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Can Dostoevsky Still Kick You in the Gut?

WriREd

Dostoevsky's underground man rails against our worship of

rationality in the modern age, exposing the unpredictability of human ( )

motive and behavior.

By David Denby, The New Yorker, Published Jun. 11, 2002

Many people would say that Dostoevsky's short novel "Notes from
Underground" marks the beginning of the modernist movement
in literature. Certainly, Nietzsche's writings, Freud's theory of
neurosis, Kafka's "Metamorphosis," Bellow's "Herzog," Philip
Roth's "Portnoy's Complaint," perhaps Scorsese's "Taxi Driver," and
half of Woody Allen's work wouldn't have been the same without
the existence of this ornery, unstable, unmanageable text—the
fictional confession of a spiteful modern Hamlet, an inhabitant of
St. Petersburg, "that most abstract and pre-meditated city," and
a man unable to act and also unable to stop humiliating himself
and embarrassing others. A self-regarding, truculent, miserable,

paralyzed man.

Dostoevsky worked on the text in 1863 and published it the following
year in Epoch. "Notes from Underground" feels like a warmup for

the colossus that came next, "Crime and Punishment," though, in

certain key ways, it's a more uncompromising book. What the two




fictions share is a solitary, restless, irritable hero and a feeling for the
feverish, crowded streets and dives of St. Petersburg—an atmosphere
of careless improvidence, neglect, self-neglect, cruelty, even
sordidness. It is the modern city in extremis. Dostoevsky himself
had recently returned from exile, and his St. Petersburg life in this

period was furtive and desperate.

The text itself purports to be the writings of a retired mid-
level government bureaucrat. The underground man addresses
an imaginary audience whom he refers to as "you" or "ladies and
gentlemen"—presumably a representative group of educated,
Westernized Russians. But "Notes" is a canny work of literature, not
a tract: Dostoevsky may have put his own ideas into the mouth of a
brilliant man, but he undermined him as a self-destructive mess at the
same time. The text, as academics might say, is multivalent, at odds
with itself. It's not so much that the underground man's opinions are
wrong, but that they were inseparable, like all opinion, from personal

strengths and weakness, even personal pathology.

We are inevitably subjective and self-justifying—that is one of the
modern elements in the book. We are also entirely inconsistent. The
underground man taunts his listeners, apologizes, criticizes himself,
then gets aggressive, then collapses again. On and on. He pulls the
rug out from underneath his own feet; he realizes he's trapped in
the prison of his own character. Hell is myself. No one would put
up with this guy in his home for more than a half hour. He's only

possible—entertaining, funny, nasty—on the page.

In the first part of the novel, the underground man, after introducing
himself, complains, in his ejaculatory, stop-and-start way, about
the spectacular Crystal Palace built in London (this was back in
1851). He rails against everything that the building represents—
industrial capitalism, scientific rationality, and any sort of predictive,
mathematical model of human behavior. What's wrong with such
techniques, in both their cynical or ameliorative uses, was simply
stated by Sartre, in 1945: "All materialist philosophies create man

as an object, a stone." The underground man says that, on the




contrary, human beings are unfathomable, unknowable. Given the
opportunity, they may deny, for themselves, the certainty that two and

two makes four.

Predictors of human behavior, as the underground man says,
generally assume we will act in our own best interests. But do we?
The same question might be asked today, when "rational-choice
theory" is still a predictive model for economists and sociologists
and many others. When working-class whites vote for Republican
policies that will further reduce their economic power—are they
voting in their best interests? What about wealthy liberals in favor of
higher taxes on the rich? Do people making terrible life choices—
say, poor women having children with unreliable men—act in their
best interests? Do they calculate at all? What if our own interest, as
we construe it, consists of refusing what others want of us? That
motive can't be measured. It can't even be known, except by novelists
like Dostoevsky. Reason is only one part of our temperament, the
underground man says. Individualism as a value includes the right to

screw yourself up.




gut /gat/ n. Ly, BB, ARE

o the place where your natural feelings that make you react
in a particular way are thought to be

o e.g. I had a feeling in my guts that something was wrong.

PAREHUREI T,

neurosis /njoo rousis/ n. MILNE, L E REIE
o (medical) a mental illness in which a person suffers strong
feelings of fear and worry

metamorphosis / meto'mo:fosis/ n. 25 (JLIEMIRZE N E
H) ;0 (s IBERN) S0, E, R

o a process in which a young insect, frog, etc. changes into
another stage in its development

o e.g. Beetles undergo a complete metamorphosis in their
life cycle. F AR EATI A ai Rl A R BR 2 I — D2 RS
© a process in which sb./sth. changes completely into sth.
different

o e.g. She had undergone an amazing metamorphosis from
awkward schoolgirl to beautiful woman. {127 7 MARHHAY
LA RIRFENIX— NIRRT,

ornery /'omari/ adj. FREIRNY, AR

o behaving in an unreasonable and often angry way,
especially by doing the opposite of what people want you to
do

o e.g. an ornery kid —/ MRS/ N %

confession /kon fefon/ n. (R Y EFRIERY) 1T, 45
iz

© a private statement to a priest about the bad things that you
have done

o e.g. You must go to confession. RAZIE T,

spiteful /'spaitfl/ adj. R, FOARNRRY, O AEN
iy

o behaving in an unkind way in order to hurt or upset sb.

