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Ivan Karamazov avowedly believes neither in immortality nor in God and the
devil (/ICC 14; 123).* Nevertheless, he has a long and wide-ranging conversa-
tion with a devil in a felt hat and plaid trousers (Z7CC 1s; 69-85). This need not
worry us at this point. What would be an imposition on the mind in our every-
day experience, in a work of art we either accept as typical of the genre, or we
expect the author to rationally resolve what irritates us. In the case of Ivan Kar-
amazov, the most obvious explanation for the presence of the plaid gentleman
is that Ivan is hallucinating him. And indeed, Dostoevsky’s narrator seems to
make precisely this diagnosis, albeit with the caveat “I am not a doctor” (I7ICC
15; 69). He quotes a doctor’s verdict that hallucinations are “very possible” in
Ivan’s condition (ibid.; 70). The reader is thus given a medical prescription, as
it were, for further reading. His trust in the narrator’s authority is soon shak-
en, however, when he realizes that the narrator does not really distance himself
from the delusional perception of his protagonist. This narrator is obviously

1 This paper is an extended und updated version of the author’s essay: Urs HEFTRICH, “Vom
Kreisen des Logos. Anmerkungen zum Teufelsgesprich in Dostoevskijs Bridern Karama-
z0v’, in Thomas BRUNS und Henrieke STAHL (Hrsg.), Sprache — Literatur — Kultur. Studi-
en zur slavischen Philologie und Geistesgeschichte. Festschrift fiir Gerbard Ressel zum 6o. Ge-
burtstag (Frankfurt/M. et al.: Peter Lang, 2005), S. 301-310.

> The Brothers Karamazov is cited below according to the I7CC edition in my own English
translation. A bibliography of literature on the novel is provided in Horst-Jiirgen GERIGK
(Hrsg.), “Die Briider Karamasow”. Dostojewskijs letzter Roman in heutiger Sicht (Dresden:
Dresden University Press, 1997), S. 245-268.

3 It is not the narrator who proves that the damp towel with which Ivan cools his forehead
during the devil’s conversation is a delusion, but Alyosha (cf. ZICC 15; 72 with 86). Anyone
who, like Kevin Corrigan, considers Ivan’s devil to be an internal fictional “reality” will find
this passage difficult to explain (Kevin CORRIGAN, “Ivan’s Devil in The Brothers Karama-
zov in the Light of a Traditional Platonic View of Evil’, Forum for Modern Language Stud-
ies, vol. 22, N® 1, 1986, pp. 1-9; p. 5). The procedure of leaving the reader in the dark about
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not to be relied upon when it comes to deciding what is inner-fictional imagi-
nation and what is “reality”. Dostoevsky thus perfidiously puts his audience in
the same position as his protagonist: rational thinking suffers massive uncer-
tainty through the confrontation with a figment of the imagination.

What is the purpose of this construction? An answer is attempted here in
three steps. First, the chances of the logically reasoning mind to unmask a hal-
lucination as such are examined. The results of this general reflection are then
applied to the specifics of the devil’s conversation with Ivan Karamazov and
their significance for the novel. Finally, there is a brief discussion on the ideo-
logical intention behind Dostoevsky’s design, with reference to Horst-Jiirgen
Gerigk’s groundbreaking insights into the interaction between structure and
ideology in The Brothers Karamazov.

In his General Psychopathology, Karl Jaspers defines “hallucinations proper” as

...actual false perceptions which are not in any way distortions of real percep-
tions but spring up on their own as something quite new and occur simulta-
neously with and alongside real perceptions. [...] In actual sense-perception we
deal ultimately not with one single sense, but with an object. This object seems
to us as one and the same through the operation of several senses. So with hallu-

cination, one sense supplements the other.*

Hallucinations obviously unfold their illusion to the same phenomenal full-
ness as real perception. What makes the illusion an illusion is precisely that it is
not inferior to our normal sensory perception. Abnormal and normal percep-
tion provide the mind with one and the same material; the mind has to deal
with sensuality, here and there. All “thought must”, according to Kant, “direct-
ly, or indirectly, by means of certain signs, relate ultimately to intuitions; conse-
quently, with us, to sensibility”. In other words: “Understanding cannot intuite,
and the sensuous faculty cannot think. In no other way than from the united

the reality status of the events is not new in Dostoevskys; it has already been tried out in Zhe
Double.

