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Abstract

Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment (1866) is widely regarded as one of the great
masterpieces of 19th-century literature and a pioneering work of psychological fiction. The novel
centers on Rodion Raskolnikov, a destitute ex-student in St. Petersburg, and chronicles the mental
anguish and moral dilemmas he faces after committing a double murder. Blending a gripping crime
narrative with profound philosophical and psychological insight, Crime and Punishment explores
enduring questions of morality, justice, and redemption. This review examines the novel’s major
aspects — its central themes, character portrayals, philosophical underpinnings, historical context,
and narrative style — to illuminate Crime and Punishment’s literary and intellectual significance.

Keywords: crime, punishment, nihilism, redemption, Fyodor Dostoevsky, moral schism,
spiritual rebirth, critics, themes, characters, style, structure



NICOLAE SFETCU: MORAL SCHISM AND SPIRITUAL REBIRTH

Introduction

Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment (1866) is widely regarded as one of the great
masterpieces of 19th-century literature and a pioneering work of psychological fiction'2. The novel
centers on Rodion Raskolnikov, a destitute ex-student in St. Petersburg, and chronicles the mental
anguish and moral dilemmas he faces after committing a double murder. Blending a gripping crime
narrative with profound philosophical and psychological insight, Crime and Punishment explores
enduring questions of morality, justice, and redemption®*. This review examines the novel’s major
aspects — its central themes, character portrayals, philosophical underpinnings, historical context,
and narrative style — to illuminate Crime and Punishment’s literary and intellectual significance.

Major Themes

Dostoevsky’s novel weaves together multiple complex themes that contribute to its depth
and enduring relevance:

Alienation and Isolation

Raskolnikov’s very name (from the Russian raskolnik, “schismatic” or “divided”) signals
his alienation from society”. Profound pride and nihilistic intellectualism drive him to cut himself
off from others, fueling his belief that he belongs to a superior class. This isolation is both a cause
and effect of his crime: before the murder, it enables his detachment from ordinary moral
constraints, and after the murder, his guilt intensifies his estrangement and misery®. Through
Raskolnikov’s self-imposed solitude, Dostoevsky examines the spiritual emptiness that results
from alienation.

Crime, Morality, and Guilt

As the title suggests, the interplay between crime and punishment is at the heart of the
novel’s moral inquiry. Raskolnikov initially theorizes that certain “extraordinary” individuals can
transgress moral law without guilt, imagining himself a Napoleon-like figure who has the
“right...to transgress the law” for a higher good’. However, once he murders the pawnbroker
(and her innocent sister), he is almost immediately wracked with unbearable guilt, paranoia, and
psychological torment. His casuistry evaporates as his conscience asserts itself, proving that he is
not the emotionless “superman” he aspired to be®. The novel thus underscores the inescapability
of moral law and guilt: the true “punishment” for Raskolnikov is the inner suffering that
accompanies his crime, long before any formal justice is meted out. Dostoevsky uses this theme
to argue that no human, not even the so-called extraordinary man, can escape ethical responsibility
and its psychological consequences’.
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Social Injustice and Poverty

Crime and Punishment also serves as a gritty social critique of urban poverty and its impact
on the individual. The story is set in the squalid slums of 1860s St. Petersburg, a city marked by
destitution and despair!®!!. Raskolnikov’s desperation, living in a cramped garret and driven by
lack of money, illustrates how poverty can push individuals toward drastic ideas and actions.
Crime and Punishment is “symbolic of the drawbacks that society can have on individuals,
specifically those...disadvantaged as a result of their class or mental state”'?. The novel portrays
a range of suffering characters — from the drunken Marmeladov family to the abused Sonia — to
highlight systemic social ills (economic inequality, vice, neglect of the vulnerable). By rooting
Raskolnikov’s crime partly in material desperation and social resentment, Dostoevsky suggests
that crime is not purely a personal moral failing but also a symptom of social injustice and
alienation in an urbanizing society.

