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Dostoevsky and Modern Rage:
On the Possibility of CounselingtheUnderground Man

KEvINAHO
FLoriDA GULF Coast UNIVERSITY

Abstract

Itissaidtoday that weliveinthe“ Ageof Rage.” Thispaper exploresthe phenomenon of modernrage
through an analysis of the psychic conflictsof Dostoevsky’sunderground man ashetriesto reconcilethe
newly imported va uesof modernity withhisownirrational needsand desires. By interpreting ragethrough
the Greek notion of the daimonic, | examine how the modern attempt to rationally control and suppress
rageand violenceactually exacerbatesthe underground man'scruel and self-destructive behavior and cuts
him off from the possibility of emotional connectivity and wholeness. | conclude by pointing to some
therapeutic possibilitieswithin thetradition of existential and phenomenological psychotherapy that might
allow the underground man to understand himself by recognizing the sourcesof hisown rage.

K eywor ds. Rage, daimonic, the Karamazov, existential psychotherapy, Dostoevsky, Heidegger
Introduction

A recent articlein The Times describes an incident that has becomeincreasingly common. A man
standinginalong, slow moving lineat alocal supermarket was punched inthefaceand killed by an
impatient man standing behind him. Thisimpulsiveact of violencewasreferred to asanincident of “check-
out rage,” just one of any number of random, anger-filled explosions—road rage, planerage, parking lot
rage, officerage, shopping rage—that we hear about regularly onthenightly news. (Midgley, 2008) These
disturbing incidencesare certainly telling ussomething about the stressesand frustrations of contemporary
lifeand perhapsreved ashift inthe cultura mood of America. Inthefirst haf of the twentieth century,
following themechanized horror of two World Warsand the threat of nuclear annihilation, the poet W. H.
Auden (1947) famoudly referred to the Age of Anxiety.” The conformist consumption sparked by the
advertising industry of the post-World War |1 economy ushered inanew kind of emotiona flatnessand
boredom, what psychotherapist Woodburn Heron (1957) might have called the* Age of Depression.”
Although the empty consumerism and sel f-absorption of the Prozac Nation persists, we may beentering
into another era, the* Ageof Rage,” aswewitnessincreasing outburstsof violenceonthenews, explosons
of extreme partisan hate on talk radio, sexual aggression in popular music and pornography, and the
emergenceof savage, blood-filled video games. Indeed, arecent study funded by the National I nstitute of
Mental Health (NIMH) atteststo thisfact, reporting that up to 7.3 percent of adultsor 16 million Ameri-
canswill suffer fromapathologica rage condition, now caled “intermittent explosivedisorder” (IED), in
their lifetime. (Lane 2007, p. 195)

Thereare, of course, many waysto theorizethe etiol ogy of rage—frominstinctivist (whether Darwin-
ianor Freudian), environmentalist, and behaviorist gpproaches—however, with recent advancesin genetic
research, pharmacol ogy, and neuroscience, themode that mai nstream psychiatry and psychology tendsto
embraceisneurophysiologica which makesit possibleto medicdizerage asan organic pathology. Unfor-
tunately, viewing rageasabrain or neurologica disorder invariably failsto contextuaizethe phenomenon
by overlooking the unique social and historical forcesthat shape thetemperamentsand dispositionsof a
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culture. Rageisreduced to amedical conditionthat can beattributed to low level s of neurotransmitters
(such asserotonin or dopamine) or lesionsin the brain that affect one' sability to control aggressionand
impulsivity. Thisreductivebiological interpretation isproblematic on at least twofronts. Firdt, it failsto
address, what might be called, our “ hermeneutic situation,” understood as the background of shared
historical meaningsthat isalwaystacitly determining our behavior and moods. Second, thebio-medical
interpretation overlooksthe unsettling possibility explored by existentia philosophersand depth psycholo-
giststhat theseirrational and violent drivesconstitute avita aspect of the human condition. Onthisview,
rageisnot necessarily interpreted asapathol ogy that needsto be suppressed with tranquilizersor behavior
modification but asan existentia given, acondition of being human, onethat needsto beactively acknowl-
edged and attended to in order to achievewholeness.

