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Following allusions that Melville scatters throughout “Bartleby the Scrivener,” the article develops 
the writer’s subtle criticism of Jonathan Edwards. The attorney’s way of thinking is taken as an 
example of reasoning on the basis of “necessary” assumptions, which Melville finds in Edwards’ 
“The Freedom of the Will.” From the perspective of that philosophy, Barleby’s existence appears 
inexplicable, or understandable only as a “loose existence,” which, according to Edwards, would 
have to represent an error in the universe. By anayzing Edwards’ (the attorney’s) way of thinking, 
the author advances arguments concerning the identity of persons as well as the complex relation-
ship the story constructs between certain types of activity and passivity. 

Those whom books will hurt will not be proof against events. 
Events, not books, should be forbid.
—Herman Melville, The Encantadas

According to the attorney the main problem with Bartleby is that he 
is no problem at all. A problem can be solved or at least displaced whereas 
with Bartleby we are faced with an “un-heard of perplexity.”1 Webster’s New 
Twentieth Century Dictionary says that in a slightly obsolete sense—con-
temporary to the attorney’s usage—perplexity refers to what is intricate 
or difficult. Intricate, however, is neither complex nor complicated but 
involuted: “A thing is complex when it is made up of many interrelated 
parts; it is complicated when those parts are so many or so arranged as to 
make it difficult to understand their relationship; it is intricate when it has 
numerous windings and confused involutions which are difficult to follow.” 
In mathematics involution is the raising of a quantity to any given power; 
in grammar it is a construction created by a clause separating subject from 
predicate; in biology it is a degenerate change, but in medicine it is the 
return of an organ to its normal site. In short, involution is the site of con-
fluence of the normal and the anomalous, finite and infinite, subject and 
predicate. It signifies both “anything that involves something” and “anything 
that is itself involved into something,” which is why it is the confusion of 
exteriority and interiority. And what can be more confusing than that? To 
make things even more perplexed, the perplexity called Bartleby is not just 
any perplexity but an “un-heard of perplexity,” the unthinkable raised to 
any given power of unthinkability as it were. This is the point at which the 
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“Bartleby” case would have to be closed. For if Bartleby is the unthinkable, 
then there remains nothing to be said about him.

If the attorney is not “silent of what he cannot speak” it is because, in 
a certain sense, he has to try to untangle this perplexity. He has to not only 
because Bartleby is a threat to his property or business but also, as it turns 
out, to his “head,” to the way he thinks and acts. One should not forget 
that Bartleby appears as an “un-heard of perplexity” precisely to the lawyer; 
Bartleby perplexes his judgment. His thinking cannot think Bartleby’s think-
ing; to his thinking Bartleby’s thinking appears as a non-thinking. On the 
other hand—and this is what disturbs the lawyer—if Bartleby’s non-thinking 
is a thinking of some sort, then the attorney’s thinking faces in Bartleby its 
own failure. The stakes in the game played in the office of the law are “ab-
solute”: either my way of thinking or yours. The attorney therefore relates 
the story of himself and Bartleby as the story of two irreducibly different 
ways of thinking. Bartleby the Scrivener could therefore be called Melville’s 
version of What is called thinking? But what is it that is called thinking and 
what calls for thinking here? Let us start with the attorney: what is called 
thinking for the attorney, how does he think?

The attorney’s own description of his thinking is reflexive. That is to 
say, he describes the process of his thinking that has already taken place in 
such a way as to turn the description itself into the very process of thinking 
that he is describing (he is describing a praxis by practicing it in the process 
of its description). This description applies to what will explicitly be called 
“the procedure of thinking,” namely the reasons why the attorney thought 
that Bartleby would have to leave the office after being fired, that is to say, 
after the following exchange: “’The time has come; you must quit this place; 
I am sorry for you; here is money; but you must go.’ ‘I would prefer not,’ 
he replied, with his back still towards me. ‘You must.’ He remained silent.”2 
As must be the case in the world of the absolute force of the law, must is the 
last word of this conversation, the announcement of the force of necessity. 
The idea that after “must” is pronounced its execution will necessarily follow 
thus points to another idea: that there is an immanent (almost necessary) 
relationship between will, thinking, desiring and acting. And so, after mas-
terfully managing to fire Bartleby, the attorney engages himself in thinking 
about his own act and about the thought that has determined it. He thus 
thinks his thinking: “As I walked home in a pensive mood, my vanity got 
the better of my pity. I could not but highly plume myself on my masterly 
management in getting rid of Bartleby. Masterly I call it and such it must 
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appear to any dispassionate thinker. The beauty of my procedure seemed 
to consist in its perfect quietness. There was no vulgar bullying, no bravado 
of any sort, no choleric hectoring. … Nothing of the kind. Without loudly 
bidding Bartleby depart—as an inferior genius might have done—I as-
sumed the ground that depart he must; and upon the assumption built all 
I had to say.”3 The last word that the attorney addressed to Bartleby—must 
—is now repeated but in a totalizing way. For in this context it says at least 
three things at the same time. First, it says that “I, the attorney,” am the 
superior genius, my way of thinking is the way of thinking (it is thus a self-
identificatory mark, which curiously enough identifies him as a thinker, as 
a philosopher and not as a lawyer). Second, it says that if we, the readers or 
witnesses of this procedure, fail to acknowledge this thinking as superior 
thinking (as we must) we should be identified only as “inferior” thinkers (it 
is thus an identificatory mark that legitimizes and/or disqualifies the think-
ing of another). And, finally, it says that should Bartleby fail to obey this 
“must” we, being all superior thinkers, will disqualify him as the thinker, 
identify him as somebody who does not think. But what is the beauty of 
the attorney’s procedure? What does its nobility (its quietness) consist in so 
as to escape the vulgarity of obviousness? 

