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In T. S. Eliot’s essay on Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca,
Eliot begins by discussing some recent interpretations of Shake-
speare by Lytton Strachey, J. Middleton Murry, and Wyndham
Lewis. Strachey, he says, has presented us with a fatigued
Shakespeare, Murry with a messianic Shakespeare, and Lewis with
a ferocious Shakespeare; and each of these interpretations, not sur-
prisingly, bears a striking resemblance to the critic himself. Object-
ing to these approaches, Eliot disarmingly assures his reader that
his own advantage consists in the fact that he at least is under no
illusion that there is the slightest resemblance between Shakespeare
and himself. He proposes instead for our consideration what he
calls “a Senecan Shakespeare”—that is, one who was influenced,
like some of his Elizabethan contemporaries, by the Roman philoso-
pher and dramatist of the first century. He throws the suggestion
out playfully, telling us that he does not mean it to be taken really
seriously. He means “merely to disinfect the Senecan Shakespeare
before he appears.” Perhaps he does it, though he does not explic-
itly affirm it, because he wishes to point our attention once more in
the direction of Shakespeare’s past rather than to yield, as others
have done, to the temptation to see in him a prophetic figure who
adumbrates the forms of the future and anticipates the philosophi-
cal or social interests of our own time. He may thus have hoped to
restore the traditional concern of criticism with the origins of a work
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rather than the more or less nebulous speculation about its mes-
sages to us, then in favor.

It is in some such spirit that I should like to suggest the possibil-
ity if not of a relationship then at least of an analogy between what
Dostoyevksy is trying to do in the first part of his Notes from Under-
ground and the motivations of Malthus’ famous first Essay on Popula-
tion. Two general tendencies seem to me to predominate in
Dostoyevsky criticism. The first and more prevalent is to treat him
in terms of his relevance to the understanding of social movements
and ideas that have arisen after his death. This is, indeed, a legiti-
mate angle, since, much more than Shakespeare, for example, he
consciously attempted to pierce the veils of futurity with prophetic
insight, so that an inquiry as to his success in doing so can be highly
interesting. The other critical approach, which is less common in En-
glish-speaking countries than in his own or among Slavic special-
ists, is to inquire into the influences—particularly the literary influ-
ences—acting upon Dostoyevsky and thus to place his work in the
context of the Russian thought of his period. This, too, may often
turn out to be an illuminating exercise.

A third approach, however, seems possible and has not often
enough perhaps been tried, that is to place him and his thought in
the context of world culture. To take the most obvious example, it is
clear that the Bible, especially The New Testament, was no less deci-
sive an influence upon his imagination than it was upon Dante’s or
Milton’s. And he alludes in his work not only to Russian authors
like Gogol, Goncharov, Turgenev, etc., but also to the writers of
western Europe like Rousseau, Heine, etc. Nothing is clearer, in fact,
than that Dostoyevsky, despite the intensity of his Slavophilism,
lived intellectually in the free international milieu of thought and
art, in which all other intellectuals live.

Whether Dostoyevsky mentions the name of Malthus in his own
work, I do not know. I seem to remember that he may have, but, if
so, I have not been able to locate the reference. The two names
would certainly seem, at first glance, to be the last that any reader of
both would ever connect with each other, and Dostoyevsky was far
from my thoughts when I picked up what was then a new edition of
Malthus’ best-known work. I had not gone very far into Kenneth
Boulding’s Introduction to the Essay on Population, however, when I
came across a reference to “the toothache in Chapter XII” which
Malthus apparently exploited for polemical purposes against one of
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his principal ideological opponents, Godwin. That toothache trig-
gered an association with what has long seemed to me one of the
most surprisingly delightful of literary inventions, the fourth sec-
tion of Part I of Dostoyevsky’s Notes From Underground, which opens
with the words: “ ‘Ha, ha, ha! You will be finding enjoyment in
toothache next,’ you cry, with a laugh.”

Was it possible that the two toothaches had a more than fortu-
itous relationship with each other? I did not remember any allusion
to this rather striking toothache in all the commentaries on the Notes
which I had read, and I ascertained in conversation with one who
knew Dostoyevsky criticism in Russian and in other languages as
well as in English much better than I did that no such allusion prob-
ably existed. I remembered reading about Chernyshevsky and the
Crystal Palace of the London exposition and the influence which
these had exercised upon Dostoyevsky’s thought; the latter is re-
ferred to explicitly in the Notes and the shadowy presence of the
former may be discerned in many parts of them. These were inter-
esting facts, to be sure, but they threw no light upon the particular
passage which now interested me. The idea of using so personal, in-
timate and commonplace an experience in a debate had always
seemed to me witty in a uniquely Dostoyevskian vein. Now I found
that “a gloomy English cleric” (as I thought of him) had had the in-
spiration of using a similarly witty polemical device to score a point.
It was worth looking into, and I quickly read Chapter 12 to which
Boulding referred but was disappointed. There seemed little, if any-
thing, in common either in tone or in subject matter between these
two authors. I was back where I started, except that I now wanted to
explain the origin of that toothache!