Redemption through Suffering

Despite its dark subject matter, the novel ultimately affirms the possibility of moral and
spiritual redemption. Dostoevsky, who was deeply influenced by Christian theology, portrays
suffering as the crucible in which Raskolnikov’s regeneration is forged. Throughout the story,
Raskolnikov oscillates between defiance and remorse, but it is only by confessing his crime and
accepting punishment that he begins to attain peace. In the epilogue, serving his sentence in
Siberia, Raskolnikov undergoes an inner transformation: he “confesses to the murder...accepts his
punishment willingly, and begins to see the value of human life,” gradually becoming more
compassionate and reconnecting with humanity!®. This hard-won redemption is catalyzed by
Sonia’s influence and the Christian ethos she represents (exemplified by the Bible story of
Lazarus’s resurrection that she shares with him). The Lazarus narrative — a tale of being raised
from the dead — pointedly parallels Raskolnikov’s moral rebirth, serving as “the capstone to the
novel’s debate about God and the afterlife” and offering a vision of hope beyond nihilistic
despair'®. In Dostoevsky’s moral universe, true “punishment” becomes a path to purification;
through suffering, confession, and love, even a murderer can find salvation.

Character Analysis
Rodion Raskolnikov

Raskolnikov is one of Dostoevsky’s most complex creations, a character described as
“inflict[ing] and experienc[ing] a great deal of suffering, all because he perceives himself to be
superior to the average man™". A former law student turned impoverished recluse, Raskolnikov
is intelligent and proud, but also deeply conflicted. The narrative is told largely from his point of
view, immersing readers in his feverish inner world. His “interior conflict” drives the plot, first
in the tortured deliberation over whether to commit murder and later in the struggle over whether
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to confess and rejoin humanity'®. Raskolnikov’s surname, derived from raskol (schism), signals
his divided nature!’— he lives in a state of moral schizophrenia, torn between an egoistic theory
that justifies evil and the remaining spark of conscience and empathy within. Initially, he embraces
a theory that he is an “extraordinary” man entitled to transcend conventional morality, a belief that
allows him to murder Alyona the pawnbroker as a test of his supposed greatness!'®. Yet
Raskolnikov’s very human reactions to his crime — nausea, fear, hallucinations, longing for
confession — reveal his fundamental incapacity to detach from human morality'®. Over the course
of the novel, his hardened intellectualism erodes under the weight of guilt and love. By the end,
through Sonia’s guidance, Raskolnikov acknowledges his own fallibility and accepts the need for
redemption. This evolution from proud isolation to humble repentance is the central psychological
drama of Crime and Punishment, and it makes Raskolnikov an enduring symbol of the tortured
human conscience.

Sofya Semyonovna Marmeladova (Sonia)

In stark contrast to Raskolnikov, Sonia Marmeladova personifies compassion, selflessness,
and piety amid abject suffering. The teenage daughter of a disgraced civil servant, Sonia is driven
by desperation into prostitution to support her impoverished family?®. Despite this degrading
circumstance, Sonia remains spiritually pure and resilient. She is described as “meek” and easily
embarrassed, yet she “maintains a strong religious faith” and an enormous capacity for love?!?.
Sonia’s defining characteristic is her empathy: she loves “even those who wrong her,” forgiving
abuse and seeing the good in others®®. Throughout the novel, Sonia serves as Raskolnikov’s
confessor and moral compass. In one pivotal scene, at Raskolnikov’s insistence, she timidly reads
him the biblical story of Lazarus, implicitly offering him the hope of resurrection from his spiritual
death. When Raskolnikov finally confesses his crime to her, Sonia’s first reaction is not horror or
judgment but an embrace — “her first response isn’t to recoil from him, but to worry about the state
of his soul,” displaying “an exemplary capacity for compassion” rooted in her faith>*. She then
follows him to Siberia, a steadfast embodiment of Christian love and redemption. Critics often
interpret Sonia as a Christ-like figure or “martyr,” whose innocent suffering and love illuminate a
path out of Raskolnikov’s moral darkness®®. Through Sonia, Dostoevsky injects a powerful
spiritual dimension into the novel: she represents the redemptive power of faith and the possibility
of forgiveness, no matter how grievous one’s sins.