The attorney gives us some clues that allow us to unfold his quiet 
procedure: “I assumed,” he says, “the ground that depart he must; and upon 
the assumption built all I had to say,” all he had to say being precisely the 
“must.” Thus the fact that he italicizes both “assumed” and “must” merely 
restates what was already stated in his description of the procedure; he insists, 
namely, on the fact that there is a connection between an assumption (what 
is only probable), the ground or reason for that assumption (“I assumed 
the ground”) and the final result of the series of assumptions (the truth). It 
says that the assumed reason on which he based his thinking is its final and 
necessary outcome, which then, being the truth, turns assumption into a 
necessary truth, negating its being a “supposition.” It says that the relation 
between assumption and conclusion is one of necessity.  The “must” ad-
dressed to Bartleby as the assumed reason was thus the “prospect” of the 
whole chain of reasoning that led to the final “must,” which turned out to be 
not only the retrospect of the “prospect” but the assimilation of “prospect” 
and “retrospect.” Hence an image of thought appears: it becomes clear that 
the attorney bases his thinking on a philosophy that calls itself the “doctrine 
of assumptions” (which is precisely how he terms his own “procedure” of 
thinking), and which tries to establish a necessary connection between “the 
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assumption of reason” and its “absolutely necessary conclusion” through a 
very particular formulation of the relationship among the faculties of the 
mind. It becomes clear that we are dealing here with the philosophy of 
Jonathan Edwards, whose work the attorney will inform us, he read, in order 
to discern the reasons why his thinking did not have any effect on Bartleby. 
He read, as I believe we must, Edwards’ treatise on the Freedom of the Will 
and (for quite different reasons) Priestley’s treatise on Necessity.

Far from being, as is commonly believed, a minor variation on Locke, 
Edwards’ work emerged as a radical resistance to the formers philosophy of 
thinking and self-identity, as a thinking so different from “old” (European) 
thought, that it would cause a “great turbulence” of thinking, to become 
known as the “great awakening.” What is Edwards’ key intervention? The 
will, says Edwards is the power of acting, the power of actualization of the 
potentiality to act. “Willing” is the act of will because it is the act of choos-
ing. The will is always faced with at least two possibilities but prefers one. 
Thus, being the power to elect one thing rather than another the will is, in 
each of its acts or preferences, both the power of affirmation and the power 
of negation: by preferring one thing the will affirms (it wills) its existence 
and therefore negates the existence of the other: “If any think it is more 
perfect definition of the will to say, that, It is that by which the soul either 
chooses or refuses, I content with it; though I think that it is enough to say, 
It is that by which the soul chooses: for in every act of will whatsoever, the 
mind chooses one thing rather than another; it chooses something rather 
than the contrary, or rather than the want of non-existence of that thing.”4 
The will is thus nothing other than the power of preference. 

But preference is power because before choosing anything in particular 
and even by not choosing or preferring anything in particular, it prefers to 
prefer. In other words, if preference is the same thing as choosing it is because 
by preferring itself it chooses itself and thus chooses to prefer instead of not 
to prefer. From this perspective, Bartleby’s “I would prefer not to” (whose 
object remains undecided, for it is not clear whether there is something in 
particular that he prefers not to, or that he prefers the “not to” itself ) is the 
act of preference for the undecided choice, the power of its affirmation. It 
is thus an affirmation of the choice (to prefer) that, as any choice, both af-
firms and negates. And to the extent that it does not specify the particular 
object of its preference it specifies the preference itself as its own object, it 
announces pure will. “I would prefer” is the formula of the pure power of 
the will, the performance of its “pure” act.5
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That is, says Edwards, precisely how Mr. Locke determined the will 
when he said that “The will signifies nothing but power or ability to prefer 
or choose. The word preferring seems best to express the act of volition.”6 
However, immediately after offering this determination of the will (“to will 
is to prefer”), Locke sets about arguing for a complication (of which Edwards 
is very aware) that will undermine the felicity of his initial equation. For, 
says Locke, it is true that preference is the same as the will but not precisely. 
Namely, between will and preference there emerges a small difference. And 
what is more, he adds, I now want to warn the reader that I said that the 
will is the same as preference only for want of a better word, only because 
words failed me: “Such is the difficulty of explaining and giving clear no-
tions of internal actions by sounds, that I must here warn my reader that 
ordering, directing, choosing, preferring, &c. which I have made use of, will 
not distinctly enough express volition … For example, preferring, which 
seems perhaps best to express the act of volition, does it not precisely. For 
though a man would prefer flying to walking, yet who can say he ever wills 
it?”7 Something rather curious appears in this formulation: what expresses 
the act of volition precisely does it not precisely. It is possible that the will 
does not will a flying body at the same time as preference prefers it. It is 
possible that preference opposes the will, preferring something that the will 
does not want (thus preferring it involuntarily). And, by the same token, it 
is possible that the will wills something that it does not prefer, thus willing 
whatever it wills indifferently. The little difference (“not precisely”) becomes 
the irreducible difference (precisely not). For what is at stake in this differ-
ence is nothing less than a difference between involuntary preference and 
indifferent will.

Things became even more complicated for Edwards once Locke intro-
duced his determination of desire. For, says Edwards, Mr. Locke claims that 
“well considered it can be plainly shown ‘that will is perfectly distinguished 
from desire; which in the very same action may have a quite contrary 
tendency from that which our will sets upon.’”8 Thus, within one and the 
same act the will wants one thing, preference prefers another, desire desires a 
third, and thought thinks of a fourth. For Mr. Locke also held the power of 
thinking to be irreducibly different from the power of willing: “The power of 
thinking operates not on the power of choosing, nor the power of choosing 
on the power of thinking; no more than the power of dancing operates on 
the power of singing.”9 By this point we have a rather curious person, one 
who has indifferent will, involuntary preference, non-voluntary desire, and 



40  Janus Head

non-elective thought, while at the same time dancing and singing. It is true 
that the “mind operates, and exerts these powers,”10 but since those powers 
are multiple, since they are irreducibly different and able to contradict one 
another in the same act, the “one and the same” mind that exerts them has 
to be multiple.11

