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Perhaps no main character has been presented as such a despicable, deplorable, and disgraceful individual as the Underground Man.  By his own admission, he is a “sick, spiteful, and unpleasant man” (1).  This lowly character creates a bad taste with the readers, and has thus led many to find the book as a whole distasteful.  A conclusion such as this, however, is by no means correct.  Fyodor Dostoevsky’s portrayal of the Underground Man in such a negative light is essential to the purposes of the novel.  In fact, were the Underground Man any more respectable, the novels goal would be lost.  For the defining purpose of Notes from the Underground is to viciously attack and refute a growing philosophical theory, an attack that only the Underground Man could make.


In the years leading up to Dostoevsky’s Notes from the Underground, a philosophical movement known as enlightened egoism was springing to life across Europe and Russia.  Russian philosophers such as Nikolay Chernyshevsky and Dmitry Pisarev developed a distinctly Russian version entitled “rational egoism.”  In a most general sense, egoism suggests that people act in their own self-interest.  Moreover, the theory states that a well-informed egoist will pursue their rational or “enlightened” self-interest, which in turn leads to great benefit for oneself as well as others.  In 1863 Chernyshevsky published his novel What is to be done? “in which he not merely endorsed “egoism” but made it the model of admirable individual behavior and the key to harmonious social relations,” (Scanlan, 550).  


Fyodor Dostoevsky found this new theory to be extremely faulty in its reasoning and assumptions.  In a letter to his brother Mikhail, Dostoevsky expressed a desire to critique Chernyshevsky’s novel.  He wanted to present a “genuine, believable Russian egoist—an authentic, non-altruistic, morally repugnant egoist” that would stand in sharp contrast to “Chernyshevsky’s sham egoists with their contrived goodness,” (Scanlan, 551).  The character he created, of course, was the Underground Man.  Through the Underground Man, then, Dostoevsky refutes the rational egoists.


Before discussing the critiques of rational egoism presented in Notes from the Underground, it is important to create a deeper understanding of the theory under attack.  There are two parts of rational egoism, psychological egoism and ethical egoism.  Psychological egoism is a description of human behavior.  It states “human beings are necessitated by their nature to act as they do, and that their choices are governed by their own interests.”  Thus rational egoists preach a deterministic life and denounce free will (Ringer).


Cases of altruism are often raised as objections to this theory, but the rational egoists are ready.  They explain that upon closer examination altruism is really done to benefit oneself.  For instance, one helps another person not because the other person will benefit but simply because the helper is pleased by his or her goodness.  In Chernyshevsky’s words, altruistic acts are really “based on the thought of personal interest, personal gratification, personal benefit; they are based on the feeling that is called egoism,” (Scanlan, 558).


A second, and more difficult, objection is raised in cases where there does not seem to be even indirect benefit to the doer.  In these cases, rational egoists will argue that the doer was ignorant of their own best interests and thus made an “uniformed, unthinking, or irrational choice.”  This objection led to an additional qualifier in defining psychological egoism:  People will act, indeed cannot act otherwise, in their own perceived self-interest (Ringer). 


While the argument for psychological egoism is descriptive in nature, ethical egoism is prescriptive.  Since people act in what they believe to be their self interest, it is imperative that people discover what is truly to their advantage.  Thus Chernyshevsky’s novel contained several moral imperatives:  “calculate your real interests, educate yourself, free yourself of encumbering traditions and customs, beware of distracting emotions” and so on.  Together these directives should lead one to be rational when determining self-interest.  This normative-based ethical egoism can thus be aptly defined as “the prescription that people ought to act in the way that really will provide them personally with the most benefit,” (Scanlan, 560).


Finally, rational egoists argue that once people are able to make informed, rational decisions the world will be a happy place.  Both Chernyshevsky and Pisarev were confident that through social and political reforms, people could be ably taught their rational self-interest.  Moreover, they believed such a society of rational egoists would not lead to anarchy or conflict, but rather the interests of the individuals would exist in harmony, peace, and happiness.  This assumption seems flawed, however, since Thomas Hobbes held similar convictions on personal self-interest but concluded that self interest would lead to a state of war defined by lives that were “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short,” Leviathan (1651).  Pisarev, however, insisted that altruism will occur within a society of rational egoists:  “The personal benefit of men coincides with the benefit of society, and their selfishness contains the broadest love of humanity,” (Scanlan, 561).


