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ABSTRACT 

THE IRREDUCIBILITY OF GUILT IN DOSTOEVSKY 

Jim Bridges 

Dostoevsky views guilt as a qualitative determination 

of the person. Guilt's referent is man's personality, his 

ontological status, and not simply external or conventional 

judgments. Both the judgment and the chastisement for guilt 

are internalized in conscience. 

Dostoevsky placed guilt within a religio-theological 

context: the religious doctrine of the brotherhood of all 

men comes both before and after personal involvement in a 

community of guilt. The oneness of man in Christ is the 

precondition for communal guilt. The community of guilt 

presents the possibility for the realization of universal 

brotherhood. Within this religious context, guilt is taken 

up as a moment in the dialectic of redemption. Outside of 

the religious context, guilt is experienced as condemnation. 

Man becomes conscious of personal guilt and responsibility 

for evil not primarily through an analogy to the wickedness of 

others, but through the confrontation with a suffering world. 

This understanding of guilt is presented forcefully in 

Dostoevsky's Crime and Punishment and The Brothers Karamazov. 



Dostoevsky's approach to guilt proves to be inapplica¬ 

ble to both law and ethics because of its qualitative, com¬ 

munal, and internal nature. It can, however, have a 

therapeutic function in psychology because it integrates 

suffering into a meaningful scheme and summons man to his 

responsibility. In the last analysis, Dostoevsky's notion 

of guilt finds its distinctive characteristics within the 

Christian confession. 
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The concept of guilt can have many diverse meanings. 

The differences in meaning associated with the phenomenon 

of guilt are usually determined by the formal contexts in 

which it is understood. Law, ethics, psychology, and 

religion understand guilt differently because of the nature 

of the discipline."^ But there are also different concepts 

2 
of guilt within these separate disciplines. 

The questions asked about guilt deal with its relation 

to responsibility, freedom, punishment, redemption, and 

conscience. Can guilt accept as its referrent a community 

or is it applicable only to the individual, or both? Is 

guilt a qualitative or a quantitative notion--does it admit 

of degrees or is it a total determination? Is the judgment 

of guilt extrinsic or intrinsic to the guilty person--is thi 

judgment made by society, the court, or God or is it made by 

the conscience of the guilty one, or a combination of these? 

How are sanctions imposed consequent upon a judgment of 

guilt--does a judgment of guilt conclude in punishment, in 

simple judgment, in individual conscience or in a con¬ 

fluence of these factors? If guilt is known through con¬ 

science, what is its effect on the guilty person? What is 

the relation of guilt to religious sin or societal crime? 

Is the feeling of guilt a subjective creation or does it 

have objective reference? 
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Dostoevsky wrote extensively of the phenomenon of guilt 

in his novels. The feeling of guilt, or sometimes more 

appropriate, the reality of guilt, serves as the driving 

force in some of these novels such as Crime and Punishment 

and the Brothers Karamazov. These literary inquiries are 

most often described by the slogans "all are guilty for all" 

and "the desire to suffer." An explication of these slo¬ 

gans, however, does not exhaust Dostoevsky's notion of 

guilt. He relates guilt to sin and crime, to church and 

state; he examines it from both a psychological and a 

religious point of view; he discusses the relationship of 

nihilism to guilt; and he roots the recognition of real 

guilt in the spiritual sphere, where redemption is also 

possible. The focal points of Dostoevsky's views on guilt 

are its relation in a religious sense to freedom and its 

distinction as a qualitative determination of the person 

which involves him in both personal guilt and in a community 

of guilt. 

What is the procedure by which one may come to an 

understanding of Dostoevsky's notion of guilt? First, a 

clear understanding must be formed of its use in the select¬ 

ed literature. Dostoevsky does not write a sciéntific 

treatise on guilt: he shows it in action. Although several 

of his characters, Zosima, Ivan Karamazov, and Porfirii 

Petrovich, discuss the notion of guilt, they do so only to 

provide the backdrop for the actions of those characters 



3 

who are involved with guilt. One must observe the action 

of his characters and theorize from this as to Dostoevsky’s 

notion of guilt. Dostoevsky’s idea of guilt must be under¬ 

stood primarily from studies of the appropriate characters 

and the relevant theories, if any, attached to them. It 

must be strongly stressed that a thorough and complete con¬ 

cept of guilt is not developed through any one character, 

or indeed, through them all. But even though Dostoevsky 

does not offer an intellectually thorough concept of guilt, 

he paints a picture of guilt which is laden with powerful 

meanings and ramifications. All of the characters which 

represent a relevant aspect of guilt must be allowed to 

play their role in explicating the meaning of guilt as 

Dostoevsky understood it. 

Once the relevant aspects of guilt have been gleaned 

from Dostoevsky's novels, they can be compared with other 
4 

formal and material conceptions of guilt in order to clas¬ 

sify and explicate its meaning. The appropriateness of 

Dostoevsky's understanding of guilt can then be shown for 

the various disciplines: law, ethics, psychology, and 

religion. 

It will be useful to examine, in some of Dostoevsky's 

novels, how certain characters approach and react to guilt. 

An anticipatory answer to the above questions may be given 

by saying that basically, Dostoevsky's notion of guilt is a 

qualitative one, rather than quantitative. It is a religious 
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intuition of guilt which is related to redemption through 

inner suffering rather than external punishment. It does 

not admit of a simple numerical correspondence between of¬ 

fense and guilt. It thus formally opens the way for a 

community of guilt. Sanctions, that is, the telos by 

which guilt completes its term, are imposed on the guilty 

person by his own conscience, which knows him to be guilty, 

either consciously or unconsciously. Although the point of 

recognition lies in the individual conscience, guilt is not 

the creation of that conscience. Guilt is not simply a 

psychological complex, but has an ontological reference; 

guilt is then a qualifying determination of the person--the 

person who participates in guilt is totally, ontologically, 

and qualitatively guilty. The term "guilt1' can be used to 

describe his being. It is not simply an outward judgment 

applied to him. A further point to be made about Dostoevsky's 

notion of guilt is that this qualitative total guilt is only 

recognized within a religious horizon of understanding, and 

therefore, within the possibility of redemption. It has now 

to be shown that this is actually in the texts. The relevant 

characteristics of guilt must then be explicated and ampli¬ 

fied and brought into a coherent relation with one another. 



FOOTNOTES 

The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, s.v. "Guilt," by H.D. 
Lewis; and William Frankena, Ethics (Englewood Cliffs, New 
Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1973) pp. 5-7. 

2 
For example, within psychology, Freud treats guilt as 

a complex whereas Frankl sees it as having an objective 
referent. Sigmund Freud, "Dostoevsky and Parricide," 
Dostoevsky, Rene Wellek, ed. (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1962), pp. 103ff; Viktor Frankl, Man's 
Search for Meaning (New York: Pocket Books, 1963), pp. 
173ff. Within religion, the approaches of St. Thomas and 
Kierkegaard are vastly different. Thomas sees guilt in 
quantitative and comparative terms. Kierkegaard sees guilt 
as a qualitative, total determination. St. Thomas Aquinas, 
Summa Theologiae (Blackfriars, 1969), Vol. 25, questions 73- 
78; S0ren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript, 
trans. David F. Swenson (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1941), pp. 468ff. 

3 A. Bern, "Das Schuldproblem im kunstlerischen Schaffen 
von Dostojevskij," Zeitschrift Fur Slavische Philologie no. 
12 (1935), p. 253. 

4 
By "formal" is meant the overall framework within 

which guilt is placed in the various disciplines--law, ethics 
psychology, and religion. By "material" is meant the individ 
ual characteristics which guilt assumes within these disci¬ 
plines . 

5 



CHAPTER 1 

CRIME AND PUNISHMENT 

A. Bern singles out*in his discussion of Crime and 

Punishment the episode dealing with the painter Nikolai 

Dementyev as one which exhibits the phenomenon of guilt in 

its essential psychological structure (even though he goes 

beyond psychology to ontological assertions in order to make 

it understandable). Nikolai is arrested for and confesses 

to the murder which Raskol'nikov committed. However, the 

crime and guilt which it exposes have no essential connec¬ 

tion. Although the murder of the old usuress is the catalyst 

which brings Nikolai's guilt to the surface, it did not cause 

the guilt itself. The crime provides an opportunity for an 

already existing guilt to relate itself to something objec¬ 

tive. The guilt and the crime are only circumstantially con¬ 

nected, not essentially (as is obvious, since Nikolai did not 

commit the murder). 

There are two explanations given in the text for Nikolai's 

action. When asked why he ran away and tried to hang himself, 

he replies: 

. . ."Because I was very much afraid."--"What were 
you afraid of"--"People saying I had done it"-- 
"How could you be afraid of that if you knew you 
were quite innocent? . . . And why haven't you come 
forward before this?"--"From fear."--"Why did you 
try to hang yourself?"--"Thinking*"--"Thinking what?" 
--"That they would pin it on me."2 

6 



Razumikhin hints at a further explanation as he ironically 

degrades the methods of the police: 
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No, they will not accept it, they will not have 
it on any account, because they have found a 
box and because a man tried to hang himself, 
'which he could not have done unless he had 
known he was guilty!'3 

Why indeed would he run away and hang himself? Why would he 

reveal intentions of confessing, if he were not guilty? But 

Nikolai is not guilty of the murder. Is his avowed "fear 

of judgment" enough to account for his actions? If not, if 

he is guilty, in what does his guilt consist? What kind of 

guilt would make Nikolai's actions intelligible? 

The scene in which Nikolai actually confesses to the 

murder makes it clear that the confession of murder was some¬ 

thing extraneous to his guilt. It is "not his own idea."^ 

Nikolai bursts in on Raskol'nikov and Porfirii Petrovich 

and announces: "I am guilty! The sin is mine! I am the 

murderer!"^ Porfirii recognizes that it is not Nikolai's 

own thoughts: 

'1 did it as a blind . . . that is why I ran with 
Mit'ka," answered Nikolai quickly, as though he 
had prepared his reply before hand. 

"Ah, so that's it!" cried Porfirii angrily. 
"That's not his own idea; he's picked it up 
somewhere . . . . 

What does it mean when Nikolai grasps onto an alien con¬ 

fession in order to make his guilt known? Nikolai's search 

for a concrete guilt does have a meaning. 

The psyche of such a consciousness, one over¬ 
come by the feeling of guilt, very often seeks 
out a specific crime in order, as it were, to 
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deliver himself_from the sphere of universal 
damnation and / enter / the world of common 
human criminality, which for human conscious¬ 
ness appears easier and more tolerable than 
the intensive pressure of metaphysical sin¬ 
fulness . ' 

A sense of guilt drives Nikolai to take the responsibility 

for another’s crime upon himself. This action can be ex¬ 

plained only if he knows himself to be guilty. And, being 

guilty, he seeks expiation for his guilt. 

To be guilty is to be ready to undergo the 
chastisement and to make oneself the subject 
of the chastisement.® 

Something in Nikolai's psyche compels him to take the re¬ 

sponsibility for a crime he did not commit upon himself. This 

strange act becomes comprehensible if one assumes that 

Nikolai did bear feelings of guilt. These feelings of guilt 

made him incomprehensible to himself and made his life value¬ 

less and meaningless. In order to provide an explanation, 

to restore meaning to his life, to make his guilt concrete, 

he confesses to a murder. Murder is precisely a definable 

crime. The guilt for a murder can be dealt with and under¬ 

stood. Suffering under the weight of a guilt imposed for a 

concrete crime would be easier to bear than the suffering of 

a guilt whose origin is unknown. Nikolai grasps hold of a 

solid, concrete crime in order to explain his general sense 

of guilt, a sense of guilt connected with no specific crime. 

He can understand his general sense of guilt only if it is 

concrete; if he is guilty because he has murdered. 
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A final explanation for Nikolai’s action is given in 

the novel by Porfirii. He links Nikolai's act with his ex¬ 

perience of religious confusion: 

And did you know he was a schismatic, and not 
only that, but one of those simple-minded zealots? 
. . . Well, he felt afraid, he tried to hang him¬ 
self! He tried to run away! ... Do you, Rodion 
Romanovich, know what some of these people mean by 
'suffering'? It is not suffering for somebody's 
sake, but simply 'suffering is necessary'--the 
acceptance of suffering, that means, and if it is 
at the hands of the authorities, so much the better 
.... Well, this is the point: I suspect now 
that Nikolai desires 'to accept suffering,' or some¬ 
thing of the sort.^ 

Porfirii takes Nikolai's religious convictions as providing 

the reason for his compulsion to confess, run away, and hang 

himself. Nikolai's religion forces him to seek suffering. 

It is not simply the fear of being accused. The "desire to 

suffer" precedes this. But how is this desire to be made 

intelligible? It is not self-explanatory. It asks for an 

explanation. Another more comprehensive concept must be 

brought in to explicate this desire to suffer. 

Bern understands Nikolai's "fear of judgment" as a can¬ 

vas on which Dostoevsky can paint the picture of a more pro¬ 

found notion of guilt. The "fear of judgment'does not pro¬ 

vide the motivation for Nikolai’s behavior. This fear is 

of course real and unbearable to Nikolai, but it requires a 

more comprehensive phenomenon to explain it. The explanation 

is to be found in the sphere of Nikolai's moral experience. 

The ground must have been prepared for such a fear to take 

root in his conscience. There was a feeling of guilt 
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lurking in Nikolai's subconscious which was brought to the 

surface by the crime. 

It is obvious that the base of Nikolai's "strange" 
step had been prepared. News of the murder of the 
usuress impressed him greatly and induced him to 
this experiment in suicide. But the news was only the 
immediate cause which allowed that feeling of "guilt," 
slumbering in his subconscious, to come to light. 10 

The explanation of Nikolai's fear lies in his feeling of 

religious confusion. This is the extent of the text's 

explanations, but it requires an explanation itself. It 

is not understandable without a condition which explains 

its possibility. 

According to Dostoevsky's assertion, Nikolai was 
under the influence of the Old Believers /”andJ7 became 
disordered through religion. In order to go astray 
religiously, however, it is necessary to have a spiri¬ 
tually prepared base. Precisely for this reason the 
feeling of universal sinfulness, or original sin must 
have previously existed in the depths of Nikolai's 
consciousness, or more correctly, his subconsciousness, 
causing him to accept suffering in his search for an 
exit. "The desire to suffer" cannot be explained with¬ 
out the presupposition of a primordial feeling of guilt, 
of original sin in the human soul.H 

The primary point to be made about this episode is that 

guilt is not simply a correlate to a particular crime or 

sin. There is an intuition of guilt which is out of pro¬ 

portion to particular sins. In thinking thus, Dostoevsky 

opposes himself to legal or ethical concepts of guilt, 

which depend for their sanctions and judgments upon a partic¬ 

ularization of crimes and a correlation of judgment with this 

particularization. That the sense of guilt is out of 

proportion to the sin opens up the psychological question of 
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guilt. Does guilt, when not defined in relation to particular 

crimes and sins, have an objective reference? Is it objec¬ 

tively real? Or is it the imagination of a neurotic mind? 

Dostoevsky attempts to answer these questions in the figure 

of Raskol'nikov. 

The novel Crime and Punishment shows the reality of 

guilt and its power over the guilty man. It is not simply 

an imaginative fiction which can be dismissed and overcome 

by knowledge of its imaginary character. Raskol’nikov is 

presented as one who revolts against his guilt, as one who 

will not recognize it as real. He commits a crime but will 

not accept responsibility for it: the murder is not morally 

wrong, for morality is simply a convention. Raskol’nikov 

does not admit the reality of guilt. But there is a part of 

him that knows that he is guilty. Raskol'nikov is the guilty 

man who will not believe in this guilt. Although he does 

not accept the notion of moral obligation, this obligation 

claims him. It asserts its claim upon his conscience and 

his being. It determines him as a guilty man and attempts 

to compel the recognition of this into his consciousness. 

In his refusal to listen, Raskol'nikov is a man at war with 

himself. 

It is almost universally recognized in Dostoevsky 

12 scholarship that Raskol'nikov's is not a unified character. 

He presents such antinomies of action and mood that his role 

in the novel cannot be elucidated under a single category. 



Raskol'nikov is a divided character. Indeed, it is this 

division which is the principle of motion in the novel. 

12 

The opening scene of the novel points to the oppositions 

within Raskol'nikov which provide the principle of motion for 

the plot. Raskol'nikov is rehearsing his projected crime, 

the murder of the old usuress. His theory is foremost in his 

13 
mind: "a new word--that is what they fear most of all." 

But this attraction to his theory is not the only reaction 

he has to it. It also repulses him: 

At that time he did not believe in the 
reality of his imaginings, and their audacity, 
which both repelled and fascinated him at the 
same time .... 

The repulsion which he feels is not simply intellectual dis¬ 

agreement. It reaches into his soul: 

"Oh God, how repulsive! Can I possibly, can I 
possibly . . . no, that's nonsense, it's ridicu¬ 
lous!" he broke off decisively. "How could such 
a horrible idea enter my mind? What vileness my 
heart seems capable of! The point is, that it is 
vile, filthy, horrible, horrible ... !" 

But words and exclamations were not a sufficient 
outlet for his agitation. The feeling of infinite 
loathing that had begun to burden and torment him 
while he was on his way to the old woman's had now 
reached such a pitch that he did not know what to 
do with himself in his anguish.*5 

The horror of his projected deed causes him intense spiritual 

anguish--even the knowledge that he could contemplate such a 

deed should serve to reveal his guilt to him. But Raskol'nikov 

will not let this notion take root in his conscious mind; he 

will not admit the reality of moral evil and guilt: "This is 
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all nonsense," he said to himself hopefully, "and there was 

no need to get so agitated. It was simply physical weak- 

ness." Raskol'nikov does not consciously acknowledge his 

guilt. Intellectually it does not reach him. It is des¬ 

cribed as simply "physical weakness." But a feeling of 

guilt, a feeling of loathing about himself for even consider¬ 

ing such wickedness, had begun to grow in his conscience. 

The remainder of the novel will show the battle of these 

opposing forces within Raskol'nikov. On the one hand 

Raskol'nikov will only allow his intellectual side to have 

validity. His moral theory is the primary datum of his 

consciousness. Anything inconsistent with it must be 

brought into line with his theory. The feeling of guilt 

which constantly invades Raskol'nikov's subconscious and 

compels him to certain actions and determinations is explain¬ 

ed by Raskol’nikov as physical weakness, as a blunder, a mis¬ 

take. But Dostoevsky is not content with this explanation. 

