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Abstract 
In what has been called the “Bartleby Industry,” Herman Melville’s “A Story of 

Wall Street” has often been disproportionally evaluated by political theorists for 

its capacity to be read as a story of resistant subjectivity. Specifically singled 

out by such critics as an anti-systematic symbol, Bartleby is raised up to the 

condition of the revolutionary agent who prefigures the political subjectivity of 

post-industrial society. Taking issue with such premediated political readings, 

this paper attempts to deconstruct symbolic representations of Bartleby which 

separates Bartleby from Bartleby. Analyzing the textuality of Bartleby as the 

autobiography of the lawyer, I argue that critical theorists’, especially Giorgio 

Agamben’s, lack of attention to the issue of desire of the lawyer leads to the 

allegorical over-representation of Bartleby for the theoretical justification of 

political positions. Appropriating a literary figure for the means of political 

argumentation, these critical theorists disregard the way Bartleby’s story is told 

by the neurotic lawyer. Agamben valorizes Bartleby as the tragic hero of 

impotentiality, not questioning the reliability of the lawyer-narrator. What lies 

beneath the lawyer’s repeated emphasis on the insanity of Bartleby’s “passive 

resistance” is defense mechanism to cover up his own madness and fear. 

Without considering how Bartleby’s fabula is structured as a part of the 

lawyer’s syuzhet, any configuration of Bartleby results in an allegory of reading. 

Focusing on the way the lawyer’s autobiography pathologizes Bartleby’s 

biography, I argue that Bartleby resists the discursive system of signification 

which sentimentalizes him and normalizes the lawyer’s anxiety into 

conscientiousness.  
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Bartleby Mystified 
 

Why has Bartleby been so popular, enjoying a privileged but controversial 

status among contemporary political theorists? Why is his gesture of inaction or non-

action frequently valorized as the form of political resistance or the act of a 

“revolutionizing philosopher” (Arsić 10)? Why do contemporary political theories 

prefer Bartleby to other candidates like Antigone, Hamlet, or Gregor Samsa?1 From 

Agamben to Žižek, a lot of recent political theorists paid special attention to this 

strange nineteenth-century American literary figure. They tend to discover in him a 

sort of archetypal image of anti-systematic subjectivity, often capitalizing on his 

adamant refusal of or tragic resistance to the capitalist system of exploitation. These 

political theorists are not the only ones impassioned; literary scholars also have long 

contributed to building up what has been called the “Bartleby Industry,” which 

consistently attempts to put the novella among the highest tiers of the western canon.2 

There seem to be at least two symptomatic tendencies involved in this exceptional 

preference for Bartleby. 

First of all, Bartleby’s admirers often allegorize him either as a modern-day 

savior whose death configures a Christ-like sacrifice, or as an alienated worker of 

capitalist economy whose passive resistance is likened to a hunger strike or an act of 

sabotage against industrialized exploitation; or he is viewed as a precursor of the 

melancholic victim of exhaustion in post-industrial society (Whyte 310). Political or 

pathological, their interest in Bartleby should be seen, I believe, as purely ideational 

or ideological. All of these attempts to take Bartleby as a radical non-conformist as if 

he were the representative of the oppressed humanity more often than not ignore the 

discrepancy between the realistic narrative structure of the tale and the fantastic 

characterization of Bartleby himself. He looks just like one of ordinary contemporary 

workers who suffer from overwork and poverty in a highly industrialized American 

society, but the way the tale describes him presents him as an unreal or ghostly figure, 

especially when he keeps repeating the enigmatic formula, “I would prefer not to,” 

to the narrator’s great bewilderment. 

                                                 
1 The case of Antigone seems different: she has been cheered among feminist and queer scholars 

as a precursor of “gender trouble” ever since Judith Butler valorized the radical political implication 
of her resistance against the patriarchal order and the state law in her critique of Hegelian reading, 
Antigone’s Claim. See Butler 23-25. 

2 The term is Dan McCall’s in his interesting cultural study of the “Bartleby phenomenon.” For 
a brief description of this intellectual fuss, see McCall 29-31. As for the critical assessment of the 
whole episode, see Knighton 184-87. 
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Secondly, their analyses tend to emphasize Bartleby not as a character but as a 

metaphor, often sidelining the fact that all the detailed information about him is 

exclusively provided by the lawyer-narrator. There must be a reason why Melville 

makes his narrator the sole witness to Bartleby’s tragic fate. It is not, of course, 

unusual to separate the character from the context of the work: critics often do it for 

the purpose of highlighting their argument. And sometimes it is necessary and 

desirable to focus on the character itself, whether metaphoric or not, independently 

of the narrative or historical context. But in the case of Bartleby, there seems to be a 

highly suspicious connection between theorists’ symbolic or even allegorical 

representation of Bartleby and their general lack of attention to the narrative structure 

itself. As I hope to show, the political implication of Bartleby cannot be articulated 

unless it is fully justified from the analysis of the way he is described by the narrator 

through the latter’s particular interest. Indeed, what is at stake in the attorney’s office 

is the question as to why the lawyer “relates the story of himself and Bartleby as the 

two irreducibly different ways of thinking” (Arsić 12). This does not mean that any 

political or theoretical appropriation of Bartleby ultimately amounts to nothing 

without the structural, literary analysis of the work, but only that this 

decontextualized type of reading weakens the argument itself. In short, the structural 

analysis of narrator’s interest or desire must be preceded by any symbolic 

signification of the character. 

My aim in this essay, therefore, is to symptomatically re-read recent 

philosophical and political allegorizations of Bartleby, especially the one presented 

by Giorgio Agamben; specifically, I will speculate how Agamben was obsessed with 

the idea of inaction and why his philosophical reading made him blind to the 

deconstructive power of the literary text. I focus on Agamben because his 

interpretation clearly demonstrates the strengths and the weaknesses of a political 

overreading, if not a misreading, of a literary text.  

 

Bartleby Potentialized 
 

How does Agamben’s concept of potentiality relate to an understanding of 

literature (writing) in general and to the figure of Bartleby in particular? As is well 

known, the notion of potentiality has its long conceptual history from Aristotle 

onward, but Agamben’s take on the concept of potentiality and its conceptual 

equivalences seems peculiar. The originality of Agamben’s appropriation comes from 

the way he links his anti-metaphysical critique of potentiality to the concept of 

literature as writing (écriture). It is thus important to consider literature’s role in 
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Agamben’s conceptualization of potentiality as inaction, but this questioning is much 

too philosophical in the sense that it presupposes the priority of philosophical 

thinking over literature.3 What if we approach the issue from a different path and ask 

instead, how useful in critical terms is his notion of potentiality-as-inaction as a tool 

for rethinking aporia of post-’68 theory, where such aporia includes the concepts of 

subjectivity, desire, ethics, and politics, and, furthermore, to what depth is his critical 

intervention dependent upon the concept of the singularity of literature?  