Thewritingsof Fyodor Dostoevsky are especially helpful inthisregard. Not only doesDostoevsky’s
work anticipatetheing ghtsof twentieth century existentiaism and depth psychol ogy by acknowledging the
irrationa human drivesfor cruelty and violencethat lurk bel ow the surface of our everyday lives, heaso
carefully situateshischaracterswithin the context of mid-nineteenth century Russiaand theradical socio-
cultural upheaval sthat weretaking place asit went through aperiod of rapid modernization. Of al of his
tortured characters, none embody the conflictsof modernity morethan “the underground man,” thevoice
behind hisfamous 1864 novella, Notes fromthe Underground. Indeed, in the prologueto the story,
Dostoevsky tellsthereader that it is precisely because of the upheaval s of modernity that suchaman
“positively must exist in our society.” (1864/2009, p. 1, my emphasis)

Thispaper drawson the character structure of the underground man because of the unique torment
that heembodiesashetriesto reconcile newly imported Enlightenment val ueswith hisown sensual needs
and desires. Theresult of thisconflict istheemergence of an archetypa modern character filled with rage.
Theaim of the paper istoidentify the source of the underground man’srageby interpreting it through the
ancient Greek notion of thedaimonic and show how the daimonic can be understood within the context of
modernity. Thepaper concludesby pointing to sometherapeutic possibilitieswithin thetradition of existen-
tial and phenomenological psychotherapy that might heal the rupturesin the underground man, allowing
himto cometotermswithwhat hecals”thewholeof red life,” including the dark penumbrawithin himself.

Dostoevsky and the Daimonic

Western philosophers havelong beeninterested in the phenomenon of anger and rage. From Plato to
Seneca, the emotion has been deemed largely destructive, an obstacleto be overcomein order to achieve
persona harmony and socid tranquility. Inhisessay, On Anger, Senecawrites:

We are hereto encounter themost outrageous, brutal, dangerous, and intractable of al passions;
themost |oathsomeand unmannerly; nay, the most ridicul oustoo; and the subduing of thismonster
will do agreat deal toward the establishment of human peace. (DiGuiseppe & Tafrate 2007, p. 4;
Basore 1958, p. 345)

Ragerepresented alack of salf-controal; it impaired rationa judgment and created disharmony and agita-
tion within the soul and society asawhole. It wasasanimpulsiveemotion that needed to be mastered and
guided by reason. Thisclassical interpretation of rage asadeficiency and weakness of the soul continues
through the MiddlieAgesandintothe modern era. In The Passions of the Soul (1649), for example, René
Descartesdescribes how theweakest personisonewho “ continually alows[himsalf] to be carried away
by present passions...put[ting] the soul in the most deplorable condition it can bein.” For Descartes,
happiness can be achieved only when the unruly passionsare mastered and oneisguided by thejudgments
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of coal, disinterested reason. Itisthen that “the most vigorous assaults of the passionsnever have enough
power to disturb thetranquility of thesoul.” (1649/1999, p. 154)

The Cartesian bifurcation between soul and body beganto fadewiththeriseof scientific materidismin
the nineteenth century. Asaresult, rage cameto beviewed largely through the mechani stic paradigm of
biological determinism; it wasaninstinctivereaction to athreat and part of our evolutionary development.
Charles Darwin in The Expression of Emotionsin Man and Animals (1872) arguesthat rageis some-
thing that humans sharewith animals. When theanimal exhibitsacertain kind of behavior such assnarling
aggressively, itissgnaling that itisangry or feeling threatened, and it may lash out. (DiGuiseppe & Tafrate
2007, p. 7) Anger and aggressive behavior issimply acausal reaction, anaturally occurring instinctive
responseto apotential threat and, assuch, isessential tosurvival.

