity is
the sole measure of
worth, and where any
deviation from the
norm is met with
confusion, resistance,
or outright dismissal.

The Law
Office as
a Social

Ecosyste
m

Before Bartleby
arrives, the narrator
has already assembled

a small cast of
employees who
represent various
facets of human nature
caught in the
machinery of
commerce. Turkey, an
older scrivener, works
efficiently in the
morning but becomes
flushed, aggressive,
and error-prone after
lunch. Nippers, a
younger scrivener,
suffers from the
opposite problem: he is
restless and dyspeptic
in the morning, only to
settle down in the
afternoon. Ginger Nut,
a twelve-year-old office
boy, runs errands and
cracks nuts at his desk.
These characters are
comedic in their
ritualized dysfunctions,
yet they highlight a
world where even
human weaknesses are
scheduled and
accommodated—as
long as the work gets



done. Into this already
strained environment
steps Bartleby. The
contrast between the
mildly eccentric but
functional staff and
Bartleby’'s absolute
refusal to participate in
the system forms the
core tension of
Herman Melville
Bartleby The
Scrivener A Story Of
Wall Street.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS: THE
GHOST IN THE
MACHINE

The

Narrator:
Reasonab
le Man or

Complicit
Bystande
r?

The narrator of
Herman Melville
Bartleby The
Scrivener A Story Of
Wall Street is perhaps
one of the most
complex figures in
American fiction. He is
not a villain. He
describes himself as "a
man of peace" and
"eminently safe," a
lawyer who values
reputation and order
above all. He initially
responds to Bartleby's
refusals with a mixture
of surprise,
amusement, and
bewildered concern. He
tries to reason with
Bartleby, to uncover
his history, to offer
charity. Yet for all his
good intentions, the
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narrator is also deeply
complicit in the very
system that destroys
Bartleby. He cannot
fully escape his own
conditioning: he sees
Bartleby primarily as a
problem to Dbe
managed, a disruption
to his business. His
repeated inability to
act with genuine,
selfless
compassion—choosing
instead to move offices
to avoid
Bartleby—reveals the
limits of benevolence
within a society that
values efficiency above
human dignity. The
narrator is the reader's
proxy, and his moral
failure is unsettling
precisely because it
feels so familiar.

Bartleby:

The
Anatomy
of
Resistanc
e

Bartleby himself is an
enigma wrapped in
pale skin. Melville
never gives us his
inner thoughts, his
backstory beyond a
vague rumour that he
once worked in the
Dead Letter Office in
Washington, D.C.,
sorting letters that
never reached their
recipients. This single
detail—if it is even
true—haunts the story.
Bartleby has spent his
life handling messages
of hope that never
arrived, a task that has
presumably hollowed



RESQ@NATE resistance
is not anger, not
rebellion, not even
protest. It is a simple,
quiet preference. "l
would prefer not to" is
not a demand, a
complaint, or a
negotiation. It is an
assertion of autonomy
in a world that denies
it. In Herman Melville
Bartleby The
Scrivener A Story Of
Wall Street, Bartleby
refuses to copy,
refuses to leave,
refuses to eat, and
eventually refuses to
live. His passive
resistance is a form of
philosophical protest
against the very logic
of productivity and
consumption that
defines Wall Street. He
is both a victim and a
witness, a scapegoat
and a saint.

THEMES THAT

ACROSS
CENTURIES

Alienation
In the
Modern
Workplac
e

Long before Marx
described alienation
under capitalism, and
long before the rise of

the modern
corporation, Melville
captured the

experience of work
that strips individuals
of identity and
purpose. Bartleby’'s
initial job is to copy
legal

documents—endless,
identical, meaningless
words. He is a human
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photocopier, valued for
his output, not his
person. When he stops
producing, he becomes
invisible. The narrator’s
first concern is the
workflow, not the man.
This theme makes
Herman Melville
Bartleby The
Scrivener A Story Of
Wall Street a
precursor to countless
works of existential
and social fiction. In an
age of automation,
remote work, and the
gig economy, the
feeling of being a
replaceable cog
remains acutely
familiar. The story
asks: What happens
when a human being
refuses to play the role
assigned to them by
the economic system?

Passive

Resistanc
e and the
Limits of

Language

Bartleby's phrase "I
would prefer not to"
has entered the lexicon
as the quintessential
expression of soft
refusal. Unlike a direct
"no," the phrase offers
no rationale, no
negotiation, no finality.
It is a statement of
preference that,
paradoxically, cannot
be argued with. The
narrator tries logic,
appeals to duty,
promises of better
treatment—all are met
with the same gentle,
immovable response.
This linguistic strategy
highlights the power of
nonviolent resistance,



a tool that would later
be refined by figures
like Gandhi and Martin
Luther King Jr. Yet
Melville does not
romanticize it.
Bartleby’s resistance
saves no one, changes
no system, and leads
only to his own death.
The story offers no
easy answers, only a
profound unease. It
forces the reader to
confront the question:
What do we owe to
those who refuse to
participate?