He closes the scene with a cryptic note: "Even at this mom¬ 

ent he dimly perceived, however, that there was something 

morbid in his sudden recovery of spirits." This dimly 

perceived guilt, this perception that something morbid and 

false was at work here, will be reintroduced in the "Epilogue" 

as Raskol'nikov begins his "resurrection." It is this kernel 

of morality which Bern has in mind when he speaks of the "law 

of nature" and of "the strong moral laws anchored in us 

18 
which are not overcome by our conscious mind." The 
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ontological structure of human nature-^ as a moral consti¬ 

tution is the presupposition for Raskol'nikov's redemption. 

That his nature is essentially and irrevocably tied to a 

moral determination of existence is the condition for speak¬ 

ing seriously about both guilt and the atonement of this 

guilt. 

Raskol'nikov seeks to define his entire being in terms 

of his moral theory. There are two explicit references to 

20 monomania in the novel which show this interpretation to 

be consistent with Dostoevsky's intent. Raskol'nikov must 

fit all of life into his theory. 

Guilt, however, will not allow itself to be explained 

away. It compels certain actions and recognitions in 

Raskol'nikov. The sense of guilt which pervades Raskol'nikov's 

subconscious affects him in several ways through its attempt 

to become conscious. It reveals itself in the compulsion 

to confess, to make itself known. It imprisons Raskol'nikov 

in isolation; it severs him from his fellow human beings. 

It makes him incomprehensible to himself: he cannot under¬ 

stand either his actions or his motives. Guilt reveals it¬ 

self to Raskol'nikov in disturbing and traumatic dreams. Its 

compulsions nearly drive him out of his mind. The rational 

man Raskol'nikov suddenly acts irrationally and insanely. 

Raskol’nikov will not acknowledge his guilt; but that 

guilt insists on making itself known. From the beginning of 

the novel to the end, Raskol'nikov feels compelled to confess 
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his crime. His subconscious feels his guilt and brings 

it to consciousness through the impulse to confess. 

The motif of confession is made explicit immediately 

after the murder of the old woman and her sister: 

The terror that possessed him had been growing 
greater and greater, especially after this second, 
unpremeditated murder. He wanted to get away as 
quickly as possible. If he had been in a condition 
to exercise a sober judgment and see things more 
clearly, if he could only have recognized all the 
difficulty of his position and how desperate, 
hideous, and absurd it was, if he could have under¬ 
stood how many obstacles to surmount, perhaps even 
crimes to commit, still lay before him, before he 
could escape from the house and reach home--very 
probably he would have abandoned everything and 
given himself up, not out of fear for himself so 
much as from horror and repulsion for what he had 
Hone. Repulsion, indeed, was growing in his heaTt 
with every moment.^1 

Feeling repulsed at the horror of his deed, Raskol’nikov 

instinctively wants to rid himself of this horror and repul¬ 

sion. 

The desire to confess is not the only effect of the 

murder on his conscience. He puts himself and the instru¬ 

ments used in this murder through an "elaborate cleansing 

22 ritual." He must rid himself of the blood of the murder¬ 

ed woman; he must wash off the murder. He is also stricken 

by the fear that he may be going out of his mind: 

But a growing distraction, that almost amounted 
to absentmindedness, had taken possession of him; 
at times he seemed to forget what he was doing, 
or rather to forget the important things and cling 
to trivialities .... A dark and tormenting idea 
was beginning to rear its head, the idea that he 
was going out of his mind and that he was nç>t cap¬ 
able of reasoning or of protecting himself. 3 
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The desire to confess and "put an end to it all" recurs 

again in this chapter. Raskol'nikov is locked in the room 

of the murder while several people try to get in. 

Raskol'nikov stood clutching his axe, in a 
sort of delirium. He was even prepared to 
fight them when they came in. While they were 
knocking at the door and arranging what they 
would do, he was more than once tempted to put 
an end to it all at once by calling out to them 
from behind the door. 4 

The compulsion to confess, his disorientation and his fear 

of being out of his mind will continue and intensify through¬ 

out the novel as the sense of guilt in his subconscious tries 

to make itself known. 

The second part of the novel continues the confession 

motif, Raskol'nikov's fear of insanity, and a general repul¬ 

sion to the crime. He begins to feel the beginning of his 

punishment. 

The conviction that everything, even memory, 
even the simple power of reflection, was desert¬ 
ing him, had begun to torment him unbearably. 
"What if it is beginning already? Can this really 
be the beginning of my punishment ... ? But 
what can be the matter with me?" he wailed again 
like a lost soul. b 

When summoned to the police office to answer for his 

overdue rent, he is again assailed by his conscience. He 

becomes disgusted with himself as he is forced to wear the 

blood-stained sock which he had worn during the murder: 

"But no sooner had he put it on than he dragged it off with 

horror and loathing. 
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Once he realizes what he has done, that he quailed in 

the face of his deed, Raskol'nikov tries to deny this lapse 

from intellectual strength and autonomy. The passage con¬ 

tinues : 

Then, realizing that he had no other, he took it 
and put it on again--and again he laughed. "This 
is all conditional, all relative, all merely forms," 
flashed into one corner of his mind, . . . while his 
whole body trembled.2' 

This is the crux of Raskol'nikov's thoughts concerning 

guilt: guilt is a conditioned response; it is a convention 

which can lay no claim to truth. Raskol'nikov judges guilt 

to consist only of weakness and imagination. The guilty con¬ 

science is a false consciousness. Dostoevsky fights against 

this view by showing the power of guilt over Raskol'nikov's 

rationalizations of it. 

Raskol'nikov again feels the need for confession on the 

way to the police station: 

"If they ask me, I shall probably tell them," he 
thought as he drew near the office .... 
"I shall go in, fall on my knees, and tell the 
whole story," he thought as he came to the 
fourth floor.28 

Raskol'nikov cannot rid himself of the need to confess. 

Even at the police station, he feels that he must confess. 

He indeed does make a type of confession. 

At the police station, he needs to confess 
something; therefore he tells of a most inti¬ 
mate event in his past life, i.e., the engagement 
to his landlady's daughter. This is for the 
fourth time, a type of confession. y 
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It is at this point in the novel that Raskol'nikov's 

conscience forces a new determination upon him: his guilt 

severs him from society; it cuts him off from all human 

fellowship. 

In his soul he was tormentingly conscious of 
a dreary feeling of eternal loneliness and es¬ 
trangement .... Something new and unexpect¬ 
ed, something hitherto unknown and undreamt of, 
had taken place in him. He did not so much 
understand with his mind as feel instinctively 
with the full force of his emotions that he 
could never again communicate with these people 
in a great gush of feeling, as he had just now, 
or in any way whatever. ... He had never in 
his life before experienced so strange and de¬ 
solating a feeling, and the most painful thing 
about it was that it was a feeling, an immediate 
sensation, and not knowledge or intellectual 
understanding.™ 

This reference to Raskol'nikov's isolation as a "feeling, 

an immediate sensation, and not knowledge or intellectual 

understanding" is extremely important. It is in this 

sphere, of immediate sensation, that Dostoevsky will show 

the reality of guilt. It cannot be effectively interpreted 

as intellectual understanding. It cannot be grasped as a 

simple thought extraneous to the being of man. It is shown 

rather in man's being and action, as a determination of that 

man. It is shown to be real because it determines 

Raskol'nikov's being. 

Raskol'nikov, however, cannot admit it into his theory, 

into his view of life, because it i_s an awareness, and not 

an idea. He is committed to a rationalization of life, and 

must explain his feeling of isolation in those terms. The 



19 

unsociability of the criminal will become part of his theory 

of the extraordinary man, as will the notion that crime is 

accompanied by disease. But even when he can encompass these 

phenomena within his idea, he cannot get rid of their force, 

their compulsive character. The impulse to confess immediate 

ly returns: 

He felt as if a nail had been driven into his 
temples. A strange idea flashed into his mind: 
he would get up, go over to Nikodim Fomich and tell 
him all that had happened the day before, down to 
the last detail, and then go back with them to his 
room and show them the things in the corner, under 
the wall paper. The impulse was so strong that he 
stood .up to carry it out.-^l 

Raskol’nikov's isolation from the rest of humanity continues: 

Now it had taken him only a moment's trial to 
realize that he was less inclined than ever to 
enter into personal relations with anybody on 
the face of the earth. 2 

Before the crime he had consciously withdrawn from human 

contact : 

He had resolutely withdrawn from all human con¬ 
tacts, like a tortoise retreating into its shell, 
until the sight even of the face of the servant- 
girl who was supposed to look after him, and who 
looked in on him from time to time, made him 
shudder with revulsion. Such behavior is found 
among monomaniacs when they have concentrated 
all their energies upon one point.3,5 

After the crime, however, he does not simply withdraw from 

society; he is cut off from others. He has no choice; his 

guilt has severed him from society. His subconscious recog¬ 

nizes his guilt and isolates him within himself. Ricoeur 

has shown that isolation is a primary characteristic of guilt 
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Thus the tension between the ’’realism” of sin 
and the "phenomenalism" of guilt has as its first 
corollary the individualization of imputation . . 
. . This pulverization of fault into a multiplic¬ 
ity of subjective guilts puts in question the "we" 
of the confession of sins and makes evident the 
loneliness of the guilty conscience.^4 

Raskol’nikov’s isolation is referred to again and again in 

the novel: 

He felt that he had in that moment cut himself off 
from everybody and everything, as if with a knife. b 

"Go away, go away, all of you . . 
I want to be alone, alone, alone!"36 

! Get out! 

"... only leave me alone, all of you, for 
God's sake leave me alone! Leave me alone!"*' 

"... again he realized clearly and vividly that 
he had just uttered a dreadful lie, that not only 
would it now never be given to him to talk himself 
out, but that now he could never talk at all, to 
anybody."^8 

"My mother, my sister, how I loved them! What 
makes me hate them now? Yes, I hate them physically; 
I cannot bear them near me!"39 

"Leave me! Leave me alone! I had decided this, 
even before .... I had firmly decided, . . . 
Whatever happens to me, whether I perish or not, I 
want to be alone. Forget me altogether."40 

"Did I murder the old woman? I killed myself, 
not that old creature! There and then I murdered 
myself at one blow, for ever ... ! Leave me alone!" 
he exclaimed in a sudden convulsion of anguish. 
"Leave me alone!"4l 

His solitude does not simply remain on one level: it 

intensifies. 
A strange time began for Raskol'nikov; it was as 

if a mist had fallen round him and enclosed him in 
unescapable and dreary solitude.42 



21 

If it had been possible for him to go away at 
that moment and be quite alone, even if it were for 
the rest of his life, he would have counted himself 
fortunate. The fact was that although recently he 
had almost always been by himself, he could not feel 
that he was alone.43 

Raskol'nikov craves solitude. From being shut up in himself 

he has advanced to the point where he cannot conceive of life 

outside his solitary consciousness. He is already alone, but 

he wants to be more alone. 

He would have given the whole world to be alone; 
but he felt that he would not have remained alone 
for a single minute.44 

Raskol'nikov's urge to confess undergoes further develop¬ 

ment in the novel also. He returns to the scene of the 

crime: 

"What sort of man are you?" cried the workman 
uneasily .... 

"You want to know, do you? . . . Well, let's 
go to the police office, I'll tell you there."^5 

"Well, shall I go, I wonder, or not?" thought 
Raskol’nikov, stopping in the middle of the road 
at a crossing and looking round as if he expected 
to hear the deciding word from somebody. & 

James Roberts makes a pertinent remark at this point' in his 

commentary which emphasizes the reality and value of 

Raskol'nikov's emotional side: 

Raskol'nikov's confession is prevented only 
by his witnessing the death of Marmeladov. Note 
his immediate emotional response; that is, his 
intellectual rejections are always a result of a 
deliberate struggle on his part--his emotional 
responses are spontaneous.^' 

Raskol'nikov finally does confess, because he must. First 

to Sonia: 
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... he felt obliged to tell her who had killed 
Lizaveta, although he foresaw that it would cost 
him great anguish, which he tried, as it were, to 
push away from him .... He stopped before the 
door, asking himself, "Need I really tell her who 
killed Lizaveta?" The question was a strange one, 
because at the very same moment he felt not only 
that he must tell her, but that he could not put 
it off even for a short time. He did not yet know 
why he could not, he only felt it, and the tor¬ 
menting consciousness of his helplessness before 
the inevitable almost crushed him.48 

Raskol'nikov still does not realize his own guilt for the 

murder. He had wanted to lay down some of his suffering, to 

get Sonia to help him bear it. But this confession does not 

remove his suffering. His guilt still bears upon his con¬ 

science. 

Raskol'nikov passes off this feeling of vileness, this 

emotional recognition that he is morally unworthy, as weakness. 

He still believes in his theory. 

"And I know now, Sonia, that the man of strong 
and powerful mind and spirit is their master! The 
man who dares much is right in their eyes. The man 
who tramples on the greatest number of things is 
their law-giver, and whoever is most audacious is 
most certainly right."49 

Raskol'nikov's only guilt is in being weak, in making a mis¬ 

take. He was not strong enough. That was all. What he did 

was not evil. And so he will have nothing to do with volun¬ 

tary suffering and punishment. This is enough to show that 

he does not believe himself guilty. The confession to Sonia 

did not relieve him of his burden; it did not bring his guilt 

clearly to his consciousness. 
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Although he will not accept suffering as an expiation 

of his guilt on the conscious level, he does suffer terri¬ 

bly. This confirms the reality of his guilt, even if he 

cannot recognize it» His subconscious seeks expiation 

through suffering. 

After many attempts and thoughts of confession 
(at least ten) Raskol'nikov finally makes an open 
confession but not with words. During the scene, 
all that Sonia is aware of is that Raskol’nikov 
is suffering tremendously, emphasizing again the 
idea of suffering as a way of expiation.50 

Raskol'nikov suffers because, somewhere in his being, below 

and out of reach of his conscious mind, he is grasped by 

an intense feeling of moral unworthiness. 

But Raskol'nikov does not equate his confession with an 

acknowledgment of guilt. A scene with Dunia makes this 

abundantly clear. 

"It is late, I must go. I am going to give 
myself up immediately."51 

Dunia thinks that he has accepted his guilt and is going to 

face suffering to atone for it: 

"Surely, by advancing to meet your punishment, 52 
you are half atoning for your crime?" she cried .... 

But she is wrong. Raskol'nikov has no intension of "accepting" 

his guilt. 

"Crime? What crime," he cried, in a sudden access 
of rage. "Killing a foul, noxious louse, that old 
money-lender, no good to anybody, who sucked the life¬ 
blood of the poor, so vile that killing her ought to 
bring absolution for forty sins--was that a crime? 
That is not what I am thinking of, and I do not think 
of atoning for it. And why are you all pressing in 
on me from all sides with your 'crime, crime!'? It 
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is only now that I clearly realize the full absurdity 
of my faint-heartiness, now when I have made up my 
mind to face this unnecessary shame! It was simply 
my own baseness and incompetence that made me reach 
my decision, and perhaps the thought of benefit to 
myself. . . .m53 

A new element in Raskol'nikov's being begins to show itself 

at the trial. Although he neither feels guilty nor thinks 

of himself as such, he begins to desire feelings of guilt. 

He wants to be guilty. This desire continues in Siberia. 

How happy he would have been if he could have 
put the blame on himself! Then he could have borne 
anything, any shame and infamy! But although he 
judged himself severely, his lively conscience could 
find no particularly terrible guilt in his past, ex¬ 
cept a simple blunder, that might have happened to 
anybody .... 

If only fate had granted him remorse, scalding 
remorse, harrowing the heart and driving sleep 
away, such remorse as tortured men into dreaming 
of the rope or deep still water! Oh, he would 
have welcomed it gladly! Tears and suffering--they, 
after all, are also life. But he did not feel re¬ 
morse for his crime. 

This is a cardinal point in Dostoevsky's treatment of guilt. 

If one can feel guilt, he is still alive. If man severs him¬ 

self from the ground of good and evil, he can no longer be 

a vital, free human being. He severs his relation to the 

value and meaning of life. Raskol'nikov knows, of course, 

that he has committed a crime, that he is legally guilty. 

But real guilt--moral guilt--this he cannot intellectually 

accept. 

"What makes what I have done seem to them so 
monstrous?" he asked himself. "The fact that 
it was a . . . crime? What does the word mean? 
My conscience is easy. Of course, an illegal 
action has been committed; of course, the letter 
of the law has been broken and blood has been spilt; 
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well, take my head to satisfy the letter of the 
law . . . and let that be all! Of course, if 
that were the case, many benefactors of mankind 
who did not inherit power but seized it for them¬ 
selves, should have been punished at their very 
first steps. But the first steps of those men 
were successfully carried out, and therefore they 
were right, while mine failed, which means I had 
no right to permit myself that step." 

This was the sole sense in which he acknowledged 
his crime, that he had not succeeded and that he had 
confessed.55 

At this point, an earlier motif is reintroduced,^ which is 

the presupposition for his regeneration. He can recognize 

wrong and error in himself and in his theory. Again it is 

not on a conceptual level. He feels in his heart something 

false : 

He tortured himself with these questions, unable 
to realize that perhaps even while he stood by the 
river he already felt in his heart that there was 
something profoundly false in himself and his 
beliefs. He did not understand that that feeling 
might have been the herald of a coming crisis in 
his life, of his coming resurrection, of a future 
new outlook on life.57 

Raskol'nikov*s salvation is precipitated by a dream which has 

5 8 much significance for him. It reveals the essential guilti¬ 

ness of his whole approach to life. Grounding morality in 

the arbitrary choice of each individual man without respect 

to anything outside the individual leads to social chaos. 

Raskol'nikov realizes that this is what he has done. He has 

made his own arbitrary will the measure of right and wrong. 

In doing this, he becomes guilty for any actions which pro¬ 

ceed from this relation to life. Both the action of murder 

and the intellectual backing for it are culpable. By 
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enclosing life completely within his theory, he cuts himself 

off from God, society, the church, and the world. But he 

recognizes this, and from this recognition proceeds to a 

religious and moral conversion, to resurrection. Life re¬ 

turns to him. 

