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“The One Who Walk Away From Omelas” Response To Bartleby’s Behavior In 
“Bartleby, The Scrivener: A Story Of Wall-street”.
There seems to be a close parallelism between Ursula Le Guin’s “The One Who Walk Away From Omelas” and Herman Melville’s “Bartleby, The Scrivener: A Story Of Wall-street.” Although both authors approach their narratives from different angles, it is apparent that they are thematically similar in one way or the other. Therefore, it is possible to for one of the narratives to respond to issues, actions, and concerns raised in and by the other correctly. For instance, in Guin’s narrative can respond to Melville’s by viewing the narrative and events recorded as a parallel to its own and therefore interpreting them as it would itself. On this note, this paper explores the different ways in which Guin’s “The One Who Walk Away From Omelas” can respond to Bartley’s behavior in Melville’s “Bartleby, The Scrivener: A Story Of Wall-street.”
Bartleby is the main character in Melville’s “Bartleby, The Scrivener: A Story Of Wall-street.” He is employed as a clerk by a prominent City lawyer who is generous, patient, and considerate. Initially, Bartleby works with utmost diligence, but it reaches a time when he just decides to stop doing that which he is paid for. Gradually he reduces his workload and progresses through a time where he does literally nothing and the only explanation he gives are that he would rather not do it. Matters become worse when he decides to start living at the office premises prompting the lawyer to move his business to another location to safeguard his reputation. Bartleby refuses all the help offered by the lawyer and colleagues, Nippers and Turkey. His loneliness, depression, and choice not to do anything result to his death.
On the other hand, the Omelas population make up the main characters in Guin’s “The One Who Walk Away From Omelas.” However, the character who attracts the audience’s attention most is the unnamed child who is locked in the dark basement of a beautiful public building in the city (Guin 3). It is through the plight of this poor malnourished and ill-treated innocent child that the audience is able to see the evils that lie behind the seemingly lively town of bliss and entertainment. Through this child, the reader can judge the town and its people for what it really is – a society filled with a bunch of people who would rather see an innocent child suffer if that will safeguard their reputation and ensure guarantee their enjoyment of all the goodness that Omelas has to offer.
In both of these narratives, the theme of freedom, loneliness, and isolation is dominant. In both cases, the key characters [Batleby in Melville’s “Bartleby, The Scrivener: A Story Of Wall-street” and the child in Guin’s “The One Who Walk Away From Omelas” are prisoners of not just their emotional and psychological issues but the society as a whole. Both strive to gain freedom until a time when they finally reach their breaking point, and at this time it is already too late to change the course that their life seems to be taking. No one can do anything to revert the situation or bring the lives of both Bartleby and the child back no normal – sympathy does not do any good to remedy the situation. This theme and the parallels between the two characters are used herein to determine Guin’s narrative’s response to Bartleby’s behavior.


Guin’s “The One Who Walk Away From Omelas” may view Bartleby’s personality and behavior as that of a person who has given up the fight – much like the child in the basement. The lawyer and narrator in Melville’s story puts Bartleby in the category of what he calls “interesting and a somewhat singular set of men” (Melville 1). The child in the dark basement also fits perfectly well in this description because it is different from all the townspeople and attracts their interest; prompting some to go as far as going to see the child locked in the basement (Guin 3). At first, he is too energetic and works as if that is all he was created to do but as the time goes, he loses interest all of a sudden and decides not to do anything as if he had just realized that his contract had expired. He simply prefers not to do anything he is that his work rules and regulations require of him (Melville 7). Guin’s narrative may see this as an extended reflection of the little child locked up in the basement. This is based on the fact that the narrator in Guin’s narrative points out that initially, the child would scream for help begging to be let out but with time, the energy dies out, and all it can do is “make a kind of whining, “eh-haa,eh-haa”.” There so much similarity between these two characters. Here are two people who were once energetic and willing to do that which they deemed to be right – Bartleby working and the child screaming for help. Therefore, with this in mind, “The One Who Walk Away From Omelas” would respond to Bartleby’s behavior, in the same manner, it would be the Child’s.


Guin’s narrative may also respond to Bartleby’s behavior as a product of forces beyond his control just like that of the little child in the dark basement. Apparently, both the child and Bartleby are individuals who have known and previously led a life that is totally different from the one they are living currently for the child and before death for Bartleby respectively. Guin’s society sees the child as feeble-minded, but the narrator is quick to note that this condition is a result of forces beyond the child’s control. On this note, the speaker points out that “perhaps it [child] was born defective or perhaps it has become imbecile through neglect, fear, and malnutrition.” Both of these cases are forces beyond the child’s control. In translating this possibility to Bartleby, one can see that he suffers from an almost similar circumstance. On this note, the lawyer points out that after Bartleby’s death he received a report, albeit being an unproven rumor, that his former employee had been a clerk at the Dead Letter Office in Washington. The narrator further invites the audience to “Conceive a man by nature and misfortune prone to a pallid hopelessness.” These are forces and circumstances that Bartleby cannot change no matter how much he may wish to. At the same time, the lawyer’s sympathy cannot not overturn the events or turn a new fresh page for Bartleby whose misfortune has turned him into a depressed homeless man. He has lost interest in the society, in work, and worst of all in himself. He no longer values his life, and even the lawyer is not sure whether anything can be done to make Bartleby behave normally or lead a normal life like others. The same goes for the child in Guin’s narrative and therefore responding to Bartleby’s behavior may be heavily influenced by the understanding of the child’s situation.


However, despite the parallels between the two narratives that make it possible to transfer a response from one to the other; there are those who would see the two as a contrast of each other. Based on this idea, Guin’s “The One Who Walk Away From Omelas” may respond to Melville’s narrative as its contrary. On this note, Bartleby’s behavior may be interpreted as the author’s exploration of the effects of clinical depression whereby individual’s health and mental condition and health degenerates to a fatal point due to depression. This would be viewed as a contrast because Guin’s audience will most likely view the child’s story as the author’s way of exploring the concept of exploitation in the contemporary world where factories in some parts of the world exploit children through excessive and abusive child labor in order to make the modern society thrive and enjoy all the benefits it does today.
Therefore, it is apparent that Ursula Le Guin’s “The One Who Walk Away From Omelas” and Herman Melville’s “Bartleby, The Scrivener: A Story Of Wall-street” can be viewed as being parallels of each other. It is also possible to respond to one as the opposite or contrast of each other. As far as parallelism is concerned, it is clear that Guin’s narrative may respond to Bartleby’s behavior by first understanding the plight of the child in the basement and reflecting it upon Bartleby. Both of them have given up fighting for freedom and/or recognition and their situations, and behavior are influenced by different forces beyond their control. By responding to Bartleby’s behavior from a contrasting idea, it seems that Melville uses Bartleby, his life, and behavior to explore the concept of clinical depression. Therefore, one may choose the angle from which to respond to Bartleby’s behavior.
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