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  Notes from the Underground
Reddit Chapter Discussions

This ebook contains chapter-by-chapter discussions from the
r/dostoevsky read-along (2024).

Original work by Fyodor Dostoevsky.

The discussions include reader insights, historical context, literary analysis,
and reactions to each section of the book.

About This Collection

Parts: 2

Discussions: 15

Comments: 112

Happy reading!

Chapter 1 and Chapter 2

    Discussion from r/dostoevsky (2024)

I am a sick man.... I am a spiteful man. I am an unattractive man. I believe my liver is diseased.

It finally begins. I am not sure how to summarize the chapters and ideas in it, so for Part 1 I’ll share some discussion prompts on which we can build upon. No need to answer them if you don’t want to; please feel free to share your own ideas/observations and initiate discussions below.
Chapter 1:
	What is your first impression of the Underground Man?
	The narrator seems unreliable.  He claims he was a spiteful officer and, after a few lines, contradicts it by saying he was lying and is too conscious to be spiteful.  How can a man be too conscious to be spiteful?

Chapter 2:
	What does TUM mean when he says the more conscious he is of “good and sublime,” the more he sinks to his “mire”?

Chapter list
Edit: Forgot to ask, what do you think of pacing? Is it fine or should we do one chapter a day for part 1?


14 Comments


    
        clarithromySIN (+3)

        Switching from the older discussion thread to this one for chapter 2 and onwards (I understand both are closed, tracking my own thoughts/progress)
Similar to the top comment I became increasingly uncomfortable as I began relating to his words. He's articulating thoughts I've had; the sense of superiority that I've felt ashamed about, a sense of otherness, feeling rooted down and frozen from overanalyzing, the belief that consciousness after a certain point is torturous.
I still do see the last point, too much bouncing around in our own consciousness leads to lack of actual living and relating, it makes life lack sense and purpose. Maybe someone with an even higher level of consciousness would loop right back to the beginning to actually live lol.
On the other hand, some paragraphs were so difficult to comprehend. I couldn't understand the takeaway without any relatable lived experience and felt lost towards the end of the chapter. The enjoyment "from the too intense consciousness of one’s own degradation" is too theoretical and my mind is going to very dark places regarding the source of his deprivation.
Regarding the question, I took it as him believing that those moments of goodness should have awakened the goodness within him, the times he hoped to escape from his own self, so the mere existence of his darkness in the light was further proof of his otherness. The more he sees goodness the more he believes he cannot be saved by it.


    


    
        JuiceDrinkingRat (+6)

        	Honestly as I read it I felt fear because every sentence is just an explanation of character traits I possess, especially when he talked of self awareness



    


    
        falakphilezero7 (+3)

        Yeah but you felt fear, I felt excitement. That's something to note.


    


    
        falakphilezero7 (+2)

        AYO SAME. I PAINTED THE WHOLE BOOK WITH MY BLACK PEN AND BAD HANDWRITING BECAUSE HE WAS SPEAKING SO MUCH LIKE ME, YET WITH BETTER ARTICULATION


    


    
        Shigalyov (+6)

        I
I was conscious every moment in myself of many, very many elements absolutely opposite to that. I felt them positively swarming in me, these opposite elements. I knew that they had been swarming in me all my life and craving some outlet from me, but I would not let them, would not let them, purposely would not let them come out.

I haven't read this in a long while. What I like and what confuses me of the UM is this division in himself. He has a better part which he restrains from showing out of spite. It reminds me of Raskolnikov.
This in turn reminds me of White Nights, where the Dreamer also lives in the outskirts of town, though the mindsets of the two are different:
My room is a wretched, horrid one in the outskirts of the town. My servant is an old country-woman, ill-natured from stupidity, and, moreover, there is always a nasty smell about her.

From White Nights:
It is true that I live in a very remote part of the town. I walked along singing, for when I am happy I am always humming to myself like every happy man who has no friend or acquaintance with whom to share his joy.

Consider this ending of White Nights and compare that with the UM:
I looked at Matrona. She was still a hearty, youngish old woman, but I don't know why all at once I suddenly pictured her with lustreless eyes, a wrinkled face, bent, decrepit.... I don't know why I suddenly pictured my room grown old like Matrona. The walls and the floors looked discoloured, everything seemed dingy; the spiders' webs were thicker than ever. I don't know why, but when I looked out of the window it seemed to me that the house opposite had grown old and dingy too, that the stucco on the columns was peeling off and crumbling, that the cornices were cracked and blackened, and that the walls, of a vivid deep yellow, were patchy.

Either the sunbeams suddenly peeping out from the clouds for a moment were hidden again behind a veil of rain, and everything had grown dingy again before my eyes; or perhaps the whole vista of my future flashed before me so sad and forbidding, and I saw myself just as I was now, fifteen years hence, older, in the same room, just as solitary, with the same Matrona grown no cleverer for those fifteen years.

In fact, an article I read a while ago compared the similar themes of White Nights and Notes.
II
Petersburg, the most theoretical and intentional town on the whole terrestrial globe.

I love this feeling of the outside world as fake and oppressive and smothering. The UM goes a bit far, but a lot of it is true. All these advertisements and social media and billboards and corrupt morals all just scream "artificial".
The more conscious I was of goodness and of all that was “sublime and beautiful,” the more deeply I sank into my mire and the more ready I was to sink in it altogether.

I don't know if this was Dostoevsky's intention, but it reminds me of the debate on good and evil. Plato said people only do what they think is in their interest. No one deliberately harms himself (those who do evil have corrupt views of what the good is, but they still think they are pursuing the good). By contrast, the UM's view as I see it, and the Christian view (as Augustine argued), is that people simply are corrupt. We intentionally choose evil. We especially do it when confronted with the light. We can respond to judgment either with repentance or by doubling down on our evil.
and one cannot forgive the laws of nature

As I understand it, what does it matter? He feels his own vileness, but he cannot change himself even if he wanted to. He cannot even be angry, because others had no choice to insult him either. But I don't think I understand this so well.


    


    
        Shigalyov (+2)

        I spent two days at work going through an introduction by Robert Louis Jackson (titled *Vision in Darknes*s, in the Penguin edition of The Double and Notes). He always offers deep insights into Dostoevsky.
He pointed to the similarities between The Double and Notes. Both deal with a psychology being broken down when an individual is unable to express his identity. This is especially the case for Notes, where the Underground Man seeks to express his identity in a deterministic world. He wants to revolt against this deterministic world where he is just a cog in the machine (a piano key), but in the process of his materialism he falls deeper into this trap. He seeks for an Idea, which is spiritual and outside of this deterministic world. But he is unable to accept it.
He provides context to the Crystal Palace. It was something Dostoevsky saw in his visit to Britain. It represented the 'ant-heap' result of striving for its own sake. It is void of any spiritual dimension.
From the introduction:
In Winter Notes on Summer Impressions (1863), an account of Dostoyevsky's first trip to Europe in 1862 a place he ironically refers to in the first pages of his work as the 'land of holy wonders' the author broadly condemns Western individualism and social relations in general, and at the same time sets forth his own ideal concept of the relations between the individual and society. He insists that the 'sign of the highest development of personality, of its supreme power, its absolute self-mastery, and its most complete freedom of its own will' is to be found in 'sacrifice of one's whole self for the benefit of all'. Society must recognize the rights of the individual, but the 'demanding rebellious individual ought first of all to sacrifice to society his whole "I", his whole self'. Authentic brotherhood must be grounded in 'feeling, in nature, not in reason', Dostoyevsky maintains. 'Love one another, and all these things will be added unto you.' These thoughts, deeply rooted in Dostoyevsky's social thinking,are central to the ethical-spiritual design of Notes from Underground.

Dostoyevsky regards both capitalist and socialist ideology and practice as providing deeply flawed and counterproductive models for social development. In Paris, Dostoyevsky had noted a 'struggle to the death between the general Western individualistic basis of the West and the necessity of at least somehow living together, at least somehow forming a community and settling down in a single anthill'. The anthill will make another appearance in Notes from Underground when its narrator will sarcastically compare the utopian socialist's dream of completing the ideal social structure to the 'amazing' eternally indestructible 'anthill'.


In his chapter 'Baal' in Winter Notes Dostoyevsky gives special attention to the much-hailed Crystal Palace that was the centrepiece of London's Great Exposition in Hyde Park in 1851, and which both symbolized and embodied for many the victory of Progress and the mastery of technology: here was a palatial structure, a wrought-iron and glass 'wonder' with vast exhibition spaces foregrounding the marvels of production from lathes to perfume in the developing industrial and consumer- oriented world. 18 Dostoyevsky's response to this wonder was profoundly negative. This 'colossal palace', 'this Baal', 19 with its aura of proud triumph and finality - a place to which millions humbly stream from all corners of the earth - alarms him:

Somehow or other you begin to fear something. However independent you may be, yet something begins to frighten you. 'Now really isn't all this in very fact the attainment of the ideal?' - you think. 'Isn't this really the ultimate? Is this not in fact the "one fold"? And won't one have to accept this as truth in its entirety, and then fall mute... [Y]ou feel that here something final has been accomplished, accomplished and finished. This is some kind of Biblical scene, something resembling Babylon, some kind of prophecy from the Apocalypse taking place before your very eyes. You feel that it would take a great deal of spiritual resistance and negation not to succumb, not to surrender to the impression, not to bow to the fact and not to deify this Baal, that is, not to accept the existing for one's ideal***

The Crystal Palace, idealized by the radical revolutionary Nikolay G. Chernyshevsky (1828-89) in his novel What is to be Done? (1863) as a model for his socialist society of the future, resurfaces in Notes from Underground where the Underground Man, precisely in a spirit of unremitting resistance and negation, will dismiss it as a sorry ideal, and one flawed not only by its wholly utilitarian and materialist essence, but by its deadly embodiment of stasis and finality.



    


    
        Shigalyov (+2)

        
Jackson said there was an earlier draft of Notes which was more explicit in its Christian message. Dostoevsky changed this for the censors.
Dostoyevsky certainly is one with the Underground Man in his emphasis on the centrality in man's existence of the living process, of 'life itself', as opposed to the Crystal Palace. Yet he in no way endorses the Underground Man's existentialist view that man is forever journeying without goal in a meaningless universe. Missing from the Underground Man's conception of man's destiny is what is missing from the utopian socialist's idea and ideal of the Crystal Palace: a spiritual dimension.

'Workers, when they finish... go to the pub, the Underground Man declares, and immediately asks: 'But where can man go?' Dostoyevsky had very definite views on this question. In a notebook entry of 16 April 1864, on the occasion of his wife's death, Dostoyevsky wrote that man's 'I' stands in the way of Christ's commandment to love a person 'as one's own self'. 'Christ alone was able, but Christ was the eternal ideal towards which man strives and must by the laws of nature strive ... All history, be it of humanity or in part of every person separately, is only development, struggle, striving, and attainment of that goal.' In contrast to his Underground Man, Dostoyevsky posits a universe in which man's journey is made meaningful through endless striving for a moral and spiritual goal, but one that is not attainable on earth. Nowhere is Dostoyevsky's tragic religious idealism more evident than in his assertion at the end of the above-quoted entry that 'man on earth strives for an ideal that is contrary to his nature'. It is only through love and self-sacrifice, Dostoyevsky insists, that man fulfils the 'law of striving for the ideal... Otherwise life on earth would be senseless.'

Dostoyevsky's ethical-religious ideal found in the original uncensored manuscript of Notes from Underground. In a letter to his brother Mikhail of 26 March 1864, Dostoyevsky complains of 'horrible misprints', and adds:

It really would have been better not to have printed the penultimate chapter (the most important one where the main idea is expressed) [Part I: x] than to have printed it as it is, that is, with sentences thrown together and contradicting each other. But what is to be done! The swinish censors let pass those places where I mocked everything and sometimes blasphemed for show, but where I deduce from all this the need for faith and Christ - this is forbidden. Now who are these censors? Are they in a conspiracy against the government or something?

