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Abstract: 

Ethics, also called moral philosophy, is the discipline concerned with what is morally 

good and bad and morally right and wrong. Humans have pondered upon how they 

ought to live, and what should govern them in their behavior ever since they have had a 

conscience. If we follow God’s morality in our lives, then we are following the Divine 

Command Theory. If we judge moral actions by which produce the most pleasure, then 

we subscribe to Utilitarianism. If we choose to come up with our own moral and value 

system, then we are living by the words of the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. 

The Russian writer Fyodor Dostoevsky discusses in his novel Crime and Punishment 

the above possibilities, and attempts to provide an answer to the aforementioned 

questions. This research probes Dostoevsky’s novel in relation to deep moral concepts 

and discusses them in retrospect to various moral theories including: The Divine 

Command Theory and Utilitarianism. For a better understanding of all these theories, 

this study provides a comparison between Dostoevsky’s and Nietzsche’s philosophies, 

and sheds light on the divergences and convergences they have. It also applies these 

theories by analyzing the protagonist of the novel, Raskolnikov, that embraces many of 

Nietzsche’s moral philosophy and concepts such as the Übermensch, master/slave 

morality and will to power. In this research, I argue that morality is not subjective to an 

individual’s perspective, but rather to an objective truth that should be followed to the 

dot. In this regard, I fully subscribe to Dostoevsky’s representation of morality, God and 

truth in his novel, while I reject Nietzsche’s philosophy and its interpretation of the 

world and its inhabitants.  
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Résumé 

Les éthiques, ou la philosophie morale, est une discipline qui s’intéresse aux bonnes et 

mauvaises valeurs morales et de vraies et aux fausses valeurs morales. L’homme a 

toujours réfléchi à la façon de vivre et à ce qui gouverne cette vie en termes de moralité. 

Si on vit la moralité imposée par Dieu, on appliquera donc la Théorie du 

Commandement Divin. Si nous considérons le plaisir comme un séparateur de ce qui est 

moral alors, nous suivons la doctrine d’Utilitarisme. Et Si nous choisissons d’inventer 

notre propre système moral, nous vivons selon les mots du philosophe Allemand 

Friedrich Nietzsche. L’écrivain Russe Fiodor Dostoïevski représente, dans son roman 

Crime et Châtiment, les trois théories susmentionnées. Donc, cette recherche soulève 

des questions sur des concepts profonds moraux à travers l’analyse des personnages du 

roman. Cette étude fournit également une comparaison entre les deux philosophies de 

Dostoïevski et Nietzsche, expliquant les différences et le les ressemblances entre elles. 

Enfin, cette recherche analyse le personnage principal du roman Raskolnikov qui 

accueille de nombreux concepts et philosophie morale de Nietzche tel que 

l’Übermensch. À travers cette thèse, je crois que la morale n’est pas personnelle et ne 

dépend pas de l’opinion de l’individu, mais qu’elle est plutôt objective et doit être suivi 

à la lettre. A cet égard, je suis d’accord avec Dostoïevski dans sa représentation de la 

morale, Dieu et vérité dans son roman, et je rejette la philosophie de Nietzsche et son 

interprétation du monde et de ses habitants.  

Mots clés : Crime et Châtiment- Moralité- Dostoïevski- Nietzsche- Übermensch 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Nietzsche
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Nietzsche
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Nietzsche
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Nietzsche
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Nietzsche
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Nietzsche
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Nietzsche
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Nietzsche
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Nietzsche
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Nietzsche
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Nietzsche
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Nietzsche
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Nietzsche
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Nietzsche


vi 

 

 

 

 :الملخص

ذلك يئة و كة و السة الجيدبالقيم األخالقيكل ما يهتم هي  ،او بمعني اخر الفلسفة األخالقية ،األخالق

. اذا حكمهايو غير الصائبة. فلطالما تسائل البشر حول كيفية العيش على األخالق و ما  ائبةالص

ا اعتبرن اذا و مر االلهي.اتبعنا األخالق التي فرضها هللا في حياتنا فنحن بذلك نطبق نظرية األ

ا قيا خاصأخال المتعة كفاصل لما هو أخالقي فنحن نتبع مذهب المنفعة. اذا اخترنا ان نخترع نظاما

وسي ب الرقام الكات في هذا السياق،بنا فنحن نعيش بكلمات الفيلسوف األلماني فريدريك نيتشه.

 ،ذكرها ي سبقمناقشة االحتماالت التالجريمة و العقاب ب العالمية فيودور ديستويفسكي في روايته

دراسة لبحث لا، يهدف هذا ءا عما سبقبناو كما حاول ايضا االجابة عن التساؤالت المذكورة أعاله. 

ي و االله نظرية األمر يتم طرحها عبرمنظور عميقة أخالقية فاهيمم من خاللرواية ديسنويفسكي 

ابه ف و التشهذا البحث أن يقدم أوجه االختالسيحاول , لفهم أفضل لتلك النظرياتمذهب المنفعة. 

  ل شخصيةكما تهدف هذه الدراسة لتطبيق تلك النظريات من خالل تحلي ستويفسكي.وفلسفتي دبين 

 و لخارقلرجل امثل ا  العديد من المفاهيم االخالقية ف الذي يعتنق و يجسداسكولنيكور بطل الرواية

لى عمبنية  ق ليستن األخالبأاعتقد  أخيرا، عبر هذا البحث، ارادة القوة.،  وثقافة األسياد و العبيد

ه ي تمثيلأوافق ديستويفسكي ف بذلكبل هي موضوعية و يجب اتباعها حرفيا. ، رأي فرد او شخصية

 .كانهللعالم و سارفض فلسفة نيتشه وتأويلها بينما  قيقة في روايتةحللو ،هلل، و لالخالق

 

 الرجل الخارق –تشه ني -وستويفسكيد -االخالق –عقاب الجريمة و ال الكلمات المفتاحية:
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General Introduction 

Societies over history needed morality to maintain their existence and guarantee 

order. Indeed, humans needed to develop principles to differentiate between right and 

wrong, or good and bad decisions and behaviors. Morality was a must for humans for 

many reasons, but mainly to protect themselves against their own kind. Morality has no 

clear origins, but most likely has derived from religion. Religion has always been an 

important element in human life; hence it is no wonder that people looked to God first 

to govern their lives. However, different religions came up with their own definition of 

what’s right and wrong, which can create confusion as they tend to disagree. Moreover, 

Key individuals and philosophers kept pondering on the concept of morality, and came 

up with their own definition of the subject.  Jeremy Bentham was one English 

philosopher who proposed his own doctrine or theory of morality called utilitarianism. 

In contrast to Bentham, others opted more to the side of criticism. They, most notably 

Nietzsche, tended to show a negative attitude to the standing moral doctrines, and were 

open and willing to attack both morality and its theories. More or less, these figures, 

irrelevant of their stance, had a huge impact on how the world acts and understands 

morality. 

On one hand, one key individual who had a splendid impact on the issue of 

morality was a Russian novelist by the name of Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821-1881), where 

he dealt with problems concerning morality and ethics in his various works. One novel 

in particular is Crime and punishment where Dostoevsky presents the most fascinating 

realistic presentation of the Russian society through various characters, however; one 
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character stands the most: Raskolnikov. This character is constantly morally challenged 

throughout the story.  

On the other hand, Nietzsche, many years later would take notice of the late 

Russian novelist and become very inspired by him. However, he would take a different 

approach than that of Dostoevsky in his writing and philosophy. Nietzsche would leave 

a legacy that stood against both religion (Christianity in particular) and morality, while 

Dostoevsky would take the position as a defender of the Christian faith and morality. It 

is most striking that both of these two men, regardless of their differences, had the ideas 

and were interested in the same subjects and issues. Both of these writers are 

remembered through time, as they left an ink stain in history with their names on it. 

So, this research is an attempt to explore in depth the novel Crime and 

Punishment by the Russian author Fyodor Dostoevsky in retrospect to the idea of 

Morality. In the same regard, as Raskolnikov, the main character of the novel, embodies 

in his character and psychology the idea of morality and its crisis as his actions illustrate 

Nietzschean’s viewpoint of morality. Then, this research also analyzes this character 

with a particular reference to Friedrich Nietzsche’s notion of the “Übermensch”.  

 The interest in such a theme stems from the questions I raised as a reader while 

strolling through the pages of this timeless novel.  These questions multiply within the 

mind of the reader as they wonder and stumble upon a more conflicted, ambiguous but 

captivating character such as Raskolnikov. Moral or immoral, right or wrong, good or 

bad become mere letters as one delves deeper into the life of such a character 

Dostoevsky created. We must also take into consideration the philosophy that Nietzsche 

left us if we are to even attempt to consider a coherent study of the novel, as both 
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Dostoevsky’s novel and Nietzsche philosophy become one and same, if put in contrast 

to one another. A study must be conducted to delve deeper into this matter and shed a 

light on this subject area. Therefore, this work contributes to the precedent literary 

studies that attempted to provide insight about the issue of morality. By doing so, in this 

work, we will be answering some moral questions, mainly related to Raskolnikov and 

might extend to other characters. These questions include, but not limited to, the 

following:   

-  Is Raskolnikov’s way of thinking moral - starting by killing, then, liberating and 

helping humanity? 

-  How is the Übermensch manifested in Crime and Punishment?  

- What is the reader’s reaction towards this character’s immorality/morality?  

- Does Raskolnikov’s morality justify his immorality?  

- How does the novel depict morality within the 19th century Russian society?   

- What is Dostoevsky’s response to the Übermensch idea?  

To approach these questions, this research relies on Nietzsche’s moral philosophy with 

a particular interest in the concept of the Übermensch. This concept is introduced Thus 

Spoke Zarathustra: A Book for All and None (1883), a relevant source to our study. 

Briefly, Nietzsche sets up a character named Zarathustra, a sage and a prophet who has 

a great love of humanity. Because of this love, he desires to leave the solitude of his 

mountain home to teach others the great truth he has discovered: the truth of the 

Übermensch. Zarathustra’s task throughout this philosophical novel is to speculate what 

the Übermensch—the more advanced person of tomorrow— would be like. We find the 
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term Übermensch to be first coined by Nietzsche in this book, which provides insight 

into what Nietzsche meant with his notion. To tackle the issue of Morality, this study 

largely relies on James Rachels’ The Elements of Moral Philosophy (1963), a textbook 

that provides an introduction to the major philosophical theories of morality. This book 

explains at length each theory and why some thinkers either chose to accept or reject 

such theories. Such theories include: The Divine Command Theoryand Utilitarianism 

and they both highly relate to the novel as they tend to be the most compatible to it in 

regards to the characters and events. In addition, Paolo Stellino’s book Nietzsche and 

Dostoevsky: On the Verge of Nihilism includes a rich description of Nietzsche’s 

encounter with Dostoevsky, which cannot be ignored as it explains to a degree why both 

writers had similar interests. The book also explains when the German philosopher first 

stumbled upon the Russian novelist works and how much they influenced him. An 

understanding of the effect Dostoevsky had on Nietzsche is necessary to understanding 

the relation between their philosophies. One can also mention Christian Fiction and 

Religious Realism in the Novels of Dostoevsky by William Peter van den Bercken which 

offers a literary analysis and theological evaluation of the Christian themes in the five 

great novels of Dostoevsky, including Crime and Punishment. It also indulges on the 

utilitarian aspect of the novel and how utilitarianism seems to take a big part of decision 

making throughout the novel, depicting various characters to demonstrate, either 

definitely or at one point of the story, a utilitarian moral philosophy. The book also 

explains the Christian theme in the novel, and gives examples including symbols, 

characters and events. 

This research is to be organized into three chapters. The first chapter seeks to 

explain the moral theories that relate to the novel, as well as explains both Nietzsche’s 
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Übermensch notion and his stance on morality. The second chapter delves into the 

novel, providing a psychological analysis of it, and applying previously explained 

theories to the story depicting how the novel illustrates such theories. The third and final 

chapter compares the novel with Nietzsche’s philosophy, drawing similarities and 

differences between Raskolnikov’s theory of the extraordinary man in contrast to 

Nietzsche’s notion of the Übermensch, this chapter also draws a line between Nietzsche 

and Dostoevsky in relation to what each stood for and seeks to explain how they both 

had a different view of the world and its various issues. 
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Chapter One: Morality, Ethics and Nietzsche 

Introduction:  

Man’s life is governed by rules (religious, social, legal...) that revolve around 

moral and ethical questions such as: Is it wrong to steal? Can killing someone be the 

right thing to do? The answer to these questions is the realm of ethics, the branch of 

philosophy that studies morality, or right and wrong behaviour. However, before we can 

raise these sorts of questions, we need to go quickly through Metaethics, which studies 

the very foundations of morality. Metaethics, put simply, strives to answer questions 

like: what is morality? How can wrong and right be morally defined? Some believe that 

morality is an objective thing, out there in the world, waiting to be known. Others like 

Nietzsche would disagree and prefer to see it as more of an opinion or a preference. 

It was not long until humans realized that morality is complex and basic 

questions such as whether an action is right or wrong has no simple or easy answer. The 

reason is that situations in life lack the element of consistency, as actions tend to have 

different circumstances, interpretations, outcomes and aims. To ultimately define 

morality has proven itself to be a daunting task. However, the struggle continues as 

morality is a must in human life.  Darwin emphasizes the importance of morality in his 

book The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex “I FULLY subscribe to the 

judgment of those writers who maintain that of all the differences between man and the 

lower animals, the moral sense or conscience is by far the most important” (66). 

Without morality, humans would succumb and cease to exist. Morality is the only thing 

keeping humans from destroying themselves. The whole history of the human race can 

be seen as quest to understand morality. 
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Throughout history, different theories attempted to explain how humans should 

live their lives. All these theories had various sources or bases for their argument, and 

approached morality differently. On the one hand, the old belief in an entity that created 

and governs the world gave rise to the Divine Command Theory, which argues that 

morality is dictated by god. On the other hand, Jeremy Bentham proposed that 

happiness should be the judge of the righteousness of actions. While a German 

philosopher by the name of Nietzsche went against all his predecessors and claimed that 

morality is false and holding back the human race. He would go ahead and propose an 

alternate, which he called the Übermensch, or superman. The open ended and ongoing 

process of moral inquiry offers hope for the individual and the collective advancement 

in moral maturity.  Though the path may seem never-ending, we learn more about 

morality as we walk that path and about what we value, how we value and how we can 

best go about resolving our conflicts and dilemmas. So, this chapter’s aim is to pin 

down the fluid concept of morality and to shed light on different moral theories. It will 

also deal with Nietzsche’s morality and stance towards religion that is considered as the 

main dictator or moral beliefs.  

I. What is Morality?  

Morality is one of those concepts that are widely known to all, but none can 

actually define. Although Morality has existed, more or less, since the existence of 

human beings, no individual, or group for that matter, has been able to grasp the 

meaning of the concept. The problem does not lie particularly with the conquest for a 

definition of Morality, but with the different definitions that have been proposed. On the 

one hand, the closest definition anyone has come up with that can in some way appeal 

to everyone, in the sense that no one would stand to oppose, is too general or vague for 
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one instance, and in another, cannot be applied to real life situations due to its wide 

grasp of the concept. Such a definition can be morality as a system of principles and 

values concerning people's behavior and which is generally accepted by a society or by 

a particular group of people. However, such a definition comes short in dealing with 

complex life situation. Many rival theories and approaches to morality, and to what it 

means to live morally were proposed to fill the gaps that any general definition of 

morality would leave, and all of them go beyond the simple definition of how we should 

live. 

