
This dissertation is based on the observation that Herman Melville’s “Bartleby, the Scrivener” has
become a popular reference in contemporary culture. Not only in the field of literary scholarship but also
in the realm of art, political theory and philosophy, it is employed as an example of authentic resistance
to power, a counter-intuitive politics that finds its strength in withdrawal, inaction, and inscrutability.
The thesis examines the reasons and motives that drive literary scholars, artists and philosophers to read,
interpret and use the story in such a way.
It does so by analyzing the nature of and reoccurring patterns in Bartleby Industry, the enormous bulk of
academic scholarship devoted to the story. It observes how the story is made use of outside of literary
scholarship by disciplines, such as art and philosophy, that are not primarily concerned with the literary
complexity of the story but use it to work on their own problems of politics and ethics. It pays special
attention to its popularity among influential Postmarxist philosophers, namely Slavoj Žižek, Giorgio
Agamben and Gilles Deleuze. As the presence of “Bartleby” in the realm of philosophy has to do with a
particular function literature performs in that field, in these chapters “Bartleby” becomes more of a
guiding thread in order to examine that function. At stake is the legitimacy of philosophical readings of
literature. A singularity of a literary text is neglected by violent reading for the sake of creating new
political communities thus making literature newly relevant. On the other hand, the use of “Bartleby”
brings to light debatable aspects of this particular politics put forward by art, philosophy or social
activism in question as well as the uneasiness of co-existence of literature and philosophy on the one
hand and the realm of politics on the other.
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