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The dissertation maps the use of Bartleby, the mysterious scrivener from Melville’s 

eponymous short story (or, rather, novella), and his often repeated “I would prefer not to” by 

critics, writers, visual artists, philosophers, and radical leftist demonstrators, from Occupy 

Wall Street activists in 2011 to Turkish radical protesters in Istanbul in 2013. It explains why 

the literary character is often used as a symbol of “human strike,” and “a trope to describe a 

particular radical way of dealing with the present crisis” (15). Unlike the nineteenth-century 

critics, who considered the story to be pleasant summer reading (the dissertation gives 

representative examples of critical opinions of Melville’s contemporaries), scholars from the 

1960s, who established what is called the “Bartleby Industry,” take “Bartleby, the Scrivener” 

as a complex, enigmatic narrative, but as the author of the dissertation aptly noticed, most of 

them interpret the character of Bartleby as a sympathetic disturber of the stale and stifling 

world of his employer, the narrator of the story. Interestingly, the critical prejudice against the 

narrator is interpreted in the dissertation as a grudge by humanities scholars against richer and 

more successful lawyers. In this context, the literary critic is seen as a person who does not 

describe, but participates and, consciously or subconsciously, accepts the language of the 

analyzed work, and with it also the narrator’s perspective.  

 In Chapter Two, the author of the dissertation focuses on the role well-known literary 

characters play when used in postmodern pastiches: in this context she analyzes Georges 

Perec’s Life: A User’s Manual (1978) and Enrique Vila Matas’s Bartleby & Co. (2001; the 

latter herein written consistently and erroneously without the period after “Co.”). This chapter 

also analyzes an art piece, Etienne Chambaud’s Disclaimer (2007), using the “I would prefer 

not to” formula. The “Bartleby syndrome” is seen as a metaphor for a creative crisis and the 

author consequently comes to the conclusion that literary characters frozen in time and 

suffocated cannot be used for representing a political action. 

 The best parts of the dissertation are Chapters Three and Five. In these chapters the 

author leads a clever discussion with two renowned philosophers who use examples from 

literary works to illustrate their arguments: Slavoj Žižek and Gilles Deleuze. Being familiar 

with both primary sources and most of the relevant secondary sources (the list in the Works 

Cited section is truly impressive), the author explains the different perspectives of the two 

philosophers and, what is important, provides her own critique of their limitations and 

shortcomings. The chapter on Žižek, which also brings a Lacanian reading of his writings, 



deals relevantly with Bartleby as an example of man’s denaturalization, as well as an 

illustration of the “death drive,” the indifference both toward social conventions and his own 

interests (see 57), and also shows how Žižek tries, through examples from literary works, to 

connect his metaphysics with political praxis. (Discussing Žížek’s term “the parallax view,” 

the author should nevertheless mention the influence and the use of Alan J. Pakula’s 1974 

eponymous political thriller, based on the novel by Loren Singer.) The chapter on Deleuze, 

the highlight of the dissertation, describes the philosopher’s approach to literary texts, which 

he abuses and “rapes,” exploiting them for his own purposes, for example, to illustrate 

political arguments, ignoring their literary contexts. Even though Deleuze claims that he is not 

interpreting the texts, the author shows that he actually does: in the evaluation of this 

phenomenon she could be even more radical, especially in the part where she aptly writes 

about literary characters as “conceptual personae,” as well as “affective figures” (106), 

turning from “individual” to “singular.” Chapter Four discusses Giorgio Agamben and his 

concepts of essential vacancy of humankind, man as a being without content, and language 

that should speak about itself and not about something else, and his use of paradigms, 

singularities that are used to exemplify. The shortcoming of this chapter is its ignoring the 

existentialist and nihilistic aspects (as defined, for example, by Donald A. Crosby) – which 

would have brought Agamben’s ideas to a more positive light.    

 “Bartleby” presents what the author of the dissertation considers “an insoluble 

mystery,” which can “irritate reader after reader” (36), but also presents challenges: in fact, 

there are multiple solutions to the mystery. Surprisingly (at least for me), the dissertation does 

not discuss any existentialist reading of “Bartleby,” nor does she present any affinities with 

genre literature (horror, the supernatural story). Such readings would answer the author’s call 

for interpretations giving their due to the lawyer, who could be read as a person who cannot 

understand what is happening because it is still not a part of his experience as well as the 

experience of his generation/nation/culture, but is trying to open his eyes to new facts of life. 

