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Abstract

This dissertation discusses the notion of kenosis and explores its appropriation in
Dostoevsky’s fictional and non-fictional writing. Relying on the theological doctrine of kenosis,
this study investigates the historical origins, development, and ethical implications of its
underlying concepts — “greatness in smallness” and “strength in weakness.” Concentrating on
Dostoevsky’s novels The Brothers Karamazov, The Idiot and Demons, this work looks for peaceful
strategies of relating to otherness and demonstrates the relevance of nonjudgmental witnessing for
a balanced relationship between self and alterity. This dissertation focuses on Dostoevsky’s literary
rendering of confessional discourse that promotes kenotic state of mind in view of the transcendent
Other. | argue that Dostoevsky links confession and kenosis as modes of thinking imperative for
human coexistence and progress.

The first chapter surveys existing textual discussion of such conceptual kenotic movements
as self-minimization and self-emptying, seen in various theological and philosophical traditions.
It also affirms the significance of kenosis in Dostoevsky’s own worldview. The next two chapters
examine several confessional interactions from Dostoevsky’s most famous novels, foregrounding
the role of trialogic consciousness in his literary vision of confession as a practical implementation
of the kenotic principle. Chapter Two focuses on successful transformational confessions that
benefit their participants, while Chapter Three covers relational aberrations that become evident
in an erroneous setup of a confessional moment. The conclusion discusses the use of the kenotic
idea as a rhetorical device in Dostoevsky, linking his authorial choices with the development of

the philosophy of polyphony.



Introduction
A recent study of confession in Russian literature by Sylvia Sasse analyzes addressees in
Dostoevsky’s confessional discourse to help differentiate a truly successful confession from a
pseudo-confessional situation used by the author as a rhetorical device. She makes note of a
number of patterns that characterize Dostoevsky’s use of confession, stating that the triune
confessional configuration has been intentionally utilized by the writer outside of religious context
to produce a variety of emotional effects. Rhetorically, confession can be an appeal for sympathy
from the opponent. It can also be the technique of creating sincerity as a tactical succession to the
interlocutor’s point of view or naming the possible counterarguments in the anticipation of the
other’s response. A false confession can be used in conversational rhetoric to distort, substitute
and insinuate information as well as shock the recipient.t
Dostoevsky’s literary use of confessional discourse fits well within the historical trends of

the Russian Empire, and is therefore a typical, rather than an extraordinary phenomenon. As
Kizenko points out, from the 17" century through to 1917,

confession in Russia became simultaneously a means of education,

a political tool, a devotional exercise, and a literary genre. It became

all the more important as Russia extended its empire. From first

encouraging Russians to participate in confession to improve them

and integrate them into a reforming Church and state, Church and

state authorities then turned to the sacrament to integrate converts of

other nationalities. Sacramental confession might blur with criminal

confession, as it did in some political interrogations. Confession

thus became the point at which several goals — salvation, education,
discipline, control — met.2

! Sasse, Wortsunden. Beichten und Gestehen in der russischen Literatur. Zasse, lad v ukho. Ispoved i
priznanie v russkoi literature, 71.

2 Kizenko, Nadieszda. Good for the Souls: A History of Confession in the Russian Empire.



The body of Dostoevsky’s confessional discourse is an interplay of genres — from secular
to sacramental — and incorporates a variety of literary forms reflecting different types of
confessional practices present in the 19" century Russia.® For Dostoevsky, the genre of confession
was a perfect literary setting for visualizing the multiple variants of dialogic existence of a word
within a variety of conversational situations explored in the scope of a novel. Bakhtin noticed that
every word in Dostoevsky’s texts receives an answer: “TBEpaoro, MepTBOro, 3aKOHYEHHOTO,
0€30TBETHOTO, YK€e CKa3aBIIero cBo¢ mocneanee cioo HeT B mupe JloctoeBckoro” (“There is no
solid, dead, finished, unanswered, final word in Dostoevsky’s world”).* Bakhtin developed his
theory of dialogically oriented word based on Dostoevsky’s confessional speech, noticing that
such word can relate to a particular human addressee, to the word of the law or the transcendent
Other. It can also exist in the process of polemics with the utterances of others, which can trigger
a controversy of possible meanings.

The relationship between self and otherness occupied a significant place in Dostoevsky’s
philosophy. A stark example of his non-fictional ruminations on the themes of humanity, alterity
and the transcendent can be found in the famous 1864 personal journal entry written down the day
after his first wife’s death.® It reads:

16 anpens. Maiia exuT Ha cTojie. YBUXKYCh Jin ¢ Mameit?

BozntoOuTh yenoBeka, kak camozo cebs, o 3arnoBen XPUCTOBOM,
- HEBO3MOYKHO. 3akoH JIMYHOCTH Ha 3eMiie

% See, for example, Daniel H. Kaiser, “The Sacrament of Confession in the Russian Empire: A
Contribution to the Source Study of Ispovednye rospisi’; Nadieszda Kizenko, “Confession and the
Autobiographical Genre in Early 19th-Century Russia”; Viktor Zhivov, “Pokaiannaia distsiplina i
individual’noe blagochestiie” for more information on the historical role of confession in Russia.

4 Bakhtin, “Problemy poetiki Dostoevskogo,” Sobranie sochinenii v 7 tomakh, V. 6, 279.

® For more discussions of the “Masha on the Table” fragment see Cassedy, Frank, Kasatkina, Scanlan,
Young, and other scholars of Dostoevsky.



CBs3BIBACT. A npensaTcTByeT. OuH XPpUCTOC MOT, HO XPUCTOC OBLT
BEKOBEYHBIA OT BEKa HJ€a], K KOTOPOMY CTPEMHUTCS U IO 3aKOHY
MPUPOABI JIOJDKEH CTPEMHUTHCS 4YeloBeK. Mexay TeM mocie
MOSIBJIEHUsI XPUCTA KaK udeaia yenosekd 60 niomu CTajlo ACHO Kak
JIeHb, YTO BbICOYaiilliee, MocieqHee pa3BUTHE JIUYHOCTH UMEHHO U
JOJKHO JIOMTH 710 TOTO (B CAMOM KOHIIE Pa3BUTHS, B CAMOM ITyHKTE
JOCTUKEHHS 1IeH), 4T00 4eJOBEeK Halllel, CO3HaJl M BCEeW CHIION
CBOEH mpHponasl yOenuscs, uYTO BbICOUaiiiiee ymnorpedieHue,
KOTOpPOE MOXKET CJIeaTh YeJIOBEK U3 CBOCH TMYHOCTH, U3 MOTHOTHI
pa3BUTHS CBOETO 51, — 3TO KaK Obl YHUUTOXXUTb 3TO 5, OTAATH €ro
LEIUKOM BCEM M KaxXJIoMy Oe3pasfenbHo u 6e33aBeTHO. M 37O
Benuuaiimee cuactue.®

April 16. Masha is lying on the table. Will | meet again with Masha?
To love a person as one’s own self according to the commandment
of Christ is impossible. The law of individuality on earth is the
constraint. “I”” is the stumbling block. Christ alone was able to do
this, but Christ was eternal, an eternal ideal toward which man
strives and should by the laws of nature strive. Meanwhile, after the
appearance of Christ, as the idea of man incarnate, it became as clear
as day that the highest, final development of the individual should
attain precisely the point where man might find, recognize and with
all the strength of his nature be convinced that the highest use which
he can make of his individuality, of the full development of his “I”,
is to seemingly annihilate that “I”, to give it wholly to each and
every one wholeheartedly and selflessly. And this is the greatest
happiness.’

When the physical body ceases to function as a vehicle of consciousness, thereby
disrupting the process of relating to the other, the loss takes away not only the physical co-living
with another human being, but also a part of one’s self that was created as a result of mutual
visibility and interconnection of two separate wills. This gap in the embodied consciousness leaves

people grasping at imagination, intuition, mysticism, magic, religion, and other ways to

communicate with the intangible. A driving desire to continue the bond with the other leaves

® Dostoevsky, PSS, V. 20, 172-175.

" Proffer, Berczynski, The Unpublished Dostoevsky: Diaries and Notebooks (1860 — 81), V. 2, 39-43.



humans communicating to the transcendent — that which lies beyond the physically perceptible
material world. Unknown and unknowable, the transcendent is primarily the product of human
speculation motivated by the intense cognitive appeal of eternal life. Throughout Dostoevsky’s
works, the themes of communal wellbeing, personal joy, and minimization of suffering are firmly
tied to the religious worldview in which the transcendent is not a mere figment of human
imagination, but the area of reason where one looks for the stronghold of faith and the pinnacle of
human evolution. Beyond controversy, Dostoevsky’s oeuvre draws on the ideas of Orthodox
Christianity to articulate the desirable and undesirable ways of individual and communal existence,
and those who interpret his texts would be remiss to disregard this central tenet of his perspective.
G.A. Panichas, in his 1985 volume on Dostoevsky’s spiritual art, phrases this understanding of
Dostoevsky’s philosophy as follows:

What needs to be insisted upon, in the face of the increasing attempts

to make Dostoevsky into just another commodity for the

consumption of Western readers and more grist for Western critics,

is that Dostoevsky’s greatest and primary debts were to “Orthodox

culture”, and that before his art and the people of his cosmos are

understood, readers will have to have some idea of what constitutes

an Eastern Orthodox milieu and metaphysic.®

As a system of thought, Christian theology posits the existence of a transcendent deity

who exists beyond the confines of space and time. This deity, in turn, is capable of entering into
the realm of space and time to take on human form, thus becoming incarnate. The purpose of
incarnation is to provide a revelation of the deity’s nature as an immanent Word, which is

integrated into the physical world. It was this worldview and, more importantly, this feeling that

Dostoevsky imparted to the entirety of his literary works. The philosophy of the Holy Scriptures

8 Panichas, The Burden of Vision: Dostoevsky’s Spiritual Art, 92-93.



permeates his nonfictional writing as well. Dostoevsky’s letters and diaries contain exchanges and
notes that demonstrate frequent use of the Russian Orthodox rhetoric in his personal life.

The journal entry quoted above is particularly fascinating in the way Dostoevsky speaks of
the sacrifice of self in love and the complete annihilation of “I”” accomplished through giving it to
others — both ideas representing the foundational principles of the Orthodox Christian philosophy.
The death of his wife Maria prompted thoughts about (absent) happiness. For Dostoevsky, it means
giving oneself fully to another, willingly, and with love. This giving process implies taking
something of one’s own and sacrificing it — giving it away without returns or compensations — to
another human being, be it time, care, work, territory, ideological position, or something else. Let
us imagine one is “full” of these things for oneself — we pay attention to our own emotions and
needs, we work for ourselves, care for ourselves first and spend most of our time with ourselves
doing what we think we need to be happy. Dostoevsky claims that one will not be happy till one
gives the whole self to another human, thereby “emptying” oneself, and necessarily in love. That
last component is the most essential for this scheme to work, and Dostoevsky leaves many clues
in his novels that without love, reaching ideal human relations and the pinnacle of personal
development is impossible.

[...] XpucTtoc Bech BoIIET B YETOBEYECTBO, U YEIOBEK CTPEMUTCS
npeoOpa3uThes B 1 XpHcTa Kak B cBoi uzeal. [...] Korga yenoBek
HC HCIOJHHUII 3aKOHa CTPEMJICHHUA K HACaly, TO CCTb HE
IIPUHOCHUJL J1000BBIO B JKCPTBY CBOCTO A JIOAAM WK APYIromMy

cymecTBy (s u Maia), OH 9yBCTBYET CTpaJlaHUE U HA3bIBAET ATO
COCTOSIHUE I'PEXOM.

[...] Christ entered entirely into humanity, and man strives to
transform into the “I” of Christ or into his own ideal [...] When a
man has not the law of striving towards the ideal, that is, has not

° Dostoevsky, PSS, V. 20, 172-175.



through love sacrificed 1 to people or to another person (Masha and
), he suffers and calls this sin.°

All the suffering, says Dostoevsky, happens when the human ego prevents the self from
giving, when “the law of I is stronger than the law of moving towards the ideal — giving that “I”
to another being, or as philosophy of dialogue terms it — the other. People’s actions that do not aim
at giving oneself with love to others are identified by Dostoevsky as sin. The soul of this opposition
can be reduced to the simple operation “to retain — to give.” Between filling up and emptying, the
right ethical choice is the latter, but only if done with goodwill. Giving begrudgingly, with
expectations of a return, causes suffering. It is worth noting that loving all is not an absolute
requirement. Dostoevsky admits that humans cannot be as perfect as Christ, who is God and is
able to love everybody. We love ourselves first, and therefore the law given to us from the
transcendent — love the other like you love yourself — is only the way to convey the emotion
necessary for humans to develop active empathy in the process of reflecting the other. To live the
life of giving, which, according to many theistic and nontheistic philosophies, is necessary to be
happy, the self must learn to see beauty and goodness in the other under any circumstances. Only
this conceptual approach to alterity can genuinely motivate the emotions of acceptance, kindness
and love. Any forced exchange between two selves necessarily involves domination and is never
truly balanced. The only stable structure between the self and the other can be based on mutual
giving, motivated by good will. Marriage as active love towards one other human is the wisest
social configuration for the fulfillment of the law to practice self-minimization in love for the other.
Upon losing his wife, Dostoevsky found himself intimately feeling the absence of the other to love

and to live for. This suffering resulted in astute formulations of philosophy, both in novels and

10 proffer, Berczynski, 39-43.



nonfictional documents, and in his second marital union that gave him four children, two of whom
died. Becoming a father — a human creator — was especially significant for the writer, as his own
childhood was overshadowed by a willful and abusive patriarch. He loved his children dearly, and
genuinely believed that loving humanity was easier because of them.

| believe that in this journal entry, and many other places in his writing, Dostoevsky relays
the idea of communal and personal happiness by drawing on the Christian doctrine of kenosis. The
word “kenosis” (from the Greek kévmoig: meaning “emptying”) is an ancient Greek term that has
entered theological language through Christian writings, primarily the Epistle to the Philippians
2:7 in the New Testament, where Jesus Christ is described as having *...emptied himself...”! to

become a servant of mankind. In Philippians 2:5-8, St. Paul speaks of Christ’s “self-emptying”:

L1f then there is any encouragement in Christ,
any consolation from love,
any sharing in the Spirit,
any compassion and sympathy,
2 make my joy complete: be of the same mind,
having the same love,
being in full accord and of one mind.
% Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit,
but in humility regard others as better than yourselves.
4 Let each of you look not to your own interests,
but to the interests of others.
® Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,
® who, though he was in the form of God,
did not regard equality with God
as something to be exploited,
" but emptied himself,
taking the form of a slave,
being born in human likeness.
And being found in human form,
8 he humbled himself
and became obedient to the point of death —
even death on a cross.
® Therefore God also highly exalted him

11 The Bible, NRSV, Phil. 2:7.



and gave him the name

that is above every name,
10 50 that at the name of Jesus

every knee should bend,

in heaven and on earth and under the earth,
1 and every tongue should confess

that Jesus Christ is Lord,

to the glory of God the Father.!2

Modern Russian Synodal Translation reads:

1 Yrak, ecu ecth Kakoe yTemenue Bo XpHCTe,

€CJIM eCTh KaKas 0Tpaja Jo0BH,

€CJIM eCTh KaKoe O0IleHue 1yXa,

€CJIM €CTh KaKO€ MUJIOCEPINE U COCTPAaTEIbHOCTD,

2 TO JIOTIOJTHATE MOIO PATOCTh:

MMEWUTE OHU MBICIIH,

UMEHTE Ty K€ JTF000Bb,

OyIbTe €IUHOIYIIHBI U €JUHOMBICIICHHBI,

% HuYero He JenaiiTe 1O JTIOGONPEHUIO UM TI0 TIIECTABHIO,

HO 10 CMHUPEHHOMY/IPHUIO MOYUTANUTE OJUH JIPYTOTO BBICIIUM CEOsI.

4 He o cebe TOIbKO KaX/Iblil 3a00ThCs,

HO KaXIbli U O IPYTHUX.

® 1160 B Bac JTOMKHBI OBITH T€ %€ YyBCTBOBAHHS, Kakue n Bo Xpucte Uucyce:
® On, 6yyun o6pazom Boxumm,

HE TTOYMTAJI XUIIIEHHEM ObITh paBHBIM bory;

" no ynuumxun Cedss Camoro,

MpuHsB 00pa3 pada,

C/IEeTaBIINCh MOAOOHBIM YeIOBEKaM U 10 BUY CTaB KaK YEJIOBEK;

8 cvmpnn Cebs1, GBIB MOCTYIIHEIM JIAXKe JI0 CMEPTH, U CMEPTH KPECTHOI.
o ITocemy u bor npeBo3uec Ero u nan Emy ums Bblllie BCAKOrO UMEHH,
10 1a6e1 mpesr nMeHeM Mncyca MpeKIOHUIOCh BCAKOE KOJNEHO HEOECHEIX,
3€MHBIX U IPEUCIIOIHUX,

1y BesIKMiA SI3BIK MCTIOBE/IA,

uto ['ocroas Uucyc Xpucroc B cnaBy bora Orna.'®

12 1bid, Phil. 2:1-11.

13 The Bible, Modern Russian Synodal Version, Filippiitsam 2:1-11.



The second chapter of Paul’s letter, in which the verbal root of kenosis
(éxévooev (ekénosen) — to make empty or void) appears, became the foundation for the
development of the Christian doctrine of kenosis around 5™ century AD. The doctrine seeks to
explain in a very narrow theological sense why the Son of God had given up his divine qualities
or divinity so that he could be human. It refers, first and foremost, to the characteristics of God
that are considered not compatible with being an actual person.* For example, God’s
“omnipotence, omnipresence, omniscience as well as His aseity, eternity, infinity, impassibility
and immutability.”*® According to the kenosis doctrine, since the incarnate Jesus Christ is a fully
human and fully divine being, God has temporarily assumed these changes in his Incarnation, and
when Christ returns to Heaven after his resurrection, he has fully restored all of his original
attributes and divinity. The act of temporary self-emptying for the benefit of the other, known as
kenosis, is seen by Christian thinkers as indicating the immanence that transcends the partition of
individual existence into the dichotomous notions of self and other. There is one God, and before
anything or anyone was created, part of Him had to be minimized to create space for the alterity.
Immanence is the deity’s focus on creation, the Divine Logos that dwells in material form. In order
to coexist harmoniously with human nature, it is imperative to reassert the immanence of God in
others, thereby attaining an understanding of this attribute within oneself. Kenotic self-minimizing
movement is the conceptual direction that brings people closer not only to each other, but also to
God. This idea is also prominently present in Judaic religious thought.

With regards to the Son of God, kenosis is a “condescension and self-sacrifice for the

redemption and salvation of all mankind. Relative to human nature, kenosis denotes the continual

14 «“Kenosis,” New World Encyclopedia.

15 Maas, “Kenosis,” The Catholic Encyclopedia.
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self-denial of one’s own human will and desire.”*® At the same time, mankind can also participate
in God’s saving work through theosis — becoming holy by grace. Eastern Orthodox mystical
theology has always encouraged people to follow the example of Christ. However, theosis never
concerns becoming like God in nature or essence; instead, it concerns becoming united to God by
grace, through his energies (Orthodox theology distinguishes between the divine essence and
energies).t’ Kenosis is a paradox and a mystery in that “emptying oneself” in fact “fills” the person
with divine grace and results in approaching union with God.

Numerous theologians have expressed interest in the notion of God “emptying” Himself to
become incarnate love for humanity and freely undergo death to provide others with redemption,
which has influenced the growth of Christian theology and ethics. There is strong textual evidence
to suggest that the doctrine of kenosis — in its Christological understanding — was inspiring
Dostoevsky’s writing efforts. His novel The Idiot (1868-1869) — an attempt to portray an ideal man
— is built on the illustrations of the doctrine.!® The interpretation of Dostoevsky’s artistic method
as itself a type of kenosis is important to mention as well, although it can be argued whether it is
appropriate to follow Holquist and Clark in using the concept of kenosis in this context. The
argument in favor of such view is expressed by Paul Contino in his review of Rowan Williams’s

volume on Dostoevsky:

16 New World Encyclopedia.
17 Evans, ed. Exploring Kenotic Christology: The Self-Emptying of God.

18 John Givens notes in his 2011 article “A Narrow Escape into Faith? Dostoevsky’s Idiot and the
Christology of Comedy” that “one of the first places where kenosis and Myshkin were brought together
was in the comment by R. P. Blackmur that ‘idiocy in the novel is the “condition of the great divestment.”
It is thus, in Christological terms, a kenosis: a humiliation or emptying.” The referenced essay by R. P.
Blackmur, is “A Rage of Goodness: The Idiot of Dostoevsky,” 1956.
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In a pattern analogous to Christ’s kenosis, as described by Paul in
his letter to the Philippians (2:5-11), Dostoevsky does not loom
above his characters like a puppet master. The author empties
himself of any controlling omniscience, descends, and stands, in
Mikhail Bakhtin's word — “alongside” his creations. He respects
their freedom and gives them the open, indeterminate “space” to
exercise that freedom over time.°

It would be a stretch to claim that Bakhtin really implied that Dostoyevskian method was
a kenotic one, since he didn’t use the exact term kenosis. Ivan Verch points out that in his works,
Bakhtin didn’t use the words “kenosis,” or “emptying” or “emptiness.”?’ He also notes Clark and
Holquist’s statement that “...it is difficult in the West to see the connection between Bakhtin’s
Christology and the major, apparently nonreligious concerns of his thought. This difficulty stems
in part from Bakhtin’s immersion in the Russian kenotic tradition.”?! As a counterbalance, Verch
quotes Jostein Bartnes, the Norwegian scholar who questions the validity of understanding Russian
religious tradition as kenotic:
O pYCCKOﬁ SIKOOBI KEHOTHUYECKON Tpaauunu BepTHec nUmeT, 4TO
«3TO CKOpee MPOIYKT JUOEpaIbHOTO OOrOoCIOBHs Ha 3amane»,
OI_HI/I6OLIHOMy HCTOJIKOBAHHIO KC€HO3HuCa y CDeI[OTOBa
MIPOTUBOMNOCTABIIAECT LlepkoBb, KOTOpas “y4UT, 4TO YHUUYMKCHHUE
Xpucta — 310 Ero BpemenHoe ocBoOoxaeHue ot Coeit

00KeCTBEHHOW (POPMBI CYIIECTBOBAHUS, €€ BpPEMEHHas 3aMeHa
dopmoit paba.”??

19 Contino, Paul. “Response to Susan McReynolds’ Review of Rowan Williams, Dostoevsky: Language,
Faith, and Fiction,” 2011.

20 “B cpoux paboTax BaxTuH HE yIOTPEOISIT JIEKCEMBI HM ‘KEHO3KC,” HH ‘OTNOPaKHUBAHUE,” HU
‘mopoxxnee’.” Verch, Ivan. “O chiom kenozise idet rech? ” 4.

21 Clark, Katerina, Holquist, Michael. Mikhail Bakhtin, 84.

22 Bgrtnes, 1994, 65. Quoted in Verch, 3.
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The objective of this dissertation is a closer look at the use of kenotic tropes in
Dostoevsky’s writing and the ways kenosis can help understand his literary heritage in a productive
light. The majority of his literary works foreground the positive effects associated with the kenotic
state of mind. A brief look at Dostoevsky’s journal entry about Masha reveals undeniable
references to the main message of the doctrine. Current project suggests that Dostoevsky’s novels
The Brothers Karamazov, Demons, and The Idiot highlight the relevance of kenosis for thinking
about ethical conflict and outline productive ways of conflict resolution. | am particularly intrigued
by Dostoevsky’s artistic representation of the conversational practice of confession as seen through
the prism of the kenotic principle, and investigate the role that kenosis plays in a truly successful
confession.

This requires looking more closely into the origins of the doctrine of kenosis and its
reinterpretations in modern times. The foundations of the doctrine of kenosis were created by Cyril
of Alexandria in the fifth century, when he pondered the relationship of human and divine natures
in Jesus Christ. The topic of kenosis was later revived in the nineteenth-century theology to
reinterpret classical doctrines of the incarnation and has since added to the development of social
ethics in Christian societies. Christians of all denominations have interpreted kenosis as describing
God’s sublime humility during the incarnation and complete sacrifice for all. It is also a call for
people to be similarly humble and loving to others. In the Orthodox Christianity, the importance
of the other is paramount in the ethical structure of life, and self-emptying is seen as a mode of
existence rather than a single act. This idea exists outside of the Christian context as well,
overlapping with other philosophical and ethical traditions, especially with contemporaneous

Abrahamic religions.
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Modern philosophers and ethical thinkers took a special interest in the idea of kenosis at
the beginning of the 19th century. Hegel (1770 — 1831) wrote about EntduRerung, as a “model for
an intellectual virtue that enables people to confront difference and disagreement without
domination.”?® According to Hegel, the concept of EntauBerung entails a conscious rejection of
leveraging one’s own epistemic position as one among several mutually acknowledged centers of
authority in order to subjugate others.?* For Hegel, the logic of self-emptying subverts the process
of seeing the subject as self-standing and affirms the transcendent immanent that precedes all
differential relations between humans. Hegel’s use of the kenotic idea, albeit not strictly religious,
points the reader in the direction of an abstract ideal that lies beyond human understanding and
abilities. His Entaulerung explicates how the vision of kenosis as an intellectual virtue can
empower individuals to effectively engage with diversity and opposing perspectives without
resorting to domination. However, the development of the kenotic ideal in Christian religious
philosophy undoubtedly preceded the affinities between Hegel’s idea of Entéuferung and
Dostoevsky’s use of the kenotic motif in his oeuvre.

Prominent 20" century philosopher Emmanuel Levinas exemplifies more recent modern
attempts to subvert any thinking that is concentrated on the self. In Of God Who Comes to Mind
he wrote: “As a responsible I, I never finish emptying myself of myself.”? Seeing a trace of the
infinite transcendent in any finite subject and interpreting it as a responsibility towards the other,
he calls into question the self-constructed and self-enclosed philosophical subject. His Totality and

Infinity presents the ethical relation of self with transcendence as part of a “teleological maturation

2 Farneth, Molly. “The Power to Empty Oneself: Hegel, Kenosis, and Intellectual Virtue,” 2017.
2 1bid.

% LLévinas, Of God Who Comes to Mind, 73.



14

of the subject from a self-enclosed spontaneity to an ethical responsibility toward the other.”?® In
Otherwise than Being, Levinas claims that “subjectivity is structured as the other in the same.”?’
In all of these works, the subject is never truly self-enclosed, and ethics becomes the place where
the self-identity is shattered in order to give rise to the God-like task of acceptance and
responsibility for the other. Self alone is simply less than two selves relating to each other and to
the transcendent God.

Simone Weil is another 20™ century thinker who sees self-emptying as a process necessary
to challenge the self-possessed subject into acceptance of the alterity. She notices that “the soul
empties itself of its own contents in order to receive into itself the being it is looking at, as he is,
in all his truth.”?® The subject here is presented in its ethical relation with the other and the
transcendent, emphasizing that the states of responsibility and passivity play pivotal roles in
enabling the formation of such a relation. Elsewhere, Weil formulates the idea of challenging the
subject by employing distinctly Christian imagery: “He emptied himself of his divinity. We should
empty ourselves of the false divinity with which we were born.”?° The false divinity Weil speaks
about is the unjust feeling of superiority that lies at the foundation of passing judgement on others.
The logic of self-emptying, or kenosis, subverts the process of understanding the subject as self-
standing and affirms the transcendent that precedes all differential relations between humans. This
equality in view of the higher unity has more significance for the human subject growth than

growth and fortification of the ego.

26| ¢vinas, Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority.
27| ¢vinas. Otherwise than Being, Or, Beyond Essence.
28 Weil, Waiting for God, 115.

29 Weil, Gravity and Grace, 34.
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While a more comprehensive discussion of the idea of kenosis will follow, we can begin
distilling it as an expression of the emotional stance and state of mind in people as they encounter
conflicts during the existence of their self. In philosophy and ethics, kenotic thought has been used
as an indicator of a social relations system that balances on the idea of voluntary acceptance of the
opposing view absent emotional protest. This feat of mental and emotional discipline is not an
easily comprehended, or readily occupied, stance towards the world of multiple selves. It requires
seeing people as equal in value elements of the connected whole to hear the polyphony of personal
truths without disaccord — an impossible task for the human self that is philosophically defined in
separation from the others.

Let us now take this theological and philosophical insight and apply it back to Dostoevsky.
When faced with the finality of human physical existence, with the death of the body and
simultaneously the person he loved strongly enough to “become one flesh with” — Dostoevsky
focuses on the immortality of the soul and the ultimate development goal for humanity, achieved,
in his mind, when

... the law of the | merges with the law of humanism, and in the
merging both, both the | and the all (in appearance two extreme
opposites) mutually annihilated for each other, at the same time

attain the highest goal of their individual development, each on their
own. This is the heaven of Christ.*°

... 3aKOH 5 CIIMBAETCS C 3aKOHOM TYMaHU3Ma, U B CIIUTHH, 00a, U 5
U 6ce (MO-BUIUMOMY, JIB€ KpallHHE  IPOTHUBOIOJOKHOCTH),
B3aMMHO YHUYTOXEHHBIC JIPYT VIS APYyra, B TO kKE CaMOe BpEeMs
JOCTUTAKOT U BEICIIIEN e CBOCT0 MHAWBHUAYAJIBHOI'O pa3BHUTHUMA
KBTI 0c060. [...] DT0-TO U ecTh paii Xpucros.®!

30 proffer, 39.

31 Dostoevsky, PSS, V. 20, 172-175.
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Here Dostoevsky pinpoints something that he believed was essential to life and has
transformative powers for humanity. Acknowledging the perpetual struggle between self-sacrifice
and egotism, in his diary, Dostoevsky speaks of the (seeming) annihilation of self as bringing man
closer to the other and to the transcendent ideal of unconditional love. Uttered during the time of
loss, these words bring forward the acute sense of the absence of the other, to whom one’s being
could be sacrificed in love. The fact of physical death underscores the missing component in the
process of the “full development of “I””. It is only through the human other whose presence
Dostoevsky finds himself mournfully lacking, that he feels one can approach the incarnate
transcendent ideal in the trialogic, conversational existence of the human self. The ideas of self-
emptying and communication with the other in the presence of an ideal third figure prominently
in the foundations of Dostoevsky’s thought. The behaviors of his literary characters often make
sense only in the light of an ethical paradigm that implies a kenotic structure between the subject,
the other and the external transcendent. This philosophical framework, viable before the times of
Dostoevsky, remains relevant to the present day.

Appreciating Dostoevsky’s oeuvre, where manifestations of kenosis are presented in an
emotionally accessible and psychologically relevant form, is an excellent way to explore the
qualities constituting the semantic field of the term kenosis. As a writer, he attempted to create
literary representations of an ideal social behavior that would simplify, coordinate, and direct the
beneficial development of humanity. Artistic appropriation of self-emptying as a trope allows
Dostoevsky to portray the image of the Ideal in Man by writing the flow of energy ascribed to the
divine into some of his characters. At the same time, Dostoevsky’s polyphony engages with the
idea that every voice, every stance is reasonable and right in its own way, and that people

negatively react to the position of the other only due to the fear of the unknown. This philosophical



17

view suggests productive ways of peaceful social cooperation, even though the writer was keen on
highlighting conflict as an inescapable attribute of human condition. Dostoevsky’s characters
invariably resonate with his readers across the variety of world cultures precisely because his
reference point of human sameness lies in the transcendent. Of utmost importance is the fact that
the writer understood the limitations of knowing God reasonably, with one’s mind, and that he
explicitly foregrounded the essential role of love in receiving grace.

In its theological meaning, the word kenosis essentially encapsulates Christianity, and is
used with increasing frequency in modern discourse. However, the critical framework of self-
emptying is not sufficiently developed yet as a tool for critical literary interpretation. One of my
goals is to make the terms kenosis and kenotic more widely usable in critical literary discourse. A
more extensive use of the term kenosis can facilitate a more appropriately balanced ethical and
philosophical discussion of many types of human qualities and behaviors, both in literature and in
real life. In order to incorporate a variety of critical perspectives, it is necessary to view
Dostoevsky’s oeuvre through the ethical prism of this doctrine in a way that would sometimes step
away from a strictly theological context. Relying on the theological term kenosis, this study
investigates the historical origins, development, and ethical implications of its underlying concepts
— “greatness in smallness” and ““strength in weakness.” Upon gathering the necessary instruments
to discuss the doctrine, this dissertation analyzes a number of significant confessional exchanges
in Dostoevsky’s novels, foregrounding the processes of self-emptying, self-humiliation, self-
depreciation, self-effacement and other kenotic manifestations. The guiding inquiry is to
demonstrate how Dostoevsky incorporated the philosophy of kenosis into his texts, and to raise
awareness of the ethical choices made by his characters in light of this doctrine. My other

objectives include firmly placing the transcendent in the theoretical framework applied to interpret
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the message of Dostoevsky’s literary works, and normalizing the use of the term kenotic outside
of theological context to indicate human beliefs and behaviors that are beneficial for communal
living.

This study is deliberately attentive to the confession as the moment that encapsulates pure
reason in the subjective existence of a separate self and has a major effect on personal decision-
making and responsibility. | am particularly interested in Dostoevsky’s rendering of confession as
a psychological healing tool, aiming to illuminate positive, constructive ideas for ethical conflict
resolution in Dostoevsky’s most prominent texts. The writer incorporates a great number of
confessional scenes into his novels, the vital importance of which Mikhail Bakhtin emphasizes by
claiming that

[...] confession is the object of his artistic vision and depiction. He
depicts confession [...] in order to show the interdependence of
consciousnesses that is revealed during confession. | cannot manage
without another; | cannot become myself without another.?

This act of complete dialogical giving cannot take place without an emptying of the self,
needed both to give and to receive, which allows us to claim the act of confession as one of the
manifestations of the kenotic principle. My study also suggests that in Dostoevsky’s mind, theosis
(obooicenue) is impossible without kenotic love, which facilitates the most meaningful kind of
dialogue — a confessional trialogue. Dostoevsky uses this type of discourse in order to reveal the
moment of grace that restores, transforms, and saves damaged individuals. In this mode of
interpersonal communication, the abstract referent, invisibly present in the interactions of its

believers, assumes the role of the universal other that all members of the community can refer to

32 Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics, 287.
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and empathize with. The interaction of two human beings then becomes a metaphorical triangle of
references and provides common ground for interpersonal relations in the presence of the
transcendent Third. A targeted analysis of Dostoevsky’s writing demonstrates that a truly
transformative confessional moment needs to be characterized by the kenotic stance of its
participants, linking confession and kenosis as modes of existence imperative for peaceful human
progress.

Hillier has pointed out that “the genius of Dostoevsky’s confessional mode lies in his
fulfillment of Christ’s two commands or “double love” for fallen confessor and erring confessant,
each made vulnerable before God and one another.”*® He further writes:

For a confessional moment to be possible both confessor and
penitent must adopt a sacramental disposition, one of “openness
towards mystery” or Gelassenheit. We retrieve this term from
Heidegger’s existential use of it to restore it to the Christian mystic
Thomas Eckhardt’s profoundly sacramental sense (from whom
Heidegger derived it). The Divine Word must be present for such a
dialogic action to occur. The gratuitous gift, that is, the grace of the
other’s coming to meet me, requires such a Presence; and in
Dostoevsky’s fiction we find that such a Presence exists.>*

Dostoevsky’s confessional discourse hinges on the connection between two human
individuals in spiritual love and in common understanding of the truth they are sharing. The ethos
they both subscribe to, and a measure of divine presence is the unseen grace that is introduced into
the situation by the Scriptural Word. During a confessional energy exchange, the confessor holds

space in oneself, by emptying out one’s preconceptions, feelings, expectations, and judgments for

the confessant, who then delivers the negative truths, the admittance of errors, the weight of sin

% Hillier, Literature and Theology, 444.

* 1bid., 447.
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onto the confessor’s shoulders. In religious settings, it is implied that the Third, present invisibly
in any human-to-human connection, is the one responsible for bearing the weight of that sin, not
the confessor. The confessor, in a truly kenotic way, must let the judgment of the other’s sin go,
leaving it to God, and then embrace the confessant in true forgiveness and spiritual love.

The connection between kenosis and confessional language is essential, as are the
emotional underpinnings of kenotic activity. The moment of true confession, when a genuine
connection is established between two separate individuals in the presence of love, entails the same
dynamic of energy as the self-emptying of God in the Word of the Scripture. A soul-transforming
confessional moment is an example of a deeply kenotic event, consisting in verbal and emotional
emptying of the subject. Speaking out the negative knowledge about self has the power of freeing
the subject from negative feelings, judgments, history, opinions, and determinations. Without the
contradiction of the hidden, unadmitted evil in self, the subject is able to retain unity (a person free
of guilt feels good) and receives certainty in the knowledge of truth through the kenotic witnessing
of the other.

It has been noted in modern psychology that confession heals fractured and damaged selves
and functions as a working tool of personal and social growth.*® One of the questions raised in this
dissertation is what the doctrine of kenosis can add to our understanding of the mechanisms of
confession and to the ethical message of Dostoevsky’s works. How does self-judgment contribute

to the possibility of people’s peaceful coexistence? How is judgment related to humiliation and

% For a detailed discussion of the psychological effects of confession, see: Hymer, “Therapeutic and
Redemptive Aspects of Religious Confession.” Klenck, “The Psychological and Spiritual Efficacy of
Confession.” Rana, “Religious Confession and Symptom Severity: A Prospective Comparative Study.”
Worthen, “Psychotherapy and Catholic Confession.”
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insult? In an attempt to find answers, | use the philosophy of self-emptying to discuss
psychological traumas and ways of verbally dealing with emotional pain as seen in Dostoevsky’s
novels, foregrounding kenosis as a unique approach to resolving deep-lying conflicts without force
but not without effort. This project analyzes several significant encounters between Dostoevsky’s
characters to explore how his literary universe forwards certain verbal and behavioral models for
dealing with emotional traumas of humanity. We will notice that in Dostoevsky, the moment of
personal transformation and metaphorical return to innocence is connected with the admission of
responsibility and love between the participants of a confessional act. Solovyov, whose philosophy
is indebted to Dostoevsky’s confessional discourse, gives a succinct summary for this healing
process of the soul:

As an inner subjective force, evil will cannot be destroyed by any

external action [...] For the divine principle actually to overcome

evil human will, it must be revealed to the soul as a living personal

force capable of penetrating into the soul and taking possession of

it. The divine Logos must not only influence the soul externally; it

must be born in the soul, not limiting, not enlightening, but

regenerating it.%

This moment of the birth of Logos in human being is the focal point of my dissertation on
Dostoevsky, who shows how living in love for the other while confessing one’s faith and
transgressions can banish the load of secrets and mistakes along with the fear and guilt that linger
long after the acts were committed.

Chapter Outlines

The variety of definitions of the kenotic idea in religious and secular philosophies forms

the subject of the first chapter of the dissertation, which also discusses selected diary entries and

% Solovyov, Lectures on Divine Humanity, 151.
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letters that demonstrate Dostoevsky’s personal thinking on this matter. I further connect kenosis
with the act of religious confession and explore the interpersonal dynamic of the confessional
existence of self with the help of the philosophy of dialogue developed in the first half of the 20™"
century by such religious philosophers as Mikhail Bakhtin, VIadimir Solovyov, Pavel Florensky,
Vladimir Lossky, Martin Buber, Emmanuel Levinas, and others. Levinas’s idea of theosis possible
only through the dialogically oriented other who shares in the same source of spiritual truth
resonates deeply with Dostoevsky’s philosophy and will provide support for the discussion of
restorative powers of confessional interactions in conjunction with kenotic self-emptying.
Further in my dissertation, | look closely at several confessional scenes in Dostoevsky’s
The Brothers Karamazov, The Idiot and Demons through the prism of the traditional structure of
a religious confession. | am interested in how exactly Dostoevsky proposed humans interact to
achieve the best possible version of existence without losing their self, and fortify it by inhabiting
the right energy movement in between two selves — “I and Thou” in the terms suggested by the
famous philosopher of dialogue Martin Buber.®’ | examine the roles of the confessor (the receiver
of the negative truth) and the confessant (or the penitent) balanced in a trialogic spiritual dynamic
with the ethical dimension possible specifically due to the presence of an implied transcendent
third that serves as the etalon of truth and the ultimate measure of judgment in the face of the errors
of human self. The moment “when a confession of sin becomes a confession of faith” *® creates
space for the existence of the ideal. A confessional trialogue expands dialogic consciousness to

embrace the Logos, which binds all elements together opposing separation. As a conceptual

37 Buber, | and Thou.

% Hillier, 442-63.
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movement that can prevent and reverse dissolution, such triangulation involving the transcendent
Other merits particular attention.

The textual analysis of confessional moments forms the core of Chapters Two and Three
and allows the reader to observe the mechanisms of opening, acceptance, forgiveness, trust and
faith that make a confession into a practical implementation of the kenotic principle. Chapter Two
demonstrates how Dostoevsky spells out living in a confessional mode in the ways that highlight
the healing emotional effect of true confessions on both human parties — confessor and confessant.
Here, we focus primarily on the transformational confessional encounters between Stepan
Verkhovenskii and Sofya Matveevna in Demons, Alesha and lvan in The Brothers Karamazov,
Raskolnikov and Sonya in Crime and Punishment. Sofya, Alyosha and Sonya serve as models of
successful confessors. We will see that they display a number of kenotic characteristics which
indicate making a willing choice to suffer together with their penitents and accept alterity in its
complete truth while withholding judgment, but still stand their own ground firmly in the ultimate
truth they believe in. Focusing on successful confessions, 1 will investigate the interconnection of
emotional and verbal kenotic processes between the participants of a true confessional act. | define
a true, successful, confession as one that is internally transformative for at least one of the human
participants of the exchange and has long lasting healing effects on the mind and soul of the
confessant. I also point out that in Dostoevsky’s novels, the living Word that exists between
penitent and confessor is not the only factor determining the success of a given confessional
moment. My argument about the significance of unconditional love facilitated by the kenotic
emotional acceptance of the other echoes Diane Oenning Thompson’s assertion:

...in  Crime and Punishment, the Word never enters

Raskolnikov’s consciousness as revealed truth through an open
dialogic exchange. We may infer its influence when he asks Sonya
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to read the Lazarus miracle. But it is Sonya’s love and not the Word
per se which is most decisive.

The third chapter of this dissertation concentrates on failed confessions that offer an
understanding of the erroneous confessional moment setup. Here, | will examine some aberrations
from the normal trialogic structure of a sacramental confession. The failed confessions analyzed
in Chapter Three feature prominently the confession of Nikolai Stavrogin to Tikhon in Demons.
A separate section is devoted to The Idiot, where Myshkin — the ideal confessor due to his kenotic
personality — demonstrates apparent failure to perform healing confessions. The Idiot offers a
wealth of examples of kenotic behavior, but this study only looks into the dramatic interactions
involving Prince Myshkin, Nastasya Filippovna and Rogozhin. One of the goals of this chapter is
to show that for Dostoevsky, without the confessant’s acknowledgment of the presence of grace
in the confessional moment, and without submitting to the hierarchy of truth, a confession cannot
be truly transformative or successful. One of the important ways in which a confessor participates
in the recognition and abdication of sin is sharing the weight of responsibility for what has been
confessed. I will notice that the measure to which the confessor “takes on” the judgement of the
wrongdoings delivered to them verbally can define the outcomes of confession. This part will
conclude with the discussion of the metamorphosis of the confessant as an indicator of a true
confession versus the corruption of one of the participants in failed confessions.

In the conclusion of my dissertation, | briefly discuss the philosophy of trialogue, the
constructive significance of a kenotic stance towards alterity, and Dostoevsky’s own polyphonic
consciousness. Taking a bird’s eye view of the contemporary interest in the idea of the charitable

positioning of self towards the other, the conclusion foregrounds the notion of kenosis as an

% “problems of the Biblical Word in Dostoevsky’s Poetics,” 69.
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ontological principle for living advocated by Dostoevsky. His novels demonstrate the role of

kenosis in facilitating harmonious social relationships and the healing effects of confession.
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Chapter One
Self-Emptying: The Doctrine of Kenosis

A survey of modern theological literature on the subject of kenosis indicates that it is seen
as a key theme in understanding many aspects of human life — in social action and ethics, in
personal and group psychology, in literature and art.** When given a theological foundation,
kenosis can be understood as more than just letting go or giving up; it can also mean being ready
to do so in a constructive manner for a worthwhile cause, in line with the characteristics of the
transcendent it describes. The term kenosis that derives from the verb kenoo in Philippians 2.7 —
“he emptied himself,” is used theologically primarily in the doctrines of Christ, Trinity, and
creation. The scale of uses does not stop at theological meanings, as by unwinding the strings of
implications from the starting theological point, we can see that the theme of kenosis has profound
importance for how we think about the nature of human freedom and social ethics.

This chapter argues that the conceptual movement of camoymanenue (self-minimization) or
kenosis, can be seen as the comprehensive core of Dostoevsky’s thought. In so doing, I will be
answering several questions: what is the textual evidence of Dostoevsky’s fascination with
kenosis? What philosophical conditions motivated Dostoevsky to challenge his reader to rethink
the relationship of the self to the alterity? What is the scriptural basis for his formulations of self-
minimization? What is the philosophical impetus for discussing kenosis as a relevant philosophical
concept to the present day? The interpretation of texts in this chapter, and in the rest of the

dissertation, will inevitably be moving from divine to human self-emptying, from the logic of

0 See Ellis, “Kenosis as a Unifying Theme for Life and Cosmology” for a comprehensive list of modern
theologians contributing to the integrated kenotic cosmological-theological-ethical view of existence.
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external creation in the space created by self-diminishing to the movement of becoming nothing
that can be observed within the self.

I. Kenosis in Western Christian Theology

For Dostoevsky as a Christian thinker, the emotional experience of God springs from the
perception of the presence of God in Jesus Christ. The notion of kenosis holds a central place in
explicating who the incarnate Word is in Christian theology. According to the hymn that Paul
quotes in Philippians 2:5-8, Christ’s history is understood as a kenosis for the sake of human
redemption. Contemporary New Testament interpretive debates focus on understanding the
reference of the emptying, as it is not clear what is being “emptied.” In one reading, the emptying
refers to the moment of incarnation and the humility of the divine act in becoming human. Another
one reads emptying as parallel to the “humbled himself” and referring to the death on the cross
rather than to the incarnation.** Thusly stated, the matter of interpreting kenosis can theologically
be focused on divine characteristics and the effect on them of the incarnation, resulting in actual,
albeit temporary, loss of divine power, or on the moral matter of Christ’s self-sacrifice on the cross.

For the patristic authors of the early church, God was omnipotent, immutable and
omniscient, and the earliest understanding of kenosis, developed under the influence of the
Alexandrian Cyril (d. 444), did not imply any loss of divine characteristics. The narrative involved
a pre-existent Word coming among humans, taking flesh and incurring for Himself all the

limitations of life in flesh without the abandonment of any aspects of divinity.*? In general, the

- For a variety of interpretations in detail see Coakley, “Kenosis: Theological Meanings and Gender
Connotations.” Dunn, James D. G. Christology in the Making: A New Testament Inquiry Into the Origins
of the Doctrine of the Incarnation. United States, W.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1996.

42 Delio, llia. “Is Creation Eternal?” Theological Studies, 66, 2005.
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patristic exegesis of Philippians 2 is more about appreciating the paradox than providing an
account of how precisely the pre-existent Logos can also be a mortal human.*®

The 451 AD Chalcedonian definition of the nature of Christ — “one hypostasis (person)
made known in two physeis (natures)” — was widely speculated upon in the post-Chalcedonian era
in search of a coherent explanation of the divine self-emptying. The question of the mode of
relation of the divine and the human (the so-called “communication of idioms”) in one person
became more complicated in modern times, when “personhood” came to gather the connotations
of subjective consciousness and psychological subjectivity. This turn found Reformation and post-
Reformation Lutheran thought on kenosis focusing more on the theology of the cross than the
moment of incarnation.** Early Lutheran theology tried to make room for Christ’s humanity during
his earth life in the light of the Christological doctrine of his two natures. They saw Christ
becoming “like another human being,” a limited being capable of encountering other humans in a
human way, as a result of “renunciation” of certain divine attributes or “concealing” them. Christ
as a human is not omnipresent, omniscient or almighty, as these divine attributes were “emptied”
in his kenosis. The theologians of the seventeenth century didn’t yet talk about a kenosis of the
divinity of the eternal Logos.