Yet even in his revision of Chapter x the Underground Man hints again and again at the presence in him of fervent 'ideals' and 'desires'. It is this fact that gives such immense force to his rejection of the rationalists' Crystal Palace. He can only compare it to a 'hen house' into which one might creep to get out of the rain. 'But what can I do if I've taken it into my head that this is not the sole purpose of living.' 'Give me another ideal Do away with my desires, eradicate my ideals, show me something better and I will follow you.' He would let his tongue be cut out 'if only that building could be so constructed that I would never again have the urge to stick it out again'. But there is no such edifice among 'your buildings', he emphasizes.



    


    
        Shigalyov (+2)

        At the end of Chapter x, the Underground Man, in the symbolic form of three rhetorical questions, touches on issues, essentially religious in their inner content, relating to man's nature and origins: 'So why was I created with such desires? Could I possibly have been created solely and simply to reach the conclusion that my whole make-up is nothing but a swindle? Can that be the whole purpose? I don't believe it [ya ne veriu],' the Underground Man answers. He does not believe that his 'whole make-up', that is, his yearning for an ideal is a swindle, yet he cannot get beyond the stage of merely not believing it's a swindle. Dostoyevsky obliquely explains why in a play on the words Ya ne veriu' (I don't believe it) words that may also be translated as 'I do not believe', that is, 'I have no faith'. Such are the final words of the Underground Man at the end of Chapter x, the remnants, we may suppose, of Dostoyevsky's indication in the original uncensored version of Chapter x, of the 'need for faith and Christ'.

What the chapter does unmistakeably indicate to the reader is that the Underground Man is prime evidence of Dostoyevsky's spiritual 'law of striving for the ideal'. The Underground Man's striving for an ideal hints at his urgent need for faith. 'It's not the underground that's better,' he declares at the beginning of Chapter x1, 'but something else, something completely different, which I long for but which I just cannot find!'

It is impossible to know in what form the Underground Man gave expression to what Dostoyevsky calls the 'need for faith and Christ'. It is most unlikely that he used any of these terms or words. Yet the uncensored text would have foregrounded the novelist's spiritual-religious idea. Further, it would have highlighted the importance of the episode in the penultimate chapter of Part II >!where love and sacrifice for a fleeting moment find expression in the embrace-in-tears of Liza and the Underground Man. It is the memory of the catastrophe of his encounter with Liza, his play with Romantic idealism, that 'weighs heavily' on the Underground Man's conscience and motivates him now, sixteen years later, to put down his recollections!<. 'For some reason,' the Underground Man writes at the end of Part I, 'I believe that by writing it down I shall rid myself of it'.



    


    
        Quagnor (+2)

        This book is quite difficult - I’ve found myself re-reading each chapter. I think it’s pretty funny as well. I need a few more chapters to digest his rants and diatribes.
I believe a lot of his agitation stems from perceiving the lack of thoughtfulness in the populace as grace to them and his heightened thoughtfulness as a cage or a force that puts him underground. He cannot perceive the world like the others.


    


    
        rxsel (+2)

        Thought the same thing about part one… then part two hit me like a ton of bricks…


    


    
        Top_Introduction2277 (+5)

        Referring to chapter two especially.
These are partly not my thoughts, but Svetlana Geier´s (FMD translator to German), who wrote about TUM in a footnote of TBK (concerning nadryw - look that word up if you want to, it seems to me that this also has a relation to the second chapter of TUM ).  
Maybe I use different terms, than the ones used in English translation, since I'm reading  TUM in German.
TUM talks about people with a normal, human or better said ordinary consciousness comparing them to people with a increased consciousness (like himself).  
If a person of the first group would sit between narrow walls "in the underground", he would adapt himself and his mindset to his surrounding. He will be satisfied with his existence, not doubting the sense of his life.  
The man with increased consciousness will not be able to do so:  
He will rebel against the walls restricting him physically and psychologically. In isolation he will be confronted with himself. He will try to extend limits of determination which leads to a permanent state of overstretched self-assertion. (chapter one: I will live till I'm eighty...). That could lead to self destruction and chaos in every moment.  
But what exactly are these walls: You could see them as nature's law which are objective. To behave absurdly is TUM´s form of escapism I'd say.
Maybe this is why chapter two begins with TUM talking about not being able to be a hero and not even being able to become an insect. FMD uses insects as a symbol of natures force. (maybe you remember Ippolit´s dream in the Idiot: a dying man dreaming of a huge and intimidating insect, he also cannot escape nature, here in form of certain death)
These thoughts might explain al the contradicts in chapter one where TUM is  behaving, talking and thinking "absurdly. (only way to deal with his increased consciousness within his "(mental) prison".


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+2)

        I found the Underground Man to be too complex and paradoxical to be analyzed logically. He says one should not live longer than forty years, yet he will keep on living till eighty. He says he is spiteful but then admits he was lying and too conscious for that. If someone offers him tea, he would be touched but then lie awake in shame for months afterward. He certainly isn’t a likable character, but I can identify myself in him. So far, I’ll have to agree with his views.


    


    
        Top_Introduction2277 (+2)

        I think everyone has his insecurities. In the first chapter TUM states a lot of contradicts. (opinion towards medicine, being spiteful, ...)  
You could interpret the walls narrowing TUM not only as nature, which is cruel and far more powerful than humans. You could also say, that expectations others have about your behavior must lead to insecurity und must lead to contradicted thoughts in every moment in life when you make a decision. I think this is why Kirkegaard said, that every single human decision must lead to fear


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+2)

        That is a great description of the wall and what it could possibly mean. I completely agree with you on that.


    

Chapter 3 and Chapter 4

    Discussion from r/dostoevsky (2024)

I’ll share some discussion prompts on which we can build upon.  No need to answer them if you don’t want to; please feel free to share your own ideas/observations and initiate discussions below.
Chapter 3:
	TUM gave a brief explanation of the theory of two types of men.  What’s your take on it?
	He keeps on talking about “the wall” and how he dislikes the laws of nature and arithmetic.  How can a person live in a world yet reject all its basic laws?  Is this the source of all his struggles, and what ultimately makes him a man of acute consciousness?

Chapter 4:
	The narrator claims that one finds it enjoyable to suffer and moan.  Previously, he stated that people pride themselves on their diseases.  Do you agree with this?

Chapter list


12 Comments


    
        JuiceDrinkingRat (+3)

        	More or less true? I’ve seen both types of men and I feel like there is some nuance but the essence is there.  I feel like what he described as the intellectual but I seemingly get all the negatives (everything he described) without any of the positives (I’m stupid)
	Genuinely don’t understand at all anything about this wall
	Yea I feel with him. I think I share the same pleasure in letting people know of my suffering, but I think our reasons are vastly different. I have no idea why I like this “humiliation”(it makes me hate myself when I expose myself to it but I also like it at the same time), especially since I’m filled with rage whenever I am humiliated. But I don’t like it because I am “imposing my pain and making you suffer with me”

Honestly he just like me frfr and I hate this


    


    
        Shigalyov (+3)

        III
Why, of course, the laws of nature, the deductions of natural science, mathematics. As soon as they prove to you, for instance, that you are descended from a monkey, then it is no use scowling, accept it for a fact. When they prove to you that in reality one drop of your own fat must be dearer to you than a hundred thousand of your fellow-creatures, and that this conclusion is the final solution of all so-called virtues and duties and all such prejudices and fancies, then you have just to accept it, there is no help for it, for twice two is a law of mathematics. Just try refuting it.

If nature is all there is then virtues and duties are just prejudices and fancies. If this is true, you need to accept it. And yet... The UM refuses to bow to this materialism:
Merciful Heavens! but what do I care for the laws of nature and arithmetic, when, for some reason I dislike those laws and the fact that twice two makes four?

This is the reality, and yet we cannot admit it. A part of ourselves refuses to agree to this. So we have two options: either we are right and reality should bend to our truth, or we have to bend to reality (which is impossible).
IV
The toothache is an example of the carelessness of nature. This is the reality of nature impeding on you. You cannot resist the toothache no matter how much you disagree with the nature of reality. We react to this oppression from nature by being spiteful against nature and against everyone else.
Perhaps way off topic, but all of this reminds me of my favourite passage from H. P. Lovecraft:
He had read too much of things as they are, and talked with too many people. Well-meaning philosophers had taught him to look into the logical relations of things, and analyze the processes which shaped his thoughts and fancies. Wonder had gone away, and he had forgotten that all life is only a set of pictures in the brain, among which there is no difference betwixt those born of real things and those born of inward dreamings, and no cause to value the one above the other. Custom had dinned into his ears a superstitious reverence for that which tangibly and physically exists, and had made him secretly ashamed to dwell in visions. Wise men told him his simple fancies were inane and childish, and he believed it because he could see that they might easily be so.

What he failed to recall was that the deeds of reality are just as inane and childish, and even more absurd because their actors persist in fancying them full of meaning and purpose as the blind purpose grinds aimlessly on from nothing to something back to nothing again, neither heeding nor knowing the wishes or existence of the minds that flicker for a second now and then in the darkness.
This is a work of science fiction, but both Lovecraft and Dostoevsky share a similar point here. If nature really is all there is, then we are foolish for striving for ideals in this world. The difference is Lovecraft's dreamer seeks a refuge in visions and the mystical, whereas for the UM the answer has to be some ideal superior to the material. He has a tension between the reality of nature on the one hand, and the reality of MAN on the other. We are forced to accept nature's laws, even the material law of materialism, but we are incapable of doing so. Our personality and identity has to assert itself.
On a positive note, the spitefulness of the man with toothache also reminds me of G. K. Chesterton. He presented an opposite philosophy: that no matter how bad things get, we should be grateful and we should not succumb to the temptation of making others suffer with us out of a sadistic pleasure. It is better to suffer alone and in silence than to destroy the happiness of others. Here is a short poem Chesterton wrote because he often suffered from toothache:
Though pain be stark and bitter

And days in darkness creep

Not to that depth I sink me

That asks the world to weep.



    


    
        Top_Introduction2277 (+2)

        	Why is TUM talking about enjoyable pain and suffering?

For me there are two dimensions: One focusing on inner thoughts and mental state. Another aspect could be a social one:
Why is it easier( for TUM) to enjoy his suffering than to live a happy life (a life without inner contradictions?).  
The man with increased consciousness (chapter 2 and 3) is torn by inner contradictions. This also influences his feelings. A man like him, who never can state something clearly or take a clear decision can't be fully satisfied with his existence. He will not be able to adapt to his surrounding, he will rebel against the walls (of nature, of social pressure...), while the man with an ordinary consciousness will life within his walls in inner peace.  
For people like TUM it's easier to concentrate on their negative thoughts and on their deceases. They can't life with the same inner peace like the "normal people", since there will always be thoughts shadowing their beginning happiness. This means, that too escape the state of contradicted thoughts, to truly only feel and think into one direction there is only one possible way: The way to total darkness, to total self-pity, to focus on your own suffering totally.
TUM talks about moaning longer than necessary and moaning not because of the pain primarily but to generate foreign compassion. Maybe it's not possible for him to love himself. Then how should it be possible to expect others loving you. People like the underground man would not be able to expect that others would share happy moments and joy with him. But somehow there is still a need of being with other people. To people like TUM it might be easier to expect foreign compassion than foreign love.
“Compassion was the most important, perhaps the sole law of human existence.”  
― Fyodor Dostoyevsky, The Idiot
Looking forward to the next chapters, maybe there will be something explicit about TUM´s self-pity and his expectation to fell foreign compassion.


    


    
        Tale_Blazer (+4)

        There could also be a ‘duality’ in persona. What we want to do doesn’t always align with what we actually do. I have been that ‘mouse of a man’ whose fantasised over an action l’ve wanted to do, only to hit that ‘wall’ and cower back to my hole. Not my shining hour! But I do think there’s a duality in all of us. It’s the very essence of what makes us human.


    


    
        Tale_Blazer (+4)

        	As alluded to in other posts here, the more I see Dostoevsky's ideas play out in the bigger work, the more I believe the split between the physical and spiritual sides to his characters is the nub of the internal struggles. They sense something soulful, if you like, in themselves but their rationality and world views prevent them from exploring it. And when they do, it rattles them to their cores.