Paradoxically, in such interpretations Bartleby’s passive resistance could be seen not only as a 

Sartrean “gratuitous act” but also as an act of political conservatism: Bartleby can be read as a 

full-time guardian of capitalism represented by Wall Street or by any wall (guarding takes 

more and more of Bartleby’s time because the revolutionary danger increases), the exact 

opposite of the silent rebel he is supposed to be according to the majority of critics. A germ of 

the existentialist approach can be detected in Agamben, who can see Bartleby in the jail as a 

happy man (see 84), the interpretation the author of the dissertation rejects, without even 



relating it to Albert Camus’s image of happy Sisyphus (from The Myth of Sisyphus), who 

enjoys glimpses of relative freedom in the absurd world. 

 The most problematic part of the dissertation is its title and abstract. The title 

“Bartleby, the Scrivener” in Contemporary Culture is misleading, as only Chapter Two 

corresponds to it, while in Chapters Three and Four the story is mentioned only sporadically 

and the focus is elsewhere. A more relevant title of the dissertation could be, for example, 

“The Literary Example in Culture, Philosophy and Politics: Bartleby and Others,” as this is 

what the dissertation really analyses. The first sentence of the abstract advertises that the 

author will deal, among other things, with popular references to Melville’s short story in 

popular culture, but, unfortunately, it never happens. 

 There are other minor flaws. In Chapter Two, Perec and Matas would deserve at least 

a brief introduction. When on p. 26 the structure of “Bartleby” is called “hysterical,” I would 

expect an explanation (does it have anything to do with Elaine Showalter’s concept of 

“hystories”?). On the same page the author gives Shoshana Felman’s opinion that literary 

history itself has never been “viewed as an analytical object” (26), never challenging this 

statement. In my opinion, it happens frequently when authors are introduced in a foreign 

cultural environment, for example in introductions and afterwords to translations of literary 

works. I cannot understand the author’s distinction of “literary” and “non-literary” (for 

example, p. 45), which should be “generally assumed” – it seems to me that the author 

considers a reading from a literary scholar to be “literary,” while a reading from a philosopher 

(or a political activist) is “non-literary,” which would be a gross simplification. This point 

should be clarified during the defense.  

 Some influences and comparisons are given only as allusions, without proper 

explanations (see pages 12, 24, 26, 37 – for example, what are “Charles Dickensian 

characters”), or an explanation is given much later. In several instances she quotes from 

second-hand sources: for example, when she uses what Adorno said about Beckett, she cites 

not directly from Adorno but from Zuidervaart’s writing on him. The term “interpretive 

violence” is used for the first time on p. 30 but explained only in Chapter Five. There is an 

occasional repetition – definitions of “strong reading” on pages 90 and 96–97; even the use of 

the same sentence on pages 107 and 108. 

 The author misspells some names: Wallace Stevens is not Steven, Lawrence Sterne is 

not Stern, and Jameson is Fredric, not Frederic (the incorrect spelling appears even in 

footnotes and bibliography). Even though the author is well versed in literary and 

philosophical terminology, occasionally we can find sentences such as “there seems to be no 



critical consensus on what the story is about” (19). It is a pity that the form limps behind its 

original and thought-provoking content. The only edited, and therefore formally correct, 

chapter is Chapter Three, which was previously published in the Moravian Journal of 

Literature and Film, even though even in this chapter italics in footnotes sometimes 

mysteriously vanished. A typographical nightmare in the remaining chapters is the use of 

quotation marks – the American ones mixed with the Czech ones, and even straight ones with 

the curved ones. Dashes and hyphens are used indiscriminately, many times a dash before an 

explanatory embedded sentence and a hyphen after it. Footnotes follow The Chicago Manual 

of Style, which is desirable, but with the exception of Chapter Three, it gives erroneously 

hyphens instead of n-dashes for page ranges, omits the necessary “in,” if citing a chapter in an 

edited scholarly book, does not separate subtitles from titles with a colon, and even 

occasionally misses italics in the names of books. 

 In spite of the minor flaws, I gladly recommend the dissertation for defense and 

tentatively grade it as “passed.” 
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