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Displacing Paranoia: Epilepsy, Memory, and The Brothers Karamazov 

 

Paul Fung 

 

Abstract  

What is an event? And how does it help us to understand paranoia and pain? In my 

reading of Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov (1880), pain refers to that which was 

experienced in the past, but which cannot be located or quantified. Pain, in this case, 

cannot be physically felt; it is outside self-consciousness. One can reflect on this outsider 

situation, emphasizing not “pain” as such, but the “memory” of pain. “The event” refers 

to that experience of pain which cannot be localized or given a definite time-frame; it is 

over-determined, unexpected, and without origin. On the other hand, pain in the past was 

suppressed in the process of repression, which Freud identified by arguing about the 

nucleus of the psychical mechanism.
1
  

The process of negating pain, by way of constructing idealized fictions, is what I note 

as “paranoia” – in this essay. Paranoia and pain are two intricate and interwoven 

concepts. On the surface, the experience inherent in the construction of paranoid 

knowledge of pain is forgotten. I argue that references to pain in the novel can be read as 

indexes to the painful event, long repressed. My intention is to attend to the history of 

violence, as well as the violence of history, by re-reading some fleeting moments of the 

disintegrated Karamazov family.  

In this study, three instances in the novel are noteworthy: (1) Dmitry meeting a line of 

burnt village women in dream; (2) Ivan questioning the meaninglessness of children 

suffering; (3) Alyosha recalling his mother’s face as beautiful and frenzied. These 

moments, apparently, have little to do with the family's painful past: But a historical and 

psychological re-reading shows that they have undergone a process of idealization, where 

images of pain are disavowed. Such idealized knowledge reiterates a stable and 

pleasurable subject and a single identity, just as the child has a sense of fullness and 

harmony by looking at his mirror image.
2
 Knowledge is, in nature, paranoid insofar as it 

represses the fragmentariness of identity, imposing a complete and concluded self.
3
  

This essay returns to moments where paranoid knowledge comes into shape, releasing 

the instants from being hastily interpreted as straight forward messages or symbolism. It 

is at this twist of reading and re-reading that paranoid knowledge is displaced, and where 

pain resurfaces in the text. Pain, to put crudely, displaces paranoia upon the reading of the 

instantaneous event. My implemented methodology, regarding pain, is aptly summarized 

by Walter Benjamin’s materialistic turn to historiography: “The true picture of the past 

flits by. The past can be seized only as an image which flashes up at the instant when it 

can be recognized and is never seen again” asserting that, “To articulate the past 

historically does not mean to recognize it ‘the way it really was’. It means to seize hold of 

a memory as it flashes up at a moment of danger (V-VI).
4
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A Karamazov History 

The novel, divided in twelve Books, is based on what happens to a disintegrated 

family in a town called Skotoprigonyevsk (Cattle Run), located about 150 miles southeast 

of Petersburg. Fyodor Karamazov is a landowner with four sons, from two marriages and 

a rape. Dmitri (Mitya), twenty-eight, is the first-born son by the first wife, Adelaida. Ivan 

and Alyosha, twenty-four and twenty, are from his second wife, Sofia Ivanovna. All three 

sons are abandoned by the father at birth. Before the main action of the novel takes place, 

the father, attracted to all kinds of females, has raped Lizaveta Smerdyashchaya, a holy 

fool who gives birth to the fourth son, Smerdyakov (the son of the stinking woman). The 

son is discovered and raised by the family servant Grigory and his wife.  

The surrogate father, Grigory, had a six-fingered son who only lived for two weeks. 

He called the son a dragon and thought he ought not to be baptized. The son’s death has 

left “a stamp” on the father’s soul. Since then, he has been concerned with “the divine,” 

reading portions of religious writings, such as the Book of Job and the sermons of “Our 

God-bearing Father, Isaac the Syrian.”
5
 He is also interested in the non-Orthodox 

sectarians, the Flagellants,
6
 who promote castrations as a means of obtaining spiritual 

purity. On the same night when Grigory’s son is buried, the pregnant Lizaveta climbs 

over the fence and falls onto Fyodor’s backcourt. Not uttering a word, the holy fool gives 

birth to Smerdyakov and dies on the spot.  