Dostoevsky challengesthishiologica and mechanistic account by pointing out that it doesnot help us
understand the uniquely human capacity for pointless, sadistic violence or outburstsof ragethat areclearly
self-destructive. In developing hiscentral characters, he a so reveal sthe disturbing possibility that our
capacitiesfor cruelty and salf-destruction are not only an essentia aspect of being human but emergefrom
the same emotional wellspringsthat makeit possiblefor usto beloving and tender. Here, Dostoevsky
appearsto be drawing on amuch ol der interpretation of rage that can betraced back to the Greek notion
of the*“daimonic.” In Loveand W (1969), existential psychotherapist Rollo May explainsthisambigu-
ousaspect of the human condition:

[ The daimonic] is any natural function which has the power to take over the whole person.
Sex and eros, anger and rage, and the craving for power are examples. The daimonic can be
either creative or destructiveandisnormally both. .. Thedaimonicisobviousy not an entity but
refersto afundamental, archetypal function of human experience—an existentia redlity. (p. 123)

Theda monic, then, isnot to be confused with demonic or diabolica behavior. It isan emotional posses-
sion that can also be constructive and caring. It can both tear us apart and integrate us and, as such,
transcendsthe simple binary between good and evil. Inhisbrilliant 1996 study, Anger, Madnessand the
Daimonic, psychotherapist Stephen Diamond pointsout that in contrast to the demonic, “the daimonic
includesthediabolic aswell asdivine human endowments, without making them mutualy exclusive; itis
that numinous aspect of being and of naturethat isboth beautiful and terribleat thesametime.” (p. 81, my
emphasis) Diamond identifiespre-Christian religionslike Hinduism whose gods Shiva, Kali, and Durga
represented both good and evil. Similarly, inthe Hebrew religion, Yahweh wasregarded both aslight and
darkness, creativity and destructiveness. And in the early period of Christianity, especially among the
Gnostics, the serpent-footed A braxaswas acomposite of aluminous God and amalevolent Satan. (p. 81)
In hisnovel Demian (1919/1989), Herman Hesse describesAbraxasin terms of

... delight and horror, man and woman commingled, the holiest and most shocking intertwined,
deep guilt flashing through the most delicateinnocence: that wasthe appearanceof ... Abraxas.
Love had ceased to bethe dark animalistic drive | had experienced at first with fright, nor wasit
any longer thedevout transfiguration | had offered ... It wasboth, and yet much more. It wasthe
imageof anangel and Satan, man and woman in oneflesh, man and beast, thehighest good and the
worst evil. (1919/1989, p. 98)

Beginning with hisfirgt published story, Poor Folkin 1846, Dostoevsky’ scentrd characters—arogues
gallery of petty clerks, thieves, prostitutes, al coholics and gamblers—often embody theindivisible at-
tributes of thedaimonic. They aretorn gpart by ahost of destructive and violent cravings but of ten possess
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the capacity for integration and redemption, transcending these cravingswith acts of tendernessand love.
These depictionswerefortified during hisdecadein prison. Among the most violent and hardened crimi-
nals, Dostoevsky found traces of adeep-seated morality rooted in feelingsof loveand self-sacrifice, and
the daimonic took the shape of asensua well spring fromwhich human actsof love and compassion aswell
rage and cruelty emerge. Inhislast novel, The Brothers Karamazov (1879-80), Dostoevsky refersto
theseraw and inchoatedrivesas*the Karamazov,” areferenceto thefact that human beingsare earthly
and sensudl, filled withirrational and oftentimes conflicting drivesand desires. Thisaccount bresksradi-
caly withthe prevailing modern view that regarded humansasfundamentaly rationa andwho are capable
of mastering and controlling their emotions and behavior and are happiest when they do so.

Theunderground manisanincarnation of thismodern conflict. He sensesthat living one'slifebased on
rational control and self-magtery invariably dienateshim fromhisown desires. In The Brother sKaramazov,
Dostoevsky will refer to the attempt to suppress or master the daimonicintermsof “laceration.” For
Dostoevsky, laceration emergeswhen wetry to deny our own violent and destructivedrives, recoiling
fromtheirrationa upsurgesin an effort to riseabove them. (Guignon, 1993, pp. xxii-xxiii) Theproblemis
that if wedeny one hdf of the daimonic, we deny the other, namely our capacity for emotional connectivity
and tenderness. Rationa detachment for the sake of moral superiority cutsthe underground man off from
“red life,” resultinginhisownincapacity tolove.

| wasincapableof love ... With meloving meant tyrannizing and showing my mora superiority. |
have never in my life been abletoimagineany other sort of love, and have nowadayscometothe
point of sometimesthinking that loverealy consistsin theright freely given by the beloved ob-
ject—totyrannizeover her ... Andwhat istheretowonder at inthat, sincel had succeeded in so
corrupting myself, sincel was so out of touch with “real life.” (1864/2009, p. 93)

Hegoesonto describethisexperience of lacerationin termsof akind of existential oppression and degth.