    


    
        Tale_Blazer (+7)

        	The man who'll take the world on -- a 'dangerous' man but a man who can control the 'monster' inside him. And a man who wants to be just as 'dangerous' but will only ever play that role in his mind. It's interesting how you see these archetypes play out in modern society through social media. The 'dangerous' man  raised to some god-like status and the 'mouse of a man' damned  to wallow in his own inferiority. That being said, Dostoevsky's acute observations allow us to see uncomfortable truths in ourselves and question our own 'undergrounds'. And that's a good thing.



    


    
        AlternativeDebt24 (+9)

        The Underground Man's rejection of what he sees as unifersal laws reminds me of Ivan Karamazov. It remembles the Rebellion and The Grand Inquisitor chapters in a sense, because he rejects the universe's fundamental laws.
The man is painfully aware of his "walls" that trap him in his current mental state. I'm following the chapters alongside this post, so I'm not fully sure what motivates him, but from a glance it looks like these "walls" are objects of his obsession. He cannot help but look at these frontiers of his mind, and may even see these frontiers as a remarkable thing to look at.
The man has an aesthetic obsession with his own limitations and weaknesses, and he has an aesthetic obsession over his recognition of such. He's caught in a feedback loop where he eggs on his own miserable tendencies via mental masturbation.
There's a disparity between his mental masturbation and his self-image. He simultaneously sees himself as a man of lofty and beautiful intellect and a gutter rat. Two extremes with an abyss separating them. No wonder he's so miserable.


    


    
        [deleted] (+3)

        I just got into reading it and the way I saw it is him not accepting the laws of nature just because they are is like a desperate attempt at redeeming or reclaiming his free will…I could be wrong though I haven’t seen more people take it this way…lmk what you think


    


    
        [deleted] (+3)

        maybe an extreme archetype, but I think he symbolizes the inner contradictions embodied by human nature; his acute self consciousness gives us an eye into the theatre of his mind, and we can see how these contradictions play out through his conflicting ideas and odd compulsions; he has an urge to love but also to defile, he thirsts for beauty but also hungers for depravity - it really is mental masturbation; there's a strange "moral sensuality" to Dostoevsky's characters, and I believe it is because they are split between two extremes, and we as readers get to see, in a sense, how they bridge this chasm like divide


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+7)

        I have always found his theory about the two types of men fascinating. Dostoyevsky masterfully explained what I believe many of us think or experience but fail to put in words.  I see this theory to be the predecessor of Raskolnikov’s theory, and in extension, Raskolnikov’s character to be evolved from TUM’s in a sense.  (However, TUM’s theory always made much more sense in my head).
It is also interesting to see his disdain for logic and his internal unwillingness to submit to them.  I hope he builds on it more in future chapters.


    


    
        [deleted] (+1)

        I might be mistaken here but TUM's theory feels somewhat similar to Dunning-Kruger and reverse Dunning-Kruger effect. It is very surprising to me that D was able to come up with this just by his own observations of the human psyche 100+ years ago that these psychologists.


    


    
        TEKrific (+7)

        It is also interesting to see his disdain for logic and his internal unwillingness to submit to them

This is a deep split that runs through society even today. Those that have an intuitive sense that technocracy with its logic is overreaching and trusting too much on "rationality".
It reminds me of Yeats' poem Seven Sages:
"Whether they knew or not  
Goldsmith and Burke, Swift and the Bishop of Cloyne  
All hated Whiggery; but what is Whiggery?  
A levelling, rancorous, rational sort of mind  
That never looked out of the eye of a saint  
Or out of drunkard's eye."
Even though, we live in a modern world overtaken by 'whiggery', i.e. liberalism with all its technocratic solutions to every problem, a deep distrust is always brewing in the hearts of men, for whom, The Crystal Palace of modernity is a mirage, a distraction away from more human viewpoints and concerns. I think Dostoevsky was the first to address this issue in a coherent artistic form and Notes is an important work in order for us to come to terms with this contradiction within our culture and society. This tension, consciously or unconsciously, is felt by all and the repercussions of it is playing out in our societies everywhere.
Edit: typos


    

Chapter 5 and Chapter 6

    Discussion from r/dostoevsky (2024)

I’ll share some discussion prompts on which we can build upon.  No need to answer them if you don’t want to; please feel free to share your own ideas/observations and initiate discussions below.
Chapter 5:
	TUM has taken offense at laws of nature on purpose, out of ennui, just to invent “an adventure.”  Is it really possible for humans to be offended just for the sake of it?
	TUM states that the man of action is able to complete a task because he is stupid.  TUM can not initiate or conclude a task because he is too intelligent and conscious.  Do you think TUM is really being honest here, or is he lying and giving excuses just to make him feel good?  Do you agree with this?

Chapter 6:
	Again, he talks about all that is “sublime and beautiful”.  What do you think TUM or even Dostoyevsky wants to convey here?

Chapter list


6 Comments


    
        Shigalyov (+7)

        V
To begin to act, you know, you must first have your mind completely at ease and no trace of doubt left in it. Why, how am I, for example, to set my mind at rest? Where are the primary causes on which I am to build? Where are my foundations? Where am I to get them from?

As Robert Louis Jackson pointed out, the UM is searching for the foundation of his values. A real meaning based on clear axioms which leaves no doubt.
I am currently in a similar situation, but for something else. There's this lack of certainty that is keeping me back. That passage reminds me of the need to take a leap of faith. You won't ever have that certainty.
Nonetheless, the UM wants a foundation but life cannot offer one to him. People who don't think are happy because they base their lives on unstable foundations. He is more critical and he sees how unstable they are, but then where does that leave him? Either he has to find a stable foundation or he should turn off his mind or he is stuck in his uncertainty.
VI
Below is the painting by Ge that Dostoevsky mentioned. My footnotes says:
This painting aroused conflicting criticisms and Dostoevsky later reproached Ge for deliberately mixing the historical with the contemporary, which resulted in falsehood.


I have long had visions of it. That “sublime and beautiful” weighs heavily on my mind at forty

The UM keeps referring to his age. The reason is that in the 1830s and 1840s when he was young (the decade of White Nights, compared to Notes in 1864), Russian literature (according to Jackson) had an idealistic Romantic impulse from German writers, like Immanual Kant and Schiller, as well as Edmund Burke. It focused on the sublime and beautiful (whatever it means exactly).
Joseph Frank analyzed the story in his abridged biography. For these two chapters he points out again that Notes is a reaction to Chernyshevsky's book, What is to be Done? Frank says the UM parodies Chernyvsheksy, as the latter believed that whatever actions a man assigns to his own will are actually the result of the "laws of nature". The UM shows the effect of this belief. He cannot be angry that he was insulted, because the person who insulted him had no choice. And if that person had no choice, then the UM cannot even forgive him because he did no wrong.
"Stupid" people base their actions on secondary causes or outdated notions of justice, both of which are without foundation in a materialistic world. The UM who is hyperconscious accepts this, but he cannot help believing as if some human actions are meaningful. He knows no action can be moral or immoral, yet he still has moral responses.
(I paraphrased Frank for the above two paragraphs).
This way of reasoning is why I love Dostoevsky. He takes a philosophy, and then applies it to a person. Then he uses a fictional story to reveal the end result of that philosophy. He doesn't disprove the philosophy through logic per se, but by showing the incompatibility of that view with reality. It reminds me C&P where Raskolnikov is completely rational in his philosophy, and yet the philosophy is incompatible with the MAN, with human nature, with truth. If it is an argument, it is a type of reductio ad absurdum. This is why you cannot ignore either the plot in a Dostoevsky novel or the "boring" philosophical bits. The one is a commentary on the other. Every action of every actor is a result of their beliefs and thus a statement ON their beliefs.
In this case the UM accepts Chernyshevsky's determinism, but the effect of this on the UM shows the absurdity, or at the very least the undesirability, of this view.


    


    
        Top_Introduction2277 (+2)

        About your thought in "2." that TUM might be trying to excuse his inactivity.   
I foremost thought about the excuse-thesis in chapter 6, where he is talking about laziness and that he is not only lazy but lazy with a sense for all that is sublime and beautiful. Maybe because I did not understand what he meant there.
It was different for me in chapter 5: The reasons given there for the conscious man only sitting seem more reasonable to me. Above all he is questioning the meaning of life, questioning what reasons might exist that must lead to a motivation to be active. This leads to the biggest of all questions: Why do humans exist? (in other novels FMD shows that Darwin etc. might give an answer to the question, how human existence began and developed but surely can't answer the question why there is human life on earth)  
The "active person" isn't wondering why he is doing what he is doing, while the "conscious person" needs an answer to the sense-question concerning every single action/decision to get motivated.  
TUM states that he is not even near to finding answers/causes, not even malice. The search for the meaning of life is another wall for TUM (like nature...). Thats why he says the only possible way is to confront the wall, which can't be successful. So you can only shrug knowing that finding answers isn't possible.
I can better relate to the questions in chapter 5, because it's about possible reasons of inactivity, chapter 6 seems to only show that people like TUM have a higher-quality-inactivity.  
If TUM is truly feeling like he says in chapter 5. I think he talks about the reason of his inactivity knowing/thinking he is powerless to change his behavior.


    


    
        TEKrific (+5)

        TUM is full of contradictions, defense mechanism, self-delusional rationalizations. His thoughts swings like a pendulum, he puts a spell on himself and moments later his depression forces him to admit defeat and he retreats into thoughts of the sublime and the beautiful. It's a security blanket in a world that doesn't make sense to TUM. It's painful and honest in its dishonesty.


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+7)

        TUM’s confession about taking offense out of ennui reminds me of the conversation between Father Zossima and Fyodor Karamazov in The Brothers Karamazov.
You know it is sometimes very pleasant to take offense, isn’t it?  A man may know that nobody has insulted him but that he has invented the insult for himself, has lied and exaggerated to make it picturesque, has caught at a word and made a mountain out of a molehill—he knows that himself, yet he will be the first to take offense, and will revel in his resentment till he feels great pleasure in it, and so pass to genuine vindictiveness.

It is interesting to see how many characters and ideas in Dostoyevsky’s future books are present or derived from the Notes from the Underground.


    


    
        Tale_Blazer (+7)

        I am going to cross-post something I shared in a book club conversation from that same moment in The Brothers Karamazov:
I was thinking about Zosima’s advice: ‘stop telling lies to yourself’ and wanted a modern day frame of reference. His observation that people ‘derive a sense of pleasure from taking offence at things’ can be seen across social media as people take offence on behalf of others or causes that do not directly affect them, looking to gain ‘social capital’ and/or moral superiority.



    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+3)

        That is an excellent analogy. I agree.


    

Chapter 7 and Chapter 8

    Discussion from r/dostoevsky (2024)

Chapter 7:
	Do you believe that people do evil because of their lack of understanding, or do you agree with TUM that human nature is too complex to be summarized with logic and mathematical models?

What man wants is simply an independent choice, whatever that independence may cost and wherever it may lead.

Do you agree with this sentiment?  Would you give back your ticket to “The Crystal Palace,” a life full of rationality and peace, if it adversely affects your independence?
Chapter 8:
	What’s your thought on the free will of humans, and to what extent can humans go to preserve it?

Chapter list
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        Kokuryu88 (+1)

        I was thinking of finishing Part 1 tomorrow, so doing three chapters instead of two. Would that be fine with everyone? We will be having a break this weekend so three chapters in three days don't seem too bad. Let me know what you guys think.


    


    
        Shigalyov (+2)

        *Crystal palace*
My edition provides an actual description of the Crystal Palace (why is it so hard for any commentator to just do this?):
Chernyshevsky describes a cast-iron crystal palace as presented by Charles Fourier in his Theory of Universal Unity (1841); in this crystal palace members of a social commune or phalanstery live in complete harmony. Here the model (for the palace) was the Crystal Palace built in 1851 for the Great Exhibition in London.

Joseph Frank also adds this:
Chernyshevsky embodied this dream of transformation, as we know, in his vision of the Crystal Palace, and Dostoevsky picks up this symbol to present it from the underground man's point of view. In this future Utopia of plentitude, man will have been completely reeducated, "science itself will have taught man... that he does not really have either will or caprice and that he never has had them, and that he himself is nothing more than some sort of piano key or organ stop; that everything he does is not at all done by his will but by itself, according to the laws of nature" (5: 112).