The young Smerdyakov feeds dogs food mixed with nails. He also has the habit of 

hanging and burying cats with ceremonies. The surrogate father discovers the son’s habit 

(which he might have actually learnt from Grigory) and punishes him with a “painful 

birching:” “You are not a human being, you were begotten of bathhouse slime, that’s who 

you are.”
7
 It turns out that Smerdyakov never forgives Grigory for this hate-ridden 

expression of one’s origin, both verbalized and felt. In a Scripture lesson, the son asks his 

surrogate father a question concerning cosmic origins: “The Lord God created light on 

the first day, and the sun, moon, and starts on the fourth day. Where did the light shine 

from on the first day?”
8
 The question of the cosmic origin is also the question of 

Smerydakov’s origin of birth: “where do I come from?” Or more precisely, “who is my 

father?” Grigory, shocked by the question, replies “I will show you where!” and gives the 

son a violent blow on his cheek. The question of origin – both religious and biological – 

is returned with a blow, a violent act which recalls Smerdyakov’s traumatic birth. A week 

later, the son has his first epileptic fit. Smerdyakov’s epileptic condition marks his 

traumatic birth, i.e. he was begotten as a result of rape. It is not accidental, then, that 

Smerdyakov passes on the violence to animals. Retrospectively, the son says: “I came 

from Stinking Lizaveta without a father […] Grigory Vasilievich reproaches me for 

rebelling against my nativity: ‘you opened her matrix,’ he says. I don’t know about her 

matrix, but I’d have let them kill me in the womb, so as not to come out into the world at 

all.”
9
  

During the third night of the story, Smerdyakov manages to sham an epileptic fit, 

pretending to have fallen into unconsciousness. When the servants are asleep, he wakes 

up and murders Fyodor by smashing his skull with a paperweight. He also steals three 

thousand roubles which he never uses. He has a real and severe epileptic fit shortly after 

the murder. A week later he hangs himself. There is a strange repetition of the two fits of 

Smerdyakov: the first one takes place after being punished by the surrogate father 

Grigory; the second one happens after killing the biological father. The two seizures are 
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indexical to Smerdyakov’s traumatic birth and the violence of the two fathers in the 

past.
10

  

 

Dmitry and “the Wee One” 

As for Dmitry, he is completely forgotten by the old Karamazov. The first-born son 

five times changes hands in the course of his upbringing. He never finishes high school; 

he studies in a military school, later serving in the Caucasus. He leads a wild life and 

spends a great deal of money, often thinking that his father is hiding his deceased 

mother’s inheritance. Book 1 opens with the family history; Book 2 moves on to the 

father meeting his three sons in the monastery to settle the money issue. Several times 

Dmitry hints that he will murder the father. On the night of the murder, he visits the 

father’s house to see if Grushenka – a woman for whom he and the father are competing 

– is with him. Dmitry mistakenly wounds Grigory, leaving the house, causing the family 

servant to have the impression that Dmitry is the murderer. Due to all sorts of 

disadvantageous evidence – such as his manifest aggression, Smerdyakov being 

physically too weak to kill, etc. – Dmitry is arrested for parricide.  

During the police interrogation (in Book 9), Dmitry insists on his innocence. But 

something happens at the end which changes his mind: “He had a strange sort of dream, 

somehow entirely out of place and out of time”.
11

 The brother dreams of himself in a 

carriage, flying past a burnt-down village. In front of it, stand a line of peasant women – 

thin, wasted, with brownish faces. The scene suggests that the women have just 

committed arson. In fact, arson was a popular form of protest of “a beleaguered daughter-

in-law or wife against patriarchal powers in her household.”
12

 Burning houses would also 

attract hysterical women, some of whom would jump up and throw themselves to the 

fire.
13

 The women in the dream could be a group of oppressed women who have 

committed arson or they could be hysterics who are attracted to it – in both cases the 

women appear to suffer from patriarchal powers in their household. 

One of the women in line – with her breast dried-up and possibly considered hysterical 

– is holding a baby who is “crying, reaching out its bare little arms, its little fists 

somehow all blue from the cold.”
14

 Dmitry “wants to weep, he wants to do something for 

them all, so that the wee one will no longer cry […] And it must be done at once, without 

delay and despite everything, with all his Karamazov unrestraint.”
15

 He wakes up at this 

ambivalent point, declaring that he will accept any charges against him. “I had a good 

dream,” he says, and just before the trial he mentions to Alyosha: “I’ve sensed a new man 

in me, a new man has arisen in me! […] It’s for the ‘wee one’ that I will go. Because 

everyone is guilty for everyone else.”
16

 The domestic violence, hinted in the dream, 

suggests that the father is the sinful figure for whom Dmitry is sacrificing. Earlier, 

Dmitry writes a note and hides it in his pocket: “For my whole life I punish myself, I 

punish my whole life!”
17

 Dmitry is eventually sentenced to hard labour in Siberia.  