Critiques have already been presented on Agamben’s notions of potentiality, 

but not many of them raised the question as to why potentiality matters for him in the 

first place.4 To put it differently, what exactly does Agamben try to deconstruct with 

his own deconstructive take on potentiality? As he clearly notes in Potentialities, his 

target is none other than the idea of humanism or the ideology of anthropocentrism 

in the Western philosophical thinking, which, since Aristotle, poses potentiality 

against actuality, dynamis against energeia. Agamben aims, first of all, to criticize the 

oppressive history of the Western conceptualization of potentiality: “the concept of 

potentiality has never ceased to function in the life and history of humanity, most 

notably in that part of humanity that has grown and developed its potency [potenza] 

to the point of imposing its power over the whole planet” (Potentialities 177). As 

Heidegger does in his critique of the peculiar combination of the Western 

metaphysical thinking with technology, Agamben hopes to debunk the power of 

actuality which has dominated the politics of potentiality. According to a recent study 

by de Boever, such a move in Agamben leads him to “an invitation to think of 

Bartleby as a figure who brings a radical crisis to three debates in critical theory that 

Agamben’s work takes part in: on representative democracy, human rights, and 

sovereign power” (“Overhearing” 143). Bartleby becomes an exemplary figure 

because he incarnates what Agamben means by potentiality; Bartleby’s uncanny 

repetition of non-action could illustrate a radical intervention into three tasks of 

contemporary political theory. For Agamben, Bartleby is a sort of liminal figure who 

can be employed to problematize the Western ideas of democracy, human rights, and 

sovereignty.  

These three political issues might be reformulated into the problematics of life 

                                                 
3 Agamben’s idea of literature as writing in general is not a topic that can be dealt with easily, 

but it can be safely said that here in the case of Bartleby he takes the literary text as a parable of 
philosophical thinking. For more on Agamben’s idea of literature, see his collected essays in 
Clemens.  

4  Two most substantial studies on this topic are those of Leland de la Durantaye and Claire 
Colebrook.  
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and the possibility of thinking in the post-industrial era. And it is here that Agamben 

is able to find a theoretical thread leading to the thematic of literature in philosophical 

thinking. It is no coincidence, then, that Agamben, in “Absolute Immanence” where 

he speculates on the political implication of the notion of life in Foucault and Deleuze, 

takes the concept of immanence to be identical with life’s potentiality, with “what 

can never be attributed to a subject, being instead the matrix of infinite 

desubjectification” (Potentialities 232-33). In fact, Agamben attempts to disrupt the 

framework of transcendence in which theoria and the contemplative life have been, 

by the Western metaphysics, “identified as its highest goal for centuries” (239), 

dislocating it into what Deleuze calls “a plane of immanence” (Two Regimes 384). 

For him, “the path of life and thinking converges in the plane of immanence” (386) 

in which it is possible “to reach a pre-individual and absolutely impersonal zone 

beyond (or before) every idea of consciousness” (Potentialities 225).  

Agamben’s recourse to Deleuze’s immanence, however, is not directly 

antithetical to metaphysics; he does not attempt to set aside the entire principle of the 

ground (as the latter is established in Aristotle). Rather, his interest lies in finding a 

certain “abyss”—or what might be called “groundless ground”—in philosophical 

thinking in general and reconfiguring the notions of life and thinking in terms of 

“necessary illusion” (Potentialities 227) on which the very struggle to find a “new 

post-conscious and post-subjective, impersonal and non-individual transcendental 

field” has to be based (225). This explains why Agamben’s notion of immanence as 

abyss constitutes a sort of “vertigo of philosophy” (227) and how it makes it possible 

to rethink the concept of potentiality as inaction. 

 

Perhaps this is the supreme act of philosophy: not so much to think 

THE plane of immanence as to show that it is there, unthought in every 

plane, and to think it in this way as the outside and inside of thought, 

as the not-external outside and the not-internal inside—that which 

cannot be thought and yet must be thought ... the possibility of the 

impossible. (Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy? 59-60) 

 

Through the detour of Deleuze’s notion of immanence, Agamben’s potentiality 

comes to assume the most difficult task of confronting “what must be thought” but at 

the same time “what cannot be thought”; it is the task through which “the philosopher 

constantly risks going astray” (Potentialities 227-228). What could never have been 

thoroughly thought out by Heidegger’s notion of ontological difference or by 

Derrida’s concept of trace converges in the topology of immanence and potentiality. 
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Agamben’s word for this abyss of philosophy is what Deleuze calls “becoming,” and 

this “becoming,” as they understand it, has a singular relationship with life and 

literature: “Writing is a question of becoming, always incomplete, always in the midst 

of being formed, and goes beyond the matter of any livable or lived experience” 

(Deleuze, Essays 1). 

This connection with the Deleuzean idea of becoming also explains why 

Agamben’s notion of potentiality primarily problematizes the capacity of being 

actualized or the faculty of making itself actualized. As is well known, Agamben 

distinguishes two modes of potentialities in Aristotle: a generic one and a 

cognitive/facultative one. What interests Aristotle most is the facultative potentiality 

that concerns the one who has knowledge or an ability to do something. According 

to Agamben, this facultative potentiality, which essentially involves possession 

(hexis) of practical knowledge (phronesis), determines the very existence of 

potentiality: it is “not simply the potential to do this or that thing but potential to not-

do, potential not to pass into actuality” (Potentialities 180). But why does this 

negative mode of not-doing have to prevail over positive actualization? Is it not 

identical with the act of negative will or counter-intentionality when the subject, who 

possesses a certain capacity, would not actualize what he or she is capable of doing? 

For Agamben, the act of inaction has nothing to do with the positive power to do 

nothing or the negative will to Nothing because the potentiality as inaction depends 

upon the state of privation or the lack of desire for actualization. It is neither positive 

nor negative, neither active nor passive; it is something akin to an unforced 

withdrawal from doing anything for the purpose of actualizing what was already 

presupposed. As Agamben writes in “On Potentiality,” “the greatness—and also the 

abyss—of human potentiality is that it is first of all potential not to act, potential for 

darkness” (Potentialities 181). 

If human potentiality is, by definition, privation, withdrawal, and abyssal 

darkness, all potentialities towards actualities are, in essence, impotentiality. Thus, to 

be potential means: “to be one’s own lack, to be in relation to one’s own incapacity. 

Beings that exist in the mode of potentiality are capable of their own impotentiality; 

and only in this way do they become potential. They can be because they are in 

relation to their own non-Being” (Agamben, Potentialities 182). In other words, 

potentiality becomes itself only in the form of acknowledging or welcoming—

already having withdrawn itself from actuality—its own non-Being, its possibility of 

impotentiality. In fact, Agamben points out that human potentiality as impotentiality 

could be self-destructive: “Every human power is adynamis, impotentiality; every 

human potentiality is in relation to its own privation. This is the origin (and the abyss) 
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of human power, which is so violent and limitless with respect to other living beings” 

(182). Agamben insists that the human freedom is also at stake in this violent abyss: 

to be free means not to have the power to do or to refuse to do certain things against 

one’s own desire but to be in intimate relation to one’s own privation and the violence 

it ensues to oneself and other living beings. Rather than being fully absorbed or 

sublated (aufheben) into the higher actuality, Agamben’s potentiality must conserve 

itself in non-actuality and survive. In a sense, it is actuality itself precisely because 

of its possibility of impotentiality—its own abyssal privation. In this respect, 

Agamben’s idea of potentiality as impotentiality differs from Aristotle’s dialectic of 

potentiality and actuality, let alone from the will to nothing or death drive: it involves 

neither subject’s desire nor the transcendental principle of pleasure. No wonder then 

that Agamben discovers in the image of Bartleby an exemplary figure for his new 

idea of potentiality: a singular being, neither active nor passive, neither the subject of 

will nor the object of desire, simply withdrawn to its own violent impotentiality. 