In his book: The Elements of Moral Philosophy, James Rachels suggest that the 

best way to understand morality is to start with a simple definition of the minimum 

conception (the core that every moral theory should accept). In this regard, James 

Rachels states that: “Morality is, at the very least, the effort to guide one’s conduct by 

reason—that is, to do what there are the best reasons for doing—while giving equal 

weight to the interests of each individual affected by one’s action” (13). If we are to 

accept this definition to be true and choose to be guided through it in our lives, then it 

becomes fairly easy to define what it means to live morally. However, that does not 

happen to be the case. This definition is one of those general definitions like the one 

aforementioned. This definition does not suffice. The reason is that when faced with 

real life situation, such a definition cannot navigate the right and wrong efficiently. A 

simple example about stealing is a great illustration of this point. Most would agree that 

the action of stealing is wrong, but what if it is for a good cause? Can stealing be 

justified in this sense to be the right thing to do? Or does it still stand to be wrong?  A 

better example would be the thought experiment put forward by the 20th century British 

philosopher Bernard Williams called "Jim in the village". It tells the following story: 
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Jim is travelling through South America. He enters a village where twenty 

men are being guarded by armed men. Pedro, the officer in charge, notices 

Jim and informs him of what is happening. Pedro says that the captives are 

a randomly selected group of inhabitants that are about to be shot to end 

recent acts of protest against the government. Pedro would like to honor 

Jim’s presence by having him shoot one of the villagers. Jim has the 

choice to refuse. However, if Jim does, Pedro will release the surviving 

nineteen villagers. If Jim does not, Pedro will shoot all of them. (Tulloch 

website) 

This passage raises a number of questions: what should Jim do? More importantly, what 

would you do? Is the killing of one person for the sake of saving the majority the right 

thing to do? Or is it still blood on Jim’s hand if does so, and the wrong thing to do? If 

Jim refuses, are the deaths of the 20 villagers still Jim’s fault? There is no simple 

answer to these questions, and different theories dictate or choose different actions to be 

morally right or wrong, and these subsequently lead to different outcomes, and all for 

different reason. Thus, to get a better grasp on morality is to get familiarized with 

‘Moral Theories’. Moral theories offer to explain the basic orientation of morality, give 

us principles and directives, justify those, and thereby guide our actions. Moral theories 

include: Moral Subjectivism, Cultural Relativism, Ethical Egoism, Divine Command 

Theory, Virtue Ethics, Feminist Ethics, Utilitarianism, Kantian Theory and Rights-

based Theories. However, for purposes of this study, this research will only concern 

itself with Divine Command Theory and Utilitarianism. 

 

 



 

 

10 

 

I.1- The Divine Command Theory:  

For billions of people, divine books, or holy texts like the Bible, or the Quran are 

considered a sort of manual to morality. In a sense, we can agree that such books were 

created for that purpose, by god or whatever deity one chooses to believe in. The most 

ancient and most popular ethical theory among the rest, the Divine Command Theory 

rests on the belief that what is moral and immoral is commanded by the divine, whether 

that is Allah or some other deity, or a group of gods. People have sought the gods in 

order to know what they ought to do since the beginning of recorded history, and for 

good reasons. 

One of the advantages that the Divine Command Theory presents is its simplicity. 

If the words of God dictate what is moral and what is not, there can be no dispute over 

the morality of actions; it is as easy as asking god what the right thing to do is. 

Furthermore, the fact that morality originates from God is a solution to the problem 

most ethical theories face, which is that every ethical theory needs a foundation, a basis 

for the philosophy or sets of rules it deems to be followed. In this case, God can be 

viewed as the most qualified candidate to be held as a foundation. It follows the simple 

logic that if god created the world, that he ought to create some sort of manual to guide 

people through it, and that manual is what dictates morality. According to James 

Rachels:  

This theory has a number of advantages. For one, it immediately solves the 

old problem of the objectivity of ethics. Ethics is not merely a matter of 

personal feeling or social custom. Whether something is right or wrong is 

perfectly objective: It is right if God commands it and wrong if God 
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forbids it. Moreover, the Divine Command Theory explains why any of us 

should bother with morality. Why shouldn’t we just look out for 

ourselves? If immorality is the violation of God’s commandments, then 

there is an easy answer: On the day of final reckoning, you will be held 

accountable. (51) 

The Divine Command Theory has objectivity as one of its characteristics, as the theory 

is supposed to serve all human beings equally. In that sense, no one could object that the 

theory serves some more than the others, because the principles are put forth by god 

which throws social customs and opinions out of the window.  The theory also offers 

judgment to those who choose to disobey god and live immorally and which obliges 

people to live morally and emphasizes the importance of morality in human life. 

The Divine Command Theory answers a lot of our biggest question including 

what is right and wrong, this is why it is the ethical theory of choice for most people. 

However, it faces serious problems from a number of critics who choose to pose 

questions and express objections to the idea that “morality comes from god”. Atheists 

refuse to believe in the existence of god, thus they deny the Divine Command Theory 

altogether. Furthermore, even believers find difficulties within the theory itself. Plato, 

the Greek philosopher is considered to be one of the most famous critics of the theory. 

He used to write his books in the form of conversations, or dialogues, in which his 

teacher Socrates is always the main speaker. In one of them, the Euthyphro, Plato 

presents, arguably, the most devastating critique to the Divine Command theory, and 

one that most philosophers still struggle with today. Plato wrote the entire book 

addressing his problems with the theory, in which there is a discussion of whether right 

can be defined as what the Gods command. In the book, Socrates raises one of the most 
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famous questions in the history of philosophy: Is conduct right because the gods 

command it, or do the gods command it because it is right? In the same vein, Rachels 

explains it as follows:  

Socrates’s question is about whether God makes the moral truths true or 

whether he merely recognizes their truth. There’s a big difference between 

these options. I know that the Burj Khalifa building in the United Arab 

Emirates is the tallest building in the world; I recognize that fact. 

However, I did not make it true. Rather, it was made true by the designers 

and builders in the city of Dubai. Is God’s relation to ethics like my 

relation to the Burj Khalifa building or like the relation of the builders? 

This question poses a dilemma, and each option leads to trouble. (52) 

Socrates question poses a challenge to all religions. The two horns presented by 

Socrates question the Divine Command Theory to which it cannot deliver a sufficient 

answer. Socrates’s question is in reality a trap rather a choice. On the one hand, god is 

almighty and orders what is moral and what is immoral. Thus, god created morality, 

which begs the question that he can change and alter it the way he pleases, and then 

right could instead be wrong and vice versa. On the other hand, god dictates what is 

moral and did not create it, and then morality is independent of god, and maybe even 

higher than god. Thus, people do not need any god to know morality, and the theory 

collapses on itself yet again because it depends on god as a foundation.  

As the oldest of all the moral theories, the Divine Command Theory receives a lot 

of criticism, which explains why a number of other theories were proposed in order to 

guide human life. On one hand, the Divine Command Theory depends on the belief in 

god, and on the other hand, it offers no explanation as to why such a god chose morality 
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to be the way it is, or if he simply dictated it as it is. Other theories offer to explain 

morality in a different way, supposedly solving the old issue surrounding god and his 

existence. One such theory is utilitarianism. 

I.2- Utilitarianism:  

Classical Utilitarianism was developed and defended by three of the greatest 

philosophers in 19th-century England: Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832), John Stuart Mill 

(1806–1873), and Henry Sidgwick (1838–1900). “It[utilitarianism] can be summed up 

in three propositions”, says James Rachels, “(a) The morality of an action depends 

solely on the consequences of the action; nothing else matters. (b) An action’s 

consequences matter only insofar as they involve the greater or lesser happiness of 

individuals. (c) In the assessment of consequences, each individual’s happiness gets 

equal consideration” (111). Utilitarianism is a theory of choice for those who believe 

that the answer to a moral question should focus on the consequences of an action and 

treat intentions as irrelevant. It argues that happiness is the end goal for all human 

beings, and whatever they produce is to this end. From this point of view, one concludes 

that good actions are good according to the happiness they produce. Utilitarian sought 

to find a moral theory that applies equally to everyone. Following that line of thought, 

utilitarians concluded that the best way to achieve that was to base the theory on the 

primal desire to seek pleasure and avoid pain. 

Utilitarianism seeks to answer the question: What actions are right? By asking the 

question what things are good? Right actions are the ones that produce the best which 

equals the most happiness. Using this simple algorithm, Utilitarianism argues that Right 

actions are the ones that produce the most happiness. A famous statement from 
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Utilitarianism is the Principle of Utility which states that acts should always aim to 

produce the greatest good for the greatest number of people. Following the philosophy 

of pleasure, Utilitarianism should meet no opposition of any kind. However, 

Utilitarianism faces a number of serious shortcomings. First and foremost, "We value 

things other than pleasure. For example, we value artistic creativity and friendship. 

These things make us happy, but that’s not the only reason we value them. It seems like 

a misfortune to lose them, even if there is no loss of happiness” (Rachel 113). This 

counter argument was presented by James Rachel based on two cases, in which it 

challenges the assumption of Utilitarianism that pleasure is all that matters. Other things 

matter like friendship, family and the sort. Another shortcoming of the theory is that it 

presents an insult to the way people live their lives. If we all agree to follow the 

principle of ‘equal concern’, no one will be permitted to form personal relationships. 

Utilitarianism denies the concepts of friendships as well as blood and close relations. 

Everyone should be treated impartially, without exceptions according to theory, which 

is just absurd. John Cottingham illustrates how farfetched from reality this idea is: “A 

parent who leaves his child to burn” because “the building contains someone else whose 

future contribution to the general welfare promises to be greater, is not a hero; he is 

(rightly) an object of moral contempt, a moral leper”(qtd. in Rachel 118). Furthermore, 

Williams actually presents the case of Jim (explained earlier in the chapter) as a critique 

of utilitarianism. The theory demands that Jim should shoot one man so that the 

nineteen will be saved. However, Williams argues, no moral theory ought to demand 

the taking of an innocent life. Williams concludes that it is not Jim’s fault that the head 

soldier chose it to be this way, and Jim shouldn’t have to get literal blood on his hands 

to try and rectify the situation.  
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Utilitarianism attempts to answer the questions that the Divine Command Theory 

failed to. By supposing that human happiness is the most important consideration to 

morality, the theory denies any questions about its objectivity, as it adds an equal 

consideration to all lives. The old Socrates’ question cannot deny the theory as the 

theory does not consider God in any aspect when dictating what is moral and what is 

not. However, the theory is mostly flawed because of its inconsistencies, as it drives to 

maximize happiness while considering everyone’s happiness equally, which in reality is 

impossible. The theory also stems from consequentialism (the belief that actions are 

judged on the basis of their consequences) which makes it limited by the ability to judge 

the future consequences of future actions. Criticism continues to follow utilitarianism as 

it still follows the Divine Command Theory.  

Morality is a very complex subject that thrilled humanity for a long time now. 

People turned to God as their first guide to the concept. However, not long since, they 

started questioning their decision, and some began to look elsewhere for answers. 

Utilitarianism tried to guide people lives by relying on the basic instinct of pleasure as 

the judge for moral actions. However, this theory proved itself flawed as people realized 

that it is farfetched from reality. Nearing the end of the 19th century, a German 

philosopher started to heavily criticize morality, and sought to find an answer to the old 

philosophical question of how humans ought to live. This philosopher took a very 

radical approach to life and a very controversial one to morality, an approach that 

seemed to go against the aforementioned moral theories.  This German philosopher 

went by the name: Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche. 
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II- Nietzsche on Morality: 

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) was a German philosopher who published 

intensively in the 1870s and 1880s. He was one of the most revolutionary thinkers in 

Western philosophy and intellectual history, and a cultural critic of his era.  Born in 

1844 in a quiet village in the eastern part of Germany, Nietzsche did exceptionally well 

at school and university and so excelled at ancient Greek that he was made a professor 

at the University of Basel when he was only in his mid-twenties. First, we need to get 

past some of his provocative statements like ‘What doesn’t kill me makes me stronger’ 

and ‘God is dead! And we have killed him.'  When we do, we shall discover a thinker 

who is intermittently enchanting, wise and brilliant. Fed up with his fellow academics, 

Nietzsche gave up his job and moved to Sils Maria in the Swiss Alps where he lived 

quietly, working on his masterpieces. These include: The Birth of Tragedy (1872), 

Human, All Too Human (1878), The Gay Science (1882), Thus Spoke Zarathustra 

(1883), Beyond Good and Evil (1886) and On the Genealogy of Morals (1887).  

Raised a Christian, Nietzsche’s father was a priest; however, he had the most 

controversial things to say about Christianity. His legacy now is that of a major critic of 

traditional European morality and religious fundamentalism. Living a life of a brilliant 

thinker, Nietzsche died in 1900 after a long life of hardships. His story is that of a man 

who from the beginning of his adult life, until the sudden and devastating end of his 

productive period, was ostracized from the intellectual community of his time and 

plagued by poor health. Nietzsche was hardly read during his time, often times selling 

only a few copies of his books per year. It wasn’t until his death that his work began to 

flourish and become popular.  People would later discover the German philosopher and 
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his complex concepts including his stance against Christianity and his account on 

morality. 

II.1- Nietzsche’s Case against Christianity: 

The relationship between the philosophy of Nietzsche and the religion of 

Christianity is that of fire and water. In his book, The Gay Science, Nietzsche makes his 

famous declaration: “God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him” (120). 

The statement was in no way meant to imply that God actually died or that there was 

even one to begin with, rather it was our idea of god that died. After the Enlightenment, 

Nietzsche observed that the reality of the universe is, or is making progress to a state 

where it is no longer governed by divine providence, no longer needed to be organized 

around the idea of divine right to be legitimate, but rather governed by physical laws, 

and organized around the consent or rationality of the governed. This was Nietzsche 

declaring that the universe no longer needed a god, not as a source of morality, nor as a 

source of value and definitely not as a source of order. In his own way, this was 

Nietzsche saying that belief in the Christian conception of God had become 

unbelievable. Nietzsche believed that philosophy and science were valid candidates, if 

not better substitutions for religion. This was motivated by the philosopher’s 

observation of the world around him, of his view or prophecy about what will become 

of it. The world at the time Nietzsche declared the death of God was making breaks 

within science and was driven by the industrial revolution to renewal. The notion of god 

seemed to Nietzsche to run its course.  

