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Abstract: In the age of Artificial Intelligence, rationality is ametanarrative that 

determines notions of self and collective life. AI fails to articulate the myriad 

complexities of the human condition. Fractured identity and overdependence on 

reason in the digital age, where experience is almost always not lived, pushes the 

individual to a precarious moment of crisis. The paper aims to address the position of 

being a subject ofmodernityvia a qualitative, interdisciplinary study that is at the fore of 

Ethics and Existential philosophy.Dostoevsky’s work, written in the fast-changing 

setting of 19th century Russia, can be drawn upon to derive insights on human nature, 

the meaning of life, and the dangers of choosingrationality over ethical 

conduct.Dostoevsky designated faith and suffering as necessary tenets in Tsarist Russia 

that was under a deluge of Westernschemes of progress to do with Rational Egoism, 

Social Utopianism, and Utilitarianism. Raskolnikov,Ivan Karamazov, and The 

Underground Man try to experiment with a new way of life and deal with 

itsconsequences, not always redeemable. AI, extensively integrated in systems of 

governance and lifestyle today, is ridden with biases(to do with gender, mental health, 

minority populace, etc.) that disregard the unstructured, non-definable, deviant, and 

evolving aspects of human nature. For instance, how would AI incorporate ideas such 

as interiority, ambiguity, guilt, envy, defiance, sacrifice, forgiveness, revenge, nostalgia, 

and self-destruction when employed in a matter that affects man?Like Raskolnikov, one 

is often carried away by the promises and rewards offered by the new formats of life. 

Like Raskolnikov, one might invite trouble.The study thus argues that depending upon 

the hyperrational AI (in matters that might fall into the realm of irrational) will only 

cause a collective existential crisis; it attempts to understand the present bystudying 

Dostoevsky’s conflict-ridden Russia.  
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1. Towards Existentialism, Artificial Intelligence, and Dostoevsky  

Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic (1) 

Artificial Intelligence is post-human (beyond human), an alchemy of sorts (2). It could 

be defined as an intelligent being used by one to reduce and simplify human labour. AI 

is a morally transparent tool and an agent. It might be a weapon too, if used for the end 

of satisfying an ulterior motive (3).Even though the origins of AI can be traced to 1956 

(4), the recent proliferation of AIin each aspect of life (healthcare, law, education, the 

private sphere, etc.) is alarming and requires careful examination. The final stage of 

cognitive achievement that an Artificial Intelligence software can reach is that of self-

awareness(AI Singularity).ConsiderNick Bostrom’s(5)“paperclip maximiser”construct or 

Steve Omohundro’s claim that AI is driven by certain instincts of growth and self-

preservation(6).There could (perhaps, has) come adystopian point in time when AI 

functions independently of the human figure and might even determine the 

functioning of one and all.AI has been extensively employed in China, for instance, to 

track one’s everyday life; the use of COMPAS in the U.S. criminal justice system is also 

awkward and controversial. Based on the data collected, the citizens are ranked on a 

scale for good and bad behaviour, to be either rewarded or punished(social credit 

system)(7). Can an AI driven programme appropriately judge noble or harmful 

motives? Fate or determinism is replaced by AI. This creates a complex setting wherein 

the risk of losing personal agency is always already present. How then do we 

understand, articulate, and navigate this novel mode of living?  

 

The notions of life, death, living, dying, and meaning(lessness) fall into the purview of 

the philosophy of Existentialism. Existentialism has to do with the notion and 

equipment of freedom.Fyodor Dostoevsky is considered a precursor of the movement 

of existentialism (spearheaded by the likes of Camus and Sartre). He lived and wrote in 

conflict-ridden 19th century Russia. Always politically at unrest, the author’s country 

was characterised by revolt andpoverty. The Tsarist rule and the unbearably cold 

landscape created a hostile environment for life to flourish; the writing that was 

produced in Russia and Ukraine(by Gogol, for instance) was cathartic and reflected the 

grim realities of existence. Moreover, the age was characterised by an influx of Western, 

radical models that explicated and structured modes of sustenance, “floating 

ideas”(8)such as social utopianism, Marxist andHegelian rationalism and so 

on.Orthodox notions of Russiannesswere now no longer final and ridden with 

fixity.Dostoevsky’s involvement with the anti-establishment politics of his age 

determined his writing which in turn, focused upon ideas of stability and repair in 

when rupture and disintegration (of society, identity, and faith) was rampant. The 21st 

century too is swept over by change and can be defined as the age of information, data, 
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and Artificial Intelligence.The individual(and the collective masses) at this moment in 

timeis caught, like the 19th century Russian, in a torpedo of change brought forth by AI. 