The musical imagery here derives directly from Fourier, who believed he had discovered a "law of social harmony" and whose disciples liked to depict the organization of the passions in the phalanstery by analogy with the organization of keys on a clavier. Also, when the underground man comments that in the Crystal Palace "all human action will... be tabulated according to these laws (of nature], mathematically, like tables of logarithms up to 108,000 and entered in a table" (5: 113), he is not exaggerating. Fourier had worked out an exhaustive table of the passions that constituted, in his view, the immutable laws of (human) nature, and whose needs would have to be satisfied in any model social order.

Dostoevsky thus combines Fourier's table of passions with Chernyshevsky's material determinism in his attack on the ideal of the Crystal Palace as involving the total elimination of the personality. For the empirical manifestation of personality consists in the right to *choose* a course of action whatever it may be, and no choice is involved when one is good, reasonable, satisfied, and happy by conformity with laws of nature that exclude the very possibility of their negation.

VII
that man only does vile things because he doesn't know his own interests

I mentioned this yesterday or the day before, but this is a Socratic view. No one would do what is against their interests. And yet the UM says people often knowingly do act against their own interests. Why? Because they do not want to be ruled by it.
I am reminded of how I sometimes choose the "unexpected" options in a video game even though it is not in my interest. I do it because (as it's only a game) I just refuse to play by the rational rules of the game. Even if it means I lose.
Oh, the child! Oh, the pure, innocent babe!

A true pioneer of the "sweet summer child".
Not only do men often act against their own interests, it is not clear what this interest actually is:
Advantage! What is advantage? Would you care to volunteer an absolutely exact definition of what human advantage consists of?

This question reveals the materialistic bias in our way of thinking. We assume that finances and glory and power are good and therefore we should seek them. It is irrational not to seek them.


    


    
        Away-Function-5598 (+1)

        Regarding "I am reminded of how I sometimes choose the 'unexpected' options in a video game even though it is not in my interest. I do it because (as it's only a game) I just refuse to play by the rational rules of the game. Even if it means I lose."
I fuck with this heavy.


    


    
        Shigalyov (+3)

        VII
On the political level, we assume people want liberty, democracy, and so on, and that therefore people are irrational for rejecting them.
I listened to a podcast yesterday on fallacies in foreign policy thinking. The host told a story of a time he was a soldier in Afghanistan. He was speaking with a high-ranking Taliban official. He tried to convince him of the benefits of liberty and democracy. The terrorist's son was there. The podcast host asked him if he doesn't want his son in 10 years to grow up with a good education and becoming a doctor one day. The Taliban official replied that "In ten years, my son will die as a martyr". This a totally different mindset.
Even IF we all follow our advantages (which the UM rejects out of spite), it doesn't follow that our advantages are "rational" in the Western sense.
So:
1) We don't always act to advantage
2) It is not clear what it means to act to your advantage
The UM adds a third point. Even if you grant we act to our advantage, there is something which is more precious than our advantages. Or put another way, there is an *advantage* which is more important than the others. He will reject reason and everything:
provided he attains this primary, most advantageous advantage.

3) There is an "advantage" which is more important than all our other advantageous. Something more precious than these materialistic advantages.
This special advantage cannot be classified. He is reluctant to name what this is.
all these fine systems, all these theories that explain to humanity its best, normal interests... are in my opinion pure sophistry!

The UM says that theories which say everyone would be noble if they understand their own interests are sophistry.
This reminds me of the rationalist neo-atheist movements after 9/11. There was this idea that if everyone just "sees the truth" and becomes "rational" then we would not bicker over anything anymore. Remove religious delusions and everyone will be rational and happy. But take a look at the West today. As Tyler Durden said, "How is that working out for you?". Even if you do this and you convince us that there are no gods and myths and everything is explainable by Science™, we would still rebel. We cannot accept this.
It also reminds me of the Grand Inquisitor who offers people a paradise on earth provided they give up their free will. But as the Inquisitor himself says:
the secret of man’s being is not only to live but to have something to live for.

To press his point he points to the wars of his own day. Despite becoming more civilized and rational, Europe did not escape war. He refers to Napoleon, the American Civil War, and the recent wars over Schleswig-Holstein (in the year Notes was written). Today we can point to Ukraine, Armenia, Georgia, Syria, and Taiwan.
Later in the next chapter he also points to the irrationality of expensive monuments like the Colossus of Rhodes, or expensive uniforms. History is not rational.
In any case civilisation has made mankind if not more bloodthirsty, at least more vilely, more loathsomely bloodthirsty

The 20th century is a prophetic fulfilment in ways Dostoevsky would never have imagined.
I lost the plot a bit, but it seems the UM's point is what we need is "independent volition, whatever that independence might cost and wherever it might lead".


    


    
        Shigalyov (+2)

        VIII
if volition could ever come to be completely identified with reason, then we shall of course reason and not desire, precisely because it's obviously impossible to **desire** nonsense while preserving our reason

If your free will is always in harmony with reason, then the two become one. You will never want something irrational. Keep in mind with "reason" the UM means determinism and material advantages.
If all of your free acts are ultimately based on pre-existing deterministic conditions, then volition is eliminated. You have no choice really.
I am again reminded of another book: this time the Foundation trilogy by Isaac Asimov. In this series, the scientist Harry Sheldon used psychology to predict the breakdown of the galactic empire. He also used it to manipulate events by establishing two "foundations" - planets - on opposite sides of the galaxy which, by the necessity of psychology, would react to future events in such a way to restore the galactic empire. The one foundation is a Foundation of scientists. They used advanced technology to achieve dominance in their environment. A bit of a spoiler, but the second foundation used psychology. A massive spoiler: >!this second foundation used psychological laws to AMEND Sheldon's original plan and to establish themselves as manipulative masters of both the First Foundation and the galaxy!<. It was a triumph over free will and liberty through the manipulation of the "free" acts of others, even over the man who predicted their supremacy.
To return to Dostoevsky, look again at the Grand Inquisitor. He used various means to triumph over free will to establish a "paradise" on earth.
Determinism leads to the destruction of liberty.
I quite naturally want to live in order to satisfy my whole capacity for living and not solely to satisfy my capacity for reasoning, which is only one-twentieth of my entire capacity for living.

The UM then explains the limitations of reason. It only satisfies your rational faculty, but not your entire life. Rationality is only one part of what you are. Reason itself will never know everything, and by that fact itself it cannot be sufficient. Even if you are only rational, you can never be completely rational as you will never know everything.
This is the crux of the idea that we are only evil because of our environment:
Shower upon him every earthly blessing, drown him in a sea of happiness, so that nothing but bubbles of bliss can be seen on the surface; give him economic prosperity, such that he should have nothing else to do but sleep, eat cakes and busy himself with the continuation of his species, and even then out of sheer ingratitude, sheer spite, man would play you some nasty trick.



    


    
        Misoru (+2)

        Great analysis, thanks for sharing. My favorite takeaway is that man is so inherently punk that he will eschew advantage to assert his free will - and if an oppressive mathematical society restricts even that ability, then he'll will himself to insanity to rebel.


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+1)

        Thank you for such a detailed analysis. I really appreciate it.


    


    
        OutrageousSpinach398 (+5)

        It's the first time I am completely agreeing with TUM. A human can never be fully rationalized he will rebel against it. The justification was also on point. We have some what of control on choices but they vent their anger on different ways. 
It reminds me of 1984 where they had fully control yet they dont have control.


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+3)

        Yeah, I second this. Almost every great dystopian novel, 1984 by Orwell, We by Zamayatin, Brave new world by Huxley is based upon this idea. Well said.


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+4)

        I can’t help but side with TUM on this one. I do believe humans are not inherently completely logical; we are not machines. Many a time our actions are defined by our impulses rather than logic, but that is what makes us human. Sometimes, the feeling of independence is much more dear to human than their well-being.
I also believe sometimes, people do evil just because they can. Demons spoilers: >!Stepan Verkhovensky is a good example of that.  He had everything a man could desire in his life: educated, good social stature, etc., but he is the main culprit for everything bad happening in the novel.  The same thing can be said about Nikolai Stavrogin; he played with the ideologies of Shatov and Kirillov and abused Lebyadkina and the little girl.  I think Stavrogin and Raskolnikov are much more fleshed-out versions of TUM.!<
TUM’s point about bloodshed is also prophetic.  If only Dostoyevsky knew what was about to happen in the next few decades. We claim we are becoming more civilized with time and barbarous days are behind us, but we are still developing more and more destructive weapons, "weapons to end all wars."


    


    
        TEKrific (+4)

        The idea that man can be perfected through utopian ideals is a corrosive idea and Dostoevsky was very prescient about where those ideas would lead. The negating of human nature and the blatant disregard for the individual led to the collectivist solutions that culminated in bloodshed. So, I agree with TUM here too.
Chernyshevsky's conclusion was that if society were reformed along purely scientific lines, an earthly paradise could be achieved. Now with the hindsight of how things turned out we know Dostoevsky and TUM were right. The assumption that man always acts in his own best interest is demonstrably false and has been disproved time and time again. We ignore this lesson at our peril.


    


    
        Tale_Blazer (+3)

        His point about bloodshed is interesting and it has got me thinking. Is war (death and destruction) a natural law? The point about being any less barbarous in the 19th Century over the Roman days rings true today. If anything our capacity to wage war has increased through technological advancements. Much is talked about a world of peace and without war but humans have always been at war. The irrationality of it seems hardwired into us.
But then imagine building that utopian dream and one day deciding to poke around its foundations -- just because you can -- and watch it all fall down!


    


    
        Shigalyov (+3)

        The irrationality of it seems hardwired into us.

If you define rationality as mere material self-interest, then war is irrational. But if nations are driven by ideals, like nationality, power, honor, religion, pride, and so on, then it is not irrational. It is irrational in the sense that it rejects purely materalistic self-interest, but it is rational in that states who wage war know they wage it for these spiritual reasons and they adopt rational strategies to attain these spiritual goals.


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+1)

        That is a really interesting take. I might be misunderstanding it a bit, please correct me in that case.
it is rational in that states who wage war know they wage it for these spiritual reasons and they adopt rational strategies to attain these spiritual goals.

As per my understanding, the issue with this kind of thinking is exactly what Dostoyevsky warned about through Raskolnikov's dream in the C&P epilogue. One can see throughout history that most of the time wars aren't one dimensional. Everyone thinks they are the rational one, the heroes, ignoring the fact that most of the time things like these fall into the morally grey region. It's better to come to a diplomatic solution imo.


    


    
        Tale_Blazer (+1)

        To clarify: the term 'spiritual' is being used for non-material motivations over religious or metaphysical ones?


    


    
        Shigalyov (+1)

        Exactly. I was being colloquial.
In International Relations Theory, especially Constructivism and Liberalism, emphasis is given to social norms. These are literally shared Ideas motivating behavior. States do not only act because of material interests, like security, but also because of shared values.
To give an example, it used to be "normal" to have slaves, and for black people and women not to vote. Now states who restrict these rights face sanctions and exclusion. These are not material factors, yet they influence state behavior.
In constructivism these ideas have an ontological existence. They are real objects.
Liberalism as a theory would focus on the belief in and necessity for democracy, human rights and liberty as a driver for human behaviour. Democracy leads to peace between democracy. It is difficult to explain why democracies do not go to war with each other without appealing to democracy as a value, and not just because of self-interest.
Britain had reasons to ally with Germany against America's rising power, but it sided with the US against Germany instead because of shared values.
I can give you specific academic articles and examples. But it is well accepted in IR literature that states are not only driven by material interests.
(Edit: Just to add, the dominant theory then as well as now was Realism, which focused on power and self-interest. Dostoevsky wrote this in the 1860s. IR as a discipline only arose after WW1, and constructivism, which focuses on norms the most, only in the 1990s. Dostoevsky was always ahead of his time.)


    


    
        Tale_Blazer (+2)

        I don’t know enough about International Relations, so I will bow out from the conversation here and return to the book.