Why, wedon't even know what living meansnow, what itis, and what itiscalled!... We shall not
know what to join, what to cling to, what to love and what to hate ... We are oppressed at being
men—menwithared individua body and blood ... Wearetill born, and for generationspast have
been brought into theworld by parentswho are dead themselves. (p. 96)

Theunderground manisacutely awareof theirrationality of “real life’ exhibited in our outbursts of
pointless cruelty and self-destruction and realizesthat this conflictswith theimage that was dominant
among the Russian socia reformersinthe 1860s, most notably Nikolai Chernyshevsky, whose philosophy
the underground man attacks. Informed by the Enlightenment val ues of Western Europe, Chernyshevsky
wasa"rational egoist,” maintaining that we are ultimately motivated to act on the basis of rational self-
interest, and the powers of reason are sufficient to createa” Crystal Palace,” aperfect, scientifically
designed mora order based on the principlesof rationality and social engineering.

The underground man mocksthisutopia, suggesting that it isdoomed from the start becauseit sup-
pressesand distortsthe sensud drivesthat make ushuman. What Chernyshevsky’sutilitarian calculations
omitistheevidencethat we often act inimpulsive, destructivewaysthat arein direct violation with our
rationa self-interests. “When,” asksthe underground man, “in al thesethousands of yearshastherebeen
atimewhen man hasacted only from hisowninterest? What isto be done with the millions of factsthat
bear witnessthat men conscioudly. .. rushed headlong on another path, to meet peril and danger?’ (p. 15)
Theredization that human beingsare not fundamentally rational, good or benevolent, but harbor adeep
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capacity for violenceand cruelty confusesthe underground man, filling himwith frustration that culminates
inexplosionsof rage.

Boredom and Ragein the Crystal Palace

By thetimeof hisreleasefrom prisonin 1859, Dostoevsky was convinced that Europewasin decline.
It waslosing touch with an older sense of spiritual community and self-sacrificefor themodern values of
individualism, industria progress, and crassmaterialism. Hissummer trip to Western Europein 1862, two
yearsbeforewriting the Notes, fortified these suspicions. After hisvisit to Paris, Dostoevsky (1863/1955)
describeswhat he seesastheillusion of fraternity covering over an empty, self-satisfied egoism:

TheWesterner speaksof fraternity asagreat motivating force of humankind, and doesnot under-
standthat itisimpossibleto obtain fraternity if it doesnot existinredlity ... Butin French nature,
andinWestern natureingenerd, itisnot present; you find thereinstead aprincipleof individuaism,
aprincipleof isolation, of intense self-preservation, of persona gain, of self-determination of thel,
of opposing thisl toall nature and the rest of mankind asan independent, autonomous principle
entirely equal and equivaent to al that existisoutsideitsalf. (p. 111)

In London, he encountersthe nerve shattering pace, filth, and aienation of the mechani zed metropolis.

What gigantic, overwhelming vistastherearethere! A city asunfathomabl e asthe ocean, bustling
day and night; the screech and roar of machines; railroads passing over the houses (and soon
under them, too); that bol dness of enterprise; that apparent disorder whichisactually bourgeois
orderlinessin the highest degree; that polluted Thames; the air saturated with coal dust; those
splendid commons and parks; those terrible sections of the city like Whitechapel withitshalf-
naked, savage, and hungry population. (p. 90)

ItisinLondon that Dostoevsky visitsthefamous Crystal Palace at the Great Exhibition that symbolized
Chernyshevsky’sscientific utopia.