Two psychoanalytic points illuminate this dream. Paranoia, for Freud, refers to the 

repression of feelings, wishes or qualities which are incompatible to the ego. These 

stimuli are then expelled and projected onto another person or thing, to which the male 

subject now resists. In his study of the German judge, Daniel Paul Schreber, Freud 

suggests that the neurosis is marked by a “detachment of libido” from a previously loved 

one of the same sex.
18

 But this withdrawal is not easily noticed. That he, a man, loves a 

man undergoes various conceptual and linguistic reversions. He, a man, hates a man as a 
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result. Furthermore, to justify this hatred, he, a man, hates me, which marks the 

prosecution symptom often associated with paranoia.
19

  

The homosexual desire is detached and, somehow gradually or suddenly, transformed 

into various kinds of desires in different directions from the beginning of entering the 

symbolic order. To trace the desire, the psychoanalyst has to study how the subject 

interprets the external world, instead of studying the subject as such. “It is incorrect to 

say,” Freud writes, “that the perception which was suppressed internally is projected 

outwards; the truth is rather, as we now see, that what was abolished internally returns 

from without.”
20

 The study of paranoia can, therefore, be understood as the study of 

interpretation, the understanding of something coming not from within, something on the 

“outside.”  

Going back to Dmitri’s dream, can we say that the dream is a glimpse of the return of 

the repressed? Dmitry is led by a peasant driver while the burnt-down village is shown to 

the brother like rolling a film. The hysterical women with brown faces collectively 

resonate with representations of a unified maternal figure as Dmitri’s mother, who is 

suppressed by patriarchy and fallen insane. The child in the woman’s arms could be 

Dmitri himself. All these images come to being, not from within, in a de-contextualized 

rural scene. We do not observe a child and mother being abused in the dream. This 

private and primal scene, expelled from within – in Dmitri – is only retrieved through a 

symptomatic reading of the dream of communal tragedy.  

 

Ivan’s “Philosophical” Treatise 

Ivan is talented in learning and has studied in the university. Having left his father 

early in life, he sustains himself by writing sketches of street lives in newspapers, for 

which he signs “Eyewitness.”
21

 In Book 5, entitled “Rebellion,” the two brothers, Ivan 

and Alyosha, discuss cases of child abuse. These “lovely pictures”, as Ivan called it, 

include Turks’ torture of Slav Children; a young man, grown up like an animal with a 

shepherd, being guillotined for killing an old man; Russian parents torturing their 

children.
22

 Most of these anecdotes involve body mutilation. Ivan questions these 

seemingly meaningless tortures: “Listen: if everyone must suffer, in order to buy eternal 

harmony with their suffering, pray tell me what have children got to do with it? It’s quite 

incomprehensible why they should have to suffer, and why they should buy harmony 

with their suffering.”
23

 Why children have to suffer in order to redeem other people’s sin? 

Apparently, Ivan, the philosopher has posed a universal question concerning the 

meaninglessness of suffering. The “lovely pictures” he collects is part of his project in 

finding truth.
24

  

However, a further reading suggests that the philosopher’s reflection is not all the way 

objective. Ivan brings in the paternal figure within the next sentence: “And if it is really 

true that [children] are in solidarity with their fathers in all the fathers’ evildoings, that 

truth certainly is not of this world and is incomprehensible to me.”
25

 Throughout the 

description of the “lovely pictures,” there is no mentioning of Ivan’s father, who 

abandoned him since childhood. Ivan’s universal question, whether the son should 

shoulder the father’s evildoings, can be seen as questions posed to his own father. The 

unhappy experience of being abandoned is repressed, but it returns in an impersonal, 

theological question-form. “What [Ivan] formulates as a general, global indictment of 

creation” as Geoffrey Kabat puts it, “has its origin in his personal history.”
26

 A question 
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posed to God is actually a question posed to the father. Ivan’s incomprehension is a 

process of negation; he knows, but he thinks he does not know. 