    

Chapter 9, Chapter 10, and Chapter 11

    Discussion from r/dostoevsky (2024)

Chapter 9:
	TUM rejects the rationalists and the logical ideas of well-being by stating that man is sometimes extraordinarily, passionately, in love with suffering.  Would you agree with this stand?
	The themes of the duality of humans, the love for rationality and suffering, and the love for construction and destruction are more apparent here.  Do you have anything to comment on this?

Chapter 10:
	TUM rejects the Palace of Crystal because it’ll curb one’s desires and freedom.  Can a eutopia ever be built by eradicating the freedom/desire of people?  Will giving everyone full freedom not lead to utter chaos as a society?  Or can a compromise between the two ever be achieved?  Aren’t the true eutopia and dystopia two sides of the same coin?

Chapter 11:
4,       How can TUM be envious of a normal man yet not want to join him?
Chapter list


10 Comments


    
        Kokuryu88 (+1)

        Let's have a break this weekend and we can continue part 2 from Monday onwards.
Also please let me know what pace you would prefer for the next part. One chapter a day or two?


    


    
        Shigalyov (+4)

        IX
If man is meant to be rational, then once we become rational, then what? What are we living for? We will be like machines finally perfectly focused on our rational goals. What then? We will all just be busy seeking our advantages. Is that living?
Perhaps prosperity isn't the only thing that man loves? Perhaps he likes suffering just as much?

In my favourite non-Dostoevsky book, Orthodoxy, G. K. Chesterton speaks about the obsession with progress. This obsession assumes a certain moral framework. But perhaps people don't want to progress. Perhaps death is better than life. If that is true, why is it rational to seek prosperity instead of death? As Chesterton said:
But nature does not say that cats are more valuable than mice; nature makes no remark on the subject. She does not even say that the cat is enviable or the mouse pitiable. We think the cat superior because we have (or most of us have) a particular philosophy to the effect that life is better than death. But if the mouse were a German pessimist mouse, he might not think that the cat had beaten him at all. He might think he had beaten the cat by getting to the grave first. Or he might feel that he had actually inflicted frightful punishment on the cat by keeping him alive. Just as a microbe might feel proud of spreading a pestilence, so the pessimistic mouse might exult to think that he was renewing in the cat the torture of conscious existence. It all depends on the philosophy of the mouse. You cannot even say that there is victory or superiority in nature unless you have some doctrine about what things are superior. You cannot even say that the cat scores unless there is a system of scoring. You cannot even say that the cat gets the best of it unless there is some best to be got.

Your "advantages" are dependent on your Ideals and not vice versa.
Dostoevsky's focus though is on suffering as opposed to the Utopian ideal of the Crystal Palace. To suffer is to not have this idea. You cannot suffer int he Crystal Palace. Doubt is a type of suffering, and hence it won't be allowed in the Palace.
X
In our case, if the material world really is all there is, then NOTHING can motivate us to fulfill our "advantages". We do not even have BAD reasons to strive beyond our material tasks. What is the point to anything we do if we only follow our "reason"?


    


    
        Shigalyov (+3)

        XI
Joseph Frank provided a footnote on Chernyshevsky. Herzen once reacted to his son, Alexander, who as a physiologist rejected free will. Herzen said the following, which Frank thought summarized Dostoevsky's view:
At all periods, man seeks his autonomy, his liberty and, though pulled along by necessity, **he does not wish to act except according to his own will;** he does not wish to be a passive gravedigger of the past or an unconscious midwife of the future; he considers history as his free and indispensable work. He believes in his liberty as he believes int he existence of the external world as it presents itself to him because he trusts his eyes, and because, without that confidence, he could not take a step. Moral liberty is thus a psychological or, if one wishes, an anthropological reality.

u/Kokuryu88 and u/Val_Sorry already described the problem of censorship of this chapter, as described by Joseph Frank. It's a pity, as I have no thoughts of my own. I just regurgitate what I have heard from others. What I do best is to say in my own words what others have said, so I will summarize Franks' explanation of the last chapter:
This chapter was meant to present an alternative to the Crystal Palace. The Palace is untenable as we will always react out of spite to assert our own identities. Yet, the Underground Man does not want to just react out of spite. He seeks an alternative answer. "I would let my tongue be cut off out of sheer gratitude if things could be so arranged that I myself would lose all desire to put it out" and later when he says "tempt me with something else, give me another ideal." As Frank says, this alternative has to allow for personal autonomy and not only the rational part of man.
Now it seems prior to the censorship, Dostoevsky wanted to present a different kind of Crystal Palace to the materialist Crystal Palace. This one would be based on the opposite principles. This is why he suddenly defends the Crystal palace even though it is "not provided for by the laws of nature" (in opposition to the first Crystal Palace which embody them). Frank does go on to say that the UM only suggested this alternative as a possibility and that he is still stuck to his belief in material determinism.


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+3)

        Crystal Palace, which cannot be destroyed, where nobody's freedom is eradicated. It feels awfully similar to heaven, no?
Russian literature during Dostoyevsky's time used to be heavily censored by the government. He once wrote a letter addressed to his brother stating the parts where he mocked society were approved; however, the parts where he wanted to conclude that faith in Christ is necessary for redemption were removed. I believe chapter ten was the victim of the said censorship—something to ponder about.
Edit: Found this excellent comment by u/Val_Sorry regarding the subject.


    


    
        Val_Sorry (+3)

        He once wrote a letter addressed to his brother stating the parts where he mocked society were approved; however, the parts where he wanted to conclude that faith in Christ is necessary for redemption were removed.

Here is the exact excerpt from that letter :
It would have been better not to have published the next-to-last chapter at all (where the essential, the very idea of the work is expressed) than to publish it like that, that is, with phrases that are garbled and contradict each other. Alas! What is to be done? Those swinish censors: in passages where I mocked at everything and sometimes blasphemed for the sake of appearances—that is let by, and where I concluded with the need for faith and Christ—that is censored. What are the censors doing? Are they conspiring against the government or what?
26 March 1864, translation by Joseph Frank.


    


    
        Quagnor (+3)

        A question that might not have an answer: What is the linkage between Dostoevsky’s view of having faith and living as Christ teaches and the repudiation of the rational egoism/nihilism that TUM expounds on in part one?


    


    
        Val_Sorry (+2)

        My apologies, maybe I misunderstand the question, but the link is quite obvious, no? Those two approches are mutually exlusive, thus by refuting one the character concludes with another (should have concluded, it was censored).
If you wish, it's like a proof by contradiction.
Edit. In the view of general goal of the novella, Dostoevsky wanted to mock What to be done? by Chernyshevsky. Mocking is good, but one might wish an alternative, an answer, which Dostoevsky provides according to his own views. In those regards, obviously, TUM is just a vessel to push Dostoevsky's own agenda.


    


    
        Quagnor (+2)

        Yes, I was curious what the overlap is of Dostoevsky's view of his Christian faith and his anti-utilitarianism, conscious inertia views espoused by TUM.


    


    
        TEKrific (+3)

        Crystal Palace, which cannot be destroyed, where nobody's freedom is eradicated. It feels awfully similar to heaven, no?

It does indeed. The optimism in rationality, science, technology and progress is exemplified in the real world at the Great Exhibition of 1851 where the Crystal Palace was erected at Hyde Park. Dostoevsky made it into a symbol of the optimism surrounding engineering and science. He is skeptical of the project because it turns man into a machine. A cog in the wheel. He saw it as a dehumanizing force masquerading as human progress.
The censoring business have returned today in a new form but its aim is the same. To perfect the human race. To suppress and ultimately eradicate human differences in the name of progress.  The duality of Man as Dostoevsky saw it is inescapable. We can never be mere ants in a utilitarian march in lockstep with ideologues. We have chaos in us, destructive forces will always scuttle any attempts at perfection. This is why we can't have nice things, to use a modern expression.


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+4)

        And why are you so firmly, so triumphantly, convinced that only the normal and the positive—in other words, only what is conducive to welfare—is for the advantage of man?  Is not reason in error as regards advantage?  Does not man, perhaps, love something besides well-being?  Perhaps he is just as fond of suffering?  Perhaps suffering is just as great a benefit to him as well-being?  Man is sometimes extraordinarily, passionately, in love with suffering, and that is a fact.

These lines are so similar to Camus’ idea about suffering and how it builds one’s character.  One can truly be happy when one finds enjoyment in their suffering.  One must imagine Sisyphus happy.
I admit that twice two makes four is an excellent thing, but if we are to give everything its due, twice two makes five is sometimes a very charming thing too.

Again, the Camus’ love for absurdity.  Not everything needs to be defined logically.
I love these lines.  Humans are too complex and too paradoxical to be constrained by logic and rationality.  These impulses, these absurdities, are what make us human.  We should learn to embrace it.  Right now, I’m totally sold on TUM and his ideas.  Excited to see how part 2 will develop on these ideas.


    

Chapter 1

    Discussion from r/dostoevsky (2024)

Summary:
TUM reminiscences of the time when he was twenty-four years old. Even at that time, he was too conscious, lived a lonely life, and had no friends at his office. He loathed his fellow clerks, yet he was afraid of them (maybe being timid is a better word). Due to his loneliness and boredom, he often walked around outside, looking for an adventure.
On one such night, he saw a man being thrown out of a tavern window. Envying that person, he entered the tavern with the desire to be thrown out, too. However, he is offended when an officer over six feet casually picks him by the shoulders and moves him aside. With tears in his eyes, he vows a literary quarrel to defend his honour.
He began to stealthily follow the officer, learning his last name in the process. Later on, he followed him to this house and got further details from the porter. He once wrote a letter addressed to the officer, challenging him to duel, but decided not to send it. He even wrote a satire on the officer but was rejected by the publisher.
Two years after the tavern incident, he began another plan to stand on equal footing with the officer. He asked advanced salary and borrowed some money from his immediate superior to buy new clothes so as to be dressed as a person of dignity. After dressing properly, he went to Nevsky and planned to bump into him; however, at the last time, TUM used to step aside and give way to him. After multiple failed attempts, when he was finally about to give up on his revenge, he saw the officer one last time. Deciding to close his eyes, he finally bumps into him and both pass by as equals. TUM was feeling triumphant, elated, and singing Italian arias.
Chapter list


6 Comments


    
        xqznx (+3)

        THB that part gave me a huge gay crush vibe


    


    
        [deleted] (+11)

        all the planning this guy does to…bump into someone on the street, lol? both pathetic and hilarious. i don’t actually find myself sympathizing with him, he’s just a delusional asshole with a few good observations, but a super compelling character. you really get sucked into his delusional drama.


    


    
        Shigalyov (+3)

        My edition has a helpful footnote about the poem by Nekrasov.
This poem was one of the first where Nekrasov treats a fallen woman with great compassion and it had been mentioned ironically in The Village of Stepanchikovo (1859).

With the three etceteras hat unceremoniously close the quotation, Dostoevsky is treating with much sarcasm the redeemed prostitute theme originating in French Social Romantic novelists such as Eugene Sue, Victor Hugo and George Sand, and which appears in Chernyshevksy's What is to be Done?, which he is polemicizing in Notes from underground. There is a strong resemblance between the episode in What is to be Done? where a hero saves a fallen woman who eventually dies of tuberculosis, >!and that in the second part of Notes from Underground!<

I mentally attributed my own attitude to everyone else.

There is a tendency to ignore the context of Dostoevsky's works, but there's also the opposite danger in trying to contextualize everything. Sometimes an author expresses universal truths. Sometimes the context is only important because you need to understand how and why he expressed universal truths.
This segment of a lonely man who looks with disgust on himself is very, very relatable to me and many others. I can see myself in this, friends, many good people, many radicals. Films like Taxi Driver, American Psycho and others come to mind for different reasons, but al inhabit this underworld and they often hate themselves or think people hate them. They are surprised that no one "imagined for one moment that he was being looked upon with loathing" except themselves.
Keen in mind the UM is going back to his 20s again, the same time as the German idealism in his pre-imprisonment days. He discusses and dismisses the Romanticism that used to be common. It seems he dismisses the Romantics for being too soft, out of touch and "cocooned in cotton wool".
Meanwhile the UM is restless. He was alone and annoyed and had to find an outlet for his irritability.
I was afraid that everyone there, from that smart aleck of a marker to the last diseased, pimply, miserable greasy-collared clerk, would fail to understand and would ridicule me

That General Ivolgin comes to mind when I read this. He was just like this: sensitive, wants to be smart, but aware that people always mock him and never take him seriously. Or take Ippolit. Ippolit at least was sincere, but he struggled to let go. In Brothers Karamazov Dmitri is the most like this, but he was sincere. Or Rakitin, who was insincere.
Also think about the pawnshop owner in the Meek One or to an extent Raskolnikov. Even Mr. Verkhovensky. All these characters have this insecurity where they want to be smart and sometimes really are smart, but they don't want others to see them for being as ridiculous as they themselves deep down think they are. Some of them are goodhearted, but others double-down on their spitefulness.