As has been stated, Dostoevsky was firmly against not only the rosy conclusions but also the whole of rational egoism.  He felt there were several fundamental flaws, with the denial of free will as most troublesome.  Notes from the Underground, published just one year after Chernyshevsky’s novel, was Dostoevsky’s way of responding.  His creation, the Underground Man, “addresses both the descriptive and the normative theses [of rational egoism] and rejects them both, along with their supporting assumptions,” (Gallagher).


The Underground Man is assuredly an egoist.  He is concerned only with himself—his own ailments, concerns, and fears.  The experience with Liza shows, in the Underground Man’s own words, “that I was a loathsome man and, above all, incapable of loving,” (125).  He is immoral, a self-appointed “anti-hero,” (129).  The Underground Man is an educated man, however, and is capable of philosophical inquiry.  Dostoevsky creates the character with intelligence that allows for the Underground Man to attack rational egoism by means of conceptual arguments as well as examples of behavior. 


While the Underground Man is an egoist, he is not a rational egoist.  Dostoevsky uses him to describe realistic egoistic action, and to show that those egoistic actions are not simply mechanical responses to perceived interests, as psychological egoism would have one believe.  The Underground Man uses both direct and indirect arguments to prove his point.


First the Underground Man gives examples of his and other’s behavior to directly refute psychological egoism.  In the first few pages he cites two personal cases of inaction that are knowingly against his self-interest.  In one, he states that he is ill, and that he believes a doctor would help; yet he refuses to meet with one.  Second, he believes St. Petersburg is both too expensive and unhealthy, yet he refuses to leave.  In regards to other’s actions, he states it is not uncommon to see someone act “against the laws of reason, against his own advantage; well, in short, against everything,” (22).  These examples, claim the Underground Man, can not be reduced to some sort of indirect self-interest.  They are instances of people knowingly choosing that that is against their own self-interest.


The Underground Man continues his attack on psychological egoism through an indirect approach.  Certainly the Underground Man is not a rash, ignorant man.  He is well educated.  He makes few if any decisions without careful contemplation.  Indeed he admits to a “heightened consciousness,” a state of incessant analysis of his motives and actions.  Thus he seems to fit the model of an ideal rational egoist; however, he does not follow the mold.  The Underground Man cannot determine his best interests.  He suffers from “paralysis by analysis,” stuck in an endless cycle of second-guessing.  The Underground Man detests the “men of action” who, according to him, act without full reason, and yet at times he is jealous of them.  Even if he wanted to act in his own best interest, he can’t, for there is no rational time to stop analyzing.  Therefore psychological egoism cannot be right, for one cannot act towards ones self interest if they do not know, and cannot, know what is truly in their self-interest (Brombert).


Without a clear sense of what is in his rational self-interest, the Underground Man is set adrift.  He is left to make decisions for himself not based on self-interest but simple desire and will.  His egoism, then, “is fundamentally an egoism of personal will rather than personal interest,” (Scanlan, 560). Here Dostoevsky’s tendency towards existentialism is visible.  The Underground Man has the opportunity, or perhaps the misfortune, of being responsible for choosing his every action; this refutes the premise of determinism implicit in psychological egoism (Gallagher). 


  With this scathing attack against psychological egoism, one would think Dostoevsky was through, but in reality he was just getting to the best part.  To critique ethical egoism, the normative aspect of rational egoism, Dostoevsky makes a concession to the opposition.  Despite his tough questioning of psychological egoism, the Underground Man decides to give it the benefit of the doubt.  He accepts the assumption that people act in their own self-interest for argument’s sake, but then proceeds to argue the implications of such an assumption are much different from what the rational egoists would have one believe.


As has been discussed, rational egoists feel an educated, rational populous acting in their true self-interest will lead to a happy, peaceful community.  Moreover, they believe the actions of individuals can be accurately predicted based on the biological and social natures of their self-interest.  The rational egoists then conclude that as science reveals more about true self-interest, social order will become even accessible as people’s behavior becomes more and more predictable (Scanlan).  


The Underground Man comes to a different conclusion.  He begins by asking, “What is advantage?  And will you take it upon yourself to define…precisely what man’s advantage consists in?” (21).  Even if such an advantage could be found, he argues, for what reason must it be assumed that the advantage will lead to social order and not disruption?  And here is where the Underground Man utters perhaps the most damning argument against rational egoism.