4 Karl Jaspers, Allgemeine Psychopathologie (Berlin, Heidelberg, New York: Springer, 8th
ed., 1965), S. 57, 63. Engl. transl.: Karl JASPERS, General Psychopathology, transl. by J. Hoe-
nig and Marian W. Hamilton, with a New Foreword by Paul R. McHugh (Baltimore and
London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997), pp. 66 and 74.
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operation of both, can knowledge arise” According to Kant’s definition, ques-
tioning sensuality through the intellect — and what else would an attempt to
get to grips with a hallucination with the help of logic be? — would be an ab-
surd undertaking. For logic “contains only forms and rules for thinking opera-
tions [...]. In reflecting, Reason is absolutely forced to take its material contents
from outside, i.c., from the intuitive representations” (Schopenhauer).* Wheth-
er one calls the ability to draw conclusions “understanding” or “reason” is irrel-
evant at this point; Kant and Schopenhauer agree on the essentials. And it lies
in the consequence of their thought that logic not only cannot refute a decep-
tive perception of the senses by its own power, but that it must even confirm
it. This is precisely what Jaspers has in mind when he says that “logical reason-
ing [...] serves the delusion and can never turn and refute it”, and emphasiz-
es that “thinking is in order in delusion and even used ingeniously to serve it™
For the psychiatrist Silvano Arieti, the delusion work, which ultimately leads
to the “delusional system”? is a fixed feature of schizophrenia: “the patient will
try to demonstrate logically what seems evident to him”? And not only for the
patient himself, but also for his environment: “There is no point in trying to
convince him that he is wrong”*°

The literary realization of this insight can already be found in E.T.A. Hoff-
mann, whose Serapion Brother Cyprian wants to cure the insane Serapion with
rational arguments. Serapion replies: “You are obviously the most impotent of
all the adversaries who have appeared to me, and I will beat you with your own
weapons, that is, with the weapons of reason” He succeeds in doing so — “with
gruesome acumen’, as Hoffmann remarks."

s Immanuel KaNT, Kritik der reinen Vernunft (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchge-
sellschaft, 1975), S. 69, 98 (= Critique of Pure Reason, §4.1.1§ L. and §4.2.1.1 L, transl. by J.
M. D. Meiklejohn).

6 Arthur SCHOPENHAUER, Ziircher Ausgabe. Werke in zebn Binden (Ziirich: Diogenes,
1977), B. s, S. 132 (= On the Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason, § 34, transl. by
Karl Hillebrand).

7 JASPERS 1965, S. 342 and 164 (Engl. transl. JASPERS 1997, pp. 411 and 195, sce also p. 97:
“The critical faculty is not obliterated but put into the service of the delusion”).

JASPERS 1965, S. 89 (Engl. transl. JASPERS 1997, p. 106).

9 Silvano ARIETI, Understanding and Helping the Schizophrenic. A Guide for Family and
Friends (New York: Basic Books, 1979), p. 44-

10 Ibid., p. 43.

1 E.T.A. HOFFMANN, Die Serapions-Briider (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft,
1971), S. 23, 54. Here and wherever not otherwise indicated, translations from German are
by the author of this article.
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II

But it is Dostoevsky, well familiar with Hoffmann’s work, who pulls out all
the stops of rhetorical virtuosity that the subject has to offer: on the one hand
by transferring the dialogue to a single person, and on the other by consist-
ently unfolding all conceivable arguments. A note on the Demons — later part-
ly blended into Ivan Karamazov’s nightmare — reflects the insight that the hal-
lucination has already won the very moment its victim enters into conversation
with it: “I was upset that my own devil could appear in such a vile mask... By
the way, I kept silent — on purpose; but I was not only silent, I was motionless.
He was terribly upset by this...” All intellectual resistance notwithstanding, it
is only the readiness to see hallucinations that creates them in the first place.
Dostoevsky is just as aware of this as he is of the uselessness of logic in the face

of a deceptive perception; indeed, he compares it to the futility of proofs of
God:

“Don’t believe it”, the gentleman laughed amiably, “what kind of faith would
that be to force? Besides, proofs never help in matters of faith, especially not
material evidence. Thomas did not believe because he saw the risen Christ, but
because he wanted to believe beforehand [...]. The hereafter and material evi-
dence — hushabye baby!” (I7CC 15; 71).

The devil is right: the hope of attaining ultimate certainty about the valid-
ity of perception by means of pure reason is just as futile as trusting in a proof
of God. In both cases, thinking attempts to transcend the world of the senses.
Dostoevsky shows how the hallucination gains an unassailable superiority over
thinking through its sheer presence. Every argument turns, for the very reason
that it is only an argument, in favor of the hallucination. The aporia comes to
a head when the hallucination begins to refute itself. Dostoevsky makes use of
this extreme possibility twice:

The devil: “I deliberately told you your own anecdote, which you had al-
ready forgotten, so that you would lose all faith in me”. Ivan: “You're lying!”
(IICC 15; 80).

The devil: “I'm just your nightmare and nothing more”. Ivan: “You're lying!”
(IICC 155 74).

Ultimately, if the hallucination does not disappear of its own accord, there

12 Quoted from Natalie REBER, Studien zum Motiv des Doppelgingers bei Dostojevskij und
E.T.A. Hoffmann (Gieflen: Schmitz, 1964), S. 8.
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is only one way to dispel it: the startling intrusion of the outside world. As if he
had been aware of the psychiatric recommendation that one who hears voic-
es should above all be torn from his “listening attitude” Dostoevsky ends Ivan’s
nightmare by Alyosha’s insistent knocking on the window (ZZ7CC 1s; 84). The il-
lusion is not dispelled by argument, it gives way to a stronger sensory impres-
sion. Our theoretical assumption thus seems to be confirmed by the literary ex-
ample: the mind does not know how to help itself in the face of a hallucination.

