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A Lesson on Life from Barleby 

 No greater tale of the complexity of humanity can be found than Herman 

Melville’s short story, “Bartleby, The Scrivener”. Bartleby, a former employee of the 

Dead Letter Office, takes work in a New York lawyer’s office as a law copyist. The 

lawyer narrates this story as he explains the life of depression and isolation that 

Bartleby lives which poses a serious obstacle in his own comfortable life. Bartleby’s 

position at the Dead Letter Office, his removal from that position, and the depression 

that he experienced afterward is quite comparable to the depression that soldiers today 

experience after returning from war. Bartleby’s death at the end of this tale offers a 

lesson to modern society that the failure to understand and connect with individuals that 

suffer from depressive conditions such as major depressive disorder or post traumatic 

stress disorder can and often will lead to the eventual suicide of the individual. 

 In the final paragraph of “Bartleby,The Scrivener”, the narrator discloses a rumor 

he heard that Bartleby once worked as a clerk at the Dead Letter Office in Washington 

(Melville 1509). The Dead Letter Office was created by the United States Postal System 

to process all undeliverable mail. “There, according to one journalist's report in 1852, 

clerks labored in ‘tomb-like’ quarters, sorting misdirected love tokens or messages from 

dead soldiers that languished for months before being ‘consigned to the paper-mill’” 

(Fullilove). The work of a Dead Letter clerk was tedious and fast paced as the Dead 

Letter Office of the 19th century often handled as many as 23,000 pieces of dead mail 

daily (Bruns). While the environment and the duties of his position were far from 

glamorous, Bartleby felt a sense of belonging and purpose during his years at the Dead 

Letter Office. Similar is the plight of today’s American soldier1. Soldiers serving in a war 

zone are separated from their families, working long hours in harsh conditions, often 

sleeping in uparmored Humvees, containerized housing units, or holes in the ground. 

The environment in which they live and the missions that they carry out every day are 

far from the societal norm, yet most soldiers find that being in the military is much more 

than a job or even a career. Most members of the US military find that what they do is a 

way of life. 

 Because of the financial value and sensitive nature of the contents of many dead 

mail items, the Post Office Department usually chose to hire trusted, elderly clergy or 

                                                             
1 The term “soldier” will be used broadly in this essay to encompass soldiers, airmen, marines, sailors, and 
guardsmen.  



other highly regarded individuals (Bruns). Dead letter clerks were the best of the best 

and they were paid accordingly. According to one researcher, Bartleby would have 

earned twice that of what would be deemed a “comfortable living” of the time (John). By 

working in the narrator’s law office as a scrivener, Bartleby was taking an enormous pay 

cut which can be quite demoralizing. Bartleby’s service in the Dead Letter Office was a 

thankless service to his country. The recipients of the items he was able to return never 

knew the undertaking that Bartleby faced to find them or the infinite knowledge that he 

and other clerks had of cities, street names, and institutions around the world. In the 

same way, soldiers hold an honorable and often thankless position in society. They 

suffer from extreme fatigue and are engulfed with the hopelessness of the violence and 

death that surrounds them. Daily, they too must deal with loss, grief, and sorrow. The 

sacrifices that they make are largely unseen by the people they protect. Many soldiers 

are gripped with fear, anger, survivor’s guilt, and a struggle to inwardly justify the death 

and destruction they have caused in the name of war. Like Bartleby, American soldiers 

can be proud of the significance of their occupation, hence they often bear an 

overwhelming sense of loss when they return home from war. This is especially true of 

National Guardsmen, Reservists, and injured soldiers who must try to re-acclimate into 

civilian life upon returning home from combat. These soldiers often experience a 

dramatic decrease in pay, the loss of a sense of connection similar to that of the bond 

they feel with their brothers and sisters in arms, and an inability to reconnect with their 

friends and family members. Soldiers often begin to feel displaced as they try seeking 

civilian employment with qualifications on their resume such as “31B MOS Q’d” or 

“Proficient on different aspects of combat shooting (shooting from a concealed position, 

speed loading, shooting on the move, etc.) while engaging human silhouettes at varying 

distances within an allotted time (Army Field Manual 3-23.35).” While relieved to have 

reached their goal in returning home to be with the people they love, many soldiers 

struggle with the desire they have to finish what they have started, to do something that 

makes a difference, and to do what they have been trained to do. Many soldiers, like 

Bartleby, seek new employment immediately and fervently take to their tasks, only to 

find that their work quickly looses meaning and purpose, adding to the dullness and 

numbness they already feel inside. Many lose their homes due to their loss of income, 

only compounding the emotional and physical burdens they already bear. 

During the time that Bartleby held his Dead Letter clerk position, he would have 

opened innumerable packages and letters containing family heirlooms, kind sentiments, 

and financial gifts that would never be collected by the intended recipients. Items that 

could not be returned or delivered were burned in large quantities or sold to paper mills. 

