
Unveiling the Enigma: Bartleby the Scrivener,
a Literary Masterpiece by Herman Melville
In the annals of American literature, Herman Melville's "Bartleby the
Scrivener" stands as an enduring enigma, a short story that has captivated
readers for generations with its enigmatic protagonist and its haunting
exploration of existential alienation.

A Silently Rebellious Clerk

Bartleby, the titular character, is a mysterious and inscrutable figure who
works as a copyist in a law office in Wall Street. With his pale complexion,
"decent" but "singular" appearance, and a monotonous "copyist" voice,
Bartleby initially seems like an unremarkable employee. However, his true
nature is revealed when he begins to silently resist his employer's
increasingly insistent demands.
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In response to every request, Bartleby responds with the enigmatic phrase:
"I prefer not to." This passive but unwavering resistance confounds and
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frustrates his employer, who tries in vain to cajole, threaten, and even
shame Bartleby into compliance.

Exploring the Depths of Existentialism

Through Bartleby's enigmatic resistance, Melville delves into the profound
depths of existentialist philosophy. Bartleby's "I prefer not to" is not merely
a refusal to work; it is an assertion of his individuality and an exploration of
the existential limits of human freedom.

By passively resisting, Bartleby asserts his right to choose his own actions,
even if those actions are seen as irrational or unproductive. In a world
where individuals are often forced to conform to societal expectations and
the demands of others, Bartleby's rebellion becomes a powerful symbol of
resistance against the weight of conformity.

The Ambiguity of Meaning

The story's enigmatic nature has led to countless interpretations, with
scholars and readers alike speculating on the meaning and significance of
Bartleby's character. Some see him as a symbol of passive resistance, a
precursor to the beat generation of the 1950s.

Others view Bartleby as an archetype of the "loner," an outsider who
refuses to conform to the expectations of society. Still, others interpret the
story as a commentary on the alienation and dehumanization of the
modern workplace.

A Literary Triumph

Despite its brevity, "Bartleby the Scrivener" is a literary triumph that has
stood the test of time. Melville's masterful prose, his exploration of profound



existential themes, and his creation of an unforgettable protagonist have
made this story an enduring classic.

Over a century after its publication, "Bartleby the Scrivener" continues to
fascinate and inspire readers, leaving an enduring mark on the literary
landscape.

Additional Resources

LitCharts: Bartleby the Scrivener

Shmoop: Bartleby the Scrivener (Character Analysis)

SparkNotes: Bartleby the Scrivener
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Routledge Library Editions
About the Book Transportation planning is the process of developing and
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