Edwards is horrified by this extravagance verging on madness, and for 
at least two reasons. The first reason is related to the case in which all the 
mind’s powers are focused on one object but have different inclinations: 
for example, all the powers of the mind could be focused on copying docu-
ments but each of them could lead that mind in a different direction. What 
happens then? At the very moment in which the will is about to choose 
(to copy) there emerges the desire that does not desire what the will wills 
(the desire not to copy). Since the powers are distinct they do not mediate 
one another. Everything will then depend on their sheer force: the force of 
desire can “conquer” the will from within and bring its action to a halt. This 
is Locke’s fundamental difference between “to be free to will” and “to have 
free will.”12 The will is always free to will but is not always the free will. Into 
the act performed by its power another power (thinking, desiring) inserts 
its own power and thus paralyzes the will, making a person incapable of 
performing the act (of volition). The same holds for every power and its 
action. Every power can be disseminated by the force of another power. 
Powers, which manifest themselves by acting on each other, could thus have 
as the outcome of their action a powerless individual, incapable of acting. 
In the core of Locke’s person of pure powers and their activity there appears 
a fragile individual brought to a standstill, an endless hesitation before the 
act, passivity unable to perform anything—Hamlet.

The second reason for Edwards’ disturbance is related to the case in 
which the different inclinations of various powers are directed to different 
objects, so that all of them can be successfully realized. In that case a per-
son can simultaneously will to dance, to prefer flying to dancing, to desire 
sleeping, and to think, for example about Locke’s philosophy of the mind. 
That is all nice and fine as long as we restrict ourselves to questions of flying 
or walking. But what happens—and this is Edwards’ major concern—if a 
person refuses to obey God, ministers, church, law, contract or the attorney? 
Who or what performs that refusal? And how are we going to know that 
if the mind is multiple? How are we going to discern if it was only the will 
that refused obedience while desire wanted it or while thought was in favor 
of it? And vice versa: what if a person obeys the law while thinking against 
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it, while desiring its destruction? How are we going to know if somebody 
really believes in God if they can perform all the rituals without ever actu-
ally believing? 

In asking these questions Edwards is not interested in strategies of pun-
ishment. Since punishment comes as the effect of an act, it is a defensive ac-
tion and therefore should be left to society and to God. For his part Edwards 
wants to find a way of negating the gap between faculties, of establishing 
an absolutely necessary relation among them so that by uttering “I believe” 
a person is uttering the “absoluteness” of his belief, and so that one can be 
sure that whoever says “I believe” wills and desires his belief. The stakes of 
his intervention are thus not only epistemological but, more importantly, 
political. For only on condition that the gap between willing, thinking, 
desiring and acting is overcome can one be sure that whoever obeys the law 
does it because all his thoughts willfully support that law. Only on condi-
tion that the gap is negated can one be sure that whoever obeys the law will 
not change it. Edwards’ epistemology is thus a project of the colonization of 
the mind: he seeks to make it a unified field of powers which all serve one 
goal (one law, one God). Differently put, his is the project of disciplining 
the mind, where discipline means not only subjection to the law but desire 
for it, love of it.13 Obviously, no law is safe, no technology of discipline is 
possible if Locke was right. For if the powers are different then it is not 
possible to influence them all and control their multiplicity.

Overwhelmed by the awesome consequences of Locke’s theory, Edwards 
undertakes to radically reformulate it. Locke, he informs us, was not atten-
tive enough in his analysis of the will and preference. For “if we carefully 
distinguish the proper objects of the several acts of the will, it will not appear 
… that there is any difference between volition and preference.”14 It is not 
possible to prefer flying to walking while one is walking. Will and preference 
is one and the same thing. It goes without saying that Edwards also found 
Locke to be very careless when the latter claimed the difference between 
the will and desire in one and the same act. For if we carefully consider 
the matter it will turn out that “the thing which he [a man] wills, the very 
same he desires; and he does not will a thing, and desire the contrary, in any 
particular.”15 Will, desire and preference are absolutely identical in each act. 
All the powers are one and they are all the power of acting. A man is thus 
a monolithic activity with no cracks in it, no possibility for the failure of 
action, no possibility for split and hesitation.
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For Edwards, the question now becomes: what happens (this was the 
key Armenian example over which Edwards waged his war) if, faced with 
two objects, the will remains indifferent? How are we going to determine 
that there is will at all if no sign of difference or preference appears? The 
beauty of Edwards’ approach to this question is that he doesn’t offer a circular 
answer. He doesn’t simply say that in order to be indifferent the will has 
to will its indifference. He makes a more cunning move, raising the stakes 
of the game. The will, he says, can be indifferent, but only after perception 
has perceived objects and after thinking has thought them. Which comes 
down to saying that an indifferent will is impossible in so far as perception 
perceives and thinking thinks only by preferring an object, only by willing: 
“It will always be so among a number of objects in view; one will prevail in 
the eye, or in idea, beyond others. When we have our eyes open in the clear 
sunshine, many objects strike the eye at once, and innumerable images may 
be at once painted in it by the rays of light; but the attention of the mind 
is not equal to several of them at once; and so it is with respect to the ideas 
of the mind in general; several ideas are not in equal strength in the mind’s 
view and notice at once.”16 As the framing of the perceptual field, percep-
tion is the power of election. The same holds for thinking. Every thought 
is the act by which thinking prefers to think that particular thought. This 
is not to say that there is a will behind every perception and thought, but 
rather that there is will within them. Thus, instead of speaking about the 
relationship between will and thinking one should allow for their identity: 
“Besides, if the dictate of the understanding, and determination of the will, 
be the same, this confounds the understanding and will, and makes them 
the same. Whether they be the same or no, I will not now dispute.”17 

