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As translator Richard Pevear puts it in his introduction to his translation of Dostoevsky’s

work, “Crime and Punishment is a highly unusual mystery novel: the most mystified char-

acter in it is the murderer himself.”1Although the objective plot of the novel appears to

center simply on Raskolnikov’s attempts to cover up his murder of the two women and the

detective Porfiry’s attempts to uncover the culprit, the true action of the plot is far deeper,

Raskolnikov attempting to understand his own life. Neither Porfiry’s detective work nor

Raskolnikov’s attempt to evade arrest, nor his eventual confession and arrest are actually

substantial to the plot. As the speech of the drunken Marmeladov in a tavern at the begin-

ning of the work helps explicate, rather, the true plot of the story is Rasknolnikov’s discovery

of the relationship of the murder, his own agency, and Divine Providence. Raskolnikov is

only able to find redemption when he solves the mystery of his own life, that is when he

finally comes to perceive what has been hidden to him in his belief of complete self-agency,

the working of Divine providence in his own life. He only finds redemption when he detects

himself as guilty and Providence as simultaneously working through his life and through his

guilt.

Raskolnikov, after having completed the trial run of his crime, visiting the pawner’s

apartment for the last time before he will ultimately kill her, inexplicably finds himself in a

deep bar room conversation with the talkative drunkard Marmeladov. How he got there in

the first place was a mystery to him as Dostoevsky writes that “Raskolnikov was not used

to crowds and, as has already been mentioned, fled all company, especially of late. But now

something suddenly drew him to people” (11). Immediately a man sits down and strikes up a

1Dostoevsky, Fyodor, Crime and Punishment. Trans. Pevear, Richard and Larissa Volokhonsy. (New

York: Random House, 1992), xii-xiii.
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conversation with him, something that eventually turns into a long rant about his problems

and sorrows. But in the middle of the man, Marmeladov’s tale of brokenness, vice, and

despair comes a surprising speech of the drunkard, seemingly one of rage and in response to

a taunt. This speech of Marmeladov, one of humility and hope, a seemingly overconfident

hope in God’s mercy, encapsulates the way in which God’s grace will ultimately work in

Raskolnikov’s life to bring about his salvation. As Marmeladov says:

”Pity! Why pity me!” Marmeladov suddenly cried out, rising with his hand

stretched forth, in decided inspiration, as if he had only been waiting for these

words. ”Why pity me, you say? Yes! There’s nothing to pity me for! I ought to

be crucified, crucified on a cross, and not pitied! But crucify, O judge, crucify,

and having crucified, pity the man! And then I myself will come to you to be

crucified, for I thirst not for joy, but for sorrow and tears! . . . On that day ... we

will all come forth, without being ashamed, and stand there. And He will say,

’Swine you are! Of the image of the beast and of his seal; but come, you, too!’

And the wise and the reasonable will say unto Him, ’Lord, why do you receive

such as these?’ And He will say, ’I receive them, my wise and reasonable ones,

forasmuch as not one of them considered himself worthy of this thing... And He

will stretch out His arms to us, and we will fall at His feet... and weep... and

understand everything! Then we will understand everything! ... and everyone

will understand. . . . Lord, Thy kingdom come!” (23)

Marmeladov’s hope for forgiveness and salvation for himself is almost so over-exuberant

it appears void of any repentance. However, the key force of his belief is the paradoxical,

mysterious nature of God’s grace and forgiveness, the very thing that Raskolnikov will ex-

perience on the path to his own redemption. We are all unworthy of salvation, Marmeladov

believes, saying, “I ought to be crucified, crucified on a cross, and not pitied” but God will

specifically save and redeem those who uncover, recognize, and admit their own brokenness

and need for God’s help. Redemption in this view means recognizing one’s own brokenness

and need for redemption, seeing oneself as not worthy of it, and yet still wanting to receive

God’s grace, trusting in God with contrition but without shame. Only then “we will fall at

His feet... and weep... and understand everything,” that is, uncover how God’s working in

our own lives brought us to this point, effecting our salvation through our very brokenness.
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We can only be redeemed when we fall down before God’s mysterious mercy and fully admit

our own failings.

