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Fyodor Dostoevsky’s
Notes From
Underground remains
one of the most
startling and influential
works in world
literature. Published in
1864, this short novel
introduced a
protagonist who is at
once repellent and
mesmerizing: a bitter,
isolated, and hyper-

conscious former civil
servant living in
squalor in St.
Petersburg. The book is
divided into two parts:
the narrator’s rambling
philosophical
monologue
(“Underground”) and a
narrative of a specific
humiliating event from
his past (“A Propos of
the Wet Snow”).
Through this structure,
Dostoevsky launches a
fierce critique of
rationalism,
utopianism, and the
very nature of human
freedom. For anyone
seeking to understand
existentialist thought,


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

UNDBRGROUND of
resentment, or the
origins of modern anti-
hero fiction, Notes
From Underground
By Fyodor
Dostoevsky is an
essential, unsettling
masterpiece.

This article explores
the novel’s historical
context, its key
themes, its
unforgettable narrator,
and its enduring
relevance. We will
examine why this work
continues to resonate
with readers more than
150 years after its
publication and how it
challenges our
assumptions about
reason, happiness, and

Dostoevs
KY'S
Response
to
Rational
Egoism
and
Utopian
Socialism

In the 1860s, Russian

the human will. intellectual life was
dominated by debates
HISTORICAL AND between Westernizers
PHILOSOPHICAL and Slavophiles, and
CONTEXT OF more specifically by
NOTES FROM the rise of “rational
egoism” and utilitarian
philosophy inspired by
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thinkers such as Nikolai
Chernyshevsky.
Chernyshevsky’s novel
What Is to Be Done?
(1863) proposed that
human beings act
purely in their own self-
interest, and that a
perfectly rational
society could be built
on the basis of
enlightened self-love
and scientific
principles. Dostoevsky
found this vision not
only naive but deeply
dangerous. He
believed it denied the
complexity, the
irrationality, and the
dark, willful aspects of
human nature.

Notes From
Underground By
Fyodor Dostoevsky
is, in many ways, a
direct polemic against
Chernyshevsky's
optimism. The
Underground Man
declares that two times
two makes four is a

wonderful thing, but he
would rather have his

own capricious
will—even if it leads to
suffering—than be
forced into a “crystal
palace” of perfect
reason. The novel thus
becomes a

foundational text of
anti-utopian thought.

STRUCTURE AND
NARRATIVE VOICE

The Two
Parts:
Philosoph
Ical
Monologu
e and




Confessio
nal Tale

The novel is split into
two distinct sections,
each offering a
different lens on the
Underground Man'’s
character. Part |, titled
“Underground,” is a
series of fragmented,
ironic, and often
contradictory

statements about
consciousness, free
will, and the
impossibility of
happiness in a
deterministic world.
The narrator speaks
directly to an imagined

audience of
“gentlemen” who
represent the
rationalists he

despises. Part I, “A
Propos of the Wet
Snow,” recounts a
specific episode from
his earlier life—a

dinner party with
former schoolmates, a
failed attempt to assert
his dignity, and a
humiliating encounter
with a prostitute
named Liza. This more
concrete story grounds
the abstract ideas of
the first part in lived
experience, showing
how the narrator’s
philosophy leads to
loneliness and cruelty.

Notes From
Underground By
Fyodor Dostoevsky
is often considered the
first existentialist novel
because of its intense
focus on subjective,
individual
consciousness and the
rejection of external
systems of meaning.
The narrator’s
voice—self-lacerating,
sarcastic, and painfully
honest—was
revolutionary for its
time.
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KEY THEMES IN analyzing every
NOTES FROM possible motive and
UNDERGROUND consequence. In

The
Undergro
und and
Hypercon
scioushes
S

The “underground” is
both a physical space
and a metaphor. The
narrator lives literally
underground, in a
cramped, dirty room,
but he also inhabits a
psychological

underground of
excessive self-
awareness. He boasts
that a man of acute
consciousness cannot
act—he is paralyzed by

contrast, the “direct
man of action” is
stupid but happy.
Dostoevsky here
explores a theme that
would later be central
to existentialist
philosophy: the curse
of consciousness and
the pain of freedom.

