350:335:01 Literature and Law

"Civil Disobedience" and "Bartleby"

Paper 3: Two to three pages; Due Friday, April 2, 2010

To what extent can Melville's "Bartleby" be placed in dialogue with Thoreau's "Civil Disobedience" Thoreau, objecting on grounds of conscience to pro-slavery laws, describes and explains his reasons for going to jail. On the other hand, Melville describes without explaining Bartleby's rejection of Wall Street law office practices, which leads him eventually to jail and death. 

Can the two works be intelligently compared or contrasted as they explore public law and private justice in principled conflict? In your opinion, does Melville seem mainly to agree or disagree with Thoreau? Which work do you find the most convincing? Is it significant that one takes the form of an essay and the other a short story? Could these forms be reversed? Are there other passages relevant to your discussion in other texts we read this semester by Sophocles, Aeschylus, Shakespeare, or Melville elsewhere?
Please focus your essay and support it with selected short quotations from the texts, citing the numbered online texts (see http://andromeda.rutgers.edu/~ehrlich/335/50). Be selective: it is not necessary to give equal weight to all the matters raised here. Do show the quality of your own reading, response, and reflection: for this reason, please do not summarize the texts, the class discussion, or this sheet. 
