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ABSTRACT 

           In the Crocodile, Fyodor Dostoevsky uses satire to critique societal systems and human 

behavior through a surreal and absurd event. This research paper applies close reading and 

Friedrich Engels' Marxist theory to analyze how the story critiques capitalism, bureaucracy, and 

social exploitation. The crocodile symbolizes capitalism as a system that consumes individuals, 

while Ivan Matveich's captivity and the public spectacle exposes the absurdity of commodifying 

human suffering. Through this analysis, the paper aimed to demonstrate how Dostoevsky used 

satire to reveal class struggles, alienation, and the dehumanizing effects of capitalist systems, 

emphasizing the story's relevance to discussions on power and inequality. 

 
Introduction 

The Crocodile, written by Fyodor Dostoevsky, represents a satirical story depicting social and political 

conditions in 19th-century Russia. He unveiled the absurdities of bureaucracy, an economy that put economic 

priorities above all else, and excessive ideologizing. The story itself has been captured at a point of intense 

ideological debates in Russia. This work reflects Dostoevsky's concerns over the rise of radical socialism, 

capitalism and westernization. This is a very weird and symbolic story about the main character, Ivan 

Matveich, who gets swallowed by a crocodile. Still, he remains alive inside this animal's belly. All these bizarre 

circumstances lead to Dostoevsky's social commentary about how society lost touch with real human values 

and its growing interest in purely economic and ideological matters.  

The narrative also illustrates Dostoevsky's response to the economics of his day, specifically about 

the Russians' efforts for Western industrialization. This shows the mid-19th-century Russian drive to focus on 

economic growth, where Ivan focuses on "economic principles" over his escape from the crocodile. Critics 

argue that this is a critique of reducing human value to mere economic calculations, something Dostoevsky 

would later express in other works, such as Crime and Punishment and Notes from the Underground (eNotes, 

2024). Besides criticizing economic priorities, Dostoevsky critiques the political radicals of the time, especially 

those influenced by Nikolai Chernyshevsky's ideas of utopian socialism. The story mocks the impracticality 

and arrogance of such thinkers, especially through Ivan's absurd claims of creating a perfect society from 

within the crocodile. This is in line with Dostoevsky's broader dislike for political extremism, where he 

emphasizes how both bureaucratic negligence and ideological dogmatism lead to societal dysfunction 

(Kraaijeveld, 2024).  

The humor and irony of the story will serve to expose the dehumanizing consequences of ideological 

and economic obsessions in a way that often comes at individual expense. This paper therefore explores 

these deeper issues of class dynamics and systemic critique within Dostoevsky's satire by drawing on 

Friedrich Engels' theory of state and class. This paper will highlight how The Crocodile illustrates the 

interaction between class struggles, state priorities, and ideological conflicts. This is in line with the argument 

by Engels that the state often serves the interests of the ruling class at the expense of the working class.  

This paper uses close reading as its main method of analyzing the text of The Crocodile in order to 

reveal deeper meanings in language, symbolism, and narrative structure. Through a focus on particular 

sections of the novel, this analysis reveals how Dostoevsky critiques societal ills including bureaucracy, 

capitalism, and extreme ideologies. The theoretical premise that informs this paper is the Marxist state and 

class theory propounded by Friedrich Engels. He reasoned that the state serves the class with an interest in 

it as much as it represses its worker class. This theory is applied to the text that facilitates interpretation of 

the symbolic role of the crocodile as well as Ivan Matveich's situation, criticizing capitalist exploitation as well 

as class conflicts at the turn of the 19th century in Russia.  
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Problem Statement 

In The Crocodile, Fyodor Dostoevsky critiques the dehumanizing effects of capitalism and 

bureaucracy on individuals and their relationships. While existing scholarship focuses on Dostoevsky’s 

skepticism toward Western capitalism. There is a need to understand how the symbols of the story the 

crocodile and the entrapment of Ivan Matveich reveal moral compromises and distortions of human behavior 

caused by capitalist values. This study intends to address the gap by assessing how these symbols 

demonstrate broader social effects of capitalism, mainly regarding the manner in which economic systems 

destroy empathy and ethical reasoning.  