o e.g. She was spiteful and unkind, both to her friends and to
her son. 4 SRS X ZIE, AAIAOXFE, XAy ) LT
Fo

pre-meditated /pri: ' medrtertid/ adj. JRFRELZE 7)) B THIFAY,
PSR

o (of a crime or bad action) planned in advance

o e.g. pre-meditated murder TR A

self-regard / selfri'ga:d/ n. HE, HEMHE

o a good opinion of yourself, which is considered bad if you
have too little or too much

o e.g. He suffers from a lack of self-regard. fifilt = F i,

o self-regarding / self r1'ga:dm/ adj. F| 2.3 X

o e.g. His biography is nothing but self-regarding nonsense.

il fEic A2 B an AL —IREA S

truculent /'trakjalont/ adj. Z 4 WhI), FHEM, FLEH
o bad-tempered and always willing to argue with people

o e.g. a truculent attitude XRJASE

miserable /'mizorobol/ adj. FERAY, FAIAH

o (disapproving) (of a person) always unhappy, bad-
tempered and unfriendly

o e.g. He was a miserable old devil. i E &> AR
EZEe

paralyzed /' perolaizd/ adj. WEREF), FRIEH
o unable to move part or all of your body or feel it
o e.g. The accident left him permanently paralysed. AR,

ANERHRAF 7K ARESE T
colossus /ko'Iosas/ n. BN, E¥), AN, TREZEHAN W)

o sb. or sth. that is extremely big or extremely important
o e.g. an intellectual colossus like Leonardo {4%1] B4 %2 3X
FREZEAN

uncompromising /an' kompromaiziy/ adj. RZHg, Aik
A5 RER

o unwilling to change your opinions or intentions

o e.g. an uncompromising opponent of democratic reform [

B E RPN e

feverish /' fi:vortf/ adj. I, BEERZH

o showing strong feelings of excitement or worry, often with
a lot of activity or quick movements

o e.g. a state of feverish excitement & & B ATIRAS

dive /darv/ n. REHEIE, KKK RS
o (informal) a bar, music club, etc. that is cheap, and perhaps
dark or dirty

improvident /im 'providont/ adj. fFE, Foiz WY

o too careless to save any money or to plan for the future

o improvidence /im 'providons/ n. {8 %%, LW ZHH, H
SRR

sordid /'so:did/ adj. BL@fHYy, FERY, JCHERY

o immoral or dishonest

o e.g. It was a shock to discover the truth about his sordid
past. ft DAFERY HATHOZ N, AMTESRIE T,

o sordidness /'so:didnis/ n. fiifE, 158, BAaEE, AIHE

in extremis /,n 1k 'stri:mis/ adv. {EfE 2553k, FEMIRIE T
N, 1E4lE

o in a very difficult situation when very strong action is
needed

o e.g. The use of antibiotics is permitted only in extremis. =

BEAMFERBI A R ATIER.

furtive /' f3:t1v/ adj. fififEfERY, PR EER
o behaving as if you want to keep sth. secret
o e.g. There was something furtive about his actions. ffJ1T

WA RRRSS,

purport /p3: 'pa:t/ v. HFR, ¥k



o to claim to be sth. or to have done sth., when this may not
be true
o e.g. The book does not purport to be a complete history of

the period. A IR N AR 25,

presumably /pri'zju:mobli/ adv. AJRE, KAE, HEHEMN

o used to say that you think sth. is probably true

o e.g. It's raining, which presumably means that your football
match will be cancelled. Ry T, XAJBERRE IR1HYE
BRECZEEHH,

canny /'keni/ adj. (JUFEERNVEUBOATIH) FEIAIEEAT,
ZIRRER

o intelligent, careful and showing good judgement, especially
in business or politics

o e.g. a canny politician Z FRBEHEIES

tract /trekt/ n. LIS EA7 R RBRBUBGARY) RS, &,
/I

O (sometimes disapproving) a short piece of writing,
especially on a religious, moral or political subject, that is
intended to influence people's ideas

multivalent / malti'vetlont/ adj. (F1R, PuK) 20,
2B, AT ZI5mr, () B2AE X, (7))
AL ER

o (of an antigen or antibody) having several sites at which
attachment to an antibody or antigen can occur

o e.g. multivalent antiserum 247 7% 7

o having or susceptible of many applications, interpretations,
meanings, or values

o e.g. visually complex and multivalent work E¥L_F£5 A A
=% H 275 HA RE TR

pathology /pa'Oplodzi/ n. JRIEY:; AR, K
o the scientific study of diseases
o an aspect of sb.'s behaviour that is extreme and

unreasonable and that they cannot control

inconsistent / mkon'sistont/ adj. (FFETE) A—5HY,
HMEFER, RETHN

o two statements that are inconsistent cannot both be true

o e.g. The accounts of the witnesses are inconsistent. JL{\; H
B HIBEA—E

o (disapproving) tending to change too often; not staying the
same

o e.g. Children find it difficult if a parent is inconsistent. 4[]

RIOBHI AR —, TR UFTCFEM,

taunt /tont/ v. BE S KR, EiE

o to try to make sb. angry or upset by saying unkind things
about them, laughing at their failures, etc.

o e.g. The other kids continually taunted him about his size.