Several consequences follow. 1) If every sensation and thought is willed 
then the will can be indifferent only if there is no perceiving or thinking 
whatsoever. Indifferent will thus equals death. 2) If everything is willed then 
not only is there no such thing as “innocent” thought but, more importantly, 
one should be held responsible for each perception, thought and dream. 
Something like absolute responsibility and guilt emerges. 3) Introduction of 
the always willful thought changes the relation between thinking and doing 
for each thought or perception is the action of the will: “and in this case not 
only is it true that it is easy for a man to do the thing if he will, but the very 
willing is the doing; when once he has willed, the thing is performed and 
nothing else remains to be done.”18 4) Thus the idea of the deed is changed. 
If the very perceiving or thinking is the doing then there “remains nothing 
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[else] to be done.” 5) This opens up the possibility of a strange paradox, 
namely that the body can be absolutely passive and speechless and yet totally 
active, for every impression or affection is already a willed action even though 
no action follows it. In other words, there is no such thing as receptivity for 
every sensation is already a performance of the will.19 6) This introduces a 
radical idea of performative, one that excludes the possibility of the non-
performative. To think something like non-performance is to will, which is 
why a non-performance is only a performative: “Therefore, in these things 
to ascribe a non-performance to the want of power or ability, is not just.”20 
A man is thus a performative that never fails. A gigantic hive of activity. 

Seen through Edwardsian glasses, the ones the attorney puts on when 
he reads Bartleby, a curious image appears. To say that Bartleby is doing 
something (brushing his hair, walking slowly, eating ginger, drinking water) 
has the same performative force as to say that he is not doing anything (fall-
ing into his dead wall reveries, lying on the bench, sitting on the banister), 
for in all those innumerable cases he is simply performing his will. When 
he therefore says “I would prefer not [to]” he is performing a deed in the 
same way in which he is performing his will when he is absolutely silent. 
To say that by saying “rather not” he remains in suspense; to say that by not 
copying or not conversing he is remaining passive, is therefore only to say 
that he wills the indetermination of his will. Suspense as well as passivity is 
nothing other than a different form of enforcing an action. That is why all 
those actions, even when they are “absent,” can be interpreted as the activity 
of resistance, which is how the attorney reads Bartleby’s passivity when he 
says that “nothing so aggravates an earnest person as a passive resistance.”21  
There is no way out of activity.

Bartleby thus becomes the monolithic activity of the will: a self 
inhabited exclusively by itself, incapable of any receptivity, a room with 
no windows and a locked door. This is precisely the attorney’s image of 
Bartleby: “I was fumbling under the door mat for the key, which Bartleby 
was to have left there for me, when accidentally my knee knocked against 
a panel, producing a summoning sound, and in response a voice came to 
me from within—“Not yet; I am occupied.” It was Bartleby.”22 The “ruse” 
of Bartleby’s answer lies in its literality. Bartleby does not let the attorney 
into the space of the office precisely because he is occupied, occupation here 
referring to the mode of his existence (to the way he is: “I am occupied”). The 
room locked from inside, which does not allow another to enter, becomes 
the image of Bartleby’s self. In the space in which there are no others, “I 
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am occupied” can only mean “I am occupied by myself, in myself ” and my 
door is closed now.

Bartleby seems thus to have reversed Kafka’s parable of the law, as if he 
had managed to go behind the doorkeeper’s back, to step over the threshold 
of the law and then to close the open gate, thus keeping the man of the 
law, the doorkeeper, outside of the law. In other words, as if in contrast to 
Kafka’s doorkeeper, who claimed that “this door was open for you,” Bartleby 
instead says “this door is closed, and will not be open for you.” By closing 
the door Bartleby turns the lawyer into the outsider.  That is why the at-
torney is negated or, as he puts it, “killed at his own door,” by Bartleby’s “I 
am occupied,” that is, by a response that announced the end of any further 
exchange: “I was thunderstruck,” says the attorney. “For an instant I stood 
like the man who, pipe in mouth, was killed one cloudless afternoon long 
ago in Virginia, by summer lightning; at his own warm open window he 
was killed, and remained leaning out there upon the dreamy afternoon, till 
some one touched him, when he fell.”23 By the force of Bartleby’s will the 
attorney is relegated to a spectral existence.

One may well ask, however, why the attorney was so taken aback? Why 
did his own negation come to him as lightning from the cloudless sky? To 
say that he was surprised by Bartleby’s resistance misses the point, for the 
attorney, being Edwards’ philosophical disciple, knows or should know that 
Bartleby’s “I would prefer [not to]” is nothing other than the expression of 
the power of his will. If he is nevertheless taken aback by Bartleby’s response 
it is because the encounter between the attorney and Bartleby points to an 
abyssal problem in Edwards’ system (of which the attorney becomes painfully 
aware), which can be summed up as follows: if every subject is a subject that 
performs the absolute will without exception and excuse, what happens in 
the encounter of two wills that each will a different thing: what happens 
if the attorney wills Bartleby out of the office whereas Bartleby prefers not 
to leave it? The attorney explicitly refers to this problem: “It was a truly 
beautiful thought to have assumed Bartleby’s departure; but after all that 
assumption was simply my own, and none of Bartleby’s.”24 How to recon-
cile two wills in such a way that both perform their force? Edwards’ answer 
(which, as we shall see, the attorney adopts entirely) is rooted in his trust in 
enlightenment. Namely, since the will is thinking, then thinking exposed 
to rational argumentation based on the utterances of “full, fixed or certain 
connextion between the subject and the predicate”25 would always prefer the 
better thing. In the end there will be no two wills willing opposite things.26 
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That is the thesis the attorney accepts: if he bases his argument on one of 
three possible relations between subject and predicate, whoever is exposed 
to that argument will be transformed and awakened (and being awakened 
he will either start copying or leave the office). But what three connections 
will help the attorney to determine his will? In the book the attorney reads 
Edwards provides a very precise answer to this question.