 

Objectives of the Study 

1) To analyze how Fyodor Dostoevsky uses symbolic elements in The Crocodile to depict the influence of 

capitalism on people's behavior.  

2) To examine how "The Crocodile" reveal about the impact of money and greed on human relationships 

through symbols?   

.   

Research questions   

1) How does "The Crocodile" show the influence of capitalism on people's behavior through symbols?  

2) What does "The Crocodile" reveal about the impact of money and greed on human relationships through 

symbols?    

 

Literature Review 

Scholars have concentrated on the sardonic approach of Fyodor Dostoevsky's The Crocodile to the 

socio-political issues of 19th-century Russia, which has been the subject of much academic discussion. 

Numerous analyses investigate the manner in which Dostoevsky critiques the dehumanizing bureaucracy 

and the expanding capitalist influence that are prevalent in Russian society. This review investigates the state 

of extant scholarship on The Crocodile, with an emphasis on its symbolic depiction of capitalism and 

materialism, as well as their impact on human behavior and relationships. 

Numerous scholars have underscored the narrative's critique of industrial capitalism and 

Westernization. For instance, eNotes emphasizes that The Crocodile reflects Dostoevsky's concern regarding 

the infiltration of Russian society by Western capitalist ideals. This is particularly evident in the characters 

such as Ivan Matveich, who prioritize economic principles over personal well-being, which mirrors the 

emergence of utilitarian and materialistic values during the era (eNotes, 2024). Dostoevsky, according to this 

perspective, employs the preposterous narrative of a man being consumed by a crocodile to satirize the 

consumption and objectification of individuals by capitalist systems that prioritize profit over human life.  

In addition to the critique of capitalism, certain studies concentrate on the story's depiction of the 

influence of money and greed on human relationships. Kraaijeveld (2024) examines the manner in which 

Elena Ivanovna, Ivan's wife, transitions her affections from her spouse to the crocodile, interpreting his 

entrapment as a potential financial opportunity. This change in human connection demonstrates how 

economic and financial factors have supplanted genuine emotive connections, which is indicative of the 

broader societal trend of objectifying human relationships. The grotesque nature of a society that is motivated 

by profit motives is emphasized by Ivan's situation, in which his personal anguish is transformed into a public 

spectacle for financial gain. 

Furthermore, the symbolism of The Crocodile by Dostoevsky has been a subject of critical attention. 

The crocodile has been interpreted as a representation of both capitalism and the state. Scholars contend 

that the crocodile symbolizes the inescapable, consuming nature of socio-economic systems that assimilate 

individuals without regard for their humanity.. It has been perceived as embodying the bureaucratic machinery 

that dehumanizes its subjects, in the same way that Engels critiques the state's role in perpetuating economic 

exploitation and sustaining class oppression (eNotes, 2024).   

 In summary, the dual critique of capitalism and bureaucracy in The Crocodile is consistently 

emphasized in the existing literature. Dostoevsky's utilization of symbolism, repulsive humor, and satire offers 

a piercing commentary on the degradation of human values in the presence of materialism, according to 

scholars. Nevertheless, there is a lack of a more focused examination of the specific symbols in the text, 

particularly in terms of how they reflect the behavioral alterations induced by capitalist systems. This paper 

endeavors to address this lacuna by examining the ways in which symbols like the crocodile, Ivan's 
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entrapment, and the commodification of suffering reflect broader socio-political dynamics and their impact on 

human relationships.  
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Research Methodology 

This study uses a qualitative approach, focusing on close reading to examine the themes of 

bureaucracy, class, and capitalism in The Crocodile. Close reading involves analyzing the text’s language, 

symbolism, and structure to uncover deeper meanings. Key symbols, such as the crocodile, Ivan’s 

entrapment, and the public spectacle of his suffering will be analyzed to understand Dostoevsky’s critique of 

capitalism and bureaucracy. Marxist theory, particularly Engels’ views on class struggle and the state’s role, 

will frame the analysis, highlighting how the story reflects the exploitation of individuals within capitalist 

systems. Secondary sources will provide further context on Dostoevsky’s critique of economic and social 

systems.  

