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Freedom as the Means to Happiness
     The narrator of Dostoevsky’s Notes from the Underground  denounces the existence of absolutes such as nature and societal laws because they deny man’s free will.  Furthermore, these absolutes create an environment that discourages the healthy human desire for free will, including the desire to suffer, or to remain stupid, or to live in despair.  The free will that government, family, and society discourage is man’s only avenue to happiness and individuality.  The narrator believes so strongly in man’s ability to chose, even if that choice is chaos, that he separates himself from society- becoming the ‘underground man.’
     Today’s society, government, family, and educational structure have been established on the concept that there are ultimate truths and goods, “prosperity, wealth, freedom, peace…,” that man should adhere to.  Excuse the irony in saying so, but this concept is not true.  The narrator, noticing this irony, announces his belief in natural laws and at once questions their existence (pg 551).  To believe in the laws of nature and society, the highest among them being reason, would be to reject free will, but to reject these laws completely would imply an absolute in itself: that there are no laws.  If there is an action that man absolutely must perform for any given situation, then he cannot do anything else and society has abolished his freedom.  For example, where educational practices state that the narrator should have a doctor look at his liver, he does not comply simply on principle.
     The narrator refuses to conform to society, education, family or government.  Although he admits to the severity of his liver disease and his respect for medicine, he will not see a doctor simply because the outside world tells him that he should do so.  He even hopes that his liver will hurt more.  The more that his liver hurts, the more he experiences the freedom that he exerts.  But, however deeply his liver may send pangs shooting through his body, the pain can never surmount the happiness that he experiences by making his own decisions.
     Society reaches its paramount ideals through reason, a practice that infuriates the underground man.  Whereas reason simply looks at a problem to find a correct answer like simple math, human desire fulfills all faculties, including rational thought?.  The narrator detests the idea of two times two equals four, because this fact represents the denial of human desire in today’s world.  Two times two equals four represents for the author a sub-conscious surrender of freedom in which people refuse to act for themselves.   But desire takes reason into account and can make value judgments of that reason, choosing to ignore it or follow it.  Why cannot society see that human desire encompasses reason and even more?  
     In the same way that society condemns free will by way of absolutes, society defines despair and suffering as inappropriate emotions for man to exhibit.  Because it is ‘good’ to be happy, then society would prohibit any choice that man could make that would result in despair or suffering.  By the same token, modern society widely accepts that war is a barbaric, violent, and even antiquated method of resolving issues that should absolutely be eradicated.  But mankind has launched itself into no shortage of bloody squabbles lately and will never stop.  The ongoing bloodshed, even after man has come to the conclusion that war generally solves nothing, only attests to the fact that man does not make decisions based on moral absolutes.  The narrator argues that evil, despair, suffering, and even stupidity are an extension of man’s freedom to be happy through freedom and individuality.
     Man’s greatest advantage can never be calculated to an exact object, solely because man’s greatest advantage cannot be defined.  One cannot argue that man should always make the choice that results in his own greatest good because many times that choice results in something harmful to himself.  Certainly man’s greatest advantage couldn’t cause a harmful situation to himself.  But man chooses harmful things constantly.  Especially now at midterms I hear countless people bragging about how they have not slept in days, or how they have drunken enough energy drinks to put a small child in a diabetic coma.  Humankind is even know to be so fickle as to choose one advantage, then praise another, only to ultimately end at the first.  If you don’t believe me simply ask a female what she wants.
     To the narrator happiness, goodness and advantage do not rely on man’s picking the correct choice decided by absolutes, but on man’s ability to choose.  The reason that man so often makes bad choices is not because science has not yet discovered a way to ‘fix’ man but because man enjoys the chaos.  The ability to chose separates man from all others.  Recently I considered purchasing a motorcycle.  Statistics, and my mother, tell me that riding a motorcycle is not good for me because it puts me at an unnecessarily high risk of injury.  When my mother asked me why I wanted to do such a thing that was obviously bad for me, the only reply that I could think of was that I simply wanted to because I could.  Needless to say I lied to her because she does not understand that her absolute exaltation of safety does not compare to my freedom.  Man is less enthralled by the correct option than by the option itself.
     The underground man scoffs at all attempts by science and society to create a utopian society where the best choice is always achieved.  He stores all of these ideals as an object, the crystal palace.  Science will attempt to quantify every choice that man makes into a chart, and some will argue that the chart is so comprehensive that it is absolutely correct.  The narrator questions whether this chart implemented in construction of the crystal palace can ever be made.  Any time that man is told that he will perform a certain action, he will invariably perform a different action in exercise of his freedom.  Furthermore, if a chart and palace could ever be constructed that map man’s every desire, than man would simply cease desiring as a form of revolt.  Even in the discussion in class, the machine that can predict man’s every desire was unanimously rejected in favor of free will, even if that freedom meant that people made decisions that would hurt them.  
     Although the underground man many times degrades consciousness, he ultimately knows that it is the one thing that separates him from the rest of the world.  His hyper awareness alone allows him to see the pitfalls of society with regards to absolutes.  Without his consciousness, the narrator would be a drone, conforming to all proscribed, reasonable laws.  Sometimes the narrator wishes he could be just so, living in ignorance with everyone else.  Alas, the underground man would trade his freedom for nothing though.  Because he believes that free will is the only way to attain happiness and individuality, the underground man strongly upholds his consciousness.  
     Therefore, the underground man chooses to isolate himself from society in an attempt to escape the ‘reasonable’ absolutes that he cannot accept.  Life in his cave open to freedom is happier than any life that he can rise to in the midst of society.
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