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Course Description 

Nietzsche held Dostoevsky in the highest regard, writing that he was “the only psychologist from 

whom I have anything to learn.” Likewise Freud was a great admirer of Dostoevsky, calling The 

Brothers Karamazov “the greatest novel ever written.” This high praise should not come as a 

complete surprise. For Dostoevsky, just like Freud and Nietzsche, was singly obsessed with what 

he himself called life’s “accursed questions”: the existence of God, the question of immortality, 

and the issue of whether human existence has any ultimate meaning or purpose. Our first topic 

of inquiry, thus, will be Dostoevsky’s own portrayal and understanding of human psychology, the 

question of God, and life’s purpose. Having done so, we shall then in turn examine Nietzsche’s 

and Freud’s respective takes on the matter. In short, our goal is not only to understand each of 

these thinkers on his own terms, but to reconstruct his thought in a way that lets us put these 

three giants in productive dialogue with one another. 

 

 

Tutorial 1 Notes from Underground 

Essay 1 

In Notes from Underground, Dostoevsky provides us a striking psychological exposé of a human 
psyche gone rotten. Indeed, the novella’s narrator and namesake, the Underground Man, himself 
admits that something deeply, deeply disturbing is at work in him: “I am a sick man…I am a 
spiteful man.” What, though, is it exactly about the Underground Man that Dostoevsky wants us 
to realize is sick? Next, use the Underground Man’s own “sickness of soul” as your foil to 
construct and describe what you imagine Dostoevsky’s ideal of what a healthy psyche must 
alternatively consist in. 

 

Primary texts 

Dostoevsky, Fyodor. 2003. Notes from Underground, translated by Constance Garnett, Barnes 

& Noble Classics. 

Dostoevsky, Fyodor. 2003. “The Dream of a Ridiculous Man,” translated by Constance 

Garnnett. 

St John Cassian. 1979. “On the Eight Vices: Written for Bishop Kastor,” pp. 73-93. In The 

Philokalia: the complete text, translated and edited by G.E.H. Palmer, Philip Sherrard, and 

Kallistos Ware. 

Suggested secondary texts 

Frank, Joseph. 2010. “Notes from Underground,” pp. 413-440. In Dostoevsky: A Writer in His 

Time, edited by Mary Petusewicz, Princeton University Press. 

Jones, Malcom. 205. “Dostoevsky’s Journey of Religious Discovery: A Biographical 

Introduction,” pp. 1-24. In Dostoevsky and the Dynamics of Religious Experience, Anthem Press. 



 
 

 

Tutorial 2 Crime and Punishment 

Essay 2 

One way to situate the literary, psychological, and philosophical significance of Raskalnikov is by 

considering him in light of the Übermensch ideal—the “cult of the great man” that was so 

particularly fashionable among those in nineteenth-century Romantic circles and later 

immortalized by Nietzsche. One of the central stakes of Crime and Punishment, thus, is Dostoevsky’s 

attempt to at once countenance and reject the viability of the Übermensch cult- of-personality. For 

inasmuch as Raskalnikov fails to attain the lofty greatness he wishes to, we are encouraged to infer 

that there’s something inherently dubious about the very notion of the Übermensch to begin with. 

If, as Dostoevsky argues, anyone who attempts to live as an Übermensch is bound to fail, what must 

be true of human nature to explain the inevitability of such a failure? Is this conception of the 

human condition, one which insists that there are certain inherent and inescapable limitations to 

the power of human self-determination, at all persuasive? In short, is Dostoevsky’s argument that 

the Übermensch is both an unachievable and undesirable goal convincing? Why or why not? We’ll 

revisit this question once we’ve read Nietzsche, but feel free to draw on Nietzsche here, if you 

wish. 

Primary texts 

Dostoevsky, Fyodor. 1993. Crime and Punishment: a Novel in Six Parts with Epilogue, translated 

by Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky, Vintage Books. 

St Mark the Ascetic. 1979. “Letter to Nicolas the Solitary,” pp. 147-160. In The Philokalia: the 

complete text, translated and edited by G.E.H. Palmer, Philip Sherrard, and Kallistos Ware. 

Suggested secondary texts 

Frank, Joseph. 2010. “Crime and Punishment,” pp. 483-508. In Dostoevsky: A Writer in His Time, 

edited by Mary Petusewicz, Princeton University Press. 

Johae, Antony. 2001. “Towards an iconography of Crime and Punishment,” pp. 173-188. In 

Dostoevsky and the Christian Tradition, edited by George Pattison and Diane Oenning Thompson, 

Cambridge University Press. 

Russell, Henry. 2001. “Beyond the will: Humiliation as Christian necessity in Crime and 

Punishment,” pp. 226-236. In Dostoevsky and the Christian Tradition, edited by George Pattison 

and Diane Oenning Thompson, Cambridge University Press. 

 

Tutorial 3 The Idiot 

Essay 3 

In private letters, Dostoevsky explained that the goal of The Idiot was to depict a perfectly 

“beautiful man.” Explain in what sense Prince Myshkin behaves as a truly “beautiful man” 

ought to. In doing so, feel free to make use of the Underground Man and Raskalnikov as telling 

foils to the Prince—Dostoevsky would have expected his readers to keep his earlier “neurotic” 

characters in mind, when thinking about his “beautiful” one. Do you find 



 
 

 

Dostoevsky’s ideal of the beautiful man persuasive? Finally, consider that the Prince hardly seems 

to triumph. Instead, by novel’s end he has receded back into madness, again destitute and now 

humiliated. What lessons about the nature of human existence and human suffering do you think 

Dostoevsky wishes us to draw, given the ignominy of the Prince’s fate? 