During the nineteenth century, Lutheran kenotics (Sartorius, Liebner, Hofmann, Thomasius,
Frank and Gess) began to interpret the subject of Philippians 2, kenosis, as explaining the divine
being of the eternal Logos, and not just a loss of certain divine attributes in incarnation. Thomasius,

for instance, claimed that the Son of God as a human being proceeds out of a self-limitation of the

3 Norris, “Christological Models in Cyril of Alexandria.”

* For an illuminating discussion of Lutheran kenotic theology see Moltmann, “God’s Kenosis in the
Creation and Consummation of the World.” The Work of Love: Creation as Kenosis, 137-152.
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divine in an act of God’s free love for men and women. The divine curbs attributes of majesty
related to the world — omnipotence, omniscience, immortality, impassibility, immutability — those
which derive from Aristotle’s general metaphysics. The divine still retains other attributes of the
Godhead’s nature — truth, holiness and love. Such a separation of divine attributes was
theologically unsatisfying, and Lutheran kenotics didn’t find many followers, according to the
studies of the modern theologian Jurgen Moltmann.*®
Steven Cassedy, in his 2005 volume Dostoevsky’s Religion, speaks extensively on the

influence of the kenotic tradition on Dostoevsky’s literary work and summarizes the 19" century
European kenotic thought in the way that foregrounds the humanity of Christ:

In the 1840s and 1850s, Germany produced a multitude of

theological works that emphasized, to varying degrees, the earthly

nature of Jesus. No theory of this period denies the divine origin of

Christ; some insist the divine nature remains with him during his

earthly ministry, while others assert that the kenosis resulted in a

wholly human Son of God. But the lens is now clearly trained on the

earthly ministry, as in the work of such biographers as David Strauss

(and later, in France, Ernest Renan).*®

Cassedy quotes Claude Welch, a scholar of nineteenth-century Protestant theology, who

described the state of kenotic thought in the 19" century Europe in the following way:

The idea of kenosis seemed a way to conserve the fundamental

interests of the classical ‘two-natures’ Christology and yet to

recognize (in a way that the traditional formulas had not) a genuinely

human figure in Jesus of Nazareth, a person with actual human
limitations of knowledge and power, with a ‘gradually dawning

45 Moltmann, 137-139.

% Cassedy, Steven. Dostoevsky’s Religion, 155.
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infant consciousness’ and a real growth — a person for whom sleep
and death were real.*’

As the most extreme example, Cassedy says, Welch presents Wolfgang Friedrich Gess, “a
theologian who sees the final result of the kenosis not as a being possessing one person and two
natures, according to a doctrine that has been the norm in Christianity since the fifth century, but
as a being who is exclusively a man.”*® Cassedy then points out that “humility and engagement in
this world appear to be the emphasis that interests Dostoevsky (who did not know the word kenosis
and who was not directly familiar with the German kenotic theologians) by the time he gets to The
Brothers Karamazov:”

This is not to say that this novel or his other late works take a
position specifically on the divinity or humanity of Jesus; it’s simply
to say that, like the German kenotic theologians, he focused on the
world as a realm for religious activity and that for him a Christian
(or for that matter non-Christian) ministry unashamedly takes place
in this world.*

An important Roman Catholic thinker of the twentieth century, Hans Urs von Balthasar,
made another attempt at understanding Christ’s kenosis circa the 1970s, this time in the context of
the doctrine of the Trinity. In his view, “it is the essential nature of the eternal Son of the eternal
Father to be ‘obedient’ in complete love and self-surrender, just as it is the essential nature of the

eternal Father to communicate himself to the Son in complete love. If the incarnate Son becomes

obedient to the will of the eternal Father to the point of death on the cross, then what he does on

47" Welch, Claude. Protestant Thought in the Nineteenth Century, 2003. Quoted in Cassedy, 155.
8 1bid.

* 1bid.
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earth is no different from what he does in the transcendent, and what he does in time is no different
from what he does in eternity.”®® This stresses the timeless character of kenosis as a mechanism
inherent to the triune relationship within the Divine. ““In the form of a servant” God is not denying,
renouncing or concealing his divine form, he is revealing it.”°* For Balthasar, Moltmann writes,

kenosis is not a self-limitation or self-renunciation on God’s part,

but the realization of the self-surrender of the Son to the Father in

the trinitarian life of God. By virtue of limitless love, the inner life

of the trinity takes its impress from the reciprocal kenosis of the

divine persons in relation to one another. [...] Kenotic self-surrender

is God’s trinitarian nature and is therefore the mark of all his works

“outwards” (the creation, reconciliation and redemption of all

things).>2

With such an acknowledgment of the radical otherness even within God, the trinitarian

account of kenosis plays into the postmodern fascination with ‘difference,” notes Sarah Coakley
before laying out the map of the contemporary, 21%-century kenotic thought.>® Currently,
theologians studying kenosis concentrate on a few directions, including the creator’s relation to
the creation, the balance between scientific and theological accounts of the cosmos, theology of
love, and the protection of human freedom of will. Polkinghorne sees God’s kenosis as His
willingness to be “a cause among causes” in creation, leaving space for human free will and

creativity.>* Ward’s approach sees God’s gift of free will “not just in the incarnation, but in the

creation of conscious and rational beings,” both acts being kenotic. Accepting experiences of

%0 Ibid., 140.

*1 Ibid.

52 Moltmann, 140-141.

%3 Coakley, Sarah. “Kenosis: Theological Meanings and Gender Connotations.”

% Polkinghorne, John. “Kenotic creation and Divine Action,” 96-97.
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human pain and suffering, giving up complete control and complete knowledge so that humans
would have freedom of choice, means that the gain of entering into a relationship is impossible
without kenosis, claims Ward.>® Peacocke sees the example of Christ as evidence of God’s
creativity being “self-limiting, vulnerable, self-emptying and self-giving.”%® Barbour shares the
process view on the metaphysics of creation and insists that kenosis is a “metaphysical necessity
rather than... voluntary limitation.”®” Jeeves reflects on ‘“kenotic behavior” in a “kenotic
community,” forgoing speculations about kenosis in God altogether. He sees this inclination
towards self-giving and self-limiting as possibly having a genetic and neural explanation.*® Ellis
also primarily stresses the ethical significance of kenosis, with the processes of voluntary letting
go of one’s own desires and will for the greater good of others bringing the idea of sacrifice to the
center of his vision of “kenotic love.”®® It is important to note that modern Western Christian
theologians recognize that the ethical appeal to sacrifice can be complex and problematic,
especially if we talk about death in battle, in wars of all kinds that presumably defend human
freedom.® Looking for more connotations of the term kenosis, we turn to Rolston, who says that

there is no altruism or kenosis in nature, and the “suffering love” as he defines kenosis should be

% Ward, Keith. “Cosmos and Kenosis.” The Work of Love: Creation as Kenosis, 158-159.
% peacocke, Arthur. “The Cost of New Life.” The Work of Love: Creation as Kenosis, 41.
" Barbour, Ian G. ‘God’s Power: A Process View.” The Work of Love: Creation as Kenosis, 12-13.

%8 Jeeves, Malcolm. ‘The Nature of Persons and the Emergence of Kenotic Behavior.” The Work of Love:
Creation as Kenosis, 88.

% Ellis, George F. R. “Kenosis as a Unifying Theme for Life and Cosmology.” The Work of Love:
Creation as Kenosis, 123.

€ For information on kenosis as political engagement, see various works by Rowan Williams, Donald
MacKinnon and Gillian Rose.
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used only for human capacity to “limit ... human aggrandizement” for the sake of our common
home — Earth.®*

In totality, the works of modern theologians create a strong impression that kenosis is
currently being connected with the humanity and humility of Christ, as well as God’s self-
contracting operation that allows new creation and the expression of human free will. The question
of why God does not eradicate evil and suffering if He is omnipotent, leads to thinking that leaving
space for the freedom of choice, for free will and its consequences, is an intentional and indelible
part of divine creation. Kenosis helps explain how God could have placed limitations on God’s
own power to grant humans space to exercise freedom of will (good or evil). Here, the notion of
freedom can be understood in a few major ways. The libertarian freedom the modern secular
society is striving for implicates a certain limitation of God’s power and knowledge of the future.
This view of freedom, however, is not the only one on offer philosophically, as there exists a
number of forms of “compatibilism” — the views of freedom that do not try to ignore the
conditioning and determining factors that are in effect even as the supposedly “free” human will
is enacted.

Theistic philosophers create a picture where the self is most “free” when it is aligned with
God’s will, meanwhile, secular thinkers focus on how much physiological and social
neurolinguistic determinism can coexist with a truly “free” act of will. Overall, the impression
produced by the contemporary Western Christian religious thought on kenosis seems to point in
the direction that reverses the allegedly suffocating Divine influence. lan Barbour, for instance,

writes about the “maternal symbolism of a God conceived not as overpowering but as

61 Rolston, Holmes. “Kenosis and Nature.” The Work of Love: Creation as Kenosis, 65.
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empowering.”®? “The visual picture here is of a (very big) divine figure backing out of the scene,
or restraining his influence, in order that other (little) figures may exercise completely independent
thinking and acting,” notices Sarah Coakley.®?

This understanding of kenotic processes in the Divine answers several questions posed in
the conversation between Ivan and Alyosha Karamazov in “The Grand Inquisitor” and the
preceding “Rebellion” chapters of Dostoevsky’s last novel The Brothers Karamazov (1880). In a
spiritual confrontation with his younger brother Alyosha, Ivan famously refuses to accept any
justification for a single tear of an innocent child, thereby questioning the idea of God’s love and

the existence of universal harmony. He says:

[lonumaenrs M Tl 3TO, KOTJa MaJE€HBKOE CYIIECTBO, €IE HE
yMerollee Jake OCMBICIUTh, YTO C HeH Jenaercsi, ObeT cels B
MOJJIOM MECTe, B TEMHOTE€ U B XOJOJIe, KPOIIEYHBIM CBOUM
KyJauKOM B Ha/IOPBaHHYIO IPYAKY U IUTa4eT CBOMMHU KPOBAaBBIMU,
HE3JI0OOMBBIMHU, KPOTKUMHU CJIE3KaMH K «OOKEHBKE», YTOOBI TOT
3alUTUII €Tr0, — MOHUMAEIIh JTU ThI ATy aXWHEI0, IPYT MO U OpaT
MOM, MOCTYIITHUK ThI MO OO0KUI1 1 CMUPEHHBIHN, TOHUMAEIIh JIU THI,
JUIS 4ero 9Ta aXxWHes Tak Hy>KHa u co3faHa! be3 Hee, roBopsT, u
MpOOBITH OBl HE MOT YEJIOBEK Ha 3emile, MO0 He MOo3HaJ Obl 100pa u
3nma. Jns 4yero mo3HaBaTh 3TO YEPTOBO AOOPO M 3710, KOTJA 3TO
CTOJIbKOTO cTOUT? Jla Be/lb BECh MUp IMO3HAHUS HE CTOUT TOT/1a ATHX
cle30K pebeHouKa K «O0KeHbKey. [...] Mydaro s Tebs, Anenika, Tbl
kak Oyaro Obl He B cebe. S mepecTany, eciu xodenib. — Huuero, s
TOXE X0dy My4HThCS, — pobopmoTan Anera.%

Can you understand why a little creature, who can't even understand
what's done to her, should beat her little aching heart with her tiny
fist in the dark and the cold, and weep her meek unresentful tears to
dear, kind God to protect her? Do you understand that, friend and
brother, you pious and humble novice? Do you understand why this

62 Barbour, “God’s Power: A Process View.”
83 Coakley, “Kenosis: Theological Meanings and Gender Connotations.”

6 Dostoevsky, Bratya Karamazovy, 305-306.
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infamy must be and is permitted? Without it, I am told, man could
not have existed on earth, for he could not have known good and
evil. Why should he know that diabolical good and evil when it costs
so much? Why, the whole world of knowledge is not worth that
child's prayer to ‘dear, kind God’! [...] I am making you suffer,
Alyosha, you are not yourself. I'll leave off if you like.” “Never
mind. | want to suffer too,” muttered Alyosha.%

Very noticeable here is Alyosha’s kenotic response, as a willing choice to co-suffer in love
for his brother, accepting the pain of his words as he is hearing out the thoughts that torture the
inconsolable Karamazov mind. Alyosha is quiet, often silent and receptive to the difficult truth, he
is accepting Ivan’s will to speak these painful feelings out and gives his conversational other
exactly what he needs — the space to be heard without judgment, in compassion.®

Ivan opens up to Alyosha as his brother and friend, and most importantly as someone who
is obedient to God’s will in humility. This kind of disposition of the listener encourages the
confession of the deepest doubts and faltering faith Ivan is going through unbeknownst to other,
less kenotic characters of the novel. Speaking of suffering as the inevitable cost of knowing the
difference between good and evil, Ivan claims that all the knowledge in the world is not worth the
tears of a suffering child, who does not know evil by choice yet. Ivan’s mind cannot resolve the
dilemma of the existence of unpunished evil in the world created by an almighty and benevolent

God. This internal conflict brings him suffering, and while speaking it out he transfers part of it

onto his listener Alyosha, who plays the role of a confessor.

6 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov.

% Silence as kenosis in Dostoevsky has been researched and extensively commented on by Benjamin
Jens, who writes that “...The use of molchanie signifies a renunciation of “a turn,” a kenotic emptying of
any assertion of the “selfish” ego in the communicative event.” Jens, Kenotic Silence: Communicative
Strategies in 19"-century Russian Literature.
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Alyosha also suffers hearing these painful words, empathizing with the truth of his brother,
even though his own personal truth is different, and allows him to exist in relative peace. He
willingly accepts the burden of Ivan’s mind and lets him put into words the desire to commit acts
of evil that would punish the evildoers of this world. Alyosha, being rnocaywnux — not only a
postulant in a monastery but also someone who willingly listens and obeys (from the words
cnywams and nocaywanue) — knows and obeys the will of God: “Vengeance is mine; I will repay,
saith the Lord.”®” For him, Ivan’s desire feels sinful in its origin, and he later labels this train of
thought as a rebellion (6ynT). Nevertheless, Alyosha’s imitation of God’s kenosis allows him to
create a space where the other can be received in his truth no matter what he says, and to remain
his brother, friend, and confessor. Akin to God kenotically leaving space for His creation to
exercise freedom of will, be it good or evil, Alyosha allows his brother to speak his mind and will,
even though it is contradicting his own.

In fact, the power of Alyosha’s kenotic self-emptying allows Ivan to feel for a moment that
his truth is justified. Seeing the depth of Ivan’s inner suffering, Alyosha withdraws his own
monastic self and approves of mortal sin with a smile. In a moment, he calls it “nonsense” —
nenenocms — but the fact remains, and it is this fact that allows lvan to feel the emotional support
and love he needs to keep confessing his pain and keep believing in something beyond the obvious
facts of human reality. Examining the following paragraph demonstrates how Alyosha’s self-
emptying and accepting the truth of the other serve to reaffirm the love than never ceases:

“ATy ero!” — BonuT reHepasl u OpocaeT Ha HETO BCIO CTar0 OOP3bIX
co0ak. 3anaBI/I.II B TJIa3aX MaTCpu, U IChI pacTCp3ain pe6eHKa B
kinouku!.. ['enepana, kaxercs, B oneky B3suii. Hy... yTo *ke ero?

Paccrpensats? Jlyis  yaOBIETBOPEHHS HPABCTBEHHOTO YYBCTBA
pacctpenats? ['oBopu, Arnemika!l

57 The Bible, KJV, Rom. 12:19.



- Paccrpenars! — TUxo mnporoBopua Ajemia, ¢ OJeaHOO,
MEPEKOCHBILCIOCS KAaKOI0-TO YJIBIOKOH MOAHSAB B30p Ha Opara.

- bpaBo! — 3aBonun MBaH B KakOM-TO BOCTOpre, — Y KOJH TbI
CKa3aJ, 3HA4uT... Al 1a cxuMHuK! Tak BOT Kakoil y TeOs OeceHOK B
cepaeuke cuaut, Anemka Kapamason!

- $I cxa3ai HelenmocCTh, HO...

- To-TO u ecThb, 4TO HO... — Kpuyan MBaH. — 3Hal, MOCIYUIHUK, YTO
HEJIEMOCTH CIMIIKOM HYKHBI Ha 3eMJyie. Ha HenenocTsax Mup CTour,
u 0e3 HUX, MOXET ObITh, B HEM COBCEM HUYETO Obl U HE MPOU3OIILIO.
MpbI 3HaeM, 4TO 3HaeM!

- Uto TbI 3HaEBL?

- 5l HMYero He MOHMMAa0, — IpoKoikai MBaH kak Obl B Openy, — 5 1
HE X04y Tenepb HUYEro MOHUMaTh. 1 Xouy ocTtaBaThCs MpH (akTe.
A npaBHO pemuma He NoHMMAaTh. Eciu g 3axo4dy 4TO-HUOYIb
MMOHUMATh, TO TOTYAC K€ U3MEHIO (aKTy, a 51 PEIINUII OCTaBaThCs MPU
daxkre...

- Jlns 4ero THI MEHS HCIHBITYelIb? — C HAJIPBIBOM TOPECTHO
BOCKJIUKHYJI AJienia, — CKa)KelIb JIM MHE HAaKOHEI[?

- Koneuno, ckaxy, k TOMy 4 Bell, 4TOOBI CKa3aTh. Thl MHE AOPOT, S
TeOsI yIyCTHTh HE X04Y U HE YCTYIUTIO TBOEMY 30CHME.

HMBan nomomyan ¢ MUHYTY, JIMIO €ro CTAJIO BAPYT' OUCHb l“pyCTHO.68

“‘At him!” yells the general, and he sets the whole pack of hounds
on the child. The hounds catch him, and tear him to pieces before
his mother's eyes!... | believe the general was afterwards declared
incapable of administering his estates. Well — what did he deserve?
To be shot? To be shot for the satisfaction of our moral feelings?
Speak, Alyosha!”

“To be shot,” murmured Alyosha, lifting his eyes to Ivan with a pale,
twisted smile.

“Bravo!” cried Ivan, delighted. “If even you say so.... You're a
pretty monk! So there is a little devil sitting in your heart, Alyosha
Karamazov!”

“What I said was absurd, but—"

“That's just the point, that ‘but’!” cried Ivan. “Let me tell you,
novice, that the absurd is only too necessary on earth. The world
stands on absurdities, and perhaps nothing would have come to pass
in it without them. We know what we know!”’

“What do you know?”

“I understand nothing,” Ivan went on, as though in delirium. “I don't
want to understand anything now. | want to stick to the fact. | made
up my mind long ago not to understand. If | try to understand

% Bratya Karamazovy, 307.

37



38

anything, I shall be false to the fact, and | have determined to stick
to the fact.”
“Why are you trying me?” Alyosha cried, with sudden distress.
“Will you say what you mean at last?”
“Of course, I will; that's what I've been leading up to. You are dear
to me, | don't want to let you go, and | won't give you up to your
Zosima.”
Ivan for a minute was silent, his face became all at once very sad.®
At the end of this exchange, Ivan openly confesses his love for Alyosha and his
unwillingness to “lose” him to elder Zosima and monastic life. This spontaneous confession of
faltering faith achieved its goal: Ivan the confessant found space to empty himself out of the
negative and painful feelings by putting them into words, and Alyosha the confessor allowed him
space to do so while affirming his truth without judgment of his will, in a truly kenotic manner.
We notice that they both have a transcendent third in mind when having this dialogic exchange,
thereby creating a triangle of references and meanings, essential for a true, healing confession.
This particular conversation ends with Ivan’s own kenotic silence that contains both sadness and
love for his brother. | will later pay more attention to love and its role in the kenotic emptying of
self in confession, arguing that a truly transformative confessional experience in Dostoevsky’s
perspective hinges on the presence of unconditional love more than on any other confessional
setting.
The chapter that follows “Rebellion” — “The Grand Inquisitor” — is a stark example of
kenosis in action, so much so that Ellis Sandoz’s chapter on Russian Orthodox Christianity

interprets the entire Russian brand of Christianity as defined by kenotic features based solely on

Dostoevsky’s depiction of Christ in this famous chapter of The Brothers Karamazov:

% The Brothers Karamazov.
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Revealed in the Christ of the legend [of the Grand Inquisitor] is the
Russian Christ as mediated by contemplatives from the time of Boris
and Gleb. It is the kenotic Christ of self-humiliation, suffering, love,
humility, and voluntary sacrificial death... The picture of Christ,
thus, weaves together the principal elements of Russian devotion.”™
No matter the nationality using the kenotic principle in their ethics, the idea of an
omnipresent and omnipotent deity making space for the beloved created beings through self-
limiting sounds optimistic in relation to respecting the unique nature of the other. The fact that a
similar understanding of creation and interpersonal relations exists in several religious traditions
IS encouraging. Using the term kenosis can be fruitful for the discussion on how to recognize
“otherness” without swallowing the other into a preconceived rational category.
I1. Kenosis in Jewish Theology
The concept behind the term kenosis is not unique to Christianity and can be found in other
major world religions. Many theologians have noticed that kenosis can be a common ground for
meaningful conversations between Buddhism and Christianity.”* However, it shares the most
notable semantic field with concepts from Judaism. For examples we can turn to Isaac Luria (1534
—1572), a Jewish mystic in the Galilee region of Ottoman Syria, now Israel, who is considered the
father of contemporary Kabbalah. Luria had the idea that creation is the result of divine self-
contraction, as God withdrew into himself to make room for creation. He called this idea tzimtzum,

contraction. According to the Kabbalah of Luria, the infinite Holy One, the One whose light

primordially filled the whole universe, “withdrew his light and concentrated it wholly on his own

" Sandoz, Political Apocalypse: A Study of Dostoevsky’s Grand Inquisitor, 212-13.

> Cobb, The Emptying God: A Buddhist-Jewish-Buddhist Conversation.
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substance, thereby creating empty space.”’? The act of divine withdrawal was undertaken to make
way for the emergence of creation within this vacated space. This kenotic process can be perceived
in a more tangible manner as a divine contraction, where God condenses and harnesses His
faculties, with the ultimate aim of new creation. As Moltmann points out in The Work of Love:
Creation as Kenosis, “some thinkers notice similar metaphors used in explaining the primal
impetus (Urschwung) of the Big Bang (Urknall) in non-theistic theories of creation.”’

Looking further back in time to the original Jewish writings, we can discover the premise
for the concept of God’s kenosis in the Jewish Bible in the idea of the Shekinah — God’s
“indwelling.”"* “I will be your God and you shall be my people” was the covenant made with the
people as they received God’s promise: “I will dwell in the midst of the Israelites.”” Thereafter,
eternal God “comes down” (Exod. 3:8), so as “to dwell” amongst his people.’® Shekinah is the
glory of the divine material presence interpreted symbolically in Kabbalism as the divine feminine
aspect — the feminine attributes of the presence of God. It is believed that after the destruction of
the Temple by the Babylonians in 587 B.C., God’s Shekinah was consigned to the Babylonian
captivity with the captured Israelites who found themselves in a state of destitution, estranged from

their ancestral homeland and facing a heightened susceptibility to oppression. The people suffered

2 Scholem, “Schopfung aus Nichts und Selbstverschrankung Gottes.”
3 Moltmann, “God’s Kenosis in the Creation and Consummation of the World,” 146.
" Ibid., 142.

" Janowski, “Ich will in eurer Mitte wohnen’ Struktur und Genese der exilischen Shekina-Theologie.’

6 Moltmann, “God’s Kenosis in the Creation and Consummation of the World,” 142.
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humiliation, and God’s indwelling suffered with them. Theology of God’s self-humiliation was
formulated by rabbinic literature in light of these shared experiences of suffering.’’

The relationship between two subjectivities that hinges on minimizing the self to make
space for the other also occupied a central position in Martin Buber’s thought. In his classic work,
| and Thou, Buber differentiates between the “I-Thou” relationship that is direct, mutual, present,
and open, and the “I-It,” or subject-object relation, in which one relates to the other only indirectly,
utilizing the knowledge of the other to benefit the 1.”® Buber writes: “The inmost growth of the self
takes place not, as people like to suppose today, through our relationship to ourselves, but through
being made present by the other and knowing that we are made present.”’® What matters most isn't
what goes on inside the minds of the people in a relationship, but what happens between them.

Emmanuel Levinas (1905 — 1995) is a Jewish scholar whose ethical philosophy describes
and interprets the experience of coming into contact with another person. Husserl, Heidegger, and
Hegel are the three philosophers with whom he critically engages in his work. Interested in
Levinas’s view on the relationship of the self to the other and investigating the notion of
“betweenness” (Zwischen) that he comments on, we find the following:

That a human spirituality might be possible which does not begin in
knowledge, or in the psyche as experience, and that the relation to
the you in its purity be the relation to the invisible God is in no doubt

a new view on the human psyche. [...] The old Biblical theme of
Man made in the image of God takes on a new meaning, but it is in

" See Kuhn, Gottes Selbsterniedrigung in der Theologie der Rabbinen, 84, for this line: “God carries
Israel with its guilt “like a servant.” Quoted in Moltmann, 143.

8 Buber, Between Man and Man. Buber, | and Thou, 198.

" Buber, The Knowledge of Man: A Philosophy of the Interhuman.
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the “you” and not in the “I”’ that this resemblance is announced. The
very movement that leads to another leads to God.®
This “movement leading to another” aligns with relinquishing one’s sense of self in favor
of a path characterized by kenotic self-sacrifice, driven by love for others. Levinas notices that
humans recognize God in or through the other when they learn to love the pure otherness and
accept alterity in its complete truth. This resonates with Dostoevsky’s journal entry on his wife’s
death, where we recognize a similar call for movement toward the ideal.®!
I11. Dostoevsky’s Kenotic Vision
Dostoevsky acknowledges the limitations of human nature — “the law of personality” — the
| or ego standing in the way of self-emptying for the sake of love for the other. He states that the
ideal of human development lies in the example of Christ’s kenosis. The task of loving the other
with complete fullness of one’s self is seen by the writer as impossible due to the fear of losing
one’s personality. He claims, however, that eliminating one’s personality should be done
metaphorically (kak 651 — as if). Giving one’s self away fully in this manner has the power to bring
the greatest happiness and, essentially, paradise on Earth. Dostoevsky continues:

Bes HUCTOpPUA, KaK UCJIOBCUCCTBA, TAK OTHACTHU U KAXKAOT'O OTACIBHO,

€CTb TOJIBKO Pa3BUTHC, 6opL6a, CTPEMIICHHUEC U NOCTHUIKCHUC 3TOH

IIGJ'II/I.82

80| évinas, Of God Who Comes to Mind, 148.

81 For more information on the connections between Levinas and Dostoevsky, see Val Vinokur, “The End
of Consciousness and the Ends of Consciousness: A Reading of Dostoevsky’s The Idiot and Demons after
Levinas,” 2000. As well as his The Trace of Judaism: Dostoevsky, Babel, Mandelstam, Levinas, 2008 and
“Levinas’s Dostoevsky,” 2003.

8 Dostoevsky, PSS, V. 20.



The whole history of humanity as well as every human is only
development, struggle, striving and reaching this goal .2
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Only by giving the self to all and everyone, without reservations, expectations, and in love,

do humans achieve the highest potential of their personal and social development. This would be

the end of human earthly life, says Dostoevsky, as people would then reach the level of God. He

concludes with the statement that the goal of unconditional love for the other proves the existence

of life after physical death:

Ho ecnu »Ta uenp oOKOHYaTeNbHas 4YelloBedYeCTBa (JOCTUTHYB
KOTOpPOM eMy He Hago OyAeT pa3BUBAThCS, TO €CTh JOCTHIaTh,
O0pOTHCs, TPO3PEBAThH MPH BCEX IMAJCHUSAX CBOMX HICAl U BEYHO
CTPEMHUTBCS K HEMY, — CTaJI0 ObITh, HE HaJl0 OyAET >KUTh) — TO,
CIIEZICTBEHHO, 4YEJIOBEK, JOCTHUras, OKAHYMBAET CBOE 3EMHOE
cymectBoBanue. [...] Ho mocturath Takoil BenuKoil 1enu, 1o
MOEMY PAaCCYXJICHHIO, COBEPIIEHHO OECCMBICICHHO, €CIH IIpH
JOCTHKEHUH LIeJIM BCE yracaeT U UCcue3aeT, TO €CTh eciu He OyneT
KU3HU y YeJIOBEeKa U MO JocTukeHuM uenu. CielcTBEHHO, e€CTh
6y mymias, paickas Ku3Hb, 3

But if that is the final goal of the humanity (and having attained it,
it would no longer be necessary to develop, that is, to attain, to
struggle, to glimpse the ideal through all one’s falls and eternally
strive towards it, — consequently it would not be necessary to live) —
then it follows that man attaining it would also end his earthly
existence. [...] But in my judgment, it is completely senseless to
attain such a great goal if upon attaining it everything is extinguished
and disappears, that is, if man will no longer have life when he
attains the goal. Consequently, there is a future, heavenly life.%

83 Proffer.
84 PSS, V. 20.

8 Proffer.
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The fact that Christ’s kenosis is an unattainable ideal for human beings is used in
Dostoevsky’s logic to confirm the transcendent where God’s self-limitation is a necessary
condition for creation. Striving to imitate divine free will to affirm and sustain alterity constitutes
the ultimate struggle of humanity and the one that makes life meaningful. The path to God lies
through the love for the pure “you” of the other, and walking this path is what makes up human
spirituality for Dostoevsky as a religious thinker.

IV. Secular European Philosophy

The notion of kenotic self-abnegation may have been part of Russian secular philosophy
during the 19th century, alongside religious philosophies. Hegel, for instance, used it with ethical
connotations in conversations discussing the relationship to difference. At the beginning of the 19%
century, he introduced the idea of Entaullerung as a major concept in German philosophy. Farneth
writes about Hegel’s understanding of this concept:

For Hegel, self-emptying, or Entaullerung, involves a refusal to use
one’s status of being one among many reciprocally recognized loci
of authority as a basis for dominating others.%

In The Self-Emptying Subject: Kenosis and Immanence, Medieval to Modern, Alex Dubilet,
a contemporary scholar of kenosis, notices extensive use of kenotic imagery in Hegel’s
philosophy:

In the “Absolute Knowledge” section of the Phenomenology of
Spirit, the term EntduRerung and its verbal forms create an entire
semantic field of concepts associated with it, including Entlassen

(release), Ablassen (give up) and Verzichttun (relinquishing), among
others.®’

8 Farneth, “The Power to Empty Oneself: Hegel, Kenosis, and Intellectual Virtue.”

8 Dubilet, The Self-Emptying Subject: Kenosis and Immanence, Medieval to Modern, 94.



45

Summing up Dubilet’s observations on Entdufierung in Hegel’s thought, we can claim that

Hegel refers to self-emptying as an ongoing movement that is never contained or overpowered —
an existential mechanism of giving up and othering one’s self. Notwithstanding Hegel’s
repudiation of absolute transcendent externality, there is an unmistakable association between his
employment of the concept of EntaufRerung and its contextual connection to Christology. The first
time Hegel uses the term, it appears in the context where he discusses divine self-emptying in the
definition of absolute religion. Dubilet quotes the following paragraph from Hegel’s
Phanomenologie des Geistes:

This incarnation of the divine essence, that is, that it essentially and

immediately has the shape of self-consciousness, is the simple

content of absolute religion. Within absolute religion, the essence is

known as spirit, that is that religion is the essence’s consciousness

of itself as being spirit, for spirit is knowledge of itself in its self-

emptying (der Geist ist das Wissen seiner selbst in seiner

EntauRerung).8®

He argues, however, that Hegel transforms the semantic and theoretical scope of the

concept while reactivating kenosis in his philosophical system. The concept of transcendence is
ordinarily denoted by a shift beyond a certain limit. However, within the paradigm of
Phenomenology, the act of self-emptying is shown as a mechanism that supplants all forms of
transcendence. This mechanism serves to illustrate that the relationship between a finite subject
and the transcendent should not culminate in ascetical practices as a means of attaining it. For

Hegel, writes Dubilet, “Spirit is the name for the process of thinking about non-difference between

the divine and human, without falsely ascribing primacy to the external relation between subject

8 Hegel, Phanomenologie des Geistes, 552.
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and substance, the finite and the infinite.”®® The Hegelian term ‘Spirit> essentially denotes a
process of mutual self-abnegation, whereby the autonomous nature of each constituent entity is
effectively relinquished:

Spirit has two aspects in it. [...] One is this, that substance empties

itself of its own self and becomes self-consciousness; the other is the

converse, that self-consciousness empties itself of itself and makes

itself into thinghood, that is, into the universal self.%

Dubilet phrases the essence of this statement as follows: “Spirit is, therefore, the generative
process of reciprocal self-emptying, giving up and becoming other than oneself, a dissolution and
transition into the opposite (Ubergang ins Entgegensetzte).”* The process of mutual
transformation involves alterations on both ends, prompting a reconsideration of their
interconnection as intrinsic rather than extraneous and contrapositional. The concepts of self and
other are articulated not as a dichotomy, but rather as constituent elements of a continuous and
unending immanent progression. In his work on the unhappy consciousness in Hegel’s
Phenomenology of Spirit, Alex Dubilet provides a valuable elucidation of the underlying
mechanisms involved in this phenomenon:

To become other while remaining the same is not at all to reduce the
other to the same, for this would negate the element of otherness. To
remain selfsame in otherness through a process of self-emptying is
to subvert both the self-standing nature of the self and of the other
to which it is attached as the other. Spirit names a ceaseless
movement of immanent self-emptying and self-othering (one that,

in face, undoes the primacy of the difference between self and
other), without allowing a reification of an outside to take place, and

8 Dubilet, 97.
% Hegel, Phanomenologie des Geistes, 549. Quoted in Dubilet, 98.

% Dubilet, 98.
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thereby without instituting a point of transcendence or preserving a
subjective enclosure against which it might be instituted.%

Returning to Dostoevsky’s 1864 journal entry about his deceased wife, we now can read it
as ruminations about such a kind of existence of self and the other, where self-emptying becomes
the path of mutual growth for humanity and the goal of any loving relationship. Preserving the
moral integrity of the other by a deliberate act of making space and witnessing the other’s
difference without demands or attempts to control it, narrows the gap between two egos that can
only be bridged in love. Dostoevsky underscores here the benefits of mutual kenosis both for a
single self and for the relationship with others. For him, the willing self-surrender for each other
creates a unity powerful enough to provide space for the best growth of individual selves much
like Hegel’s spirit of self-othering. The difference between their philosophies is in Dostoevsky’s
trialogic view on the energy exchange between self and the other. His logic invariably relies on a
separate point of transcendence — the divine Other — the third who serves as the ideal, absolutely
necessary for the healthy sustainable balance between the multitude of human selves.

V. Russian Orthodox Sources

Although the word kenosis did not appear in Russian Orthodox theological discourse till the
end of the 19" century, the philosophy of greatness in smallness had been in practical use in
Russian Orthodox Christianity for centuries before. The official theology of the Orthodox Church
sees the self-humiliation of Christ as His temporary liberation from the divine form of existence
and replacing it with the form of a slave. Self-humiliation of humans as modeling Christ is the way

to their glorification.®® According to the Russian Orthodox view, the theological term kenosis can

%2 Ibid.

% Tolkovaia Biblia, ili kommentarii na vse knigi Sv. Pisaniia Vetkhogo i Novogo Zaveta, 3, 287-8.
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only be used in relation to a human in its metaphorical meaning. God has humbled Himself to
incarnation in human form and to death on the cross, but humans can only imitate God, positioning
themselves “below” others. This kind of relation to others in the social order can bring grace and
harmony to human souls and relationships.

Turning to holy Russian Orthodox texts, we find St. Isaac Sirin, who wrote in the 7t
century: “Cmupenne cobupaet aymry Boeauso” (“Humility gathers the soul together”).%* This can
be interpreted as a liberation of the soul from the worldly confines that cause fragmentation and
entrapment in earthly desires. A humble soul is seen as being on an individual journey back to the
innermost place of origin, situated at a metaphysical depth beyond the limits of physical or
psychological human nature. To humble oneself completely means to “delve into one’s self, to
become something as if not yet existent, something that has not yet come to be.”% Receiving God’s
grace is the goal of imitating the kenotic image of Christ both in St. Nestor the Chronicler’s
depiction of Boris and Gleb’s suffering, and in his vita of the Venerable Theodosius Pecherskii —

Life of Feodosii (published in the 1080s). In the 18" century, St. Tikhon Zadonsky wrote:

Bopna Bcerna c rop BHU3 TeueT, 1 boxkust 6arogats ¢ HEOECHBIX FOp

B IIpa3IHOC, YMAJICHHOC U HU3KOC CCPAIIC HI/ICXO,Z[I/IT.96

Water always flows down the mountains, and God’s grace comes
down from celestial mountains into the easeful, belittled and poor
heart.%’

% Sirin, Slova podvizhnicheskie.

% ¢« .Morpy3uTHCS OT ce0s caMoro B ce0sl, C/IENAThCS HEYMM, KaK Obl HE CyIIECTBYIOIIUM, HE

mpuieamuM emte B 6urTre.” Dobrotoliubie, 681-2.

% Kunilskii, “Printsip ‘snizheniia’ v poetike Dostoevskogo: roman ‘Idiot.”” Zhanr i kompozitsia
literaturnogo proizvedeniia, 15.

7 All translations are my own unless otherwise indicated.
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Margaret Ziolkowski noted that Dostoevsky displayed avid interest in the Russian
Orthodox sources that focused on the kenotic tradition, i.e., St. Theodosius, St. Tikhon of Zadonsk,
and Dostoevsky’s contemporary Amvrosy — the last of Optina Pustyn’s elders.®® Naturally, he
brought this interest into his fiction. Cassedy observes that St. Theodosius “figures in Dostoevsky’s
writings, above all in his plans for The Devils.”®® Tikhon of Zadonsk “is said to be a prototype for
Father Zosima and for Bishop Tikhon in The Devils;”% Dostoevsky “read extensively in a five-
volume edition of Tikhon’s works that was published in the early 1860s.”°! Finally, Dostoevsky’s
meeting with the Optina Pustyn’ elder Amvrosy during the writer’s visit to the monastery became,
together with the example of Tikhon of Zadonsk, crucial to the genesis of Father Zosima’s
character.'%? Ziolkowski shows that in his portraits of Bishop Tikhon and Father Zosima,
Dostoevsky utilized numerous traits that have been linked to the kenotic model over the course of
several centuries.

One of the most extreme examples of living the idea of strength in weakness in Russian
culture are the so-called “holy fools.”'% The hagiographical archetype of the holy fool underscores

the sanctity of individuals who are deemed inferior by those who perceive themselves as “normal”

9% Ziolkowski, “Dostoevsky and the Kenotic Tradition,” Dostoevsky and the Christian Tradition, 34-35.
% Cassedy, Dostoevsky’s Religion, 60.

100 I pid.

101 Ipid.

102 Zjolkowski, 34.

103 For more in-depth information on this hagiographical tradition, see Ivanov, Kobets, Likhachev and
Panchenko, and Thomson.
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in comparison. The full name for a practitioner of such philosophy, “fool for Christ’s sake”

(“roponuBsiii Xpucra paau’), is a reference to Paul’s message to the Corinthians:

For I think that God has exhibited us apostles as last of all, as though
sentenced to death, because we have become a spectacle to the
world, to angels and to mortals. We are fools for the sake of Christ,
but you are wise in Christ. We are weak, but you are strong. You are
held in honor, but we in disrepute. To the present hour we are hungry
and thirsty, we are poorly clothed and beaten and homeless, and we
grow weary from the work of our own hands. When reviled, we
bless; when persecuted, we endure; when slandered, we speak
kindly. We have become like the rubbish of the world, the dregs of
all things, to this very day.'%

As can be gathered from Russian Orthodox hagiographical sources, holy fools are
individuals who embody this interpretation of apostledom in a literal manner. As an archetype
rooted in the Byzantine Empire, the holy fool is part of Russian hagiography, which reemerges in
public discourse with the rise of Russian autocracy in the 16" and 17" centuries. In that time
period, “society regarded holy foolery as a form of divine control over the state authorities.”%
Modern scholars agree that “the whole of Russian culture as well as the Russian people’s collective
sense of self has been markedly influenced by this phenomenon.”*% Dostoevsky uses the holy fool
imagery widely in his works, especially with Prince Myshkin, the “perfectly beautiful man,” as

the most notable ropoouseiii. The idea of the holiness of the rotten body also features prominently

1041 Cor. 4:9-13. See also 1 Cor. 1:18: “For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are
perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.” The Bible, NRSV.

105 lvanov, Holy Fools in Byzantium and Beyond, 285.

106 K obets, “Lice in the Iron Cap: Holy Foolishness in Perspective,” Holy Foolishness in Russia: New
Perspectives, 16.
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in The Brothers Karamazov, in Chapters One and Two of Part Seven — “Tzemeopnuiii dyx” and

’

“Takasa munymka.’
V1. Humiliation of Zosima and Alyosha’s Crisis of Faith
“The Breath of Corruption” describes an event transformative for Alyosha Karamazov —
the main hero of Dostoevsky’s tale. Dostoevsky points out that the situation surrounding the
passing of Zosima was a breaking and turning point for Alyosha’s soul, which not only shook up,

but also cemented his mind for the rest of his life on a path towards a known goal:

Tyt mpubarmnro emie pa3 oT ceOs JTUYHO: MHE TOYTH IMPOTHBHO
BCIIOMUHATh 00 ATOM CYETHOM M COOJIa3HUTEIHLHOM COOBITHH, B
CYIIHOCTH >K€ CaMOM IIyCTOM M E€CTECTBEHHOM, MU S, KOHEYHO,
BBITYCTUJI OBI €T0 B pacckaze MOeM BOBCe 0€3 YIIOMUHOBEHHUSI, €CIIU
OBl HE TIOBJIMSJIO OHO CHIILHEHIIIMM U H3BECTHBIM 00pa30M Ha JTyIry
U ceplue TIAaBHOTO, xoms u 0Oydyujeco Tepos paccka3a MOEro,
Anemu, COCTaBMB B JAyIlle €ro Kak Obl MEpesioM U IEePEeBOPOT,
MOTPSCIUINMI, HO U YKPEMUBIINI €ro pa3yMm yke OKOHYaTelbHO, Ha
BCIO JKH3HB 1 K U3BecTHOM e,

I may add here, for myself personally, that | feel it almost repulsive
to recall that event which caused such frivolous agitation and was
such a stumbling-block to many, though in reality it was the most
natural and trivial matter. | should, of course, have omitted all
mention of it in my story, if it had not exerted a very strong influence
on the heart and soul of the chief, though future, hero of my story,
Alyosha, forming a crisis and turning point in his spiritual
development, giving a shock to his intellect, which finally
strengthened it for the rest of his life and gave it a definite aim.%®

The first chapter pictures Alyosha walking away from the hermitage in a troubled state of

mind after he realized that the death of his spiritual mentor, Father Zosima, was not the miracle

07 Bratya Karamazovy, V. 2, 8.

108 The Brothers Karamazov.
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that everyone awaited: “...the anticipation of decay and corruption from the body of such a saint
was an actual absurdity, calling for compassion (if not a smile) for the lack of faith and the frivolity
it implied. For they expected something quite different,” — wrote Dostoevsky.® The miracle of a
non-decaying body was a simple, natural consequence in the “if... then...” paradigm of Alyosha’s

faith without doubt.

Of course, there had been, in former times, saints in the monastery
whose memory was carefully preserved and whose relics, according
to tradition, showed no signs of corruption. This fact was regarded
by the monks as touching and mysterious, and the tradition of it was
cherished as something blessed and miraculous, and as a promise,
by God’s grace, of still greater glory from their tombs in the
future. 110

The decay of Zosima’s body signaled the absence of the miracle. Dostoevsky shows that it
was interpreted as a withdrawal of Divine grace, and Father Zosima was essentially deemed
unworthy of the veneration he had gathered through the years of loving service in the hermitage:

But at last the murmurs, first subdued but gradually louder and more
confident, reached even him. “It shows God’s judgment is not as
man’s,” Father Paissy heard suddenly. The first to give utterance to
this sentiment was a layman, an elderly official from the town,
known to be a man of great piety. But he only repeated aloud what
the monks had long been whispering.!!

The posthumous humiliation of Father Zosima continues throughout the chapter,

demonstrating the crystallization of a message based on the personal truths and emotions of those

109 1hid., 365.
119 Ihid., 366.

111 Ibid., 368.
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involved. Dostoevsky points out two most typical reactions to Zosima’s death: unlimited happiness
or personal offense. In contrast to these highly verbalized emotions based on anger and jealousy
towards the sainthood of the elder (an expression of the opposition to the institute of elders in the
Russian Orthodox church), it is silence and tears that constitute the unique reaction from Alyosha.
No one loved Zosima the way the young hero did. And although the troubled thoughts clouded
Alyosha’s mind as well, the state of inner unrest and oscillation between faith in the ultimate truth
of God’s judgment and suffering the seeming absence of “higher justice” in the moment, was a
sign of a pure, true love only a young and honestly passionate heart is capable of, says Dostoevsky.
The contradictory feeling caused by failed expectations finds a kenotic expression in Alyosha
Karamazov’s character. Through his spiritual love for Zosima, he is able to actively empathize
with the elder’s posthumous humiliation, and through the silent tears, he empties out the pain of
unfulfilled expectations.

In Chapter Two, titled “4 Critical Moment,” Dostoevsky delves deep into the reasons for
Alyosha’s dismay. Even in this humble and kind character, the reader sees the desire for justice,
the need to be righteous, the drive to set boundaries for one’s own self and say “no” even to the
transcendent Other, and the inner conflict that results from a wrong judgment. The grief
Dostoevsky describes in Alyosha comes from the loss of the ideal he created of Father Zosima —
“...the figure of his beloved elder, the figure of that holy man whom he revered with such
adoration.”*? His reaction to the absence of the miracle is disbelief in the ultimate justice of God.
Just like the unbelievers in his brother Ivan’s poem The Grand Inquisitor, part of Alyosha’s self
requires a miracle to have faith in God. Based on how big of a spiritual miracle Father Zosima was

in life, Alyosha expects him to be a miracle even after death — God’s miracle in the traditional

112 Ibid., 440.
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Eastern Orthodox way, passed on with the narratives of sainthood and martyrdom. Anything less
would not be fair from Alyosha’s point of view. He could not accept that the humiliation of Father

Zosima was part of God’s loving will, because to him it was so obviously undeserved and unjust:

Ho cnpaBennuBocTH kaxkaall, CIpaBeIJIMBOCTH, & HE TOKMO JIUIIb
gynec! Y BOT TOT, KOTOPBI JOHKEH Obl ObLI, IO YIOBAHUSIM €TO,
OBITH BO3HECEH MPEBBIIIE BCEX B LIEJIOM MHUPE, — TOT CaMblii BMECTO
CJIaBBI, €My MOJI00ABIIEH, BAPYT HU3BEPKEH U omo3opeH! 3a yTto?
Kro cymun? Kro mor Tak paccynnts? — BOT BOIPOCHI, KOTOpBIE
TOTYAC K€ M3MYUYUIIM HEOIBITHOE U JEBCTBEHHOE cepiue ero. He
MOT OH BBIHECTH 0€3 OCKOpOJICHHs, 0e3 O3JI00JICHUs Jaxke
CEpJICYHOr0, UYTO MpaBeIHEHIINN U3 MPaBEAHBIX MPEAaH Ha TaKOe
HAaCMEILJIMBOE U 3JI00HOE TIIyMJIEHUE CTOJIb JIETKOMBICIIEHHON U
CTOJb HIDKE €ro crossmeii Tonme. 3

But it was justice, justice, he thirsted for, not simply miracles. And
now the man who should, he believed, have been exalted above
everyone in the whole world, that man, instead of receiving the glory
that was his due, was suddenly degraded and dishonored! What for?
Who had judged him? Who could have decreed this? Those were the
questions that wrung his inexperienced and virginal heart. He could
not endure without mortification, without resentment even, that the
holiest of holy men should have been exposed to the jeering and
spiteful mockery of the frivolous crowd so inferior to him.*4

Alyosha’s reaction mirrors Ivan’s appeal to the ultimate justice for the death of innocent
children. Both brothers want to see the “right” reaction from God as a condition of continued faith
in the ideal Other. Here, Dostoevsky pins down the moment of rebellion that is deeply anti-kenotic
in nature, and details the emotional suffering linked to the self-claimed right to pass judgment.