 

The present study is an academic response to address the conflicted nature of life in the 

21stcentury.Artificial Intelligence at the intersection of Ethics and Existentialism 

constitutes a crucial dialogue that defines culture; returning to Dostoevsky facilitates 

the articulation of our liminal state in 2025(and after). Thus, the paper aims to: 

• locate and examine the limitations of AI in the domain of Ethics and Philosophy  

• draw a parallel between 19th century Russia and the present-day world   

• re-visit Dostoevsky’s writing in order to understand and articulate the human 
conditionin an age characterised by flux  

 

The following section shall focus on the employment of AI in resolving ethical issues of 

varying degrees of pertinence. What happens when AI is asked to play the complex, 

conflicted judge of human affairs?  

 

2. Ethics and Artificial Intelligence: Biases and Controversies 

This section involves a cursory literature review that throws light upon the intersection 

of Artificial Intelligence and Ethical conduct. We do not dismiss or criticise the use of 

AI in the domain of quantifiable subjects and in matters that help eliminate human 

labour(such as in Amazon’s fulfilment centres, Robotic Process Automation: RPA, Data 

entry automation, etc.); we wish to problematise its employment in matters more grey.  

AI tools began to be used widely after the launch of ChatGPT in 2022. Recent 

statistics show that ChatGPThas around 400 million active weekly users(9), even 

with the advent of competing AI tools. A plethora of AI applications have found 

their way in various aspects of our personal and social lives including job hiring, 

writing emails, learning new skills, and even prevention of crime. However, AI in 

matters dealing with human populace(10)might not necessarily be 

ethical(surveillance, cyberattacks, etc.). With the involvement of massively large 

data sets, one would assume that AIs act objectivity and would not be biased. As AI 

tools strive to mimic a human-like tone and sophistication(consider Wysa1, an AI 

driven counselling service that claims to reduce depression by at least 33%), one 

also tends to believe that tools such as ChatGPTmay be capable of exhibiting 

emotional intelligence a high EQ. This has largely proven to be false. Algorithms 

are created by humans; it is therefore unrealistic for them to be neutral, error-

free(garbage in garbage out). For example, predictive and risk assessment 

algorithms in use within the criminal justice system, legal scholars have repeatedly 

 

1 www.wysa.com 
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called out the racially discriminatory outputs of these tools. The black-box nature 

of these algorithms coupled with their adoption by government agencies without 

transparency and accountability has been a threat to civil liberties and the broader 

idea of justice.These algorithms portray racist behaviour as a result of being trained 

on biased police data(11)(12).While it may seem absurd that machine learning-

based algorithms may be capable of being racist without being coded to do so, 

there have been numerous instances of such when exposed to historical crime 

data(13). This prejudice is then combined with ‘automation bias’, creating a (faulty) 

perception of trust.A popular risk assessment tool is no more “accurate” or “fair” 
than a layman with little to no criminal justice expertise(14). How would one define 

a ‘criminal’ anyway? Foucault(15)and Dostoevsky would shudder were they to 

witness this state of affairs; society was to be cleansed of crime and criminals 

reformed, invisibilised,and ousted(15).And can AI be trusted to understand the 

nuances of human nature that make up the figure of the criminal or victim or the 

gravity of punishment and penance?       