The German philosopher was never to make quiet of his reservations about the 

Christian faith. In fact, Nietzsche made it his life goal to deliver one of the harshest 
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criticisms against the Christian religion, “He assumes that Christianity as a product of 

the resentment of the botched and the weak” (Thus Spoke Zarathustra xi). According to 

Nietzsche, Christianity emerged in the late Roman Empire in the minds of timid slaves, 

who had lacked the stomach to get hold of what they really wanted and so had clung to 

a philosophy that made a virtue of their cowardice. Christians believed Nietzsche, had 

wished to realize what they really wanted (power, sex, money …), but were unable to 

obtain, and so fashioned a hypocritical creed denouncing what they really wanted, but 

were too weak to fight for, and praising what they did not want, but already happened to 

have. Nietzsche defines a shift in beliefs that came with Christianity, where the religion 

reorganized the people to believe weak values to be good whilst denouncing the strong 

values. ‘not-being-able-to-take-revenge’ turned into ‘forgiveness’ and so did 

‘sexlessness’ become ‘purity’ and ‘submission’ taken to be ‘obedience’. He writes: 

Christianity has taken the part of all the weak, the low, the botched; it has 

made an ideal out of antagonism to all the self-preservative instincts of 

sound life; it has corrupted even the faculties of {hose natures that are 

intellectually most vigorous, by representing the highest intellectual values 

as sinful, as misleading, as full of temptation. (The Antichrist 5) 

Christianity had in Nietzsche’s account rendered human beings weak with its beliefs 

and doctrine. Nietzsche maintained that everything that stemmed from Christianity was 

weak and was seed to make weak people. Ultimately, Nietzsche believed Christianity 

corrupted people. He criticized Christianity for protecting people from what he believed 

to be the true ideals and values, those of strength, while pushing forward a doctrine that 

supported mediocrity, cowardice and weakness. The Christian morality and belief 

system, believed the German philosopher, based itself on the grounds of a corrupt and 
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weak soil, one that sacrifices the future for the present. To put it more eloquently, the 

German philosopher maintained that religion and its morality were just a way for people 

to turn a blind eye away from reality. Fashioning the world where strength, wealth, 

cunning and brilliance were all led to be devaluated, whilst giving rise to weakness, 

mediocrity and obedience.   

 Nietzsche never drank alcohol; he used to drink water only and occasionally 

milk.  He urged people to stop drinking alcohol. The philosopher was, by no means 

giving a dietary advice.  This idea went deep into his philosophy: “the two great 

European narcotics, alcohol and Christianity” (Twilight of the Idols: Or, how to 

Philosophize with a Hammer 44). Christianity, he believed, similar to alcohol numbed 

pain, reassuring people that things are fine as they are. Alcohol, as does Christianity 

could prove fatal in people’s way of improving their lives. The narcotics give people a 

feeling of satisfaction, which numbs them into denial, and a false sense of self belief 

that what they have is what matters. He comments: “What if pleasure and displeasure 

are so intertwined that whoever wants as much as possible of one must also have as 

much as possible of the other – that whoever wants to learn to 'jubilate up to the 

heavens' must also be prepared for 'grief unto death'? (The Gay Science 37–8). 

Nietzsche recognized hardship not to be a sign of failure, but to carry with it the values 

of heroism and nobility. Suffering thought Nietzsche, was refashioned by Christianity to 

be independent of pleasure, to be bad on its own account. His thoughts centered on the 

fact that suffering should be endured in order to fulfill one’s destiny. If one was to 

achieve his ideal self, thought Nietzsche, he was to suffer greatly, that which 

Christianity tries to strip from people’s lives.  



 

 

20 

 

Moreover, Nietzsche, a critic of his era, argued that most people do not question 

why things are good or evil, rather they accept and adopt uncritically, and mostly 

unconsciously, value judgements of good and evil within their society. This was 

dangerous for Nietzsche. He thinks:  

Suppose there lurked in the "good man" a symptom of retrogression, such 

as a danger, a temptation, a poison, a narcotic, by means of which the 

present battened on the future! More comfortable and less risky perhaps 

than its opposite, but also pettier, meaner! So that morality would really be 

saddled with the guilt, if the maximum potentiality of the power and 

splendour of the human species were never to be attained? So that really 

morality would be the danger of dangers? (The Genealogy of Morals ix) 

According to him, morality holds back the human race from attaining its highest 

potential. The morality that reigned over the west for more than century and a half was 

according to Nietzsche anti natural. In Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche recognizes that 

morality is culturally constructed rather than inherently true, evident by the fact that 

different cultures develop different morality systems. Nietzsche observing the world 

around him during his era, saw a morality in which all individuals including those with 

the potential to rise above the mediocre mass were pressured into becoming “a 

gregarious animal, something obliging, sickly, mediocre.” (Beyond Good and Evil 71). 

The rude use of the term gregarious animal (more often he used the term: herd) which 

referred mainly to Christians and mostly to the common, mediocre masses, was part of 

Nietzsche theory of the herd instinct, which followed that the individual tends to exhibit 

obedience to the mass, blindly and uncritically.  
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The German philosopher did not just criticize morality out of spite, but actually 

believed he was helping the human race. Nietzsche, thinking of himself as a physician 

for the humanity, destined to save them from themselves, did not stop by declaring that 

morality is false and holding back humanity, but actually went as far as proposing a 

remedy for the world, a remedy that would change the world of philosophy. Nietzsche 

proposed an idea of the superman or the higher man, originally called in German the 

Übermensch to be that remedy. 

II.2- Nietzsche’s Remedy for the World: 

Nietzsche recognized two distinct types of individuals: those who belong to the 

herd, and those he dubbed the Übermensch, mostly translated into superman or 

overman. The first mention of the term by Nietzsche was in his book Thus Spoke 

Zarathustra, but hints can be found in his earlier works. The Übermensch was a vision 

to Nietzsche more than a theory. The German philosopher believed that the concept of 

the Übermensch came to him during a memorable summer in 1881 in Sils-Maria (Swiss 

Alps). He describes his experience to be a mix of pain and ecstasy. Haunted by the 

memories of his father’s death and his failed friendships mainly that of Wagner (the 

most significant relationship in his life), the idea suddenly surfaced in his 

consciousness. 

Nietzsche never explained precisely what he meant by the term Übermensch, so 

numerous interpretations were given. What Nietzsche did however, was to intimate:  

The Übermensch shall be the meaning of the earth! I entreat you my 

brethren, remain true to the earth, and do not believe those who speak to 

you of supra-terrestrial hopes! … Behold, I teach you the Übermensch: he 
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is this lightning, he is this madness! … Behold, I am a prophet of the 

lightning and a heavy drop from the cloud: but this lightning is 

called Übermensch. (Thus Spake Zarathustra 3) 

The closest idea to the concept of the superman can be found in modern times in the 

image of superman introduced in comic books and movies. That superman that was 

described by Jerry Seigel in Action Comics  as "faster than a speeding bullet … more 

powerful than a locomotive", and "able to leap tall buildings in a single bound". DC 

Comics were asking themselves what someone would be like who is physically far 

superior to all current human beings. Nietzsche asked a very similar question, but 

instead he focused on psychological traits. Nietzsche attempted to describe what 

someone would be like when he is psychologically superior to all current human beings.  

According to Nietzsche, the current state of human beings is not the end of 

evolution, “You have evolved from worm to man, but much within you is still worm. 

Once you were apes, yet even now man is more of an ape than any of the apes” (Thus 

Spake Zarathustra 3). He believed that just like man evolved from ape, man has yet to 

evolve further. Nietzsche envisioned what man would be like if he evolved into his ideal 

self; he dubbed that ideal man the term Übermensch, “what is great in man is that he is a 

bridge and not an end.” (Thus Spake Zarathustra 4). Nietzsche saw man as a bridge 

between ape and the superman, and to identify man as the end of evolution would be a 

danger of dangers. He believed that just like an ape is a laughing stock to man, man will 

be that to the superman. 

To develop his theory, Nietzsche came up with a very interesting strategy. He 

would identify the person he most admired, the person he thought had the best approach 
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to life, and then studied that person to figure out the qualities made that person the way 

he is. Nietzsche was running a crucial thought experiment. He saw the masses as herd, 

so he made it his task to weed out the herd and identify the one individual whom he 

thought was closest to the ideal he envisioned.  He was particularly impressed by 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe whom he regarded as the nearest anyone had yet come to 

being a superman. Goethe was one of the key individuals that inspired the superman 

concept within Nietzsche, among others like Napoleon Bonaparte, Michel de 

Montaigne, Voltaire, and Julius Cesar. He concluded that Supermen are going to have 

some wonderful and sometimes unexpected characteristics. 

In Nitzsche’s book Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883) Zarathustra’s task is to 

speculate about what the superman will be like. Through Zarathustra, Nietzsche offers a 

glimpse into what the superman is like. Zarathustra describes the superman to be the 

contrary of what he called ‘the last man’. The superman is not interested in only his own 

comfort, incapable of creating anything beyond oneself in any form, but one who is 

willing to go far and beyond in the sake of the advancement of humanity. He is one who 

does not bow to a world where the mass is blind and guided by the herd instinct, but one 

who can create his own values independent from others. He is not to live each day 

meaninglessly, but one who has a purpose and who is able to affect history indefinitely. 

he is not to sacrifice the present for either the past or the future, but to live for each 

moment. For instance, Napoleon is a great example of a superman in that history 

testifies how he changed Europe. 

The superman is driven by what Nietzsche calls the ‘will to power’, which is 

another fascinating idea introduced by the German philosopher. The will to power can 

be understood in psychological terms to be the drive to one’s every action, behavior and 
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even thought to obtain what he/she desires in all circumstances. In Beyond Good and 

Evil, Nietzsche writes this: “Psychologists should bethink themselves before putting 

down the instinct of self-preservation as the cardinal instinct of an organic being. A 

living thing seeks above all to discharge its strength—life itself is Will to Power; self-

preservation is only one of the indirect and most frequent results thereof.” (13) 

 Taking this into perspective, the will to power is a force that drives human beings 

to project their strength and assert their power in the world. This means to project their 

power and the authority of their ego over and above others. The cases of Hitler and 

Napoleon are great examples based on how they asserted themselves over Europe, 

respectively in their own era, but they often lead to a misunderstanding of the concept. 

What Nietzsche proposed was subtler and goes beyond military actions. The will of 

power is instinctive and stands above all drives. It may lead individual to commit 

crimes, or even commit suicide as a final assertion of someone being in control of their 

own destiny. However, it can also be seen in a more positive light like how prophets 

influenced people thoughts creatively for the sake of the betterment of humanity, this 

way their power lives on even after their death. The superman can go either way, 

destructive or constructive, in his quest to exercise his will to power. 

As opposed to Christianity, which devalues suffering, Nietzsche takes a different 

attitude towards it. Zarathustra puts the superman as one who takes all the suffering in 

the world and comes through. Nietzsche wrote “Man, the bravest animal and the one 

most inured to suffering, does not repudiate suffering in itself: he wills it, he even seeks 

it out, provided that he is shown a meaning for it, a purpose of suffering” (The 

Genealogy of Morals 177). Nietzsche saw suffering as an answer to life, which is easy 

to believe given that the philosopher himself had his fair share of heartaches and 
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disappointments (mostly failed friendships). This would motivate Nietzsche to take a 

step back and change his perspective on the world. He concluded that the individual is 

what counts, and believed that life is about self-overcoming, that life is about taking the 

world with all its good and bad and overcome oneself, that life is not about the divine 

nor the afterlife, which he elegantly expressed by saying “But that ‘other world’ is well 

concealed from man, that dehumanised, inhuman world, which is a celestial naught; and 

the bowels of existence do not speak unto man, except as man.” (Thus Spake 

Zarathustra 30). According to Nietzsche, believing in an afterlife only means defeating 

one’s purpose. If one was to live to his true purpose, or in other words, to overcome 

himself and become the superman, he must focus on the material world and denounce 

anything beyond it. To become the ideal Nietzsche envisioned, the individual has to 

take life as it is, overcome himself and become his own God, in one sense or another.  

Nietzsche explains further how one can overcome suffering in his path to 

overcome himself. To transcend oneself, one must have an attitude towards life that 

helps one overcome the feeling of its meaninglessness. This idea ties directly to yet 

another idea advocated by Nietzsche, the idea of eternal recurrence. The idea was not an 

original of Nietzsche, but had existed in various forms since antiquity: “Put simply, it's 

the theory that existence recurs in an infinite cycle as energy and matter transform over 

time. In ancient Greece, the Stoics believed that the universe went through repeating 

stages of transformation similar to those found in the ‘wheel of time’ of Hinduism and 

Buddhism.” (Westacott). To put this through Nietzsche’s lenses, and the perspective of 

the superman, to overcome oneself one must take life as having no beginning nor end; 

also, to take his life as a repetition of itself over and over again and accept it with all the 

suffering, unhappiness and misdeeds. A life that repeats itself can prove very frustrating 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/stoicism/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/stoicism/
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of an idea with all the suffering coming back to haunt us, but Nietzsche sees this as a 

good thing. Nietzsche sees this to be a chance to redeem oneself and face the world with 

the knowledge of what has already happened, and appreciate both the good and the bad 

taste of life while saying that life is good even it may seem terrible and questionable, 

that life will not change even when one is in the ideal state of an superman. To follow 

the path of the superman is to take life as it is and realize that there is no one truth about 

life, but remains questionable. To be a superman is to take all the chaos of the world 

within oneself and be able to overcome life with all the good and the bad, the 

constructive and the destructive, the silly and the wise and appreciate it.  

Going back to one of Nietzsche earlier works The Birth of Tragedy, we can find a 

hint to one of the superman characteristics. Nietzsche was very fond of the Greek, so it 

should come as no surprise that the superman was related to two of the most two central 

principles in Greek culture. Those two principles are Apollonian and Dionysian 

principles. The Apollonian principle represents light, rationality and order. This 

principle is the basis of all analytic distinctions and corresponds with individuality. 

Everything that is part of the unique individuality of a man or thing is Apollonian, for 

the fact that the principle takes the individual to be separate from other reality. Most 

notably, sculpture is an Apollonian art since it relies entirely on form for its effect, and 

form serves to define or individualize that which is formed. On the other hand, the 

Dionysian principle represents darkness, irrationality and the collapse of order. This 

principle supposes the Apollonian principle in that it breaks down the individual’s 

character. The principle takes the individual to be part of the whole reality, advocating 

madness and ecstasy as two of its forms. Music is the most Dionysian of the arts, since 

it appeals directly to man's instinctive, chaotic emotions and not to his formally 
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reasoning mind. Nietzsche took the superman to be a balance between these two 

principles, taking light in one hand and darkness in the other. 

In his famous statement, “God is Dead” (or Gott ist tot, in German), Nietzsche did 

not celebrate, but contemplated. By way of explanation, he saw the death of God 

(figuratively) as a bad thing. This may come as a surprise, but all through Nietzsche’s 

criticism of anything transcending life such as God and religion, he did recognize 

religion to organize society and the world. Nietzsche concluded that science and culture 

must take the lead replacing religion. It is no wonder, then, that the ideal man Nietzsche 

envisioned should fall in one of these two domains. This philosopher showed a 

profound appreciation and interest in art, mainly that of the Greek. One might conclude 

that a superman is then more likely to be an artist who uses his Dionysian principle and 

way of thinking and feeling to create works that carry particular individual’s picture or 

interpretation of the world. This can be backed up by the fact that Nietzsche took it 

upon himself to criticize traditional philosophers during his time, whom he saw as 

people who did not really affect the real world outside and usually their traditional 

philosophical works were merely self-confession.  

To summarize, Nietzsche diagnosed Europe and concluded that its people are 

sick. He sought to cure them from Christianity and the weak mindset and values it has 

instilled in them. For almost two centuries, Nietzsche thought that Christianity and its 

morality plagued the continent and believed that religion and God have run their 

courses. He envisioned how humanity would take the next step in evolution, and 

concluded the Übermensch to be that. The Übermensch would be the final stage of 

humanity, one that is unlike any other before him. He would have his own values, even 

if that means challenging the old ones because he would not fall to the herd instinct. He 
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would seek to help humanity because he wants to share the many gifts he does have 

with the mediocre. He would seek the world outside of his comfort, security or equality 

because those are only sought by the last man. He would have a general embrace of 

bravery, love, life and the potential of humanity. He would seek to transcend society to 

better himself. He would exert his power as he is driven by his will to power. He can be 

seen as either a good or evil man by the herd, but he can be defined as neither. He 

would break the rules (moral or legal) because he has a purpose. Finally, Nietzsche 

thought the next step for humans is to have a Man-God (Übermensch) instead of a God-

Man (Christ). 