Asadisplay of thelatest technologica developmentsof theIndustrial Revolution, Dostoevsky did not
associate the Crystal Palace with human achievement or progress, but asan “ Apocalypse,” asign of
“zombie-like” massconformism and amutilation of our sensua existence. Hewrites:

The Crystal Palace...you sensethat here something has been achieved, that herethereisvictory
and triumph. You even begin to fear something. However independent you may be, for some
reason you becometerrified. “For isn’t thisthe achievement of perfection?’ youthink. “lsn’t this
theultimate?’ ... Peoplecomewith asinglethought, quietly, relentlessy, mutely thronging into this
colossal palace, and you feel that something has cometo an end. ItislikeaBiblical picture,
something out of Babylon, aprophecy fromtheA pocalypse coming to passbeforeyour eyes...In
the presence of such hugeness, of the colossal pride of the sovereign spirit, of the triumphant
findity of the creationsof that spirit, eventhe hungry soul takesflight; it bowsdown, it submits; it
seekssdlvationin gin and debauchery and believesthat everythingisasit ought tobe. Thefactlies
heavy; the massesbecomeinsensibleand zombie-like. (p. 92)

For theunderground man, theaim of Chernyshevsky’sCrystal Palaceisto*re-educate’” human beings
insuch away that weact in conformity with therationa lawsof nature. Humans, onthisview, areregarded
aslittle more than de-animated matter, just one more physical object among countless otherswhose
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behavior iscausally determined and can be scientifically controlled my meansof social engineering. The
underground man mocksthisconception of human existence.

[1tis] somethinglikeapianokey or an organ stop; that. . .thereare naturd lawsintheuniverse, and
whatever happensto him happensoutside hiswill, asit were, by itsdlf, in accordance withthelaws
of nature. Therefore, dl thereisleft to doisdiscover theselawsand manwill no longer berespon-
siblefor hisacts... (1864/2009, p. 18)

The underground man realizesthat thisre-education isdeadening to the spirit becauseit deniesthewillful,
irrational, and sensua aspectsof human existence and i sunableto make sense of human suffering, anditis
our capacitiesfor freewill and suffering that distinguish usfrom unfeeling, rational machines. Thus, heis
convinced “manwill never giveup truesuffering” for thetedious and mechanized comfortsof the Crystal
Palace. (p. 19) Toliveonthe basis of reasonisnot actually living. It ismerely the satisfaction of our
“rationa requirements’ whereasdeep desireand feding area” manifestation of thewholelife.”

Reasonisan excellent thing, there’ sno disputing that, but reason isnothing but reason and satisfies
only therationa sideof man’snature, whiledesreisamanifestation of thewholelife, thatis, of the
wholehuman lifeincluding reasonand al theimpul ses. And dthough our life, inthismanifestation of
it, isoftenworthless, yet it islifeand not Ssmply extracting squareroots. (p. 21)

For theunderground man, liferuled by “ mathematical precison” and “ predetermined timetables’ may
be comfortableand predictable, but it will asobe*deadly boring.” (p. 19) Everythingwill begoverned by
thelawsof natureand replicated in the repetitive, automated conformism of the Industrial Age, resultingin
ameaningless, emotionaly flat existence. In responseto thismechanized predi ctability, the underground
man rages. He“ will contrive destruction and chaos, will contrive sufferingsof all sorts, only towin his
point!” Andif the suffering and chaos can also be* cal culated and tabul ated. . . [then he] would purposely
gomadin order to berid of reasonand win hispoint.” (p. 23) The only responseto boredom, then, isto
engagein capriciousand impulsive acts of destruction; these acts, “ however wild,” become our “ most
advantageousadvantage” becausethey areindirect violation with our own rationa self-interests. (p. 20)
Asan exerciseof rebellion, theunderground man refusesto belimited or constrained by thelawsof nature
and society. Thus, whenever heencountersasocia Stuation that restrainsor posesalimit onhim, heacts
inacontrarian way, doing the opposite. Inthe second part of Notes, we seetheresultsof thisimpulsive
behavior ashe acts outrageoudy, hurting peoplefor no reasonin viciousand senselesswaysand deriving
akind of voluptuous pleasurefrom hisown degradation and humiliation.