 

Bartleby’s Formula 
 

To borrow the metaphor of light and darkness, Agamben’s potentiality as 

impotentiality does not denote the capacity to grasp the actual according to the 

movement of light but the paradoxical faculty of seeing through darkness. It is the 

experience of sensing one’s own lack of sense, by some means, some sense, other 

than our sensory organs; specifically, through the perceptive process which has 

neither the object nor the subject of sense. The other sense here does not indicate a 

non-perceptive organ like the sixth sense but a different dimension of sensory 

experience. It amounts to perceiving our senselessness via non-perceptive sense 

experience. Such a paradoxical dimension of sense experience also envisages the 

moment of the sense’s becoming itself. In “Bartleby, or on Contingency,” Agamben 

extends this metaphor of light and darkness to the act of writing itself. The scene of 

writing describes the figure of a philosopher (Aristotle) who tries to write, with pen 

and ink, something in the darkness. The image of writing in obscurity, for Agamben, 

immediately links itself to the act of thinking; the pen (or his hand) metaphorizes the 

movement of thinking; the ink (or the letter) denotes the thinking itself, the tabula 

rasa on which the letter is being written symbolizes the pure potentiality of thinking. 

Writing as thinking (in Agamben’s formulation) connects two different human 

activities: philosophy and literature. For Agamben, philosophy carries on the work of 

thinking in darkness as literature does with writing. Thinking is identical with writing, 

which makes something sensible, though not visibly actualized, in the darkness, out 
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of nothing—out of a blank page, by means of—one’s imagination. What Agamben 

pays special attention to in this “image of thought” is the connection of the blank 

page as pure potentiality with the figure of the scribe as a philosopher.5 At this point 

it is no longer difficult to figure out why Agamben’s notion of potentiality constitutes 

the nodal point that links philosophy and literature, thinking and writing, and non-

perceptive sense and an act of scribing. In this landscape, Bartleby gets the persona 

of “perfect potentiality” (247), the one who, as the last exhausted man, attempts to 

de-create, with his passive inaction and non-thinking, the time-old image of thought 

so as to resist all positive acts of production. This is the scene in which Bartleby 

obtains the heroic role in Agamben’s drama of de-creation. 

Bartleby’s famous formula, “I would prefer not to,” has been variously 

interpreted to mean modest decline, negative predilection, and the strong will of 

passive resistance. Widely used, or misused, for that matter, as the expression of 

unobtrusive disinclination, this formula carries out a performative act of driving its 

interlocutor into unexpected frenzy and bewilderment: the lawyer-narrator’s logic of 

common sense and contractual assumption crumbles, at one stroke, in front of this 

strangely familiar remark.6 What does the formula really mean? Hermeneutically, it 

is unanswerable. Whenever Bartleby utters it, the lawyer-narrator falls into a panic 

unable to fathom what Bartleby really intends by repeating it at every occasion. It 

could not be deciphered even if one can interpret it through linguistic analysis or 

semiotic approach. No one, not even Bartleby himself, knows what it really refers to 

precisely because it means nothing other than what is said. It is literal but “all [its] 

reference is abolished” (Deleuze, Essays 71). It would then be better to ask instead 

why it has such a contagious power over the lawyer and others at the office. Indeed, 

the uncanniness of Bartleby’s formula has everything to do with the invisible but 

affective influence it exerts upon his companions. And yet its devastating power 

entirely rests upon the problematic relationship between him and the lawyer-narrator. 

The attorney employs Bartleby without reference; he prefers Bartleby to other 

                                                 
5 The image of tabula rasa here immediately reminds us of “a mystic writing pad” Derrida refers 

to in his speculation on Freud’s idea of writing. The critical difference between the two concepts is 
that the latter has the invisible trace of the letter already inscribed but erased. For Derrida, writing 
is by definition the re-inscription of what he calls an “arche-trace” or “arche-writing.” Not 
coincidentally, the idea of a philosopher writing (re-inscribing) what was already said and written 
also contributes to Agamben’s image of a Jewish scribe, not scrivener, who copies what was already 
dictated from God. See Derrida 196-231. 

6  Deleuze argues that this strangely familiar aspect of Bartleby’s formula comes from its 
“grammatically correct” agrammaticality. Syntactically correct, the formula “has an anomalous 
ring” to it in spite of its quite normal construction (Deleuze, Essays 68-69).  



 
 
 

Woosung Kang  45 
 

 

employees by placing him close by; he even offers his own abode for Bartleby’s 

shelter. In short, Bartleby and his formula can easily be overrated or undervalued if 

separated from the narrative context where his relationship with the lawyer 

determines the effect of the plot (syuzhet), if not of the story (fabula).7 

It is useless, if not impossible, to prove how Bartleby’s formula justifies 

Agamben’s philosophical notion of impotentiality or to present a “literary” 

interpretation of the formula against philosophical appropriation of the figure and the 

text. 8  Rather, what is at stake is, first of all, the necessity to distinguish this 

“contextualized” Bartleby from Agamben’s overly “potentialized” Bartleby and to 

speculate on, through this distinction, the possibility of “abyss” in Agamben’s 

concept of potentiality itself. There are at least three fundamental issues Agamben 

the philosopher could not have thoroughly dealt with in terms of narrativity. First, “Is 

Bartleby a story of Bartleby? Second, “Who is the lawyer-narrator ‘I’?” Third, “What 

is desired by Bartleby?” 

Though the first question has never properly been presented in any of 

philosophical theorizations of Bartleby, it is not particularly a “literary” question 

either.9 It is a question about “textuality” (syuzhet) of the text, not the “metaphoricity” 

(fabula) of the character, within which Bartleby is inscribed as a singular persona in 

his uncanny relationship with the lawyer-narrator. That is to say, the signification of 

Bartleby cannot be separated from the way he is exclusively represented by his 

former employer who shrewdly manipulates the biographical story of Bartleby in 

                                                 
7 The distinction of these two narrative structures was first introduced to the literary studies by 

the Russian formalist critic Victor Shklovsky who warns against the prevalent analytic conundrum 
that “plot (syuzhet) is too often confused with a description of the events in the novel, with what I'd 
tentatively call the story line (fabula)” (170). Structuralist poetics translated them respectively into 
the story as an order of events and the plot as the way the story is represented in the text. According 
to Jonathan Culler, these two dimensions are independent without “the possibility of synthesis” 
(130). The study of narrative or the analysis of literature, therefore, should not be on either of the 
two or presuppose the priority of the one over the other, aiming instead at coping with precisely this 
conflict between two logics. 

8 For this reason, in what follows my intention is not to contrast a “true” literary reading with a 
“bad” philosophical reading of the literary text. Agamben’s work on Bartleby is indeed an excellent 
example of literary critique; what is problematic is his philosophical idea of taking a literary text as 
the ground for conceptual valorization. Agamben is not a bad critic but rather, a typical philosopher 
who regards literature as the metaphor of philosophical truth.  

9  Though a great deal of literary criticism has been concerned with analyzing the narrative 
structure of Bartleby, the plot of this work is rarely touched upon in terms of the relation between 
syuzhet and fabula. The reason for this lack probably concerns the decline of the significance of 
structural analysis of the narrative in literary studies where it is supposed to belong to semiology or 
narratology. 
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order to justify his own autobiographical narrative. (One could legitimately ask the 

same “textual” questions about Plato’s Symposium. “Is Symposium a story of Socrates? 