— Jla Hey»Xenb ThI TOJIBKO OTTOT0, YTO TBOW CTapHK NMpoBOH:N? [la
HEYXKEJIM K€ Tbl BEPUJI CEPbE3HO, YTO OH 4YyJeca OTMayuBaTh

113 Bratya Karamazovy, V. 2, 19.

114 The Brothers Karamazov, 337.
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HAyHET? — BOCKIMKHYJ PakuTuH, ONATh NEpPEeXols B CaMoe
HCKPEHHEE U3yMIICHHUE.

— Bepuun, Bepyro, u Xouy BepoBaTh, 1 Oyly BEpOBaTh, HY 4ero tede
emie! — pa3ApaxuTEIBLHO MPOKpUYa AJeria.

— Ja Huuero poBHO, TOnyOumk. Dy uepr, ma ITOMY
TPUHAAIATWICTHUM WIKOJBbHUK TEMEeph HE BEPUT. A BIpPOYEM,
yepT... Tak ThI BOT M paccepawics Ternepb Ha 0Oora-To CBOETO,
B30YHTOBAJICS: YMHOM, J€CKaTh, OOOILIH, K MPAa3AHUKY OpJCcHA HE
namu! DX BbI!

Aunemia JUIMHHO U KaK-TO MPUILYPUB TJ1a3a mocMoTpen Ha PakuTuHa,
M B IJ1a3ax €ro 4TOo-TO BAPYT CBEPKHYJIO... HO HE 03JI00JICHHE Ha
Pakutnna.

— S mpotuB Gora mMoero He OYHTYIOCh, sl TOJIBKO «MHUpa €ro He
MIPUHUMAIO», — KPUBO YCMEXHYJICS BAPYT Anema.®

“Can you really be so upset simply because your old man has begun
to stink? You don't mean to say you seriously believed that he was
going to work miracles?” exclaimed Rakitin, genuinely surprised
again.

“I believed, I believe, I want to believe, and I will believe, what more
do you want?” cried Alyosha irritably.

“Nothing at all, my boy. Damn it all! why, no schoolboy of thirteen
believes in that now. But there.... So now you are in a temper with
your God, you are rebelling against Him; He hasn't given promotion,
He hasn't bestowed the order of merit! Eh, you are a set!”

Alyosha gazed a long while with his eyes half closed at Rakitin, and
there was a sudden gleam in his eyes ... but not of anger with Rakitin.
“I am not rebelling against my God; I simply ‘don't accept His
world.”” Alyosha suddenly smiled a forced smile.!!®

The moment of the loss of the other, in whom one’s self had been invested in love, often
triggers thoughts on the possibility of transcendent encounters and on the very existence of a fair,
all-loving creator. Alyosha, who did not doubt God’s existence, experiences in this moment a

feeling of rejection that sets a limit even to his kenotic obedience: “I am not rebelling against my

God; I simply ‘don't accept His world.”” Alyosha’s words echo his conversation with Ivan

115 Bratya Karamazovy. V. 2, 21-22.

116 The Brothers Karamazov.
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Karamazov, who was intent on “returning the ticket” based on the injustice of the world that God
had created. The questions that Dostoevsky has Alyosha voice the inquiries that many believers
have about God’s choice to incarnate on Earth. Why did the omnipotent deity choose self-emptying
into a most humble human being to save humanity? Why did God suffer humiliation and death on
the cross instead of destroying all human carriers of sin based on His just and fair judgment?
Despite years of practicing faith as a true believer, Alyosha seems to have missed the message of
kenosis — God’s self-humiliation for the benefit of humanity as an act of love. The young hero now
needs to face his own truth to determine whether the God he believes in is as just, loving and fair
as he felt before.

In the end, Zosima’s decaying body saves Alyosha as a true believer, refining his faith. The
absence of the expected miracle shattered Alyosha’s naive beliefs that bordered on idolatry, and
brought back into focus his own humanity, weakness and vulnerability. Embracing Zosima’s
imperfection allowed Alyosha to be more steadfast in his humility and the resolve to withhold
judgment of the other. Discussing virtue in Dostoevsky’s literary world, we see this motif — the
paradoxical strength of weakness and giving judgment-free space for the other — permeate his
fictional and non-fictional writing and point the reader to the Christological ideal of humanity.

VI1. Kenosis in Russian Religious Thought

In 1892, an Orthodox theologian Mikhail Mikhailovich Tareev introduced the word kenosis
into Russian religious discourse in his book The Temptation of the Godman as the Unique
Redemptive Act of the Whole Earthly Life of Christ, in Connection with the History of Pre-
Christian Religions and of the Christian Church.!'” In this comprehensive guide to Russian

Orthodox theology published in 1908, Tareev writes extensively about kenosis and also about the

U7 Cassedy, Dostoevsky’s Religion, 11.
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subsequent glory as an essential element of the kenotic practice, also stressing the point that
“YHI/ILII/I}KeHI/Ie HCO6XOI[I/IMO COIIPOBOXKAACTCA IIPOCIaBJICHUEM, KakK CBOH CYIHCCTBGHHBIIZ
DJICMEHT. HOBTOMy aIroCTOJI MPHUCOCAUHACT K OIIMCAHHUIO CAMOYHHUYMXKCHUA U CMUPCHUSA XpI/ICTa
oncanue npociasieHus Ero” (“humiliation is invariably accompanied by glorification as one of
its essential elements. Therefore, the apostle adds the description of Christ’s glorification to the
depiction of His self-humiliation and humility”).}*® Paul Valliere suggests that Tareev’s views of
Christ’s kenosis were inspired to some degree by Dostoevsky.”!?

The idea termed kenosis subsequently played an important role in the works of Sergei
Bulgakov,*?° Nikolai Losskii,*?* Georges Florovsky, Nadezhda Gorodetzky, and George Fedotov.
In his 1933 theological study, Georges Florovsky wrote about kenosis as the basis for the Russian
culture of self-offering (napenne ce6s).1?> Nadezhda Gorodetzky’s 1938 study The Humiliated
Christ in Modern Russian Thought defines kenotic “humiliation” as a Russian national ideal.'?3
The author claims that “...in the case of Russia, the “kenotic” type of life, thought and character,

far from being a result of intellectual investigation, precedes it.” She describes her study as “an

account of a devotional attitude, of a life lived in a “kenotic” frame of mind” rather than an account

18 Tareev, “Christos,” Osnovy christianstva. V. |, 34.
119 Valliere, M. M. Tareev: A Study in Russian Ethics and Mysticism, 64.

120 For the discussion of the role the notion of kenosis plays in the works of Sergei Bulgakov, see Valliere,
Modern Russian Theology. Bukharev, Soloviev, Bulgakov: Orthodox Theology in a New Key, 337-44.

121 osskii, The World as an Organic Whole. Losskii, Kharakter russkogo Naroda.

122 Florovsky, Collected Works of Georges Florovsky: Ways of Russian Theology.

123 Nadejda Gorodetzky wrote: The young men and women of the seventies who joined the ranks of the
revolutionaries put into practice their ideas of poverty, of social self-abasement, of voluntary suffering.

We had thus to classify the movement as one of “kenotic” inspiration. Gorodetzky, The Humiliated Christ
in Modern Russian Thought, 176.
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of the doctrine itself. Gorodetzky explains her choice of emphasis by saying that “long before
Russian thought was mature enough to face the doctrine of kenosis, the attention of the Russian
people was struck by the evangelical call to meekness, poverty, humility, and obedience.”*?*

The Western understanding of Russian religious mentality and Russian holiness being
“kenotic” primarily stems from Fedotov’s The Russian Religious Mind, published in 1946 in the
United States.!?® Fedotov bases his understanding on the works of Western kenotics and the
writings of M. M. Tareev, suggesting that kenosis is the key to the Russian religious mind and the
great discovery of the first Christian generation in Russia. He compares the attitude of the newly
converted Russian people to that of the “ossified” Christian societies of Byzantium and the
Western Dark Ages, who “turned away with fear and discomfort from the face of the humiliated
God.”*?® Among those who readily adopted the kenotic ideal and put it into practice, Fedotov lists
Boris and Gleb, “the greatest among the ancient Russian saints and the first canonized by the
Church.” From Fedotov’s point of view, the fact that Russia’s first and most beloved saints are
canonized on the basis of their suffering alone — a phenomenon unique to Russian Orthodoxy —
demonstrates the special role of kenosis in Russian religion: “Through the lives of the holy
sufferers as through the Gospels, the image of the meek and suffering Savior entered the heart of
the Russian nation as the most holy of its spiritual treasures.”*?’

It needs to be mentioned, that, like Jostein Bartnes, Steven Cassedy talks extensively about

the validity of applying the term “kenotic” to the Russian Orthodox religious tradition:

124 1bid., vii.
125 Fedotov, The Russian Religious Mind.
126 |pid., 131.

127 Ibid., 104.



But the point in Fedotov is to tell us about the alleged cult of
suffering in Russian Christianity, so how does it advance our
understanding to call the cult kenotic and thereby to associate it with
a virtue (humility) that practically every Christian sect in the world
would embrace? 128
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In his Dostoevsky’s Religion, Cassedy explicitly warns about the dangers of circular logic

when we talk about kenosis in Dostoevsky.

First, we posit a pair of traits (humility and voluntary suffering) as
constituting and defining Russian kenoticism. Then we measure
characters in Dostoevsky’s novels against these traits for the
purpose of determining whether these saints and characters are
kenotic. Then we determine that the saints and characters are or are
not kenotic, because . . . well, they possess or do not possess the
traits we listed at the beginning. But our authority for saying that
these are the traits that constitute and define kenoticism is usually,
directly or indirectly, George Fedotov, who didn’t do a particularly
good job of establishing historical credibility for the tradition that in
his own eyes is so fundamental to the Russian religious mind.*?°

Cassedy then admits the following — but the dangers are still obvious:

One thing, however, is clear: whether or not there was a kenotic
tradition in Russia like the one Fedotov described, there is no doubt
that Dostoevsky was interested in the two topics of suffering and
humility. 1%

For Vladimir Lossky, a Russian Orthodox theologian of the 20" century exiled in Paris,

kenosis is “the Incarnation in its aspect of humiliation,” when “Christ’s exinanition is voluntary:

128 Cassedy, 153.

129 Ibid.

130 Ibid.
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though remaining God, He accepts becoming mortal, for the only way to conquer death was to
allow it to penetrate God Himself where it could find no place.”*3! We make notice of the voluntary
nature of this behavior and the subsequent victory over the demise.
VII1. Conclusion

As a theistic thinker, Dostoevsky contributed to the promotion of the kenotic idea in
Russian religious philosophy. The textual richness of instances of self-limitation, self-abnegation,
self-emptying, humility, poverty, suffering, sacrifice, and obedience found in his works, as well as
the ethically positive light in which these phenomena are presented,'* foregrounds the role of
kenosis in the ethical system of Dostoevsky’s narratives. Sacrificing one’s self and every material
benefit is seen by Dostoevsky not as a moral or an external imperative, but rather as a free inner
intention that makes itself known at the pinnacle of human personality development. More than an
obligation at that point, the giving up of self is a wonder:

...TIOXEPTBOBATh JTUM S, OTAATh €ro — BCEM [...] €CTh HEUTO

HEOTPa3MMO-TIPEKPACHOe, CNAJOCTHOE, HEM30eKHOE U  JaKe
HeoOBscHrMOe. 133

...sacrificing this I, giving it — to all [...] is something irresistibly
wonderful, delightful, inevitable and even inexplicable.'3*

131 |_ossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church, 243.

132 JlocToeBCcKuii MPUXOMUT K KEHOTHYECKOM aHTPOIIOJIOTUH: KaK 6eCKOHeuHOe HeTomanue bora B
YEeNI0BEYECKOM IpUpoIe, Oe3yIepOHOe 11 G0KECTBEHHOTO Hauasla M CIIaCHTENILHOE IS TBAPHOIO,
PacKpHIBAET OH JIMYHOCTH B €€ JBMKEHUH K UCTHHE, Oary 1 kpacore. CTyIeHH TaKOro IBUKEHUS
OTYETIMBO OOPUCOBAHBI y HETO — 3TO KEHOTHYECKHE CTYIICHH «OOHOCIIUY, «CIMPAOAHUSLY, KHCEPMELLY,
«CAMOYHUYUICEHUAY, «CMUPEHUAY, «O1A200aMHO20 UOUOMUIMAY, «DE3VMUSLY, (KOCHOAZLIYULY,
«iopoocmsax u np... Kotelnikov, Dostoevskii. Materialy i issledovaniia, 195.

138 PSS, V. 20, 172-175.

134 Proffer.
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This sentiment from the journal entry on Masha’s death echoes a central idea of Winter
Notes on Summer Impressions published the year before. A crucial text for understanding
Dostoevsky’s position on kenosis, Winter Notes portrays willing self-emptying and self-sacrifice

as a natural feature of highly developed personalities:

CaMoOBOIIbHOE, COBEpIIEHHO CO3HATEIILHOE W HUKEM HeE
MIPUHYXJACHHOE CaMOIIOKEPTBOBAHUE BCEro cels B IMOJIb3Y BCEX
€CTh, I0-MOEMY, TpPU3HAK BBICOYAMINIEr0 €€ [JIUYHOCTH]
MOTYIIIECTBA, BBICOYANINEr0  camMooOJalaHus, BbICOYaIei
cB00OIBI COOCTBEHHOM BOJU. J|0OPOBOJIBHO TMOJIOKUTH CBOM JKUBOT
3a BCeX, MIONTH 3a BCEX Ha KPECT, Ha KOCTEP, MOKHO TOJIBKO CAENaTh

IIpru CaMOM CHUJIBHOM PAa3BUTHUHN JH/I‘-IHOCTI/I.135

The willing, absolutely conscious self-sacrifice, not forced by
anyone, the sacrifice of self for the benefit of all is, in my opinion, a
sign of its [personality’s] highest power, the highest self-possession,
the highest freedom of will. To give up, willingly, one’s life for all,
to go to the cross, into the fire — it is possible to do so only out of
the highest development of one’s personality.*®

Dostoevsky claims that kenotic behavior is a natural human inclination:

CunpHO pa3BUTas JIMYHOCTh, BIIOJIHE YBEPCHHAs B CBOEM IIPaBe
OBITh JTMYHOCTHIO, YK€ HE HMMeromlas 3a ce0sd HUKAKOTo CTpaxa,
HUYET0 HE MOXKET CHIeaTh JAPYroro W3 CBOCH JIMYHOCTH, TO €CTh
HUKaKoro 6osee ynorpebieHus, Kak 0TAaTh ee BCK BceM, 4To0 U
JIpyrue Bce OBUIM TOYHO TaKUMH K€ CaMOINpPaBHBIMH U
CYACTJIMBBIMU JIMYHOCTSAMHU. DTO 3aKOH MPHUPOJBI; K ITOMY TSHET

HOPMaJILHOTO yenoBeka. 3’

A well-developed personality, thoroughly confident in its right to be
a personality, having no more fears for itself, can make nothing other

135 Dostoevsky, Zimnie zapiski o letnikh vpechatleniiakh.
1% Dostoevsky, Winter Notes on Summer Impressions.

187 Zimnie zapiski o letnikh vpechatleniiakh.
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of its personality — that is, it cannot apply it in any way other than to
give it away to all, so that all others were equally independent and
happy personalities. This is the law of nature; a man has a normal
inclination for that.138

In his early journalism, in the Articles on Russian Literature, Dostoevsky urges his readers

to sacrifice the “giantism” of the self and become “like a boy””:

Bl JxenaeTe MCHOJMHCKOW AESTENIBHOCTH; XOTHTE JIM, MBI BaM
JaIdM TaKylo, KOTopas Bblle BceX OXuaaHui Bammx? [...] Bot
OHA: TOXEPTBYWTE Juisi BceoOmiero Onara BCEM  BallluM
BEJIMKAaHCTBOM... lloxkepTBylTe BCeM — M BEIMKOW NPUPOIOH
Balllel U BEJIMKMMU HJIEIMH, TIOMHS, YTO BCE 3TO JUIsl BCEOOIIEro
Onmara; CHU30HAMTE, CHHU3OWOUTE 1O Malbyuka. ITO OyIeT
KoJIoCCalIbHEeMIIast sxkepTtBa!l Mano TOro: BBl JIIOAM YMHBIE,
TaJaHTIUBbIE, U €CIM TOXKEepTByeTe co00il, CHM3OIIeTE M0
0OBIJICHHOTO, 10 MaJICHBKOTO, TO, MOXET OBITh, TYT )K€, C IIEPBOTO
K€ IIara OThIIIEeTe elle KaKylo-HUOYyIb JAedTelbHOCTh, Ooliee
CWJIBHYIO, a IOTOM €11Ie U enle. |...] Ho BuHOBaThI, MOXKET OBbITh, 3TO
HE 1O BallUM cCuiiaM. BbI, mokamyid, MOKeTe MOXKEpTBOBaTh U
’KH3HUIO; HO HA TAaKHe YCUIIHS BBl He criocoOHb!. 13

You want grand-scale action; do you want us to offer action that will
exceed all your expectations? [...] Here it is: sacrifice your
grandeur for the common good... Sacrifice all — your grand nature
and your grand ideas, knowing that all this is for the common good;
descend, descend to a boy. This will be a colossal sacrifice!
Moreover: you are clever, talented people, and if you sacrifice
yourself and descend to the ordinary, to the small, then, maybe, right
there and then, from the very first step, you will find some other
action, more powerful, and then, more and more. [...] Although, we
are sorry; this, maybe, is beyond your power. You, probably, are
capable of sacrificing even your life; but such efforts are beyond
your capacities.

138 Winter Notes on Summer Impressions.

139 pss, V. 18, 68.
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Dostoevsky conveys that there is a transformative potential in diminishing oneself and
emptying out all individual desires for grandeur. Kenotic self-minimization, in Dostoevsky’s view,
can have a positive, constructive effect both on the personal and the societal levels. While working
on The Idiot he writes: “CMupenune — camast CTpaliHas Cuiia, Kakas TOJIbKO MOKET Ha CBETE ObITh.”

(“Humility is the most terrifying force that can exist in the world.”)%

Translated as “humility,”
cmupenue can be morphologically parsed into “c mupom” (at peace), and “c mipom” (with people).
Human experience proves that humility is the type of attitude to the reality that can indeed facilitate
peaceful communal existence if achieved collectively. “Humility is an essential skill of accepting
one’s inner and outer circumstances at any given moment as the only ones possible and therefore
the best for the development of self and creation of one’s fate.”**! Cuupumsca is, in fact, one of
the Russian translations of the verb ékévmoev (ekénasen): “On emupuia Ce0st, OBIB MOCTYIIHBIM
naxe J0 CMEpTH, M cMepTH KpectHoit.”**? For Dostoevsky, humility and obedience are the
foundation of future life, much like death is necessary for rebirth. The epitaph on Dostoevsky’s
tomb is John 12:24:

I/ICTI/IHHO, HCTUHHO T'OBOPIO BaM: €CJIM IMIICHUYHOC 3CPHO, IaB B

3EMJII0, HC YMPET, TO OCTAHCTCA OJHO, a €CIIN YMPCT, TO IIPUHECECT

MHOTO TUToa. M43

Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and
dies, it remains just a single grain, but if it dies it bears much fruit.14*

140 K otelnikov, 197.

141 Schaffner, What Is Humility & Why Is It Important?
142 The Bible, Russian Synodal Version, Phil., 2:8.

143 |pid., Ot loanna, 12:24.

144 The Bible, NRSV, John, 12:24.
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In the 19th century, Theophan the Recluse expounded upon the aforementioned verses,

drawing a connection between creativity and the capacity to recognize the finite nature of human

existence:

Dostoevsky fully embodied this sentiment after the transformational moment of pardon just

Nrak, eciu Xxo4emb ObITh IJI0OJIOHOCHBIM, — YMPH; YMPH HACTOSIIIM
00pa3om, 4TOOBI B CepAlle HOCUTh YyBCTBO, UTO THI YK€ ymep. |[...]
Kakoii ke, ckaxere, 1011 OT 3TOro, Korjaa TyT Bce 3ampetr? Her, He
3aMpeT, a IBUTCS dHEPrus, Ja eule kakas. OJlHa MUHYTKa OCTajlach,
CKaxellb cebe, — ceyac MPUTOBOP; Jail MOCHENly claenarbh 4YTo-
HUOY b, — U clenaemb. Tak 1 B KaxIyro MuHyTY. 4

So, if you want to bear fruit — die, die for real, so that your heart
carries the feeling that you are already dead. [...] You’ll ask, what
kind of fruit can be born when everything is dead? No, it won’t be
dead, instead, energy will appear, and what kind of energy! You’ll
tell yourself: | have one minute left, the judgment is close, | should
hurry to do something — and you’ll do it. Every single minute.

a few moments before the execution. His literary work is an illustration of the message of extreme

humility and kenotic self-emptying for the sake of new creation. Minimization and critical

evaluation of self in the dialogic relationship with the other in the common view of the transcendent

Third constitutes the trialogic discursive model which Dostoevsky promoted through his most

wholesome characters. Confession as a foundational kenotic act features prominently in

Dostoevsky’s discourse as a speech genre and a self-orienting philosophy best summarized in the

Scriptural verses that follow his epitaph:

145 Mysli na kazhdyi den goda po tserkovnym chteniiam iz Slova Bozhiia, 196.
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JIroOsmuii Tynry cBOIO MOTYOUT ee; a HeHaBUAALIMI AyIly CBOIO B
MHpE CEM COXPAHHT €€ B KM3Hb BeuHyl0. 4

Those who love their soul will lose it, and those who hate their soul
in this world will keep it for eternal life.14
In Chapter Two, I will contemplate Dostoevsky’s fascination with confession and examine
the ways in which confessional exchanges function in his major novels. Concentrating on the
conditions of a truly transformative confessional experience, we will observe how the doctrine of
kenosis becomes the guide for this often-overlooked act of mutual healing that combines thought

and word with love.

146 The Bible, RSV, Ot loanna, 12:25.

147 The Bible, NRSV, John 12:25.
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Chapter Two
Kenotic Principles in Dostoevsky’s Literary Confessions

Tracing the roots of Dostoevsky’s ethical thought and writing philosophy, this chapter
argues that Dostoevsky’s confessional discourse offers the most concise presentation of the ethical
model that he considered beneficial for the development of humanity. Dostoevsky’s own
fluctuating beliefs led him to mistakes from which he learned and applied to his writings. Having
suffered significant tribulations in life, he chose to align his personal truth with the transcendent
as it is understood in the Russian Orthodox religious tradition, relating this vision to the world
through his oftentimes prophetic literary work. Philosophically opposed to positivism, Dostoevsky
espoused the philosophy that recognizes faith as a valid instrument of cognition, and the existence
of the transcendent as the necessary precondition for human existence and evolution. In his literary
confessions, Dostoevsky created the environment for the words of his characters to live in
agreement or opposition to one another, and to the Word incarnate. Within this chapter, we explore
his writing to notice how the presence of the scriptural word affects the participants and the
outcomes of conversational interactions.

Kenosis, observed necessarily during every effective confession of wrongs, appears in
Dostoevsky’s literary descriptions in a wide variety of manifestations, consistent with the ones
discussed in Chapter One. Kenotic stance towards the other, and the acknowledgment of the
transcendent Truth, create the space for binding energy to connect two discrete selves into a new,
unmerged but undivided whole. In addition to the necessary recognition of the transcendent Third,
Dostoevsky places love for the other in the center of his most liberating confessional moments. It
is important to notice that such positioning of conversational participants inevitably points not to

a dialogic, but to a trialogic consciousness and involves the word in its most final, unchangeable,
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true meaning. The transforming energy of grace that can be recognized in trialogic confessional
discourse plays a most important role in the miracle of peaceful human coexistence in
Dostoevsky’s world. We will examine several confessions of this kind, as well as ideas that appear
significant in Dostoevsky’s philosophical position and the form of their literary expression.
I. Dostoevsky’s Religious Revolution
Recalling Dostoevsky’s own ideological and spiritual maturation allows us to see the roots
of his literary fascination with kenotic tropes pursuant to his personal interactions with Russian
state law and his negotiation with the ethical norms of the Russian Orthodox faith. In his early
years, says Victor Terras, “Dostoevsky certainly was not a model of prudence, or, one may suspect,
of virtue.”'*® Bad habits aside, Dostoevsky’s personality combined undeniable talents and virtues
with a few socially unpleasant, egotistic traits:
Dostoevsky in his twenties is a nervous, irritable, self-conscious
hypochondriac. He quarrels with most of his friends at one time or
other.14
Prone to a nervous disorder of an unknown etiology and harboring multiple fears about his
illnesses, Dostoevsky was still extremely far from being a “mental patient,” as his mind was strong
enough to withstand interrogations, solitary confinement, and a mock execution with courage,
strength, and dignity.
During his interrogation he never once lost his head, yielded only as
much information as he had to; never gave himself up for lost; but
was, one may say, an excellent advocate for himself and for his

friends. What is more, he never took to groveling before the
examining magistrate, retained his dignity without antagonizing the

148 Terras, The Young Dostoevsky (1846 — 1849). A Critical Study, 269.

149 Ibid., 270.
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interrogators and, as much as he ever could, tried to protect his
fellow prisoners even at the expense of his own safety. He gained
the respect of his interrogators.>°

Victor Terras points out that “through his whole life Dostoevsky could “reach back™ for
some more energy when it was necessary. His resources seem to have been inexhaustible.”>!
These words suggest a source of unending strength in Dostoevsky’s mind, a mental reserve that
he went to for support in times of life trials. Placing the transcendent in the position of the “power
supply” for the young Dostoevsky is a challenging assumption of faith to prove, although Fyodor
Mikhailovich claimed he “knew Russian monastery since childhood.”*®? In his lifetime, the writer
went through various degrees of distancing himself from the framework of a religious worldview,
as he was opening his mind to the truth contained in the philosophies of materialism and
humanism. His own way to approach and embody religious thinking became a source of inspiration
for the literary cycle of major novels now known as Dostoevsky’s Gospel or “Ilaruxarxue
Jocroesckoro. 3

In addition to the literary work that was published in his lifetime, since 1867, Dostoevsky’s
plans also included a “huge novel” titled JKumue seruxozco epewnuxa (Vita of a Great Sinner). A
multivolume, poly-novel literary form, this never finished project was conceptualized by

Dostoevsky as an attempt to show the whole spectrum of human existence without God, to discuss

all kinds of obstacles to embracing theistic consciousness, and in the end to confirm the idea of the

150 Belchikov, Dostoevsky v protsesse petrashevtsev, 50-52.
151 Terras, 272.

152 Tikhomirov, “Zhitie velikogo greshnika,” Dostoevsky: Sochineniia, pisma, dokumenty: Slovar-
spravochnik, 291-298.

153 [Ipecmynnenue u naxazanue, Houom, IToopocmox, becwvl, Bpamvsa Kapamazoswi.
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Absolute Other as the only possible and solid foundation for a happy human life. In his letter to

Maikov, in March of 1870, Dostoevsky writes:

[Poman sTOT]| ... BCs Haaexkaa Moeu xu3HH. [JaBHBIA BOmpoOC,
KOTOPBIN MPOBEAETCS BO BCEX YACTAX, — TOT CaMbIid, KOTOPBIM sI
MYYWICS CO3HATENbHO M OEcCcO3HATEIbHO BCIO MOKO KH3HB, —
cymectsoBanue boxue. >

[This novel] ... is the whole hope of my life. The fundamental idea,
which will run through each of the parts, is one that has tormented
me, consciously and unconsciously, all my life: it is the question of
the existence of God.

Dostoevsky’s plan for this work was to immerse the reader in the depths of an atheistic
worldview. The spiritual wanderings of his protagonist essentially encapsulate Dostoevsky’s own

experience of searching for the meaning of life and the goal of human existence.

I'epoii, pycckuil 4enoBek, HalIero o0IIecTBa, U B JIETaX, HE OYCHb
o0Opa30BaHHbBIN, HO U HE HEOOPA30BaHHBIM, BAPYT ... TEPSIET BEPY B
bora. [...] IToreps Bepsl B bora nelicTByeT Ha HErO KOJOCCAIBHO.
OH LIHBIPSET 110 HOBBIM IMOKOJIEHUSM, 10 aTEUCTaM, 110 CJIaBIHaM U
€BpoIeiaM, M0 PYCCKUM H3yBepaM M IIyCTBIHHOKHUTEISAM, II0
CBAILICHHUKAM; CUJIbHO, MEXKIYy MPOYMM, MOIMAJAETCI HAa KPHOYOK
He3yHTy, MponaraTopy, MOJsAKY; CIyCKaeTcsi OT HEero B IIyOMHY
XJIBICTOBIIMHBL... HO B KOHIlE oOperaeTr m XpHCTa, U PYCCKYIO
3eMJII0, pycckoro XpucTa u pycckoro Bora.'®®

The protagonist, a Russian man from our society and of many years,
not very educated, but not uneducated either, suddenly... loses faith
in God. [...] The loss of faith in God affects him tremendously. He
snoops around new generations, atheists, Slavs and Europeans,
Russian fanatics and desert dwellers, priests; becomes deeply
enamored, by the way, with Jesuits, propagators, and Poles;

154 Zapisnye tetradi Dostoevskogo, 96-108.

15 1hid., 160-161.
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descends into the depths of the Khlysts... But in the end reaches
Christ and Russian land, Russian Christ and Russian God.

This loss of faith is an emotional experience undoubtedly familiar to Dostoevsky, who
wandered away from church teachings before his arrest and the four-year prison sentence at the
end of 1840s. Being an active member of the Petrashevskii circle, Dostoevsky was condemned as
a political conspirator and sent to prison. Interestingly, he not only survived Siberian labor camps,
but came back a healthier man, having been “cured” from his nervous disorder by the shock of his
arrest and imprisonment. Later, in 1874, he wrote to Vsevolod Solovyov:

When | found myself in prison, | thought that this was the end of
me, that [ wouldn’t stand it if it lasted for more than three days. But
then suddenly I found myself quite calm. [...] And my dreams while
in prison were so peaceful, so good, so mellow, the longer | was
there, the better | felt.?>

What exactly contributed to this change of mind that turned the writer from a neurotic —
prone to contradiction, fights and a wide range of wrongdoings — into an ardent true believer in his
own vision of Christian Orthodoxy and the ideal of Christ? In a letter to Fonvizina, soon after his
release from prison camp in 1854, he writes:

I’1l tell you of myself that I have been a child of the age, a child of
disbelief and doubt up until now and will be even (I know this) to the
grave. What horrible torment this thirst to believe has cost me and

continues to cost me, a thirst that is all the stronger in my soul the
more negative arguments there are in me.’

15 £ M. Dostoevskii v vospominaniiakh sovremennikov, pis 'makh i zametkakh, 124.

157 Complete Letters, 1, 194.
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In the same letter the writer concludes that he has found in himself a “symbol of faith” in
which all is clear, and that symbol is
to believe that there is nothing more beautiful, more profound, more
attractive, more wise, more courageous and more perfect than Christ
[...] Moreover, if someone proved to me that Christ were outside the
truth, and it really were that the truth lay outside Christ, I would
prefer to remain with Christ rather than with the truth.8
Dostoevsky saw the miracle of his pardon as another chance to live a more honest life. He
later writes about the most decisive event of his life in The Idiot, where Prince Myshkin recounts
a story about the man reprieved from execution. Most dreadful of all in those last moments,
Myshkin says, was the regret of the poor victim over a wasted life and the frantic desire to be given
another chance. “What if [ were not to die? ... I would turn every minute into an age; ... [ would
not waste one!” Upon being asked about the fate of the aforementioned individual, Myshkin
remorsefully acknowledges that his passionate decision was not executed in reality: “So it seems
it’s impossible really to live ‘counting each moment,”” says Alexandra Epanchina. “Yes, for some
reason it’s impossible,” repeated Myshkin. “So it seemed to me also ... and yet somehow I can’t
believe it.”*>°
The New Testament was the only allowed reading during the prison term. An obedient
servant during his term in ostrog, Dostoevsky read his copy of the Scripture every day and put it
under his pillow at night for four years, gaining a deeper understanding of the joy of life, even

under the hardest of circumstances. Having realized the power of contrition, Dostoevsky began

seeking humility and self-abnegation through a deeper sense of his own sins and a minimized self-

158 Ibid., 195.

159 Dostoevsky, Idiot. Sobranie sochinenii v 10 tomakh. V 6, 579.
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importance — all kenotic manifestations. Russell Hillier, who explored Dostoevsky on the
intersection of literature and theology, established that after the punishment in prison, confession
became the moment that informed Dostoevsky’s fictional discourse. “For Dostoevsky, the secret
of a person’s virtue is disclosed in their inclination to repent,” notices Hillier in his study of the
confessional moment in Dostoevsky’s life and fiction.® Isolated from his normal social setting,
Dostoevsky seems to have realized why there is no communion without confession in the Russian
Orthodox worldview.

His literary art thereupon embodies the search for the literary expression of Sobornost —
unity in freedom, communion in one faith, “dying in each other’s life, living in each other’s
death.”®! This is the vision of the world where “only everything together is real,”'®? with the
reality being the all-encompassing reality of the many, not the reality from one point of view. This
is the world where everyone’s conversational voice is an honest to God confession. Viacheslav
Ivanov was one of the first Russian philosophers who stressed the importance of this reality of one
truth and of the idea of synthetic universe for Dostoevsky. Ivanov writes:

Dostoevsky’s prose was only a medium for the polymorphous
development of the idea of Sobornost that he had carried within him

as a comprehensive vision and a morphological principle of his
spiritual growth.'62

160 Hilljer, 445.
161 Williams, “The Founding of the Company,” The Region of Summer Stars, 38.
162 lvanov, Freedom and the Tragic Life: A Study in Dostoevsky, 116.

163 Ibid.
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Our contemporary Dostoyevskian scholar Tatiana Kasatkina stresses the idea that in his
veneration of the ideal of Christ, Dostoevsky hails the vision of the complete synthesis of all human

selves on Earth:

JlocToeBCcKkuii rOBOpUT, 4TO XpUCTOC, Oyayun oTpakeHueM bora Ha
3eMJIe, €CTb €11l U CHHTE3 BCEX YEJIOBEUECKHUX JIMIL; YTO CUHTE3 BCEX
YeJI0OBEYECKHX JIUI] TOJIbKO U MOXeET ObITh oTpakeHuem bora Ha
3eme. 1%

Dostoevsky says that Christ, being the reflection of God on earth, is
also the synthesis of all human selves; that only the synthesis of all
human selves can be a reflection of God on earth.

She then quotes Dostoevsky’s thoughts on the future of the resurrected humanity, where
we find his vision of Sobornost — an endless merging of every self with everything — the entirety

that reflects God:

Kak BockpecHeT Torna kaxmaoe s — B obmeM CHHTe3e — TPYIHO
npenctaBuTh. Ho )kuBOE, HE ymMepIiee Jake 10 CaMOoro JTOCTHKEHUS
U OTpa3uBIIeecs B OKOHYATENLHOM HJealle — JOKHO OXHTb B
KU3Hb OKOHYATEIbHYI0, CHHTETHYECKYI0, OECKOHEUHYIO. [...] MBI
OyaeM — TNIa, He TIepPecTaBasl CIMBaThCs co BeeM. 1%

How every self will resurrect then — in total Synthesis — is hard to
imagine. But the living that has not died till reaching and reflecting
the ultimate ideal — has to resurrect into a final, synthetic, endless
life. [...] We will be — selves, endlessly merging with everything.

In Dostoevsky’s logic, which represents a Russian Orthodox religious mind, collective

guilt does exist, and the sins of one affect the whole body of humanity. Living without confession

164 Kasatkina, “Notes from Underground and “Masha is lying on the table...” Experience of “close
reading” in a close context,” 143.

185 Dostoevsky, PSS, V. 20, 174.
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is equivalent to being away from the collective Church body, unable to receive Communion and
participate in Sobornost as the ideal version of reality for all. Only after reconciliation with the
body of the Church, upon confession and penance, can one reunite with the community through

186 js aligned with that

the mystery and grace of the Eucharist. Dostoevsky’s understanding of sin
of the New Testament, where it is defined as the refusal of humanity to accept the Gospel of Christ
and to live in peace as a member of His Church. Dostoevsky’s definition essentially stresses the
absence of kenosis in human behavior. In it, he refers to the voluntary humiliation of Christ,
redemptive for the whole of humanity. After the pardoned execution, four years in prison and four
years of serving as a soldier, Dostoevsky fully embraces the faith of his ancestors — Russian
Orthodox Christianity.'®” As a writer, he attempts to direct his readership towards the behaviors
he thought most conducive to reaching the kenotic ideal of coexistence in truth and in peace.
Dostoevsky’s writing becomes an exploration of his contemporary reality through the lens of
trialogic discourse.

1. Kenosis in Confession

Reaffirming the significance of confession in Dostoevsky’s texts, it seems useful to recall
the works of a few Dostoyevskian scholars who had very recently explored this theme. The 2011
article “Confession and Theodicy in Dostoevsky’s Oeuvre: The Reception of St. Augustine” by

Kantor provides an analysis of Dostoevsky’s engagement with confession and theodicy, while also

delving into the manner in which it was shaped by the influences of Vladimir Solovyov and St.

166 ..] Christ entered entirely into humanity, and man strives to transform into the “I” of Christ or into his
own ideal [...] When a man has not the law of striving towards the ideal, that is, has not through love
sacrificed | to people or to another person (Masha and 1), he suffers and calls this sin. PSS, V. 20, 172-
175.

167 «“Tver station, profession de foi,” he wrote right after his diary entry on Masha’s death. From French
“profession of faith, policy statement, declaration of principles.” 1bid.
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Augustine.’® Tom Dolack’s “Dostoevsky, Confession, and the Evolutionary Origins of
Conscience” (2020) posits that based on the portrayal of Raskolnikov in Crime and Punishment
and a selection of characters in The Brothers Karamazov, Dostoevsky’s literary works promote
the idea that confession is best directed towards the collective as opposed to an individual since a
transgression is committed against the collective as well.!%® Zhernokleyev’s 2021 piece
“Dostoevskii, the Feuilleton and the Confession” investigates the correlation between the
confession and the literary form of feuilleton in Dostoevsky’s oeuvre, with specific emphasis on
Notes from Underground and Demons.1’ In addition to these, Paul Contino’s “‘Descend That You
May Ascend’: Augustine, Dostoevsky, and the Confessions of Ivan Karamazov” (2006) and a
number of earlier articles on Stavrogin’s confession demonstrate that Dostoevsky’s confessional
discourse remains a productive area of literary analysis. Since this dissertation explores
Dostoevsky’s literary confessions as examples of kenotic practice, let’s turn to the discussion of
the role that kenosis plays in the speech act of confession.

To emphasize the essential connection between kenosis and the practice of confession we
need to address several areas related to the confessional process. Kenosis can be identified in the
inner self-humiliation needed to feel, think and announce a negative trait about the self, as well as
to enact the outward self-minimization before the other who acts as a witness of the verbally
actuated confession. Humility (cmupenue) is an explicitly kenotic feature that makes confession

possible. The penitent is accepting and quoting the words of the ultimate Other (from the Scripture)

168 Kantor, Vladimir K. “Confession and Theodicy in Dostoevsky’s Oeuvre: The Reception of St.
Augustine,” 10-23.

169 Dolack, Tom. “Dostoevsky, Confession, and the Evolutionary Origins of Conscience,” 19-32.

179Zhernokleyev, Denis A. “Dostoevskii, the Feuilleton and the Confession,” 71-97.
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as the truth about the self and confesses this fact by speaking these words before a human witness.
The witness — the confessor — is also engaging in kenotic behavior, providing space for the
existence of the confessed content in a non-judgmental, loving environment. Willingly accepting
the words of the other and empathizing with the sinner’s suffering, the human addressee of a
confession assists the penitent in guilt relief by the simple act of sharing the painful, poisonous
truth, offered voluntarily.

Contemporary research in psychology shows that the act of “speaking out” the knowledge
of the negative aspects of the self with true contrition leads to emptying one’s conscience of the
guilt for the very phenomena one utters and alleviates the feeling of fear of retribution that can
misdirect one’s life.!”* Akin to catharsis — the purification and purgation of emotions through
dramatic acts using words as a teaser for a certain emotional reaction, a true confession also results
in renewal and restoration.'’? A true, sacramental confession can be an effective way of resolving
inner moral conflicts and facilitating a more cooperative mode of human behavior. Additionally,
this chapter presents evidence that in Dostoevsky’s mind, kenotic behavior towards the other alone
does not provide a sufficient effect on the human psyche. Without faith in the absolute Other as
the ultimate addressee of the confession, and without the feeling of spiritual love between the
human participants of the confessional trialogue, a confession, in Dostoevsky’s eyes, cannot be
healing.

I11. Bakhtin and Dostoevsky’s Confessional Discourse

11 Hymer.

172 \ygotsky, for instance, understood catharsis as an antithetically acting principle of purification,
affecting transformation of humanity.
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Although most of Dostoevsky’s literary confessions deviate from the official confessional
practices of the Orthodox church in one aspect or another, they all belong to the confessional genre,
and their poetics invariably employ the philosophy of dialogue and the logic of kenosis.
Dostoevsky’s confessional discourse has been most prominently showcased in the 20" century by
Mikhail Bakhtin. The “philosophy for the other” of the Orthodox Christian worldview, featured in
Dostoevsky’s fiction, made its way into Bakhtin’s writing. Ivan Verch gives this definition to the

poetic appropriation of the kenotic principle by Bakhtin:

[logpaxkass ~ TEOJOTMYECKOMY  HCTOJIKOBAHUIO,  OaXTHHCKHIA
MO3TOJIOTMYECKUH “KEHO3HUC” MOT ObI TPO3BYUYaTh 00Jiee UM MEHee
TaK: aBTOp, TBOPYECKUIN CyOBEKT, CIOBECHO H300pa)kaeT CBOETro
repos, HO, boromnomoOHbIM 00pa3oM, OTKa3bIBae€TCsi OT CBOUX
aOCOJTIOTHBIX CBOMCTB C IEINBIO PEAOCTABUTH T€POI0 BO3MOKHOCTD
ObITh CyOBEKTOM COOCTBEHHOI'O CJIOBA, & HE TOJIBKO OOBEKTHBHIM

TIPOSIBIIEHHEM CBOEro abCOMOTHOrO cIoBa. 173

Emulating the theological interpretation, Bakhtin’s poetological
“kenosis” can be formulated more or less like this: the author, the
creative subject, depicts the hero verbally, but, in a Godlike manner,
gives up his absolute attributes with the goal to provide the hero with
a possibility to be the subject of his own word, and not only the
objective manifestation of the absolute word.

A theistic thinker like Dostoevsky, he claimed that the ultimate act of altruism lies in the
admission that “7 am you.” The kenotic act of self-contraction to create space for the other is seen
by the philosopher as the moral act of being able to create ideal conditions for human peaceful
coexistence.

Passive empathizing, being-possessed, losing oneself — these have
nothing to do with the answerable act of self-abstracting or self-

173 \/erch, 3.
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renunciation. [...] Self-renunciation is a performance or
accomplishment that encompasses Being-as-event.!’*

It is important that Bakhtin underscores the significance of not losing one’s self in the
process of self-renunciation for the sake of the other. The kenotic stance of giving space for the
other to exist in their own right does not presuppose the loss of self or abdication of responsibility
before the divine authority. There is no annihilation of one human self for the sake of the other
precisely because of the three-person dynamic in the philosophical setup of the trialogic speech
model. In the moment of a trialogic exchange, the self partakes of the human other and the divine
Other, and is able to exist sharing moral, spiritual, physical space with an equally right, strong and
good self of the other.

Bakhtin’s trialogic model allows one to sketch what transpires in a communicative
situation without kenotic self-minimization, when the counteraction between the self and the other
becomes a contest regarding righteousness, strength, and being “better” or “worse.” The questions
that arise in such interactions touch upon the relative value of sacrifice that one bears for an idea.
One might wonder why the other receives more love and forgiveness instead of the pain of
punishment. The perceived injustice of these “checks and balances” is handled differently by
theistic vs. secular moral consciousness. The two ways of handling internal conflict differ in the
number of participants, in the direction and quality of verbal energy exchange and the results of
interactions. In the paradigm of the secular moral mind, there is only the self and the other, and no
transcendent third. Truth is not universal, it is individual. In the conflict of truths, the judgment
mostly comes down to localized measurement of strength between the self and the other, taking

into account a variety of social, physical, emotional, national, and religious characteristics to

174 Bakhtin, Towards A Philosophy of the Act, 16.
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determine the winner. The flow of energy is “I against you,” or “us against them.” Victory in this
model is about domination.

Dealing with conflict without domination can be performed by a well-formed religious
consciousness that exists kenotically in the triangle of references: Self-Other-God. In this model,
the Truth is universal for any self and any other, removing the need for ethical altercations. It just
needs to be accepted and believed in. In this setup there is a need for a regular confession — an
honest emotional admission of one’s wrongs as determined by the Word, before a similarly
oriented other. Although emotionally this might be a feat beyond the weakness of one’s will and
the strength of one’s ego, the truly felt contrition expressed in verbal form towards the right
confessor does have a chance to be a healing miracle (sacrament). All ruptures are concerned with
secrets. People try to hide the negative and be “right” by condemning the other and passing their
judgment. This behavior causes splits between ourselves and others, as well as splits within our
own psyches. The practice of confession allows us to cease the isolation from the community and
meet our collective and individual needs. A quote from Bakhtin’s lecture on Max Scheler (1874-
1928), a German philosopher who occupied himself with phenomenology, ethics, and
philosophical anthropology, explicates confession as the process of preventing an evil deed in the
kenotic act of “speaking out” the bad that is foreign to our inner peace:

HcnoBens ecth packpbiTHE cebOsi mepen ApyruM, Jelarolnee
COLIMAIIBHBIM  [CIIOBOM]| TO, 4YTO CTPEMUTCA K CBOEMY

BHECIIOBECHOMY TIpefieny (Tpex) U mpexe ObIO U30JIMPOBAHHBIM,

HCU3XUTBIM, UYYXCPOAHBIM TCJIOM BO BHYTP €HHEeM JKU3HH

yeoBeka.l’

Confession is opening up oneself before the other, turning into a
social [word] that which gravitates towards its nonverbal limit (sin)

175 Savkin, “Delo o voskresenii,” Bakhtin i filosofskaia kultura XX veka, 111-115.
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and used to be an isolated, inextinguishable, foreign body in the
inner life of man.

This view of language as redemption presents confession as a process that allows self to
overcome estrangement and, in the words of Toni Morrison, “fend off the scariness of things with
no names.”*’® In our quest for intimacy, confession empowers us to find words for our secrets as
we try to express the negative experiences of our lives. Jung (1875 — 1961), too, often spoke of
therapy as a “cure of the soul,” and believed that confession was essential in healing. He saw the
main value of confession as releasing us from our moral isolation by enabling us to rejoin the
human community.*’’

Sylvia Sasse postulates that a true confession cannot be rhetorical: the confessant’s speech
needs to be authentic and emotional, which can only occur with the right conversational partner.
She claims that Dostoevsky turns confessional addresses into the central theme of his art.*’® His
confessing subjects suffer because they cannot find the right — the absolute — addressee for their
confessions. Sasse sees this issue as the foundation of Dostoevsky’s “poetics of address” that
makes use of erroneous addressing and a variety of verbal transgressions against the other or the
ultimate Other. She recognizes that confession works as a form of accepting responsibility and
acknowledges the freedom of knowing the difference between good and evil. This freedom in view
of the all-knowing Other who acts as the absolute norm, goodness and truth, is for Dostoevsky the

only kind of freedom that can facilitate a fair and honest relationship between people, a relationship

176 The New York Times, December 8, 1993, 17.
177 Jung, Modern Man in Search of a Soul.

178 Sasse, Wortsunden. Beichten und Gestehen in der russischen Literatur. Zasse, lad v ukho. Ispoved i
priznanie v russkoi literature, 67.
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based on responsibility. Confessions to false authorities only misdirect the confessional speech
and its subject.