Dogtoevsky’sins ghtsanticipate anumber of recent psychol ogical studiesthat link boredomto ahost
of maladaptive behaviors such as sadi stic aggress on and eruptions of violencethat temporarily disrupt the
feeling of emotiona flatness. (Baumeister & Campbell, 1999) What theseempirical studiesoftenfail to
address, however, isthehistorical Situation of modernity itself that providesthelived-context for boredom
andrage. Although Dostoevsky understandsthat the underground man’sbehavior isan* extreme” incar-
nation of thetensionsof modernity andisnot representativeof “al of us,” (p. 96), hea so makesit clear to
thereader that the underground manisaproduct of anincreasingly rationa and mechanized way of living,
onethat leaveshim aienated from hisown daimonic drives. And, asan “ anti-hero,” thereisno redemption
or salvationfor him. But thismakes Notesan anomaly in Dostoevsky’ scorpusbecause, philosophicaly, he
washether anirrationdist nor anihilist. Hiscritiquesof modern Western ideol ogies are dways shaped by
adeep concern with the existential integration and wholeness of the human being, and, to thisend, his
writingsforecast anumber of key insightsin thetradition of twentieth century existential psychotherapy.
Whether or not the underground man’sbehavior isactually pathological and aclinical test-piecefor this
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kind of therapy isbeyond the scope of this paper, but we can begin to gesturetowardswhat thiskind of
intervention might look likeintheory.

Existential Psychother apy and the Recovery of Wholeness

The underground man understands the modern need to suppressand control the daimonic becauseit
can bethreatening to one' ssdlf and to the prevailing socid order, reminding usof our own existentid frailty
and capacity for violence. Yet, itisthissuppression that | eavesthe underground man fedling “ crippled” and
“divorced fromreal life.” (p. 95) Hisoutbursts of rage and self-destruction can beinterpreted asare-
sponseto thisemotional suppression. He makes his case by pointing out how the modern attempt to
defuse the daimonic for the sake of amore harmonious, civilized, and controlled society simply doesnot
work. Indeed, it actually leadsto greater violence.

Haveyou noticed that it isthemost civilized gentlemen who have been the subtlest daughterers. ..
In any case civilization has made mankind if not more bloodthirsty, at least morevilely, more
loathsomely bloodthirsty. Inthe old days he saw justicein bloodshed and with hisconscience at
peace exterminated those he thought proper. Now we do think bloodshed abominableand yet we
engagein thisabomination, with more energy than ever. Whichisworse? (p. 18)

Theunderground man’ s question getsto the crux of Dostoevsky’scritique of theimportation of Western
ideologiesinto Russiaand foreshadowstheinsights of depth psychology and existential psychotherapy.
For Dostoevsky, therational suppression of rage splitsusapart, making it impossiblefor usto achieve
wholenessby closing usoff from the unconsciouswel |spring of emotionthat canintegratethesalf and bind
human beingstogether. Thisexperience of psychic fragmentation triggersthe underground man’sdelu-
sional behavior, hishizarre revenge fantasies, the self-deception regarding hisown greatness, and his
sadistic need to hurt others. They can beinterpreted, following Diamond (1996), as* an [unconscious
projection] of hisdisowned anger, rage, and power onto others making themthe murderous, omnipotent
demons...addusiona compensation for profound fedlingsof hel plessnessand impotence.” (p. 226) What
isneeded from atherapeuti c standpoint, then, isnot the suppression or medicalization of rage but arecog-
nitionand understanding that itis—like anxiety and desth—an existentia given. Exigtentid psychotherapy
would allow the underground man to confront hisrage as afundamental aspect of being human and
understand that it isonly through this confrontati on and acceptancethat he can becomewhole.

In counsdling the underground man, thethergpi<t, using an existential and phenomenol ogica approach,
wouldfirst Stuate himwithin the experiential world that he hasbeen throwninto and attempt to enter this
world by patiently listening and attending to hisexperiences as he describesthem, with no psychiatric
assumptions about the way theworld and psychic phenomena‘really are’. Hisexperiencesof festering
rage and hiscripplingincapacity tofed lovewould not necessarily be deemed pathologica. They would be
regarded intermsof existence, of being concretely involved inaparticular historical Situation. Thisrecog-
nition contextualizesthe underground man’ sfedingsof frustration and anger and alowshimto moveinthe
direction of salf-understanding. Instead of seeing himself as*asck man,” as*thenadtiest, Supides, absurdist,
and most enviousof all thewormson earth” (1864/2009, pp. 3, 91), he beginsto understand himself in
termsof, what Martin Heidegger calls, Dasein, asafinite situated way of being that isalready shaped by
theworld. Theaimisto seethat affectslikerage cannot beunderstood inisolation becausethey areaways
already embedded in acontext of shared historical meanings.