 

Alyosha’s “Beautiful” Memory 

Alyosha’s mother, Sofia Ivanovna, dies when he is four-year-old. He is snatched away 

by her benefactress and comes to live with various guardians of the female sex. From 

adolescence, he has a “wild, frantic modesty and chastity.”
27

 His unconditional 

generosity, echoing Lizaveta’s, is compared to that of a holy fool. Just before he finishes 

high school, he returns home and visits his mother’s grave, after which he enters the 

monastery and becomes the disciple of the elder Zosima. Alyosha has a vivid memory of 

the mother’s face and caresses: “As if she were standing alive before me.”
28

 The memory 

is depicted as that which “emerge[s] throughout one’s life as specks of light, as it were, 

against the darkness, as a corner torn from a huge picture, which has all faded and 

disappeared except for that little corner.”
29

  

But something quite contrary to what Alyosha remembers happened. The sixteen-year-

old orphan Sofia Ivanovna married the old Karamazov in order to run away from her 

tormenting benefactress, an aristocratic old lady. Sofia “was once taken out of a noose 

that she had hung from a nail in the closet.”
30

 Fyodor is particularly attracted to Sofia, 

whose “innocent eyes cut [his] soul like a razor.”
31

 As the benefactor, Fyodor pays no 

respect to Sofia. He invites various women to launch orgies in his house. The terrorized 

experiences she has with Fyodor and her benefactress result in hysteria:  

 

... this unhappy young woman, who had been terrorized since 

childhood, came down with something like a kind of feminine nervous 

disorder, most often found among simple village women, who are known 

as shriekers because of it. From this disorder, accompanied by terrible 

hysterical fits, the sick woman would sometimes even lose her reason.
32

 

 

Sofia’s shrieking, which is symptomatic of  this “terrible woman’s disease,” is 

prominent in peasant women who are oppressed by exhausting work, improper birth 

giving, desperate grief, and beating.
33

 According to relevant literary-medical research, the 

shrieks of the peasant women were often caused by the “exceptionally harsh conditions 

of rural life,” implying that the shrieking is a symptom produced under patriarchal 

oppression.
34

 References to the shrieker drench the novel: apart from Sofia and the 

women appearing in Dmitry’s dream, a peasant woman who visits Zosima suddenly starts 

“screeching, hiccupping and shaking all over as if in convulsions.”
35

 Shrieking is also 

associated with Katerina Ivanovna and Grushenka. And it also happens to Alyosha’s 

fiancée Lise, who imagines crucifying a four-year-old boy by cutting off his fingers.
36

 

Ilyusha’s mother also has a seizure in front of her deceased husband at the end of the 

novel, to which I shall return later.
37

 Liza Knapp points out that the shriekers are 

equivalent to hysterical women in Western Europe.
38

 Just as the shriekers were oppressed 

under patriarchy, the hysterics in Western European – as Charles Bernheimer suggests – 

also suffered from the split between their own personal impulses and the demands of 

patriarchy.
39

 Besides, in the dictionary of Russian folklore culture by Vladimir Dal 

(1863-66), shrieking (кликлуша) is defined as “one possessed by a form of falling 

sickness, to which peasant women are especially susceptible.”
40

 The medical phrase 
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hystérie-épilepsie was still often used to describe hysterical symptoms in later nineteenth-

century Europe; the two diseases were virtually indistinguishable.
41

  

 

A Corner of the Picture  

Diane Thompson suggests that the function of memory in The Brothers Karamazov is 

to propel the narrative and exemplify the discourse of Christian Orthodoxy.
42

 Her 

argument neglects a less predictable memory, which always disrupts the voluntary ones. 

Considering the abridged historical backdrop here and in contrast to Thompson’s 

approach, I am interested in this overlooked point that what Alyosha seems to remember 

coherently about his mother is actually fragmentary. These incoherent and disconnected 

memories of the past have to do with a series of violent acts. In Book 1, where Alyosha is 

introduced, his mothers’ memory is presented vividly – compared with the untainted 

corner of a huge picture: 

 

He remembered a quiet summer evening, an open window, the slanting 

rays of the setting sun (these slanting rays he remembered most of all), an 

icon in the corner of the room, a lighted oil-lamp in front of it, and before 

the icon, on her knees, his mother, sobbing as if in hysterics, with shrieks 

and cries, seizing him in her arms, hugging him so tightly that it hurt, and 

pleading for him to the Mother of God, holding him out from her embrace 

with both arms towards the icon, as if under the protection of the Mother 

of God…and suddenly a nurse rushes in and snatches him from her in fear. 

What a picture! (Вот картина!) Alyosha remembered his mother’s face, 

too, at that moment: he used to say that it was frenzied, but beautiful, as 

far as he could remember. 