    


    
        TEKrific (+4)

        All these characters have this insecurity where they want to be smart and sometimes really are smart, but they don't want others to see them for being as ridiculous as they themselves deep down think they are. Some of them are goodhearted, but others double-down on their spitefulness.

Yes, I think this is the deep insight that Dostoevky found. Hyper-sensitivity and an acute self-awareness, paired with resentment that comes from a deep psychological place of a sense of inadequacy. Notice also the Underground Man's weird respect for authority figures, real or imagined.  An awareness of class distinctions in clothing and his tendency for disgust at himself and others he deems to be beneath him. It's an astute observation by Dostoevsky. One that is very valid to this day.


    


    
        Shigalyov (+4)

        I wonder if Dostoevsky is making a contrast between the naivety of the 1840s and what he learned since then. That idealistic spirit where people just forgive and forget does not take account of the spitefulness of men who are excluded and conflicted.
when I was following at a short distance, as if I were on a lead

This is interesting. He is spiteful because he rebels against determinism. He is spiteful because he wants to rebel against people who don't take him seriously. And yet he is a slave to his own passion. He wastes years on the dumbest things. Every time he attempts to bump into the general he involuntarily gives way. So much for free will. He only managed to control himself once.
Joseph Frank says this of the "superfluous man" that the Dostoevsky was mocking:
The superfluous men of the gentry liberal intelligentsia lived in a dream world of "universal beneficence" while neglecting the simplest and most obvious moral obligations. It was incumbent on them, he had made clear, to live up to their own pretensions and to turn their abstract love of humanity into a concrete act directed toward a flesh-and-blood individual.

I also liked Frank's analysis of the UM's problem and how it relates to Part 1:
The underground man's vanity convinces him of his own superiority and he despises everyone, but since he desires such superiority to be *recognized* by others, he hates the world for its indifference and falls into self-loathing at his own humiliating dependence.

This is the psychological dialectic of a self-conscious egoism that seeks to conquer recognition from the world and only arouses dislike and hostility in return.

Such a dialectic of vanity parallels the dialectic of determinism the in the first part and has the same effect of immuring the ego in a world alienated from any human contact. Just as determinism dissolves the possibility of human responses in the first part, so vanity blocks all social fraternity in the second.

One more quote:
Such self-assertion is precisely what enables the underground man, twenty years later, to resist the temptations of a Crystal Palace in which the laws of nature have simply abolished the human personality altogether. hence, in nboth parts of the work, Dostoevsky assigns a *relative* value - the value of protecting the autonomy of the personanility - to the ideology of the 1840s, regardless of its weaknesses and shortcomings in other respects.



    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+3)

        Here, we again see the duality of TUM. He despises his co-workers yet thinks of them as superior. When someone stares at him, he stares back, only to drop his eyes before them. This duality of his nature is what makes his character so complex imo. He again showed his point that he is incapable of taking revenge because of his excess of consciousness. After failing multiple times during the successful attempt, he had to actively close his eyes so he would not be aware of the officer’s presence. I pity his character.


    

Chapter 2

    Discussion from r/dostoevsky (2024)

Summary:
After a period of dissipation, TUM often falls into despair. To escape this feeling of remorse, he would find refuge in daydreaming about all that is sublime and beautiful. He would either dream of himself as a hero or a grovel in the mud; there was nothing in between. He would dream he inherits millions and then immediately donate all to the benefit of mankind. He would confess his sins; people would forgive him and kiss him. A huge ball will be organized for the celebration.
But after a period of daydreaming, TUM would come back to the real world and crave a real acquaintance. On Tuesdays, he would go to Anton Antonitch’s home, his office superior. Anton and his other acquaintance would talk about excise duty, business in the senate, salaries, promotions, etc for hours. TUM would sit there silently, maybe venturing to say a word, almost paralyzed. He said this was good for him, stating, “On returning home, I deferred for a time my desire to embrace all mankind.”
One such day, when TUM had the urge to meet someone, he had to go to his other acquaintance, a schoolfellow named Simonov. On the way, he kept thinking that Simonov hated him and he should not go, still went. It has been almost a year since they met.
Chapter list


8 Comments


    
        Shigalyov (+4)

        I liked this chapter. His focus on dreams and the 'sublime and beautiful' is a good contrast to the spite of the previous chapters.
It seems eh wants to be good and great, but he wants to be honoured for it. St. Augustine recognized this desire for glory as both a main reason for the glory of Rome and for its fall. I cannot remember his exact reasoning, but in this glory there is a sense of vanity towards a temporal earth or a vanity towards yourself. It can make you do great things, like Scipio, but also terrible things, like Octavian.
He wants to be good but he wants to be seen being good.


    


    
        TEKrific (+4)

        He wants to be good but he wants to be seen being good.

Deeply human thing that a lot of people have a hard time sheeding.
I liked this chapter. His focus on dreams and the 'sublime and beautiful' is a good contrast to the spite of the previous chapters.
I agree it's a good contrast but it makes his duality even more pronounced. It's fantasy. The sublime and the beautiful could be a guiding principle, a virtue to live by. Instead in him it's an escape, a self-indulgent, self-soothing activity. It pacifies him even further, it's not a fuel for action, nor of any change in him, but instead an escape from his inaction and his embittered existence with his superior. This part made me more sad and distressed then the last time I read the book. I wonder why? I must have recognised something from my own past here. Very interesting.


    


    
        rxsel (+3)

        This is where things start to really get interesting! I loved all of Part 2


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+4)

        Sorry for the late post today, I was caught up with work a bit.
I loved this chapter and can identify with TUM a lot here. In today's world, it is getting easier and easier to lose oneself dreaming of all that is sublime and beautiful. Dostoyevsky is a master of depicting dreams, >! Be it Raskolnikov’s dream about beating the horse, his dream in the epilogue, Alyosha’s dream in Cana of Galilee (My favourite chapter of all time), Ivan’s nightmares, or Dmitri’s dream where he finds salvation. !< We can see lots of similarities between The Dreamer from White Nights and TUM.
It is also interesting to see TUM’s love for mankind in his dreams and his disdain in reality. It reminds me of the guy from TBK who meets Elder Zossima and says he could only love humanity in general and from a distance. Like that guy, TUM doesn’t actually love humanity but only the idea of it. He wants to satisfy his false pride and wants people to praise him for his “sacrifice,” >!just like Katya from TBK!<.
Let’s see what happens next when he meets Simonov.


    


    
        Quagnor (+3)

        Remind me of the epilogue dream... I can't recall it (feel free to hide it with the spoiler text)


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+3)

        ! Basically he dreams that a virus has infected the world. Everyone infected with it thinks they are superior and more intelligent to others. Humans have stopped cooperating with each other and total chaos has taken over the world. !<



    


    
        Quagnor (+2)

        Gotcha. Thanks for the reminder


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+1)

        No worries mate :)


    

Chapter 3

    Discussion from r/dostoevsky (2024)

Summary:
Upon reaching Siminov’s house, he found two other schoolmates of his, Ferfichkin and Trudolyubov, were already there. Three of them were already planning something and paid no attention to the arrival of TUM, which offended him.  When he learned that they were planning Zverkov’s farewell (another schoolmate of his), TUM invited himself, leaving others perplexed. Ferfichkin and Trudolyubov soon take their leave, resulting in TUM being left alone with Siminov. Upon realizing that he doesn’t have any money right now and already owes Siminov fifteen rubles, TUM panics. Siminov told him that could be paid after dinner the next day. As Siminov had some prior engagement, TUM leaves politely and strolls in the streets.
TUM realizes he only has nine rubles in possession and has to give seven rubles to his servant the next day. He thinks it would be rational not to attend Zverkov’s farewell, yet decides to go and not pay his servant. He dreams of his terrible school experiences that night.
The next day, he slipped out of his work two hours early and began to dress. Furthermore, he avoids his servant for fear of giving him money and keeps on fantasizing about getting the upper hand on Zverkov, after which he’ll offer his friendship to him.
Chapter list


5 Comments


    
        Shigalyov (+3)

        My edition provides this footnote on the names of the UM's "friends"
Zverkov: From zver (wild animal), a name that reflects its bearer's character. This may be compared with the name of Simonov's other guest, Trudolyubov, from 'trud' (toil) and 'lyubov' (love), which suggests an industrious person.

not because I felt at all sorry for the girls

I find this interesting. I wonder how honest he is here. I can believe that he doesn't care about the girls, but he seems jealous. How many love affairs does the UM have? He spent his life either being spiteful or dreaming without acting (like the Dreamer in White Nights). There's something about a real relationship, friendship in my experience, which forces you to come out of yourself and your own mind and skin. Real human contact is the opposite of dreaming and of being spiteful.
When characters talk about women like this I always think of Chekhov's story, A Nervous Breakdown. Check it out.
I wonder if the UM argued with Zverkov not just because he was jealous of the women, but just jealous of his fame. Everything thought he was so great when the UM clearly saw he wasn't. Yet at the same time the UM wants others to praise even in spite of his own wickedness. His perceptiveness reveals the wickedness in others, so he sees how they like Zverkov for the wrong reason. But he is no different. Maybe he sees himself in Zverkov, the man he wants to be, but who he knows everyone knows is despicable.
I'm rather hurt at being left out.

I have a friend like this. I still care for him. But sometimes I have to be careful that he does not react this way. Some people want society, but they do not want the vulnerability of a real friendship. They use opportunities to insinuate that you hurt them, so you can be sorry, as this will make them the better person in the relationship. It's a power play. And it comes out of an insecurity from thinking they are (in their eyes) beneath you. If one person in a relationship does everything, then the other person will either be grateful or become spiteful because they cannot match the other person's charity. You have to let them breathe. This is one of the key lessons I have learned from Dostoevsky: Make sure your actions are really out of virtue, and not out of any hidden egoistic intentions. At the same time, be careful not to tempt others into this vice of insecurity.
Dostoevsky does this in his other books too. Look at Stavrogin in Demons or Katerina Ivanovna & Dmitri in BK. They turn opportunities to help each other into reasons for gaining an upper hand over the person they are helping. In The Idiot Lebedyev and the General played this out. Remember that scene of the "lost" money? When Lebedyev "found" the money, he should have been magnanimous and forgiven the General, but he used the General's moral weakness to mock him. This is the same reason Nastasya burned the money. She will not be bought. Trotsky cannot gain her forgiveness this way. She will maintain her superiority over her abusers. Anything else is weakness, and weakness is vulnerability (in her eyes). So she pretends to be what she as not, as Myshkin realized.
The UM sums it up well:
it was just as if I'd needed him only to win victory over him, simply to bring about his total submission.

He wants his friend to like him, but having to force him to like him just showed that he wasn't really liked.
I knew very well that I would go; that I would go on purpose

Again the man of Free Will is a slave to his own passion.
that thorn in my flesh

I do not know if the Russian text uses the same idiom, but this is a reference to St. Paul in 2 Corinthians 12. He had a "thorn in his flesh" (probably a euphemism for something else). He asked God multiple times to remove it, but God only said "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness". That is the exact opposite mentality of the UM.


    


    
        TEKrific (+1)

        I wonder if the UM argued with Zverkov not just because he was jealous of the women, but just jealous of his fame

Yes, I read this as pure resentment of his fame.


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+3)

        If one person in a relationship does everything, then the other person will either be grateful or become spiteful because they cannot match the other person's charity. You have to let them breathe. This is one of the key lessons I have learned from Dostoevsky: Make sure your actions are really out of virtue, and not out of any hidden egoistic intentions. At the same time, be careful not to tempt others into this vice of insecurity.