Sasse argues that in his literary texts, Dostoevsky demonstrates what happens when the
confessional word is addressed exclusively in a ‘“horizontal,” secular plane of interpretation
without application of Christian ethics.!’® Dostoevsky thinks as a Christian, seeing real freedom
and independence in voluntary acceptance of responsibility. Justifying human mistakes and
transgressions by replacing individual responsibility with biological and social predetermination
results, in Dostoevsky’s mind, in oppression and dependency. An individual loses individuality
when they do not recognize moral duty. Elder Zosima in The Brothers Karamazov acts as the
spokesperson for these views when he proclaims that a criminal can experience real guilt and have
a true transforming confession only in a relationship to the Church. Being outside of the “vertical”
relationship with the transcendent Other, one cannot receive the only kind of punishment that has

a potential to heal — recognizing one’s own conscience:

...BCE OTH CCBUIKM B pabOTHI, a Mpexae ¢ OWTheM, HHUKOTO He
UCTPABJISIIOT, a TJIaBHOE IMOYTH HUKAKOIO NPECTyNHUKAa U He
yCTpamaroT, 1 YUCJI0 HPGCTYHHGHI/Iﬁ HEC TOJIBKO HC YMCHBIIACTCA, a
4yeM jajee, TeM Oosee HapacTaeT. Belp BBl C 3TUM JOJDKHBI XKe
cornacuthes. Y BBIXOIUT, 4TO OOIIECTBO TAKUM 00pa30M COBCEM HE
OXpaHEHO, N0 XOTb M OTCEKAeTCsl BPEIHBINA YJIeH MEXaHUYECKU U
CCBUTAETCSl JAIEKO, C IJa3 JIOJOH, HO Ha €ro MEeCTO TOTdYac ke
MOSIBJIICTCS IPYTOM MPECTYNHUK, a MOXKET U JiBa Apyrue. Ecinu uto
U OXpaHSeT OOIIecTBO Jake B HAlle BpeMs, M JaXe CaMoro
MPECTYMHUKA UCIPABISIET U B IPYTOro YesloBeKa MepepokIacT, TO
9TO OIIATh-TaKH C€IMHCTBCHHO JIMIIIb 3aKOH XpI/ICTOB,
CKa3bIBAIOIIUIICS B CO3HAHMM COOCTBEHHOW coBecTH. ToibKO
CO3HAaB CBOIO BUHY KaK ChIH XPHCTOBa OOIIECTBA, TO-€CTh IEPKBH,
OH CO3HAeT W BUHY CBOIO IpeJ] CaMUM OOIIECTBOM, TO-€CTh Ipea
[epKoBbI0. TakuM o00pa3oM, Mpea OAHOI TOJIBKO IEPKOBBIO

17 |bid., 91.
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COBpCMGHHBIfI IMPECTYITHUK U croco0eH co3HaTh BHHY CBOIO, 4 HE TO

yTO mpes rocyaapcraom. 180

...all these sentences to exile with hard labor, and formerly with
flogging also, reform no one, and what's more, deter hardly a single
criminal, and the number of crimes does not diminish but is
continually on the increase. You must admit that. Consequently, the
security of society is not preserved, for, although the obnoxious
member is mechanically cut off and sent far away out of sight,
another criminal always comes to take his place at once, and often
two of them. If anything does preserve society, even in our time, and
does regenerate and transform the criminal, it is only the law of
Christ speaking in his conscience. It is only by recognizing his
wrongdoing as a son of a Christian society — that is, of the Church-
that he recognizes his sin against society — that is, against the
Church. So that it is only against the Church, and not against the
State, that the criminal of to-day can recognize that he has sinned.!8!

These views are still relevant a century and a half later, as we struggle with the collapse of
the penal system and its ability to rehabilitate traumatized people. Their ability to regain coherent
positive self-perception and recover their conscience as a self-management tool is tied only to their
ability to have faith in their innate goodness. For Bakhtin too, confession is linked to the question
of moral self-evaluation: is there a self being able to act as both the subject and the object of an
ethical judgment? Bakhtin’s research of the genre of confession was instrumental in his work on
the theory of dialogic discourse. He developed his ideas of a word’s dialogic nature based on
Dostoevsky’s Notes from the Underground. Sylvia Sasse writes about Bakhtin in her study of
confession:

Mo# Te3MC COCTOMT B TOM, YTO HCITOBEJh KaK CaMOOTYET I

baxTtuHa, B 0cOOEHHOCTH CIOCO0 MCIOBEIOBAHUS B ‘“3amucKax W3
noanonbss” JIOCTOEBCKOTO, BOIUIOMIAET KaK pa3 Ty CHUTYAIUIO

180 Bratya Karamazovy. Chapter I, Part 5.

181 The Brothers Karamazov.
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aZpecalny, KOTOpy baxTHH UCIOIB3yeT B Ka4eCTBE MOJICIH I
pa3BUTHUS CBOECH HJIeU JUATIOTUYECKOTO XapaKTepa cioBa: 00pr0y ¢
BO3MOJKHOH IIEHHOCTHOW TIO3UITUEH APYTrOro, 3arevaTieBatoIyocs
B KaXJOM BBICKa3blBaHWU, Jaxe B  “yenuHEHHeMIem”
BBICKa3bIBaHUH 0 ceOe camom. 182

My thesis is that for Bakhtin, confession as a self-report, especially
the confessional method in Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground,
embodies the situation of address which he uses as a model to
develop his idea of the dialogic character of the word: the struggle
with the possible value judgment of the other, imprinted in every
utterance, even in the “loneliest” utterance about oneself.

In his “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity” (1924) Bakhtin views confession as the
genre most suitable for offering data on the subject’s self-expression in relation to the other.

Confession implies a certain understanding of the self, and Bakhtin writes:

Tam, raoe sBIsAeTCS IONBITKA 3apUKCHPOBaThH ce0s CcaMoro B
MOKasHHBIX TOHAX B CBETC HPABCTBCHHOTO OJHKCHCTBOBAHUS,
BO3HHKAET nepBast CyIIECTBEHHAs dbopma CJIOBECHOMU
OOBEKTUBALIMA KU3HU W JIMYHOCTH (CIIOBECHass OOBEKTHUBALIUS
JTUYHOM JKU3HU, KOTOpas MPOUCXOAUT 0e3 BbIIETCHHS CyIAIIETro U
CYIIMOTO CyOBEKTa) — CAMOOTUET-HCHOBEb. 18

The first significant form of verbal objectification of life and
personality (a verbal objectification of self that happens without
separating the judging and penitent subjects) — confessional self-
accounting — appears with the first attempt to define oneself in
penitential tones in light of ethical obligation.

Although confession relates only what the subject can say about one’s self, the presence of

a morally judging other is always there too. “UenoBek cam MOXXET TOJIBKO KasThCA, OTIYCKATh

182 Sasse, 122.

183 Bakhtin, Avtor i geroi v esteticheskoi deiatelnosti, 208.
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MOET TOJIBKO Apyroi” (“One can only repent, the sins are forgiven by the other”).'® A “lonely”
confession doesn’t exist, and Bakhtin uses this thought to develop his principle of the Other as the
ultimate judging authority, immanent to any self-examination, self-objectivation and self-
description. For Bakhtin, as for Dostoevsky, God is the ultimate loving Other, in relation to whom
the self exists in its truest form:
Bue bora, BHe noBepusi kK aOCONIOTHOM JIPYrOCTH HEBO3MOMKHO
CaMOIIO3HAHUEC U CAMOBBLICKA3bIBAHUEC, U HE IIOTOMY, KOHCYHO, YTO

OHO OBLIO OBI MPAKTUYECKH OECCMBICICHHO, HO A0oBepue K bory —

MMMAaHEHTHBIN MOMCHT qucToro CaMOIIO3HaHUsA u

camoBbIpaxkerns. &

Outside of God, outside of the trust for, the absolute Other, self-
cognition and self-statement is impossible, not because it would be
virtually meaningless, but trust towards God is the immanent
moment of pure self-cognition and self-expression.

It is important to notice that Bakhtin essentially speaks of a trialogic confessional structure,
with the self, the other and the absolute “Other as such” (“/Ipyroii kak TakoBoii”) participating in
the confessional speech act. One of the goals of confession before the transcendent Other is to
reach the feeling of a “justified peace” that has to do with the self-esteem of the confessant and
with the relief from guilt and fear. The self implies the existence of the ultimate Other and directs
words of confession to the otherworldly authority. This kenotic process helps create the sensation

that the weight of the ultimate judgment on the self has been alleviated and virtually removes the

fear of human judgment:

184 Ibid., 134.

185 Ibid., 210.



Jlpyroii B cBOe#l cyneHckolW (PYHKIIMH HCIHOJIb3YETCs IJIsi TOTO,
9TOOBI PAa3PyIIUTh €T0 BO3MOXXHOE BIIMSIHUE Ha MOIO CAMOOIICHKY,
YTOOBI MyTEM CAMOYHMIKEHMs TIepe]] HUM OCBOOOIUTH ceOsl OT
3TOTO BJIMSIHHUS €TO OILICHWBAIOIIEH MO3UIMHU U CBS3aHHBIX C 3TOMN
BHEHAXOJUMOCTbIO BO3MOXKHOCTEH (HE OOSTHCS MHEHHUS JIOJACH,
npeononeTh cThixn). 88

The other in his judicial function is used to eliminate his possible
influence on my self-esteem, to free myself via self-abasement from
the impact of his evaluating position and possibilities linked to its
externality (to not be afraid of people’s opinion, to overcome
shame).

85

In his Notes (3amemxu), in 1961, Bakhtin again discusses the trialogic structure that gives

meaning to any utterance in his mind:

Bcesikoe  Bpicka3zpiBaHME Bcerja MMeeT aapecata  (pa3HOro
XapakTepa, pa3HbIX CTeneHeld  ONM30CTH, KOHKPETHOCTH,
OCO3HAaHHOCTH W T. M.), OTBETHOE IMOHHMAHHE KOTOPOIO aBTOP
peYeBOro MOBEACHUS HIIET U MPEABOCXMIINACT. ITO — “BTOPOM”~
(omsTe ke, He B apudpmMernueckoM cwmbicie). Ho kpome storo
aapecata (BTOpPOro), aBTOpP BBICKA3bIBaHHUS C OOJbIICH WU
MEHBIIIEH OCO3HAHHOCTHIO TIPENINOoJaraeT BBICIIETO HajaaapecaTa
(TpeThero). AOGCOIOTHO CHpPaBel/IMBOe OTBETHOE NMOHMMAHHE
npenmnosaraercsd 6o B MeTapU3nYecKou naiu, Iubo B AaNEKOM
MICTOPUYECKOM BPEeMEHH (J1a3eeuHslii agpecar). '8’

Any utterance always has an addressee (of a varying character,
degree of proximity, concreteness, awareness, etc.), whose
reciprocal understanding the author of the speech act is looking for
and anticipates. This is “the second” (again, not in the arithmetic
sense). But besides this addressee (the second), the author of the
utterance implies with higher or lower awareness a superaddressee
(the third). An absolutely just, equitable reciprocal understanding is
implied either in the metaphysical distance or in a remote historical
time (a loophole addressee).

186 Ibid., 211.

187 Bakhtin, “1961 god. Zametki,” 337.
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The main characteristic of the ultimate addressee of any verbal appellation is, according to
Bakhtin, an absolutely just and justifying understanding — the most genuine meeting of the self
and the other:

B IIOHATHUU Hanagpecarta npeanojaracTcsa YCTaHOBKa Ha
AbGcomotHoro  [Ipyroro, Ha  Ero  cnpaBemjimBoe W

ONnpaBAbIBaAKOILIE€E T[IOHMMAaHHUEC, TO €CThb Ha BCTPEUYy <S> U
<Ipyroro> B IOCJIEIHEN TNATOTHYECKON Cy6CTaHHI/II/I.188

The notion of superaddressee implies reference to the Absolute
Other, His justifying and exculpatory understanding, the meeting
between “I”” and “the other” in the ultimate dialogic situation.

Interpreting this statement, we focus on the essential attributes of the emotionally and
essentially desirable kind of interaction, where one’s utterance or being is received “with
understanding” that acknowledges the goodness of the self. There is no guilt, fear or uncertainty
associated with being in an interaction of this kind, the self receives the grace of full acceptance
and the eternal space to be, fully, one’s self in a positive light. This is the conversational and
relational model that allows the “meeting of I and the other” in a dialogic situation with maximal
semantic stability and finality. There is no need to negotiate or fight for the truth of one’s self
versus the other’s. There is no conflict of interests because of the kenotic attitude assumed between
the self and the other in their relationship to the ultimate Third. Accepting the optimal validity of
this configuration, the human participants of the dialogue empty themselves of their
preconceptions towards the truth and minimize themselves in relation to a bigger Truth beyond
one’s comprehension and, therefore, judgment. Turning one’s self into a “slave” in relation to the

will of the transcendent modelled by the kenosis of Christ creates an equally potent and positive

188 |bid.
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space for the other to exist in the same right as the self. The horizontal conflict which arises from
the clashing truths in a dialogue of wills is resolved without domination only through the vertically
dominant universal transcendent Other that exists beyond the scope of human consciousness and
binds people in faith. For Dostoevsky, the faith in the ideal of beauty that Christ represents
becomes the driving force of conviction in the importance of the Word.

IV. The Scriptural Word in Dostoevsky’s Transformational Confessions

In the Russian Orthodox confession ritual, the penitent acts as a quoting subject by naming
the sins using the words from the Holy Scripture. All human transgressions have their names, and
the confessant merely utilizes the given definitions in the same way that scholars quote a literary
source. In the act of quoting the Scripture and defining the ethical quality of one’s deeds and
motives, the language performs the illocutionary function. The manner of pronouncing the
confessional word is meant to make the confessant’s contrition visible and audible, bringing the
Scriptural Word alive in the emotional self-emptying. A kenotic disposition, a humble heart and
faith in the transcendent are all required to accept the Scriptural definition of sin and internalize it,
thereby making the word of the Other one’s own. At the same time, while pronouncing the strictly
formulated sins, one rejects them with the intent to let them go and never repeat evil again. The
sinner, minimized physically and emotionally before the confessor who witnesses and hears out
the negative, is then forgiven in the performative deliverance of the purifying God’s grace through
the confessor’s jussive utterance. It is paramount that the confessor appeals to God’s mercy from
the same moral level as the penitent, reserving one’s judgment in a kenotic withdrawal of self. At
the end of the Orthodox confession ritual, the priest pronounces a prayer, a plea for forgiveness

2

from both himself and the confessant: “Mes1 mpocum Tebs...” (“We are pleading Thee...”).
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Utilizing the lens of the speech act theory developed by J.L. Austin, the action contained
in admitting the wrongs of the self allows us to view confession as a speech-act. In Dostoevsky’s
works, the word of confessional discourse is a powerful act even when used outside of the confines
of a strictly religious, institutionalized sacramental confession. His confessional passages are
shown to not only present information, but also perform an action, and thereby change reality. Just
as in other speech acts (promises, warnings, agreements), one can distinguish three different
aspects of a confession: locution (what was said, what was meant), illocution (what was done) and
perlocution (what happened as a result).!®® The locution of Dostoevsky’s literary confessions is an
intricate interplay between the words uttered and the variety of possible meanings potentially
contained within. He crafted confessions to be emotionally uplifting and healing in a particular
linguistic fashion. In them, the presence of the transcendent is always acknowledged and
confirmed. The shared understanding of faith has an immense impact on the degree of trust and
openness towards an honest vision of one’s true self in the confessant.

V. A Truly Repentant Sinner in Demons

Vyacheslav Ivanov, a representative of the Russian Orthodox philosophy of dialogue along
with Solovyov and Bakhtin, noticed that the world of another self can only be entered through the
Presence of God — ““a reality more real than all these absolutely real beings, to each of whom He
said with all His will and with all His conviction, “Thou art [Tet ecu].”””**° lvanov saw the attempt
to enter the ego of another through the transcendent as the effort needed to overcome the self’s

individualism. Dostoevsky shows himself to be of a similar mind as he is experimenting with

189 Austin, How to Do Things with Words.

19 Seduro, Dostoevsky in Russian Literary Criticism, 62-63.
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literary confessions in his writing; the moment of shared ultimate Truth is definitive for a
successful, healing confessional experience. Hillier notes:

In all except one of Dostoevsky’s four great confessional moments,

the common tie that binds, is the presence of, the allusion to, or the

interaction with Scripture. It is this single factor — the Scriptural

Word — that provides the conditions for the success of a given

confessional moment, the living Word that rests between penitent

and confessor.1%

He speaks here of the confessional conversations between Raskolnikov and Sonya in Crime
and Punishment, between Stavrogin and Tikhon in Demons, and between Ivan and Alyosha in The
Brothers Karamazov. In these confessional encounters, the third party’s presence in an interaction
between two selves is evoked by the confirmation of faith as absolute cognition using the Word
from the Scriptures. An example of a confessional encounter mediated by the presence of the
Scriptural Word is found in the fourth confession briefly mentioned by Hillier: between Stepan
Trofimovich and Sofya Matveevna in Demons. !9

At the end of the novel, Stepan Trofimovich leaves town on foot and ventures off into the
unknown. Wandering along the “big road” with no destination, he is offered a lift by passing
peasants, who take him to the village where he meets Sofya, a travelling Gospel seller. After a
brief confession of faith, he insists on staying close to her. Together they set off, but Stepan’s
health rapidly declines and they find a room to pause from traveling. There, in a spontaneous

confessional speech upon quoting the Bible, Stepan tells Sofya a confessional version of his life

story and pleads not to leave him. Sofya abides in a self-giving manner and stays by his side until

191 Hillier, 447.

192 1n Constance Garnett’s translation, The Possessed Or, The Devils.
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the end. Painful events from Stepan’s past are recalled and admitted in several informal
confessions of sin. It becomes apparent that Stepan Trofimovich is dying, and a priest is summoned
to perform the final rites of the sacramental Confession and Holy Unction (a ceremonial anointing
with blessed oil) to remove the weight of all sins, known and unknown to the dying penitent, from
his immortal soul about to leave his mortal body. During his final conscious hours, Stepan
recognizes the untruth of his life, forgives others, and utters a speech expressing his rediscovered
love for God. A whole sequence of confessions happens within a short amount of time, expunging
the pain of the past and alleviating the emotional load of the human at the end of his life. Within a
few days, Stepan Trofimovich goes from being a lost, emotionally scattered, disoriented being to
a self-aware, generous, joyous soul despite his physical ailments. The catalyst of this
transformation is the kenotic presence of Sofya and the Scriptural word she carries with her.
Dostoevsky begins Chapter Seven, Part Ill, “Ilocieonee cmpancmeosanue Cmenana

Tpopumosuua” (“The Last Wandering of Stepan Trofimovich ) describing the state of fear Stepan
was in, having made the decision to leave his home of twenty years in the protest of being called
a “simple sycophant.” His goal, says Dostoevsky, was to willfully refuse accepting indulgences
from his benefactor, “raise the banner of a great idea and die for it on the big road.” Despite the
utter terror of feeling suddenly alone, Stepan Trofimovich executes his “insane” plan that in some
strange way excites him and fortifies his pride.

A y6exnen, uyto Crenan TpodumMoBHY OueHb OOSJICS, UYBCTBYSI

HpI/I6.III/I)KCHI/Ie CpoOKa €ro 6e3yMH01“ O IMPCATIpUATHUA. A YGC)KJICH, qTo

OH OYEHBb CTpajiajd OT CTpaxy, OCOOCHHO B HOYh HAKaHyHE, B TY

Y’KaCHYIO HOYb. [...] TyT ObUIO HEUTO rop/0e U €ro BOCXHUIIABIIEe,

HecMOTps HU Ha yTo. O, OH OBl MOT MPUHSATH POCKOIIHBIE YCIOBUS

Bapgaps!r IleTpoBHBI M OcTaThes MpU €€ MIJIOCTAX “‘COMME un
NpocToN mpwkuBanbMK’ ! Ho OH HE NPUHSII MWIOCTH U HE
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octaics. Y1 BOT OH caM OCTaBJIAET €€ U IOABIMAET ‘‘3HaMs BEJIUMKOU
uen” U uaeT yMepeTh 3a Hero Ha 60ibmoii fopore! 19

| am persuaded that Stepan Trofimovitch was terribly frightened as
he felt the time fixed for his insane enterprise drawing near. | am
convinced that he suffered dreadfully from terror, especially on the
night before he started—that awful night. [...] There was something
proud in the undertaking which allured him in spite of everything.
Oh, he might have accepted Varvara Petrovna’s luxurious provision
and have remained living on her charity, “comme un humble
dependent.” But he had not accepted her charity and was not
remaining! And here he was leaving her of himself, and holding
aloft the “standard of a great idea, and going to die for it on the open

road.”t%

Stepan’s fear and unhappiness could have been prevented if his response to Varvara’s
utterance had involved acknowledging the “smallness” of his social position Vis-a-vis the other.
Accepting the label of a sycophant in kenotic silence would have created space for her opinion to
exist side by side with his self, in no way diminished in absolute value. Obedience in love and self-
surrender would have preserved their relationship. Instead, the liberal thinker’s self, suffering the
discomfort of vulnerability and loss of power, reverted to fortifying positions in the personal
confrontation with his benevolent friend by affirming his own will and defying hers. Choosing to
enact his will as dominant, Stepan Trofimovich exacerbates the conflict and causes emotional and
physical rupture in the fabric of his own life, throwing himself into the depths of fear, uncertainty
and guilt for his unreasonable behavior. Thinking about his actions scares Stepan so much that he
is ready to deny and avoid his own thoughts and emotions and run away in self-forgetfulness:

Her, yx ny4ie nmpocTo GombIias 1opora, Tak MpoCTO BHIATH Ha Hee
U TIOWTH, U HU O YEM HEe JAyMaTh, [TOKA TOJIbKO MOKHO HE AyMaTh.

193 Dostoevsky, Besy, 183.

194 Dostoevsky, The Possessed Or, The Devils: A Novel in Three Parts.
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Bonbmias nopora — 3T0 €CThb HEUTO JUIMHHOE-AJIUHHOE, YeMy He
BUJIHO KOHI[a — TOYHO >KM3Hb 4YEJOBEYeCKas, TOYHO MeuTa
yenoBeueckas. [...] OcHoBaTenpbHO paccyklIaTh WM XOTh
OTYETINBO CO3HABATH OBLIO /IS HETO B Ty MHHYTY HEBBHIHOCHMO. 1%

No, better simply the high road, better simply to set off for it, and
walk along it and to think of nothing so long as he could put off
thinking. The high road is something very-very long, of which one
cannot see the end — like human life, like human dreams. [...] But
to think about that was the greatest agony to him at that moment; he
was utterly unable to fix upon a place.!%

In this passage as well, Dostoevsky shows how a human mind adopts a kenotic disposition
to manage the intolerable emotional upheaval, even if in a roundabout way. Stepan Trofimovich
is not a religious thinker by choice, and the absence of the divine leaves him feeling lost and alone
as he decides to stop his contacts with the other. The suffering caused by this rupture is so strong,
that despite bowing his head before the endless “great road” as a metaphor for life, Stepan
Verkhovenskii acknowledges God’s will beyond it. Unable to make sense of the reality otherwise,
Stepan’s consciousness fluctuates between forgetfulness, fear, guilt and weakness of mind, until
he surrenders to the comfort and warmth of a peasant house in a childlike state of joy:

Ot CTpaxy OH HCU3BCCTHO MOYCMY 3aKPbLJI 30HTUK W IMOJIOXKHUII €TO
ImoajJie ceOsl. B,[[aJ'II/I, Imo gopore OoT ropoaa, nokasajiaCb Kakas-TO

Teera; oH ¢ OecIoKOWCTBOM Hauasl BcMaTpuBaThes: “Grace a Dieu
9TO TeJera, U — eJIeT MIAaroM; 3TO He MOXKET ObITh OMacHO.”

In his panic he for some reason shut up the umbrella and laid it down
beside him. A cart came into sight on the high road in the distance
coming from the town. “Grace a Dieu, that’s a cart and it’s coming
at a walking pace; that can’t be dangerous.

195 Besy, 184.

196 The Possessed Or, The Devils: A Novel in Three Parts.



[...] “JroGombiTHAas kakasi Oabenka, 3nuics mpo cedbs Creman
TpodumoBHY, U KaKk OHM MEHS paccMarpuBaroT... mais enfin...
OJHUM CJIOBOM, CTPAaHHO, YTO sI TOYHO BHHOBAT MPEJ] HUMH, a s
HHUYErO HE BUHOBAT MpE] HUMU.”

[...] “What an inquisitive woman!” Stepan Trofimovich mused with
vexation. “And how they stare at me ... mais enfin. In fact, it’s
strange that | feel, as it were, conscience-stricken before them, and
yet I’ve done them no harm.”

[...] [Topoii oH cam omryiai npo ceds, YTo KaK-TO YKacCHO paccesiH
U JIyMaeT COBCEM HE O TOM, O Y€M HaJ0, U JUBHICA TOMY. DTO
COo3HaHME B Ooyie3HEHHOW cnabocTH yMa  MIHOBEHUSIMH
CTaHOBHJIOCH €EMY OUYCHb TSKEIIO U Jiaxke OOUIHO.

[...] Sometimes he was aware himself that he was terribly absent-
minded, and that he was not thinking of what he ought to be thinking
of and wondered at it. This consciousness of abnormal weakness of
mind became at moments very painful and even humiliating to him.

[...] OH moaHsuI, TONOBY, M CIAJOCTHBIN 3alax ropsiaux OJMHOB,
Ha/Jl KOTOPbIMM cTapajach y IEUYKHM XO3siKa, 3alleKoTall €ero
oOoHsiHME. Y bI0asch peOsSUbero YIbIOKOW, OH MOTSAHYJICS K XO3sIHKe
U BAPYT 3aneneran: — ITo yrto k? OT1o Onuuel? Mais... c'est
charmant.*®’

He raised his head and the delicious fragrance of the hot pancakes
with which the woman of the house was busy at the stove tickled his
nostrils. With a childlike smile he leaned towards the woman and
suddenly said: “What’s that? Are they pancakes? Mais ... c’est
charmant.”%

197 Besy, 185-190.

198 The Possessed Or, The Devils: A Novel in Three Parts.
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Babbling like a child, with a smile of happiness on his face at the smell of hot crepes,
Stepan Trofimovich meets the bookseller Sofya. Dostoevsky’s choice of words in this new
character’s description is noticeably positive and reveals the bookseller’s humble and honest

stance, which affects Stepan’s state of mind:

— He noxenaere nmu npuoOpectu? - pazaaics Moajie HETO TUXUU
XKEeHCKuM rosioc. OH MOJTHSI IU1a3a U, K YIUBJICHUIO, YBUIEN MPe.l
coboro onny mamy — une dame et elle en avait I’air — et yxe 3a
TPUALIATH, OUYEHb CKPOMHYIO Ha BHJI, OJIETYI0 MO-TOPOJCKOMY, B
TEMHEHBKOE IUIaThe M C OOJBIINM CEephIM IUIATKOM Ha Iuiedax. B
nune ee  ObUJI0 HEYTO OYeHb MPUBETIMBOE, HEMEIJICHHO
nonpasuineecst Crenany TpodumoBudy. [...] OHa BBIHYJA JABE
KpacuBO MepeIUieTeHHbIE KHUKKU C BBITECHEHHBIMH KpPEecTaMu Ha
neperuieTax u noanecna ux k Crenany Tpodumosuuay. [...] Y Hero
MEJbKHYJIO B Ty MUHYTY, UTO OH HE unTain EBanrenus mo kpaiHei
Mepe JIET TPUALATh U TOJIBKO pa3Be JIET CEMb Ha3a/l IPUIIOMHUI U3
HETO KarnenbKy JTHIIb 1o Penanosoii kaure Vie de Jesus. 1%

“Would you care to purchase?” a gentle feminine voice asked close
by him. He raised his eyes and to his surprise saw a lady — une dame
et elle en avait [’air, somewhat over thirty, very modest in
appearance, dressed not like a peasant, in a dark gown with a grey
shawl on her shoulders. There was something very kindly in her face
which attracted Stepan Trofimovich immediately. [...] she took out
two nicely bound books with a cross engraved on the cover, and
offered them to Stepan Trofimovich. [...] The idea occurred to him
at the moment that he had not read the gospel for thirty years at least,
and at most had recalled some passages of it, seven years before,
when reading Renan’s “Vie de Jésus.”?%

Quiet sounds, muted colors, humble style, welcoming face and the beauty of the book that
turned out to be the Holy Scripture, create a presence that immediately appeals to Stepan

Trofimovich. He is not only gaining a conversation partner, this particular other he encounters

199 Besy, 191-192.
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brings in the ultimate Other as well, in the most solid, material undeniable form — the printed
Testament. In a moment of truth, Stepan realizes that he hasn’t read the Holy book for at least
thirty years, which is not surprising considering his aesthetic consciousness and liberal views on
religion’s value in human life. Ernest Renan’s publication “Life of Jesus” (1863) is famous for its
concentration on the historic personality of Christ and in part denying the divinity of Jesus while
heralding him as a gifted spiritual human. Stepan’s interest in Renan’s ideas of positivism is
indicative of his own stance on faith, grace and miracles. It also attests to Dostoevsky’s awareness
and acceptance of the ideas of the 19" century Lutheran kenoticism that foregrounded the
humanity of Christ as the ideal of human development.

Sofya’s soft, quiet and attentive presence along with the books she is selling creates around
her a space of faith that is inviting and is meant to be shared. Stepan’s first meaningful reaction
after seeing the books for sale is: “I am not against the Gospel. I have meant to reread it for a while
now.” We do not know how long this statement can hold true for Stepan Trofimovich, but it is
clearly his truth at the moment, when he is connecting in a trialogic confessional exchange with
the person who managed to win his trust within moments without saying much at all. Sofya’s
subsequent self-limitation, willingness to listen to Stepan’s confessions and take care of him are
acts of spiritual love for a man in need, and her kenotic efforts are not wasted. The appearance of
the Scriptural word allows the reader to observe the change of disposition towards mystical and
religious happen in Stepan’s mind.

He starts with admitting his willingness to join Sofya in her New Testament sales, with the
goal of relating the Holy Scripture to the ignorant simple people whom he had been struggling to
love. Fully utilizing the people’s religiosity in imagining a new scenario of his great life idea,

Stepan intends to “fix the mistakes of this wonderful book™ in his future oral explanations:
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B u3i0o)XeHMM YCTHOM MOKHO HCIIPAaBUTh OIIMOKH  3TOM
3aMevaTeNIbHOM KHUTH, K KOTOPOH s, pa3yMeeTcs, FOTOB OTHECTUCH

C Ype3BbIUAlHBIM yBakeHHEeM. S Oyny moje3eH W Ha OOJIbIIOH

zlopore.201

By verbal explanation one might correct the mistakes in that
remarkable book, which | am of course prepared to treat with the
utmost respect. | will be of service even on the high road.?%

These words show he is thinking outside the framework of religious consciousness. A
believer would never position oneself above the truth of the Scriptural Word, especially not taking
up the right to judge the errors in the Holy Book. Stepan immediately recognizes his guilt and
confesses it to Sofya, but the way he phrases it is telling:

O nmpoctuM, IPOCTUM, MPEXKIE BCETO MPOCTUM BCEM U BCEI/A...

byneMm napesaTbcs, 4TO MU HaM IpocTAT. Jla, IOTOMY 4YTO BCE H
Ka)KIbI OJIMH Hepej| ApYTHM BUHOBATHL. Bce BunOBaTHI! 2%

Oh, we will forgive, we will forgive, first of all we will forgive all
and always.... We will hope that we too shall be forgiven. Yes, for
all, every one of us, have wronged one another, all are guilty!2%
Albeit an expression of the need to forgive and be forgiven, these words cannot indicate a

true confession in Dostoevsky. The absolute Other is absent from the ideations of Stepan

Trofimovich, who sees guilt only dialogically, between people, and stresses everyone’s fault

201 Besy, 197.
202 The Possessed Or, The Devils: A Novel in Three Parts.
203 Besy, 197.

204 The Possessed Or, The Devils: A Novel in Three Parts.



97

without feeling genuine remorse for his own. His confession at this point is false, the attribution
of guilt is misdirected, and he doesn’t truly recognize the evil in himself. However, this moment
starts the journey towards the real sacramental confession that Stepan goes through before passing
away within a week.

“Hakonen Mbl OTJIENIBHO, U Mbl HUKOTO HEe mycTuM! Sl X04y BaM BCE, BCE pacckaszaTh C
camoro Hadana” (“At last, we are by ourselves and we will admit no one! I want to tell you
everything, everything from the very beginning”), says Stepan Trofimovich as soon as they arrive
at a new place to settle for the night. Babbling feverishly about his past life and plans for living
the big idea on the road, he realizes that Sofya doesn’t understand him. However, knowing that
she has faith, Stepan counts on their connection through “presentiment” — through the emotional
openness and acceptance of the truth in the way typical for a religious consciousness:

OH caMm sgcHO BUJCII, YTO OHA COBCEM IIOYTH €TI0 HC IIOHUMACT, U

JaXXKC CaMOIr0 KalluTaJIbHOTO. [] a TI0OKa OHa MOXKCT IIOHATb

npeadyscTBHEM. . .2

He saw clearly from her face that she hardly understood him, and
could not grasp even the most essential part. [...] and meanwhile she
can feel it intuitively...2%
Sofya’s disposition, as she listens to Stepan diligently and reacts in a way that shows
acceptance, portrays her as another exemplary confessor. Though it is not easy for Sofya to

understand and approve the ideas Stepan Trofimovich is liberally pouring into her ear, she

maintains a firm kenotic position, giving her confessant the space needed to relate himself to

205 Besy, 201.
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another human who is able to feel his goodness. Stepan feels more at ease and free to be honest
because of Sofya’s non-judgmental stance. “Mos Tuxas, Mos Xpuctuanka” (“My quiet, my
Christian”), he addresses her, stressing her kenotic silence and her religious identity as the qualities
that make her “his.” After she spends a sleepless night taking care of his failing body, Stepan
Trofimovich collapses at her feet in the morning with another, even deeper confession of sins.
Dostoevsky labels this fit of honesty “ncrepuueckuii mpunagok camoocyxaenus” (“an attack of
hysterical remorse”). At the end of it, seeing that Sofya is not leaving him alone, he finally asks
her to read the New Testament to him. After she reads the Sermon on the Mount, Stepan enters
another confessional loop, admitting to lying his whole life:

Jpyr Moii, 51 BCIO )KHU3Hb MO0 Jrai. J[axke Koraa roBOpHII MPaBLY.

S1 HUKOTIa HE TOBOPWII ISl UCTUHBI, & TOIBKO ISt ce0sl, S 3TO U

MpeXJIe 3Hal, HO TeNeph TOJBKO BHXKY. [...] Bcero tpyanee B

KHN3HU )KUTb, U HC JIr'aTh... U... COOCTBEHHOM JKH HE BCPUTD, 14,

7a, BOT 9TO UMEHHO... Mbl BMecTe, Mbl BMecTe! [IpubaBui oH ¢

3HTy"3sI/Ia'3.MOM.207

“My friend, I’ve been telling lies all my life. Even when | told the
truth I never spoke for the sake of the truth, but always for my own
sake. I knew it before, but I only see it now. [...] The hardest thing
in life is to live without telling lies ... and without believing in
one’s lies. Yes, yes, that’s just it. ... We’ll be together, together,”
he added enthusiastically.?%®

“I never spoke for the Truth, only for myself,” says Stepan Trofimovich. It is not news to
him, but he admits to seeing it only now when he is united in a confessional relationship with

someone he sees as a true believer. This thought gives him enthusiasm, hope and desire to be

207 Besy, 205.
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honest in his words, investing them with the ultimate meaning. Dostoevsky writes: “TyT 0110 117151
HEro JICWCTBUTEIBHO HEYTO BBICIIEE W, TOBOPS HOBEWIIMM SI3BIKOM, THOYTH OoprOa 3a
cymectBoBanue” (“There was indeed something of a higher order for him here and, using the latest
language, almost a struggle for existence”).?%® The next random page Scriptural reading is from
the Apocalypses, the same words that are quoted from memory by Father Tikhon during

Stavrogin’s censored confession:

—“N Anreny JIaoguKuiCKOM EPKBU HAIUIIIN: TAK TOBOPUT AMHHb,
CBUJETENb BEPHBI M MCTHHHBIN, Ha4ajao co3JaHus 0oxus. 3HArO
TBOU JI€JIa; Thl HA XOJIOJICH, HU TOPsIY; 0, €Cau O ThI OBLI XOJIOJEH
win ropsa! Ho moenuky ThI Terwi, a HE ropsd U HE XOJIOACH, TO
u3Bepruy Ttedss u3 ycr Mmoux. MOo Tbl roBOpuIIb: 5 Oorar,
pasboraTelsl, ¥ HM B YeM HE UMEIO HYXIbI, a HE 3HACllb, YTO Thl
HECYACTEH, U KaJIOK, ¥ HHUIII, ¥ CJICI, X Har.”

— OT0... ¥ 3TO B Ballell KHUre! — BOCKIMKHYJ OH, CBEpKas Tlla3aMu
U TMPUIOJHUMASCh C M3rOJOBbs. — Sl HUKOTJAa HE 3HAJI 3TOrO
Benukoro Mecta! CrbIIUTe: CKOpee XOJOAHOTO, XOJIOJHOTO, YeM
TEIUIoro, 4eM monavko temioro. O, g gokaxy. Tonbko He
OCTaBJISIITE, HE OCTaBIsAWTE MEHsS OAHOTro! MBI JOKaxeM, MbI
JoKaxxeM!

— Jla He octaBmio ke s Bac, Creman TpoduMOBHY, HUKOT/IA HE
OCTaBJIO-C! — CXBaTHUJIa OHA €r0 PYKU U CXKajla B CBOUX, TOJHOCS UX
K cepjlly, cO cle3aMH Ha Iiia3ax cMoTps Ha Hero. (“Kamko yx
OuYeHb MHE HX CTAJIO B TY MUHYTY,” — Tlepe/iaBana oHa). >0

‘And unto the angel of the church of the Laodiceans write: These
things saith the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the beginning
of the creation of God; | know thy works, that thou art neither cold
nor hot; 1 would thou wert cold or hot. So then because thou art
lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spue thee out of my
mouth. Because thou sayest, | am rich and increased with goods, and
have need of nothing: and thou knowest not that thou art wretched,
and miserable, and poor, and blind, and naked.’

“That too ... and that’s in your book too!” he exclaimed, with
flashing eyes and raising his head from the pillow. “I never knew

209 Besy, 201.
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that grand passage! You hear, better be cold, better be cold than
lukewarm, than only lukewarm. Oh, I’ll prove it! Only don’t leave
me, don’t leave me alone! We’ll prove it, we’ll prove it!”

“I won’t leave you, Stepan Trofimovich. I’ll never leave you!” She
took his hand, pressed it in both of hers, and laid it against her heart,
looking at him with tears in her eyes. (“I felt very sorry for him at
that moment,” she said, describing it afterwards.)?!!

Sofya had been entrusted with seeing a man off on his last days and bringing him to the
true confessional faith he had been avoiding his whole life. She subjugates her own will to the part
she is supposed to play in this man’s life despite her own suffering. “Jnss Codpbpu MaTBeeBHBI
HAaCTyIIWJIM ABa CTPAUIHBIC OHA ee JKM3HH; OHAa U TCIICPb IMPUIIOMHUHACT O HUX C COI[pOFaHI/IeM”
(“The two days that followed were among the most terrible in Sofya Matveyevna’s life; she
remembers them with a shudder to this day”), writes Dostoevsky. However, through her faith and
her kenotic acceptance of goodness in the other, she is able to connect Stepan Trofimovich to God
in his final days and inadvertently brings him to sincere admittance of his sins. In the episode
above, Dostoevsky is quoting a significant paragraph from Scripture, where an ardent faith is
compared to being hot, and the worst sin is seen as being “warm,” not cold. This is indicative of
Dostoevsky’s opinion that an atheist is closer to God than someone who rationally accepts the idea
of God but remains godless in their belief. The latter stance was viewed by Dostoevsky as
dishonest and the most destructive conceptual stance a human can assume. Outwardly respective
of the existence of the transcendent, this philosophical position allows its bearer to avoid the Truth
and vary the meaning of the word based on the situation and the individual other they interact with.

Dostoevsky is warning his reader about the transgression against language when what is being said

does not coincide with the reality.

211 The Possessed Or, The Devils: A Novel in Three Parts.
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Stepan Trofimovich vouches to prove that he is not a “warm” one, but only if Sofya
accompanies him. Alone, he does not feel able to uphold the strength of his faith and assume a
kenotic position in relation to the Word of the Other. Getting weaker by the minute, he requests
Sofya to read another passage from the New Testament, and this time it is the one that Dostoevsky

placed in one of the epigraphs of Demons:

— Hpyr wmo#, — npousnec Crenan TpodumoBuu B O0JBIIOM
BOJIHEHUU, — SaVEZ-VOUS, 3TO YYAECHOE H.... HEOOBIKHOBEHHOE
MeCTO OBIIIO MHE BCIO KH3Hb KAMHEM IPETKHOBEHUS |...| TaK 4TO 5
3TO MECTO €llIe C JIETCTBAa YIOMHMII. Ternepp ke MHE MpHIIIa 0JIHa
MBICIIB; UNe comparaison. MHe y»acHO MHOT'O MPHUXOJHUT Terepb
MBICIIEH: BUAMTE, 3TO TOYb-B-TOYb Kak Hama Poccusa. Otu Oecsl,
BBIXOJISIIIME M3 OOJILHOTO U BXOMSIINE B CBHHEH, — 3TO BCE SI3BHI,
BCE MHa3Mbl, BCS HEUHUCTOTa, Bce Oechl M Bce OeceHdra,
HAaKONUBIIMECS B BEJIMKOM W MWJIOM HaileM OOJIbHOM, B Hallei
Poccumn, 3a Beka, 3a Beka! Oui, cette Russie, que j’aimais toujours.
Ho Benukas MbICib U BEMKas BOJIL OCEHAT €€ CBBIIIE, KAK U TOTO
06e3yMHOro 0eCHOBATOrO, U BBIMIYT BCE 3TU OEChI, BCSI HEYHCTOTA,
BCS 3Ta MEP30CTh, 3arHOMBILASACA HA IOBEPXHOCTHU... U caMH OyayT
IIPOCUTHCS BOMTH B cBHHEH. [la M BolIIM yXe, MOXKET ObITh! DTO
MBI, MBI U Te, U [letpymia... et les autres avec lui, u s1, MOXeT ObITS,
NIEPBBIii, BO I71aBe, U Mbl OpocuMcs, 6e3yMHbIE U B30€CUBILNECS, CO
CKaJbl B MOpPE U BCE TIOTOHEM, U TyJla HaM JI0pora, IOTOMyY YTO Hac
TOJIBKO Ha 3TO BeJb U XBaTUT. HO GOJIbHOM HCHEnUTCsS U “CsieT y
sor Mucycoppix” ... 212

“My friend,” said Stepan Trofimovitch in great excitement “savez-
vous, that wonderful and ... extraordinary passage has been a
stumbling-block to me all my life [...] so much so that I
remembered those verses from childhood. Now an idea has occurred
to me; une comparaison. A great number of ideas keep coming into
my mind now. You see, that’s exactly like our Russia, those devils
that come out of the sick man and enter into the swine. They are all
the sores, all the foul contagions, all the impurities, all the devils
great and small that have multiplied in that great invalid, our beloved
Russia, in the course of ages and ages. But a great idea and a great
Will will encompass it from on high, as with that lunatic possessed
of devils ... and all those devils will come forth, all the impurity, all

212 Besy, 208.



the rottenness that was putrefying on the surface ... and they will
beg of themselves to enter into swine; and indeed maybe they have
entered into them already! They are we, we and those ... and
Petrusha and les autres avec lui ... and I perhaps at the head of them,
and we shall cast ourselves down, possessed and raving, from the
rocks into the sea, and we shall all be drowned — and a good thing
too, for that is all we are fit for. But the sick man will be healed and
‘will sit at the feet of Jesus,” and all will look upon him with
astonishment. ..?*
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Here, Stepan admits to being possessed by demons, realizing the depth of his sin. After

this, Stepan Trofimovich changes his mind towards religion. In a few days, he underwent the

sacramental confession and received communion from an ordained priest with expressed will

(“Becbma oxoTHO”). In the end, he arrived at such a peaceful feeling about himself, that he was no

longer afraid of death. He seemed to have also realized the necessity of faith:

— Jpy3bs Mou, — OporoBopusl oH, — bor yxe moromy MHe
HE0OXOUM, YTO 3TO €JUHCTBEHHOE CYIIECTBO, KOTOPOE MOXKHO
BEYHO JIOOUTb...

B camom 1 fene oH yBepoOBaJl, WM BEIMYSCTBEHHAS IEPEMOHUS
COBEpIIEHHOTO  TaWHCTBa MOTpsicia ero ©u  Bo3Oyamna
XYJI0’)KECTBEHHYIO BOCIIPUUMYHUBOCTE €r0 HATYPbhI, HO OH TBEPJIO H,
TOBOPSIT, ¢ OOJNBIIMM YyBCTBOM MPOU3HEC HECKOIBKO CIIOB MPSIMO
Bpa3pe3 MHOTOMY U3 €ro MPEeKHUX YOCIKICHHM.

— Moe GeccmepTue yxe IoToMy He0O0X0auMo, 4To bor He 3axouer
c/IeTIaTh HETIPaB/Ibl M MTOTACUTh COBCEM OT'OHB Pa3 BO3TOPEBIICHCS K
HeMy J1I00BH B MoeM cepatie. 1 uro noposke mo6Bu? JIro00Bb BhIIIe
OBITHS, JTIOOOBhL BEHEI OBITHS, M KaK K€ BO3MOXKHO, UTOOBI OBITHE
obu10 eil HemoakynoHHO? Ecnmu s momro6un Ero u obOpamoBancs
J00BU MO€M — BO3MOYXHO JiK, 4T00 OH moracuil 1 MeHs U pagocTh
MO0 U oOpatun Hac B Hynb? Ecnu ecth bor, To u s 6eccmepten!
Voila ma profession de foi. 24

“My friends,” he said, “God is necessary to me, if only because He
is the only being whom one can love eternally.”

213 The Possessed Or, The Devils: A Novel in Three Parts.
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Whether he was really converted, or whether the stately ceremony
of the administration of the sacrament had impressed him and stirred
the artistic responsiveness of his temperament or not, he firmly and,
| am told, with great feeling uttered some words which were in flat
contradiction with many of his former convictions.

“My immortality is necessary if only because God will not be guilty
of injustice and extinguish altogether the flame of love for Him once
kindled in my heart. And what is more precious than love? Love is
higher than existence, love is the crown of existence; and how is it
possible that existence should not be under its dominance? If | have
once loved Him and rejoiced in my love, is it possible that He should
extinguish me and my joy and bring me to nothingness again? If
there is a God, then | am immortal. Voila ma profession de foi.”?'®

Stepan’s confession of faith echoes Dostoevsky’s own, as the writer demonstrates how the
material presence of the Divine Other in the Word of the Scripture allows two humans to connect
to the transcendent in a confessional trialogue that proves transformative for the confessant.

VI. Love as a Mediator in Dostoevsky’s Confessions

Analysis of Dostoevsky’s transformative confessional scenes allows us to claim that for
him, love is an equally essential element of a successful transformative confession on par with
kenotic faith in the Scriptural Word.?'® The presence of unconditional love is a prerequisite for
many positive, mind-altering experiences in Dostoevsky’s novels. In Crime and Punishment, for
instance, Raskolnikov confesses his crime to many people, but only his confession to Sonya

Marmeladova turns out to be truly transformational. The love she gives him is not just her personal

offering, it exists in the trialogic context of the biblical Truth that validates her feelings in relation

215 The Possessed Or, The Devils: A Novel in Three Parts.

216 Diane Oenning Thompson: “...in Crime and Punishment the Word never enters Raskolnikov’s
consciousness as revealed truth through an open dialogic exchange. We may infer its influence when he
asks Sonya to read the Lazarus miracle, but it is Sonya’s love and not the Word per se which is most
decisive.” “Dostoevsky and the Christian Tradition,” 539.
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to Raskolnikov as the kenotic, self-sacrificial love modeled by the incarnate Word. Sonya’s love
performs the heroic feat of defining Raskolnikov’s sin in a way that gives him internal strength to
subjugate his will to the law and face the fear of admitting the evil in his deeds, thoughts and
words. The way she empties her mind of any concerns for her own life in order to save the life of
a killer, creates space for him to be a good person even in the light of his immoral choices.
Raskolnikov knows that, at least in Sonya’s eyes, he is a creature of God who can repent and heal
towards happiness. As a true believer who bases her faith on the Scriptural Word, she provides
him with firm ethical ground based in the transcendent and therefore uniting all human subjects
on equal footing. Her view of Raskolnikov is inclusive, and her love is deeply kenotic, rooted in
humility and self-abnegation. No other could have done by force what Sonya achieved in a most
meek and gentle manner — she led a sinner to public confession and repentance by her willingness
to participate in his suffering and her miraculous acceptance of him without judgment. Leaving
judgment of his wrongs to God and civil authorities, Sonya connects to Raskolnikov through
reading the Bible and asking for forgiveness and salvation on par with him. She never positions
herself above him, always minimizing herself and welcoming the emotionally purifying suffering
and the pain of shared responsibility and contrition. Though the love Sonya offers is not a subject
of her conversations with Rodion, it is nevertheless an active participant of their interactions, and
can be visualized as a process, a reenactment of the ideal kenotic principle — the Love exemplified
in the figure of Christ.