Of course, one might with an effort of the imagination postulate
a connection between the two passages. Dostoyevsky himself, if he
had read Malthus, might have enjoyed the dryly satirical way in
which the Englishman had made use of his “very bad fit of the
toothache” to parry Godwin’s notions of the perfectibility of man,
the power of mind over body, and the imminent “approach towards
immortality on earth.” Perhaps Dostoyevsky’s idea about the enjoy-
ment of toothache was provoked by the clever polemical use to
which the pain had been put, but this mode of reasoning seemed
forced to me and the idea a very far-fetched one indeed. Despite
this, however, the notion that Dostoyevsky’s thought is related to
that of Malthus, once it is aroused, is not so easily put down.
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The reason for this is that their general purposes in their respec-
tive works are much alike, very original and opposed to the main
current of progressive thought among their intellectual contempo-
raries. Both Malthus and the speaker of Notes From Underground are
gentlemen with slightly ironical countenances who make it their
business to deflate widespread if not very well-grounded hopes in
their time for an infinite advance by mankind towards a condition
of perfect social felicity. Malthus’ main argument is an economic
one—namely, that the tendency of population continually to outrun
man’s productive capacities, upon which his subsistence depends,
will always interdict such Utopian schemes as Condorcet’s and
Godwin’s; Dostoyevsky’s argument, on the other hand, is a psycho-
logical one—namely, that man is a creature so perverse, so self-con-
tradictory, so stubbornly whimsical and incurably individualistic
that he will not be satisfied with any system that does not give these
qualities scope and will ultimately succeed in destroying it, if it ever
comes into existence, no matter what its theoretical perfection may
be.

Granted this important distinction, there seem to be many points
at which the two sets of arguments meet, much more striking than
in the enlistment of an accidental toothache in the interests of po-
lemic. There is, first of all, perhaps, the conception of man which
Dostoyevsky and Malthus share when they call him, by coincidence
or otherwise, “a compound being.” Malthus objects to Godwin’s idea
of man as “a being merely intellectual.” He argues that, unfortu-
nately, man is more complex than that:

   I am willing to allow that every voluntary act is preceded by a de-
cision of the mind, but it is strangely opposite to what I should con-
ceive to be the just theory upon the subject, and a palpable contra-
diction to all experience, to say that the corporal propensities of man
do not act very powerfully, as disturbing forces, in these decisions.
The question, therefore, does not merely depend upon whether a
man may be made to understand a distinct proposition or be con-
vinced by an unanswerable argument. A truth may be brought home
to his conviction as a rational being, though he may determine to
act contrary to it, as a compound being.

Compare the import of this view with that of a passage in Section 7
of Part I of the Notes:

I have a friend for instance. . . Ech, gentlemen, but of course he is
your friend, too; and indeed there is no one, no one, to whom he is
not a friend! When he prepares for any undertaking this gentleman
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immediately explains to you, elegantly and clearly, exactly how he
must act in accordance with the rules of reason and truth. What is
more, he will talk to you with excitement and passion of the true
normal interests of man; with irony he will upbraid the shortsighted
fools who do not understand their own interests, nor the true sig-
nificance of virtue; and, within a quarter of an hour, without any
sudden outside provocation, but simply through something inside
him which is stronger than all his interests, he will go off on quite a
different tack—that is, act in direct opposition to the laws of reason,
in opposition to his own advantage, in fact in opposition to every-
thing. . . . I warn you that my friend is a compound personality. . . .

I readily grant that there is nothing in Malthus to match the subtlety
of Dostoyevsky’s almost “Freudian” analysis of “the compound
personality” in Section 11:

   Every man has reminiscences which he would not tell to every
one, but only to his friends. He has other matters in his mind which
he would not reveal even to his friends, but only to himself, and that
in secret. But there are other things which a man is afraid to tell even
to himself, and every decent man has a number of such things
stored away in his mind.

