
FTER RECENTLY READING The 
Brothers Karamazov I have 
been forced to agree with Pope 

Benedict XVI for once. This is one of 
the greatest novels ever written.  
Dostoevsky meant this and many of 
his other novels to be a profound 
warning directed at people like us 
about the dangers of liberalism and 
atheism. Much of what he believed 
in is contrary to the principles of hu-
manism, and he makes a powerful 
case. I think though that there is 
plenty we can learn from his books 
without resorting to the religious 
conversion he had. 
    Fyodor Dostoevsky was never an 
atheist.  His enduring belief was that 
“without God everything is permit-
ted”.  He was taught to read and 
write by his mother using the Bible.  
He had an unhappy childhood in St. 
Petersburg, as his father was a cruel 
drunk who mistreated his family.  
One story has it that his father 
would sleep in the afternoons insist-
ing that his children stand around 
him in absolute silence swatting 
away flies that might happen to land 
on him.  His own serfs would even-
tually murder his father, though this 
could not be proven, as the act was 
so popular no one testified.  It has 
been suggested that Dostoevsky felt 
guilty for his own father’s murder 
for wanting it to happen, much like 
Ivan in The Brothers Karamazov.
    Because of this he grew to have 
great affection for people, especially 
the poor.  His first novel Poor Folk is 
about the moral unshakeability 
along with the physical and mental 
degradation suffered by people in St. 
Petersburg due to extreme poverty.  
Throughout the trials of the charac-
ters their faith in God's kindness and 
in the aristocracy, appointed by 
God, never falters.  Their ‘simple 
faith’ is almost as infuriating as it is 

endearing.  In the rest of his writings, 
however, simple faith is always consid-
ered stronger than human reasoning.  He 
seemed to believe that human reasoning, 
no matter how sound, would always be 
tainted by selfishness. He demonstrated 
this in Crime and Punishment when 
Raskolnikov ‘logically’ decides he is a 
‘superman’ in comparison to a useless 
old woman whom he decides to kill to 
rob her money. The reason for his change 
can be seen if we look at his life.
     In his humanitarian spirit Dostoevsky 
joined an underground utopian group, 
the Petrashevsky Circle. This group 
mainly read and discussed subversive lit-
erature, criticised serfdom, corruption 
and the strict censorship of the Czar. All 
the time, though, Dostoevsky was out-
spoken against the popular ideas of Ni-
hilism and Socialism.  
     His experiment with liberal ideals 
was short-lived. He was to be arrested 
and sentenced to death for the absurd 
crime of reading aloud a letter from the 
famous atheist Bielinsky to the Russian 
writer Gogol (even though he himself did 
not believe in atheism, only free speech).  

Two days before Christmas he and his 
fellow ‘conspirators’ were stripped of 
their shirts and marched into the freezing 
square to be shot. As they were tied three 
to a post and blindfolded, Dostoevsky 
kissed his two comrades to whom he 
was tied. Czar Nicholas I was a blood-
thirsty maniac, but he certainly had a 
taste for theatricals. On the count of 
three the prisoners merely had swords 
clanged above their heads. He had been 
spared death to be sent to Siberia to do 
hard labour. The stunt sent one of his 
comrades mad, never to recover. It also 
changed him forever.
     Rather than the bitterness one might 
expect, he never doubted the justice of his 
sentence. For him his suffering had been 
a spiritual awakening. His experiences 
are told in the semi-autobiographical 
From the House of the Dead. 
     Dostoevsky was to experience much 
more suffering in his life. His wife and 
brother both died in the same year and 
later so did his son, Alyosha. His spirit 
seems to have been so crushed that he 
was driven to the conclusion that human 
attempts at bettering the world through 
reason are futile. The only hope was in a 
faith in the traditional Russian Ortho-
dox Christianity and way of life, includ-
ing faith in the Czar. In The Brothers 
Karamazov he compares liberal ideas to 
the story of the Tower of Babel. They 
are well intentioned, but ultimately are 
futile at best and a grizzly disaster at 
worst.
    This moral sentiment is reflected best 
in his son’s namesake, Alyosha, in The 
Brothers Karamazov. I’m not going to 
give too much away; I will only show an 
example from the book’s most famous 
scene that has been published as a book 
by itself, ‘The Grand Inquisitor’.  Ivan, 
Alyosha’s philosopher brother tells him  
a story about Jesus returning from the 
dead during the time of the Spanish In-
quisition.  Ivan explains that the            
church considers Jesus a threat to its   !
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