Looking to define the love that acts as a catalyst and the environment of change in
Dostoevsky’s confessional exchanges, we turn to the Russian philosopher Vladimir Solovyov
(1853 — 1900). Indebted to Dostoyevskian confessional discourse, he was amongst those 19"

century thinkers who stressed the “betweenness” of self and the other. Ninety years before the
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Hasidic philosopher Martin Buber published his two most significant words | and Thou, Solovyov
tried to develop an understanding of a genuinely altruistic morality in his Lectures on Divine
Humanity (Chteniia o bogochelovechestve, 1878 — 1880). He defined true love as

that which not only affirms in subjective feeling the unconditional

significance of human individuality in another and in oneself, but

also justifies this unconditional significance in actuality.?!’

Solovyov also asserted that the absolute significance of a given person can only be
acknowledged by “affirming him in God” while practicing self-renunciation both towards the other
and in God for true answerability.?8

Formulating the idea of sobornost so significant for Dostoevsky’s perception of reality,
Solovyov speaks of the transcendent, the Absolute, in Lecture Seven of his cycle, seeing it as “both
as “divine” and “Universal organism” that is at once the most universal and the most individual of
all organisms, for it is the All.”?'® Judith Kornblatt, in her volume on Solovyov’s religious
philosophy, summarizes his cosmology and highlights the role of the principle that transforms
individuality into unity:

“Multiplicity reduced to unity,” he tells us, “is wholeness.” [...] He
calls the individual entity, or the actualized expression of the
absolutely existent God, by the name Christ. But just as the
Absolute, which is one, can be looked at in two ways, as universal
(the Absolute) or an individual (Christ), we see [in Solovyov] that
Christ, too, can be looked at in two ways. Christ is both Logos and

Sophia. These are not two different names for Christ, nor are they
two different, discrete manifestations. Insofar as Christ is the

217 Solovyov, Lectures on Divine Humanity, 45.
218 Solovyov, The Meaning of Love, 59.

219 Kornblatt, Divine Sophia. The Wisdom Writings of Vladimir Solovyov, 8.
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“acting, unifying principle,” he is the Word. But insofar as he is, at
the same time, that which is produced by the action, he is Sophia.??

Kornblatt is referring to the abstract from Solovyov’s presentation where he introduces the
concept of Sophia for the first time publicly, at one of the lectures that Dostoevsky attended
himself. Solovyov’s Sophia is essential to the process of dialogic (or trialogic) communication as
a “force or action that enables the potential for wholeness to emerge from the interaction of two
opposing beings, things, or states.” According to Kornblatt, Solovyov was convinced that this

“third member of the triad makes possible the interpenetration and transformation of the first

tWO.”ZZl

In the divine organism of Christ, the acting, unifying principle, the
principle that expresses the unity of that which absolutely is, is
obviously the Word, or Logos. The second kind of unity, the
produced unity, is called Sophia in Christian theosophy. If we
distinguish in the Absolute in general between the Absolute as such
(that which absolutely is) and its content, essence or idea, we will
find the former directly expressed in the Logos and the latter directly
expressed in Sophia, which is thus the expressed or actualized idea.
And just as an existent being is distinct from its own idea but is at
the same time one with it, so the Logos too, is distinct from Sophia
but inwardly united with her.???

Though, as Kornblatt points out, we “cannot find one single consistent use of the word
Sophia or Wisdom, even in the writings of Solovyov, who is credited with being the first Russian

philosopher to develop the subject,”??® we can affirm that for Solovyov, who was born and raised

220 1bid.
221 1pid., 41.
222 |bid.

223 Copleston, Russian Religious Philosophy: Selected Aspects, 82.
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Russian Orthodox like Dostoevsky, Sophia was the principle that allowed the incorporation of
positivism into the ideal reality.

It is this role of mediation that most marks Sophia. For Solovyov,

the world is not binary or dualistic, but profoundly triadic. Sophia is

the third, uniting or completing side of a triad, not simply equivalent

to the other two but a transfiguring force that makes of the union a

new whole, undivided, yet unmerged.?*

Kornblatt observes that Solovyov associated Sophia with both the divine and the created
worlds, calling her the Eternal Soul of the world. “As such she is bogochelovechestvo, the name
for the very concept he is introducing into Russian culture through his Lectures on Divine
Humanity: the real interaction of God and humanity that is variously translated as Godmanhood,
Divine-Humanity, or the Humanity of God.”?? In his lectures from the 1870s, Solovyov connects
Sophia to Hebrew scriptures using the word for wisdom used in the original Hebrew text of
Proverbs, hokhmah (in Cyrillic transliteration — Xoxwma). Although the term hokhmah, and the
female personification of wisdom, did not develop in postbiblical Judaism as such, according to
Kornblatt, in the Talmud one can find another feminine term with similar function to Sophia:
Shekinah. This is a curious connection, as we have already discussed Shekinah as God’s indwelling
in the context of God’s kenosis. In the mystical tradition of Kabbalah, Shekinah is the
manifestation of the Divine in the material world.

Another possible source for Solovyov’s mediating figure that facilitates the creation of a

new whole at the intersection of the divine and material worlds, is Platonic Eros, whom Solovyov

sees as light mediating between spirit and matter. In one of the poems attributed to Plato, Solovyov

224 Kornblatt, 27.

225 1hid., 9.
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discovers an understanding of erotic love as a mediating force between the world of the ideas and
the matter around him. Subsequently, Solovyov writes of “love as a mediating force that can bridge
alienating dualism and create a new whole, as he says, “in beauty.” Love allows the “I” and the
“you” [...] to embrace, allowing a new whole...”??®® To describe this process of waking the
potential for wholeness between two opposing beings, “Solovyov uses the term podvig (heroic
feat); a word that typically refers to the action of saints and martyrs in Russian Orthodox culture,”
says Kornblatt.??’

This kind of mediating energy that allows acceptance in the interactions between the
multitude of selves as living entities and the absolute unity of Divinity is of interest as we are
looking to describe the processes in a truly transfiguring confessional trialogue. Solovyov’s
Sophia, as something that “affects the interpenetration of opposites, transforming them through
her own third agency into a new whole,” allowed the philosopher to approach the ideal of
vseedinstvo or sobornost through a “triadic and ultimately mystical operation of faith.” There
seems to be an undeniable connection between this uniting female principle and the
transformational potential it holds in the interpenetration of opposites. In his essay The Meaning
of Love, Solovyov explicates:

The meaning and value of love, as a feeling, consists in the fact that
it causes us truly, with all our being, to recognize in another that
unconditional, central significance that, due to egoism, we sense
only in ourselves. Love is important not as one of our feelings, but
as the transference of all of our life’s interest out of ourselves and

into another, as the relocation of the very center of our personal
lives.2?8

226 1pid., 40.
227 1bid., 41.

228 Splovyov, The Meaning of Love.
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The fullness of dialogic existence of self through the “central significance” of the other,
while giving up “all of one’s interest” in a kenotic self-emptying stance towards extralocality, is
exactly what Solovyov foregrounds as the value of unconditional love. For him, love becomes the
energy that binds together not only the three hypostases of God but integrates discrete and separate
human selves into a united whole that allows a “current of unearthly joy” to enter the earthly life
to the delight of people and to the mutual benefit of all creation.??° Continuing to read the “Masha
on the Table” entry, we find Dostoevsky’s description of such ultimate unity of human selves,
merged into oneness, feeling and knowing itself forever:

Mpe1 Oyaem — nuna, He epecTaBasi CJIMBaThCsl CO BCEM, HE MOcsArast

U HE KEHICh, U B pa3NU4HbIX pazpsaax (B pomy Otua Moero

Oo0UTENM MHOTH CyTh). Bc€ cebsi Torma modyBCTBYeT M TO3HAET

HaBequ.23o

We will be — selves, endlessly merging with everything, without
marrying or being given in marriage, in different ranks (in My
Father’s house there are many abodes). Everything will then feel and
know itself eternally.
Kasatkina interprets Dostoevsky’s vision by applying to it the analogies with the unity of
the three hypostases of God and the initial oneness of Adam and Eve. She highlights the ultimate

level of empathy between the ideal self and the ideal other — the feeling that allows to know, i.e. to
love the other like oneself:
[To 3ambIciy, YenoBeK JOKEH ObLT HauaTh CYIIECTBOBATH 110 THITY

cBoero Co3zgarens, 1o Tuny Tpouisl — HECIUSHHO U HEPA3IENbHO.
[Toromy uTo nepBoe pazaenenue Anama n EBbl — BepHEe, €IMHOTO

229 Solovyov, The Crisis of Western Philosophy: Against the Positivists, 46.

230 Dostoevsky, PSS, Vol. 20, 174-175.
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yenoBeka Ha Anama u EBy, — 3TO TO paszelieHue, KOTOpoe He
JOCTUTaeT uX 0CHOB. OHU MEPBOHAYAIBHO CYIIECTBYIOT HECIUSHHO
1 HepasnenbHo. KaxkIplil 3 HUX 4yBCTBYET BCE TO, YTO UYBCTBYET
JpYTol Tak ke, Kak OH 4yBCTByeT cebs. Bor 3To [locToeBckuii u
UMeeT B BUIy. “Bce cebs Torna mo4yBCTBYET M IIO3HAET HABEYHO,”
— TO €CTh KaXI0€ JUI0 OyAeT Ooulymarh yKe HE TOJIBKO TO, YTO
OILLYIIA€T OHO OJHO, HO OUIYIIAET BCE, BCEX, KTO B ATOM CIUSHUU
HAXOJUTCS, TaK e, Kak ce0s.23!

According to the design, human existence was to be modeled after
the triune nature of the Creator — unmerged yet undivided. The
initial separation of Man into Adam and Eve does not reach the
foundations of their existence. Originally, they exist unmerged yet
undivided. Each of them feels everything that the other feels, they
feel the same way as the other. This is what Dostoevsky implies.
“Everything will then feel and know itself eternally,” — means that
everyone will feel not only what their self alone feels, but will feel
everything and everyone who exists in this merger the same way as
one feels their own self.
VI1. Recognition as Love in The Brothers Karamazov
This understanding of love as knowledge works well in our interpretation of Dostoevsky’s
confessional encounters. Love as the process of recognizing the central importance of the other
and the act of performing deeds that foreground this significance features profoundly in his
transformative, exemplary confessions. The power contained in small acts of love fortified by faith
in the transcendent and the accompanying kenotic behavior is shown beautifully in the
confessional interactions between Grushenka and Alyosha in The Brothers Karamazov. Alyosha
Karamazov’s kenotic personality characterized by openness, childlike faith, forgiveness, and

undying hope is a literary image created over the span of the whole novel. In Book Seven,

appropriately titled “Alyosha,” he becomes the full center of Dostoevsky’s artistic vision. The

231 Kasatkina, “Notes from Underground and “Masha is lying on the table...” Experience of “close
reading” in a close context,” 144.
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following reading concentrates on a particular confessional moment between Alyosha and
Grushenka in Chapter Three — “An Onion” (“Jlykoexa”). It is of special interest to this project,
holding many keys to understanding the transforming and healing power of love and kenotic
behavior.

In this chapter, the reader sees Alyosha in a state of personal grief, and emotional pain,
dealing with his own fractured self. He is picked up by Rakitin, who takes him to Grushenka, a
woman whom the novel first presents, by the societal standards of the time, as fallen beyond grace
in her lustful and greedy ways. The fateful encounter happens in Chapter Three, but the
confessional moment that has the power to change lives and transform pain into happiness is
foreshadowed by the last paragraph of Chapter Two. “An Onion ” starts with a detailed background

story for Grushenka, where it becomes known that

Bbutn TONBKO CIyXH, YTO CEMHAALATHIICTHEIO €lle IEBOYKOM Oblia
OHa KeM-TO oOMaHyTa, KakuM-To Oynro Obl oduiepom, U 3aTem
ToT4ac ke uM Opomena. Odwunep-ae yexaa U Tae-TO MOTOM
&KeHuics, a ['pymenbka ocranack B mo3ope U Huere. I'oBopuiuy,
BIIPOYEM, YTO XOTs ['pylleHbka W JEHCTBUTEIBHO ObLTa B3sITA
CBOUM CTapuKOM U3 HUILETHI, HO YTO CEeMEHCTBa Obljla YECTHOTO U
MIPOUCXOIMIIA KaK-TO U3 JYXOBHOTO 3BaHMsI, OblIa J0Yh KaKOTO-TO

3allTaTHOI'O AbJAKOHA HUJIKM YTO-TO B 9TOM pO,Z[e.232

There were rumors that she had been at seventeen betrayed by
someone, some sort of officer, and immediately afterwards
abandoned by him. The officer had gone away and afterwards
married, while Grushenka had been left in poverty and disgrace. It
was said, however, that though Grushenka had been raised from
destitution by the old man, Samsonov, she came of a respectable
family belonging to the clerical class, that she was the daughter of a
deacon or something of the sort.?*3

232 Bratya Karamazovy, V. 2, 24.

233 The Brothers Karamazov.
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This authorial characteristic is a key to empathizing with her personality. A daughter of a
clerical worker, a popovna, Grushenka was raised in a very specific set of ideological
circumstances compared to the rest of Russia’s population. Popovichi as a class, consisting of the
children of Orthodox parish clergymen and comprising only about one percent of the country’s
population, regardless of being religious or irreligious, remained remarkably homogenous in their
spiritual values. Laurie Manchester, a scholar who has dedicated her book to the study of popovichi
as a social group, writes:

... modernism blurred the boundary between secular and religious
spheres, and the irreligious continued to exhibit what Eliade called
“degenerated religious behavior,” unconsciously espousing vestiges
of an exemplary religious upbringing that began with their births.?%*

This contextualizes and defines the ethos that was instilled in Grushenka from her
childhood with the “master narratives” she absorbed growing up as a member of a clerical estate.
As Manchester points out, “Because popovichi were defining themselves according to a tradition,
[...] their ethos remained relatively static and homogenous.”?% Based on the Russian Orthodox
tradition, the ethical models popovichi drew from to conceptualize their selves were relatively
stable throughout the course of several centuries. For this very narrow stratum of Russian
intelligentsia, religious background provided a sense of common identity even after popovichi left
the clerical estate and became involved in secular occupations, sharing philosophies and observing

models provided by other intelligenty. When we consider that Grushenka was raised within the

234 Manchester, Holy Fathers, Secular Sons: Clergy, Intelligentsia, and The Modern Self in Revolutionary
Russia, 7.

2% |bid., 11.
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clerical estate appropriating the Russian Orthodox ethos, and that Alyosha, albeit not a popovich,
was a true believer, the coinciding world conception of these characters becomes more clearly
defined. The reader understands that they had at least one thing in common — the faith in the
Scriptural Word phrased in Old Church Slavonic.

During the meeting between Alyosha and Grushenka, we observe a complicated
confessional interaction, which starts with an expression of genuine joy and admiration from the
least likely party — Grushenka, a welcome that in return opens up Alyosha’s heart as he notices a

different, unexpected part of her personality:

Omna pe3Bo nojcena K Asele Ha TMBaH, C HUM PSJIOM, U TJIs/ea Ha
HEro PEeNIMTENIbHO ¢ BocxuileHneM. M aeicTBuTEIbHO ObLIA paja,
He Jrana, roBops 3to. ['naza ee ropemu, TyObl CMESUTUCh, HO
JIOOPOJIYIITHO, BECEIIO CMESUTHCh. AJlelia Jake U He 0XKUIall OT Hee
Takoro no0poro BeIpakeHHs B Jjwuie.. OH BcTpedan ee JI0
BYEpAIIIHETO JHS MaJI0, COCTABHJI 00 HEl yCTpallalee MOHsATHE, a
BUEpa TaK CTPAIIHO ObUI MOTPSACEH €€ 3J00HOK M KOBApHOIO
BbIXOJIKOH mpoTrB Karepuubl MIBaHOBHBI M OBUI OYECHBH YIUBIICH,
YTO Temepb BAPYr yBUJAl B HEW coBceM Kak Obl HMHOE U
HEOXXHJaHHOe cymiecTBo. M kak HM ObUT OH MPUIABIEH CBOUM
COOCTBEHHBIM TOPEM, HO TJIa3a €r0 HEBOJIBHO OCTAHOBIIIMCH HA HEH
co BHMMaHHeM. Bce maHepbl ee Kak Obl M3MEHWIHCH TOXE CO
BUEpAIIHET0 JHS COBCEM K Jy4lleMmy: He ObLIO 3TOH BuepaimrHeit
CIIall]aBOCTH B BBITOBOPE IOYTH BOBCE, ATHX HM3HEKEHHBIX U
MaHEpPHBIX JBWXKEHUH... BCE OBUIO TPOCTO, MPOCTOIYIIHO,
JBUKEHHs ee ObUIM CKOpbIe, MpsIMbIe, JOBEpUHBHIC, HO OblLIa OHA
oueHb BO30yxkaeHa. — [locmoam, »KkMe BCE BEMIM CETOIHS
cOBIBaIOTCS, MPaABO, — 3aJlleneTalna oHa onATh. — M 4yero g tebe Tak
pana, Anema, cama He 3Har0. BoT cripocw, a s He 3Ha0.2°

She gayly sat down beside Alyosha on the sofa, looking at him with
positive delight. And she really was glad, she was not lying when
she said so. Her eyes glowed, her lips laughed, but it was a good-
hearted merry laugh. Alyosha had not expected to see such a kind
expression in her face.... He had hardly met her till the day before,
he had formed an alarming idea of her, and had been horribly

23 Bratya Karamazovy, V. 2, 29.
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distressed the day before by the spiteful and treacherous trick she
had played on Katerina lvanovna. He was greatly surprised to find
her now altogether different from what he had expected. And,
crushed as he was by his own sorrow, his eyes involuntarily rested
on her with attention. Her whole manner seemed changed for the
better since yesterday, there was scarcely any trace of that mawkish
sweetness in her speech, of that voluptuous softness in her
movements. Everything was simple and good-natured, her gestures
were rapid, direct, confiding, but she was greatly excited. “Dear me,
how everything comes together to-day!” she chattered on again.
“And why I am so glad to see you, Alyosha, I couldn't say myself!
If you ask me, I couldn't tell you.”?%

Even though Grushenka says she does not know why she is so happy to see Alyosha, the
reader suspects that this emotional upheaval could have been due to the recognition of the familiar,
a sense of belonging that Alyosha evoked in her and other people due to his own kenotic
personality that was revealed mostly in humility, sincere expressions of love towards the
transcendent God, openness towards people and forgiveness of their wild and sorrowful words.
Grushenka views Alyosha as an authority, and his acceptance sends her a personal message of
unconditional love. The feeling of security prompts Grushenka to see him as a trustworthy
confessor and to liberally admit to her transgressions towards Katerina, Dmitry, and Rakitin. The
kenotic emptying out of her sins leaves a feeling of unadulterated love, as Grushenka suddenly
realizes that she loves Alyosha “with all of her soul:”

— OT10 nns 1e0s, PakuTka, OH LBIIUIEHOK, BOT YTO... IOTOMY 4TO Y
Te0s1 COBECTH HET, BOT uTo! I, BUIUIIIB, 5 OO0 €ro QyIIoi, BOT
yto! Bepumb, Anemia, uro s mobmo teds Beero mymon? [...] Ha
BCIb A HHU3KadA, 1 BCAb HCUCTOBAsA, HY, a B JAPYI'YIO MUHYTY 4,

ObIBasio, Asemia, Ha TeOs Kak Ha COBECTb MOIO cMOTpIo. Bepumib

JIU, UHOM pa3, paBo, AJelia, CMOTPIO Ha TeOs U CThIKYCh, BCE ce0s

CTBIKYCH...2%8

237 The Brothers Karamazov.

238 Bratya Karamazovy, V. 2, 31-32.
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“He is a chicken to you, Rakitin ... because you've no conscience,
that's what it is! You see, | love him with all my soul, that's how it
is! Alyosha, do you believe I love you with all my soul? [...] Tam a
horrid, violent creature. But at other times I've looked upon you,
Alyosha, as my conscience. Would you believe it, | sometimes look
at you and feel ashamed, utterly ashamed of myself...”?%

Grushenka sees Alyosha as her conscience precisely because they are both true believers
and she knows it. However, it takes an act of confession on her part to show Alyosha that he is
indeed seen for who he is by someone else who shares in his paradigm of values. When Grushenka
finds out about the death of Father Zosima and understands Alyosha’s silence, she immediately
gets off his lap, having crossed herself devoutly. This act is the very confessional moment that

changes Alyosha’s soul too:

— Craperr ero rmomep ceroass, craper; 30cuma, CBsITOM.

— Tak ymep crapen 3ocuma! — BockiuMKHyna [pymieHbka. —
l'ocrioqu, a st Toro u He 3HaNa! — OHa HA00XKHO MEePEKPECTUAChH. —
l'ocnonn, fa 9To ke s, a sI-T0 y Hero Ha KOJIGHKaxX Tenepb CHxkKy! —
BCKHHYJIACh OHA BAPYT KaK B MCITyTe, MUTOM COCKOYHJIA C KOJICH H
nepecena Ha OUBaH. AJiella JUIMHHO C YIUBJICHHEM TOTJIsIIeN Ha
Hee, ¥ Ha JINIE ero KaK OyJTO Y4TO 3aCBETHIIOCH.

— PakuTuH, — mpOroBOpHII OH BAPYT TPOMKO U TBEPJO, — HE JAPa3HU
TBI MEHSI, UTO S IPOTUB Oora Moero B30yHTOBasCs. He xouy s 3710061
MIPOTUB TeOsI UMETh, a MOTOMY OyAb U ThI JoOpee. S moTepsi Takoe
COKPOBHIIIE, KAKOTO Thl HUKOT/Ia HE UMEJ, ¥ ThI TeIIeph HE MOXKEIITh
cynuth MeHs. [locMoTpu nydiiie croa Ha Hee: BUEN, Kak OHa MEHS
nomaauiaa? S men croja 37y IyIly HAaWTH — Tak BIEKJIO MEHS
caMoro K TOMy, OTOMY 4TO S OBbUI MOJUT M 30JI, a HAIIeN CECTpy
HCKPEHHIOIO, HAIIeJl COKPOBHINE — ATy Jro0smyto... OHa ceityac
notnaauia MeHs... Arpadena AjexcaHapoBHa, s PO TEOs TOBOPIO.
Ts1 Mot mymTy ceifdac BoccTaHoBHTA. 240

239 The Brothers Karamazov.
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“So Father Zosima is dead,” cried Grushenka. “Good God, I did not
know!”” She crossed herself devoutly. “Goodness, what have I been
doing, sitting on his knee like this at such a moment!” She started
up as though in dismay, instantly slipped off his knee and sat down
on the sofa. Alyosha bent a long wondering look upon her and a light
seemed to dawn in his face. “Rakitin,” he said suddenly, in a firm
and loud voice; “don’t taunt me with having rebelled against God. I
don’t want to feel angry with you, so you must be kinder, too, I’ve
lost a treasure such as you have never had, and you cannot judge me
now. You had much better look at her — do you see how she has pity
on me? | came here to find a wicked soul — | felt drawn to evil
because I was base and evil myself, and I’ve found a true sister, |
have found a treasure — a loving heart. She had pity on me just now...
Agrafena Alexandrovna, I am speaking of you. You’ve raised my
soul from the depths.”?4!

Shaken by the act of recognition, respect and love, Alyosha regains his ability to speak and
from this point on, adds his voice to the narrative, protecting Grushenka, pleading for empathy
towards her and asking for her forgiveness. Grushenka empathizes with Alyosha’s grief over the
loss of a loved one and reacts with solemn respect and veneration. She immediately stops teasing
Alyosha and acts in a way that confirms her knowledge of good and evil is the ethical system that
involves God, the transcendent. She crosses herself piously and seems to be afraid to be “bad” in
such a grave moment, when in a kenotic movement her own troubles give way and provide space
for her to feel the depth of Alyosha’s despair.

Alan Jacobs, a Christian scholar and critic, in his recent essay “Bakhtin and the
Hermeneutics of Love,” says:

First, God’s “I-for-myself” and “I-for-the-other” finds its perfect
expression in the kenosis of Christ: the Word become flesh (John

1:14) is God’s signature, in Bakhtin’s sense, upon his love for us.
But second, that divine signature, once recognized by me, provides

241 The Brothers Karamazov.
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the ground for, or source of, my own determination to act
answerably, to “undersign” and “incarnate” my love for the other.?*2
Alyosha recognizes that Grushenka just gave him the gift of mercy because of her deeply
loving soul who believes in the same truth as he does and “undersigns that belief with loving
behavior. This moment of mutual recognition in the light of a shared third restores Alyosha’s soul.
His kind words to Grushenka trigger a revolution in her self as well: “On MeHs cecTpoii cBoei
Ha3BaJl, U sl HUKOT1a Toro Brpeap He 3a0yny!” (“He called me his sister, and I will never forget
it!”)?*3 A Dbrief confessional moment produces a miracle: Alyosha is convinced that Grushenka
saved him, and she is honored beyond measure to be seen as worthy of being called a sister by
someone she loves spiritually. The simultaneous acknowledgment of unity in the transcendent God
creates a sense of belonging, safety and love able to shake up the hurting self and regenerate it
with an inflow of divine grace. Dostoevsky writes:
PakutuH yauMBisiacs Ha UX BOCTOPKEHHOCTh M OOMAUMBO 3JIWIICA,

XOTSI ¥ MOT OBI COO6p8.3PIT]':>, qTo 'y 000HX Kak pa3 CoLIOCh BCé, 4qTo

MOTJIO TIOTPACTU HMX AYHIM TaK, KaK CJIy4acTCsa 3TO HEYACTO B

)I(I/I3HI/I.244

Rakitin wondered at their enthusiasm. He was aggrieved and
annoyed, though he might have reflected that each of them was just
passing through a spiritual crisis such as does not come often in a
lifetime.?4

242 Jacobs, Alan. “Bakhtin and the Hermeneutics of Love,” 39-40.
243 Bratya Karamazovy, V. 2, 33.
244 1bid.

245 The Brothers Karamazov.
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An additional confessional moment between these two characters happens when
Grushenka relates the Parable of the Onion — a story that shows how a selfless kind deed in love
for the other can have a life-saving effect not only on the recipient of such kindness, but also on
the giver. Grushenka uses the metaphorical little onion to define the act of mercy she extended to
Alyosha just minutes ago. Diminishing her own goodness, calling herself a wicked, bad woman in
the continued kenotic effort to speak the bad out and purify her soul with truth, she says:

PakuTke s moxBammiiach, 4TO JYKOBKY IOJana, a TeOe HWHaye
CKaxy: 6ce20-mo 51 JIyKOBKY KaKylO-HHOYIlb BO BCIO H3Hb MO0
I1ogajia, BCEro TOJIbKO HA MHEC U €CTh II06pOIIeTeJII/I. N ue xBamu TbI
MEHS IIOCJIE TOro, Ajenia, HE IMOYUTall MeHs J00poro, 3ias s,

3II0LIAsA-TIPe3Iomas, a Oyelllb XBalIuTh, B CThLJ BBEACUIb. OX, Ja
y3K mokaroch coceM. Citymmaii, Aserna. .. 248

I boasted to Rakitin that I had given away an onion, but to you I’ll
say: “I’ve done nothing but give away one onion all my life, that’s
the only good deed I’ve done.” So don’t praise me, Alyosha, don’t
think me good, | am bad, | am a wicked woman, and you make me
ashamed if you praise me. Eh, I must confess everything. Listen,
Alyosha.?*
From there, the flow of confessions does not stop till the end of the chapter. Grushenka’s
emotional pain pours out into the willing and loving ears of Alyosha, until his confessant is reduced
to tears for lack of words to express how little she thinks of herself. Alyosha’s reaction to the

information received in such a highly emotive way is one of empathy, kindness, and sincere

admiration. He calls on Rakitin to have mercy on Grushenka’s tortured soul, but if Rakitin had not

246 Bratya Karamazovy, V. 2, 34.
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been there, Alyosha would be exclaiming to God, begging for Grushenka from the same level with

her to be forgiven and comforted:

— Muia, — nporoBOpmII OH, — HE CepAUCh. Thl OOMMKEH €10, HO He
cepauck. Crpliai Tel ee ceituac? Henmp3s ¢ Qy1im 4enoBeka CTOJIbKO
CTpallnBaTh, HAJI0 OBITH MIJIOCEPIHEE. .. AJIEIIa POTrOBOPUI 3TO B
HEyAepKUMOM TopbIBe cepana. EMy Hamo Ob10 BeICKa3aThCsl, U OH
obparuincst k Pakutuny. Ecnu 6 He Obuto PakutuHa, oH cran Obl

BOCKJIMIIATh OAMH. 248

“Misha,” he said, “don’t be angry. She wounded you, but don’t be
angry. You heard what she said just now? You mustn’t ask too much
of human endurance, one must be merciful.” Alyosha said this at the
instinctive prompting of his heart. He felt obliged to speak and he
turned to Rakitin. If Rakitin had not been there, he would have
spoken to the air. 24°

Rakitin instinctively recognizes the strength hidden in Alyosha’s apparent weakness, and
mockingly likens him to the Man of God, which is the attributive phrase traditionally used in
Russian Orthodox religious canon along with the name of Aleksei.?*® He purposefully diminishes
the greatness of Alyosha’s ideal and hates his devout faith in human goodness:

D10 TeOs TBOMM CTapleM JaBeda 3apsiIviiv, U Terepb Thl CBOUM

CTapieM B MEHs M BbIAIII, AJlelieHbKa, O0XKUN YelIoBEeUeK, — C
HEHABUCTHOIO YJIBIOKOM MPOTOBOPUIT Pakurin. >

248 Bratya Karamazovy, V. 2, 37.
249 The Brothers Karamazov.
250 Note the reference to “Anekcuii, yenosek boxkuii” from Yemou-Muneu.

251 Bratya Karamazovy, V. 2, 37.
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“You were so primed up with your elder's teaching last night that
now you have to let it off on me, Alexey, man of God!” said Rakitin,
with a smile of hatred.?®?

But even to insults like this, Alyosha reacts with a call to recognize the greatness of
Grushenka’s love and to see the treasure hidden in her troubled soul. He compares himself to her

and realizes that she is above him in her ability to empathize with suffering and to forgive:

S men crona, 4ToObl MOrHOHYTh, U TOBOpWII: «IlycTh, mycTh!» — 1
3TO U3-32 MOETO MAJIOAYIINS, & OHA Yepe3 IMATh JIET MYKH, TOJIbKO
YTO KTO-TO IEPBBIA MPHILET U il HCKpPEHHEEe CJIOBO CKasall, — BCE
npoctuia, Be€ 3a0buta u riader! OOUIIHNK €€ BOPOTHIICS, 30BET €€,
1 OHa BCE MPOIIAaeT eMy, ¥ CICIIUT K HEMY B PaJIOCTH, U HE BO3bMET
HOXa, He Bo3bMeT! Her, s He TakoB. 51 He 3HAIO0, TAKOB JIM ThI,
Muina, HO 51 He TakoB! SI cerojiHsi, ceiiuac ATOT ypok noiyqui... OHa
BBIIIIC JTIOOOBBIO, YeM MBI... CIIBIIIAN JIK ThI OT HEe MPEKIE TO, YTO
OHa pacckazaia Ternepsb? Her, He ciblimai; eciu Obl CHbIIIA, TO
TaBHO ObI BCE MOHSUL.. W JIpyrasi, OOMKCHHAsT TPEThETO JIHS, U Ta
nycTh pocTuT ee! Y mpocTuT, KoJib y3HAET... ¥ y3HaeT... JTa qyiia
eIle He MPUMHUPEHHAs!, HaJI0 AJIUTh €€... B TYIIe 3TON MOXKET OBITh

cokposHIIe... 2°3

I came here seeking my ruin, and said to myself, ‘What does it
matter?’ in my cowardliness, but she, after five years in torment, as
soon as any one says a word from the heart to her — it makes her
forget everything, forgive everything, in her tears! The man who has
wronged her has come back, he sends for her, and she forgives him
everything, and hastens joyfully to meet him and she won't take a
knife with her. She won’t! No, I am not like that. I don't know
whether you are, Misha, but | am not like that. It's a lesson to me...
She is more loving than we... Have you heard her speak before of
what she has just told us? No, you haven't; if you had, you'd have
understood her long ago... and the person insulted the day before
yesterday must forgive her, too! She will, when she knows... and she

252 The Brothers Karamazov.
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shall know... This soul is not yet at peace with itself, one must be
tender with it... there may be a treasure in that soul...?*

Gasping for breath as if short of air because of the emotional fullness, Alyosha smiles. He
sees that good has conquered evil in Grushenka’s soul, and that she has forgiven the one person
who hurt her the most. Even though she is not able to admit to this forgiveness without feeling as
a bad person yet, Alyosha knows that her ability to love is greater than her pain, and this
recognition transforms and uplifts Grushenka in the way no one has been able to do prior to
Alyosha. With the degree of kenotic love increasing by the minute, the two participants of the

confession join each other in tears:

— He 3naro s1, He Bear0, HUYEro He BEAar0, UYTO OH MHE TaKOE CKa3all,
Cep/IIly CKa3ajoch, CEpIe OH MHE IiepeBepHyII... [loxkanen oH MeHs
NEpBBIH, €IMHBIM, BOT 4yTO! 3a4eM Tbl, XEpyBUM, HE MPHUXOAUI
npexje, — ynaiga BAPYT OHa TpeJ HUM Ha KOJICHH, Kak Obl B
I/ICCTyHJIeHI/II/I. ! BCIO JXHU3Hb TAaKOI'O, KaK ThI, JXJaJla, 3HajJa, 4TO
KTO-TO TaKO# MPUIET U MEHs MPOCTUT. Bepuna, 4To U MeHs KTO-TO
MOJTFOOUT, TaJKYI0, HE 32 OJIUH TOJIBKO cpam!.. — UTo s Tebe Takoro
caenan? — yMUJICHHO YJbIOasich, oTBeuan Ajielia, HarHyBIIUCH K
HEH 1 HeXKHO B3SIB €€ 33 pyKH, — TYKOBKY s TeO€ 1oJ1all, OTHY CaMyto
Malylr JyKOBKY, TOJbKO, Toibko! .. W, mporoBopuB, cam

3armaxai.?®®

“I don't know what he said to me, it went straight to my heart; he
has wrung my heart.... He is the first, the only one who has pitied
me, that's what it is. Why did you not come before, you angel?”” She
fell on her knees before him as though in a sudden frenzy. “I’ve been
waiting all my life for someone like you, | knew that someone like
you would come and forgive me. | believed that, nasty as I am,
someone would really love me, not only with a shameful love!”
“What have I done to you?” answered Alyosha, bending over her
with a tender smile, and gently taking her by the hands; “I only gave

254 The Brothers Karamazov.
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you an onion, nothing but a tiny little onion, that was all!” He was
moved to tears himself as he said it.2*®

This transformation of two discrete selves into an emotional whole happens in the active
confession of love seen within the framework involving the transcendent. The reader witnesses
kenotic principles at work: the verbal and emotional emptying of two people’s minds connected
in a confessional interaction that is mediated by the faith in the absolute Other. The “heroic deed”
of love — speaking without judgment and joining in pleas for forgiveness — produces the miracle
of alleviated guilt and binds two separate selves in reconciliation with the Truth. In this abstract,
we witness the resolutions of inner personal conflicts in Grushenka as well as in Alyosha. This
encounter also serves as a positive contribution to resolving the social conflict between Grushenka
and other people, who are used to seeing her in a judgmental way. The trialogic nature of
Dostoevsky’s transformative, successful confessional moments is seen clearly in the passages
recounted above.

VII1. Conclusion

The presence or absence of the absolute Other affects the meaning carried by particular
verbal expressions employed in confessional encounters. | see this interpenetration of personal
truths and their correlation to a higher, transcendent truth, as the trialogic discursive structure that
Dostoevsky runs through the interactions of characters in all of his literary works. For Dostoevsky,
the meaning of an utterance that is limited merely to the interpersonal, dialogic, “horizontal” plane
of understanding lacks the depth of the connection to the ideal Third, and therefore the “vertical”
perspective, equidistant from all of the participants of a human interaction. The purely dialogic

meaning is bound to be imbalanced, erroneous, and as such — sinful. A mistruth, an error, a lie —

256 The Brothers Karamazov.
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all are transgressions against language and the One Truth that Dostoevsky kept in sight. In his
writing, he was searching for the ultimate Truth, for the final meaning of the word, or, in Bakhtin’s
terms, for the “word without escape” (cmoBo 0e3 maseiiku). The sincerity of a confessional
statement is a necessary indicator of a true, successful, emotionally liberating confession in
Dostoevsky’s oeuvre. What I term in this study as kenosis, is one of the relational principles that
Dostoevsky foregrounded in his artistic interpretations of confessional process and his search for
honesty. Self-minimization, giving up one’s dominant position and the right to judge, abstracting
one’s will to allow space for the other to exist in their own right — all these kenotic manifestations
create optimal conditions for a peaceful outcome of any conflict. Dostoevsky shows that the kind
of energy that arises from such a stance between self and the other allows communication to
happen in a way that is based on favorable understanding and acceptance. This binding energy of
love facilitates interpenetration and reconciliation — the processes creative of a more wholesome
entity — be it an inner self, a social self, or the entirety of One living Being that lies outside of
human perception and cognition, in the transcendent.

True sacramental confession makes incredibly careful use of language, reproducing the
word of the divine Other, repeating the names of sins as quotes from the Scripture. Confessions
that deviate from this model may not have their full healing effect, or even fail completely. Sasse
states that it was Dostoevsky’s intention to create protagonists who fail their attempts at confession
to another human or to their own self as they doubt the existence of the transcendent Other and do
not know exactly where they are addressing their confessions.?” In the next chapter, we will turn
to such “erroneous” confessions to offer a view of the interpersonal relationship mistakes that

Dostoevsky intended his readers to learn from.
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Chapter Three
Dostoevsky’s Failed Confessions: The Loss of Self

The previous chapter argued that Dostoevsky’s novels promote a way of relating to the
other that can preclude losing the goodness, harmony, and happiness of the individual self under
the negative impact of the evil communicated by the environment. The key to resisting the
judgment of other people’s wrongdoings is in the concept of kenosis. Informed by millennia of
religious texts, this philosophy exists in many religious traditions and appeals to the feeling of love
to motivate a voluntary self-minimizing stance. Such withdrawal of self makes space both for the
human free will and the transcendent Other recognized as the source of the universal law.
Dostoevsky’s novels indicate that both in the delivering and the accepting role in an interaction,
the self is fortified, not weakened, by inhabiting the self-emptying and self-withdrawing energy
movement in between | and Thou.?®

Dostoevsky’s confessions examined thus far show that confessors experience no damage
to their inner mental state under the condition of kenotically stepping away from feeling superior
while witnessing the mistakes of the confessing other. Acknowledging and affirming the eternal
goodness of their confessants despite their transgressions, characters like Sonya Marmeladova,
Alyosha Karamazov, and elder Zosima do not change for the worst even though they constantly
serve as depositories for the negativity of others. None of them are “infested” with the confessed
sin. Instead, Dostoevsky’s reader sees such kenotic characters’ sense of self reinforced through the
acknowledgment of truth and accountability that they share with their confessants. Such is
Alyosha’s emotional reaction to seeing Grushenka recognize her indecent behavior, such is

Sonya’s joy and decision to follow Raskolnikov in repentance, and such is Zosima’s unwavering

258 Buber, 1 and Thou.
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acceptance of God in sinners. The self of these confessors is not only preserved but actively
participates in the energy exchange that allows them to free the other’s conscience from the
constraints of guilt. The energy of grace received through the acceptance of joint responsibility
before the transcendent Third acts as an agent of healing and rebirth. Kenosis presupposes
voluntary self-minimization, and Dostoevsky writes this philosophical approach into the
characters of his most successful confessors, pointing to the responsible way of dealing with the
individual feeling of righteousness.

This chapter argues that Dostoevsky also realized the impossibility of humans fully
achieving kenosis. When taken to the extreme, kenotic self-surrender can lead to a complete
disregard of the self with its boundaries, responsibilities and needs — an approach that would lose
sight of the significance of every “I” and may lead to the disintegration of self. It is ethically and
existentially impossible for a wholesome human to give a complete carte blanche to the
surrounding reality. The boundaries between good and evil become fluid unless upheld by
everyone for their own self, both in the interactions with others and in one’s own relationship with
what one knows as truth. This view echoes Jacobs, who argues that complete self-emptying — the
elimination of one’s self for the benefit of the other — would be equal to “the abdication of
answerability.”?%® Jacobs, in his turn, mentions Bakhtin’s insistence on “not merging with another
but preserving one’s own position of extralocality and the surplus of vision and understanding
connected with it.”?%° It is this position of extralocality that is on offer from the transcendent Other
at any given moment for a carrier of trialogic consciousness. From this point of view, all humans

are equal, both in their goodness and in their mistakes, which disallows any judgment of

29 Jacobs, Alan. “Bakhtin and the Hermeneutics of Love.”

260 Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 299.



126

righteousness. Because self and the other being reflections of each other for each other, any
negative judgment will be amplified till the physical eruption of conflict. The law of individuality,
viewed by Dostoevsky as an obstacle to the ideal of absolute love, is one of the laws that allow the
development of every person as a unique entity, and it cannot be ignored by a healthy, balanced
human consciousness. Faith in the honest judgment by the ultimate Other, combined with this
understanding of self and personal responsibility, can preclude vilifying the human other, thereby
preventing conflict.

Dostoevsky’s exact wording of the sentiment regarding the voluntary giving position of
self in relation to the other is curious in that it acknowledges the seeming, illusory nature of the
“annihilation of the “I”.” Going back to his notes on Masha’s death, we read:

To love a person as one’s own self according to the commandment
of Christ is impossible. The law of individuality on earth is the
constraint. “I” is the stumbling block. [...] The highest use which he
can make of his individuality, of the full development of his “L,” is
to seemingly annihilate that “I,” to give it wholly to each and every
one, wholeheartedly and selflessly. And this is the greatest
happiness.?!

Noticing the fullness of giving one’s self to the other (“wholeheartedly”) and the complete
investment in the well-being of the other (“selflessly”), we see that in Dostoevsky’s vision, the
intensity of the kenotic self-emptying does not really harm or destroy the self. The self is not in
danger. The individual is extremely happy as a result of such behavioral choices. “Seemingly”

here refers, of course, to perception. In this case, it is the “I,” the Ego, that feels like the self will

be annihilated if minimized. This sentiment is normal in human psychology, stemming from the

261 proffer, 39-43.



127

absolute vulnerability of children, who are forced by the “law of individuality”?%? to establish and
widen their own boundaries during the process of relational self-formation and growth while being
completely dependent on the surrounding adults. Alina Wyman’s 2016 volume claims that

Bakhtin on Dostoevsky is problematic. On the level of character, a

constant privileging of the other in dialogue and the ‘coexistence-

and-interaction’ mandate in polyphony ignore a hero’s growth over

time and discourage cultivation of a private zone.?®3

Wyman thinks that Bakhtin’s early ruminations on the relations where ‘I’ is obligated to

consummate the other do not coincide with his Dostoevsky study, which promotes radical
incompleteness and shared being. But balance can be restored if we recall Bakhtin’s early concept
of eoxcusanue or ‘live entering’: an ‘active empathy.” Caryl Emerson summarizes Wyman’s
argument:

This is not Nietzsche’s despised pity, reactive and duplicative.

‘Active’ here means morally potent. The empathizer does not

collapse into the other’s pain. Rather, my ‘I’ briefly steps in to your

space (the mechanism here is unclear), our horizons momentarily

coincide and are mutually enriched, after which we return to our

separate selves. Such compassionate, temporary consummation of

‘I’ and ‘other’ is never a finalization, never a fusion, always a

possible way out.?4

Wyman’s description of a momentary merging of selves in a common space is worth

noticing, although we would describe it as happening not on the territory of the polemical other,

22 PSS, V. 20, 172-175.

263 Wyman, “The Gift of Active Empathy: Scheler, Bakhtin, and Dostoevsky,” Studies in Russian
Literature and Theory.
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128

but on the territory of the self that temporarily cedes its boundaries in a kenotic self-withdrawal to
create space for the suffering that has to leave the other. It is encouraging to see scholars who attest
that the “way out” lies through the compassionate understanding of the empathizing self. It is not
always clear, however, how a self can have endless resources of empathy for the immeasurable
pain of the surrounding world. To be properly understood, Wyman claims, “Dostoevsky’s positive
heroes need both Bakhtin and Scheler. Scheler’s personality model permits a self to retain a private
‘surplus’, its own ‘individual ineffable’, which gives it the dignity, traction for change, and trust
in the wholeness of its own embodied image that Bakhtin withholds.”?% In order to preserve
stability and healthy boundaries of self when the other is faltering, the moral potency and
wholeness of self need to be rooted in a locus not coinciding with the other. This postulates the
need for an ideal of self-giving — a self with an increased, endless capacity to create space for the
ontological other. Further in his diary, Dostoevsky formulates this development goal for humanity
— the highest degree of happiness and fullness of life, achieved when

... the law of the | merges with the law of humanism, and in the

merging both, both the | and the all (in appearance two extreme

opposites) mutually annihilated for each other, at the same time

attain the highest goal of their individual development, each on their

own. [...] This is the heaven of Christ. The whole history of

humanity as well as every human is only development, struggle,

striving and reaching this goal.?%

Keeping in mind the metaphorical nature of ‘mutual annihilation,’ I see it as mutual self—

minimization and acceptance of the will of the Other through a human interaction performed with

as much kenotic love as is humanly possible. Dostoevsky’s characters tuned into the feeling of

265 \Wyman.
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personal responsibility often express it in a kenotic stance towards spiritual and civil laws. This
voluntary submission to the letter of the law creates, in Dostoevsky’s vision, the optimal
environment for a thriving social structure, a polyphony of well-expressed individual selves, joined
by mutual recognition and affirmation of the other with love.

Delving into Dostoevsky’s plots to explore the details of the confessional moments that
fail to restore the wholeness of the self burdened by low emotional energies, | aim to formulate a
variety of relational deviations from the previously outlined model of a successful healing
confession. During an overview of confessional addressees in Dostoevsky’s writing, this chapter
will pay close attention to the confessor’s ability to assume a consciously kenotic position towards
both the penitent and the transcendent Other. A section of this discussion will be devoted to
Myshkin, a seemingly ideal confessor who, nevertheless, demonstrates a complete failure to
perform transformative confessions and declines into madness after a short period of serving
forgiveness on his community. In The Idiot, Dostoevsky offers several insights on how problems
arising within a wrongfully orchestrated confession might culminate in the loss of self,
overwhelmed by the weight of the received evil.

Looking further at the faulty confessional communications in Dostoevsky’s literary
universe, | will explore the role of the confessant and their emotional composition during the
verbally kenotic act of “pouring one’s sins into someone else’s ear,”?® literally and metaphorically
speaking. One of the goals of this dissertation is to show that for Dostoevsky’s characters,
confession cannot be a constructive self-healing practice without the acknowledgment of the
presence of grace in the moment, and without the humility of an emotionally sincere, repentant

deliverance of self-judgment. A close look into the famous unpublished confession of Nikolali

267 An apt metaphor used by Sylvia Sasse in her study of confession in Russian literature.
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Stavrogin to Fr. Tikhon in Demons will help define the penitent’s confessional effort that brings
no relief or redemption.