Heidegger’sword for “ affectivity” (Befindlichkeit) isespecidly helpful in capturing theway inwhich
behavior and moodsareembedded intheworldly Stuation that one*“finds’ (befinden) oneself in. (Stolorow,
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2007) Although the German word Befindlichkeit isoften translated as* state of mind,” thisgivesthe
misleading impression that moods and affectsreside ‘inside’ themind of an encapsulated individual.
Heidegger (1927/1962) makesit clear that, insofar asweare* being-in-the-world” we areawaysaready
inamood and thismakesit possiblefor thingsto emotionally count and matter for usinthefirst place.
Heldegger explains

A mood assailsus. It comesneither from *outside’ nor from ‘inside’, but arisesout of being-in-
the-world, asaway of being... themood hasaready disclosed, inevery case, being-in-the-world
asawhole, and makesit possiblefirst of all to direct oneself towards something. Having amood
isnot directed tothe psychical inthefirst instance, andisnot itself aninner condition which then
reachesforthinanenigmatica way and putsitsmark onthingsand persons... [ Thus] being-inas
such hasbeen determined existentialy beforehand in such amanner that what it encounterswithin-
the-world can“matter” toitinthisway. (p. 176)

Thus, Befindlichkeit is perhaps better trand ated as* situatedness” or “being found in asituation where
thingsaready matter.” (Dreyfus1991, p. 168) For Heidegger, thismeansthe public Situation that onefinds
oneslf indready shapesand determinesthe possible moodsanindividua might have.

The dominanceof the public way inwhich thingshave beeninterpreted hasaready been decisive
even for the possibilitiesof havingamood—that is, for thebasic way inwhich Dasein letsthe
world “matter” toit. The“they” prescribes one's[moods] and determineswhat and how one
‘sees’. (1927/1962, p. 213)

In order for the underground man to understand his own behavior and emotional states, the therapist
would not begin by attending to hissymptomsin isolation but to hissituatedness, understood asthe affec-
tive, relationd context that hefindshimsdlfin.

Inthisregard, thetherapist would not interpret rage asadiscrete entity contained ‘within’ the under-
ground man. Rage, rather, is” already there” aspart of the public atmospherethat the underground manis
immersed in. Indeed, it isonly because heis concretely immersed in this atmosphere that he can be
enraged inthefirst place. Heidegger (1929-30/1995) explains:

Moods are not side-effects, but are something which in advance determines our being with one
another. 1t seemsasthoughamood isin each casealready there, soto speak, likean atmosphere
inwhichwefirstimmerse oursalvesin each case and which then attunesusthrough and through. 1t
doesnot merely seem s, it isso; and, faced with thisfact, we must dismissthe psychol ogy of
feelings, experiences, and consciousness. (p. 67)

I n recognizing the extent to which Befindlichkeit isalwaysat work behind our backsaspart of theworldly
atmosphere that we grow into, the therapist is able to better attend to the singular uniqueness of the
underground man’sexperience. Thisattentivenessinvolvesnot only acknowledging the broad socio-cul-
tura upheaval staking placein mid-nineteenth century Russiabut a so the particular traumas of theunder-
ground man’sown childhood and upbringing. In attending to hisworldly situation inthisway, the under-
ground man can begin to understand why certain things matter to him, why hedefensively lashesout at
others, and why heinterpretshimsalf so negatively.

Dostoevsky offersabrief glimpseof thiscontextual self-recognition intheunderground man’sencoun-
ter withthe progtitute Lizaas he beginsto open up about the psychic wounds of being raised an orphan, of
growing up without parentsand without love.
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SeeLiza, | will tell you about mysdlf. If | had had ahomefrom childhood, | shouldn’t bewhat | am
now. | oftenthink that. However bad it may be at home, anyway they areyour father, and not
enemies, strangers. Onceayear a least, they’ [| show their love of you. Anyway, you know you
areat home. | grew up without ahome; and perhapsthat’ swhy I’ veturned so....unfeeling. (p. 70)

Unfortunately, theemotiona exposureand vulnerability of thisintimate confessionistoo painful for him. It
manifestsoverwhelming feglingsof shame, humiliation, and salf-loathing, and hereflexively retreaststoa
defensive posture of mastery and control. Histender longing to beloved and connected is suddenly
replaced by homicidal rage.

