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In reading Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment alongside Friedrich Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morality, I wondered what the purpose of punishment is.  Nietzsche argues that the goal of punishment is the generation of guilt – a process created by the internalization of man’s instincts against himself – but he believes the actual effects incur the opposite result.  Dostoevsky also believes guilt is central to punishment, as shown by the character Raskolnivkov. However, he disagrees with Nietzsche’s ideas regarding the origins, purpose, and the actual effects of punishment. 


Nietzsche believes the act of punishment stems from the creation of memory in humanity’s pre-history.  He asks the question, “How can one create a memory for the human animal?” (60).  For Nietzsche pain is the key to memory insofar as, “‘If something is to stay in the memory it must be burned in:  only that which never ceases to hurt stays in memory’…pain is the most powerful aid to mnemonics” (61).   Nietzsche gives examples of punishments, such as stoning, castration, the killing of one’s first born son, etc to reinforce the idea that pain was key to the formation of memory (61).  

This argument of how pain initiates and sustains memory seems logical.  If in the time of pre-history one’s boss told one that if they did not till their boss’s land by the time their boss returns in several weeks then their wife and children will be killed.  To show the seriousness of this threat, the boss prior to leaving kills one’s son.  Once the first act of cruelty has occurred, presuming one does not want one’s wife and other children to die, I think it would be safe to speculate that someone in such a position would till the land as instructed.  In accordance with Nietzsche’s theory, the cruelty and pain of the first act have caused a memory in the one whose child was killed, and as a result he remembers to fulfill his promise.  Thus in man’s pre-history, when acts were punished, great pain and cruelty was suffered by those found responsible for their crimes. Keep in mind that Nietzsche does not say that suffering is experienced by those actually guilty, but rather by those found responsible.


Guilt to Nietzsche is a complex topic and, though his opinions on the nature of guilt differ from Dostoevsky’s, it is important to keep guilt separate from the nature of punishment—especially since Nietzsche does not believe punishment is the cause of guilt.  As this paper is on the nature of punishment and not guilt we must move onwards.


With the aid of the immense pain suffered by those of humanity’s pre-history, “one finally remembers five or six ‘I will not’s,’ in regard to which one had given one’s promise so as to participate in the advantage of society—and it was indeed with the aid of this kind of memory that one at last came ‘to reason’” (Nietzsche 62).  

Dostoevsky’s notions on the origin of punishment are not as clear as Nietzsche’s.  However, in reading Crime and Punishment, it can be seen that Dostoevsky believes in the notion of free will.  This means that “the criminal deserves punishment because he could have acted differently” (Nietzsche 63).  Throughout Crime and Punishment Raskolnivkov speaks of how it was his fate to commit the murders, in that 

when he recalled …all that happened to him during these days, [prior to the crime]…he was always struck to superstition by one circumstance which,…afterwards constantly seemed to him as if it were a sort of predetermination of his fate (Dostoevsky 60).
It becomes clear by the end of the novel that Raskolnikov is not controlled by fate, but rather he uses fate as an attempt to lighten the burden of his guilt.  It is not fate that has caused him to commit criminal acts; his crimes are the result of his illness, his “morbid monomania of murder and robbery” (Dostoevsky 536), that caused a lapse in his judgment.  As a result, it is concluded by the court he could have acted otherwise, and therefore he is guilty. However, since he was ill at the time of the murders his penalty shall be less severe.   Through Raskolnivkov one sees Dostoevsky’s view as rooted in common sense; one is punished because the laws of society say if one breaks the law, he or she will be forced to face the consequences of said action.  The setup goes as such: first, people have free will; second, those who break the societal laws will be punished as society sees fit.  The last questions to ask are: where do these laws come from, and why are people actually punished?  Again we go to the text and see that one possible reason Raskolnikov committed the crime was the utilitarian ideal.  He believed that if he killed Alyona Ivanovna “a thousand good deeds and undertakings could be arranged and set going by the money that old woman has doomed to the monastery…wouldn’t thousands of good deeds make up for one tiny crime?” (Dostoevsky 65).  This passage gives evidence of an underlying belief repeated throughout the book:  that which is good is that which is useful, and that that which is useful is that which generates the most pleasure and / or the avoidance of pain for all people.  Therefore, I deduce that in the context of Crime and Punishment Dostoevsky is a utilitarian, and that, for him, laws are made as to provide the greatest utility to humanity as a whole.  For Dostoevsky punishment is useful insofar as it promotes the deterrence of crime in the guilty party and, as a result, crime is deterred and the overall amount of pleasure increases.  In accordance with the utilitarian ideal, punishment originates in the desire of society to have its members adhere to its laws so as to generate the greatest amount of pleasure for the majority as possible.  Now it is clear that Dostoevsky does not agree with Nietzsche’s notion that the creation of memory first gave rise to punishment; rather, punishment has its origin in its utility.