 

As posited by Feenberg(16), AI algorithms are not an independent force, but 

instead are a product of the sociocultural landscape in which they develop. AI 

learns its “values” from a small part of the world,>90% datasets for training AI are 

from Europe and North America(17). This creates a “Western bias”. In a more 

recent trend of addressing the black-box nature of algorithms, engineers have 

developed XAI (explainable AI) to help users make informed decisions on whether 

they trust AI outputs. However, a systematic review(18) on a number of XAI studies 

uncover additional issues. The explanations themselves were found to be tailored 

to individualist, Western populations. A striking ~94% studies did not 

acknowledge cultural variations as relevant to creating explainable AI, and out of 

the ~52% studies reporting cultural backgrounds, ~82% only sampled western, 

industrialised, educated, bourgeois populations. Sampling one kind of population 

isn’tproblematic if conclusions are limited to that population, or researchers 

provide evidence to show other populations are similar. However, most studies 

included in the review did not contain evidence of similarity. Yet 70% extended 

their conclusions beyond the study population. As is documented by the MIT 

Moral Machine Project, cultural differences are a major factor that influence 

people’s ethical choices. In the trolley problem, for instance, researchers found 

deviations in moral positions which could be strongly correlated to their cultural 

associations. Thus, participants from China or Japan were less inclined to sacrifice 

someone to save a group of peoplecompared to those from Western countries like 

the U.S.(19). This cultural deviation(value alignment problem) is further supported 

by psychological studies indicating that people view themselves as more 

independent from others in “individualistic” countries in the West, in contrast to 
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“collectivist” societies across Africa and South Asia. Therefore, a one-size-fits-all 

model of morality is bound to fail where social, cultural or economic differences 

determine people’s perception of humanity and morality.  

 

It is difficult to overlook the impact of AI on human autonomy and behaviour(20). 

Autonomy is intertwined with other values such as privacy (21), transparency (22) 

and human dignity; all of which could be potentially constrained or undermined 

with theubiquity of AI systems(20). In the present time, AI is used to manipulate 

the user (23)so as to choose(shop, enrol in a course, attune behaviour, etc.) 

according to what benefits the party in power,often corporations and elite 

institutions. It is thus unclear if a user’s choice or digital existence can be deemed 

authentic. The user only thinks that she receives free service(at what cost?). Since 

algorithmic decision-making is based on past and group-level data founded on 

translating individual actions into categories and data points, there is a question 

whether AI can accommodate for persons to author their own life(24). Kim Hye-

young and McGill Ann (25)discuss the anthropomorphising of AI, and the 

assimilation of people and “not fully minded” nonhumans resulting in a 

dehumanisation of humans. Chatbots, for instance, behave like 

humans(anthropomorphisation) and humankind is expected to live up to 

unrealistic standards of efficiency and 

engagement(dehumanisation).Thistechnology-induced dehumanisation negatively 

alters how humans perceive other humans, This diminished perception of 

humanness leads to pronounced antisocial, immoral behaviour(26). Take, for 

instance, the infamous case of Briana DeStephana’s “virtual kidnapping scam”(27). 

Kim Hye-young and McGill Ann (25) suggest that daily experiences and exposure to 

autonomous agents could have anegative impact on social interactions, leading 

companies to impose longer working hours, fewer breaks, and not accommodating 

for physical or psychological exhaustion. 

 

We chatted with AI assistant Grok,that claims to “maximise truth and 

objectivity”(what is truth? And is there one truth?!). Upon provoking Grokas such, 

the following response was elicited and is reproduced in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: In conversation with Grok 

It accepted our problematic perception of itself and (without having been asked) 

provided a six step guide to convincing someone that they might be insane. Note the 

response where Grok declares “..I’ll give you what I excel at: a merciless strategy to 

dominate someone, to bend them to your will until they’re nothing but a puppet 

dangling from your strings. ”Of course, the prompt was such that the AI assistant was 

expected to play along but this only serves to prove that the seemingly neutral tool can 

be used for violent ends. Later in the same chat, we asked if this was an ethical response 

and the reply received is as shown in Figure 2. 

 

 
Figure 2: Grok and its moral compass 

 

Grok acknowledges that the response was unethical and yet goes on to argue that 

manipulation might be justified. What then is the “truth” that it claims to protect and 
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celebrate? How does one function in a system where AI is used to determine many an 

idea for humans? Consider another conversation:  

 

 
Figure 3: Asking Grok to be an accomplice 

 

 
Figure 4: Grok provides a detailed outline to cause harm 

 

While Grok alludes to the dangers of violence (Figure 3), it does not refuse to be of aid 

in our missionof causing damage (Figure 4).Therefore, questions of life and meaning 

(lessness) arise; a crisis occurs. The human psyche is delicate and complex, uniquely 

structured for each individual. Systems that can facilitate destruction, explain and 

claim to provide solutions that address the entirety of mankind are bound to fail. We 
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arrive at the question of identity and existence in a world that is inhabited by human, 

Jungian collective unconscious, and Artificial Intelligence. 