But this evening he could not think long or 
coherently of anything or concentrate his atten¬ 
tion on any idea, and indeed he was not consciously 
reasoning at all; he could only feel. Life had 
taken the place of logic and something quite differ¬ 
ent must be worked out in his mind.^O 

The status of the Epilogue is continually argued in Dostoevsky 

scholarship. The varying opinions must be dealt with if a 

judgment is to be made about Dostoevsky's notion of guilt 

as presented in the novel. 

The most influential critic to cast aspersions on the 

Epilogue is Konstantin Mochulsky. Rather than see the 

Epilogue as presenting the beginning of Raskol’nikov's re¬ 

generation, he sees it as the final stage in Raskol'nikov's 

overcoming of all moral restrictions. 

"My conscience is at peace." In the words "My 
conscience is at peace," the final truth about 
Raskol’nikov is suddenly revealed. He is in fact a 
superman. He has not been defeated; it is he who 
has conquered. He wanted to try out his strength 
and he found that there were no limits to it. He 
wanted to show that the moral law has no relevance 
for him, that he stood beyond the confines of good 
and evil, and now--his conscience is at peace .... 

The novel ends with a vague anticipation of the 
hero's "renewal." It is promised, but it is not 
shown. We know Raskol'nikov too well to believe 
this "pious lie."60 
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It is more likely that Mochulsky does not know Raskol'nikov 

at all. Raskol'nikov does not overcome the moral boundar¬ 

ies of mankind. He is overcome by his subconscious feeling 

of guilt. He does not exhibit the freedom of a superman. 

He does not win out over the conscience which forces him 

to confess. Berdyaev is correct when he states that "free¬ 

dom becomes self-will, self-will becomes compulsion." 

Once man has set his foot upon the road to 
self-will and self-affirmation he must sacrifice 
the primacy of spirit and his original freedom 
and become the plaything of necessity and compul¬ 
sion .... 

. . . Raskol'nikov. He does not give the 
impression of a free man at all but of a maniac 
possessed by vicious delusions; there is no sign 
of that moral independence that goes with self¬ 
purification and self-liberation. 

Raskol'nikov ended by confessing his own ruin 
and worthlessness . . . . 

It has been shown that Raskol'nikov, as criminal and sinner, 

acts under the inner compulsion of conscience, which forces 

him into solitude and confession. He does not overcome 

this: there is, enclosing the novel, both in the first 

chapter and in the Epilogue, the recognition of something 

false and morbid within him. Raskol'nikov knows that he has 

not overcome good and evil. He has not beaten conscience; 

it has beaten him. And it is because his conscience has 

"beaten him" that his regeneration can be taken seriously. 

The novel, as one of crime and the punishment that follows 

upon it, makes no sense without this regeneration. The 

"punishment" which Dostoevsky depicts in the novel is not 



28 

6 2 
simply the blind decree of fate, as Mochulsky allows, but 

the inner punishment of a conscience which recognizes its 

own guilt. Richard Haugh is right in his critique of 

Mochulsky: "If Mochulsky's interpretation is correct, then 

the entire novel collapses into meaninglessness.” 

Raskol'nikov's regeneration is not a "pious lie": it is 

rather the outcome and conclusion of the battle between his 

conscience and his unbelieving intellect. 

Another critic, Roberts, .does not recognize the serious¬ 

ness and contingency associated with viewing Raskol’nikov's 

guilt as real. He treats the problem of Raskol’nikov as 

simply the integration of opposing character traits. This 

integration can easily be left to some kind of dialectical 

process once Raskol'nikov has made his confession. It only 

requires adjustment, not radical change. But if his guilt 

is taken seriously, it requires more than outward conformity 

(even in a psychological sense). Raskol'nikov must be in¬ 

wardly penitent. For Dostoevsky, it is more important that 

Raskol'nikov feel penitent guilt than that he confess to the 

police. The inner regeneration of Raskol'nikov is in no 

64 
way assured by his confession to the police, as Roberts argues. 

Raskol'nikov's dreams reveal much about his subcon¬ 

scious. The first dream, that of the peasant Mikolka shows 

that, deep in his subconscious, Raskol'nikov still possesses 

the perspective for judging between good and evil. He recog¬ 

nizes and is repulsed by evil in the dream. From this he 
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is brought to recognize the evil inherent in the intended 

murder. 

Raskol'nikov dreams that a peasant named Mikolka is 

beating an old nag to death with a whip. He finally kills 

her with a crowbar after someone yells out: "Take an axe 

to her! Finish her off at one go!" Raskol'nikov, as a 

child, sees this wickedness, and, though he cannot under¬ 

stand it, is repulsed by it. 

The poor little boy was quite beside himself. 
He pushed his way, shrieking, through the crowd 
to the mare, put his arms round the dead muzzle 
dabbled with blood and kissed the poor eyes and 
mouth .... Then he sprang up and rushed fur- 
iously at Mikolka with his fists clenched .... 

Raskol'nikov awakes: 

"God!" he exclaimed, "is it possible, is it 
possible, that I really shall take an axe and strike 
her on the head, smash open her skull . . . that my 
feet will slip in warm, sticky blood, and that I 
shall break the lock, and steal, and tremble, and hide, 
all covered in blood . . . with the axe ... ? God, 
is it possible?" He was shaking like a leaf. 

". . . Yesterday, as I came downstairs, didn't I 
tell myself that it was vile, disgusting, base, base 
. . . didn't I turn sick at the very thought of it, 
when I was not dreaming, and run away in terror . . . ?" 

Ruth Mortimer's study of the dreams of the novel indicates 

the nature of this dream: 

Raskol'nikov's contemplation of the act of murder 
means that he has renounced both family ties and 
early religious training. The dream is a return to 
both .... Behind Mikolka ' s act of violence lies 
the larger design of Raskol'nikov's intended murder 
of the old woman. In this context, Mikolka is 
Raskol'nikov himself, and the mare, his victim .... 

The early emotions aroused in the dream are still 
within him. The basic feelings of pity and compassion, 
natural to the child, must still exist in Raskol'nikov 
if he can suffer them so acutely in a dream,67 

66 
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The dream shows that Raskol'nikov recognizes the wickedness 

of the projected murder. In his subconscious, where he 

sees the murder's wickedness, he will also feel its guilt. 

The dream shows both the importance of Raskol'nikov's sub¬ 

conscious in an understanding of his guilt and the fact that 

Raskol'nikov possesses the preconditions for feeling that 

guilt. He must, somewhere deep in his being, have feelings 

of "pity and compassion" for the victims of evil and wicked¬ 

ness. 

Three critical opinions of Crime and Punishment must 

be noted and placed into perspective. The opinions of 

Mochulsky, Peace, and Rahv seem to miss the point of the 

novel. 

Rahv correctly conceives the novel as the story of 

Raskol'nikov's reckoning with his guilt. Raskol'nikov seeks 

self-knowledge, which will allow him to bear his guilt. Rahv 

is, however, mistaken in his opinion of the nature of 

Raskol'nikov's guilt. 

Never quite certain as to what it was exactly 
that induced him to commit murder, he must con¬ 
tinually spy on himself in a desperate effort to 
penetrate his own psychology and attain the self- 
knowledge he needs if he is to assume responsi¬ 
bility for his absurd and hideous act .... 

To sustain himself in the terrible isolation 
of his guilt he must be in complete possession of 
a single incontrovertible motive representing his 
deepest self, his own rock-bottom truth. But he no 
sooner lays hold of this truth than he catches him¬ 
self in a state of mind that belies it.°° 
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Rahv recognizes that Raskol'nikov searches for an answer to 

his impulsive actions in the area of intellect, that he 

thinks he can explain them purely in terms of self-knowledge. 

Rahv is mistaken, however, in thinking that Raskol'nikov 

solves the dilemma through self-knowledge. 

Proclaiming the necessity of breaking once and 
for all what must be broken, in other words, of 
killing not simply an old woman but the principle 
of authority bolstered by the moral law, he yet 
proceeds to commit not an act of political terror 
but another crime altogether that inevitably stamps 
him as no more than a common criminal from egoism. 

In spite of all his protestations to the con¬ 
trary, he is prostrate with guilt and the yearning 
for punishment. It is not that he lacks the strength 
to kill and bear the responsibility for it to the end, 
but that he killed for himself alone, deranged by un¬ 
conscious urges and over-conscious theories, rather 
than for the common cause to which his "nihilistic" 
generation was dedicated. 

Whatever the manifest theme of the novel, its 
latent theme is not that of crime as such or the 
criminal's innate need of punishment but the right to 
violent rebellion .... 

. . . the novel depends on the sleight-of-hand of ^g 
substituting a meaningless crime for a meaningful one. 

According to Rahv, Raskol'nikov is not guilty because he has 

sinned, but because he has acted from a selfish motive. If 

his crime were a "great" crime, there would be no guilt. 

Rahv thus takes the point of view of the Raskol'nikov of the 

novel. Raskol'nikov was simply not fitted to his theory: 

but the theory is right and is the real point of the novel. 

Rahv sees Dostoevsky upholding the justification of crime and 

rebellion. Rahv relativizes morality as Raskol'nikov had done. 

On the contrary, the novel shows that Raskol'nikov is 

guilty both for the crime and for the idea that leads to it. 
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In particular, the last dream confirms that it is not only 

the crime, but also the theory, which is at fault. The 

idea itself is not sound. 

Raskol'nikov's idea, replete with earth-shaking 
consequences, expresses the logical conclusions of 
any serious philosophy of relativism. Raskol'nikov 
shakes his fist at the moral and ontological struc¬ 
ture of being and finds that his idea leads to 
moral bankruptcy.'® 

Raskol'nikov's is not guilty simply because his crime was 

base and egoistical; he-would be guilty of an evil even if 

he had committed an act of political rebellion. The novel 

does not furnish warrant and justification for violent re¬ 

bellion. It shows the chaos inherent in such a scheme of 

things. 

Mochulsky does not accept the baseness of Raskol'nikov's 

selfish act. It rather qualifies him as the superman which 

he aspired to be. Raskol'nikov wins out over conscience 

and morality: 

"A dismal sensation of acutely painful, infinite 
solitude and alienation became consciously apparent 
in his soul." He awaited the punishment with which 
the pangs of conscience would afflict him, there was 
none. There was, however, something else: a mystical 
awareness of his estrangement from the human family. 
The murderer has stepped beyond something more than 
the moral law: the very basis of the spiritual world 
itself .... When the hero finally comes to himself, 
the old man, the sensitive "friend of humanity," in him 
has already died. Raskol'nikov is aware of his infinite 
solitude and is not overwhelmed by it ... . Thus a 
new consciousness is born--the consciousness of a y, 
strong personality, fiendishly proud and solitary. 

Mochulsky sees Raskol'nikov as the Napoleon of his theory. 

But it is clear that Raskol'nikov does not overcome his 
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conscience. He finds, rather, that his conscience is not to 

be overcome. It forces him into solitude, confession, and 

later, in Siberia, into penitence. The novel shows that 

Raskol'nikov has not stepped beyond the spiritual world, but 

is firmly bound to it. 

Richard Peace likewise misunderstands the drama when he 

divides Raskol'nikov into a nature with two sides: a self- 

assertive side and a self-effacing side. 

This is a division of humanity into submissive 
and aggressive elements, in which submissiveness 
is equated with stupidity and aggressiveness with 
intelligence. In inventing this theory, Raskol'nikov 
has merely externalised his own inner conflict between 
urges to self-assertion (equated with reason) and 
promptings toward self-effacement (equated with the 
non-rational) .... 

If murder is the action which expresses his 
self-assertive side, the other, the self-effacing 
side, is expressed in action by confession.^ 

This interpretation of Raskol'nikov consistently sees the 

drama of the novel in terms of psychological integration. 

But this is not radical enough. This apparatus cannot en¬ 

compass guilt in all its seriousness. Guilt cannot simply 

be explained as the necessary explication of the self- 

effacing side of a person's character. Neither is simple 

self-assertion a guilty offense. Guilt will not acquiese 

in this sort of dialectical definition. Guilt seeks its own 

eradiction. It is not reducible to an element within a man's 

nature. It cannot be balanced over against another part of 

man's character and produce psychological integration and 

harmony. Guilt is against nature. Haugh's interpretation 
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of Raskol'nikov makes this abundantly clear: 

The punishment is simultaneous with the crime 
because he commits himself to something which is 
not simply contrary to the laws of society but 
is so precisely because it is in essence contrary 
to the ontological structure of human nature. 
Because he accepts into the depths of his being 
something so essentially contrary to it, his own 
being begins to decompose. His punishment comes 
in the form of inner torment, of anguish and 
guilt which he experiences in the deepest recesses 
of his existence. Suffering existential agony 
without penitent guilt, Raskol'nikov chips away 
at the positive substance of his being with each 
new step along his new path . . . with 
Raskol'nikov, the metaphysical sin of the intellect 
is involuntarily punished by the depths of exis¬ 
tential guilt and alienation.73 

Bern confirms this ontological perspective in his comment on 

the moral law which Raskol'nikov rebels against: 

The crime is presented here as a firmly given 
fact, in the formal as well as in the moral sense. 
This fact does not penetrate Raskol'nikov*s soul 
and conscious mind, but conceals itself in his sub¬ 
conscious as a potential force of his conscience. 
His intellect feels no repentance until the very 
end .... Yet his whole being, his moral struc¬ 
ture, is shaken by the moral aspect of the murder. 
It was Dostoevsky's intention to describe those 
moral processes which are hidden in our subconscious, 
conspicuously "crying out in us," but unknown to us 
• • • • 

. . . The whole novel shows us the strong moral 
laws anchored in us which are not overcome by our 
conscious mind.74 

Zenkovsky also confirms this approach: 

Man is an ethical creature and cannot cease to 
be one. Dostoevsky points out forcefully and 
painfully that crime does not indicate any natural 
amorality, but on the contrary testifies (negative¬ 
ly) to the fact that, in turning his back on the 
good, man loses something without which he cannot 
live.75 
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The results yielded in an investigation of Raskol'nikov's 

guilt are as follows: Raskol'nikov commits a murder but 

will not recognize himself as guilty of an evil. Though he 

will not consciously acknowledge his guilt, it eats away 

at his subconscious and at his very being. He is existen¬ 

tially severed from human society; he is cast into solitude. 

He is compelled into confessing his crime, both to others 

and to himself. His guilt tries to become conscious through 

his dreams. Raskol'nikov cannot understand his actions; 

he does things without knowing why; he is bewildered. He 

does not even know why he committed the murders. It was as 

if he was compelled by some outside force. Only when he be¬ 

comes conscious of his guilt and suffers in expiation is 

his regeneration possible. 

The novel proposes two alternatives: either 1) 

Raskol'nikov's superman theory is correct and guilt is not 

real--his action is then rightly understood as weakness; or 

2) Raskol'nikov's theory is wrong and he fails because he is 

human. Guilt posits a real determination of the person, a 

determination which he cannot simply dismiss as a convention 

which can easily be gotten rid of, but which has real power 

over a person, which expresses a true statement about the 

determination of that person's nature. A study of the text 

shows conclusively that this second alternative is the true 

point of the book. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE BROTHERS KARAMAZOV 

The explication of the formula "all are guilty for all 

and everythin^'provides the cornerstone for an understand¬ 

ing of Dostoevsky's notion of guilt. Although The Devils 

deals extensively with the father's responsibility for the 

sons, in the sense that the nihilistic theories of the 1840's 

(the fathers) must bear the responsibility for the actions 

of the anarchists of the 1860's (the sons), it does not fur¬ 

nish the student with the more developed ideas of guilt 

and responsibility found in The Brother's Karamazov. It is 

to this book that one must go in search of the mature 

Dostoevsky's thoughts on the matter. 

The notion of a brotherhood or community of guilt is 

set forth in theory by Staretz Zosima and its implications 

are acted out in the life and fate of Dmitrii Karamazov. 

There are several important points in Zosima's theory which 

must be noted and explored. Evil and fault are internalized-- 

that is, the sphere of recognition for guilt is shown not to 

be the law courts, which are external authority, but con¬ 

science, as it is guided and enlightened by the Church of 

Christ. The arbiter of punishment is also taken away from 

external authority and made to rest in the conscience. 

40 
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Secondly, it must be shown that Zosima's thoughts are ground¬ 

ed firmly in a religious view of the world--his concept of 

guilt arises as doctrine, not as sociology or psychology. 

The universality of guilt comes from the belief in the 

brotherhood of all men and the 'solidarity of humanity'. 

And it is the recognition of one's responsibility for all 

and everything which makes universal love and brotherhood 

even a possibility. It would be incorrect, however, to say 

that Zosima's notion of guilt is nothing more than a 

religious fancy. There is here the recognition of the 

empirical consequences of one's fault, even if fault is 

understood internally, as spiritual sin, and not as concrete 

crime. Either active offense or passive indifference, cul¬ 

minating in the lack of love, can involve one in another's 

sin and guilt. A man's lack of moral uprightness and love 

may have a deep influence on the lives of others. "Nobody 

has a right to say that he has no share in the guilt of the 

guilty. 

Zosima's understanding of guilt results from a felt in¬ 

sight into the internal nature of fault. He opts for both 

the internalization of offense (although the seriousness of 

objective sin is not questioned; it is extended to the spirit, 

not denied) and for the internalization of punishment. The 

proper sphere for the recognition and punishment of crime 

and sin is the spiritual sphere, not the mechanical legal 

process. It is the Church, not the State, which lays claim 
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to the true understanding of guilt. Only as conscience is 

enlightened by the Church does the true understanding of 

guilt become possible. And it is also the recognition of 

guilt by the conscience which is the only effective chastise¬ 

ment. The true judgment of guilt belongs to the Church alone, 

according to Zosima. 