The
Irrationall
ty of
Human
Will

Perhaps the most
famous argument in
the novel is the
Underground Man'’s
insistence that human
beings do not want
happiness—they want



suffering, or at least
the freedom to choose
their own suffering. He
attacks the idea that
humanity can be
mathematically
programmed for
contentment. “I want
to exercise my own
will,” he says, even if it
is against all reason.
This celebration of
willful irrationality is a
direct challenge to
Enlightenment
optimism. Notes From
Underground By
Fyodor Dostoevsky
suggests that the
desire for chaos, spite,
and even self-
destruction is woven
into the fabric of
human nature.

Alienation

Resentm
ent, and
the
Failure of
Connectio
n

The narrator is a
profoundly isolated
figure. He  cannot

connect with anyone,
and his attempts to do
so are sabotaged by
his own pride and fear
of rejection. His
encounter with Liza,
the kind-hearted
prostitute, is the
emotional climax of the
novel. He initially tries
to help her, but when
she responds with
genuine compassion,
he becomes enraged
and humiliates her.
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This is a powerful study
of ressentiment—the
toxic mix of envy, self-
hatred, and spite that
Nietzsche would later
analyze. The narrator
wants to be loved, but
he cannot accept love
because it would
destroy his cherished
image of himself as a
victim.

The
Critique
of Utopia:
The
Crystal
Palace

The symbol of the
“Crystal Palace”
appears in both the
novel and the broader
intellectual debates of

the time. For the
rationalists, it
represented a future
society of perfect
harmony and
abundance. For the
Underground Man, it is
a prison. He argues
that even if all material
needs were satisfied,
humans would still
invent perverse
reasons to act
destructively—just to
prove they are not
cogs in a machine. This
anti-utopian critique
foreshadows dystopian
works like George
Orwell’s 1984 and
Aldous Huxley's Brave
New World.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS: THE
UNDERGROUND
MAN

The Anti-




Hero as

Every

n?

The narrator is a
composite of many
contradictory traits: he
is intelligent but petty,
sensitive but cruel,
self-aware but blind to
his own hypocrisy. He
despises his own
passivity but revels in
it. He is a “spiteful
man” who suffers from
a liver condition but
refuses to see a doctor
out of sheer perversity.
Dostoevsky does not
allow the reader to
simply pity or admire
him; he forces us to
recognize
uncomfortable
similarities. The
Underground Man is, in
many ways, a
grotesque
exaggeration of the

modern
intellectual—trapped in
his own head, unable

ma, yet convinced of

his superiority.

Critics have noted that
Notes From
Underground By
Fyodor Dostoevsky
lacks a redemptive arc.
The narrator does not
change, find faith, or
achieve meaningful
connection. This
bleakness is part of the
novel's power. It offers
no easy answers, only
the raw, unvarnished
portrait of a
consciousness in
torment.

LITERARY
INFLUENCE AND
LEGACY

Existentia
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lism,

Modernis
m, and
the Anti-

Novel

It is impossible to
overstate the influence
of this short work.
Philosophers such as
Friedrich Nietzsche,
Jean-Paul Sartre, and
Albert Camus were
deeply marked by
Dostoevsky’s ideas.
Sartre’s concept of
“bad faith” and his
descriptions of the
“nausea” of existence
echo the Underground
Man’s self-deception
and disgust. Camus
admired the narrator’s
defiant embrace of
meaninglessness. In
literature, the

confessional,
fragmented style of the
novel paved the way
for the stream-of-
consciousness
techniques of James
Joyce and Virginia
Woolf, as well as the
bleak anti-heroes of
Franz Kafka, Samuel
Beckett, and later
writers like ].D.
Salinger and Chuck
Palahniuk.

Notes From
Underground By
Fyodor Dostoevsky
is also considered a
precursor to
psychoanalysis. The
narrator’s compulsive
self-analysis and his
ambivalent relationship
with his own suffering
prefigure Freudian
concepts such as
repression, the death
instinct, and the
repetition compulsion.