But is it not possible to deal with a hallucination in the same way as with an
optical illusion? Is it not possible to test it against other data provided by the
senses and make a judgment based on this comparison, all the more so because
hallucinations, by definition, “occur simultaneously with and alongside real per-
ceptions”?"* The argument is, to use Thomas Mann’s words, “resounding, but too
facile”s On the one hand, the mind is no longer left to its own devices as soon as
it assesses the illusory perception with the help of a real one. On the other hand,
such an operation of the mind will not eliminate what is undeniably present. A
hallucination does not disappear through its intellectual unmasking. Dostoev-
sky knows this and uses it for his own purposes. Ivan believes he has found an
objective touchstone for the unreality of his visitor. A hallucination, he believes,
cannot express anything that is not already known to the mind from which it
springs. Only if the devil proved to have a lead in knowledge over his counter-
part would he have an independent existence. Ivan tries out this supposedly re-
liable means twice. Once he thinks he has uncovered the devil’s deception: the
anecdote about the quadrillion years, which Ivan initially follows with “unex-
pected interest” (/7CC 155 78), turns out to be his own brainchild. Just how little
Ivan gains from this victory over his adversary has already been quoted (I7CC
15; 80). The other time, the devil manages to baffle Ivan with an ingenious varia-
tion on Terence’s phrase “Nothing human is alien to me™:

[Ivan:] “How, how ? Satanas sum et nihil humanum... that’s not stupid for a dev-
il! [...] But you didn’t get that from me!” - Ivan stopped in his tracks. [...] “Clest
du nouveau, n'est-ce pas? This time I'll be honest and explain it to you. Pay at-
tention: in dreams [...] a person sometimes sees such a [...] real reality, [...] with
such [...] unexpected details [...] that, I swear to you, even Lev Tolstoy couldn’t

make something like that up” (I7CC 15; 74.).

13 ARIETI, p. 110f.

14 JASPERS 1965, S. 57 (Engl. transl.: JASPERS 1997, p. 66).

1s Thomas MANN, Gesammelte Werke in dreizehn Binden (Frankfurt a. M.: Fischer Taschen-
buch Verlag, 1990), B. VIL S. 190 (= Der Erwihlte, Chap. “Die Bufie”).
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The devil, seemingly confirmed in his incarnate existence in the most con-
vincing fashion, destroys this confirmation himself. There is no method of
proof that could provide the victim of a hallucination with the certainty he
secks. Logical thinking, otherwise the guardian of common sense, turns in-
to the accelerator of madness by engaging in the delusions of the senses. Once
the mind has torn itself away from its anchoring in the outside world, it can no
longer find its way back there on its own. On the contrary, it is its very strength
that keeps it spinning in circles. “From what does the most penetrating folly
spring”, asks Montaigne,” “but from the most penetrating spirit”? The failure
of the Logos is therefore no accident, but an immanent necessity.” Conversa-
tions with the vile one are vicious circles.

But why does Dostoevsky expose the most enlightened of the Karamazov
brothers to a conversation with the messenger from hell? In order to understand
this paradox, we must take a look at the person in whom it is rooted. There are
many more contradictions there. Let us single out the most important one. If
there is no immortality, Ivan concludes, then the basis of all morality and thus the
question of good and evil no longer exists; ergo “everything is permitted” (IICC
14; 65). For Ivan, the moral sense of human beings arises solely from the idea of
the hereafter. But it is precisely this moral sense that forbids him to believe in para-
dise. Ivan rejects the kingdom of heaven because it promises retribution for all the
deeds and misdeeds of this world. He revolts against this by pointing to worldly
atrocities that make a mockery of any heavenly compensation (I7CC 14; 223).

16 Michel de MONTAIGNE, Essais. Auswahl und Ubersetzung v. Herbert Liithy (Ziirich:
Manesse, 6th ed. 1985), S. 442 (= Book 2, Chapter XII).