Raskolnikov’s very crime was an attempt to prove the antithesis of this view. It was

committed out of a desire for physical gain, but was rather a test, his proof, of his own

agency, that he fully understood and ruled his own life. As Raskolnikov ponders to himself

while plotting the murder, “man has it all in his hands, and it all slips through his fingers

from sheer cowardice . . . That is an axiom” (4). This axiom of his is the supposition that

for a certain class of people might makes right because they are strong enough to will true

freedom and agency. For these people, “He who dares much will be right,” one “has only to

dare” (418), that is to simply act, to totally, wholly will their actions and it will be right.

For those who don’t dare to act, however, the power of personal agency which they possess

in potency is always lost because it “slips through [their] fingers from sheer cowardice.” In

Raskolnikov’s view, he thought of himself as part of the former category of men with true

agency because they truly can will to will. Hence his crime was a test to see what type of a

man he was. Was he a “master of the future” (261) capable of committing and justifying a

crime to himself because he had the power to wholly will a crime? Or was he rather part of

the lower category of men who are bound by forces, laws, and customs outside of themselves,

or that is, nature? Can a masterly planned crime break free, entirely free from punishment,

either externally or from within oneself?

However, Raskolnikov’s tortured conscience and physical fever that immediately follows

his crime, shows that he was rather of the latter category, of those people who are unable to

sin and commit crimes in perfect peace of conscience. He, it seems, had ultimately made a

miscalculation in applying his theory to himself. However, rather than accept the culpability

for the crime, he blames the deficiency which caused him to commit the crime as something

other than his own will. As he later tells Marmeladov’s daughter Sonya, he saw himself

as a victim of the devil, saying “I wanted to prove only one thing to you: that the devil

did drag me there then” and “it was the devil killed the old crone, not me” (419-20). In a

way, the description of Raskolnikov’s murder seems to support his conclusion of some sort

of innocence:

He took the axe all the way out, swung it with both hands, scarcely aware of

himself, and almost without effort, almost mechanically, brought the butt part

down on her head. His own strength seemed to have no part in it. But the
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moment he brought the axe down, strength was born in him. (76)

That it was “almost mechanically” that he brought the axe down on Alyona Ivanova’s

head and that “His own strength seemed to have no part in it” seems to justify his later

statement that it was not truly him who killed the women. He did not immediately come to

terms with the reality of his own fall, blaming that “He [the devil] made a mockery of me”

(419), tricking him into believing that he was in this category of men who could commit

whatever deeds or atrocities they might want and be justified. Blaming the culpability of

the crime on another, however, Raskolnikov continued grasping onto his idea even more. He

believed his only crime is that “I killed myself, not the old crone” (420). If the devil was to

blame for the fact of the murder then in effect in Raskolnikov’s own eyes the central premise

of his idea, that in some cases, for some people, acts of transgression, crimes of overstepping

the bounds of law and morals are still sometimes justified. He had not let go of his idea but

merely affirmed it the more in this declaration because he is not yet truly repentant for the

fact and cause of the crime, only sorrowful for its psychological and psychosomatic effects

upon him.

Raskolnikov admitted the workings of providence in a certain extrinsic way but has not

yet truly accepted what God’s Divine Providence has permitted or given up his idea. He

continues to want to be an arbitrator or interpreter of the meaning of Providence in his own

life. This means that even when Raskolnikov ultimately confessed his crime, was put on

trial, and went to prison, he has not yet been redeemed because he still refused to accept

any interpretation of Divine Providence’s meaning for him other than his own. Not merely

had the devil tricked him, he argues, but he had no agency at all to resist committing

the crime. As he ponders to himself, he “had perished so blindly, hopelessly, vainly, and

stupidly, by some sort of decree of blind fate, and had to reconcile himself and submit to the

‘meaninglessness’ of such a decree if he wanted to find at least some peace for himself.” But

in this position, he further rationalizes his self-justification by denying his agency entirely.