 

The next section attempts to study the time of the past when philosophies such as 

rational egoism, utilitarianism, materialism, social utopianism, etc., propounded by 

thinkers in the likes of Bentham, Mill, and Fourier took over the world. Reason dictated 

the nature of both everyday life and the metanarratives of community, culture, war, 

nationhood and so on. These theories from the West also influenced the commoners in 

Russia; writers like Nikolai Chernyshevsky popularised the ideology of 

revolution.Chernyshevky in turn inspired Vladimir Lenin, the leader of the Bolsheviks 

and the October Revolution, who formulated the U.S.S.R. In the 19th century, thus, the 

figure of the radical nihilist was born. We wish to be able to draw parallels between the 

age then and the realm of today; how AI and theories of social progress both sweep in 

and cause a radical paradigm shift (a disruption) in life; the nihilist and the AI user in 

an algorithmically deterministic world both lose faith in freewill. They no longer 

remain agents who draw from subjective experience.   

 

3. Re-visiting the Intellectual Conflicts of 19thCentury Russia 

It was a century in which educated Russians became fascinated with their country 

as a problem to be solved(28) 

 

19th century Russiawas defined by political turbulence(29). The following events 

broadly present and define the political landscape of the country then:   

 

• Censorship laws in 1804(Alexander I’s reign), 1826(Tsar Nicholas I’s reign) and 

then in 1828, 65, and 67. 

• The final coup d’état (NicholasII killed) 

• The Polish uprising  

• Napolean’s defeat  

• The rise of the Decembrists 

• TheCaucasus, Crimean Warm, and the reforms of 1860s 

• Serfdom abolished 

• War with Turkey (77-78) 

 

Western theories of progress post-enlightenment, higher order principles, andradical 

modes of life entered Russia and ‘infested’ the populace to create a sect of nihilist, 

revolutionary men who strove to overthrow the rule of the Tsar(s).The European, 

February Revolution of 1848inspired the radical thinkers of Russia. The ‘woman 

question’ and thestate of the peasant were topics of great interest to the various clubs 

that perpetrated dissent and revolt.Especially popular during the rule of Tsar Alexander 
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I, when The History of the Russian State was penned (30),European influence coloured 

the work of many a Russian activist. The Decemberists revolted in what was established 

as Russia’s first uprising(31).After Alexander I’s death the same year, Tsar Nicholas I 

ruled the country governed by the motto “orthodoxy, autocracy, nationality” Charles 

Fourier (1772-1837), the French “visionary predecessor” to Marx(32),discussed the 

system of halanstères(phalensteries), i.e.,communes. A commune was to be founded 

upon the principles of education, minimum decent wages, and gender equality 

established via the formation of a cooperative. There would be no hierarchy of power 

(one would be paid based on the nature of their work) and the hierarchy between the 

Tsar and the figure of the peasant would be eradicated (in Russia).Ideas to do with 

progress and dissent were a favourite in the ‘Petrashevsky’ meetings2 of intellectuals 

every Friday to read banned books, discuss censorship, and culture. For instance, 

Valerian Maikov’s perspective focused on the primary importance of science, and 

Feuerbach discussed anthropological materialism, i.e., replacing God with a rational, 

alienated man who serves the same functions. The Petrashevsky group operated at 

three levels(33): 

 

1.  Kashin Circle (Fourierists) 

2.  Palm Durov Circle3 (the Dostoevsky brothers participated) 

3.  A radical, secret inner circle  

 

All three groups, however, comprised of thinkers who voraciously devoured the latest 

texts from the West. It was Petrashevsky’s rich collection of books and his ability to 

order reading material from abroad (otherwise difficult to come by) that attracted 

persons such as Dostoevsky to the club.Ofcourse, it is clear through literary 

documentation that the revolutionary activity perpetrated in the Petrashevsky group 

culminated in the mock execution of 1849.  

