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In 1866, a Russian author by the name of Fyodor Dostoevsky wrote a book that would change literature

everlastingly. Published in a journal, delivered monthly through twelve instalments, this novel

encapsulated not only the many social, political, and economic problems of XIX century Russia and

industrialized Europe, but also took a deep dive into the depths of the human psyche, exploring issues of

morality, atheism, alienation, and nihilism. To better understand the content of this novel, we first must

analyse the circumstances of its time that empowered and illustrated its strong and dense narrative and

further allowed us to explore psychological and philosophical themes.
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A CLASSIC THAT DIDN’T FAIL TO

DIVE INTO DEEP TERRITORY
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Russia found itself in the mid-XIX century as an industrialized country taking its first steps to a more

developed economy, but remained still a feudal regime, with extremely poor living conditions for

most people. St. Petersburg, the city where the novel takes place, is an embodiment of these

characteristics. Its described crowded rowdiness, constant greyness and dirty atmosphere are

perfect illustrations of the deep poverty that is a main motif of the novel. The apartments are small

and asphyxiating, the streets are flooded with roaming drunkards, beggars, and prostitutes, the

odours are mind-numbing, and the overall city environment is a chaotic-like poverty-filled dystopia.

Dostoevsky is not only a wonderful wordsmith but also an attentive creator of micro-narratives,

brief paragraphs and short anecdotes that contribute to this clear and vivid picture-like description

of the city and the extreme inequality and poverty that is within it.

Interestingly enough, poverty is the main engine that unravels all the narrative. Most characters live

through the described conditions and constantly face the burden of not having enough to live in the

minimum possible comfort imaginable. Raskolnikov is the main character of the novel. He is a former

student and professor who finds himself incapable of progressing his studies and career, due to bad

finances. The novel is builtmainly through Raskolnikov’s point of view, so the reader quickly adapts

to a continuouspresence of all his thoughts, insecurities, and mindsets. Through this mind-

readingapproach, we discover that he is no ordinary individual, but instead, a smart, proud, distant,

apathetic man, consumed by gut-wrenching thoughts, sour emotions, and seldom dark ideas. It also

comes to our understanding that some of these characteristics are a result of his lack of money and

resources. He lives in a pathetically tiny apartment, barely eats and his health is unstable.

Russian peasants and their craft jobs Raskolnikov by Julius Herbuger 
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Consumed by this nerve-wracking life, he

decides to commit a crime. In his mental

resided a lingering thought to murder an

old woman who was a pawnbroker, a cold

and horrible person, who treated her

niece as a slave and revealed pure greed

and avarice. His goal was to murder her

and proceed to rob her. 

Her cruel character comforted the nature

of his choice, but indecision still reigned

his mind. Through endless days of deciding

whether to commit the act, he wandered

through city questioning his morality and

travelled through railing twisted thoughts,

contradictions, selfishness to awareness,

fantasy to reality. He does eventually

committhe crime and also murders the

pawnbroker’s niece, as she witnessed the

first homicide. It is then that the novel

starts to get tremendously interesting, as

we see Raskolnikov going through weeks

of hellish days, consumed by guilt,

sickness, paranoia, delirium, and isolation.

The book focuses not on the

consequences of the crime, but on how his

mind deals with all the rays of resentment

and self-consciousness that strike his

brain. This insight through the criminal’s

mind is brilliant in a dark, vivid and

terrifying way, as if Dostoevsky painted

such a horrid, detailed portrait of a mind,

impossible not to gaze at and making us

feel deeply invested into it and trapped

within it. 

Besides the endless journey through Raskolnikov’s

conscious, the narrative unveils an inciting story involving

the man’s sister and mother and an unwanted marriage

forfinancial intents, the story of a drunk man that grabbed

Raskolnikov’s attention and howthe boy developed a deep

connection with his daughter. Through friends and

enemies, tension-filled chapters, breath-taking dialogues

that provoke a sense of paranoia in the reader itself, the

main character seeks some sort of salvation or closure for

his soul, while the crime is slowly being solved. The

Russian author constructs a powerful narrative, although

extensive and dense. Nevertheless, this density does not

feel stiff and boringly never-ending, but an otherwise

consistent build-up, as if we keep adding bricks to a

building that seeks to reach the heights of ambitious

philosophical and ethical conclusions. Each brick takes us

higher, bringing us closer to the end of the story and

unravelling more layers of thought-provoking content.

However, in my opinion, what grants this book the ranking

of an all-time classic are the ideas behind it, how

Dostoevsky conveyed these ideals, how ahead of their

time they were and on a last note, how relevant these

ideas are as of today. Religion and the idea of something

superior is the key concept within the novel. Raskolnikov

considers himself an atheist and demonstrates deep

isolation from the norm, misunderstood and isolated,

some arrogance. These ideas are part of the reason why

he committed the crime. But afterwards, he lives with an

unbearable guilt that deteriorates his mental and

physicalhealth. He never found value in the old woman’s

life, he despised her, however, he still faced a hellhole of a

life due to the repercussions of his actions.
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The author does a brilliant job presenting us with the questions, can we live without ideals,

without purpose that drives us, without something above that is a mere representation of

our highest beliefs? It is not literally about a God, or a figure, but instead of an idea. Can we

function without it? Can we prevail without it? In a poverty-filled atmosphere, where chaos

rules, where people have close to nothing and seek their survival, how can one find peace,

how can one find comfort? Our minds are deeply complicated, fuelled by a desire to survive.

Yet, our existence is tangled within a maze to find purpose.

The following weeks after finishing reading Crime and

Punishment, I kept coming back to all these questions of

human nature and mind. Dostoevsky wrote something

that questioned the whole meaning of our lives.

Dostoevsky wrote a timeless piece of art whose layers

still are getting peeled by intellectuals, two centuries

later. But above all, Dostoevsky demonstrated a

timeless, simple, and yet deeply complicated thesis that

will forever haunt our species, as long as we have the gift

of consciousness. That is truly what puts this novel in the

History books.
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