Porfiry Petrovich

Porfiry Petrovich, the investigating magistrate, is a subtle but crucial character who brings
a proto-detective element to the novel. Described as having “a shrewd understanding of criminal
psychology,” Porfiry is acutely aware of Raskolnikov’s mental state and guilt long before there is
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concrete evidence?®. Rather than employing brute force or straightforward interrogation, Porfiry
engages Raskolnikov in cat-and-mouse dialogues, using irony, wit, and psychological pressure to
unsettle the younger man. He intuitively grasps the workings of Raskolnikov’s tortured conscience
and gently midwifes the confession by appealing to Raskolnikov’s own desire for relief?’. In this
way, Porfiry functions as both an antagonist and a peculiar ally to Raskolnikov’s conscience. He
stands for an insightful form of justice — one that seeks not merely to convict, but to understand
and possibly rehabilitate. Porfiry even urges Raskolnikov to confess and accept suffering in order
to find redemption, reflecting Dostoevsky’s interest in restorative justice over punitive vengeance.
Though Porfiry appears only in a few key scenes, his presence looms large as the personification
of the law and moral order closing in on Raskolnikov. The tension of their interactions — essentially
a battle of wits and wills — also drives the narrative’s suspense. Porfiry Petrovich can be seen as
Dostoevsky’s innovative twist on the detective figure: learned in psychology and compassionate
at heart, he orchestrates the novel’s “crime and punishment” trajectory in an almost therapeutic
manner rather than a purely legal one.

Arkady Ivanovich Svidrigailov

Svidrigailov is a former employer of Raskolnikov’s sister Dunya and serves as a dark foil
to Raskolnikov. Portrayed as “depraved” and morally bankrupt, Svidrigailov has a sinister
reputation (hinted to include sensual excesses and possibly crimes like the abuse of his late wife)?®.
He is characterized by his predatory obsession with Dunya and his eerie calmness in the face of
wicked acts. Whereas Raskolnikov wrestles with guilt and ultimately seeks redemption,
Svidrigailov embodies the path of unrepentant indulgence. He appears to share Raskolnikov’s
belief that one can live outside moral law — he even cynically remarks that “we’re birds of a
feather” — but Svidrigailov lacks Raskolnikov’s conscience. Eventually, his pursuits end in
emptiness: rejected by Dunya and haunted by hallucinations, Svidrigailov dies by suicide, a fate
that starkly illustrates Dostoevsky’s view of the spiritual dead-end of nihilism. His role in the novel
underscores, by negative example, the themes of moral reckoning and redemption: Svidrigailov’s
inability to find meaning or repentance contrasts with Raskolnikov’s painful journey toward
confession and grace. In literary terms, Svidrigailov heightens the novel’s tension (he knows
Raskolnikov’s secret and dangles it over him) and adds a gothic, unsettling atmosphere through
his ambiguous motives and ghostly visions. He is a reminder that without moral compass or loving
community (which Raskolnikov finds through Sonia and family), the criminal mind sinks into
despair.

Dunya and Razumikhin

Avdotya Romanovna Raskolnikova (Dunya), Raskolnikov’s sister, and Dmitri Prokofych
Razumikhin, his best friend, provide crucial counterpoints to the novel’s darkness. Dunya is
intelligent, proud, and strong-willed — very much like her brother in character — but importantly,
she tempers these traits with virtue and compassion?’. She endures hardship (even considering a
marriage of convenience to the pompous Luzhin for her family’s sake) yet remains morally
principled, decisively breaking off that engagement when it threatens her integrity. Dunya’s
courage in fending off Svidrigailov’s predatory advances (even arming herself with a gun) and her

26 SparkNotes.
27 SparkNotes.
28 SparkNotes.
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unwavering love for her brother highlight the novel’s ideal of ethical strength in the face of
corruption®®. Razumikhin, whose very name stems from razum (“reason”), is another foil to
Raskolnikov3!. A poor ex-student like Raskolnikov, Razumikhin responds to poverty with hard
work and openness rather than pride or resentment. His “kindness and amicability” underscore just
how far Raskolnikov has alienated himself*?. Razumikhin’s loyalty to Raskolnikov’s family—
caring for Raskolnikov during his illness and later becoming Dunya’s devoted partner—
demonstrates the redemptive power of empathy and community. Together, Dunya and Razumikhin
embody the novel’s positive moral alternatives: honesty, self-sacrifice, and human connection.
They play supporting yet vital roles in pulling Raskolnikov back from the brink; through their
eyes, we see Raskolnikov not as a monster but as a beloved brother and friend in need of rescue.
In sum, these secondary characters reinforce the novel’s central message by exemplifying integrity
and compassion, and by anchoring Raskolnikov (and the reader) in a moral society opposed to the
chaos of his mind.