Mental
Health
and the
Invisible

Crisis

Modern readers often
interpret Bartleby
through the lens of
depression, trauma, or
autism spectrum
disorder. Melville wrote
decades before the
advent of clinical
psychology, yet his
portrayal of Bartleby is
remarkably acute.
Bartleby does not eat,
does not sleep
normally, exhibits a flat
affect, and gradually
withdraws from all
social contact. The
narrator’'s response—a
mix of pity, frustration,
and reluctant
charity—mirrors the
way society often
treats the mentally ill:
with a certain amount
of care, but ultimately
as a nuisance to be
removed from polite
society. The final
image of Bartleby
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curled up in fetal
position in the Tombs
prison, dead among
the vagrants and
criminals, is
heartbreaking. It
suggests that a society
built on Wall Street's
values has no place for
those who cannot or
will not perform their

economic function.
Herman Melville
Bartleby The

Scrivener A Story Of
Wall Street thus
remains an urgent text
for our own mental
health crisis, where
workplace burnout and
isolation have become
endemic.

LITERARY IMPACT
AND CRITICAL
INTERPRETATIONS

A Work

Ahead of
Its Time

When it was published
in Putnam's Monthly
Magazine, Herman
Melville Bartleby
The Scrivener A
Story Of Wall Street
did not achieve the
same level of acclaim
as some of Melville's
earlier sea novels.
Readers and critics of

the 1850s were
accustomed to
adventure and

romance; they were
not prepared for a
philosophical fable set
entirely inside a law
office. It was only in
the 20th century, with
the rise of
existentialism and
postmodern criticism,
that the story was
recognized as a
masterpiece. Scholars
have read it as an



allegory for Melville's
own career—an author
who had produced
great work but was
rejected by the
marketplace and
eventually "preferred
not to" write fiction any
longer. Others see it as
a critiqgue of the
emerging corporate
culture, a pre-Freudian
study of melancholia,
or a dark parody of
Transcendentalist self-
reliance. The story’s
ambiguity is its
strength; it resists any
single interpretation,
inviting endless re-
reading.

Comparis
ons to
Other

10

Works of
Resistanc
e

Bartleby has become a
literary archetype,
quoted and referenced
in everything from
novels and films to
political theory.
Philosopher Gilles
Deleuze famously
wrote about Bartleby
as the figure who
"pierces a hole in
language." The story
anticipates Albert
Camus's absurd hero,
Franz Kafka's
implacable

bureaucracies, and
even the anti-heroes of
contemporary  fiction
who find meaning in
refusal. The scrivener's
ghost also haunts
modern movements
like "quiet quitting,"
where employees
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disengage from the
emotional and cultural
demands of work while
performing the bare
minimum. In this
sense, Herman
Melville Bartleby
The Scrivener A
Story Of Wall Street
is not a period piece; it
is a living document
that continues to speak
to the breakdown
between the individual
and the institution.

THE DEAD LETTER
OFFICE: A FINAL
CLUE OR A RED
HERRING?

Late in the story, the
narrator hears a
rumour that Bartleby
once worked in the
Dead Letter Office in
Washington, a place
where undeliverable
mail was sorted and
eventually burned. The
narrator seizes on this
explanation as the key
to Bartleby's psyche.
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"Dead letters! does it
not sound like dead
men?" he asks. He
imagines the
cumulative effect of
handling messages of
hope, love, and
business that never
reached their
destination—a lifelong
exposure to futile
effort. This detail is
deeply affecting, but
Melville leaves its truth
uncertain. It may be
nothing more than a
rumour, or a
convenient story the
narrator tells himself to
make sense of the
incomprehensible. The
ambiguity is deliberate.
Herman Melville
Bartleby The
Scrivener A Story Of
Wall Street refuses to
diagnose Bartleby
neatly, just as it
refuses to absolve the
reader of the
discomfort he
produces. We are left,



like the narrator,
grasping for meaning
in a universe that
offers none.

MODERN
RELEVANCE: WHY
WE STILL READ
BARTLEBY TODAY

In an era of precarious
employment, digital
surveillance in the
workplace, and a
growing awareness of
mental health
challenges, Bartleby
seems more
contemporary than
ever. The quiet refusal
to participate in the
grind echoes the
sentiments of workers
who feel alienated by
corporate demands
that value profit over
people. The story also
speaks to the
phenomenon of
"presenteeism"—being
at work but mentally
checked out. Bartleby
takes this to its logical
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extreme: he stays in
the office but does
nothing. His physical
presence becomes an
accusation. The
narrator's eventual
decision to move his
entire practice to a
different building
rather than confront
the ethical crisis
Bartleby represents is
a darkly humorous
commentary on our
tendency to avoid
difficult human
problems by changing
the scenery. Herman
Melville Bartleby
The Scrivener A
Story Of Wall Street
holds up a mirror to
our own evasions, our
own preferred-not-to
moments.

Applicatio
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