I. Confessional Addressees and Configuration of Confession

In Russian Orthodoxy, the Sacrament of Confession is performed with a priest as a witness
and a mediator between God and the penitent. However, confessants are directing their word to
the Third who is invisibly present at the event, not to the confessor. The transcendent Other is
always present in religious confessional interactions and serves as the ultimate addressee of the
confessional utterance, and the only judge. The human confessor acts merely as a representative -
the physical addressee of the utterance meant for the Other — requiring the confessor to assume a
kenotic stance both towards the transcendent Third and towards the emotionally charged words of
the penitent. Temporarily emptying their mind of the personal knowledge of right and wrong and
creating space for receiving the confession of the other, the physical addressee of the confession
acts as a reservoir for the negative knowledge delivered by the confessant suffering under the
weight of guilty conscience. Asking the transcendent Other for the weight to be lifted, the
confessor acts as a mediator between the originator of the sin and the ultimate authority whose
Word is used to define the committed acts of evil. It is only this ultimate authority that has the
power to judge and absolve the penitent of the guilt for their transgressions. The confessor does
not pass judgment, but serves as a conduit, passing information through. Once the negative is
delivered and redirected to the transcendent Other, the positive, the energy of grace, comes to the
confessant through the words of deliverance uttered by the mediator. The ability to “let go” of evil
is crucial for restorative healing in confession.

Sacramental confession as a speech act is essentially a form of self-judgment that takes the

need for judging away from the other. The pronounced self-judgment originates in the word of the
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absolute, transcendent Other. The confessant quotes the Word to show understanding of self in the
light of the transcendent ethical ideal. In this configuration, the judgment of the Other is invisibly
present through verbal formulations of human wrongdoings. The ultimate judge is also the only
authority that has the right to forgive trespasses, possessing the power to lift the burden of guilt.
At no offense to human others, solely the absolute Other can be all-forgiving, benevolent, and
unconditionally loving. The feeling of trust towards the ideal Other is immanent to self-cognition
and self-expression, notices Bakhtin. Trusting in God’s goodness allows people to trust in their
own goodness as well as recognize and affirm the positive in the other. This stance of self, vis-a-
vis the other based in the transcendent Third, is stable and sustainable. It combines the withdrawal
of the negative judgment with the subsequent influx of the positive energy emanating from the
Ideal and filling up the created space. Theosis — the transformative process of approaching the
likeness of God through the grace that dwells in a trialogic relationship of two selves with a triune
transcendent Other is what Christians call Church:

Again, truly I tell you, if two of you agree on earth about anything

you ask, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. For where

two or three are gathered in my name, | am there among them.2%®

Socially speaking, family can be viewed as a Little Church, being the most frequent form

of long-term bonding between two humans united by a shared goal and, ideally, by love.
Dostoevsky’s exploration of family relationships and the state of the Church as a communal body

of believers concentrates on the problems of self-development, sin absolution, and the meaning of

268 The Bible, NRSV, Matthew 18:19, 20.

“HcTHHHO TaKXe TOBOPIO BaM, YTO €CJIM JBOE U3 BAC COTJIACSITCS Ha 3€MJIE IIPOCUTH O BCSKOM JEJie, TO,
yero Ol HU TonIpocuid, Oyaet uMm ot Otiia Moero HeGecHoro, 100, rie ABoe Wi Tpoe coOpaHbl BO UMS
Moe, tam f mocpenu Hux.” The Bible, MRSV.
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justice, finding the only working resolution in the confessional, trialogic mode of thinking. For
Dostoevsky, it was all about love for God and love for the other: the inherently trialogic structure
of human consciousness defines the principles of life without suffering. His literary work prompted
further developments of the philosophy of dialogue embracing rational recognition of the
transcendent third. In his study of Dostoevsky’s discourse, Bakhtin uses the terms “npyroit kak
TakoBoi” and “abcomoTHbI pyroii” to denote the transcendent Other present in dialogic speech
acts of Dostoevsky’s characters. Discussing the topic of judgment in 1924, he also terms this third
participant “a possible judge,” and points out that this phenomenon exists only in a religious,
trialogic consciousness:
F[[G AJi1 HpPaBCTBCHHOT'O CO3HaHHWA JBa 4YCJIOBCKA, TaM JIA

PEIUTUO3HOTO CO3HAHUSI €CTh TPETHA: BO3MOKHBIN
OHGHI/IBanmI/Iﬁ.269

Where the moral consciousness sees two selves, the religious
consciousness sees three: including the possible judge.

Later, in 1961, Bakhtin uses the terms “Hamanpecar” and “mazeeunslii aapecar” and
describes variations of ideal addressees utilized in different ideological discourses.?”® The basic
uniting feature of these invariants of the “superaddressee” is being the source of the “just and
justifying understanding” of the confessing self. Sasse writes:

Hasapecat oJHIeTBOpseT He 3aKOH, OKOHYATENEHOCTh HITH 1eMb,
HO MPaBUILHOE OTBETHOE MOHMMaHKe Boobme.?’!

269 Bakhtin, Problema obosnovannogo pokoia.

210« 6or, abCONOTHAS! UCTUHA, CyJ1 OECTIPUCTPACTHOMN YeTOBEYECKOH COBECTH, HAPOJI, CYJl HCTOPHUH,

Hayka u T. 11.” Bakhtin, “1961 god. Zametki.”

271 Sasse, 127.
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The superaddressee represents the right reciprocal understanding,
not the law, finality or goal.

Belief in the transcendent Other as the superaddressee allows the self to deal with the
answerability for the choices made in the freedom of will. The physical absence of the ultimate
judge creates relational dynamics that perform real psychological wonders and provide deliverance
from the weight of guilt. The therapeutic effect of a confessional utterance hinges on the ideal
understanding of the confessed evil, where the addressee recognizes the personal responsibility of
the confessant but does it with all-justifying love. Since the confessor cannot justify the evil (it
would cause the collapse of the boundaries of self), the only reasonably available reaction is to
kenotically accept shared responsibility, recognize the universal nature of human trespasses, co-
suffer in empathy, turn to the transcendent Other for alleviation of now shared suffering, accept
forgiveness in humility, and return to peace.

Admittedly, a real addressee can rarely provide such an ideal, loving understanding of a
willfully committed evil. The self-affirming human psyche does not have much capacity to create
space for the other. Dialogically oriented selves can display openness to receiving the other in their
truth but afterward, struggle with letting go of the witnessed evil. The undeserved suffering shared
in ‘living empathy’ inevitably poisons and burdens the confessor if there is no outlet for the
negative, corrupting energy. A properly kenotic, trialogic confession works as a sustainable
liberating process precisely due to the relational structure with the transcendent embedded in its
model. The most personally rejuvenating interactions in Dostoevsky’s works include an
understanding of the shared object of faith that is possibly there, in addition to the dialogic

communication with the other.
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Noticing the crucial role that the moment of address indeterminacy plays in the liberating
and purifying effects of confession, Sylvia Sasse is a modern scholar who writes about the
psychological necessity of mentally engaging the possibility of the ideal addressee. She points out
that the moment of liberation from rational guilt in confession depends not only on the visibly
present participants of the ancient purifying ritual but also on the rationally unknowable and
undefinable Other. In this relational structure, the confessor's human knowledge of Good and Evil
has less significance than their faith in the transcendent ideal, which also happens to be the ideal
of forgiveness in the Orthodox Christian tradition. Sasse claims that Bakhtin’s cathartic
“kapHaBaJIbHBIH MOMEHT ucrnoBeau” (“the carnival moment of confession) happens when the
guilt voluntarily taken onto oneself and confessed to the other is paradoxically released through
the all-forgiving love of the ideal Other who invisibly exists in the dialogic relationship between |
and Thou.2’? She concludes:

. K OYNIICHUIO U OCB060}KI[€HI/IIO BejléT HC CaMO IMPU3HAHUC B
rpexax, HO BIIMCAHHAs B UCITIOBCAb CTPYKTYpaA. [ . ] MPOUCXOOUT 3TO

[...] B CUITY 0CBOOO0XK/TAIOIIETO MOMEHTA caMoi
He3aBepméHHocTH. 2"

... it is not the recognition of sins in itself that leads to purification
and redemption, but the structure imbedded into the confession. [...]
this happens [...] as a result of the liberating moment of
incompleteness.

The topic of releasing guilt dwelt firmly in Dostoevsky’s mind after his own political

trespasses had been forgiven by the monarch. His death sentence was lifted right when he humbled

212 1pid., 127-128.

273 1bid.
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himself to death, and the writer was gifted another chance for a meaningful life. The therapeutic
reliving of this traumatic experience might have been one of the reasons why Dostoevsky’s
characters are so often described in confessional situations that explore human ability to forgive
the other and release their own feeling of guilt.

Dostoevsky’s exploration of the confessional genre shows his readers a whole range of
relational aberrations that disrupt the expectations of a successful guilt-absolving conversation.
Only a few kenotically gifted individuals are portrayed capable of serving as true confessors, while
most of Dostoevsky’s characters behave like ordinary, sinful humans, even if they are cognizant
of the transcendent Third. The moment of rebellion against the will of the Other and the conscious
choice to place no faith in the trialogic way of thinking captures Dostoevsky’s attention throughout
his work on the philosophy of renewal and rebirth. byum (rebellion) as a willful behavior opposed
to kenosis is never the right choice in Dostoevsky’s literary world, where emotional rebellion
against God and the subsequent downshifting of consciousness is shown to bear the fruit of real,
material, deadly sin.

Bakhtin was the first one to postulate that Dostoevsky created a number of literary
confessions which, instead of affirming the transcendent Other, aim to undermine God’s existence,
and instead of alleviating human suffering, aim to condemn the sins of the confessing other.?’* The
reader might remember interactions involving Smerdyakov, Kirillov, Svidrigailov, Nikolai
Stavrogin, Totsky to mention just a few unsavory characters. Bakhtin claimed that most of
Dostoevsky’s characters in their confessional urge create imaginary Others of their own fancy

instead of turning their mind in faith to the Christian ideal of forgiveness and kenotic humility.?”®

214 Bakhtin, “Problemy poetiki Dostoevskogo.”

275 1bid.
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In the absence of the ultimate judging figure, these characters return to the dialogic communication
structure that lacks any final authority, prompting unending self-criticism and attempts of
confessing to oneself. Often, in situations of false confession, the reader is forced to assume the
position of the polemical third, invisibly present and omniscient, only to investigate their own
emotional capacity for the execution of justice in comparison to the ideal of kenotic love.?®

Our theory suggests that if the confessor’s state of mind is kenotic — vacated of the
individual will and open to the will of the Other known from the Scripture — the knowledge and
the emotional weight of the confessant’s sins, the literal “poison” for the human psyche received
from the wrongdoings of the other, is released by accepting the judgment of absolution through
the relieving energy of grace and does not cause damage to the individual’s consciousness and
relationships.

Failure to withhold one’s personal judgment constitutes a transgression against the
expressed will of the Other, which results in the emotional rejection of the committed evil and its
perpetrator, disrupting social relationships and placing an often-unbearable load of co-suffering on
the confessor’s self-aware and self-judging mind. Confessional act in its due form has the power
to restore the wholeness of the guilty conscience and effect a personal transformation (often termed

metanoia®’’ in religious thought) of the confessant, all without emotionally damaging the

confessor. In practice, only some religious professionals can assume the kenotic position necessary

276 1hid., 130, 326, 399.

217 Greek, from metanoiein to change one's mind, repent, from meta- + noein to think, from nous mind. A
transformative change of heart, especially: a spiritual conversion. Dictionary, Merriam-Webster.
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to perform a successful confession, and providing such services to the public is one of the major
functions of the Church as a social institution. Certain individuals can be considered ‘“natural”
confessors due to their heightened sense of empathy. However, acting as agents of emotional
support outside of the Church’s hierarchical structure, they are often unable to bring relief to their
confessants and suffer the loss of their own self. Such is Dostoevsky’s Prince Myshkin in The Idiot
— the writer’s attempt to portray a perfectly beautiful human.

I1. Prince Myshkin: Kenotic Idiocy and Beauty in Confession

In the letter to his niece, Sofia Ivanova, from January 13, 1868, Dostoevsky shares the main

idea behind the creation of The Idiot:

The main idea of the novel is to portray a positively beautiful person.
There’s nothing more difficult than that in the whole world, and
especially now. All the writers, and not just ours, but even all the
European ones, whoever undertook the depiction of a positively
beautiful person, always had to pass. Because it’s a measureless
task. The beautiful is an ideal, and the ideal — both ours and that of
civilized Europe — is far from having been achieved. There’s only
one positively beautiful person in the world — Christ, so that the
appearance of this measurelessly, infinitely beautiful person is in
fact of course an infinite miracle. [...] Compassion appears for the
beautiful that is mocked and does not know its own value, and
therefore, sympathy appears in the reader too. [...] The novel is
called The Idiot...2"

In this letter, “the beautiful that does not know its value” is a description of a kenotic
disposition which Dostoevsky used as a literary device to evoke sympathy in his readers. The

question whether the novelist tried to portray Myshkin as a Christ figure had been extensively

disputed, and despite many parallels that can be drawn between Prince Myshkin and Jesus,

218 Complete Letters, 3, 20-22.
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negative readings of the prince abound.?”® The limitations that Dostoevsky placed on his
protagonist may be seen to serve several purposes: staying away from the blasphemous attempts
to create a secularized Christ, showcasing the beauty of human weakness, and evoking a sense of
recognition in the readers expected to empathize with the innocently suffering Myshkin.

In his reactions and stance vis-a-vis the other, Prince Myshkin is potentially an ideal
confessional addressee, but Dostoevsky repeatedly shows Myshkin’s social engagements end
badly for himself. The prince loses his mind and brings no lasting peace to his confessants, several
of whom self-destruct under the weight of emotional suffering. One explanation of these tragic
outcomes could be that Dostoevsky wanted to explore the functioning of an “ideal” man on a
merely “horizontal” level — | and You, eliminating the transcendent Other, Scriptural Word, and
the energy of grace available in the traditional, sacramental confessional exchange. | argue that
The Idiot can be understood as an exploration of consciousness in a kenotically oriented self who
misses the active regular engagement with the transcendent Third through the obligatory rituals of
the Church. Does Myshkin go to Confession? Does he receive Holy Communion? Does he pray?
Is he in or outside of the Church? These questions are important because they clarify Myshkin’s
philosophical position and show the places where his humanity dwells.

Interestingly, there is little to no mention of Myshkin’s religiosity in the novel, except for
his knowledge of the biblical and hagiographical canon in minute details and an understanding of
the “religious feeling” that he ascribes to Russians, without specifying what exactly this
phenomenon consists of. Encountering characters that are pious (like Nastasya Filippovna), or

questioning their faith (like Rogozhin), the prince acts as a dependable supporter of faith.

219 See, for example, Krieger, Murray. “Dostoevsky’s Idiot: The Curse of Saintliness,” 1962, as one of the
first such interpretations.
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Myshkin’s stories, responses, and understanding let others believe in their righteousness and in the
existence of ultimate justice. Myshkin usually brings peace to interactions, but at what cost?
Readers notice that containing and releasing the received evil in order to preserve a loving, open
stance towards the other, Myshkin experiences uncontrollable fear, body tremors, and, ultimately,
epileptic seizures. The relief that Prince Lev Nikolaevich provides is temporary and shallow, and
he is often deemed an idiot unable to take care of himself, let alone the other. Thinking about the
ways to rescue Nastasya Filippovna from her miserable social and mental state, Myshkin is only
able to produce a plan where he gets her abroad to European doctors. His personal presence, he
says, is out of the question:

Exan xe g Ccroaa, UMEA HAMECPCHHUE: s XOTCJI €€, HAKOHCL, YTOBOPHUTH

3a I'paHUly II0CXaTb JI IIOIPABJICHHUA 3J0pPOBbs; OHAa OYCHDb

paccTpoeHa U TeJIOM, U AYIIOH, TOJIOBOM 0OCOOEHHO, U, TI0-MOEMY, B

0O0JIBIIIOM yXo04€ HYXKOACTCA. Cam 1 3a rpaHnuny €€ COIIPOBOXIATb

HE XOTeJ, a UMeN B BUAY Bce 3To 0e3 cedst yerpouthb. ['oBopro Tebe

MCTUHHYIO TIpaBy.2%

I confess | came here with an object. | wished to persuade Nastasya
to go abroad for her health; she requires it. Both mind and body need
a change badly. | did not intend to take her abroad myself. | was
going to arrange for her to go without me. Now 1 tell you
honestly. .. %!

The confessor who failed to deal with the evil of his confessants through love, Prince
Myshkin is quietly impressive in his kenotic state of mind. He gave up outward resistance having,

lost a lot of love, support, and stability as a child — his mother, family, home, country, and control

280 Dostoevsky, Idiot, 236.

281 Dostoevsky, The Idiot.
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over his own body and mind.?®? Myshkin’s conversation with the Epanchins at the beginning of
the novel introduces the state of disruption and depression of self he was going through when he
was sent away from his roots to treat his mental problems in Europe. Myshkin describes his trip to

the asylum and how he was woken up from his emotional stupor:

Korna mens Besnu u3 Poccuu, upes3 pasHble HEMELKHE TOpOJa, s
TOJIBKO MOJIYa CMOTpPENl U, IIOMHIO, Ja)Xe HHM O 4YeM He
paccopamuBai. [...] [ToMHIO: rpycTh BO MHE ObUIa HECTEpIUMAas;
MHE Ja)K€ XOTEJIOCh IUIaKaTh; S BCE YIUBISIICS U OECHOKOUJICS:
Y’KaCHO Ha MEHS MMOJICUCTBOBAJIO, YTO BCE ATO UYKOE; 3TO S MOHSII.
Uyxoe menst youBaso. COBEpIIEHHO MPOOYIUIICS 51 OT TOTO Mpaka,
MIOMHIO $1, BeuepoMm, B basene, npu Bbe3ne B LlIBelinaputo, u MmeHs
pa30yIuiI KpUK Oclia Ha TOPOJCKOM pbiHKe. Ocen yKacHO Mopa3uil
MEHS U HEOOBIKHOBEHHO MOYEMY-TO MHE IOHPAaBWJICS, a C TEM
BMecCTe BJPYT B MOE#i roJI0Be Kak OBl Bce IposcHeNo. 283

When they brought me from Russia, through various German towns,
I only looked on silently and, I remember, I didn’t even ask about
anything. [...] I remember a feeling of unbearable sadness; I even
wanted to weep; | was surprised and anxious all the time: it affected
me terribly that it was all foreign — that much I understood. The
foreign was killing me. I was completely awakened from that
darkness, | remember, in the evening, in Basel, as we drove into
Switzerland, and what roused me was the braying of an ass in the
town market. The ass struck me terribly and for some reason | took

%82 Brian Johnson summarizes: “In response to General Epanchin’s initial questioning, Myshkin reveals
the conditions of his upbringing, the effect of his seizures upon his mental condition, and his medical
treatment at an asylum in Switzerland: The prince, at his parents’ death, was left still a little child; all his
life he lived and grew up in the country, since his health also called for village air. Pavlishchev entrusted
him to some old lady landowners, his relations; first a governess was hired for him, then a tutor; he said,
however, that though he remembered everything, he was hardly capable of giving a satisfactory account
of it, because he had been unaware of many things. The frequent attacks of his illness had made almost an
idiot of him (The prince actually said ‘idiot’). He told, finally, how one day in Berlin, Pavlishchev met
Professor Schneider, a Swiss, who studied precisely such illnesses, had an institution in Switzerland, in
canton Valais, used his own method of treatment by cold water and gymnastics, treated idiotism, insanity,
also provided education, and generally attended to spiritual development.” Johnson, Diagnosing Prince
Myshkin, 382.

28 |diot.
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an extraordinary liking to it, and at the same time it was as if
everything cleared up in my head.?®*

Suffering in emotional pain, Myshkin keeps it contained. He describes the heavy weight of
the otherness, the feeling of fear, and inability to comprehend reality outside of the familiar system
of coordinates. The sound of the braying donkey reintroduces the familiar system of coordinates
in his consciousness by association with the Scriptures, and Myshkin situates his self in a trialogic
perspective, resolving anxiety about his condition. Joseph Frank also describes this moment
through the concept of kenosis:

A sudden shock of awareness woke him to the existence of the world
in the form of something as humble as a donkey. The donkey, of
course, has obvious Gospel overtones, which blend with the prince’s
innocence and naiveté, and this patiently laborious animal also

emphasizes, in accord with Christian kenoticism, the absence of
hierarchy in the prince’s ecstatic apprehension of the wonder of

life.28

The ‘absence of hierarchy’ being the only major contradiction in this definition of Christian
kenoticism, Frank’s formulation is valuable because it acknowledges Myshkin’s humility and
sense of wonder that he feels towards life. The Prince’s behavior has given reasons to draw
parallels with holy figures precisely because of his kenotic attributes, even though Myshkin shows
little evidence of being a believer or an obedient churchgoer. Demonstrating familiarity with the
biblical and hagiographical canon, Myshkin never quotes the Scriptures directly and is never seen
practicing religious rituals, but he acts and speaks in a way that demonstrates immaculate moral

judgment and a wholeness of ethical vision that extremely impresses his conversational partners.

284 The |diot.

285 Frank, Dostoevsky. A Writer in His Time, 577.
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Alexandra Epanchina declares “This prince may be a great rogue and not an idiot at all,” and
Aglaya agrees with her opinion. Their sister Adelaida tells the prince: “You’re a philosopher and
have come to teach us.” Rogozhin tells Myshkin: “you come out as a holy fool.” Ippolit points out
the depth of Myshkin’s identity when he proclaims: “He is either a doctor or indeed of an
extraordinary intelligence and able to guess many things. (But that he is ultimately an “idiot” there
can be no doubt at all.)”

Dostoevsky deliberately uses allusions to the Scriptural events to reinforce the prince’s
Christ-like image. The account of Myshkin’s relationship with Marie and the children brings up in
the reader’s memory the biblical image of Christ surrounded by children and his defense of the
fallen woman; the sound of a braying donkey as Myshkin enters Switzerland recalls Christ’s entry
into Jerusalem; the prince’s encounter with merchants, businessmen and money-lenders right on
his arrival in Petersburg is suggestive of Christ’s encounter with the money-lenders on the steps
of the temple on his arrival in Jerusalem.?&

In a dialogue over a copy of Holbein’s Dead Christ Myshkin masterfully manages
Rogozhin’s crisis of religious doubt that arises out of visualizing the complete kenosis of Jesus
Christ, the humiliation until death on the Cross, so starkly pictured in the New Testament.?®” The
prince alleviates Rogozhin’s worries in a speech that consists of “four anecdotes, grouped in pairs,

which illustrate that the human need for faith and for the moral values of conscience based on faith

286 [_eatherbarrow, “Misreading Myshkin and Stavrogin: The Presentation of the Hero in Dostoevsky’s
Idiot and Besy.”

287 Meerson, Olga. “Ivolgin and Holbein: Non-Christ Risen vs. Christ Non-Risen.” In The Slavic and East
European Journal, Vol. 39.2 (1995): 200-213. In it she notes how the Holbein painting highlights “God’s
voluntary partaking of human suffering and limitations as God’s emptying Himself of divinity, the divine
kenosis. So important to look at other studies of the painting too — various ones by Kasatkina and Young,
maybe also Kristeva’s recent book, now translated into English, or her earlier studies of the Holbein
painting.
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transcend both the plane of rational reflection and that of empirical evidence.”?®® “The essence of
religious feeling,” Myshkin explains, “does not come under any sort of reasoning or atheism, and
has nothing to do with any crimes or misdemeanors... But the chief thing is that you will notice it
more clearly and quickly in the Russian heart than anywhere else.”?8 Myshkin is referring here to
the self-humbling, kenotic aspect of love and the feeling of grace it grants. He says about his
feelings for Nastasya Filippovna: “...s eé He 11000BbI0 J1100ITI0, a skanocThio.” (“... I love her not
with love, but with pity.”)?*® This compassionate, empathetic love lacks self-interest and keeps the
needs of the other at the forefront of the connection. This kind of connection is not sexual, can be
extended to any human being regardless of gender, and as such, is more powerful than passionate
erotic love, because it gives the other a feeling of acceptance and justifying understanding as a
human regardless of gender. Recognizing the humanity of the other produces a better emotional
tuning than elevating the other as an object of sexual desire. Rogozhin admits that in the situation
surrounding Nastasya Filippovna’s hesitation to marry him Myshkin plays a major role exactly
because of the greatness of his empathy and his kenotic stance recognizing her goodness:

— Tak asis 4ero e Thl CJIOMSI-TO TOJIOBY CIOJIa TETeph MpUCKaKam?

N3 xanoctu? (M numo ero MCKpUBHUIOCH B 3JIyI0 HACMEIIKY.) Xe-

xe!

— Th1 AyMacilb, 4TO A TeOs 0OMaHbBIBAIO? — CIIPOCHUJI KHA3b.

— Her, s Tebe Bepro, 1a TOJILKO HUYETo TYT HE MOHUMar0. BepHee

BCCI'o TO, 4YTO XaJOCTh TBOA, noxcanyﬁ, CIIC IMyIIC MoOe€l 1ro0BH!

Urto-To 37100HO€E U KelaBIliee HEIPEMEHHO ceivac ke BhICKa3aThCs

3aropeijiochb B JIMIEC €TO.

—Yro ke, TBOIO JIOOOBH OT 3JIOCTH HE OTIUYHIND, — YJIBIOHYJICS

KHS3b, — a IPOMJET OHA, TaK, MOXET, ellle my1e 6ena Oyaert. 5, Opat
[Tapden, yx 310 Tebe roBopio. ..

288 pid.
289 The |diot.

290 |diot, 236.
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— Yro 3apexy-To?

Kussp B3apornyn. 2t

“Besides, why did you come post-haste after us? Out of pity, eh?
He, he, he!” His mouth curved in a mocking smile.

“Do you think I am deceiving you?” asked the prince.

“No! I trust you — but I can’t understand. It seems to me that your
pity is greater than my love.” A hungry longing to speak his mind
out seemed to flash in the man’s eyes, combined with an intense
anger.

“Your love is mingled with hatred, and therefore, when your love
passes, there will be the greater misery,” said the prince. “I tell you
this, Parfen...”

“What! that I’ll cut her throat, you mean?”

The prince shuddered.?®2

The reputation of sexual chastity, an “enduring and fundamental characteristic of his
enigmatic personality,”?% emphasizes the charitable, self-giving aspect of Myshkin’s love. The
absence of any sexual feeling, stated by Myshkin himself in his story of the poor Marie in
Switzerland, places him one step ahead of many on the path to the ideal love according to
Dostoevsky’s later views on sexuality. The writer believed that the highest ideal of human love

will come into being when “man has by the laws of nature been definitively reborn as another

nature that does not marry and is not given in marriage.”?®* Frank explains that, in Dostoevsky’s

vision,
Only at the end of time — only when the nature of man has been
radically transformed into that of an asexual, seraphic being — will
the total realization of the Christian ideal of love become possible.

21 |bid., 241.

292 The Idiot.

29 Johnson, “Diagnosing Prince Myshkin”, 389.

294 PSS, V. 20, 172-175.
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Prince Myshkin approximates the extremest incarnation of this ideal
that humanity can reach in its present unregenerate form.?%

Interestingly, Dostoevsky connects defects on the physical plane of self with its overall
angelic disposition, as if it is Myshkin’s illness that makes him think and act in a saintly way. The
prince’s epileptic fits seem to offer him a personal (if costly) connection with the realm beyond.
Myshkin speaks of gleams and flashes of a higher self-perception (camoomnrymienue) and self-
consciousness (camoco3nanue), of “higher existence” (“Boiciiero 6witHst”). There is a feeling of
fullness, of proportion, of reconciliation, and unity of life in these moments:

The sensation of life, of self-consciousness multiplied almost
tenfold at these moments, flashing by like lightning. His mind and
heart were illumined with extraordinary light; all his worries, all his
doubts and anxieties were as if allayed at once, resolved in a kind of
higher serenity, full of clear, harmonious joy and hope, full of reason
and ultimate cause (IOJIHOE pa3yMa i OKOHYATEIbHO IpuurHsI).?%

This description resembles the inward illumination and sudden change known as
metanoia. Integral to Orthodox Christianity, it refers to the inner transformation that brings
spiritual knowledge.?®” Minimization of Myshkin’s rational self reaches its apotheosis in the
moments of epileptic fits which often share temporal proximity with the most emotionally tragic
moment in his life. Brian Johnson writes:

Myshkin reports that due to the frequency and severity of his attacks,
he would lose control of his faculties and would enter a stupor-like

state in which he was aware of his surroundings but not entirely able
to comprehend what was happening around him. In explaining this

2% Frank, The Miraculous Years: 1865-1871, 304.
2% The Idiot.

27 Blank, Dostoevsky’s Dialectics and the Problem of Sin, 11.
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state, he says to General Epanchin that his attacks made an “idiot”
of him.2%8
Myshkin’s self deteriorates with time as if being fractured in every encounter with evil, but
his epileptic moments function as a short-term connection with the transcendent that purges the
darkness from his mind much like the energy of grace that exists between the confessor and God
in sacramental religious confessions. Dostoevsky does not show the prince participating in the
dogmatically approved religious rituals, but connects Myshkin’s pre-epileptic sensations with the
perception and anticipation of evil. Every interaction where Myshkin witnesses negativity from
others leaves his head heavy and him feeling unwell: “IlpaBo, s 4yBcTBYI0 ce0sl HE TaK 37JOPOBBIM,
y MEHS$ I0JIOBA TSKEJNa OT JI0POTH, UTO JIb, — OTBEYAJ KH:3b, HaxMypsck” (“I am not very well, and
my head aches. Doubtless the effect of the journey,” replied the prince, frowning.”).?% “s
YYBCTBYIO ce0s1 mouTu BpOJ€ TOI'0, KaK OBIBAJIO CO MHOM IISATH JIET Ha3aza, Koraa emé IMpUIIajKnu
mpuxoamn” (“I feel just as I did five years ago when my fits were about to come on.”).3% The
gradual increase of Myshkin’s fear and premonition of the imminent disaster culminate in the
return of the previously controlled epilepsy. In the last chapter of the novel, when the prince
follows Rogozhin to the murder scene and creates temporary space for him to be without judgment
for the deadly sin just committed, he withdraws so far into himself that later seems unable to return

back to normalcy.3!

2% Johnson, 383.
29 1diot, 229.
300 |pjd., 233.

%0 1bid., 673.



147

Max Scheler, in his The Nature and Form of Sympathy, distinguishes what he calls
“vicarious fellow feeling,” which involves experiencing an understanding and sympathy for the
feelings of others without being overcome by them emotively, from a total coalescence leading to
the loss of identity and personality.3%? This dialogic term can be used to describe Myshkin’s talent
to empathize and embrace radical otherness without reverting to religious reasoning or judgment.
The underlying plot movement of The Idiot can be seen as the prince’s passage from the first kind
of feeling to the second. In Part One of the novel, there are scant indications of his loss of identity
other than the ones the reader can infer empathizing with Myshkin’s childhood traumas. From the
very beginning, Dostoevsky foregrounds the prince’s ability to co-suffer and withhold judgment
even under great stress. Particularly vivid are his interactions with Nastasya Filippovna. The most
dramatic relationship of Myshkin’s return to Russia, this connection plays a fatal role in the fate
of the prince’s self. Dostoevsky leaves it up to the readers to decide whether the prince’s non-
theistic ‘active empathy’ is salvational for his confessants and sustainable for his own self. Does
Myshkin serve as an agent of healing for the suffering others? Does he benefit their long-term
well-being? What does the witnessed evil do to his state of mind? How does he dispose of the dark
energy communicated to him by the members of the community? These questions are as relevant
for discussing Myshkin as for thinking about anyone alive today.

The readers follow the progression that starts with the striking impression produced on
Myshkin by Nastasya Filippovna’s portrait and ends with his vigil over her body in the
confessional presence of her murderer, Rogozhin. The scene where Myshkin meets Nastasya
Filippovna in person and handles several conflicts in an expressly kenotic manner is the interaction

that sets the tone for their mutual recognition, understanding, and emotional connection throughout

302 Scheler, The Nature of Sympathy.
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the novel. When Myshkin, quite symbolically, opens the door of the Ivolgin house for Nastasya

Filippovna, she instantly positions herself above him, treating him as a servant.

KHus13b cHsi1 3amop, OTBOPUI IBEPH U — OTCTYIIUJ B U3YMJICHUH, BECh
Jaxke B3ApOrHyna: npex HUM crosna Hacraces ®uunnosna. OH
TOTYAC y3Hal €€ 0 MOpTpeTy. [1asa ee CBEPKHYNIM B3pHIBOM
J0cajibl, KOT/Ia OHA €ro YBUaIa; OHA OBICTPO MPOIILIA B TPUXOXKYIO,
CTOJIKHYB €T'0 C IOPOTH IIJIEYOM, U THEBJIMBO CKa3aya, copaceiBasi C
ce0s mryoy:

— Ecnu neHb KOJOKOJBYMK NONPaBUTh, TaK MO KpaWHEW Mepe B
npuxoke Obl cuaen, xorga crydyarcs. Hy, BOT Temepp uryOy
YpOHMJI, OJTyX!

[ly6a nelicTBUTENBHO Niekana Ha noiy; Hactaces @unumnmnoBHa, HE
JOKIABIINCh, TOKA KHA3b C HEE CHUMET, cOpocuia ee caMa K HeMy
Ha PYKH, HE I8, C3a4, HO KHS3b HE YCIEJN IPUHATD.

— IIpornars Te6s Hago. CTynaii, JOJI0KU.

Kus3p xoTen ObUIO YTO-TO CKa3aTh, HO O TOTO MOTEPsUICA, YTO
HUYEro HE BBITOBOPHII U € IIyOOMH, KOTOPYIO OJHSUI € MOy, MOLIEN
B TOCTHHYIO.

— Hy, BoT Teneps ¢ mry6oit unet! LllyOy-To 3auem Hecems? Xa, xa,
xa! /la TeI cymaceammii, yto au?

Kus13p BopoTWIICS M IJIsiIe Ha Hee Kak HCTyKaH; Korja OHa
3acMeslach — YCMEXHYJICS M OH, HO SI3BIKOM BCE €Il HE MOT
MOILIEBENTH. B mepBoe MrHOBeHUE, KOT'/1a OH OTBOPUII € IBEPb, OH
ObL1 OyenieH, Terneph BAPYT KpacKa 3ajuiia ero JIUIO.

— Jla 4t0 3TO 32 UIMOT? — B HETO/I0BAaHUU BCKPUKHYJIA, TOIHYB Ha
Hero Horoit, Hacracest ®uunnmnosHa. >

The prince took down the chain and opened the door. He started
back in amazement — for there stood Nastasya Filippovna. He knew
her at once from her photograph. Her eyes blazed with anger as she
looked at him. She quickly pushed by him into the hall, shouldering
him out of her way, and said, furiously, as she threw off her fur
cloak:

“If you are too lazy to mend your bell, you should at least wait in
the hall to let people in when they rattle the bell handle. There, now,
you’ve dropped my fur cloak — dummy!”

Sure enough the cloak was lying on the ground. Nastasya had
thrown it off her towards the prince, expecting him to catch it, but
the prince had missed it.

“Now then — announce me, quick!”

%03 1diot, 117-118.



The prince wanted to say something, but was so confused and
astonished that he could not. However, he moved off towards the
drawing-room with the cloak over his arm.

“Now then, where are you taking my cloak to? Ha, ha, ha! Are you
mad?”

The prince turned and came back, more confused than ever. When
she burst out laughing, he smiled, but his tongue could not form a
word as yet. At first, when he had opened the door and saw her
standing before him, he had become as pale as death; but now the
red blood had rushed back to his cheeks in a torrent.

“Why, what an idiot it is!” cried Nastasya, stamping her foot with
irritation.3%4
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The contrast between the angered, impatient Nastasya Filippovna, showing the prince her

“elevated” position and Myshkin’s silence, petrification, and feeling of being “lost” is

foregrounding his kenotic self-minimization. He reflects the positive energy of her laughter, but

withdraws himself from the interaction beyond showing obedience to her will. Slave-like, this

behavior elicits little other than denigration from Nastasya Filippovna, yet Myshkin abstains from

justifying himself and acts in the way she desires, without resistance. The reader notices his flushed

face; however, his actions continue to be a display of humility. Later, upon introduction, Nastasya

Filippovna is bewildered by the prince’s stance, wondering why he hadn’t refuted her when she

was so obviously wrong.

Hacracest ®uinnnmosHa B HCOOYMCHUHU CMOTpPEIIa HA KHA3S.

— Ckaxure, ouyeMy e Bbl HE pa3yBepWIM MEHs JaBeua, Korjaa s
TaKk yXacHO... B Bac omuOnace? — mnpoaomkana Hacraces
OUIUINMoBHA, paccMaTpuBasl KHS3S C HOT JO TOJIOBBI CaMbIM
OecliepeMOHHBIM 00pa30M; OHa B HETEPIEHUH JKJaia OTBETA, Kak
Obl BIIOJIHE YOEKEHHAs, YTO OTBET Oy/eT HEeMPEeMEHHO TaK Iy,
4TO HENB3s Oy/eT He 3acMesThes. >0

304 The Idiot.

%5 |diot, 121-122.
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“Tell me, why didn’t you put me right when | made such a dreadful
mistake just now?” continued the latter, examining the prince from
head to foot without the slightest ceremony. She awaited the answer
as though convinced that it would be so foolish that she must
inevitably fail to restrain her laughter over it.>%

Myshkin answers honestly, and his manner effects a noticeable change in Nastasya

Filippovna’s disposition:

KHs13b IPOTOBOPHII CBOM HECKOIBKO ()Pa3 TOIOCOM HECIIOKONHEIM,
IpEPHIBAsACH W YacTO MEPEBOAS JyX. Beé BbIpakaso B HeM
upe3BbIUaliHoe BonmHenwe. Hacrachs (MIMINIOBHA CMOTpeNna Ha
HETO ¢ JTI0OOMBITCTBOM, HO yKe He cMesnack. 0’

The prince said all this with manifest effort — in broken sentences,
and with many drawings of breath. He was evidently much agitated.
Nastasya Filippovna looked at him inquisitively, but did not
laugh.3%8

Like the rest of the company, she notices Myshkin’s innocence and his patient reaction to
the undeserved insults and minimization of him by others. The depth of the contact established
between the Prince and Nastasya Filippovna is truly impressive. Myshkin claims that he
recognized her eyes, possibly from meeting in a dream.

— S Bac Toxe OyaTO BHAEI T/IE-TO.
—I'ne? I'ne?

— S Bamw 1J1a3a TOYHO TIIE-TO BUIEI... Ia DTOTO OBITH HE MOXKET!
OT0 s TaK... S 3meck HUKOraa U He ObU1. MOXKeT OBITh, BO CHE. ..

% The Idiot.
07 1diot, 122.

308 The Idiot.
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— AW pa ksa3b! — 3akpuuan @epapliieHko. — [...] Bopouewm...
BIIPOYEM, BEIb ATO OH BCE OT HEBHMHHOCTH! — MpUOABWI OH C

CO}KaJ'IeHI/ICM.?'O9

“I seemed to have seen you somewhere.”

“Where, where?”

“I seem to have seen your eyes somewhere; but it cannot be! | have
not seen you — I never was here before. | may have dreamed of you,
I don’t know.”

“Bravo, prince!” cried Ferdishenko, delighted. “But... he does it all
out of innocence!” he added with regret.31°

The prince’s reputation as an innocent man and his knowing recognition of Nastasya

Filippovna’s soul appear outside of religion in this episode of Dostoevsky’s novel.3** Myshkin acts

kenotically, but without the framework of explicit references to the transcendent Other, his self-

minimization is perceived as a personal weakness or mental illness. Myshkin’s responses during a

few erupted conflicts are full of grace, which only some characters recognize fully, the pious

Nastasya Filippovna especially. By the end of their first meeting, she realizes that in interactions

with the prince, she is seen and favorably received by the man who has the conscious will and

strength to be meek and humble in reactions, but steady in his universal love and active empathy.

Here, Dostoevsky evokes the readers’ awareness of the Scriptures by Myshkin act according to the

recommendations explicated in the New Testament:

V¥ I'anu B rina3zax moMyTHIIOCh, M OH, COBCEM 3a0BIBIIHCH, N30 BCE
CHJIBI 3aMaxHYJICSl Ha cecTpy. Y ap mpuiiencs Obl €if HempeMeHHO
B nu110. Ho Bpyr apyrast pyka octaHOBUJIA Ha JieTy [ aHHHY PyKYy.
Mexay HUM U CECTPOU CTOSII KHA3b.

309 |diot, 122.

310 Dostoevsky, Fyodor. The Idiot.

31 Idiot. Part I, Chapters IX-X.



—I[onHoTe, 1OBOJIBHO! — MPOrOBOPHII OH HACTOWYHBO, HO TOXKE BECh
JPOXkKa, KaK OT YPE3BbIYANHO CUIILHOTO MOTPSICEHHUS.

— Jla Be4HO, YTO 1M, Thl MHE JOPOTYy MepecTymnarb Oynemb! —
3apeBen 'ans, OpocuB pyky Bapu, u 0CBOOOIMBIICIOCS PYKOWM, B
MOCNIeIHEeH cTereHn OCIIeHCTBA, CO BCEro pa3Maxa Jaji KHS3I0
MOIICYHHY.

— Ax! — BcrutecHyn pykamu Komst: — ax, 6oxe moit! Pasnmamuce
BOCKJIMIIaHMS CO BceX CTOpoH. KHs3p moOmenuen. CTpaHHBIM U
YKOPSIFOIIMM B3TJIS,10M MOTrJisaen oH ['ane mpsiMo B ri1asa; ryObl ero
JPOXKAIU U CUIUINCH YTO-TO MPOTOBOPUTDH; KaKasi-TO CTPAaHHAS U
COBEpIICHHO HEMOAXOAs1as yIbIOKa KpUBHIIA UX.

— Hy, 310 nmycts MHe... a ee... Bcé-Taku He Jam!.. — THUXO
MIPOrOBOPHII OH HAKOHEILl, HO BAPYT HE BbIIEp:kai, Opocun ['aHio,
3aKpbUT pyKamH JIMIIO0, OTOIIET B YroJ, CTajl JIMIIOM K CTEHE U
MIPEPHIBAIOIIMMCS TOJIOCOM IIPOTOBOPUIL:

— O, KaK BbI Oy/I€T€ CTBIAUTHLCS CBOETO HOCTyHKa!312

Ganya lost his head. Forgetful of everything he aimed a blow at
Varia, which would inevitably have laid her low, but suddenly
another hand caught his. Between him and Varia stood the prince.
“Enough — enough!” said the latter, with insistence, but all of a
tremble with excitement.

“Are you going to cross my path for ever, damn you!” cried Ganya;
and, loosening his hold on Varia, he slapped the prince’s face with
all his force.

Exclamations of horror arose on all sides. The prince grew pale as
death; he gazed into Ganya’s eyes with a strange, wild, reproachful
look; his lips trembled and vainly endeavored to form some words;
then his mouth twisted into an incongruous smile.

“Very well — never mind about me; but I shall not allow you to strike
her!” he said, at last, quietly. Then, suddenly, he could bear it no
longer, and covering his face with his hands, turned to the wall, and
murmured in broken accents:

“Oh! how ashamed you will be of this afterwards!”!®

312 |diot, 134-35.

313 The Idiot.
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The image of turning the other cheek comes from the Christian doctrine documented in the
Sermon on the Mount. It refers to responding to aggression without evil.>}* This passage can be
interpreted as humility in accepting one’s circumstances. Myshkin’s kenotic responses include
putting himself in harm's way to protect the other, his quiet tone, physically backing off the conflict
scene and empathizing with the shame of the wrongdoer. Instead of fighting evil, Myshkin blocks
and absorbs it without returning it to the perpetrator. His actions create a safe place for the

participants of the conflict that is momentarily extinguished and stopped in its tracks. “T'ans [...]

9

CTOSUT KaKk yHHuTOXkeHHbIH” (“Ganya certainly did look dreadfully abashed”).3!® And just like the
promised grace that follows the self-humiliation of kenosis, Myshkin immediately receives love

and support from the people surrounding him:

Komst 6pocuiicss 0OHMMATH | IIETIOBATh KHS3S; 32 HUM 3aTCCHHIIITUCH
Poroxwun, Baps, [Itunibin, Huna AnexkcanapoBHa, Bce, 1a)Ke CTapuK
AppannoH AnexkcaHIpoBHUY.

— Hwuuero, Huuero! — 60pMoTan KHsI3b Ha BCE CTOPOHBI, C TOIO K€
HETIOAXOISIICIO YIIBIOKOM.

— U 6ynert kasthes! — 3akpuyan PoroxuH: — Oynenib CTBIAUTHCS,
l"anbka, yTO Takyto... OBIy (OH HE MOT IPUUCKATH IPYTOTO CIOBA)
ockop6un! 316

Kolya rushed up to comfort the prince, and after him crowded Varia,
Rogozhin and all, even the general.

“It’s nothing, it’s nothing!” said the prince, and again he wore the
smile which was so inconsistent with the circumstances.

314 But | say unto you, that ye resist not evil: but whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him
the other also. Matt. [5:39]

315 |diot, 135.

31 1bid.



“Yes, he will be ashamed!” cried Rogozhin. “You will be properly
ashamed of yourself for having injured such a — such a sheep” (he
could not find a better word). 3%/

154

Even in support and admiration, Rogozhin deems the prince a sheep. For him, Myshkin is

recognizably right, but the lack of a passionate and active display of strength is foreign to Parfen,

whose self is suffering through the humiliation of being in love with Nastasya Filippovna

Barashkina. She seems to enjoy positioning her will above Rogozhin’s, which brings up in him a

rage that is both spontaneous and calculated. Eventually, she humbles herself before him, and this

proves to be the humbling to death known to the readers from the doctrine of kenosis. The willing

self-minimization and yielding to the present predicament as an act of self-judgment and

confession of one’s worth, Nastasya’s death could have been prevented by alleviating the guilt and

shame pushing her to self-annihilation in the society highly judgmental of her past mistakes. Her

first encounter with Myshkin and the loving understanding of each other’s goodness mark the

confessional moment that has the potential to restore Nastasya Filippovna’s honor both on the

emotional and societal level.

Hacracps ®@unumnmnoBHa ObUIa TOXKE 0YeHb MOPakeHa U MOCTYITKOM
lanu, u orBeToM KHs35. OOBIKHOBEHHO OJIEIHOE U 3aTyMYHUBOE
JUIIO ee, TaK BCE BpeMs He TapMOHHUPOBABIIIEe C JABEIIHUM KakK Obl
HaIyCKHBIM €€ CMEXOM, OBUIO OYEBHUHO B3BOJHOBAHO TEMEPh
HOBBIM YYBCTBOM; U OJIHAKO BCE-Taku ei Kak OyJATO HE XOTEIOCh
€ro BBIKa3bIBaTh, MU HACMEIIKA CJIIOBHO YCHUJIMBAJIACh OCTAaThCS B
nuaiie ee. [...]

— A BaM u He cThigHO! Pa3Be BbI Takasg, KakKow TeENepb
MPEICTaBISUIUCH. [la MOKET J1H 3TO OBITh! — BCKPUKHYI BAPYT KHS3b
C TITyOOKHM CEPJIEYHBIM YKOPOM.

Hacracess ®ununmnoBHa yAWBHIACH, YCMEXHYIACh, HO Kak OyATO
YTO-TO TIpsiYa TOJ] CBOIO YJBIOKY, HECKOJIBKO CMEIIABIINCH,
B3IUIAHYJa Ha ['aHio ¥ mouwta u3 roctuHod. Ho He nmoitas eme 1o

817 The Idiot.



MPUXOXKEW, BIPYr BOpOTHIACh, OblcTpo mogouuia k Hunxe
AnexcaHpoBHE, B351a €€ PyKYy U IIOJHECTA €€ K I'y0aM CBOMM.