Philosophical and Ideological Elements

Beneath its suspenseful crime story, Crime and Punishment is a rich exploration of 19th-
century philosophical ideas, many of which Dostoevsky grapples with and ultimately refutes
through his characters’ experiences:

The “Extraordinary Man” Theory and Nihilism

Raskolnikov’s infamous theory that humanity is divided into “ordinary” and
“extraordinary” people is a central philosophical thread in the novel. He argues that extraordinary
individuals — geniuses or supermen like Napoleon — have the right to overstep conventional
morality and laws to achieve their higher purposes®. In formulating this idea, Dostoevsky was
engaging with the radical intellectual currents of his time. Scholars note that Crime and
Punishment “reflects the intellectual milieu” of the 1860s, and that Raskolnikov’s ideology is
rooted in “the nihilism of the radical intelligentsia of the period™*. In particular, critics have
identified parallels between Raskolnikov’s thinking and the writings of Nikolai Chernyshevsky
and Dmitry Pisarev, leading figures in the Russian nihilist and utilitarian movement™.
Chernyshevsky’s materialist creed (from his novel What Is to Be Done?) and Pisarev’s advocacy
of the scientific rationalism and egoism provided a template for Raskolnikov’s attempt to cast
aside moral qualms in favor of a cold, “rational” pursuit of greatness*®*’. Ultimately, Dostoevsky
uses Raskolnikov’s experiment as a philosophical test case — and a repudiation — of nihilistic
amorality. Raskolnikov’s inability to live with his crime demonstrates the fallacy of a philosophy
that denies human empathy and ethical absolutes. His “ordinary” human heart triumphs over his
“extraordinary” man delusion, sending a clear message: ideas that justify evil in the name of
progress are deeply dangerous. As one commentator observes, Dostoevsky is pointedly “offering
a critique of utilitarianism,” the notion that immoral means (like murder) could be justified by a
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greater good®®. The novel’s dramatic conclusion — Raskolnikov’s confession and moral
resurrection — stands as a rejection of the nihilist credo and an affirmation that no intellectual
argument can abolish conscience and human moral truth.

Religion, Faith, and Moral Transcendence

In tandem with its critique of nihilism, Crime and Punishment advances a counter-
philosophy grounded in Christian faith and the redemptive value of love. The tension between
faith and reason is palpable throughout the novel*°. Raskolnikov’s spiritual journey can be read as
Dostoevsky’s answer to the godless rationalism of his era: where rational self-will leads
Raskolnikov to isolation and crime, faith (embodied by Sonia) offers him hope and reintegration
into humanity. The iconic scene of Sonia reading Raskolnikov the story of Lazarus is laden with
philosophical symbolism. Lazarus’s resurrection after four days in the tomb serves as a metaphor
for Raskolnikov’s potential rebirth and for the novel’s exploration of life beyond sin and despair.
Indeed, “John’s story of resurrection is the capstone to the novel’s debate about God and the
afterlife”, suggesting that spiritual salvation is Dostoevsky’s ultimate answer to the problems
raised*. The novel does not preach in a simplistic way, but it earnestly grapples with whether a
secular, nihilistic worldview can provide meaning to a person crushed by guilt. Through Sonia’s
unwavering belief (summed up in her cry “What would I be without God?”*') and through
Raskolnikov’s eventual acceptance of suffering as atonement, Dostoevsky puts forth a distinctly
Christian existentialism: only by humbling oneself, accepting one’s guilt, and embracing
compassion can one overcome the abyss of meaninglessness. In the end, Crime and Punishment
suggests that moral regeneration is possible — but only through a surrender to a higher moral
order (whether understood as God, love, or conscience) that transcends cold reason. This
philosophical stance had a profound influence on later thinkers; the novel’s wrestling with
freedom, evil, and redemption prefigures themes in existential philosophy and Christian ethics in
the 20th century. Dostoevsky’s insight, as demonstrated in Crime and Punishment, is that the
deepest questions of human existence — “the battle of ideas” within the soul*>— cannot be resolved
by logic alone, but require a confrontation with suffering, empathy, and faith.