Excellently put as always. These lines are really great advice tbh.


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+3)

        TUM is feeling more and more pitiable character. His desire to make friends and have a real connection, yet he loathes and tortures them as soon as he finds one. ~~Don’t know if anyone here is into videogames, but it kind of reminds me of Cloud’s younger Nibelhiem days when he wanted to have friends but was too distant to approach them.~~ I can see a teenage version of myself in TUM when I used to be edgier and resentful all the time.
TUM constantly wants to satisfy his false pride, have the upper hand in his surroundings, win every argument, dominate others etc. We can observe a lot of people like this in the present time, maybe more than ever, thanks to the Internet.


    


    
        Quagnor (+5)

        In some ways I feel like his actions make me not want to pity him, similar to the friends in this chapter and the next.


    

Chapter 4

    Discussion from r/dostoevsky (2024)

Summary:
When TUM arrived at the venue, there was no one at that time. After some inquiries, he finds out that the dinner is scheduled for six o’clock, and he has to spend time alone waiting for others to arrive. He felt bitter and resentful, however his anger went away on seeing others arrive.
They confessed that the dinner was rescheduled to six and blamed Siminov for not notifying him. Ziminov started inquiring TUM about his job and salary, on which others commented how poor TUM was, increasing his resentment. Others kept on making remarks on TUM.
Feeling more and more offended, TUM decided to get up and leave but couldn’t do so. Feeling ignored by others, a few back-and-forths happen, after which others go to the other side of the room to drink for three more hours, leaving TUM alone again.
When they were about to leave, TUM again offered peace and friendship for previous humiliations he had caused, only to be laughed at again. As Zverkov was planning to meet “Olympia,” TUM decided to follow them and had to beg for money from Siminov.
Chapter list


5 Comments


    
        Shigalyov (+4)

        The worst thing that can happen is to be completely ignored. His independence and ego and free will are completely destroyed if no one even notices him.
Even more, they rejected his spite and his sentimental goodness. He cannot even be good because of who he is.
Just a thought.


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+3)

        Yeah agreed. That is why I believe his character to be so real to me. We humans sometimes are like that whether we want to accept it or not.


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+2)

        TUM understands that the group is certainly not very thrilled to have him and knows he should leave, yet he cannot. Is this his inability to perform an action because of his acute consciousness? He should not have invited himself in the first place, but man, these guys are dicks too.


    


    
        Elsamso (+5)

        He revels in staying and attempting to make everyone as miserable as him. Zverkov tries to initiate a ordinary conversation but he can't help but mock his way of speaking which invites disdain.


    


    
        Shigalyov (+3)

        They are all certainly very vain. Yet that the UM still wants to be with them despite hating them so much just shows how vain he is too.


    

Chapter 5

    Discussion from r/dostoevsky (2024)

Summary:
TUM has a brief internal monologue again showing his duality; he understands he should just let go. Finally, TUM decides to follow the group and make them realize his torment, so either they fall down to their knees and beg for forgiveness, or he is bound to give Zverkov a slap in the face and challenge him to a duel. He rushed to a carriage to catch up to them. He thinks about how he would slap Zverkov, how they all would react, beat him, and throw him out. Even then he would curse them and say they are not worth a finger to him. He plans on his second for the duel. Even if they gave him into custody, he would come back to challenge Zverkov again but would fire the bullet into the air and forgive him.
TUM knows that all this was out of Pushkin’s Silvio and Lermontov’s Masquerade. He felt ashamed of himself but still decided to continue. On arriving at the place, he rushed in just to find no one but the madame. On realizing they are not here, he breathes a sigh of relief. Madame sends a girl to TUM.
Chapter list


7 Comments


    
        Kokuryu88 (+1)

        Just a gentle reminder that there will be a break this weekend, and we will continue part 2, chapter 6 from Monday onwards. We should be able to finish the book by next Friday, July 26th.


    


    
        Ben_Zedd (+10)

        Just catching up (on chapter 4 currently), and it's almost unbearable! I know I shouldn't be feeling so deeply about this; but, maybe because I recognise these scenarios in my own life, I'm finding it hard to get through TUM's impudence. Whether his schoolfellows are earnest or not, TUM's outbursts engage some primal mixture of cringe, sympathy and repulsion within me. I don't know if I can finish it.
Brilliant book.


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+5)

        I agree. It is painful and even cringe to watch him sometimes, but I still see myself in him somehow. I take this book as a warning to be aware of how similar we as humans are to TUM, so we can take steps to avoid it in our daily lives.


    


    
        Several_Extension748 (+3)

        Absolutely. He is so childishly prideful and stubborn but also extremely self-conscious and depressed. Even if you see his obvious flaws, you can still realize that they're also very human, and you can see them, on some level, in yourself, that's the tragedy and the pleasure of dostoevsky characters.


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+2)

        Previously, TUM stated a man of acute consciousness cannot even take steps to take revenge, yet here we see him determined to get his. Even when he is conscious that it’s better to go home and leave all this nonsense behind, he still actively takes steps to follow Zverkov. Is TUM choosing to be a man of action instead of being a man of consciousness? Can one transition from one state to another?
However, we later see Tum being relieved by Zverkov’s absence. Still, it cannot be denied that at that moment, he indeed was a man of action. I would love to hear others' thoughts on this.
Also, there is a recurring theme of wet snow. What could be its significance in the story?


    


    
        TEKrific (+4)

        Also, there is a recurring theme of wet snow. What could be its significance in the story?

My slightly cheeky take. UM is very passive most of the time but when he takes action it's always a negative action as opposed to a positive one of e.g. going home. He is frozen in passivity and any action he manages to take is still in negative degrees. His action are cold  towards himself and other human beings and the world.


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+3)

        That is a great insight. I agree, he seems to be frozen and stuck in this negativity, this cold and damp rotten world of his, both on inside and outside. Maybe that's why he is so easily agitated and annoyed.


    

Chapter 6

    Discussion from r/dostoevsky (2024)

Summary:
It’s now 2 AM, and TUM notices the girl looking at him intensely. They talk a bit; her name is Liza. TUM tells the story of another girl who died of consumption and had to be buried in a watery grave. He tells her what her life will be like in the next few years, and she will suffer the same fate. He again inquires about her family and tells her marriage would be a way out of this to save herself.
He continues to say how he would treat her daughter, how he spent all his fortune to make her smile. He would reject all her suitors but would eventually let her marry the man she truly loves. Seeing Liza getting more and more invested, he began taking pleasure in tormenting her more and devised a dreadful plan. He continues to point out the advantages of a family life and is truly flustered by the end of it. Liza just replied how he speaks like a book. Some evil feeling is again taking possession of TUM.
Chapter list


3 Comments


    
        Shigalyov (+2)

        I forgot how great this chapter was. When I was younger I took this speech seriously. Now I see how obviously he is speaking out of spite.
Joseph Frank says that because the UM is unable to avenge himself on his friends, he tries to conquer someone weaker than him, both physically (remember the slap -> sex) and spiritually.
He said it is in this chapter where the tone shifts from a comedy to a tragedy, and that Dostoevsky himself recognized this as a "transition in music".
No part of Notes form Underground has been more wrenched out of context to support one or another theory about Dostoevsky, even though the function of this section is surely to drive home the contrast between imaginary, self-indulgent, self-glorifying, sentimental Social Romanticism and a genuine act of love - a love springing from that total forgetfulness of self that had now become Dostoevsky's highest value By his ironic reversal both of Nekrasov's poem and of the incident in What is to be Done?, Dostoevsky wished to expose all the petty vainglory lying concealed in the intelligentsia's "ideals," and to set this off against the triumph over egoism that he saw embodied in the spontaneous Christian instincts of a simple Russian soul.



    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+4)

        This scene has so many parallels between the first interaction between Sonya and Raskolnikov from C&P. Liza and Sonya as a meek, passive, shy girl and TUM and Raskolnikov as “intellects” provoking them, judging them, trying to show the wrongs in their lives. Dostoyevsky is really a genius when depicting the clash between opposites, be it TUM-Liza, Raskolnikov-Sonya, or Ivan-Alyosha (from Rebellion and The Grand Inquisitor chapters from TBK).
TUM seems like a powerless man who has been tormented and stepped over by others and hence seeks an even more powerless person to whom he can express his authority and control. This is the point where I stopped feeling pity for him and distanced myself from him.


    


    
        Shigalyov (+3)

        This scene has so many parallels between the first interaction between Sonya and Raskolnikov from C&P

The further I read this, the more I see how well Notes will tie into our C&P discussion. I think the one difference is the UM wants to insult and dominate Liza, whereas Raskolnikov is honestly attracted to Sonya's purity (except of course for that one scene >!where he horrified her with how her sacrifices will be for nothing, just like the UM with Sonya!<).


    

Chapter 7

    Discussion from r/dostoevsky (2024)

Summary:
TUM continues to describe the horrors she will have to face in her future. He even informs of the possibility that if she were living a different life, it would’ve been an honour for TUM to ask her hand for marriage. After a long emotional monologue about her miserable situation, he realizes he is worked up and finds it difficult to continue. Noticing Liza weeping silently, he knew his rhetoric-bookish speech had worked. He tries to calm her and gives his address, asking her to come. Liza brings him a love letter addressed to her by a young medical student she went to dance with. TUM understands that was her treasure she will cherish forever.
Chapter list


4 Comments


    
        Shigalyov (+3)

        Just one observation: Liza didn't say a single word in this chapter and yet she expressed so much.


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+3)

        While reading the chapter, I would’ve believed TUM was genuine if not for his remarks on how he is capturing her attention and how he is enjoying it. However, it feels like all the things he said were not meant for Liza exclusively. Maybe he, too, craves love and family. I would not make any remark just now, but I don’t like where this is going.


    


    
        Shigalyov (+3)

        He makes a lot of good points. Even though he means to harm her with them, there are a lot of truth in them too.


    


    
        TEKrific (+3)

        it feels like all the things he said were not meant for Liza exclusively

This is my feeling too. His compulsion for intellectual honesty doesn't mean he always understands it. He's so conflicted about everything and his actions are always negative and dark. He doesn't help himself and is incapable to help anybody else. Dostoevsky really hammers home his idea of man's duality.


    

Chapter 8

    Discussion from r/dostoevsky (2024)

Summary:
While walking home, TUM realized a “loathsome truth.” He was surprised by his sentimentality while talking with Liza and upset about giving Liza his address. However he decided to first settle things with Siminov and Zverkov. He borrowed money from Anton Antonich and decided to return it to Siminov, along with an explanation for his actions last night. However, by the evening, he was again haunted by the possibility of Liza coming to his house and seeing the condition he lives in. He thinks how last evening he was a hero in her eyes and remembers her tormented face, which he still remembers to this day, fifteen years later. However, she didn’t come.
A few days passed, and he became calmer and surer that Liza wouldn’t come. He again fantasized about how she would come and fall at his feet. how he would embrace her and tell her he, too, loves her.
Meanwhile, TUM still hasn’t paid his servant, Apollon. Appolon tortures him with his stares and silent treatment. During one such incident, suddenly, Liza appears behind TUM.
Chapter list


1 Comments


    
        Kokuryu88 (+3)

        I believe that deep inside, TUM realizes that his rambling with Liza was true and that he, too, needs Liza as much as Liza needs him, yet he is unable to accept it and believes it to be his weak point. He again tries to escape reality by returning the money and blaming the wine (which he hadn’t drunk) for his behavior. We again see his need to be dominant and tyrannical in relations by the way he treats Apollon (or even the way he daydreams about Liza). TUM seems to be unfathomably tormented by his inner conflicts.


    

Chapter 9

    Discussion from r/dostoevsky (2024)

Summary:
Liza stands before him and sees his ragged clothes and poverty, which terribly ashamed TUM. TUM asks her to sit down, give Appolon his salary, and ask him to bring tea and rusks. Upon returning to the room, TUM breaks down and bursts into hysterics, which greatly shocks Liza. He confessed about the humiliation he faced that day and why he visited Liza. He confessed his need to dominate and tyrannize others. He said he himself is a loathsome man and cannot save her. He mocks her for how easily he was able to gain her trust.
However, he is shocked when Liza understands his inner torments, how unhappy he really is, and holds his hands and embraces her. This action made him realize that they had switched their places; now, Liza is the savior, the heroine. TUM hates her for this yet is somehow drawn to her.
Chapter list


4 Comments


    
        Shigalyov (+3)

        In the entire book, this was probably the first time he was actually honest with himself and with someone else.