 

Theoretical Framework  

This study primarily uses Friedrich Engels’ Marxist theory, with a focus on his analysis of capitalism, 

class struggle, and the state. Engels argues that the state serves the interests of the ruling capitalist class, 

reinforcing systems of exploitation and inequality (Engels, 1848). This perspective is the key to understand 

how The Crocodile critiques the dehumanizing effects of capitalism and bureaucracy, showing how individuals 

are reduced to commodities in a profit-driven system.  

Other theories, such as Marx’s concept of alienation, explain how capitalism separates workers from 

their labor, the products they create, and their humanity (Marx, 1844). Ivan’s entrapment inside the crocodile 

serves as a metaphor for this alienation, where his identity and relationships are overshadowed by economic 

and bureaucratic structures. Similarly, Althusser’s theory of Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs) describes 

how institutions like the media and education promote capitalist ideologies, influencing individuals’ 

perceptions (Althusser, 1970). Weber’s theory of bureaucracy discusses how bureaucratic systems 

dehumanize individuals by focusing on efficiency and impersonal rules (Weber, 1922).  

However, the primary focus of this analysis is Engels' critique of capitalism and the state's role in 

perpetuating class oppression. This framework provides the lens through which the symbolic elements of The 

Crocodile are explored, particularly in relation to the socioeconomic dynamics and their dehumanizing effects.  

 

Discussion and Analysis 

Title  

The central symbol of the narrative is closely highlighted by the title, The Crocodile. The crocodile's 

literal eating of Ivan Matveich is a metaphor for its metaphorical function as capitalism, a force that is capable 

of absorbing individuals while maintaining an indifferent coverup. This prominence is established at the 

beginning of the narrative: 

“A crowd gathered to admire the crocodile, its immensity and strange stillness captivating all 

who passed by.” 

The title encourages readers to investigate the more profound allegory within the narrative, positioning the 

crocodile as the perspective through which capitalism's abnormalities are perceived.  

 

Audience and Purpose  

Dostoevsky composed “The Crocodile” for a Russian audience that was struggling with Western 

economic ideologies. Ivan Matveich's reflections would be recognized as satire by the intellectuals and 

bourgeoisie, his primary targets. The critique is unambiguous: capitalism commodifies even absurdity and 

suffering. Ivan himself asserts, "What is my suffering in comparison to the progression of ideas?" I am here 

to serve as evidence of the human ability to adapt, even in the most unusual circumstances. The story's 

intention to incite thought and ridicule societal greed is emphasized by its publication in a satirical magazine.   

 

Narrative Point of View  

First-person narrator of the narrative is an observer who is not actively engaged in the central conflict. 

The satire is further strengthened by his detached behavior. Following Ivan Matveich's ending, the narrator 

contemplates:  

“For a moment, I thought to cry out or rush for help, but the absurdity of the situation 

overwhelmed me, and I stood rooted, unsure whether to laugh or mourn.” 

This sarcastic commentary underscores the absurdity of the characters' actions, thereby establishing a critical 

distance that reveals societal deficiencies.  
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Imagery and Symbols  

The Crocodile: A huge, demanding entity that consumes without concern, the crocodile symbolizes 

capitalism. Ivan describes the interior of the object after it has been taken in:  

“Inside, it is dark, but not oppressively so. Its walls are elastic, accommodating my presence 

with strange comfort. Is this not a metaphor for the times—an all-encompassing system, 

stretching to contain all within its hollow shell?” 

This description underscores capitalism's adaptability, which enables it to capitalize on any situation, 

regardless of its absurdity.  

The German Proprietor: Capitalist profiteering is symbolized by the German proprietor. He prioritizes profit 

over Ivan's life, refusing to inflict injury on the crocodile:  

“Cut open my crocodile? Out of the question! You do not comprehend, sir, the rarity of such a specimen or 

its value to my enterprise.” 

Foreign capitalists exploiting Russian society are caricatured by his broken Russian and fixation with profit.  

The Arcade: The arcade, a vibrant commercial venue, exemplifies the commodification of public existence. 

A peculiar tragedy transforms into a spectacle:  

“Soon, children and their parents arrived, eager to see the man inside the crocodile. Tickets 

were sold, and the arcade buzzed with excitement.” 

The setting emphasizes the way capitalism converts all events, including misfortune, into opportunities for 

financial gain.  