Conclusion: 

Morality is first and foremost the reason human beings were able to livre in 

groups. Without it, individuals would have jumped at each other’s throat at a moment’s 

notice. However, these prevailing standards of behavior enabled people to live 

cooperatively in societies. Morality brought people so much peace, that they started to 

develop theories around it and debating which would serve the society the most. The 

oldest of these moral theories is known as the divine command theory. This theory is 

simply the view that morality is somehow dependent upon God, and that moral 

obligation consists of obedience to God’s commands. It includes the claim that God 

commands what is moral and what is not. However, it has been and continues to be 

highly controversial. It has been criticized by numerous philosophers, including Plato. 

The question of the possible connections between religion and ethics is of interest to 

moral philosophers as well as philosophers of religion, and it leads us to wonder about 

the role of religion in organizing society.  

https://iep.utm.edu/god-west/
https://iep.utm.edu/plato/
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 In the 18th century, an English philosopher by the name of Jeremy Bentham had 

a different approach to morality. Bentham moves past the idea of God and focuses on 

the primal instinct of seeking pleasure. In his interpretation this is what it means to live 

morally. He concludes that happiness or pleasure is the Only Thing That Truly Has 

Intrinsic Value, Actions Are Right Insofar as They Promote Happiness, Wrong Insofar 

as They Produce Unhappiness and that everyone’s Happiness Counts Equally. These are 

the three principles that serve as the basic axioms of utilitarianism. The theory received 

heavy criticism because of its shortcomings and inconstancies. The theory seemed 

impossible to apply because happiness, for instance, cannot be quantified or measured. 

The debate is still much unsettled, and many philosophers offered arguments for 

and against one or more moral theories. Nietzsche was one such philosopher who took a 

negative attitude against morality altogether and was a heavy critic of religion, and 

particularly of Christianity. He dedicated his active years as a writer to criticize 

Christianity and all its claims. Christianity denies all those characteristics that he 

associates with a healthy life. He considered Christianity to springe from a resentment 

of life, and described it as holding back the humanity from accomplishing its purpose.  

Nietzsche thought humanity’s purpose was to deliver such a man he called the 

Übermensch. The Übermensch was first introduced in 1883 through one of Nietzsche’s 

novels Thus Spoke Zarathustra: A Book for All and None. The Übermensch is not just 

humanity’s purpose, but Nietzsche also considered him to be its cure from the weak 

mindset and values Christianity embedded in humans. The Übermensch remains 

Nietzsche greatest legacy and his hope for humanity to reach its final stage of evolution.  

In 1866, a Russian writer by the name Fyodor Dostoevsky published Crime and 

Punishment. This novel is often cited as one of the supreme achievements in 
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literature.  However, what is most striking is the uncanny resemblance between certain 

aspect of the Russian novel and Nietzsche’s philosophy. It seems that Dostoevsky 

predicted the coming of Nietzsche in the novel and what he would say later. The novel 

can be interpreted as a prior reply to Nietzsche’s notion of the Übermensch and his 

nihilistic philosophy.  Soon afterwards, both names became related in literary studies. 

Mostly, the novel discusses the three different moral theories previously discussed 

where the Übermensch is the central key of uncovering the novel’s purpose.  
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Chapter Two: A Reading of Characters’ Im/Morality in Crime and 

Punishment 

Introduction:  

The 19th century Russian novel has proven itself quite an exceptional case in the 

history of literature. A country that fell behind its contemporaries in Western Europe 

was able, in the span of half a century, to produce so many writers with extraordinary 

abilities in the art of novel. By early 19th century, much of Western Europe looked at 

Russia as inferior and backward; it was considered to be more a part of Asia than of 

Europe. On the other hand, Russia was more open to the west which heavily impacted 

its literature throughout the Century. This would give rise to a number of writers of the 

caliber of Alexander Pushkin (1799-1837) who was the first great national author of 

Russia. Ivan Turgenev (1818-1883) was the first that brought Russian literature to the 

attention of European readers. However, it was the giants of Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910) 

and Fyodor Dostoyevsky whose works exploded out of Russia in the 1870s to 

overwhelm Europeans with their imaginative and emotional power. 

We can recount millions upon millions of novelists throughout history, but only a 

select few of them are deserving of being called literary geniuses. Dostoevsky is one 

such novelist, and regardless of your opinion about Russian literature, there is no 

denying that this Russian writer was one of the world’s greatest ever. Dostoevsky 

explores human psychology in the spiritual, social and political atmosphere of 

19thcentury Russia. His novels have a religious and psychological depth to them 

exploring poverty, suicide and human manipulation. From Poor Folk (1846) to The 

idiot (1869), Dostoevsky never failed to deliver classics that would inspire countless 
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philosophers and writers including Nietzsche, Jean-Paul Sartre and Ernest 

Hemmingway to name just a few.  

In 1866, Dostoevsky published Crime and Punishment in which he explores how 

an unleashed free-will can affect society. Dostoevsky unleashes his protagonist Rodion 

Raskolnikov in the dingy tenements, backstreets and dram-shops of pre-revolutionary 

St. Petersburg. Raskolnikov is an impoverished, yet proud, 23-year-old man and former 

student who alienates himself from society. He cannot relate to anyone and believes 

himself superior to others, and thus he thinks he should not be obliged by the same legal 

and religious rules as well as social constraints as everyone else. The story follows him 

planning and committing murder, his back and forth with the police and eventually the 

unbearable suffering that would overtake him leading to his confession. The novel 

offers a lot of other interesting characters besides the protagonist and explores very 

interesting themes including alienation from society and Psychology. 

The Divine Command Theory and utilitarianism are two major theories that can 

be applied on the novel in, illustrated by the number of characters that tend to portray 

the principles of one theory or the other, or shift between both of them. The protagonist 

is a prime example of a man driven by utilitarian motives, only to fail miserably in 

obtaining his goals and ends up falling hard to religion. The story seems to inspire a 

sense of justice, as the reader witnesses the fall of pride and the Utilitarianism failing in 

the novel. The novel seems to be Dostoevsky’s response to western European 

philosophy at the time which was not only critical about orthodox religion but also 

came with ideals of individualism and scientific progress and methods, including others. 

Dostoevsky represents Western European ideas as dangerous diseases infecting, or as 

spirits possessing his morally shaken characters. So, this chapter will provide a deep 
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analysis of Crime and Punishment, focusing on the morality and psychology 

surrounding the novel. 

I- Psychological Insight into Dostoevsky’s Crime and 

Punishment: 

First of all, Fyodor Mikhailovich Dostoyevsky’s (1821 - 1881) novels concern 

themselves with the behavioral patterns of various people from different backgrounds. 

A fitting illustration can be found in Crime and Punishment, which uses a large number 

of characters representing all classes of the Russian society and at the same time this 

catalogue of characters presents a prism of possibilities of psychological traits. The plot 

is very complex, which in retrospect is a fair assessment of the nineteenth century 

Russian life. The story follows how an unleashed free will can cause robbery and 

murder in a Russian community.  Raskolnikov, who is both the hero and the antihero, 

has a false sense of freewill or freedom which is motivated by his revolt against God 

and the society which he alienates himself from.  He rejects and refuses to abide to the 

rules of God and society because if those exist, then free will become an illusion. The 

novel also highlights the theme of man as a product of his environment, which plays a 

role in the reader’s interpretation of the protagonist as a man who was motivated to 

commit crime rather than a criminal. The novel is a representation of Raskolnikov’s and 

various characters’ social situations with its social inequality and how this inequality 

can affect individuals’ personalities, their motivations in life and their reaction to 

situations.  

The story was originally intended to be told by a first person narrator, but the 

writer changed that to a third person narrator, however; a reading of the novel can prove 
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that Dostoevsky’s original plan of using a first person narrator still has an effect on the 

novel. Evident enough, the novel bases itself around the interior of Raskolnikov’s mind.  

A good illustration of this is the opening of the novel which describes the interior state 

of Raskolnikov and the emotions he feels. The novel also grants only the protagonist the 

privilege of having numerous internal monologues. The monologues serve to offer the 

reader a deeper understanding of the protagonist. However, the novel seems to 

emphasize the importance of other characters as it shifts and plays with their roles in the 

story. In the classical sense, characters tend to play one of the following roles: The 

protagonist, the antagonist, the love interest, the confidant, the deuterogamists, Tertiary 

characters and the foil. It is not unusual for a character to develop from one role into 

the other, but in Crime and Punishment this shift occurs in a nontraditional sense. A 

confidant becomes a love interest in the case of Sonya, and the protagonist also 

assumes the role of the antagonist and Porfiry develops into a character which assumes 

many roles in order to gain a confession. Furthermore, the other characters aside from 

the protagonist are designed to serve the novel each in their own respect. The 

protagonist and the other characters offer the reader a merging of the philosophies that 

can be found in the writing of Nietzsche and others. As mentioned earlier in the chapter, 

the novel seems to be the best ground to apply the Divine Command Theory and 

Utilitarianism. Raskolnikov, for one instance, seems to be driven by Nietzsche’s notion 

of the superman which justifies his murder, and in the other by a Marxist philosophy 

which condemns taking the life of a fellow human being regardless of the reason. Sonya 

represents a deep faith in God and commitment in Divine Command Theory while 

Svidrigailov follows Utilitarianism to the dot.  
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Psychoanalysis involves the study of human personality. It can also be referred to 

as the psychology of humans. It deals with terms such as the unconscious, repression, 

sublimation, and condensation. Also, it examines the ego, superego, and the id.  Crime 

and Punishment can be interpreted as a psychological account of a murder. Dostoevsky, 

a master psychologist, investigates the stages Raskolnikov goes before, during and after 

he commits murder. Analyzing the character of Raskolnikov, we conclude that the 

protagonist is a young man in dire need of money. He is presented to be “so badly 

dressed that even a man accustomed to shabbiness would have been ashamed to be seen 

in the street in such rags” (Dostoevsky 9), which indicates his middle class origins. For 

some time, he suffers from a state of nervous condition, monomania and depression. 

Although intelligent, the protagonist gets influenced by certain unrealized ideas in his 

head that he develops from superficial reading of certain theories. His weak thinking 

leads him to murder an old pawnbroker by the name of Alyona Ivanovna to quickly 

escape a difficult situation. He eventually succumbs to his tormented consciousness and 

confesses first to Sonya and then to the police. Therefore, Raskolnikov is suffering from 

schizophrenia and plagued by dementia. He is capable of both good and bad deeds.  

Other characters are also presented to be influenced by numerous internal forces 

including Marmeladov, Svidrigailov, Sonya and even Alyona Ivanovna. Svidrigailov is 

a Byronic hero and a gothic villain. Sonya is kind-hearted but pushed into whoredom by 

her social and economic condition. Marmeladov, an otherwise civil clerk, because of 

misfortune is pushed from bad to worse as he ends up in self-inflicted suffering. Pyotr 

Petrovitch is a calculating manipulator who knows how to exploit his helpless victims. 

Alyona Ivanovna is said to have sharp evil eyes representing the heart of a corrupt and 

exploitative society against which Raskolnikov revolts. 
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As mentioned earlier, the novel represents the consequences of a free will 

unleashed on a society. Dostoevsky raises the problem of freedom of choice, and how 

limitation has been imposed on the individual regarding this area. The limitations are set 

forth by God, society or law. The novel explores how the young protagonist tries to 

exceed such limitations. The author also attempts to define a restraint on freedom of 

choice, in which case he chose God. This explains Raskolnikov’s constant revolt against 

God, and his nihilistic view of the world. The novel introduces a protagonist who feels 

suffocated by the psychological and metaphysical roots to a God he feels is denying him 

his ideal life. Raskolnikov is in conflict with the external world which is reflected in his 

internal one. The protagonist is often shown to be indecisive, which can be best 

illustrated through the following internal monologue he has: “Why am I going there 

now? Am I capable of that? Is that serious? It is not serious at all. It’s simply a fantasy 

to amuse myself; a plaything! Yes, maybe it is a plaything” (Dostoevsky 8). Similar 

internal monologues occur within the novel indicating to the reader that the protagonist 

is not just indecisive, but also hungry, schizophrenic, psychotic and withdrawn. The 

protagonist was not actually born with the above manifestations, but is only a victim 

and a product of his socio-economic condition; Raskolnikov represents the exploited 

and undermined underclass of Russia. Initially the protagonist relates to those similar to 

him, the ones who have been marginalized like Marmeladov and Sonya. On the other 

hand, he shows a deep hatred to those he considers to be doing better than him like 

Alyona Ivanovna and his sister’s fiancée Luzhin. The protagonist considers those he 

hates to represent the upper and bourgeois class, while the ones he shows compassion to 

represent the scum of the society. Raskolnikov represents the whole society of Russia at 

the time in their view of each class. He hates the rich, but also envies them, and loves 
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the poor but is also disgusted by them. This also plays a part in his motivation to 

commit murder. He is disgusted by his current situation because he is part of the lower 

class he considers scum, so he kills one of the upper class which he hates, but also 

envies to escape his problematic situation so he can be rich as well. Raskolnikov 

represents his society’s response to the challenges facing them. However, in taking the 

matters single handedly, Dostoevsky sets him on a path to destroy himself.  

II- The Moral World of Crime and Punishment: 

 The world created by Dostoevsky in the novel Crime and Punishment is 

governed by Christian laws and philosophy. According to the Russian writer, “Man 

should, in all humility, and of his own free will, abandon himself to God.” (qtd. in 

Strem 15). Dostoevsky was an advocate of the Christian belief system that dictates that 

man; given that he is born a sinner should suffer in all humility in order to obtain moral 

purification. Humility is the first steppingstone for man in order to retrieve himself in 

God, and is the most important virtue to the Russian writer. Suffering is an inevitable 

part of life, a must that one has to accept. One can find no salvation if he attempts to 

stand outside of God and assert himself using his own resources. One must suffer to 

obtain salvation. Humility and suffering are the focal points to understand Dostoevsky’s 

character Raskolnikov. 