Primary texts 

Dostoevsky, Fyodor. 2001. The Idiot, translated by Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky, 

Vintage Books. 

Suggested secondary texts 

Frank, Joseph. 2010. “The Idiot,” pp. 577-589. In Dostoevsky: A Writer in His Time, edited by 

Mary Petusewicz, Princeton University Press. 

 

Tutorial 4 The Brothers Karamazov 

Essay 4 

The patriarch of the Karamazovs, Fyodor Pavlovich, is a self-professed “sensualist.” The middle 

brother, Ivan, is a cold rationalist. The eldest son, Mitya, is a passionate hothead. The youngest, 

Alyosha, is a meek, innocent babe. Describe their respective psychologies, and the family dynamic 

in general with reference to particular events in the text. Which, if any, of the Karamazovs do you 

find admirable? Which do you find not so? Finally, consider the narrator’s remark in the 

introduction when he writes that Alyosha is the novel’s hero. Why do you think the narrator 

expects the reader to find Alyosha an odd choice? Based on what you’ve learned thus far of the 

Karamazovs, do you think there is anything particularly or possibly heroic about the youngest son? 

Primary texts 

Dostoevsky, Fyodor. 1990. The Brothers Karamazov: a Novel in Four Parts with Epilogue, translated 

by Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky, North Point Press. 

St Mark the Ascetic. 1979. “On the Spiritual Law: two hundred texts,” pp. 109-124. In The 

Philokalia: the complete text, translated and edited by G.E.H. Palmer, Philip Sherrard, and Kallistos 

Ware. 

Suggested secondary texts 

Cunningham, David. 2001. “The Brothers Karamazov as trinitarian theology,” pp. 134-155. In 

Dostoevsky and the Christian Tradition, edited by George Pattison and Diane Oenning Thompson, 

Cambridge University Press. 

Frank, Joseph. 2010. “The Brothers Karamazov: Books 1-4,” pp.848-866. In Dostoevsky: A Writer 

in His Time, edited by Mary Petusewicz, Princeton University Press. 

Ziolkowski, Margaret. 2001. “Dostoevsky and the kenotic tradition,” pp. 31-40. In 

Dostoevsky and the Christian Tradition, edited by George Pattison and Diane Oenning 

Thompson, Cambridge University Press. 



 
 

 

Tutorial 5 The Brothers Karamazov 

Essay 5 

Father Zosima, in his homilies shortly before his death, expresses the deepest, most personal 

religious commitments of Dostoevsky himself. Indeed, in private letters, Dostoevsky admitted 

that the entire novel is supposed to be a response to Ivan’s atheist manifesto in the “Grand 

Inquisitor” chapter. State, as you see it, Ivan’s critique of God. Then, in light of the rest of the 

novel’s significant events—Zosima’s own doctrines, Ivan’s subsequent descent into madness, 

Mitya’s conviction and imprisonment, and Alyosha’s speech to the boys after Illyusha’s funeral—

reconstruct as best you can what you think Dostoevsky’s counter- argument to Ivan’s challenge 

amounts to. Last but not least, do you think Dostoevsky’s theodicy is successful? 

Primary texts 

Dostoevsky, Fyodor. 1990. The Brothers Karamazov: a Novel in Four Parts with Epilogue, translated 

by Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky, North Point Press. 

Suggested secondary texts 

Frank, Joseph. 2010. “The Brothers Karamazov: Books 5-6,” pp.867-885. In Dostoevsky: A Writer 

in His Time, edited by Mary Petusewicz, Princeton University Press. 

Frank, Joseph. 2010. “The Brothers Karamazov: Books 7-12,” pp.886-911. In Dostoevsky: A Writer 

in His Time, edited by Mary Petusewicz, Princeton University Press. 

Jones, Malcom. 2005. “Religious Polemic in Narrative Form: The Brothers Karamazov,” pp. 103-

146. In Dostoevsky and the Dynamics of Religious Experience, Anthem Press. 

 

Tutorial 6 The Geneology of Morals 

Nietzsche, Friedrich. 1996. On the Geneology of Morals and Ecce Homo, translated by Walter 

Kaufmann, Oxford University Press. 

Essay 6 

Reconstruct Nietzsche’s explanation of the origin of the distinction between good and evil: slave 

morality, ressentiment, and so on. On such a view, explain what it would entail to live like an 

Übermensch. With all this in mind, consider Dostoevsky’s implicit critique of such an ideal vis-à-vis 

his depiction of the Underground Man and Raskalnikov. What, if anything, can be said on behalf 

and in favour of Nietzsche’s view in response to Dostoevsky’s critique? 

Moreover, consider Nietzsche’s implicit critique of the Christian saint. Where Dostoevsky sees 

a willingness to suffer humiliation and persecution as a sign of genuine strength, Nietzsche 

would diagnose such a willingness as little more than a veiled form of weakness. Who’s right? 



 
 

 

Tutorial 7 The Future of an Illusion 

Essay 7 

Freud thinks religious belief is infantile and clearly false. Its origin, he thinks, is a need for 

metaphysical solace. Can his theory of wish-fulfilment explain away religious belief, as he thinks? 

What would Dostoevsky say in reply to Freud’s challenge? In short, is religious belief truly illusory? 

Why or why not? 

 

 