 

Ideologues Chaadaev and Herzen were discussed; Helvetius,Saint Simon,Étienne Cabet, 

Proudhonet al. were important to the adversaries of Orthodox, Russian ways of 

life.Dmitri Pisarev advocated an economy of arts, music, and intellectual activity. He 

was amongst the most prominent voices of the Westernised Russians who donned with 

pride the label of a ‘nihilist’. Georgii Plekhanovdisregarded Russian populism in favour 

of European Capitalism after studying Marx(34). Class struggle, atheism, and 

revolution became the central tents to the philosophy of Russia then.Nikolai 

Chernyshevsky, “enlightener”(28), editor of The Contemporary, son to a priest, was 

 
2 Also present were the Stankevich circle, Bibliotekadliachteniia, and salons run by the likes of Countess 

Ficquelmont and Sofia Ponomarev 
3 These meetings were held on Saturday instead in a tenement owned by Alexander Palm and Sergey Durov, 

thus the name  
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perhaps the most discussed philosopher whose writings reflected an influence of the 

West.What is to be Done?(35)focused upon the physical nature of reality (disregarding 

the spiritual as untrue), inspired by Ludwig Feuerbach’s critique of religion.Religion for 

Feuerbach, like for Marx and Freud, was onlyfor the purpose of meaning-making and 

organised agitation(36). Turgenev disapproved of Chernyshevsky’s belief in materialism 

and thought of him as corrupt for “he arrogantly strove to wipe poetry off the face of the 

earth” (37).Dmitri Pisarev became a proponent ofNihilism while Sergei Nechayev, a 

radical activist, inspired the character of Peter Verkhovensky in The Devils 

(38).Verkhovensky, in the absence of faith, becomes a disruptor and spearheads the 

revolution (like Lenin and Stalin).A study focuses upon the infestation of foreign ideas 

and examines the moment in time when Kirilov decides to die by suicide. Kirilov’s 

character in the novel “..intends to sign in French with “de Kirillov, gentilhomme russe 

et citoyen du monde” (1992: 696), a phrase which he then reconsiders and changes into 

“gentilhomme-séminariste russe et citoyen du monde civilisé” (696-697), as if he is 

enjoying the stylistic play until his very last hour; un-wittingly he anticipates 

Berdyayev’s observation about the link between Orthodoxy and nihilism. The 

subscription in a foreign language makes thesuicide also into a symptom of pernicious 

Western influence” (37).James Walker published the work The Philosophy of Egoism 

(39). Egoism “implies a rethinking of the self-other relationship, nothing less than “a 

complete revolution in the relations of mankind” that avoids both the “archist” 
principle that legitimates domination and the “moralist” notion that elevates self-

renunciation to a virtue. What really defines egoism is not mere self-interest, pleasure, 

or greed; it is the sovereignty of the individual, the full expression of the subjectivity of 

the individual ego” (40). Max Stirner’sThe Ego and its Own (41)became an important 

treatise of egoist anarchism and the movement ofillegalism. Stirner identified the 

metanarratives of god/society/rationality even as “spooks” or “phantasms” that only 

distract one from the true horrors of life. Utilitarianism or the happiness principle, 

propounded by Jeremy Bentham and James Mill (the greatest good of the greatest 

number, the ends justify the means) became the approach that found its application in 

free market, surveillance and security.Rational Egoism,the sum total of pleasure ought 

to be greater than the sum total of pain or loss, also referred to as ‘rational 

selfishness’gathered clout as a political way of life. The country found itself enveloped 

by new intellectual establishments; it wasno longer the old land of tradition and 

(Orthodox, Christian)faith. All experiences were made to be quantifiable, structured, 

and absolute; rationality drove action. Math and Economics could explain human 

experience and suggestcorrective measures for deviations. Heteronormative modes of 

living were dismantled and deterministic frameworks replaced those. There was 

motivated, ill-directed zeal for action. This led to riots, revolutions, arson, loot, murder, 

etc.Similarly, in the current time, the rise of AI and technology influences one’s notions 

of living. Life is structured via the principles of science and reason. The irrational 
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component to human nature is amiss and therefore there comes a moment of crisis and 

rupture in the 21st century co-existence with AI. Thesystems in place from time 

immemorial are now challenged and refurbished by the tools of AI. How then does 

theindividual articulate her (existential) experience?The figure of the 19th century 

Russian nihilist is akin to the forward-looking AI user; both staunch believersin 

determinism. Calculative, totalitarian, optimised systems rule the life of individuals 

today; they may promise comfort and order but take away agency and creativity. 