We can now move past humanity’s pre-history and speculate on what the actual purpose of punishment in modern society really is.  Nietzsche believes that punishment consists of two aspects: the so-called “drama” or series of procedures that it consists of, and a fluid element, the meaning or purpose of such procedures (Nietzsche 79).  The fluid element is defined as the indefinite answer to what punishment’s purpose is because the answer to such a question is relative according to the society in which punishment occurs.  In On the Genealogy of Morality, Nietzsche outlines various meanings of punishment:  punishment as revenge, punishment as payment for harm done, punishment as a festival of a defeated enemy, etc (80).   He argues that this list is far from complete and that “it is clear that punishment is over determined by utilities of all kinds” (81).  As for the fluidity of punishment and its untraceable history of meanings, it is concluded that “today it is impossible to say for certain why people are punished:  all concepts in which an entire process is semiotically concentrated elude definition; only that which has no history is definable” (80).  Thus, we cannot determine what is the actual meaning or purpose of punishment for Nietzsche

Dostoevsky disagrees with Nietzsche and believes that punishment’s “supposed utility…is supposed to possess the value of awakening the feeling of guilt in the guilty person” (Nietzsche 83).  Also it appears as though Dostoevsky feels punishment is capable of assisting in the rehabilitation of a criminal, to help them to once again join in society and be useful.  The notion that punishment causes guilt to occur can be seen in Crime and Punishment via Raskolnikov.  An example of Raskolnikov’s feelings of guilt can be found on page 103, Dostoevsky writes, 

a dark sensation of tormenting , infinite solitude and estrangement suddenly rose to consciousness in his soul…Never until that minute has he experienced such a strange and terrible sensation…the most tormenting of any he had yet experienced in his life.
Here Raskolnivkov is at the police station, on matters regarding the promissory note his land currently holds, when he feels this horrid sensation.  This sensation is the guilt he feels for having committed murder.  Throughout the novel Raskolnikov’s guilt grows more and more, and grows to such a state that his inner world can longer contain it; indeed it is made manifest to the outside world.  Examples of such manifestation include and are not limited to Raskolnikov’s fainting spell at the police station, his illness proceeding the crime, and his emotions during Porfiry’s interrogation.  Thus, we can surmise that Raskolnikov does in fact feel guilty.  However, all of these points are prior to his actual punishment.  If Raskolnikov has not yet been punished, why does he feel guilty if the purpose of punishment is to instill the feeling of guilt?  The answer is Raskolnikov punishes himself.  His conscience is burdened by his crime and in that “whoever has one [a conscience] can suffer, if he acknowledges his error.  It’s a punishment for him—on top of hard labor” (Dostoevsky 264).


But perhaps I’ve gotten ahead of myself.  Though Raskolnikov’s body feels the affects of his guilt, his self-inflicted punishment, it does not mean that his inner world has been violated, that in his mind he truly feels guilty, per se.  Rather, one could attribute his bodily illness to his so called monomania or his long history of hypochondria (536).  But to get back to the purpose of punishment, having previously claimed Dostoevsky to be a utilitarian in terms of the novel Crime and Punishment, I think it would be apt to say that the purpose of punishment is to instill the feeling of guilt in the guilty party.  The example of Raskolnikov’s possible guilt shows this might be the case, but because he is diagnosed as being ill, until the epilogue we cannot know for certain whether he suffers from guilt or from his illness.  In any case, guilt is in turn useful in that it can either deter the criminal from future acts of injustice or perhaps even rehabilitate the criminal and allow them to be useful members of society again.  Either act, deterrence or rehabilitation, would increase the overall amount of pleasure produced all together—or so I conjecture that that is what Dostoevsky would say regarding the purpose of punishment.  

Leaving behind the theoretical aspects of the texts, we can now question what the actual effects of punishment are.  In On the Genealogy of Morality Nietzsche began with arguing that punishment’s origin lay in creating a memory for humanity.  When punishment occurs,

the actual effect of punishment must be sought above all in the heightening of prudence, in an extending of the memory, in a will henceforth to go to work more cautiously, mistrustfully, secretly, in the insight that one is definitely too weak for many things, in a kind of improvement in self criticism (Nietzsche 83).   
When a man is punished, the pain of his punishment causes him to remember that which he is being punished for, and to not act the same way in the future.  As a result, he does not feel guilt, but rather, that he ought to be more careful so as to not get caught the next time.  Punishment makes criminals better criminals; “thus punishment tames men, but it does not make them ‘better’” (Nietzsche 83).  Guilt is not the end result of punishment but rather, “it is precisely among criminals and convicts that the sting of conscience is extremely rare; prisons…are not the kind of hotbed in which this species of gnawing worm is likely to flourish” (Nietzsche 81).  By putting criminals in prison, their criminal traits will be fortified, and the likeliness of them feeling guilt will not increase but rather decrease.