17 See also Deborah Martinsen’s poignant observation, that “the Devil reminds Ivan of the di-
vine Logos” (Deborah A. MARTINSEN, “The Devil Incarnate”, in Predrag Crcovacki and
Maria GRANIK (eds.), Dostoevsky’s “Brothers Karamazov” Art, Creativity, and Spiritual-
ity (Heidelberg: Universititsverlag Winter, 2010), pp. 45-71: p. 70). Jens Herlth also deals
with the problem of logos in Ivan Karamazov’s conversation with the Devil, but from a dif-
ferent angle. Herlth emphasizes the parallels to Goethe’s Faust, and in particular to Faust’s
high-handed translation of the concept of logos. Herlth’s interpretation is based on Ivan’s
report of atrocities against children, which are explicitly presented as mere “facts”, which
Ivan ostentatiously refrains from commenting on: “I don’t understand anything [...] and I
don’t want to understand anything now. I want to stick to the facts” (Z7CC 14; 222). Allud-
ing to a famous dictum by Goya, Herlth explains: “The renunciation of interpretation pro-
duces monsters” (Jens HERLTH, “Bose Lektiire: Anmerkungen zum Kapitel ‘Cert. Kogmar
Ivana Fedorovi¢a' aus Dostoevskijs Bratja Karamazovy”, in Bodo ZELINSKY [Hrsg.], Das
Bise in der russischen Kultur [Koln, Weimar, Wien: Bohlau, 2008], S. 146-169: S. 149).
However, one must ask oneself whether he himself is not here dispensing with the most ob-
vious interpretation of Ivan’s gesture: Ivan does judge the atrocities mentioned — by phras-
ing his verdict as a variant of the so-called unspeakability topos.
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Both the one and the other are proclaimed by “our dear eccentric and par-
adoxalist Ivan Fedorovich” (IICC 1s; 65), who can truly “grasp abysses of be-
lief and unbelief in one and the same moment” (IICC 1s; 80). Who is this
Ivan: an overly squeamish man who is broken by general injustice — or a hard-
ened cynic? He is probably both at the same time. Alyosha sees “a deep con-
science” at work in him (/Z7CC 1s; 89). Ivan, a man of reason, has only one way
out of his heart’s inability to come to terms with the evil in the world: he plac-
es himself beyond good and evil. According to Dostoevsky, this is an aberra-
tion. None other than Starets Zosima is chosen to reveal what lies behind the
mask of intellectual immoralism: “For the time being, you are playing out of
despair [...] without believing in your own dialectic, which you laugh at with a
soft heart..” (IICC 14; 65). Dostoevsky has arranged everything in such a way
that this “dialectic”, for Ivan a makeshift means of coming to terms with the evil
of the world, turns into an instrument of murder in the hands of a third par-
ty. “Everything is permitted” (Z7CC 15; 67), Smerdyakov tells Ivan after he has
killed their father, “And you are the true legal murderer” (/ICC 15; 63).

Through the exercise of abstract reason, devised to eradicate guilt from the
world, Ivan only becomes entangled in guilt; pure reason makes him a mur-
derer. To further emphasize Ivan’s responsibility, Dostoevsky, as we know, por-
trayed the eager disciple Smerdyakov as a negative double of his master:™

There was the lackey Smerdyakov sitting on the bench at the gate [...], and Ivan
Fedorovich [...] realized that the lackey Smerdyakov was sitting in his soul, too,
and that his soul could not bear this particular person. Everything suddenly be-
came bright and clear” (ITCC 14; 242).

If we add to this the fact that Ivan persistently insults the lackey in Chap-
ter VI of Book s as a “devil” (uepr), but the devil in turn as a “lackey” (/7CC 15;
83), that Smerdyakov is Ivan’s half-brother, and that the appearance of the dev-
il occurs at the very time when Smerdyakov hangs himself, the intentionality of
the interlinking of all these elements becomes unquestionable. The picture of
a highly unholy trinity emerges, with Ivan taking the place of the father. What

18 Olga Meerson points to the biblical subtexts of the teacher-disciple relationship between
Ivan and Smerdyakov. See: Olga MEERSON, Dostoevsky’s Taboos, with an Introductory Note
by Horst-Jiirgen Gerigk and a Preface by Robert L. Belknap (Dresden, Miinchen: Dresden
University Press and Studies of the Harriman Institute, 1998), pp. 186-207.

19 Cf. also Dmitrij TscHIZEWSK1), “Zum Doppelgingerproblem bei Dostojevskij. Versuch
ciner philosophischen Interpretation”, in Dmitrij TscH1ZEWSK1) (Hrsg.), Dostojevskij-Stu-
dien (Reichenberg: Stiepel, 1931), S. 19-51.
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holds them together is the evil born of cold logical thinking.** This way of
thinking has already been devastatingly defeated in the field of morality. Now
it is being challenged in its own field: that of proving and disproving.

Ivan’s encounter with the devil is characterized by fierce resistance from
the very beginning. There is no room for metaphysical guests in his realm of
thought. In the first phase of the conversation (I7CC 15; 71-79), he attempts to
defeat the devil with the weapons of dialectics. The means he uses to do so have
already been shown by way of example. Any further evidence could only con-
firm what is 2 priori certain: the devil has sensuality on his side and is therefore
unbeatable. He can allow himself any kind of weakness, right up to the verbal
obliteration of his own existence; as long as he is sitting on the sofa, he retains
the upper hand. This relationship also characterizes the atmosphere of the con-
versation: impotent rage on Ivan’s side; mockery, irony and maliciously empha-
sized comfort on the devil’s side.

His attacks are decidedly aimed at reason. The devil’s first reply deals with
the limitations of logical thinking. The passage has already been quoted (I7CC
15; 71): “Besides, proofs never help in matters of faith...” This statement is pro-
grammatic, it names the premise under which the entire discussion will stand
and which it is precisely trying to deny. Reason has thus been shown its lim-
its once and for all: limits that Kant had already set for it in order to allow it to
develop all the more generously in a narrower space. Such generosity is alien to
Dostoevsky.