 

First, the picture depicts the quiet summer evening with the slanting rays of the setting 

sun, resembling a long-shot in cinema. Second, the picture moves in, demonstrating the 

icon, oil-lamp, the mother, and the son. Third, there is an extreme close-up of the 

mother’s prayer. The picture documents the mother in a fit, hysterically pressing against 

her son, hoping to protect him by borrowing power from the Mother of God. Fourth, and 

after an ellipsis, the nurse comes to take away the son. The memory finishes with another 

close-up of the mother. These images form a narrative, forged in Alyosha’s memory. 

However, a re-reading of these images suggests that they did not necessarily take place in 

a linear sequence. It appears that Alyosha is creating his own memory, instead of 

preserving a story which has objectively taken place. 

 For instance, it is not accidental that Alyosha remembers the “slanting rays of the 

setting sun,” (to appear again in Book 6). The elder says: “I bless the sun’s rising each 

day and my heart sings to it as before, but now I love its setting even more, its long 

slanting rays, and with them quiet, mild, tender memories, dear images from the whole of 

a long and blessed life – and over all is God’s truth, moving, reconciling, all forgiving!”
43

 

As Zosima’s disciple, perhaps Alyosha has intercepted his mother’s memory with a 

phrase used by his mentor. Conversely, the biography, while fragmentary in nature, is 

written down from memory by Alyosha sometime after Zosima’s death. So, it is equally 

possible that he has “borrowed” the memory of his mother, and employed it when writing 
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the biography. In other words, the image of the setting sun is not attached to any original 

voice presented in the novel. 

To move on, the image of slanting rays jumps to a close-up of the mother, pleading 

hysterically before the icon, “as if under the protection of the Mother of God.”
44

 The 

image of pleading is followed by an ellipsis and then a nurse comes, taking away the 

child. The ellipsis suggests that something is missing between the mother pleading and 

the nurse rushing in. Alyosha’s memory is set in a “quiet summer evening”. Uncannily, it 

is also an evening when the newly-born Alyosha and Ivan are snatched away by their 

mother’s benefactress:  

 

Exactly three months after Sofia Ivanovna’s death, the general’s widow 

[the benefactress] suddenly appeared in person in our town […] It was 

evening. […She] made straight for the cottage and the two boys. Seeing at 

a glance that they were unwashed and in dirty shirts, she gave one more 

slap to Grigory himself and announced to him that she was taking both 

children home with her, then carried them outside just as they were, 

wrapped them in a plaid, put them in the carriage, and took them to her 

own town.
45

 

 

At the age of four, Alyosha may have mistaken the benefactress for a nurse. Besides, 

Sofia is already dead when the benefactress takes the children away, meaning that the last 

image of Alyosha’s memory of when “a nurse rushes in” cannot possibly happen in the 

mother’s presence. All images in Alyosha’s memory refer to the events that happened in 

discrete time and space. Only through Alyosha’s recollections are these images pieced 

together and turned into a seemingly uninterrupted narrative.  

 

Alyosha’s Hysteria 

For contemporary readers, other questions persist, especially about the beautiful 

picture of the mother: why, for instance, is Alyosha’s mother weeping in his seemingly 

beautiful memory? In Book 3 (“Over the Cognac”), the drunken old Karamazov meets 

Ivan and Alyosha in his house. Speaking of the female sex and her charm, he gives an 

account of how he sexually abused Sofia: “I never used to caress her, but suddenly, when 

the moment came – suddenly I’d lay myself down before her, crawling on my knees, 

kissing her feet, and I always, always sent her […] into that little laugh, a showery, 

tinkling, soft, nervous, peculiar little laugh.”
46

 It is at this point that the mother falls into 

epileptic fits: “I knew that that was how her sickness usually began, that the next day 

she’d start her shrieking again.”
47

       

The father moves on to recount another abuse of his “little shrieker.” In the first year 

of the marriage, the father thinks the mother is praying too much. He picks up her icon 

and threatens her: “Look…look, here’s your icon, here it is, I’m taking it down. Now 

watch. You think it’s a wonder-working icon, and right now, before your eyes, I’m going 

to spit on it, and nothing will happen to me…!”
48

 Spitting de-consecrates the icon, 

severing the relationship between the Mother of God and Alyosha’s mother. The spitting 

of saliva not only profanes the mother’s prayer, but also evokes the image of the abject. 