If it were not for the Church of Christ there 
would be nothing to restrain the criminal from 
evil doing, no real chastisement for it after¬ 
wards; none, that is, but the mechanical chastisement 
spoken of just now, which in the majority of cases 
only embitters the heart; and not the real chastise¬ 
ment, the only effectual one, the only deterrent and 
softening one, which lies in the recognition of sin 
by conscience .... If anything does preserve 
society . . . and does regenerate and transform the 
criminal, it is only the law of Christ speaking in 
his conscience. It is only by recognizing his wrong¬ 
doing as a son of a Christian society--that is, of 
the Church--that he recognizes his sin against society-- 
that is, against the Church. So that it is only 
against the Church, and not against the State, that 
the criminal of today can recognize that he has sinned 
.... The Church holds aloof, above all, because her 
judgment is the only one that contains the truth, and 
therefore cannot practically and morally be united to 
any other judgment even as a temporary compromise 
.... The foreign criminal, they say, rarely re¬ 
pents, for the very doctrines of today confirm him 
in the idea that his crime is not a crime, but only 
a reaction against an unjustly oppressive force. 
Society cuts him off completely by a force that 
triumphs over him mechanically and . . . accompanies 
this exclusion with hatred, forgetfulness, and the 
most profound indifference as to the ultimate fate 
of the erring brother .... And so the criminal is 
no longer conscious of being a member of the Church 
and sinks into despair .... In many cases it would 
seem to be the same with us, but the difference is that 
besides the established law courts we have the Church, 
too, which always keeps up relations with the criminal 
as a dear and still previous son.2 
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Thus Zosima makes the Church, which reflects the Mlaw of 

Christ," the final authority on evil and guilt. Evil is 

not simply a judgment placed on man by a mechanical legis¬ 

lation and it is not properly dealt with by a mechanical 

punishment. It is only properly recognized within the pur¬ 

view of the Church. Only the Church of Christ can supply 

the guidance for the conscience in which guilt is recog¬ 

nized. Dostoevsky is also concerned, in the above passage, 

with those doctrines which would remove the responsibility 

for crime from the criminal and reduce crime and sin to mere 

reaction. However, the conscience which knows itself to be 

guilty cannot accept this denial of its dignity. It is in 

conscience that guilt is recognized as real. 

Dostoevsky not only internalizes the recognition of 

guilt, moving it from the law courts to conscience, but also 

internalizes and thus intensifies the sin involved. Berdyaev 

comments thus : 

Neither public opinion nor the law of the State 
realizes the depth of man's latent criminal tendenc¬ 
ies, but man himself may know it and hold himself 
deserving of the severest punishment. Conscience 
exacts more than the frigid civil law, and in this 
matter is more pitiless, for it knows that we do 
not kill our brother only when we put a violent end 
to his physical life: our secret thoughts, which 
sometimes hardly reach our consciousness, make us 3 
murderers in spirit, and we are responsible for them. 

Guilt, when observed from a spiritual point of view (con¬ 

science) as opposed to a strictly legal one (external actions), 

can be separated from the concrete, external sin. Conscience 

takes note of the subjective fault which leads to external 
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acts and denounces it as culpable. This is the recognition 

of sin not only as act, but also of sin in spirit. 

Zosima also internalizes punishment. Spiritual agony 

for guilt is the only true and appropriate chastisement. 

Material punishment is not the proper answer for sin and 

guilt. Zosima's theory about a spiritual hell takes this 

approach: 

They talk of hellfire in the material sense. I 
don't go into that mystery and I shun it. But I 
think if there were fire in material sense they 
would be glad of it, for, I imagine, that in 
material agony, their still greater spiritual 
agony would be forgotten for a moment. Moreover, 
that spiritual agony cannot be taken from them, ^ 
for that suffering is not external but within them. 

This completes the internalization of guilt. It is properly 

recognized only by conscience and properly punished only by 

this recognition. Its proper sphere of understanding is 

that of the Church, enlightened by Christ, not the civil 

authorities. And finally, guilt is not simply the material 

correspondence of responsibility to crime, but takes the 

spirit of man into its purview. Conscience recognizes sin 

in its essential spiritual nature, and also the guilt of 

this spiritual sin. 

It is important to note that Zosima's notion of guilt 

is essentially a religious notion. His view of conscience 

and its punishment is not simply a pragmatic idea about the 

methods to reform the greatest number of criminals. It stems 

primarily from his religious doctrine of the brotherhood of 
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man and of oneness of humanity in Christ. The internaliza¬ 

tion of fault as guilt recognized by conscience, and the 

freeing of guilt from the concrete, outward act, make possi¬ 

ble the universalization of guilt. The universality of 

guilt is rooted, however, in the doctrine of the brother¬ 

hood of all men. 

The formula "all are guilty for all" is 
Dostoevsky's: all men are connected in a 
mysterious unity which contains the potential¬ 
ity of genuine brotherhood.5 

Zosima's religious doctrine of the brotherhood of all men 

makes possible the notion of a community of guilt. But it 

is with a view to salvation that this doctrine is important. 

The recognition of universal guilt by conscience makes for 

the possibility of universal brotherhood. Thus the brother¬ 

hood of all men is both the presupposition and the telos 

of the concept of universal guilt. The recognition of one's 

responsibility for the sins of others is the presupposition 

for a unity with them. Zosima sees in this recognition the 

"semblance of Divine Love."^ 

When he realizes that he is not only worse than 
others, but that he is responsible to all men for 
all and everything, for all human sins, general and 
individual, only then the aim of our seclusion is 
attained. For know, dear ones, that every one of 
us is undoubtedly responsible for all men and every¬ 
thing on earth, not merely through the general sin¬ 
fulness of creation, but each one personally for 
all mankind and every individual man .... Only 
through that knowledge, our heart grows soft with 
infinite, universal, inexhaustible love. 
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There is only one means of salvation, then take 
yourself and make yourself responsible for all men’s 
sins, that is the truth, you know, friends, for as 
soon as you sincerely make yourself responsible 
for everything and for all men, you will see at once 
that it is really so, and that you are to blame for 
everyone and for all things.8 

The connection of the recognition of guilt with salvation 

and reconciliation is also shown in the notebooks for the 

novel : 

Guilt for all and for everything, without that 
you will not be able to save yourself. You will not 
be able to save yourself, and you won't be able to g 
save (others). In saving others, you save yourself. 

The recognition of universal guilt, and therefore, of uni¬ 

versal brotherhood, gives man the strength to forgive others 

and to create actively this postulated brotherhood. 

But if all have forgiven everything (for them¬ 
selves) , aren’t they strong enough to forgive every¬ 
thing for others. Everyone is guilty before all 
and for everything, and therefore everyone is strong 
enough also to forgive everything for others, and 
all will then become the work of Christ .... 

The recognition of universal guilt, of one's complicity in 

the evil and suffering of the world, is the precondition of 

the possibility for the development of that love and virtue 

which is reconciliation and salvation. 

True love of life, as an ontological virtue, is 
the best soil for these heavenly growths; whereas 
the inner forces that make them grow are awareness 
of complicity in the guilt for the world's sorrow, 
and the heart's knowledge of the all-redeeming value 
of suffering. 

Since I know myself to be guilty in the sight 
of all men, then not only have I long since forgiven 
them that have trespassed against me, but I have also 
attained the Grace-given consolation of an inner 
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certainty. Thus I enjoy in anticipation the sense 
of that general reconciliation which, in the con¬ 
versation between Alesha and Ivan concerning the 
tears of childhood, is revealed to be an essential 
condition of Paradise .... 

This reconciliation, however, is not social-empirical fact. 

But it is not meant to be. The statement that "all will 

then become the work of Christ" qualifies it as an eschato¬ 

logical vision of redemption. Zosima believes in reconci¬ 

liation, which, without the acceptance and confession of 

guilt, is impossible. 

Zosima1s doctrine, however, cannot be justly accused 

of being simply a figment of the religious imagination. Not 

only doctrine, but also reason and observation may assert 

the responsibility of one man for another. It is this shared 

responsibility which will not allow one man to be the judge 

and condemner of another. 

Remember particularly that you cannot be a 
judge of anyone. For no one can judge a crim¬ 
inal, until he recognizes that he is just such 
a criminal as the man standing before him, and 
that he perhaps is more than all men to blame 
for that crime .... If I had been righteous 
myself, perhaps there would have been no criminal 
standing before me ... . 

If the evildoing of men moves you to indigna¬ 
tion and overwhelming distress, even to a desire 
for vengeance on the evildoers, shun above all 
things that feeling. Go at once and seek suffer¬ 
ing for yourself, as though you were guilty of 
that wrong. Accept that suffering and bear it 
and your heart will find comfort, and you will 
understand that you too are guilty, for you 
might have been a light to the evildoers, even 
as the one man sinless, and you were not a 
light to them. If you had been a light, you 
would have lightened the path for others too, 
and the evildoer might perhaps have been saved 
by your light from his sin. 2 
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The point of Zosima' idea of guilt seems to be that no one 

is exempt from guilt--no one can say that he is not respon¬ 

sible for his brother. This joint responsibility, joint 

guilt, and joint suffering makes possible a real brother¬ 

hood of men--not simply a physical and geographical close¬ 

ness, but a spiritual unity. And only within this recog¬ 

nition of mutual guilt are mutual forgiveness and love possi¬ 

ble. Without it, there is no brotherhood, but only condem¬ 

nation and separation. Zosima's concept of guilt is essen¬ 

tially a religious view made with an eye toward salvation 

and reconciliation. He wishes to reunite a separated and 

broken world. 

Dmitrii Karamazov depicts Zosima's theory in practice. 

Though he did not kill his father, he recognizes his 

responsibility for his death. And not only for that crime, 

but also for his chaotic past. Dmitrii knows that he is 

guilty of much evil and has caused much suffering. For 

this guilt, he accepts exile as just punishment. 

Dmitrii recognizes early in the novel that he is a 

lustful and perverse man. 

"I want to tell you now about the insects to 
whom God gave "sensual lust.' 

To insects--sensual lust. 
I am that insect, brother, and it is said of 

me especially."13 

"My first idea was a--Karamazov one. Once I 
was bitten by a spider, brother, and laid up a 
fortnight with fever from it. Well, I felt a 
spider biting at my heart then--a noxious insect, 
you understand ... ? and I--a bug! And, bug 
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and scoundrel as I was, . . . that thought, that 
venomous thought .... It seemed as if there 
could be no resisting it; as though I should act 
like a bug, like a venomous spider, without a spark 
of pity."14 

But Mitia does not yet feel his essential guilt and the long¬ 

ing for punishment which it brings. It is not until later in 

the novel that this changes. As he begins to notice the 

suffering around him, he begins to notice also his guilt 

for much of that suffering. On the road to Mokroye, he asks 

his driver to forgive him: 

"And you, do you forgive me, Andrei?" 
"What should I forgive you for, sir? You've 

never done me any harm." 
"No, for everyone, for everyone, you here 

alone, on the road, will you forgive me for 
everyone?"!^ 

Mitia is beginning to feel that responsibility for all and 

to all of which Zosima spoke. It should be noted that it 

is not a sense of guilt for particular wrongs. Dmitrii 

feels guilty and responsible for all suffering, not just for 

that which he has caused directly. This sense of guilt does 

not come from a one-to-one correspondence of crime to guilt. 

Rather, through the realization of fault, Dmitrii is moved 

to the knowledge of a community of guilt. Dmitrii dreams of 

the suffering of a child, and this finally leads him to 

grasp the responsibility for his past life--both responsi¬ 

bility for his father's death and responsibility for the 

suffering he has caused, whether direct, indirect, or by 

participation. Dmitrii knows of a guilt which exists through 
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participation in the evil of the world. He has caused suf¬ 

fering. He shares guilt with all those who cause suffering 

and do not experience it. But Dmitrii's guilt is not simply 

a damning guilt. He connects this feeling of responsibility 

for suffering with a sense of life and a resurrection to new 

life: 

And his whole heart glowed, and he struggled 
forward towards the light, and he longed to live, 
to live, to go on and on, towards the new, beckoning 
light, and to hasten, hasten, now, at onceJl^ 

Mitia realizes his essential guilt for the suffering of the 

world. He has made men suffer, and he has consented to their 

suffering. 

Gentlemen, we're all cruel, we're all monsters, 
we all make men weep, and mothers, and babes at 
the breast, but of all let it be settled here, 
now, of all I am the lowest reptile! I've sworn to 
amend every day of my life, beating my breast and 
every day I've done the same filthy things. I 
understand now that such men as I need a blow, a 
blow of destiny to catch them as with a noose, and 
bind them by a force from without. Never, never 
should I have risen of myself! But the thunderbolt 
has fallen. I accept the torment of accusation, and 
my public shame, I want to suffer and by suffering 
I shall be purified. Perhaps I shall be purified, 
gentlemen, what? But listen, for the last time, I 
am not guilty of my father's blood. I accept my 
punishment, not because I killed him, but because 
I meant to kill him, and perhaps I really might have 
killed him.17 

It is through this chastisement that Mitia hopes to find 

life. Real life and joy are possible only within this recog¬ 

nition of responsibility. He will search for such life in 

the mines of Siberia. This suffering for his guilt will 

give Mitia the inspiration for a hymn of joy. 
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Even there, in the mines, underground, I may 
find a human heart in another convict and murderer 
by my side, and I may make friends with him, for 
even there one may life and love and suffer. One 
may resurrect and revive a frozen heart in that 
convict, one may wait upon him for years, and at 
last bring up from the dark depths a lofty soul, 
a feeling, suffering creature; one may bring forth 
an angel, resurrect a hero! There are so many of 
them, hundreds of them, and we are all responsible 
for them. Why was it I dreamed of that 'babe* at 
such a moment? "Why is the babe so poor?' That was 
a sign to me at that moment. It's for the babe I’m 
going. Because we are all responsible for all. 
For all the ’babes,' for there are big children as 
well as little children. All are 'babes,' I go for 
all, because someone must go for all. I didn't kill 
my father, but I've got to go. I accept it ... . 
Oh, yes, we shall be in chains and there will be no 
freedom, but then, in our great sorrow, we shall 
rise again to joy, without which man cannot live 
nor God exist, for God gives joy . . . . And then we 
men underground will sing from the bowels of the 
earth a tragic hymn to God with Whom is joy.18 

Mitia feels responsible for the suffering of all the "babes." 

And it is just this recognition which makes his resurrec¬ 

tion possible. He views the chance to escape as a renuncia¬ 

tion of his newly found salvation. 

. . . My conscience? I would have run away 
from suffering. A sign has come, I reject the 
sign. I have a way of salvation and I turn my 
back on it ... . But what becomes of our hymn 
from underground ... ? I would have run away 
from crucifixion!19 

Dmitrii's longing for punishment and suffering is the result 

of his feeling that he is responsible for the sufferings of 

the world, that he is responsible for the misery of the 

"babes." This acceptance of punishment and suffering places 

Dmitrii within the community of suffering. He is no longer 

one cold-bloodedly to inflict suffering on others. Because 
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he recognizes his guilt, the sharing of guilt with all those 

who cause suffering, he can become one with those who suf¬ 

fer. He recognizes his guilt for that suffering. 

Zosima's notion that all are responsible for all be¬ 

comes real as Dmitrii feels his responsibility and guilt 

for the suffering of all. The suffering which he exper¬ 

iences as a result of this feeling of guilt is Dmitrii*s 

way to salvation. Zosima and Dmitrii show a community of 

guilt and a community of suffering and salvation. When this 

guilt for all is recognized, salvation is possible. In 

fact, it is only within the sphere of salvation in which 

this recognition is possible. The realm of moral conscious¬ 

ness which recognizes this universal guilt recognizes the 

need for salvation. And with the knowledge of salvation 

comes the knowledge of guilt and damnation. The knowledge 

of universal guilt shows that one is on the road to salvation. 

Alesha Karamazov illustrates the association of the 

recognition of universal human guilt with the spiritual 

sphere. Alesha is not the pure little angel which he appears 

to be to some of the other characters. He shares Dmitrii*s 

sensuality and Ivan*s sense of moral vindictiveness. And 

he also must share in the guilt for the death of his father. 

He knew of the danger but failed to do anything to prevent 

it: 

MWhat murder? As though you didn't know! 
I'll bet you've thought of it before .... 
Have you thought of it or not?" 2o 

"I have," answered Alesha in a low voice." 
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Later Alesha is embarrassed by Dmitrii's lewd stories, not 

because they are foreign to him, but because he recognizes 

the same sensuality and perversity in himself. 

"I wasn't blushing at what you were saying or 
at what you've done. I blushed because I am the 
same as you are." 

"You? Come, that's going a little too far!" 
"No, i£'s not too far," said Alesha warmly 

(obviously the idea was not a new one). "The lad¬ 
der's the same. I'm at the bottom step, and you're 
above, somewhere about the thirteenth. That's how 
I see it. But it’s all the same. Absolutely the 
same in kind. Anyone on the bottom step is bound 
to go up to the top one."21 

He is subject not only to sensuality and perversity, but 

also to feelings of moral vengeance. This feeling is coaxed 

to the surface by Ivan. After telling stories of human 

cruelty to Alesha, Ivan asks him what should be done. 

"Well--what did he deserve. To be shot? To 
be shot for the satisfaction of our moral feel¬ 
ings? Speak, Alesha!" 

"To be shot," murmered Alesha, lifting his 
eyes to Ivan with a pale, twisted smile, 

"Bravo!" shouted Ivan delighted. "... 
You're a pretty monk! So there is a little devil 
sitting in your heart, Alesha Karamazov!"22 

Alesha ignores his elder's order to look after his 

brother Dmitrii and thus assumes the co-guilt for his father's 

murder. He has also not brought Smerdiakov within his spir- 

23 itual influence. His is a failure to love. 

After the spiritual failure of succumbing to Rakitin 

and Grushenka's temptations, Alesha undergoes a spiritual 

rebirth. It is during this rebirth that he comes to know of 

his guilt for all and everything. And it shows the 
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explication of Zosima's idea that the monk's aim was only 

attained when this realization occurred. 

There seemed to be threads from all those 
innumerable worlds of God, linking his soul to 
them, and it was trembling all over "in contact with 
other worlds." He longed to forgive everyone and 
for everything, and to beg forgiveness. Oh, not 
for himself, but for all men, for all and for every¬ 
thing. "And others are praying for me too," echoed 
again in his soul. But with every instant he felt 
clearly and, as it were, tangibly, that something 
firm and unshakable as that vault of heaven had 
entered into his soul.24 

It is with this experience that he returns to obedience to 

his elder. Zosima and Alesha both showed the spiritual pre¬ 

supposition for a recognition of universal guilt. And it is 

with this recognition that true forgiveness is possible. 

Alesha, during his regeneration experience, wants to for¬ 

give everyone. This is because he feels guilty for all. 