What does Dostoevsky feel on the matters though?  What is the actual effect of punishment upon Raskolnikov?  For his crimes Raskolnikov was sentenced to roughly 8 years incarceration in a prison in Siberia.  Prison life did not bother him much for, 

it was not the horrors of convict life, or the work, or the food, or the shaved head, or the patchwork clothes that broke him:  oh, what did he care about all these pains and torments!  On the contrary, he was even glad to work:  by wearing himself out physically at work, he at least earned himself several hours of peaceful sleep (Dostoevsky 543).  
Thus, prison life finds Raskolnikov unaffected by his circumstances.  However, what of his conscience?  Was his guilt the cause of his fainting spells or was it truly an illness that put him into such a torrid state?  The answer is his “conscience is clear…he recognized as his crime:  that he had not endured it, but had gone and confessed” (Dostoevsky 544).  Raskolnivkov did not in fact feel any guilt!  Rather, he spends his time in prison, pondering how he could have gotten away with his crime.  His error was not in committing the crime, but in getting caught.  Dostoevsky agrees with Nietzsche in this aspect.  Punishment has made Raskolnikov smarter, cleverer, and a better criminal.  He does not feel guilt but rather feels he ought to have been smarter at the time.  The only aspect of his inner world that he suffers from is that “it was from wounded pride that he fell ill” (Dostoevsky 543).  Raskolnikov committed murder in an attempt to be an extraordinary man as per his theory on the divisions and kinds of men constituting humankind (Dostoevsky 265).  In failing to commit his crime, Raskolnikov must either reach one of two conclusions:  since he failed to commit his crime and not get caught, he must not be an extraordinary man, as such a man would have gotten away with the crime and kept his rationality even after committing said crime.  Or, perhaps his entire theory is wrong and there are no extraordinary men after all.  His pride is left hurt because in the end he is wrong, either in pertaining to himself being an extraordinary man or about his theory of the extraordinary man as a whole.  

Thus far we find Raskolnivkov feeling no guilt, he does not feel that he should not have committed his crime nor has he been deterred from future crimes, and he is serving his sentence, honing his criminal skills. He has not been rehabilitated into a useful member of society upon his release.  Raskolnivkov is redeemed, or resurrected per se on the very last pages of the novel during a walk with Sonya; “they were resurrected by love; the heart of each held infinite sources of life for the heart of the other” (Dostoevsky 549).  Raskolnivkov is “resurrected” by his love for Sonya.  It is not the generation of guilt from the process of punishment that Raskolnikov is rehabilitated into a useful member of society, but by love.  If love is the key to rehabilitation perhaps it would be best if all inmates could find themselves a partner.  Previously, I claimed on Dostoevsky’s behalf that the purpose of punishment was the generation of guilt as to lead to the deterrence of crime or the rehabilitation of the criminal.  Why then in Dostoevsky’s own book does it appear he contradicts himself and seems inline and at times to agree with Nietzsche?  Perhaps I have missed something in my analysis or maybe Raskolnikov is an exception to the general case, but as it appears now for Dostoevsky, the purpose of punishment and the actual effects of it are not in accord.

Having analyzed both Nietzsche’s and Dostoevsky’s notions of the nature of punishment it can be seen wherein they agree or disagree.  Nietzsche believes the origin of punishment is in the creation of memory for humanity.  The notion of that one is punished because one could have acted differently occurs late in history.  Dostoevsky disagrees and believes in free will.  Being a utilitarian in terms of Crime and Punishment, Dostoevsky believes that laws are made to provide for public utility, and that people are punished because it is useful.  The actual purpose of punishment for Nietzsche cannot be known for there are too many meanings already attached to the notion.  Today we cannot say for certain why people actually are punished.  Unlike Nietzsche, Dostoevsky believes the purpose of punishment is to generate guilt in those responsible for committing crimes.  This works towards a utilitarian goal for that it is a means of deterring crime and/or rehabilitating criminals, which in turn generates the greatest pleasure all together.  Lastly, concerning the actual effects of punishment, Nietzsche and Dostoevsky agree with each other as shown by Dostoevsky’s character Raskolnikov.  The actual effect of punishment is to make criminals more isolated and clever.  They do not feel guilt, but rather feel that if only they were smarter they would not have been caught.  Thus, they work on improving their intelligence and criminal facilities.  Dostoevsky goes off on a tangent and does not follow his own purpose of punishment as a means for guilt to lead to deterrence or rehabilitation.  For Dostoevsky, love, not Guilt, leads to rehabilitation.
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