That is, the saliva, which exists in liminal space, both inside and outside the membrane, 

engenders a threat to body boundaries.
49

 Upon Fyodor’s threat, the mother breaks into a 
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hysterical fit: “[…] she just jumped up, clasped her hands, then suddenly covered her face 

with them, shook all over, and fell to the floor…just sank down…”
50

 It is exactly at this 

critical moment of narrative construction, when Alyosha – listening to his father, telling 

how he abused his mother – suddenly breaks into a hysterical fit, identical to his mother’s 

as, 

 

The old man jumped up in fright. From the time he began talking about 

his mother, a change had gradually come over Alyosha’s face. He flushed, 

his eyes burned, his lips trembled…The drunken old man went on 

spluttering and noticed nothing until the moment when something very 

strange suddenly happened to Alyosha – namely, the very same thing he 

had just told about the ‘shrieker’ repeated itself with him. He suddenly 

jumped up from the table just as his mother was said to have done, clasped 

his hands, then covered his face with them, fell back in his chair as if he’d 

been cut down, and suddenly began shaking all over in a hysterical attack 

of sudden trembling and silent tears. The remarkable resemblance to his 

mother especially struck the old man. 

 

Now we have a clearer picture to explain why the mother is sobbing and pleading 

before the icon – in the Alyosha’s memory. She might have been abused by the father 

and hoping to protect his son from being abused in the same or different fashion. In his 

“beautiful” memory, Alyosha recollects a scene which happened after the primal scene – 

that he was seized tightly in the mother’s arms – instead of the primal scene itself, 

suggesting that his memory has a tendency to disavow the traumatic past. The essential 

part of the experience of abuse is substituted by an inessential part of the same 

experience. The mother’s hysterical sobbing and seizing of the son are the “symptoms,” 

hinting that violence had actually taken place. Similarly, the moment of Alyosha’s 

seizure is the moment where the “good” memory of the mother is burst open by images 

of sexual abuse. The fit becomes the moment at which the history of violence surfaces in 

the Karamazov consciousness.  

 Besides, the history of violence has no “origin,” as we know that the sixteen-year-

old Sofia was maltreated by her benefactress. Alyosha’s seizure, therefore, is indexical 

not to a single but to multiple images of violence, which involve different tormentors of 

both sexes. The seizure becomes a montage of violent images, recalling Ivan’s animated 

sketches of his “lovely pictures” of child abuse. The “epileptic pain”, here, is much more 

“painful” than one can imagine or measure, as it also allegorizes other histories of pain. 

Suffering, for Emmanuel Levinas, is unassumable insofar as it cannot be understood as a 

meaningful whole. Something slips, overflows, or goes repressed in the cognition of 

other people’s pain(s). To mark the heterogeneity of suffering, Levinas talks about the 

“unassumability” of suffering, which is “an excess, an unwelcome superfluity, that is 

inscribed in a sensorial content, penetrating, as suffering, the dimensions of meaning that 

seem to open themselves to it, or become grafted to it.”
51

 He, then, refers to German 

idealist philosophy as that which appropriates suffering,  

 

It is as if suffering were not just a datum, refractory to the synthesis of 

the Kantian “I think” – which is capable of reuniting and embracing the 
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most heterogeneous and disparate data into order and meaning in its a 

priori forms – but the way in which the refusal, opposing the assemblage 

of data into a meaningful whole, rejects it; at once what disturbs order and 

this disturbance itself.
52

 

 

The absence of origin in Alyosha’s seizure supports the point about the unassumability of 

the epileptic pain. The memories it triggers – be it familial, communal or national pain – 

have no boundaries and cannot be quantified. On the other hand, the Kantian “I think” 

sides with paranoia, being anxious to develop suffering of others into theories before 

experiencing it (a priori).    

  

Freud’s Screen Memories 

On a different psychological level, a psychoanalytic reading helps us to further 

understand Alyosha’s epilepsy. In 1886, Freud returned from Paris, having studied 

hysteria with Charcot in the Salpêtrière Hospital. He observes that a complete hysterical 

fit has three phases:   

 

The first, “epileptoid,” phrase which resembles an epileptic fit. […] 

The second phrase, that of the “grands mouvements,” manifests 

movements of wide compass, such as what are known as ‘salaam’ 

movements, arched attitude (arc de cercle), contortion and so on. […] The 

third, hallucinatory, phrase of a hysterical attack, the “attitudes 

passionnelles” is distinguished by attitude and gestures which belong to 

scenes of passionate movement, which the patient hallucinates and often 

accompanies with the corresponding words.
53

  

 

One of the discoveries Freud made in Salpêtrière is that the above symptoms have no 

organic cause, which leads him to explore meanings “beneath” these indications. He is 

particularly interested in the hallucinatory phase (the 3
rd

 phase) of hysteria. The patients’ 

hallucination is often connected to the memory of the past, particularly traumatic 

memory. Collaborating with Josef Breuer, he writes, 

 