Historical and Cultural Context

Published in 1866, Crime and Punishment is very much a product of its historical moment,
even as it speaks to universal human concerns. Dostoevsky set the novel in 19th-century St.
Petersburg, a city undergoing rapid social change. This was just a few years after the
emancipation of the serfs (1861) and during the reign of Tsar Alexander II, a period of judicial
reforms and increasing Westernization in Russia. Such context is not merely background; it deeply
informs the novel’s content. As one analysis observes, Crime and Punishment was “influenced by
the time period and setting”, capturing a society “transitioning from medieval traditions to
Westernization” and the resulting anxieties*. The novel vividly depicts the era’s social ills —
extreme poverty, urban overcrowding, alcoholism, and the erosion of family structures — which
were pressing issues in Dostoevsky’s Russia. The wealth gap was widening, and “turmoil in the
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streets” and “unrest...amongst the classes” provide an undercurrent of tension in the story**.
Raskolnikov’s personal crisis thus mirrors a broader societal crisis: he is a young intellectual
caught between the old Russian orthodox values (embodied by symbols like the cross Sonia gives
him) and the new radical ideas from Europe that tempted many young people of the 1860s. The
radical youth culture of the time, influenced by socialist and nihilist writings, is directly
referenced through characters such as Raskolnikov (and, more grotesquely, Luzhin and
Lebezyatnikov). Dostoevsky had himself been involved with radical circles as a young man and
was imprisoned for it; by the time he wrote Crime and Punishment, however, he was alarmed by
the nihilists’ rejection of religion and morality. The novel can be seen as his response to
contemporary debates about socialism, utilitarian ethics, and the “accursed questions” of the
Russian intelligentsia. Contemporary readers found Crime and Punishment startling and
provocative — it was “deemed controversial” by some*’ for its graphic depiction of violence and
its challenge to fashionable philosophies — but it was also a popular success, read with great interest
in Russia upon its serial release. In literary terms, Dostoevsky was writing in the tradition of the
Russian Realist novel, but he infused that form with a new level of psychological intensity and
spiritual inquiry. Thus, Crime and Punishment stands at the crossroads of Russian history and
culture: it captures the zeitgeist of 1860s Russia while laying the groundwork for many literary
and intellectual developments that followed.

Narrative Style and Structure

The narrative style of Crime and Punishment is as innovative as its ideas. Often cited as
“the first modern exploration of psychological realism” in the novel form*, Dostoevsky’s
technique delves into the inner workings of his protagonist’s mind with extraordinary depth. The
story is told by a third-person omniscient narrator, yet Dostoevsky frequently employs free indirect
discourse and interior monologue to let us experience Raskolnikov’s feverish thoughts firsthand.
The result is a polyphonic texture to the narrative: while Raskolnikov’s perspective dominates, the
voices and viewpoints of other characters are also vividly realized. Literary theorist Mikhail
Bakhtin famously identified polyphony — “a plurality of independent and unmerged voices and
consciousnesses” — as the defining trait of Dostoevsky’s novels*’. In Crime and Punishment, this
means that each major character (Raskolnikov, Sonia, Porfiry, Svidrigailov, etc.) represents a
distinct moral or ideological position, and the novel allows them to interact and clash without
simply subsuming them into the author’s voice. This dialogical approach gives the narrative a
dynamic, almost debate-like quality, as perspectives on crime, justice, and faith confront one
another within the story.