NOTABLE QUOTES
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SIGNIFICANCE

e “l am a sick
man... |l am a
spiteful man.”
The opening
lines
immediately
establish the
narrator’'s
defiant, ironic
tone and his
refusal to be
categorized as a
“good” person.

e “Two times
two makes four
is, after all,
something
insufferable.”
This rejection of
mathematical
certainty
symbolizes the
narrator’s
rebellion against
the tyranny of
reason.

e “The only thing
that consoles
us is that we

are nANDKEHEIR
them.” A chilling
observation on
the human need
for superiority

and the role of
spite in identity
formation.

* “To be too
conscious is an
illness—a real
thoroughgoing
illness.” This
statement
encapsulates the
novel’s central
diagnosis of
modern
intellectual
alienation.

These quotes have
become touchstones in
philosophical and
literary discussions,
illustrating why Notes
From Underground
By Fyodor
Dostoevsky remains a
book that people
return to again and
again.
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WHY READ NOTES resentment are
FROM epidemic. The
UNDERGROUND narrator’s tendency to
TODAY? obsess over slights, to

Relevanc
e in the
Age of
Social
Media
and
Polarizati
on

In the 21st century, the
Underground Man feels

disturbingly
contemporary. We live
in an era of

unprecedented
connectivity,
loneliness

yet
and
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perform his suffering
for an online audience
(in his case, imaginary
readers), and to
vacillate between
grandiose self-regard
and utter self-loathing
mirrors the behavior
we see on social media
platforms. The novel’s
exploration of how
people cling to their
own misery as a form
of identity is more
relevant than ever.

Furthermore, the
critique of utopian
thinking remains vital.
From political
ideologies to
technocratic dreams of
a perfectly optimized
society, the
Underground Man’s
warning—that human
beings will always find
a way to resist being
turned into



numbers—is a
necessary corrective.
Notes From
Underground By
Fyodor Dostoevsky

does not offer
solutions, but it forces
us to ask

uncomfortable
guestions about what
we really want.

COMPARATIVE
ANALYSIS: NOTES
FROM
UNDERGROUND
AND OTHER
WORKS BY
DOSTOEVSKY

Dostoevsky’'s later
novels, such as Crime
and Punishment, The
Idiot, and The Brothers
Karamazov, explore
similar themes of
suffering, freedom, and
faith. The Underground
Man can be seen as a
prototype for
characters like
Raskolnikov, who also

12

rebels against moral
law, or lvan
Karamazov, who uses
logic to reject God. But
while those later
protagonists often find
some form of
redemption or at least
a crisis that opens
them to change, the
Underground Man
remains stubbornly
static. In this sense,
the novel is perhaps
Dostoevsky’s most
nihilistic work, though
it is also a powerful
demonstration that
even a thoroughly
degraded
consciousness can still
possess a fierce,
paradoxical dignity.

CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
CONTROVERSIES

Upon its publication,
Notes From
Underground By
Fyodor Dostoevsky
was met with mixed
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reviews. Many radical UNDERGROUND
critics saw it as a

Notes From

reactionary attack on
progressive ideas.
Later, Soviet literary
critics struggled with
its anti-collectivist
message, often
interpreting it as a
portrait of bourgeois
individualism. In the
West, however, it was

embraced as a
masterpiece. Some
readers find the

narrator so unbearable
that they cannot finish
the book, while others

see themselves
reflected in his
tormented self-
awareness. This

polarizing effect is part
of the novel’s
brilliance: it refuses to
let the reader remain
comfortable.

CONCLUSION: THE
DEFIANT ECHO OF
THE
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Underground By
Fyodor Dostoevsky
is a short novel with
immense weight. It
challenges the very
foundations of
Enlightenment
thought, anticipates
the existentialist
movement, and
delivers one of the
most psychologically
complex portraits in all
of literature. The
Underground Man'’s
voice—sarcastic, bitter,
painfully
honest—continues to
echo through the
corridors of modern
culture. Whether we
see him as a
cautionary tale, a
prophet of irrationality,
or a mirror of our own
darkest impulses, we
cannot ignore him.

Reading this book is
not a comfortable



experience. It is meant
to disturb, provoke,
and unsettle. And that,

14

demands optimism and
easy answers, the
Underground Man

perhaps, is exactly reminds us that the
what makes it human spirit is
indispensable. In a stubbornly, gloriously,
world that often
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