But then Malthus pretended to be neither novelist nor psychologist
but only an economist, and in any case, despite all of his evident
“genius” (to which as notable a man as John Maynard Keynes paid
ample tribute in his Essays in Biography), he was no Dostoyevsky.
Considering all this, his thought appears to be close to that of
Dostoyevsky on this crucial point.

Then there is the matter of the fixity of human nature and of its
separateness from that of the rest of the animal creation, which is
also a central assumption, I believe, of all truly conservative
thought. Dostoyevsky rejects communistic schemes for the organi-
zation of mankind on the ground that these suit the nature of ants
(who did not wait till our own time to put them into practice) rather
than the nature of men: “With the ant-heap the respectable race of
ants began and with the ant-heap they will probably end, which
does the greatest credit to their perseverance and good sense. But
man is a frivolous and incongruous creature. . . .” Malthus’ irony is
of a more stately kind, and his choice of comparison is with the os-
trich rather than the ant, but the moral he intends that we draw
seems similar to Dostoyevsky’s:

A writer may tell me that he thinks man will ultimately become an
ostrich. I cannot properly contradict him. But before he can expect
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to bring any reasonable person over to his opinion, he ought to
shew, that the necks of mankind have been gradually elongating,
that the lips have grown harder and more prominent, that the legs
and feet are daily altering their shape, and that the hair is beginning
to change into stubs of feathers. And till the probability of so won-
derful a conversion can be shewn, it is surely lost time and lost elo-
quence to expatiate on the happiness of man in such a state; to de-
scribe his powers, both of running and flying, to paint him in a con-
dition where all narrow luxuries would be contemned, where he
would be employed only in collecting the necessaries of life, and
where consequently, each man’s share of labour would be light, and
his portion of leisure ample.

The tone of this passage, by the way, is typical of much in Malthus.
It is that of one who in France is called “pince-sans-rire"—defined as
a maliciously sly, dry jokester. The humor is so dry at times that his
editor Boulding is not sure if it is intentional, and, after quoting a
passage, asks in parenthesis: “Do we catch a slight twinkle in the
clerical eye?” But there can be no doubt, it seems to me, about the
intention of the quoted passage, for after indicating that Godwin’s
doctrine of the perfectibility of the human race depends upon “a
contemplation of the great progress that he has already made from
the savage state and the difficulty of saying where he is to stop,” he
adds the sentence: “But towards the extinction of the passion be-
tween the sexes, no progress whatever has been made.” Had
Malthus been less subtle, he should have punctuated this sentence
with an exclamation point or italicized the word progress to signal
his intention. As it is, he leaves the tone for the reader to catch. From
references in his correspondence with Ricardo and elsewhere to
Swift’s Laputa and the Bickerstaff Papers, we realize the great admi-
ration he had for the eighteenth century Dubliner, and once we do
we also grasp the fact that he may have found his own model in the
Modest Proposal and in the satire on the social projectors of the Acad-
emy of Lagado in the third book of Gulliver’s Travels.

By comparison, Dostoyevsky’s tone is more broadly farcical, as is
appropriate to a mock-confession, which bears about the same rela-
tion to the true and serious confession that a mock-epic, like Pope’s
Rape of the Lock, bears to Milton’s Paradise Lost or to Homer. Profes-
sor Ralph Matlaw, in his Introduction to his translation of the Notes
from Underground, makes the valid observation that “The Notes may
even be considered as a parody of confession which, in religious
terms, is ostensibly preceded by contrition, but here is replaced by
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proud (though ambivalent) self-defense. The confession is Rous-
seauistic rather than Augustinian, with the added temporal notation
of Musset’s title Confessions d’un enfant du siècle.”

The “Palace of Crystal,” supposedly inspired by a remarkable and
well-publicized structure at an industrial exposition in London in
his time, is one of the leitmotifs of Dostoyevsky’s thought in The
Notes. It seems to him, as it did to others, the premonitory image of
the realization of the plans of all Utopian visionaries: “Then—this is
all what you say—new economic relations will be established, all
ready-made and worked out with mathematical exactitude, so that
every possible question will vanish in the twinkling of an eye, sim-
ply because every possible answer to it will be provided. Then the
‘Palace of Crystal’ will be built. Then . . . . In fact, those will be hal-
cyon days.”