The devil’s next blow is not directed against reason in general, it takes di-
rect aim at Ivan — a tactic that will characterize the second phase of the fight in
particular. “3aro TbI-TO Kak ymen” says the devil, meaning: “That’s why you're
so clever” (IICC 15; 74). The Russian adjective contains the concept that mat-
ters: ‘um’ (ya), the mind, is directly targeted for the first time at this point. The
‘um’ is now being systematically demolished. “Unfortunately, the truth almost
always tends to be less witty” (ZICC 1s; 75). This sentence must also be read in
the original: “k coxaacnuIo, paBaa mouTH Beeraa ObIBacT HeOCTPO-yu-#a’ (my
segmentation and italics — U. H.). Can such wisdom be believed, or is it, again
in the words of Thomas Mann, a “mere devil’s fart”?** Absolutely not: it can al-
ready be found in the sth book of 7he Brothers Karamazov, and it is bitterly se-
rious when Ivan confesses to his brother there: “The more stupid, the clearer.
Stupidity is short and not smart, but the mind [yx] keeps making excuses and

20 Cf. on this: SIxos E. TOAOCOBKEP, Jocmoesckuii u Kawm. Pasmvimsenus wumamenrs #nad
pomarom «bpamvs Kapamasosvr> u mpaxmamom Kanwma «Kpumuxa wucmozo pasyma>
(Mocksa: Map. AH CCCP, 1963), c. 5-24 and c. 85-101.

21 MANN, Bd. 6, S. 321 (= Doktor Faustus, Chap. XXV).
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hiding. The mind [y#] is a scoundrel, but stupidity is honest and straightfor-
ward” (IICC 15; 215).

Against this background, it is easier to decide which of the devil’s words
can be taken at face value and which cannot. Where the devil criticizes reason,
Ivan’s later admission obviously applies: “By the way, he told me a lot of true
things about myself” (I7CC 1s; 87).>* On the other hand, caution is required
when the devil turns to the problem of theodicy:

If everything in the world were reasonable [61az0pas-ymuo!], nothing would
happen [...]. And so I bite off my anger and serve, so that there are events, and
create unreasonable things on command [#epasymmoe!]. People take all this
comedy for something serious, even with all their indisputable sense [y4] (IICC

15; 77; segmentations and italics in the Russian quotes — U. H.).

It would be foolhardy to assume that Dostoevsky entrusts Satan, of all crea-
tures, with the proclamation of his religious convictions. On the contrary, by
choosing this speaker he wants to discredit a common theodicy. He is neither
defending unreason (like the devil) nor justifying divine wisdom in the face of
evil (like Leibniz’s “sagesse divine”); rather, Dostoevsky wants to show that the
yardstick of human reason does not measure up to creation per se. The theolog-
ical digression is followed by a philosophical one. By mocking Descartes, the
devil takes an axe to the roots of rationalism: “Je pense, donc je suis, that I know
for sure, but as for the rest around me, all these worlds, God, and even Satan
himself, - all this is not proven to me...” (IICC 15; 77). The Descartes quote in
the devil’s mouth harbors a deeper meaning beneath its comical surface. First-
ly, if a hallucination is able to claim the only certain proof of existence for itself,
then this proof cannot be of much use. Secondly, thinking that is based on such
evidence, i.e. that regards man first and foremost as a res cogitans, is also not at
its best. Reason can be considered dead after this prank; with a sense of resigna-
tion, Ivan asks for an anecdote (I7CC 15; 78).

This leads to the second phase of the discussion. There is a shift in focus:
Ivan hardly tries to deny the existence of his counterpart anymore; it is his views
that he does not want to acknowledge. The hallucination is no longer of inter-
est as such; its diabolical nature comes into focus. Correspondingly, the dev-
il changes his target: after shattering rational thought, he sets about shattering
Ivan. Where does this turn come about? The point can be determined exactly.
Ivan, who until now has stubbornly refused to believe in his hallucination, says

22 Cf. also the devil’s words: “Apyr moit, e B oaoM yme aeao!” (I1CC 155 76).
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“suddenly strangely”: “By the way, I wish I could believe in you!” (Z7CC 155 79).
From now on, this wish becomes more and more urgent, until Ivan cries out:
“That wasn’t a dream!” (ZICC 1s; 85) and his confession to Alyosha: “I wish
very much that he was really hiz and not me!” (I1CC 15; 87). Words spoken
long after the hallucination has disappeared and is recognized as such!

Ivan’s change of heart is all the more surprising as he has the upper hand for
the first time at that moment. The devil seems to have been caught: “That an-
ecdote about the quadrillion years — I invented it myself!” (/ICC 15; 79). On
closer inspection, the astonishment evaporates. Ivan’s statement is highly am-
biguous. It “proves” that the devil thinks nothing of his own, and therefore is
not; but at the same time it also shows that the devil begins to confront Ivan
with his past. The old Ivan, “our dear eccentric and paradoxalist Ivan Fedor-
ovich”, the mastermind and doppelganger of the murderer Smerdyakov, actual-
ly long since overcome by the zew Ivan’s decision to face the judge — that Ivan
rises from the dead once again. Ivan cannot withstand this sight. Even the re-
ality of the irrational seems more bearable, he throws his tea glass at the ghost
(IICC 15; 84). This is the final capitulation of a way of thinking that only rec-
ognizes what it has logically proven and for which morality exists only as a de-
duction from an idea of God.

