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Dostoevsky’s The Idiot (1868-69) catalogues the riches of embarrassment—from modest blushes that mark quintessentially romantic paradoxes about the young person’s passage between innocence and experience, to minor drawing room infractions against social convention, right up to the visceral cringing and dreadful inevitability that characterize the novel’s scandal scenes. 


Attesting to the existence of social order—whose violated expectations result in the embarrassed person’s discomfiture—embarrassment marks the volatile coexistence of the social and formal organization that binds individuals with the forces that threaten fragmentation and alienation.


Furthermore, embarrassment accommodates the potential for empathy while also testing the very limits of that empathy. The possibility of being embarrassed on behalf of another constitutes one individual’s empathetic act, yet simultaneously upholds the divisive and derisive judgment of the social group.

Focusing on embarrassment, this paper explores the links between the novel’s narrative structure, its ideological and aesthetic principles, and its affective tenor.  It considers how the novel advances a form of sentimental education through the dynamics of embarrassment, which also engages its readers in acts of empathetic embarrassment.  In conclusion, the paper considers the particularities of empathetic embarrassment as a variation on the sympathy so privileged by Victorian novels contemporaneous to The Idiot in the English tradition.

