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Bartleby Blues: An Analysis of Bartleby the Scrivener Through the Lens of Deconstruction


Languages are the foundation of communication in our world; whether through speaking or writing, words give people ways to convey information and feelings. But do these words do an adequate job of saying what people think everyday? Herman Melville's short story, Bartleby the Scrivener, provides an interesting basis upon which one can analyze the effectiveness of language, using a situation that has no sufficient counterpoint: passive resistance. Because of the nature of the school of criticism, if one reads this story while simultaneously considering elements of post-structuralism and deconstruction, more emphasis is placed on the particular words that Bartleby, his boss, and the other employees use to interact, and how little these words actually mean in the larger picture of the story.


Bartleby is the most curious character in the story, so it is appropriate to begin by deconstructing his word choice and thoughts, specifically his use of the phrase, “I would prefer not to,” and its variations. Bartleby, although a little off-putting upon his arrival, is a very diligent worker; his boss, the narrator of the story, describes him as “famishing for something to copy” (Melville 585). But seemingly randomly, upon a request by his boss to examine a paper with him to verify its accuracy, Bartleby responds with the curious phrase, “I would prefer not to” (Melville 586). The narrator's initial assumption is insolence, and his response is bewilderment. He takes it as a refusal to participate in a work-related activity. Is this Bartleby's true intent, however? There may additional meaning behind the five words that Bartleby continues to utilize throughout the rest of what turns out to be his life. “Would” is a word that leaves a lot of room for interpretation. He “would” prefer not to; however, he never explicitly states that he does not want to do any of the tasks his boss tries to assign him. Bartleby also emphasizes the word “prefer” after repeated refusals, another attempt at expressing ambiguity. It is quite clear to the boss after multiple inquiries that Bartleby has no intention of doing any work, but his choice of vocabulary suggests otherwise. This is an example of the language failing to convey Bartleby's true intentions, whether a product of his insubordination or simply a misunderstanding.


This consistent repetition by Bartleby begins to affect the diction of not only the other employees, but the boss himself. Their utilization of Bartleby's token, “prefer,” begins to change entire meanings, perceptions, and attitudes, and the boss realizes it: “Somehow, of late I had got into the way of involuntarily using this word 'prefer' upon all sorts of not exactly suitable occasions” (Melville 596). What he may not realize, however, is that it undermines every subsequent directive he hands out to his employees. No longer is he telling them to do something; he is telling them what he would prefer for them to do. The boss does not comprehend that they have just received the same privileges as Bartleby; or in another light, he has bestowed those privileges on him. His use of the word becomes so subconscious that he even uses it to describe Bartleby's persistence: “in short, that he still preferred to abide with me” (Melville 603). At its very core, the boss' pervasive use of the word “prefer” almost completely undermines all of his thoughts, ideas, and expressions. A valid question raised by the story's contents is whether or not anything is truly accomplished. Does any character in the story learn anything about themselves, or advance their position? Bartleby, the main character, dies as a result of his ultimatum, his resolve to passively resist and prefer rather than act. This could have been avoided, had language been a more powerful resource for both the boss and Bartleby. Never could any of the characters, even the boss, reach the heart of Bartleby's problem. Bartleby saw no other way to express what he was going through other than a preference, and the boss was not strong enough throughout the situation to use communication to dig deep into the core of the matter.


The work is already very post-structural in its composition; the narrator is not an absolute authority, and much of the interpretation is left up to the reader. But the additional element of ambiguity added by Bartleby's use of the word “prefer” creates a huge gap in understanding between himself and the boss, and virtually no progress is made in their interaction throughout the book. They were unable to use language in an effective enough way to solve the situation appropriately, evidence that shows how powerful one word can be in deconstructing entire ideas and meanings.
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