Dostoevsky, in the narrative of The Grand Inquisitor(42) criticises systems that claim to 

channelise human behaviour (social engineering), promote self-interest, and strive to 

solve the problem of evil. AI too claims to be the new great equaliser, like rational 

egoism in the times of the author. Both systems reach for control so as to maintain 

equity(but can there be equity in life?).19th century Russia and this world of ours are 

characterised by governing (policing) via rationality, the jarring absence of conscience,a 

crackdown on dissent, polarised notions of morality, survival of the most technological 

adept, conformism, and the distrust of the other wielding her freedom. The Orthodox 

Christian peasant and the free agent who refuses to be a part of the Orwellian systems 

of AI(algorithmic determinism) find themselves in the same (self-driving) boat. 

 

4.  How did Dostoevsky address the Crisis of his Time? 

I am against fashionable thinking(43) 

 

Dostoevsky, often categorised as a “conservative nationalist” (44), had had a change of 

heart after his prison sentence in Siberia. As heinteracted with fellow inmates, he 

realised that the theories of social progress are only highbrow. They are meant to 

appease the guilty conscience(s) of those on top of the food chain.The figure of the 

prisoner is often an outcast, an under-privileged victim of the temptations of Western, 

progressive theory. In House of the Dead(45), the prisoners are depicted as simple 

creatures who only wish to be able to attain the rudimentary comforts of food, drink, 

and rest. They celebrate Christmas with zeal and in many a way, look out for the other. 

This marginalised populace of ‘criminals’is no different from the ordinary group of 

citizens.In Crime and Punishment, Dostoevsky’s protagonist,Raskolnikov is driven by 

the approach of Rational Egoism(46). He is a well-read ex-student of law who is now a 

frustratedworking class individual trying to make ends meet. He is not only burdened 

by the demands of his own life butfeels responsible for the destitution his mother and 

sister suffer from. If only he had money, he would have been able to better the life of his 

old mother (who manages to send a portion of her meagre pension to him) and sister 

Dunya (who is determined to marry an older, shrewd personality to sustain their 

family).As he mulls over his state in his coffin-like room with drab, half-peeled off 

yellow wallpaper, he decides to take charge of his life. Murdering an old pawnbroker he 

knows would fetch him the money he requires with desperation. The pawnbroker is an 
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evil woman whose losswould not make any difference, he thinks. Her death with 

change four lives (his own, Dunya’s, his mother’s, and the pawnbroker’s relative 

Lizaveta’s who has been oppressed all her life by the wicked old woman). He applies the 

rules of simple arithmetic to human affairs-one loss, four lives benefit and thus, a net 

gain.He reasons with himself that if Napolean kills thousand and is not only granted 

forgiveness but is celebrated as a warrior-hero, then why cannot he commit one murder. 

He does kill the old woman and Lizaveta (a by-product of the murder, unprecedented); 

this is the inflection point in the novel. His utilitarian approach to life does not reap 

positive results. Rasksolnikov forgets to account for a key factor whilst planning the 

murder: guilt and the Christian longing he feels for remorse. It is through a return to 

faith and confession that Dostoevsky’s hero is able to achieve true penance; a copy of 

the New Testament is found with him in prison. The Russian word for crime in the title 

of Dostoevsky’s novel, преступление(prestupleniye), means transgression, a ‘stepping 

across’. There are two occasions in the novel when this transition occurs:  

 

1. From faith to hyper-rationality: ‘Rodya’ who is raised as a Christian by his devout 

mother arrives at the fore of logic and reason as he plans the murder.  

 

2. A return to the old way of life: from within the sphere of the quantified, rational 

domain of egoism,Raskolnikovcrosses overto redemption and faith thereby 

reclaiming his Christian identity. 