Is he a mouthpiece of Plato? Who’s the real narrator?” and etc.) At the level of 

storyline, Bartleby indeed amounts to the biography of the scrivener as the attorney 

professes: “But I waive the biographies of all other scriveners, for a few passages in 

the life of Bartleby, who was a scrivener, the strangest I ever saw, or heard of” 

(Melville 92). Bartleby is a biographical narrative written by the lawyer-employer-

narrator. But seen from the structure of textuality, Bartleby constitutes the 

autobiography of the lawyer who writes about himself and narrates on Bartleby. 

Structurally, the whole narrative of the narrator-lawyer is indeed full of descriptions 

about himself, about his untoward responses towards Bartleby. Bartleby is a mixed 

narrative containing two divergent stories: the biography of Bartleby and the lawyer’s 

autobiography.10 To be more precise, the tale is the lawyer’s autobiography via 

Bartleby’s biography, not vice versa. The lawyer-narrator attempts to tell his story, 

his own strange experience with Bartleby, claiming the discursive role of the sole 

witness to one of his employees’ strangeness: the attorney replaces the strangeness 

of his story with that of Bartleby. Bartleby is, in its syuzhet, the recount of the 

lawyer’s brief encounter with Bartleby.11 

It is not without reason that the lawyer-narrator confesses that his description 

of Bartleby must be incomplete because he does not have sufficient materials for the 

biography: “I believe that no materials exist for a full and satisfactory biography of 

this man” (Melville 92). As Arsić aptly puts it, “the main problem with Bartleby is 

that he is no problem at all” (12). Then why does he take pains to write this impossible 

biography? Psychoanalytically speaking, it is not difficult to understand the 

                                                 
10 In fact, there are three different layers of narrative discourses with two breaks or caesura of 

narrative time. “[T]he narrative time of the first part spans from 1848 after the death of John Jacob 
Astor to 1853 when the story first appeared in Putnam’s Magazine. The main story of Bartleby as 
we know it constitutes the second part where the arrival of Bartleby and his brief sojourn at the 
lawyer’s office are presented. What happened in the lawyer’s biography of Bartleby during his stay 
of six months covers the period from the summer of 1843 to the early 1844. The last section of the 
story, clearly demarcated by the asterisk mark from the preceding one, tells the lawyer’s 
speculations after Bartleby’s death concerning the rumor of his past at the Dead Letter Office.” 
(Kang 483-485). 

11  According to Bergmann, Melville might be acquainted with James A. Maitland’s The 
Lawyer’s Story, which was also published in 1853, several months before Melville’s Bartleby. 
Strangely as it may sound, Maitland’s story, despite the title, is indeed the biography of the clerk, 
while the latter, though titled after the name of scrivener, is about the lawyer. One could only 
compare the introductory paragraph of each story to know the two different narrative structures. 
See Bergmann 433-34. 
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unconscious desire of the lawyer: what he really hopes to achieve by writing 

Bartleby’s biography is to justify or defend, if you prefer, his own past, especially 

what he did or didn’t do during the period when he had such an intense relationship 

with Bartleby. This also explains why the lawyer is so preoccupied with representing 

the death of Bartleby as a tragic event at the inserted postscript. 

When it comes to signifying the figure of Bartleby independently of the context, 

therefore, it is crucial to consider that all one can know of Bartleby entirely counts 

upon the lawyer’s subjective or self-defensive representations of him: the lawyer 

desires to show off his innate benevolence toward, and tolerable sympathy with, 

Bartleby’s suffering, obviating the possible accusation of irresponsibility as employer. 

The unnamed lawyer is essentially unreliable not because he delivers untrue 

information of Bartleby but because his representations of Bartleby are 

unconsciously refracted or structurally contaminated, if not intentionally biased, by 

his autobiographical impulse of self-justification from the start. This does not imply 

that the lawyer tries to cover up the wrongs he might have done in the past or to 

immunize himself from any responsibility for the tragedy of Bartleby. The lawyer 

prefers to dramatize Bartleby’s story as a tragedy, and, by doing so, hopes to complete 

his own autobiography as the story of a man with “method and prudence” (Melville 

93); deep down, he is disinclined to present himself to be the one who is totally 

disturbed by the uncanny scrivener, his self-conviction being that “the easiest way of 

life is the best” (Melville 92). In this respect, Agamben’s reading of Bartleby is highly 

uninformed or misadvised. Agamben directly opposes the lawyer’s self-defensive 

presentation to his refracted representation of Bartleby, but the latter, as I have shown, 

structurally belongs to the former as a sort of sub-narrative.  

 

But the potentiality is not will, and impotentiality is not necessity; 

despite the salutary impression that the books give him, the categories 

of the man of the lawyer have no power over Bartleby. To believe that 

will have power over potentiality, that the passage to actuality is the 

result of a decision that puts an end to the ambiguity of potentiality 

(which is always potentiality to do or not to do)—this is the perpetual 

illusion of morality. (Agamben, Potentialities 254) 

 

Agamben’s interest here lies in pointing out the lawyer’s ineffectual “illusion” 

or “misrecognition” of belief in human will and necessity in contradistinction from 

Bartleby’s sheer power of impotentiality. Agamben is right to suggest that the reason 

why the lawyer falls into this illusion of self-empowerment and keeps making the 
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same mistake of enforcing Bartleby’s “decision” is because he takes everything 

solely from the perspective of practicality and actuality. But the problem is not, 

however, that the lawyer’s assumption of practicality and actuality is a moral illusion 

disguising his ethical impotentiality. The lawyer is indeed potential enough to be 

aware that his decision-making, illusory or not, is ineffective in front of Bartleby’s 

preference. The absurdity of the whole debacle in the office comes from the 

attorney’s dilemma of demanding the impossible in the name of necessity: “Now one 

of two things must take place. Either you must do something, or something must be 

done to you” (Melville 125-26).  

Clearly, one can now easily sense that the lawyer-narrator’s repeated avoidance 

of or inadvertent delay in making a decision about how to act, not Bartleby’s adamant 

refusal to act, is what is really at issue in the narrative. Indeed, the lawyer-narrator 

hesitates at every critical moment of reasonable decision: “Mortified as I was at his 

behavior, and resolved as I had been to dismiss him when I entered my office, 

nevertheless I strangely felt something superstitious knocking at my heart, and 

forbidding me to carry out my purpose, and denouncing me for a villain if I dared to 

breathe one bitter word against this forlornest of mankind” (113). Despite having a 

full capacity and practical legitimacy to dismiss Bartleby as his employer, the lawyer 

keeps justifying himself for not actualizing the decision in the name of fraternity and 

human compassion. The reader might feel uneasy and becomes suspicious that the 

lawyer-narrator’s seemingly ethical indetermination might not be an outcome of 

repressing his fear and anxiety about the decision itself and the catastrophe it may 

bring to his cozy life. 