The narrator concludes “Dead letters! Does it not sound like dead men? Conceive a 

man by nature and misfortune prone to a pallid hopelessness, can any business seem 

more fitted to heighten it than that of continually handling these dead letters, and 

assorting them for the flames? (Melville 1509)” The narrator obviously felt Bartleby was 



hopeless by nature and contends that his time spent working in the Dead Letter Office 

could have only added grief and despair to his life. Each day Bartleby would hold in his 

hands words of love, pleas for help, confessions, apologies, and announcements of 

joyous news that would never be delivered. The weight of this burden must have 

weighed heavily upon his heart. Yet, it seems that Bartleby was quite content in his 

work. Although surrounded by loss and hopelessness, Bartleby felt secure in his 

position at the Dead Letter Office which is evidenced by the feelings of displacement he 

showed after being “suddenly removed by a change in the administration” (Melville 

1509). Upon the reader’s first introduction to Bartleby, the narrator gives little hint of 

Bartleby’s compromised mental state other than to say that Bartleby is “pallidly neat, 

pitiably respectable, incurably forlorn! (Melville 1488). He begins working for the narrator 

with what appears to be great effort, producing “an extraordinary quantity of writing” yet 

it soon becomes evident that Bartleby’s labors are more robotic in nature than 

“cheerfully industrious” (Melville 1489). For a short time the scrivener seems to take 

pleasure in creating documents as opposed to destroying them, but eventually he 

looses interest even in doing that.  Ironically, the narrator positions Bartleby and his 

furniture in the office very strategically to isolate Bartleby, still keeping him close by in 

case he is needed for any “trifling thing”, yet it ends up that Bartleby socially isolates 

himself more than his boss could ever isolate him physically. The one bit of comic relief 

that Melville wove into this story is the apathetic response of Bartleby, “I’d prefer not to.” 

Over and over Bartleby prefers not to do a number of things that he is asked by his boss 

to do. While humorous to the reader, this protest by Bartleby is quite relatable to a 

number of soldiers who have been emotionally and mentally wounded by war. When 

faced with the mission of returning to civilian life and reclaiming their role as father, 

mother, son, daughter, neighbor, friend, or colleague, many simply prefer not to. While 

trying to recover from the horrific violence they witnessed or took part in during a time of 

war, they are expected from friends, family, and coworkers to be the person they once 

were or at least assume the socially acceptable norms and practices of the community. 

However, it is never this easy. Trauma affects different people in different ways and on 

different levels. What seems traumatizing to one person may not affect another person 

at all. A traumatic event, in broad terms, can be considered “one of extreme stress that 

outstrips a person’s ability to cope… Trauma always involves loss. Whether a traumatic 

event has threatened your life, robbed you of someone you love, or destroyed your 

community, it deprives you – suddenly and even violently- of what you had. It destroys 

the sense of safety, predictability, and justice that you assumed and expected in your 

life” (Phillips and Kane 8). Bartleby was most certainly traumatized by his sudden 

dismissal from the Dead Letter Office. His career was cut short. The pain that he 

experienced while doing his job seemed much more bearable than the pain he felt after 

being removed from it.  While his actions seemed abnormal to his boss and fellow 



employees, what Bartleby displayed was actually a very normal response to the 

abnormal situation he was in. 

The narrator in “Bartleby, the Scrivener” does not know what to do with someone 

who is unable or unwilling to connect with his surrounding world. He shows Bartleby 

compassion, to a degree, yet fails to do what is actually needed to connect with 

Bartleby. His desire to help his scrivener quickly becomes overshadowed by his 

obsession with the impact Bartleby is having on his own life and career. Likewise, in 

recent years, American society has made huge strides in connecting with American 

soldiers returning from war. Growing from the days of hatred shown toward the GIs 

returning from Vietnam to now celebrating the heroic deeds of today’s post-9/11 

warriors, Americans are reaching out. Yet, despite the efforts of a thankful nation, most 

civilians struggle to understand and accept the loss and displacement that military 

members feel after returning home. The lack of public education on the issues of 

depression and trauma has caused millions to suffer and even perish in our country 

since its birth. Despite vast efforts made by the current Veterans Administration to reach 

soldiers where they are and provide them with the resources that they need, roughly 22 

veterans commit suicide every day in the United States (Walsh). Certainly, the 

assistance available to Bartleby was substantially less. His failure to connect with his 

colleagues and their failure to reach out to him in a significant way led to his own mental 

and emotional decay, and ultimately his death. 

Over the years, a great number of literary critics and cultural historians have 

pondered over the relationship between Bartleby, the narrator, and their colleagues. 

Many times, the question has risen, “What did Bartleby owe to society and what did 

society owe to him?” Similarly, today many Americans are asking the questions, “What 

do our soldiers owe society and what does society owe to them?” Recent cuts in 

government spending have cut the budget for the US military, thus removing aid for 

soldiers and veterans. When the sequester hit and $85 billion in cuts were announced, 

tuition for soldiers and aid for homeless veterans were among the cuts (Weber). What 

do soldiers owe society? Many have already given their lives. Many have given their 

limbs. Many have given their ability to sleep at night, their ability to have a career, their 

ability to maintain relationships. Out of loyalty to his post, Bartleby also gave much for 

his country. Yet, this idea of Bartleby’s loss was missed by the narrator. He ends his 

tale with the famous line: “Ah Bartleby! Ah humanity!” (Melville 1509)  In this line, 

Bartleby and humanity are equaled. Both are ignored and the problems of both are left 

for someone else to solve. The reader is left wondering if Bartleby’s death could have 

been prevented by the narrator in any way. The old tale of Bartleby’s death offers a 

lesson to modern audiences on the importance of humanity itself and the social 

responsibilities that each person holds in being held accountable for the good of one 

another, especially for those who have given much for their country. 
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