The first connection between the subject and the predicate of an ut-
terance (on the basis of which one determines one’s preferences), the one 
he calls “full connection,” is perfect “because it may imply a contradiction 
or gross absurdity to suppose them not connected.”27 Such a connection 
states mathematical or metaphysical truths that are eternal (two plus two 
equals four; God created everything out of nothing, and so on). Since the 
truth stated by those utterances is eternal it is also absolutely necessary (in 
and of itself, out of time and independent of context).

The second relation is fixed. The argument based on it is composed of 
utterances that claim something about the past and establish a causal rela-
tion between that past and the present. The connection between subject 
and predicate is fixed because “the existence of that thing is already come 
to pass, and either now is or has been, and so has, as it were, made sure of 
existence … Thus, the existence of whatever is already come to pass, is now 
become necessary.”28 “Bartleby is in the room now because he entered it a 
second ago” is an example of such an utterance.

The third connection is the most problematic, since people do not 
spend their time thinking about eternal truths or about past events. To the 
contrary, on the basis of what now is they try to determine an action that 
will have certain consequences in the future. But how to think or prefer 
what does not exist (what is in the future)? How to perform an act now 
that will necessarily lead to a desired future consequence, say to Bartleby’s 
leaving the office? As will become immediately clear, the attorney accepts 
Edwards’ answer to this question: one has to base the act of the will on the 
argument whose utterances build a “certain” connection between subject 
and predicate. In other words one has to build one’s argument on what the 
attorney, following Edwards, calls the doctrine of assumption or the as-
sumption or supposition based on the ground. Here is Edwards’ explanation: 
“And here it may be observed, that all things which are future, or which will 
hereafter begin to be, which can be said to be necessary, are necessary only 
in this last way: their existence is not necessary in itself; for if so, they always 
would have existed. Nor is their existence become necessary by being made 
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sure, by being already come to pass. Therefore, the only way that any thing 
that is to come to pass hereafter, is or can be necessary, is by a connexion 
with something that already is, or has been; so that the one being supposed, 
the other certainly follows. And this, also, is the only way that all things 
past, excepting those which were from eternity, could be necessary before 
they come to pass, or could come to pass necessarily; and therefore the only 
way in which any effect or event, or any thing whatsoever that ever has had 
or will have a beginning, has come into being necessarily, or will hereafter 
necessarily exist. And therefore, this is the necessity which especially belongs 
to controversies about the acts of the will.”29

Excepting absolutely necessary truths (which are outside of time), all 
other things are temporal and therefore causally connected. For Edwards 
causal connection is a connection of certainty: from a certain cause a conse-
quence will certainly follow, which is to say with relative necessity. Now, that 
necessity is relative means only that God could have connected cause and 
consequence in a different way (in difference to the eternal truths that not 
even God could have established differently). Relative necessity is therefore 
relative only from the perspective of God, whereas from the perspective of 
the finite being even such a relative necessity is absolute; from the act of a 
finite being a consequence will necessarily follow. It is therefore enough to 
assume a reasonable ground for a thing and it will necessarily follow from 
that assumption. The meaning of assumption is thus changed. To assume 
does not mean to leave space for uncertainty but to claim with absolute 
certainty that something will come to pass. The attorney holds strongly to 
this assumption of assumption, so strongly that he feels necessary to graphi-
cally draw attention, by means of italics, to the fact that his “procedure” of 
thinking was based on such theory of assumption: “I assumed the ground 
that depart he must; and upon the assumption built all I had to say…”

However, to suppose certain connections among everything is to negate 
the accident of an interruption between what was and what will be, which 
thereby negates the assumption. The assumption is certain only if there is 
no such thing as accident. And so, there is no such thing as accident: “As 
the acts of the will, in each step of the fore-mentioned procedure, do not 
come to pass without a particular cause, every act is owing to a prevailing 
inducement so the accident, as I have called it, or that which happens in 
the unsearchable course of things, to which the mind yields itself, and by 
which it is guided, is not any thing that comes to pass without a cause…”30 
That there is no event means that there is nothing inexplicable. The world 
reads as one huge organic narration.
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The finite person is such a universe in miniature. He is the continuity 
of the “connection of certainty,” of all his thoughts, desires and volitions. 
His existence is “fixed.” Everybody is accountable, from people all the way 
to flying spiders.31 To suppose the opposite would mean to suppose the pos-
sibility of an event or of an interrupted connection. And that, according to 
Edwards, is impossible: “For if the event be not connected with the cause, 
it is not dependent on the cause; its existence is as it were, loose from its 
influence, and may attend it or may not… And to say the event is not de-
pendent on its cause is absurd.”32 There are no “loose existences.” But to say 
that what will be is already inscribed in what was, is to read the connection 
of certainty as the connection of necessity. It supposes that the unknown 
(the future) is already inscribed in the text “written” in the past. That is why 
thinking based on the doctrine of assumption can, as the attorney made 
clear, go both ways, retrospectively as well as prospectively: “Yes, as before 
I had prospectively assumed that Bartleby would depart, so now I might 
retrospectively assumed that departed he was.”33

Yet, even though the attorney’s argument is, as he put it, “legitimate,” 
even though his thinking is based on a true “procedure” according to which 
it has to be necessary for Bartleby to leave the office, he nevertheless doubts 
whether Bartleby will leave (“I walked down town, arguing the probabilities 
pro and con”), as if the beauty and legitimacy of his thinking procedure 
has left him unconvinced. What is more, now openly parodying Edwards’ 
philosophical enterprise, the attorney informs us how “nevertheless, next 
morning, upon awakening, I had my doubts.”34 He was awakened, all right, 
but instead of being awakened into Edwards’ great awakening, into the cer-
tainty of a beautifully connected world, he was awakened into the instability 
of doubt. If he is now headed down the road to skepticism then the reason 
for this journey along unbeaten tracks should be sought in the critique of 
Edwards’ philosophy that the attorney himself provided. 