II.1- Humility and Suffering:  

    Raskolnikov is depicted in the novel to be in constant revolt against God. He 

initially lives his life in denial of suffering, and in constant resistance of its pressure on 

his life. (Kramer 5). Paradoxically, Dostoevsky makes it clear that the character suffers 

a great deal throughout most of the novel. Raskolnikov suffers both before and after he 
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commits the crime. Before, he suffers financially and by the mediocrity of his life. His 

pride and ambition push forward the desire to change things around him. He concludes 

murder to be his golden chance, which in retrospect means not just breaking the law, but 

also defying God which states going against the Divine Command theory, for instance, 

Raskolnikov goes against the word of God and tries to come up with his own definition 

of morality. Raskolnikov rationalizes that he has the right to commit murder, based on 

the doctrine of morality that he developed and which argues that as long as one is an 

“extraordinary” man, it is within his rights to transcend the ordinary laws of society and 

morality (Crime and Punishment 368). However, Raskolnikov enters a new realm of 

suffering, now that he realizes he is not one who has the right to create his own moral 

code. He was proven wrong, that even when he was safe from his crime and sure that he 

was justified in his actions, he was still tormented by his sin. The torment and anguish 

become even noticeable to other characters like Porfiry, who is the head of the 

Investigation Department in charge of solving the murders of Lizaveta and Alyona 

Ivanovna. Porfiry declares in a conversation with Raskolnikov that a criminal “If he has 

a conscience he will suffer for his mistake. That will be his punishment—as well as the 

prison.” (Dostoevsky 375). Suffering becomes too unbearable for Raskolnikov and 

starts to take a hold of him as time passes. As Kramer explains: “Raskolnikov toys with 

the idea of using confession and suffering to atone for his murder” (5). At one point in 

the story, Raskolnikov revisits the crime scene, and as though he wanted to relive the 

feeling of almost being caught he begins ringing the bell, and “He shuddered at every 

ring and it gave him more and more satisfaction.” (Dostoevsky 248).  It was almost like 

he wanted to confess, as if confession and being punished for his crime was his 

salvation. Throughout the novel we can find evidence that confession had long been 
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Raskolnikov’s desire. In his first visit to the police station, Raskolnikov thinks to 

himself: “I’ll go in, fall on my knees, and confess everything” (Dostoevsky 141).  In 

another instance, during an encounter with Zametov, the narration reads: “The terrible 

word trembled on his lips, like the latch on that door; in another moment it will break 

out, in another moment he will let it go, he will speak out” (Dostoevsky, Crime and 

Punishment 238-39). The desire to confess seems to develop into a need as Raskolnikov 

continues to fight and lose over time to his suffering.  

Raskolnikov eventually loses to the torment that filled his heart due to his sin. He 

begins to experience humility after he confesses to Sonia in hope for purifying his sin. 

Ironically, Sonia is depicted in the novel as a model of humility, which is evident by the 

sacrifices she puts up with to help her wretched family. The humiliated are depicted in 

the novel as God’s favorites, and are forgiven for their sins, as famously articulated by 

Marmeladov, Sonia’s father and the drunken beast. “He will judge and will forgive all, 

the good and the evil, the wise and the meek” (Dostoevsky 37). Sonia advises 

Raskolnikov to confess and own up to his sin, taking the punishment required for it. 

Sonia goes as far as to offer to share the forthcoming suffering with Raskolnikov. As 

soon as Raskolnikov shares his burden with Sonia, she “indicates to him the only way 

by which he can extricate himself from his hopeless situation: he must give himself up, 

humiliate the intellect which had led him astray, redeem himself through a new life of 

suffering” (Strem 16).  Suffering in the case of Raskolnikov represents “the fall of man, 

the original sin, which he can redeem at the price of suffering” (Strem 18). On the other 

hand “His life after his fall represents man's struggle for purification, in which struggle 

he will be assisted by his woman companion” (Strem 18). It seems that the story was 

leading itself to find humility in Raskolnikov’s life. The process by which Raskolnikov 
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attempted to break his moral chains and go against God, only to find out greater 

suffering (which he deemed unacceptable in his life) on the other side, it was one of the 

key takeaways from the novel. The novel suggests that suffering is a must in human life, 

whether one chooses to accept it or to take his best shot at evading it.  

Dostoevsky is no ordinary author. He created a multitude of characters within the 

murder story, most of which we tend to read past them as we opt to focus on the hero 

the most. However, these characters have a voice of their within the incredibly realistic 

depiction of the Russian writer of St. Petersburg. Sonia is the helper in the story, she is 

the one character that exhibits most humility in the story. She carries both the themes of 

self-sacrifice and suffering within the pages of the novel. Sonia endures times and again 

the humiliation she has to go through for her family (Sonia turns to prostitution to 

provide for her family) and she even suffers greatly as she tries to help Raskolnikov 

redeem himself (Sonia offers to share the burdens of Raskolnikov after he confesses). 

One story told by a drunken Marmeladov (Sonia’s father) of his daughter to 

Raskolnikov at the tavern tells the following:  

At six o’clock I saw Sonia get up, put on her kerchief and her cape, and go 

out of the room and about nine o’clock she came back. She walked straight 

up to Katerina Ivanovna and she laid thirty roubles on the table before her 

in silence. She did not utter a word, she did not even look at her, she 

simply picked up our big green drap de dames shawl (we have a shawl, 

made of drap de dames), put it over her head and face and lay down on the 

bed with her face to the wall; only her little shoulders and her body kept 

shuddering. (Dostoevsky 29-30) 
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Sonia is the mouthpiece of the novel regarding self-sacrifice and humility. She proves 

her loyalty to love in the case of Raskolnikov and patience in the case of her family, and 

faith to God which is illustrated through the numerous symbols relating to her. Such 

symbols include the bible she owns, the cross she gives to Raskolnikov before he goes 

to the police station to confess and numerous other instances the show her faith to 

Christianity. Marmeladov speech is paradoxically both pathetic and heartwarming. The 

speech paints the image of a God that is all forgiving, all knowing and most merciful. 

The great sufferer Marmeladov drinks because he suffers, and suffers because he drinks. 

He blatantly declares: “crucify me but pity me!” (Dostoevsky 36). Marmeladov is a 

character that we can be very confident seeks suffering and humility. He begs to pitied, 

but also to be crucified and punished.  His wife Katarina also suffers greatly, not only 

because of her beast of a man husband and crippling poverty, but also because she tends 

to dwell on her false memories of the past, fantasizes about a hopeless future and spend 

her present time sacrificing herself for her family to which she can do nothing 

outlasting. Even the tradespeople, artisans, prostitutes, and beggars Dostoevsky created 

that  enter and exit the murder story, left unknown, give a glimpse of how the writer 

wanted to show us what life was like in St. Petersburg. “The voice of the people runs 

counter to the rationalistic theories that Raskolnikov uses to justify the murder, and it is 

the voice that he must heed in order to be reintegrated into the human community” 

(Ivanits 341). The presentation of the common people and lower classes undoubtedly 

have a touch on the reader, allowing him to grasp the social and environmental reality, 

and also understand the humanitarian theme the writer portrays, and above all, to 

reconsider morality. 
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Svidrigailov is yet another sufferer, but a special one. He deludes himself, as well 

as succeeds at giving the appearance of having evaded suffering. He devotes his life to 

pleasure and sacrifices of morality, love, and human decency for the sake of evading 

suffering. In one instance in the novel, he proudly says: “I couldn’t be absolutely 

faithful to her.” (Dostoevsky 661). Svidrigailov is an unfaithful husband who feels 

neither humility nor shame regarding his action. Instead he feels joy and delight in his 

immoral choices and moral failings, even boasting about his “brutal frankness.” 

(Dostoevsky 661). Svidrigailov’s fate was to be heart broken by Dounia (Raskolnikov’s 

sister) and ends up making the choice between death and the pain of knowing that she 

refuses to love him. He ends up killing himself after he realizes how wrong he was in 

his attempts to attain materialistic or sensual happiness.  

The novel also presents characters that seem to seek suffering all by their own 

will. Nikolay and Dounia are both great examples of this. Nikolay confesses to 

Raskolnikov’s crime which he did not commit. Porfiry remarks this in one of his 

conversations with Raskolnikov in which he says: “Suffering, too, is a good thing. 

Suffer! Maybe Nikolay is right in wanting to suffer” (Dostoevsky  641). It seems that 

Nikolay is taken by the idea of suffering to the point that he seeks it even if it doesn’t 

belong to him. The reader is supposed to take a lesson from this, that suffering is a must 

and one should accept, but not try to steal another’s. Dounia likewise seems to try to 

take a suffering that belonged to her brother Raskolnikov. In her attempt to take Luzhin 

as her husband is motivated by trying to aid her brother financially, or in other words 

substitute Raskolnikov’s suffering with one of her own choosing. This act is nonetheless 

almost similar to prostitution which Raskolnikov notices and tries to stop. Svidrigailov 

suggests to Raskolnikov that his sister “would undoubtedly have been one of those who 
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would endure martyrdom.” (Dostoevsky 664). Dounia is characterized in the novel to 

have a martyr’s complex. However, she seems to have a choice as to which pit she 

would fall, evident by her rejecting Svidrigailov advances even though he had 

information that would harm her brother. It seems that Dostoevsky is trying to say 

through these two characters, accept suffering, but to each his own suffering. 

Concluding from all of the aforementioned, the novel seems to concern itself with two 

moral philosophies or theories: utilitarianism and divine command theory. 

II.2- Crime and Punishment: Christianity vs Utilitarianism. 

Crime and Punishment could not have been written by anyone who was not a 

genius. The ethical philosophy in the novel is undoubtedly Christian, but it is treated in 

non-Christian terms: “It is about the question whether the difference between good and 

evil can be based on utilitarian ethics” (Bercken 26). It is quite evident that 

utilitarianism finds a home in the pages of the novel. Raskolnikov justifies his murder of 

the old pawnbroker that he can do more good with the stolen money. Raskolnikov 

answers his own question “would not one tiny crime be wiped out by thousands of good 

deeds?” (Dostoevsky 100), by saying “For one life thousands would be saved from 

corruption and decay. One death, and a hundred lives in exchange—it’s simple 

arithmetic!” (Dostoevsky 100). Raskolnikov rationalizes that he could save not just 

himself from his crippling poverty, but also his sister Dounia that offers herself in 

marriage to a rich man, which we can again find a utilitarian aspect to her actions, in 

order to help her mother and brother financially. As the narrator says: “For one she 

loves, for one she adores, she will sell herself!” (Dostoevsky 68). Raskolnikov is quick 

to realize the motivation behind his sister’s decision and concludes that he can save her 
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from humiliation and boarder line prostitution by committing the immoral action of 

killing the old pawnbroker and robbing her money, after all “it’s simple arithmetic”.  

Raskolnikov and Dounia are truly brother and sister; they find themselves faced with 

the same dilemma. They have to answer the same moral choice:  either one life or that 

of many. Christianity finds no stand in this choice; everything was conducted under the 

lens of utilitarianism. A utilitarian would argue that both of the above characters were 

right in their decision based on the logic that one life is less significant than that of the 

many. Using the utilitarian perceptive, it is highly plausible that Dounia’s sacrifice 

would help her brother and mother, as would the death of Alyona Ivanovna help many 

lives, including that of Dounia.  

Sonia’s actions can also be morally justified if we take the element of utilitarian 

ethics into consideration. Sonia does not only provide pleasure for men, but also helps 

her family with the money she receives. A utilitarian would argue that greater happiness 

was achieved with the sacrifice provided by Sonia. Even if Sonia is put to sin according 

to Christianity, Utilitarian ethics puts her in the right as her suffering serves to bring 

pleasure and eliminate suffering for many others. However, Svidrigailov is the most 

Utilitarian character. The moral compass of this particular character is unquestionably 

utilitarian.  Svidrigailov only concern in life is pleasure. Most evidently, we see this 

when he makes a decision to kill himself rather than live with the pain that Dounia 

rejected his love. He resorts to blackmail to find pleasure when he threatens Dounia, 

and even though he did not succeed in his attempt, this shows the extent Svidrigailov is 

willing to go to bring as much pleasure into his life. He constantly cheats on his wife 

and is not even ashamed of it. Matter of fact, we find him quite proud in himself and 

even confronts his wife without even apologizing or promising to change his behavior. 
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Instead, he makes it crystal clear that he is not to model his behavior anywhere in the 

future, “After many tears an unwritten contract was drawn up between us … fourthly, in 

return for this, Marfa Petrovna gave me a free hand with the maidservants, but only with 

her secret knowledge” (Dostoevsky 662-63). Svidrigailov draws a contract with his wife 

to which we can conclude that the end goal of it is to maximize his chances even further 

at pursuing pleasure. Marfa Petrovna grants her husband permission to have his way 

with the maidservants to which she would remain oblivion.  Although disgusting and 

repulsive, speaking from a utilitarian perspective this would be justified under the 

premise that both parties of the contract got more pleasure by abusing the moral code 

everyone tends to.  

More evidence can be found of utilitarian ethics if we dig deeper into the novel. 

We find Raskolnikov using Utilitarianism selfishly to hide his true motivations behind 

his murder. Raskolnikov draws the argument to justify himself by saying: “Kill her, take 

her money and with the help of it devote oneself to the service of humanity and the 

good of all” (Dostoevsky 100). Raskolnikov is not just in the right, but also obliged to 

conduct the murder under the utilitarian philosophy. If the conduct is to provide more 

good for all, and is motivated to be a service to humanity, we can find a moral ground 

on which the murder can be the right thing to do. Another argument the murderer 

provides is more focused on the victim. As the narrator explains: “what value has the 

life of that sickly, stupid, ill-natured old woman in the balance of existence! No more 

than the life of a louse, of a black-beetle, less in fact because the old woman is doing 

harm. She is wearing out the lives of others” (Dostoevsky 100). Raskolnikov shows in 

his statement that he finds fault in the existence of the old pawnbroker, that he sees her 

as having no value in life. He even goes as far as he argues that she does more harm 
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than good, and that her death is better than her life. He takes the role of God to decide 

who lives and who dies. 

The Christian element is introduced in the story almost accidently. For instance, 

Raskolnikov notices a book lying on the chest of drawers, which ended being the Bible. 

The Christian element is introduced in a way that seems unintentional almost like an 

accident in this scene. He then proceeds to ask Sonia to “Find it and read it” 

(Dostoevsky 460). What Raskolnikov is asking Sonia to read is the story of the raising 

of Lazarus, which can be seen by the reader as a reference to the resurrection of 

Raskolnikov. The use of the Christian is most noticeable to be unconventional. The 

church traditionally offered perspectives of rebirth and salvation, but in the novel the 

gospel does; a girl carries the word of God, not a priest, and Raskolnikov makes a 

public confession instead of opting to confess at a church. Furthermore, Sonia mentions 

that the New Testament she has was actually a gift from the deceased pawnbroker’s 

sister Lezavita. It is important to mention that Lezavita is a German Lutheran, which 

means that the Bible is introduced by a protestant Christian instead of the Orthodox 

Church. A reader might conclude that church does not matter following the novel. 

Christianity traditional elements like the church and the priest seem to have little 

influence in the novel. We can find instances that support this claim like the scene with 

Sonya’s father Semyon Marmeladov. the scene follows Marmeladov, nearing death, 

asking for a priest. What is striking is that “Nothing is said about the ritual except 

‘confession and holy communication took place’. A somewhat formal event, thus 

formulated minimally.” (Bercken 27). In another instance, the reader stumbles upon the 

scene with the priest and Katerina Marmeladov. The exchange that took part between 

these two shows a lack of understanding from the part of the priest towards the 
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distraught widow. The conversation follows the priest comforting her with the words: 

“God is merciful; look to the Most High for succour.” (Dostoevsky 265) to which she 

responds: “Ach! He is merciful, but not to us.” (Dostoevsky 265). This shows how the 

novel depicts a distance between the clergymen who represent the church and common 

folks. The conversation continues as the priest tries to put an end to Katerina’s 

unwillingness to forgive her husband, whom she views as the cause of her children’s 

suffering. (Dostoevsky 265). Obedience to the word of God carried by the priest is 

seemed to be ignored in the scene which only furthers the argument that common folks 

and the church do not see eye to eye. Raskolnikov’s presence at the scene only goes to 

show this even more clearly, as he approaches Polenka (Sonia’s little sister) and asks 

her to pray for him. This is interesting as Raskolnikov chose a child over the priest, a 

representative of God, to ask for a prayer. The priest is utterly negated when 

Raskolnikov called children “the image of Christ” (Dostoevsky 467), since the church 

depicts the priest as the image of Christ. 