And it is because of this feeling of universal guilt that he 

can forgive. But, as has been shown, this feeling of uni¬ 

versal guilt only comes within the spiritual sphere. It is, 

as it were, a looking back from a higher vantage point. Guilt 

and salvation are experienced together. With salvation comes 

the recognition of the need for it. 

To be sure, the understanding of guilt which comes from 

the connection with the "other worlds" of God is not the 

only type of guilt which Dostoevsky recognizes. In distinc¬ 

tion from Alesha and Dmitrii's recognitions of guilt from 

the spiritual vantage point of salvation is Ivan's recognition 

of guilt as judgment and damnation. Ivan had begun the novel 
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by severing himself from responsibility. He was not his 

brother's keeper. In the chapters "The Grand Inquisitor" 

and "Rebellion," he places the blame for evil on Christ and 

God. Christ should not have given men freedom and God 

should not have made a world in which evil is possible. Men 

are not to blame. (It should be noted that all of his exam¬ 

ples of evil are those of man's cruelty to men.) Ivan can¬ 

not accept God or God's world. He places himself outside 

of a religious context. He cuts himself off from the 

source of life. This should be compared with Dmitrii's 

"earthiness" and Alesha's regeneration, in which he falls 

on the ground and kisses it. Because of this gulf between 

Ivan and the spiritual world, he can call on none of its 

resources when faced with his own overwhelming guilt. His 

recognition is, therefore, not of his salvation, but of his 

damnation. 

Ivan learns of his guilt during his interviews with 

Smerdiakov. Smerdiakov's confession is that even though he 

killed the old man, Ivan is the murderer. Smerdiakov was 

Ivan's instrument. He knows both Ivan's desires and his 

theories. "The 'something else' I meant was that you proba- 

2 5 
bly too were very desirous of your parent's death." 

Ivan realizes that if Smerdiakov is the killer, then he 

shares his guilt. 

"If it's not Dmitrii, but Smerdiakov who's the 
murderer, I share his guilt, for I put him up to 
it. Whether I did, I don’t know yet. But if he is 
the murderer, and not Dmitrii, then, of course, I am 
the murderer, too."26 
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Yet Ivan is not convinced of his guilt. Smerdiakov must 

make it clear to him. 

"Aren't you tired of it? Here we are face to 
face; what's the use of going on keeping up a farce 
to each other? Are you still trying to throw it all 
on me, to my face? You murdered him; you are the 
real murderer, I was only your instrument, your 
faithful servant Licharda, and it was following your 
words I did it."27 

Smerdiakov's charge is that Ivan is the real murderer because 

he provided the motivation, the opportunity for the murder 

by leaving home (and by doing this, his consent), and the 

theory to make it guiltless. 

"But I don't want to lie to you now, because 
. . . because if you really haven't understood 
till now, as I see for myself, and are not pre¬ 
tending, so as to throw your guilt on me to my 
face, you are still responsible for it all, 
since you knew of the murder, sir, and charged 
me to do it, sir, and went away knowing all 
about it ... . I am not the real murderer, 
though I did kill him. You are the rightful 
murderer."28 

Ivan's ideas provide the justification for the murder. 

"I did dream of it, chiefly because 'all things 
are lawful.' That was quite right what you taught 
me, for you talked a lot to me about that. For if 
there's no everlasting God, there's no such thing 
as virtue, and there's no need of it. You were right 
there."2® 

Ivan still refuses to accept the guilt as his own. Smerdiakov 

is more to blame than he. He may share some part of 

the guilt, but only to a small degree. It will take more 

than Ivan's intellect to make his guilt real to him. 
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Ivan returns to his apartment and is confronted by an 

accusing and mocking devil. His guilt takes the form of 

accusation and condemnation. Unlike Alesha and Dmitrii's 

guilt, it does not become known with a view toward salva¬ 

tion. Ivan's guilt is known as judgment and condemnation, 

as damnation. He ends the novel in insanity, in the process 

of losing his mind, unredeemed. 

These selections from Dostoevsky's literature have shown 

a vision of guilt that is not simply tied to the concrete sin 

or crime. This guilt is not a creation of the conscience 

without relation to reality. It is not a subjective fiction. 

Rather, it exhibits the structure of an ontological détermina 

tion of the person. Guilt has an activity all its own. It 

seeks its own end in atonement and reconciliation. This 

guilt is not isolated within each individual, but issues in 

the joint responsibility of one man for the other, indeed, 

for all. Dostoevsky envisions a religious and theological 

conception of guilt in which men are tied to each other as 

brothers. Because there is a mutual guilt, there can be 

mutual forgiveness. Dostoevsky thus knows a religious view 

of guilt which is understood correctly as inclining toward 

salvation. From the vantage point of the spiritual sphere, 

one can look back on his guilt and see the need for salvation 

But apart from this "constructive" guilt, there is also the 

guilt of sin and wickedness without redemption. The guilt 

of nihilism comes forth as condemnation and damnation. This 
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guilt does not bind together into a religious community, it 

separates into the torment of hell. 
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CHAPTER 3 

DOSTOEVSKY’S NOTION OF GUILT 

Dostoevsky's understanding of guilt is set apart from 

other concepts of guilt by several factors: 

1. Guilt is a qualitative determination of the person; 

its referent concerns freedom and personality. Guilt is 

thus freed from external criteria and made to lay claims on 

man's personality, on his ontological existence. Guilt 

thus refers not to external or conventional judgments about 

a person but rather to an internal determination, a spiri¬ 

tual positing of the person himself 

2. Guilt is correctly understood within a religio- 

theological context. This religious understanding of guilt 

has both as its precondition and its fulfillment the doctrine 

of the brotherhood of all men. The universality of guilt, 

which Dostoevsky espouses, is formally allowed for by the 

doctrine of the brotherhood of all men, of the oneness of 

man in Christ. The recognition of personal involvement in 

this community of guilt leads toward the actualization of 

the postulated brotherhood of men. Also, man's status in 

relation to this religious context determines the nature of 

his guilt: within religious context guilt is known as a 

moment in the dialectic of redemption; outside of this reli¬ 

gious context, guilt is experienced only as damnation 
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3. These insights into the nature of guilt result, in 

large part, from a shift in the context of the question. 

Both popular thought and the Western theological tradition 

understand guilt in relation to a wicked world. Although 

the wickedness of man does have a part to play in Dostoevsky's 

thought, as the chief cause of man's sufferings, it is not 

the primary datum of the world in relation to guilt. Dostoev¬ 

sky primarily understands guilt as guilt within a suffering 

world. The confrontation with suffering provides the impetus 

for a recognition of guilt. Guilt is recognized not primarily by 

analogy to the wickedness of others, but by the realization 

that one has caused and has contributed to the suffering of 

the world 

Guilt as a Qualitative Determination of the Person 

How does Dostoevsky's concept of guilt, defined as 

qualitative, differ from other notions of guilt which may 

be described as quantitative notions of guilt? To delineate 

this difference, one must first come to an understanding of 

the quantitative notions of guilt. This group of concep¬ 

tions, primarily involved in law and ethics, but also in 

theology, has several formal characteristics: 

1. The correlate of guilt is a concrete act (either a 

sin or a crime) 

2. This act gives the corresponding guilt its character. 

Being guilty of this act means meriting a punishment associated 

with the act or incurring the moral disvalue implied by 
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commission of the act* 

3. Either the acts which incur guilt, the punishment 

associated with these acts, or the degrees of moral dis- 

value associated with these acts, are arranged in a hier¬ 

archy. They are arranged according to a "more and a less." 

The essence of this type of guilt is that it uses compara- 
2 

tive values. One act is thought to be more serious than 

another. The punishment for one act is of more severity 

than the punishment for another act. The moral value of a 

person is lessened or enhanced according to the act which 

he has committed 

4. Other relevant factors can reduce or enhance a 

person's guilt. Factors which lessen a person's responsi- 
3 

bility for an act also lessen his guilt. Ignorance, 

passion, circumstance, etc., can lessen a person’s guilt 

and therefore the punishment accorded him or the moral 

disvalue placed on him by others. In The Brothers Karamazov 

both Rakitin and the defense attorney, Fetekovich, have this 

sort of guilt in mind when thinking of Dmitrii.^ Rakitin 

wanted to show that Dmitrii killed his father because he 

was the victim of an unhappy environment. Fetekovich based 

his defense on the judgment that the old Karamazov had not 

been a real father to Dmitrii. Both Rakitin and Fetekovich 

wish to excuse Dmitrii some of the guilt involved in the 

murder by relieving him of some of the responsibility for 

that murder. 
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Dostoevsky, however, does not view guilt exclusively 

in this way. Indeed, he consciously rebels against this 

understanding of guilt. The slogan associated with 

Dostoevsky’s notion of guilt asserts that ’’all are guilty 

for all and everything !” (emphasis added). What does it 

mean to say that someone is guilty for "all and every¬ 

thing?" The consciousness of guilt undergoes a tremendous 

change in Dostoevsky's thought. The traditional quantita¬ 

tive view of guilt is replaced by the consciousness of 

personal, qualitative guilt. There are revolutions in 

several important key factors: 

1. The correlate of guilt is no longer the concrete 

sin or crime 

2. Judgment of guilt is internalized 

3. This internalization of guilt allows it to be 

viewed as related to the personality of the one involved. 

Guilt is no longer merely an external judgment made 

about a person; it involves the real determination of his 

personality 

4. The primary datum, the backdrop, of Dostoevsky’s 

view of guilt is not a wicked world, though this is also! . 

implied, but rather a suffering, world. One’s- stance toward 

suffering helps determine the nature of his guilt 

5. Guilt may therefore be seen as the qualitative 

determination of the person. It has ontological dimensions 
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which are best explicated in terms of quality (personality, 

relationship, epistemological context, determination). 

From these considerations it may be shown what 

Dostoevsky thought inadequate about quantitative understand 

ings of guilt. By making guilt comparative, these concep¬ 

tions allow man to minimize his guilt; they allow it to be 

"handled." This reduction in the seriousness of man's 

actions reduces the seriousness of his being. Man becomes 

a being who can act only relatively, not decisively. Quan¬ 

titative conceptions of guilt view man as a being who acts 

unconnectedly. Man does one act now and another then. 

These acts have no essential connection with each other or 

the personality of the man involved. Man's actions are 

individual and external. Dostoevsky, on the other hand, 

would see man as a being who expresses his essential being 

by his external acts. Man's acts, in Dostoevsky’s view, 

are expressions of his personality, of his spiritual 

significance. Man's actions are the working out of his 

being. Correlative to this, man does not just do this or 

that, he posits his being by his actions. Quantitative 

conceptions of guilt allow man only relative, unconnected 

actions. Comparative guilt deals with bits and pieces. 

Man is guilty about this or that. They do not let man 

posit his being decisively. He is never totally guilty or 

totally redeemed. Quantitative conceptions of guilt decree 
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that man is guilty of this or that, but can never say that 

he is essentially guilty. Dostoevsky's qualitative view of 

guilt gives an added seriousness to man's guilt by making 

it refer to his essential being. The quantitative approach 

lessens man's responsibility for his being and therefore 

obscures his being as a subject who makes choices--real, 

definitive choices that posit his being. The quantitative 

concepts of guilt lessen the seriousness of man's person¬ 

ality and freedom. Dostoevsky, in branding man as 

qualitatively guilty, brings him to spiritual status. 

Dostoevsky refuses to let man be merely a reflection of 

his environment.^ The quantitative approach lets accident 

and circumstance determine man's actions, and therefore his 

guilt. It refuses to view man as essentially a subject 

who can make definitive and metaphysical decisions. Man, 

for Dostoevsky, is a metaphysical being. He can posit his 

being with seriousness and dignity. Because guilt has 

qualitative, ontological dimensions, man can act definitive¬ 

ly. He can now act as a subject responsible for his entire 

being. 

Dostoevsky's concept of guilt signals a shift in 

reflections on the subject. By making guilt internal and 

communal, Dostoevsky prepares the way for existential in¬ 

terpretations of guilt.^ The several stages through which 

guilt passes in this transformation must be examined 

individually. First there is internalization of guilt. 
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As it becomes internal, it is related more and more con¬ 

cretely to the personality, to the subject, involved. This 

signals an increasing independence from external acts and 

judgments. 

The first stage in the transformation of the concept 

of guilt comes from the insight that guilt involves more than 

numerical correspondence with concrete sins or crimes. There 

is, in human experience, according to Dostoevsky, a legiti¬ 

mate recognition of guilt which is out or proportion to 

man’s outward actions. The painter Nikolai in Crime and 

Punishment, Ivan Dmitrii, and Alesha Karamazov in The 

Brothers Karamazov all feel overwhelming guilt which is out 

of proportion, under any theory of correspondence, to any 

act of theirs. How can this sense of guilt be explained? 

Two options are available. Either this feeling of guilt 

is neurotic or imaginary, or it reveals a deeper understand¬ 

ing of the real situation of humanity. Dostoevsky takes the 

latter approach. 

In Dostoevsky’s opinion, guilt does not correlate 

with the concrete sin or crime; in the sense of a numerical 

or proportional analogy. Nikolai’s guilt is completely un¬ 

related to the murder of the old usuress. The murder sim¬ 

ply provides an opportunity for his feelings of guilt to 

surface. He latches on to the crime in order to give his 

guilt substance. But the crime and his guilt have no 

essential connection, only this incidental one. The guilt 
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of the Karamazov brothers, however, does have an essential 

connection with the murder of their father. But, except 

for Smerdiakov, it is not a guilt which corresponds to the 

murder; and it is not the commission of the murder which 

is their guilt. None of the three legitimate brothers mur¬ 

dered their father. But they each share the guilt for his 

murder: Dmitrii because he wished his father dead and pro¬ 

vided the emotional climate for the murder; Ivan because of 

the justification his ideas provided; and Alesha because of 

his fall from obedience, his recognition of his sensuality, 

and his failure to love. But their guilt is not the guilt 

of the murder. Guilt becomes more comprehensive and more 

exacting here. This raises the question of the substance 

of Dostoevsky's notion of guilt. If guilt does not corre¬ 

late and correspond with external acts, what does it refer 

to? 

The movement begun by separating guilt from the con¬ 

crete crime finds its conclusion in the judgment of guilt 

by conscience. The sphere where guilt is properly recog¬ 

nized and judged is shifted from external judgments to 

internal, to self-condemnation. The judgment of guilt, in 

Dostoevsky's view, does not belong to external sources and 

criteria. Society, the law, and other people do not get to 

the bottom of the issue when they judge other people. This 

judgment remains external and heteronomous. External 
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judgment and punishment distracts the criminal from the 

essential spiritual nature of his sin. It passes evil off 

as essentially having to do with outward behavior. This 

kind of approach leaves out man’s personality and his 

responsibility for that personality. The only effective 

judgment of guilt is the recognition of guilt by conscience. 

Self-judgment and self-condemnation imply a guilt which is 

more radical than the judgment of guilt by external criteria. 

External judgment and punishment do not serve to reform the 

criminal or bring him to remorse and repentence. They may 

even serve against the recognition of guilt by the criminal. 

It allows the criminal to limit his guilt to specific and 

limited crimes. External judgment and condemnation may 

thus serve to help man evade the recognition of his guilt. 

The judgment of conscience is much more severe as 

self-condemnation; as a determination of man’s character, 

it seeks its own punishment. Self-condemnation or judgment 

goes far beyond the numerical correspondence of external 

judgments. It takes cognizance of inner dispositions, of 

consent, of undone prevention. Man's conscience views 

directly a complicity unknown to external perspectives. 

Guilt reaches its proper conclusion only when man inter¬ 

nalizes it and makes it his own. Through self-condemnation 

one comes to see punishment as chastisement and reformation 
7 

and not simply as vengeance. 
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In Dostoevsky, conscience becomes both the assessor 

and the punisher of guilt. When man recognizes his own 

guilt, he seeks punishment to purify himself of that guilt. 

If punishment is to be reformative, it must have its seat 

and consent in conscience. Since guilt is personal and 

spiritual, its correction must also be personal and spirir 

tual. Reformation and correction must become a part of 

the guilty man's intention. The internalization of guilt 

brings about an autonomy in man which confers meaning and 

value upon suffering and punishment. Punishment is no 

longer simply punitive; it is brought into the dialectic 
g 

of guilt as redemption and chastisement. 

When conscience becomes the arbiter of judgment, it 

seeks not only external acts but their motives. It judges 

as guilty not only the act or the disposition to do an evil 

act, but also the consent to let others do evil; and not 

only this consent, but also the indifference which does not 

actively seek to prevent it. Conscience judges neglect and 

disposition. This internalization and intensification of 

the judgment of guilt reaches its culmination in the condem¬ 

nation of the failure to love enough. 

This failure to love is the root of all other failures 

which are designated by conscience as evil; and it is this 

failure which conscience judges most severely. With the 

internalization of guilt, conscience finally judges not only 
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acts, but man's being and personality. Is our disposition, 

our stance toward the world, worthy; or are we ourselves, 

in our very being, guilty of a lack of love, from which 

other evils spring? Is the most relevant factor, morally, 

in relation to evil, the act, or the being and personality 

from which it comes? It is this disposition, the ontologi¬ 

cal stance of the person, which receives the most relevant 

judgment by conscience. Conscience judges sin and evil in 
g 

self-accusation as essentially spiritual in character. 

Conscience knows that the external acts of wickedness come, 

not from external sources, but from the spiritual stance of 

the person who does evil. Evil is seen here as the working 

out, the explication, of the personality. Acts are but the 

explication of the being which performs them. It is this 

personality which receives judgment and condemnation by 

conscience. This is why judgment is internalized in con¬ 

science. Conscience can judge not only the outward acts 

but also the person from which they come. 

Once judgment is related to the personality, to the 

ontological determination of the guilty person, and is no 

longer an external judgment correlated to a specific, con¬ 

crete act, guilt can be specified as being of a qualitative 

character. Guilt is concerned with the quality of person, 

not with this act or that, Guilt has essentially a personal 
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referent. The acts which morality is concerned with are 

external workings out of the personality of man. The rele¬ 

vant characteristic which gives guilt its character is now 

the spiritual existence of the person, not simply his out¬ 

ward acts (although these acts are indications of the per¬ 

sonality involved). This spiritual existence cannot be 

specified in a "more or less" fashion. Guilt is no longer 

quantitative or comparative. The man who knows his guilt 

in the depths of his being does not seek to exculpate him¬ 

self by minimizing his guilt. Dostoevsky does not view 

life here in a gradational sense. There is no hierarchy 

of acts or crimes to which guilt can be related. The rele¬ 

vant failures are spiritual failures, which cannot be divid¬ 

ed into numerous and distinguishable guilts and dealt with 

mathematically. This would relieve the individual of his 

burden. But it is this felt burden which allows the guilty 

man to seek salvation actively, with passion, as a subject. 