The attorney’s objection could be summed up in the following way: 
the doctrine of assumption itself depends on an assumption that has to be 
proven instead of serving as the basis for the various proofs that Edwards 
offered. The supposition is certain because all things are necessarily con-
nected only if things are necessarily connected. The doctrine of assumption 
is therefore “valid” only if it can prove that its formal argumentation is based 
on the existence of what it claims to be true. And that is precisely what it 
cannot prove. Edwards’ doctrine of suppositions therefore appears merely as 
a strictly “logical” (empty) argumentation having no thetic power, no power 
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to enact what it claims. The theory of absolute performative power has no 
perfomative power whatsoever. The attorney formulates this objection in 
terms of a difference between “pure” theory, one without perfomative force, 
and practice: “My procedure,” says he, “seemed as sagacious as ever, - but 
only in theory. How it would prove in practice—there was the rub.”35 By 
claiming there to be a gap between (pure) theory and practice the attorney 
implies that far from being a profound understanding of the “nature” of man, 
Edwards’ theory is a mere “form,” a “construction,” a theory ad hominem. 
For, as becomes clear, a theoretician who advances Edwards’ philosophy can 
either close his eyes to the reality that fails to adjust to his theory, behaving 
as if it were not there (which brings him close to certain types of madness); 
or, he can decide to manifest the performative force of his argument by 
“adjusting” the other to himself, by violently “applying” physical force to the 
body of the other. In other words, the attorney can “successfully” apply the 
doctrine of assumption either by closing his eyes to the fact that Bartleby is 
in the office or by removing Bartleby’s body from that office. As he puts it: 
“In the legitimate carrying out of this assumption I might enter my office in 
a great hurry, and pretending not to see Bartleby at all, walk straight against 
him as if he were air. It was hardly possible that Bartleby could withstand 
such an application of the doctrine of assumptions.”36 The only problem, 
as the attorney ironically states, is that bodies are not pure air, so that the 
“legitimate carrying out of the assumption” would end in a non-legitimate 
intervention upon the body of the other.

If indeed the attorney declines to apply “his” theory in such a non-
legitimate way it could be because he is also very sensitive to other philo-
sophical arguments. Since we know that he read Priestley we can assume that 
he knew of Priestley’s criticism of Edwards. It is true that in his Doctrine of 
Philosophical Necessity Illustrated, Joseph Priestley—the very same to whom 
Jefferson will explain in a letter how what was going on in the “heavenly 
country” known as America marks a new chapter in the history of man” 37 
—praised Edwards for his “many valuable remarks on this subject, and upon 
the whole [for having] satisfactorily answered the objections to the doctrine 
of necessity.”38 And yet, even though on the whole Priestley finds Edwards’ 
answers satisfactory, there is a crack in this “wholeness” located at a pivotal 
point in the whole system. As Priestley put it: “But if there be any foundation 
for the doctrine of necessity, i.e. if all events arise from preceding situations, 
and the original situations of all things, together with the laws by which all 
changes of situation take place, were fixed by the Divine Being, there can be 
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no difference whatever with respect to his causation of one thing more than 
another. And even whatever takes place in consequence of his withholding 
his special and extraordinary influence, is as much agreeable to his will as 
what comes to pass in consequence of the general laws of nature.”39 In other 
words, if everything has to be necessary in order for us to be able to account 
for it and to subsume it under the law; if every future is thus inscribed in an 
immemorial past; if there is no possible hope of an event, then the activity 
of the will is completely mechanical and therefore involuntary. Not only, 
therefore, that the will does not have any reason to act, but its very action 
is not its activity for what seems to be its action is but the action of God 
who has always already decided everything. The will is thus the abolition of 
the will and its actions. The theory of the absolute activity of the will thus 
turns out to be the theory of its absolute passivity.40

Conversely, as soon as one allows the possibility of an event in order 
to escape radical passivity, the whole theory of certain connections and as-
sumptions has to be abandoned. The moment accident is possible, no con-
nection can remain certain. If there are accidents, then impossibility (which 
for Edwards means chance) is possible. But impossibility, he claims, means 
only that the negative necessity is possible: “Impossibility is the same as the 
negative necessity, or a necessity that a thing should not be.”41 Simply put, if 
the event is possible then it is also possible that what should not be will be; 
all the categories that give the world its unity fall apart. For the event is not 
simply what the finite mind cannot foresee, as “when things come to pass 
… without our foreknowledge, and beside our design and scope.”42 Rather, 
the event is what is without any connection with causes or antecedents, 
what is therefore without history, origin or future. It is loose existence, the 
unaccountable, the interruption of the course of the world. 

This then is the attorney’s situation: if the doctrine of assumption is 
correct in negating the possibility of loose existences, then once it is applied 
Bartleby will have left the office. That Bartleby did not leave is living proof 
of the doctrine’s failure and thus proof of the possibility of a loose existence. 
This is where the “game” becomes absolute for the attorney. For in view of 
the possibility of an event there vanishes not only the continuity of the world 
and along with it God (who by definition has to be able to hold everything 
together), but, of greater importance to the attorney, the power of the law 
to impose itself in so far as the law derives its force only from being able to 
enforce itself in some future. The attorney thus faces the absolute disaster 
of the world as he sees it, the catastrophe of what holds it together. 
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To say that the “support” of the law is now shaken, if not negated, is 
to suggest that in a world of loose existences language itself fails to func-
tion. If one decides to read the Edwardsian connection of assumptions as 
the connection among signs (that is, as the logic upon which language is 
based), then the existence of freely floating singularities that interrupt the 
connection among words becomes precisely the obstacle over which language 
as a whole stumbles. One can thus say not only that Bartleby’s “formula” 
(“I would prefer [not to]”) “ravages” language but that his mere “existence” 
in the office of the law, his sheer body does so. This is precisely how Gilles 
Deleuze reads the attorney’s “doctrine of assumptions:” “All language… has 
references and assumptions. These are not exactly what language designates, 
but what permit it to designate. A word always presupposes other words 
that can replace it, complete it, or form alternatives with it; it is on this 
condition that language is distributed in such a way as to designate things, 
states of things and actions.”43 But if everything could be a loose prolifera-
tion of events to which no assumption can be applied it follows that a word 
designating something cannot be replaced or altered by any other word, 
which is why language itself cannot be distributed. A loose existence brings 
language to halt, turns it into a passive silence. And where language/or law 
are made impotent so also are history and/or story. Literature as well as 
philosophy becomes impossible. As Hillis Miller puts it, “this impossibility 
means a permanent gap in fulfilling the general responsibility of literature 
for a full accounting in language for everything that has happened in the 
real historical world. If something or someone escapes in principle from 
this general possibility of being accounted for, as the narrator says is the 
case with Bartleby, then the whole project is endangered. It means there are 
some things or people that cannot be written, some things that escape the 
all-including recording power of literature.”44