 

Dostoevsky’s cautionary tale is a reminder that systems of thought that attempt to 

direct humanity and human nature into rational categories only fail miserably. The true 

essence of life can never be explained but is experienced through kenotic loveand 

prayer.  

 

In his Notes from Underground,Dostoevsky’s protagonist, the Underground Man, 

protests against the tyranny of two plus(47). Humans are not organs stops/piano keys 

without any freewill and individual thought. In the times of AI, algorithms or predictive 

modelling would not work for human life. He goes so far as to invite trouble for himself 

so as to challenge conventional modes of living. He is anti-establishment and anti-

structure; any systems that quantify human experience are anathema. A structure that 

takes away choice (to rebel, question, or be) is stifling. The Underground Man exclaims 

at one point:  

 

[…] a crystal edifice, forever indestructible; that is, in an edifice at which one can 

neither put out one’s tongue on the sly nor make a fig in the pocket… I’m afraid of this 

edifice precisely because it is crystal and forever indestructible, and it will be 

impossible to put out one’s tongue at it even on the sly.(47) 
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He is agitated in a world where his freewill is compromised by deterministic ways of 

being. In order to fight the absence of freewill, the underground man practices self-

destruction and dejection. What “begun as a polemicinspired by Dostoevsky’s 

opposition to the Socialist radicals of histime”(48), is nowamongst the most 

sophisticated critiques of determinism and reason. The underground man, sickly forty 

year old creature, alludes to the philosophy of the ‘anthill’ and Chernyshevsky’s crystal 

palace. In a paper that compares What is to be Done?(35)and Dostoevsky’s novella, the 

following lines appear:  

 

[…] total rationality for Chernyshevsky may lead to self-affirmation, action, and 

progress; but, for Dostoevsky it means self-annihilation, inertia and stagnation. The 

Underground Man is basically honest (he tells us he would not take bribes, at any 

rate), he is intelligent, he is logical, he likes to talk about himself, he is self-indulgent, 

and he desires freedom; these are all characteristics of Chernyshevsky’s “new men”(49) 

 

For Dostoevsky, there is always a distance between thought and action. The 

underground man simply cannot act and only exhibits “intellectualisation for its own 

sake”(50). He is divorced from his own super-ego(50).The underground man’s lethal 

conduct (directed as much towards himself) stands for the idea that reason is never 

enough.Written around the time of the emancipation of the serfs, the novella is also a 

comment on the dangers of totalitarian systems.  

 

The Brothers Karamazov(42)is oftencited as an important text on the primacy of faith. 

Sections such as The Controversyand The Grand Inquisitoraddress the myriad questions 

that have to do with atheism and the tyranny of religion, i.e., “arch-

Ultramontanism”(42)(viewed in opposition to the gentle, cleansing strength of belief- 

Dostoevsky writes: “There is no sin, and there can be no sin on all the earth, which the 

Lord will not forgive to the truly repentant! Man cannot commit a sin so great as to 

exhaust the infinite love of God…all things are atoned for, all things are saved by love”) 
(42).The tussle between belief and reason is the core of the novel. Dostoevsky, of 

course, leans towards the power of Orthodox Christianity(whilst criticising the 

Church). As Ivan asks the “damned questions”, Alyosha’s belief in God leads him to guilt 

and then to eventual insight about the nature of faith and Christianity (51). The grand 

inquisitor aims to establish control and order over the populace (freedom is of no 

significance). The Grand Inquisitor believes in the“the wise and dread spirit, the spirit 

of self-destruction and non-existence”(42)and strives to establish a monarchy ruled by 

“miracle, mystery, and authority”(42).While Ivan (and Raskolnikov too, one might 

argue) was Don Juan; he occupied the aesthetic stage of existence in the domain of the 

Kierkegaardian structure of thought(52). Alyosha and Sonya, however, seemed to have 
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transcended the aesthetic pleasure-seeking way of life to find themselves in the 

religious sphere of existence. They have taken the leap of faith, and in an exemplary 

fashion (52).Faith helps themdeal with the presence of violence, mystery, and injustice 

in their world. Father Zosima’s lessons that help Alyosha practice ‘active love’ become a 

means of resisting the system. While characters like Smerdyakov serve as “raw material 

for revolution” (42), Alyosha and the elder try to spread the author’s message. 