Structurally, the novel was originally serialized in twelve parts, and it is now divided into
six parts and an epilogue. This structure contributes to its pacing and suspense. The early sections
build up to the murder at the end of Part I, and subsequent parts focus on Raskolnikov’s cat-and-
mouse tension with Porfiry and his increasing psychological instability. Dostoevsky masterfully
uses suspense not through the question of “whodunit” (since the reader witnesses the crime), but
rather “will he be caught or will he confess?”” The narrative tension derives from Raskolnikov’s
mental state and the tightening circle of evidence and intuition around him. Some critics have
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noted that Crime and Punishment incorporates elements of detective fiction — Porfiry’s
investigative maneuvers foreshadow the psychological detective stories of writers like Freud (in
non-fiction) or even later crime novelists*®. Yet the novel subverts the typical detective formula
by focusing on the criminal’s inner turmoil rather than the sleuth’s exploits. In this sense,
Dostoevsky turns the murder narrative inside-out: the external drama (police inquiries, narrow
escapes, suspicions) mirrors and heightens the infernal drama of guilt and fear.

Another hallmark of Dostoevsky’s style in this novel is symbolism and imagery that
reinforce themes. The St. Petersburg setting is rendered in almost expressionist detail — cramped
garrets, stifling staircases, and overheated taverns reflect Raskolnikov’s claustrophobic mental
state®. The city’s atmosphere of decay and fever mirrors the moral sickness afflicting the
protagonist. Concrete symbols, such as the bloodied axe (the instrument of the crime) and Sonia’s
cross (a gift she urges Raskolnikov to wear when he repents), carry heavy thematic weight: the
axe representing Raskolnikov’s brutal attempt to assert his theory, and the cross representing the
Christian redemption he initially rejects but later accepts. Time and pacing are also employed
artfully — for instance, the way days blur in Raskolnikov’s delirium after the murder, or how the
impending deadlines (like his mother’s arrival, or Svidrigailov’s schemes) create urgency.
Dostoevsky’s prose, in translation, can be vigorous and feverish; he often uses repetition, ellipses,
and exclamations to convey Raskolnikov’s agitation and fragmented thought process. Far from a
detached, orderly narration, the style itself enacts the psychological chaos of the protagonist. Yet
amid this turbulence, the reader perceives a carefully constructed moral and emotional arc, as the
narrative moves from darkness (the crime) to light (the epilogue’s hint of resurrection). By the
finale, the tone shifts to one of quiet hope, demonstrating Dostoevsky’s ability to modulate from
psychological terror to spiritual consolation.

In summary, the narrative style of Crime and Punishment marries form with content: the
polyphonic and psychologically penetrating narration allows Dostoevsky to explore his characters’
souls and the novel’s ethical dilemmas in a direct, immersive way. This stylistic boldness has had
a lasting influence on literature, paving the way for the modern psychological novel and
prefiguring narrative techniques that would be central to 20th-century fiction.

Conclusion

Crime and Punishment endures as a towering classic not only for the gripping story it tells,
but for the profound questions it raises about the human condition. In this one novel, Dostoevsky
managed to fuse a page-turning crime drama with a deep philosophical investigation — a synthesis
that has captivated readers and scholars for over a century. Through its exploration of themes like
alienation, guilt, and the possibility of redemption, the novel offers a timeless meditation on
morality and the struggles of the soul. Critically, it presents a scathing critique of nihilistic
rationalism and asserts the enduring need for compassion and faith. Literarily, it broke new ground
in narrative technique and psychological depth, helping to inaugurate the modern novel of
consciousness>’. The characters of Crime and Punishment — from the tortured Raskolnikov to the
saintly Sonia — have become archetypes in literary culture, emblematic of ideas far larger than
themselves. The novel’s literary and philosophical significance is reflected in the vast body of

48 SparkNotes, “Crime and Punishment,” 2025.

4 Mahammad Ali, “The Fragmented Self: An Analysis of Raskolnikov’s Dualistic Nature in Crime and
Punishment.”

39 Dostoevsky, “Crime and Punishment - An Illuminated Edition | Lemuria Books.”
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analysis it has inspired; as one study notes, Crime and Punishment is recognized as an “essential”
work for its innovative blend of symbolism, psychology, and ideology, a novel that “remains
notable for centuries” after its publication®!. In conclusion, Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment
is more than a 19th-century Russian tale of crime — it is a universal story of sin and salvation, one
that compels readers to confront the darkest corners of the mind and, ultimately, to consider the
possibility of hope and moral renewal. Its academic and literary value lies in this very capacity to
engage both the intellect and the spirit, securing its place as a cornerstone of world literature and
a subject of continued critical interest.
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