Our attempted explanation takes its start from the third of these phases, 

that of the “attitudes passionnelles.” Where this is present in a well-

marked form, it exhibits the hallucinatory reproduction of a memory 

which was important in bringing about the onset of the hysteria – the 

memory either of single major trauma or of a series of interconnected part-

traumas (such as underlie common hysteria). Or, lastly, the attack may 

revive the events which have become emphasized owning to their 

coinciding with a moment of special disposition to trauma.
54

 

 

In précis, “Hysterics suffer mainly from reminiscences.”
55

 That is, hysteria has to do 

with the physical suffering, conditioned by a selective blockage of memory.
56

 Freud 

furthers these observations in an essay, “Screen Memories” (1899), where he explains 

that the formation of hysterical symptoms has to do with the “building up of our store of 

memories.”
57

 In a dialogue with an educated man, aged thirty-eight, Freud asks his 
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patient to recollect his childhood memories. In the process of his recounting, the analyst 

notices that the man has amalgamated two sets of phantasies of his childhood: “[he] 

projected the two phantasies on to one another and made a childhood memory of them.”
58

 

The memory, constructed from various phantasies and genuine events, is what Freud calls 

a “screen memory.” He shows that when the man recollects his childhood scenes, the 

subject does not experience the scene from the perspective of the child who was in the 

scene, but rather as an observer from outside the scene: “A picture cannot be an exact 

repetition of the impression that was originally received. For the subject was then in the 

middle of the situation and was attending not to himself but to the external world.”
59

 Not 

memory from the past, but memory of the past – hence Freud concludes his essay by 

raising the question of whether we have any memories at all from our childhood, noting 

that,  

 

Memories relating to our childhood may be all that we possess. Our 

childhood memories show us our earliest years not as they were but as 

they appeared at the later periods when the memories were aroused. In 

these periods of arousal, the childhood memories did not, as people are 

accustomed to say, emerge; they were formed at that time.
60

 

 

In the same essay, Freud argues that a very similar case of “screen memories” 

occurred in the analysis of a patient suffering from paranoia. In remembering the past, the 

subject screens off the painful elements of an experience and substitutes it with adjacent, 

less painful elements of the same experience. What Freud called “screen memories” 

anticipates the Lacanian notion that human knowledge is paranoic in nature. The ego has 

a tendency towards imagining a complete and painless idea of the self. The subject seeks 

such imagery by constructing a narrative to justify his own existence. Freud characterizes 

this kind of narrative as “screen memories.” From an epistemological point of view, 

paranoid knowledge is produced upon conceiving such narrative as it can fully explain 

and justify the self. Through looking into the slips, gaps, and silences in the patient’s 

stories, the psychoanalyst examines how a symptom, in the present, is linked to the past. 

The memory of a certain event told by the patient can be that which happened before or 

after an event, which the subject has unconsciously disavowed. In other words, a 

seemingly trivial event can be the trace of the silenced area in memories. And this part of 

memories of childhood has often to do with sexual elements which were not developed 

into consciousness. 

 Freud’s studies in hysteria offer a way of reading which sees trivial words as 

symptoms. The epileptic/hysterical seizure is read as the symptom of a traumatic past. 

Smerdyakov’s epilepsy is indexical to the fact that his mother was raped by Fyodor and 

he himself was abused by Grigory. Alyosha’s seizure points to the primal scene where his 

mother was sexually abused. Ivan’s obsession with his “lovely pictures,” including the 

child who is torn into pieces in front of his mother, rearticulate a history of abused 

children (including himself). And the dried-up hysterical women with the “wee one,” 

crying in Dmitry’s dream, imply their sufferings which are created under patriarchal 

oppression in their household. All these symptomatic moments are suggestive of the 

primal scene, which always involves violent abuses. And these mistreatments, 

particularly for Smerdyakov and Alyosha, are often sexually aggressive.  
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At Ilyusha’s Stone 

Three days after Zosima’s death, Alyosha leaves the monastery. In Book 12, he 

delivers a speech to commemorate Ilyusha, who dies of consumption after fighting 

against the Karamazovs – for humiliating his father Snegiryov. Before the main action of 

the novel takes place, Dmitry “seized [Snegiryov] by the beard in front of everyone, led 

him outside in that humiliating position, and led him a long way down the street.”
61

 

Ilyusha witnessed the entire process. He “saw it and went running along beside them, 

crying loudly and begging for his father, and rushing up to everyone asking them to 

defend him, but everyone laughed.”
62

  