III

It is now time to turn to the initially mentioned interpretation of Dostoevsky’s
last novel by Horst-Jiirgen Gerigk — all the more so as in recent works on evil in
The Brothers Karamazov this interpretation has not received the attention it de-
serves.” Gerigk reads the construction of the novel as a finely tuned, systemati-
cally structured philosophical answer to the question: “How does evil come in-
to the world?”># This answer is based on the theory of the human conscience as
an inner court from Kant's Metaphysics of Morals. According to Gerigk, the al-
together four sons of the murdered father Karamazov, i.e. “the three Karamazov
brothers and Smerdyakov form a single person” It is before the inner court of
this one person that the trial is held over who is actually to blame for patricide:

23 Surprisingly, neither Harref (Birgit HARRESS, “Macht und Ohnmacht des Bésen in Dos-
toevskijs Roman Bratja Karamazovy”, in Bodo ZELINSKY [Hrsg.], Das Bdse in der russi-
schen Kultur [Koln, Weimar, Wien: Bohlau, 2008], S. 133-145) nor HERLTH (2008) address
Gerigk’s theory of evil in The Brothers Karamazov.

24 GERIGK, “Die Architektonik..., S. 49.

25 Ibid., S. s2.
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In search of the perpetrator, the three brothers find - themselves! Each of
them contributed to Smerdyakov’s murder. Each of them could have prevent-
ed Smerdyakov from taking action. In this way, the collective of the Karamazov
brothers emulates the symbolic movement of King Oedipus, who searched for

his father’s murderer and found himself.>¢

35

Gerigk explicitly opposes all attempts to “see Ivan as the main culprit” or
Dmitry as the innocent victim of a miscarriage of justice:*” “It is not the actual

killer [Smerdyakov] who is the true murderer, but the collective of the three ti-
tle characters who have provided the actual killer with the opportunity to take
action — with Dmitry in the lead.”® Only de jure is Dmitry wrongly convicted,
but from a moral point of view, he is rightly found guilty: “Only Dmitry’s deci-
sion to act releases the reality of evil”* The path from homicidal thought to ac-
tual murder thus passes through four stages: Alyosha rejects the desire to kill as

it briefly arises in him. Ivan afhirms it in theory. Dmitry afhirms it in practice by
being hell-bent on the deed. Smerdyakov carries out this very decision. This is

the overall ethical architecture of the novel as mapped by Gerigk:

26
27
28
29
30

Note the essence of Dostoevsky’s construction. In the monastery, Alexey miss-
es the opportunity to become involved in the world, i.c. to dissuade his broth-
er Dmitry from reckless behavior. Dostoevsky’s reproach is directed at the monk,
who claims to have nothing to do with the world. Ivan preemptively removes
himself from the scene of the crime so as not to stand in the way of the hoped-
for murder. Dostoevsky’s accusation is directed at the intellectual who unscrupu-
lously instigates the crime, but then disappears and pretends afterwards that he
knew nothing about it. Dmitry unhesitatingly assumes the role of the perpetra-
tor because he passionately indulges his righteous indignation. Dostoevsky’s re-
proach is directed at the soldier who openly admits to killing in the name of a
good cause. Thus, monk, intellectual and soldier, as defined by Dostoevsky, bring
forth the reality of evil. In this construction, Smerdyakov is the Jackey, a mere

tool provided by the intellectual, set in motion by the soldier.>

1bid., S. 49.
1bid., S. s2.
1bid., S. s 4.
1hid.

Horst-Jirgen GERIGK, Dostojewskijs Entwicklung als Schriftsteller. Vom “Toten Haus” zu den
“Briidern Karamasow” (Frankfurt a. M.: S. Fischer, 2013), S. 245-246.
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The extent to which Gerigk’s structural analyses of Dostoevsky’s great nov-
els, from The Adolescent’” to The Brothers Karamazov, have revolutionized Dos-
toevsky research can hardly be overestimated. If anything can be added to his
allegorical reading of Dostoevsky’s final masterpiece, then at most this: it could
actually be thought through even more consistently than Gerigk himself has
done. The following considerations should be understood as an attempt in this
direction.

Gerigk’s approach to The Brothers Karamazov reveals the tectonics that
holds the entire novel together: it rests on four pillars, each pillar carrying the
face of one of the four brothers. A structure that rests on four supporting ele-
ments is most stable if all four elements are equally strong. It is therefore sur-
prising that Gerigk himself, after uncovering the construction plan of Dosto-
evsky’s most spacious edifice, sets about questioning the importance of one
particular pillar: Smerdyakov.