It is this spur which may help to raise man to a new level 

of being. The decision to atone actively for his guilt is 

one in which man decisively posits his being. The recog¬ 

nition of guilt by conscience creates a new possibility for 

the being of man. 

Suffering as the Primary Datum of the World 

The character of the world in which guilt is experienced 

is also a relevant factor for an understanding of that guilt. 
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Dostoevsky clearly and concretely relates guilt to the 

spiritual determination of a person in a suffering world. 

In Dostoevsky the profundity of self-accusation does not 

arise exclusively from the realization of a broken pre¬ 

cept, but from the confrontation with an intensely suffer¬ 

ing world. The chapter entitled "Rebellion" in The Brothers 

Karamazov makes this clear. Ivan refuses to accept the 

world because of its immense suffering. But it should be 

noted that in this chapter the suffering is consistently 

caused by the wickedness of man. This, however, does not 

provide, for Ivan, the morally relevant characteristic. 

It is the suffering of the world, not man’s wickedness, 

which strikes Ivan. Later in the book, it is the suffer¬ 

ing of the "babe" which brings Dmitrii to acknowledge his 

guilt.^ This confrontation with suffering is the primary 

opportunity for man to recognize his guilt. It is man who 

causes such suffering. When confronted with this suffering, 

he should recognize his responsibility and his guilt for 

it. Whether he does or not depends, for Dostoevsky, on 

the religious resources which man brings to the encounter. 

Upon the outcome of this encounter follows the determination 

of man's guilt as either damnation Or redemption. Thus .the con¬ 

frontation with suffering compels man to recognize his wicked¬ 

ness. Guilt, is recognized, for Dostoevsky, properly when roan is 
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confronted by suffering and realizes that he is the cause 

of such suffering. To relate guilt strictly to wickedness, 

in the sense of a violation of ethical rules, does not suf¬ 

ficiently acknowledge the personal character of man's acts 

and their consequences. The existence of suffering in the 

world calls out for a personal acknowledgment by those who 

cause suffering. Analogy to other people's actions does 

not serve to convince a person of his guilt. Confrontation 

with the suffering of others creates the precondition for 

such a stark realization as one’s own personal and spiritual 

guilt. The myriad ways in which a person causes suffering-- 

whether directly or indirectly; either actively, or simply 

by consent--become recognizeable when man is confronted by 

suffering. This recognition of personal involvement and 

initiative, of both creating and continuing the suffering 

of the world, brings man to realize his own guilt for that 

suffering. The man who has roots in the spiritual, reli¬ 

gious sphere cannot excuse himself by saying that the world 

suffered before he existed. He knows that he is not there¬ 

fore made a foreigner to guilt. The spiritual man knows in 

immediate intuition, in mystical insight, that he is the 

creator of evil and that he therefore is responsible for the 

suffering of the world. The world suffers because I and 

others like me cause it to suffer. I am directly responsi¬ 

ble for its suffering. 
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Guilt as a Religious Notion 

Dostoevsky's conception of guilt is rooted in a 

religious conception of the world. The religio-theological 

idea of the brotherhood of man, or of the oneness of human¬ 

ity of Christ, provides the framework for Dostoevsky's 

ideas about guilt. The brotherhood of man provides both the 

presupposition for and the goal toward which Dostoevsky's 

conception of guilt moves. The relevant characteristic of 

12 guilt here is its communal nature. "All are guilty for 

all and everything!" (emphasis added). 

The notion of brotherhood provides the apparatus for 

the assertion of a community of guilt. Because all men are 

brothers, they are all involved in responsibility for each 

other. The unity of mankind makes mutual responsibility 

and mutual guilt possible. Man is responsible for his 

brother. Men must share each others' guilt. The Brothers 

Karamazov makes this clear. Zosima's injunction that "all 

are guilty for all" polemicizes against Ivan's disavowal 

of his responsibility for Dmitrii, his brother. The novel 

demonstrates the mutual responsibility of the brothers for 

each other: Ivan, Dmitrii, Alesha--and even the half- 

brother Smerdiakov. It is the bond of brotherhood which 

provides the obligations of responsibility. And Dostoevsky 

seeks to make this brotherhood universal, thus making for a 

universal obligation. Man is responsible for his brother; 

and all are his brothers. 
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The brotherhood of man is also the goal and the end of 

the doctrine of the community of guilt. Mutual guilt makes 

mutual brotherhood possible. When one knows of his guilt, 

it does not occur to him to denigrate others. The guilty 

man cannot assert his superiority over others. He knows 

that he is not blameless. Because one knows himself to be 

guilty, in a qualitative sense, he cannot place himself 

above others in a comparative fashion. He cannot evade 

his guilt by saying that another is more guilty. 

Because all are guilty, none is in a position to sever 

himself from others as an "innocent” from a "guilty." All 

are guilty. All share this determination. This recognition 

of mutual guilt paves the way for sympathy and forgiveness. 

It does not allow judgment and condemnation. This is the 

crux of Dostoevsky's argument against judging other people. 

In order to do so, one must overlook his own guilt. 

Dostoevsky does not allow this kind of arrogance. No one 

is innocent, and, therefore, no one is in a position to con¬ 

demn others. 

The notion of a community of guilt both presupposes a 

unity with other people and prepares the way for the reali¬ 

zation of that unity which ought to be. Dostoevsky realized 

the importance of brotherhood and unity in Christianity. He 

also realized that for a true unity to come about, there 

must be some prior principle upon which this unity is 

founded: "... /~0~7ne cannot get brotherhood if it does 
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13 not exist." Dostoevsky did not find the prerequisite 

for brotherhood in the conceptions of Western man. The men 

of the West concerned themselves with their individual 

rights. Western society is based on self-assertion and 

individual demand. But the Russian and his church have the 

prerequisite for real brotherhood, according to Dostoevsky. 

For Dostoevsky this element was found in the innate unity 

of the Russian Church and the Russian people.^ Because of 

this unity, there is mutual and communal guilt. This is 

the opposite of Western self-assertion and demand. It is 

the acceptance of a foreign guilt in the interest of one's 

neighbor. And this realization of mutual guilt is the pre¬ 

requisite for the love and sympathy which make real brother¬ 

hood happen. 

Man's horizon of understanding has determinative status 

for his guilt. Whether or not a person has a religious per¬ 

spective determines whether his guilt will be damning or 

whether it exists within the context of salvation. It is 

one's confrontation with suffering which serves to bring 

the knowledge of his guilt to the surface; but it is his 

religious stance, or the lack of it, which determines which 

direction his guilt will take. 

For the man with the resources and perspectives of 

religion, guilt appears within a notion of salvation. 

Through the recognition of his guilt, man seeks salvation 

through suffering. By suffering, man becomes one with the 
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rest of the suffering world. In this, he creates brother¬ 

hood and experiences salvation. Guilt therefore is not 

damning for this person, but rather serves the purpose of 

initiating him into the reality of redemption. Guilt here 

has a positive purpose. It does not destroy the individual 

but rather appears as the presupposition for redemption and 

salvation. The religious person, when confronted with suf¬ 

fering, realizes his guilt and desires to suffer.in ex¬ 

piation of that guilt. Here guilt does not appear as an 

absolute break between the individual and the church, the 

world, or God. Guilt is rather encompassed within atone¬ 

ment and salvation. This salvation gives guilt a positive 

and conciliatory meaning. This understanding of guilt is 

made with a view toward salvation and atonement. This 

desire to share in the suffering of the world is Dostoev¬ 

sky’s "way” of salvation, which is the ultimate unity of 

mankind. Dmitrii Karamazov realizes his guilt as he sees 

the suffering of the "babe." He has not broken with God or 

God's creation, but retains some of the vitality and life 

of Russian religion. Dmitrii sees his exile and suffering 

15 as his salvation. 

In contrast, for the man who has not the resources of 

religion, who has cut himself off from God, guilt can only 

appear as damnation. Ivan Karamazov, though confronted 

with much suffering, does not accept the responsibility and 

guilt for it. And yet his being, despite the rejection 
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of his guilt, begins to decompose under the pressure of 

guilt bearing down upon his subconscious. When his guilt 

is finally brought home to him through the interviews with 

Smerdiakov and his visions, he does not have the resources 

to encompass it within a doctrine of salvation. Left to 

himself, and having no hope of salvation, Ivan can only 

conceive of his guilt as condemnation and damnation. Ivan 

is outside of the religious horizon of understanding. His 

guilt can only be experienced as damnation. In the end, 

he breaks down in insanity."^ 

Dostoevsky’s notion of guilt is thoroughly a religious 

notion. It serves a positive function within a doctrine of 

salvation and atonement. As such, it can only be inter¬ 

preted as a qualitative conception. Quantitative terms are 

out of place here.1 Dostoevsky is concerned with man's 

spiritual status, his religious approach to reality. Guilt 

is a cipher for the quality of man's personality. Dostoev¬ 

sky sees guilt as essentially a personal, spiritual and 

communal phenomenon. The realization of communal and mutual 

guilt prepares the way for a true unity of men and places 

man on the road to salvation. 
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CHAPTER 4 

DOSTOEVSKY'S NOTION OF GUILT AND 

OTHER IDEAS OF GUILT 

Dostoevsky's notion of guilt does not compare equally 

to all the disciplines in which a concept of guilt is 

important. Different disciplines necessitate different 

formal approaches to guilt. The legal concept is not the 

ethical one; and neither uses the same concepts of guilt as 

psychology or religion. Concepts of guilt differ even with¬ 

in the different formal approaches. All the concepts of 

guilt used in psychology are not alike. Within the reli¬ 

gious sphere, several quite different understandings of 

guilt hold sway. 

The relevant characteristics of a concept of guilt 

which will determine the serviceability of Dostoevsky's 

notion for other disciplines are: 

1. whether guilt, or its correlate, is arranged 

gradationally in quantitative terms 

2. the relationship of guilt to the personality 

(whether the judgment of guilt is external to the person 

involved, or is self-condemnation; whether the judgment of 

guilt is conventional or has ontological significance) 

3. the completion of the term of guilt (whether guilt 
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is strictly destructive or whether it can be absorbed into 

a dialectic other than its own and can be made to have 

positive application) 

Legal Guilt 

Legal guilt relates the person to some kind of punish¬ 

ment. To be legally guilty means to deserve punishment. 

’’Legal responsibility means liability to punishment, and 

legal guilt thus means that one has merited some punish¬ 

ment.”^ The correlate of guilt--that which gives guilt its 

character--can thus be said to be either the concrete 

crime or the punishment incurred for the commission of that 

crime. It would be incorrect to say, legally, that one is 

’’more or less” guilty, that there are degrees of guilt. 

But the legal interpretation can still be said to have a 

quantitative referrent. Guilt does not refer to the per¬ 

sonality involved; its referent is a crime or the punish¬ 

ment for a crime. The question of legal guilt is answerable 

only with a ”yes” or a ”no.” One cannot be partly guilty 

or more guilty than another. However, these judgments refer 

to the concrete crime and not to the personality of the one 

involved. In that the crimes, or the appropriate punish¬ 

ments, are arranged in a hierarchy, gradationally, legal 

guilt can be said to belong to the class of quantitative 

notions of guilt. Though guilt itself is not arranged 

gradationally, its referents are. Crimes are comparative 



84 

in seriousness and punishments in severity and duration. 

This approach allows for differentiations of the ’’more or 

less" variety. 

Legal guilt is an extrinsic judgment placed on the 

person involved. It does not concern the person's ontolog¬ 

ical status, his being. Legal guilt's sanction is external 

punishment. Remorse is not required or either relevant. 

If reformation is involved, it is so only concerning con¬ 

crete illegal actions. The reform of the criminal, in 

this sense, involves only external punishment and the fear 

of more punishment. It does not aim at changes in value 

or personality. Its only intent is to insure that the law 

is upheld, and to provide punishment when it is not. 

Conscience is extraneous and superfluous. 

Because the referent of guilt is punishment, guilt is 

removed or ended by the completion of the proscribed term 

of punishment. Since it is a judgment external to the 

person, it requires no change in the nature of that person. 

Legal guilt concerns the meriting of punishment. Its claim 

is that one deserves something. When the punishment is com¬ 

pleted, guilt is ended. The dues are paid. 

Dostoevsky's approach to guilt is totally unsuited to 

the legal approach. Indeed, he singles out this approach 

for criticism. The chapter entitled "So Be It! So Be It!" 

in The Brothers Karamazov sets out an argument in favor of 

the Church against the courts. Zosima accuses the civil 
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court system of ultimately being against the interest and 

protection of society. The mechanical punishment that cuts 

the criminal off from society does not succeed in reforming 

him, but rather hardens him in his criminal ways. Because 

the reformation of conscience is superfluous to the legal 

notion of guilt, the criminal is not reformed or regenerated. 

This approach to guilt does not allow the criminal to recognize 

his sin against society. It is indifferent to the fate of the 

criminal and cuts him off from society with hatred. To counter 

this Zosima suggests that the Church has the true interests of 

society at heart in her approach to the erring brother. The 

Church would be effective in the reduction of crime because 

she would reform the criminal by convicting him of his sin 

against society. She would lovingly restrain the criminal 

and regenerate him when fallen. For the external, mechanical 

punishment of the State, Dostoevsky would substitute the 

internal conviction of conscience enlightened by the Church 

as the bearer of the law of Christ. 

Dostoevsky's approach to guilt is inapplicable to the 

legal apparatus for several reasons: 

1. it is a qualitative approach, and, though it does 

allow for quantitative guilt, cannot of itself provide the 

distinctions which the legal approach requires 

2. Dostoevsky's notion of guilt is internal in both 

commission and recognition 

3. it refers to an ontological determination of the 
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individual, not conventional judgments extraneous to the one 

involved 

Although Dostoevsky's qualitative approach to guilt 

allows for the development of quantitative categories within 

it, it nevertheless lessens the seriousness of the distinc¬ 

tions used in the legal concepts of guilt. Dostoevsky's 

notion of communal guilt, of being personally involved in a 

community of guilt, involves man in a web of guilt too vast 

and involved for the differentiations of legal punishment 

and too personal for the objectivity required for the judg¬ 

ment of society. Guilt for "all" does not reduce to a 

variety of concrete guilts which would demand legal punish¬ 

ment. To expand law to cover the extent of guilt as 

Dostoevsky understands it would destroy the character of 

law as a social preserver. Guilt, understood in Dostoevsky's 

sense, does not require the meriting of punishment in numeri¬ 

cal correspondence to each failure which makes up that 

person's guilt. Indeed, Dostoevsky's understanding of 

qualitative guilt does not consist of the sum of all quanti¬ 

tative guilts. Guilt as an irreducible quality is unsuit¬ 

ed to legal distinctions. 

Conscience plays a very important, though not exclusive, 

role in Dostoevsky's concept of guilt. Conscience, enlight¬ 

ened by Christ and the Church, is the sphere where guilt is 

properly recognized and chastised. But conscience, the 

individual's felt knowledge of his own guilt, plays no part 
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in a legal conception of guilt. Law takes a purely exter¬ 

nal approach to guilt in relation to the person involved. 

Others besides the guilty man determine his guilt and 

prescribe punishment for it. His own stance toward his 

guilt is superfluous. A person's understanding of his own 

guilt is an essential factor in Dostoevsky's concept of 

guilt. For Dostoevsky, only punishment which is freely 

sought and accepted provides the true chastisement for 

guilt. The man must make the punishment and chastisement 

his own. To be effective, it must not be imposed heter- 

onomously from the outside. Both guilt and chastisement 

must be freely accepted and made one's own. Heteronomous 

punishment does not become a part of the personality. The 

only reformation it can bring is outward conformity. 

Dostoevsky's concept of guilt aims at the personal regenera¬ 

tion of the fallen one. 

Dostoevsky's approach also differs from the legal 

approach in that it concerns the ontological dimensions of 

the person, not simply an external judgment applied to the 

individual by others. Crime and Punishment shows the effects 

of guilt on the person. Guilt is an ontological determina¬ 

tion of the person. Guilt brings with it the impulse to 

atone. This explicates itself in the desire to confess, the 

desire to make one's guilt known and to face it, to suffer 

in expiation of that guilt. Guilt makes one incomprehensi¬ 

ble to oneself and isolates one from others. It also brings 
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with it the desire to reunite oneself with others, with the 

world, and with the God that was offended. The point is 

that guilt is a determination of the person which has an 

activity proper to it. It cannot simply be dismissed as a 

convention, but forces its demands in the depths of man's 

being. 

Ethical Guilt 

The ethical approach to guilt shares many characteris¬ 

tics with the legal, but it nevertheless should be treated 

separately. There are important distinctions. 

It ethicsJ7 is also distinguished from law . . . 
by certain features which it shares with convention, 
namely, in not being created or changeable by any¬ 
thing like a deliberate legislative, executive, or 
judicial act, and in having as its sanctions, not 
physical force or the threat of it but, at most, 
praise and blame and other such mainly verbal signs 
of favor or disfavor.3 

Though ethics must be distinguished from law, the notion of 

guilt which informs it is comparable to legal guilt in 

certain relevant characteristics. Like law, ethical guilt 

is correlated with a concrete act. This act is the basis 

of the particular sanction; in the case of law, punishment; 

in the case of ethics, "moral disvalue"^ or "verbal signs of 

favor or disfavor." Whatever the sanction, ethical guilt 

concerns itself with the concrete act, and not merely a 

disposition or stance toward the world. Acts, sanctions, 

and degrees of moral disvalue are arranged in a gradational 

hierarchy. One act is morally worse than another; it incurs 
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more moral blame. Ethical guilt is thus quantitative and 

comparative. 