Ivan’s Monologue: Ivan's speech, delivered from within the crocodile, is extensive with sarcasm. He 

rationalizes his suffering, which is indicative of the bourgeois inclination to intellectualize oppression:  

“Let them gaze at me and ponder the resilience of the human spirit! Here, in the belly of this 

beast, I achieve philosophical clarity unmatched by any ordinary man.” 

This rationalization exposes the absurdity of accepting exploitation as progress.  

Characterization  

Ivan Matveich: The complacent bourgeoisie is embodied by Ivan. He glorifies his trap by speculating 

about his dilemma, rather than resisting:  

“What better symbol of modern man than this? Trapped, yet thriving, finding purpose even in 

the jaws of calamity!” 

The bourgeois urge to conform to oppressive systems rather than challenge them is reflected in his 

intellectualization of his situation. 

Elena Ivanovna: Elena symbolizes the superficial values of the bourgeoisie. Her concern for Ivan is transient, 

rapidly eclipsed by her social aspirations:  

“If my poor husband remains in the crocodile, should I not wear mourning clothes? But then, 

what will people think of me at the soirée?” 

Her trivial worries highlight how materialism distorts human relationships.  

  

The German Proprietor: The proprietor's greed overshadows any empathy for Ivan’s plight:  

“As long as he survives in there, my crocodile gains fame, and my business flourishes!”  

His character satirizes the prioritization of profit over morality. 

   

Chronology  

The linear structure of the narrative recalls of the capitalist lifecycle, which encompasses 

consumption, adaptation, and exploitation. This progression is illustrated by Ivan's transition from victim to 

advocate for his captivity. The narrator observes: 

“It seemed, over time, Ivan grew accustomed to his new habitat, speaking of it not as a prison 

but as a platform for intellectual greatness.” 

The uncomplicated chronology enables readers to concentrate on the absurdity of each development.  

 

Form  

          The narrative's satirical tone is reinforced by its colloquial style.  For example, Ivan's showy words 

starkly contrast with the narrator's unadorned observations, as illustrated in:  

“He spoke as though his predicament was a choice, not a calamity.” Ivan: “Indeed, sir, the choice 

was made for me by fate. But I embrace it wholeheartedly!” 
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Patterns and Contradictions Patterns  

      Consumption and Spectacle: The crocodile’s act of swallowing Ivan recurs as a motif:  

“And still, they came—people, eager to witness the man consumed by the beast. 

Even tragedy, it seems, is not immune to capitalism’s touch.” 

Rationalization: Ivan repeatedly intellectualizes his plight:  

“In this crocodile, I am not a victim but a symbol. My suffering elevates me to philosophical 

immortality.” 

Contradictions  

 The narrative flourishes on paradoxes. Ivan's assertion that he flourishes within the crocodile 

conceals his dehumanized condition. Elena's contradictory feelings—anxiety for Ivan and a desire to accept 

widowhood—demonstrate the distortions engendered by materialism. 

 

Allusions  

Biblical Allusion: The narrative mirrors Jonah and the whale while subverting its themes. In contrast to  

Jonah, who disregards and opposes, Ivan accepts his situation:  

“I do not cry for deliverance; I bask in the opportunity to live within this creature’s belly.” 

 

Critique of Western Capitalism  

   The German owner exemplifies Western exploitation of Russian society:  

“This crocodile will bring me riches beyond imagination. A man inside it? Even better—an 

attraction for all!” 

This illustrates Dostoevsky's concern with the unexamined embrace of Western economic methodologies.  

 

Conclusion 

Fyodor Dostoevsky's The Crocodile presented a strong critique of capitalism and its harmful effects 

on individuals and society. Through the symbol of the crocodile, the story demonstrated how capitalism 

reduced people to commodities, as illustrated by Ivan's entrapment and his absurd justifications for remaining 

inside. The narrative revealed how capitalism diminished human value to mere profit, while the ruling class 

perpetuated social inequalities. Ivan’s acceptance of his situation and his irrational reasoning highlighted how 

the bourgeoisie rationalized exploitation instead of challenging it. Ultimately, The Crocodile exposed the 

alienation and exploitation caused by capitalist systems, emphasizing their destructive impact on human 

relationships and behavior.  
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