The same holds for the person. Its “continuity” becomes a dissemina-
tion of disconnected singular accidents. Priestley is quite aware of this. In 
the chapter of his treatise Matter and Spirit called “Observations on personal 
identity” he claims that “the identity of the man” does not exist in itself for 
it has neither beginning nor end being only a proliferation of singularities 
and events. The man is thus similar to the flux of water: “Ask any person to 
show you the river Thames, and he will point to water flowing in a certain 
channel, and you will find that he does not consider the banks, or the bed 
of the river to be any part of it.”45 The man is only a provisional assemblage 
of thoughts, sensations and words that always passes through a “complete 
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change.”46 The fact that one can nevertheless speak of a man is for Priestley 
precisely the effect of the distribution of language, of the grammatical “I” 
that however does not function as catachresis (as reflexive self-appropriation) 
but purely nominally, as an empty category: “And yet though the water be 
continually and visibly changing, so as not to be the same any one day with 
the preceding, the use of language proves that there is a sense to which it 
may be called, to every real purpose, the same river that it was a thousand 
years ago.”47 Yet it is precisely this “use of language” that is now brought to 
halt. There remains nothing but the flowing.

The attorney now faces such a disaster. The criticism of his favorite 
philosopher will enable him both to find his way around the obstacles to 
dealing with Bartleby and to stick to his theory of preferences (for his final 
decision on this whole philosophical debate will be: Bartleby is the man of 
preferences, I am the man of assumptions). That is to say: if, against Edwards’ 
best belief, the person is a multiplicity of its powers, then it follows that will 
and preference are not after all one and the same thing. The attorney thus 
adopts a path, neither Edwardsian nor Lockean, according to which powers 
are neither necessarily the same nor necessarily different. It is this insight 
that will enable him to read Bartleby “both ways,” as it were, as ambiguity. 
Thanks to this “middle path” one can say that whenever Bartleby specifies 
the object of his preference (which happens quite often), preference is the 
affirmation of a willed choice. Such is the case when Bartleby says “Not 
now, I am occupied,” “No, I would prefer not to make any change,” “No, 
I would not like a clerkship,” “I would prefer not to take a clerkship,” “I 
would not like at all the bar tender’s business,” “No, I would prefer to be 
doing something else instead of traveling through the country collecting 
bills for the merchants,” “Not at all. It does not strike me that there is any 
thing definite about that. I like to be stationary”. The answers bear witness 
to the fact that far from being “not particular” he is very particular for he 
knows and says exactly what he wants and wills – something stationary, 
definite and determinate. In these cases he performs a forceful application 
of his will that coincides with his preference and desire. And to the extent 
that such cases manifest Bartleby’s will the attorney is right to reade them 
as passive resistance. 

But precisely because the person does not have continuous identity, its 
discontinuity not only disconnects its different acts of will, but in certain 
cases also separates will from preference within one and the same instance. 
That is why there are many cases in which Bartleby’s preference is inde-
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terminate and involuntary. As if wanting to avoid any misunderstanding 
regarding the involuntariness of his preference, in such cases Bartleby does 
not even use the conditional. In Agamben’s words: “When he [the attorney] 
asks him to go to the post office (“just step around to the Post Office won’t 
you?”), and Bartleby opposes him with his usual “I would prefer not to,” the 
man of the law hastily translates Bartleby’s answer into “You will not?” But 
Bartleby, with his soft but firm voice specifies, “I prefer not” (“I prefer not” 
which appears three times, is the only variation of Bartleby’s usual phrase; 
and if Bartleby then renounces the conditional this is only because doing 
so allows him to eliminate all traces of the verb “will,” even in its modal 
use).”48 The attorney thus reveals that it is possible for there to be preference, 
one which would prefer without the slightest trace of the will. He reveals 
that preference is possible as involuntary and non-active, as a performance 
without performative. 

To the extent that preference is involuntary and indeterminate, to the 
extent it is neither elective nor identificatory, it cannot be caught in a con-
nection of what is, and therefore in the difference between what is and what 
is not. More precisely, the involuntary preference is something that happens 
as a contingency that interrupts the connection among manifestations of 
the will (the connection between the things that are), so disrupting history 
and the law. This is merely another way of saying that, being indeterminate, 
the preference cannot be based on what Edwards called the supposition of 
ground, or on the principle of reason, which is the condition of possibility not 
only for acts of will but also for any valid assumption (according to Edwards 
the assumption is always based on the ground which functions precisely to 
establish the connection between what is and what is only assumed). 