Malthus, too, having in mind not Chernyshevsky but men like
Condorcet and Godwin, and alluding in the closing lines of the fol-
lowing paragraph to Prospero’s well-known speech in The Tempest,
says something similar and with the same image:

   The system of equality which Mr. Godwin proposes is, without
doubt, by far the most beautiful and engaging of any that has yet
appeared. An amelioration of society to be produced merely by rea-
son and conviction wears much more the promise of permanence,
than any change effected and maintained by force. The unlimited
exercise of private judgment is a doctrine inexpressibly grand and
captivating and has a vast superiority over those systems where ev-
ery individual is in a manner the slave of the public. The substitu-
tion of benevolence as the master-spring and moving principle of
society, instead of self-love, is a consummation devoutly to be
wished. In short, it is impossible to contemplate the whole of this
fair structure, without emotions of delight and admiration, accom-
panied with ardent longing for the period of its accomplishment.
But alas! that moment can never arrive. The whole is little better
than a dream, a beautiful phantom of the imagination. These “gor-
geous palaces” of happiness and immortality, these “solemn
temples” of truth and virtue will dissolve, “like the baseless fabric
of a vision” when we awaken to real life and contemplate the true
and genuine situation of man on earth.

Many other parallel passages of similar tenor may be quoted.
Both men are equally against ingenious systems, which are founded
upon the wish-fulfillments and “Arcadian reveries” of their propo-
nents rather than upon the stubborn facts of experience and are
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therefore pernicious in their consequences when attempts are made
to apply them in practice. Dostoyevsky speaks of actual human na-
ture as that which “breaks down all our classifications, and continu-
ally shatters every system constructed by lovers of mankind for the
benefit of mankind.” To Malthus, most of the social science of his
day was really pseudo-science, which went through the motions but
to no sound purpose: “The wildest and most improbable conjectures
may be advanced with as much certainty as the most just and sub-
lime theories, founded on careful and reiterated experiments. We
may return again to the old mode of philosophizing and make facts
bend to systems, instead of establishing systems upon facts.” That
Malthus was not just criticizing other thinkers but taking to heart
his own admonitions is evident from the tribute paid to him by his
Cambridge successor Alfred Marshall: “Malthus’ results were not
all new and were not all true; but his work has the merit of being the
first thorough application of the inductive method to social science.
The chief workers therefore in the modern historical school of eco-
nomics justly regard him as one of the founders of that school and
his work as a solid possession for ever.”

One of the things on which Malthus and Dostoyevsky are agreed
is the ineradicable evil in man himself, or what Dostoyevsky calls
his “moral obliquity.” “His worst defect is his perpetual moral
obliquity, perpetual—from the days of the Flood to the Schleswig-
Holstein period. Moral obliquity and consequently lack of good
sense; for it has long been accepted that lack of good sense is due to
no other cause than moral obliquity.” In straightforward fashion,
Malthus reminds us that “though it would be the height of folly and
presumption, to attempt to calculate the relative proportions of vir-
tue and vice at the future periods of the world, it may be safely as-
serted that the vices and moral weakness of mankind, taken in the
mass, are invincible.”

Finally, I regard it as a somewhat striking coincidence that both
Malthus and Dostoyevsky regard the evil and the suffering insepa-
rable from existence in this world as the necessary condition for the
appearance of mind or consciousness in man. This is the only com-
pensation that man has for all his troubles, and the compensation in
a sense makes all of his troubles worthwhile. But for these troubles
he would never rise out of his natural state of lethargy and torpor.
Dostoyevsky’s narrator says: “Suffering would be out of place in
vaudevilles, for instance; I know that. In the ‘Palace of Crystal’ it is
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unthinkable; suffering means doubt, negation, and what would be
the good of a ‘palace of crystal’ if there could be any doubt about it?
And yet I think man will never renounce real suffering, that is, de-
struction and chaos. Why, suffering is the sole origin of conscious-
ness. Though I did lay it down at the beginning that consciousness
is the greatest misfortune for man, yet I know man prizes it and
would not give it up for any satisfaction.”

Malthus rises to his most eloquent heights in expatiating on the
connection between the two phenomena: “I should be inclined . . . to
consider the world and this life as the mighty process of God, not
for the trial, but for the creation and formation of mind, a process
necessary to awaken inert, chaotic matter into spirit, to sublimate
the dust of the earth into soul, to elicit an ethereal spark from the
clod of clay . . . . The original sin of man is the torpor and corruption
of the chaotic matter in which he may be said to be born . . . . That
the difficulties of life contribute to generate talents, every day’s ex-
perience must convince us. The exertions that men find it necessary
to make, in order to support themselves or families, frequently
awaken faculties, that might otherwise have lain for ever dormant,
and it has been commonly remarked that new and extraordinary
situations generally create minds adequate to grapple with the diffi-
culties in which they are involved.” If Dostoyevsky ever read
Malthus, it must have been in the first and most famous edition of
his Essay (which he could have done in either French or Russian),
for it is a striking fact that Chapters 18 and 19 (the concluding chap-
ters) were eliminated by Malthus from the many subsequent edi-
tions of his book, either because he felt their incongruity in a book
directed against excessive speculation since they were themselves
speculative, or else because he aspired in his later versions at refin-
ing and purifying the scientific element of his work and decided to
sacrifice the merely literary or theological aspects that had origi-
nally been present in it.