Like law, the judgment of guilt in ethics is also 

external to the person involved. While conscience is an 

important concept of ethics, and plays a larger role in 

ethics than it does in law, the burden of judgment in 

ethics lays with the ’’rules, principles, ideals, and virtues"^ 

which form the matrix against which ethical judgments are 

made. Ethical judgments, though wishing to inspire or 

enhance certain types of feelings, wishing to prick con¬ 

science, do not depend upon the feelings of conscience for 

their judgment. Ethics depends upon norms and the reasons 

for these norms; and it is not commonly accepted that the 

feelings of conscience are the relevant factors which 

determine the morality of a concept. or action. A criter¬ 

ion more rational and universalizable is required for moral¬ 

ity. With this we move from the judgment of the individual 

about himself, from self-condemnation, to the external 

judgment of rational ethical principles. 

The ethical approach to guilt compares to Dostoevsky's 

notion of guilt much as the legal approach does. The same 

differences are valid. Ethics is quantitative and compara¬ 

tive. Dostoevsky's qualitative concept of guilt will simply 

not furnish the distinctions which ethical science depends 

on. Dostoevsky's qualitative notion of guilt leaves room 

for the development of quantitative notions, but it does 
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not provide the criteria and distinctions for this quanti¬ 

tative development. Indeed, the qualitative approach to 

guilt tends to obscure quantitative distinctions.^ This 

makes the boundaries between acts and the guilt associated 

with these acts fluid and all-inclusive. Ethical guilt is 

firmly co-related to the external, concrete act. Dostoev¬ 

sky's notion of spiritual sins, of being guilty for 

thoughts and dispositions, for providing the opportunity 

for others to do evil, and of sharing their guilt, will 

not do for ethics. Guilt in ethics turns on deliberate 

wrongdoing, on concrete actions. Dostoevsky's concept of 

guilt is much more comprehensive than ethical guilt, and 

if applied to ethics would reduce the seriousness of the 

guilt associated with concrete acts. The primary differ¬ 

ence between Dostoevsky’s notion of guilt and the ethical 

concept is that Dostoevsky's concept is not comparative 

and quantitative. It is concerned with the ontological 

status of a person, with the quality of his existence. 

Ethical guilt is concerned with the moral disvalue associated 

with particular acts, with the value of a person's actions. 

One man is of more moral worth than another because of his 

acts. Dostoevsky takes another approach. His placing of man 

within spheres--the suffering/ those who cause suffering; believers 

nihilists--as a determination of their guilt suppresses the 

guilt associated with particular acts. Because they are 

guilty for all, the guilt for particular acts is made less 
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distinguished and meaningful. 

Dostoevsky's intuition of total guilt is inapplicable to both 

law and ethics. The main point of contention is the dif¬ 

ference between a quantitative, comparative approach to 

guilt and one that may be classed as qualitative. It must 

be asked at this point: If Dostoevsky differentiates 

his notion of guilt from both law and ethics in such a 

radical way, what did he think was wrong with the legal and 

ethical definitions of guilt? Why are the quantitative 

legal and ethical concepts of guilt not satisfactory to 

Dostoevsky? The primary reason is that the quantitative, 

comparative approach, which allows guilt only for stated 

and externally judged offenses, allows the individual to 

escape the responsibility for all those other things of 

which he knows himself to be guilty. By restricting one's 

guilt to the stated offenses of law or ethics, one can 

ignore his own stance toward the world, or his evil thoughts 

and motives, and be content that, if he does not commit the 

stated offenses, he is innocent. And he is, according to 

law and ethics. For Dostoevsky, evil and guilt were much 

more radical than the ethical or legal notions implied. 

Ethics and law assume that man is essentially innocent. 

Guilt is something extraneous and temporary. Dostoevsky 

realized the essential personal character of guilt. It 

has roots at the core of personality. It is at root a 

problem of personality--evil concerns the spiritual nature 
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of man. What bothered Dostoevsky about the legal approach 

and the ethical approach is that they did not take this view 

of man as a spiritual, personal, responsible being seriously 

enough. Law and ethics are not comprehensive enough in 

dealing with the being of man. 

Guilt in Psychology 

Much has been said about the insights of Dostoevsky 

into the human psychology. Indeed, his dealings with man's 

experience of guilt often show the deception and darkness 

which exists within the human soul. But is his notion of 

guilt explicated best as a "psychological" concept? 

Psychology deals with guilt in different ways. Certain 

psychological approaches have much in common with Dostoevsky. 

Other approaches vary significantly. Those of greatest 

interest in a study of guilt treat guilt in two different 

ways : 

1. guilt is defined as a particular type of feeling 

which results from a complex of psychological occurrences: 

guilt as complex 

2. the feelings of guilt are not the result of the 

imagination but rather reflect a true understanding of the 

person's relation to his environment and his world. This 

does not deny that there are cases of neurotic guilt. The 

question is whether guilt is always the result of a neurotic 

complex. Does the feeling of guilt ever reflect a true 

awareness of one's being? 
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Sigmund Freud represents the first approach to guilt. 

For Freud, conscience, the sense of guilt, was formed by 
7 

the crime of parricide. The Oedipus complex, with its 

symbolic hatred and murder of the father, forms a per¬ 

manent part of the ego (conscience)as it is repressed into the 

unconscious. There it is called the super-ego and becomes 

the internalization of the father’s function: it becomes 

the obstacle to the individual will. By internalizing into 

conscience the externally feared punishment, castration, 

it develops the sense of guilt. The formation of this 

complex is seen in this view as being prior to the sense of 

guilt. Feelings of guilt result from this confluence of 

psychological events. Morality and the sense of guilt are 

entirely an epiphenomenon of a psychological complex. 

Dostoevsky, though showing much psychological acumen 

in his writings, would be at odds with this view. He would 

see it as negating the ontological validity of morality. A 

psychological view such as this could certainly account for 

the deep reverberations in the soul which come with the 

experience of guilt. Dostoevsky accepted this dark and 

terrible side of the soul in torment. But he would not 

ascribe it to a complex. For him, the feelings of guilt and 

the yearning for punishment which accompanied them did not 

represent the explication, in analogy, of the primal parricide. 

However, there is something analogous to it in Dostoevsky. 

Freud’s primal parricide forms the stratum in a 
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discussion of guilt which may be called "original sin." It 

is that primal sin from which comes the possibility of other 

sins. It gives birth to conscience, and makes guilt possi¬ 

ble . 
For Freud conscience is an effect: the consequence 
of a renunciation of one's drives T_/he 
human feeling of guilt exists prior to the super¬ 
ego and therefore prior to conscience. . . . Freud 
ijs led to posit at the base and origin of this guilt 
j_ guilt which comes from conscience_/, and of con¬ 
science, an unconscious feeling, which does not 
derive from any failure to live up to any moral 
imperative since it is prior to any such imperative 
.... This unconscious feeling of guilt is con¬ 
nected with a crime, the "murder of the primordial 
father . . . ." 

The unconscious feeling of guilt with which we 
began is explained by the act of ousting the father 
in order to take his place; an act from which none 
can escape--"original sin." 

Dostoevsky's notion of guilt is linked to Freud's by a 

common symbolism. Parracide--the murder of the father. 

This crime makes concrete the guilt of the Karamazov 

Brothers. It is their responsibility for the murder of 

their father which leads them to experience a guilt which 

none had experience before. Lying at the base of both Ivan 

Karamazov's guilt in The Brothers Karamazov and Raskolnikov's 

guilt in Crime and Punishment is another type of parracide-- 

spiritual parracide--the killing of God. This is the ex¬ 

plicit theme of The Devils. The killing of God--taking 

God's place by making morality an individual choice--is, 

for Dostoevsky, the primal sin. 

But this symbolism does not lead Dostoevsky to a 

psychological explanation of guilt. He opts for a 
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metaphysical one. The severing of oneself from God and 

from morality is a metaphysical act. It is the primal, 

definitive, act of the personality. It is a supreme act 

of choice because it posits the personality in a choice. 

For Dostoevsky it is the wrong choice. As Svidrigailov, 

Smerdiakov, and Stavrogin show, it is metaphysical suicide. 

This act, the "original sin," that which is at the root of 

all sins, is not, however, the product of unconscious, 

psychological drives of repression. It is, as Dostoevsky 

showed in the figure of Kirilov in The Devils, the highest 

act of will and of personality. The murder of God is the 

supreme act of the individual (even though arbitrary) will. 

It occurs only as a metaphysical event, not a psychological 

one. To explain guilt as the result of psychological repres¬ 

sion would rob man of that freedom which constitutes him 

as a spiritual being. For Dostoevsky that spirituality is 

expressed in choice the most extreme of which is the choice 

of men's will in opposition to God. The difference between 

the psycho-analytical view of guilt and Dostoevsky's view 

is that for Dostoevsky the primal event of parracide is a 

metaphysical event, expressing the freedom of man's spiritual 

nature to posit itself by a decision. 

For the psychoanalyst, the primal event is the uncon¬ 

scious repression of unconscious drives. It posits man as 
O 

a cultural being by making a break with nature. Through it 

man becomes a moral being. But at bottom, at the foundation 
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of man's culture and his morality is an accident. Man's 

morality is an accident, an illusion built upon a mistake. 

From this the difference in conclusions between Dostoevsky's 

view and the psycho-analytical view can be shown. For 

Dostoevsky, morality had a metaphysically valid foundation 

and could therefore make claims and demands, valid demands, 

upon the person. The psycho-analytical theory of guilt 

denies metaphysical guilt in favor of psychological torment. 

On the basis of psycho-analytical thought, morality can make 

no absolute claim. Morality and guilt, though they be 

universal, cannot be said to be metaphysically valid. 

Guilt is founded upon a psychological blunder, not upon the 

heart and soul of personality. 

Psychology, however, is not confined to this approach. 

The school of psychology influenced by existentialism has a 

view of guilt much closer to Dostoevsky's. Dostoevsky's 

writings concerning guilt find affinity with this school. 

Viktor Frankl,^ for instance, views the psychological 

experience of guilt, the feeling of guilt, as showing a 

valid awareness of the ontological situation. Guilt is, in 

effect, the felt awareness of a disruption of existence--a 

true disruption, not merely a psychological maladjustment. 

The experience of guilt may show a correct view of the 

situation. Frankl does not view morality as an inflexible 

law of man's nature, but rather as the fulfillment of man's 

yearning for meaning and his commitment to moral imperatives. 

In that this meaning and commitment are essentially personal, 
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and are not arbitrary, morality can be said to have an 

ontological referent. Therapy should, therefore, seek to 

help the patient face up to his guilt and inspire him to 

take on his responsibility. 

This view takes the patient seriously as a subject in 

his own right. Man's personality as that which bears a 

meaning and which searches for meaning is taken with the 

utmost seriousness here. Frankl seeks to give man a mean¬ 

ing for which to live and around which to order his life. 

This also implies the reality of guilt. For man to take 

himself seriously as a subject, he must accept the possi¬ 

bility within this for real guilt. 

Dostoevsky's concept of guilt is applicable for a 

psychology which both takes guilt seriously as an ontolog¬ 

ical disruption and seeks to give man meaning. Dostoevsky, 

by directly relating the experience of guilt and the aton¬ 

ing value of suffering, finds an apparatus which can give 

meaning and value to an otherwise meaningless and damning 

experience of man. Within Dostoevsky's understanding, 

the experience of suffering becomes laden with the meaning 

of redemption. Suffering and torment are no longer meaning¬ 

less. Suffering atones for guilt and binds man to the rest 

of the world and to God. This places guilt within a con¬ 

structive and positive psychological therapy. If guilt is 

real, then suffering can atone for it. 
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Charles Curran also wishes to view guilt in a positive, 

constructive light. As such, it can be a useful tool in 

counseling therapy. This approach would see therapy as the 

process of moving "from a negative irresponsibility for one¬ 

self to the facing and changing of one's actions toward one¬ 

self and others." ^ This approach therefore sees the 

therapy process as one which seeks to help the individual 

become responsible. In this view, in which conscience is 

taken so seriously, guilt becomes a warning signal to help 

the person become aware of his irresponsible behavior. 

Guilt is constructive "when the regrets it invokes are pre¬ 

ventive of a repetition of the same action or judgment. 

The feeling of guilt is a goad against failure. 

Religion and Guilt 

It is by no means a critical unanimity that Dostoevsky's 

final outlook is a Christian one. Does Dostoevsky remain 

faithful to his Christian intentions? Or, do the refrains 

of the Grant Inquisitor and his other arguments end in 

rebellion? It is obviously our opinion that Dostoevsky is 

within the Christian confession. To make this clear, we 

must further ask: How does Dostoevsky's concept of guilt 

compare with other concepts within the Christian confession? 

For this comparison, the diverse concepts of guilt found in 

the thought of St. Thomas Aquinas and Sjrfren Kierkegaard will 

be used. Before this, however, it will be useful to compare 
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Dostoevsky’s notion to the concept of guilt which results 

from Paul Ricoeur's study. 

First, guilt is not an expression of the whole concept 

of fault. Defilement and sin are also legitimate expres¬ 

sions. Also, guilt does not reduce to one concept: there 

are several possibilities of development. Ricoeur discuss¬ 

es three directions in which the concept of guilt plays it¬ 

self out: 

1. ”an ethico-juridical reflection on the relation 

of penalty to responsibility” 

2. ”an ethico-religious reflection on a delicate and 

scrupulous conscience" 

3. "a psychotheological reflection on the hell of an 

13 accused and condemned conscience" 

Our purpose is only to touch on those characteristics which 

may be relevant in a comparison with Dostoevsky’s understand¬ 

ing of guilt. 

Ricoeur’s phenomenology of guilt results in the dis¬ 

tinguishing of three characteristics of guilt which are 

relevant : 

1. It is in the shift from the consciousness of sin 

to the consciousness of guilt that man becomes fully personal 

2. The consciousness of guilt is an internalization 

and an individualization of the consciousness of fault. It 

breaks the community of sin 

3. Guilt is a quantitative notion. It admits of degrees. 



100 

Guilt has to do primarily with personality. Indeed, 

the consciousness of guilt calls one to become self- 

conscious . 

r~lJ7n becoming ethical and no longer 
the Interdiction raises up a subjective pole of 
responsibility that can no longer be only one who 
answers for the sanction, one who is responsible in 
the elementary sense of a subject of punishment, but 
a center of decision, an author of acts.1 

This consciousness comes about through the internalization 

of the consciousness of fault The locus of evil is now 

the subject who is responsible for that evil. Man's atten¬ 

tion is directed inward on himself. It is in his heart that 

he will find the locus of fault and evil. This signifies a 

radical shift also in the evil that is looked for. It no 

longer signifies a simple breaking-of-the-rules. Evil takes 

on a personal, spiritual character: 

Man_V is revealed to himself as the author not 
only of his many acts, but of the motives of his 
acts and, beyond the motives, of the most radical 
possibilities which are suddenly reduced to the 
pure and simple alternative: God or Nothing. 

Through this interiorization of fault man comes to embrace 

his whole existence in a single decision. In becoming 

responsible for this choice, in becoming the determiner of 

his being, man reaches the possibility, and the dread, of 

personality. He becomes the author of action. The con¬ 

sciousness of guilt shows man his essential personality: 

he can make a fundamental and supremely important choice. 

He can decide. Man comes to self-consciousness. 
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Finally, the confession of sins completes this 
movement of the internalization of sin in personal 
guilt: the ’thou' that is summoned becomes the 'I* 
that accuses itself . . . . j_ I_/n place of empha¬ 
sizing the 'before God,' the 'against thee, against 
thee alone,' the feeling of guilt emphasizes the 'it 
is I who . . . . ' -*-6 

This event has other consequences for man. In making him a 

personal being, in individualizing fault, it cuts the bond 

which holds him to the rest of society. Guilt brings 

about the isolation of man within himself. 

Gj7uilt implies what may be called a judg¬ 
ment of personal imputation of evil; this individ¬ 
ualization of guilt breaks with the 'we' of the 
confession of sins. . . . (_ T_/he individualization 
of imputation. A new opposition arises in the con¬ 
sciousness of fault: according to the schema of sin, 
evil is a situation 'in which' mankind is caught as 
a single collective; according to the schema of 
guilt, evil is an act that each individual 'begins.' 
This pulverization of fault into a multiplicity of 
subjective guilts puts in question the 'we' of the 
confession of sins and makes evident the loneliness 
of the guilty conscience .... The guilty con¬ 
science is shut in first of all because it is an 
isolated conscience that breaks the communion of 
sinners.17 

Another revolution in consciousness caused by the emer¬ 

gence of guilt as an expression of fault is the consciousness 

of degrees of fault. 

The second conquest, contemporary with the 
individualization of fault, is the idea that 
guilt has degrees. Whereas sin is a qualitative 
situation--it is or it is not--guilt designates 
an intensive quantity, capable of more and less 
.... The guilty conscience . . . confesses 
that its fault allows of more and less, that it 
has degrees of seriousness.!8 
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With the experience of gradations of guilt comes the appara¬ 

tus for a new factor within civilization. Moral and jurid¬ 

ical penalty and judgment depend upon this gradation view 

of fault. The degree of fault makes for a scale of 

offenses, "and with a scale of offenses a scale of penalties 

is possible." This consciousness informs the institutions 

which modern society rests upon. 

Under this apparatus, Dostoevsky’s concept of guilt 

would best be seen as a confluence of the symbols of sin 

and guilt. Indeed, the consciousness of guilt is not 

entirely detachable from the consciousness of sin. 

Dostoevsky is in full agreement that the consciousness 

of guilt is essentially self-consciousness. Self¬ 

accusation is perhaps the highest determination of person¬ 

ality in the works of Dostoevsky. Did not Zosima say to 

his fellow monks: 

When he realizes that he is not only worse than 
others, but that he is responsible to all men 
for all and everything, for all human sins, 
general and individual, only then the aim of our 
seclusion is attained .... Only through that 
knowledge, our heart grows soft with infinite, 
universal, inexhaustible love.* 9 

Guilt has therefore a two-fold relationship to personality. 

Guilt comes from misused freedom. It requires freedom for 

its existence. The experience of guilt is at root the 

experience of a faulted choice, of the actualization of 

the wrong possibility or of the faulted possibility. But 

from this experience of the personalization of evil, in 
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which man becomes the cause of evil--not only as the 

material upon which evil works, but the cause in the sense 

of the author of evil--man is opened up to the possibility 

of freedom and of personal existence. This experience of 

guilt gives man the possibility of being a deciding, 

creating being. Through the experience of guilt, the 

acceptance of responsibility for it, and the yearning for 

chastisement because of it, man becomes a spiritual 

subj ect. 