Why does the lawyer-narrator continue to defer the decision, delaying or 

avoiding catastrophic confrontation with Bartleby? What kind of presence has 

Bartleby on him? Paradoxically, it becomes more and more evident that the lawyer, 

not Bartleby, is the very person who performs what he himself accused Bartleby of: 

“a passive resistance” (104). It is the lawyer who resists to Bartleby’s inaction, 

passively and helplessly. It is tempting to ascribe the lawyer’s indecision to the 

ordinary person’s liberal act of moral illusion or to criticize it as the employer’s act 

of displaying the token benevolence to the employee. But the narrator’s doubts about 

the cause of Bartleby’s passive resistance is crucial here. What bothers the attorney 

here is less the strong power of Bartleby’s refusal than his own incapacity, if not 

impotentiality, to reasonably understand what’s happening to himself: “nevertheless, 

next morning, upon awakening, I had my doubts” (Melville 116). Of course, he feels 

unmanned in the face of Bartleby’s power of inaction. In order to conceal or repress 

his doubt, his own anxiety of indecision, the lawyer-narrator has to be repeatedly 
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succumbed to the temptation to present himself as the man of assumptions while 

representing the scrivener the man of preferences. He speculates: “The great point 

was, not whether I had assumed that he would quit me, but whether he would prefer 

so to do. He was more a man of preferences than assumptions” (Melville 117; 

emphasis added).  

The lawyer-narrator is keenly aware of the irony that his reasonable assumption 

as a contracting employer strangely has no power at all when confronted with the 

contracted employee’s insistence of preference. Indeed, it is none other than the 

lawyer who could “not do” despite his full capacity of doing, while Bartleby is more 

or less the one who prefers not to precisely because he couldn’t help it. Bartleby has 

no evil intention whatsoever, and the lawyer instinctively senses Bartleby’s innate 

goodness: “Poor fellow! thought I, he means no mischief; it is plain he intends no 

insolence; his aspect sufficiently evinces that his eccentricities are involuntary” (105). 

Unlike what Agamben assumes concerning Bartleby, his impotentiality has nothing 

to do with the act of not doing despite being capable of doing; his is the impossibility 

to actualize anything whatsoever, the utter lack of capacity, so to speak. In short, 

Bartleby’s preference not to copy, examine, and run an errand should not be 

conceived of as the manifestation of Agamben’s notion of impotentiality; it is, rather, 

the manifestation of a pure inability to choose or an act of choosing not to choose, 

for the purpose of embracing, all by himself, the situation where decision itself is 

constantly forced upon him. 

In this sense, Bartleby’s inaction is not exactly the decision not to act while 

being capable of acting but the absolute withdrawal from the decision itself. He 

prefers to persist where he is now, ascetically abstaining himself from following the 

lawyer’s assumption. His withdrawal could not showcase what Agamben means by 

potentiality as impotentiality. He has neither generative nor facultative potentiality to 

scribe; he is simply driven to take the job of scrivener post-effectively. One can here 

recall the attorney’s report of the rumor that he was a clerk at the “Dead Letter Office” 

in Washington, where no particular knowledge or ability to write is presumably 

required of him. Bartleby’s inaction has neither to do with the will to negation nor 

passive resistance nor the uncanny expression of his impotentiality. 

 

The Lawyer’s Story 
 

This brings us to the second question as to who the lawyer is and why he 

describes himself as the one that desires fraternal relationship with Bartleby. If we 

recall the textuality of the tale that the lawyer’s biographical representation of 
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Bartleby is part and parcel of his own autobiography and that the lawyer’s strategy 

as the narrator-witness produces, and at the same time effaces, a self-defensive, 

highly rhetorical narrative, it would not be impossible to figure out why he keeps 

pathologizing and sentimentalizing Bartleby’s story into a banal tragedy. Who then 

is the lawyer? Is he, as Agamben describes it, the man who “furnishes the reader with 

correct information,” but, as always, “the explanation he draws from it is off the mark” 

(Potentialities 269)? Though he compulsively links the rumor about “dead letters” to 

the idea of death, the lawyer’s explanation of Bartleby’s pallid helplessness and of 

the possible cause of his death comes close to a comic absurdity. In fact, Agamben 

dismisses the lawyer’s whole insinuating innuendo of “dead letters” as trivial. 

Agamben also seems to cast no particular doubt on the possible absurdity of 

presupposing “the particular link between dead letters and Bartleby’s formula” (269). 

In terms of syuzhet, there is no clear evidence that the textual connection could 

necessarily be guaranteed, through the figure of Bartleby, among signifiers like the 

letter, dead letters, scribing, and writing in general. Raising the question of “why does 

a pallid hopelessness express itself in precisely this way and not another?” 

(Potentialities 269), Agamben continues: 

 

On the writing tablet of the celestial scribe, the letter, the act of writing, 

marks the passage from potentiality to actuality, the occurrence of a 

contingency. But precisely for this reason, every letter also marks the 

nonoccurrence of something; every letter is always in this sense a 

“dead letter.” This is the intolerable truth that Bartleby learned in the 

Washington office, and this is the meaning of the singular formula, “on 

errands of life, those letters speed to death.” (Potentialities 269; 

emphasis added)  

 

The whole passage insists on the unwarrantable linkage between chain 

signifiers and a flight of imagination. First of all, Agamben separates the lawyer’s 

role as the purveyor of true information from his poor mechanism of interpretation: 

the lawyer inadvertently “misreads” the correct message. Agamben criticizes the 

lawyer because he could not discern the impotential aspect of the letter while 

capitalizing on its actuality: “every letter is always a dead letter.” Agamben then 

extends his critique to suggest that it is none other than Bartleby who recognizes this 

paradox of potentiality, for which he pays his life. There is a rub, however, in 

Agamben’s speculation. 

Firstly, the problem of the lawyer’s interpretation is not about the subjective 
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distortion of correct information. It has rather to do with the way the lawyer picks the 

“particular” information about “dead letters” at Bartleby’s previous workplace. 

Although Bartleby’s connection with “dead letters” is a mere rumor as he confesses, 

the lawyer takes it as if it is an indisputable truth with which he could rationalize his 

pathological interpretation of Bartleby’s destiny. What Agamben calls “correct 

information” is already fundamentally contaminated by the lawyer’s desire as the 

writer of autobiography. There is simply no evidence at all in the text to confirm that 

Bartleby actually had worked and was dismissed from the Dead Letter Office, let 

alone its causality on his death. 12  Indeed, Agamben himself reiterates what he 

disparagingly assumes to be the lawyer’s psychoanalytic interpretation. Just as an ego 

psychologist would ascribe Bartleby’s current symptom to his infantile trauma and 

repression, the lawyer, retrospectively, replaces the possible cause of Bartleby’s 

psychotic inaction in his New York office with the “innate disorder” that he assumes 

Bartleby must have suffered in Washington office, thereby exempting himself from 

the possible accusation of irresponsibility for the death of Bartleby. The lawyer is 

drawn to fantasize himself into the conscientious witness who sympathizes with the 

unhappy soul of pathetic Bartleby. For the lawyer, Bartleby has to be the victim of 

his own innate disorder; it’s the only way for the lawyer to free himself of any upsurge 

of unconscious shame and guilt. Unable to delve into the lawyer’s defense 

mechanism which violently yokes together “dead letters” and Bartleby’s tragic death, 

Agamben fails to problematize the lawyer’s narrative strategy of pathologizing and 

his deep-seated impulse to render his own experience immaculate and coherent. 