    


    
        Electronic-Most-9431 (+6)

        I liked this chapter alot.
his rant was very insightful to a person's natural (?) response to his lack of power on his environment and surroundings, which is an irrational, intense, and all consuming apathy ("I say that the world may go to pot for me so long as I always get my tea."), and an instinctive desire to pay that cruelty forward to someone with less social and general power than him (in this case, a compassionate woman who I believe he knows intrinsically will not and cannot harm him back ). This violence is measured a lot in family and social psychology literature but reading it from a first person view is something valuable.
Another thing: when you put this shame of poverty kind of into context with dostoevsky's gambling problem that harmed his family and his lack of ability to provide for himself and his loved ones, this intensity of self hatred projected on another is really terrifying. I believe a gambling problem is very indicative of a person with a deep inability to find any semblance of value in themselves who thinks wealth and the power of wealth will somehow alleviate this rock bottom view of themselves that they hold— combined with an intensity that disarms any rational or long term thinking.
Dosto on his gambling problem: What am I now? Zero. What may I be tomorrow? Tomorrow I may rise from the dead and begin to live again! There are still the makings of a man in me.
Tying this crazy self-hatred back to the cycle of cruelty and project of blame on those that love you (and so are willing to stick around): the archetype of a man failing in society that goes home and picks on those he loves and those with less power than him suddenly makes sense, Liza adds fuel to the fire by offering him her compassion. I don't know how the next chapter will go, but based off of TUM's turbulent emotions, i don't believe he will ever accept redemption because his psychology is so tied to the tyranny he endured and exacerbated his whole life. At that point, he would have to reframe his entire understanding and viewpoint of the world and it's workings in relation to himself to know why redemption is being offered to him and to have the empathy required for him to accept that redemption in a meaningful way.
So strange, the two Dostoevsky books Ive read lately(white nights and now this one) are all centered around a guy suffering and extremely compassionate and naive woman who he thinks will save him (who ends up abandoning him on some level in the end lmao)


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+1)

        his rant was very insightful to a person's natural (?) response to his lack of power on his environment and surroundings, which is an irrational, intense, and all consuming apathy

This violence is measured a lot in family and social psychology literature but reading it from a first person view is something valuable.

When we do the C&P discussions, I think you're going to enjoy Marmeladov and his family. Marmeladov is kind of (but not exactly) a non-bitter version of TUM in many regards imo. I'm not going to spoil anything more.
i don't believe he will ever accept redemption because his psychology is so tied to the tyranny he endured and exacerbated his whole life.

That is an excellent point. I believe you're right on this. To accept Liza (and hence his redemption) is going completely opposite to his belief and what he stands for. I don't think TUM is capable of such a character development.


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+3)

        It is interesting to see TUM confess his need to tyrannize others, which renders him unable to love, just like a wise man once said, “There is no love in fear” ~~(it's from a song by TOOL. I’m a metalhead and am sorry for making this stupid reference)~~. This chapter had so much resemblance with Crime and Punishment, >!with Raskolnikov being the tormented soul and Sonya being the savior!<. TUM has been suffering for a long time, and Liza is offering a chance for redemption. The question is, will he accept her or not?


    

Chapter 10

    Discussion from r/dostoevsky (2024)

Summary:
Fifteen minutes have passed since the events of the previous chapter. TUM has successfully managed to make Liza understand his motive. TUM had been walking anxiously, peeking through a screen to see what Liza was doing. Liza was lying on the floor, leaning against the bed. Again, TUM iterates he cannot love anyone since he needs to dominate others. He doesn’t hate Liza just wants to dominate her. As he is unable to do so, he wants her to disappear and leave him in peace.
He knocks on the screen to make her realize how much time has passed. Liza stood up and said goodbye. TUM stuffs a five ruble note in her hand – out of spite, and runs away. Returning after a bit, he sees the same note lying on the table. TUM immediately runs after her.
He believes he is running after her because he wants to fall on her feet, kiss her, and ask for forgiveness. However, he never met her again.
After fifteen years, he still remembers her tormented face, which fills him with shame. He admits he is an anti-hero yet claims he is much more honest with his actions than the readers.
Chapter list


10 Comments


    
        TEKrific (+7)

        I think that Dostoevsky managed to do something very unusual in this piece of fiction. We don't even have to have the background of what he's writing against. We simply have to observed a man in deep distress with himself and his world. His mood swings are very modern. We recognise his rancorous mind as one of our own. He's torn between rationality with its logical, resentful inhumanity. Logic can be filled with emotion. Sometimes we miss this point about ourselves, i.e. even when we are at our most rational, emotion shines through but it's denied as being there, as opposed to,  in the aesthetic mind where appetites and emotions are paired with more leveling traits such as judgement. Our duality is in full view in Dostoevsky's distillation of TUM, but we try to distance ourself from him because it is painful to see this struggle in ourself. In many ways I think this book is the best introduction to the themes, the character portraits, the struggles that we encounter in his later work.
I'd like to second u/Shigalyov 's sentiment and thank u/Kokuryu88 for all his efforts and time in hosting this re-read, so thank you very much and thanks to all who participated in the discussion and to those that lurked and read our thoughts and ideas.


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+2)

        Thank you for the kind words


    


    
        Shigalyov (+5)

        Thank you u/Kokuryu88 for hosting this. I was not keen on reading Notes, but it has been years and I have to say that it was much better than I remember. I am thankful that you advocated for this.
I think this is the key:
since for women love comprises their total resurrection, their total salvation from any kind of ruin, their total regeneration and cannot manifest itself in any other way.

Real love is the self-sacrifice of the ego. It is not, like the UM, imposing your ego on someone else.
C. S. Lewis and Christian philosophers say that angels are purely intellectual. They know the truth. They understand it completely. There is no belief in them. It's not that they cannot love or feel emotion, but that they are purely rational. Animals are completely irrational. They are driven by their passions and emotions. Angels are rational and have no body. They are not driven by the senses. This also means that intellectual evil - premeditation, planning, etc, is worse because it is a corruption of the higher state of the angelic. This is why doing something bad out of passion is not as bad as doing it with your reason. It is more evil. It demonic as it subverts the angelic and Godlike power of your rationality.
Man is both animal and spiritual. We can have the best of both, or the worst of both. The UM reaches true evil when he starts acting not out of impulse, like an animal, but out of rationality, like a demon. He used to be driven by spite and often felt forced to do things. He was clearly emotional. But now:
although I committed this act deliberately, it came not from the heart but from my wicked head. This cruelty was so artificial, so cerebral, so deliberately contrived, so bookish...

Joseph Frank has a different take. He says that by the quote above:
Dostoevsky could not have stated more explicitly that the heart of the underground man, the emotive core of his nature, had not lost its moral sensitivity. It was his brain, nourished by the education he had so thoroughly absorbed - an education based on Western prototypes, and on the images of such prototypes assimilated into Russian literature - that had perverted his character and was responsible for his despicable act.

'Surely I'd hate her, perhaps tomorrow, precisely because I kissed her feet today?'

In the Brothers Karamazov other characters play this game too, but I am reminded of the general, the "Wisp of Tow". Alyosha, in his wisdom, saw that the general had an injured pride and that he had to reject Katerina's money. He knew he had to allow the poor man to prove his self-worth, before he could try to give the money again the next day.
Frank wonderfully ties together the book:
With this final, stabbing irony, Dostoevsky allows the underground man to use the very idea of purification through suffering as an excuse for his moral-spiritual sadism. In so doing, Dostoevsky returns to the main theme of the first part and places it in a new light.

Consciousness and suffering had been affirmed as values when the underground man, struggling to preserve his human identity, wished to suffer himself rather than to surrender to the laws of nature. But so long as this struggle springs only from the negative revolt of egoism to affirm its existence, so long as it is not oriented by anything positive, it inevitably runs the risk of a diabolic reversal; there is always the danger that the egoist, concerned only with himself, will cause others to suffer with the excuse of helping to purify their souls.

Such a possibility, broached here in passing at the end of Notes from Underground, will be brilliantly developed in Crime and Punishment, when Raskolnikov tries to convince Sonya that his sacrifice of another for a noble end is morally equivalent to her self-sacrifice for the same purpose.



    


    
        Sad-Researcher-1381 (+3)

        Lovely what you have been writing in this discussion. These discussions really help me to read Dostoesvkys books.
I wonder if you and u/kokuryu88 could collab to make discussions on Netochka Nezvanovna or Uncles Dream or other Dostoevsky works.
Lovely👍


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+2)

        Thank you for your kind words. I really appreciate it.
Unfortunately, I'm having a bit of a rough time in my personal life for a while, so I'm on a break from Reddit for the foreseeable future. However, I'm sure mods would like to help you with that; they all are very dear and cool people.
I'm not sure if we have had a discussion on Netochka Nezvanovna or Uncle's Dream, but we had discussed all of Dostoyevsky's major works in the past and provided links for the same here. You can see, read, and comment on these discussions if you wish. Hope it helps.
Maybe in the future mods could again come up with some discussion posts.
Cheers mate. Have a great day! :)


    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+2)

        You are too kind. Thank you for your thorough analysis as always.


    


    
        Shigalyov (+3)

        He goes on to conclude the book:
For one moment he had caught a glimpse of how to escape from the dialectic of vanity: Liza's disregard of her own humiliation, her whole-souled identification with his torments - in her, her capacity for selfless love - is the only way to break the sorcerer's spell of egocentrism. When she rushes into his arms, thinking not of herself but of him, she illustrates that "something else" which his egoism will never allow him to attain - the ideal of the voluntary self-sacrifice of the personality out of love.

I will just quote the ending of Notes for future re-reading:
So that perhaps, after all, there is more life in me than in you. Look into it more carefully! Why, we don’t even know what living means now, what it is, and what it is called? Leave us alone without books and we shall be lost and in confusion at once. We shall not know what to join on to, what to cling to, what to love and what to hate, what to respect and what to despise. We are oppressed at being men—men with a real individual body and blood, we are ashamed of it, we think it a disgrace and try to contrive to be some sort of impossible generalised man. We are stillborn, and for generations past have been begotten, not by living fathers, and that suits us better and better. We are developing a taste for it. Soon we shall contrive to be born somehow from an idea.



    


    
        Kokuryu88 (+4)

        TUM is one of the most paradoxical characters I’ve ever experienced. Even towards the end, he shows this nature. He disrespects Liza but then feels guilty for her and runs after her, only to decide it is better to let her go and crawl back into his underground hole. In the end, I wanted him to be with Liza and leave The Underground for good, but this is much truer to his character.
C&P Spoilers: >!I think Notes ending can be taken as an alternative bad ending to C&P, where Raskolnikov rejects Sonya and his redemption and is tormented for eternity.!<
If TUM chose to stay with Liza, would that really be cheap happiness? She could’ve “fixed” him, couldn’t she? Would you, too, prefer exalted suffering over cheap happiness?
I would like to thank you all for participating in this silly book discussion, and would love to have you guys in future book discussions, too.


    


    
        Misoru (+3)

        I thought the same about the endings of Notes and C&P, but ultimately, TUM could never have accepted Liza's love. Even though both Rodia and TUM divorce themselves from humanity with their personal philosophies, Rodia developed his philosophy only to free himself from his morality so that he could commit the immoral actions needed to escape poverty, whereas TUM developed his philosophy to understand the immorality he recognized in himself. I wonder if their upbringings are the differentiating factor - Rodia had a loving family, whereas TUM had no one - maybe that instilled in Rodia the morality that TUM is lacking, which enabled him to accept and reciprocate Sonia's love?


    


    
        N1NJ4_J3D1 (+2)

        “Rodia developed his philosophy only to free himself from his morality so that he could commit the immoral actions needed to escape poverty”.
I can’t think of a better way to put it. If you so choose, that, and its consequences, are what the entire book is about.
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