FMFZ Wb EESE A4 Sk

rug /rag/ n. /NHIEE, T
o a piece of thick material like a small carpet that is used for

covering or decorating part of a floor
o e.g. a hearth rug (= in front of a fireplace) BE4P Fij /)Nl
®

put up with sb./sth. 52, 2%

o to accept sb./sth. that is annoying, unpleasant, etc. without
complaining

o e.g. I don't know how she puts up with him. FEARH F 4t
BT T At

ejaculate /1’ dsakjolert/ v. (JUFERIIREA ) W, ZE9RUL
H

o old-fashioned or literary to suddenly shout or say sth.,
especially because you are surprised

o ejaculatory /1’ dzxkjulotori/ adj. ZZIRIKAU R, &I

rail (at/against sth./sb.) /re1l/ v. 2%

o (formal) to complain about sth./sb. in a very angry way

o e.g. She railed against the injustice of it all. §th K 25 I EE K
NN

predictive /pri’diktrv/ adj. A, TSI, RIHER

o connected with the ability to show what will happen in the
future

o e.g. Fighting in the first year of marriage is not predictive

of divorce. Z5UB 5 — MR A—E IR E B S8,

cynical /'smikl/ adj. B AR, PREER, WA R
o believing that people only do things to help themselves
rather than for good or honest reasons

o e.g. a cynical view/smile 15t 8 A IS

ameliorate /o' mi:liorert/ v. B3, HMOH

o to make a bad situation better or less harmful

o e.g. It is not clear what can be done to ameliorate the
situation. AJ DUREU A7k E R AR,

o ameliorative /o mi:ljorotrv/ adj. BE N

unfathomable /an' fzdomobol/ adj. ¥ DAFRARI, S ETE
£

o too strange or difficult to be understood

o e.g. an unfathomable mystery ¥ DAfRRE 1 B

construe /kon'stru:/ v. FEfi#, 4e

o to understand the meaning of a word, a sentence or an
action in a particular way

o e.g. He considered how the remark was to be construed. f{fs

B IRIXIE AN R

screw sb. — up FUNISANEEIEH 2ETE, (HHEARNIEH,
E(aRE =Y 1

o to upset or confuse sb. so much that they are not able to
deal with problems in their life

o e.g. Her father's death really screwed her up. B,

IR T MR,
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M

1 ARSI SORE U5 HhSCrp BRI R, B 3] e ] 24

: bad-tempered and always willing to argue with people

: in a very difficult situation when very strong action is needed

2. % X

Which of the following underlined words is closest in meaning to the one in the sentence "What the
two fictions share is a solitary, restless, irritable hero and a feeling for the feverish, crowded streets and
dives of St. Petersburg—an atmosphere of careless improvidence, neglect, self-neglect, cruelty, even

sordidness."?

A. He ventured a high dive into shallow water.
B. Profits really took a dive last year.

C. The goalkeeper made a dive for the ball.

D. The hotel has a licensed dive.
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TR Z IR ORI PHS dEwy - P R ZHB K i3t (Fyodor Mikhailovich Dostoevsky, 1821 4F
I1H11H-188142 A9 H) , AR —MEEEERE, MARSET 1837
EEM MR 15 25 ; MRASELEM 18 & N4 AMFTEE, FeiE 2 R &
HERAE, PR ACERISE S BUAERIE S — ™ E R, HeEAEN &1,

PSR ZBR R AL e L TS B E R TR, b, Ao — B IR By A2,
— 2PN, S5 —BERERFIAIR > FEZRNNE, BAMFRAERAZS, H
S BUR O B S B, BE S22 BRI B AR 4 Bl AR TR BAAR 2R, e — X
L LS MBESITKIN —RIATH R, T8, XX EE BN TIY4E (1849
-1854 4F) HysmIAF 5. MPHHANEEERE, FeBZERRMEAR 7 ROMER I, FF
MFREETHG, B T —RIIEZHEE, SOy TBRPHES/NLR,. BEMILHE,

fe BZ BRI EL A S ERIRR T 19 MR P Wiaim A ZEGE. 2 AR AR
i 50H, FINEW RS AR T8, th—E8ET 12 56/, 4 BRI,
16 R/ N AR Z M E S, (RRIEE (E551)  (Crime and Punishment, 1866 %) .
CERIY  (The Idiot, 1869 4E) . (BEEEY (Demons, 1872 4F) fl (FhrEfkR Y (The
Brothers Karamazov, 1880 4F) . W& XX FHIWRKINNME X FERBAERI/NER Z—,
e 1864 FEAIERIFR/NGE (HRZEFIE)  (Notes from Underground) HHNFIE BT
IIFAAE £ SO Bz — A, B B B A R AR,

SR 4EELH Rl The School of Life
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