 Standing by “Ilyusha’s stone,” the place where the son wishes to be buried, 

Alyosha gives an uplifting speech to Ilyusha’s friends. Alyosha is anxious to build a 

“good” memory of Ilyusha: “Let us remember his face, and his clothes, and his poor 

boots, and his little coffin, and his unfortunate, sinful father, and how he bravely rose up 

against the whole class for him!”
63

 Alyosha pushes further to suggest that a “good” 

memory is the key to salvation: “Some such beautiful, sacred memory, preserved from 

childhood, is perhaps the best education. If a man stores up many such memories to take 

into life, then he is saved for his whole life. And even if only one good memory remains 

with us in our hearts, that alone may serve some day for our salvation.”
64

  

A powerful brotherhood, as Alyosha’s speech suggests, has to be built upon some 

beautiful memory from childhood, which ensures the grown-up children will remember 

their capacity to love and keep themselves away from “great evil.”
65

 But if we recall 

Freud’s analysis, there is no such thing called memory from the past, but only present-day 

memory of the past. The way in which the children remember Ilyusha depends largely on 

how Alyosha interprets the dead child’s past. The “beautiful and sacred” memories from 

childhood are always already mediated by Alyosha’s speech on forming the brotherhood. 

Before the speech, Alyosha is haunted by another picture of Ilyusha, which is very 

different from what he has said to his disciples: 

 

They all silently stopped at the big stone. Alyosha looked and the 

whole picture of what Snegiryov had once told him about Ilyushechka, 

crying and embracing his father, exclaiming: ‘Papa, papa, how he 

humiliated you!’ rose at once in his memory. Something shook, as it were, 

in his soul.
66

  

 

There is another part of Alyousha’s memories which is not addressed in his speech. 

That is, the fact that Ilyusha’s father was humiliated by Alyosha’s elder brother Dmitry. 

This segment of memory – which again returns in the form of a picture – records the 

moment, when Ilyusha witnessed his father being humiliated in public. This image, as is 

remembered, recalls a desperate complaint. And yet, the humiliation done to the father 

has not been expiated. The little picture of Ilyusha is “screened-out” from the massive, 

beautiful and even sacred picture that Alyosha would like to paint for his disciples. When 

the children are carrying Ilyusha’s coffin to the churchyard, his mother, who becomes 

delirious after her son’s death, has a hysterical fit. However, just like the previous picture 

of Ilyusha pleading his father, the image of hysteria flits by - the mother not mentioned in 

Alyosha’s speech at all. So, 
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... they picked up the coffin, but as they carried it past his mother, they 

stopped in front of her for a moment and set it down, so that she could say 

her farewells to Ilyusha. But suddenly looking so closely at that dear little 

face, which for the past three days she had only seen from a distance, she 

began suddenly shaking all over, wagging her gray head back and forth 

hysterically above the coffin. ‘Mama, cross him, bless him, kiss him,’ 

Ninochka [her daughter] cries to her. But she kept wagging her head like 

an automaton, and then silently, her face twisted with burning grief, she 

suddenly began beating her breast with her fist. They moved on with the 

coffin.
67

 

 

Just as Alyosha has the hysterical fit, which points back to the violence done to his 

mother, here we have Ilyusha’s mother falling into a fit before the corpse of her son – 

who tried to fight for his humiliated father. The hysterical mother permeates the novel: 

the line of dried-up peasant women in Dmitry’s dream; Ivan’s woman who is forced to 

witness her son’s torture; Alyosha’s mother who has been terrorized since childhood; and 

Smerdyakov’s holy fool mother who was raped. These silenced pictures are 

supplemented by Ilyusha’s mad mother. This is another moment where the traumatic side 

of family history is implied. It does not enter consciousness, but rather finds its 

expression in the form of severe seizures.  

We never note the Karamazov brothers being actually raped or abused, nor do we see 

women being abused. The primal event is a scene which we can only infer and construct, 

textually and contextually, as the narrative progresses in our reading and re-reading. All 

we know is that Alyosha is making up his memory in order to forget the event. What the 

event exactly recounts to be, we are not sure, but of some uncertainty that hidden and 

ambiguous history of violence is that which haunts the text. We find traces of this hidden 

violent history through the subject’s paranoid projection which aims to expel the history. 

Only in “a paranoia-mode reading” can we find the painful history which was repressed. 

And if such mechanism is meant to form a stable subject, a re-reading shows that the 

subject is always already de-centred, split, and marked by the traces of pain.  
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