If he sees “Dmitry in the lead” of the foursome of brothers, he naturally
has good reason to do so. Gerigk rightly observes: “As long as Ivan’s rebellion
against God receives more attention than the events at the crime scene, an ap-
propriate interpretation of The Brothers Karamazowv is clearly a long way oft ">
The entire plot of the novel revolves around the miscarriage of justice that the
court commits against Dmitry and the question as to whether this verdict
might represent a higher justice after all. Those who focus their attention pri-
marily on Ivan as the guilty party ultimately agree with Smerdyakov, who calls
his teacher the “true legal murderer” — which Ivan is clearly not.»

Significantly, however, Gerigk seems to struggle with categorizing the one
who is actually the only real murderer in 7he Brothers Karamazov: Smerdyak-
ov* On the one hand, he downgrades Smerdyakov to a “mere tool’, even de-
nies him the precarious privilege of being considered a “true murderer™ and
points out that, as the “executor of evil desire, he is not there on his own, but
only when he is called”>¢ Gerigk states that “Smerdyakov, unlike his brothers,

31 Cf. Horst-Jirgen GERIGK, Versuch iiber Dostoevskijs “Jiingling” Ein Beitrag zur Theorie des
Romans (Miinchen: Wilhelm Fink, 196s).

32 GERIGK, “Die Architektonik...”, S. 73.

33 Gerigk rightly refutes a common interpretation, represented by Golosovker: “It is there-
fore completely wrong when Jakov Golosovker in his essay Dostoevsky i Kant affirmative-
ly repeats a common assumption of earlier Dostoevsky research, according to which the
earthly court wrongly condemns Dmitry, but the court of God sees the guilty party in
Ivan” (GERIGK, Dostojewskijs Entwicklung, S. 213).

34 GERIGK, “Die Architektonik...”, S. 61.

35 1bid.,S. s4.

36 1bid., S. 64.
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is only ever presented to us from someone else’s point of view. [...] Smerdyak-
ov is not portrayed from the inside!”” On the other hand, he emphasizes “the
autonomy of the individual Pavel Fyodorovich Smerdyakov”, who certain-
ly has the freedom of will to decide for or against killing his father.’® As if that
were not enough, he claims that even Smerdyakov’s outward appearance is on-
ly composed of features “that can be freely chosen”: “In a word, Smerdyakov’s
appearance is the objective correlative of an inner dynamic determined by the
idea of morality”?

As we can see, Gerigk’s considerations lend Smerdyakov a somewhat shaky
ontological and ethical status: something between a mere projection and a per-
son with his own history, between a tool and a free-willed human being - as if
he were among the Karamazov siblings Brother No. 3,5.+° The murky circum-
stances of his origins further accentuate this impression; Gerigk concludes
“that the executive of evil in man has no recognized relationship to the true na-
ture of man”* Indeed, the servant Grigory suspects that his de-facto stepson
Smerdyakov is not human at all, but has sprouted from the wetness of a bath-
house — a kind of fungus, so to speak. Such semi-existence, of course, seems to
correspond exactly to the role Smerdyakov plays in the plot of the novel, ac-

cording to Gerigk:

To call Smerdyakov the devil’s tool means that his own design of action is ad-
justed to the design of others. The design of others results in his desperate iden-
tity as invisible man. If it comes to looking for responsibility the devil’s tool los-
es its substance and vanishes. [...] This means that the lackey’ in one has no

legitimate affinity to human nature.**

But would we really say so of a character who grows up as the son of a home-
less woman, of someone who as a child vents his anger by hanging cats and as

37 Ibid.

38 1bid., S. 74.

39 Both quotes: Horst-Jirgen GERIGK, “Mikroanalyse eines Epilepsickranken: Der Morder
Smerdjakow in den Briidern Karamasow’, in Horst-Jirgen GERIGK, Ein Meister aus Russ-
land. Beziehungsfelder der Wirkung Dostojewskijs. Vierzehn Essays (Heidelberg: Universi-
tﬁtsvcrlag Winter, 2010), S. 145-159: 159.

40 Cf. also the chapters “Three or Four Sons?” and “Three or four Brothers”,in MEERSON, pp.
185-207.

41 GERIGK, Dostojewskijs Entwicklung, S. 216.

42 Horst-Jirgen GERIGK, “Dialogue and Pseudo-Dialogue’, in Predrag Crcovackr and Ma-
ria GRANIK (eds.), Dostoevsky’s “Brothers Karamazov” Art, Creativity, and Spirituality
(Heidelberg: Universititsverlag Winter, 2010), pp. 29-44: p. 40.
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an adult teaches children how to torture dogs, and who experiences his first ep-
ileptic seizure at the age of twelve after being slapped by his stepfather? Would
we say so about someone who develops an obsession with cleanliness and a fet-
ishism for boots, but also plays the guitar, admires France, is proud of his cook-
ing, dreams of opening his own restaurant with a small start-up capital — and fi-
nally seizes the opportunity to snatch this capital from his loathsome biological
father with a perfectly disguised murder? Would we really deny such a person
any affinity with human nature? This is a rhetorical question.