The Christian element is mainly carried out by different themes throughout the 

novel. First of all, we have Christian concept of Forgiveness which was shown in a 

problematic light. Katerina Marmeladov refuses to forgive her husband, and the priest 

mainly tries to blackmail her by threatening her using the word “sin”. the dying Semyon 

Marmeladov turns to his daughter Sonia as a last resort calling out to her: “Sonia! 

Daughter! Forgive!” (Dostoevsky 267), which ends up being his last words. Forgiveness 

for the dead in this scene can also be seen as having the last word. In another scene, the 

theme returns as Katarina herself is dying. What is striking is that Katarina does not 

want a priest, as she clearly articulates it: “What, the priest? I don’t want him. You 

haven’t got a rouble to spare. I have no sins. God must forgive me without that. He 
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knows how I have suffered…. And if He won’t forgive me, I don’t care!” (Dostoevsky 

608). More interestingly, we can observe how the Christian element is depicted in a 

problematic manner. Not only does Katarina not want a priest, the scene suggests that 

God can forgive without a priest, that priests cost money and Katarina’s remark that she 

has no sin can be seen as no less of provocation to Christianity.  

Forgiveness is without a doubt the most important theme in the novel, as it 

continues to recur through it. The most prominent example of this is Marmeladov’s 

famous speech about forgiveness. The passage shows a drunken Marmeladov ranting 

about God, and how he will forgive all. He seems confident that God will forgive all, 

including his daughter Sonia and sinners like him. The Christian concept of forgiveness 

is carried out quite elegantly in this scene, which shows not only an understanding of 

evil, but also a deep belief in the divine’s forgiveness of all living being. The church is 

no sense mentioned, which indicates that Marmeladov representing sinners or common 

folk refuses to believe in a medium between God and man. The relationship between 

God and man has no place for priests or churches in this scene, instead forgiveness 

mainly depends on two elements which are God’s grace and man’s guilt. 

The novels ending agrees with Dostoevsky’s paradoxical presentation of the 

Christian element, in which Raskolnikov is reborn, feels guilt and does change. 

However, this change does not come as a result of the principle forgiveness nor due to 

the Christian belief, but as a consequence of Sonia’s love and Raskolnikev’s rejection of 

his utilitarian ethics. Dostoevsky uses the words “renewal” and “resurrection”, but gives 

them no Christian meaning. The gospel is mentioned, but remains closed. The story is 

left with open ending that relates to nothing in Christianity, but with Raskolnikov 

wondering “Can her convictions not be mine now? Her feelings, her aspirations at least” 
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(Dostoevsky 766). The novel ends with a clear indication that Raskolnikov’s salvation 

is a product of Sonia’s love, and has nothing to do with anything remotely related to 

Christianity.  

Conclusion: 

To conclude, I think Crime and Punishment was created to serve three main 

purposes. First of all, to illustrate the 19th century Russian society. 19th century Russian 

society was strongly hierarchical, inequitable, immobile and divided along lines of both 

class and gender. Russian society at the time had a strong sense of revolution against the 

government, to fight for their right to have power over the country. Dostoevsky uses 

Raskolnikov to represent the challenges facing the 19th century Russian society, 

focusing mainly on the marginalised and the lower class. Raskolnikov is crippled by the 

same problems as most of the Russians at the time including: poverty, inequality and 

oppression. His daring act of murder is a reaction to the challenges of the whole society. 

Raskolnikov kills a rich old woman from the middle class as a response to the 

inequality; he steals her money as a reaction against poverty and in doing so breaks the 

rules of the law, society and religion which represent his revolt against oppression. 

However, Raskolnikov’s task is met with failure, as the novel illustrates that the 

problems of the society cannot be solved by shedding blood, stealing or breaking the 

law. At the end of the novel, Raskolnikov redeems himself in god, which in retrospect is 

the author’s advice to 19th century Russian society. 

Second, to provide a response against the philosophies that were making way 

from western Europe toward Russia. These Philosophies involved nihilism, 

utilitarianism and individualism. The protagonist is depicted to be influenced by such 
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philosophies, consequently, they motivate as well as provide excuse for Raskolnikov to 

commit murder. Dostoevsky presents western philosophy of the time by creating a 

novel in which these philosophies take over his protagonist and other characters. 

Raskolnikov redeems himself in god by the end of the novel which illustrates 

Dostoevsky’s response to the aforementioned philosophies as dangerous and false.  

Dostoevsky also shows his support for Christianity in the novel as Raskolnikov tries to 

go against god and fail miserably. However, Dostoevsky still remains realistic in his 

illustration of 19th century Russian society attitude towards religious institutions like the 

church and its symbols like the priest. 

Third, the novel is extremely insightful into human nature and morality. The novel 

does not only provide insight into the life and thoughts of a murderer, but also provides 

justification and counter arguments, motivations, circumstances and consequences. 

Raskolnikov's serves this point because he is contagious towards the audience due to his 

extreme paranoia which is relatable on every level, meaning that everyone has felt this 

form of anxiety at one point of their life, whether it is a test at school, or a difficult 

decision at work. Furthermore, Dostoevsky explores the possibility that morality can be 

subjective to the perspective of the individual. Raskolnikov aliens himself from society 

and refuses to abide to its rules. This provides the perfect setting for him to commit and 

justify murder. However, Dostoevsky’s ultimate goal was to show that no one can 

create his own moral code nor escape his consciousness. Dostoevsky illustrates how 

free will can prove itself quiet dangerous to society. To sum up, Dostoevsky’s works 

continue to enthrall readers by combining suspenseful plots with ultimate questions 

about faith, suffering, and the meaning of life. 
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Chapter Three: 

Nietzsche vs Dostoevsky: Raskolnikov the failed Übermensch 

Introduction:  

The term ‘Golden Age’ in Russian is often used to refer to most of the 19th 

century, where so many Great Russian writers peaked. One such writer was Fyodor 

Dostoevsky whose works helped make such a century a golden one for Russia. On the 

western side of the continent, nearing the end of the 19th century, a German philosopher 

made waves, claiming that god is dead and that religion is a poison. This German 

philosopher went by the name Friedrich Nietzsche. Dostoyevsky was a writer, and 

Nietzsche, a philosopher, yet we notice striking similarities between their works. Both 

wrote extensively publishing over 15 books, and both concerned themselves with 

central questions concerning human existence, mainly those surrounding God, truth and 

morality.  To tackle such questions, Dostoevsky used his nuanced characters and 

intertwining plot lines, whereas Nietzsche opted more for the aphoristic and poetic 

writing style rather than descriptive or narrative.  

Fyodor Dostoevsky died in 1881, so it is unlikely that he read Nietzsche. 

However, Nietzsche definitely read Dostoevsky and most definitely was inspired by 

him. Nietzsche declared in his book Twilight of the Idols (1889) that “Dostoyevsky, the 

only psychologist, by the way, from whom I had something to learn: he is one of the 

finest strokes of luck in my life.” (45). this explains why the works of both the Russian 

writer and the German philosopher connect, and also implies that Dostoevsky had some 

sort of impact on Nietzsche. It seems the two writers were meant to be read together 
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because they so naturally complement each other’s voices and amplify each other’s 

points.  

During the 1880s, French newspapers published several articles on Tolstoy and 

Dostoevsky. It is precisely within this historical and cultural context that Nietzsche’s 

discovery of Dostoevsky has to be set, Stellino writes: 

It is the winter of 1886–87. Nietzsche arrives in Nice around the 20th of 

October. He stays some months, taking advantage of the mild weather of 

the Mediterranean coast. While browsing in a bookshop, the volume 

L’esprit souterrain catches his attention. If we trust Nietzsche’s own 

account, he does not even know the name of the author. Nonetheless, he 

instinctively feels a sense of affinity and familiarity with him. Nietzsche 

buys the volume and reads it very carefully. From then on, in his last two 

years of lucidity, the philosopher conducts a deep inner dialogue with 

Dostoevsky. (15) 

It comes as no surprise that Nietzsche would be fascinated by Dostoevsky; one could 

easily spot similarities between the two individuals. For once, they were both 

extraordinary psychologists, able to explore the human mind in depth and to deal with 

heavily complex moral and philosophical problems. Both Dostoevsky and Nietzsche 

were the very best to understand and diagnose nihilism in the 19th century. Soon 

enough, it becomes apparent that the names of Dostoevsky and Nietzsche were destined 

to merge together.  

In today’s world, more than a century after their publications, both Dostoevsky’s 

and Nietzsche’s writings remain timeless. Both the German Philosopher and Russia’s 
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Golden Novelist were intrigued by the same questions and ideas. However, it is unsafe 

to assume that Dostoevsky and Nietzsche reached the same conclusions based on the 

fact that they had similar interests. Both represented different worldviews and morality 

takes. Nietzsche standing at one end of the spectrum, represented western culture which 

stood for atheism and preached the arrival of man-god and Dostoevsky who came from 

the eastern culture, which stood firm to the orthodoxy and believed in the God man, that 

is Christ. (Stellino 16). Most notably, we see this idea explored by both Nietzsche in 

regards to his notion of Übermensch and the character Raskolnikov in the great 

Dostoevsky novel Crime and Punishment. 

I- Dostoevsky vs Nietzsche: God and Morality 

Dostoevsky and Nietzsche were both plagued with doubt about the nature of 

things. Both thinkers were obsessed with the ideas of God, truth and morality; basically 

these three eternal enigmas were the main drives for their writings. Although they had 

the same drives in life, the most interesting part about the two writers is not only when 

they coincide, but also when they diverge. It is more or less like a labyrinth, the more 

you read each of them, the more likely you realize that they had a lot in common, and if 

were given the chance, it is most likely that they would have agreed on practically 

everything. However, when they disagree, there is no turning back. Interestingly, that is 

when their writings shine the most. Paradoxically, the same three eternal enigmas that 

consumed their minds were the focal points that differentiated the two thinkers. Both 

writers had complex philosophies, so it is extremely hard, if not impossible, to provide a 

complete comparison between the two. A more comprehensive approach is to focus on 

a specific point; more specifically, on two points: nihilism and redemption. Nihilism is a 
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philosophy that involves the rejection of the belief in religious and moral principles, 

under the belief in the meaningless of life, and both writers had a lot to say on this 

subject.  Their stance on nihilism would later become their legacy, distinguishing them 

in history as truly unique thinkers. Redemption connects as a topic to larger issues of 

concern for both writer: morality, guilt, fear, and God.  In our effort to examine 

Raskolnikov in relation to Nietzsche’s philosophy, Redemption provides the perfect 

light to understanding a connection between the character and Nietzsche concept ‘the 

Übermensch’ later on. 

I.1- Nihilism: 

Friedrich Nietzsche’s name is generally associated with nihilism, because his 

account of the origin and outcome of the philosophy is considered to be the best. Yet, 

Dostoevsky speaks his mind through a different language via his novels about the cause 

and consequences of nihilism. A famous statement that Nietzsche makes in his book 

The Gay Science, when he declares “God is dead” (108) summarizes his thoughts about 

the cause of nihilism. This philosopher regards nihilism as a product of the death of god 

which represents an exploded fiction for the German philosopher. Dostoevsky locates 

the cause of nihilism elsewhere, in man’s understanding of God in relation to evil. 

Dostoevsky explains the same philosophy as a consequence man’s implication that God  

as the source of evil and suffering humankind endures; the enigma that God is just and 

merciful, but still allows man to suffer.   

The second dispute between the two thinkers is their diagnosis of nihilism.  

Nietzsche’s theory of ‘the will to power’ presents a challenge to Dostoevsky’s 

cautionary axiom, “without God and immortal life? All things are lawful Then” (A 



 

 

55 

 

Hymn and a Secret 991). Dostoevsky equates the absence of God to the absence of any 

restriction on human behavior, which he believed would lead to the social and moral 

ruin of men. Dostoevsky explores this possibility through his nihilistic character 

Raskolnikov. However, Nietzsche’s theory does not only explain human psychology, 

but also offers an alternative answer to Dostoevsky question about the consequences of 

the absence of God. Nietzsche spins Dostoevsky’s logic predicting a future where man 

would have unlimited permission granted by nihilism. According to Nietzsche, such a 

future would not mean the ruin of man, but his liberation from God and what Nietzsche 

considered to be empty dichotomies like good and evil, true and false as well as cause 

and effect. Nietzsche equates the absence of God with men’s unlocking their full 

potential and reaching their ideal form. 

The next dispute between Dostoevsky and Nietzsche concerns their views about 

men’s nature.  Both thinkers agree that men are inherently beasts, which can be proven 

through a closer examination of men’s behaviour and habits. According to both 

thinkers, men have proven themselves greedy, corrupted, deceitful and vein. Most 

likely, they were drawn to this conclusion because of their troubled past. Nietzsche, due 

to the reoccurring theme of betrayal in his life by his colleagues and friends, turned his 

back on humanity as a collective species and chose to believe in the individual, and how 

can such an individual develop from a beast and differentiate himself from the rest. 

Dostoevsky motivations can be traced back to his days in the Siberian camp, where he 

had most definitely witnessed a dark side of men. However, despite the fact that both 

writers were motivated by their dark pasts to reach the same conclusion, they did not 

offer the same explanation. Dostoevsky, on one hand, attributes men’s barbaric actions 

to the great distance that lies between them and god. According to Dostoevsky, God is 
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perfect and lacks nothing, when men are imperfect and weak. Following Dostoevsky 

logic, distance from the perfect (God) can lead the imperfect (men) to fall to their 

weakness (beastly instinct). On the other hand, Nietzsche holds that men hold no special 

quality to distinguish them from brute beasts; the only difference lies in men’s ability 

and talent of self-deception.  Nietzsche famously stated in Thus Spoke Zarathustra: 

“man is the cruellest animal.” (244). According to him, men successfully deceived 

themselves into thinking they are higher on the scale of created things than a brute 

beast, when, in fact, they are brutes who possess the same desire of power as such 

beasts.  

Concerning the second dispute, Dostoevsky believes that men’s distance from god 

can lead them to fall back to their basic instincts and become nothing more than beasts. 

This equation also works the other way around, so if men follow their beast like side, 

this would create even more distance between them and god. Dostoevsky predicts that if 

men keep on bouncing between the two sides of the equation, they would be left 

without the authority and the providence of god; thus, giving reigns to the worst side of 

their nature. This is the reason why Raskolnikov is set by Dostoevsky to unleash his 

nihilistic vision upon society, to illustrate the consequences of trying to step outside the 

rule of god.  The society in the novel itself is presented to be astray from God’s path, 

and so presented in a dark light as washed in blood, stricken by poverty and plagued by 

suffering. To summarize this point, Dostoevsky draws two conclusions concerning 

Nihilism through Crime and punishment. The first is that man is a moral creature who 

has a conscious that guides his behavior. The second point explores the possibility of 

the absence of God, where Dostoevsky illustrates how this possibility renders the first 

point useless. According to the novel, if God does not exist, then, man’s conscious is 
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silenced; thus, man can explore the new possibilities introduced to him since the 

concepts of good and evil become meaningless. To be precise, in the novel the 

protagonist tries to get rid of the limitations bestowed upon him by God, and explores 

his new found right of murder. Raskolnikov explores the philosophy of nihilism, but 

ultimately falls back to the first point when he realizes he cannot escape his conscious, 

which in retrospect illustrates why nihilism as an answer is a danger. 