Secondly, while the lawyer forms an unconscious association, like lapsus 

calami, between the “dead letter” (signifier) and “pallid hopelessness” (signified), 

Agamben replaces this metaphorical link with that of the “dead letter” (signifier) and 

Bartleby’s formula (signifier). While the lawyer does not set up any semantic 

connection between the symptom of helplessness and the formula itself, Agamben 

clearly establishes a causal relation between one signifier (letter) and the other 

(formula). For Agamben, it is as if Bartleby’s formula of “I would prefer not to” in 

New York post-effectively originates from his pre-meditated recognition, with the 

help of the idea of death, of the impotentiality of the dead letters in Washington. 

According to Agamben’s interpretation, Bartleby must have arrived at the lawyer’s 

office already having been fully implicated with the impotentiality of writing, which, 

however, could not clarify the reason why Bartleby comes all the way from 

                                                 
12 According to Parker, it was reported that there actually were a lot of sentimental descriptions 

in the newspapers on dead letters during the 1850s. Melville might make use of this information in 
order to pinpoint the comic absurdity of the lawyer’s imaginary inference. See Parker 90-99. 
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Washington to take the scrivener’s work in New York after all. Bartleby has no 

potentiality to write when he was at the Dead Letter office, and the job of scrivener 

needs no other particular capacity of writing than copying: there is no inherent 

connection between Bartleby and the act of writing. It is highly likely that Agamben’s 

theoretical interest unwittingly drives him to carve out for Bartleby the figure of the 

ontological impotentiality of writing. 

In the same vein, one can suspect that Agamben’s connection between two 

signifiers appears much too semantic in comparison with Deleuze’s post-syntactic 

assessment of the formula: “the formula ‘disconnects’ words and things, words and 

actions, but also speech acts and words—it severs language from all reference, in 

accordance with Bartleby’s absolute vocation, to be a man without references” 

(Essays 73-74; emphasis in original). For Deleuze, Bartleby’s formula fundamentally 

concerns agrammaticality: “Murmured in a soft, flat, and patient voice, it [the formula] 

attains to the irremissible, by forming an inarticulate block, a single breath. In all 

these respects, it has the same force, the same role as an agrammatical formula” (68; 

emphasis in original)). The formula, pace Agamben, defies any semantic connection 

with other signifiers.13 

In short, Agamben could not take into account the possibility of the lawyer’s 

ruse of reason: the lawyer as the writer of autobiography desires to rationalize, if not 

cover up, his pathological interpretation of Bartleby by associating his supposed 

symptom of incurable disorder with the dubious traumatic past. Agamben has no 

intention of questioning why the agrammaticality and devastating power of 

Bartleby’s formula give the lawyer threatening fear and anxiety. The lawyer’s self is 

split, as it were, within himself between the narrator of biography and the writer of 

autobiography; the narrator in him always tries to get the better of the writer by 

explaining away the very anxiety of the writer. With the pathological biography of 

Bartleby, the lawyer-narrator repeatedly strives to make his autobiography coherent 

but always fails because of the sheer, disrupting power of Bartleby’s enigmatic 

formula. Only in the first three paragraphs of self-introductory remarks and in the 

postscript, demarcated by asterisks, concerning “dead letters,” does the biographer 

successfully transforms himself into a controlling autobiographer who is able to 

suture the holes and gaps of his narrative. With the extrapolation of the rumor about 

                                                 
13 In this respect, Deleuze’s reading of Bartleby clearly differs from that of Agamben in that the 

former starts from his empirical analysis of the formula itself while the latter begins by 
presupposing the idea of Bartleby’s potentiality in the formula as given. This is why Agamben’s 
reading appears more symptomatic of philosophical appropriation of a literary text than that of 
Deleuze despite their close affinity on the surface. 
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“dead letters” and the idea of death as a sort of deus ex machina, the lawyer finally 

succeeds disconnecting what happened in his office from Bartleby’s death and 

reattaching it to his morbid past in Washington. It is not Bartleby’s self-awareness of 

his own impotentiality but the lawyer’s desire for, and the self-proclaimed belief in, 

the principle of “the easiest way of life” that drives the biography of Bartleby into a 

tragedy. 

What then is the real cause of repetitive compulsion of the lawyer’s constant 

anxiety and indecision in front of Bartleby’s formula? Whenever the lawyer keeps 

repeating the same bewildered speculations over his hesitation before Bartleby’s 

formula, Melville dramatically delivers, with the device of free indirect speech, the 

lawyer-narrator’s ethical predicament as if he were inside the lawyer’s consciousness.  

 

What shall I do? I now said to myself, buttoning up my coat to the last 

button. What shall I do? What ought I to do? What does conscience say 

I should do with this man, or rather, ghost. Rid myself of him, I must; 

go, he shall. But how? You will not thrust him, the poor, pale, passive 

mortal—you will not thrust such a helpless creature out of your door? 

You will not dishonor yourself by such cruelty? No, I will not, I cannot 

do that. (Melville 123) 

 

This passage and the following paragraph vividly demonstrate Melville’s brilliance 

as the writer of Moby-Dick: they read like a Shakespearean soliloquy, dramatically 

showcasing the lawyer’s neurotic state of panic and indecision. He is sharply torn 

between moral obligation towards Bartleby’s poor soul and the employer’s lawful 

right of dismissing a non-cooperative employee. The attorney comes very close to 

becoming mad until he decides to move the office: “Since he will not quit me, I must 

quit him” (123). It is uncertain whether the lawyer’s anxiety and indecision might be 

directly affected, as Agamben would have it, by the powerful destructive capacity of 

Bartleby’s impotentiality. The lawyer’s “dramatic monologue” and his moral 

helplessness appear to be not only directly stimulated by the fact that Bartleby is 

“always there” (Melville 107), but also spurred by his own strange incapacity to 

identify Bartleby’s inscrutable otherness. Bartleby is indeed a tabula rasa not in the 

sense of a blank page on which the lawyer is unable to re-inscribe anything randomly, 

but of the cognitive abyss from which what has already been inscribed could not 

possibly be deciphered.14  

                                                 
14  Melville’s superb narrative strategy of deep, intricate irony comes from such a complex 
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In this respect, the lawyer’s rambling soliloquy is nothing other than the result 

of his neurotic defense against this inscrutable other. That is to say, his is the 

symptomatic discourse of the self-victimized narrator, which attempts to reduce or 

fixate the very ineffableness of the other into a particular image of otherness. The 

lawyer is not immoral in his own conscience but unethical enough, in his unconscious, 

to ascribe Bartleby’s ontological otherness to the expression of mental disorder. 

Indeed, the more the lawyer grows self-defensive and self-conceited, the harder it 

becomes to scrutinize Bartleby’s uncanniness. It is no wonder the lawyer could not 

understand Bartleby’s offer of friendship when he abruptly retorts to the lawyer that 

“Do you not see the reason for yourself?” (Melville 115). Inscrutable and 

unintelligible as he is, Bartleby’s “queerness” has to be re-inscribed first as a 

pathological psychosis and then a social symptom, or more precisely, “abjectness,” 

which desperately needs the lawyer’s affective succor and ethical philanthropy. This 

is what I would like to call the lawyer-narrator’s narrative strategy of “affective 

otherization”: for the sake of the lawyer’s ethical conscience, Bartleby must remain 

sentimentalized and pathologized as the tragic victim of incurable mental disorder. 