Being groundless, the involuntary preference makes possible what for 
Edwards is absolutely impossible, namely that something can be devoid of 
reason, that something may or may not be, or even that something may and 
may not be at the same time—an indeterminate and reasonless existence. 
According to Agamben’s interpretation, Bartleby’s “I would rather not,” refers 
precisely to this absence of ground: “In the ascetic Schlarrafenland in which 
Bartleby is at home, there is only a ‘rather’ fully freed of all ratio, a prefer-
ence and a potentiality that no longer function to assume the supremacy of 
Being over Nothing but exist, without reason, in the indifference between 
Being and Nothing.”49 One could thus argue, together with Agamben, that 
the green screen that the attorney places between Bartleby and himself is 
not only what separates them, but more importantly that it is the symbol 



   

  

                                        Branka Arsic    53

of a thought not grounded on the principle of reason (a thought that thinks 
between black and white walls, between determinations): “The green screen 
that isolates his desk traces the borders of an experimental laboratory in 
which potentiality… frees itself of the principle of reason.”50

Curiously however, when faced with this groundless existence, the 
attorney reacts in a paradoxical way, namely, by accepting the possibility of 
pure “preference” and yet reaffirming the theory of assumptions. He decides 
to try at the same time to save his world and to acknowledge the existence 
of Bartleby’s. Considering one more time the doctrine of the assumption 
and the possibility of the preference without reason, the attorney concludes 
that “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 the man of preferences 
than assumptions.”51 But how are we to read this? To the extent that the 
man of assumptions remains the man of assumptions, to the extent, that 
is, that his world remains the world of the law, history and narration, the 
man of preferences is possible neither as the negation of assumption, nor 
as a miracle or “mystical beyond,” but only as error (the existence of which 
is then explained in the same way in which theology explains the existence 
of “evil” and the like). Something has gone wrong with the connections of 
things to enable such an error. Accidents and events are therefore not the 
negation of assumptions but their erroneous relation that will only lead to 
another assumption. The only thing that the man of the law can do in order 
to save his world is to admit in a common sense way the possibility of an 
error and thus give an account of the unaccountable. The attorney therefore 
appears as having a double strategy, introducing the possibility of an error as 
an alibi that will enable him to remain faithful to his own philosophy.

In her analysis of Melville, Peggy Kamuf calls his “strategy” of writ-
ing “writing on credit”: “Writing on credit is from the very first a double 
writing that will deploy its thematic or narrative content as a kind of mask, 
alibi or allegory of its own operation.”52 If one now decides to extend this 
interpretation to the attorney’s strategy of narration (and/or of keeping his 
own world safe), one could claim that the attorney accounts for the unac-
countable precisely by narrating on credit, that is, by employing a “double” 
narration in which the object (or the content) of the narration becomes both 
the allegory of a gap in the world (an allegory of loss), and the allegory of 
the way the narration operates. And if, according to Paul de Man’s famous 
determination, “allegory is sequential and narrative, yet the topic of its 
narration is not necessarily temporal at all,”53 then one can safely conclude 
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that by narrating what is not temporal—by temporalizing the event—the 
attorney doubles the catastrophic situation that his doctrine of assumptions 
confronts (and through this doubling, by narrating it, saves it). The attorney 
is facing the resistance of allegory, the fact that the clarity of his narration 
cannot narrate its content, that “this emphatic clarity of representation does 
not stand in the service of something that can be represented.”54 He thus 
narrates the error that cannot be explained and represented, that remains 
for literature an irreparable loss. And by representing his narration as the 
failure of literary representation he also saves the very possibility of story 
telling, of history and law. The attorney’s effort to save the law is thus at the 
same time his effort to save literature. In other words, far from claiming that 
literature will be endangered by certain characters that cannot be written, 
he as if maintains that literature will be about writing the impossibility of 
writing certain people. And as long as narrative narrates the impossibility 
of narrating the principle of reason remains safe.
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though mutually converted, we are still at odds.’”(Melville, Pierre or The Ambiguities. The 
Writings of Herman Melville, The Northwestern-Newberry Edition, Vol. VII, Evanston and 
Chicago: Northwestern University Press, 1971, p. 121.)

41 Edwards, The Freedom,, p. 23.
42 Ibid, p. 23.
43 Gilles Deleuze, “Bartleby; or, the Formula,” p. 73.



60  Janus Head

44 J. Hillis Miller, “Who Is He? Melville’s “Bartleby the Scrivener,” in Versions of Pyg-
malion. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990, p. 146.

45 Joseph Priestley, Disquisitions Relating to Matter and Spirit. New York: Garland 
Publishing, 1976, p. 157.

46 Ibid, p. 157.
47 Ibid, pp. 157-158.
48 Giorgio Agamben, “Bartleby, or On Contingency,” in Potentialities. Ed. and Trans. 

Daniel Heller-Roazen, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999, p. 254.
49 Ibid, pp. 258-259. For the ascetic tradition and Bartleby’s asceticism see H. Bruce 

Franklin, “The Ascetic’s Advent,” in The Wake of Gods: Melville’s Mythology, Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1963. From his analysis of asceticism Franklin develops a thesis, 
that I am not going to follow here, according to which it is possible to read Bartleby as the 
incarnation of Christ himself: “But the story repeatedly suggests that Bartleby may not be 
merely the least of Christ’s brethren but may in fact be the saviour himself. Again I wish to 
emphasize that we are certainly not justified in simply taking Bartleby to be an incarnation 
or reincarnation of Christ (except in the terms of Mathew 25). But if we do not entertain 
the possibility that Bartleby is Christ, although we still see most of the tragedy, we miss a 
great deal of the comedy.”

50 Agamben, “Bartleby, or On Contingency,” p. 259.
51 Melville, Bartleby, p. 23.
52 Peggy Kamuf, “Melville’s Credit Card,” in The Division of Literature or the University 

in Deconstruction. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1997, p. 172.
53 Paul de Man, “Pascal’s Allegory of Persuasion,” in Aesthetic Ideology. Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1996, p. 51.
54 Ibid, p. 51.

Author’s note: Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Branka Arsic, 
Department of English, University at Albany, State University of New York, Humanities 
333, 1400 Washington Avenue, Albany, NY 12222. Email: ba@albany.edu.