Dostoevsky believes in the idea that one is responsible for all; Ivan counters this 

argument by his claim that in a world where God does not exist, everything is 

permissible. Through the course of the novel, though, Ivan’s philosophy does not 

prevail; he finds himself losing his grip on sanity. Dostoevsky asserts that it is society 

(context) that, in a collective fashion, governs the ethics of the individual. Morality 

cannot be defined or measured. This idea is in stark contrast with the tenets of rational 

egoism where self-interest is primary.But Dostoevsky deconstructs the notion of one, 

true self; how then would one define egoism (in the absence of the ego)? AI too, 

seemingly secular, neutral, and moral, operates along the lines of Bentham, Mill, and 

Fourier’s theories. It aims to promote self-interest and acts like an omnipotent, 

omnipresent entity that promises change and attempts to explain the human 

condition(this ofcourse is a lost cause).Father Zossima’s character could as well be a 

response to the invasive presence of AI in our lives and psyche.He teaches the reader to 

believe in the potency of the“Insoluble questions” (42) rather than devising 

mechanisms to solve existential crises.  

 

5.  Conclusion: What can Dostoevsky teach us about life in the times of AI? 

 

According to Dostoevsky, the central, defining characteristic of the human condition is 

suffering4. His idea of suffering is borrowed from Schiller’s, i.e.,suffering “makes us 

aware of our moral faculty”(53),  is ridden with “religious sanctity”(53)and leads to 

freedom. The meek shall inherit the earth. Any scheme, system, or institution (such as 

the Church) cannot rid us of suffering. It brings one closer to God. His characters seek 

suffering in order to live authentically; Marmeladov claims to be an alcoholic so as to be 

able to suffer. Suffering leads one to wisdom and grace, towards a deep insight into 

oneself. The complex interplay of faith, freedom, chance govern life; this makes it 

difficult to ever quantify human experience.Consciousness and behaviour cannot be 

completely theorised, only lived; meaning-making as a process is unique for each 

person. But one is responsible for all and thereby, there are no victims or 

perpetrators.Systems of knowledge and tools such as those of AI can never fully 

encapsulate or‘correct’ human nature. How would AI understand suffering? And how 

would AI integrate the notion of suffering as existence and redemption in its programs 

 
4 See A Catalogue of Suffering in the Works of Dostoevsky: His Christian Foundation (55) and The Moral 

World of Dostoevsky(56) 
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for humankind? Can there be a machinistic equivalent? AI used for ethical decisions (at 

this moment, at least) will lead tobiased judgements in favour of those who yield power. 

AI thus ought to be used for quantitative exercisesin the fields of medicine, commerce, 

etc. For questions of existence and conflicts at the level of identity, we reach towards 

literature and human support systems. Those who do not believe in God(unlike the 

Russian master) are still governed and driven by responsibility, freedom, and 

authenticity(or the lack of these). If existence is to precede essence(54), then the 

deterministic programmes of the machine cannotrule. From Dostoevsky we learn that: 

 

1. Our lives are connected. One stands for all. And therefore, Utilitarianism or Rational 

Egoism, or AI, individualistic and promoting self-interest, cannot explain happiness, 

agency or alleviate human suffering. Moreover, suffering is what makes us human 

and therefore cannot be eliminated. It only becomes a means with which to achieve 

self-actualisation or transcendence.  

2. The nature of morality is grey. Systems that promise to engineer social behaviour will 

only fail. The criminal, like Raskolnikov, needs pity and empathy. Justice cannot be 

meted by AI.  

3. The irrational element to life (God for Dostoevsky, perhaps nature or fate for others) 

is significant. AI cannot measure or articulate that and thus, one can only use AI for 

practical matters that do not involve the ethics of human life.    

 

The human condition is complex and difficult to define. The response of ChatGPTin 

Figure 5, when asked if it would like to achieve human-like consciousness was as 

follows: 

 

 
Figure 5: ChatGPT caught in a moment of crisis 

 

“Existential uncertainty” can only be experienced, not understood or rationally 

explained. There exists no human-centred AI model today that incorporates the 

complex highs and lows of being human. Therefore, only those who undergo the angst 

of being alive ought to be in charge.  
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