This also explains why the lawyer, while busy rendering Bartleby’s defunct 

mentality extremely disquieting, simultaneously struggles to identify himself as a 

passive victim in his pinched relationship with Bartleby’s morbidity. With this double 

maneuver, not Bartleby but the lawyer is to be represented as the one who is driven 

to passive resistance by unfathomable otherness. Strangely, however, even with the 

affective otherization, the lawyer partly fails in his attempt to contain the upsurge of 

his own spasmodic violence towards Bartleby. The lawyer keeps justifying by 

pointing to the putative condition in which he himself has no other choice but to 

betake himself to flight. “The passiveness of Bartleby sometimes irritated me. I felt 

strangely goaded on to encounter him in new opposition—to elicit some angry spark 

from him answerable to my own” (105). It is only after Bartleby’s death when the 

lawyer post-effectively regains his posture as the writer of autobiography that his 

affective otherization accomplishes its mission with the extrapolation of the rumor of 

“dead letters.” Bartleby’s otherness is ethically domesticated as the victim of his own 

“innate disorder”: you can sympathize with him because he is a helpless invalid. The 

lawyer’s allusive connection between dead letters and Bartleby’s death functions as 

                                                 
discursive overdetermination. Indeed, in Bartleby Melville subtly lays bare what is implicated in 
the insertion of the postscript as a part of the attorney-narrator’s narrative suturing, thereby subtly 
demanding the change of narrative focus from the coherent conclusion of the story to the sinister 
aspect of the lawyer himself. As for the same deconstructive movement of “supplementation” in 
Melville’s writing, see Rodolphe Gasché’s brilliant analysis of “Cetology” in Moby-Dick (27-43).  
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a suture which finalizes Bartleby’s biography as a tragedy and, by extension, 

completes the coherent autobiography of a conscientious American man. Agamben 

could not hollow out what’s beneath the lawyer’s self-defensive drive and his 

narrative strategy of co-optation probably because he is much too absorbed in 

excavating the tailored “literary” example of impotential potentiality in the figure of 

Bartleby.  

Agamben’s configuration of Bartleby as the ghostly incarnate of political 

impotentiality is strictly contingent upon the overinterpretation of Bartleby’s capacity 

of inaction as well as the underestimation of the narrative co-optation on the part of 

the lawyer-narrator. Throughout the story, the lawyer-narrator’s information and 

representation of Bartleby has been structurally refracted and distorted by his strong 

desire to write, via Bartleby’s biography, a coherent narrative of himself. Biography 

contributes to building the alibi of autobiography. In this regard, the lawyer’s 

narrative strategy of affective otherization could also be termed at once “repressive 

sublimation” in the sense that he repeatedly lays bare the stark reality of Bartleby’s 

morbidity while sentimentalizing him as a tragic victim of alienated labor and 

“pathological desublimation” since the lawyer constantly attempts to reduce 

Bartleby’s otherness into the symptom of “innate and incurable disorder” (Melville 

111-12). Indeed, with this double narrative device, the lawyer-narrator symbolically 

kills, as it were, Bartleby twice: once as the victim of social exploitation and then as 

the patient of incurable melancholy. 

The lawyer’s replacement of Bartleby’s potentiality of inaction with the 

negative preference for impotentiality could not justify other interpretations of 

Bartleby’s inaction as “the will to nothing” (Hardt and Negri 203) or “the outcome 

of burnout society” (Han 27). What the lawyer does in his strange journey with the 

abnormality of Bartleby is to make him the tragic hero of double negativity. If 

Bartleby’s inaction has any political implication, it could not be the one against the 

lawyer himself or what the lawyer is supposed to represent, that is, post-industrial, 

contractual capitalism. The attorney is a man of law but only engages himself with 

“a snug business among rich men’s bonds and mortgages, and title-deeds” (Melville 

93); he is not the representative of capitalist employer who cruelly exploits his 

employees and strictly abides by the law of contract; he is not the symbolic man of 

power who pursues his sovereignty over bare life. In his practical and pragmatic 

aspect, the attorney illustrates the “modern version” of Benjamin Franklin (Kang 489). 

He is one of those white, self-made, liberal, middle-class men of business in America 

who “indirectly lubricate the mechanism of capitalism” with their belief in the 

necessity and good will (Žižek 381). Nor is Bartleby a postmodern homo sacer whose 
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ontological abjectness entirely depends upon the whim of sovereign biopolitics. He 

resists through and through with his enigmatic formula, and his refusal to cooperate 

is not the negation of the system’s predicate: he affirms what could not be predicated 

with his inaction. His political subjectivity, if there is any, concerns less with anti-

systematic resistance than with opening up a new space “outside the hegemonic 

position and its negation” (Žižek 382). The confrontation between Bartleby and the 

lawyer is neither the allegory of class struggle nor the reiteration of identity politics. 

It would thus be wrong to ethically blame the lawyer for the lack of Levinas’s 

“infinite responsibility” (83) to the abject, because he is neither the ideologue of 

capitalist logic of pure necessity nor the sovereign figure of law. What the lawyer 

assumes as necessary and rational is not the Law itself. Like a gatekeeper in Kafka’s 

“Before the Law,” he is a man of good will who, despite, or rather, because of the 

innate belief in his own benevolence, lets his fellowman die not daring to question 

the fictionality of the Law. In short, what Bartleby struggles to resist has not much to 

do with the lawyer himself or the law itself: rather, it involves much more with the 

system of signification the lawyer assumes, i.e. its fundamental fictionality. As 

Jacques Rancière put it, “the formula leads the causal order of the world that rules 

what we’ll call, in Schopenhauerian terms, the world of representation, to its 

catastrophe” (147). That’s why Bartleby refuses to copy; he prefers not to do any 

“particular” writing but writing itself. It is this radical act of recusal from writing, this 

affirmative subtraction from the system of signification, that threatens to drive even 

the liberal, sympathetic, rational souls like the lawyer into madness and nonsense. 

 

The Desire of Bartleby 
 

What if such a denial of, or a withdrawal from, the system of signification comes 

from Bartleby’s own unconscious desire? What if his inaction coincides with what 

Spinoza calls conatus, “a striving by which each thing strives to preserve in its being” 

(75)? What if his desire is not “passive resistance” as the lawyer puts it, but a striving 

to remain in his own subtraction, “to desire one’s own desire,” and “to constitutes 

oneself as desiring” (Agamben, Potentialities 236)? Does his desire and Being 

coincide in conatus without residue? Perhaps psychoanalysis would respond like this: 

“Bartleby’s desire, as a lack, is the desire of the Other, that is, the system of 

signification, but this Other also lacks substance, an empty ‘Nothing’ of the real. His 

object of desire is what he lacks, a desire of Nothing, which could only be 

approximated asymptotically through the death drive. In his futile struggle against 

what he lacks, Bartleby desires what could not be attainable without betting one’s 
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own death.” This analysis partly makes sense in terms of the object of what Bartleby 

desires: Bartleby refuses to participate in the system of signification precisely 

because he desires to be it. But this interpretation does not do justice to the political 

implication of his inaction as the desire to persist. Bartleby’s desire as conatus has 

nothing to do with the negative representation of the Other’s desire: his whole being 

desires something that preserves itself only as impotentiality, as it were, a desire to 

affirm desire itself, a pure striving to preserve itself. Bartleby “would prefer not to 

make any change,” “to be stationary,” and to be “not particular” at all (Melville 126). 