Not wanting to submit to “meaninglessness”, he also disavows the possibility of any willed

redemption. He believes he is in a tragic, hopeless, and meaningless cosmos. Why, he

wonders, had he not killed himself rather than confessing as he did and now having to

endure years of hard labor in prison along with shame and scorn from the other prisoners?

As Dostoevsky, stepping outside of the character’s thoughts remarks, perhaps it is because

Raskolnikov has still not yet solved the case of his own life, that “he may have sensed a
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profound lie in himself and in his convictions” (545).

Raskolnikov needs what Marmeladov had told him. It is only when he blindly, almost

irrationally chooses to put his trust in a Divine providence that cannot be fully understood

that he is actually able to understand his own life. As Marmeladov had recounted his hope:

He will say, ’I receive them, my wise and reasonable ones, forasmuch as not one

of them considered himself worthy of this thing ... And He will stretch out His

arms to us, and we will fall at His feet... and weep... and understand everything!

Then we will understand everything! ... and everyone will understand. . . . Lord,

Thy kingdom come! (23)

If Raskolnikov realizes his own unworthiness to receive forgiveness and yet wills to receive

it, fully conscious that he is placing his hope in something beyond his own agency, the hope

that cries out, “Lord, Thy Kingdom come!”, then that kingdom will actually come. He

will only be redeemed in a humble brokenness that fully gives up his idea, his view of

self-agency as separate from Providence. The submission that ultimately gives Raskolnikov

redemption is complete trust in Providence and not an angry and sorrowful cowering before

it. Raskolnikov needs, as Marmeladov’s daughter Sonya had told him earlier in encouraging

him to confess, to “Accept suffering and redeem yourself by it” (420). When he accepts

what God’s Providence has allowed to happen to him, with hope and not merely toleration,

seeing himself as guilty and yet, with a “thirst not for joy, but for sorrow and tears” (23),

then his suffering and tears will be intrinsically transformed. If Raskolnikov sees God as

working with him and having worked with him in Divine Providence even through his sin,

he will experience new life within his life.

This is what ultimately happens to Raskolnikov in his moment in the book’s epilogue,

where, in a moment of tearful embrace with Sonya, his full vision of life is transformed. God

does not take away his need to suffer to atone for his sins, “a new life would not be given to

him for nothing” and “still had to be dearly bought” (551). But yet for Raskolnikov, because

of a moment of humble submission, “Everything, even his crime, even his sentence and exile,

seemed to him now, in the first glance, to be some strange, external fact, as if it had even

happened to him” (550-51). He has found life by submitting to its source, submitting wholly

to Providence. He has gained the vision of the world that 19th century German Catholic

theologian Fr. Matthias Scheeben gives us of the relationship between evil and grace:
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All these evils are permitted by God because men are thereby induced to seek

their salvation and happiness, not upon earth, but in grace. All these evils, for

which many men blame Divine Providence, are permitted by God because they

are as nothing compared to grace, which they are intended to convey to man and

to preserve for him.2

Raskolnikov initially blamed Divine Providence for the evils in his life, whether that

be his sins in themselves or the punishment that befell him on their account. But now, he

realizes as Scheeben says that “All these evils are permitted by God because men are thereby

induced to seek their salvation and happiness, not upon earth, but in grace.” Raskolnikov

had before sought his agency, his meaning, his salvation, in himself. And this idea had failed.

But by submitting freely to his life and God’s Providential plan for him he found new life.

Only then, in the coming of the Lord’s kingdom, “we will understand everything! ... and

everyone will understand” as Marmeladov had said. Raskolnikov as a detective will finally

solve the mystery of his life and his fall, the answer paradoxically a meaning found in the

hidden depths of Divine Providence, which as St. Thomas Aquinas writes in his Compendium

Theologiae, “functions not to destroy but to save the nature of the beings governed.”3

2Scheeben, Fr. Matthias J. The Glories of Divine Grace. Trans. Shaughnessy, Fr. Matthias. (Rockford:

TAN Books, 2000, 67.
3Aquinas, St. Thomas. Opuscula I Treatises: Compendium Theologiae. Trans. Vollert, Cyril. (Green

Bay: Aquinas Institute, 2018), Ch. 216.
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