But what are these various parallels designed to point to? A di-
rect connection between Dostoyevsky and Malthus? Possibly. Possi-
bly not. If Dostoyevsky’s attention had ever been directed to
Malthus because of his own developing anti-Utopian and anti-pro-
gressive point of view, he should certainly not have found the eco-
nomic theorist’s text alien to his intellectual capacities. Dostoyevsky,
we must remember, had been professionally trained as an engineer
and had graduated third in his class from the best engineering
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school in Russia. He must have felt entirely at ease, then, in the
mathematical and scientific discussion of his age.

It is likely that the similarity of the general points of view of
Malthus and Dostoyevsky produced a number of detailed resem-
blances such as we have seen. The comparisons serve to highlight
and clarify the assumptions that lie behind their respective conser-
vative trains of thought. It may be that what we have here is a case
of two very fine minds running quite independently of each other in
the same channel and against the dominant current of optimistic
and socialist nineteenth-century thinking. Malthus, who was at
Cambridge in some of the years that Coleridge was also studying
there, reacted, like this contemporary of his, against the excesses of
the French Revolution and Terror and against some of the theories
which seemed to him responsible for these and which proposed
spreading their blessings to the rest of the world. Malthus’ father,
Daniel Malthus, had been a friend of Rousseau and an enthusiast
for the theories of Condorcet and Godwin; nevertheless, it was he
who urged Malthus to publish his attempted refutation of them.
Dostoyevsky, of course, lived in a highly unsettled time, had par-
taken liberally in the dangerous politics of his time and had suffered
terribly for his opinions. The coming Russian revolutions of the
twentieth century were already casting menacing shadows before
them. Malthus’ is a post-revolutionary reaction, while Dostoy-
evsky’s is a pre-revolutionary one.

But if Dostoyevsky were directly influenced by Malthus, he
would be in some good company. From G. F. McCleary’s mono-
graph on Malthus as well as from Keynes, we learn of Malthus’ ep-
och-making influence upon Darwin and others. In the Origin of Spe-
cies, Darwin described his theory of natural selection as “the
doctrine of Malthus applied with manifold force to the whole ani-
mal and vegetable kingdom.” And, in his autobiography, Darwin
wrote:

In October 1838, that is, fifteen months after I had begun my sys-
tematic enquiry, I happened to read for amusement Malthus on
Population, and being well prepared to appreciate the struggle for
existence that everywhere goes on from long-continued observation
of the habits of animals and plants, it at once struck me that under
these circumstances favourable varieties would tend to be pre-
served, and unfavourable ones to be destroyed. The result of this
would be the formation of new species. Here then I had got at last a
theory by which to work.
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By coincidence, Alfred Russell Wallace, who arrived at a theory of
natural selection before Darwin had published his results, likewise
confessed his debt to Malthus and wrote in his own autobiography:
“Perhaps the most important book I read was Malthus’ Principle of
Population, which I greatly admired for its masterly summary of
facts and logical induction to conclusions.”

Karl Marx, who does not appear to have known very much
about Malthus, nevertheless thought his population theory impor-
tant enough to attempt a refutation of it in Capital. And in the twen-
tieth century, John Maynard Keynes, that most eminent and influen-
tial of economic thinkers, has written of the correspondence
between Malthus and Ricardo, which was completely discovered
only in 1930: “One cannot rise from a perusal of this correspondence
without a feeling that the almost total obliteration of Malthus’ line
of approach and the complete domination of Ricardo’s for a period
of a hundred years has been a disaster to the progress of economics.
. . . If only Malthus, instead of Ricardo, had been the parent-stem
from which nineteenth century economics proceeded, what a much
wiser and richer place the world would be today.”

The fallacies of limitless optimism concerning the potentialities
of human progress are perennially attractive, especially to youth,
and therefore continually require being checked by such question-
ing as we find in Dostoyevsky and Malthus.

 