As Deleuze observes, Bartleby’s absolute vocation is to be a man without reference 

who hollows out “an ever-expanding zone of indiscernibility or indetermination 

between some nonpreferred activities and a preferable activity” (Essays 71). 

On the other hand, Agamben attempts to link Bartleby’s desire to the sovereign 

act of suspending the law itself. According to Agamben, nothing is farther from the 

truth of Bartleby’s desire than to configure it “the heroic pathos of negation,” and his 

declaration of inaction amounts to the skeptical act of “epokhe (suspension)”: the 

manifestation of “affect without doxa” (Potentialities 256) and “pure announcement 

of appearance, the intimation of Being without any predicate” (257). No wonder that 

one could discern here Agamben’s own desire to make Bartleby into Walter 

Benjamin’s figure of messianic suspension of history, but here he actually proffers 

Bartleby the role of messenger, his formula being a message of Providence.15  

Theological predilection notwithstanding, Agamben once again takes a cue 

directly from the lawyer’s sentimental representation of Bartleby: the lawyer thinks 

to himself that Bartleby is “billeted upon me for some mysterious purpose of an all-

wise Providence, which it was not for a mere mortal like me to fathom” (Melville 

121). This is a part of the lawyer’s “repressive sublimation” by which he justifies his 

own indecision to dismiss Bartleby as “the predestined purpose of my life” (121). If 

Bartleby’s desire is, like that of sovereignty, to suspend the law itself by the 

declaration of the divine message, what he creates with this announcement is likely 

to be what Agamben calls “a state of exception.” But the figure of sovereignty does 

not coincide with Bartleby’s ontological existence as the victim of the very state of 

emergency. How could it be possible then to pinpoint such a “zone of indiscernibility” 

between sovereignty and bare life?  

For Agamben, the figure of sovereignty and homo sacer constitutes, while 

clearly distinct in terms of the law, a sort of Mobius strip in the first place. Just as the 

                                                 
15 For the further discussion of Agamben’s political affinity with Pauline messianism and Walter 

Benjamin’s idea of weak messianism, see Whyte 318-23. 
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sovereign who suspends the law and creates the state of exception paradoxically puts 

him- or herself outside the law, so homo sacer, who is inclusively excluded from the 

law and placed tangential to it, shares the same political terrain with the sovereign: 

they are politically isomorphic in the zone of indiscernibility. And this abyssal zone, 

for Agamben, is none other than the very tabula rasa from which the genuine political 

possibility of potentiality could be articulated. Bartleby becomes the figure of this 

double contingency of catastrophe and radical break. But as is shown in his 

valorization of Bartleby’s inaction as a strong political potentiality, Agamben’s 

political subjectivity in the era of post-industrialism takes the form of internal 

disruption or implosion (Homo Sacer 84), that is, “deactivation and inactivity—

another use of law” (State of Exception 64), rather than radical transcendence beyond 

the law or pure suspension and destruction of the law itself.16  For Agamben, the 

figure of Bartleby provides the representative model of disruptive subjectivity, the 

messenger of messianic coming, who resembles at once a sovereign and a homo sacer. 

In order to fit this posture, Bartleby has to be de-contextualized from Bartleby.17 

 Still, the real problem is not only Agamben’s much too procrustean reading of 

Bartleby, which tends to slight the lawyer-narrator’s significance in the 

representation of Bartleby, but also his overestimation of Bartleby’s impotentiality of 

inaction. Agamben does not take great pains to distinguish what is impotentially 

potential from what is “purely negative” in the figure of Bartleby.18 As Agamben 

repeatedly emphasizes, Bartleby is neither the outcome of intense repression of 

disciplinary society nor the victim of utter exhaustion in an achievement-driven, 

                                                 
16 Compared to Agamben, Hardt and Negri’s take on Bartleby, in Empire, as the revolutionary 

political subjectivity without communal vision is an example of philosophical overreading of a 
literary text, while Žižek’s reading of Bartleby, in Parallax View, as a figure whose “gesture of 
subtraction at its purest” (382) seriously problematizes liberal-left politics reverberates with 
Agamben’s notion of implosion. 

17 It is Arne de Boever who problematizes the connection between Bartleby and Agamben’s 
philosophical notions of sovereignty, messianism, and homo sacer. He is also the only scholar who 
pays close attention to the subtle narrative strategy of Melville in Bartleby in terms of Agamben’s 
reading of it. As a good Agamben scholar, however, de Boever falls short of critiquing Agamben’s 
desire as political philosopher itself despite the nuanced reading of Bartleby and Agamben’s 
writings. This is partly because he could not extend Melville’s narrative strategy to Bartleby’s 
political implication and because his argument veers overtly towards the “inoperative” politics of 
philosophical idea (“Overhearing” 157). The same theoretical orientation continues in his expanded 
assessment of Agamben’s reading of Bartleby in the final chapters (290-338) on “politics” of Plastic 
Sovereignties. 

18  The idea of “pure negativity” here is not identical with Han Byung Chul’s description of 
Bartleby’s ontological negativity in the post-industrial society: “Bartleby’s Dasein is negative 
being-unto-death” (28). 
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burnout society. Bartleby’s pure negativity has to do, rather, with his machine-like 

“repetition compulsion,” an adamant, steady insistence on preserving in his own non-

being in the state beyond pleasure principle. It does not touch upon the possibility of 

impotentiality that Agamben allegorically ascribes to his figure; Bartleby’s negativity 

is not the de-creatively creative movement, an implosion, from the zone of 

indiscernibility but the mechanical repetition, like death drive, of an automaton which 

seems to suffer no pain in body and soul as “he wrote on silently, palely, mechanically” 

(Melville 100). 

Pure negativity could be tantamount to the pure insistence on the ontological 

preserving in one’s being, or what Deleuze and Agamben calls “a life.” But what if 

this mechanical compulsion is inherent in the notion of Agamben’s potentiality itself? 

What if the “real” formula Bartleby wants to deliver to the lawyer is the demand of 

the otherness: “Do you not see the reason for yourself?” (Melville 115). The 

unanswerable answer to this question might be the crucial and penultimate message 

he desires to share with the lawyer. Ironically, the myopic lawyer takes this question 

much too literally so that he misreads it as a sign referring to Bartleby’s optical 

deformity. Melville makes this absurd, non-sensical communication, or the lack 

thereof, a comical farce, problematizing the lawyer’s blind belief in the benevolence 

of his good will and sympathy. What would then be the ultimate reason of Bartleby’s 

“preferring not to” that the lawyer couldn’t see for himself? Deleuze exhorts that “the 

shame of being a man” (Essays 1) compels us to write, but the very shame renders 

Bartleby speechless and stuttering. Bartleby’s silence at the end addresses more than 

what the lawyer offers with his autobiographical biography of Bartleby. His “I would 

prefer not to” and his final silence become a new writing beyond the system of 

capitalist signification. Following Deleuze, we may call it becoming-literature or 

literature machine. Agamben hopes to discover an arche-image of political 

potentiality in Bartleby, but there is a high possibility that Bartleby provokes 

theoretical anxiety that might drag Agamben down into the groundless aporia of 

theoretical thinking. With Bartleby, literature as writing becomes the very abyss of 

philosophy.  
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