— 51 BeAb M B caMOM JieJie He Takas, OH yrajal, — [poulenTaia oHa
OBICTPO, TOPSYO, BCS BIAPYT BCIBIXHYB W 3aKpacHEBIIUCH, W,
MOBEPHYBIINCH, BbIIIIA HAa 3TOT pa3 TaK OBICTPO, YTO HUKTO U
coo0pa3uTh HE ycmels, 3adeM 3TO OHa BO3Bpallaiach. Bunenu
TOJIBKO, YTO OHa TmolenTtaia uyto-to Huue AunekcaHapoBHe W,
KaXkeTcs, pyKy ee nouenoaia. Ho Baps Buaena u caplmana Bcé, u

C YAMBJICHUEM IIPpOBOAMIIA €€ FJ'IaSaMI/I.318

Nastasya Filippovna was also much impressed, both with Ganya’s
action and with the prince’s reply. Her usually thoughtful, pale face,
which all this while had been so little in harmony with the jests and
laughter which she had seemed to put on for the occasion, was now
evidently agitated by new feelings, though she tried to conceal the
fact and to look as though she were as ready as ever for jesting and
irony. [...]

“Oh, aren’t you ashamed of yourself — aren’t you ashamed? Are you
really the sort of woman you are trying to represent yourself to be?
Is it possible?” The prince was now addressing Nastasya, in a tone
of reproach, which evidently came from his very heart.

Nastasya Filippovna looked surprised, and smiled, but evidently
concealed something beneath her smile and with some confusion
and a glance at Ganya she left the room.

However, she had not reached the outer hall when she turned round,
walked quickly up to Nina Alexandrovna, seized her hand and lifted
it to her lips.

“He guessed quite right. I am not that sort of woman,” she whispered
hurriedly, flushing red all over. Then she turned again and left the
room so quickly that no one could imagine what she had come back
for. All they saw was that she said something to Nina Alexandrovna
in a hurried whisper, and seemed to kiss her hand. Varia, however,
both saw and heard all, and watched Nastasya out of the room with
an expression of wonder.3*°
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A marked change in behavior; the resurfacing of a new, serious feeling; letting go of

pretense and feigned smiles; a humble gesture of reverence and admittance of being wrong are

%18 |diot, 136.

319 The Idiot.
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only a few of the effects produced by Myshkin’s kenotic supposition that Nastasya Filippovna is
better than she seems. This meeting allows Nastasya to feel seen and accepted as a decent person,
a sentiment that had been long foreign to her. The prince’s understanding gaze feels inviting and
all-forgiving, an alluring combination that creates trust, and based on it — new opportunities for
connection. From this moment forward, Nastasya Filippovna is drawn to Myshkin’s goodness in
a pull of the force so strong, that she recognizes in him the opportunity of redemption for her own
self, suffering from the lack of true love. She finally sees a man who can make decisions in her
interest, not in his own, precisely because he shows no intention to aggrandize his self in relation
to her. This creates an internal conflict for Nastasya Filippovna, who is used to men buying her
affection instead of earning it and sees this fact as an external estimate of her true self. Before
Myshkin’s appearance, her “honor rescue plan” consists in a marriage. Trapped in a competition
between several self-serving suitors, Nastasya Filippovna delegates the decision process to the
prince, causing an upheaval of dissatisfied opinions about his ability to make such choices for her.

— Ho kHs13p, mouemy TyT KHs3b? W 4TO Takoe, HaKOHEll, KHS3b? —

HpO60pMOTaJ'I TeHepaJl, MOYTH YKC HC B CUJIAX CHACPKATb CBOE

HEroJI0BaHME Ha TaKOW OOUIHBIN Ja’ke aBTOPUTET KHS3SL.

— A KHSI3b IJIsL MEHS TO, UTO s B HCTO B IIEPBOI'0, BO BCIO MOIO )KU3Hb,

Kak B MCTUHHO HNPCAaHHOI'0 YCJIOBCKa IMOBCPUIIA. OH B MeHA C

OIHOI'O B3rJs1ga IOBECPUII, U I EMY BepIO.320

“The prince! What on earth has the prince got to do with it? Who
the deuce is the prince?” cried the general, who could conceal his
wrath no longer.

“The prince has this to do with it — that | see in him for the first time
in all my life, a man endowed with real truthfulness of spirit, and |
trust him. He trusted me at first sight, and I trust him!”32

320 1diot, 179.

321 The Idiot.
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For people who do not trust their own goodness, such an external affirmation of trust can
be the lifeline they need to climb out of the pain of self-hate. Nastasya Filippovna, indeed, feels
born again and free of the obligations imposed on her without love: “3aBTpa — mo-HOBOMY, a
CeroJHs — 1 UMEHUHHUIIA M cama 1o ce0e, B mepBbIid pa3 B uenoit xu3uu!” (“Tomorrow I shall
start afresh — today I am a free agent for the first time in my life!””) 322 Myshkin’s heartfelt reproach
directed at her self-deprecation suddenly turns her around towards the possibility of redemption
and a new life.

A few chapters later, Dostoevsky writes another conversation where Myshkin
demonstrates unconditional love for Nastasya Filippovna, this time in his readiness to marry her
honestly. He strives to affirm and bring forward the goodness of the “wanton” woman’s self by
letting her honor him. Humbling himself before the suffering of the other, Myshkin creates a field
of opportunities that could never be expected in this situation if he employed predictably egotistic
social behavior. The eventual discovery of a huge inheritance and his title are merely pleasant
bonuses, the prince’s readiness to offer an honorable life to Nastasya Filippovna releases the
negativity of her past and opens a future free of shame.

Kua3p BcTan u ApOKaliumMm, p06KI/IM T'OJIOCOM, HO B TO K€ BpEM:I C
BUJIOM ITyOOKO yO€X/I€HHOT0 YeIoBeKa MPOU3HEC:

— 51 Hu4ero He 3Haro, Hacracbs CDI/IJ'II/IHHOBHa, s HU4YCro HEC BUACI,
BbI MPABBI, HO ... I COYTY, YTO BBl MHE, a HE i CAENA0 4eCTh. S
HHUYTO, 4 BbI CTpaJaJIi U U3 TAKOI'O ala YU CTaA BBIILINU, 4 3TO MHOT'O.
[...] A Bac... Hacracess ®ununmosHa... mo0mo. S ympy 3a Bac,
Hacracess @uaunmosHa... S HUKOMY HC MO3BOJIFO IMPO BaC CJIOBA

ckazath, Hacrtacess ®ununmoBHa.. Ecim Mbl Oynem OemHbI, o
paGorats 6yny, Hacraces ®umunmosHa... 32

%22 bid.
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The prince rose and began to speak in a trembling, timid tone, but
with the air of a man absolutely sure of the truth of his words.

“I know nothing, Nastasya Filippovna. | have seen nothing. You are
right so far; but I consider that you would be honoring me, and not
| you. I am a nobody. You have suffered, you have passed through
hell and emerged pure, and that is very much. [...] Nastasya
Filippovna, I love you! | would die for you. I shall never let any man
say one word against you, Nastasya Filippovna! And if we are poor,
| can work for both.”324
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The problem arises when Nastasya Filippovna can’t feel any guilt relief despite the prince’s

public confession of love and recognition of her blamelessness. Her self is so traumatized by the

past abuses of trust, that she finds it impossible to believe that a man who seems kind, intelligent,

noble, and forgiving, would remain in this disposition for the rest of her life. Experience has taught

Nastasya that fear, flattery, and guilt are the tools used to dominate the will of the other, and she

is unable to escape emotional entrapment in this conviction solely by engaging in a dialogic

confessional relationship with the prince. Aware that forgiveness comes only from the

transcendent Other, Nastasya Filippovna yearns to engage with Myshkin’s kenotic stance in the

position of honor as he suggests, but recognizes the limited capacity of a human to forgive fully

and fears the return of mistreatment from the one person she would trust in love.

— U He nmocThIuIIbCs, KOT/1a TOTOM Te0e CKaXyT, YTO TBOSI KE€HA Yy
Toukoro B conepkaHkax »xuia’?

— Her, He nocTeiKyCh... Bbl He 110 cBoelt Bojie y Toukoro ObLIH.

— U HuKOrga He NoNpeKHenIb?

— He nonpekny.

— Hy, cmoTpu, 3a BCro )K13Hb HE pyyaiics!

— Hacraces dununnoBHa, — cKa3ajl KHA3b TUXO M Kak OBI C
COCTpaJlaHueEM, — 51 BaM J1aBeua TOBOPUJI, YTO 33 YECTh IPUMY Ballle
corJiacue M 4TO Bbl MHE YECTb JIeJIaeTe, a He g BaM. Bbl Ha 5TH ciioBa
YCMEXHYJIUCh, U KPYI'OM, S CIIBIIIAJ, TOXKE CMESJINCh. S, MOXKET
ObITh, CMEIITHO OYEHb BBIPA3WIICA U ObLI CaM CMEIIOH, HO MHE BCE
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Ka3aJI0Ch, UTO $... IOHUMAI0, B YEM YECTb, U YBEPEH, UTO s IPaBILy
ckasai. [...] Bel ropabl, Hactackss @unumnmoBHa, HO, MOKET OBITh,
BBI YK€ JI0 TOrO HECUACTHBI, YTO U IEHCTBUTEIBHO BUHOBHOIO Ce0s
cuMTaeTe. 3a BaMU HY>KHO MHOTO X0AuTh, Hactacks ®uiunmnoBHa.
S 6yny XoauTh 3a BaMH. [...] A ... s Bac Oyay BCIO )KHU3Hb yBaXKaTh,
Hacrachss ®@uiummnmoBHa, — 3aKIIOYHII BAPYT KHS3b, KaK ObI BAPYT
OIIOMHUBIINCH, IOKPACHEB M COOOpA3UB, Mpe/l KAKUMU JTIOJAbMH OH

3TO FOBOPHT.>%

“Won’t you be ashamed, afterwards, to reflect that your wife very
nearly ran away with Rogozhin?”

“Oh, you were raving, you were in a fever; you are still half
delirious.”

“And won’t you be ashamed when they tell you, afterwards, that
your wife lived at Totski’s expense so many years?”

“No; I shall not be ashamed of that. You did not so live by your own
will.”

“And you’ll never reproach me with it?”

“Never.”

“Take care, don’t commit yourself for a whole lifetime.”

“Nastasya Filippovna.” said the prince, quietly, and with deep
emotion, “I said before that I shall esteem your consent to be my
wife as a great honor to myself, and shall consider that it is you who
will honor me, not | you, by our marriage. You laughed at these
words, and others around us laughed as well; I heard them. Highly
likely I expressed myself funnily, and | may have looked funny, but,
for all that, I believe | understand where honor lies, and what | said
was but the literal truth. [...] You are proud, Nastasya Filippovna,
and perhaps you have really suffered so much that you imagine
yourself to be a desperately guilty woman. You require a great deal
of petting and looking after, Nastasya Filippovna, and | will do this.
[...] T — 1 shall respect you all my life, Nastasya Filippovna,”
concluded the prince, as though suddenly recollecting himself, and
blushing to think of the sort of company before whom he had said
all this.32°
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Myshkin recognizes Nastasya’s unhappiness and pride standing in the way of releasing her

guilt. He admits to hearing her call for help long before meeting her in person and responds to it
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with the words expressing understanding, familiarity, closeness and shared suffering. In spite of
being ridiculed, the prince acknowledges that his readiness to care for Nastasya Filippovna comes
from the desire to alleviate her suffering, which he first recognized seeing the eyes of her portrait.
How great must be one’s suffering if it translates through a picture, and how perceptive one must
be to feel it as Myshkin said he did! Such interaction of two selves, where one feels the pain of the
other as acutely as one’s own and minimizes self to uplift the other, is precisely the ethical
approach promoted through the philosophy of dialogue and the doctrine of kenosis. It is the
appropriate and necessary step in response to witnessing the suffering of the other, and the one
that has the highest potential to alleviate human suffering simply by the fact of sharing and
releasing it. Nastasya Filippovna acknowledges Myshkin’s unique honor-granting disposition with
gratitude:

— Cnacu0o, KHsI3b, CO MHOM TaK HUKTO HE TOBOPUJI JI0 CUX IOp, —

IIporosopuiia Hacracps cDI/IJ'II/IHI'IOBHa, — MEHS BCE TOproBajiv, a

3aMYy’K HUKTO €1IC HE CBaTall U3 NOPAJOYHBIX J'II-O)ICI)i.sZ7

b

“Thank you, prince; no one has ever spoken to me like that before,’
began Nastasya Filippovna. “Men have always bargained for me,

before this; and not a single respectable man has ever proposed to

marry me 99328

To be a sustainable mode of communication, a kenotic stance between two selves
necessarily presupposes a reciprocal kenotic movement from both, towards God and towards each
other. Regardless of the constant self-deprecation, Nastasya Filippovna’s position is insufficiently

kenotic, as she is unable to empty herself of the feeling of unworthiness tormenting her from the
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inside and can’t trust Myshkin’s words about love for her. She allows him no space to exist in his
truth. Nastasya feels responsibility for possibly ruining the prince’s life through her personal evil

and dismisses his kindness as child-like naivety:

— Drtakoro-to mianeHna cryouts? [...] S cama Geccreigaumal S
Toukoro Hanmoxxuuiei Obuta... Kasasp! [...] Tel He Ooumibes, na s
Oymy OosiTbesi, 9TO TeOsI 3aryomiia aa 4To MOTOM IMONpPEKHeb! A
YTO ThI O0OBABIISACIIIB, YTO 5 YeCTh TeOe ciemaro, Tak npo To Torkui
3HaeT. [...] SI, Moxer OBITh, U cama roppaasi, HYXIbl HET, 4TO
Oeccrhiauna!l Thl MEHS COBEPIIICHCTBOM JIaBeya Ha3bIBaJI; XOPOIIIO
COBEpIICHCTBO, YTO W3 OJHOW IOXBAIBOBI, YTO MHWJUIMOH U
KHSDKECTBO pacronTaia, B Tpymo0y unetr! Hy, kakas s TeOe jxeHa
nocie 3toro? 32°

“You thought I should accept this good child’s invitation to ruin
him, did you?” she cried. [...] “I have no sense of shame left. I tell
you [ have been Totsky’s concubine. Prince! [...] You aren’t afraid,
| know; but | should always be afraid that I had ruined you, and that
you would reproach me for it. As for what you say about my doing
you honor by marrying you — well, Totsky can tell you all about
that.” [...] “Iam very proud, in spite of what I am,” she continued.
“You called me ‘perfection’ just now, prince. A nice sort of
perfection to throw up a prince and a million and a half of rubles in
order to be able to boast of the fact afterwards! What sort of a wife
should | make for you, after all I have said?”3%

Nastasya would rather sacrifice herself to Rogozhin, who had confessed his inclination to
murder her out of jealousy, than go through the trauma of abandonment and abuse of trust again.
Believing that her mistakes had not been forgiven and forgotten, she feels undeserving of the

prince’s love, generosity, kindness and recognition as a good human. The loving capacity of

Myshkin’s self alone fails to create a pull strong enough to deliver Nastasya Filippovna from the
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suffering of guilt. She ends up punishing herself for the sins she had committed, and, in her own
eyes, saving prince Myshkin from the misery of having to love her forever. Clearly stating that the
prince is the man of her dreams, she is still unable to trust him, or another human, because she

ultimately doesn't trust herself.

Jla HeyxTo e MHe ero 3aryouts Obuto? (OHa rmokasana Ha KHA35).
[...] DTak-To myuIie, KHA3b, IPABO JyUlle, TOTOM MIPE3UPaTh MEHA
cTai Obl, u He ObUTO OBl HaM cuacThsi! He kisiHuCK, He Bepro! Jla u
Kak rryno-to 6s10 Ob1!.. Het, myure mpoctumcs no-nobpomy, a To
BEJIb S M caMa MeYTaTesIbHUIIA, POKY Obl He ObuT0! Pa3Be s cama o
Tebe He MeuTana? DTo ThI MIpaB, JaBHO MeUTaia, elle B AepEBHE Y
HEro, TATh JIET MPOXKHIIA OJTHA-OJJUHEXOHBKA; TyMaellb-TyMaclilb,
ObIBaJIO-TO, MEuTaellb-MeYTaelllb, — U BOT BCE TAaKOro, KakK ThI,
BooOpaxkana, J00pOro, YECTHOTO, XOPOLIETO M TaKOro K€
TIIYIEHBKOTO, YTO BAPYT NPUIET Ja U CKaxeT: “Bbl HE BUHOBATHI,
Hacracess ®unumnmoBHa, a s Bac oOoxaro!” Jla Tak, ObIBajo,
pa3MedTaenbes, YTo C ymMa Coiaéuib... Hy, a Temnepk... Poroxus,
rotos? 33

“You surely did not expect me to ruin him? (indicating the prince).
It’s better so, prince, it is indeed. You’d begin to despise me
afterwards — we should never be happy. Oh! you needn’t swear,
prince, I shan’t believe you, you know. How foolish it would be,
too! No, no; we’d better say good-bye and part friends. | am a bit of
a dreamer myself, and | used to dream of you once. Very often
during those five years down at his estate | used to dream and think,
and | always imagined just such a good, honest, foolish fellow as
you, one who should come and say to me: ‘You are an innocent
woman, Nastasya Filippovna, and I adore you.” I dreamt of you
often. | used to think so much down there that I nearly went mad;
and then this fellow here would come down. He would stay a couple
of months out of the twelve, and disgrace and insult and deprave me,
and then go; so that | longed to drown myself in the pond a thousand
times over; but I did not dare do it. I hadn’t the heart, and now —
well, are you ready, Rogozhin?”%%?
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After Myshkin’s offer of his hand in marriage, Nastasya Filippovna accepts and refuses it
several times over the course of the novel. Her final escape minutes before the church wedding
with Prince Myshkin is placed at the end of the novel. And again, her actions leave Myshkin in
silence, in tears of co-suffering, in stoic calmness, but never in judgment, anger or frustration at
her antics. He understands them as they are — displays of pain, fear, uncertainty and the heavy
weight of personal shame and public humiliation that Nastasya Filippovna had been carrying for
about a decade before Myshkin’s arrival. The prince offers her a kenotic, mutually self-emptying
union, thinking that it would only take an act of reciprocal will to choose the course of healing and
make it work. A proper sacramental confession — a requirement before the Church wedding in
Orthodoxy, a humble repentance for her wrongs before a priest, and then loving her lawful husband
for the rest of her life — was all required from Nastasya Filippovna to start on the path of
improvement. Yet she makes the choice to run away to her death with Rogozhin, essentially
disbelieving her own goodness and God’s capacity to forgive, destroying her own life and the lives
of the two men who loved her.

The failure of Myshkin as a confessor comes through in his relationship with Rogozhin as
well. The prince’s “anticipation of evil,” which, in its essence, is the evil communicated to him by
Rogozhin that dwells now in his mind, poisoning him with fear and bringing up the urge to prevent
a tragedy from happening, finds no release until it becomes reality. In his kenotic desire to justify
the other, Myshkin tries to fight this evil as his own demon, denying and ignoring the fact that it
belongs to someone else.

C HuMm nmpousonnyia OIaTb, W KakK OBl B OJHO MI'HOBCHUC,
HEOOBIKHOBEHHAS NepeMCHa: OH OISITH MICJI 6J'Ie,[[HLIﬁ, CHa6BII71,
CTpaJarollrii, B3BOJTHOBAHHBIN; KOJIEHA €r0 JPOKAJIh, U CMyTHasd,

noTepsiHHAsE yJbpIOKa Opoauia Ha TIOCHHENBIX TIybax —ero:
“BHe3amHas uaes’ ero BAPYT MOATBEPAWIACH M OINpaBlaiach, U —



OH omniTh Bepwi cBoemy aemony! Ho moarBepawnace nu? Ho
onpapaanace nu? [loyemy ¢ HUM ONATH 3Ta APOXKb, ITOT MOT
XOJIOJTHBIM, 3TOT MPaK U XOJIO0/1 TyIIIEBHBIN? 333

A great change had suddenly come over him. He went blindly
forward; his knees shook under him; he was tormented by “ideas;”
his lips were blue, and trembled with a feeble, meaningless smile.
His demon was upon him once more. What had happened to him?
Why was his brow clammy with drops of moisture, his knees
shaking beneath him, and his soul oppressed with a cold gloom?33*
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The prince dislikes passing negative judgment on the other to the degree that prevents him

from recognizing that his premonition of evil is a clear sign of the objective truth: evil does exist

in the other. Despite the obvious, Myshkin fights his own self to keep faith in the goodness of

others until it is no longer possible. It is what gives him joy.

Benp oTpekcs ke OH caM OT CBOEro JIEMOHa, €Iie Ui TyAa, Ha
MOJIOBUHE JIOPOTH, KOTJIa PaJOCTh BAPYT HAIOJHUIA €T0 JyIry?
Wu B camoMm e ObLIO YTO-TO TaKoe B POrokuHe, TO €CTh B IIEJIIOM
CETOIHSIITHEM 00pa3e 3TOTO YeJIOBEKa, BO BCCH COBOKYITHOCTH €T0
CIIOB, JBUKEHHM, MOCTYIKOB, B3IIIA0B, YTO MOTJIO ONpPAaBJbIBAThH
y)KaCHBIE MPETUYBCTBUS KHA3S W BO3MYINAIONIUE HANICTITHIBAHUS
ero gemoHa? Hedro Takoe, 4To BUAUTCS caMO OO0, HO UTO TPYIHO
aHAIM3WPOBaTh HM  paccka3aTh, HEBO3MOXHO  ONPAaBIATh
JOCTaTOYHBIMH TPUYMHAMHU, HO YTO OJIHAKO >K€ MPOU3BOMAMT,
HECMOTPS Ha BCIO 3TY TPYJAHOCTh U HEBO3MOXKHOCTH, COBEPIIICHHO
[[eTbHOE U HEOTPa3UMOE BIIEUATICHHE, HEBOJIBHO MEPEeXoIsliee B
nonHeiee yoexaenue?.. Yoexnenue B yeM? (O, kak Myduia
KHs38 YyIOBHUIIHOCTb, ‘‘YHHU3UTEIBHOCTH ITOrO YyOeXIeHus,
“3TOro HU3KOTO MPEeAYyBCTBUS, U KaK OOBUHSII OH ce0s camoro!)
Ckaxxu ke, eclii CMeelllb, B YeM? — TOBOPHII OH OecipepbIBHO cele,
C YIIPEKOM U C BBI30BOM, — (DOPMYITHPYH, OCMEIBCS BBIPA3HTH BCIO
CBOIO MBICIIb, SICHO, TO4YHO, Oe3 konebOanus! O, s Oecuecten! —
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TIOBTOPSI OH C HETOJOBAHMEM H C KPacKoil B JIHIE, — KAKHUMH e
riazamu 6yIy s CMOTPETh Terephb BCIO KU3Hb Ha 9TOTO YenoBeka! >

He had repudiated the demon as he walked to the house, and his
heart had been full of joy. Was there something in the whole aspect
of the man, today, sufficient to justify the prince’s terror, and the
awful suspicions of his demon? Something seen, but indescribable,
which filled him with dreadful presentiments? Yes, he was
convinced of it — convinced of what? (Oh, how mean and hideous
of him to feel this conviction, this presentiment! How he blamed
himself for it!) “Speak if you dare, and tell me, what is the
presentiment?”” he repeated to himself, over and over again. “Put it
into words, speak out clearly and distinctly. Oh, miserable coward
that I am!” The prince flushed with shame for his own baseness.
“How shall I ever look this man in the face again?”’3%
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As he witnesses the evil in action and can no longer deny that it is real, his mind proceeds

to the mode that floods his soul with inner light and provides a release of tension of an extreme

and dangerous kind — his epileptic fit. The first major return of his ailment happens right as he sees

Rogozhin attack him with a knife in a dark staircase. And even then, the prince cries out in denial

of Rogozhin’s evil:

I'maza Poroxwuna 3acBepkanu, U OemieHas yiblOKa HCKa3Wja €ro
muno. [IpaBas pyka ero nogHsuiach, 1 4To-To 0JI€CHYJIO B HEW; KHS3b
He Jymall ee ocTaHaBiauBaTh. OH MOMHUJ TOJIBKO, YTO, KaXKeTcs,
KPUKHYJIL:

— IlapdeHn, He Bepro!..

3areM BJIPYT Kak Obl 4TO-TO pa3BEP3JI0Ch MPe HUM: HeOObIYaiHbIIH
BHYTPEHHUH CBET 03apuil €ro JAyuly. OTO MIHOBEHHE
MIPOA0IIKAIIOCH, MOKET OBITh, MOJICEKYH/IbI; HO OH OJTHAKO e SICHO
Y CO3HATEIIbHO ITOMHWJ Hayajlo, CaMbld IEpPBBIA 3BYK CBOETO
CTpAILHOTO BOILJISA, KOTOPBIM BBIPBAJICS M3 IPYAU €ro caM coOoi U
KOTOpBI HHKAaKOI CHJIOW OH HE MOI Obl OCTaHOBUTh. 3aTeM
CO3HAaHME €T0 yracjio MrHOBEHHO, M HACTYIWJI OJIHBINA Mpak. C HUM
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CIIYUHJICA IPUIIaJOK SIIMJICIICHH, YK€ OYCHb JaBHO OCTaBUBIICH
337
€ro.

Rogozhin’s eyes flashed, and a smile of insanity distorted his
countenance. His right hand was raised, and something glittered in
it. The prince did not think of trying to stop it. All he could
remember afterwards was that he seemed to have called out:
“Parfyon! I won’t believe it.” Next moment something appeared to
burst open before him: a wonderful inner light illuminated his soul.
This lasted perhaps half a second, yet he distinctly remembered
hearing the beginning of the wail, the strange, dreadful wail, which
burst from his lips of its own accord, and which no effort of will on
his part could suppress. Next moment he was absolutely
unconscious; black darkness blotted out everything. He had fallen
in an epileptic fit.3%
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Myshkin’s final encounter with both of his confessants happens at the time when the

tragedy can no longer be prevented. In the last chapters of the novel, the reader witnesses the

excessive tension that reverberates through the prince’s body as he is forced to acknowledge the

fact of evil realized, the victory of the demons he feared, and still preserve his kenotic, loving

disposition towards the other who had committed a crime.

— Poroxun! I'ne Hacraces ®ununnoBHa? — mpouientan BAPYT
KHSI3b W BCTaJl, Ipoka BceMH uieHamd. [...] Kusa3p npoxan Bce
CHJIbHEE U CHJIbHEE U HE CITyCKaJl CBOET0 BOIIPOCUTENILHOTO B3IJIsiAa
¢ nuua PoroxxuHa.

— TsI BoOT, s 3ameuaro, JIeB Hukonaesnd, npoxuinb, — MIpOrOBOPUIT
HakoHell POrouH, — mo4YTH Tak, Kak Korja ¢ To00il ObIBaeT TBOE
paccTpoiicTBo, momHuIb, B MockBe Obu1o? Mnu kak pas3 ObLIo0
nepes npunagkoMm. M He mpuaymaro, 4To Temnepb ¢ ToOoi Oyny
JeNaTh...

KHs3b BeymmBancs, Hampsras BCE CHUJIbI, YTOOBI TOHATh, U BCE
CHpalInBasi B3IJISI0M.

— OT0 ThI? — BBITOBOPUJI OH HAKOHEL], KUBHYB I'0JIOBOM Ha ITOPTHEPY.
— 3710... 4 ... — IporenTtana POoroxuH 1 noTynuics.
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ITomomaanu MUHYT l'IfITI).339

“Rogozhin, where is Nastasya Filippovna?” said the prince,
suddenly rising from his seat. He was quaking in all his limbs, and
his words came in a scarcely audible whisper. [...]

“I see you are shuddering, Lev Nikolaevich,” said the latter, at
length, “almost as you did once in Moscow, before your fit; don’t
you remember? I don’t know what I shall do with you...”

The prince bent forward to listen, putting all the strain he could
muster upon his understanding in order to take in what Rogozhin
said, and continuing to gaze at the latter’s face.

“Was it you?” he muttered, at last, motioning with his head towards
the curtain.

“Yes, it was I,” whispered Rogozhin, looking down.

Neither spoke for five minutes.34

In this final confessional moment, the culmination of emotional tension of the novel, the
verbal interaction is minimal, and understanding comes from seeing. The prince’s kenotic silence
is punctuated by his body shivering. Brief phrases surround the expansion of his mind trying to
encompass death and remain alive with love. Myshkin’s self has to contract and retreat making
space for both good and evil that came into contact with him. The entirety of his strength is needed
to form the right understanding of the other at the moment when he feels the depth of pain
connected to the loss of life. We see that even in this tragic situation, he fears not for himself, but
for the safety of the murderer. Witnessing Rogozhin’s feverish ramblings, the prince reacts with
compassion and reaches out to console the suffering human with his own failing body, his mind

drowning in a completely new feeling of unlimited anguish. Nothing Myshkin has done warrants

these feelings, it is the evil committed by Rogozhin and the loss of another human self, Nastasya
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Filippovna, that pain him through his ability to empathize fully with the other. This emotion is so

strong that it dims the prince’s ability to form coherent thoughts.

Poroxun u3penka u BAPYr HauMHaid MHOrAAa OOpPMOTaTh, TPOMKO,
pe3ko M OECCBS3HO; HAYMHA BCKPUKHBATH M CMEATHCS; KHS3b
NpOTATUBAI K HEMY TOrJa CBOIO JPOXKAIIYID PYyKy H THXO
JOTPOTHBAJICS JIO €r0 T'OJIOBHI, 10 €r0 BOJIOC, TJIAJWI UX U TIIAIUIT
€ro IeKu... 0onplle OH HU4Yero He mor creiaats! OH caM OISThH
HavaJl JIpo’KaTh, U OIATh KaK ObI BAPYT OTHSJIUCH ero Horu. Kakoe-
TO COBCEM HOBOE€ ONIYIICHHE TOMHJIO €ro cepjle OSCKOHEUHOIO
TOCKOM. MexIy TeM COBCEM paccBeli0; HAaKOHEI[ OH IMpUJIET Ha
MOJAYIIKY, KaKk Obl COBCEM YK€ B OCCCHIMM W B OTYASHUH, U
MIPHIKAJICS CBOMM JIMIIOM K OJIETHOMY U HEMOABM)KHOMY JIMILY
Porosxxuna; ciie3nl TEKJIM U3 €ro rjas Ha ek Poroxxunia, Ho, MOKET
OBITh, OH YK U HE CJIbIXaJ TOTJ]a CBOMX COOCTBEHHBIX CIIE3 U YK€ HE

3HaJI HU4€ro O HI/IX...341

Rogozhin began to mutter disconnectedly; then he took to shouting
and laughing. The prince stretched out a trembling hand and gently
stroked his hair and his cheeks — he could do nothing more. His legs
trembled again, and he seemed to have lost the use of them. A new
sensation came over him, filling his heart and soul with infinite
anguish. Meanwhile the daylight grew full and strong; and at last the
prince lay down, as though overcome by despair, and laid his face
against the white, motionless face of Rogozhin. His tears flowed on

to Rogozhin’s cheek, though he was perhaps not aware of them
himself.342

Myshkin’s extreme self-minimization effectively becomes self-annihilation, as he loses the

ability to comprehend his surroundings and interact meaningfully with others, returning to a child-

like state.

ITo kpaiinelr mepe, Korja, y’e IIOCJIe MHOTHX 4acOB, OTBOPUIACH
JBeph M BOILIM JIOAM, TO OHM 3acTajd YOUHIy B IOJHOM
OecraMsATCTBE U TOpsAYKE. Kasass CHICII IIOJI€ HET'O HETIOABMI)KHO Ha
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MOJICTUJIKE M TUXO, KKl pa3 MpH B3pbIBaX KpuKa WM Opena
OO0JILHOTO, CIIEIINI IPOBECTH APOJKAIICIO PYKOH MO €r0 BOJIOCAM U
meKam, Kak Obl jlackasg M yHuMas ero. Ho oH yxke Huyero He
IIOHMMAJI, 0 YEM €ro CIpalluBajy, U HE y3HaBaJl BOLUCAIIUX U
OKpY>KUBIIHX ero jroaeit. M eciau 661 cam [IHeliaep siBUiICS Tenepb
u3 llIBeiimapuyu B3IIISHYTH HAa CBOETO OBIBIIETO YYECHUKA H
ManueHTa, T0 U OH, IPUIIOMHHUB TO COCTOSIHUE, B KOTOPOM OBIBAJ
MHOIZIA KHA3b B IIEpBBIM roj JiedeHus ceoero B IlIBeiinapuw,
MaxHyJI ObI Terlepb PyKO# 1 cKa3an Obl, kak Toraa: “Mamor!”*4

At all events when, after many hours, the door was opened and
people thronged in, they found the murderer unconscious and in a
raging fever. The prince was sitting by him, motionless, and each
time that the sick man gave a laugh, or a shout, he hastened to pass
his own trembling hand over his companion’s hair and cheeks, as
though trying to soothe and quiet him. But alas! he understood
nothing of what was said to him, and recognized none of those who
surrounded him. If Schneider himself had arrived then and seen his
former pupil and patient, remembering the prince’s condition during
the first year in Switzerland, he would have flung up his hands,
despairingly, and cried, as he did then: “An idiot!”3*
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And maybe it is in this minimized state of Myshkin’s self, that he finds his own salvation,

avoiding the further disproportionate impact of pain on his psyche. As Lebedev commented on

Myshkin’s kenotic character after the failed wedding with Nastasya Filippovna:

YTaI/IJ'I oT HpeMYleI)IX H pa?,YMHBIX Hu OTKpBIJ'I MJIaacHIlaM, g 9TO

TOBOPHJI €lle U MPEeXIe MPO HEro, HO Temeph MPUOABIAI, YTO U

caMoT0 MJIaJIeHIIa 00T COXpaHuUJI, crac OT O€3HbI, OH U BCE CBATHIC
345

ero!

“Things are hidden from the wise and prudent, and revealed unto
babes. | have applied those words to him before, but now | add that

343 1diot, 692.
344 The Idiot.

5 |diot.
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God has preserved the babe himself from the abyss, He and all His
saints.”340
Guardini views Myshkin’s breakdown at the end of the novel as “the image of the
Redeemer himself. It is an image of that love which is so perfectly forgetful of itself that no
consciousness can grasp it anymore.”**’ And even though Cassedy doesn’t directly deal with
Myshkin either as imitation Christi or in terms of kenotic surrender, he does link The Idiot to
Dostoevsky’s 1864 “Masha on the Table” entry. For Cassedy, “Myshkin is no doubt the clearest
concretization” of the annihilation of the self from Dostoevsky’s diary, but he concludes that “in
one important respect the diary entry does not really describe the epileptic hero,” for Myshkin
never makes dissolution of the self his goal.>*®
It is worth noting that during the course of the novel, Myshkin makes no conscious attempts
to empty out his feeling of dread and let go of the darkness he saw in Rogozhin, Nastasya
Filippovna, and others. Dostoevsky doesn’t show him making any contact with religious
institutions or figures of religious authority. Assuming personal responsibility for the fate of
suffering humans, Myshkin forgets about the energy of grace available through the connection
with the transcendent Other. Whether in hubris or in conceptual denial of God’s role in resistance
to evil, the prince struggles with preserving the boundaries of his self and eventually succumbs to
the onslaught of darkness and pain he receives from the outside world. We can’t but agree with

Leatherbarrow who claims that Dostoevsky’s fears for the success of Idiot suggest that the final

348 The Idiot.
%7 Guardini, Romano. “Dostoevsky’s Idiot, A Symbol of Christ.”

348 Cassedy, 138.
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return of Myshkin to inarticulacy represented the novel’s inability to affirm another.**° In addition
to the prince’s personal limitations, in my view, it is the lack of the explicit trialogic structure that
sets the conditions for the ultimate failure of Myshkin’s ability to properly communicate and
respond to the other, despite his immaculate ethics.

II1. The Censored Confession in Dostoevsky’s Demons

The Sacrament of Confession in the Orthodox Christian tradition is a self-disciplinary
practice that aims at healing the fractures that happen with time and restores the wholeness of self
through the mysterious energy of the Divine grace. A false confession is a confessional exchange
that has no positive effect on the participants and breeds negativity or leads to the eventual
disintegration of self. One of the most prominent false confessions written by Dostoevsky was so
reprehensible that it was deemed too dangerous for publication, and the chapter containing it was
banned from print. The writer made several adjustments to the chapter “A¢ Tikhon’s” in Demons
to appease the Russian state censors. However, the sin at the center of Stavrogin’s confession,
despite being the same sin alluded to in Crime and Punishment and in Humiliated and Insulted,
was pronounced too heinous to be the topic of the confessional interaction drawn out for a whole
chapter as the ideological focus of the novel. Stavrogin himself recognizes that violating an
innocent child’s faith and soul is the biggest sin in the Scripture: “Ilo EBanrenuto OGosblie
npectymienns u HeT...” (“There is no bigger crime in the Gospel...”).3%° The censorship,
apprehensive of the effect such travesty would have on the readers, decided to keep the poison of

Nikolai Stavrogin’s evil away from the minds of the reading public. For Dostoevsky, deleting this

chapter meant changing the structure and concept of the whole novel.

349 | eatherbarrow, 19.

350 Dostoevsky, U Tikhona.
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E3NS )

Leatherbarrow sums up “At Tikhon'’s” as a chapter,

. in which Stavrogin does assume the mantle of a confessing
impostor. ‘At Tikhon’s’ consists of a written document in which
Stavrogin confesses to the violation of a twelve-year-old girl,
framed by a discussion with the monk Tikhon in which he
announces his intention to purge his guilt by publishing his
confession. The significance of this document lies in the fact that it
is the only place in the novel where Stavrogin attempts a sustained
‘reading’ of himself, and this alone is enough to explain
Dostoevsky’s initial despair at its exclusion.®!

In view of Dostoevsky’s focus on confession, it is well within the realm of reason he would
be burdened by the inability to show the effects of a confessional attempt on an unrepentant sinner
of the worst possible kind. When Stavrogin’s confession was cut out, certain lines of plot
development became lost, including the only chance for Stavrogin’s salvation. Instead, without the
miracle of confession, in Dostoevsky’s mind, Stavrogin was logic-bound to finish by self-
destruction, and committed suicide like Svidrigailov in Crime and Punishment.

Katkov’s adamant denial to publish Stavrogin’s confession meant the novel could not touch
upon a particular type of Russian people that was visible to Dostoevsky’s mind. These were not
nihilists, but something completely different, and in Dostoevsky’s polyphonic vision, these people
also deserved to see the light. In the letter to N.A. Lubimov, Dostoevsky writes in 1872, describing
his struggles with editing Demons for publication:

OTO 1enblii COIMaNbHBIN TUIl (B MOEM YOEXKIEHHH), Haul THIL,
PYCCKUH, yenoBeka Mpa3aHoro, He 110 JKETaHuI0 OBITh Mpa3aHbIM, a
MOTEPSIBIIETO CBSI3M CO BCEM pOAHBIM H, TJIAaBHOE, BeEpY,
pa3BpaTHOrO W3 TOCKH, HO COBECTIMBOIO M YMOTPEOJSIOIIEro
CTpaaibYeCKUe CyA0POKHBIC YCHIINS, YTOOBI OOHOBUTHCS U BHOBD

HayaTb BEPUTH. PAIOM C HUIMIMCTAMU JTO SIBJICHHE CEPHE3HOE.
KisiHyCBh, 4TO OHO CYIIECTBYET B IEUCTBUTENBHOCTH. DTO YEIOBEK

351 | eatherbarrow, 18.
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HE BEpYIOIINIA BEpe HAILIUX BEPYIOLIUX U TPEOYIOIHi Bepbl MOJTHON
COBEpIICHHO MHAYE. ..

This is a whole social type (in my conviction), our type, Russian, of
a man idle not due to the desire to be idle, but due to having lost
connections to everything native, and, most importantly, faith;
lecherous out of anguish, but conscientious and making pained
spastic efforts to renew himself and start believing again. Next to
the nihilists, it is a serious phenomenon. | swear that it exists in
reality. This is a person who doesn’t believe the faith of our believers
and who demands an absolute faith of a completely different kind...

The last sentence applies fully to Nikolai Stavrogin, who discounts the faith of traditional
believers and desires an absolute faith of a non-traditional kind. We see Dostoevsky’s attempt to
document his understanding of the man who challenges the traditional trialogic confessional
dynamic between the transcendent Other and another human self. This social archetype, in
Dostoevsky’s view, attempts to renew and affirm their faith in the transcendent without having
true kenotic faith in God.

Stavrogin’s confession in “At Tikhon’s” subverts the parameters of a true sacramental
confession in more ways than one. The chapter presents Stavrogin’s endeavor at self-revelation by
alluding at first to the reading of him by others. These early exchanges implicitly warn of the nature
of the confession that is to follow and how the reader should approach it.

It was as though [Stavrogin] had decided on something

extraordinary and incontestable, but at the same time almost
impossible for him.33

32 Dostoevsky, Pisma, V. 1V, 296-297.

%3 bid., 32-33.
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Stavrogin’s visit to the archpriest Tikhon’s abode at the monastery, premeditated for years,
included three sheets of postal paper, collated into a brochure of confession, printed abroad.3>*
Returning to Russia, Stavrogin brought with him three hundred copies of this literary work in the
hopes of making it public upon discussion with Father Tikhon, who, he knew, was a true believer.
The elder’s response was significant for him as a confessant precisely because of the faith in the
all-forgiving Other that Tikhon affirmed in himself and others. Stavrogin knew that a confessor
outside of the Church could never pronounce a forgiving judgment for the sins he had committed.
At the same time, he knew that Tikhon had to kenotically leave all judgment to God and offer him
a way to redeem his fallen self — the perspective that was tickling Stavrogin’s imagination both by
contradicting all human logic and reason, and by the power to force evil on the other and remain
blameless. Dostoevsky suggests that there also was a naturally human desire to be forgiven, even
in the man who knew he was unforgivable.®*> Whether everyone can be forgiven in Dostoevsky’s
literary universe, is a different question. Are there sins that inevitably cause the death of the soul,
or can any dead soul be saved through the right kind of redemption? Can one atone for crimes that
cannot be undone? And what is the role of kenotic humility in true repentance? Stavrogin’s
confession, had it been published as an integral part of the novel’s structure, could be an example
of what happens in confession to an unforgivable sinner. But even in its unpublished form, the
chapter “At Tikhon’s” allows the reader to try on the position of the judging Other, and decide for

themselves whether Stavrogin deserved to be seen as anything other than evil.

34« .mewaTh TOHKas, 3arpanndnas.” Ibid., 44.

35 JTerue, — orBeTr CTaBPOrMH BIIOJIOJIOCA, — €CIIM OBl Bl MEHSI IPOCTHIIM, MHE OBLIO GBI FOPa3Io
nierde, — MpUOaBUII OH, OBICTPO U moyIenoToMm. .. 1bid., 75.
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As a man aware of the proper ritual of confession, Stavrogin knows that the presence of a
confessor who is a true believer is essential for the right reception and absolution of sin. This is
why one of the most urgent questions Stavrogin asks Father Tikhon is: “Do you believe in God?”
Satisfied with his answer, Stavrogin calls him “a holy fool” and gives him the printed pages to
read. Dostoevsky’s narrator prefaces Stavrogin’s text with a few comments on the possible

motivation for the creation of this document.

JIOKyMEHT 3TOT, MO-MoeMy, — JAello OOJIe3HEHHOe, neno Oeca,
OBJIAJICBIIIETO 3THUM TOCIHOAMHOM. [loxoke Ha TO, KoOrja
CTpaJaroIfiA OCTPOI0 OOJIBI0 MEYETCS B TOCTENH, JKellash HaWTh
MOJIOKCHWE YTOOBI XOTS Ha MHUT oOjerduth ceds. Jlake u He
O6JI€F‘-II/ITI), a JINIIb 6I)I TOJIBKO 3aMCHHUTDL, XOTA HAa MUHYTY, IPCKHECC
crpananue apyrum. U Tyt yxe, pasymeercs, He 10 KpaCUBOCTH HJIH
Pa3yMHOCTH IIOJIOKCHUS. OCHOBHaSI MBICJIb AOKYMCHTA —
CTpalllHasl, HEMPHUTBOPHAS MOTPEOHOCTh Kapbl, IOTPEOHOCTH
KpecTa, BCCHApOIHOM Ka3HHU. A MEXy TeM 3Ta MOTPeOHOCTh KpecTa
BCE-TaKM B YEJIOBEKE HEBEPYIOIIEM B KPECT, — “a yX 3TO OIHO
cocraBisieT uaero.” [...] Jla, O0JIbHOM MEYeTCs B IMTOCTCIIM U XOUYET
3aMEHUTH OJIHO CTpaJaHue JPYTMM — U BOT OopbOa ¢ 00IIecTBOM
MOKa3ajach €My TIOJIOKEHHWEM JIeTHalIuM, W OH OpocaeT emy

BBI3OB. 356

| shall allow myself one more remark, although I am straying in
advance of my story. This document is, in my opinion, a morbid
work, a work of the devil who took hold of that gentleman. It is like
this: as if a man were suffering from acute pain and tossing about in
bed, trying to find a position to relieve his pain even for a moment.
Not even to relieve the pain, but only to change it, momentarily, for
another. In a situation like that, one of course does not bother about
the becomingness or good sense of the position. The fundamental
idea of the document is a terrible, undisguised craving for self-
punishment, the need for the cross, for immolation in the eyes of all.
And yet this need for the cross in a man who does not believe in the
cross, does not this in itself form ‘an idea...’ [...] Yes, the sick man
tosses about in his bed and wishes to exchange one pain for another,

%6 1bid., 44-45.
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and now the struggle with society appears to him the easiest
position, and he throws out a challenge to it.®’

Here, the narrator states that the written exposition of Stavrogin’s dark self is just another
instrument of boosting his pride by challenging others to confront him upon the planned exposure
to his heinous sin. Stavrogin envisions the mutual gaze of the dialogic relationship based on the
polyphony of hatred as the goal of his self-exposition in published form. He is ready to face and
dismiss the judgment of others as an affirmation of the strength of his own self even in the absence
of the forgiving, understanding gaze from the transcendent Other. Sch point out that

Stavrogin’s confession, for all its shocking detail, turns out to be as
opaque and elusive as the man himself. It is in fact a travesty of a
confession, an exercise in self-evasion rather than self-revelation. Its
motivation is also inverted: it is driven not by contrition, but by
scorn for those who might condemn him. It is crafted not out of the
desire for confessional openness, but from an implicitly dialogical
sensitivity to what others might think, and in this respect, it is
reminiscent of the confessional game played by Nastasya
Filippovna’s guests in The Idiot, in a scene where Dostoevsky also
implicitly exposes the shortcomings of the confessional genre. It is
mannered, rhetorical, and as devoid of real content as Stavrogin
himself.38

Tikhon recognizes that Stavrogin presents himself with the eye on his audience, not on the
transcendent Other, and his suggestion that work might be done on the style of the document is an

obliqgue comment on the wrong choice of words and addressees of confession. Stavrogin

understands that his sin is mortal and cannot be forgiven by any earthly authority, and with this

357 In the text of the opening of Chapter 1., published as a Supplement to Vol. VIII. of the Jubilee Edition
of 1906 of Dostoevsky’s Works, there is the following passage, which is not in the proofs of Dostoevsky,
Stavrogin’s Confession and the Plan of The Life of a Great Sinner: With Introductory and Explanatory
Notes.

358 | eatherbarrow, 18.



177

understanding he shows the lack of contrition and his pride in being the worst of the worst.
Rhetorically, he counts on Tikhon’s forgiveness, but taunts the archpriest, attempting to elicit his
negative judgment:

CrnymaiiTe, s1 He JIFOOJIO IITTUOHOB M TICUXOJIOTOB, 110 KpaliHel Mepe

TaKuX, KOTOPbIE B MOIO AYIIY JIE3YT. [...] s BAM HUYETO HE OTKPOIO,

HUKAKOW TaliHBI, TOTOMY 4TO COBEPIICHHO MOry 0e3 Bac
060#THUCH... 3

Listen, | do not like spies and thought-readers, at any rate those who

creep into my soul. [...] I will confide nothing to you, no secret,

because | can perfectly well do without you...3%°

From the beginning of its use, the practice of confession presupposes sincere repentance in

the form of audible oral speech. Purification and restoration of self is directly connected to the act
of speaking out the evil in a manner that allows one to be heard by the other. Successful confessions
are commonly characterized by oral deliverance of sins and the grace of absolution (6:1arogars
ornymenus). It is essential that evil must be verbally purged. Reminiscent of the ancient rituals
that involve physical purging amongst other cultural traditions of purification and restoration of
clarity, the emotional expulsion of the negative energy from a human body in form of the words
of penance during a sacramental confession has the power to alleviate guilt. According to
Stavrogin’s confessional text, his conscience is suffering from a “tiny red spider” of guilt that lives
deep in his memory and reveals its presence with invariable persistence.