A horrible spite against her suddenly surged upin my heart; | believel could havekilled her... |
had been humiliated, so | wanted to humiliate; | had beentreated likearag, so | wanted to show
my power ... Power, power waswhat | wanted, sport waswhat | wanted, | wanted to wring out
your tears, your humiliation, your hysteria—that waswhat | wanted (p. 89-90)

Workinginaclinical settingwith an empathic therapist, one canimagineadifferent outcomefor the
underground man, onewhere hewould be encouraged to safely invitethesefrightening emotionsto come
forthinstead of defensively lashing out, recoiling, or trying to master them. Inthisway, thetherapist does
not ask theunderground manto do anything with hisfedingsbut smply to dwell with them, dlowinghimto
confront and eventually toleratethe daimonic wellspringsof “red life.” Indeed, inletting go of theneed to
reflexively react to hisrage andinviting the feelingsto comeforth, therageitself may begintoloseits
threatening power.

TheBuddhist philosopher David Loy (1996) explainsthethergpeutic dynamicsof invitingand dwelling
inthese unsettling feelings. “ One does not do anything with [them] except devel op the ability todwell in
[them] or rather as[them]; then having nowheredseto direct [themsalves)|, [they] consume[themsalves].”
(p. 57) Although Loy isreferring to Seren Kierkegaard' s conception of anxiety in theface of one’'sown
death, by interpreting rage asan existentia givenwe can apply thisaccount of acceptanceand integration
torage. Insubstituting ragefor anxiety, we might say,

The path of integrationisan awarenessthat doesnot flee[rage] but enduresit, in order to recuper-
atethose partsof the psychewhich splitsoff and return to haunt usin projected symbolicform...
Theway tointegrate [rage] isto become completely [enraged]: tolet formless, unprojected [rage]
gnaw onall those*finiteends' | have attempted to secure myself with, so that, by devouring these
attachments, [rage] devoursmetoo and, likethe parasitethat killsitshost, consumesitsdf. (p. 64)

Of courseg, inviting rageto comeforth can be dangerous, and, for thisreason, the kind of existential
therapy | am envisioning would not precludethe use of mechanigticinterventions—intheform of cognitive/
behavioral therapy, medication, or even hospitalization—in order to protect the underground man from
harming himsalf or others. But theoverdl amisnot to defuse or eradicate hisragebut to allow himtofed
it, recognizeit, and try to cometo gripswith itssources. Thesuggestion hereisthat itisonly onthebasis
of recelving the daimonic that the underground man can becomewhole, opening himself upto hisown
inchoatefedlingsand accepting the emotional risk and vulnerability of being-with-others.

Thisapproachisobvioudy aradical departurefrom conventional interventionsthat rely on protocols
that compartmentalize human behavior and emotionsinto specific diagnostic categories. If thetherapist, for
instance, wereto diagnose the underground man’sragein termsof aparticular kind of disorder—say,
“Intermittent explosivedisorder” (IED) or “ obsessve compulsivedisorder” (OCD)—that can bemanaged
and controlled with the appropriatepill or therapeutic technique, one canimagine Dostoevsky saying that
thisonly addresses*“therational side of man’snature,” not the whole person. (1864/2009, p. 21) For
Dostoevsky, thisinstrumental approach betraysnot only theinexpressible complexity of the human condi-
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tion but a so the possibility of transcendence, of integration and whol enessthat comesonly with accepting
themysteriousreservoir of emotiond life. The underground manremindsusthat, “ human natureactsasa
whole, with everythinginit, conscioudy or unconscioudy, and, evenif it goeswrong, it lives.” (p. 21, my
emphasi s) Becoming whole, then, doesnot beginwith the psychiatric mani pul ation or management of rage
but with awillingnessto movetoward and accept it asan existential given. AsDostoevsky makes clear
withhisideaof “laceration,” any attempt to rise aboveand control ragewill invariably cut usoff fromthe
emotional wellspring that harbors our own capacitiesfor connectivity, tendernessand psychic healing.
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