The third dispute focuses on both writers account on nihilism.  Nietzsche’s 

account on nihilism constitutes the foundation upon which he derives his most debated 

philosophical concepts. Such concepts include his notion of the Übermensch and the 

dichotomies of master/slave moralities, which make no sense without nihilism as a base 

for them. Nietzsche’s idea of the death or absence of God is the catalyst for nihilism.  

The death of God is another way of declaring the death of metaphysics. In other words, 

nihilism means that Nietzsche‘s thoughts can actually be realized. Metaphysics, by 

definition, studies what cannot be reached through objective studies of material reality; 

hence, this major branch in philosophy searches for an objective truth outside of the 

material world. This objective truth seeks to provide principles that exist outside of the 

material world, that dictate how all material things are ordered. The death of god and 

metaphysics mean the death of the possibility of such a truth, and so the significance 

and meaning of truth is ultimately renounced as it can be whatever an individual 

chooses. Nietzsche critique of morality and values can only exist in a world where god 

is dead. In a world where god is not dead and nihilism is only a fiction, men are actually 

superior to beast in the sense that they are not actually driven by their ’will to power’, 

the Übermensch would never exist and there would never be a master/slave morality. 

To summarize this point, Nihilism serves the foundation of Nietzsche philosophy. 
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Nietzsche account on nihilism defines the origin of the philosophy to go in two 

opposing directions. The first one is death of God, which he conceives as a negation of 

the existence of a metaphysical world and an objective truth. The second origin lies in 

man’s ability to create values instead of abiding to an illusion of a set of values outside 

the material realm. According to the German philosopher, if man’s character is shaped 

by a norm outside of the physical world, his power to create his own values in that 

world would be null. This serves a proof for Nietzsche that the metaphysical world does 

not exist. Nietzsche believed that man should by all means exercise his power to create 

his own values, and in doing so, he opens himself to a world that religion denied him. 

This, as mentioned before, would be a world where Nietzsche’s philosophy and ideas 

would be realized. Man would live according to his ‘will to power’ escaping all void 

dichotomies of good and evil. A nihilistic world would be the perfect setting for man to 

realize his ideal form of the Übermensch, and escape the previous world where slave 

morality is encouraged into a new one where he can live by his master morality. 

If for Nietzsche, the death of God precipitates nihilism, in Dostoevsky’s novels, 

what precipitate nihilism is, ironically, God himself, more precisely, the 

incomprehensible will and nature of God. Even though God has dictated the rules 

governing man’s life, he also gifted man the freedom to choose their own action and 

make their own fate. God’s gift for humanity is illustrated in Crime and Punishment to 

be received by an ill recipient, who chooses to use that gift to go against God himself. 

This is the very definition of biting the hand that fed you, and the novel illustrates two 

points to explain why such a scenario can occur. The first reason goes back to God’s 

nature as unfathomable to man, because of man’s limited resources and faculties to 

understand what is beyond the material world. God’s nature and will can prove to be a 
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bridge between man and God that man cannot cross. This can paint God as a dictator 

that cannot be understood by his creations. The second reason relates to the first one, 

and is concerned with Man’s nature as a weak and rebellious creature.  Man’s nature 

makes him an ill recipient of God’s gift of freedom, as it can prove dangerous if such a 

rebellious creature chooses to exercise that freedom. Man’s inability to fathom God’s 

will and nature is fuel for his rebellious nature; thus, God’s gift of freedom can be used 

by man to reject what man perceives as God’s dictatorship.  Ultimately, God created 

consciousness to be his tool in governing man and pushing them to use his gift to 

choose to do good instead of evil. However, the novel proves that man can choose to 

exercise his freedom to silence his consciousness and adopt the philosophy of nihilism. 

The novel is a message from Dostoevsky illustrating the danger of such a possibility; 

the possibilities when in a moment of weakness, nihilism can take over man and make 

him betray his creator. 

I.2- Redemption: 

Dostoevsky’s clearest example of redemption is Raskolnikov, who he uses to 

examine the potential for evil in society and the self.  Dostoevsky places Raskolnikov as 

the protagonist and the center of the novel, but also as the key figure of his study of evil. 

The evil in Raskolnikov is presented to be driven mainly by his selfishness and cold 

rationality. Raskolnikov formulates the belief that Morality is purely subjective and 

based ultimately on each individual perspective. “if such a one is forced for the sake of 

his idea to step over a corpse or wade through blood, he can, I maintain, find within 

himself, in his conscience, a sanction for wading through blood.” (Dostoevsky 370). 

This line perfectly illustrates Raskolnikov’s belief in his right to overthrow societal and 
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moral rules, and replace them with ones of his own choosing. Raskolnikov’s line of 

thinking mirrors Nietzsche’s account on morality in the Genealogy of Morality, in 

which he states:  

the judgment ‘good’ did riot originate among those to whom goodness was 

shown. Much rather has it been the good themselves, that is, the 

aristocratic, the powerful, the high-stationed, the high-minded, who have 

felt that they themselves were good, and that their actions were good, that 

to say of the first order, in contradistinction to all the low, the low-minded, 

the vulgar, and the plebeian. (3) 

Nietzsche divides the world into two categories: the powerful and the not; similarly, 

Raskolnikov’s published theory divides the world into: the ordinary and extraordinary 

people. According to Raskolnikov: “men are in general divided by a law of nature into 

two categories, inferior (ordinary), that is, so to say, material that serves only to 

reproduce its kind, and men who have the gift or the talent to utter a new word” 

(Dostoevsky 369). Raskolnikov clearly believes that the law of nature defines two 

categories of people, as stated earlier, the ordinary and the extraordinary. He 

emphasizes this point by drawing a clear line, a boundary, between these two types of 

individual. According to Raskolnikov, when ordinary men try to overstep their bounds, 

they will “castigate themselves, for they are very conscientious: some perform this 

service for one another and others chastise themselves with their own hands…. They 

will impose various public acts of penitence upon themselves with a beautiful and 

edifying effect ” (Dostoevsky 372). Raskolnikov’s statements do not only illustrate his 

view on the world, but also of himself. He clearly thinks himself a part of the ruling 

class. However, it is also clear that he, according to Nietzsche, is part of the lower class. 
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Ironically, Dostoevsky sets a character who thinks he is in what Nietzsche would call 

the master’s category, but actually belongs to the slave’s category: he is poor and does 

not possess any political or social status. As a result, Dostoevsky sets a character who 

contradicts the same philosophy he tries to live by. The same threat made by 

Raskolnikov against the ordinary people applies to him, and serves as a foreshadowing 

for what would become of him late in the novel. 

Nietzsche divides the world into masters and slaves. Nietzsche defines slaves by 

what he calls ‘Ressentiment ’or resentment, because of their inability to act in order to 

achieve or acquire what they desire. Nietzsche explains this point clearly in The 

Genealogy of Morality as follows: “resentment experienced by creatures who, deprived 

as they are of the proper outlet of action, are forced to find their compensation in an 

imaginary revenge” (17). According to Nietzsche, slaves lack the agency to act, so they 

opt to justify their lack of strength by developing an agency of not acting. Salves credit 

themselves for choosing not to act in order to justify their powerlessness instead of 

faulting themselves for it. Building on that, Raskolnikov does not seem to fit Nietzsche 

description of salves because he has the agency to act, to redefine morality, and actually 

illustrates that by murdering the old pawnbroker. However, Raskolnikov’s choice is met 

with consequences. From a Nietzschean perspective, Raskolnikov made a mistake by 

perusing that which he, and slaves do not have the right to: action. Raskolnikov 

believed he had the right to affect societal morality by imposing his own values of ‘what 

is right’. This mistake leads him to ‘act’, and so he is met with punishment. According 

to Nietzsche, the punishment for a slave who oversteps his boundaries is guilt, which is 

what Raskolnikov experiences after he chooses to act on his belief. Raskolnikov also 
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gets plagued with panic attacks and fever after murdering the old woman, which goes 

further to support Nietzsche’s argument.  

Raskolnikov gets plagued by guilt for his crime, which leads him to eventually 

confess. However, before he does, he tries to deny his guilt by justifying his action by 

claiming he is one of the extraordinary men he describes in his published theory.  In 

other words, Raskolnikov believes he is a ‘master’, even after his guilt has proven him 

wrong. An interesting scene in the novel is when Porfiry takes pity on Raskolnikov and 

offers him an ultimatum. Porfiry promises Raskolnikov that if he confesses, he would 

guarantee that he would be sent to prison instead of being convicted and hanged. At this 

point in the story, Raskolnikov still considers himself an extraordinary man, but 

ultimately decides to take the lesser of the two punishments and confess. Raskolnikov 

chooses to go to prison mainly because he believes that his actions were not punishable, 

and so refuses to take the stronger punishment. This argument can be supported by the 

fact that Raskolnikov still believes that he is an extraordinary man who had the right to 

redefine morality. Raskolnikov stubbornness in his belief of his superiority relates bac 

to one of Nietzsche’s concepts: will to illusion. Raskolnikov deludes himself into 

thinking that he is extraordinary because he doesn’t recognize his ‘will to illusion’. 

From a Nietzschean perspective, Raskolnikov’s belief in his superiority is just an 

illusion.  

There are also two other possibilities why Raskolnikov chose prison over death, 

one being his fear dying. Raskolnikov has been illustrated to be a fearful character. This 

is best proven by the narrator when he describes Raskolnikov’s cowardice and disbelief 

after Svidrigaïlov describes death to him. Raskolnikov does not actually reject the idea 

of an afterlife, he just fears death to be what Svidrigaïlov described: “one little room, 
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like a bath house in the country, black and grimy and spiders in every corner, and that’s 

all eternity is” (Dostoevsky 409). Raskolnikov’s fear of dying pushes him to choose 

lesser of the two of dark option Porfiry proposes. This point can also be exploited to 

explain Raskolnikov immorality, which is a product of his fear of death and an afterlife 

of punishment for his immoral deeds. If Raskolnikov had a choice, he would choose the 

possibility of the nonexistence of an objective moral code, there would be no 

consequences for his actions and hence no punishment. On the other hand, Raskolnikov 

could have chosen to go to prison because of his refusal to realize that he is not a 

‘master’. Raskolnikov clings to a last straw of hope to prove that he is a master by 

choosing his own fate and punishment. 

To conclude, Ultimately, Dostoevsky chose to believe, when Nietzsche rejected 

all legitimacy of faith on all levels. Both writers had similar thoughts and coincided on 

more than one occasion. Both the German philosopher and the Russian thinker were 

among the first to see the wave of nihilism crashing on the shores of men. Both of them 

predicted what would come from this wave, and what fate awaits the human race. Both 

agreed that man is a barbaric animal who would fall easily for this philosophy and its 

principles. However, they did agree in their diagnosis of nihilism. Nietzsche opted for 

separation from god and the metaphysical world in hope for a brighter future where man 

can choose his own ideals; whereas, Dostoevsky feared that if man loses his God, he 

would also lose his greatest ally and fall to ruin. Both writers tried to communicate their 

ideas to the world, Dostoevsky through his novels and Nietzsche through his 

philosophy. Dostoevsky uses Raskolnikov as a prime example to disproven of 

Nietzsche’s philosophy by drawing a line of similarities between the character and what 
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Nietzsche believed. Nietzsche’s belief of the world is both shown to be right and wrong 

thought the novel, but finally illustrated to be fault by the end of the novel.  

II- Raskolnikov Vs. the Übermensch 

Nietzsche once stated in his book Twilight of the Idols, that he considers his 

discovery of Dostoevsky to be one of the finest strokes of luck in his life (45). It is no 

secret that the German philosopher was quite fond of Dostoevsky. Upon reading each of 

them, a striking connection appears between the two writers; both writers did indeed 

have similar philosophy. However, the most striking similarity we can draw is that 

between Dostoevsky’s Raskolnikov, and Nietzsche’s Übermensch.  The Übermensch is 

Nietzsche’s ideal man of the future, who possesses the ability to act beyond the confines 

of moral thought. Raskolnikov’s actions, ideas and beliefs can be interpreted as him 

being or trying to be ad Übermensch. The similarities are undeniable between the 

character and the concept to the point that one might conclude that Dostoevsky’s 

character, Raskolnikov, is actually a prediction and a response to Nietzsche’s concept 

‘the Übermensch’. 

Raskolnikov’s belief in his superiority over the laws of God and man drive him to 

commit the act of murder. Raskolnikov brutally murders a pawnbroker and her sister, 

purportedly to steal their money, but ultimately because he feels he has the right to do 

so. If we read the novel from a Nietzschean perspective, Raskolnikov seems to be 

driven by the Übermensch ideology. However, instead of Nietzsche’s extreme 

philosophy of a Napoleonic will to power, Dostoevsky rehabilitates his characters either 

through Christian forgiveness or the power of love. The novel can be seen as a response 

to Nietzsche’s notion of the Übermensch, so Dostoevsky, in Crime and Punishment, 
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exposes the dangers and delusions of Nietzsche’s concept of the Übermensch more than 

20 years before Nietzsche introduced that figure to the world in Thus Spoke 

Zarathustra (1883). 

If we take into consideration the time both novels were written and published, it is 

plausible that Dostoevsky did in fact predict Nietzsche. However, as this statement is far 

stretched from reality, the more realistic approach is to assume that Dostoevsky saw the 

wave of nihilism and turning away from god as a phenomenon emerging and 

developing in Europe, and wrote the novel as a criticism directed against it. The fact 

that both writers wrote about the same subject seems also to suggest that both had 

access to the same works of earlier writers: such as Darwin, Marx and Kierkegaard. 

Nietzsche embraced the deterministic nihilism of Darwin and Marx, while rejecting 

Kierkegaard’s ethics. On the other hand, Dostoevsky seems to completely agree with 

Kierkegaard:  

on that only by embracing an existential view of human life, crystallized in 

the act of confession, which simultaneously acknowledges the possibility 

of responsibility and the hope of redemption will a human being reach 

clarity and peace of mind. This is exactly what he illustrates in Crime and 

Punishment via the moral journey of Raskolnikov. (Karlsson) 

In this sense, the novel illustrates the moral journey of Raskolnikov who is depicted as a 

failed Übermensch. The moral of the story suggests that Raskolnikov does not fail 

because he wasn’t meant to be an Übermensch, but because no one is. 

Nihilism is associated with a revolutionary movement that occurred in Russia 

from 1814 to 1876. Dostoevsky saw the dangers behind this atheist wave and decided to 

http://www.amazon.com/Thus-Spoke-Zarathustra-Everyone-Classics/dp/0140441182/?tag=thegospcoal-20
http://www.amazon.com/Thus-Spoke-Zarathustra-Everyone-Classics/dp/0140441182/?tag=thegospcoal-20
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counter it with his pen. This would lay ground for the character Raskolnikov who 

embodies the Übermensch beliefs.  Raskolnikov published theory about crime is vital to 

understanding his beliefs. The article explains that  

all men are divided into ‘ordinary’ and ‘extraordinary.’ Ordinary men have 

to live in submission, have no right to transgress the law, because … they 

are ordinary. But extraordinary men have a right to commit any crime and 

to transgress the law in any way, just because they are extraordinary. 

(Dostoevsky 367) 

Raskolnikov clearly sees himself as possessing the qualities of the extraordinary man. It 

is important to note that Raskolnikov hold both men to be equal and does not deny 

ordinary men the right to live, because without them the extraordinary man would have 

no purpose. He maintains that extraordinary men are meant to lead their inferior equals, 

to have the right to choose their own fate and conscience, to overstep certain obstacles 

and to possess the right to go beyond moral and legal limits. 