.1 BApYT MHC SABCTBECHHO npeacCTaBuIICA KpOmeqHBIﬁ
KpaCHCHBKI/Iﬁ Imay4oK. Mmue Cpa3y IMPUIIOMHUIICS OH Ha JIMCTKEC

359 U Tikhona, 42.

360 Stavrogin’s Confession and the Plan of The Life of a Great Sinner: With Introductory and Explanatory
Notes.
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repaHH, KOTJa TaKXe JIMIMCh KOCBhIe JYYH 3aXOJSIIErO COJIHIA.
Yro-T0 KaK 6YI[TO BOH3WJIOCh B MCH:, A NPUIIOAHAJICA W CCJI Ha
noctelb. M BOT BC€ Kak 3TO TOTia CIy4YHIIoCh!

A yBumen mnpex coboro [...] Marpemy w#CXynaBmyr, W C
JMXOPAJOYHBIMUA TJIa3aMH, TOYb-B-TOYb KaK TOTAa, KOTJa OHa
CTOsJIa y MCHA Ha IMOPOre v, KuBasi MHC FOHOBOﬁ, IIoaHsJ1a Ha MCHA
CBOW KPOIIEUHBINA KyJIa4yok. Ml HUKOTJ]a HUYETO HE SBISUIOCH MHE
CTOJIb MyuHTEIbHBIM! JKanmkoe oTuasiHue 6€CroOMOITHOTO CYIIECTBA
C HECJIOXKHMBIITUMCS PacCyAKOM, MHE Tpo3uBIero (uem? Uro morio

OHO MHE clenarb, o Ooxke!), HO OOBHHSBIIETO KOHEYHO OJHY
cebs %61

... all of a sudden, | distinctly pictured to myself a tiny reddish
spider. At once | remembered it on the leaf of the geranium, upon
which, too, had poured the rays of the setting sun. It was as though
something were plunged through me; | raised myself and sat on my
bed. That’s all how it happened then!

I saw before me [...] Matryosha, emaciated, with feverish eyes, in
every point exactly as she was when she stood on the threshold of
my room and, shaking her head at me, threatened me with her tiny
fist. Nothing has ever been so agonizing to me! The pitiable despair
of a helpless creature with an unformed mind, threatening me (with
what? what could she do to me, O Lord?), but blaming, of course,
herself alone! Nothing like that has ever happened to me. | sat, till
night came, without moving, having lost count of time. Is this what
they call remorse or repentance? | do not know, and even now
cannot say. But it was intolerable to me...%%2

The burning feeling of pity that hits Stavrogin for a few moments is so powerful that it
remains embedded in his self for years, and the image of the violated girl’s indignation at him
“killing God” brings tangible pain to his otherwise desensitized existence. Curiously, Stavrogin

returns to this moment of suffering over and over again, through the years, grasping onto it like

the last proof of being able to feel bad for having committed evil. The “tiny red spider” becomes

361 U Tikhona, 57-59.

362 Stavrogin’s Confession and the Plan of The Life of a Great Sinner: With Introductory and Explanatory
Notes.
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the symbol of remorse — the closest Stavrogin had been to true repentance — and therefore his last

chance of salvation. Father Tikhon recognizes it later too, noticing:

— Jla, 9TO ecTh MOKassHUE W HaTypajbHas MOTPEOHOCTh €ro, Bac
nmoOopoBmmas. [...] BBl TOMaJd Ha BEIUKUA IyTh, MNYTh U3

HCCJIBIXaHHBbIX.. .363

Yes, it is repentance and natural need of repentance that has
overcome you, [...] and you have taken the great way, the rarest
way...364

Dostoevsky’s dismay at the omission of the whole chapter can be explained by the fact that
in it, the reader also witnesses a real confessional moment between Stavrogin and Tikhon. It takes
place before the Bishop’s reading of Stavrogin’s literary opus. This instance of an interpersonal
connection in the trialogic relationship with God contains Stavrogin’s only unpremeditated

affirmation of the other in love, and as such shows a real potential for healing:

OH ObICTpO OMyCTHJ TIJa3a, ymep o0e JaJoHHM B KOJIEHH U
HETEpPNEINBO  IPUTOTOBWICSA  CAymaTte. THXOH  Ipoued,
IIPUIIOMHUHAs clI0BO B cioBo: “U anreny Jlaogukuniickoil LEepKBU
Hanuim |[...]”

— JloBonbHO, — 000pBan CTaBpOoruH, — 3HaeTe, s Bac 04EHb JIOOIIO.
— W s Bac, — oto3Bancs Brnoaronoca TuxoH. CTaBpOruH 3aMOJIK U
BJIpYT BIAJI ONSTh B JABEIIHIOK 33 yMUYUBOCTb. JTO IPOUCXOIUIIO
TOYHO IpUMAAKaMH, yke B TpeTuil pa3. Jla u TuxoHy ckasai oH
«ToO0MI0» TOXKE YyTh HE B NpUINAAKe, 10 KpaiiHell Mepe
HEOKHMIAHHO JUTs ce0st camoro. 3%

363 U Tikhona, 70.

34 Stavrogin’s Confession and the Plan of The Life of a Great Sinner: With Introductory and Explanatory
Notes.

365 U Tikhona, 40-41.



He at once looked at the ground, rested both his hands on his knees,
and impatiently prepared to listen. Tikhon repeated word for word:
“Write to the Angel of the Laodicean Church [...]”

“Enough,” Stavrogin cut him short. “Do you know, I love you very
much.”

“I love you too,” Tikhon replied in a low voice.

Stavrogin fell silent and suddenly lapsed again into his old reverie.
This came as though in fits and now for the third time. And the “I
love” he said to Tikhon was also said almost in an impulse, at any
rate unexpectedly to himself.3%
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Affirming each other in love through the Word of the Scripture, two human selves create

here the space needed for the existence of the transcendent Third, invisibly present in the

conversation between them. This moment of mutual recognition creates the spark of Logos that

has the potential to banish all evil in the kenotically oriented human consciousness. Tikhon

understands this possibility when he offers Stavrogin a real chance to repent and redeem his

damaged self. However, in his apathy and boredom, Stavrogin feels no difference between good

and evil. For him, they are no more than the prejudice that he rises above. He also understands that

the freedom from these “prejudices” necessarily means that his self will be destroyed, losing its

boundaries in the endless process of aggrandizement.

Torma, cung 3a yaeM U 4YTO-TO OoONTasi C HUMH, CTPOTO
¢dbopmynrpoBai npo ceOsi B MEPBBIN pa3 B )KU3HU: UTO HE 3HAIO U HE
YyBCTBYIO 3712 M 10Opa M YTO HE TOJBKO IMOTEPSUT OIYIIEHUE, HO YTO
U HeT 371a U jaobpa (M 3TO ObUIO MHE MpPHUIATHO), a OJUH
MpeApaccyoK; dYTO s MOTry OBITh CBOOOJIEH OT BCSKOTO
Ipeapaccyqika, HO YTO €CIU sI JOCTUTHY TOW CBOOOIBI, TO s
noru6.>%’

36 Stavrogin’s Confession and the Plan of The Life of a Great Sinner: With Introductory and Explanatory

Notes.

367 U Tikhona, 58-59.



It is then, chatting with them at tea, for the first time in my life I
formulated accurately for myself that |1 do not know and do not feel
the difference between good and evil; and that not only had | lost
that feeling, but that there is no good and evil (and the thought was
pleasant to me), only prejudice. | realized that I could be free from
any prejudice, but | am dead if I achieve that freedom.

181

Stavrogin’s goal in this confession, he says, is to forgive himself. Tikhon replies that it is

only possible through kenotic humility and suffering of self in obedience to the law of the Other.

— Cnymaiite MeHs: 1 X0uy IPOCTUTh caM ce0e, U BOT MOl TJIaBHas
uenb, Bcs Mos 1enb! — ckazan BApYr CTaBpOTMH € MpayHbIM
BOCTOPIOM B TIJ1a3ax. — BoT Bam Bcsi MOsl MCIIOBE/Ib, BCS MpaBja, a
BCE mpoyee JIOXKb. S 3HAK0, YTO TOJBKO TOI'/Ia UCUE3HET BUICHUE.
Bot mouemy s m wmmry crpamaHus 6e3mepHOro, cam wmmry... He
IyraiTe ke MeHs, He TO MOTuOHY B 31100€. |...]

— Ecnn Bepyere, 4TO MOKET€ MPOCTUTH CaMU ceO€ U TOKMO CEro
MPOILEHUS U UIIETE JOCTUTHYTh, CTPAJaHUEM CBOUM, TO BbI YK€ BO
BcE BepyeTe! — BOCTOp)KEHHO BOCKJIMKHYJ OH [TuxoH]. — Kak xe
cKaszaiu Bbl, 4TO B bora He Bepyere? [...]

— MHe Her npolueHus, — MpayHo cka3an CTaBporuH, — B Balle
KHUT€ CKa3aHO, YTO BBIIIE NMPECTYIUICHUS HET, €CIM OCKOPOUTH
“@IMHOTO OT MaJIbIX CHX” U He MOXeT. %8

“Listen, Father Tikhon: I want to forgive myself, and that is my
object, my whole object!” Stavrogin suddenly said with gloomy
ecstasy in his eyes. “Then only, I know, that vision will disappear.
That is why | seek boundless suffering. I seek it myself. Don’t make
me afraid, or I shall die in anger.” [...]

“If you believe that you can forgive yourself and attain that
forgiveness in this world through your suffering; if you set that
object before you with faith, then you already believe completely!”
Tikhon exclaimed rapturously. “Why did you say, then, that you did
not believe in God?”

[...] “It says in the Book: ‘And whosoever shall offend one of these
little ones,” you remember. According to the Gospel there is no
greater crime....””%6°

%8 pid., 81.

39 Stavrogin’s Confession and the Plan of The Life of a Great Sinner: With Introductory and Explanatory

Notes.



182

Stavrogin's deepest need is to feel relief from the burden of guilt haunting his life. He is
instinctively looking for redemptive suffering to draw away the visions that continue torturing him.
Concurrently, he understands that his sin is unforgivable, therefore there can be no amount of
suffering that would give him the feeling of redemption. The only suffering he knows he deserves
for his crimes, is eternal. The social humiliation of a public confession is Stavrogin’s last hope, he
says:

Ho s MeHst octanyTcsi Te, KOTOpble OyIyT 3HaTh BCE U HAa MEHS

TJIS/eTh, a 51 Ha HUX. $1 Xouy, 4T06 Ha MeHs Bce risaenu. OGneraut
JIH 9TO MeHs — He 3Hat0. [Ipuberaro Kak K mocieHeMy CpeacTBy.S 0

But there will remain those who will know everything and will look
at me, and | at them. I want everyone to look at me. Will it relieve
me? I don’t know. I come to this as to my last resource."

However, he envisions the potential level of public hatred directed at him as the test of his
ability to oppose, ignore and dominate others, not as an opportunity to minimize his self. This
desire for a confessional revelation stems from the suffering pride and an illusion of personal
power. It lacks real contrition, which is readily apparent for Bishop Tikhon, who starts exposing
Stavrogin’s true motivation step by step. First, he refutes the confession as non-Christian and
lacking repentance:

MpIchp Balia — BBICOKAS MBICJIb, U TIOJIHEC HC MOKCT BbIPA3SUTHLCH
XpUCTUAHCKasA MBbICJIb. JIHJ'II)HIG HO)IO6HOFO YAUBUTCIIBHOT'O

870 U Tikhona, 67.
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[IOJIBUT'a, Ka3HU HAJ| CAMUM COOOM, KOTOPBIN BbI 3aMBICIIHUIIN, UITH
IIOKasiHUE HE MOXKET, €CJIU OBl TOJIBKO. ..

— Ecin?

— Eciu 6 310 neiicTBUTENBbHO OBLIO MOKasHUE W JEHCTBUTEIHHO
XPUCTHAHCKAs MbICIIb.

— Tonkoctu, — mnpobopmoTtan CTaBpOruH 33aJyMYHBO U

PaCCEAHHO... 372

“I shall not argue with you, still less coax you, to give up your
intention, nor could I do it either. Your idea is a great idea, and it
would be impossible to express more perfectly a Christian idea.
Repentance cannot go further than the wonderful deed which you
have conceived, if only....”

“If only what?”

“If it were indeed repentance and indeed a Christian idea.”
“Nuances,” muttered Stavrogin absentmindedly...3"

him out on cowardice:

— He mnocteaMBIIMCE TpPHU3HATBCS B MPECTYIUIGHWH, 3a4eM
MMOCTBIUINCH BBI IIOKASTHUS?

— 51?7 Creikycs?

— CtpiauTeCch U OOUTECK.

— boroce?

— IlycTh TsAsT HA MEHS, TOBOPUTE BHI; HY, a BBl CaMH Kak Oyjere
raaeTh Ha HUX? BBl yke KJeTe ux 37100bI, YTOO OTBETUTH €IIe
6osee 31m06010. 37

You were not ashamed of admitting your crime; why are you
ashamed of repentance?”

“Ashamed?”

“You are ashamed and afraid!”

“Afraid?”

872 J Tikhona, 69.
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Stavrogin dismisses his words as ‘subtleties,” but bites the hook when Father Tikhon calls
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“Let them look at me, you say; well, and you, how will you look at
them? You are expecting their evil to respond with even more
eVﬂ.”375

He admits that the goal of his confession is to bring out anger and evil in people, because
“they deserve it.” Father Tikhon notices that Stavrogin is seeking relief from his internal pain in

mutual hatred, not in forgiveness and compassion.

— BrpoueM, uTo e, UTO 5 MX BBI3BIBAIO IPYOOCTHIO MOCH HCIIOBE/IH,
€CJIA BbI y)Ke TaK 3aMCTHUJIN BI)I3OB? TaK 1 HAIO0. OHI/I CTOAT TOI'O.

— To-ecTh HEHABHIS MX BaM CTAHET JIerde, 4eM eCiId PUHSB OT HUX
coxanenune?’’®

“Well, what does it matter that I challenge them by the coarseness
of my confession, if you noticed the challenge? | shall make them
hate me still more, that’s all. Surely that will make it easier for me.”
“That is, anger in you will rouse responsive anger in them, and, in
hating, you will feel easier than if you accepted their pity.”*"’

Suffering public shame and pity is beyond the abilities of Stavrogin’s bloated ego and

requires humility that is glaringly absent in Tikhon’s confessant.

— Cnymiaiite, s BaM BCIO TIPaBIly CKaxy: s JKeJaro, YTOObI BBl MEHS
NPOCTUIIM, BMECTE C BaMM Jpyrod U TpeTHil, HO Bce — BCE
HETMPEMEHHO ITyCTh HEHaBHIAT!

I'ma3za ero 3acBepkai.

— A BceoOIIero coxxajaeHusi 0 BaC Bbl HE MOIJIM Obl CMHUPEHHEM
nepeHecTu?

375 Stavrogin’s Confession and the Plan of The Life of a Great Sinner: With Introductory and Explanatory
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— He mor 651. 51 He X04y BCEOOIIEro COXKATCHHUS, 1a H HE MOXKET
OBITH BCEOOIIETO COXKAeHNs, MycToi Bompoc.>’®

I will tell you the whole truth: 1 want you to forgive me. And besides
you — one or two more, but as for the rest — let the rest rather hate
me. But I want this, so that I may bear it with humility...”

“And universal pity for you — could you not bear it with the same
humility?”

“Perhaps I could not. Why do you....””3"®

185

It is at this point that Father Tikhon realizes that Stavrogin is not aiming at salvation of his

self, and his confession is another act of rebellion against the Other. Still having hope for the fallen

sinner, he attempts to convey the message of the ultimate victory over the darkness contained in

the doctrine of kenosis. The only suffering required for the salvation of the soul, he says, is the

suffering of a humiliated self, minimized in obedience to the transcendent Other.

...Jaxe cus popma mobeauT (OH yKazan Ha JIMCTKU), €CIH TOIBKO
HCKPEHHO MPUMETE 3ayIlICHUE W 3aIUICBAHKE... €CIH BBIICPKUTE!
Bcerna koHuanoce TeMm, 4TO HAWIMIO30PHEHIIHNI KPECT CTAaHOBUIICS
BEJIMKOI0 CJIaBOM M BeNWYaMIlel0 CUIION, €CIM HCKPEHHO ObLIO
cmupeHnue noasura. Ho ects u, ects mu cMupenue noasura? by ner
mu? O, BaM HyXEH HE BbI30B, a HENOMEPHOE CMHUPEHHE U
npuHmwkenue! HyxkHo, 4ToObI BBl HE Mpe3upanu Cyael CBOHX, a
HCKpPEHHE YBEPOBAIHM B HUX, KaK B BEJUKYIO IICPKOBb, TOT/Ia BBl U
ux nmodeaute U 00paTuTe K cedbe MpUMEpPOM U COJIbETECH B JTIOOBH. ..
O, ecin OBl BbI)IGp)KaJ'II/I!380

“Even this form will conquer” (he pointed to the pages), “if only you
sincerely accept the blows and the spitting. It always ended in the
most ignominious cross becoming a great glory and a great strength,
if the humility of the deed was sincere. But is there any humility in
this deed? Will there be? Oh, you need not a challenge, but

378 U Tikhona, 76.
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immeasurable humility and belittling! You need not to disdain your
judges, but believe in them sincerely, as in a great church, then you
will win over them, and turn them over to you with your example,
and unite in love... Oh, if only you could stand it!” 38

186

Tikhon stresses the need to have faith in others as members of one great Church and win

those who judge with the personal example of humility. This, he says, will allow them to share in

the communal love. Further, he offers Stavrogin a ‘heroic deed’ of emptying all desires for public

judgment, martyrdom, and self-sacrifice, and minimizing himself in humility and obedience before

the Word. This is the only way to conquer demons and pride and to come out as a victor who

attained freedom.

Bbl MOe MHEHUE 3HAeTe: TOJBUT Balll, €CIIU OT CMUPCHHS, OBLT OB
BEJIMYANIIIMM XPUCTHAHCKUM IIOJBUTOM, €CJIM OBl BBIJACPIKAIIH.
Haxxe ecu © U HE BBIICPXKAIM, BCE PaBHO BaM INEPBOHAYAIBHYIO
xepTBy couteT ['ocnonb. Beé coutercs; HU OJHO CIOBO, HU OJHO
JBUKCHHE TYIICBHOE, HU OJIHA ITOTYMBICITH HE IpomayT gapom. Ho
s BaM TMpeJJiaraio B3aMeH Cero MojBura JApPYyrou eiie Belaundaimmn
TOTO, HEYTO YK€ HECOMHEHHO Benukoe [...] Bac Ooper xenanue
My4YeHUYECTBA U KEPTBBI COO0I0; MOOOPUTE U CUE JKEITaHHE Ballle,
OTJIOKHUTE JIUCTKU U HAMEPEHHE BaIllle, U TOTJa yke BCE mobopere.
Bcro ropmocts cBoto u Geca Bamiero mocpamute! IloGeautenem
KOHYHTE, CBOOO/IBI JIOCTUTHETE. . . 282

You know my opinion: your tale, if it was motivated by humility,
could be the greatest Christian act of bravery, if you could endure.
Even if you couldn’t, God would still accept your initial sacrifice.
Everything will be taken into account; not one word, not one
movement of the soul, not even a half-thought will be wasted. But
instead of that tale, | offer you another, an even bigger one,
something even greater [...] You are tortured by the desire for
martyrdom and self-sacrifice. Conquer that desire of yours, put
away your pages and your intention, and then you will conquer all.
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Putting your entire pride and your demon to shame! You will end up
a winner and attain victory...

Father Tikhon suggests that Stavrogin joins an elder in a monastery as a postulant for
several years. An exercise in obedience, self-minimization, and sacrifice, it would bring

unforeseen benefits, says Tikhon:

S 3Har0 ogHOro crapua HE 3/4eCh, HO W HENAIEKO OTCHAA,
OTIIEJNIbHUKA U CXUMHUKA, U TaKOW XPUCTHAHCKOW MPEMYJIIPOCTH,
9TO HAM C BaMH U HE TIOHATH TOro. OH MOCTyImIaeT MOUX Mpock0. S
ckaxy emy o Bac Bc€. [lo3Bonute? [lonuTte kK HEMY B MOCIyIIaHUE,
[0/l HAyaJlo €ro JIeT Ha IATh, HA CEMb, CKOJIbKO CaMM HaijeTre
noTpeOHbIM BriociencTBuu. Jlaiite cebe o0eT U cew BEIMKOIO
KEPTBOM KYIUTE BCE, YETO JKAKIETE U IAKE YEeTO HE OXKUIaeTe, n0o
¥ TIOHSTH TeTeph He MOKeTe, uTo momydnte! 83

| know an old man, a hermit and ascetic, not here, but not far from
here, of such great Christian wisdom that he is even beyond your
and my understanding. He will listen to my request. | will tell him
about you. Go to him, into retreat, as a novice under his guidance,
for five years, for seven, for as many as you find necessary. Make a
vow to yourself, and by this great sacrifice you will acquire all that
you long for and don’t even expect, for you cannot possibly realize
now what you will obtain.>8*

Stavrogin listens to Tikhon seriously and dismisses him squeamishly as if repelled by the
very thought of humbling himself in a holy place before a holy man. This answer means only one

thing for Father Tikhon: the confessant’s guilt will eventually crush him. Instead of humbling

himself before the life-giving God, Stavrogin will inevitably succumb to the urge of death.

383 bid.
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— S BWXKy... S BWXY KaKk HasBYy, — BOCKIMKHYJI Tuxon
MPOHUIIAIONIUM JIYIIy TOJOCOM M C BBIPAXKEHUEM CHJIbHEHIIEH
TOPECTH, — YTO HUKOT/A BbI, O€IHBII MOTUONINIA IOHOIIIA, HE CTOSIIN
Tak OJM3KO K HOBOMY U €IIl¢ CHIIbHEUIIIEMY MPECTYIUICHUIO, KaK B
cuto munyty! [...] Her, He mociae oOHapomoBaHus, a eImie a0
00HapOI0BaHMUSI 32 JICHb, 32 YAaC MOXKET OBITh /10 BEJTUKOTO I1ara, Thl
OpocCHILIbCS B HOBOE MTPECTYIUICHUE, KaK B UCXOJ, U COBEPIIUIIIb €TI0
€IMHCTBEHHO, 4YTOOBI TOJBKO H30€kKaTh CEro OOHApOIOBaHUS
JIICTKOB, HA KOTOPOM Teleph HaCTauBaelIh, o0

“I'see ... I see, as if it stood before me,” Tikhon exclaimed in a voice
which penetrated the soul and with an expression of the most violent
grief, “that you, poor, lost youth, have never been so near another
and a still greater crime than you are at this moment. [...] No, not
after the publication, but before it, a day, an hour, perhaps, before
the great step, you will throw yourself on a new crime, as a way out,
and you will commit it solely in order to avoid the publication of
these pages.”3%®

insight and recognition of Father Tikhon’s rightness:

CraBporuH naxe 3a7poskaj OT THEBA U IIOYTH OT UCIIyTa.
— IIpoknsaTelii ncuxosnor! — obopBajl OH BAPYT B OCIIEHCTBE U HE

OTJIAAbIBAsACh BBIIICIT U3 KOMHE].TI:I.387

Stavrogin shuddered with anger and almost with fear. “You cursed
psychologist!” — he suddenly cut him short in fury and, without
looking round, left the cell.>®

35 U Tikhona., 85.
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Stavrogin’s response of anger and fear betrays his awe of the ‘holy fool’s’ psychological
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Stavrogin’s suicide, foretold by Tikhon, was inevitable, as he lost his life to evil long before
his body stopped breathing. Choosing to step away from God’s redeeming grace and exercising
his own will against the advice of an ordained priest, Stavrogin accepts the judgment of
unforgivable guilt and executes his own ultimate punishment.

Stavrogin’s only other attempt at a reading of himself is found in his final letter to Dasha,
written before the suicide. In it he finally confronts his life:

My desires are too weak; they cannot be a guide to me. You can
cross a river on a log, but not on a chip of wood [...] Only negation
has flowed from me, without magnanimity and without force. Not
even negation. Everything is always so petty and stale.3®°

These few lines written by Stavrogin seem to echo the words from the Apocalypses quoted
in the moment of his true confession.®® Here again, Dostoevsky draws attention to the document’s
expressive shortcomings: “Here is the letter, word for word, without correcting the smallest
mistake in the style of this Russian son of the nobility, who never quite mastered Russian grammar
for all his European education.”3%! Paying attention to the style instead of the message of self-
judgment, Dostoevsky’s narrator places this note in the same category as Stavrogin’s false
confession — an expression of untamed pride. In the end, taking one’s own life is the last act of
rebellion against the law of the Other. Instead of kenotically waiting for God to claim back the gift
of life given at birth, Stavrogin makes this decision himself, usurping the power to control his life

with his own will. Defiant till the last moment, he fails completely at the imitation of Christ’s

389 The Possessed Or, The Devils: A Novel in Three Parts.
390 S0 then because thou art lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, 1 will spue thee out of my mouth.

31| eatherbarrow, 19.
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kenosis. Multiplied and magnified, his lack of repentance creates the space within his self that is
filled with negativity and the energy of destruction. Without a true healing confession, Stavrogin
still has the ultimate responsibility for the choices he willfully makes. Eventually, he becomes his
own unforgiving judge, knowing too well that the destructive force living in him needs to be
stopped. Unable to stop it by peaceful means of kenotic humility, Stavrogin stays on the path of
violence and chooses the final act against his own self — suicide.

IV. Conclusion

Even though the confessional efforts examined in this chapter should be regarded as failed
confessions, understanding their deviations from a true, successful confession allows the reader to
grasp the essential role of the kenotic state of mind in restoring the wholeness of self. In Demons,
much like in his other prominent works, Dostoevsky maintains that the responsibility for the choice
of a belief system belongs to the individual self. His characters demonstrate that the choice to align
one’s will with the will of the ultimate Other and minimize the movements of self that contradict
the humility of kenosis can produce the optimal outcomes for all, while the rebellion of self against
the other and disregard of the hierarchical limitations of creation is shown to invariably end in
tragedy. Dostoevsky maintains that the self-minimizing, humble stance in view of the superior
Other initiates the movement of grace in the trialogic interaction between the confessor, confessant
and the commonly shared Truth. In the absence of kenosis, the transgressions of self against the
other disrupt the metaphorical ‘flow of love’ during the communication, resulting in relational
aberrations and communal suffering. Resisting kenotic principles, in Dostoevsky, culminates in
the destruction of self and, frequently, the other.

In The Idiot, Dostoevsky shows Myshkin’s sickness caused by the poison received from

the outside world. The prince’s visionary experiences during the epileptic episodes allow him
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access to the plane of the transcendent awareness where he is cognizant of the unifying, primary
consciousness beyond the self. We can say that Myshkin takes on the emotional weight of carrying
the sins of others and releases it during his epileptic fits, during the moments of inward
illumination, or metanoia.®*? Myshkin’s suffering allows him a way to repent for the sins of others
without connecting to the transcendent Other through codified Church rituals. However, he regards
epilepsy as a sickness and not a healthy way to deal with the evils of the world. Dostoevsky
recognizes this fact when he shows Myshkin’s self minimized into absence due to the unlimited
willing surrender of personal boundaries. The prince’s ability for empathy runs so deep, that he
literally collapses into the pain of the other without any means to get out. From this we understand
that in Dostoevsky’s mind, the shared being between two selves can only be temporary, and one
needs to return to “radical otherness” in order to preserve the boundaries of self. Myshkin cannot
return to this position of extralocality in a healthy way because he had found it in his sickness and
not in Church. He feels connected to the transcendent through his epilepsy, and his awareness of
the unifying conscience comes from experiencing many near-death moments during epileptic fits.

For Myshkin feels the miracle and wonder of life so strongly

precisely because he lives “counting each moment” as if it were

the last. Both his joyous discovery of life and his profound

intuition of death combine to make him feel each moment as one

of absolute and immeasurable ethical choice and responsibility.

The prince, in other words, lives in the eschatological tension that

was (and is) the soul of the primitive Christian ethic, whose

doctrine of totally selfless agape was conceived in the same
perspective of the imminent end of time.>%

392 <« inward illumination and sudden change known as metanoia is integral to Orthodox Christianity,

where it refers to repentance in a narrow sense, but more broadly, transformation that brings spiritual
knowledge.” Blank, 11.

3% Frank, “The Idiot,” 580.
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While Myshkin might be a “primitive Christian,” Dostoevsky’s Tikhon is a true, practicing
Christian believer. In Demons, the reader is given the opportunity to see Father Tikhon
professionally stand his ground in the confessional encounter with evil. During it, Tikhon honestly
admits to the offended religious feeling in his own self, indicating that his personal ethical
boundaries have been violated. This feeling arises in him from the understanding of the shared
responsibility that the confessor normally assumes in a sacramental confession. Without giving up
his own core beliefs for the benefit of the other, Tikhon still offers his confessant a way to restore
the wholeness of self through humility and kenotic surrender of will. For support, he quotes the
word of the Other directly from the Scriptures. Engaging his opponent in the framework of trialogic
thinking, Tikhon taps into the endless source of favorable judgment and forgiveness. Though the
sin of the other brings him pain, he knows that his role is to connect his confessant with God
without surrendering to the darkness. By seeing and requesting the option of atonement for the
sinner, Tikhon creates the space of possibility where even the worst transgressions can be forgiven.
Importantly, he also leaves space for the will of the other while directing him towards atonement
through kenotic obedience and humility. The censored Demons’ chapter, the missing focus of the
whole novel, concentrates on confession as the opportunity to humble oneself regardless of the life
situation, even though Stavrogin’s confession can’t be considered transformative as he resisted the
offered way to connect with the all-forgiving Third. Meanwhile, Myshkin’s confessants never had
a chance for transformation altogether, despite the prince’s selfless desire to help: simply because
Myshkin’s interactions with others lacked the expressly trialogic hierarchical structure of a true
confession, the energy of saving grace was unavailable for them.

These observations are important in recognizing the significance of the appropriate energy

movement between the participants of a confessional trialogue. We can claim that for Dostoevsky,
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the kenotic connection between the three hypostases of God in Christianity served as the primary
inspirational model for outlining the optimal conditions of interactions between humans.
Dostoevsky’s failed literary confessions demonstrate a variety of disruptions in the relational
dynamic of self-emptying, all resulting in the gradual disintegration of the human self. Opposingly,
his literary vision of successful confessions affirms the decisive role of kenosis in the experience

of personal transformation.
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Conclusion

The last few decades have seen a resurgence in the use of the term kenosis, which indicates
a growth in the relevance of this originally theological concept. Outside of the religious context,
kenosis can be noticed in discussions of cultural and national identities, in ecology and consumer
science, in politics, in gender and art studies, in minority discourse, and increasingly — in literary
criticism. Dirk Uffelmann’s recent monumental volume, for example, follows the use of kenotic
tropes in Russian literature and culture for a period of time that spans over two hundred years:
from the late 18" century to the end of the 20".3% A part of the global conversation, this
dissertation is a focused study of the Christian doctrine of kenosis refracted through Dostoevsky,
a representative of Russian 19"-century secular literature.

The original message of Christ’s kenosis seen in the New Testament had its own historical
target audience. The rhetoric of kenotic humility was chosen by Paul the Apostle in the particular
socio-historical conditions of the Macedonian city of Philippi, where a number of citizens formed
one of the earliest Christian communities. In his writings, kenosis of the incarnate Word functions
as a metaphor for the ideal personal relationship to alterity. In addition, Paul addresses the message
of kenosis to a whole community of believers, convincing them to imitate Christ’s abdication of
absolute power for subsequent glorification. Doctrinally speaking, together the believers constitute
the Church or the body of Christ. Within this context, God’s kenosis is used by the Apostle as an
appeal to regulate social interactions within larger human societies. The example of the triune ideal
Other who is postulated to exist in three hypostases (Tpu numa), but without the duality of human

nature (ogHa mpupona), which excludes evil from the flow of divine energies between the Three

3% Uffelmann, Samounichizhenie Christa. Metafory i metonimii v russkoi kulture i literature.
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Personae of one God, is a unique metaphysical relationship that models the ways of communal
being in complete harmony. The reciprocal kenosis of the divine persons in relation to one another
is God’s trinitarian nature in Christianity, and Paul’s audience is encouraged to follow the model
of kenotic self-surrender for the best results in such processes as reconciliation, redemption, and
creation. Modeled after Christ’s willing and loving self-sacrifice, the dual kenotic love towards the
other and towards God imparts the obedient subject with the trialogic relationship of giving and
receiving. Bound by the energy of grace, the participants of such a trialogue willingly conform to
the hierarchy that reinforces the transcendent ldeal and recognizes the reasonable limits of the
human self.

My research demonstrates that in his most prominent novels, as well as in personal
correspondence and diaries, Dostoevsky widely utilized kenotic rhetoric, reimagined for the
historical audience of 19™-century Imperial Russia. Dostoevsky’s literary efforts — a personal
reaction to the political, philosophical, and religious polemics of his time — recover and foreground
the Scriptural kenosis metaphorically and metonymically as the philosophical stance beneficial for
personal and communal happiness. The trialogic structure with a foundation in gratitude is
promoted in Dostoevsky’s texts as a source of strength for people facing a multitude of life’s
ethical choices. It is significant that instead of advancing the idea of domination by force,
Dostoevsky adapts the message of kenosis and calls for the return of power to the transcendent
Other as the best course of action for the “God chosen people.” Renouncing the philosophy of
protest, the writer artistically reinterprets the self-emptying of Christ to offer his readership a viable
alternative to crime, violence, wars, and revolutions.

A brief historical overview of the kenotic idea offered in Chapter One allows us to place

Dostoevsky’s authorial choices in a larger, multi-century context of religious and secular thought
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on the voluntary minimization of self. Many philosophers observed that kenosis plays a significant
role in the dialogic relationship between people. Being made present by the other is a mutual
process, and the joint presence creates something significant in the space of contact. When both
participants of a dialogue are of one mind, have the same love, and “in humility regard the other
as better than themselves,”>*® they give more space to the other, minimizing their own. This shared
reality, impossible without kenotic withdrawal, is essential for healthy human growth. Looking for
the likeness of the ideal in the other is a prerequisite of mutually fulfilling, loving relationships,
and it is this conceptual operation that I see promoted in Dostoevsky’s literary work.

Dostoevsky’s worldview is undeniably theistic despite the many fluctuations of faith he
went through in his life. Like other theistic thinkers, he imagines access to the world of another
self exclusively through the presence of the transcendent Third, affirmed in a genuinely heartfelt,
honest confessional moment. It is important to note that in his vision, God exists not between two
human selves, but clearly above, as the subject elevated beyond the scope of anything material in
the world. It is from this equidistant transcendent position that the relative equality of human selves
is affirmed by Dostoevsky as a theistic thinker. Bringing God out from the linear | and Thou
communication into the vertex of His own is for him the metaphysical move that underscores the
hierarchical nature of the relationship between the Creator and the creation.

The analysis presented in Chapter Two indicates that Dostoevsky’s use of the confessional
discourse as a performative kenotic action is deliberate, and aims to reiterate the significance of
non-judgmental witnessing of the other in combination with the faith in the transcendent and a
critical view of one’s own ethical transgressions. A regular confession is an indispensable

cognitive ritual developed by the Church to practice the inner movement of humility that

3% The Bible, NRSV, Phil. 2:1-4.
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counteracts despondency and despair. Psychologically speaking, confession is a verbal speech act
of emptying out the knowledge of personal transgressions which facilitates the emotional
management of guilt, fear, and subsequent rage in a human self. It is the basis of secular behavioral
therapy. The proven constructive significance of confession consists in an increased sense of well-
being and inner peace, a better-balanced behavior, and a more positive outlook on life. The
metamorphosis of the confessant serves as an indicator of a successful confession, even though
the changes in the make-up of the self might be noticeable only to the confessing individual.
Dostoevsky uses confessional situations in his literary oeuvre to demonstrate that a properly
performed, sincere, authentic act of repentance can heal and redeem even the unhappiest of souls.

An examination of transformative confessions in The Brothers Karamazov, Crime and
Punishment and Demons in Chapter Two reveals that in order to picture successful confessional
interactions, Dostoevsky employs the trialogic discourse model with clear references to the
Scriptural word and kenotic love (agape). Dostoevsky’s confessional exchanges that follow the
traditional trialogic model reveal a high level of trust between the participants along with the lack
of fear to fully be oneself. This state of being seen and accepted is the feeling humanity is trying
to achieve for all people by foregrounding the role of empathy, which is regrettably a limited
human ability. Unlike the understanding gaze of the boundless God figure, human capacity to
embrace difference or to even simply back out of the conflict scene to create space for the alterity
is contained within the boundaries of a single self. Upholding these boundaries is necessary for the
very existence of discrete selves. Dostoevsky views the sacrifice of the ego for the sake of loving
acceptance of the other as the only viable way forward towards a mutually sustaining existence of
multiple selves, towards the life of minimized suffering in polyphony, not in discord. Suffering is

the feeling he ascribes to the state of sin, associating happiness with the process of active loving
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that strives to transform the self-aggrandizing, individualistic human nature into the ideal that is
beyond the limits of a human self. Dostoevsky utilizes confessional trialogue as a specific type of
discourse revealing the moment of grace which restores, transforms, and saves damaged
individuals.

Dostoevsky’s novels suggest that the state of innocent love for the other in complete self-
abnegation is not easily achievable for any human with a developed sense of self-awareness. The
problem lies in the fact that the maturation of reason presupposes critical judgment that is naturally
applied not only to oneself but to others as well. The act of kenotic will required to make space for
others to exist in their own right implies a certain abdication of the inner need to pass judgment on
the actions of the other coupled with full, honest responsibility for the actions of one’s own self.
Confession in this regard is an extremely helpful kenotic practice that combines the act of active
recognition of personal answerability with the delegation of judgment to the ideal Other. By means
of kenotic self-surrender, confession brings the subject closer to the ontological state of childlike
purity. Dostoevsky is fascinated with the state of human (lost) innocence, and in his works, the
biblical commandment to “be like children” is the underlying personality model for the characters
that convey the strongest sense of goodness. Prince Myshkin, Alyosha Karamazov, Sonya
Marmeladova, Sofya Matveevna, Father Zosima, and Father Tikhon are outstanding examples of
acting kenotically: with empathy, conscious self-minimization, and deliberate withholding of
judgment. In these characters, the reader recognizes the mode of thought and the emotional
composure that facilitate the return of the human self to the state of pure infancy of soul.
Dostoevsky’s kenotic characters bring to the fore the verbal and behavioral models with the
potential to heal emotional traumas based on the admission of mistakes and selfless love between

the participants of a confessional conversation. Be it the unspoiled naivety of children, Alyosha’s
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kindness, Myshkin’s self-sacrifice, Sonya’s humility, Tikhon’s knowledge, Zosima’s wisdom or
Sofya’s pity — all these traits signify something to be grateful for in the world of oppositional
stances and forceful domination by fear and untruth. These characters embody the ethical message
of kenosis and affirm it through their personal trialogic consciousness, giving readers a glimpse
into Dostoevsky’s philosophy. Trialogic consciousness means that subjectivity is never alone or
enclosed within the limits of one’s self. Self-identity as a separate entity simply does not exist.
Even in the absence of the human other, one is always in the presence of the transcendent Third,
omniscient, omnipotent, and eternal.

Observing Dostoevsky’s characters in confessional exchanges we can claim that in a
confessant, kenosis creates space for the divine Logos to enter the self and regenerate it internally.
The evil that burdens the self can be emptied out in words willingly, but can’t be expunged by any
external influence. This understanding of kenotic energy exchange explains why an inner conflict
can’t be resolved by the outside force, and is evident both in Stavrogin’s false confession and in
Myshkin’s failed efforts to save Rogozhin from committing a crime.

Kenosis in the confessor, the human other receiving the knowledge of the wrong, is
essential for relinquishing the position of the judge and joining the penitent in the plea for
forgiveness directed to the ultimate judging Other. The concept of shared responsibility is
significant in this discussion because one cannot be responsible for the other if they are not
responsible for their own self. Holding oneself accountable for the same transgressions as one sees
in the other redirects the process of judgment away from the other and onto the self. Personal
responsibility for the choices one makes exists not only in the relationship with the other, but
primarily in the relation to the hierarchical commandments of the ideal Other. Dostoevsky’s

kenotic characters show that following the doctrine of kenosis, one leaves the judgment up to the
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transcendent Third. Instead of suffering under the weight of negative emotions that accompany the
condemnation of the penitent’s actions, one is encouraged to join the other in the plea for relief
from the pain. Relying on the judgment of the ideal Other is the step that should not be skipped,
as one simply cannot give psychological approval to everything that happens around them.
Dostoevsky shows that the inner capacity to withdraw one’s judgment and make space for the
understanding of the other that is based on empathy and justification is either extremely limited or
absent in most people. Those who rely solely on the resources of their own self to relate to the
otherness inevitably come to the point of negation, rejection and reasonable hostility towards the
witnessed evil. It is only the ideal, transcendent God that theoretically has unlimited capacity for
justification and validation. Referring to that Third is a way to preserve healthy boundaries for
every human self, creating and protecting the place where subjectivity truly dwells.

The importance of fitting into a hierarchy to avoid chaos within one’s mind or within a
society is one of the main messages of Dostoevsky’s work. For him, this hierarchy culminates in
Christ as the ideal of Man. Humility and humiliation, a willing acceptance of suffering, self-
sacrifice motivated by the dual love — towards God and towards the human other — and submission
to the law of the Scriptures were all necessary kenotic values in Dostoevsky’s mind. It is curious
to see how Dostoevsky’s personal conversation with God — his self in negotiation with the Other
— changes over time. The miracle of the unexpected pardon of his death sentence visibly restores
his faith in the kind and benevolent Father — the feeling that his own father was not able to give
him. Confession becomes for him the preferred mode of speech: if one is constantly speaking to
God as one of the interlocutors, a high degree of honesty transpires. Authorial honesty might be
one of the reasons Dostoevsky is loved by many despite his often-controversial opinions. We

notice that his writing is not kenotic in spirit: it attacks and judges, it draws the lines, and shows
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the limits of what he considers right and wrong. The entirety of his oeuvre, however, is one life-
long act of self-emptying and creation.

The need for a hierarchical structure required to maintain the ethical core and the
boundaries of self is seen very clearly in Dostoevsky’s examples of failed confessions explored in
Chapter Three. Myshkin, for instance, takes all responsibility for the evil he sees in the other. He
internalizes the negative and goes out of his way to see the other as good no matter what, thereby
hoping to exterminate evil on the level of perception. Failing to admit that evil exists as an
objective reality and can’t be dealt with by the power of the human mind and love alone, he rejects
the divine hierarchy that could have given him support in his dealing with the vices of society. Had
Myshkin not accepted into himself the demons he saw in others but rather named them as such
without harboring negative feelings towards their hosts, he might not have suffered the collapse of
self. Had he admitted that the other is also responsible for their thoughts, words, and actions, he
would have acted differently to prevent Rogozhin’s crime against Nastasya Filippovna. Instead,
he merges his self with the other in absolute empathy, abandoning any personal boundaries and
assuming all responsibility for himself. Crushed by the weight of the other’s sin, Myshkin is a
warning to those who imagine themselves having unlimited capacity for forgiveness, forgetting
about the hierarchy that places humans below the divine capacity to release from guilt, obligation
or punishment.

Dostoevsky’s literary confessions demonstrate that a good confessor does not lose their
self, but rather reinforces it by holding themselves accountable and acting in a way that supports
their ideal. One of the important ways in which a confessor participates in the recognition and
abdication of sin is by sharing the weight of responsibility for what has been confessed by the

penitent. Dostoevsky indicates that the measure to which the confessor takes on the judgement of
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wrongdoings can define the outcome of a confession. One might wonder what would have
happened to Stavrogin if Tikhon had accepted his confession unconditionally, without passing
judgment or assigning punishment. If Tikhon had taken on complete responsibility for the
absolution and forgiveness of Stavrogin’s crimes, would it have relieved Stavrogin’s guilt? Would
it have made his evil disappear? Instead, by leaving to Stavrogin the ultimate choice to claim
responsibility for the sins and to redeem the burdened soul through spiritual service, Tikhon acts
kenotically, preserving thereby his own integrity and not passing the judgment of forgiveness in
place of God. As a confessor, Alyosha Karamazov also firmly stands his ground, albeit in kindness
and in love for the penitent. He sees the wrongs of the other, but chooses to respond in the spirit
of kenosis — either in silence or in affirmation of God’s power to forgive even the worst sinner.
One of the questions raised in this dissertation concerns what the doctrine of kenosis can
add to our understanding of the ethical message of Dostoevsky’s works. I find that in his eyes,
self-judgment contributes to people’s peaceful coexistence by allowing space for the other to live
without judgment from (equally wrong) humans. In Dostoevsky, even a rationally justified
judgment of the other is often seen as humiliation and insult, causing trauma and emotional pain
that perpetuate the cycle of wrongdoing. | believe that the concept of self-emptying allows the
discussion of ways for verbally dealing with guilt and fear of retribution. As presented in
Dostoevsky’s novels, kenosis is a unique and functional approach to resolving personal conflicts
without dominating the other. It can help a multitude of selves coexist in a positive manner and
gives hope that harmonious human relations are possible. Dostoevsky’s literary models of trialogic
consciousness based on the triune loving connection between self, the other and the transcendent

Third are visionary examples of the next step in human consciousness development that escapes
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the limitations of the individualistic, or the merely dialogic, understanding of the subject’s relation
to alterity.

The monologic nature of secular humanist thought centered on the notion of the
autonomous self sometimes simplifies a few significant areas of human experience, especially the
aspects of self which are rooted in the personal development that takes place in interactions with
the other. Importantly, these are the parts of self that ensure the possibility of positive, mutually
enriching connections with others — different but initially equally dignified selves. Thanks to the
mirror mechanisms of the human mind, one invariably defines the self in relation to alterity. This
configuration is essentially the structure suggested by Levinas, where “subjectivity is structured
as the other in the same.” Contemporary neuroscientists noticed that cognitive models of imitation
and psychological notions of empathy and mirroring come together in the neuron-based processes
in the human brain that facilitate the functioning of the framework of human actions, both motor
and ideological. Our mind is biologically wired to make imitation easy and desirable. Physiological
mechanisms of mirroring have been noticed at single-cell and neural-system levels. These
mechanisms are deeply ingrained in humans and make empathy possible. It is through these
automatic processes that we learn and form our selves. Recent Harvard studies claim that
“experience-based learning forms links between sensory processing of the actions of others and
motor plans.”3% This means that behavior of the self is influenced by how the other is perceived,
highlighting the importance of positive interactions with alterity. Seeing the other as a reflection
of oneself is not just an abstract philosophical theory, but a neural mechanism that has been
biologically selected because it allows humans adaptive advantages in life. Society is the main

area where a common representational format benefits humanity.

3% Tacoboni, “Imitation, Empathy, and Mirror Neurons,” Annual Review of Psychology.
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Neural mirroring solves the “problem of other minds” (how we can
access and understand the minds of others) and makes
intersubjectivity possible, thus facilitating social behavior.3¢’

The biological structure of the human self that mirrors the other on the subconscious level
determines the need for acceptance in the dialogue with the other as someone distinctly alien, and
often opposite, to the self. The philosophy of polyphony is an existential necessity for
communication with others in the limited physical space meant for habitation by a multitude of
human selves. As we continue to witness historical conflicts growing in scale, frequency and
irreparable damage, exploring the ways of thinking that promote agreement between two and more
selves is reasonably given a high priority in the humanities. Kenosis as a concept can be a valuable
approach to articulating and protecting the needs and rights of minorities and disadvantaged groups
of the human population. The principle of human equality in relation to the transcendent arranges
the hierarchy of human values in the way that allows to view difference without domination and
provides space for meaningful encounters on personal and societal levels. Beyond the philosophy
of dialogue, the philosophy of trialogue is the next step towards developing a functional philosophy

of polyphony.

%7 1bid.
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