The second characteristic which Ricoeur singles out, 

that guilt breaks the community and isolates man within 

himself, has a two-fold relation to the thought of 

Dostoevsky. As shown in the figure of Raskol'nikov in 

Crime and Punishment, guilt, as a powerful, ontological 

force in the unconscious, ruptures Raskol'nikov's relations 

to society and the world. It closes Raskol'nikov in upon 

himself. Not only is he shut in upon himself, but he no 

longer has the option of communal existence. This, however, 

is not the only determination which is possible for the 

phenomenon of guilt. As Raskol'nikov becomes conscious of 

his guilt, he becomes more firmly related to the world. 

This consciousness of guilt is, in the final analysis, the 

structure which makes Raskol'nikov, Dmitrii Karamazov and 

Alesha Karamazov firmly and concretely related to society 

and the world. But viewing Ricoeur's work, how is this re¬ 

joining of what was ruptured possible? Guilt was the 
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instrument which separates man. It breaks up the community. 

How can it now be the instrument through which a community 

becomes possible? 

Ricoeur ties the interiorizing of fault in guilt as 

individualization and the breaking up of community directly 

to a "definite historical situation." This historical 

situation is the exile of the Jews. At this point the state 

is no longer a viable entity. The state can no longer be 

the bearer of fault because the state can no longer offer 

salvation from fault. Salvation, in terms of a national 

or communal apparatus, is out of the question. Fault 

becomes accusation without response. At this juncture, the 

accusation which is not met with response becomes a one¬ 

sided conversation. It cannot continue. Thus the imputa¬ 

tion of fault shifts to a situation where a dialogue is 

possible. Fault becomes individualized. 

From the moment when the preaching of communal 
sin no longer signifies that a choice is open, but 
that fate has closed the door on an entire people, 
it is the preaching of the individual sin, of 
personal guilt, guilt that has the value of hope. 
For if sin is individual, salvation can be equally 
so. Zü 

This change in the consciousness of fault is irreversible. 

But where can Dostoevsky's concept of fault exist in such a 

scheme? Does Dostoevsky revert to an archaic and outdated 

conception of fault? 

The consciousness of fault from which Dostoevsky's 

concept of guilt springs has gone through this agonizing 
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rupture. Man has become guilty and has been abruptly 

severed from his relations with his fellow creatures. The 

"community of sin" has been broken up. Man accuses himself 

with self-consciousness as an individual. It is a lonely 

accusation. The communion of national sin is broken. 

Dostoevsky writes perceptively of the lonely consciousness 

of the accused. Conscience becomes the sphere of accusa¬ 

tion. The guilty man, Raskol'nikov, is severed from his 

fellow man. Society is ruptured. 

Dostoevsky cannot go behind this conception and pre¬ 

tend that this shift in consciousness never occurred. He 

is bound by it. Indeed, the individualization and interior- 

ization of fault forms a great part of his conceptualization 

of guilt. Man becomes a subject and accuses himself. 

Conscience is the place where guilt is recognized and where 

guilt is punished. His understanding of guilt as providing 

the "desire to suffer" depends upon this conception of fault. 

Man, knowing himself to be guilty, yearns for that educative 

punishment which will chastise him for his guilt. Where 

then does Dostoevsky ground his notion of the "communion of 

guilt?" How can one man be involved in the sins and the 

guilt of other men? 

In Ricoeur's conception of fault, the communion of 

fault, provided by the schema of sin, depended upon the 

solidarity of the Jewish nation. The nation stood before 

God as sinful. All had sinned, all would be punished, and 
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all were guilty because all were subjects of punishment. 

The nation breaks apart, and with it the conception of 

fault. Guilt causes the consciousness of fault to be 

individualized. Each man is now guilty. 

Dostoevsky is confronted with a new situation. After 

the break-up of the nation, after the individualization of 

man, comes the Christian community, the communion of saints, 

and the communion of a suffering world. Dostoevsky must 

find a conception of fault that gives expression to this 

new factor in consciousness. By forming a notion of com¬ 

munal guilt, of mutual guilt for the suffering and sins of 

others, not based on the corporateness of the nation, 

but on the solidarity and communion of a suffering world 

and an atoning work of salvation by Christ's solidarity 

with this suffering world, Dostoevsky is able to take up 

the individualization and interiorization of the concept 

of fault into a new and more profound religious conception 

of guilt. The old symbolism of fault is maintained, but a 

new factor is added. This new factor of a communion of 

guilt allows Dostoevsky to cause a reversal in the previous 

conception of guilt. In place of the consciousness of 

fault which saw guilt as necessitating a quantitative view 

of fault, by relating degrees of seriousness to degrees of 

responsibility, Dostoevsky substitutes a conception of guilt 

which is not concerned with degrees of guilt, but rather 

with the quality of a person's involvement with the 
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communion of suffering. The individual still retains self- 

consciousness. He is not merged into the group where he 

looses his identity. But neither does he remain an 

individual isolated from communion because of his guilt. 

The utmost spirituality is thus not bare identity, but 

self-consciousness which knows oneself to be responsible, 

not in isolation, but in mutual guilt and therefore in 

mutual suffering and communion with the rest of Christ’s 

world. 

To bring degrees of guilt and responsibility in at 

this time in an effort to escape the suffering of the world 

is, for Dostoevsky, an effort to escape the communion of 

the world and is the utmost in spiritual pride. The effort 

at a scrupulous conscience would annul Dostoevsky’s concep¬ 

tion of guilt and the atonement which it offers. The use 

of the comparative as a measure of guilt drives a wedge 

between one person and another. This judgment, which would 

pronounce all the others guilty except the judge, is the 

mark of a guilt which is outside the purview of the atoning 

communion. This guilt is isolation, because it does not 

allow one to recognize oneself as essentially guilty. 

Dostoevsky's conception of guilt, built on the vision of 

a suffering world, necessitates a shift from a quantitative, 

comparative view of guilt to a qualitative one. Guilt, 

for Dostoevsky, can then lead in one of two directions: 
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1. toward the communion of the suffering, where man 

recognizes himself as responsible for all his brothers, and 

accepts, because of this recognition of guilt as total 

guilt, ("for all and for everything"), the suffering and 

the redemption which this suffering brings 

2. a guilt which refuses to recognize itself and the 

communion of the guilty and the suffering. This leads to 

isolation, condemnation, and because guilt, for Dostoevsky, 

has ontological ramifications, to damnation 

The point of intersection, or rather, contention, 

between St. Thomas Aquinas and Dostoevsky would be the 

qualitative/quantitative question. St. Thomas's view of 

guilt, based on the scholastic ontology of gradations of 

being, necessarily concerns itself with the quantitative 

view. The relation of the seriousness of sin and the 

individual's responsibility for the commission of that sin 

determine the degree of his guilt. There are a multitude 

of factors which go into constituting the seriousness of a 

sin: its species, the object of sin, the opposing virtue, 

circumstance, the amount of harm done, the status of the 

person offended, the importance of the sinner, the faculty 

in which sin is found. Since sin is a matter of volition, 

anything which reduces the capacity of the will to make a 

free, rational choice reduces one's responsibility for sin, 

21 and therefore, his guilt. The function of Thomas Aquinas' 

system as a foundation for both ethics and the sacramental 



109 

system necessitates a gradational view of guilt. Dostoevsky's 

view is therefore at odds with Thomas'. 

In Thomas Aquinas' Summa Contra Gentiles he reviews 

the arguments of those who view sin as having a qualitative 

character. 

Similarly, also the notion that all sins are 
equal seems to have some reasonableness, since 
sin occurs in human acts solely because a person 
overlooks the rule of reason. But a man who 
departs a little from reason overlooks its rule, 
just as one who misses it by a wide margin. So, 
it would seem that a sin is equal whether the 
wrong done was small or great.21 

Thomas does not accept this argument, however, 

. . . jT~I~/n all matters in which the perfect and 
the good consists in some sort of commensuration, 
the greater the departure from the proper measure¬ 
ment, the worse will it be.22 

Dostoevsky can meet Thomas' criticism only by setting forth 

a qualitative concept of guilt which is not intended to do 

service to ethics or law. To hold on to his view of guilt, 

Dostoevsky is obliged not to use it to assert views of 

correct action. It is in service to a religious goal: the 

redemption and salvation of the person. It is through the 

recognition of one's guilt that one is placed in the posi¬ 

tion to receive salvation. Dostoevsky was not concerned, 

in his writings on guilt, with a particular ethical system. 

He is concerned with a religious possibility and with 

creating the disposition for that possibility. 

Kierkegaard proposes what he thinks is an essentially 

religious understanding of guilt. Guilt, because it defines 
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our relation to God, is essentially a qualitative phenomenon. 

Quantitative views of guilt distort what is actually the 

case. Guilt is, in essence, the most concrete way in 

which a person can experience existence. It is, therefore, 

an assertion of existence. Guilt becomes qualitative, 

total guilt as it is related to an eternal happiness. 

'7_G_Tuilt is the expression for the strongest self- 

23 
assertion of existence . . . ." 

Kierkegaard sees the strongest argument against this 

type of guilt as asserting that, because guilt signifies 

existence itself, man is guiltless, and either God or exis¬ 

tence itself must bear the blame. He sees this argument, 

however, as ironically giving support to his thesis of 

total guilt. 

Accordingly, the exister should be able to cast 
the blame away from himself upon existence, or upon 
him who put him in existence, and so be without 
guilt .... To him who is essentially innocent 
it can never occur to cast guilt away from him, for 
the innocent man has nothing to do with the deter¬ 
minant we call guilt. Therefore when in a particular 
case a person casts from him the blame and thinks 
that he is without guilt, at that very instant he 
makes the concession that on the whole he is one who 
is essentially guilty, only possibly in this particu¬ 
lar he is not guilty.24 

Kierkegaard thinks that the notion of total, qualitative 

guilt offers an apparatus to assert the guiltiness or 

innocence of the particular case. A quantitative notion, 

which in form, as they all do, believes the person essen¬ 

tially innocent, is quite out of place. If one is innocent, 

then becomes guilty, he does not alternate again to 
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innocence, as quantitative theories seem to hold. 

Aesthetically considered, the dialectic of 
guilt is this: the individual is innocent, then 
we have innocence and guiltiness as alternating 
qualifications of life, at one moment the individ¬ 
ual becomes guilty in this or that respect, at 
another moment he is innocent. If this or that had 
not been, the individual would not have become 
guilty; under other conditions the man who now is 
regarded as guilty would have been innocent.^5 

The comparative conception of guilt does not bind the 

particular cases of guilt together. It does not understand 

guilt in essential relation to the person who is guilty. 

It is essentially an external judgment, leaving out in¬ 

wardness, which is the whole determinant of man. 

Consequently, every conception of guilt is 
lower which does not by an eternal recollection 
put guilt together with the relation to an exter¬ 
nal happiness, but by memory puts it together 
with something lower, something comparative . . . 
and allows forgetfulness to step between the 
particular instances of guilt. 

Kierkegaard sees the proper conception of guilt as having 

to do with inwardness, with religion, with man's eternal 

happiness. The relation of guilt to an eternal happiness 

does not exist as a negation (completely) of that eternal 

happiness. The sphere of eternal happiness does not allow 

such a break. Guilt is the referent of an immanent con¬ 

sciousness related to an eternal consciousness. It is 

through the eternal that the break in immanence is sustained. 

is . . . the relationship which always 
systains the disrelationship .... 

The consciousness of guilt still lies essentially 
in immanence .... In the consciousness of guilt 
it is the selfsame subject which becomes essentially 
guilty by keeping guilt in relationship to an eternal 



112 

happiness. But the breach, in which lies the 
paradoxical accentuation, cannot occur in the 
relationship between an exister and the eternal, 
because the eternal embraces the exister on all 
sides, and therefore the disrelationship or 
incompatibility remains within immanence.28 

The sphere of guilt is therefore inwardness. Guilt 

refers to the essential determination of the person, not 

externally, but in his depths, as a total determinant. This 

is essentially a religious notion of guilt. 

/”AJ7 religious address has to do with in¬ 
wardness, where the total determinant grips a 
man.29 

It is a religious being that man encounters an eternal con¬ 

sciousness. And it is only within this consciousness of an 

eternal happiness that man can know himself as totally 

guilty. 

The totality of guilt comes into being for the 
individual when he puts his guilt together_with the 
relation to an eternal happiness T_/he 
consciousness of guilt is the decisive expression 
for the relationship to an eternal happiness. He 
who has no relation to this never gets to the point 
of conceiving himself as totally or essentially 
guilty.5U 

The expression of total guiltiness is a correct expression 

for the relation of man to God. It is inappropriate for 

external relations in the world. It is only the relation 

to God which makes a qualitative notion of guilt possible. 

By the fact that the conception of God is in¬ 
cluded, the definition of the guilt is transformed 
into a qualitative definition. Put together with 
the comparative as a standard, the guilt becomes 
quantitative: confronted with the absolute 
quality, the guilt becomes qualitative.31 
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Thus Kierkegaard offers a theory of guilt which connects 

the notion of totality with the religious sphere. Only 

one who has the consciousness of an eternal happiness can 

know himself as totally guilty. Guilt is thus shown to 

concern essentially the human personality. Guilt concerns 

the determination of the person. It is also related 

positively to salvation. Within the sphere of salvation, 

one becomes aware of his total and essential guilt. 

Outisde of the religious consciousness, total guilt is 

unknown and nonsense. As guilt is connected to the notion 

of God, it takes on a qualitative character. 

Where does Kierkegaard's understanding of guilt 

illumine Dostoevsky? Dostoevsky's notion of guilt is very 

similar to Kierkegaard's. The true understanding of guilt, 

as a qualitative determination of the individual, exists 

only within the religious sphere. This understanding is 

couched within a religious concern for salvation and 

redemption. Both authors agree that such an understanding 

of guilt, as a quality, concerns inwardness, and that guilt 

is distorted and made external and destructive when inter¬ 

preted outside the religious sphere. Quantitative guilt 

with its assumption of essential innocence, denotes a false 

consciousness. 

There is, however, implied criticism of Dostoevsky 

in Kierkegaard's Concluding Unscientific Postscript. 

Dostoevsky's concern with suffering as salvation, especially 
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the acceptance of external punishment and misfortune, would 

show, for Kierkegaard, an understanding still tied to a 

quantitative understanding. Yarmolinsky accepts this 

criticism: 

By his exaltation of suffering Dostoevsky 
places another stumbling-block in the reader's 
path. The difficulty is that he failed to recognize 
the distinction that Kierkegaard drew between 
’tribulations' and 'temptations'; on the one hand, 
suffering which is due to external causes and which 
can and should be eliminated, and on the other, un¬ 
avoidable suffering which results from a situation 
involving a moral choice.3^ 

Kierkegaard's own criticism-is more to the point: 

One of the lower satisfactions for guilt is 
self-inflicted penance in all its forms, . . . 
because even the most hearty penance has the 
effect of finitizing guilt by making it com¬ 
mensurable, whereas its merit consists in the 
sincere discovery of guilt which eludes the 
attention not only of the police but of nemesis.33 

A conception of guilt which includes the notion of suffer¬ 

ing as atonement is not all bad for Kierkegaard. It is on 
34 

the road to the right idea, for it relates itself to God. 

But it does not carry this relation throughout the concept. 

The quantitative, finite concept of guilt still plays a 

large part for it. This is regretable because it makes the 

satisfaction of guilt finite and attainable. It inevitably 

makes the atoning work something external and not purely 

spiritual. It distracts man from his real predictament and 

allows him to concern himself with inadequate measures. 

Mediation dispenses man from absorbing himself 
in determinants of totality and makes him busy 
outwardly, his guilt being external, the suffering 
of his punishment external .... 
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To every lower conception of guilt there 
corresponds a satisfaction for guilt which 
is lower than that eternal recollection which 
accepts therefore no satisfaction ... .35 

Kierkegaard would thereby criticize Dostoevsky for distract¬ 

ing man from essential inwardness by his exaltation of suf¬ 

fering as redemption. This, however, would be an unjust 

criticism. The value of external suffering, for Dostoevsky, 

is nothing unless it is accepted as that person's own. 

Dostoevsky well saw that external punishment and suffering 

can appease man's conscience in a false way. Purely exter¬ 

nal and heteronomous punishment gives man something concrete 

to attach his guilt to. When the punishment is ended, so 

is his guilt. Dostoevsky saw the fallacy of this view. 

For Dostoevsky, suffering is salvation only as it becomes a 

personal, autonomous achievement. Suffering is only valu¬ 

able as it is related to inwardness, to man's personality. 

Dostoevsky's notion of guilt, on the other hand, can 

exercise an important corrective over other existentialist 

notions of guilt in particular, the Christian existentialism 

built upon Kierkegaard. While the strong point of 

Kierkegaard's philosophy may be said to be the emphasis 

placed on the individual--guilt "essentially concerns the 

3 6 
individual precisely in his isolation before God" --its 

weakness may be said to be the entrapment of the individual 

within himself. Kierkegaard's notion of guilt concerns the 

individual--only. The Church, the community of the faithful, 
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has no part to play. The Church is incidental for exis¬ 

tentialist theology. Guilt and salvation concern man in 

his "isolation before God." Man is placed in isolation, 

imprisoned within himself. Inwardness is the essential 

category; but it is the only category. 

In contrast to this, Dostoevsky’s notion of guilt con¬ 

cerns not only God, but also the Church. Communal suffering 

and mutual guilt are decisive for Dostoevsky. While 

Dostoevsky and Kierkegaard can agree on the status of the 

individual--he is totally, qualitatively guilty--they are 

at odds on the status of the objects of guilt. For 

Kierkegaard, the individual is totally guilty--for himself. 

For Dostoevsky, the individual shares mutual guilt with the 

rest of mankind. This notion of guilt gives Dostoevsky an 

apparatus with which to assert the solidarity and mutual¬ 

ity of humanity. One is responsible for the others. By 

sharing their guilt and entering into their suffering, man 

overcomes the solitude which severs him from other men and 

God and participates in the redemption of the world. 

Community and the Church have an essential role in Dostoevsky's 

notion of guilt. In Kierkegaard's they are inconsequential. 
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