Smerdyakov is neither the devil nor a tool, but human, all too human - and
in this capacity, the perfect embodiment of the banality of evil:* emotional-
ly damaged, resentful, petty in his pipe dreams but not entirely without talents,
sadistic towards the weak, greedy, cunning and extremely opportunistic when
an occasion presents itself, eager to blame someone else when confronted with
the consequences of his actions. And his face, already wrinkled at the age of
24, proclaims: all these characteristics are as old as mankind itself. Smerdyak-
ov’s version of evil thus marks a fundamental and at the same time highly re-
alistic counter-position to three other, much more grandiose, ways of behav-
ing towards evil. He neither entrenches himself saintly behind monastery walls
against temptation, nor does he work himself up into an intellectual furor of
moral indignation against the wickedness of the world, nor does he allow him-
self to be carried away in a frenzy of passion. In other words, he is neither Aly-
osha, nor Ivan, nor Dmitry Karamazov. He lives up to his name: he is the very
stinker that none of us wants to be when tempted to do something ugly, but
whom we encounter all the time (sometimes in front of a mirror). And Dosto-
evsky makes it clear that this ignoble variant of evil inevitably enters the scene
as soon as the actual deed is committed — no matter what noble theory or emo-
tion may have prompted it. Brother Smerdyakov is always part of the party;
Gerigk’s astute observation that “without Dmitry there is no murder”** has to
be supplemented by the trivial observation that without Smerdyakov there is
no murder either.

The Karamazovs’ allegorical family has four indispensable members. And
cach of these family members is given a specific punishment that is tailored to
them. Dostoevsky’s novel provides, and this is important to recognize, not on-

43 Cf. the subchapter on “Die Banalitit des Bésen” in HARRESS, S. 141-143. See also Urs
HEFTRICH, “Der Dimon im Alltagskleid: Zum Begriff der ‘poslost” bei Nikolaj Gogol”,
in Peter THIERGEN (Hrsg.), Russische Begriffsgeschichte der Neuzeit. Beitrige zu einem
Forschungsdesiderar (Koln, Weimar, Wien: Bohlau, 2006), S. 127-137.

44 GERIGK, Dostojewskijs Entwicklung, S. 214.



Logos Sent into a Headspin: Notes on the Conversation with the Devil... 39

ly a “theory of stages in the development of evil”.# It houses an entire penal col-
ony with finely graduated sanctions for each evil. All four of Karamazov’s sons
are dealt retributive justice, which proceeds according to a strict jus talion-
is. Each of the four is punished specifically for Ais part in their father’s murder.
Alyosha is expelled from the monastery walls for his attempt to hide behind
them against the lure of evil. Dmitry must atone for his unfinished patricide, in
which he meets and almost kills the wrong father figure (the old servant Grig-
ory), by the fact that the court now strikes him as the wrong person — instead
of a servant (Smerdyakov) and because of a servant (Grigory’s incorrect memo-
ry). Note the precision with which Dostoevsky relates the circumstances here!
Smerdyakov, the actual murderer, is the only one of the four brothers to be sen-
tenced to death — by his own hand. This suicide is not only motivated by the
plot (in order to eliminate the decisive exonerating witness for Dmitry and at
the same time make his innocence clear), but also to a large extent by the eth-
ical system of The Brothers Karamazov: a murderer can perhaps still attain the
kingdom of heaven, a suicide hardly. From the point of view of divine justice,
Smerdyakov therefore suffers the harshest punishment; he alone is guaranteed
hell (he appears to Ivan at the exact moment of his death in the form of an in-
habitant of hell). This places the most banal representative of evil at the center
of the action.

The Brothers Karamazov is a story of the decay of the Luciferian act, which
begins with the spirit’s attempt to rise morally above the Creator and ends with
a banal act of bloodshed. Ivan is punished at the seat of the intellect for pro-
viding the intellectual instrument of killing: he becomes temporarily insane.
It is worth noting that Smerdyakov, for his part, describes Ivan as the “true le-
gal murderer” and that Ivan also accuses himself of murder in court. There
is an unmistakably close relationship between the theorist of amorality and
the practitioner of robbery-murder. It culminates in Ivan’s conversation with
Smerdyakov and his nightly conversation with the devil, which is synchro-
nized with Smerdyakov’s suicide. The placement of this conversation in the
plot of the novel thus follows a well-calculated direction. Dostoevsky takes ra-
tional thought down two paths, each of which leads to a point where it en-
counters something that cannot be proven but is nonetheless undeniable: the
voice of conscience and the sensory presence of a hallucination. He constructs
his novel in such a way that the logic first fails morally and then, at the peak
of the action, fails in itself. It is now possible to determine the meaning of the

45 GERIGK, “Die Architektonik..., S. 72. Cf. already Horst-Jirgen GERIGK, “Die zweifache
Pointe der Briider Karamasow. Eine Deutung mit Riicksicht auf Kants Mezaphysik der Sit-
ten”, Euphorion, vol. 69,1975, S. 333-349.
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Logos sent into a headspin: pure reason is to be reduced to absurdity, for it is
“a scoundrel”. To achieve this impression, Dostoevsky, after having damaged it
through skillful plotting, drives the Logos into a battle that is hopeless from
the outset. He cunningly conceals to whom he owes his knowledge of the out-
come of the battle: the Logos.
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