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Viewing Social Institutions through the Eyes of the Underground Man

	The narrator in “Notes from the Underground” offers a unique perspective on some of the key social institutions. While the notes themselves are written for the narrator, they carry a profound message that serves as an indictment of much of society. The narrator believes that following his own desire is the most advantageous advantage for man, regardless of the outcome. It is based on his belief that having the free will to follow one’s desires makes one happy that the narrator launches his attack on many societal institutions. The family, the educational system, organized religion, and social institutions and government contribute toward preventing man from being happy.
	The family structure as a whole does not promote happiness for man. The basic concept of the family structure could be reasonably stated as basically being a group of related people that provide for each other. However it is not reasonable for one to expect family members to be able to do what is best for each other when it is unclear what is best for a person. When contemplating this point that narrator fairly asks, “have man’s advantages ever been calculated with absolute certainty?” (Dostoevsky). It is illogical to expect a family member to provide what is best for another family member if it is unknown to both parties. By forcing man to be a part of a larger group, the family structure does hinder man’s personality and individuality and inherently, his happiness.
	The very nature of man is not conducive to a family structure. This much is demonstrated when the narrator explains that man is “really so ungrateful that it’s hard to find another being quite like him” (Dostoevsky). The idea that other members of a family would feel indebted to one another to the point of ignoring their own desires for those of each other is foolish. Man is ungrateful and as a result will always and forever be primarily interested in pursuing his own desires, his own happiness. By forcing man into a social institution that his very nature contradicts, the family structure makes happiness for man less attainable.
	The family structure is ineffective in promoting happiness because it does not encourage man to pursue what he needs most. Man is a creature that “needs only one thing-his own independent desire” (Dostoevsky). It is clear that what man needs most is something that can only be given to him by himself. Therefore, the idea of a family being able to care for each other and do what is best for each other is a flawed concept. The family structure infringes on man’s individuality by forcing him to be a part of a larger group and it is incapable of providing him with what he needs most.
	Organized religion is another social institution that prevents man from preserving his personality and individuality. Conventional wisdom with regards to religion is summarized when the narrator writes that ideally man “would realize that his own advantage really did lie in the good” (Dostoevsky). Religion is built upon the idea that by performing what may appear at first to be selfless acts, man can gain entrance into heaven upon his death. Religion assumes that by promising an afterlife in heaven that man will cooperate with its doctrine. This is nonsense as throughout history man “has preferred to act as he wished, and not at all as reason and advantage have dictated” (Dostoevsky). This flies in the face of the previous assessment of religion in the sense that it is not a given that every man desires an eternity in heaven. Religion falsely assumes that everyone has the same desires and therefore will forfeit their individuality without losing their own happiness.
	The educational system is another institution that is not aligned with the best interests of man. It is fair to question the very nature of what it means to become educated. An education is designed to help man become a more productive member of society, not necessarily a more intelligent man, and certainly not a happier one. It is no surprise that the narrator believes that “an intelligent man cannot seriously become anything and that only a fool can become something” (Dostoevsky). A fool would be a man who is not fully conscious and as a result is capable of living his life without questioning what is around him. This is where the conflict of interest lies for the educational system. Universities are evaluated based on how well their graduates are able to fit into society and not necessarily how well they are able to think critically. The educational system goes against what is best for man and promotes what is best for society at large.
	The progress of science represents a threat to man’s happiness. While the nature of education is not conducive to individuality, the goals of the sciences that it teaches are directly opposed to man’s individuality and happiness. A dangerous aspect of science is that it “will teach man that in fact he possesses neither a will nor any whim of his own” (Dostoevsky). It is not in the best interest of man’s happiness to take the identification of his own desires out of his hands. Science frequently oversteps its bounds and attempts to assert itself onto men in such ways that it infringes upon their individuality. 
The exceptional effectiveness of science jeopardizes man’s independent desires. It is entirely possible that in the future they will be able to calculate a man’s desires with their tables. It is not a stretch to believe that the very nature of man’s happiness as we currently understand it would be threatened by such tables. Consider “what sort of free choice will there be when it comes down to tables and arithmetic, when all that’s left is two times two makes four?” (Dostoevsky). The diminishing role of free choice in a man’s life prevents him from pursuing the life of an individual. The very goal of science and the educational system as a whole is to infringe upon man’s individuality, which inevitably threatens his happiness.
Social institutions and governments threaten personality, individuality, and happiness because they promote behavior that is not conducive to them. It is scary to consider that “an intelligent man in the nineteenth century must be, is morally obliged to be, principally a characterless creature; a man possessing character, a man of action, is fundamentally a limited creature” (Dostoevsky). The government rewards individuals for keeping their head down and doing as they are told rather than using their reason to analyze what is going on. This is why the narrator feels that being overly conscious is a disease. To be incapable of living in a social system without questioning it makes it very difficult for an overly conscious man to be at peace with society. The fact that intelligent men have a harder time in society than a limited man is an indictment of the government’s desire for men to pursue their own interests.
The institutions of the family, religion, education, and government all work toward preventing man from pursuing what he needs most, his own desires. They do not work to protect “for us what’s most important and precious, that is, our personality and our individuality” (Dostoevsky). It is not likely that these institutions can protect our personality and individuality because to varying extents their very existence opposes them. These institutions are all rooted in reason and seek to force men to act in certain ways that are thought to be rational. It should never be forgotten that man must “have the right to desire something even very stupid” (Dostoevsky). Man is complex and often contrarian and his potential to desire something that seems highly illogical should never be discounted. It is not a matter of whether or not man’s desires are wise, but rather a matter of whether or not he is allowed to pursue them unconditionally.
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