The similarities are uncanny between Nietzsche’s Übermensch and Raskolnikov’s 

extraordinary man in more than one way. The narrator describes Raskolnikov as follows 

“Raskolnikov was not used to crowds …. he avoided society of every sort.” Dosroevsky 

19). The protagonist tries to separate himself from society (the herd) because he sees 

himself to be above them, to be an extraordinary man (Übermensch). Raskolnikov 

states: “I wanted to find out something else; it was something else led me on. I wanted 

to find out then and quickly whether I was a louse like everybody else or a man. 

Whether I can step over barriers or not, whether I dare stoop to pick up or not, whether I 

am a trembling creature or whether I have the right” (Dostoevsky 373). Raskolnikov 

clearly sees himself to be different, or at least dreams of being different. He experiments 



 

 

67 

 

with this idea by murdering the old pawnbroker in order to see if he can cross moral 

boundaries that ordinary men cannot. Furthermore, Napoleon is another shared point 

between the fictional character and the German philosopher. Napoleon was one key 

figure that inspired that Übermensch notion, as well as admired by Raskolnikov. 

Raskolnikov admits in a conversation with Sonia that he “wanted to become a 

Napoleon, that is why [he] killed her” (Dostoevsky 581). Moreover, Raskolnikov tries 

to help the poor in order to raise his popularity, in addition to ridding the society from 

evil by killing a person. Raskolnikov’s action and justification fall under the 

Übermensch ideology of helping humanity by transgressing laws of morality.  

If we go in depth in the character of Raskolnikov and observe its development, it 

is easily noticeable how the young man presents different facades and beliefs. Pre-

murder Raskolnikov can be seen as confused, as parts of his monologue with himself 

show: “Why am I going there now? Am I capable of that? Is that serious? It is not 

serious at all. It’s simply a fantasy to amuse myself; a plaything! Yes, maybe it is a 

plaything.” (Dostoevsky 8). The young intellectual confusion only shows that he is 

influenced with different theories, to which he had little to no time to analyze. The fact 

that we find the protagonist questioning his privilege to break the law only shows how 

conflicted he is about the theory he formulated. The confusion within Raskolnikov 

presents the reader with a protagonist who has two personalities. One aspect of 

Raskolnikov’s personality is cold, immoral and driven by a prejudice. This aspect 

pushes forward the protagonist to murder. This side of Raskolnikov shines when he says 

stuff like: “what value has the life of that sickly, stupid, ill-natured old woman in the 

balance of existence” (Dostoevsky 210). The other aspect is more warm, caring and 

hopeful. This aspect shows itself as Raskolnikov tries to save his sister, and also when 
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Raskolnikov tries to help the poor dead Marmeladov’s family with the money he left 

them. There is even a touch of innocence exhibited clearly in the scene when 

Raskolnikov has a flashback about a horse that was tortured and killed: the young 

Raskolnikov cries and weeps over the dead animal and even kisses its corpse. 

Post murder Raskolnikov is a mix between guilt and denial. Raskolnikov goes 

back to the crime scene and rings the door bell, which is on a fundamental level him 

trying to ease his guilt, and on another level him trying to be caught. Raskolnikov is 

also depicted to suffer more after he commit murder than ever before, which most 

noticeably shown by his declining health. After killing the pawnbroker, Raskolnikov 

takes little of the money she had which implies a sort of shock on the part of the 

protagonist, something he did not anticipate overtook him, this could either be guilt or 

his own reflection on how wrong he was thinking he can override his consciousness. 

Guilt is in one instance symbolized by Raskolnikov washing his hand and axe from 

blood, hinting at him wishing to never have killed. The symbol of blood follows the 

protagonist for a while where he even nears craziness over the issue of having missed a 

spot on his clothes. Raskolnikov eventually confesses, but during so he goes through a 

rough faze of denial. Raskolnikov tries so hard to deny his emotion and his guilt. 

Raskolnikov subscribes to the theory of the Übermensch to justify his actions, thinking 

he is one of those extraordinary people he believes can transcend morality and law. 

Raskolnikov tries to dominate and provides no justification for his actions; he tries to 

follow in the footsteps of his idol Napoleon and seize power, thus proving himself to be 

an Übermensch.  

Nihilism is hard concept to define because of its ambiguous nature. “In its 

simplest form, one might consider it an extremely pessimistic form of skepticism in 
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which the individual discounts even the idea of existence” (StudyMoose Web). In this 

sense, a nihilist is one who sees all values, relationships, authority and beliefs as empty 

and meaningless. Dostoevsky intentionally depicts Raskolnikov as a nihilistic character, 

so he can bring him back to more traditional values in the end of the story. Most 

noticeably, Raskolnikov self-imposed isolation represents one key nihilistic principle, 

and because of this he avoids human interaction of any kind. The novel surprisingly 

opens with a hint of the latter in which the narration read: “He had successfully avoided 

meeting his landlady on the staircase” (Dostoevsky 7).  Raskolnikov distance from the 

human society gives him the time and the perfect opportunity to adopt Nietzsche 

concept of the Übermensch. This concept, as it classifies humans into two categories of 

the weak and strong has a nihilistic character in its nature. Raskolnikov utilitarian 

attitude also relates to his nihilistic streak as he tries to position himself above the rest 

of society and commits murder as a form of judgement, which exemplifies utilitarian 

ideas.                      

Although, nihilism has existed in one form or another throughout history, it is 

generally associated with Friedrich Nietzsche. However, Tomáš Masaryk notes in his 

book The spirit of Russia: “Dostoevsky was the first upon nihilism . . . building upon 

the foundation . . . Nietzsche conceived nihilism metaphysically and in its worldwide 

and historical relationship” (73). This show how much of an influence the Russian 

writer had on nihilism as a concept, although he made it his intention to write against it. 

Raskolnikov is Dostoevsky best example to serve one of his greatest lessons, which 

seems to be to point out the impracticality of both the concepts of nihilism and the 

Übermensch. Dostoevsky’s commentary discredits the concepts by portraying 

Raskolnikov as a character difficult for the readers to identify with because of his 
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insanity.” Even Raskolnikov’s name is a symbol of nihilistic ideas, the word “raskol” 

meaning schism in Russian, illustrating the shift from an older school of thought (social 

utopianism) to a darker philosophy: nihilism and utilitarianism” (StudyMoose). 

Dostoevsky takes Raskolnikov from one philosophy to another, which shows both 

confusion with a hint of insanity on the part of the protagonist, and also symbolizes a 

more human side of him. In one instance Raskolnikov leaves money for Marmeladov’s 

family, then reflect with regret over his action by saying: “What a stupid thing I’ve 

done” (Dostoevsky 42).  This shows Raskolnikov’s nihilistic tendencies overcoming his 

more traditional values which include compassion for instance. Ultimately Dostoevsky 

uses Raskolnikov to disprove the theory by using Sonia’s love to bring him back to 

more traditional human principles after his prolonged suffering. 

Conclusion:  

To summarize, Dostoevsky and Nietzsche were both obsessed with the idea of 

God, truth and morality. These ideas were the driving force behind their philosophies, 

and would consume their minds and writings until they met death. These three enigmas 

translated into their works mainly through two themes; the first being nihilism, and the 

other being redemption. Both thinkers were among the first to stumble upon the 

phenomenon of nihilism and give an account on it. Both had much of the same to say 

about its origin and consequences. They both believed that men’s weakness would lead 

to the absence of the authority of God over their lives as time went on. However, 

Nietzsche believed in God and thought that the absence of God would mean the ruin of 

men; Nietzsche on the other hand believed God was a fiction and thought that his 

absence would open the possibility for men to evolve into the Übermensch he 

envisioned and waited for.  
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Concerning redemption, Dostoevsky uses Raskolnikov to disprove of Nietzsche’s 

philosophical concepts. He sets a character that seems to be driven by Nietzsche’s 

philosophy, and in doing so shows the flaw and dangers of such an approach to life. 

Raskolnikov agrees with Nietzsche in more than one level, one being his belief in the 

division of the world to those who are ordinary, and those who are extraordinary, which 

in retrospect is the same idea Nietzsche had of master/slave mentality or morality. 

However, according to Nietzsche Raskolnikov belongs to the slaves’ category, whilst 

Raskolnikov believes himself a master. Dostoevsky intentionally puts Raskolnikov in 

conflict against the very philosophy he chose to adopt (mainly that of Nietzsche), and 

sets him on a path to destroy himself disproving the philosophy of Nietzsche altogether. 

The most striking similarity Raskolnikov has with Nietzsche’s philosophy is that 

he resembles the Übermensch. Raskolnikov attempts to become the Übermensch 

Nietzsche was dreaming of, and reflects those beliefs unto society. Raskolnikov acts on 

his belief that he is an extraordinary man, and in doing so exhibits the beliefs of the 

Übermensch; as a results, he goes on to kill the old pawnbroker and her sister, steal their 

money and justify his deeds by his right in creating his own values. Dostoevsky depicts 

the Übermensch theory perfectly and disproves of it by the end of the novel as 

Raskolnikov gets plagued by guilt, confesses and goes to jail. Raskolnikov fails to 

achieve both his goals and those of the Übermensch. He had no use for the money he 

stole, he got punished for his crime, but ultimately he was proven wrong in his beliefs 

of his superiority and right to override morality and his consciousness. 
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General Conclusion: 

Morality is a very hard concept to define, if not impossible; it is one of the oldest 

concepts known to human kind, yet still has no clear definition. Morality served as a 

compass to guide human behaviour and action, and played a crucial rule in the survival 

of the human race. Mainly, morality served to protect humans from each other, by 

governing the impact they can have on each other and society. However, no one has yet 

to come up with a clear definition of the concept. This struggle to come up with a 

definition of morality was not due to lack of trying or effort; contrarily, humanity has 

made leaps and bound in order to answer this question for a long time now. Many tried 

to define the concept, and key individuals were successful in coming up with theories 

surrounding the subject. Many moral theories would be introduced, disagreeing at every 

turn about how to live normally. The oldest of these theories is the Divine Command 

theory which defines what is moral according to what God commands. This theory 

provides the answers humans longed for a long time, but this does not mean it is perfect. 

Although this theory is considered the most popular choice to this day, it still ranks as 

the most heavily criticized.  This would lead others to ponder beyond it to answer about 

morality. One such individual, Jeremy Bentham, introduced his theory in the 18th 

century, which was known as: utilitarianism. Instead of looking up to the sky for 

answers, Bentham looked at what is in front of him: people. Utilitarianism focused on 

the basic instinct of pleasure that all humans share, to define what is moral. The theory 

would later be discredited by the countless waves of criticism it received. However, the 

struggle still exists, and people are still looking for answers. 
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Friedrich Nietzsche decided to take a radical approach concerning morality and 

God. He believed that morality and God were not only illusions, but also holding back 

humanity as a species. Although he was not read much, Nietzsche still managed to 

deliver one of the harshest critiques against morality and religion, publishing at least 15 

books during his active years of writing. Nietzsche had a lot to say about morality, 

religion and life itself, but his controversial legacy can be summarized around these 

points. First, Nietzsche believed that Christianity was a product of the mind of timid 

slaves, who did possess the strength to obtain what they really wanted (sex, money, 

social status…), and so created a doctrine that made virtue of their weakness while 

denouncing what they wanted but could not get.  Nietzsche would later declare the 

death of God, whom he considered only a fiction, and go on to criticize Morality as 

holding back the wheel of evolution. Nietzsche believed that morality was subjective to 

an individual’s opinion, and rejected the idea of an objective truth outside of the 

material world to govern people. The German philosopher believed that people fall in 

one of two categories: masters and slaves. The masters had the power and te right to do 

what they wanted, while slaves had to live in submission to what he called ‘herd 

instinct’. Finally, Nietzsche believed that man’s purpose in life was not to live 

according to a fictional divine will, but to aim to evolve to what he called: the 

‘Übermensch’, or in English terms superman or overman.  

The 19th century Russia went down in history as one of the most unique eras of 

literature. In this time period, one particular Russian writer made a name for himself as 

one of the greatest novelist of all time. Fyodor Dostoevsky was his name, and he 

published some of the best novels known to man. Crime and Punishment is his most 

known novel, and it revolves around a young, impoverished student by the name of 
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Raskolnikov, who kills an old pawnbroker in order to steal her money. However, the 

novel tells a much deeper story that a crime committed, it gives us an account on 

Russian society at the time while exploring themes like morality and psychology. 

Dostoevsky goes in depth breaking down Russian society from a psychological 

perspective, and illustrating his observation via his characters. He also gives an enriched 

explanation about his ideas on God and morality. Dostoevsky illustrates two moral 

theories in his story: Divine Command Theory and Utilitarianism. He uses several 

characters like Dounia, Raskolnikov and Svidrigaïlov to disprove of utilitarianism, and 

characters like Sonia to show his support for divine command theory. Dostoevsky uses 

utilitarianism as an example to warn against the wave of western philosophies that were 

making way to Russia at the time. He also illustrates the great danger that lurks behind 

an unleashed free will on both the individual and society. Ultimately, Dostoevsky tries 

to warn people from turning their back against God, and opting for the western 

philosophies he warned against. 

Dostoevsky and Nietzsche were two faces of the same coin; they shared a lot of 

the same ideas, but ultimately differed in their directions in life. Dostoevsky chose to 

believe, and warned against nihilism. He believed that nihilism grew from both men’s 

weakness and animalistic instinct, and because of the distance between God and man. 

Nietzsche rejected the idea of God and the idea of an objective truth altogether and 

pushed forth for the separation from the belief in the metaphysical world, opting to 

support nihilism. Dostoevsky believed that nihilism would bring forth the ruin of men, 

and that God is necessity for governing people’s life. Nietzsche believed nihilism would 

open up the possibility for men to achieve their true purpose in life and evolve beyond 

the need for a God to govern them; ideally, he thought nihilism would make his 
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philosophy a reality and bring forth the Übermensch he awaited. Dostoevsky uses 

Raskolnikov to disprove of Nietzsche’s philosophy in more than one level. Raskolnikov 

was designed as a nihilistic character that seems driven by Nietzsche’s philosophy, 

mainly to become an Übermensch. Dostoevsky dooms Raskolnikov to failure and 

redeems him through God and the power of love; thus explaining how such a goal is 

impossible, and that Nietzsche’s philosophy was wrong from the beginning. Dostoevsky 

was not only successful in his illustration of the fault in Nietzsche’s philosophy, but also 

predicted it before the thought ever crossed the German philosopher mind.  

To conclude, I think Dostoevsky has done a huge service to the world, not just by 

providing us with timeless pieces of literature, but also by teaching us a few lessons 

about life, existence and God. Dostoevsky is a great novelist, but also a wonderful 

teacher. It is from this late Russian novelist that we opened our eyes to nihilism as a 

dangerous philosophy to adopt. We also learn how Nietzsche’s concepts were 

farfetched from reality and would do more harm than good to the world. Dostoevsky 

shows the value of God in our lives, and how vital his divine teaching is in our lives. He 

gives us a perspective on human character and nature, and gives us his account on 

human psychology to learn from. Dostoevsky laid the stepping stones for us to realize 

that morality is not subjective, and that we cannot cross the line of ethics and ignore our 

consciousness. However, the most important lesson Dostoevsky illustrates in Crime and 

Punishment is not to let yourself get carried away by philosophies, concepts and ideas 

until you have the proper time to go through them and understand. Finally, 

Dostoevsky’s novels, lessons and memory have been carved in history as one of the best 

to exist, and to ever be. 
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