Man, whoever he might be, has always and everywhere liked to act as he wants and not at all as reason and advantage dictate; and one can want even against one’s own advantage…One’s own free and voluntary wanting, one’s own caprice, however wild, one’s own fancy, though chafed sometimes to the point of madness—all this is that same most advantageous advantage, the omitted one, which does not fit into any classification, and because of which all systems and theories are constantly blown to the devil. (25)

Here the Underground Man argues that if there is one most superior self-interest, a most advantageous advantage, it is the ability to express one’s individuality.  Thus, he states, the most rational person will choose to be irrational simply to proclaim their free will, simply to show that they can.  Being the highest interest, this interest in independence will be pursued even if it runs contrary to all other advantages (Brombert).  


The results of this “forgotten” advantage are disastrous for the rational egoist. The insistence on individuality will be a fatal obstacle to the founding and/or success of any kind of utopian society.  Surely the “crystal palace”(32) of the rational egoist cannot be, for man will destroy the system as soon as he loses his freedom to act against reason.


Not only does free will destroy any notion of social order, it destroys all of rational egoism theory.  If on one hand the rational egoist attempts to exclude free will from being an advantage, they would have to find some way to explain behavior that has no advantages other than being an expression of free will.  Since this is not possible, they would have to conclude that rational egoism does not work as a descriptive theory.

On the other hand, if the rational egoist seeks to maintain the claim that people should and do act in their own self-interest, the Underground Man has shown that their best self-interest is free will.  Thus the rational egoist would be claiming people should and do act on free will—a conclusion they cannot accept, for this would deny the rational egoist’s view of deterministic action.  Without determinism there can be no designed social order and rational egoism theory has no purpose.

The only choice left is for the rational egoist to accept free will as an advantage, but claim it is not the “most advantageous advantage.”  The most advantageous advantage would be something along the lines of basic needs like food, clothing, and shelter.  But this line of thinking has the distinct disadvantage of implying that people are actively trying to give up their free will in order to achieve social harmony.  In Dostoevsky’s later work, the Grand Inquisitor “condemns Christ for having burdened humanity with free choice and claims that the greatest benefit to people is to be relieved of this freedom,” (Scanlan, 564).  This is a scary proposition indeed, and not one many rational egoists would like to claim.

Many readers have assumed the views of the Underground Man directly coincide with the view of Fyodor Dostoevsky himself.  In some instances they seem to be correct, but there do seem to be a few differences.  There is no question Dostoevsky shared the Underground Man’s contempt with psychological egoism.  Dostoevsky strongly resisted the denial of free will with which his contemporaries were enamored.  Citing examples from his time spent in Siberian prison, he insisted, “a human being is not an organ stop or a piano key,” (Scanlan, 564). Dostoevsky was a strong believer in self-determination, a thought personified in the Underground Man.

When it comes to the importance of free choice in a worldview, however, the Underground Man and Dostoevsky do not agree.  The Underground Man makes it abundantly clear that individual freedom is highest and best.  Dostoevsky, on the other hand, has a strong Christian value system that places “free acceptance of Christ and His moral message” above that of free will.  The Underground Man, in Dostoevsky’s eyes, illustrates the problems that arise when free will is unbridled from any external authority.  For Dostoevsky, free will is more important than any natural law, but is trumped by moral law.  The teachings of Christ, love and altruism, need to be followed to create a decent society.  It appears likely the discrepancy between author and character would have been lessened had Chapter 10 not been censored (Matlaw).  The chapter had included the Underground Man’s contemplation on the necessity of moral teachings, but these were removed.  As it stands, the Underground Man stands apart as an extreme individualist compared to Dostoevsky’s faith-based morals (Gallagher).

Notes from the Underground is an important psychological and philosophical novel.  As a work of prose, it often leaves the reader with much to be desired, but as a vessel for raising and answering questions it more than achieves its purpose.  Dostoevsky displays his tremendous skills of argumentation through the anti-hero Underground Man.  Together they attack and convincingly refute rational egoism.  Besides his contemporaries Chernyshevsky and Pisarev, each and every hopeful utopia theorist must find a way to refute the Underground Man.  As Vasily Rozanov states, Dostoevsky has shown that “man, by his very essence, is an irrational, incomprehensible being,” (Slange).  For this reason, this novel will remain in the spotlight as long as people search for a means to social order and predictability.
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